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PREFACE

IT HAS several times been suggested to me, always to my
great annoyance, that I should write an autobiography.
Personal publicity of every kind is utterly distasteful to me, and
I have made greater efforts to escape it than most people make
to get it. Moreover, biographical writing, especially of the
popular type, presupposes a subject who has achieved, or at
least tried to achieve, something ponderable, substantial; and I
have done neither. I have led a singularly uneventful life,
largely solitary, have had little to do with the great of the earth,
and no part whatever in their affairs or for that matter, in any
other affairs. Hence my autobiography would be like the
famous chapter on owls in Bishop Pontoppidan’s history of
Iceland. The good bishop wrote simply that there are no owls
in Iceland, and that one sentence was the whole of his chapter.

One evening, however, an old friend, Mr. William Harlowe
Briggs, brought up the matter again, saying he had a new
idea. He proposed that I should write a purely literary and
philosophical autobiography with only enough collateral odds
and ends thrown in to hold the narrative together. As he put
it to me, the idea seemed to have something in it. His notion
was the perfectly sound one that every person of any intellec-
tual quality develops some sort of philosophy of existence; he
acquires certain settled views of life and of human society;
and if he would trace out the origin and course of the ideas
contributory to that philosophy, he might find it an interesting
venture. It is certainly true that whatever a man may do or
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say, the most significant thing about him is what he thinks;
and significant also is how he came to think it, why he con-
tinued to think it, or, if he did not continue, what the influ-
ences were which caused him to change his mind. In short,
what Mr. Briggs proposed was a history of ideas, the auto-
biography of a mind in relation to the society in which it
found itself.

After thinking over this suggestion for a day or two, I de-
cided to do what I could with it. I do not think the result, as
here presented, would interest many people or benefit any-
body; I did not expect or intend it to do either. I contemplated
nothing but a tour de force, a literary venture in a field which,
if not quite new, was at any rate new to me, and is one which
modern autobiographical writing tends to avoid. I now see
that I have succeeded with it much better than I supposed I
should, and therefore I have turned my manuscript over to
Mr. Briggs to do with as he likes. I have no further interest
in it, except as I indulge the hope that he will think his idea
has been satisfactorily worked out.

Avsert Jay Nock
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CHAPTER ONE

To be ignorant of one’s ignorance is the malady of the ignorant.

-—AMOS BRONSON ALCOTT.

FROM first to last, my schooling was so irregular, so out
with the whole technique of modem pedagogy, that I sup-
pose I might fairr); be said to have had no schooling at all.
In its early stages it was as informal as it was irregular. How I
learned my letters must always remain unknown; in Lord
Dundreary’s phrase, it is “one of the things no feller can find
out.” My parents did not know; nobody knew. Some one must
have taught me them, and very early, for I practiced spelling
out words when I was getting on for three years of age; but
twenty-five years later, although I asked all around the fam-
ilies on both sides, I found no survivor able to say who taught
me, or when, or how. As far back as I can push my own mem-
ory, it stops at the point of recalling a set of dirty and defaced
alphabet-blocks lying about our cellar in company with a dog-
eared copy of the New England Primer. There is a bare chance
that these may have helped me on with my earliest adventures
in the realm of the liberal arts, but I doubt it; indeed, I am
almost sure they did not. In the first place, I do not remember
ever playing with the blocks, or making any use of them, or
even paying any particular attention to them; nor do I remem-
ber ever noticing the Primer until such time as I could read it,
which certainly would be no later than when I was three.
Our house was a rented one; the cellar was really rather more
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of a basement than a cellar; it was light, dry and clean, a
palatial playroom from a child’s point of view; so my notion
is that the blocks and the Primer were probably among the
oddments discarded and forgotten by some former tenant’s
offspring.

While it is most unlikely that these bits of salvage did much
to put me on the way to literacy, the Primer may possibly have
had something to do with forming one of the channels through
which the course of my thinking was permanently set. Here
again the possibility is very frail, and I set no store by it, but
it does exist. If today for the first time I met the Primer’s
statement—

In Adam’s fall
We sinnéd all.

—my first question would not be, Did Adam really fall?, nor
would it be, Did we all really sin?. It would not even be the
previous question, Did Adam ever really exist?. It would be
the question previous to all these three questions, namely:
How can any one possibly know anything about it? Moreover,
not only is- this the case now, at the close of a rather uncom-
monly experienced and reflective old age, but even though
I stretch my memory to the utmost I do not recall a time in
all my life when I would have met a similar or analogous
statement in any other way. I can quite believe that at three
years of age, praemonitis quae praemonenda, I would have in-
stinctively put the same question as at thirty or threescore.
Therefore my impression is that the channel of my reaction to
the Primer’s doctrine of original sin was somehow ready-cut,
that my reaction followed a habit of mind already fixed and
settled, and that in so far as the Primers couplet had any
function in the premises, it was merely that of a trigger, a
spring of action.

A French friend, the gifted daughter of an immensely gifted
father, is much amused whenever she sees this agnostic and
skeptical instinct at work, and tells me it is my French blood
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cropping out; which indeed may easily be so. My mother’s
people came here as refugees from France at some time be-
tween 1686 and 1688. Their descendants were a long-lived lot;
four generations of them were on earth in my time. Up to the
last generation they were also rather prolific for French folk;
the tendency seems to have run out then; they reverted to type
so sharply as pretty well to extinguish the line. My mother
was one of ten, and I am her only child; I had a sister who
died in infancy before I was born. Out of the four genera-
tions I knew, every one of them, man, woman or child, was
an anachronism, a straight throw-back. Scratch the skin of
their mind, and the unadulterated blood of a seventeenth-
century Rochellois Protestant would flow. Nothing interests
me more now than to look back on the excellent lucidity, in-
tegrity, detachment and humour which they brought to bear
on all the works and ways of the society around them, includ-
ing their own works and ways—especially their own; their
power of disinterested and humorous self-criticism was superb.
They seem to have held place in a true apostolic succession,
for as I see them now I see an Amyot, Montaigne, Rabelais,
du Fail, des Périers, contemplating the spectacle of Renais-
sance society, appraising its little infatuations with serene pre-
ciseness, and finding them immensely diverting. My observa-
tion of these people gave me a far freer entrance than I could
otherwise have had into the minds of Voltaire and the Ency-
clopadists, of Moliére, Beaumarchais, yes, of Scarron also; and
into minds as diverse as those of Fontenelle, la Bruyére, St.-
Simon, in the seventeenth century; or as those of Comte,
Scherer, Ste.-Beuve, Halévy, Ernest Renan, the Goncourts and
other unheeded prophets of the fin-de-siécle who were so
nearly my contemporaries; many of them actually my contem-
poraries, with a generation’s difference in our ages.

The general temperament of my mother’s family came out
in various little ways expressive of a suave irony, characteris-
tically French. Nowhere outside of Don Quixote have I come
upon so many folk-sayings and proverbial turns of speech as
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were current among them. Most of these,—all of them, in fact,
that I can remember,—I never heard elsewhere, though they
can hardly have been original with us. At the end of some
boring social function or similar round of duty, they would
say, “Well, that burying’s got by,”—a simile drawn from the
sight of a rural funeral-procession passing a house. Justifying
some little extravagance, they would ask, “What’s a shilling
on a show-day?” They spoke of some enterprise likely to be
too much for the person taking it on, as “a store job”; I am unable
to make out this allusion. A specious bargain offered “too much
pork for a shilling,” and an obviously fraudful one would be
“cheap at half the money.” Carrying too many parcels at once
to save a trip, they called “carrying a lazy man’s load,” and if
some one complained of a tough steak, he would be told that
“it’s tougher where there’s none.” Once when I came down
unusually late for breakfast, my mother said drily, “I think
your early rising won’t hurt you if your long fasting doesn’t.”
There was a rural flavour about most sayings like these, which
makes me doubt that they were at all original with us, for my
people were always townfolk as far as I know.

With such a heredity, and having been inured throughout
childhood to the spiritual atmosphere of a gentle and pervasive
scepticism, it would perhaps not be unnatural that as a general
thing I should be found instinctively leaning a little towards
the agnostic side. Nor would it be less so, probably, that in
encountering controversial matters, such as the theological con-
structions of the New England Primer, I should always instinc-
tively strike down through all secondary and debatable ques-
tions and come to rest upon the one question that is primary
and undebatable.

This atmosphere of scepticism fostered another instinctive
trait or habit of mind which is characteristically French; the
habit of meeting any sudden and unexpected proposal, how-
ever interesting, however simple, even trivial, with an instant
negative. Our maxim, Learn to say No, would have no point
whatever in a French copybook, for every French child is born
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knowing how to say No, and in the circumstances I mentioned
he can be counted on to say it with unfailing regularity
throughout his life. Like the congenital infirmity of Goatsnose,
this habit was mine from “the remotest infancy of my child-
hood”; and although it amuses me as much as it does my
friends, I have long since written it off as unbreakable. I am
unable to recall a time when, if some one had proposed some-
thing on the spur of the moment,—anything, no matter what,
from the hand of the princess to a hand at tennis or billiards—
an abrupt No would not instantly have popped out. Son lo
spirito che nega in this sense truly, like my ancestors; I come
by it honestly. This habit might seem like sheer perversity, but
it is nothing of the kind. French of the French is the instinct
against committing oneself without reflection, and the negative
is merely a time-gaining device for holding open the oppor-
tunity for reflection, however much or little reflection may
actually be required or employed. Even where assent is a
foregone conclusion the opportunity must be held open. If the
princess’s hand were meanwhile forfeited forever, it would be
quite too bad and utterly lamentable, but there it is.
) 11

Although, as I said, there is not the faintest chance of know-
ing how I learned my letters, there is no doubt about how I
learned to piece them together into words. I taught myself to
do that. My playroom was in the fore part of our basement-
cellar or cellar-basement, and at the other end, against the wall,
was ranged a battery of three zinc-lined laundry-tubs with
hinged covers, also zinc-lined; a rather pretentious affair for
those days. Above the tubs was a window with a cracked lower
sash, over which was pasted, upside down, a piece cut out of
the New York Herald. As I lay prone on the tub-cover with my
heels in the air and my chin propped up from my elbows, this
piece of print was level with my eyes at a comfortable reading-
distance. At irregular intervals, mostly when it rained, I occa-
sionally posited myself in this fashion and spelled out the

[5



printed words, reading like a Hebrew, backwards. I did this
with no notion whatever of self-improvement, but merely as
finding myself some sort of occupation when I had nothing
more interesting to do; somewhat as one idly falls back on
working out a puzzle; which even so was rather odd, for all my
life I have been desperately bored by the mere thought of any
kind of puzzle. In this way, however, I learned to read; and
like Thoreau, except for the time devoted to this exercise, I am
unable to count a moment spent over a newspaper that was not
wasted. One effect of this experience remains with me. I can
still read print from right to left quite handily, and also print
which is upside down.

My first setback was the discovery that English is not a
phonetic language. The name of a certain Colonel Harry ap-
peared on my scrap of newspaper in some connexion which I
no longer remember. I do not know who Colonel Harry was,
or anything about him; probably I never knew; perhaps the
nub of his story disappeared when my fragment of paper was
cut out. All I remember is that when I pronounced his title
phonetically, some one,—1I think it was our fine old coloured
cook,—corrected me. Gradually I was introduced to anomalies
like cough, tough, hough, bough, through, and it was not long
before my curiosity about them began to give way to a vague
indefinite pride in a language too great to trouble itself about
anomalies. So far from deserting me, that pride has become
progressively overweening and touchy with advancing age.
Reason and logic are all against the orthographical antics of our
language, and all in favour of the wholesale confiscations which
a military despotism will no doubt levy on our speech when
all else that belongs to us has been confiscated. As a man of
reason and logic, I am all for reform; but as the unworthy
inheritor of a great tradition, I am unalterably against it. I am
forever with Falkland, true martyr of the Civil War,—one of
the very greatest among the great spirits of whom England has
ever been so notoriously unworthy,—as he stood facing Hamp-
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den and Pym. “Mr. Speaker,” he said, “when it is not necessary
to change, it is necessary not to change.”

Here, I am told, the English side of my ancestry comes out;
and again that may very well be so. My father’s parents came
from a town in Staffordshire, on the Worcestershire border,
where their people appear to have lived so long that the
memory of man runneth not to the contrary. My grandfather
sprang from a race of ironworkers; I know nothing about them,
save that one of them, named Henry, was a gunmaker who had
something of a reputation in his day. An odd incident that
happened when I was in my late twenties convinced me that
he must have been a first-rate artisan. Coming on from the
West Coast, I stopped-over in Missouri to visit an old friend,
an inveterate Nimrod with whom I had shot black duck in the
mouth of the Housatonic in the days when we were at school
together, doing post-graduate work—and can one imagine a
self-respecting black duck or old-squaw making its way up
Stratford harbour now? My friend presently proposed quail-
shooting. The only gun he could borrow for me was something
that looked like the second or third generation after the flint-
lock. It was a long, light, single-shot muzzle-loader, perhaps a
trifle over sixteen-gauge, with a beautiful barrel of thin brown
steel. I have never handled a gun that shot harder or truer, or
one that came up half as prettily; it virtually aimed itself. The
end of a day’s shooting found me head over heels in love with
it and trying my best to buy it, but the owner was obdurate;
he treated me as the father of the prize Circassian beauty
would treat a common slave-trader. While cleaning the gun
with devoted care that evening, I noticed the maker’s name in
small block-letters on the lock-plate, H. Nock. I made up my
mind on the spot that if this artist were not one of the family,
he should have been; and many years afterward, quite by
accident, I learned that he was.

My grandfather came to America to superintend a steel-
making concern. My impression is that he was the first in this
country to make steel of the highest quality, but I will not
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answer for the fact. I have been told, though I doubt it, that
he was the first to make any kind of steel here. I should say
that this could hardly be; but whatever the truth about such
matters, I can vouch for his having been a most capable work-
man. He had a process of his own, which he kept secret; I do
not believe he ever wrote out the formula for it, but if he did,
it has long since disappeared. He gave my father a razor which
he had fashioned out of an old file or something of the kind; an
exquisite, dainty little object that one might at first sight take
to be a miniature or toy razor, not meant for use, yet for
serviceability I have never seen one like it. He also made a
sword with an edge like a scalpel’s, and so flexible that one
could touch the hilt with its point. I do not know what became
of this or any other of his artifacts.

