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T H O M A S  B U R N H A M

H A RT F O R D ,  W I N D S O R  A N D  P O D U N K ,  C O N N E C T I C U T   ·   A B O U T  1 6 1 7 – 1 6 8 8

On Deeds, Coats, Courtrooms and Such

I am an American. I was born and reared in Hartford, in the 
State of Connecticut—anyway, just over the river, in the country. 
So I am a Yankee of the Yankees—and practical; yes, and nearly 

barren of sentiment, I suppose—or poetry, in other words.

M A R K  T WA I N ,  A  C O N N E C T I C U T  Y A N K E E  I N  K I N G  
A RT H U R ' S  C O U RT

T his chapter goes back further 
than any other in this book. Its subject is 
Thomas Burnham, of the Burnhams on

Daniel’s mother’s side, whom Daniel called “most 
likely” Erasthus Burnham’s ancestor and “the first 
American ancestor,” a man with “good informa­
tion about him.” Daniel had ordered a book 
about him, and he said plainly which part of the 
story was still “open.” Thomas Burnham, it turns 
out, left a great deal of paper behind him, and a 
remarkable share of it was written in courtrooms. 
This chapter tells his life in order from those 
records, and sets Daniel’s account beside them 
where the two meet.

The story begins on the Connecticut River, 
a generation before Thomas Burnham reached 
it. The first English settlement on the river 
came in 1633, when men from Plymouth Colony 
sailed upstream past a Dutch trading post, where 
today’s Hartford stands, and put up a trading 

house of their own at Windsor. The Dutch 
had two big guns at their post. The Plymouth 
men’s leader, William Holmes, sailed past them 
anyway, as a local historian put it, “with his house 
aboard.” The next English came for the grass. In 
1634 the congregation of the Reverend Thomas 
Hooker, at Newtown in Massachusetts, asked 
leave to move to Connecticut, and the first of 
their reasons was “their want of accommodation 
for their cattle.” An English guidebook published 
that same year described these same people as 
“very rich, and well stored with Cattell of all 
sorts,” which was rather the problem. In 1636 
most of them went overland to the place that 
would be called Hartford. A Massachusetts man 
explained the attraction in 1654: “a very fertill 
place upon the River of Canectico, low Land, and 
well stored with Meddow, which is greatly in es­
teeme with the people of New England, by reason 
the Winters are very long.” Meadow meant hay, 

T H E  L I N E  O F  D E S C E N T ,  A S  T H E  1 8 8 4  G E N E A L O G Y  G I V E S  I T

Thomas Burnham (about 1617–1688) =  Anna (Wright?)
↓

Thomas Burnham (1646–1726) =  Naomi Hull
↓

Charles Burnham (1690–1779) =  Lydia Williams
↓

Eleazur Burnham (1729–1815) =  Tryphenia King
↓

Phineas Burnham (1783–1830) =  Abigail Huntley
↓

Erastus Williams Burnham (1810–1854) =  Emeline Parsons
↓

Erasthus (Erastus W.) Burnham Jr. (1834–1921) =  Mary Devine
↓

and so to Daniel: see the next chapter
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T H O M A S  B U R N H A M

T H E  E A S T  S I D E  O F  T H E  G R E A T  R I V E R  ( I L L U S T R A T I O N )

and hay meant cattle, and cattle, he added, “were 
then at eight and twenty pound a Cow, or neare 
upon.”

The land across the river from Hartford al­
ready belonged to someone. The Podunk people 
held what is now East Hartford and South Wind­
sor, with a village near the mouth of the little river 
that still carries their name, a summer home by 
the water and a winter one a mile and a half east 
on the high ground. How many there were, no­
body wrote down with any confidence; estimates 
of their fighting men ran “from sixty to two 
hundred bowmen.” They had already had a hard 
decade. Smallpox struck in the spring of 1634, and 
the river sachem Natawanute “and almost all his 
band were swept away.” East Hartford’s historian 
names the Podunk sachems as Waginacut and 
Arramamet. Later came Tantonimo, who, the 
family genealogy says, had one eye. The English, 
meanwhile, multiplied. By a modern reckoning 
there were about 1,500 of them in the Connecti­
cut colony in 1640 and about 4,100 in 1650. By 
1690 there would be more than 21,000.

❧

In the autumn of 1635, a Thomas Burnham, aged 
eighteen, was entered on a ship’s list at Gravesend, 
on the Thames below London. The clerk headed 
it, on November 20, with the names of people “to 

be transported to the Barbadoes” aboard the ship 
Expedition. The men on it had taken the oaths of 
allegiance and supremacy and been examined by 
the town’s minister “touching their Conformitie” 
to the Church of England. Most of them were 
young; the commonest ages on the list are eigh­
teen and nineteen. Partway down comes “Tho: 
Burnham 18.” Two and a half centuries later the 
family’s genealogist found that line, decided it 
was “undoubtedly” his man, and so arrived at a 
birth year of 1617. He placed the family’s origins 
at Hatfield, in Herefordshire, on the strength of 
help from the vicar there and what he called “the 
English lady’s letter.” It may all be so. Nothing 
proves it, and modern genealogists have argued 
both for a different baptism, in Buckinghamshire 
in 1619, and against the Gravesend boy altogether. 
Daniel had his own figures. He had Thomas 
Burnham born in England “in the 1630s,” he said, 
and then, further on in the same answer, “let’s say 
1610.”

If the boy on the Expedition was he, he went 
first to an island where, as a man who lived there 
a decade later wrote, there were “three sorts of 
men, viz. Masters, Servants, and slaves,” and the 
servants, bound for five years, had “the worser 
lives.” Where Thomas Burnham actually spent 
the next thirteen years, and how he got from 
Barbados (if it was Barbados) to the Connecticut 
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River, no surviving record says. Thirteen years is 
a long time to leave blank, but the paper simply is 
not there.

❧

In the winter of 1648, Thomas Burnham was in 
Hartford, and the first thing the record shows 
him doing is standing surety for somebody else. 
At the Particular Court of December 7, 1648, 
one Mathias Trott was bound in twenty pounds, 
“and Thomas Burnham in a Recogniscance of 
10l,” that Trott would appear at the next court. 
It was a busy session. The same magistrates 
found a woman named Mary Johnson guilty, “by 
her owne Confession,” of “familliarity with the 
Deuill,” and freed one John Betts from a bond 
for good behavior. The General Court that week 
had ordered the constables to secure corn owed 
for the toll at Saybrook fort, because people were 
shipping it “out of the Riuer” before paying, and 
had set a day of humiliation “to seeke the face 
of the Lord.” It was not, on the whole, a festive 
December.

The colony he had joined ran on corn. Its 
wages were still fixed by law: a carpenter or a 
smith could take no more than twenty pence for 
a summer day of eleven hours. Not until March 
1650 did the court repeal the wage order and 
the price of corn together, settling what a bushel 
was worth when nobody had agreed otherwise: 
wheat at four shillings, peas at three, Indian corn 
at half a crown. Debts were paid in it. Hogs were 
banished from the east side of the river, “For 
the better preseruing corne and meadow” there, 
at two shillings a head for every offence. Even to­
bacco was regulated. No one under twenty might 
take it without “a Certificat” from someone 
skilled in physic, and no one at all might smoke 
“publicquely in the street,” and in the fields or 
woods only on a journey of “at lest 10 myles,” or 
at dinner, or once a day at most, and then “not 
in company wh any other.” Smoking, in other 
words, was for travelers and the solitary.

In September 1649 he was back in court, this 
time putting up ten pounds that “Rushmore, his 
man,” would appear and “carry good behauior.” 
The record explains why. A Thomas Wilkinson 
had been sent to prison “for disorderly carriage 
in the meeting-howse, vppon the Saboath day,” 

and “Thomas Rushmore, for the same crime, is 
committed allso with the former.” So the first 
servant of Thomas Burnham’s on record went 
to jail for misbehaving in church. His master, 
meanwhile, was suing. That autumn a jury gave 
him one pound eighteen shillings and twopence 
against John Bennett for debt, and in 1651 the 
court awarded him nine shillings and fourpence 
against Thomas Newell.

He had a house by then, in the middle of 
everything. Hartford’s land book, in an entry 
headed 1650, records “Land in Harttford vp on 
the Riuer of Coneckticott Belonging To Thomas 
Burnam & to his hiers for euer”: first, the parcel 
“on which his dwelling house now Standeth,” 
half an acre that had once been part of the meet­
inghouse lot, with the meetinghouse lot on the 
south. In another entry, his land and the prison 
yard are named together as the south bounds 
of a neighbor’s lot. Over the next dozen years 
he added meadow and woodland a few acres at 
a time, bought from neighbors. He married a 
woman named Anna (the genealogist thought 
her surname was Wright, and put a question 
mark after it), and they had nine children: 
Elizabeth, Mary, Anna, Thomas, John, Samuel, 
William, Richard and Rebecca.

❧

In the spring of 1653, Thomas Burnham was 
living on the west bank, in Hartford, and the far 
side of the river had settlers of its own. England 
and Holland were at war, the colony was in “a 
general alarm,” and that May the General Court 
let the men “of the East side of the greate Riuer” 
stop crossing to drill with the town and “traine 
their together” on their own side. Those east-side 
meadows had been divided among Hartford’s 
proprietors about 1640, and their hay and grain, 
as East Hartford’s historian put it, were “drawn 
across the river at times of low water.” The next 
March Governor John Haynes died in his sleep, 
“without being sick,” as Increase Mather noted 
of him and of New Haven’s governor alike, and 
in April the court seized the Dutch trading post 
at Hartford, “the Dutch howse the Hope,” in the 
name of the Commonwealth of England. The 
Dutch post, there since 1633, was disposed of in a 
single entry in the minutes.

9



T H O M A S  B U R N H A M

The river’s older neighbors had their own 
quarrels, and in May 1656 one of them came into 
the General Court at Hartford. A murderer had 
fled to the Podunk, and the Mohegan sachem 
Uncas, with his allies, demanded satisfaction: first 
ten lives, then six. The Podunk sachems offered 
wampum, which was refused. The court, tired 
of the speeches, pressed Tantonimo to give the 
man up, which he promised to do, “but priuately 
stole out of the Court & went wh the rest of the 
Sachems to Potunk forte.” The magistrates gave 
up on peace and settled for a warning: whatever 
the two sides did to each other, they were not to 
do it on the Hartford side of the river, or to the 
English houses on the other.

That year and the next show Thomas Burn­
ham settling into the town’s offices. In December 
1656 he sued William Kelsey for “wronging of 
hoggs with hunting of them,” damages twelve 
shillings. In February 1657 the town chose him a 
“chimney looker” for the north side, a fire inspec­
tor in a town that would soon let its chimney 
viewers “destrain” the goods of those who kept 
no ladders to their chimneys. In March he was 
sworn one of Hartford’s two constables, and in 
May he was “made free,” a freeman of the colony 
with a vote.

❧

In the autumn of 1658, Thomas Burnham was 
arguing other people’s cases. Daniel called him “a 
lawyer who came over to Connecticut,” and the 
genealogy agrees: “the records show him to have 
been educated, to have practiced as a lawyer, and 
to have been of a very determined character.” It 
is worth knowing what a lawyer was in Hartford 
in the 1650s, which is to say, very nearly nothing. 
When the colony framed its government in 1639 
it had one trained lawyer, Roger Ludlow of 
Windsor, and it did not hold itself bound by 
the common law of England. Everyone else who 
spoke for a neighbor in court was an “attorney in 
fact,” a person “usually without legal training,” 
allowed to speak “by special permission.” Con­
necticut did not license a single attorney at law 
until 1708.

On October 5, 1658, he appeared “as Attourney 
to Jer: Adams” in a suit against Samuel Wright 
Jr., of Northampton, for “deteining a parcel of 

Land,” damages a hundred pounds. Wright’s at­
torney was a man named Edward Elmer. The 
magistrates thought the matter might belong to 
the commissioners of the United Colonies, but 
both parties wanted a jury, and the jury, having 
heard it all, said “they find not evidence to deter­
mine the case” and handed it back to the bench. 
At the same court Wright sued Burnham himself, 
for a hundred pounds, “for vniust molesting 
him in his Journey.” Not every case went his 
way. In 1659 the magistrates found against him 
in a trespass suit; in 1660 a jury not only found 
against him in a suit over unpaid rent but made 
him pay the defendant’s damages, two pounds 
nine shillings. In October 1659 the General Court 
summoned him “to answ for his former cariage 
complayned of,” with a Lieutenant Bull to pros­
ecute.

❧

In the autumn of 1659, the commissioners of 
the United Colonies met at Hartford, and the 
Podunk were before them again. The Podunk 
had been away from their land, and two years 
earlier the commissioners had ordered that Uncas 
permit them to “Returne to theire dwellings and 
there to abide in peace,” free of any molestation 
from him or his. That same year the missionary 
John Eliot had preached to the Podunk leaders at 
Hartford. Their answer, as it was handed down, 
was: “No; you have taken away our lands, and 
now want to make us your servants.” Now the 
commissioners told Connecticut to remove “all 
such vnderhand dealing either by English or Indi­
ans” as kept the Podunk from their “Just rights.”

Thomas Burnham had business of his own 
across the river by then, or soon after. In 1658 or 
1659 (the sources differ by a year, and one says 
1660) he and a partner, Jacob Mygatt, made a 
bargain with Tantonimo for land at Podunk, “a 
tract of land now covered by the towns of South 
Windsor and East Hartford,” as the genealogy 
has it. Daniel’s version was simpler: he “bought 
a huge piece of land from the local Indians.” 
No record gives the price, which is a pity, since 
the price is usually the most interesting part of a 
bargain.

In February 1660, five months after the com­
missioners’ order, the General Court ordered that 
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“all the Podunk Indians shal peaceably enioy 
al their lands at Podunk,” citing the commission­
ers’ orders of ‘58 and ‘59 as its authority, and 
sent a committee to work out which land was 
Tantonimo’s own to part with. Whatever that 
proved to be, the court would confirm “to Thoms 
Burnam and his partners.” That April the com­
mittee found that part of the land belonged to the 
successors of another sachem, Foxen, and Burn­
ham was left with only what was Tantonimo’s 
own. A year later, in March 1661, the court gave 
him leave to farm the Podunk land while the 
Podunk were away from it, with their consent, 
and he undertook that whenever they wished 
to come back and plant it themselves, he would 
“freely, readily, and without any trouble, surren­
der the possession unto the Indians agayne.” In 
the court’s eyes, as the genealogist read them, his 
original bargain had been no more than a lease.

So he went to the people the court said owned 
it. On August 8, 1661, six Podunk men, Arrama­
ment, Alyes, Mesequas, Taquis, Quanainpeweth 
and Mamowaage, “proper owners of all ye lands 

at Podunk,” declared themselves “fully willing 
that Thomas Burnham shall enjoy all or land in 
Podunk,” and made over their right and title to 
“Thomas Burnam & his heirs,” for “divers good 
Considerations & five Coats to be delivered to 
us between this and October next.” The deed 
gives no acreage and no bounds. It is in Thomas 
Burnham’s own handwriting, except for the 
marks of the sellers and the names of the two wit­
nesses. Arramamet signed with a bow and arrow. 
One witness was John Allyn, who would later be 
the colony’s secretary. The other was a Hartford 
man named Bartholomew Barnard, which will 
matter in a few years. What the coats were made 
of, the deed does not say; in a Hartford inventory 
of 1647 a man’s wearing coat was valued at one 
pound five shillings and a coat of raccoon skins 
at ten.

