
Free download 
Connecticut Yankee: An Autobiography

 Pdf
 Wilbur  Cross

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/gDVNX/Connecticut-Yankee-An-Autobiography-Wilbur-Cross
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/gDVNX/Connecticut-Yankee-An-Autobiography-Wilbur-Cross
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/gDVNX/Connecticut-Yankee-An-Autobiography-Wilbur-Cross
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/gDVNX/Connecticut-Yankee-An-Autobiography-Wilbur-Cross
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/gDVNX/Connecticut-Yankee-An-Autobiography-Wilbur-Cross


Equal parts nostalgic, witty, self-serving, and frank, Connecticut Yankee is an entertaining and
informative memoir of the state and a scholar who shaped it. Connecticut native, Yale graduate,
Yale professor and dean, and finally, unlikely Governor of the State of Connecticut during the
crucial Depression years, Wilbur L. Cross’ s autobiography tells a great American story.As a Yale
professor, a writer, and an editor, Wilbur L. Cross devoted himself to the English language, and
specifically to understanding how novels were capable of capturing the human condition. His
autobiography, Connecticut Yankee is in many ways a novel itself. The protagonist is Cross and
the plot is his education.Wilbur Lucius Cross was a most unlikely politician. A noted author and
literary critic who had been a professor of English, editor of the Yale Review, and finally, Dean of
the Yale Graduate School, his quiet character and almost poetic oration would seem at odds
with the cut-throat world of state politics.But is was just this stoic demeanor and inquisitive
intelligence, that would help him make a mark on Connecticut politics during his four terms of
office, from 1931 to 1939. During his time as governor, he suffered the hardest years of the
Depression and worked to implement President Roosevelt’s New Deal, fought for the abolition of
child labor, instituted a minimum wage, improved working conditions in factories, and guided the
state’s recovery from the devastation of the Great New England Hurricane. He also strove to
reorganize the state government, and would help revitalize Connecticut’s Democratic Party,
which had been torn by internal strife.Cross was an excellent writer, and here—updated with a
new foreword by Yale Law School graduate and author Justin Zaremby—is his compelling
account of life from a childhood in the bucolic town of Mansfield, through the hallowed halls of
learning at Yale University, to the highest office in Connecticut.



Dedicated to the memory of my wife Helen Baldwin AveryAnd to our children and
grandchildrenContentsRevisiting Wilbur Cross’s Connecticut YankeePart II. A Roomful of
AncestorsII. A Lost VillagePart IIIII. Yale College Sixty Years AgoIV. High School PrincipalV.
Student in the Yale Graduate SchoolVI. Master of EnglishVII. Instructor in EnglishVIII. Summer In
EnglandIX. Professor English, Sheffield Scientific SchoolX. Hadley, Beers, and LounsburyXI.
Dean of the Graduate SchoolXII. A Trip to HawaiiXIII. ProvostXIV. The Invisible UniversityXV. The
Yale ReviewXVI. Three BooksPart IIIXVII. Nomination for GovernorXVIII. The CampaignXIX. An
International JestXX. The Art of Hamstringing a GovernorXXI. Connecticut and the Washington
BicentennialXXII. The Campaign of 1932XXIII. The General Assembly of 1933XXIV. Rest from
LaborXXV. Labor without RestXXVI. The Election of 1934XXVII. A Governor without a
PartyXXVIII. A Lively Coalition GovernmentXXIX. The Connecticut TercentenaryXXX. The Year
of the Great FloodXXXI. Political LandslideXXXII. “The Heel of Orion”XXXIII. Sit-down and Other
StrikesXXXIV. Reorganization of the State GovernmentXXXV. Reorganization at WorkXXXVI.
New EnglandXXXVII. Stormy WeatherXXXVIII. WaterburyXXXIX. HurricaneXL. My Last
CampaignIndexGovernor Wilbur L. Cross, Democrat, Connecticut (1931-1939)Courtesy of the
Connecticut State Library, State ArchivesRevisiting Wilbur Cross’s Connecticut YankeeJustin
Zaremby, PhD, JDYale College Class of 2003In 1938, Governor Wilbur Cross issued his final
Thanksgiving proclamation. As in his earlier proclamations, Cross summoned the lively and
crisp New England autumn to express a sense of pride in the state. 1938 had been a year of
loss. Connecticut suffered tremendous damage in the rampant destruction wrought by a
hurricane that swept the Eastern seaboard. The hurricane of 1938 would leave an indelible mark
on the memory and history of Connecticut’s environment and citizens. In addition, earlier that
month Cross, who was first elected in 1930, lost his final bid for the governorship amidst a series
of scandals that implicated both major parties. The proclamation opened as follows:As the
colors of autumn stream down the wind, scarlet in sumacs and maple, spun gold in the birches,
a splendor of smoldering fire in the oaks along the hill, and the last leaves flutter away, and dusk
falls briefly about the worker bringing in from the field a late load of its fruit, and Arcturus is lost to
sight and Orion swings upward that great sun upon his shoulder, we are stirred one more to
ponder the Infinite Goodness that has set apart for us, in all this moving mystery of creation, a
time of living and a home.Cross declared a day of public Thanksgiving, and sought thanks for
“the further mercies we have enjoyed, beyond desert or any estimation, of Justice, Freedom,
Loving-kindness, Peace.”1The contemporary reader imagines two potential responses to these
words during a year of turmoil. For some, the poetry would be hard to read—a reminder of a
more halcyon time that had been ripped away, like so many old-growth forests in the face of the
hurricane. The clouds of war were gathering in Europe, and the lasting impacts of the Great
Depression were still felt in Connecticut’s towns and cities. At that moment, the horrors of the
hurricane would have felt like purposeless and divine retribution. For others, Cross’s words
would, however, provide solace. They would serve as a nostalgic paean to a timeless vision of
Connecticut—comforting words from the wise scholar-politician who was ending his term of



service.Cross concludes Connecticut Yankee with the 1938 proclamation. It is fitting that he
should end his autobiography with poetry; after all, so much of his life was shaped by a love of
the written word. As a Yale professor, writer, and editor, Cross devoted himself to the English
language, and specifically to understanding how novels were capable of capturing the human
condition. Connecticut Yankee is, in many ways, a novel itself. The protagonist is Cross and the
plot is his education. In Connecticut Yankee, Cross explores the development of his character
from childhood to old age through a combination of memory, hearsay, fact, and likely fancy. To
read Connecticut Yankee is to be welcomed into Cross’s Connecticut—from the quaintness of
his childhood home to the rigors of Yale, where he studied and served as an influential dean,
and the tumultuous politics of Hartford. Equal parts nostalgic, witty, self-serving, and frank,
Connecticut Yankee is an entertaining and informative memoir of the state and a scholar who
shaped it.When Wilbur Cross accepted the Democratic nomination for the governorship of
Connecticut in 1930, he reflected upon how his home state had shaped him. “I have not been a
militant candidate for the nomination,” he said. “But I owe my career to the social and educational
institutions of the State, up from the red schoolhouse on the country hillside, through the public
high school, and on to a university founded by the colonists far back of the first days of the
Republic. As a poor return for these benefits I stand ready in the present crisis to give to my
fellow citizens such services as they may ask of me provided nothing is asked beyond my
abilities.”2 The “present crisis” was both economic and political: Connecticut was beginning to
face the struggles of the Great Depression while the state’s Democratic Party struggled to return
to power after decades in the wilderness. Cross was an unlikely candidate to reclaim a place for
Democrats in Hartford. He had spent his career at Yale, where he was professor of English and
dean of the graduate school. He was a respected scholar of the English novel and an adept
academic administrator, but had no experience in state politics. Nevertheless, the “dear old
gentleman down at Yale” won a narrow victory for the Democrats in 1930.The early twentieth
century was an unsuccessful era for the Democratic Party in Connecticut. The Democrats had
held the governor’s chair for two decades at the end of the nineteenth century, until the
nomination of William Jennings Bryan in 1896 caused a rift in the party. Bryan’s promise to reject
the gold standard made him a popular figure around the country, but not in Connecticut. The
Connecticut Democrats largely rejected his candidacy, splitting the party and leading to a
Republican victory in Hartford. The wounds within the party would not quickly heal. As the state’s
population grew at the beginning of the twentieth century, the Republicans gained increasing
support across the state while the Democrats engaged in brutal infighting between recently
arrived Irish and Italian immigrants and descendants of colonial settlers. The presence of
immigrant voices in the Democratic Party raised suspicions across the state of foreign influence,
and this internal strife provided a boon to the Republicans. Indeed, before Cross was elected,
the only Democrat to serve as governor in the twentieth century was another Yale professor,
Simeon Baldwin, who was a lawyer and retired Chief Justice of the Connecticut Supreme Court.
Baldwin was elected for two terms in 1910, in large part due to conflict among the



Republicans.Wilbur Cross had always been interested in politics. In Connecticut Yankee, he
explains that as a child “when I was hardly out of the cradle, I had to tell my father, whenever he
asked for it, who was the Governor of Connecticut, whether he was a Democrat or a Republican.
In my imagination, a Governor was a very exalted person, a sort of superman, who ranked very
little below God and the angels.”3 However, other than academic politics, which consumed
much of his career, Cross had no active engagement with politics until he became a candidate.
Most of his political participation came during Thursday evening cocktails and discussion at the
Graduates Club in New Haven. At these meetings, Cross notes, “[n]o politician, however high he
climbed, was spared in the talk about him.”4It was at the Graduates Club that someone
suggested that Cross run for office. In 1930, the Democratic Party was divided with respect to
the politically influential Democratic State Central Committee. An upstart group within the party,
known as its “New Guard,” pushed for Cross’s nomination. With no candidate of its own, the Old
Guard was forced to give way. However, if the state politicos felt that the politically inexperienced
professor would be easy to control, they were mistaken. At the state Democratic convention, a
battle was waged over whether the neophyte Cross and his allies would be able to choose who
would lead the campaign. At four o’clock in the morning, Cross was awakened in his hotel room
to join the fray. Following a bitter argument, in which Cross was accused of “being not a
Democrat but a Republican in disguise,” Cross emerged victorious. One headline read:
“Delegates meet Dean Cross in his pajamas and lose their shirts.”5Cross campaigned to clean
up state government and to repeal national prohibition. He recounted stories of his childhood
and his deep ties to the state and its history. During a period of economic unrest following the
stock market crash of 1929, Cross’s steady, folksy charm appealed to independent voters in the
face of a powerful Republican machine. Candidate Cross won with a majority of over five
thousand votes.As governor, Cross made strong efforts to reorganize state government,
instituting a merit system for political offices. He signed legislation to improve conditions for
workers. He presided over the tercentenary of the state in 1935 and over the opening of the
Merritt Parkway in 1938. He managed labor unrest and coordinated the state’s responses to
natural disasters, including devastating floods in 1936 and the hurricane of 1938.During his
years in office, Governor Cross occupied an uncomfortable middle ground between the
progressive policies of the Roosevelt years and his own commitment to a less interventionist,
laissez-faire politics of his youth. According to one scholar, “As a Democrat who served during
the New Deal, Cross labored conscientiously throughout the 1930s to establish himself as a
‘liberal.’ But his commitment to New Deal liberalism was uneasy and ambiguous. The public
speeches of Governor Cross revealed a self-conscious debate between the historical
conservative and the uncomfortable liberal, an interior dialogue between the values of his
heritage and the casualties of a depressed urban and industrial society.”6 Although never fully
trusted by either party, he deftly maneuvered numerous political crises by relying on his “skills of
accommodation, conciliation, and gentle persuasion.”7Although Cross was beloved by many as
a wise spiritual leader for the State, a series of corruption scandals (with guilty parties from both



major parties) ultimately cost him his position. Although Cross was innocent of these scandals,
he lost the governorship in 1938 to the liberal-leaning Republican Raymond Baldwin. Cross
returned to private life in 1939. He made an unsuccessful attempt to be nominated as governor
in 1940, and in 1946 he was defeated by Raymond Baldwin in an attempt to fill a vacant seat in
the U.S. Senate. Two years later he died.Cross published his autobiography in 1945, seven
years after he left office. It is striking that by the time Cross wrote Connecticut Yankee, not only
Connecticut but the nation had undergone dramatic transformation. By 1945, the nation was
enmeshed in the final days of the Second World War, and American influence worldwide had
never been greater. Yet, in telling his story, Cross is mired in nostalgia. He expresses nostalgia
for the simplicity of his childhood, nostalgia for his time at Yale, and even some nostalgia for the
political maneuverings of Connecticut politics. Cross was raised in the Protestant, rural, and
socially conservative Connecticut known commonly as the “land of steady habits.” As governor
he helped oversee a state with growing urban and industrial needs during the New Deal. In
between, he helped transform Yale from a somewhat provincial institution into a leading
research university.Throughout Connecticut Yankee, Cross’s nostalgia is rooted in the concept
of the “Yankee.” Indeed, whether in the opening chapter, in which he traces his lineage to early
settlers in Massachusetts and Connecticut, or through stories that demonstrate witty repartee,
clever schemes, or loyalty to school and state, Cross’s connection to New England, and a sense
of distinct Yankee spirit, is the strand that ties together the path he took from Gurleyville to
Hartford. For Cross, being a Yankee is as much a matter of heritage as it is a way of approaching
the world. Understanding the Connecticut Yankee is therefore key to understanding Wilbur
Cross.The definition of a Yankee is elusive. For the British, the term encompasses any American.
For the Southerner during the Civil War, the term referred to Northerners. And among
Northerners, it refers to New Englanders. The term is a source of both pride and derision. To his
fans, the Yankee is a descendant of colonial settlers who represents a strong connection to early
national history. The Yankee is high minded, humble, steady, and inventive. To his detractors, the
Yankee is clever, manipulative, self-serving, deceitful, and ultimately dedicated to undermining
American mores. The Yankee in Mark Twain’s Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court was a
conflicted and troubling figure. He was wise and scheming—an ardent democrat in a medieval
monarchy who actively (and sometimes violently) uprooted the established church while
bringing science and industry to Camelot. Like Twain, Cross recognized in the Yankee a
complicated hybrid of innovation and conservatism.Wilbur Cross takes pride in the term
“Yankee,” and in his autobiography he frequently characterizes his own decisions, or the
decisions of others, as Yankee. Cross’s Yankee is curious and practical and develops these
characteristics through the stories he hears in institutions such as the small-town general store
and the august university. He never reflects deeply on the meaning of the term, assuming a
common understanding and common admiration for the Yankee. In doing so, of course, Cross
assumes a particular readership of potentially like-minded individuals for whom his points of
reference and language would be familiar.Cross was born in 1862 in Gurleyville, a district in the