He was a man of sterling character, habitually silent, thought-
ful, dignified, regarded by strangers as perhaps a little on the
dour side. He was in all ways a conspicuous example of the
“ancient and inbred piety, integrity, good nature and good
humour of the people of England”; which, by the way, remains
the truest characterisation ever made of that people, albeit not
made by one of themselves, but by an Irishman. My grand-
father’s forebears were echt-English English out of the original
Saxon stock that landed at Ebbsfleet; they were English of the
sort that as late as my own time still looked down their noses
at the descendants of the French bastard of 1066 and his
desperadoes, and spoke of them, as “foreign devils.” His eight
children, all but one born here, stood rather in awe of him,
though he was always kindly in his stiff English way, never
unjust or overbearing, and never intolerant. His tolerance,
like all else of his, was English; it had its root in authority and
tradition, and was exercised within the limits which these
determined. It was therefore, strictly speaking, unintelligent;
thus standing in sharp contrast with the tolerance practiced by
my mother’s family. This was purely French; it was founded
on reason and proceeded by logic, tempered and refined by an
unfailing sense of what is amiable, graceful and becoming. My
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mother has told me how often, when one of them passed a
hasty judgement on somebody for something, her father would
say, “Be careful, children; remember, you dont know the
circumstances.” It would hardly have occurred to my English
grandfather to put the matter that way.

The upright and gentle old English couple spoke such broad
Staffordshire that I could seldom make much out of what they
were saying. They were deeply religious, exercising an ex-
tremely simple and practical faith, and asking no questions.
Their type of religion was that on which, for once in his life,
Carlyle spoke out with the insight and lucidity of a Taylor,
Hales, Chillingworth, or one of the Cambridge Platonists.
“Man’s religion,” he said, “consists not in the many things he
is in doubt of and tries to believe, but in the few things he is
sure of and require no effort to believe.” No Cudworth or
Whichcote could do better than that. My grandfather was
one of many who became disgusted with the repulsive Eras-
tianism of a State Church, and became a Dissenter, of the
Methodist persuasion; in fact, the Methodists formally com-
missioned him as a lay preacher, and even after he came to
this country he would sometimes preach to Methodist congre-
gations when no one was at hand to do it. His preaching seemed
acceptable, though I hardly see how American hearers could
have understood his speech.

Gogol’s story, Old-Fashioned Farmers, brings to my mind a
good many features of the old couple’s peaceful life in their
latter days; their devotion, their playful teasings and twittings,
their intense busyness with small activities, their hospitality
and friendliness for those who found entrance to the household.
They lived long and well. When my grandfather was ninety-
three he was stepping about New York on a firmer foot than
mine is now, and at a pace as brisk as mine; at ninety-six he
complained that for some reason his eyesight was not what
it used to be. He died at some months past ninety-nine. His
children also lived to a great age, except the two youngest who
died virtually by accident; if the science of medicine had stood
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then where it does now, they might have lived as long as the
others. Both sides of my family ran to longevity, as far back as
they have been traced. My mother died at eighty-seven; her
father, at eighty-six; and except for deaths that were virtually
accidental, all their contemporaries in the family lived about
as long, and some longer. Two of my own contemporaries in
a distant connexion are going on for ninety, one for a hundred,
and one for seventy-six. Latterly, again like my mother’s family
and even more abruptly, my father’s family pinched out. Of
my grandfather’s children, four were childless; one had three
children, all now dead; one had two; and two had one each.

My father told me of a strange incident in his mother’s life
which made such an impression on him that he remembered it
clearly, although he was no more than five or six years old
when it happened. While he was playing in the garden with
two of his sisters a very large grey bird appeared, circled
slowly two or three times overhead, and settled on one of the
window-sills in my grandmother’s bedroom. My grandmother
came to the door at once, apparently in great distress, and said,
“Come in the house, children; your grandfather is dead.” Some
weeks later (those being the days of sailing-ships) she got a
letter telling her that her father had indeed died in his home
in Staffordshire at precisely that hour. His illness was short, and
his death wholly unlooked-for; he was supposed to be in the
best of health. If my grandmother ever gave any account of
her sensations at the moment, my father did not know of it;
no doubt she did, but he was unlikely to have heard anything
about it, since such matters were not much discussed in the
hearing of children. The odd thing is that my grandmother
would be the last person whom one would associate with any
metapsychical or superpsychical or extrapsychical (or what-
ever the right word may be) experience. She was preéminently
placid and wholesome of mind, abounding in the unimaginative
good sense so typically English of the Midlands, and one would
say quite insensitive to impressions originating at all outside
the commonplace.
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I have spoken of my father’s people with this rambling par-
ticularity because hardly anything referable to them is likely
hereafter to fall within the scope of these memorabilia. The
truth is, I inherited almost nothing on the paternal side, and
what little I got is almost wholly by way of external character-
istics; blue eyes, blonde complexion running to the rubicund,
what one of my sinful friends calls the veritable boozehister’s
complexion, fit to ornament a retired admiral of the Royal Navy.
A thin skin, scanty blonde hair, small pudgy hands and feet, a
villainous tendency to gout, rheumatism, arthritis; these, I
believe, make up the lot. The only internal characteristic that
I can identify positively as coming from this side is my unrea-
soning jealousy in behalf of the appalling vagaries of my
native tongue. Nothing else arouses this peculiar emotion;
such feelings as I have for other things is wholly a reasoned
affair, leading me into no emotional excesses; that is to say, it
is fundamentally more French than English. The Englishman
holds himself privileged to criticise his people and their most
cherished institutions as freely as he likes, but he will not
extend that privilege to others; and their assumption of it,
even when such assumption is most notoriously justifiable, at
once touches off a display of irrational resentment. With the
Frenchman (as far as my observation goes) the case is some-
what different. He may be quite as devoted to his Marianne as
the Englishman is to his Britannia, and quite as well aware
that the object of his devotion has a repulsive birthmark on her
shoulder. He will not cover up the birthmark, however, and
pretend it is not there; nor will he pretend that on occasion it
is not so clearly visible to the stranger as it is to him; nor will he
assure the stranger that the thing is not at all a birthmark but
a superbly contrived beauty-spot, and that nothing but envy,
hatred, malice and all uncharitableness prevents the world from
accepting and admiring it as such. Wandering around the
Poitou at the time of the last Presidential election in France, I
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asked a worthy Poitevin who the next President was likely to
be. He shrugged his shoulders with an expression of the utmost
indifference, and replied, “I don’t know,—some old cow.” If
he had asked the question, and I had given that answer, he
might well have thought my manners were none too good, but
ten to one he would have smiled at the sally, and said, “C’est
tout a fait ¢a.” Hardly so the Englishman.,

It amuses me to see how true to type I run in the one par-
ticular; I am as unintelligently and absurdly jealous of the
injustices, inhumanities, iniquities, of our language as any
good Briton is of those inhering in his flagitious imperialism.
Like him, I refuse to see them as unjust, inhumane, iniquitous.
I insist that they are just, beneficent, and in accordance with
the will of God. If foreigners have trouble with them, I agree
that it is most unfortunate, but really we can’t think of regu-
larising the exquisitely asymmetrical symmetries of our noble
tongue merely to accommodate foreigners. Let the foreigner
sweat them out for himself; it serves him right for his pre-
sumption in having been born to the use of a language so far
inferior. My French blood rises up at this, calling it the bland
hypocritical arrogance of I'Albion perfide, la Grande Voleuse.
Then, English-like, I am moved to insist in all honesty that it
is nothing of the kind. It is merely the humble and pious
recognition of certain verities which were established before
the foundations of the world were laid. Since our adorable
Creator, in His wisdom and in His loving-kindness, endowed
the Briton with the natural right to rule, it was fitting that He
should have endowed him with command of a majestic and
imperial language. Since He ordained the immeasurable
superiority of British character, customs, laws and institutions,
the Untouchables of the world must respect the idiom in
which that superiority is not only proclaimed but exhibited.
It is painful to find this attitude put down as arrogant and
hypocritical when we Britons are actually the most simple-
hearted of mankind; but what is one to do?

I must confess that when the English half of my being rears
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up in this preposterous fashion, the French half laughs most
indecorously at the capers I cut. It gently pulls my sleeve, and
bids me once more study prayerfully the immortal figure of
Homenas praising the Decretals. Fortunately this seldom hap-
pens; the French half controls me completely, I think, in every
department of spiritual activity save only where this matter of
linguistics comes in; and here I am as densely, as impenetrably,
English as Palmerston himself.

In respect of vocabulary, like Mr. Jefferson, I am “a friend
to a judicious neology,” but in respect of style and usage I
count myself a hidebound old British Tory, and glory in my
shame. Mr. Mencken’s great work on the American language
is monumental, and I would go almost all the way with it
in granting a place in the English dictionary to its verbal
neologies of American origin; but its culpable laxity towards
matters of style and usage makes the British lion within me
growl with rage. The sensitiveness, the delicacy of perception
which at once takes the right measure of an occasion and puts
a style in right relation to its subject; the instinct for clarity,
harmony and balance, the infallible sense for the exact adapta-
tion, often the exact sacrifice, that is needed to maintain them;
this is what determines the validity of usage. It passed King
James’s translators effortlessly on from an Attic simplicity in the
story of Joseph to an almost matchless example of the grand
style in the book of Daniel, and thence to a sort of bastard
Corinthian style faithfully reflecting the crabbed Greek of the
Pauline epistles. In at least one instance, where euphony was
the primary consideration, it made them sacifice grammar to
euphony. When force was the primary consideration, Mr.
Jefferson once sacrificed both grammar and sense to it in
saying, “We have nothing scarcely to propose to our legisla-
ture.” Brand Whitlock years ago remarked to me how greatly
Andrew Jackson’s execrable grammar strengthened his sentence
when he roared, “I know them French; theyll never pay unless
we make ‘em.” I wish Mr. Mencken had compared the kind
of prose he sometimes sanctions with the kind he writes him-
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self. Mutatis mutandis, his management of style and usage is
so unerring that as far as these go I might easily imagine that
William Law or Bishop Butler had written his T'reatise On
Right and Wrong.

v

Unless one counts in the Primer, which never really inter-
ested me, the first book to attract my notice was Webster’s
Dictionary. Probably it caught my eye as being the biggest
book in my father’s library, and also as being easily accessible
in its place at the end of one of the lower shelves. Whatever
the attraction was, I dragged the volume out one day, and in
the pages of pictures at the end I struck a rich and unexpected
vein of interest. Presently I discovered that the pictures were
duplicates of those in the text, so I quite made a business of
looking them up to see what was said about them. I remember
being greatly taken with the pictures of prehistoric creatures,
and when somewhere or other I heard somebody recite a scrap
of nonsense-verse about certain exploits of—

The Icthyosaurus

On the banks of the Taurus,
And the Pterodactyl

By the gurgling rill,

—I was delighted to find myself among old friends. The
amount of miscellaneous information gained in this way, how-
ever, seems not to have done me much good qua information,
since most of it did not stay long with me; but collaterally, in
the matter of reading, and especially of spelling, the case was
different. I became an uncommonly rapid reader; and as for
spelling, the seed sown by the dictionary must have fallen on
good ground, for in my later life I have seldom been seriously
put to it for the spelling of an English word; probably not
more than a dozen times in all; and this notwithstanding I
never studied a spelling-book or did any stated exercises in
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spelling. I use the figure of good ground advisedly, since there
seems to be a sort of congenital instinct for correct spelling in
a non-phonetic language, and many of the ablest minds are
bormm without it. Two of my ablest acquaintances can but
barely spell their own names twice alike; Henry George was
a wretched poor speller; and Count Tolstoy’s manuscripts
show that the great and good old man must have kept his
copyist’s teeth on edge. Something of the same sort seems
to be true of one’s speed in reading; and therefore I feel that
my proficiency in these two accomplishments is of little credit
to me.

The dictionary became quite literally my bosom friend, for
I lugged it about, clasped to my breast with both hands, from
one place to another where I should not be underfoot, and
there I would lay it open on the floor and read it lying prone
as I had lain on the tub-cover when perusing my scrap of
newspaper. I must have been very young then, for I could
but barely manage the book’s weight; I do not know exactly
what my age was. Once my devotion put me in the way of a
bad accident. My people had never let on to notice my doings
with the dictionary, but they may have thought it was under
too much wear and tear, for one day I found its place vacant.
I said nothing, but kept a sharp eye everywhere, and presently
discovered it out of reach on a shelf in a closet. Aided by a
chair with a teeter-tottery pile of books built up on it, I some-
how actually managed to get the thing out and down again
without breaking my neck. Perhaps what Mrs. Malaprop
called “an unscrupulous Providence” had decided that a whilom
student of the Primer might become a good Calvinist some
day, and took a chance on giving me an uncovenanted lift.
Nothing was said about my escapade, no questions asked;
apparently it was accepted as testimony to the mighty truth
that you can’t keep a good man down; and so my studies went
peacefully on. One trace of them still remains; considered as
sheer casual reading-matter, I still find the English dictionary
the most interesting book in our language.
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The net profit of my first few years of life appears to have
been a fairly explicit understanding of the fact that ignorance
exists. It has paid me Golconda’s dividends regularly ever since,
and the share-value of my small original investment has gone
sky-high. This understanding came about so easily and natu-
rally that for many years I took it as a commonplace, assuming
that everyone had it. My subsequent contacts with the world
at large, however, showed me that everyone does not have it,
indeed that those who have it are extremely few. They seemed
particularly and pitifully few when one contemplated the
colossal pretensions which, in its modesty, the human race puts
forth about itself. I found myself projected into a society
which was riotously pretentious, forever congratulating itself
at the top of its voice on its achievements and abilities, its
virtues and excellences, its resources and prospects, and calling
on all the world to admire them; and yet a society by and
large “too ignorant to know that there is such a thing as
ignorance” I was immensely amused by this anomaly, yet I
surveyed it with a mild wonderment; it was something of a
puzzle. In time I found that others had made this discovery
before me; also that other contemporary societies were in this
respect more or less like the one I was in, essentially like it,
the main difference being in the degrees of blatancy where-
with the resemblance was proclaimed; also that past societies
of men long dead and gone were like it; also that the reasons
why all this should be so had apparently never been any clearer
to others than they were to me.