The book Daniel had ordered prints this deed 
and the other Podunk papers in facsimile. It 
shows, he said, “all the treaties even with the 
Indian signatures, their signs.” He had his own 
word for how the land changed hands: the papers 

F I V E  C O A T S :  T H E  D E E D  O F  1 6 6 1
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showed, he said, “how he wheedled these Indians 
to give him rights to that land.” The two sides 
may not have meant the same thing by such 
papers. Writing of an earlier Connecticut deed, of 
1639, one historian notes how the sachems “man­
aged to protect essential hunting rights,” and 
how the colonists later “transformed” the paper 
into proof of English ownership. The Podunk 
deed itself speaks of Burnham’s right to use the 
land “during our absence.”

Other people’s property passed through his 
hands too. In 1661 the town recorded that 
Richard Lord had received “of Tho: Burnam” 
two hundred and eighteen pounds of the town’s 
lead, and in 1662 he was named one of three over­
seers of the estate of Matthias Treat of Wethers­
field. The court records’ modern index takes this 
Treat for the “Mathias Trott” whose appearance 
Burnham had guaranteed in 1648, his first day in 
the records.

❧

In the late winter of 1662, Thomas Burnham 
may have been in trouble with the General Court 
for the first time. That March the court fined 
a Mr. John Blackleach thirty pounds for “con­
temptuous expressions” against “severall psons in 
authority,” then, later in the same session, let him 
off. It found “too much appearance of preiudice 
in ye testimonies,” noted that the evidence had 
been got “by lying in wait,” and added that there 
was “reason to suspect that both Loveridge and 
Burnam are guilty of ye crime they testifie against 
Mr. Blackleich.” The record gives this Burnam no 
first name, and the chapter cannot supply one.

It was an anxious year in Hartford. There 
was a drought, and a sickness in the colony. A 
young woman named Ann Cole, “living in her 
father’s house,” was taken with fits in which, 
said the Boston minister Increase Mather, “her 
tongue was improved by a daemon,” and the 
voices named names. Two of the accused were 
tied hand and foot and thrown into the water to 
see whether they would float. They “apparently 
swam after the manner of a buoy.” A bystander, 
supposing that anyone tied up that way would 
float, offered to try it himself, and “immediately 
sunk right down.” The two suspects, Mather 
reports, “very fairly took their flight.” Others 

were not so lucky; a Hartford householder 
named Nathaniel Greensmith and his wife were 
hanged for witchcraft that winter. In October the 
colony’s new charter from King Charles was read 
out to the freemen at Hartford, and a day of 
thanksgiving was set for the charter, for “sending 
raine,” and for the “abatement of ye sicknes.”

That autumn the record finds him already 
farming across the river. In October the town 
gave a neighbor, William Williams, land at 
Podunk bounded by ground “now In ye manage­
ment of Thom: Burnam: wher ye fort Stood.” 
In November the town of Windsor, into whose 
bounds the Podunk land ran, agreed that “Thos. 
Burnham, of Hartford” might buy Podunk land 
on conditions: that he not prejudice the Indians’ 
rights, that he not “molest the Indians” in their 
living, and that if he made a bargain with them he 
build his house inside Windsor, where his estate 
could be taxed.

Windsor’s historian, two centuries later, could 
still point to where the Podunk fort had been: a 
rise “of some twenty-five feet, and about half an 
acre in extent,” just north of the Podunk stream 
where the road to Hartford crosses it, in the 
southwest corner of what is now South Windsor. 
South of the stream, beyond the swamp, was 
the Podunk burying ground. Whether that was 
the fort of the 1662 grant, or the “Potunk forte” 
to which Tantonimo had slipped away from the 
court in 1656, the records do not say.

❧

In the late winter of 1663, Thomas Burnham’s 
habit of speaking for other people caught up with 
him. A Wethersfield woman, Abigail Betts, the 
daughter of John Elderkin and the wife of John 
Betts, had said, in the court’s words, “Christ was 
a Bastard and she could proue it by scripture.” 
(A John Betts had been freed from a bond on 
Burnham’s first day in the records; whether it was 
the same man, no record says.) Under the colony’s 
laws, blasphemy that was “direct, expres,” or 
“high-handed” was punishable by death. Burn­
ham took up her cause, and took a bond from 
her for it. At the Quarter Court of March 5, the 
colony’s marshal, Jonathan Gilbert, complained 
“of Thomas Burnam for abusiue carriages to­
wards him in reference to Abigail Bets.” The 

12



T H O M A S  B U R N H A M

magistrates found his conduct “very Scandalous 
lascivious and pernicious.” A fuller charge, laid 
“Before the General Court” and printed by the 
genealogist, said the evidence showed his under­
taking “to save her neck,” that he had “actually 
seperated Husband and wife,” and that his car­
riage had been “Lascivious, Vile and abominable 
below and beyond all moderation of manhood.” 
His answer, as the clerk set it down: “Thomas 
Burnam returnes he hath noe more to Say he hath 
made his answer already in his pap[er].”

A further plea of his survives, in the 
genealogy’s printing. In it he insisted that the 
court had granted him an indictment and must 
hold to it, “For if this Ancor fail me I shall cast 
out noe other of Human help whethersoever my 
Distressed Bark bee driven,” and closed, “I crave 
Justice according to Law,” signing himself “a 
Subject and Denason of England.” The court sent 
him to the prison keeper, took away his freedom 
of the colony, and forbade him from then on 
to plead “any causes or cases in this Civil Court 
except his owne.” A Jonathan Deming, “for his 
miscarriage in accompanying Thomas Burnam 
in his evil practices,” was bound in ten pounds. 
John Betts lost his own freedom and was fined 
thirty shillings “for severall lies spoken by him,” 
and the bond Abigail had given Burnham was to 
be returned. Abigail herself was to be guarded “as 
a Malefactor to ye place of Execution wearing a 
rope about her neck and to ascend vp the ladder 
at ye Gallowes to ye open veiw of Spectators that 
all Israill may hear and feare,” and then handed 
over to her father’s “tuition and Gouerment.” It 
was a shaming, not a hanging.

Burnham appealed at once to the General 
Court, which allowed a Mr. Pitkin to plead for 
him. The hearing had a moment of its own: Mr. 
Pitkin announced that if he could not make a new 
plea he “wil throw vp the case,” then recalled his 
words, “and ye Court passeth them by.” The As­
sembly upheld the sentence and saw “noe cause 
to make any alteration thereof.” Two months 
later the court ordered the Wethersfield recorder 
to cancel John Betts’s deed of gift to his wife of 
half his estate. A later genealogist recorded that 
the Bettses were divorced in 1672.
⟦BRIDGE: Daniel never mentioned the Betts 

case. Still, it is hard not to notice that the first 

Burnham in the records spent a good part of his 
life arguing with the authorities, and insisting on 
the law’s own terms while he did it.⟧

None of it slowed his dealings at Podunk. 
In April 1663, a month after the sentence, he 
exchanged a parcel of land with “arramamat 
& podunk Indians,” giving one in Hartford’s 
bounds for one in Windsor’s that ran down to the 
Podunk River, marked off by “meer stones and 
Seuerall marked Trees between the Sd Thomas 
burnham & ye Indians Land.” The new parcel 
lay in Windsor’s bounds, in what is now South 
Windsor. Two years later, at the election court 
of May 11, 1665, the record notes in a single line: 
“Thomas Burnam is re-admitted to his freedom.”

❧

In the spring of 1666, Thomas Burnham had a 
new fight on his hands. Jacob Mygatt, his old 
partner in the Tantonimo bargain, sold his half 
to William Pitkin and Bartholomew Barnard, the 
same Barnard who had witnessed the deed of 
1661, and they asked for the land to be divided. 
Burnham would not give up possession. At one 
point, by the genealogy’s account, his wife, “with 
a company of men and women,” drove Barnard 
and Pitkin’s workmen off the land. In October 
1666 a jury found for Pitkin and Barnard, “a devi­
sion of land according to disbursmts.” Burnham 
asked for a review, and in March 1667 the second 
jury found “neither for Pltf. nor Defendt.,” 
which the General Court decided did not undo 
the first. That year the court also ordered that 
anyone who spoke for a person on trial, except 
on a point of law and with leave, should pay ten 
shillings, “or sit in ye stocks one hour, for every 
such offence.”

The end came in May 1668. Pitkin and Barnard 
were to “stand quiatly possessed of the sayd land, 
against any clayme or pretence of claime from 
Thomas Burnam for the future; only Thomas 
Burnam is to haue liberty to reap that wheat that 
is groweing on the land, and to have the pease, he 
payeing rent for the pease after eight shillings per 
the acre.” The court called this “a finall issue of 
the controuersy about the Podunk lands.” That 
October Burnham petitioned to be heard again. 
The court declined, “because that matter had re­
ceived a finall issue in the Genl Court, May last.”
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❧

In the autumn of 1669, Thomas Burnham was 
a Windsor man. When the colony counted its 
freemen that year, he was listed not at Hartford 
but among the 113 “freemen that liue within the 
limits of Windsor,” which was where Windsor 
had told him, in 1662, to build his house if he 
bought at Podunk. On the same list was Edward 
Elmer, his opponent’s attorney of 1658, who had 
come back from Northampton to a large tract at 
Podunk and was the only freeman of his name in 
the town.

The river was still the road, and not a safe one. 
In January 1670 three Windsor wives who had 
crossed the river “upon a necessary and neigh­
bourly account” were coming home by canoe 
when the upper ice came down on them “near 
the middle of the river” and broke the canoe to 
pieces; all were brought off alive, one of them, 
Mather noted, “big with child.” In 1670 the east-
side farmers of Windsor, Hartford and Wethers­
field asked to be excused from fencing their land, 
after “the blasting the corne the harvest past” and 
a winter so “unseasonable” that they could not 
get their fencing done. That February, after years 
of quarrel, thirty-one members of Hartford’s 
church and their families left to form a Second 
Church; no other town in New England except 
Boston yet had more than one. Which church, if 
either, the Burnhams kept to, no record gathered 
here says.

His children were marrying. On June 28, 
1671, by the Windsor return, “William sonn of 
Thomas Burnam” married Elizabeth, daughter 
of Nathaniel Loomis. He kept buying land too, 
now from English neighbors: seventy-two acres 
from John Marsh “on the wilderness on the 
East,” twelve from Thomas Blachley and sixty 
from John Church, recorded in 1674. That year 
Hartford made its school free to the town’s chil­
dren, and the next spring, when the Windsor line 
moved, lot-holders on the east side were compen­
sated from the triangle of land “between Windsor 
Bownds & Thomas Burnams lott.” His lot had 
become a landmark.

❧

In the summer of 1675, Thomas Burnham’s lands 
lay on the east side of the river, which was about 

to become the wrong side of it. The war that the 
English called King Philip’s War broke out across 
New England, and the Podunk joined Philip. In 
July a minister at Norwich passed on a warning 
from Uncas: “you haue many Narragansetts liv­
ing some at Potunk & some at Hokkanum &c. 
and they will proove false to you.” On October 
5, at Springfield, up the river, thirty-two houses 
were burned. That same day the Council at Hart­
ford ordered the people of Windsor, Hartford 
and Wethersfield to bring in their corn from the 
east side of the river under arms, “this being a 
time for all priuat interest to be layd aside to pre­
serue the pub: good,” and to name places “where 
the women and children are to be” at an alarm. 
His son Richard, by the genealogy, served that 
winter in the Narragansett expedition.

In February 1676 the Council ordered every­
one on the east side of the river to gather, with 
their cattle and hay, into a few fortified houses, 
“provided in every garrison there be six men at 
least,” and that no other place on that side “doe 
remayn inhabited.” One of the houses named 
was “Tho: Burnham’s.” In March a war party 
“burned great part of Simsbury.” In June 1676 
Edward Elmer, his old courtroom opponent and 
fellow Windsor freeman, was killed by Indians, 
“probably at Podunk.” When a captive was exam­
ined that August, the colony’s secretary wrote 
down the question and the answer: “Who killd 
G: Elmore at Podunck? He was one of them him­
selfe; there was 9 in company.” For the Podunk, as 
East Hartford’s historian put it, few survived the 
war, “and it was virtually their end as a nation.”

Land came to him by another road as well. 
Joshua, a son of Uncas, had married Arramamet’s 
daughter and been given his father-in-law’s lands 
at Podunk, and in his will he left a great tract 
east of Hartford to a number of English heirs, 
Thomas Burnham among them. In Hartford, the 
town’s ordinary business went on. In December 
1676 it hired a man to sweep the meetinghouse, 
dig graves, and ring the bell on the Sabbath, 
for town meetings, “& at Nine of the clock at 
nights,” for seven pounds a year.

❧

In the winter of 1677, his eldest son, Thomas, 
married Naomi Hull of Killingworth, and on 
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T H E  G A R R I S O N  A T  P O D U N K  ( I L L U S T R A T I O N )

April 16, 1678, at Windsor, their son Thomas 
was born. The Podunk land was being parcelled 
out around him. Arramamet was dead by Octo­
ber 1677, when the Assembly set a committee 
to decide which planting lands at Podunk “shall 
belong to Aramamet his heires, and what shall 
belong to the other Indians,” and another to run 
the line between Burnham’s upland and Joseph 
Fitch’s. In May 1678 Burnham complained of 
“some wrong done him by the serving of an 
execution vpon his land at Podunck”; the court 
had the land measured, heard him and Barnard, 
and saw “no cause to make any alteration.” In 
1679 he bought two more acres at Podunk, “in 
Indian Meadow,” from Shebosman and Noames 
for six pounds, and settled a quarrel with William 
Williams by arbitration, which gave him, among 
other things, a strip of land six rods wide and 
three miles long.

In July 1680 the colony described itself to the 
Lords of Trade in London, and the answers give a 
rare picture of the world he farmed in. Labor was 
dear, two shillings “and somtimes 2sh. 6d. a day, 
for a day labourer,” and provisions cheap: wheat 
four shillings a bushel, peas three, butter sixpence 
a pound. Ships of fifty or sixty tons, “sometimes 
80 tun,” could go sixty miles up the river to 
Hartford, which owned exactly one ship, of 
ninety tons. The colony’s wheat had been “much 

blasted” and its “pease spoyled with wormes for 
sundry years past,” which hurt its trade. What it 
had to sell was “Wheat, Peas, Ry, Barly, Indian 
Corn, and Porck, Beif,” with wool, cider, tar, 
pipe staves and horses, most of it “transported to 
Boston, and there bartered for cloathing,” and a 
little to Barbados and Jamaica for “suger, cotton 
wool and rumme.” Wheat and peas, it will be 
remembered, were the two crops the court had let 
him keep in 1668.

The same answers were careful to add that 
there were “but fewe servants amongst us, and 
less slaves, not above 30,” and that beggars and 
vagabonds were “not suffered.” That December 
the town gave his son Richard land “to build an 
house and shopp on.”