town of Mansfield. Cross presents Gurleyville as the archetype of rural America. He pieces
together his memories of the village—its economy, its people, and their adventures—with the
earnest focus of a child. The stories are mundane, but filled with the excitement of youthful
discovery. He first encounters irony when, upon catching his first trout, the barb caught his own
finger and needed to be removed as it would be removed “from the mouth of a fish.”8 Shortly
thereafter he was kicked by a horse, “which hurt me less but frightened me more.”9 Cross recalls
his grandfather’s clock, which was “so intimate a part of him that when it stopped an hour before
his death there was great excitement in the household, for the clock’s behavior was regarded as
a clear omen that the end of life for grandfather was near at hand.”10In Gurleyville, Cross
learned “as I could not have learned in a city, the ways of mankind as they were manifest in
simple and naïve acts and words; there I gained a rudimentary knowledge of business, of legal
procedure, of local government, and of the art and wiles of politicians, which has been of use to
me in reading the minds and motives of men in my dealings with them.”11 Cross worked at his
family’s general store, where he overheard the talk of the village. He listened to the whispering of
teenagers and gossips and the politicking of Republicans and Democrats. In what he called a
“House of Commons,” Cross discovered a matter-of-fact tone that permeates much of his
writing.It was a variable group of men who came in for their mail and sat on until somebody said
it was time to go home. . . . In their talk there was little or no reserve. They spoke frankly about
themselves, their families, and their neighbors; and their comment on what was occurring
outside their little world, in Hartford or in Washington, was marked by shrewd common sense.
They were unsophisticated people such as a novelist likes to depict because they said what was
really in their minds. As a rule they were honorable and truthful men except in horse trades,
where it was understood that the better liar is the better man. As a boy I was most interested,
except for politics, in horse trades, funny stories, and what are now called wisecracks.12Cross
describes an education in books and conversation. He fondly recalls reading the Hartford
Courant and Robinson Crusoe and his school’s assigned reader. The reader, with its samples of
poetry and prose, inspired in him “a love of words for their own sake and the rhythms and
cadences of prose as well as of verse which I must have felt as I read the selections aloud.”13
He acknowledges rather idealized memories of his one-room schoolhouse, despite the fact that
“[i]t was almost a crime to put children no more than four years old in a one-room school where
little was provided for them to do.”14 His education was practical. With respect to mathematics,
he explained: “As befitting the Yankee’s desire to see his savings increase, there was
considerable practice in computing compound interest over periods long enough to double or
triple the original capital.”15Gurleyville also exposed Cross to war. As a child he “learned of the
past not from books but from the lips of men and women.”16 His family and his community
introduced him to men and women who were born before the surrender of Cornwallis at
Yorktown. He therefore was connected to a pre-revolutionary America even as he witnessed the
transformations in American politics and society after the Civil War. That war, of course, loomed
even larger in his memory. During his time at the general store, he heard the stories of middle-



aged men who had fought the South. They spoke of “their experiences in this and that battle or
in the prison at Andersonville when they were captured, or of the fun they had in camp, or of their
fraternizing with the Rebs when on picket duty, swapping matches for tobacco, and smoking
together, and hoping that the war would soon end.”17 He remembers learning about horrible
battles at Shiloh and Antietam, which were “embedded” in his memory.As Cross matured into
adulthood, the homogenous society in which he was raised was changing. New immigrant
groups were beginning to replace the original settlers of English and Scottish descent, and
Connecticut’s march to the twentieth century brought new economic and political challenges.
When Cross matriculated at Yale College in 1881, he may not have realized that the world of his
childhood was on the decline, but by the time he wrote Connecticut Yankee, he describes his
home with deep longing. Gurleyville embodied a “Yankee ambient” from which he brought away
“the gift of self-dependence, an imbedded conviction that in any undertaking a man must go on
alone, if his associates fail him, to its completion. This was a Yankee gift of which I was then
unaware.”18Cross arrived in New Haven for the first time in September 1881 to sit the entrance
examinations for Yale College. He “entered upon [his] studies with the utmost zeal, trying to do
as well in one as in another, on the theory, now abandoned in education, that a study which a
student finds hard for him is as essential as the study he finds easy if his aim is the development
of a well-balanced mind adequate to cope with a world where things are hard as well as easy.”19
The curriculum in that era was largely prescribed. While Harvard had begun to experiment with
the radical notion of elective courses, Yale remained dedicated to a largely classical curriculum.
Cross reflects fondly on his education: “It is quite likely,” he explains, “that if Latin and Greek had
been purely elective studies I should have chosen them as the best foundation of the literary life
which I was already vaguely hoping to lead.”20 This knowledge would become vital to his work
as a scholar. “What would now be, I ask myself, my outlook on life and literature had I no direct
knowledge of Homer and Vergil, Demosthenes and Cicero, Plato and Aristotle, Thucydides and
Tacitus, and above all, no knowledge of the Greek dramatists?”21 While the elective system only
began to be implemented toward the end of his time as an undergraduate, Cross had the
opportunity to learn from leading figures of the era, including the geologist James Dwight Dana,
the political economist William Graham Sumner, and law professor (and later Ambassador to the
Court of St. James’s) Edward J. Phelps.Outside of the classroom, Cross seems to have fully
engaged with college life. Evenings were spent in conversation, smoke, and song while perched
on windowsills and the iconic Yale College fence. Students dined on grim meals at their eating
clubs and were required to attend compulsory chapel (“an institution as old as Yale itself, it was
taken for granted would never die”) at 8:10 each morning.22 Dormitories lacked bathtubs or
showers, and Cross displays delight in describing the difficulty of being clean in “that unwashed
age.”23Cross’s interest in literature was kindled in secondary school, but was firmly established
during his time in college. He won numerous prizes for his written compositions and the college’s
top prize for oratory as well. In addition, he studied with the leading English professors of the
era, Henry A. Beers and Thomas Lounsbury, who largely revolutionized the study of English.



Instead of focusing on the study of the English language to understand grammar and syntax,
their courses explored concepts of character and plot in literature. Cross began his studies at a
moment when literary studies were adopting a new rigor, and Cross embraced that rigor with
excitement. In describing a course taught by Lounsbury, he writes:One of my courses with him
was on the English dramatists contemporary with Shakespeare. Whatever the play, whether by
Ben Jonson or by Beaumont and Fletcher, or by someone else, the first thing he expected of us
was that we should have an intimate knowledge of it from beginning to end. Then came the
discussion of the play in parts and as a whole. There was never any talk about plot as something
apart from the characters which could be represented in the formal German manner by a curve
showing the beginning of the action, the climax, and the end. With him characters were the thing.
By their emotions and consequent behavior in crucial circumstances plot is determined. By them
one’s knowledge of human nature is broadened. And by them only is a play or a novel
remembered.24Like the education he received at the “House of Commons” in Gurleyville, his
Yale education was an education in character and personality. With faith in the ability of literature
(and literary scholarship) to reflect the human condition, it is, perhaps, no surprise that after a
brief period serving as the principal of Staples High School in Westport, he would return to Yale
for graduate school and most of his career.Cross began his graduate studies in 1886. He
studied not only English but also Spanish, French, German, and Norwegian literature. After
completing his doctoral work in 1899, he spent five years teaching at a secondary school in
Pittsburgh. That year, he married Helen Baldwin Avery, with whom he would raise four children
(Helen died in 1928, before Cross became governor). Cross returned to Yale as an instructor in
English at the Sheffield Scientific School, Yale’s scientific division. Along with William Lyon
Phelps, Cross became one of the first professors in the country to offer a course on
contemporary novels in the university environment. At the time, the idea of teaching
contemporary literature was considered radical. Indeed, the idea was so revolutionary that Cross
was forced by the administration to withdraw the course the first time it was offered. When his
old classics professor came to inform him of the administration’s demand, Cross revealed his
impish side:I acceded immediately to a request which, expressed in plain language, was a
demand, remarking by the way that relief from graduate instruction would give me more time to
complete a book which I was then writing on the English novel. But I added that if fiction were to
be placed under a taboo, the Odyssey would have to go, for that wonderful epic was a skipper’s
tale filled with folklore and primitive sex notions. So would the Iliad, in which the motive for the
war with Troy was the intrigue between Paris, son of Priam, King of Troy, and Helen, the wife of
Menelaus, King of Sparta. Professor Seymour, of course, endeavored to correct my perverse
views on the motivation of sex in Greek literature.25He became known on campus as “Uncle
Toby” from a character in Laurence Sterne’s novel The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy,
Gentleman. The name seems to have been indicative of how people perceived Cross’s character
—gentle, quixotic, and a bit disconnected from the world. Cross once described Uncle Toby as
“the innocent gentleman who knows nothing of the world” whose “heart goes out in sympathy for



all in misfortune and distress.”26 Whether Cross agreed with the moniker, he certainly embraced
it, although his gentleness of spirit belied a talented political mind.Cross developed a reputation
as a widely regarded campus administrator. He edited The Yale Review, a literary journal that
flourishes to this day, as well as Yale’s editions of the complete works of Shakespeare. He also
served as president of Yale’s Elizabethan Club, a society for students and faculty devoted to the
arts and letters. Perhaps his lasting legacy at Yale, however, was as a transformational dean of
the graduate school. Before Cross’s appointment as dean, graduate education at Yale was
largely an afterthought—it lacked the organizational support and political capital held by Yale
College. Indeed, when Cross became dean in 1916, his colleagues asked him why he had
accepted an “empty title.”27 However, although the job offered little prestige or power initially,
Cross set to work to shape the institution. With a “personality, compounded of salty humor,
shrewd insight, and massive self-confidence” and an “exceptional ability to outguess and
outmaneuver those who opposed his designs,” Cross restructured the school, establishing
institutional structures to empower the graduate school in relation to the rest of the university,
and to develop its own robust faculty, curriculum, and admissions standards.28 Indeed,
according to Edgar S. Furniss, who served as dean of the graduate school while Cross was
governor, Cross had an uncanny ability to get what he wanted. According to one report, the dean
of Yale College was once deeply bothered following a conversation with Dean Cross during
which Cross had “overreached” him. When asked how, the college dean replied, “I don’t know
exactly and that’s what bothers me. I have just finished a luncheon conference with Uncle Toby
about a matter in dispute between the College and the Graduate School; he agreed to
everything I proposed; so it stands to reason that I’ve been overreached.”29When not teaching,
Cross devoted himself to his scholarship. His published his first book, The Development of the
English Novel, in 1899. The book reflected his wide command of literature. In it he explored the
evolution of literature from medieval romance to a range of modern authors including Henry
Fielding, Laurence Sterne, Walter Scott, Charles Dickens, George Eliot, Henry James, and
Rudyard Kipling. For Cross, the evolution of the novel was a story of tension between two basic
psychological impulses—“We are,” he wrote, “by nature both realists and idealists, delighting in
the long run about equally in the representation of life somewhat as it is and as it is dreamed to
be. There is accordingly no time in which art does not to some extent minister to both instincts of
human nature.”30Cross would explore this tension throughout his scholarly work. Among other
things, he wrote biographical studies of important English novelists and wrote essays on the
dangers of relying on autobiography to understand an individual’s life. “The view a man takes of
himself,” Cross once wrote, “though he has all the facts, must be partial and one-sided; he puts
into the account and leaves out what he pleases with equal unconcern; usually he does not see
his career in true perspective, and he often deceives himself on the why and wherefore of his
conduct at the crucial points of his history.”31In reading Connecticut Yankee it is worth
considering the extent to which that tension between realism and idealism permeated Cross’s
writing about himself. In 1921 he wrote an essay for the Yale Review in which he explored the



pitfalls that confront both the biographer and autobiographer. Reflecting on why he wrote
biography as a scholar of English literature, Cross explained:When a man (or a woman)
accomplishes something worth while in art, letters, science, statesmanship, or business, I try to
find out what I can about his life and personality. Behind this desire which I have with the rest of
the modern world is more than mere curiosity. Life for most people is a rather difficult piece of
business. So we want to know not only how others have turned the trick against fortune; we want
to know also all the details of the game as they have played it.32Biography not only provides
information, but allows the reader to expand his own understanding of the human experience.
Biography serves as a “sort of Life Extension Bureau” which allows the reader to acquire “a fairly
good working knowledge of human nature, though he may never have mastered the Freudian
psychology or wandered very far from a small university town.”33 It allows the reader to live
vicariously through another.More than seventy-six years after Cross published Connecticut
Yankee, the landscape of the state has dramatically changed. When speaking of Yankees,
people are more likely to speak of baseball than New England. The form of Yankee pride that
Cross took for granted has been replaced with a more ethnically, religiously, and socially diverse
vision for Connecticut. His vision of the state and his identity seems tinged with a combination of
fact and fiction and at times can seem quaint and foreign. In addition, Cross’s tone may strike the
modern reader as impersonal. Unlike today’s memoirists, Cross’s autobiography largely
eschews emotion and even discussion of family. Connecticut Yankee is very much the story of
one man at a particular time and place.During his own life, Cross seemed to be a man slightly
out of step with time, mired in nostalgia yet still capable of advancing change in his scholarship,
at Yale, and as governor. Nevertheless, Cross’s narrative remains both enjoyable and
informative. It provides a lens for understanding the education of one man and the
transformation of a state. Cross’s path from town to city, from schoolroom to statehouse, and
from civilian to politician remains relevant and compelling.Notes(In all instances, CY in these
notes refers to the text of this edition.)1. CY 420.2. CY 225.3. CY 217.4.CY 218.5.CY 224.6.
Robert L. Woodbury, “Wilbur Cross: New Deal Ambassador to a Yankee Culture,” The New
England Quarterly 41, no. 3 (Sept. 1968): 331.7. Ibid., 337.8. CY 16.9. Ibid.10. CY 17.11. CY 57–
58.12. CY 29.13. CY 21.14. CY 25.15. CY 23–24.16. CY 12.17. CY 31.18, CY 58.19. CY 62–
63.20. CY 65.21. Ibid.22. CY 79.23. CY 78.24. CY 75.25. CY 117.26. Wilbur L. Cross, The
Development of the English Novel, New York: The Macmillan Company (1899), xi.27. Brooks
Mather Kelley, Yale: A History, New Haven and London: Yale University Press (1974), 338.28.
Edgar S. Furniss, The Graduate School of Yale: A Brief History, New Haven: The Graduate
School (1965), 46–47.29. Ibid., 127.30. Cross, The Development of the English Novel, 74.31.
Wilbur Cross, “From Plutarch to Strachey,” The Yale Review 99, no. 3 (July 2011): 45.32. Ibid.,
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through a glimmering haze which obscures many rough and hard edges. Dreams usurp reality.



With this illusion in mind Calderón, a great Spanish dramatist, once wrote a play which he called
“Life Is a Dream.” So if I am to give here a true and clear account of myself I must by a strenuous
effort wake out of dreams that have played the deuce with me as with all men. I should rid myself
of one particular illusion that haunts me. As I read the books and addresses which I have written
they often appear as the work of someone else with whom I am unacquainted. Where and how
did I ever get the facts and stories therein related? Whence came the opinions therein
expressed? They must have come from me, for I have always been too poor to employ a ghost
writer. I sometimes imagine that they came from another self. For did not Plato say in The
Republic that every man has two selves, the one being in command of the other as
circumstances vary? And yet, if there be two selves, they must be merged to make life
whole.Great men whose lives or works I have read have felt that they were guided in their
careers by some mysterious power not themselves. Many have simply called it fate. Socrates
and Goethe regarded it as a beneficent daemon, meaning an indwelling genius or guardian spirit
who was born and died with them. Washington attributed his dramatic career to destiny.
Shakespeare let Hamlet say:There’s a divinity that shapes our ends,Rough-hew them how we
will.In our present realistic age, H. G. Wells, letting his mind run over his career, has inquired,
“What is the drive in me?” It was a tremendous drive in a boy who first jumped the counter of a
draper’s shop and afterwards as a man kept on jumping through science and literature at the
rate of several volumes a year. In the view of Conrad and Galsworthy, a man’s character and to
an extent his career also are in some mysterious way determined by family and racial inheritance
as moulded by environment. Conrad stressed race, Galsworthy stressed heredity as exemplified
in the Forsyte family which was in large essentials his own family.Though I am not of this great
company, I sometimes wonder what characteristics of myself may be discovered by a survey of
my family history. Once in a while I receive an inquiry from some part of the earth in regard to the
family and the origin of the name I bear. Not long ago a Harvard friend thought I would be
interested to know that when Elihu Yale was Governor of Fort St. George at Madras he ordered a
groom named Charles Cross to be hanged for stealing a horse. The implication was that there
may be some remote relationship between myself and that unlucky thief in far-off India. Several
correspondents have endeavored to give martial and religious dignity to the family name by
suggesting that it was first used to designate men who carried the Cross in one of the Crusades
to the Holy Land. For enlightenment they have appealed to me in gilded words of flattery as “a
learned scholar.” Some of them do not appear to be satisfied with what I have been compelled to
tell them. Although the name antedates the Third Crusade, in with Richard Coeur de Lion played
an adventurous part, it is in origin merely a placer name given to men who lived in houses
situated near the village, town, or wayside Cross at a time when crosses, often with a crucifix,
were common throughout England. Some of those beautiful crosses, built of stone instead of
wood, survived the Protestant Reformation and may still be seen here and there as in Bristol and
Winchester. In the manor lists of the thirteenth century one finds many names like “John atte
Cross,” meaning literally John at the Cross or, as we should say now, John living near the Cross.