Thus in my early manhood I learned to respect ignorance,
to regard ignorance as an object of legitimate interest and
reflection; and as I say, a sort of unconsidered preparation for
this attitude of mind appears to have run back almost to my
infancy. Moreover, when I got around to read Plato, I found
that he reinforced and copper-fastened the notion which
experience had already rather forcibly suggested, that direct
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attempts to overcome and enlighten ignorance are a doubtful
venture; the notion that it is impossible, as one of my friends
puts it, to tell anybody anything which in a very real sense
he does not already know. It seemed extraordinary that this
should be so. Nevertheless, there it was; and apparently no
one could give,—certainly no one, not even Plato, did give,—
any more intelligent and satisfying reason why it should be
so than I could give; and I could give none at all.

Here again, running back to my childhood there may have
been going on a kind of vague and indefinite preparation for
this discovery. I speak with caution, for I recall only one
incident pointing that way, and withal a trivial one; yet point
that way it certainly did. When I was about seven, up in New
Hampshire where my mother and I were visiting some relatives,
a priggish little boy from next-door, reeking with infantile
piosity, said to me one Sunday afternoon, “I did not see you
in church this morning, I did not.” I replied politely, “Didn’t
you?” As a matter of fact, I had not been there; but I saw no
reason for discussing my absence, and I saw one imperative
reason for not discussing it. I disliked the sanctimonious little
whelp intensely, on general principles—there was that, of
course; and it was clearly none of his business where I had
been or not been—there was that also. Yet I remember dis-
tinctly that these considerations did not move me to the reply
I made. I knew the boy and his upbringing well enough to
know that if I entered into explanations with him, his invincible
ignorance would estop him from understanding a word I said.
In like circumstances I would, and always do, make a like reply
today, and for the same reason.

As time went on, I became convinced that Calvin’s idea
of invincible ignorance had a validity which the Genevese
French lawyer did not suspect. I was also interested to see
that this view had strong indirect corroboration from the
practice of those whom for some odd reason—odd, because
no one ever seems to learn anything from them—we misname
as “the great teachers of mankind.” Apparently they accepted
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ignorance as a fixed quantity; apparently also their direct
attempts at enlightening ignorance were extremely few and
futile. But why should ignorance have persisted as a fixed
quantity throughout human history, as apparently it has done;
and why should the direct effort at enlightening ignorance
remain as inveterately impracticable and inadvisable today as
it was in the days of Socrates, Jesus, Confucius, Im-hotep, or
as it must have been found to be by the wiseacres of the
Neolithic period, if any such there were?

These were the questions which interested me, though I was
never eagerly curious about them, or much stirred by finding
no answer at hand. Now and then some circumstance would
bring them to the top of my mind long enough for me to
note the circumstance’s bearing on them, but no longer. I
never broached them for discussion in my student days. The
theory of progressive evolution was top dog everywhere at
that time, and its energumens would have met my questions
with the “one plain argument” with which Lord Peter met
the doubts of his brothers, in the Tale of a Tub. This flat nega-
tion of history and common experience would have done no
more than to illustrate the quality from which the questions
take their rise, and would therefore have been pointless. Not
until I was well along in years did I come on a theory of man’s
place in nature which provided my questions with a compe-
tent and satisfactory answer.
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CHAPTER TWO

[Social life in the Grand Siécle] is the school of what is called honour,
the universal master who shall be everywhere our guide. Three things
we observe there, and find constantly mentioned: that our virtues
should be touched with a certain nobleness, our morals with a certain
freedom, our manners with a certain politeness. The lvirtues exhibited
in this society are always less what one owes to others than what one
owes to oneself; they are not so much a response to an appeal from our
fellow-citizens as a mark of distinction between us and them.

—MONTESQUIEY.

DURING the period I have been canvassing we lived in
Brooklyn, the City of Churches. Our neighbourhood had
somewhat the appearance of a moderately well-to-do suburban
locality just before a congested population has crept up on it.
Chelsea, Greenwich, Harlem, probably looked more or less
like it in the early days of New York. The high-life of Brooklyn
lived on the Heights, which is still the most desirable residence-
site in the city, though the winter winds which sweep up from
the bay are colder than death. Between us and the high-life
lay a sprawling amorphous population of which we knew
little. Residence-blocks had but barely reached us, though
they were fast on their way. Apartment-houses were yet to
come; I think there were hardly any of them anywhere in
Brooklyn. The houses in our locality were roomy in a Victorian
style, hence ugly enough; their grounds were spacious, all
extremely well-kept, and almost all the properties were owned
by those who lived on them.
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Our district served the function of a modern suburban town,
for the heads of our families mostly had their occupations in
what is now called Manhattan, and were actually commuters,
going to-and-fro daily by way of the horse-car lines down
Gates or Fulton Avenue to the East River ferries. They spent
about the same length of time in transit as their successors
who now swarm in from Summit or New Rochelle; but the
pace being slower, their daily journey was less tiring, and
(since comfort largely resides in a state of mind) more com-
fortable. It was also less tedious, for Ruskin’s observation that
“travel becomes uninteresting in exact proportion to its rapidity”
applies as well to commuters’ travel as to any other.

The rus in urbe type of existence prevailed among us quite
considerably. One neighbour kept a flock of guinea-fowl which
ran so wild over his rearward premises that when he wanted
one for dinner he would shoot it. Our own place, one of the
few rented ones there, must have had at least a hundred-foot
frontage, I think more. The house was well back from the
street, and the garden running the full length of a long block
behind it was remarkable for having large fruit-trees in it
and a line of oversized blackberry-bushes down one side. I
was more circumspect about blackberries after the day when
I came within an ace of pawing in on a hideous huge spider
which was sitting in the centre of its web amidst the thick
bushes. This monster was of a bright yellow colour with black
stripes. I have seen others of the same kind since then, but
never one much more than half its size.

Another neighbour, a patriarchal old Englishman with a
white beard, kept a great stand of bees. I remember his inces-
sant drumming on a tin pan to marshal them when they were
swarming, and myself as idly wondering who first discovered
that this was the thing to do, and why the bees should fall in
with it. It struck me that if the bees were as intelligent as bees
are cracked up to be, instead of mobilising themselves for
old man Reynolds’s benefit, they would sting him soundly and
then fly off about their business. I always think of this when I
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see a file of soldiers, wondering why the sound of a drum does
not incite them to shoot their officers, throw away their rifles,
go home, and go to work. Why, instead of producing this
effect which seems natural and reasonable, does it produce
one which seems exactly the opposite? In the course of time I
found that Virgil had remarked the fact about bees, and that
in his parable called The Drum Count Tolstoy had remarked
the fact about the human animal. Neither, however, had ac-
counted for the fact. Virgil had not tried to account for it, and
Count Tolstoy’s attempt was scattering and unsatisfactory.

Something perhaps worth mentioning, if only for its oddity,
is that none of us children ever had any toys except such as
we made for ourselves; odder too, possibly, that none of us
wanted any. I might have had toys if I had asked for them,
but I did not care enough about them to ask, and no one
offered me any, even at Christmas when we all had nice things
of one kind or another given us. Such cronies as I had seemed
to be in the same state of indifference. I vaguely remember
seeing a dilapidated rocking-horse in our cellar, but I think it
was something I fell heir to, like the alphabet-blocks and the
Primer. At any rate, I did nothing with it and cared nothing
for it. When I was six or seven I collected some pieces of board
and knocked together a very good nest for myself in the
upper branches of a tree near the house, whence I surveyed
the landscape after the manner of Alexander Selkirk. I also
made a practicable swing, but soon got out of the way of
using it, being attracted into fields of larger adventure.

One side of our premises was bordered by a big stretch of
vacant land which, with the garden, gave us a playground
practically illimitable. For some reason, huge piles of broken
rock had been dumped on these vacant lots, which vastly
increased their interest. We did tricks in Alpine-climbing over
these, picking out ways which involved the most hazardous
feats of balancing. One day I discovered some ten-cent pieces
scattered at the foot of one pile, and this set us off on a gold-
rush at once, exploring all the depths and crevasses of the
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porous heap in a search for further loot, but we did not find
any.

i,n all, I led a very active, busy and wholesome outdoor life,
the year round. In summer, we were hard at work in all the
primitive occupations which youngsters devise for themselves
out of such resources as they happen to find in their way,
though curiously little imagination had play in our enterprises.
We did not build any castles in Spain or pretend to be Indians,
pirates, explorers, or the like. I do not know why this im-
memorial privilege of childhood was lost to us, but our more
prosaic doings filled our days so full that we did not miss it.
Apparently our world of practical affairs was so large, abundant
and satisfactory that we had more than enough to do with
taking it as it was. Our nearest approach to the make-believe
was in organising snowball-battles. We would build a snow
fort, then divide ourselves into attacking and defending forces,
using shields made out of barrel-heads, with leather straps
through which to pass the left fore-arm, Roman style. We had
a tacit convention against “soakers”—ammunition dipped in
water and left to freeze hard—and also against snowballs
weighted with a stone core. All such practices were blacklisted
according to the doctrine that “fair’s fair” even in war. We were
too young to know that this doctrine was fast going out of
fashion among our elders, but in our innocence it seemed quite
the right thing; so clearly the right thing that I do not recall
ever having heard it discussed or even mentioned.

Sometimes we got intimations of a larger world surrounding
ours. Once I wandered a long way eastward to where a railway
ran, and there I saw two locomotives, gorgeous with red paint
and glittering brass, bearing the strange names of Wouter van
Twiller and Pieter Minuit. This led to my leamning that a very
fine people called Hollanders or Dutchmen lived across the
ocean, and once long ago a colony of them had settled here.
Indeed, some of their descendants were still here, and were
much respected. I thought their governors must have been
most tremendous fellows to have such scrumptious engines
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pamed for them, and I was especially keen on seeing some
of those descendants. There were none handy to us at the
time, however, so my curiosity had to go unsatisfied for many
years. This experience not only gave me a justly high opinion
of the Dutch, but it also set up a great love for the old graceful
type of locomotive, which bhas never left me; and, by conse-
quence, I now look on the nondescript electric locomotive and
the slithering, sneaking, dishonest-looking type of “stream-
lined” Diesel locomotive with the utmost abhorrence and
disgust.

Although there were no Dutch in our neighbourhood, our
social atmosphere had a distinct bracing tang of cosmopolitan-
ism which I very early learned to breathe with interest and
enjoyment. The only female playmate I ever had came into
my life at the age of four, and soon went out again; a tiny frail
blonde French girl—she impressed me as frail, but judging by
others I have seen since then, I now think she was fausse-
maigre. She knew not a word of English, nor I a word of
French, yet we conversed fluently enough, and like the gifted
souls at Pentecost, we somehow managed to come at some
sort of understanding, in a general way. I think I never knew
what her name was, but for purposes of identification I spoke
of her as “little Oui-oui,” which answered well enough. She
did not take to me particularly, nor I to her, but we carefully
observed the diplomatic amenities in all our relations, and the
chances of a sentimental attachment, if ever there were any,
died a-bornin’.

We had several English families among us, all out of the
best that the upper-middle class could show, and with most
of the objectionable insular angularities peculiarly British
worn down by attrition. One family named Brown came from
the Indian civil service. The French critic who said, rightly
enough, that in matters of colonial administration les Anglais
sont justes, mais pas bons, would gladly have made an excep-
tion for this amiable family. Mrs. Brown taught my mother to
make curry secundum artem, the real thing, which was one
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of the cardinal joys ot my life at home. Memories of it today
make me explode in wrath like a retired colonel from Poona
or Allahabad when I see the messes which miserable defaulting
devils stew up and put before me under the name of curry.

A few Germans lived among us, one named Kreuter, a
little brisk old man, a great friend of my father, and a master
hand at making sauerkraut. When he had got a batch of sauer-
kraut in prime condition, he would bring over a couple of
quarts for my father to sample and pass expert judgement on.
The discussions were so long and the aroma so pervasive that
my mother finally laid down the law that my father and
Kreuter should hold their sessions outdoors or in the wood-
shed. She said she always knew when Kreuter was coming,
if the wind was right, for she could smell his tin pail long
before he hove in sight. She also declared she could see the
fumes of his sauerkraut push up the cover of the pail once in a
while, like the action of a safety-valve, as he was proceeding
along; but this may have been an illusion of some kind.

Between the Kreuters and a grocer named Mahnken whom
we patronised, I picked up a bit of German which I used
sometimes not really knowing whether I was speaking German
or English. Probably it is in consequence of this that occasion-
ally now when I try to think of an English word, the German
equivalent will come to me long before the English word
produces itself. This of course seldom happens, but it has
happened, and once or twice very awkwardly, as it did only a
few days ago when I was pointing out a stone-quarry as a
landmark for some motorists who asked for directions. I lost
the word completely, and after fishing around in my mind for
a moment or two while the motorists waited, I made the
silliest possible show of myself by turning to the people with
me and asking what a Steingrube is in English.