He was still pushing at the lines. In 1682 a 
warrant required that Burnham be warned “to 
forbarre any further meddling with any of the 
land at Podunke that lyes abov the line” laid out 
by the Hartford and Windsor men. “Burnham,” 
his town’s historian observed two centuries later, 
“was not a man to acquiesce with the decision of 
any court.” That spring Hartford at last set up 
a proper ferry, with “a suffitiant Boate ffor the 
passaige of Horse and man” and a canoe for single 
passengers: a penny in silver for a townsman on 
foot, threepence with a horse, and more after 
dark.
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❧

In the summer of 1683, the river came over its 
banks twice. “In the spring time, the great river 
at Connecticut useth to overflow,” Mather wrote, 
“but this year it did so after Midsummer, and 
that twice.” The second flood, on August 13, 
rose twenty-six feet above the usual marks and 
carried away “the grass in the meadows, also the 
English grain,” and Windsor and Hartford were 
among the “extream sufferers”: “some who had 
hundreds of bushels of corn in the morning, at 
night had not one peck left for their families 
to live upon.” That same August a “malignant 
feaver” was “very severe thro this Colony”; in 
Windsor alone, fifteen deaths were recorded that 
month. Mather also reported, from about the 
same time, the case of a Hartford man named 
Nicholas Desborough, who after a quarrel “about 
a chest of clothes” was pelted by stones and “cobs 
of Indian corn” until arbiters ordered him to give 
the clothes back. Hartford, more practically, paid 
twelve shillings a head for wolves.

The Podunk were still asking for what was 
theirs. In October 1686, “In answer to the peti­
tion of the Podunck Indians,” the court set a 
committee to examine “the rights of the land at 
Podunck, to whom it doth belong,” and mean­
while to stop all sales of it. The same session 
ordered the proprietors of the east-side meadow 
in Windsor to dig a drain “from Podunck River 
throughout the whole feild.” In February 1687 
Burnham bought thirty-one acres from Richard 
Risley. That October Sir Edmund Andros arrived 
to take over the government of Connecticut for 
King James, crossed at the Wethersfield ferry, and 
“came to Hartford, where he was received with all 
respect.” (The story that the charter was spirited 
away that night and hidden in a hollow tree came 
later; what is certain is that the charter was never 
surrendered.)

In May 1688 a Hartford town meeting was still 
appointing a committee “to treat with Thomas 
Burnham, senior, upon his claim to the lands on 
the East side the Great River.” He died a month 
later, on June 24, 1688, by the probate record.

❧

Shortly before he died, Thomas Burnham sent 
for Colonel John Allyn and for Caleb Stanly, and 

asked Allyn to write his will. (A John Allyn had 
witnessed the deed of 1661.) He gave his house 
and home lot to his youngest daughter, Rebecca; 
“his plowing Land in Podunk Meadow” to his 
sons Thomas, John and Samuel, “to be equally 
divided among them”; land near Podunk Brook 
to his daughter Mary Morton, and the Risley land 
to his daughter Anna Gaines for her life, then to 
one of her sons; to a grandson, Thomas Gaines, 
“all his right in the Land he had in Partnership” 
with a Mr. Lord “at the saw Mill”; and “some 
small Legacies to his sons Richard & William.” 
His wife, Ann, was to be executrix. His inventory 
came to sixty-nine pounds, six shillings and six­
pence. Other land he had already made over to his 
children by deed of gift.

Then the will disappeared. In June 1690 
Rebecca’s husband, William Mann, complained 
that it had never been exhibited, and the court 
sent warrants. Anna, ill and, by her own account, 
lame, answered with a letter to Allyn, signed 
with her mark. “Thes ffew Lines are to Lett 
you understand my Ssorrowffull Condishon,” it 
begins. “I have bene weke and Lame a long time,” 
and her son-in-law “did make so much trobell 
by ye athority in Sending up ye marshall, and by 
Souerving Warnts on all my Children.” As for the 
will: “Ye writin which my son Will man took, I 
know not what was in it, for I never heard it read. 
My son Will man asked me to se ye writing. I told 
him he mit. So when he had it he took it and put 
it in his pocit with out my Leveffe.” The court 
found that “the Will could not be found,” and 
accepted instead the inventory and Caleb Stanly’s 
testimony to what it had provided. No other 
words of hers appear in the records gathered here. 
She died on August 5, 1703.

❧

The land, at least, he had tied to the family. The 
genealogist printed the proviso from his deeds of 
gift to his children, binding each “not to make 
any sale or other alienation of ye above sd land 
except it be to some of his own brothers or their 
children.” Daniel said much the same in his own 
way: the land “still stayed in the family all those 
years,” he said, though it “was parceled to differ­
ent sons and daughters.” The records bear him 
out. In 1707 Hartford empowered a committee 
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“To Treat with the Burnhams” over their claim 
to five miles of land on the east side of the river, 
and in 1719, when the Windsor line was finally set­
tled, the heirs of Thomas Burnham and William 
Williams were given three hundred acres to make 
up for what the line had cut off. When his son 
John made his will in 1721, he left one son “10 
acres of meadow land … the east end to be at the 
upland, the west end at Podunk River,” and the 
rest of his Podunk Meadow to three more. The 
eldest son, Thomas, made his in 1726, leaving his 
wife Naomi “my red cow,” and to his son Charles, 
the next link in the line, “all my shop tools,” his 
carts and plows and all his “horse kind.”

Daniel described the purchase as “almost the 
whole town of South Windsor.” The towns came 
later: East Windsor was set off from Windsor in 
1768, East Hartford from Hartford in 1783, and 
South Windsor from East Windsor in 1845, after 
a town meeting voted 138 to 32 to split. By then 
what the family held was smaller than the old 
claim, but it was still there. In 1884 the genealogist 
described Burnham Meadow, “200 acres, more 
or less,” lying across the line between East Hart­
ford and South Windsor, and said that much of 
this part of the estate had stayed with Thomas 
Burnham’s descendants “through seven and eight 
generations.” The old Podunk burying ground 
lay on a Burnham farm.

Daniel’s own tie to that land ran through his 
grandfather, William Krug, and through Krug’s 
grandfather, Erasthus Burnham. When Krug was 
young and Erasthus was in his sixties and seven­
ties, Daniel said, the two spent a lot of time to­
gether, at Erasthus’s beach property in Old Lyme 
and at “his farm in South Windsor,” and “he’d 
hear these stories.” Relatives later gave Erasthus’s 
letters to a museum, and with them some five 
hundred objects which, as Daniel told it, “went 
back to the days when his family had traded and 
bought the property,” the land in South Windsor 
that the family had from the Podunk.

❧

Daniel could place the later Burnhams in South 
Windsor himself. Erasthus Burnham Jr. was born 
in 1834, and South Windsor, he said, was “where 
he and his father were”; the father “was born 
there in 1810.” What he could not show was the 

thread back. “So what is open is the connection 
between the ancestor Thomas, who was born in 
England,” he said, and the South Windsor Burn­
hams. He thought he knew the answer; Thomas 
“has to be the direct ancestor,” he said, because 
“there’s no other way that could have happened 
with the Burnham,” and later, “I think we’re 
directly related.” Still, it was he who called the 
link open. He had ordered the genealogy, and 
he thought it could be found online as well, 
as a PDF, “but it’s harder to read.” Thomas 
Burnham, he said, was “a noteworthy relative and 
everybody wants to see if they’re related to him.” 
The 1884 book does print the line, father to son, 
from Thomas down to an Erastus W. Burnham 
of South Windsor, born April 15, 1810, and to his 
son Erastus, born April 28, 1834. The wills prove 
its first two links. For the rest, the book is the only 
authority found.
⟦BRIDGE: The Burnham line was the one 

he could not close himself.⟧ There was another 
he could. On his wife Regina’s side, Daniel said, 
there were “two ancestors there that are directly 
traceable” to the Mayflower, so that his grand­
children qualified as sons or daughters of the 
Mayflower “two times over.” He spoke of a direct 
descent from “the spiritual head of the pilgrims,” 
and of a forebear whose house “still stands,” right 
next to Miles Standish’s. People in Regina’s family 
had done the work, especially her grandmother, 
who was so interested in genealogies, he said, 
“that we have it all pinned down.”

❧

What Thomas Burnham left behind, in the end, 
was paper: a bond for a servant who misbehaved 
in church, a deed in his own hand with a bow and 
arrow on it, the minutes of his lawsuits, won and 
lost, a plea to his judges for justice according to 
law, and a will that vanished into a son-in-law’s 
pocket. His widow signed with a mark; his son’s 
will left a red cow. In 1884 a descendant gathered 
what he could of it into a book, with the deed 
reproduced in facsimile, and a copy of that book 
was on its way to Daniel when he told this story. 
The meadow was still in the family when it was 
printed. Whether the line of fathers and sons in 
it runs true all the way down to Erasthus, the 
records gathered here can prove only for its first 
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steps. Daniel thought it “has to be” so, and he was 
also the one who called it “open.” For now, that is 
where it stands: a good deal of paper, a meadow, 
and one honest question.
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On Whales, Bandits, Bone Saws and Such

Whenever I find myself growing grim about the mouth; whenever 
it is a damp, drizzly November in my soul; … then, I account it 

high time to get to sea as soon as I can.

H E R M A N  M E L V I L L E ,  M O B Y - D I C K

Bearing the bandages, water and sponge,
Straight and swift to my wounded I go,

WA LT  W H I T M A N ,  T H E  WO U N D - D R E S S E R

T his chapter is family lore. It is the 
story of Daniel’s great-great-grandfather, 
Erasthus Burnham, as it came down the

family: from the old man to his grandson, 
William Burnham Krug, who spent years at his 
side, and from Krug to Daniel, who spent much 
of his own boyhood with Krug. A story that trav­
els that far changes on the way, and Daniel knew 
it. “My thought was, oh, yes, my grandfather 
taught me that and told me that,” he said, and he 
wondered how anyone could prove it. As it turns 
out, a good deal of it can be proved and some of 
it cannot. Where the records and the family part 
company, this chapter says so.

The story begins on the Connecticut River. In 
the middle of the 1800s the river ran through farm 
country all the way down to Long Island Sound, 
and at its mouth stood New London, one of the 
great whaling ports of the world. For a time only 
New Bedford sent more ships after whales. Whale 
oil lit the lamps of America, and sperm oil, which 

burned clean and ran fine and slick, greased its 
machines. Daniel put it more grandly: whaling 
“actually encouraged the Industrial Revolution 
by being able to oil gears and so forth.”

Up the river, in South Windsor, on April 28, 
1834, Erastus Williams Burnham and his wife, 
Emeline, had a son and gave him his father’s 
name. He was the first of their eleven children. 
The family would call him Erasthus; his wife, one 
day, would call him Bill. His father farmed, and 
was for a time the foreman of a brad factory. It 
was farm country, and farm work was what a boy 
could look forward to. Daniel understood the 
appeal of the alternative. “Say you’re 12, 14 years 
old and you want to do something,” he said. “And 
all you have to look for is drudgery on a farm.”

The Burnham name turns up early in a 
shopkeeper’s books. A storekeeper named Henry 
M. King kept a day book of his customers from 
November 1841 to February 1849, with what 
each one bought and what it cost, and among 

T H E  L I N E  O F  D E S C E N T

Erastus Williams Burnham (1810–1854) =  Emeline Parsons
↓

Erasthus (Erastus W.) Burnham Jr. (1834–1921) =  Mary Graham Devine, m. 1855
↓

Agnes Maria Burnham (b. 1862) =  Wilhelm Friedrich Krug (d. 1938)
↓

William Burnham Krug (1894–1967), “Grandfather Krug” =  Elizabeth Cofer
↓

Daniel’s mother (b. 1920) =  John St. John (b. 1921)
↓

Daniel St. John (b. 1943) =  Regina
↓

Alex, Rex and Yana
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the names is Erastus W. Burnham. The ledger’s 
subjects run to dry goods, groceries and tobacco. 
Which Erastus it means, the catalogue does not 
say, but the son was seven when the book was 
opened, and the father is the likelier customer.

❧

In the summer of 1851 he went to sea. On June 
21 a clerk at New London wrote him onto the 
crew list of the whaleship Hannibal as “Erastus 
W. Brunham,” of South Windsor, eighteen years 
old, five feet six, light complexion, light hair. The 
Hannibal was a ship of 441 tons, built in New 
York in 1821 and so already thirty years old, owned 
by Benjamin Brown’s Sons of New London. Her 
captain was Jeremiah Lester Jr., a Waterford man 
of twenty-eight. Of the thirty-one men on the 

list, ten had been born in the Azores. Three days 
later she sailed for the North Pacific. Whaleships 
were provisioned for up to four years, and by then 
the average voyage lasted forty-six months: out 
through the Atlantic, around Cape Horn or the 
Cape of Good Hope, and up into the Pacific to 
wherever the whales were. Which cape the Han­
nibal took, no surviving record says.

A green hand lived in the forecastle, a narrow 
three-cornered room under the deck in the bow, 
lined with bunks. One young man who shipped 
out a few years earlier found his “black and slimy 
with filth, very small, and as hot as an oven,” 
and full of “tainted meat, Portuguese ruffians, 
and sea-sick Americans.” The men stood watch 
four hours on and four off. They ate salt meat, 
hard biscuit and molasses; the same writer noted 
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the “well-fed cockroaches in my molasses” and 
allowed that they sometimes gave it a rich flavor. 
The high point of the week was duff, a boiled 
flour pudding, and the men sang about it at the 
windlass.

The first stop was the Azores, the Western 
Islands, where American whalers took on fresh 
food and, often, fresh men. The Hannibal called 
at Fayal on July 26 with nothing yet to show 
for the voyage, and again on August 11 to land 

T H E  V O Y A G E  O F  T H E  H A N N I B A L ,  1 8 5 1 – 1 8 5 4
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sixty-five barrels of sperm oil for shipment home; 
the Vesper of New London was there landing 
oil at the same time. Erasthus wrote home that 
summer, and his letters mention the island of 
Flores. Trade there ran on barter; a few years 
earlier a whaler at Flores had bought three thou­
sand onions, two hundred eggs and four dozen 
cabbages for a single barrel of oil. On August 20, 
while the Hannibal was in those waters, a sperm 
whale in the Atlantic smashed a whaleboat of the 
New Bedford ship Ann Alexander “to fragments 
no larger than a common chair” and then sank 
the ship. Two months later a New York writer 
named Herman Melville published a very long 
novel about a whale that sank a ship. Moby-Dick 
came out in London in October and New York in 
November, sold poorly, and earned its author, in 
the end, $556.37.

No report of her survives for the next five 
months, and which way she went is not known. 
In January 1852 she turned up at Mangonui, on 
New Zealand’s Doubtless Bay, with ninety barrels 
of sperm oil and two hundred of whale, bound 
for the Northwest Coast.

For the Hannibal, wherever the whales were 
meant the far north. Three years earlier a Sag 
Harbor captain named Thomas Roys had taken 
his ship through the Bering Strait and found the 
vast herds of bowhead whales, and the fleet had 
followed him: fifty ships in 1849, and in 1852, the 
peak, two hundred and twenty-four. A bowhead 
could yield more than a hundred and fifty barrels 
of oil and a ton or more of baleen, the springy 
“bone” that stiffened corsets and hoop skirts. In 
the Arctic summer the sun barely set, and the first 
whale ever taken there was killed at midnight. 
In fog the ships called to one another with bells, 
guns, horns and by pounding on empty casks. 
Not all of them came home. That July a New 
London ship, the Superior, went ashore on the 
Siberian coast in thick fog while boiling out a 
whale. On August 18 two ships reported speaking 
the Hannibal, one crediting her with thirteen 
whales and the other with eleven. On August 31 
the Betsey Williams of Stonington met her north 
of the Bering Strait, and whoever kept that ship’s 
log wrote, “Spoke the Hannibal of New London 
Captain Lester 11 whale,” and drew a little ship in 
the margin. Two days later, off Cape Thaddeus in 

the Gulf of Anadyr, Captain Lester wrote home: 
1,700 barrels, all well, but nine whales lost to bad 
irons and lines. He was bound south to cruise for 
sperm whales on the Line, and expected to be at 
Hong Kong in February.