John and all others like him were small tenant farmers holding lands from the lord of the manor.
Thus, like other members of my family, I must be content with this humble descent from the
common people of England.The first New Englanders of the name were a part of the Puritan
immigration to Boston Bay. Several of them were among the earliest settlers at Ipswich, which
came to be regarded as the New England home of the family. The first man of the name to reach
the Connecticut River Colony, then comprising Windsor, Hartford, and Wethersfield, was William
Cross who may have come by way of Ipswich. It has been surmised that he was a Londoner. He
was in Wethersfield in the spring of 1637 when the Pequots in a surprise attack killed a few men
and women working in the fields, with the result that the General Court declared war against the
tribe. On May 11 William Cross, with other men of Wethersfield, Hartford, and Windsor, enlisted
in the war under Capt. John Mason and thus had a share in that terrible massacre of the Pequots
in their fort at Mystic. One day, while Governor of Connecticut, I had an opportunity to apologize
to the few surviving Pequots on parade in full feather for what one of my ancestors did to their
ancestors. In return they laughed and gave me their war whoop. Some time after the war was
over William Cross purchased a house and land in Wethersfield; and the next year he was fined
by the General Court of Connecticut forty shillings for selling wine in that house without a
license. Perhaps in a desire not to live too near the seat of government where laws are more
strictly enforced than in remote places, he removed to Fairfield where he died in 1655, leaving
his estate involved in debt, as often happened in those days in the case of men engaged in trade
or in the purchase and sale of land. William Cross, I rather think, was a seafaring man who
wanted to try his luck in various parts of Connecticut. Beyond reasonable doubt my branch of the
family is in direct descent from this Puritan soldier.A son or grandson named Peter Cross (?
1653–1737) first came into view (so far as records go) in Norwich, where he married Mary
Wade, the daughter by a second marriage of Robert Wade, one of the founders of Norwich. This
Robert Wade, who early enters the Cross picture, first settled in Dorchester, Massachusetts,
where he lived for five years; thence he moved on to Hartford and stayed there for another five
years. Then he went down the river to Saybrook where in 1657 he obtained from the General
Court a decree of divorce from his wife Joan on the ground that she had deserted him fifteen
years before. It may be observed that Robert Wade has the distinction of being the first man in
the Connecticut Colony to receive a decree of divorce from that honorable body. In granting the
divorce, the General Court denounced Joan for her “unworthy, sinful, yea, unnatural carriage
towards . . . her husband, notwithstanding his constant and commendable care and endeavor to
gain fellowship with her in the bond of marriage.”Two years after the divorce Robert Wade
arrived in Norwich with his second wife named Susanna, the mother of Mary, destined to be the
wife of Peter Cross. At the age of twenty-two Peter Cross enlisted as a volunteer in King Philip’s
War (1675–76) and afterwards shared with his fellow soldiers in the division of land on the
Rhode Island border in a district now known as Voluntown. By 1693 he had settled with his wife,
her mother, and other members of the Wade family in that part of Windham which was named
Mansfield Street or Mansfield Center sometime after the town of Mansfield was incorporated in



1703. As one of the original proprietors of the town he took an active part in its affairs and in the
organization of the First Congregational Church of Mansfield. For protection against wandering
bands of Indians he built a stockade on a site near the Natchaug River which afforded a clear
view up and down the stream and across the meadows.Nine children were born to Peter and
Mary of whom the youngest, Wade Cross (1699–1773), was the first of our family to become
identified with that part of Mansfield which is now the seat of the University of Connecticut. He
lies buried in the old graveyard by the Second Congregational Church at Storrs. He was known
as a gentleman-farmer who took for his wife the daughter of “Isaac Hall, Gentleman,” who in turn
was the son of Capt. William Hall, one of the very first settlers in Mansfield. The inventory of
Wade Cross’s estate indicates that he was partial both to blue coats and blue stockings. In
family history Wade Cross serves as in interesting link between Peter Cross who married Mary
Wade and his only son Peter Cross (1740–1808) who married Alice Warner of Ashford, sixth in
descent from William Bradford, who was for thirty years Governor of the Plymouth Colony. Like
his father, Peter Cross was a small farmer, who was also a maker or pedlar of earthenware, a
good specimen of which, bearing the inscription “P. Cross Hartford,” now stands in the hallway of
my house in New Haven. Peter Cross was active in military affairs during and immediately after
the Revolution, being appointed by the General Court first as ensign and then as lieutenant in
the 13th Company or Trainband in the 5th Regiment of Connecticut. Tradition has it that he was a
convivial companion who loved a jest and a good story whether he told it himself or heard it told
by another.Peter’s youngest son, Eleazer Cross (1783–1836), was my grandfather; he lived on
the family homestead with its open fields and meadows in the Fenton Valley, a scant mile north
of Gurleyville, where I was to be born. In character and habits he appears to have resembled his
father. As he died in middle life, twenty-six years before I was born, all I know of him comes from
casual remarks I heard from members of my family and others who remembered him. The last
person to see him alive was Eunice Storrs, a sister of Augustus and Charles Storrs, who gave a
large tract of land to the State of Connecticut for an agricultural school which has since
developed into the University of Connecticut. Though only seventeen years old, Eunice Storrs
was at that time the school ma’am in the little red schoolhouse on a Gurleyville hill. Eleazer
Cross was very fond of children and often came into her school to talk to them. After one of
these visits on a beautiful May morning he started on his way home and was found dead by the
roadside. He was in his fifty-fourth year.Eleazer’s wife, Hannah Williams, brought into the Cross
family two interesting collateral lines of descent. One of her grandfathers, for instance, was Maj.
Joseph Storrs who took a conspicuous part in local and state affairs, and as one of the
proprietors of the town of Hanover, New Hampshire, gave to Dartmouth College 110 acres of
land. Her other grandfather, Capt. William Williams, was cousin to Rector Elisha Williams who
served as President of Yale College from 1726 to 1739. This, I may say, is as near as anyone
related to the Cross family ever came to Yale before my admission to the Freshman class of Yale
College 142 years later.My father, Samuel Cross (1823–76), was the youngest of seven children
born of Eleazer Cross and Hannah Williams. During a large part of his boyhood he lived with his



maiden aunt, Eleanor Cross, doing chores for his board and clothes. Late in his teens he taught
school for a winter or a year in a nameless town somewhere in Rhode Island and then joined the
crew of a whaling vessel, sailing from New Bedford, which took him round Cape Horn to the
Northern Pacific. In this adventure he was following almost precisely the example of an elder
brother Franklin who also ran away to sea. In each case, however, before setting sail they sent
letters home to tell the family what they were going to do. Unlike Franklin, who soon rose to the
rank of captain and followed the sea for twenty-five years, Samuel returned to Mansfield at the
end of one voyage of three years. After an interval of farming, he married the girl who was to
become my mother. Her name was Harriet Maria Gurley, the only child of Lucius Gurley and
Abigail Shumway.The miller’s house in Gurleyville, where Wilbur Cross was born. (People
unidentified.) Photo ca. 1910.Courtesy, Mansfield Historical SocietyThe original home of the
Gurleys was Inverness, Scotland. The Mansfield branch of the family is in direct descent from
William Gurley who, it is related, came to Massachusetts in 1679 at the age of fourteen with the
family of an English clergyman who settled in Northampton. Eight years later he was accidentally
drowned in the Connecticut River, a fortnight before his wife Hester Ingersoll gave birth to a son
who was named Samuel (1687–1760). Not long afterwards, his widow married again. Her
second husband and two of their children were slain before her eyes in an Indian massacre near
Northampton in 1704. Her house was ransacked and burned and she herself was taken as a
captive to Canada where she died the next year in great mental distress.Stricken with terror by
this awful massacre, her son Samuel Gurley with other young men migrated to North Coventry
where there was little or no danger of Indian attacks. Thence he moved eastward into Mansfield,
setting at Spring Hill which gave him a wide range of pasturage for his cattle. By his marriage
with Experience Rust, also formerly of Northampton, he was the father of ten children, one of
whom, the elder Jonathan Gurley, was the friend and adviser of Governor Jonathan Trumbull at
the outbreak of the Revolution. Through that son and his son, the younger Jonathan, Samuel
became the great-grandfather of my great-grandfather, Ephraim Gurley (1765–1845), after
whom Gurleyville was named. It is a pleasant village stretching along a narrow plain above the
meadows east of the Fenton River. Geologically the plain is a terrace left by the receding waters
of the last glacial period. It is still marked here and there by potholes, which we boys who used to
play about them, called Indian wells. Coming down from the hills, Ephraim Gurley acquired a
long stretch of this terrace of varying width. More than half of the houses on each side of the
road, all but one of which are still standing, were built by him and his son, Lucius Gurley (1797–
1872), who was my grandfather. A hundred years ago a neat Methodist church was built
commanding the highway, upon land given by Ephraim Gurley.In my childhood Gurleyville with
its two stores was the center of a community comprising nearly three miles of the valley of the
Fenton River. East of the village the land rises for more than a mile over hills and small brook
valleys with roads, and, when I was a boy, with lanes and footpaths connecting one farmstead
with another, all survivals of the Colonial Period. These lands and paths have long since
disappeared under the growth of bush and trees; and of many of the old farmhouses nothing



remains but cellar holes. West of the river rise steep woodlands, with here and there an
intervening clearing of arable land, until you reach the hilltops.Though most of the Gurleys
hitherto had been farmers, Ephraim Gurley was a keen businessman and a skilled mechanic
who saw the industrial value of the Fenton River. At the foot of a steep hill down by the river he
built a shop equipped with trip hammers for making bits, screw augers, steelyards, and other
tools which found a ready market not only in Connecticut but also in adjoining states. My
grandfather who grew up in the business carried it on for a short time after the death of his
father; but in 1848, a month after the marriage of his daughter, Harriet Maria, to Samuel Cross
he gave it up and bought in the name of himself and his son-in-law an old stone gristmill with
attached saw and shingle mill down another steep hill by the river. Not long afterwards the
property passed by deed to my father, Samuel Cross. Near by on the other side of the road was
a comfortable red house where I was born April 10, 1862. Except for an addition to the kitchen
the interior of the house remains nearly as it was in my boyhood, though its exterior has been
changed almost beyond recognition by a veranda which was built on two of its sides some
twenty years ago.Like many other boys of the time I was named Wilbur after Wilbur Fisk, a
Methodist leader and first President of Wesleyan University. When I reached maturity and
learned about my family history I keenly regretted that I was not the Peter Cross of my
generation. What a wonderful name that would have been for me on entering a public career!
“Peter Cross the Governor of Connecticut!” It would have been good for thousands of votes.A
quarter of a miles away from my birthplace my grandfather, Lucius Gurley, lived in the center of
the village in a house which he had built on rising ground, where he had a good view of all that
was going on in front of the two stores as farmers and their wives drove in from a distance to
make their purchases and at the same time to hear and tell the news. Sometimes he might see a
good horse trade which was one of the glories of Gurleyville. In imagination I see him yet sitting
at leisure by his favorite window as if he were the lord of a manor. Lucius Gurley had the
reputation of never being in a hurry. There was a story that while he was eating his noon dinner
one of his men came running in to tell him a fire had broken out in his shop. He asked a few
questions and then remarked that after he had finished his dinner he would go down and put it
out. And he did put it out. Sometimes when as a small boy I was playing about the grist- and
sawmill he would take me home for dinner with him. Although I was hardly tall enough to reach
his hand, I could easily keep up with him as his gait was very slow. In some way I must have
acquired that slow gait, for when I was walking along the dusty road even after his death not only
boys but older people would shout out “Hello, old uncle Loosh!”Occasionally I stayed over night
with him and my grandmother. The day always began with family prayers as I knelt between his
knees. After prayers we had breakfast. Then he would open a cupboard and break off a small
piece of leaf tobacco and put it in his mouth. He made a little ball of it, no larger than a pea or a
blueberry which he quietly rolled about in one or the other cheek all the morning wherever he
might be. It was his intimate companion. On Sundays the Methodist minister, who was an
Englishman, used to come in for luncheon between the morning and afternoon sermons, each



one an hour in length. On those occasions grandfather would go to another cupboard and bring
out a bottle of yellowish liquid, a little of which he would pour into two glasses, one for the
minister and the other for himself. It must have been good, for both smiled and smacked their
lips and the minister usually asked for another. He got it and grandfather got one too. The
tobacco grandfather grew in his garden solely for his own use, and years before he had made
the rum, which had mellowed with age, in a still he built beneath a small cliff in the rear of the
house lot. As with rum and tobacco, he cut at the roots of costs in all things. When toolmaking
ceased to be profitable he moved the shop up the hill near his house where it might be available
for making and sharpening such tools and utensils as were needed on his little farm. Even the
charcoal for his forge he made in his own kiln from wood that grew on his own land. A woodshed
he once turned into a pretty dwelling which may still be seen. He also built a mill for threshing out
clover seed at the foot of a fall of water on a brook flowing into the Fenton River and, when the
farmers in the district were supplied with all the clover seed they wanted, he took down the mill
and used the timber so far as it would go for building a large house opposite his own. In June the
roadsides and fields of Gurleyville were bright with red clover.Once he deposited in the Hartford
Society for Savings $150 to be kept there for an emergency. When the emergency came and the
deposit was withdrawn for him fourteen years later by my brother George, it amounted to
$317.25. As the teller pushed the money through the window he remarked that they say money
doesn’t grow but this seems to have. On leaving the bank I asked my brother what the man
meant by saying that my grandfather made money grow. I was thinking of how God makes the
grass grow. Outside of real estate my grandfather invested in nothing but bonds and bank
stocks. The first time I saw him cut a coupon from a bond I thought that it might be a shinplaster.
Still he did not look quite like a shinplaster, so I asked him what he called it. Lucius Gurley, I
daresay, never lost a cent on any investment.And here I am. I have looked back over three
centuries of ancestors who were very human men and women. Something of what I have said
has come down by tradition in the Cross family. Three centuries is traditionally a long time, but to
me for various reasons it seems but yesterday. When a boy I often sat by and overheard the
conversation between my father and his sister Eunice when she came on a visit from her home
twenty miles away. Brother and sister talked of the two Peters and of their great-grandfather
Wade as if they were still living. They seemed to be amused by anecdotes they repeated about
the second Peter and they spoke of Wade, “the gentleman,” with great respect. As I was very
young the details of their talk have mostly passed from memory. But from time to time my father
used to tell me about King Philip’s War and he once showed me where the first Peter built his
stockade to drive the Indians out of the Natchaug Valley. He was equally familiar with the Pequot
War, though so far as I remember he never mentioned the name of William Cross. Nevertheless
he regarded Windsor, where William Cross owned land as well as in Wethersfield, as the home
of the family.Being the child of my father, the members of the Cross and related families all along
the chain have seemed to be almost alive for me also. I can imagine meeting any one of them
and looking him or her over to see what traits of character and behavior are mine also. What