The cosmopolitan character of our neighbourhood was
rounded out by the presence of a north-of-Ireland Scots Protes-
tant family which in the eternal fitness of things bore the name
of Irons. When one laid eyes on old Irons one said to oneself,
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Behold England’s age-long difficulty in governing Ireland! He
was a living, breathing allegory of what Burke called “the
dissidence of Dissent, and the protestantism of the Protestant
religion”; that is, he was everything that a sentimental, quick-
witted people like the southern Irish would regard with
frantic loathing. He looked like Sir Edward Carson, and his
harsh sepulchral voice was Carson’s own; or Ralph Nickleby’s,
as Dickens describes it. He regarded all non-Calvinist doctrine
as a lie and a heathenish superstition, and he was especially
strong for burning the Romish and High Anglican hierarchies
at the stake. Rabelais’s description of Gaster fitted him like a
poultice. Nothing could be done with Irons, “for he is impe-
rious, blunt, hard, severe, uneasy and inflexible; you cannot
make him believe, represent unto him, or persuade him any-
thing; he does not hear.” My parents got an immense deal of
amusement out of Irons, though none in an ill-natured way, for
there was never a grain of ill-nature in our household. In their
view, human character in all its unaccountable manifestations
is simply the most diverting thing in the world, and as such
they accepted it. Irons was a prize exhibit after his kind; luck
had thrown him our way as a kind of spiritual windfall, to be
highly appreciated for what he was, an uncommonly interest-
ing and comical object of character-study.

I think I am safe in saying that the touch of cosmopolitanism
in our surroundings affected me favourably and permanently.
What with the Dutch names on the locomotives, Kreuter’s
sauerkraut, the little French girl, the English, and the inveter-
ate, almost homicidal intransigence of old Irons, all interpreted
through my family’s humorous, penetrating and tolerant view
of humanity-at-large, I got the impression of an interesting
and rather delightful variety of cultures, traditions, modes of
thought, and habits of life; and I am sure I must also have
got some inkling of what always has seemed to me, and still
seems, the most rational and practical attitude towards them.
One of the most offensive things about the society in which I
later found myself was its monstrous itch for changing people.
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It seemed to me a society made up of congenital missionaries,
natural-born evangelists and propagandists, bent on re-shaping,
re-forming and standardising people according to a pattern of
their own devising—and what a pattern it was, good heavens!
when one came to examine it. It seemed to me, in short, a
society fundamentally and profoundly ill-bred. A very small
experience of it was enough to convince me that Cain’s heresy
was not altogether without reason or without merit; and that
conviction quickly ripened into a great horror of every attempt
to change anybody; or I should rather say, every wish to
change anybody, for that is the important thing. The attempt
is relatively immaterial, perhaps, for it is usually its own un-
doing, but the moment one wishes to change anybody, one
becomes like the socialists, vegetarians, prohibitionists; and
this, as Rabelais says, “is a terrible thing to think upon.”

In all our little cosmopolitan variety, I had the luck to see
examples which were invariably good, not only in the older
generation, but in my own as well. The boys of our neighbour-
hood were a well-brought-up lot, manly and decent. By pure
accident one day a burly English lad named Growtege hit me
on the back of my head with a stone, hurting me severely.
When he helped me home and turned me over to my mother,
his manly shouldering of responsibility and the equally manly
way he “took on” about his carelessness, were quite remark-
able. I remember some trivial bits of mischief done now and
then, but I do not recall anything mean, low, shabby or
wilfully damaging, on the part of any among us.

A mysterious outsider turned up in our midst at irregular
intervals, and terrorised the neighbourhood. Nowadays he
would probably be called a problem child, whatever that is,
but as a matter of fact he was a born cutthroat and plug-ugly.
None of us knew who he was or where he came from, or
anything about him. Oddly, he was always neat, clean-looking
. and well-dressed. He had the strange faculty of appearing
suddenly out of nowhere and then as suddenly disappearing,
like the prophet Elijah; and if he chanced to meet another boy,
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he would fall on him without a word and beat him unmerci-
fully. We soon became fed up with him and organised a posse
comitatus or vigilance-committee to lie in wait and demolish
him on his next arrival; which we did so effectively that he
never reappeared.

n

I have recounted these minutiz of my upbringing, or I might
better say upgrowing, to correct a false impression which I may
have given of myself as a sheltered and bookish creature,
something of an infant prodigy. Perhaps too, though I hope
not, I have given the impression of a family surreptitiously
forcing a precocious and repulsive development. Nothing could
be farther from the truth. I was a child of the great outdoors,
active, strong, full-blooded, never ill. My literary pursuits were
purely an indoor sport in which I was neither encouraged nor
discouraged, nor had I any more notion of educating myself
than I had of flying. I did not know what education was; I
doubt that I ever heard the word mentioned at any time in
that early period. All the books in the house were free to me,
even those in my father’s professional library, and my choices
were not influenced or even noticed, as far as I could see.
There they were, and that was all.

Only one thing took place which might be debited against
this account, though I am sure it should not be. My father
was far from being a finished scholar, but he knew some
Latin, and rather more Greek than Latin. When I was begin-
ning to talk,—at the age when a child is eager to memorise
anything, no matter what, so long as somebody gives it
something to memorise,—my father taught me a great string
of Greek and Latin paradigms. I am sure he had no ulterior
motive in this, but did it mainly because he had no other
repetitious jingles to teach me; neither he nor my mother
knew any nursery-rhymes.

It may seem odd that a child of that period should grow up
without hearing a nursery-thyme, but so it was; and I can
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cite another fact about my infancy which is perhaps more
unusual. My father and mother both had glorious voices, as
had most of my aunts and uncles. The love of music ran strong
through both families, many of their friends were musical,
music of sorts was always going on about the house; yet I was
never sung to sleep, never heard a lullaby or a child’s song. All
hands played or sang around me, none ever to me. Thus the
first strain of music to stick in my memory was not a lullaby
or a nursery-song or a hymn-tune; it was a few measures
from the final chorus in the second act of la Traviata. Offen-
bach’s experience with the eight bars from Zimmers waltz
was like mine, but I have not happened to hear of another
like it.

Our small section of Brooklyn resembled the modern com-
muter’s town in maintaining a social life of its own, distinct and
separate from those of the Heights and the nondescript district
lying between. Measured by the standards which the student
of civilised man would apply, our social life was perhaps a
rather commonplace affair; a poor thing, but our own, as Touch-
stone said of his lady-love. Yet as measured by the standards
then prevailing in America, it had its merits; and as measured
by those prevailing now, it was attractive and agreeable. The
curse of hardness had not wholly come upon it, nor wholly
cleared a way for the attendant curse of hideousness, of a
blighting and dishevelling ennui. My mention of Offenbach a
moment ago reminds me that it had one thing which was
destined shortly to disappear from American life, a sound sense
of gaiety. Its spontaneous manifestations of true gaiety were
the first I saw in America, and they were also the last. I have
seen plenty of vapid frivolity since then; boisterousness,
hysterical nerve-tensions, mechanical escape-devices, all man-
ner of pitiful and vulgar travesties on the real thing; but not
since I was ten years old have I encountered the free play of
a collective instinct for the best in a civilised desipere in loco.
Nor is it altogether without reason that this should be so, for
as a French writer lately remarked, American society is the
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only one which has passed directly from barbarism into deca-
dence without once knowing civilisation.

oI

As a rule our district kept little track of the high-life’s affairs
down on the Heights, and such news as occasionally seeped
through to us came as from another world. I did not come
along in time to be caught in the backwash of the great
Beecher-Tilton scandal, but I heard casual mention of it in
the family circle years afterward. This cataclysm razed the
Heights from end to end, and rocked the whole country; there
had never been such a devastating social upheaval. It is for-
gotten now, as it should not be by students of society at least,
for its history is a compendious index to the character and
quality of American social life in Mrs. Wharton’s “days of
innocence.” No critic can hope to know precisely what repre-
sentative American society was like in that period unless he
makes himself letter-perfect in a study of this affair.

My family’s attitude towards all this commotion could
hardly have made a distinct impression on me, for I knew
nothing about Beecher or his alleged misdoings, and cared
as little. Yet when I read Paxton Hibben’s excellent study of
Beecher a few years ago, it instantly interpreted that attitude
for me as one of calm and humorous detachment. Everyone
in those days subscribed tacitly to a pretty fairly uniform code
of morals, but there was a snuffiness about the ostentatious
pieties and moralities of those concerned in the Beecher-
Tilton imbroglio which made it impossible to take their con-
tentions or representations seriously. What people! one said
at once. What a life! What a society! In its dulness, its fatuity,
its simian inability to see when it was making itself ridiculous,
was there ever anything on earth like it? My family clearly
had little doubt, on the evidence offered, that the scandal
rested on a sound basis of fact; that Beecher had been enter-
taining himself in dalliance with one at least, and perhaps
more, of his female parishioners. But to arraign him for that,
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and then to get up a great pother about it, all on the sheer
score of religion and morality (and afterward, yes, actually,
on the score of legality, when Tilton haled Beecher into the
civil courts on a charge of alienation)—this procedure would
seem the acme of a stilted burlesque.

Yet to regard a matter with humour and detachment is by
no means the same as regarding it lightly. My parents would
have been the last to regard any matter of adultery lightly,
the last to dismiss it with Lincoln’s droll saying that for those
who like that sort of thing it is probably about the sort of
thing they like. On the contrary, their view would naturally be,
and I am sure was, much more serious than any which the
affair brought to light. The eye of common sense would see
simply that the courts of law, religion and morals were not
courts of competent jurisdiction. Their sanctions were of
debatable validity in the premises, and when as egregiously
overpressed as they were in the case of Beecher, the effort to
apply them became ridiculous. The court of undebatably com-
petent jurisdiction would be the court of taste and manners.
Whatever law, religion and morals may say or not say, the
best reason and spirit of man resents adultery as in execrably
bad taste, and from this decision there is no appeal. Moreover,
the three incompetent courts could not take proper cognisance
of the fact that Beecher and Tilton were intimate friends. The
court of taste and manners could and would; and a properly
enlightened social resentment would be accordingly enhanced,
for all but the very lowest of bad manners exempts the wives
of one’s friends. On the other hand, the three courts can and
do take into account the principle of raw expediency, which
in the affair of Beecher was made almost paramount, to the
intense disgust of all who had any sense of what was due
to common propriety and decency. The court of taste and
manners takes no account of it.

I grew up in the conviction that in a truly civilised society
the sanctions of taste and manners would have a compelling
force at least equal to those of law, religion and morals. By
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way of corollary I became convinced that expediency is the
worst possible guide of life. Bentham’s doctrine of expediency,
on which Michel Chevalier a century ago observed that Amer-
ican society was founded, seemed to me thoroughly false,
corrupting and despicable; and in my opinion the present state
of the society based on it affords the strongest evidence
that it is so. I would not say in the broad didactic manner that
it was this-or-that piece of experience,—say, the code governing
our snowball-fights, or my family’s view of the Beecher-Tilton
affair,—which first put me on the way to that conviction.
Rather I would say it was the general view of human conduct
prevailing around me which did this; a view which these
experiences and many others essentially like them, fitted in
with and illustrated.

Whether by one means or another, I was somehow prepared
to see, as when I was still quite young I did see, that in our
society the purview of legal, religious and ethical sanctions
was monstrously over-extended. They had usurped control
over an area of conduct much larger than right reason would
assign them. On the other hand, I saw that the area of conduct
properly answerable to the sanctions of taste and manners
was correspondingly attenuated. One could easily understand
how this had come about. Law is the creature of politics, and
the general course of politics, as among others Mr. Jefferson,
Franklin and John Adams had clearly perceived, is always
determined by an extremely low order of self-interest and
self-aggrandisement. Changing the legal maxim a little, est
boni politici ampliare jurisdictionem, as we everywhere see.
Again, when Christianity became organised it immediately
took on a political character radically affecting its institutional
concept of religion and its institutional concept of morals; and
the same tendencies observable in secular politics at once
set in upon the politics of organised Christianity. Thus the
area of conduct in which men were free to recognise the
sanctions of taste and manners was still further straitened.

The consequence was that the one set of sanctions atrophied,
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and the other set broke down; thus leaving human conduct
bereft of any sanctions at all, save those of expediency. In
other words, each person was left to do that which was right
in his own eyes. What with Bentham on one side and the
hierarchs of law, religion and morals on the other, American
society had got itself crosslifted into a practical doctrine of
predatory and extremely odious nihilism. When the sanctions
of law, religion and morals broke down through persistent
misapplication to matters of conduct quite outside their pur-
view, the sanctions of taste and manners had become too frail
and anemic to be of any practical good. For obvious reasons
the resulting state of our society seems beyond hope of im-
provement. Attempts to galvanise the sanctions of law, religion
and morals for further misapplication are ineffectual; and inef-
fectual also must be the attempt to root the saving criteria of
taste and manners in an ethical soil laid waste by the Ben-
thamite doctrine of expediency.

v

Besides the qualities I have previously mentioned, the social
life in our section of Brooklyn preserved some vestigial char-
acteristics which made it especially wholesome and pleasant
for children. It was leisurely, kept down to the tempo of the
horse-car. It was also cheerful. Nothing needful to our pleasure
or contentment cost much. Our people had resources in
themselves which enabled them to get on with few mechanical
aids to amusement. Living among them, one could see a great
deal of force in Spencer’s observation that “happy people are
the greatest benefactors of society.” I think our people were
perhaps as nearly happy as people could be in a land where
so acute an observer as Stendhal found that “the springs of
happiness seem to have dried up” in the general population;
and where Edison, at the end of his life, told reporters that “I
am not acquainted with any one who is happy.” Like Napoleon
in exile, they may have been “not happy, precisely, but con-
tented,” but their contentment was a very passable imitation
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of happiness, quite good enough to enable us unthinking
children to get a vast deal of enjoyment out of very little.
Once or twice each summer I was taken down to Coney
Island’s “long, bare, unfrequented shore,” a Sabbath-day’s
journey at that time. These excursions were usually made in
behalf of some visitor’s turn for sight-seeing. Even then Man-
hattan Beach was by no means so desolate as Whitman’s line
suggests. It had a hotel of credit and renown, where some
notable persons spent their summers, and several smaller enter-
prises had sprung up for the accommodation of day-trippers
like ourselves. There was a similar development at Brighton.
Gilmore’s band played at one of the two beaches, but I de
not remember which one; I think it was Brighton. I remember
the cornetist Levy’s playing to my complete satisfaction, and
I was also impressed by the fine stirring effects of a small park
of artillery brought in at the ending of the programme with
some piece like 1812. I do not remember what the piece I heard
actually was, but it was something in the military way.
What I most enjoyed on these excursions was digging clams
to take home. Excellent small quohaugs abounded on those
shores, especially at Canarsie; I suppose the last one disap-
peared from Coney Island all of forty years ago, probably
dying of chagrin. The general cheapness of things in our
neighbourhood is fairly well indicated by the price of clams.
Once a week or so a large round man in his shirt-sleeves, with
a yellow paintbrush beard and a tattered straw hat, would drive
up from Canarsie and around our district with a wagon-load
of quohaugs in bulk. My mother said he had three prices;
his cry was “Hard clams, twenty-five cents a hundred; hard
clams, quarter a hundred; hard clams, two shillin” a hundred.”
Four fresh sweet quohaugs for a penny, delivered, seems now-
adays like good living; and indeed we did live royally well.
The outings I most enjoyed were when my father would
take me over to New York with him for the day. He had an
office there, where I was vastly entertained by observing all
sorts and conditions of men who dropped in to hob-nob with
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him. I never knew another man who had a genius for friend-
ship like his; I have sometimes wished I had inherited some
of it. He had what Cardinal de Retz called “the terrible gift
of intimacy”; a terrible gift indeed, if one misuses it, which
my father never did; with all his gregariousness and his im-
mense power of attracting people to himself, he remained
always one of the best of men. He had an unerring flair for
queer originals, odd fish like old Irons, and got no end of
amusement out of them. My mother did not share his par-
tialities, regarding these peculiar cronies as mostly the scum
of the earth, though she never interfered with his enjoyment
of them, but rather countenanced it and even mildly encour-
aged him in it.