The work was filthy. A whale was killed from a 
small boat, towed alongside and cut up on deck, 
and the blubber, sliced into what the men called 
Bible leaves, was boiled down in the try-works, 
great iron pots set in brick amidships, whose fires 
at night made the ship look as if she were burning. 
The men fried their biscuit in the boiling oil, 
and made fritters from the whale’s brains when 
the steward was feeling generous. The rest — 
the offal, the rot, the smell — had to be lived 
with. “So the main thing it took,” Daniel said, 
“was a good iron stomach.” The pay was worse. 
A green hand’s share, or lay, was about one two-
hundredth of the catch, which worked out to 
around twenty cents a day, when a laborer ashore 
made ninety; and a man could finish four years at 
sea owing the ship for the clothes he had bought 
from it.

It was dangerous as well as filthy. On Septem­
ber 29 Erasthus wrote to his parents from what 
he called the Kamchatka Sea, and his letter names 
the ship Vesper of New London and her captain, 
Edward Howes, whom the family knew as Cap­
tain House. Howes came from Glastonbury, the 
next town down the river from South Windsor, 
and on July 15 that summer he had been killed by 
a whale. The Kamchatka Sea was Russian water; 
Alaska itself would stay Russian until 1867, when 
the United States bought it for $7.2 million. The 
whalers sailed past the Pribilof Islands, where, 
more than a century later, Daniel would spend 
three years of his own.

❧

In the autumn the fleet came south. On Novem­
ber 20, 1852, the Hannibal anchored at Ascension 
Island, as the whalers called Pohnpei, in the Car­
oline Islands. It was a favorite stop, for its chiefs’ 
hospitality and for its prices: a hog cost five dollars 
in tobacco. It was also a favorite place to jump 
ship. Some hundred and fifty beachcombers lived 
ashore, deserters and castaways mostly, and one 
recaptured runaway had made his second escape 
by paddling ashore in the captain’s wooden 
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bathtub. The first American missionaries had 
arrived ten weeks before the Hannibal and been 
unnerved by the rowdy beachcombers who met 
their ship begging for tobacco. The Hannibal 
sailed on December 3 to cruise on the Line, passed 
the island again on January 15 bound for Hong 
Kong, and reached Hong Kong in February 1853, 
in company with three other American whalers.

Hong Kong, as Daniel explained, was a com­
mon stop for the whalers: it was British, so money 
could be changed and stores taken on. The Han­
nibal stayed about three weeks. Captain Lester 
sent twenty thousand pounds of whalebone 
home to New York aboard the Annie Bucknam, 
and on February 27 the ship sailed north again. It 
was her only call at Hong Kong that year, and it 
was there that Erasthus and the Hannibal parted 
company. The family’s version is that the crew, 
unhappy with their treatment, mutinied. Daniel 
guessed it was the quiet kind: they went ashore 
for supplies and never went back. “But that’s 
something that could be seen from his letters,” he 
said. If so, he had plenty of company. The average 
whaleship of the time lost nearly two-thirds of 
the crew she sailed with before she got home, and 
about three men in ten deserted.

Hong Kong in 1853 was a raw place to land. 
Britain had taken it from China only eleven 
years before, and the colony’s police were, by the 

force’s own later account, “chaotic, disorganised 
and made up of largely suspect individuals.” Pi­
rates worked the harbor and burglars the streets 
at night. A stranded Yankee sailor who could 
stand up straight was, evidently, police material, 
and Erasthus joined the force: a British bobby, as 
Daniel put it.

One day on patrol, as the family told it, seven 
bandits jumped him. They stabbed him seven 
times in the back and threw him off a bridge. He 
lived, and years later he could still show his grand­
son the scars. It was the day on which everything 
after it depended. “If he hadn’t made it through 
this,” Daniel said, “none of us would exist.”

About six weeks after the Hannibal sailed, the 
United States Navy came in. At sunset on April 
7, 1853, the steam frigate Mississippi anchored at 
Hong Kong with Commodore Matthew Perry 
aboard, on his way to open Japan, and in the 
months that followed the Commodore made the 
colony his squadron’s depot. The expedition’s 
official narrative found the town “a picture of 
busy activity,” its harbor “crowded with the ship­
ping of all nations,” and its population, counted 
to the last soul, 14,671. It also noted what kept 
a policeman busy. Several piracies were “commit­
ted almost under the guns of the vessels-of-war,” 
and the land pirates were “as expert at picking 
and stealing as the most accomplished thieves and 
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pickpockets of New York or London.” One of 
the Mississippi’s lieutenants, stepping into a hired 
boat at twilight, was seized amid a crowd that 
went for his watch; “his Pickwickian rotundity of 
form saved the watch, but the chain was carried 
off in triumph.”

Perry went up to Edo Bay that July with four 
ships and a letter from the President, came back 
to Hong Kong, and on January 14, 1854, sailed 
from there again, by way of Lew Chew, for Japan; 
on March 31 he had his treaty. A biographical 
encyclopedia printed about 1922, in its article on 
Erasthus’s youngest son, says that Erasthus “saw 
Commodore Perry’s fleet on its memorable voy­
age to Japan in 1854.” Nothing else records it. The 
fleet, at least, was there to be seen.

The Hannibal went on without him. She 
spent the summer of 1853 back in the Arctic, 
where she took only two or three whales, and 
on October 22 she came in to Lahaina, on Maui, 
a whaling town with a brand-new prison for 
sailors. The newspaper’s list of arrivals noted that 
she had “sailed without clearance,” which is to 
say without waiting for her papers. Smallpox was 
loose in the islands that autumn. Four days later 
she was at Honolulu with two thousand barrels 
of whale oil; she cleared for home on November 
12, called at Rarotonga in December, and on 
March 29 was spoken sixty miles south of Mon­

tauk. She reached New London on April 4, 1854, 
thirty-three months and eleven days out, with 
about half the oil of her previous voyage. Captain 
Lester died six years later, in command of another 
New London ship, and in 1861 the Hannibal 
herself was abandoned in Cumberland Inlet, off 
Baffin Island.

❧

His father died on October 20, 1854, at forty-four; 
whether the son was home by then, no record 
says. Home again, he learned the moulder’s trade 
in a brass foundry in Holyoke, Massachusetts, 
a new city built a few years earlier to harness 
the Connecticut River, and on May 15, 1855, he 
married Mary Graham Devine, a Scot. Daniel had 
remembered him marrying at about twenty-one, 
and he was right. Their first child, William, was 
born on April 3, 1856, and died that December.

Mary had been born in Glasgow in 1830, 
the daughter of Owen and Agnes Devine, and 
had come to America in 1853, the year Erasthus 
was walking a beat in Hong Kong. The family 
remembered her as something more than a bride. 
In Scotland, Daniel said, “they have these wise 
women … they’re not like witches but they believe 
to have second sight. They can see things in the 
future.” They knew the uses of herbs, too, for 
treating people, and Mary Devine was said to 
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be one of them. Samuel Johnson, who toured 
the Hebrides in 1773 and looked into the matter 
“with particular attention,” defined the Second 
Sight as “an impression made either by the mind 
upon the eye, or by the eye upon the mind, 
by which things distant or future are perceived, 
and seen as if they were present.” He reported 
that the Lowland Scots considered the notion to 
be “wearing away with other superstitions,” and 
after much inquiry he “came away at last only 
willing to believe.”

The story that came down about her was a 
prophecy she made about herself. Before she left 
Glasgow, she told her relatives she had seen the 
man she was going to marry. As Daniel told it, 
“He was now at the sea. He was catching big fishes 
or something. And sure enough … soon after she 
arrived in the United States she married Erasthus 
who had been a whaler.” He let the coincidence 
lie where it fell: “so maybe he was I don’t know 
when he stopped being a whaler.” The record can 
help him a little. For most of the two years before 
she sailed in 1853, he was on the far side of the 
world, catching the biggest fishes there are, if a 
whale may be allowed to count as one.

❧

In the spring of 1857 his letters begin again, and 
the vessel in them is a good deal smaller. The mu­

seum files three more of his letters to Mary, from 
1857 and 1858, among his “Letters From the Sea,” 
and all three name the sloop Mary Elizabeth; 
the first two name her captain, Warren Taylor. A 
Middlesex County history of 1884 speaks of “the 
numerous small coasters that plied between the 
several ports of Connecticut and New York,” and 
by the places in his letters the Mary Elizabeth was 
one of them. The first letter is dated May 5, 1857, 
and names Middletown, Hartford, New York 
and, for reasons the catalogue does not explain, 
Port Huron, Michigan. The second, nine days 
later, names Higganum, a landing in the river 
town of Haddam where sloops had been built for 
a century, and the Hudson River.

On June 11, 1857, a month after the second 
letter, Mary gave birth to their son Owen. A 
year later, the New-York Daily Tribune for May 
27, 1858, listing the vessels arrived in the port of 
New York, printed one line that belongs to this 
story: “Sloop Mary Elizabeth, Taylor, Norwich 
for Rondout.” Rondout, near Kingston on the 
Hudson, was where the Delaware and Hudson 
Canal brought down the coal of Pennsylvania to 
be unloaded and sent on to market. What the 
sloop carried, and whether Erasthus was aboard 
that trip, no record says. On June 21 he wrote to 
Mary again, and the letter names the Mary Eliz­
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abeth, Norwich, Fall River, their little son Owen 
and Catherine Devine McLachlan.

That October Mary wrote to him. It is the only 
letter of hers in the collection from before the 
war, and it too survives only as a photocopy. It 
names Westfield, Massachusetts, his sister Juliet, 
among others, and Catherine Devine McLachlan 
again, whose name suggests she was born a 
Devine and who turns up in their letters for years. 
On December 20, 1858, their son Charles Lee was 
born, and on November 29, 1860, a daughter, 
Emmeline. By the time the war came he had set­
tled back in South Windsor, working in the paper 
mills there, first for Wood & Keeney and then for 
the Parsons mills.

❧

On December 28, 1861, eight months into the 
Civil War, Erasthus enlisted at Hartford as a pri­
vate in Company A of the 12th Connecticut In­
fantry. Company A called itself the Colt Guards, 
after the Hartford gun works, and it was mostly 
Hartford men, with six from South Windsor. 
The regiment’s roll for 1862 sums him up in four 
words: twenty-seven, married, paper-maker. The 
regiment spent an unusually cold and stormy 
winter under canvas at Camp Lyon, with stoves 
in the tents and measles going round, and at the 
end of February it marched out over fresh snow, 
still shivering, to board the steamship Fulton at 
New York.

Eight quiet days later the Fulton put them 
ashore at Ship Island, off the Mississippi coast, 
which one of the 12th’s own captains called the 
sandiest region this side of the Great Sahara. The 
men got drinking water by sinking barrels two 
feet into the sand and waiting. Erasthus’s first 
letters to Mary came from there, and from the 
ship E. W. Farley anchored off it, and in one of 
them he named three men of a Maine regiment 
who had drowned. In April the Farley carried 
the 12th into the mouth of the Mississippi. The 
men watched the navy bombard Fort Jackson 
and dodged the fire-ships the rebels floated down 
on them; one night a sunken gunboat stove in 
the Farley’s side and tipped the men out of their 
berths. Erasthus turned twenty-eight on the river, 
and wrote to Mary on his birthday.

Farragut’s fleet had run past the forts and taken 
New Orleans, and on the evening of April 30 the 
12th became the first Union regiment to appear 
off the city, a day ahead of anyone else. They slept 
that night on a wharf. New Orleans did not want 
them. White citizens glowered at the troops from 
the levee; a boy asked by a Connecticut sailor 
to drop a rope over a post replied, “No, I’ll be 
damned if I will!”; and within two weeks General 
Benjamin Butler had issued his order that any 
woman who insulted a Union soldier would be 
treated as “a woman of the town plying her avo­
cation,” which caused a diplomatic incident with 
Britain. The 12th’s colonel, Henry Deming, was 
made mayor of the city.

In May the regiment went twelve miles upriver 
to Camp Parapet, an abandoned rebel camp 
whose guns had been spiked by the women of 
the neighborhood. There was drill every morning 
and drill every afternoon, the camp was terribly 
muddy, and in the later summer typhoid made, 
in the words of the state’s history, “fearful havoc.” 
Sometimes a hundred men were in the hospital at 
once, and more than forty died. Company A was 
sent downriver to Jefferson City for June and July, 
with its captain as provost marshal, and it was 
from there that Erasthus’s last Louisiana letters 
were written. The state’s official roster records his 
discharge for disability on July 29, 1862, the same 
day as four other privates of his company. His last 
letter from Louisiana is dated August 15, and he 
was home by the end of the summer.

❧

In the autumn of 1862 he was back in the paper 
mills, and for a year and a half the war went on 
without him. On October 10, 1862, Mary gave 
birth to a daughter, Agnes Maria, through whom 
this story would one day reach Daniel. Then, in 
the autumn of 1863, President Lincoln called for 
three hundred thousand more men, with a draft 
to follow in any town that had not filled its quota 
by January 5, 1864. Connecticut met the call with 
money: a new recruit could now collect, from 
the state and the federal government together, six 
hundred and two dollars. On January 5, 1864, the 
last day before the draft, Erasthus enlisted again, 
at South Windsor. The state’s own historians 
later judged that the bounty system “filled the 
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quota without filling the army.” It did fill Com­
pany A of the 1st Connecticut Heavy Artillery 
with at least one man who already knew how to 
be a soldier.

The 1st Connecticut Heavy Artillery ran the 
siege guns for the armies closing on Richmond. 
It had been drilled on every kind of gun and 
mortar the army owned, and it was proud to say it 
was inferior to no regular regiment in the service. 
Company A spent the winter at Fort Reynolds, 
in the defenses of Alexandria, and Erasthus spent 
it writing to Mary about Copperheads and the 
governor and the parcels he was sending home 
by Adams Express. In May the regiment went 
to Bermuda Hundred to join General Butler, 
Erasthus’s old commander from New Orleans, 
whose drive on Richmond had just been stopped 
cold at Drewry’s Bluff. He wrote to Mary on May 
15, their ninth wedding anniversary, from “Camp 
in the Wilderness,” and three days later from the 
front line. A week after the anniversary, on May 
22, their son Henry Erastus was born. Through 
the early summer Company A served the guns at 
Battery No. 6 and at Spring Hill.

Then came Petersburg, and the siege. At a 
quarter to five on the morning of July 30, 1864, 
Union miners fired the powder they had packed 
into a tunnel dug more than five hundred feet 

under the Confederate line, and left a hole in it 
a hundred and seventy feet long and thirty feet 
deep. The infantry went into the crater and could 
not get out again. The regiment’s guns, eighty-
one of them, fired 3,833 rounds that morning. 
Company A’s two batteries of 8-inch mortars, 
under Captain Gillett and Lieutenant Patterson, 
fired 486 of them. The regiment’s famous 13-inch 
mortar on its railroad car, the Dictator, which 
weighed seventeen thousand pounds and broke 
the first car it was fired from, managed nineteen. 
It belonged to another company. That night the 
regiment moved fifty-two heavy guns seven miles 
without the enemy noticing.