about William Cross, the adventurer? In what sense, I may ask myself, am I an adventurer too?
What about the first Peter Cross? I feel sure that if I had lived in his time I should have enlisted
as a soldier in King Philip’s War. In changed circumstances what battles have I fought in civil life?
Instead of having a bullet put through my head, I have been consigned to hell by a considerable
number of political enemies. What about Wade Cross in his blue coat and blue stockings? If he
stepped into my room, I should have to tell him that as a Yale man I loved a particular shade of
blue. What about the second Peter, the teller of tales? Haven’t I told many tales in which
imagination has played its full part? What about my grandfather Eleazer? I was for three months
a teacher in the Gurleyville school where he gave his last talk to children. What about my great-
grandfather, Ephraim Gurley? I should have to say to him that I have no mechanical skill
whatsoever, though I have been intensely interested in reading such sheets of his account
books as have survived, which have told me a few things about his business transactions. What
about my grandfather, Lucius Gurley, whose daughter was my mother? Here I must pause and
think over what I have just said about that grandfather. Does the slow pace I was reputed to have
acquired from him indicate a mind like his which moves forward “without haste but without rest”?
It may be that I have also inherited the Scot’s thrift which has kept my budget in balance. But in
these times I can hardly grow my own tobacco or distill my own liquor so that they may cost me
not much of anything. The best I can do is to limit (financially, at least) my indulgence in both.My
intimate association with my grandfather and my acquaintance with still older men greatly
foreshortened for me the three centuries of family history. All through childhood I learned of the
past not from books but from the lips of men and women. Several of them were born before the
surrender of Cornwallis at Yorktown. I recall visits with my father to Daniel Fuller, the last
innkeeper of the Fuller Tavern at Mansfield Four Corners. He was born in 1778 and was then
ninety-four or ninety-five years old. On one occasion we sat with four generations of the Fullers
while the old innkeeper, who had become as blind as a bat, told stories of the old coaching days
along the turnpike which Washington had traveled from Boston to New York. Several times my
father took me on a long trail through the woods to call on Asa Simons who was born five years
before the Declaration of Independence. He was the great-grandfather of Bruce Simonds, Dean
of the Yale School of Music. My father usually brought along old newspapers from which he read
to Asa Simons and his wife as they sat in rocking chairs smoking clay pipes. There was much
talk about old and new things. When I last saw Asa Simons he was in his hundredth year. His
dwelling, barn, and sheds were in a field from which a grassy lane led to a narrow dirt road more
difficult to travel than the lane itself. His nearest neighbor dwelt in a similar field but with another
way out to another road. In fact the whole of that part of Mansfield was but a network of lanes
and bad roads impassable in the snows of winter and the floods of spring.Besides taking me on
visits to see old men, my father loved the old ways of life not much different from the life of the
first settlers who came into the wilderness. His heavy cowhide boots, for example, he often had
made by an old shoemaker who when a young man used to go from house to house making and
repairing boots and shoes for families on his route. Occasionally, too, he wore a suit of wool spun



by the wife of an old farmer and made by the farmer himself, who had been a tailor. It may be
that the wool had been shorn from sheep in the farmer’s own fold. In traveling my father preferred
the stagecoach to the railway, if one were available. On my first trip to Hartford we walked two
miles before daybreak to catch a stagecoach which took us as far as Bolton Notch, where we
boarded a train for the rest of the journey. My mind, alert for all that was going on, was thus
unconsciously creating for itself a background of a far-distant past as if I had been a part of
several generations.I have here traced the two main streams of my lifeblood back to the earliest
settlements in Massachusetts and Connecticut, not out of any particular pride so much as out of
curiosity to discover whence I came. This is not to deny that as a Governor of Connecticut I felt it
an honor to be in descent from the great Governor Bradford, who came over in the Mayflower.
This fact, however, I never proclaimed to the citizens of my native State, remembering too well
the remarks of Will Rogers that his ancestors met the boat. He reckoned that he was “about one
eighth cigar-store Injun.” On that basis perhaps I could qualify as an Indian, for I have been
adopted in the Iroquois Tribe as “Big Chief,” entitled to a piece of land on one of their
reservations whenever I desire to go into retirement.The Lucius Gurley house in Gurleyville,
where Wilbur Cross’s family later lived. Lucius Gurley was Wilbur Cross’s maternal grandfather.
Photo ca. 1910.Courtesy, Mansfield Historical SocietyII. A Lost VillageWhen I came on the
scene Gurleyville was in the heyday of its prosperity. The entire Fenton River Valley was then
alive with the silk industry. How this came about is an interesting story. Midway in the eighteenth
century the cultivation of silkworms began in Connecticut and other colonies. Mansfield was one
of the first places anywhere in the New World to see what silk might contribute to the material
welfare of the people. For a long time the industry was carried on in private houses where the
cocoons were raised and the silk was reeled from them by hand. This phase of silk culture had
not come quite to an end when I was a boy. I used to climb mulberry trees whose leaves had
once fed silkworms, and once I saw the silkworms at work on the garret of a farmhouse. The
transition in the manufacture of silk thread from the home to the mill came soon after 1800 when
Horatio Hanks invented the double wheel head for spinning silk. In 1810 Horatio and his brother
Rodney built their little silk mill well up the hill on a plain in the Fenton River Valley where a small
stream provided sufficient waterpower. This was the first silk mill, it is agreed, to be built in
America. In appearance it looked like a very small house. As the business grew a larger mill
became necessary, but the old mill was moved a short distance to higher ground where one of
the Hanks boys, a few years older than myself, installed a hand printing press. With this first silk
mill in the United States I have a slight connection in that I there learned how to set type. A few
years ago the building was purchased by Henry Ford and carried away to his industrial museum
in Dearborn, Michigan. There one may see the processing of silk done in the Mansfield manner
of more than a hundred years ago.The Hanks’ mill set an example for three mills on the Fenton
River, one of which displaced the tool shop of Ephraim Gurley. With the decline of silkworm
culture in garrets, which became unprofitable by 1840, importation of raw silk from China began
and silk manufacturing was placed upon a wider and firmer basis. The three mills were all



enlarged from time to time and the steam engine eventually became necessary to supplement
the water wheel. Boarding houses were built for young men and women who came in from
distant farming districts to carry on the work. The business was hardly retarded by the
depression in the ’seventies. All through my boyhood Gurleyville flourished almost as a
community sufficient unto itself. The farm and the silk mill were held in almost equal balance.
Farmers exchanged their products at the two stores for what they did not grow themselves: for
sugar, molasses, flour, crackers, confectionery, patent medicines, kerosene oil, nails, ribbons,
dress goods, boots, shoes, etc., on to the end. In turn workers in the mills, then called “help,”
bought at the stores not only these products which came from afar but also the immediate
products of the farm such as butter, eggs, cheese, fruits, potatoes, turnips, and other vegetables.
Convivial members of both groups were ready customers for beverages bearing names like
Plantation Bitters, Orange Grove Bitters, and Quaker bitters, on each bottle of which was a
Quaker in broad-brimmed hat and knee breeches. It was, you see, a happy as well as a
prosperous community.There was a brisk demand for sewing silk manufactured in the Gurleyville
district, which was run off on spools by pretty girls who easily found husbands. These girls were
nicknamed “spoolers.” Down to the time of the Civil War and somewhat later sewing silk from the
Gurleyville mills was distributed by local pedlars, many of whom were young men who wanted to
see the world outside of Mansfield as well as to make a little money. I can imagine them as they
set out on foot, with flowered carpetbags filled with silk, one in each hand, for neighboring towns
within the State or across the borders. Their customers were housewives and small country
stores. One of these pedlars I knew well when he had reached middle life. He liked to tell how he
once drew a prize of $5,000 in a lottery over in Providence; but he always regretted that he had
to pay a man $500 to collect the money from him. This was an old trick of sharpers in lottery
days. So easy was it to sell silk thread that a young man who failed to make good was called a
“good-for-nothing” for the rest of his life. One such fellow came back from a fortnight’s trip with
his carpetbags as well stuffed as when he started out. “What,” his father asked him, “have you
got in them bags?” “Silk,” was the reply. “Didn’t you sell any of that silk?” “No,” replied John.
“Were there in inquiries?” “One man,” replied John, “asked me what I had got in them bags, and I
told him it was none of his damn business.” Everybody laughed whenever that story was told.As
the manufacturing of silk grew, the product was distributed in larger quantities by pedlars with
horse and wagon, who drove north to the Canadian border and south as far as Georgia. Of these
pedlars on a large scale, none was more successful than Ebenezer Gurley, a cousin of my
grandfather’s, whose shrewdness led him on to a fortune. Out of his profits as a pedlar, he
accumulated enough funds to become a middleman between the importer of raw silk from the
Orient and the manufacturer. On one occasion he was able, with the assistance of a New York
importer, to get control of all the raw silk on the market and all that was on the ocean due to
arrive in port. By this corner of the market he made a comfortable fortune, and settled in
Mansfield as a farmer on spacious lands by the graveyard of his Scottish ancestors, all of whom
he had outstripped in the virtues of his race. Ten years after Ebenezer Gurley’s clever stroke, the



speculator and pedlar, except for sporadic instances, had disappeared and silk manufacturing
had assumed the regular channels of trade. I was then playing about in the roads and fields of
Gurleyville.For the first nine years of my childhood the family lived most of the time in the house
where I was born by the river. There I opened my eyes on the old stone mill with its large wooden
water wheel, on the up-and-down saw which made boards out of logs, and on the stages of
converting corn on the cob into meal or buckwheat into flour. Men and boys of all ages brought
in small loads of grain and waited for it to be ground amid talk and jokes and laughter. My first
trout I caught in a dark pool under the bridge below the mill. In taking him off the hook, the barb
caught me in the forefinger and I yelled till my father came and removed it in the same way that it
would be removed from the mouth of a fish. Near the same time I received a smart kick from a
horse hitched to a post in front of the mill which hurt me less but frightened me more.Many
memories of the household come back to me, one by one. On two evenings in succession I
walked in my sleep, coming out into the sitting room where my mother waked me up. Never
before and never since have I so lost myself; it is agreed that as a rule I have known what I was
doing. Sometimes my mother had a girl with a long nose come in late in the afternoon or early in
the evening to do the ironing. Once, I remember, as darkness was coming on, the girl had
difficulty in finding the best spot on the table for a large lamp. She tried it here and she tried it
there, moving it back and forth all over the table. Amused by her perplexity, I asked my mother
and sister Adelaide, who were watching the process, why the girl didn’t hang the lamp on her
nose. This seems to have been my earliest attempt at a wisecrack. I was then four years old.
Sometime before that, while I was in dresses, my sister Adelaide made me a beautiful brocaded
coat and short trousers. She and my mother tried them on me to see how they would fit. Soon
my mother made a move to take them off, saying that I was not old enough yet to wear a boy’s
suit. There ensued a lively squabble which was quieted by my sister who persuaded my mother
to let me wear the flowered suit until bedtime if I would agree to stay indoors. By this incident
perhaps I learned that it is sometimes better to compromise on a question at issue than to run
the risk of certain and disastrous defeat.A few months later Adelaide, of whom I was very fond,
fell into a quick decline and died in my grandfather’s house. She was only seventeen years old.
When she died on a cold winter morning I was in school a little distance up the hill learning to
read. As if frightened out of his wits my older brother John rushed into the schoolroom and
shouted “Adelaide is dead.” The schoolteacher wept and at once dismissed the children. Ten
minutes later I was lifted up on the bed to see for the last time a delicate and beautiful face lying
quiet on the pillow. This was my first sight of death. Two or three days afterwards six boys of the
village bore Adelaide on their shoulders to the churchyard a quarter of a mile away. For months
and months thereafter one friend or another would call on my mother to tell her that Adelaide
had appeared to them as in life, walking along the road or coming up the pathway towards their
house, only to vanish suddenly as if a spirit. Visions of that sister in life and in death began to
haunt me also. And they haunt me still.In my tenth year my field of observation began to be
greatly widened in ways that were to prove most significant. On the death of my grandmother,



Abigail Gurley, in the spring of 1871, the family moved up the hill into the house of my
grandfather so that my mother might look after him, for his health was beginning to break. He
died after a short illness the next year. My father sold the saw- and gristmill, and thereafter until
his own death in November, 1876, devoted himself to improving the land and buildings which my
mother had inherited. Our habitation was now in the center of a lively village.The foremost of the
Lares of the family was a beautiful clock which my grandfather bought soon after he built the
house in which we were living. As a lesser household divinity there hung by its side an English
bull’s-eye watch of his youth. Visitors admired the clock and asked questions about it.
Sometimes my grandfather took off the dial for them so that they might have a look at the
wonderful works within. But I never saw anyone except him touch the clock until I touched it
myself. It was so intimate a part of him that when it stopped an hour before his death there was
great excitement in the household, for the clock’s behavior was regarded as a clear omen that
the end of life for grandfather was near at hand. Not understanding the mysterious words, I stole
into the room where the clock sat silent on its shelf and quietly opened the lower door to see
what had happened. To my amazement I saw that the clock, which my grandfather had wound
up eight days before, had simply run down. I did not dare tell anyone what I had discovered.No
man could give himself more completely than my father to the work that lay before him. There
were times when he managed both gristmill and sawmill single-handed, early mornings and long
evenings being occupied in running the up-and-down saw through logs so that all the daylight
there was could be given to grinding grain for customers coming in. This often meant a sixteen-
hour day. But after he had disposed of this business and we were all settled in grandfather’s
house his work became less strenuous. In fact there was leisure for him provided he would take
it. Even then, however, he sometimes listened to a call to return to the mills for a week in an
emergency. About once a year he would say on an evening that the next morning he was starting
out for Windsor to visit Earl Simons, a friend of his youth and a son of Asa Simons. He usually
stayed on for a month assisting in the management of a famous old gristmill dating back to 1636.
In these years of comparative leisure he was engaged when at home in all sorts of work such as
clearing waste land and repairing old buildings, rarely going out of an evening except to visit a
relative or friend.He had a few books which he read over and over again. At that time they were
for me unrelated books, some of which seemed to have no special connection with his personal
history. Now as I look back upon them I become aware that they were really a part of the man
himself. The Bible was always with him, particularly the Old Testament, the stories of which he
told his children long before they were able to read. Of the three other books, the most
significant was The National Preceptor, comprising selections in prose and poetry by Jesse
Olney, a popular educator, a native of Connecticut who served for ten terms in the General
Assembly and for one term as Comptroller of the State. This was an excellent collection, having
extracts from some of the best verse and prose in the English language. Large space was given
to Shakespeare, and even Sterne was represented in his sentiment and humor. The National
Preceptor was designed not only to place good literature in the hands of the student but to give



him practice in reading aloud. A large part of this book of more than three hundred pages my
father, it seemed to me, had committed to memory, for he was ready to recite anything I asked of
him. It was the foundation of such general culture as he possessed and from it he may have
derived his effective manner of speech. The National Preceptor thus harks back to the time
when he was teaching school over in Rhode Island. One of the poems which he liked to declaim
carried him back to his life on the sea. It was called “The Mariner’s Dream,” and described the
visions of home which the sailor boy sees as he lies asleep in his hammock at midnight, only to
be awakened by storm and wreck which bear him to death beneath the waves.As an antidote to
nostalgia, if he felt any, he kept by him an illustrated book on the natives of Hawaii, whom, like
other sailors, he called Kanakas, I used to watch him as he read on and on and smiled. Once I
asked my uncle Franklin, who on his voyages always stopped at Hawaii on his way to and from
the Northern Pacific, about the Kanakas. He told me that the natives took him prisoner, as the
captain of the vessel, when he landed in Honolulu, placed him for safekeeping in a fort near the
entrance to the harbor, and then left him alone as darkness came on. On a visit to Hawaii I saw
the shallow little fort all grown over with grass and so was not surprised that my uncle was able
to creep out towards morning and signal his ship. In spite of this hostile incident he, too, smiled
when he talked about the Kanakas.By another book of my father’s I am still more or less
perplexed. It was a descriptive treatise on astronomy with maps of the northern and southern
heavens. Did he take this book with him around the Horn as a guide to a study of the stars? At
any rate I learned about the stars from him as we watched the heavens on summer evenings.Not
long afterwards my father placed in my hands from some unknown source a copy of Robinson
Crusoe, which begins with the account of a boy who like my father ran away to sea. It was not the
Robinson Crusoe abridged and rewritten in words of two syllables for children; it was one
continuous narrative just as Defoe left it with all its hard words and with no division into chapters.
Nevertheless I puzzled my way through it. Before that time I had read Sunday School books
telling stories about good boys and good girls who always obeyed their parents and so grew up
into fine men and fine women, with here and there a bad and disobedient boy or girl who while
stealing cherries from a neighbor’s tree fell and broke one or both arms. I had read, too, romantic
love stories without understanding them in the New York Ledger and the Saturday Night which
my older brothers brought home. But Robinson Crusoe I regard as the first real book that I ever
read. It never occurred to me that it was a story spun out of someone’s head; for me it was a true
account of a sailor who was shipwrecked on a desert island and lived there in a stockade, like
the stockade of Peter Cross, all alone with his goats until he saw the footprints of Friday on the
sand. So great was the impression made upon me by Robinson Crusoe that when I had an
opportunity nearly forty years afterwards to edit one of forty books in a series I chose this one. At
that time my son Wilbur who was reading the novel drew for me a map of Robinson Crusoe’s
voyage to be published in the edition I then brought out of the great classic, which, remarked
Daudet, the French novelist, “is as nearly immortal as any book can ever be.”Men who have to
do with writing professionally are expected to say that they cannot recall a time when they were