Aside from these human oddities, the feature of my excur-
sions to New York which most fascinated me was the shipping
in the East River. The wharves were lined with sailing-ships;
it is hard to believe now that the harbour was full of sails right
up to the turn of the century. Now they are no more, and
sailors are no more; only mechanicians of sorts. Coentjes Slip
was full of canal-boats when I saw it then; they are scarce
now, and I presume the canalboatman of early days has given
way to some anomalous type. Once our ferryboat passed close
to a steamer of the Royal Netherlands line. I could read its
name, another Dutch name to be filed away in my memory
alongside the names of the locomotives; it was the Prins Willem
I11. It had but just backed out of its slip and was almost motion-
less, poised to stand downstream on its long glorious voyage
of almost a month’s time. It would make seven or eight West
Indian and Caribbean ports with fascinating names like
Jéremie, Miragoane, Jacmel, Aux Cayes, all the way to Sur-
inam; then cut over to Madeira and up to Amsterdam. What
an entrancing voyage! What an incomparably delightful way
to reach Europe, if one liked the sea and had the time! I made
a firm resolve to take that journey some day, and of course
on that very ship, no other. But I did not know then how
short the life of a steamship is, even as measured by the little
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life of man. When I was travelling by that line a few years ago,
Captain Haasters stopped me on the deck one day, and said,
“The purser tells me you can remember the Prins Frederik
Hendrik.” “Yes, sir,” I said, “and I can do better than that. I
can remember the Prins Willem II1.” He shook his head. “Too
far back for me,” he said, and went on.

Once when my father and I were on a Fulton ferryboat,
there happened a most amusing incident which profoundly
affected my practical attitude towards men and things through-
out my life. It was on a clear winter evening, with a bright
moon which threw a sharp streak of light about three feet wide
on the after deck of the boat while it was tied up to the bridge.
Presently a man appeared, carrying a carpet-bag, such as one
almost never saw any more, even then; they probably went
out of fashion in the days of reconstruction, when the carpet-
bagger gained an evil name, deservedly enough. As this man
came down the bridge, he saw the streak of moonlight and
took it for an open space, thinking the boat had started. He
charged down the bridge at full speed, made a tremendous
leap over the streak of moonlight, slipped and fell; the carpet-
bag flew out of his hand, flew open, and distributed its con-
tents all over the deck.

As I said, I have never forgotten this incident. In principle,
as the diplomatists say, the same ludicrous thing has come
under my observation time and time again, in every relation of
life. That it has so seldom happened to me is due wholly to
the salutary object-lesson furnished by the man with the carpet-
bag. Many times in my life I have seen it happen, not only to
individuals, but to great masses of people, even sometimes
amounting to whole populations. Considering the causes and
circumstances of its happening, and the kind of people whom
these causes and circumstances victimise, one is lost in won-
derment as the Psalmist was when he faced the kittle question,
What is man?, and could find no answer.
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CHAPTER THREE

The art of aristocrats, the art of entiching life.

-—MARY M. COLUM.

THE tenor of my intellectual life ran smoothly, being wholly
self-directed up to my eighth year. My father’s library was
large but unpretentious; it existed only for the sake of what
lay between the book-covers. There was nothing in it to gratify
a collector’s spirit; indeed, the collector’s spirit had no foothold
anywhere in our family. One can understand book-collecting
as a business, but only on the seller’s side, not the buyers,
except as one would buy in order to sell; one can understand it,
that is, as brokerage. I never knew a person who collected
books, bric-a-brac, postage-stamps, anything, for the sheer
sake of having them, who impressed me as being good for
much else. True, I have not met many such, so I may be record-
ing only a set of coincidences. Perhaps also my distaste for
accumulating any kind of possessions has affected my judge-
ment, though I am by no means persuaded that it has.

I read some books, looked into others, and looked at a great
many, thus putting myself on the way to realising, as I did
much later, the amount of education one gets by looking at the
backs of books. One’s mind is broadened and loosened by
simple observation of the immense variety of subjects that
have engaged men’s attention. Then too it sometimes happens
that the casual impressions made by certain subjects do some-
thing towards preparing the mind to receive more serious
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impressions later. As an illustration of this, I remember rum-
maging out a thin little elementary Hebrew grammar (I have
no idea how such a thing happened to be there) and leafing it
over by the light of a flickering momentary curiosity, then lay-
ing it aside for good and all. Years afterward, however, when
an interest in Hebrew poetry caused me to do a little work on
the language, I was astonished to see how much I remembered
noticing on those few pages, and how clearly I remembered it.

Good literature was much easier come by in my early days
than it is now, and it was also much cheaper. One reason for
this was that the United States had no international copyright-
law until some time in the early 'nineties; American publishers
could reproduce the works of foreign authors at no more than
the cost of printing and binding. Concerns like the Seaside
Library and Lovell’s Library drove a roaring trade in pirated
books at ten cents a copy, paper-bound, or twenty cents for
“double numbers.” Their lists were incredibly long. I got my
first taste of French literature from a translation of Eugéne
Sue’s novel, The Wandering Jew, which the Seaside Library
put out at twenty cents. The time I put on it was well spent, for
in his architectonics Sue was unquestionably as great a story-
teller as Dumas, though not so great in his management of
detail. Curiously, I read nothing of Dumas until much later.
I was fifteen when Monte-Cristo came my way via one of these
cheap editions; and after that, nothing until I was past thirty.
My first detective-story was Gaboriau’s gorgeous old shocker,
File no. 113; it came to me by way of some pirated reprint, I
think in the Seaside Library which also carried me through the
infinite variety of Jules Vemne.

We were all receleurs in those days. Not being a Benthamite,
I am unable to defend literary piracy on high moral grounds,
but I must admit that the massive testimony of our book-cata-
logues from, say, 1860 to 1890 comes nearer to making a com-
plete case for the whole doctrine of expediency than anything
else I know of. If Bentham’s “greatest good to the greatest
number” sums up the whole canon of right and wrong, no more
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convincing evidence could be adduced. The foreign authors
and publishers suffered, but as Bentham might have said, “what
are they among so many?” Their loss was the gain of innumer-
able thousands. Probably American authorship also suffered by
competition in a rigged market, though I do not remember that
protectionist spellbinders ever brought this aspect of law-made
privilege up to public notice.

Another reason why good literature was more easily acces-
sible then than now is that the proportion of literacy in our
population was much lower, and publishers were not under
such heavy economic pressure to block up the access to good
literature with trash. In Massachusetts, where literacy would
be presumably highest, there were nearly a hundred thousand
persons unable to read or write. Things were no better in
Connecticut, where one-tenth of the child-population got no
schooling at all; and it would be fair to suppose that in the
more newly-settled regions of the country the level of literacy
would be very considerably lower. One might assume that
as the level of literacy rose, the level of general intelligence
would rise with it, and consequently that the economic demand
for good literature would also rise. This, roughly, was Mr.
Jefferson’s idea, and indeed it has always been at the root of
our system of free public instruction for everyone. It has, how-
ever, somehow failed to work out according to expectation.
The level of literacy has been pushed up very nearly to the
practicable limit, but the level of general intelligence seems
not to have risen appreciably, and the economic demand for
good literature is apparently no greater in relation to a popula-
tion of a hundred and thirty million than it was to one that was
going on for sixty million; in fact, one would say it is much less.
The reason for this is plain enough; there is nothing recondite
about it. In his view of literacy, Mr. Jefferson was only half
right. He was obviously right in premising that no illiterate
person can read; but he was guilty of a thundering non dis-
tributio medii in his tacit conclusion that any literate person
can read. On the contrary, as I discovered as long ago as my
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undergraduate days, very few literate persons are able to read,
very few indeed. This can be proven by observation and experi-
ment of the simplest kind. I do not mean that the great major-
ity are unable to read intelligently; I mean that they are unable
to read at all—unable, that is, to carry away from a piece of
printed matter anything like a correct idea of its content. They
are more or less adept at passing printed matter through their
minds, after a fashion, especially such matter as is addressed
to mere sensation, (and knowledge of this fact is nine-tenths of
a propagandist’s equipment), but this is not reading. Reading
implies a use of the reflective faculty, and very few have that
faculty developed much beyond the anthropoid stage, let alone
possessing it at a stage of development which makes reading
practicable.

As I said, the fact that few literate persons can read is easily
determinable by experiment. What first put me on track of it
was a remark by one of my old professors. He said that there
were people so incompetent, so given to reading with their
eyes and their emotions instead of with their brains, that they
would accuse the Psalmist of atheism because he had written,
“The fool hath said in his heart, There is no God.” The remark
stuck by me, and I remember wondering at the time whether
the trouble might be that such people hardly had the brains to
read with. It seemed possible. At nearly the same time I came
across the observation of Bishop Butler, who was for a few
years a contemporary of Mr. Jefferson—he died in 1752, and
Mr. Jefferson was born in 1743—the observation that most
people were handier at passing things through their minds than
they were at thinking about them; and therefore, considering
the kind of thing they read, very little of their time was more
idly spent than the time spent in reading. Again I wondered
whether this could mainly be accounted for on the grounds of
sheer inability to do otherwise. The curiosity excited by these
two obiter dicta has caused me to keep a weather eye out on
the reading-habits of my fellow-beings ever since, and they
have testified with monotonous regularity to the fact that while

[ 39



the ability to read must presuppose literacy, literacy is no
guarantee whatever of the ability to read, nor even would it
suggest that ability to an ordinarily observant mind. One
might suppose that so simple and easily demonstrable a fact
as this would long ago have attracted attention and caused
comment; but it seems not to have done so.

The ex-president of one of our colleges tells me that for a
dozen years he carried on experiments in the value of literacy,
using freshmen as his guinea-pigs; that is to say, he experi-
mented on persons who were not only literate, but who had
gone so far as to pass their entrance-examinations. Selecting a
paragraph of very simple but non-sensational prose, he asked
his students, taking them one by one, to read it carefully; then
to read it carefully again; then to read it aloud to him; then
to write down the gist of it in their own words. Hardly any one
could do it; hardly any one was able to bring anything like an
adequate power of reflective thought to bear upon the sub-
stance of a simple paragraph. In other words, they could not
read.

b1 ¢

Few diversions have interested and amused me more than
watching the operation of Gresham’s law as it bore progres-
sively on the permeation of a whole people by Mr. Jefferson’s
faulty logic. Our primary assumption was that literacy is a
good-in-itself, an absolute good; therefore everybody should
be taught to read and write. Any question about this was inad-
missible; any doubt that everybody could be so taught was dis-
allowed. When I came on the scene, our system of popular
instruction was driving straight ahead with all its might
towards its goal of universal literacy, naively unaware that
any such formidable obstacle as Gresham’s law lay in its way.
True, this obstacle was not yet in plain view, but surely one
would think that the collective foresight of a whole country
would have suspected that it must be there. Plenty of bad
literature was knocking about in my boyhood, but not enough
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of it to drive out the good; that is to say, nothing like the full
force of Gresham’s law had as yet been brought to bear on
literary production. Publishers could make a decent profit out
of producing books designed, not for persons who were merely
literate, but for a relatively small and steady market composed
of persons who could read. But within my lifetime the country
became largely literate, thus opening an immense market made
up of persons who were unable to read but, as Bishop Butler
said, were able to pass literary produce through their minds.
As this market widened, the satisfaction of it became increas-
ingly profitable, and therefore the best energies of publishers,
dragooned under the iron hand of Gresham’s law, were bent
that way. Moreover, this market was unsteady; being based on
nothing but irrational fancy, it had its ups and downs, its hot
and cold fits of susceptibility or indifference towards this-or-
that type of produce, this-or-that lure of sensational appeal.
Forecasting such a market became mostly guesswork, and the
character of publishing changed considerably in consequence;
from a business it became essentially a gamble bolstered by
shrewdness in a meretricious mode of salesmanship. Thus the
operation of Gresham’s law progressively edged publishers
farther and farther out of the category of merchants, properly
so called, and farther towards the category of gamblers and
touts.

I have seen the fortunes of periodical publications follow
the fortunes of books, showing even more clearly what the
irresistible force of Gresham’s law can do. When literacy was
at a low level they could maintain themselves at a high level of
quality and command a fairly profitable market. As the level
of literacy rose, their level of quality sank and their market
thinned. In the middle ’seventies, when our population was
getting on for sixty million, Harper’s Magazine had a larger
circulation by one-third than it has now over a population more
than twice as large. Its average circulation from year to year
for the first fifteen years of its existence, 1850-1865, was all of
ten per cent more than its average for the fifteen years last past.
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In the matter of quality, Harper’s deserves all praise for stand-
ing out against deterioration as long as a ray of hope was left;
yet comparing the issues for any year, say between 1875 and
1885, with those for any year between 1930 and 1940, a person
of any literary experience can return but the one verdict.