Did the Crater wound him? The family’s own 
account says so. A sketch of his son’s family in 
William Richard Cutter’s Encyclopedia of Mass­
achusetts, Biographical–Genealogical, published 
about 1922 and written from what the family told 
the compiler, says that Erasthus “participated in 
many important battles during the war, and had 
many narrow escapes, and was severely wounded 
in the battle of the Crater, at Petersburgh.” 
The official record says nothing of the kind. 
Connecticut’s Record of Service of 1889, which 
notes the wounds of the men in his company, 
gives none for him. The two sources contradict 
each other, and neither can be checked against the 
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other until his own papers are read. A week after 
the battle he was writing to Mary from “Camp 
in the Woods near Broadway Landing,” on the 
Appomattox, where the regiment kept a field 
hospital for its sick, and again from Broadway 
Landing on August 16. What took him there, the 
index of his letters does not say. At some point he 
wrote out, in his own hand, a list of his disabilities 
from the war. It is in the museum, and nobody 
has yet read it for this book.

On August 17 Company A took four 10-inch 
mortars and two 4½-inch guns into Fort Morton, 
in the lines facing the Crater, and stayed there 
through the winter. The magazines lay under six 
feet of earth, the gunners worked behind rope 
mats six inches thick that weighed nearly six hun­
dred pounds apiece, and the Confederates across 
the way fired back with English Whitworth guns, 
which Erasthus mentioned in a letter. In Septem­
ber he wrote from the regimental hospital, which 
its commander called one of the best field hospi­
tals he had ever seen.

On November 3 the baby, Henry Erastus, died 
at five months. Mary’s letter of November 10 
names him, and a doctor, Sydney W. Rockwell; 
his letter of November 15 names the boy too. 
That autumn his letters were full of the election, 
McClellan against Lincoln; Lincoln carried Con­
necticut by 2,406 votes, and the state counted 
nearly three thousand votes sent in by soldiers 
in the field. Two passes made out to him at 
“Battery Morton,” as the catalogue calls it, dated 
February 14 and 21, 1865, survive among his 
things; where they let him go, the catalogue does 
not say. When the Confederates finally left their 
lines before dawn on April 3, 1865, the regiment’s 
history says, “for the First Connecticut Artillery 
the war was ended.” Erasthus wrote home from 
Broadway Landing on April 10, the day after Lee 
surrendered.

The regiment spent the spring hauling away 
a hundred and seventy-six captured guns and 
mortars, most of them heavy, and then went to 
Fort Lyon, near Alexandria, where it test-fired 15-
inch guns until, as its history puts it, “all danger 
of trouble with the French army in Mexico was 
over.” A third pass, dated August 10, 1865, comes 
from Fort Willard, Virginia. In September Com­
pany A went across the Potomac to garrison 

Fort Foote, whose two Rodman guns weighed 
twenty-five tons each and threw a 440-pound 
shell three and a half miles. He was mustered 
out on September 25, 1865. Two days later the reg­
iment took the train north; Philadelphia turned 
out at midnight to meet it and New York jammed 
Broadway. Then it went up the Connecticut 
River by boat, past landings crowded with what 
seemed the same people who had cheered it off to 
war four years before, and at half past ten on the 
morning of September 29 the men came ashore 
at Colt’s dock in Hartford. There was a parade. 
“No speeches were made,” the Hartford Times 
reported, with evident approval.

The family remembered his war differently. In 
their telling he was a surgeon, drafted for his first 
term and paid for his second, to go in the place 
of a man who did not want to, and the money 
bought the farm. The surgery Daniel described 
was brutal: first aid, then a saw through a man’s 
leg, a shot of whiskey, and tar to seal the stump. 
Daniel had seen the picture books of the battle­
fields, and he thought Erasthus had probably 
done the same at sea, where the injuries were 
terrible and there were no doctors: “there were all 
these peg-legged people.” Whatever else Erasthus 
was, Daniel said, he “had the guts to do it.” 
The letters and the regiment’s records describe a 
soldier, and there was no Union draft until 1863. 
The money, though, was real: it was the bounty 
that came with the second enlistment. It is the 
way of family stories to improve a little with each 
telling, and this one had fifty years and two tellers 
to do it in.

The war ran through the family on both sides. 
Daniel’s grandfather married a woman from Mid­
lothian, Virginia, whose own grandfather — the 
name comes through as Khofer — was an officer 
for the South. The two of them, Daniel said, were 
“fighting each other in the same battlefield.” The 
encyclopedia of the 1920s gives her name as Eliza­
beth Cofer.

❧

Home in the autumn of 1865, Erasthus bought 
a tobacco farm in South Windsor and ran it for 
sixteen years. The children kept coming: Freder­
ick in September 1866, and Robert, who was born 
in March 1868 and lived not quite four months. 
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In December 1870 the father’s name turns up in a 
booklet printed for the golden wedding of John 
Bissell and Elizabeth Thompson of East Windsor, 
fifty years married; in what connection, the cata­
logue does not say. Four months later, on April 
28, 1871, his own thirty-seventh birthday, came a 
last son, Erastus Devine.

Through those years, Daniel said, Mary’s let­
ters went back and forth to her relatives in 
Glasgow, “1860s and even 70s,” and had survived 
with his. The museum’s catalogue lists, from her 
side of the family, two undated letters to Mary 
from Owen and Agness Devine, the names of 
her parents: one from the two of them together 
and the other from Owen alone; where they were 
written, it does not say. They survive only as 
photocopies, given to the museum in 2015 from a 
binder a donor’s mother had compiled; where the 
originals went, nobody knows.

On September 17, 1879, Connecticut moved its 
regimental flags from the State Arsenal in Hart­
ford to the new Capitol, and the veterans came 
to carry them. The day’s official history counted 
two hundred men of the 12th in line and six hun­
dred of the 1st Heavy Artillery, whose national 
colors were “almost in shreds.” The streets “were 
black with humanity as far as the eye could see.” 
At the Capitol General Joseph Hawley told the 
governor, “We are eight thousand citizens, who 

were soldiers from Connecticut in the late war for 
Union and Liberty,” come to bring “these eighty 
flags” to their final home. Among Erasthus’s pa­
pers is a ribbon from that parade, for the 12th 
Connecticut Volunteers. Whether he wore it in 
the line, the ribbon does not say.

❧

In 1883, after sixteen years of tobacco, the family 
moved back to Holyoke; Erastus Devine, the 
youngest, was twelve. His father went to work for 
the Chemical Paper Company and then at George 
R. Dickinson’s paper mill, as foreman of the en­
gine room, at a daily wage, by the encyclopedia’s 
account, of $1.87½, which had risen to $3.50 by 
the time he left. He belonged to the Grand Army 
of the Republic, the Union veterans’ society, and 
to the First Hose Company, one of the city’s fire 
companies.

Four receipts for his dues to Kilpatrick Post 
No. 71 survive, from October 1885 to May 1890. 
The Grand Army was a power in the land by 
then: in 1884 it counted 4,323 posts and more 
than 250,000 members, and its commander-in-
chief suggested to them that it was “in bad taste to 
wear the G. A. R. badge at any political meeting.” 
Erasthus kept other papers from those years too: 
the by-laws, printed in 1887, of D. C. Rodman 
Post No. 65 of the Department of Connecticut, 
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and an 1888 booklet on the monument at Groton 
Heights to the men who fell at Fort Griswold in 
1781, written by a man who had been there.

The family remembered one more Holyoke 
job. The city ran on its canals, “three layers of 
canals,” as Daniel described them, with “a 30-foot 
drop” to drive the mills. In winter they froze, and 
workmen fell into them, often drunk or fighting, 
and stayed there until the thaw, when the water 
was let down through the sluices and the bodies 
came with it. Someone had to go in after them. 
Erasthus went, lowered on a rope in a little chair, 
because nobody else could stand the stench. It 
was the whaler’s old qualification again, and by 
Daniel’s account “his stomach was even stronger 
afterwards.” His verdict was brief: “Erastus was 
happy to do it.”

❧

In 1899 he moved back to South Windsor for 
good and grew tobacco there for the rest of his 
life, at 235 Pleasant Valley Road. His grandson 
William Burnham Krug, born in Holyoke in 
1894, was with him through his old age, down at 
the shore at Old Lyme and out on the farm, and it 
was Krug who heard the stories and saw the scars.

The pension came in stages, as the law did. 
On April 13, 1904, two weeks before his seventi­
eth birthday, the Bureau of Pensions put Order 

No. 78 into effect. It was, as the historian of 
the pensions observed, “again the year of a presi­
dential campaign, and something had to be done 
for the veterans.” The order declared old age an 
infirmity: a veteran past sixty-two was to be taken 
as “disabled one-half in ability to perform man­
ual labor,” and past seventy was rated at twelve 
dollars a month. The Commissioner of Pensions, 
Eugene Ware, was a lawyer and a poet, and by 
the same historian’s account held that old soldiers 
should not go to the poor-house, “whether they 
had been shot to pieces or not.” The first of 
Erasthus’s pension certificates is dated July 1,
1904. In February 1907 Congress went fur­

ther: any honorably discharged veteran of 
ninety

days’ service drew a pension by age alone, twelve 
dollars a month at sixty-two, fifteen at seventy 
and twenty at seventy-five.

On the Fourth of July, 1907, the family was 
photographed on Pleasant Valley Road. The mu­
seum holds two pictures with that date: one with 
no names written down, and one with Erasthus 
and Mary seated at the center. Another group 
from about those years names nine sitters, and 
the names match the family in the encyclopedia 
of the 1920s: the old couple; a son Erastus D., with 
his wife Mellie and their children Edwin, Marion 
and James; and a Fred and an Edith, the names of 
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his son Frederick and Frederick’s wife. About 1910 
the old man was photographed with those three 
grandchildren, and at some point with an Owen, 
an Erastus D., a Fred and a Charles, the names of 
four of his sons. Two more pictures show the old 
couple alone: outdoors, with Mary in a rocking 
chair, and at the old Burnham homestead, across 
the road from what the catalogue calls the Bun­
galow.

He turned seventy-five on April 28, 1909, and 
his second pension certificate is dated May 17. 
Mary died in 1911, fifty-six years after they married. 
On May 11, 1912, President Taft signed another 
pension act, grading the rate by age and length of 
service; nine days later a postcard was postmarked 
to him announcing the twenty-fourth reunion of 
the 1st Connecticut Heavy Artillery Association, 
to be held on June 19. He kept it. His third 
pension certificate is dated August 7, 1912. What 
any of the three granted him, the catalogue does 
not say.

Erasthus died at South Windsor on April 11, 
1921, at eighty-six. “He died fairly peacefully at an 
old age,” Daniel said. Rodman Post of East Hart­
ford conducted the service, and he was buried in 
the town’s Center Cemetery, under a stone whose 
inscription, as it has been transcribed, includes 
the words “Mary Devine, wife.”

❧

He left more behind than stories. His Civil War 
uniform and sword stood for years in the living 
room of Daniel’s grandparents, next to a crank 
phonograph that Daniel used to listen to as 
a boy. They did not survive the family: “Oh, 
people in the family pillaged them, you know,” 
Daniel said. The letters did. Relatives gave them 
to the Wood Memorial Library and Museum in 
South Windsor, more than seventy-five from the 
war and a handful from the sea, each with a 
transcription. “People wrote a lot to each other 
then,” Daniel said, “even these wonderful letters 
from the Civil War. Very eloquent and very good 
handwriting.” With eight grandchildren coming 
along, he meant to drive over one day with a 
cousin and scan them, so that everybody could 
read them.

The museum keeps the rest of what came 
down: ten ribbons, some for the 12th Connecti­

cut and some for reunions, and a G.A.R. pin; five 
Confederate notes, among them one for twenty-
five dollars issued by a railroad; the papers already 
met in these pages; and a collection Daniel de­
scribed as “500 objects that were like American … 
anthropological type whatever objects.” The mu­
seum counts 584 of them: projectile points and 
stone tools that the Burnhams found on the land 
they farmed along Pleasant Valley Road, sorted in 
2006 by Barney Daley. The Podunk people had 
held that side of the river, the land that is now East 
Hartford and South Windsor, and numbered, by 
differing estimates, “from sixty to two hundred 
bowmen.” Daley also left a single typed page 
titled “A Tragic Occurrence,” which the museum 
describes as recording an Indian campsite on 
Pleasant Valley Road just west of Hilton Drive, 
and which names E. W. Burnham and a Mrs. 
Pottinger. What the occurrence was, its catalogue 
entry does not say.

What Daniel made of it all was less about the 
man than about the thread. Any one of those 
moments — the bandits, the bridge, the war — 
might have ended it. “If he had died in any of 
those incidents,” he said, “… none of us would 
have any existence.” He would have liked to look 
back in time and cheer him on, and he had a 
word for the man on the bridge: “Good thing 
they didn’t get your, whatever, your kidney or 
something.”

❧

They didn’t. Erasthus Burnham went to sea at 
seventeen, came home from the far side of the 
world with seven scars by the family’s count, 
married a Glasgow woman who was said to have 
seen him coming, went to war twice, and lived to 
be eighty-six in the town where he was born. His 
letters are still there, a few miles from his grave, in 
his own very good handwriting, waiting for the 
family to come and read them.

T H E  R E C O R D S

The recording. Daniel St. John, recorded interview, session S5, 
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1934 (NARA T288), on FamilySearch (familysearch.org) (lo­
gin required); Chronicling America’s old OCR pages 
(browser check); the museum’s own copies of the letters (the 
request of October 4, 2026 bounced and was not resent).

A note on the name. There were at least two American whale­
ships called Hannibal: his, of New London (441 tons, built 
1821, voyages 1843–1861), and an older, smaller ship of Sag 
Harbor, New York (vessel AS1530, voyages 1819–1849, con­
demned at Rio de Janeiro in 1849). A surviving Sag Harbor 
logbook of 1845–1849 belongs to the other ship, not to his. 
(Digital Long Island) (East Hampton Library)

❧

P H O T O G R A P H S  A N D  O B J E C T S  I N  
T H E  M U S E U M

Held by The Watershed History Collective (formerly the Wood 
Memorial Library & Museum), South Windsor, Connecticut, 

whose permission to reproduce them has not been given: they appear 
only in drafts, from its small web copies, and print as a list. The illus­
trations in this chapter are artist’s renderings, with his Civil War tin­

type as the likeness.