unable to read. This claim, for instance, Conrad made for himself. Were Conrad and the rest
posing or did God endow them with poor memories? At any rate I can make for myself no such
claim as theirs, for I remember the first stages in learning to read, in accordance with the
“antiquated” method which has long since been cast aside. First I was taught the alphabet at
home and shown how to print both big and small letters. Then at a time when there were no
kindergartens in Mansfield, I was set when four years old to the little red schoolhouse where my
father and mother had learned to read. The schoolteacher, who that first summer was a woman,
would have five or six of us children stand round her three or four times a day and ask us what
words we would like to learn to spell. Then she had us spell them in chorus, and afterwards it
was her custom to print them on the blackboard so that we might see how they looked. They
were usually names of simple objects about the room like ink, stove, and desk, or such as we
could see from the window like grass, hill, and road, or such as were familiar to us in our homes
like dog, cat, and fire. I still remember when I learned to spell the hard word “rock.” After we had
acquired a vocabulary of a hundred or more words which we could spell as well as recognize at
sight, there came the primer and in my case at least storybooks which my mother bought for me
and a younger sister. Well I remember one story which for a time I read every day. It was called
The Three Little Pigs.A year or two later I was reading or beginning to read everything at hand.
As a test, I suppose, my father sometimes asked me to read aloud the headlines in the Hartford
Courant (to which, though a Democrat, he was a subscriber). On one occasion the headline
concerned a lively caucus held by one of the political parties. When I came to the word “caucus”
I hesitated for a minute, and then pronounced it “ca-u’-cus.” That must have been in very early
childhood, before I had learned either how to say it or what politicians did with it.My
mispronunciation of “caucus” indicates that children in learning to spell were taught to break up
words into syllables, a practice which has since unfortunately gone out. In this oral manner we
went through Webster’s Spelling Book up to the lists of words at the end which were so difficult
that they were known as jawbreakers. In all spelling classes the members stood in line for a
match of wits, moving up or down as the case might be. To go from the head to the foot of a
class on any word was so deep a humiliation that it sometimes caused an outburst of tears and
hiccups. But I have no regrets that I learned to spell in the old way.Nor have I regrets that I was
put through courses in formal English grammar, which has since given me a touchstone for
determining the grammatical correctness of any sentence I may write, however careless I may
often have been in applying a test at my disposal. It was an unfortunate day when a decade later
Richard Grant White convinced the schools that “English is a grammarless tongue.” His
contention initiated a style in writing characterized by billowy sentences having neither
beginning nor end. Perhaps I put a slight brake upon this movement when long afterwards, in
1906, I insisted as chairman of a Committee on Uniform Requirements in English for Entrance to
Colleges, that English grammar of a somewhat different kind should be restored to its former
place in the curriculum of secondary schools. The requirement has happily been continued.In
the midst of grammar and spelling as taught in the Gurleyville school, I went on apace in



reading. At that time the most popular books in Connecticut for secondary schools were a
graded series of Readers edited by George Stillman Hillard. I went through them all with avidity.
The Sixth Reader became my companion much as The National Preceptor had been my
father’s. There I had within the compass of a single volume of moderate size a wide variety of
verse and prose, much of which by frequent reading I committed to memory without being aware
of it. Some titles and short passages I have never forgotten. What, I ask myself now, has been
the influence of this book upon me? It was, I surmise, a love of words for their own sake and the
rhythms and cadences of prose as well as of verse which I must have felt as I read the
selections aloud. This is my conclusion, because I have the habit, as a rule, of reading
sentences I write aloud or silently before I let them stand. The first word I was charmed by
though I had no idea of its meaning, was “eloquence,” often used by Hillard in his Readers. Until
corrected by my father I pronounced it “e-lo’-quence.”The Sixth Reader had a long introductory
treatise on elocution by Mark Bailey of Yale, to which no attention was paid by my teachers,
though I read and studied it as well as I could by myself. Quite different, however, was the
attitude of the School Visitor who quizzed and addressed us at least three times a year. He was
a highly respected citizen of Mansfield, very formal in dress and manners and most precise in
speech. He was the last gentleman of a type upon whom children looked with awe as if he were
closely related to God himself. Yet children had no fear of him, he was so kind and considerate
towards them. This visitor, then sixty-odd years old, whose name was Nelson Conant, always
read to us a selection in the Sixth Reader, showing us what words should be emphasized and
giving us the proper tone for reading the passage as a whole. Twice, I recall, he called upon me
to read a piece in the way he had read it. Once it was an address by Henry Ward Beecher on the
pleasures of autumn, beginning “Once more I stand upon this serene hilltop.” At another time he
asked me to read after him Lincoln’s “Address at Gettysburg.” He closed the exercise with a
disquisition on the boyhood of Lincoln who he told us, once attended for a short time a school
much like ours and then had to go out and make a living. In conclusion he said that some one of
us boys might sometime become President of the United States. As he spoke this last sentence
he laid a hand upon my head. The children looked on with sober faces as if a prophet had
spoken. That night I related the incident to my father and mother. “Did Nelson Conant say that!”
exclaimed my father, and smiled. My mother laughed for pleasure.Hillard prefaced his selections
with brief biographies of their authors, which were pretty interesting to one who had no
knowledge of literary history. Graduates of Harvard and other writers like Longfellow associated
with that institution were so well represented that I imagined Harvard to be the literary hub of the
universe. There were in the book, I think, no more than two or three things by Yale men. When
several years afterwards it was decided that I might go to college, this exalted view of Harvard as
against Yale still held sway over me until a Yale student of the Class of 1878 informed me that Mr.
Hillard was a Harvard man, who would, in his original sin, naturally favor Harvard at the expense
of Yale. I was disenchanted. The Yale undergraduate probably claimed for Yale a long line of
writers including contemporaries such as “Ike Marvel” and N. P. Willis. He also told me that Mark



Bailey, who wrote that “wonderful” introduction on elocution was a Professor at Yale. I was torn
between Yale and Harvard and very likely I eventually chose Yale because New Haven was only
sixty miles away from Mansfield. Had I decided the other way I am fairly sure that I should have
been very happy in my college career there. When Harvard in 1933 conferred upon me an
honorary degree, that act freed me from my childhood dilemma by making me both a Yale man
and a Harvard man to my perfect joy and satisfaction. As a matter of fact, Hillard treated Yale
justly enough, for Yale was then at the nadir of her literary fame. Sinclair Lewis, Thornton Wilder,
Archibald MacLeish, and Stephen Vincent Benét, for example, were not yet born.After I entered
Yale I was to become rather well acquainted with Mark Bailey in and out of the classroom. In
Sophomore year he gave a required course in elocution with practice in reading and
declamation. I was not a little disconcerted to observe that his lectures appeared to follow the
general lines of his introduction to Hillard’s Sixth Reader. Unsophisticated as I was, I was yet to
discover that some college professors revamp year after year material a quarter century old.
When a young man, Mark Bailey worked out an ingenious system of upward and downward
“slides” of the voice in reading or reciting verse and prose. In training us, one by one, in
declamation, he gave most attention to the emphatic downward slide at the end of the
declamatory sentences, where many speakers like myself fail to let the voice fall. This slide he
humorously named the “Amen slide,” very appropriately too, for most people in uttering the word
“Amen” come down with a bang as if all were over. If a student insisted upon keeping his voice
on a level or on raising it, when he should come down hard with it, Mark Bailey used to jump up
from his seat and bring his arms down with all the force he possessed, shouting, “Amen. Amen.
Good God, Francis, can’t you do any better than that?” He had, too, an elaborate system of
gestures for appropriate emphasis in public speaking. To a student who let a hand drop down in
front of him while orating, Mark Bailey would shout, “Stop that. No fig leaf gestures here.” This
was the jolly good fellow whom I knew only name when I was a Mansfield schoolboy, but who
was destined to try to make an orator out of me!With the fundamental processes of arithmetic I
had very little difficulty. As was then the common custom, the multiplication table was sung by
the class in chorus to a simple tune. Decimal numbers were used much less than now. As
befitting the Yankee’s desire to see his savings increase, there was considerable practice in
computing compound interest over periods long enough to double or triple the original capital. In
this and other computation involving interest, weights, and measures I became an adept. But I
had a great dislike for intricate problems concerning the time it would take for A to do a piece of
work with the aid of B and often with the further aid of C. This hostile attitude, I surmise, had its
origin in the fact that a boy several years old than myself used to get me to do a large part of his
manual work, such as throwing a big pile of wood into a shed, by threats that otherwise he would
tell his guardian who ran a store, that I had stolen things like sticks of candy from jars on the
shelves. Eventually I went on strike against this young blackmailer. And once a boy in school
asked for assistance on a problem to determine the length of time required for A, B, and C to do
a piece of work under certain conditions. Well I remember my relief at the reply of the teacher,



who had a moderate sense of humor: “Don’t bother about A, B, and C. How long does it take a
goose to trot a mile?” But all through my schooldays A, in my view was a bad boy who imposed
upon B and C as his victims. This I had learned from experience.To one teacher, who was an
older cousin of mine, Madison Cross, I owe a lasting debt for the practice he gave us in mental
arithmetic. It is astonishing how far one can go in this method which is, of course, a survival of
the time when paper and lead pencils cost money. Now head, paper, and pencil have been
supplanted, where strict accuracy is required, by the calculating machine. Still, I have kept my
head, which has been of very great value to me. When I was Governor of Connecticut I was
given, in 1937, control over the administration of the budget, my head served me well in seeing
how income and expenditures were moving along. Only when the margin was close did I have to
ask Dr. Whitaker, an expert Budget Director, what his machines had to say.Not long before I
came along geography had been added to the traditional three R’s of the curriculum of
Connecticut common schools, though “reading, ’riting, and ’rithmetic” continued to hold the first
places. The study of geography kept close to the plan set by Jesse Olney of National Preceptor
fame, in his American Geography, a pioneer book, in which boys and girls were to learn first of
their town, county, and State. Thus at the age of six I was bounding Mansfield and Connecticut,
and naming the capitals of the State (of which there were then two), and the counties and county
seats. The next step was to name and bound the other New England States and to name and
locate their capitals. Thence we traveled through all the States and Territories of the Union, with
brief accounts of their settlements, products, and industries. Cornell’s Geography, more
comprehensive than Olney’s, which was used in the Gurleyville school would doubtless be
strange reading now. There were then ten Territories, not counting Alaska; and as illustrations
showed, buffalo were roaming over the plains and gold was being washed from the sands of
mountain streams.Less attention was given to Canada, Central and South America, and still less
to Europe, Asia, and Africa. But they came into a general survey. Particularly valuable was a
continuing study of the world as a whole with the aid of a globe, on which one saw at once the
relative positions of continents, islands, oceans, and seas. It was fun to take the parallel of
latitude running through New York City or Washington or London or Rome, and to follow it round
the earth and observe the unexpected places it would hit. The knowledge of the earth which I
got in this way afterwards served me in good stead. At that time Yale had not yet abandoned an
entrance requirement in geography. When on a June morning in 1881 I read the entrance paper
in geography which was handed to me, I smiled as I saw there a question on the course a
parallel of latitude, getting its start at some American city, would take in going round the world.
No such questions, I daresay, are now asked and answered anywhere except in some odd
information coming over the radio. The earth now appears to be well-nigh lost for the majority of
men and women who live upon it despite the conquest of land, sea, and air since my boyhood.
That kind of knowledge which once came from the terrestrial globe may sometimes be
appreciated in the Americas if a hostile nation ever gains a foothold well up on the western shore
of Africa.Very likely the picture I have drawn of the village school where I obtained my



elementary education is lacking in dark shadows which have mostly faded out of my memory. No
one of all the teachers—sometimes there were three in a single year, a different one for each of
the three terms—was trained for the profession they had undertaken. Such qualifications as they
possessed may be credited to temperament and experience only. Some were good and some
were thoroughly bad. It was almost a crime to put children no more than four years old in a one-
room school where little was provided for them to do. Four of us, I recall, sat on one long bench
with a desk before us which concealed what might be going on below. We spent most of the time
in pinching one another and in whispering to the disturbance of recitations which were being
conducted near us. One master carried a pair of horse’s bits in his pocket, which he used to toss
on our desk when we got too noisy, where they struck with a rattle that silenced all other sounds.
After a recitation was over he would put the bits into the mouth of one of us. Not a bad way to
stop whispering throughout the entire school for that day.During recess periods there were often
quarrels on the little playground of which the master had a clear view from a window. Any quarrel
that might occur he settled immediately after the school reconvened by bumping two heads
together. Once my head got a good bumping against the head of a boy with whom I used to fish
for trout and shoot gray squirrels. On another occasion, when I was six years old, a boy named
Herbert Hopkinson tripped me in a friendly wrestling match, and I fell on a large rough rock,
breaking my left arm above and below the elbow and putting the elbow out of joint. It took four
persons to set that arm while I sat in a chair. One man held my legs, another man held my right
arm, and the surgeon had his wife press my head to the back of the chair as he restored the
bones to their proper places. I wept, I yelled. But it was all over in three minutes, so skilled was
the young surgeon, Julian N. Parker, a graduate of the Yale Medical School the year
before.Women teachers confined their discipline to the ferule which, as it hit the palm of a hand,
hurt worse than head bumping. Once I pulled my hand away when the teacher came down with
her ferule so that it hit only the air. She, however, got the hand back and gave it the hardest
strokes it has ever received. But all in all, corporal punishment was more or less a farce. As it
was expected it did not disturb us much. And it was sheer amusement when the other boy got
the licking.The real weakness of the rural school, as I have said, was that it did not keep us busy.
This was true mainly because its studies could be only loosely graded on account of the short
tenure of the teachers. Frequently a new teacher did not go on in a study from the point where
the previous teacher left off but would go back to the very beginning of the book. Constant
review of this kind held in check the natural forward movement. In my own case there was,
however, some compensation., for I used my unoccupied time in listening to the recitations of
boys and girls older than myself. In this way I kept the whole school going on in my mind.With all
its shortcomings I remember with keen gratitude a little red schoolhouse built on the side of a
hill, where the summer heat might be so intense that teacher and children adjourned to the
shade of huge walnut trees by the side of a brook in a neighboring pasture, and where winter
snows sometimes almost obliterated the building from sight and the door could be reached only
by digging a tunnel through drifts ten feet high. What I learned there was to admit me easily into