I speak of Harper’s with deep affection because I knew it so
well and owe it so much. We subscribed for it and also for
Scribner’s Monthly, which in 1881 was merged into the Cen-
tury. My father had volumes of these running back as far as
1873, Harper's in austere black leather binding, and the others
in dark red cloth ornamented in gold. Publishers of periodicals
profited by our parochial copyright-law, like book-publishers.
Harper’s, for instance, carried long serials in the magazine, then
ran them off in book form from the same plates to sell at fifty
cents in paper, $1.50 in cloth. At these prices the publishers
could afford to pay the authors something, and I think Harper’s
did pay some authors, though I am not sure about this being a
regular practice; Thackeray, I know, was paid $2000 in 1858 for
The Virginians. The Franklin Square Library, which the Harper
brothers built up almost entirely out of British reprints, was
several cuts above the Seaside and Lovell’s in workmanship.
There is nothing like such commercial bookmaking being done
today. Its contents also averaged higher, reproducing most of
the first-class and second-class British fiction of the period. In
the early days these magazines illustrated their pages lavishly
with jack-knife pine board woodcuts which seem rather ridicu-
lous now, but which have a certain antiquarian interest as giv-
ing an idea of the actual appearance of men and things at the
time. Later the magazines did better; in the hands of Pennell,
Frost, Abbey, illustrating showed itself as a great art.

Continental literature scarcely existed for us. On a mere
perusal of our book-lists one could understand Matthew
Arnold’s observation that in the things of the spirit America
could hardly lay claim to be more than a province of England.
Yet it was Scribner’s which fixed forever my veneration for
Tourgueniev as incomparably the greatest of artists in fiction;
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it published a translation by Professor Boyesen of the two
stories of the nobleman Tchertapkhanov, and the story called A
Living Mummy, both from the Annals of a Sportsman. Harper’s
gave me a translation of the beautiful little prose idyl of Ger-
melshausen, from the German of Gersticker. Again, Scribner’s
published a couple of delightful Flemish folk-tales, and a
charming German legend of the water-princess Ilse. It also
introduced me to Jules Verne through an abridged version of
The Mysterious Island, run as a serial; which led to my reading
every work of this truly fascinating man that I could get my
hands on, and through the Seaside Library I got my hands on
all of them, I believe, but two. Moreover, one of these period-
icals,—I no longer remember which one,—brought me the
affecting story of Mother Michels cat, so dear to the heart of
French children. I have always been meaning to look this
story up and find out what its source was. It may have been
lifted from the Journal des Enfants, the first child’s periodical
to appear in France, if not (as I think it was) the first to appear
anywhere. None was ever better done or more successful. It
was an enterprise of the able and fastidious Lautour-Mézerai,
which brought him in $20,000 a year, even after paying men
of letters like Paul Lacroix and Charles Nodier to write for
it, and keeping up a solid backlog of best-sellers such as the
elder Dumas, Léon Gozlan, Emile Souvestre and Eugéne Sue.
The joys and sorrows of Mother Michel’s cat made a story that
was plenty good enough for the authorship of any of these,
even as seen through the hazy medium of a translation.

In comparing Harper’s Magazine of that period with the
Harper’s of today, one notices that the reader got about four
times as much reading-matter to the issue as he gets now.
Harper’s was lavish with serials; it ran them two and three
abreast; and they were something which one could really call
serials. Harper’s ran Thackeray’s Virginians through 1858, and
in 1865 it ran Armadale and Our Mutual Friend side by side.
The earliest volume to which I had access, the one for 1873,
carried serials by Anne Thackeray, Wilkie Collins and Charles
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Reade. Through subsequent volumes I got acquainted with
George Eliot, Trollope, Miss Mulock, Professor James de Mille,
(his fine old sob-starter, The Living Link, full of mystery and
horror, ran through 1874), R. D. Blackmore, Thomas Hardy,
and William Black, who sometimes put his heroes and heroines
through most distressing situations. His Macleod of Dare,
which ran as a serial, brought out a protest in verse from one
of Harper’s readers. I can recall the first few lines of it:

O Mr. Black! Dear William Black!
Why will you be so blue?

For hypochondria’s deepest dye
Seems surely dyed in you.

Oh, why with living corpses fill
The darkling dreadful main,
Or fish them out again at will,

Only to go insane?

~—I forget the rest. Black wrote good novels, however; his
Madcap Violet, Kilmeny, A Princess of Thule, were good
enough for anybody, and still are. In fact, the second-raters
of the period were considerably bigger men than modern opin-
ion credits them with being. One turned to them with especial
relief after first-raters like Reade and Dickens were bitten by
the bug of the Uplift and took to preaching. After Hard Times,
for example, or Put Yourself In His Place, a turn at Shandon
Bells or A Castle In Spain would taste uncommonly good. Only
a few years ago, somewhere, somehow, I happened on an old
novel by C. Welsh Mason, called Rape of the Gamp, which
I had read as a boy; Harper’s serialised it in 1875. When I re-
read it I found that my childish impressions were correct; a
cultivated reader of today would find more merit in it than he
might expect. These disparaged second-raters seem to me to
have understood the true function of the woinous as Aristotle and
Hesiod expound it, much better than the first-raters who took
to pulpiteering, and to have served it with far greater fidelity,
4]



But it was not only fiction that Harper’s serialised. It serial-
ised anything that was too good to be lost and too long to be
run in one piece. Emilio Castelar’s work on the republican
movement in Europe, still in many respects the best treatment
of the subject, ran through ten or more issues; so did another
elaborate historical serial called The First Century of the
Republic. I recall one on house-furnishings; one on exploration
in Central Africa; one called South Coast Saunterings in Eng-
land; one on travel in Mexico; and one in particular called
Recollections of an Old Stager. This was made up of informal
backstairs gossip about actors who had strutted and fretted
through their little hour on our political scene in the days of
Webster, Clay and Calhoun.

One is struck by the scope of the older periodical, the range
of topics it presents. It gives a vivid idea of the number of
things in the world which are interesting to the best reason
and spirit of man, and also gives a lively sense of how interest-
ing they are. Again, one is impressed by the amount of mate-
rial in it which is addressed to reflective thought, and is there-
fore as good and as fresh today as when it was first read, fifty
or sixty years ago. The modern periodical is relatively devoid
of such material; whereas in my youth, besides what magazines
like Harper’s and the Century contained, we had three national
monthly reviews, one of them very distinguished, which dealt
in nothing else. Henry Adams said that the succession of Presi-
dents from Washington to Grant was almost enough in itself to
upset the whole Darwinian theory; and if he had lived to see
the succession extended to the present time he would perhaps
say it was quite enough. So one may say that the course of the
North American Review from its illustrious editorship under
Sparks, Everett, Dana, Lowell, Adams, down to the present
time, is quite enough to upset the notion that universal literacy
is an absolute good. The North American Review stands today
as intellectual America’s most impressive monument to the
genius of Sir Thomas Gresham.

In forming an editorial policy, the brothers Harper appar-
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ently decided that out of fifty million Americans, more or
fewer, there were probably about 100,000 who could read, and
that out of these there was a respectable number who enjoyed
the exercise of reflective thought. They appear to have taken
this hundred thousand as their prospective clientéle, and to
have baited their trap with an appropriately diversified lure.
The temporary abeyance of Gresham’s law enabled them to
take this course and follow it profitably up to the last decade of
the century. They could not do this now; no one could do it at
any time these forty years.

The result was nuts for the inquiring disposition of a small
shaver like myself. My parents took in St. Nicholas for me; I
read it and liked it, but I had no such interest in it as I had in
Harper’s and the Century. When I was through with an issue
or a volume, I was through with it, while with the others I was
never through, nor would I be through now if I could provide
myself with a full file of Harper’s and the Century down to
1890. St. Nicholas left me where it found me; the others fol-
lowed my growth. I have often thought that the most unfor-
tunate thing about children’s literature is that it is written for
children; when one ceases to be a child one has hardly any-
thing left to go on with as a permanent asset. I read St.
Nicholas for five or six years, and the only thing in it that I

_could read now was Lucretia Hale’s stories of the Peterkin
family, and these, like Alice, the Bab Ballads and the Snark,
were not written for children; children were rather their occa-
sion than their cause. Possibly I could re-read Frank Stockton’s
A Jolly Fellowship which ran as a serial in St. Nicholas, but I
am not sure. I think I might, though I remember little about
it, because I know that a year or so after I read it I did go back
to it and read it again.

One of the luckiest strokes in an uncommonly lucky life was
my liberty to wander freely over the field opened to me by
Harper’s and the Century, especially by Harper’s. They gave
me my start towards a sound sense of what culture is, and of
how desirable it is. Long afterwards, when I found culture
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defined as knowledge of the best that has been thought and said
in the world, I could appraise these publications at their true
value. Their aim was to clear and strengthen this sense in those
who to some degree presumably had it, and to arouse it in the
casual person like myself, whom good fortune had somehow
made eligible. The snippets which they distributed were a
Vorspeise clipped off the best available for this general pur-
pose; not always the best there was, perhaps, but the best that
for one reason or another could be made serviceable.

Five years ago I spent a delightful summer in the truly
delightful country of Portugal, where I saw a state of things
which once more set me wondering about the actual net value
of universal literacy in any society. Portugal was densely illit-
erate; apparently no one knew what the volume of illiteracy
was, for I got all sorts of estimates on it, running anywhere
from fifty to eighty per cent of the population. I missed the cus-
tomary roadsigns and roadside advertisements; in fact, adver-
tisements of any kind were strangely infrequent; and I was
told that they would not pay because too few people could read
them. I noticed the absence of anything like what we call
“popular literature,” the production whereof has become so
gigantic an industry with us. Lisbon had a newspaper which
seemed fairly prosperous. Knowing no Portuguese, I floundered
through one issue with what help I could muster from Latin,
French and Italian, and gathered a provisional notion that it
was pretty good, though it appeared to be written for a degree
of intelligence somewhat above the ordinary, rather than for
popular consumption. Its methods of distribution also indicated
this, as well as I could make them out. I already knew that
Portugal, as a French authority says, had une petite élite
extrémement brillante et cultivée, and the evidence was over-
whelming that this was the only possible clientéle towards
which publishers might look.

One consequence of this interested me particularly. Lisbon’s
population comes to something like half a million, and it is a
considerable retail trading-centre for the country at large. I
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was there at rather a bad moment for trade; goods were moving
slowly just then, and the commercial exhibits were not espe-
cially impressive, except in two lines where they were indeed
impressive—jewellery and books. Judging in relation to the
volume of population and the volume of literacy, I have never
seen so many, so well-stocked, and so handsome bookstores
in any city. Judging in the same way, I calculated that in order
to match Lisbon, New York would have to show very nearly
as many bookstores as it used to show beer-saloons in the days
before Prohibition.

To me the implications of this were obvious and striking. I
saw, however, that, (to use our current jargon), the more
socially-minded and forward-looking Portuguese disregarded
them, and that the country was out to follow the fashion of
modern republics since 1789 by pressing for an indiscriminate
spread of literacy. I could find no evidence that the wisdom
of this course had been challenged or even considered; appar-
ently Mr. Jefferson’s estimate of universal literacy’s value was
taken as axiomatic. I thought that instead of going in for this
policy hand-over-head and sight-unseen, the Portuguese might
have been wiser first to examine it thoroughly by the light
which the experience of other societies could throw on it; the
experience of our own society especially, since we have been
most heavily committed to that policy and have done most with
it. I did not suggest this to my Portuguese friends, however;
my opinion was not asked, nor would I have given it if it had
been asked. I had no wish to wet-blanket the amiable and
kindly Portuguese, nor did I have any exalted notion that I
could or should enlighten them, least of all that it was my
good-neighbourly duty to try; and a person who feels no such
stirrings within him is a superfluous man in any Kulturkampf.

It is one of my oddest experiences that I have never been
able to find any one who would tell me what the net social
value of a compulsory universal literacy actually comes to
when the balance of advantage and disadvantage is drawn, or
wherein that value consists. The few Socratic questions which
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on occasion I have put to persons presumably able to tell me
have always gone by the board. These persons seemed to
think, like Protagoras on the teaching of virtue, that the thing
was so self-evident and simple that I should know all about it
without being told; but in the hardness of my head or heart I
still do not find it so. Universal literacy helps business by
extending the reach of advertising and increasing its force;
and also in other ways. Beyond that I see nothing on the credit
side. On the debit side, it enables scoundrels to beset, dishevel
and debauch such intelligence as is in the power of the vast
majority of mankind to exercise. There can be no doubt of this,
for the evidence of it is daily spread wide before us on all sides.
More than this, it makes many articulate who should not be so,
and otherwise would not be so. It enables mediocrity and sub-
mediocrity to run rampant, to the detriment of both intelli-
gence and taste. In a word, it puts into a people’s hands an
instrument which very few can use, but which everyone sup-
poses himself fully able to use; and the mischief thus wrought
is very great. My observations leave me no chance of doubt
about the side on which the balance of social advantage lies,
but I do not by any means insist that it does lie there.

m

When I was eight years old I began to study Latin and Greek
under—what shall I say? Should I say under my father’s teach-
ing, instruction, direction, supervision, tutorship? No, I have
precisely the right word in mind, but unfortunately the diction-
aries say it is not a good word; that is, they say so by implica-
tion, for they do not mention it at all. My able and distin-
guished friend Mr. Charles A. Beard long ago remarked to me
how sorry he was that the word l'arn, so well and truly sea-
soned by hard service in New England, should have gone
completely out of currency as a transitive verb. “You can’t
teach a person anything,” he said, “and certainly you can’t
learn him anything, but maybe you can l'arn him something.”
There is a nice distinction here, and one so highly valuable as
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to seem especially well worth preserving for the sake of those
whose concern with pedagogy is professional; and yet I sup-
pose it is a dynasty of doctrinaire schoolmarms of both sexes
which has done most to wipe it out.