2 0 0 4 . 0 9 . 0 1 3  ·  1 8 6 2 - 1 8 6 5
Erastus W. Burnham during the 
Civil War, in uniform.
Catalogue record

2 0 0 4 . 0 9 . 0 0 7  ·  1 9 0 7  J U L  0 4
Erastus W. Burnham Family, July 
4, 1907, Pleasant Valley Rd, 
South Windsor, CT. Names are 
not provided.
Catalogue record

2 0 1 5 . 4 5 . 0 4  ·  1 9 0 7  J U L  0 4
The Burnham family, with Eras­
tus W. and Mary Devine Burn­
ham seated at the center.
Catalogue record

2 0 1 5 . 4 5 . 0 9  ·  C A .  1 9 0 0 - 1 9 1 0
The Burnham family, including 
Marion, Fred, Erastus D., Erastus 
W., James, Mellie W., Edwin, 
Edith, and Mary Devine.
Catalogue record

2 0 1 5 . 4 5 . 0 6  ·  C A .  1 9 1 0
Erastus W. Burnham as an old 
man with three of his young 
grandchildren or great-grandchil­
dren, James E., Marion B., and 
Edwin G. Burnham.
Catalogue record

2 0 1 5 . 4 5 . 1 0  ·  C A .  1 9 0 0 - 1 9 2 1
Five Burnham men: Owen W., 
Erastus D., Erastus W., Fred, and 
Charles Burnham.
Catalogue record

2 0 1 5 . 4 5 . 0 2  ·  C A .  1 9 0 0 - 1 9 1 1
Erastus W. and Mary Devine 
Burnham as elderly adults, out­
doors; Mary is sitting in a rocking 
chair.
Catalogue record

2 0 0 4 . 0 9 . 0 0 9  ·  1 9 0 0 - 1 9 1 0
Erastus W. and Mary Devine 
Burnham at their home: the old 
Burnham Homestead across 
from the Bungalow, Pleasant Val­
ley Rd, South Windsor, CT.
Catalogue record

2 0 0 4 . 0 9 . 0 0 8  ·  1 9 0 0 - 1 9 1 0
Erastus W. Burnham, early 1900s.
Catalogue record

2 0 0 4 . 0 9 . 0 2 0  ·  1 8 6 0 - 1 9 2 0  ·  
F O U R  I M AG E S
Early American projectile points 
and stone tools found by the 
Burnhams on the property they 
farmed along Pleasant Valley 
Road: some 584 pieces, roughly 
categorized in 2006 by Barney 
Daley (images .01–.04; the first 
shown).
Catalogue record
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G E R M A N Y,  T H E  W E S T,  H O L Y O K E  A N D  S O U T H  H A D L E Y   ·   1 8 5 5 – 1 9 3 8

On a Kaiser, Cattle, the Canal and Such

A word is dead
When it is said,

Some say.
I say it just

Begins to live
That day.

E M I L Y  D I C K I N S O N

T his chapter is family lore about 
Daniel’s great-grandfather, Wilhelm 
Friedrich Krug, a German who came to

America as a young man and ended his days 
in South Hadley, Massachusetts. By the family’s 
reckoning he died in 1938, five years before Daniel 
was born, so Daniel never knew him; what he 
knew came down through the family, and he 
knew how thin that could be. “I say the German 
side of the family is interesting,” he said, but he 
wanted “to know more than just hearsay.” This 
chapter is an attempt at the more. In America the 
old man went by William Krug, and under that 
name he turns up in three censuses, a city direc­
tory, a book about a gymnastics club, a parade, a 
deed and the local paper: not a great deal of paper 
for more than eighty years of life, but a good deal 
more than nothing. The records are set beside the 
family’s story here, in order. Where the two part 
company, the chapter says so.

❧

In December 1855, by the reckoning of a census 
taker in South Hadley forty-four years later, Wil­

helm Krug was born in Germany, to a father 
and a mother who had both been born there 
too. Two later censuses agree with the year near 
enough: the one of 1910 made him fifty-five, and 
the one of 1920, sixty-five. That is nearly all the 
record says. It does not say where he was born, 
and Daniel never named a town. The Germany 
the census taker wrote down did not yet exist as a 
country when Wilhelm was born. It became one 
only in 1871, when he was fifteen, as the newly 
created German Empire, with the King of Prussia 
at its head. The family remembered him by the 
full German name, Wilhelm Friedrich Krug, and 
remembered him as clever and well schooled. 
“My German grandfather,” Daniel said, meaning 
his great-grandfather, “was a very hardworking 
gentleman, very effective gentleman of higher ed­
ucation in Germany.”

❧

In his teens, as the family told it, Wilhelm went 
to school with a prince. “He actually went to 
school with the Kaiser of Germany,” Daniel said. 
“He went to school with Kaiser Wilhelm II when 

T H E  L I N E  O F  D E S C E N T

Wilhelm Friedrich Krug (1855–1938) =  (1) a German-born wife, name not known; (2) Agnes Maria Burnham (b. 1862)
↓

William Burnham Krug (1893 or 1894–1967), “Grandfather Krug” =  Elizabeth Cofer
↓

Janet Krug (b. 1920) =  John St. John (b. 1921)
↓

Daniel St. John (b. 1943) =  Regina
↓

Alex, Rex and Yana
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he was a teenager at the same, what they call the 
gymnasium. And he studied Greek and Latin.” It 
was not a college, he explained, but “high school, 
kind of an elite high school,” and, he agreed, a 
private one: “So at least the family would have 
had to have some money to send their kid there.” 
The two boys were friends, in the family’s telling. 
“They walked to school together,” Daniel said. 
“They were buddies.”

The prince’s school was in Cassel, and the place 
can be described more firmly than the friendship. 
Cassel had been the capital of the Electorate of 
Hesse until Prussia swallowed it in
1866. A guidebook of 1877 found the town “for­

merly remarkable for the dulness peculiar 
to the

capital of a small principality,“ and livelier since: 
it had grown from 35,980 people in 1864 to 53,000 
in 1876. In its main square stood a statue of Land­
grave Frederick II, who, the guidebook noted 
without further comment, had “sent 12,000 of 
his subjects to aid the English in America in con­
sideration of a sum of 22 million Thlr.” Hessians 
had been going to America for a hundred years by 
then. The later ones paid their own fares.

The school was the Friedrichsgymnasium, a 
Latin school since 1539 and a gymnasium since 
1779, and since 1866 a school of the Prussian 
state. Here the family’s story and the record part 
company for the first time, and kindly. It was not 
a private school. The prince himself, looking back 
fifty years later, wrote that the plan meant he “was 
to learn with strange boys in a public school, was 
to compete with them, and—to come out lower 
in the list!” That was the point of it. His tutor, 
Hinzpeter, wanted a future king to have “the 
opportunity of coming into closer continuous 
contact with people of other classes than those 
of his own future environment.” Which, as it 
happens, makes a classmate named Krug easier to 
believe, not harder.

The prince arrived on September 12, 1874, and 
he arrived on foot. Hinzpeter, who believed in 
lessons, had arranged it. While the old Emperor 
rolled into Cassel the same day “in a comfort­
able saloon-car, honoured, extolled, well-dined,” 
his grandson, “having quite insufficiently break­
fasted, with tired legs and empty stomach, walked 
to Cassel, and entered Cassel in the true manner 

of a travelling student.” In the small town, the 
prince remembered, “the entire life was governed 
by the school.” The family said the two boys 
walked to school together. The prince’s own 
book records at least one long walk.

The work was hard, and the family’s memory 
of it is the record’s too. A gymnasium boy, wrote 
Mark Twain, who watched them in Germany 
a few years later, lived “under a system which al­
lowed him no freedom, but vigorously compelled 
him to work like a slave,” and came out not 
merely reading Greek and Latin but speaking 
them. The prince got up at five in summer and 
was at his books by six; school ran from eight 
to twelve and again in the afternoon. “It was cer­
tainly nothing out of the way for class and home-
work to take up ten or eleven hours out of the 
day,” he wrote; “our life was often a perfect tor­
ment.” Not every master was a torment. Schorre, 
who taught mathematics, “was more of a sports­
man than a mathematician”; he could hold a class 
spellbound with “some midnight adventure with 
a monster in the Forest of Kaufung” but “could 
not explain to us the nature and origin of an 
equation.” Wilhelm Krug, the family said, came 
out of his gymnasium knowing “at least five Eu­
ropean languages fluently.”

The prince was a marked boy in another way. 
“The defect that Kaiser Wilhelm had was a gimp 
arm,” Daniel said. “He was very embarrassed 
about it because people expected him to become 
head of Germany and he had this gimp arm 
so he was always kind of posed in such a way 
that you wouldn’t be able to tell.” That is just 
what the photographs show. A hard birth had 
left his left arm about six inches shorter than 
his right, and he spent his life holding gloves in 
that hand, or resting it on a sword, to hide it. 
Then the family’s story goes a step further: the 
Kaiser, it said, “couldn’t do the, either ride the 
horses or he couldn’t do the gymnastics.” Here 
the family was half right. The gymnastics had 
been prescribed when he was seven “simply and 
solely to strengthen this arm,” and, he admitted, 
“of course I could never practise them with the 
enthusiasm of ordinary children.” The riding was 
another matter. It had been forced on him as 
a small boy, “despite his tearful resistance,” by a 
tutor who set him on a horse without stirrups and 
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put him back on every time he fell off, until it was 
“finally mastered and practised with delight and 
skill.” By the time he came to Cassel the prince 
could ride.

Whether Wilhelm Krug was one of the strange 
boys, the record cannot say. The prince remem­
bered his class as a friendly place: “Without form­
ing a close friendship with anyone in particular, I 
kept on good terms with all my school-fellows.” 
He named four of them, Johannes Brauneck, 
Ganslandt, “a small Jewish boy named Sommer” 
and a boy called Wild from another class, and 
no Krug. That proves nothing either way; four 
names are not a class list. The dates are harder. 
Three censuses put Wilhelm Krug’s birth in 1854 
or 1855; the prince was born in January 1859, 
more than three years later. When the prince 
walked into Cassel in September 1874, Krug was 
eighteen. And the censuses say Krug was by then 
already gone, or going: the one of 1920 gives the 
year he came to America as 1873, the one of 1910 
as 1874, and only the one of 1900, with its last 
figure written over, as 1876 or 1878. If he ever 
sat in that class, he sat in it as a young man of 
nineteen or twenty among boys of fifteen and 
sixteen, and only on the latest of the three dates. 
The family remembered two teenagers walking to 
school. Two or three tellers and a hundred years 
lie between the walk and the telling, and in that 
time a story can lose a few years and gain a friend.

❧

In 1873, or 1874, or perhaps as late as 1876 or 
1878, Wilhelm Krug left Germany. The censuses 
disagree, as censuses often do, but all three put 
him between eighteen and twenty-two when he 
went; Daniel had him leaving “in his 20s,” which, 
as he said, “puts him somewhere in the 1870s.” 
They were poor years to go anywhere. The Panic 
of 1873 began a depression that was felt in the 
new German Empire as well as in the United 
States, and in New York, after the Stock Exchange 
closed for ten days that September, a quarter 
of the workers lost their jobs. Even emigration 
slowed. The great port of departure was Bremen, 
which a guidebook of 1877 called “one of the 
principal starting points of German emigrants to 
America, many thousands of whom quit their 
Fatherland by this port every year”: 1,431,170 of 

them between 1832 and 1874, about 33,000 a year, 
but only 24,508 in 1875. Across the decade some 
718,000 Germans came to the United States all 
the same. Which port Wilhelm left from, and on 
what ship, no record found so far says. In New 
York, immigrants of those years came ashore at 
Castle Garden, the old fort at the Battery, where 
more than seven and a half million people landed 
between 1855 and 1890.

Not everyone at home thought America a 
good idea. Mark Twain, travelling in Germany 
in 1878, found American news of an Indian war 
being “utilized here to discourage emigration 
to America,” and added: “The common people 
think the Indians are in New Jersey.” They were 
not, as it turned out. They were nearer where 
Wilhelm Krug was going next.

❧

In the middle of the 1870s, as the family told it, 
Wilhelm went west. “He went out west to work 
herding cows and stuff, tried to make money,” 
Daniel said. “That was one way to make money, 
you know, go on cattle drives.” It was the way 
of the time. In the eight years after the Civil War 
more than a million and a half Texas cattle had 
gone up the Chisholm Trail to the railheads in 
Kansas. In 1876 Kansas moved its quarantine line 
west, the old cow towns dried up, and the drives 
moved to the Western Trail and Dodge City; until 
1885 somewhere between 2.7 and 6 million head 
went up it. A herd of up to 3,000 needed about 
eleven men, most of them boys of twelve to eigh­
teen. A man in his twenties was an old hand by 
those standards, if not by any other.

The pay is known from men who did it. 
Charles Siringo, a Texas cowhand who went up 
the trail to Kansas in the spring of 1874, wrote 
that “my wages were thirty-five dollars per month 
and all expenses, including railroad fare back 
home.” Joseph McCoy, the cattle dealer who had 
made Abilene a railhead, put the ordinary rate 
that year at “fifteen to twenty dollars per month 
in specie,” and a modern historian of the trail 
gives $25 to $40 for a hand, $75 for the cook and 
$100 or more for the boss. Siringo, writing advice 
for beginners, split the difference: “Your wages 
will be all the way from $15.00 up to $40.00 
per month, according to latitude.” A beginner’s 
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outfit, by his reckoning, came to a pony at $25, a 
saddle at $25, leggings, hat and blankets at $5 each 
and a Colt’s .45 at $12, and his best advice to the 
newcomer was to ride away from the railroad and 
ask at the first ranch: “The idea is to get just as far 
from a railroad as possible.”

McCoy did not pretend it was a holiday. “If 
any one imagines that the life of a ranchman or 
cow-boy is one of ease and luxury,” he wrote, “a 
brief trial will dispel the illusion.” “Corn bread, 
mast-fed bacon and coffee” made up “nine-tenths 
of their diet,” and “his daily fare will never give 
you the gout.” The nights were worse than the 
days. In a prairie storm, when “the electric balls 
dance from tip to tip of the cattle’s horns,” the 
position of the man on night guard was, McCoy 
said, “trying far more than romantic.” A German 
was not out of place in the trade. McCoy wrote 
admiringly of one Charley Strausenbach, “a veri­
table Dutch boy,” who had come to America 
young and “tried every clime and business.” The 
long drives ended in 1885, when Kansas and the 
other northern states shut their borders to Texas 
cattle for fear of tick fever. By then Wilhelm Krug 
was long gone east. Where he rode, when, and for 
whom, no record found so far says.

❧

Next, the family said, came the Erie Canal: “And 
then he worked on the Erie Canal and saved 
money.” In 1880, a state official later recalled, the 
New York canals carried more than thirty million 
bushels of wheat out of Buffalo, and “ten thou­
sand or more boats were engaged in doing this.” 
But the canal was losing its war with the railroads. 
The New York Central and the Pennsylvania had 
reached Chicago in 1869, the Baltimore and Ohio 
and the Grand Trunk in 1874, and the freight war 
that followed “nearly bankrupted the railroads 
and incidentally cut heavily into the traffic of 
the Erie canal.” Things settled about 1876, but 
canal traffic never recovered. In July 1877 the 
great railroad strike reached Albany, Syracuse and 
Buffalo, the canal’s own cities. In 1882 the voters 
of New York made the canals free of tolls in the 
hope of saving them, and the first free year went 
badly enough that the State Engineer declared it 
“a foregone and inevitable conclusion that THE 

CANALS MUST GO.” They did not go; they are 
still there.

The work was slow and cheap. A mule that 
could carry only 250 pounds on its back could 
tow a barge of 60,000 along the towpath, and a 
horse-drawn boat took about thirteen days from 
Buffalo to New York. By the 1890s a boat’s driver, 
the man or boy who walked the towpath with the 
team, was paid $25 a month, and the crew’s board 
was reckoned at forty-five cents a day a man. 
Saving money on that took discipline, which was 
a quality the family gave him in plenty. What he 
did on the canal, and when, no record found so 
far says.

❧

By October 1882 Wilhelm Krug was in Massachu­
setts, married, and a father. His first child, Flora, 
was born that month, and her mother, like her 
father, had been born in Germany. The first wife’s 
name is not in any record found so far. A second 
daughter, Hattie, followed in February 1885. “He 
married a woman and had two daughters, Hattie 
and Flora,” as Daniel put it, and both were born 
in Massachusetts, very likely in Holyoke, where 
the family’s story and the records both find him 
next.