an excellent high school; and the arithmetic and geography were to enable me later to pass the
examination in these studies for entrance to Yale College.While yet a schoolboy, I was also living
in the world of men. It happened in this way. In the summer of 1872 my brother George became
of age and in anticipation of that event my grandfather Lucius Gurley helped him to buy out a
general store, well situated across the road from the Gurley house, with a wide approach where
customers found room for their horses and buggies and oxen and carts. My grandfather dying
before the transaction was complete, my mother, who was his sole heir, assumed all the
obligations he had incurred. George soon married a good-looking Irish girl of North Ashford, one
of the spoolers in the largest silk mill, and settled in the little house next door, the former
woodshed which my grandfather had transformed. My brother John took a job as spinner in the
silk mill near the site of the shop where my great-grandfather had once set up his trip hammers
for making tools. Though I was but ten years old I was given free access to the store to help out
as much as I liked before and after school hours, on Saturdays, and during vacations.Two
parallel counters ran the entire length of the main store with a wide space between for
customers. Behind one counter were shelves for light groceries, chewing tobacco, and patent
medicines. On the counter rested a showcase for assorted candies and another for cigars. At the
ends of the counter stood cracker and sugar barrels, while along in front of it ran a row of nail
kegs with their tops knocked in. Behind the other counter were the shelves for a good variety of
cotton goods including beautiful domestic calicoes for ladies’ dresses. On this counter a large
showcase made a display of ribbons and all things worn as ornaments by factory and other girls.
Boots, shoes, and crockery lined shelves in the rear. A door led to a back room where a great
hogshead of Porto Rican molasses lay on a stout frame near a large cask of beef in brine, a
small cask of pickled mackerel, and a pile of dried codfish, at a safe distance from a barrel of
kerosene oil. A trap door took one into a dark and poorly ventilated cellar, where were stored
butter and eggs.Outside the double-door entrance stretched a roofless veranda, on the edge of
which boys and young men from the silk mills found good enough seats; for older men a row of
rickety chairs was provided. Here was the usual scene for horse trades. On winter evenings the
crowd gathered within the store, sitting on counters, barrels, and nail kegs. Well back in the
space between the counters a large sheet-iron stove was set up as a protection against the
winter’s cold; in front of it lay an old raisin box filled with sand or moist sawdust for the benefit of
tobacco chewers. An expert could easily hit the box from the cracker barrel on which he was
perched. Ten feet away was a sure shot. By this stove I learned the ways of men and women
too.As soon as I was permitted, I jumped into the midst of things, with both eyes and both ears
wide open to see and hear everything. Within a year, at the age of eleven, I was often left alone
to manage the business when my brother was out taking orders; and within two years I was
keeping the books of the concern, sitting in glory on a high stool before a high desk. All sorts of
people came in for trade, some playing in cash, others paying in barter with eggs, butter,
cheese, and potatoes, and in season with strawberries, apples, and huckleberries. They were
always talking to one another; they were newsmongers; they told racy stories in low voices which



they thought I did not overhear; girls whispered secrets to one another which they thought I
could not possibly hear or at least not understand. They were all mistaken. If I did not understand
at once, I soon learned to understand. But I kept my mouth shut.These whispering girls in their
teens amused me. They cultivated small feet, claiming that the shoes they wore were of the size
marked 3½. Not to be exposed, they used to come in for their shoes when I was alone in
command of the store. I would look their feet over and pick out a pair of shoes that would fit.
Then they would ask me what the size was. A direct answer to this question I had to evade
pleasantly by saying that no dependence could be placed upon any marks the shoes might
bear; and the sale was quickly made, though the shoes really belonged to the 5 or 5½ class.
Likewise I was amused by a confidential conversation between the chairmen of the Republican
and Democratic town committees a few days after the presidential election of 1876. They spoke
in very low voices not far away from me. I learned that of the 450 voters in the town they bought
54 in all, paying on the average $5 a piece. I learned further that each chairman kept in his own
pocket about $150 of the cash that was sent him from the headquarters of his party in Hartford
to pay “the legitimate expenses” of getting out the voters. Neither of these thrifty Yankees, I
concluded, was in politics for the fun of it.A “House of Commons,” as it was sometimes called,
assembled late in the afternoon or early in the evening either on the veranda or inside the store,
depending on the season or on the weather. It was a variable group of men who came in for their
mail and sat on until somebody said it was time to go home. (My father, though a good mixer,
was for some reason never there.) In their talk there was little or no reserve. They spoke frankly
about themselves, their families, and their neighbors; and their comment on what was occurring
outside their little world, in Hartford or in Washington, was marked by shrewd common sense.
They were unsophisticated people such as a novelist likes to depict because they said what was
really in their minds. As a rule they were honorable and truthful men except in horse trades,
where it was understood that the better liar is the better man. As a boy I was most interested,
except for politics, in horse trades, funny stories, and what are now called wisecracks.It is a late
summer afternoon. A man nicknamed Toot drives up before the group seated on the veranda,
cutting as he does so a wide circle, with reins held tight. As he jumps from his buggy someone
says: “I see, Toot, you’ve got a new hoss.” “Yes, sir.” “Where did you get him?” “None of your
damn business.” Another asks: “How old is he?” “Going on nine.” Everybody laughs. And another
asks: “May I look into his mouth?” “You may look into him anywhere you damn please. But look
out that he don’t bite you.” After inspecting the horse’s teeth the man shakes his head and
smiles; and as he walks slowly back into the crowd, someone inquires: “What did you find?” The
inspector of the horse’s teeth directs his reply to the whole company: “I guess he is of age all
right. I guess Toot has to cut his hay pretty fine for them teeth.” Toot’s retort is that the horse is
nearer eight than nine years old and that he sold his feedcutter long ago. Still another man asks:
“Any objection, Toot, to my feeling that off hind leg? Unless I am blind there is a spavin there.”
“You may feel of his legs or of his tail if you want to get kicked in the guts.” The man rubs his right
hand along both hind legs for a long while and soberly announces that the horse is badly



spavined in both hind legs. With a profusion of profanity Toot gives him the lie and offers to poke
him in the face. As soon as quiet is restored, a newcomer who has hitched his horse and buggy
near Toot’s and has listened in without yet saying anything, turns to Toot with “How about a
trade?” “No more hoss trades for me,” Toot replies in a decisive tone. “I’ve got here just the kind
of hoss I have been looking for all my life. Young. Sound as a dollar. With no outs except that he
is rather hard on the bit. I’ll keep the cuss until he dies on my hands.” By this time everybody is
laughing. Soon the newcomer breaks in again: “Any objection, Toot, to my taking a little turn with
the hoss down the road and back?” After a minute’s hesitation Toot replies to the courteous
request: “Not alone. I’ll go along with you. I’ll drive and you set on the seat with me.” In fifteen
minutes they return. Not a word is spoken by anybody. The crowd is just looking on to see what
may happen. Toot and the newcomer alight. Each begins to take the harness of his own horse to
transfer him to the thrills of the other buggy. That was one kind of a horse trade. No cash, of
course, was involved. It was clearly an even swap.It did not take me long to make the
acquaintance of most of the horses within several miles of the village as I observed them and
heard tales about them. Many of them had tricks which a driver had to guard against for his
safety on the road. My brother George had his troubles with horses of this kind. His first horse on
beginning business was a mare which he kept in a stable behind the store. Whenever I went into
the stall to lead her out she started to kick and bite unless handled very gently. A year or so
afterwards she caught the “epizootic,” a violent and nasty influenza, and at the same time
developed a bad case of scratches on two legs, which lamed her terribly. On a day when a trade
was imminent it was my job to curry her off and to loosen up her legs by running her round the
backyard while the terms of the trade were being discussed in the store. After I had finished with
her she looked pretty well as she stood in the shed with the scratches partly concealed by the
hair of her fetlocks. My brother and the other man came out to take a view of her. In reply to
several questions indicating some suspicion on the part of the other man, we assured him that
the epizootic was disappearing and that the application of arnica for another week on her sore
legs would effect a perfect cure. He appeared to be fairly well satisfied with this prognosis, and
the trade was made after some haggling over what my brother should pay to boot—whether it
should be $15 or $20. When the transaction was over, each party seemed to be the happiest
man in the world. Each thought he had fooled the other. And it was so in a sense neither
anticipated.My brother had got in exchange for the old mare, who went to the boneyard a year
later, a young Canuck, a name then common for a rather small horse bred in French Canada. He
had taken him on a wild gamble, having never seen him before the trader appeared. As soon as
the old mare was out of sight my brother asked me if I thought the Canuck had any outs. I told
him that when I led the horse towards the stable he acted as if he didn’t want to go there and that
when I finally coaxed him into the stall he was so nervous that he shook all over. That was so
bad an omen that my brother shook all over like the horse. He proposed that we go out and hitch
the Canuck into the buggy for a trial of his speed. With great difficulty we got the Canuck, who
kept whirling around, between the thills and at last we were able to fasten the traces to the



whippletree. Then we jumped into the buggy, my brother holding the reins. The Canuck reared,
plunged forward, and then backed us round all over the yard, while George kept exclaiming,
“Sold again, by God.”In course of time the Canuck was swapped for a large and beautiful horse
who had the trick of throwing his tail over one of the reins and then running at full speed. In turn
he was swapped for a very gentle horse who, while trotting along, stepped on a rolling stone and
fell to the ground breaking a thill and throwing me over the dashboard among his heels. These
were the kind of horses I associated with. In a boy’s way I tried to train them out of their tricks,
which, however, I kept as secret as I kept the size of shoes worn by girls in the community. Also I
used to ride bareback and always rode my father’s mare in that way. I loved horses of all sorts
and learned from them characteristics of behavior not very remote from the characteristics of
some men and women I have had to deal with in private and public life. There is very little
difference between tricks of horses and tricks of men.In school a boy learns from books; in a
store of the old village type he learns, as I have intimated, from the conversation of men who
have lived and are still living. Men, then in middle life, who had fought through the Civil War in
different regiments were always telling of their experiences in this and that battle or in the prison
at Andersonville when they were captured, or of the fun they had in camp or of their fraternizing
with the Rebs when on picket duty, swapping matches for tobacco, and smoking together, and
hoping that the war would soon end. The dreadful scenes on the fields of Shiloh and Antietam
were embedded in my memory. Naturally as a boy I was entertained by the lighter side of war
such as raids on sutlers who followed the army with provisions and whisky which they sold to the
troops at high prices. I liked to hear a big jovial Irishman tell how he was “kilt” at the battle of
Shiloh for twenty minutes. Apparently he had been stunned by a stray bullet and lay unconscious
for a time he estimated to have been twenty minutes. We did not know that “kilt” is a Celtic word
meaning “stunned,” having no relation to English word “killed.” So we thought he claimed to have
been killed for twenty minutes. The best liar among the veterans was a man who lost a leg at
Antietam. Like a Sir John Falstaff he boasted, when he had a chance, of the number of Rebs he
had killed in hand-to-hand fights. No one believed his impossible stories but we listened and
encouraged him to go on.Another good liar, who had been in several hard battles, used to claim
that nothing in war ever frightened him so much as the strange things that were happening in the
haunted house where he was now living. Last night, for example, while he was reading the
Hartford Times he heard screams coming from the cellar. “I lighted a candle and went down the
cellar stairs. All was still until I got back to the top of the stairs and then the screams began again
louder than ever. I was skeered, you bet. I picked up the newspaper again, and then there was a
noise in the hall as if someone had dropped from the top of the stairway a barrel which fell all to
pieces as it struck the floor. I went out into the hall but there was no barrel there. So me and my
wife decided to go to bed. But as soon as we got into bed the bedstead began to rise until the
posts touched the ceiling; then it slowly came down again. By that time my wife was skeered
too.” While he was telling his story his young wife, who, he said, was afraid to stay in that
haunted house alone, sat on a counter smiling. At this point someone inquired of him what kind



of whisky he was drinking nowadays. “Nothing,” he replied, pointing to a shelf, “but Plantation
Bitters. George, let me have a bottle to take home to put me and my wife to sleep tonight.” The
evening’s entertainment, with the audience sitting on counters, nail kegs, and cracker barrels,
might close with a short disquisition by a malapropian gentleman on the origin of the Civil War.
He invariably began: “When old Boreeguard turned his guns on Fort Smutter, that meant
war.”Sessions of the House of Commons were enlivened by jests and ribaldry. There was one
story which I have several times repeated in addressing medical associations. On a Friday
evening when there was a full house, a man, known for short as Captain, who had come in from
a distance, inquired for the news and was told that “old man Storey” up on the hill was sick.
“What is the matter with him?” “I don’t know exactly, but he has a fever of some sort.” “Is he round
the house or is he in bed?” “He’s in bed.” “Who’s his doctor?” “Dr. Richardson.” “God he’s in for a
fit of sickness all right.” Dr. William Henry Richardson, an early graduate of the Yale School of
Medicine, had the reputation, quite undeserved, of prolonging the illness of his patients for the
increase of his earnings. A more obvious characteristic of him was a strong sense of fear for
himself. He feared catching cold. On a hot summer day he might be seen driving through the
village in overcoat and muffler. He was afraid also to come near a patient who might have a
contagious disease. Once when I was severely poisoned with ivy he was called in. He entered
the door of a large room at the other end of which I was lying on a couch. He took a step and
stopped. He took another step and stopped and looked, and so on till he was within two feet of
me. He thought I might have the smallpox of which there were a few cases in the State.It was
inevitable that I should now and then try my hand at a jest. One of them I recall, doubtless
because I received a reprimand for it from my brother George. It was a rainy afternoon; I was left
in sole charge of the store. Among a dozen or more men sitting about and gossiping was a short
stout young fellow called “Tubbydub.” Generally hard up, he was slow in paying his bills. On that
rainy day he began looking over the whips which hung from a rotating circle fastened to the
ceiling. He took one down; and stepping out in the middle of the floor, he gave it a hard crack. In
the same way he tried out two more whips. By that time I was getting a little nervous and
remarked: “You know, Tubby, it don’t do them whips any good to snap them like that.” He took
down no more and walked away from them amid the smiles of the audience, as I asked him
pleasantly whether he couldn’t find the kind of whip he wanted. His replay was that none of them
was long enough to reach his hoss’s ears. As I had come near the mark with my first shot from
my popgun, I now aimed at the bull’s-eye, “Well, I guess, Tubby, if you took one of them whips
home on tick it would be long enough before you paid for it.” The next morning I was warned, half
seriously, by my brother to whom Tubbydub had complained, never to say anything that would
drive away customers.Humor and rough jests played a part as a relief even in the most
acrimonious political discussions and debates, which rose to their height during state and
national campaigns. I faintly recall the presidential campaign of 1868 (I was six years old) when
young Republicans formed an organization called Boys in Blue, wearing on their coats ribbons
which bore the names of Grant and Colfax; and young Democrats in a similar organization were