I do not recall that my father ever taught me anything, but
in the course of two years, no question, he I'arned me a huge
deal of Greek and Latin. It was all done informally and briefly;
ke never tried to do more than keep my chin above water. We
had no schedule, no fixed daily tasks, no regular hours. When
he had time, he would ask me what I had been up to, try me
out on the knotty bits to make sure I had got them properly
straightened up, throw in a word or two here and there which
usually anticipated something lying ahead, and that was all
there was to it. In the first instance, my interest in these studies,
or rather my curiosity about them, was sprung by noticing that
the dictionary gave so many of our words as coming from these
sources. Naturally, however, it was not long before I became
interested in the languages on their own account and rather
keen to know what the people who spoke them were like and
what they did with themselves. For these reasons, I suppose,
pottering about with the languages never seemed like work
to me, and I can take no credit whatever to myself for any
proficiency which may have come of it; no more than for my
proficiency, or lack of proficiency, at billiards, baseball, tennis,
teaching, writing, editing, or any one of the many pursuits to
which I have set a "prentice hand in the course of my life. Cer-
tainly no one ever pointed my nose towards Rome and Athens;
in fact, I had puzzled out the Greek alphabet correctly and
memorised it before my father took hold, or, (I think), even
before he noticed what I was about. I took up the job on my
own, kept at it as I pleased, and was fully prepared to drop it
if it failed to pan out. Apparently it is in the constitution of
man that nothing done under these conditions seems like work.
It may also be that these are the primary conditions requisite
for I'arning a person something, and that I'arning him consists
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merely in taking advantage of them intelligently; but I do not
know that this is so; it is only my opinion.

Being alone in my undertakings, I had the inestimable ad-
vantage of being unaffected by the law of diminishing returns.
I got all I could take in of everything that was coming my way.
Not until much later, when I had seen something of mass-
education and observed its results, did I perceive how great
this advantage is. With Mark Hopkins on one end of a log and
a student on the other, the student gets the best out of
Hopkins and gets as much of it as he can absorb; the law of
diminishing returns does not touch him. Add twenty students,
and neither he nor the twenty gets the same thing; add two
hundred, and it is luck if anybody gets anything remotely like
the same thing. All Souls College, Oxford, planned better than
it knew when it limited the number of its undergraduates to
four; four is exactly the right number for any college which is
really intent on getting results. Socrates chatting with a single
protagonist meant one thing, and well did he know it. Socrates
lecturing to a class of fifty would mean something woefully
different, so he organised no class and did no lecturing. Jeru-
salem was a university town, and in a university every day is
field-day for the law of diminishing returns. Jesus stayed away
from Jerusalem, and talked with fishermen here and there, who
seem to have pretty well got what He was driving at; some
better than others, apparently, but all on the whole pretty well.
And so we have it that unorganised Christianity was one thing,
while organised Christianitv has consistently been another.

v

It was while we were living in Brooklyn that politics first
came under my conscious notice. I wrote an account of this in
an essay published a dozen years ago, so I can do no better
than to repeat the substance of it here. A short distance over
the line which separated our semi-rural section from the more
densely-populated central district of Brooklyn stood a ram-
shackle one-storey turtle-shaped wooden building known as
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the Wigwam. In some way I had heard it was a “political head-
quarters,” but I did not know what that meant, and was not
interested enough to ask. It was an evil-looking affair, dirty
and disreputable, and the people who frequented it looked to
me even more disreputable than the premises. We children
were never actually forbidden to investigate it, as far as I
know, but I recollect my mother saying once in an off-hand
way that it was a good place to keep away from. I believe none
of us was ever inside it, or wished to be.

One summer a campaign came on. I think it may have been
a Presidential year, but I am not sure; something at any rate
important enough to stir up a great commotion in Brooklyn’s
political circles. In the evenings the Wigwam became a kind
of Malebolge, spewing up long columns of drunken loafers
who marched and counter-marched, some carrying banners
and transparencies, and others carrying tin torches that sent out
clouds of kerosene-smoke. What first attracted my attention to
these obscene performances was the sound of a steam-calliope
at the head of a troop of marchers. I took this to mean that a
circus-parade was going on, and when I went down there and
found that there was no circus, I was disappointed and did not
care what was taking place.

Thus my first impression of politics was unfavourable; and
my disfavour was heightened by subsequently noticing that
the people around me always spoke of politics and politicians
in a tone of contempt. This was understandable. If all I had
casually seen,—the Wigwam and its denizens, the processions
of disgusting hoodlums who sweat and stank in the parboiling
humidity of our Indian-summer nights,—if all this was of the
essence of politics, if it was part and parcel of carrying on the
country’s government, then obviously a decent person could find
no place in politics, not even the place of an ordinary voter, for
the forces of ignorance, brutality and indecency would outnum-
ber him ten to one. Nevertheless there was an anomaly here.
We were all supposed to respect our government and its laws,
yet by all accounts those who were charged with the conduct

52 {



of government and the making of its laws were most dreadful
swine; indeed, the very conditions of their tenure precluded
their being anything else. For a moment I wondered why this
should be so; but my wonderment almost immediately petered
out, and I did not brood over the rationale of politics again for a
great many years.

One incident of election night, however, stuck in my memory.
Some devoted patriot, very far gone in whisky, wandered up in
our direction and fell by the wayside in a vacant lot where he
lay all night, mostly in a comatose state. At intervals of half an
hour or so he roused himself up, apparently conscious that he
was not doing his duty by the occasion, and tried to sing the
chorus of “Marching Through Georgia,” but he could never get
quite through the first three measures without relapsing into
somnolence. It was very amusing; he always began so bravely
and earnestly, and always faded out so lamentably.

Having devoted a great part of my latter years to a close
observation of public affairs in many lands, I have often had
occasion to remember that man. His sense of patriotism and
patriotic duty still seems as intelligent and competent as that of
any one I have met since then, and his mode of expressing it
still seems as effective as any I could suggest.
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CHAPTER FOUR

I have fought my fight, I have lived my life,
I have drunk my share of wine;

From Trier to Koln there was never a knight
Hud a merrier life than mine.

—CHARLES XINGSLEY.

BEI’WEEN the ages of ten and sixteen my social environment
changed twice so sharply as almost to suggest von Hum-
boldt’s observation that no one could pass from Siberia into
Senegal without losing consciousness. When I was just past ten
my father accepted an unusually attractive professional oppor-
tunity offered him from a town on the upper shores of Lake
Huron, so we pulled up from Brooklyn, bag and baggage,
which was a herculean chore in those days when long-distance
trucking was unknown. We and our belongings went by rail to
Detroit, and thence by steamboat to our journey’s end. Our new
home was forty-five miles from a railway, and our only means
of communication with the outside world was by steamboat in
summer, and in winter by a mail-stagecoach, or oftener a sledge,
which covered those forty-five miles daily over what was no
better than a logging-road.

No one ever took this hideous ride except on an errand of
life or death. From the day navigation closed to the day it
opened we were shut in tight, a community of some seven or
eight thousand persons utterly isolated, thrown flat on their own
social resources throughout a winter that was nothing to trifle

54 ]




with. When you saw how much of those winters there was and
how much in earnest they were, you got up a deal of wholesome
respect for them. Every year regularly the bay would show a
blanket of ice ten miles long, ten miles wide, and five feet thick.
Shopkeepers stocked up in the autumn, but usually missed their
guess, so when a housekeeper wanted a spool of thread or a
pound of crackers in the late spring, she would be told that “we
are just out of that, but we'll have some in as soon as navigation
opens.” My mother used to say she heard that refrain so often
that if she heard it once more before the boats ran she would
be out of her mind. The whistle of the first steamboat was the
event of the year, literally. No matter at what time of day her
whistle blew, everyone would let go all holds and rush for the
wharf; and if she came in at night, she would find the whole
population awake and on hand. If the county court were in
session, it would adjourn; and if the churches were in session, as
happened once at least to my knowledge, the congregations,
choirs, janitors, probably the parsons also, though I did not wait
to notice, all promptly quit the way of salvation and joined dogs
with the ungodly in a joyous stampede.

One night when the first boat was more or less expected, for
we could never be sure of her until we heard her whistle, four
or five of my father’s pet cronies were smoking and lying and
having a general good time with him downstairs, while my
mother, who was upstairs with me, saw the prospect of their
keeping the household astir until all hours, and said she wished
they would clear out and go home. I said I thought it might be
managed; so I hunted up an empty quart bottle with a thick lip,
went to the back of the upper hall to give the illusion of dis-
tance, and blew three long deep blasts on the bottle. Before the
sound ceased the men had gone through the front door like a
football-rush, struggling into their overcoats as they went. The
boat did not come in until the next afternoon, and though the
incident caused considerable talk and speculation in the town,
the whistlings were never satisfactorily accounted for. Some,
remembering that the air was fresh that night, said they might
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have been the sounds of wind rumbling in a chimney; while
another school of thought, somewhat more cynical, held to a
theory based on the well-known properties of Ben Kaichen’s
whisky; but nothing was ever actually determined.

The economic climate was as sharp a change from Brooklyn’s
as the physical climate. Living in Brooklyn, one was at arm’s-
length from the nearest thing to a metropolis that America could
show; one rubbed elbows with a great variety of interests and
occupations. Here there was only one primary interest and occu-
pation—lumber. Brigades of lumberjacks went into camp each
winter, felling and stripping trees and rolling the logs to the
river. In summer the logs were floated down to the town, sorted,
made up into rafts and towed to the various sawmills to be cut.
The lumber was then piled on great docks, inspected, and
loaded on barges which were towed, two or three in a string,
behind a steambarge to Buffalo, Cleveland, or some other Lake
port where their market lay. Except for a fairish industry in
frozen fish, this was the whole economic life of the town. When
we returned to the East after eight years the pine timber was
uear exhaustion, and pessimists were saying that the place would
soon become a ghost-town, as so many single-industry towns
had done and are still doing; but this did not happen. A railway
came in, followed by other industries, and though I have never
since been there to see how the town is getting on, I have heard
it is doing well, though hardly anything that an old resident
would recognise is left. I have even heard that no steamboats
‘ouch there now, which seems utterly incredible and impossible.
The railway drove them off, as it drove them off the Mississippi.

Curiously, the social and cultural climate was not so great
a change from Brooklyn’s as one might suppose. Our town was
a first-generation affair, like Jamestown and Plymouth in their
early days; it had no history, no tradition. The inhabitants had
come in full-grown, mature, and were still in full vigour, not old
enough to give way, still less die off. The children they had
brought with them were as yet young, and those who had been
spawned here were quite young. This matter of settlement by
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adults gave rise to a rather interesting peculiarity. We were
exceptional among American towns in having no Main Street.
The business section lay in a rectangle marked by the conjunc-
tion of Second and River Streets. Our Main Street, what there
was of it, lay along the shore, quite off to one side, and was
devoted to the more pretentious residences of the well-to-do.
Actually, however, it was not Main Street at all, though the
spelling did become corrupted into the conventional form. It
was Maine Street, short for State-of-Maine Street, so-called orig-
inally because so many of those who had built their fine houses
there were lumbermen from Maine.

In this remote, isolated, unsightly region, a wilderness of
stumps and sand-barrens, and in a settlement so new which
seemed to have no more stability than a mining-camp, one
would have expected to find only the ill-favoured and repellent
social life of an American frontier town. By some odd freak of
chance this was not the case. The millowners and those directly
concerned with the production of lumber were a hardheaded,
hardfisted lot, with no interest in the amenities of existence, but
displaying an amused and rather generous tolerance towards
any effort to promote them. They were a good lot, too, as far as
their lights led them; self-reliant, hard-working, honest, hating
restraint, fiercely independent, yet friendly, kindly, and in many
unexpected ways, liberal. In a word, they were standard speci-
mens of the kind that one of my friends speaks of in a nostalgic
strain as the old-fashioned, free-thinking, free-speaking, free-
swearing American. They interested me immensely; I had never
seen anything like them, and I studied their ways with delight.
Their virtues,—and they were great virtues,—gave our society
its prevailing tone of wholesome vigour which I look back upon
as something uniquely formative in my experience.

But our society had an overtone as well. Many of our immi-
grants were not directly concerned with lumber, but had come
to town in the wake of the industry as professional men or
tradesmen; and among these an astonishing number were in-
telligent, thoughtful, and fairly well read. Their conversation
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was excellent, they had good taste, good manners, and a good
attitude towards life’s amenities. I have seldom seen so small a
town with anything comparable to our array of musical talent;
there were so many who not only had superb voices, but who
also knew how to sing and were musically literate to a remark-
able degree. We had a lyric tenor, a lumber-inspector, who
could have made his everlasting fortune in a Continental centre,
practically as he stood; also two baritones, both in the insurance
business, and a magnificent bass, a lawyer, who could have
turned the trick almost as easily. The pretty wife of one of our
tradesmen,—a charming couple, I think from Boston,—got
extraordinary effects out of whistling; her lower register had
something very near the real wood-wind timbre. Visiting con-
noisseurs of vaudeville who had listened to the best that profes-
sional whistlers could do, said they had never heard her equal.
The odd thing about our fortuitous aggregation of talent was
that it had no root in any established tradition. None of it came
of any Continental stock where music was a fixed and necessary
part of life. These people were all of the Anglo-Saxon breed,
some New Englanders, some “York State Yankees,” some from
the Western Reserve; and their only traditional music was the
ensemble of the bucksaw, the anvil and the flail.

Our choral society, about forty in number, kept hard at it
all winter, giving excellent concerts. Their programmes con-
ceded nothing to popular taste, for there was hardly any popu-
lar taste to be considered. Our leading citizens, the millowners
and their entourage, all turned out handsomely in support of the
society, not because they knew much about its work or enjoyed
it particularly, but because it reflected uncommon credit on the
town and was something to be proud of. They took more actual
pleasure out of the shows that our rather meagre dramatic
talent vamped up from time to time. These were unpretentious,
for we were as weak on the dramatic side as we were strong
on the musical side. But, like our concerts, they were undertaken
purely for the fun of the thing. The playlets and farces were
clever, all hands did the best they could, the audiences were in
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a mood to be pleased, and things went off as well as one would
wish.