Holyoke was a city built on purpose. In 1848 
a company of Boston capitalists had dammed the 
Connecticut River at its falls to make a mill town, 
and the dam failed on the day they closed the 
gates. The agent’s telegrams to Boston survive, 
beginning “10 a.m., the gates were just closed” 
and ending, at 3:20, “your old dam has gone to 
hell by way of Willimansett.” The next one held. 
It fed what Daniel described as “a set of three 
layers of canals that ran hundreds of mills,” four 
and a half miles of them on three levels, and the 
city grew along them at a gallop: 10,733 people 
in 1870, 21,915 in 1880, 35,674 in 1890. By 1885 
Holyoke was the biggest paper-making city in the 
country, turning out about 190 tons a day when 
Philadelphia, its nearest rival, made 69. Skinner’s 
silk came in 1874, after a flood destroyed William 
Skinner’s mill at Haydenville that May; he rebuilt 
in Holyoke in July. The farms around, Daniel 
said, had been planted with mulberry trees for 
the silkworms, “just like it was like in Japan,” and 
“Northampton was called Paradise City.”
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It was a city of newcomers. In the state census 
of 1885 Holyoke had 14,003 people born in the 
United States and 13,380 born abroad, and of its 
6,294 young men between sixteen and forty, 3,703 
had been born somewhere else. Daniel said that 
Holyoke was known as Little Ireland. The Irish 
had come first, to dig the canals and build the 
dam, but the name was older than either: a part 
of the town had been called Ireland Parish since 
before 1745, after, it is said, one Irish family named 
Riley whose home, “probably because the one 
Irish home attracted others,” gave its name to a 
district. The French Canadians followed the Irish 
into the mills, and then the Germans came.

The Germans had a mill of their own. “A 
German manufacturer of wool set up a company 
in Holyoke,” Daniel said, “maybe a couple thou­
sand Germans, a whole German section there.” 
He was close on both counts. August Stursberg, 
a woollen man from Germany, had bought a 
mill in South Holyoke in January 1865 and sailed 
that September with his family and his skilled 
workmen; by 1895 the city had about 2,660 Ger­
mans. The mill was the Germania, and it made 
fine beavers, chinchillas, castors and overcoatings, 
250,000 yards of cloth a year. “The German 
mill was doing woolen, what you call weaving,” 
Daniel said. “There were over 300 workers there.” 
In 1887 a city handbook said it in nearly the same 
words: “Over 300 persons find employment in 
the mills and the monthly pay roll is $9,500.” 
Around the mill grew a German town, with a 
Lutheran church built in 1867 for $5,000, where 
the Sunday school taught German to the chil­
dren, a lodge of the Order of Harugari from 1873, 
a German newspaper from July 1882, and a row of 
graves along two sides of the old Baptist cemetery, 
where many Germans were buried, “they, as yet, 
having no burial ground of their own.”

In 1883 the Burnhams came to Holyoke. 
Erasthus Burnham, the old whaler and soldier of 
an earlier chapter, took work in the paper mills, 
first at the Chemical Paper Company and then 
as foreman of the engine room at George R. 
Dickinson’s mill, at $1.87½ a day. He brought his 
wife, Mary Devine, who had been born in Glas­
gow, and their children, among them a daughter 
of twenty named Agnes Maria. They stayed in 
Holyoke until 1899.

In 1885 the Holyoke directory lists “Krug 
William, emp Connor Bros., house 665 Main.” 
Main Street was the German end of the Flats; 
two doors down lived a Germania Mills hand. 
Connor Brothers made cassimeres, wool extracts 
and shoddy, the cloth made of reworked rags, and 
employed 125 men and 75 women, at an average of 
about $27.50 a head a month. The directory gives 
no age and no family, so it is not certain this is 
Wilhelm, but the name was rare in Holyoke and 
the street and the trade are right. A second Krug 
in the same directory, Edward, was a “German 
teacher and clerk.” Whether he was kin, nothing 
found so far says. Daniel remembered something 
grander: “he had a very nice house up in the hills 
there.”

The census of 1920 says he was naturalized in 
1885, the year of that directory, though the figure 
is written small and could be read otherwise. If so, 
he became an American in the courts of Hamp­
den County, where the Police Court of Holyoke 
had sat since 1871. The United States and Prussia 
had agreed in 1868 that a naturalized man who 
went home and stayed two years would be pre­
sumed to have taken up his old nationality again; 
America had promised, in effect, that it would 
not be used as a side door out of the Prussian 
army.

❧

The Germans of Holyoke had brought their 
gymnastics with them, and Wilhelm Krug, by the 
family’s account, was one of them in that too. 
On May 28, 1871, about twenty of them had met 
in Robert Schubert’s butcher shop to found a 
Turnverein, a gymnastics society on the German 
model, and in 1874 they bought land from the 
water-power company and built a Turn Hall on 
Bridge Street, partly because the Massachusetts 
blue laws forbade exercise in public on a Sunday. 
By the 1880s it was a political venue as well as a 
gymnasium: candidates for mayor turned up to 
watch the gymnastics, and one French-Canadian 
running for city clerk, a man named Genest, was 
reported to have “acted like a native of the Father­
land.” Daniel described the place in full.

What the Germans like to do is get together 
at the bar and drink beer. Because he had 
gone to this very disciplined private school with 
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the Kaiser, he was also heavily into gymnastics, 
which the Germans developed competitive gym­
nastics. … In the lower Holyoke, they had the 
Turnverein, which is a turning club. And they 
had gymnastic apparatus. And then you had the 
older men sitting there drinking beer, watching 
the gymnasts. And that was his whole thing that 
when he wasn’t working, he would be doing 
handstands and so forth right into, you know, 
I think his older age, 50s and 60s. He was a 
gymnast.

❧

Some time after Hattie was born, Wilhelm’s first 
wife died. “And his wife died,” Daniel said, and 
that is all anyone has: no name, no date, no grave 
found so far. How Wilhelm then came to marry 
Erasthus’s daughter, the family did not know, and 
Daniel worked it out for himself. “All I can think 
is that he must have hired her because he had 
two young daughters and his wife was dead and 
he had money,” he said. “So he must have hired 
her to look after them and then later married 
her. That’s the only way I could connect how 
he would have met her, even had time to.” The 
records offer a plainer possibility, which is that the 
two families lived in the same mill city of thirty 
or forty thousand people from 1883 on. They 
also date the wedding: married ten years by the 

census of June 1900 and eighteen by the census 
of April 1910, which puts it about 1890 to 1892, 
when Agnes was twenty-eight or so and Flora 
and Hattie were small girls. On the tape Daniel 
twice called her “Mary Burnham.” Mary was her 
mother’s name. Hers was Agnes, as he also said, 
and as every record agrees.

Agnes brought her faith with her. “She was 
a very religious woman,” Daniel said. “And she 
used to have prayer meetings at the house and so 
forth.” It was the faith of people who expected 
the world to end soon and meant to be ready. 
“They were reading seriously in the apocalypse,” 
he said, “and they were expecting that it was going 
to come to the end of time and that you better 
pray and if you want to go to heaven, you had to 
be really attentive.” Her father’s church, back in 
South Windsor, was the Second Advent.

In 1893, the city’s own history records, “A panic 
hit Holyoke this year and crippled a number of 
enterprises.” That December, or early in 1894 as 
Daniel had it, Agnes had a son. He was born in 
Holyoke and named, Daniel said, “William after 
his father,” with his mother’s maiden name in 
the middle: William Burnham Krug, who would 
be Daniel’s Grandfather Krug. An old Holyoke 
man, talking to a New York reporter a few years 
later, summed up his generation: “We all moved 
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here from some place or other. It remained for 
our children to be born in Holyoke.”

❧

In 1895 a William Krug was teaching languages at 
the other Turn Hall, in Springdale. The Germans 
of Holyoke had fallen out among themselves, as 
Germans and gymnasts both will, and in 1886 a 
party of them had left the Bridge Street hall after 
a failed strike and founded their own society at 
the city’s southern edge, which the electric cars 
had reached in 1892. “The southern extremity of 
the city, Springdale, is a purely German product,” 
wrote a local history that year. Its Turn Hall 
had property worth about $20,000, “a fine gym­
nasium where children from three years old and 
upwards receive physical training,” a sick benefit 
and a $50 funeral fund, and Turners who “never 
returned from a Turnfest without taking prizes.” 
Between the gymnasium and the funeral fund 
the book records one more thing: “William Krug 
is employed to give instruction in German and 
English language.”

German and English: it is a fair guess which of 
the two was in more demand. Mark Twain, who 
had struggled with German in Heidelberg, had 
concluded that “a gifted person ought to learn 
English (barring spelling and pronouncing) in 
thirty hours, French in thirty days, and German 
in thirty years.” Springdale itself lay low by the 
river, and that April the river came to call. “When 
the river rises in the spring,” the same book said, 
“the residents look alive, for the water has a 
fashion of becoming sociable and comes uncom­
fortably near the houses”; in April 1895 there were 
six and eight feet of water over the electric car 
tracks from South Holyoke to Springdale.

❧

By the summer of 1900 the Krugs had left 
Holyoke for South Hadley, across the river. 
“Grandfather Krug was in the German town, a 
German area of Holyoke, until he had enough 
money to leave Holyoke and buy properties in 
South Hadley,” Daniel said, using the family’s 
name for both Williams. “So that got them out of 
the city.” He gave the year as “around 1890,” and 
elsewhere said they lived in South Hadley “from 
the turn of the century, from 1900.” The records 

fall between the two: Holyoke in 1885, a son born 
in Holyoke at the end of 1893, and South Hadley 
by June 1900. The house in Holyoke, Daniel said, 
“probably still exists there. I have to find it, but I 
know where, approximately where it was.”

South Hadley was a quieter place, a town of 
4,526 people in 1900, with paper mills at the Falls, 
farms around the Center, and a famous college. 
Mount Holyoke had been founded as a female 
seminary by Mary Lyon in 1837 and had become 
a college in 1893; Emily Dickinson, whose lines 
open this chapter, had been a student there for 
a year in 1847. Daniel called it “the first women’s 
college in the country,” and it was at least the old­
est of the seven great ones of the Northeast. The 
trolley made the move possible for a man with 
work in Holyoke. Horse cars had run from South 
Holyoke to South Hadley Falls since 1884; they 
were electrified in 1891, and in 1896 the cars began 
running all the way to South Hadley Center.

In the middle of June 1900 the census taker 
came to the Krug house on Hadley Street. He 
wrote down William Krug, born in Germany 
in December 1855, forty-four years old, married 
ten years, a teacher by occupation; Agnes M., 
his wife, thirty-seven, born in Connecticut to a 
Scottish mother, the mother of one child; Flora, 
seventeen, and Hattie, fifteen, both at school; and 
William B., six, also at school. The family owned 
its house, free of any mortgage. The column for 
naturalization was left blank. Daniel described a 
household that was “quite wealthy, because my 
German grandfather was a very hardworking gen­
tleman,” and the census, which did not ask about 
wealth, at least found a man with a profession, a 
house of his own and no debt on it.

❧

The family remembered him at work in three 
ways. “He had about three different ways of 
making a living,” Daniel said. The first was the 
court. Holyoke, he explained, “had a lot of immi­
grants there. They had Poles. They had French 
Canadians. And he spoke and was literate in those 
languages. So he worked in the court as an inter­
preter.” He was paid by the job: “when the court 
needed him, they get somebody Italian or some­
body couldn’t convey something that they would 
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pay him to interpret a document or interpret in a 
court trial or something.”

Holyoke’s Police Court certainly needed inter­
preters. It sat every morning but Sunday at nine, 
in the basement of City Hall, and for twenty-one 
years, from 1877 to 1898, its judge was William 
B. C. Pearsons. In the year to November 1902 
the city’s police arrested 1,335 people, of whom 
708 had been born in America, 271 in Ireland, 
179 in Canada, 39 in Poland, 34 in Russia, 32 
in Scotland, 22 in Germany and five in Italy, 
and the court took in $3,673.44 in fines. Local 
men did the interpreting. In 1891 “an interpreter 
from Holyoke was able to disentangle the story 
of the Portuguese” in a Springfield drowning, 
and in 1917 an Italian sentenced for a Holyoke 
killing had beside him “Andrew Lopardo, inter­
preter.” The German and French newspapers 
needed translators too: “an important task in the 
editorial departments,” a county history noted in 
1902, was “the translation of ‘copy,’” handed in 
by advertisers in English. No record found so far 
names William Krug in any of this work. It is a 
gap in the papers, and not necessarily in the story.

The second job, and in the family’s memory 
the steady one, was at a store. “His basic job was 
night guard for Steiger’s,” Daniel said. “It was 
a very early clothing store.” And, of the night 
guard: “He had a gun and he was very reliable.” 
Steiger’s was the creation of Albert Steiger, a 
German himself, born in Ravensburg in 1860, 
who had come to America as a boy of nine and 
from the age of thirteen sold dry goods around 
the hill towns. He opened in Holyoke in 1896, 
sat on the first board of the city’s Business Men’s 
Association the next year, and in 1899 put up the 
Steiger Building on High Street, across from City 
Hall, the first building in Holyoke built to be 
a department store. By about 1912 it called itself 
“The Women’s Store,” with thirty-one depart­
ments, a hundred and fifty clerks and Lamson 
cash carriers. So whatever the order of Wilhelm’s 
jobs, Steiger’s came after 1896.

The census of 1910 adds a third line of work, 
or a second view of the same one. That April it 
found him in a department store, not as a guard 
but as a clerk. It did not say which store. In 
Holyoke in 1910 there were not many to choose 
from.

❧

In the spring of 1902 the Kaiser’s brother came 
to America. Prince Henry of Prussia toured the 
country that February and March, and the Ger­
man-language Staats-Zeitung gave him a dinner 
for “a thousand of the active newspaper workers” 
at the Waldorf-Astoria in New York, at which, the 
Springfield Republican reported, “The dailies of 
Holyoke Pittsfield and North Adams were repre­
sented.” The prince was seen to turn and chat 
with Mark Twain. The Republican was not over-
impressed. “We Americans,” it said, “are saved 
from sycophancy by our sense of humor.” On the 
same page it reported a matter more pressing to 
the valley: smallpox had “reached Western Mass­
achusetts,” and the outbreak at Holyoke was the 
worst nearby.

That November a New York reporter came to 
look at Holyoke and found that “No other city 
in the country has so large a foreign population 
in comparison to its size.” When South Holyoke 
built up, he wrote, the French had come “in num­
bers, along with many Germans,” and the district 
was known as “Tiger Town.” A county history of 
the same year put it more gently: “One finding 
himself in the German quarter of Holyoke, with 
the tongue of the Fatherland spoken on all sides,” 
and the German papers coming off the press in 
their old black letter, “may readily imagine him­
self in the land of the Kaiser.”

In the summer of 1903 South Hadley turned 
150 years old and held a parade. On July 29 the 
Christian Endeavor Society of South Hadley, a 
Protestant young people’s society, rode on float 
number fourteen, under a banner for “Excellence 
in Good Citizenship,” and among the young 
women on it was Hattie Krug, eighteen. The 
town’s historians that year listed a brickmaker, 
Charles Rannenberg, as South Hadley’s first Ger­
man resident. The Krugs were not the first, then, 
but they were early.