all dressed in white, with ribbons inscribed with the names of Seymour and Blair. Both Blues and
Whites were picturesque groups, rather highfalutin in talk and manner. I had not yet come to
understand that there was any political antagonism between these local groups who were very
friendly whenever I saw them together, drinking something out of bottles which they carried in
their hip pockets. I looked on and wondered. But intimations of what political parties meant were
not long a coming after that. During my first campaign for Governor, in 1930, doubts were thrown
by political orators on whether I was really a Democrat, or only a Republican who was posing as
a Democrat. Henry Hanks, then a man ninety years old, who had known me from childhood,
came to my rescue with a story to show that I had been a Democrat almost from birth. Though
he exaggerated in some details he gave of the story, as when he said that it spread all over
Mansfield, he was not far out of the way. It is a good story, which I will retell in my own way.There
was a farmer about half a mile from the village named Jefferson Dunham who, despite the name
given him by his parents, was so ardent a Republican that he named his son, a year or two older
than myself, Frémont in honor of General Frémont, the first Republican candidate for the
presidency of the United States. About once a week or fortnight Frémont and I used to play
together about the farm and in season gorge ourselves with watermelons and muskmelons,
sitting in the shade of the field where they grew, after he had finished his morning tasks with my
help. It was understood that I was to stay for noon dinner. As soon as we came into the house
Frémont’s father, seated in a big chair, would shout out in a sharp voice humorously intended to
frighten me: “Wilbur, come here.” Then holding me tight as I stood between his legs facing him,
he would put me through a series of questions with answers which he taught me to give. “Who
was the first man?” “Robert Carr”—who, though not very old, looked older than he was. “Who
was the first woman?” “Sally Carr,” who had been my nurse. “Who was the first President of the
United States?” “George Washington.” “Who is President now?” “General Grant.” “Who is the
Governor of Connecticut?” “Marshall Jewell.” “That will do.” And I would be released from the
clasp of those knees, with a loud laugh that resounded through the house.All went well with
answers, true and false, until 1870 when Marshall Jewell of Hartford, the Republican candidate
for Governor, was defeated by James E. English, a New Haven Democrat. Soon after the
election, perhaps the next day, I was in the village store where my brother George was then but a
clerk. A few men, mostly Republicans, began talking about the election while I was listening in.
Unexpectedly Philo Hanks appeared, an older brother of Henry Hanks, and the most active
Democratic politician in the town. Presently Philo turned to me and said, “When Jeff Dunham
asks you who is the Governor of Connecticut tell him that his name is James E. English.” He
made me repeat it several times over in a loud voice, to the amusement of the Republican
spectators. When Jeff Dunham next put me through his quiz I shouted, as I was instructed to do,
“James E. English.” “Who told you that?” he asked. I replied, “Philo Hanks.” And Jeff shook with
laughter. Before he let me go he asked me whether I was a Republican or a Democrat. He got in
return, “I am a Democrat. Philo Hanks says you are nothing but a Black Republican.” I was but
eight years old when I thus first announced to the world that I was a Democrat. Jeff Dunham as



well as Philo Hanks spread the story, but Jeff quizzed me never more.Such was the earliest
background for my political education which really began two years later when I was acting, with
many interruptions, as clerk in my brother’s store. There could have been no better place for
such a course in politics, for the village store was a microcosm of the whole United States. Nor
could there have been a better period for directly observing political history. The question
whether “To the victor belong the spoils” still had its reverberations. So, too, the impeachment
proceedings against Andrew Johnson continued to be a live issue between the two leading
parties. Likewise opinion was divided on the Fifteenth Amendment to the Federal Constitution
granting suffrage to Negroes. Though President Grant was of stainless character, he was without
political experience and without administrative ability. As a consequence he was duped by
politicians; and corruption crept into his very cabinet of advisers. In the name of reform Horace
Greeley, whose New York Tribune all Republicans in Connecticut read, ran against Grant for
President in 1872, on a fusion ticket of Democrats and liberal Republicans. Immediately after his
nomination by two parties many men donned the tall gray Greeley hats, more or less for sport,
but they soon laid them aside. Greeley never had a chance. He went down to defeat and death.
Corruption still went on apace, mightier than ever, in Congress and in the executive branch of
the Federal Government. Under the battle cry, “Turn the rascals out,” Tilden and Hendricks were
pitted against Hayes and Wheeler in 1876. It was a hot campaign through which the
Republicans swung high the bloody shirt. On the face of the returns the Democratic ticket won.
But the election was contested by the Republicans. After an investigation by an Electoral
Commission, on which the Republicans had a majority of one member, Hayes and Wheeler
were declared elected by one electoral vote. From the Democratic point of view Tilden and
Hendricks were counted out. Besides all these vents, the country sank under a deep economic
depression aggravated by an inflated currency. In Connecticut as elsewhere men who had lost
their jobs turned tramps, roaming through country districts, begging, stealing, robbing, and
breaking into houses and stores for food to keep them alive. In those laissez-faire days, neither
Federal, state, nor local governments felt any obligation to look after the unemployed. The only
resting place for tramps was jail or prison. What a wonderful opportunity I had for hearing all the
questions rising out of this unstable, ever-changing social scene canvassed and debated by a
House of Commons improvised by a group of Connecticut Yankees!There was no parliamentary
restraint in that Yankee House of Commons. Everyone spoke the language to which he was
accustomed, however profane or indecent it might be. Never before not since have I heard so
many double negatives for emphasis; never before so may allusions to sexual and other
functions of the human body or to the hencoop or barnyard. It was the raciest speech God or
Satan every put into the mouth of man. At times eyes flashed and fists doubled up, though no
blows were ever struck. Some of the liveliest sessions were when Ozro Hanks, the son of Philo
Hanks, a clever, sassy boy no more than twenty years old, got into an argument with the local
Justice of the Peace, a man of sixty, who, once a Democrat, went over to the Republican party in
protest against the Dred Scott decision. No one interfered with that hot give-and-take, for all



liked the fun too well for that.The Justice of the Peace, Emory B. Smith, was one of the most
substantial and highly respected citizens of the town. He began his career as a silk pedlar
“across the Hudson” in the State of New York, but when I came on the scene he had become
owner of one of the silk mills. A steady, conservative businessman, he had his humorous side
also. He was, I think, the first to refer to the company that assembled for debate at the village
store as a House of Commons. To enforce his arguments he used to quote Josh Billings or
Artemus Ward or Brick Pomeroy. This was my first introduction to professional humorists. “As
Brick Pomeroy says,” he would so often begin his talk that his youngest son, Edward, was
nicknamed Brick. Another son, Frank Clifton Smith, of my own age, was my most intimate chum.
Later we were to prepare for college in the same high school and go to Yale together. It was
through this companionship that while a schoolboy and a clerk I gained entrance to the court
over which Frank’s father presided. It was a rare chance to see so early in life how country justice
was administered.The court convened in the largest room in the house of the Justice, who sat at
the head of a long table, with a lawyer, in important cases, on each side halfway down. A
constable or occasionally a sheriff might be sitting at the foot of the table next to the man he had
arrested. Spectators lined the wall. Frank and I usually took seats near a door opening into
another room through which we might escape if the proceedings failed to interest us.Most of the
cases were of a criminal character involving, as a rule, assault and battery. Two men, for
instance, get into a fight in which one is knocked senseless; or a man insults another while they
are shingling a house and is kicked off the roof. A wife has her husband arrested because he
takes her across his knees and spanks her and then boxes her ears. A blacksmith has his wife
arrested because she plays an accordion over his head so that he cannot sleep while he lies,
very tired, on a lounge in the sitting room after a hard morning at the forge. When he gets up and
drives her to the other end of the room she throws a flatiron at his head, leaving bad cuts on his
face which he shows to the court. Family troubles were occasionally settled then and there on
the advice of the Justice; but invariably, so far as I can remember, the plaintiff won in all other
cases, to my disappointment, for I had no use for anyone who squealed when he was licked. I
did not yet know that there was in those days no fee for either justice or constable when a
decision went in favor of the defendant; so I could not measure the influence which this fact may
have had on the administration of justice.The courtroom, like my brother’s store, was a place of
entertainment for boys long before Disney arrived with his Mickey Mouse. Nothing else was ever
quite so entertaining as the cross examinations and browbeatings of witnesses or the
scandalous abuse that passed between the lawyers. I remember the thrusts two lawyers once
gave one another. The cleverer of the two was a Democrat and Episcopalian. The other was a
Republican and Methodist. The first lawyer, who had been divorced, was on very friendly terms,
it was whispered, with a woman whose husband had recently divorced her. The second lawyer,
whose wife was the daughter of a Methodist minister who had presided for three years over the
Gurleyville parish, had been, not long before, the administrator of a certain physician’s estate
which everybody supposed would turn out to be very large but which proved to be hardly



anything at all. During a lull in the battle of tongues across the table, the Republican and
Methodist asked the Democrat and Episcopalian how Mrs. . . . was getting along, naming the
grass widow. The Democrat and Episcopalian replied that he didn’t know anything about that;
but that he did know that he hadn’t got any of the doctor’s estate. Whereupon the Republican
and Methodist jumped up, struck his fists on the table and shouted: “Are you insinuating that I
have taken for myself any of that doctor’s estate?” “Oh, no, I am insinuating nothing about
nobody. I merely remarked that I hadn’t got any of Dr. . . .’s estate.”Events were already occurring,
however, which made me take a less comic view of a local court and a village store. I saw that
business, however small, had its risks. One day my brother was informed that the property of
which his store was a part had been bought by a father for a son who had a smaller store in the
village. When it looked as if all were over with my brother, the Justice of the Peace, who was a
friend of the family, came to his assistance by providing him with a store in a new building which
he erected on land my mother sold to him at a low price. We were all happy again. On an
afternoon when I was alone at the desk I wrote my first rhymes to help on the sale of the stock
before our removal. I printed the lines in large letters on a big sheet of manila paper which I
tacked to a shelf where they could be seen by everybody:Come on, come all, both small and
great,And buy these goods before it’s too late.They must be sold by April next,For Austin Royce
this place expects.A year or so afterwards, as I was running down to the new store early on a
July morning to open up shop, I saw at once that the building had been entered during the night
by breaking through a back window. I gave the alarm to my brother and the Justice of the Peace.
A cursory examination showed that the money drawer had been cleaned of such shinplasters
and coins as had been left there the night before, that there were missing some cigars and
chewing tobacco, candy and sugar-coated cathartic pills, and that a gallon jug had been drained
of its alcohol. Though the value of all the money and luxuries stolen was probably less than $25,
it was a burglary. Who were the burglars? That was the question. I told the little company of
investigators that on yesterday afternoon, while I was sitting outside, three tramps passed by
and kept their faces towards the store as if they were looking it over. The Justice asked their
approximate height, age, and dress, and the color of their hair. Posters were sent to all parts of
the State offering a reward of $100 for their arrest and conviction.Two weeks later, without any
advance notice, the sheriff of Windham County, two of his deputies, and a so-called detective
drove up to the store with the three men in handcuffs. I immediately identified them as the ones I
had seen. That night the three tramps were put through the third degree with no result until
something unexpected happened. Some years before, on looking through three large wallets of
my great-grandfather, Ephraim Gurley, I had found among receipted bills several old colonial
coins. One was a copper halfpenny and another was a silver sixpence. These and other rare
coins I kept in an envelope at the bottom of the money drawer. In searching the tramps the
officers of the law found them in a pocket of the youngest of the three, a boy only eighteen years
old. On being confronted with this evidence against him, he collapsed and confessed to his part
in the crime. The next morning the other two tramps were arraigned before the Justice of the



Peace; they pleaded guilty and were bound over to the Superior Court of Tolland County, which
met in September, when they were sentenced to State Prison for three years. In the meantime
the boy, who was set free by the Justice of the Peace, stayed on in the village during the summer
as a material witness for the State against his companions at their trial before the county court.
For his support plenty of work was at hand in the hayfield at a good wage.It so happens that I
remember his name. It was Everett Herman Burgess. He was not a boy of the criminal type. He
belonged to that great army of the unemployed who tramped the country during a business
depression hitherto unprecedented. He had fallen in with older men who led him into crime, not
as a way of life but as a way to live. We younger boys—thirteen or fourteen years of age—took
Everett into our games as one of us. We played ball, pitched quoits, and swam in the river
together. Never did I hear from him a profane word or a vulgar tale. I asked him to tell me the
story of his life from childhood. Besides doing this, he gave me a good course of instruction in
amateur burglary, describing the necessary tools, the various ways to break into a dwelling,
office, or store, or how to deal with an ordinary safe. This knowledge I have never put to a
practical test, though not long ago I did show a friend who had lost his keys the easiest way to
break into a house. He stared at me when the feat was quickly accomplished with my advice and
assistance.On a little knoll between the new store and the house where we lived stood the
Methodist Church, as much a social as a religious institution, which my mother regularly
attended with her children while my father might walk off by himself to the Congregational
Church, more than a mile distant. Sometimes I went with him. A church service consisting of an
hour’s sermon and a long prayer with hymns before and after made very little appeal to me. But I
loved the Sunday School where we committed to memory verses from the Bible; and at short
intervals “spoke pieces” at school exhibitions given on Sunday evenings. I liked to attend prayer
and conference meetings in which many took a part and to hear men shout “Hallelujah” or
“Amen” or “That’s good, brother.” Occasionally I was permitted to go into “Class Meetings” which
were regularly held on Saturday evenings. They were public confessions, where the members of
the class gave accounts of their “experiences” during the past week, and a lay brother in return
gave them religious advice to help them over their difficulties. The minister was never present.
For him to have taken any part would have made this experience meeting look too much like a
confession to a priest of the Church of Rome. Above all, I was held spellbound by the last of a
series of “protracted meetings” in the church when the new converts related, so far as they might
desire, the story of their sinful lives, not forgetting the sins they had seen committed by others. If
they did not tell everything, they told enough for a boy to understand what kind of lives were
being lived by some men and women in the community. I was thrilled when one man told how he
once quarreled with another man at a dance and tried to shoot him but missed fire. It is clear that
in these early formative years I had developed very little interest in religion except for the light it
threw upon secular matters.My view of the clergy was the same. They were human beings like
my father, though they wore better clothes on week days. That clerical friend of my grandfather
who loved to well a pipe and a drop of something was soon taken care of by the presiding elder



of the district who objected to his habits as unbecoming to a clergyman. He was presently
succeeded by an unmarried man, who, though still in his thirties, was called “an old bachelor.” To
us boys he was a dude. We stood and looked at him as he walked along on the other side of the
road, just as now and then we stared at a girl from New York who affected the Grecian bend. We
did not understand why he wore gloves on warm days or needed a cane, for he was neither old
nor lame. The exotic gentleman, however, was pursued by the girls of the parish; and in this
connection a story of him that went the rounds redeemed his character at least for me. One day
his landlady remarked at dinner that several people had inquired of her whether he was
“engaged.” “What did you tell them?” was his response. “Why,” she said, “I had to tell them that I
didn’t know.” “That is right,” he said, “keep on telling them so.” This minister lasted for only a year.
When he took his leave he carried away with him as wife not a girl of the parish but a girl who
was just a summer visitor there with her grandmother.Another minister, near the end of the
series, was by trade a painter before his “conversion.” He repainted the inside of the church,
relieving the monotony of the while walls with bright colors. He became rather well known in
Mansfield for his eloquent sermons. The secret of this man’s eloquence, which I came upon by
chance, I never betrayed, perhaps because I liked to hear him talk. The tale may now be told. My
mother once received as a gift a cheap edition of sermons by the famous preacher, Thomas De
Witt Talmage, which I read through immediately. This minister derived his texts, his ideas, and
his eloquent speech all from Talmage. Though he never divulged the source of his sermons, he
was likely not aware of any wrongdoing. Both Addison and Franklin, you know, advised country
parsons to repeat sermons of the great masters rather than attempt “laborious compositions of
their own.” It was a pleasure for me to listen all summer to sermons cribbed from a master of
emotional eloquence, read in a clear voice by a local minister. From them I learned something
about what was going on in the wide world.The minister just before this one brought with him
besides his wife two sons and two daughters. How, one may wonder, was he able to support this
large family and keep a horse and carriage with two seats on a salary of $500 a year! This he
accomplished with the aid of some, though not many, gifts. It was a cultivated family which had a
good influence on the community. The weakness of the preacher was that he relied too heavily
on the promise, “Open thy mouth wide and I will fill it.” So after reading his text it was his custom
to open wide and twist a very large mouth and wait for the words to come. When the words
began to flow, it was essentially the same stream which had flowed for an hour on the previous
Sunday from a different text. On the other hand, another minister often cut his sermons short
because he had a canker in this “thrut.” On the whole, the minister whom boys and girls liked
best was a well-educated man who, after serving in larger parishes, was assigned, as he
desired, to Gurleyville because of approaching old age. Once a month he visited the village
school on Friday afternoon for an hour or more by request of the teacher, pleasantly advising us
about our studies and making their purport clear to us as no one else could do so well. He used
also to come into the store on afternoons when I was alone, for more intimate conversations,
never on religion or conduct, always on books, reading, and general knowledge. It may be that