When all came to all, I am inclined to think that my parents
were socially better off here than they were in Brooklyn. One
missed the occasional larger opportunities of a semi-demi-
metropolis, but on the other hand, our isolation and our long
stretches of enforced leisure kept the congenial elements in our
society together in a closer, more sustained, and more intimate
association. One thing that gave a perennial freshness to our
family life was that my father could indulge to his heart’s con-
tent his gregarious fancy for cultivating rare and fruity char-
acters. There was no end of such; the town was simply crawling
with them, all of the very first order, and positively guaranteed
no two alike. Each of them was an inexhaustible mine of diver-
sion for one of my father’s peculiar taste. Their incessant pranks,
the practical jokes they thought up to play on one another, were
a marvel of devilish ingenuity. They were in all stations of life,
some rich, some well-to-do, some less so; we had no poor; the
grisly social phenomenon which Mr. Dooley called the prolo-
toorio, ( “A prolotoorio, Jawn, is the same thing as a hobo”), had
not yet appeared among us. All these congenital nonconformists
uproariously clave to my father at first sight, and kept seeing to
it that he never had a dull day while he was in their midst; and
save for those caused by failing health, I truly think he never
had one. If he went out no farther than around the block, he
would come back roaring with laughter over some absurd
rencontre. My mother did not take so much stock in these
rugged individualists. She told me once in a burst of confidence
that they were the finest assortment of human sculch she had
ever laid eyes on. But her sense of humour being what it was,
she had to admit, when I pinned her down to it, that they were
also probably as diverting as anything in the whole anthropoid
creation that was ever allowed to run at large.

Life here gave me a close view of qualities which I was of
course too young to appraise at their full value, but when I came
to review them in later life I saw that my impression of them
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had been clear and germinal. Independence, self-respect, self-
reliance, dignity, diligence,—often narrow and primitive in their
manifestations, if you like, ill-rounded, not at all durchgearbeitet,
but there they were, the virtues that once spoke out in the
Declaration of Independence. It was noticeable, too, that these
virtues flourished as well as they did in a state of freedom. Our
life was singularly free; we were so little conscious of arbitra

restraint that we hardly knew government existed. Aside from
the county sheriff and one deputy, the town had no police, nor
seemed to need any; I heard of no crime being committed there
in my time. On the whole, our society might have served pretty
well as a standing advertisement for Mr. Jefferson’s notion that
the virtues which he regarded as distinctively American thrive
best in the absence of government. I am quite sure that John
Adams, George Mason, John Taylor, Mercer of Maryland, Jack-
son of Georgia, Jones of North Carolina, would have found
something admirable and congenial in the Americanism of our
citizenry at large; more congenial and far more admirable than
anything they could find in the shoddy article now on sale
everywhere under that name. I use the words “now on sale”

deliberately and advisedly.

o

During my first four years of life in these new surroundings,
only two matters out of many which came my way are entitled
to a place in this narrative. One was my scraping up a couple of
valuable acquaintances; valuable because it was through them
that I got up not only a great lot of first-class conversational
German, but also considerable insight into German life and
character; and all with virtually no effort. Certain inhabitants of
our town seemed strangely above their station; above it in
education, breeding, culture, views of life. No one knew why
or how they came to be where they were, and no one asked.
The town kept to the admirable unwritten rule of frontier eti-
quette which regarded a person’s antecedents as quite beyond
question. “All I care to know,” said Mark Twain, himself a
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product of the frontier who lived always in its spirit, “is that
a man is a human being; that is enough for me—he can’t be any
worse.” Such was the invariable attitude of our society.

Among these misplaced people were a ci-devant German-
Polish count and his wife. He did some sort of routine work, I
forget what; something in the insurance way, I think. He was
a taciturn unsmiling person, while she was a lively bright
litle soul, happy when she had some one to -chatter
with. For some reason, the epitaph that Callimachus wrote
for the sweet-spirited Samian girl who died so young,
™ wohbuvlor, EmoTauérny kald walfey, #oloTyy ovvéplfov, Gel Ndhov,
always puts me in mind of her. Finding that I knew a word or
two of German, this childless and more or less companionless
woman made friends with me and kept me with her whenever
she could, telling me about the charms of her native country
and the attractions of life there. She gave me an impression
of Warschau as being truly a civitas Dei, one of the world’s
wonders, and I forthwith resolved to see it, which I have
never done, and now of course never shall.

Another misplaced person was of a military type somewhat
gone to seed, and well on the far side of middle age; tall, large,
extremely handsome, and speaking the true pure German of
the Hanoverian aristocracy. Whether or not a titular aristocrat,
he had every mark betokening generations of good breeding.
He seemed singularly content in the humblest of occupations,
—he was the janitor of a church,—apparently seeking noth-
ing beyond a very poor living and a maximum of leisure. He
had a room somewhere in which he cooked his food and slept,
but he had also converted the church’s rear basement into a
large neat Gesellschaftszimmer, where he spent most of his
time, and where I too spent many hours in his witty, humorous,
philosophical company. I recall him now as one whom experi-
ence had shown, as it showed Montaigne, that human beings
are very much, what they are, that the collective character of
their society is very much what it is, and that nothing of any
conceivable consequence can be done about either, save to
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entertain oneself with the kaleidoscopic spectacle of their
incredibly absurd exorbitances and divagations. The man sud-
denly disappeared one day, and we never heard of him again.
Probably some turn in his affairs took him back to the Father-
land; I hope so. He got letters and newspapers regularly from
Germany, so it seems likely that some arrangement for his
return had been managed, though it would be impossible to
say on what grounds. One could never think of him as a
political refugee, for the Politiker of whatever stripe would
be no more to him than a creature of sheer obscenity, more
or less amusing. He was too honest and upright to have been
concerned in any scandal, unless perchance somehow victim-
ised. Since he was a man of deep and simple-hearted senti-
ment, a true German, I have sometimes thought that in his
earlier days an untoward sentimental attachment might have
made him break with his surroundings. Once indeed, I remem-
ber, he spoke casually of having had a sweetheart in Germany,
and when I thoughtlessly asked what had become of her, he
replied, “Sie ist lingst im Grabe.”

So much for these two dear and good friends of my boyhood.
I shall always love their memory, and always be grateful for
their influence in enlarging my views of life and shaping my
demands on life.

The second matter pertinent to this record was a matter of
bad luck with my studies. At twelve or thereabouts, for my sins
I was sentenced to do time over the “standard authors” which
a schoolboy at my stage of progress was supposed to read,—
Caesar, Xenophon, Homer, Virgil, Cicero,—and God wot it was
the dullest, dreariest, most unrewarding task I ever set my hand
to. If the language-difficulties attendant on it had been even
a shade more obstructive than they were, I would have thrown
Greek and Latin to the winds forever. These were the least of
my troubles; my tribulations rose from the substance of what
these wretched men wrote about; it was all so far over my head.
I was not interested in bridge-building, in Ariovistus or Ver-
cingetorix, or in what the father of the gods and king of men
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had done for Aolus. Like Pet Marjorie’s turkey, I “did not care
a single dam” about the gardens of Alcinous, the Manilian law,
or the fate of the poet Archias. The only clear impression made
on me by the Catilinian orations was that the great orator was a
good deal of a stuffed shirt; an impression which abides with me
to this day.

The schools in our town were somewhat worse than none, and
I did not attend them, but had hitherto gone on with my studies
in the same happy-go-lucky fashion as in Brooklyn. My readings
in Greek and Latin had consisted of scraps culled from various
works; they were mostly short, and all were appropriate to my
age. They dealt with matters well within the compass of a child’s
understanding, affairs of ordinary life, ordinary experience;
many of them were light, amusing, humorous. This slipshod
curriculum was invaluable to me in one respect. It set me on my
way to see the men and women of antiquity as I have always
since then seen them, not as story-book heroes and heroines, but
as people exactly like us, each with twenty-four hours a day to
get through somehow or other, and for the most part getting
through them quite as we do; people of the same instincts,
passions, desires, ambitions, abilities, as ourselves, and employ-
ing them precisely as we employ them. This may seem a com-
monplace observation, perhaps a stupid commonplace; yet it
does point straight to the enormous difference between knowing
history and understanding history. One is often astonished to see
how many there are who seem to know a vast lot of history, but
to understand hardly any of it. Nine-tenths of the value of
classical studies lies in their power to establish a clear common-
sense, matter-of-fact view of human nature and its activities
over a continuous stretch of some twenty centuries. If one
gravitates into that view at an early age, as I did, naturally,
unconsciously, not knowing that there is any other view to take,
so much the better.

But my parents had the notion of some day sending me to
college. They had one particular college in mind for me, and to
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enter it one had to comply with some of the most preposterous
requirements that a hidebound traditionalism could devise.
They might well have come down from the curriculum which
master Tubal Holophermes imposed upon Gargantua. Their
intention was sound enough, probably, but their prescriptions
were redundant, pointless. Early in the last century Harvard
College required its candidates to show on examination that
they were able “extempore to read, construe and parse” any
Latin prose or poetry presented to them, and also “to write true
Latin in prose, and to be skilled in making Latin verse”; and the
same with Greek. This was exactly right, exactly as it should be,
for the best way to find out whether or not a person can do
something is to set him at it; and that should end the matter,
then and there. Why should a poor little devil be required, over
and above this proof of competence, to have read through a
dreadful slather of what must be to any child the most uninter-
esting, unassimilable and odious literature that could be put
before him? If he had got his facility by unwonted ways, out of
Aulus Gellius’s scrapbook, Pliny’s letters, bits from Cornelius
Nepos and Eutropius; epigrams of Martial, Ausonius, the
Anthology; fables out of the Greeca Minora, stories out of the
Vulgate,—what odds, so long as he has it? The authors whom
tradition has labelled “preparatory” have a great place in litera-
ture, but that place is far out of a child’s reach. My notion is
that Caesar and Cicero come in with Tacitus, Sallust and others,
far along in one’s course, as topical reference-reading in a crit-
ical study of Roman political history, as Homer and Virgil
should in a critical literary study based on Aristotle’s Poetics.
Taken thus, the student will read and re-read them with under-
standing and pleasure, but taken as a corpus vile of “prepara-
tory” material, he will detest them. I have not read a word of
Cicero’s speeches since my schooldays, (though I have read his
philosophical treatises with great attention); nor have I looked
into a copy of the Gallic War but once, and that was to settle
a bet.
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When I was just turning fourteen I was sent off to boarding-
school, a long way from home, down in the prairie country on
the banks of the Illinois River, where again I was plumped into
a brand-new set of physical and social surroundings. The town
had about ten thousand people; it made its living out of agricul-
ture and miscellaneous manufactures, the principal products
being organs, ploughs, alcohol and corm whisky. It had been
settled by ‘forty-eighters, the best stock that Europe ever ex-
ported here, and the descendants of those superb people were
keeping very closely to the old ways and traditions. All their
social activities and amenities were German. They had three
flourishing musical societies; a Mdnnerchor, a Liederkranz of
mixed voices, and a less formal Gesangverein of younger folk
from whom in course of time I learned practically the whole
Kommersbuch pretty well by heart. Also with the help of some
of them I learned to read music as an extra-curricular activity,
with no idea of doing anything with it in a practical way, but
only with a vague notion of some day becoming musically liter-
ate. The theory and history of music has always interested me,
and I have kept at them in a desultory fashion all my life. For
some reason there was no instrumental music, except for the
piano. In a town brimming over with vocal music of a high
order, and harbouring excellent pianists, one would at least look
for a string quartette of sorts, but I can not recall a single person
who had ever scraped a string.

A great deal of social interest centred in the Turnverein,
which was an exclusive institution. One had to have credentials
running back as far as Henry the Fowler to belong to it, so I got
my knowledge of its doings mainly by hearsay. It put on two or
three really remarkable gymnastic exhibitions each winter,
which were invitation-affairs, though a few plebeians with a
“pull” were sometimes grudgingly allowed to crash the gate for
standing-room, and were promptly hunted out again when the
show was over and the festivities beginning. Some of the beauty
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and chivalry off the very top layer of two neighbouring cities
were usually on hand to grace the occasion; and speaking of
beauty, this region blossomed with more pretty girls than I
would have supposed there were in the world. They were some-
what on the alfalfa-fed order, innocent of cosmetics, and making
an excellent appearance, whether singly or in groups. They gave
me the beginnings of a critical taste in such matters, for outside
of my own family I had not seen any female beauty worth
speaking of, except in some older women. Since then I have
been in regions which I thought were a shade or two more pro-
ductive, and the product rather better. Belgium, for example,
seemed on long acquaintance to be keeping up to its medizval
record in this respect, as appears in the old monastic hexameters,

Gandavum laqueis, formosis Bruga puellis,
Lovanium doctis, gaudet Mechlinia stultis.

Of course one can’t know exactly what sort of thing Bruges
kept in stock to fluster the monks of the Middle Ages, but at
any time these thirty years I would have put Brussels far and
away ahead of Bruges or any other town in the kingdom. I
understand, however, that connoisseurs unite nem. con. in
giving the first prize for this pleasing commodity to Poland, but
I have never been in Poland or seen more than a very few
Polish girls, so I can have no opinion.

I also acquired, quite unconsciously, the beginnings of a
creditable taste in beer. The town had a small brewery which
brought forth a most superexcellent product, and the pro-
prietor’s son being a day-pupil in our school, its hospitalities
were open to us. It was an impressive experience to go down
to the brewery when the bock-beer season opened, and see a
jury of grave old pundits assembled, austere colossi of learning,
taciturn, profoundly scrupulous, sampling the new brew with
reverent care and finally delivering judgement. With such a
start, I quite naturally grew up in the prevailing superstition
that all German beer is good, but when I went into Germany I
found a great deal that was bad. I also found that our little
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