he was turning my mind towards a college education.Before him, in the series, were two
evangelical ministers who set the community on fire. The first of them had been a “horse jockey,”
who had made a precarious living by dealing in horses until his “conversion” by “Elder Swan,”
about whom he had much to say. After that he took up the ministry as his vocation. He was a tall
man, over six feet in height, of pale face and scattered reddish hair, who, I can now see, was the
worse for wear in a dissipated world. Emotionally he was a wreck. He almost always wept at
some point in his sermons so that tears would run down his cheeks. Why I could never guess.
For three winters he conducted “revivals” with the assistance of a professional revivalist who had
a fine baritone voice for solos like “Ninety and Nine.” He kept a close watch on his converts lest
they should backslide during the summer and so have to be reconverted the next winter. As a
rule, he often repeated, the slide backward begins when a convert returns to the sin he last gave
up, such, for example, as smoking cigars or playing cards. Just before he left for another parish,
the devil getting the better of him, he made so sharp a horse trade with one of his parishioners
as to make one gasp at his cleverness. This trade delighted us boys as the man who was laid
low was a “tightwad” who in prayer meetings sang with great gusto, “I’m glad salvation’s
free.”The second of these evangelicals was a big, brusque, dark, and heavy man, with a
frontpiece so large that he could not bend over far enough to lace a shoe. He evaded this
difficulty by wearing shoes with elastic bands at the sides. Sometimes, when his shoes were in
dire need of a shine, he walked over to the store and asked me to help him out. For about a year
I was his occasional bootblack. He never dropped me a nickel. He did not go in much for
converting miscellaneous sinners for the reason that such an effort, he said, would be useless
before the church members had undergone a second religious experience which would keep
them free of any temptation to sin and thus assure them of “full salvation.” So he put in his time
“whipping” his congregation, as it was called, out of every sinful desire. The king, queen, and
jack on playing cards he denounced as “painted demons” and the rest of the pack as “hellspots.”
A cigar he picturesquely called “The tip end of the devil’s tail,” meaning thereby that if you just
touch the tail of the devil for a smoke, he will eventually get full control over you and stamp you to
death under his cloven hoofs.His hardest punches he gave his congregation the Sunday after
nearly everybody in the village—men, women, and children, myself among them—went to
Barnum’s Circus in Willimantic, eight miles down the road. He took as his text a sentence from
the Old Testament, probably from the Book of Judges: “They went a whoring after other gods.” At
any rate it was something like this. You say, he shouted in substance, that you went to the circus
so the children might see the animals. You know that you didn’t go there for the animals. You
went there to hear clowns sing. You went there to see girls in tights, almost naked, jump through
hoops, and so on. After each blow he repeated twice over, pounding the pulpit, the first part of
his text: “You went a whoring.” Then he enlarged his illustrations by accusing merchants of giving
short weights and short measures, three quarts for a gallon, twelve or fourteen ounces for a
pound, three pecks for a bushel, etc. When you do any of these things, “you go a whoring, you
go a whoring.” But for the intervention of the presiding elder, that ranting minister would have



been driven out of town. For us boys it was as good a show as the circus.I had, it is evident, no
particular reverence for the clergy. Their behavior I observed in the same objective manner as I
observed the behavior of lawyers, doctors, schoolteachers, farmers, millowners, and workmen.
They were all one to me. I had a great curiosity about the ways of men and women. I did not get
far behind the show of things into the real character of anyone. It may have seemed strange to
my generation that I had no understanding whatever of the significance of so-called “religious
experience.” More than once has the memory of those early years come back to me as I have
read about the conversion of great Christian philosophers and teachers: about Saint Paul on the
Damascus road, when there “shined round about him a light from heaven”; about the strange
voice Saint Augustine heard in a garden twice commanding him to open the Bible and read (tolle
lege, tolle lege) the first verse that should meet his eyes; and about John Wesley, who on
hearing one in a company of friends read Luther’s preface to the Epistle to the Romans, felt his
“heart strangely warmed” and received the assurance that he was saved “from the law of sin and
death.” When I read these great scenes in religious history and am thrilled by them I wonder
whether those men and women with whom I associated in boyhood and early youth were not
after all made better by their emotional religious experiences, even if many of them rapidly slid
backward into their old ways.Though my brother’s store was the center of my life for five or six
years, it should not be inferred that I was steadily employed as a clerk for more than short
periods, even during long summer vacations. As a rule, my brother had a more regular clerk. I
was in and out much as I pleased, receiving for my services $2 a week. In no appreciable way
did the store interfere with the pastimes of childhood and youth. I decided when I had reached
the age of twelve that I might well try a little business on my own account. At that time a local
farmer used to expatiate as he sat by the big stove in the store on the profit he was making by
hatching out chickens in a warm place such as a kitchen early in March and selling them as
broilers in June or July. This phrase of the chicken business, of course, would have been
impossible in my case. But it occurred to me that I could make a little money by dealing with
hens primarily for the eggs they might lay. Neither father nor mother had any objection to my
making the trial by using for the purpose some $25 which I had saved from picking and selling
huckleberries the summer before. They were surprised that I had so much ready cash, as I had
kept it safely locked from their sight in a tin box on a shelf in my bedroom. All went well. As soon
as spring arrived I erected against a ledge, with the assistance of several other boys, a rough
henhouse out of slabs from the sawmill with a large window in front which I discovered
somewhere. To me the building was a thing of beauty.To start the business, I bought seventeen
hens of mixed breed and a chanticleer as their companion and protector, paying 60¢ apiece for
them. My profit over all for the first year fell but little short of $40. The next year I increased my
stock and employed a carpenter to build for me a model henhouse, painted all over in white. So
well I prospered that I began to see happy visions. Already I had subscribed to the two leading
American poultry journals and had bought a little book “giving a complete description of all the
recognized varieties of fowls,” and that I might see with my own eyes some of the rare varieties



therein described I visited several poultry yards in eastern Connecticut and attended a big
poultry show in Hartford. By this time my own barnyard fowls were for me a sorry-looking lot. I
asked myself: Why shouldn’t I as well as others become a “poultry fancier,” breeding only very
rare or exotic varieties, selling eggs for hatching purposes, not at 30¢ a dozen by at $3 a dozen;
hens and roosters not at 60¢ apiece but at $5 or more apiece. This was the vision.To make so
important a transition from mongrel to full-blooded stock required large additions to the
henhouse with provision for separate pens and runs for different breeds, and a preliminary
outlay of $125 for fancy fowls and eggs for hatching my own chickens. This necessary
expenditure was underwritten by my mother. Though I experimented with a dozen different
varieties, I soon reduced the number to three or four of the rarest, for which there was a good
demand among poultry fanciers. These very rare birds I advertised in poultry journals and built
up a trade, as extant correspondence shows, extending as far south as Richmond, Virginia, and
as far west as Fort Wayne, Indiana. No one who dealt with me from such distances had any
notion that he was corresponding with a boy of fourteen or fifteen years. I advertised myself as
“W. L. Cross, Proprietor of the Gurleyville Poultry Yards.” One of my correspondents usually put
“Esq.” after my name on envelopes, perhaps because of the dignity displayed in my letters to
him. Involved in the joy I felt when so addressed was likely the jest of playing myself up as a full-
grown man.Certainly it was all a jest to those who watched me in the business. In killing ordinary
fowls for the market I adopted a new technique. The traditional way was to hold them by their
legs on a block and chop their heads off with an axe, letting the headless animals run and flop
about until they bled to death. Instead of doing this, I used to string a row of them by their legs on
a stout wire between two posts and, walking along the line with a sharp knife, take off a head at
each step. “Gawd,” drawled an old farmer as he saw one head after another go in quick
succession, “Gawd, look at that.”A few times I tried my skill as a surgeon on a valuable cock or
hen which had developed some disturbance of the digestive process whereby grain stuck in the
crop, never getting any further. These “crop-bound birds,” as they were called, always died if left
to themselves. I wondered whether they could not be saved by a surgical operation. As boys and
men stood round, I occasionally opened a swollen crop with a very sharp knife, thoroughly
cleaned it out, and then sewed it up with fine silk. The victim, though temporarily relieved, always
died in the course of a week. This, however, did not matter much. I had performed my great
showpiece as a poultry fancier. That was what counted.While I was picking up here and there a
few grains of amusing human knowledge in a byplay with cocks and hens, I made in 1876 a
decision, all my own, which was ultimately to determine my career. That year was observed
everywhere as the Centenary of the Declaration of Independence. I had attended town and
county celebrations. But my heart was set on a trip to the Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia,
the wonders of which were being told by returning visitors. My father promised to take me with
him in September. It was to be a three weeks’ visit with cousins living near Philadelphia whom I
had never seen. But on an evening late in August, my father remarked, as the family were at
supper, that next month a young lady was going to open a private school in a long-unoccupied



school building in a place we now call Storrs, a mile and a half up the hill. My father and mother
agreed that they would like to have me and my sister Agnes attend the school through the
pleasant autumn months, but that it could hardly be arranged this year as I was to be away in
Philadelphia, and my sister, only twelve years old, was too young to walk three miles a day
unless her brother were with her. The talk, I now surmise, was adroitly drifting along in this
manner so as to give me a chance to speak up, as they knew I would speak up before the meal
was over. Without hesitation I chose the school as against the Corliss engine and all the other
mechanical marvels of the great exposition. This was, in Dante’s phrase, the Great Decision of
my boyhood.Whitney Hall, where the school was to be conducted, was for me a large,
mysterious building, haunted by a strange story which I had heard many times over. It appears
that just after the Civil War a young man named Edwin Whitney, a graduate of the New Britain
State Normal School, opened a private school in a large rambling house south of the
Congregational Church of North Mansfield. In this undertaking he was assisted by Charles
Storrs. The school started out well with some thirty boys and girls, among whom was my sister
Adelaide. Not long after, however, the school was converted into an Orphans’ Home, partly
under the supervision of the State, for the benefit of orphans of veterans of the Civil War.
Unfortunately, Mr. Whitney admitted under pressure an incorrigible boy, who set fire to the
farmhouse, which was burned to the ground.The story of this bad boy is among my earliest
recollections. It was first told me in all its details by Mrs. Eunice Anderson, a sister, as I have said
elsewhere, of Charles Storrs, or by her husband, Dwight Anderson. For several years afterwards
I never saw either Mr. or Mrs. Anderson without asking that the story be repeated. Sometimes I
would ask each of them to tell it, one after the other, as their versions differed in some respects.
Before either of them began the story I had to describe at some length what an orphan is and
undergo a half-serious quiz on my own behavior towards my father and mother. The bad boy,
who had no father or mother, they said, was always in rebellion: he would obey none of the rules
of the institution, he would not work, he would not study his lessons, he found fault with the best
food that could be provided, he would tear up his warm bed and throw sheets and blankets out
of the window. One day towards evening he stole a card of parlor matches and lighted a pile of
shavings in a woodhouse attached to the main building and everything went up in a blaze. That
night all the children except him were gladly taken in by the neighbors. No one wanted the bad
boy. Finally the kindhearted Mrs. Anderson said that he might stay at her house for one night.
That evening he refused to eat a nice supper which she prepared for him. At eight o’clock she
tried to persuade him to go to bed. He said he wouldn’t go to bed and sulked in his chair. At nine
o’clock she tried to have him go to bed again with the same result. A little later she asked him if
he wouldn’t like a bowl of bread and milk and he “reckoned” that he would. When it was brought
to him as he sat by the table, he just tasted of it, made up a face at it, and then poured it all down
the chimney of a lighted kerosene lamp. In the darkness bread and milk flowed all over the table
and all over the floor, which Mrs. Anderson would say his wife always kept as bright and clean as
a mirror, in which you could see your face. This was the climax of a perfectly told story. “Wasn’t



he a bad boy?” I was always asked. “Yes, he was an awfully bad boy,” I was trained to reply.When
on a September morning in 1876 I walked for the first time into the schoolroom of Whitney Hall,
built on the site of the old farmhouse, I saw not the bad boy but a young woman who, I thought,
must be the most beautiful woman in the world. She had a plain name, Sarah Ann Smith, but
that did not occur to me. She had just graduated from Lasell Seminary. O dea certe.Miss Smith
greeted us with a short address in a voice that sounded like the song of a bird. Then she
proceeded to take each one of us in hand for a brief oral examination. Before the day was over
we were all assigned to classes in such studies as she deemed most appropriate. There was
nothing in this schoolroom that resembled a village district school. There was no turning
backward to review studies which we had several times gone over. The look was forward to new
fields. Apparently taking it for granted that I would some day go to college, she told me that I
should begin Latin and algebra at once. There will be also, she added, lessons in spelling,
practice in English composition, and in reading aloud prose and verse. All her advice I accepted
with glee. When my father returned form the Centennial Exposition I told him what studies I had
selected without being able to consult with him, and he seemed pleased. Evenings he quizzed
me on the work of the day, and he was so much interested in algebra that he took it up
himself.As algebra and Latin were entirely new subjects, the class moved on slowly, but we
moved nevertheless. Towards the close of the term we were reading Aesop’s Fables in Latin.
Never before had I written a composition. Now I was encouraged to write a brief one every other
day during the first month, and later once a week on topics agreed upon by Miss Smith and
myself. Some of these crude little pieces I preserved, usually because of the teacher’s written
comment on them. Everybody was then talking about the Indians, for General Custer and all his
men had been killed during the summer in a campaign against the Sioux. One of my two
compositions on the Indians was marked “good.” On one entitled “Hard Times” Miss Smith wrote
in pencil: “I like this particularly well as it sounds original and very sensible.” At her suggestion, I
wrote a composition, now lost, on my choice of a career, if I could have my own way. I took as my
title: “A Writer,” meaning an author of books and essays. She commended my ambition as
“laudable,” but said no more.Miss Smith, who had a well-trained voice, often recited for us the
most musical of poems such as Poe’s “The Bells” and “The Raven” in the hope, I daresay, that
we would catch the rhythms. So impressive to me was the grave rhythm of Bryant’s
“Thanatopsis,” as she rendered it, that I learned the poem by heart. But when I recited it to her in
private, she shook her head and made a true remark, that I did not grasp the meaning of the
poem. So she advised me to take for my next declamation something much simpler which had a
boy in it, like a sentimental poem attributed to Walter Colton, a Yale man, beginning “Old
Ironsides at anchor lay,” in which “little Hal, the captain’s son” is the hero. So well I learned this
poem that it has never left my memory.One morning late in the term there appeared in the
schoolroom with Miss Smith a smartly dressed young man who wore gold-rimmed eyeglasses
fastened with a silk cord to a buttonhole of his vest. Young as I was I knew what that meant. On a
day in “chill November,” a teacher whom we all loved and admired bade us good-by.A few days



later my father died. The last time I saw him in life was early on a bright frosty morning,
November 16, 1876. We met in a path in the “mowing” behind the house. He was returning from
the barn for breakfast, and I was on the way out to look after my fancy poultry. We stopped and
said “Good morning.” He remarked that he was going down to the gristmill after breakfast to help
out the miller for the day, but that in the evening we could talk over a plan he had in mind for
continuing my studies now that Miss Smith was giving up her school. What that plan was I never
knew. For about noon a messenger from the gristmill came running into the house to announce
that my father was dying. Within five minutes I was at the mill. My father had fallen unconscious
as he was carrying a small bag of meal in his arms through the door to throw it into a wagon.
Within a few minutes after my arrival he died as I stood with others by him. It was written of my
father: “No pleasanter spoken man resided within the town . . . his friends were many; and the
universal saying was a good and honest man was gone.” To me for the moment it seemed as if
the light which was to guide me onward had gone out, leaving me in darkness.
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Thomas Thornton, “Best autobiography I've ever read. Put down 'Life' by Keith and pick up a
truly marvelous life story of a former governor of Connecticut, among many other
accomplishments. He is at the head of the Down to Earth genre.”
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