In September 1904 the Springfield paper re­
ported the sale of a large tract at the head of Laurel 
Street in Holyoke, part of the estate of the late 
Abigail Brown. It was sold “by the executor of the 
estate, William Krug of South Hadley, for about 
$20,000,” and was to be cut up into house lots; 
Mrs. Brown’s bequests to an old people’s home 
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and to each of the Baptist churches of Holyoke 
would now be paid. Being named an executor 
is a mark of trust. Daniel remembered his great-
grandfather as “such a disciplined person” who 
“made so much money for the family,” and here, 
at least, is a William Krug of South Hadley 
trusted with twenty thousand dollars of someone 
else’s.

❧

In February 1906 the Kaiser had a silver wed­
ding. He had married Princess Augusta Victoria 
on February 27, 1881, and for the twenty-fifth 
anniversary German jewellers and mints struck 
commemorative medals: one by the court jeweller 
Franz Apell of Erfurt, another issued by J. Godet 
of Berlin, others by August Hummel and Arthur 
Krüger. The family has a medal too. “Yes, yes, we 
have a medal,” Daniel said. “It’s a big silver medal 
that was cast.” As the family understood it, the 
Kaiser had it made himself: “He was honoring, 
I think, my grandfather’s 25th wedding anniver­
sary. And it was in German, but you could read 
it. It was a very large silver coin. And he did it 
for all of his fraternity brothers.” Wilhelm Krug’s 
own twenty-fifth anniversary with Agnes would 
have fallen about 1915 to 1917, in the middle of 
a war, a poor time for presents from the Kaiser. 
One possibility is a silver-wedding medal of 1906, 
with the anniversary remembered the wrong way 
round. Only the medal can say. “I had it, Agnes 
had it,” Daniel said, “and I gave it to Uncle Dan.”

In March 1909 Flora was married at home. “A 
pretty home wedding took place at the home of 
Mr and Mrs William Krug of Hadley street Mon­
day evening,” the Springfield paper reported, 
“when their daughter, Miss Flora, was married to 
Ralph Joseph McQuade of New York city. The 
wedding was a quiet one, only relatives and near 
friends being invited.” The minister was the Rev­
erend J. G. Nichols of the Congregational church.

In April 1910 the census came round again, 
and the Krug place had become a farm. William 
Krug, fifty-five, born in Germany, was in his 
second marriage, of eighteen years; he had come 
to America in 1874 and was now a naturalized 
citizen; he worked as a clerk in a department 
store; and he owned his farm, free of mortgage. 
Hattie, written Harriette, was twenty-six and still 

at home. William B. was sixteen. And there was a 
child Daniel never mentioned: Elinor, nine years 
old, Wilhelm and Agnes’s daughter, born after 
the last census. She was Daniel’s great-aunt. On 
the same pages the census taker visited the Brays 
and the Brockways, and those two names, nearly 
ninety years later, still bounded a parcel on Ferry 
Street in a state act that described its east side as 
running “by land now or formerly of said Krug, 
sixty-two (62) rods and seven (7) links to a stone 
post”: a Krug boundary something over a thou­
sand feet long.

That was the land Daniel remembered. “By 
those standards, they were probably the wealthi­
est people in South Hadley,” he said. “They had 
all the prime land right at the crossroads and acres 
of land going right down to the river.” There were 
orchards, he said, and “six houses that my great-
grandfather had made.” How many acres, he did 
not know: “must have been a couple hundred 
acres there. Orchards, fields, go right to the river.” 
Two years after the census, a local historian writ­
ing about the town’s first roads mentioned that 
in 1722 “a highway was laid out from the Krug 
Homestead to Smith’s Ferry.” The road was older 
than the Krugs by a century and a half. The Krug 
Homestead was simply the landmark by which, 
in 1912, everyone in South Hadley would know 
where it ran.

The house had room for more than family. In 
January 1914 the paper reported the death of Miss 
Augusta Hawley, fifty-eight, whose mother had 
once been matron at Mount Holyoke College, 
and who had been “making her home for the past 
two years with William Krug.” She was, the paper 
added, a member of the South Hadley Congrega­
tional church.

❧

In the summer of 1914 Germany went to war, 
and Holyoke’s Germans found themselves on the 
wrong side of it. For a while they kept their 
old ways: in 1916 the Holyoke Turners won the 
district Turnfest at Hartford and closed it singing 
American patriotic songs and the Deutschland­
lied. Then, on April 6, 1917, the United States 
declared war on Germany. On June 5 that year 
6,681 Holyoke men registered for the draft at City 
Hall, and when the city published its war history, 

42



W I L H E L M  K R U G

T H E  C E N S U S  O F  1 9 2 0 :  W I L L I A M  K R U G ,  B A K E R

in 1919, it dedicated the book “To the men who 
preferred death, than life enslaved by the Hun.” 
Daniel had heard what it did to the German 
town. “After the First World War, there was a lot 
of anti-German sentiment,” he said. “And that’s 
what caused the German town to kind of break 
up. … There was a lot of bad press about the 
Huns and their atrocities and so forth. People 
didn’t want to advertise they were Germans.” No 
account of trouble in Holyoke or South Hadley 
itself has been found in the papers that are free to 
read. Wilhelm, born in 1855 and naturalized long 
since, was far too old to fight.

On the fifth of February 1920 the census taker 
found him on Hadley Street again, sixty-five 
years old, in a house he owned. The record had 
changed its mind about his arrival once more: it 
now said he had come to America in 1873 and 
been naturalized in 1885. His mother tongue was 
German. And his occupation was new. William 
Krug, at sixty-five, worked for wages as a baker, 
in a bakery shop. Agnes was fifty-six, and Eleanor, 
nineteen, was at home; Hattie had gone. Next 
door, renting, lived William B. Krug, twenty-six, 
a laborer on a farm, with his wife Elizabeth, who 
had been born in Virginia, and their two small 
children, William and Agnes. Beyond them lived 
the Brays, as they had in 1910. So by the records 
Wilhelm had made his living in four ways, not 
three: in a woollen mill, at teaching, as a clerk and 
as a baker, and the family remembered two more. 
Daniel never mentioned the baking.

❧

In the early 1920s, the Krugs still had family 
in Germany, and they were hungry. “We have a 
lot of relatives in Germany,” Daniel said. “And 
after the First World War, they were starving 

over there. And I have pictures of them. I mean, 
I had pictures of them.” The Allied blockade 
had not been lifted until July 1919, eight months 
after the armistice. In December 1918 the German 
public health office put the civilian dead from 
it at 763,000; a study of 1928 put it at 424,000. 
Then came the inflation. In the middle of 1922 
a dollar bought 320 marks; by December 1922 it 
bought 7,400, and by November 1923 it bought 
4,210,500,000,000. A loaf of bread in Berlin that 
cost about 160 marks at the end of 1922 cost 200 
billion a year later. In those years, Daniel said, 
“Grandpa Krug” was “sending them money to 
help them.” “It was after they lost the war in the 
20s,” he said. “They were desperate. Germany 
was desperate.” A few dollars from South Hadley, 
in a Germany like that, went a very long way.

In 1923 Holyoke turned fifty as a city and held 
a parade, and the Germans marched in it under 
their own names: the Bridge Street Turn Hall 
with a delegation of forty, the Teutonia Lodge, 
the German Reformed Church, the Ladies’ Soci­
ety of the Turn Verein on a float, and seven motor 
cars of the Springdale Turners with another.

❧

In 1930, Daniel said, Agnes died, “rather young.” 
By her birth date in the family genealogy she 
was sixty-seven. No record of her death has been 
found yet, and the census of that year, read so 
far only at low resolution, has not turned up the 
household.

The German town he had known was going. 
The Germania Mills closed in 1934, in the Depres­
sion. The guidebook that the Federal Writers’ 
Project published in 1937 found Holyoke still 
built “around the numerous power canals,” still 
printing a weekly paper in German, and remark­
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able for “the absence of drab slum quarters 
usually associated with mill towns.” It filed South 
Hadley under the heading “Milk, Butter, and 
Ideas”: a farming and college town of “shaded 
streets, broad lawns, and quiet homes, and in 
the outskirts … elm-bordered sunny pastures, on 
which farms produce milk and butter for near-by 
manufacturing districts,” with “smaller colonies 
of German and Polish descent.” The Krug land, 
Daniel said, was going too, in the hands of the 
next William: “somehow it disappeared in the 30s 
when he was in control of it.” That is the next 
chapter’s story.

Wilhelm Friedrich Krug died in 1938, as Daniel 
had it. No death notice for him has been found 
in the papers that are free to read, and his grave 
is not yet known. Albert Steiger, whose store the 
family said he had guarded, died the same year. 
That summer the Holyoke Turners hosted the 
New England Turnfest, with ten other teams and 
more than two thousand people, at Camp Jahn 
in Southampton. On September 21 a hurricane 
came up the Connecticut Valley; its eye passed 
Hadley at 5:06 in the evening. Sixty per cent of 
the tobacco sheds around Hadley went down, 
apples and peaches lay on the ground by the ton, 
and the river put the business section of South 
Hadley under water. Whether he lived to see any 
of it, no record found so far says. Daniel’s verdict 
on the two Williams was brief. It was the father, 
he said, “my grandfather’s father who made so 
much, was such a disciplined person and made 
so much money for the family.” “His father from 
Germany,” he said, “had made all the fortune.”

❧

Wilhelm Krug left less behind than his father-in-
law, the whaler, who left seventy-five letters in his 
own hand. He left a few lines in three censuses, 
which between them made him a teacher, a clerk 
and a baker; a directory entry; a sentence in a 
book about Springdale; a daughter’s wedding in 
the newspaper; and a boundary on Ferry Street. 
He left a silver medal that may or may not have 
come from a Kaiser, and a story about walking to 
school with one that the dates make very hard to 
keep. And he left the Turn Hall, where, the family 
said, a German in his fifties and sixties did hand­
stands for the old men drinking beer, and where 

his great-grandson Daniel, as a teenager, did gym­
nastics too. “I was a member of it,” Daniel said. 
“I would go there and do gymnastics myself.” 
Both Turn Halls are still standing. Somewhere in 
Holyoke, if Daniel was right, so is the house the 
Krugs left when they had money enough to move 
across the river, and he meant to find it.
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H O L Y O K E ,  S O U T H  H A D L E Y  A N D  T H E  ROA D  T O  O L D  L Y M E   ·   1 8 9 4 – 1 9 6 7

On Omens, Preachers, Ice Cream and Such

They had been taught by the Bible and the preachers that the 
world was surely going to be burned up sometime, and they did not 

know but it might be then.

S O P H I E  E .  E A S T M A N ,  I N  O L D  S O U T H  H A D L E Y

I n the year he was born, Holyoke was 
the Paper City. It was, as the state’s guide­
book later put it, “a manufacturing city lying

between the Connecticut River and Mount 
Tom,“ “built around the numerous power canals 
that cut across the city,” and through the last 
years of the century its mills made something like 
four-fifths of all the writing paper in the United 
States. Daniel put the figure at over ninety per 
cent, and the town would not have argued with 
him. Holyoke had nearly 36,000 people in 1890 
and would have 45,712 by 1900, and almost half 
of them had been born somewhere else: Ireland, 
Quebec, Poland and Germany. The Germans 
worked the woollen mills of South Holyoke, kept 
a Turn Hall with a gymnasium in Springdale 
where children “from three years old and up­
wards receive physical training,” and in 1894 built 
themselves a new Reformed church. A history of 
the city published the next year counted them, 
a little primly, among the “thrifty, industrious 
Germans,” and noted a “large unchurched mass” 
of the same nation still to be reached in Holyoke, 
Willimansett and South Hadley Falls.
The river itself was being rebuilt while he was in 
the cradle. Holyoke’s first dam, of 1848, had been 
swept away on the day it was finished, and the 
agent’s telegram to his directors in Boston is said 
to have read, “Your old dam’s gone to hell by way 
of Willimansett.” Its wooden successor had been 
for a time the second-largest dam in the country. 
In 1895 work began on a granite one between 
Holyoke and South Hadley Falls, and to lift the 
stones the builders strung what was claimed as 
the longest-span cableway in the world, sixteen 
hundred and fifty feet across the river. The last 

stone was laid on January 5, 1900, at a cost the 
Springfield Republican put at “$1,000,000, more 
or less.” It was still there, holding, when William 
was an old man.

Into this city, at the end of 1893 or the start 
of 1894, William Burnham Krug was born. The 
census of 1900 gives December 1893; the family, 
and Daniel, said 1894. He was the son of Wilhelm 
Krug, a German from the old country who had 
come to America in the 1870s, and of Agnes 
Maria Burnham, the daughter of the whaler, sol­
dier and paper-mill foreman Erasthus Burnham, 
whose chapter comes before this one. He had his 
German father’s first name and his grandfather’s 
surname for a middle one, and in time he would 
be “my grandfather” to Daniel, and “Grandfather 
Krug” to the family. “Had only an eighth grade 
education,” Daniel said. “He was the only son 
in the family. His father was a very hardworking 
German guy that spent a lot of time down in 
Holyoke in the city. And so he was exposed a lot 
to his mother’s religion stuff.”

The religion came with a great deal else. His 
mother’s mother was Mary Devine, the Glasgow 
woman the family believed could see the future, 
and from her, Daniel said, the boy picked up “a 
lot of superstitions.” He was terribly afraid of 
black cats. If one crossed in front of him he had 
to undo it, and one of his remedies was to “steal a 
dish rag from his neighbor’s line and then go and 
bury it somewhere. He thought that would be a 
remedy against the evil spirits or whatever.” Owls 
were worse. “If an owl came in the house, then 
that means somebody’s dead,” and there had been 
some talk of an owl when his mother died. “One 
thing after another,” Daniel said, “his whole life 
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seemed to be geared to this fear of… violating 
these kind of superstitions he’d gotten from his 
Scotch grandmother.”

None of this was strange to the valley. South 
Hadley’s own historian, writing in 1912, recorded 
that for more than a century the whippoorwills 
of Mount Holyoke came down to the settlement, 
“but if the plaintive note of this bird was heard 
over a house wherein a sick person lay, the case 
was considered hopeless.” The town’s first settler 
had been buried with his feet to the east so that 
he would rise facing Christ at the Resurrection. 
In Scotland, a Glasgow folklorist wrote in 1879, a 
wart could be cured by rubbing it “with a piece 
of stolen bacon.” The borrowed dishrag, in other 
words, had company on both sides of the ocean.

The valley had remedies of its own. A beetle 
in the walls that made “a curious little drumming 
sound with its head” was called the death watch, 
and the sick who heard it “felt sure that death 
was near”; the cure was a rhyme, “The omen is 
broken, the danger is over.” Bees had to be told 
when someone in the family died, or they might 
take offence and go back to the woods on Mount 
Holyoke. A long wick in an unsnuffed candle was 
a “winding sheet.” A boy who grew up near the 
Falls at the turn of the century had a good deal to 
keep track of.

❧

In the summer of 1903 William was nine, and 
the family, or some branch of it, was already over 
the river in South Hadley. On July 30 the town 
held a parade for its hundred and fiftieth birth­
day. A night of heavy rain and “a very brilliant 
display of lightning” gave way to a morning that 
“broke clear,” and by ten “there were thousands 

of people assembled along the streets.” Float 
number 11, from the German Turn and Singing 
Society of the Falls, was a full-rigged ship carry­
ing two young women dressed as Columbia and 
Germania, side by side. Float number 14, from 
the Christian Endeavor Society, carried among its 
girls a Hattie Krug. In 1912 the town’s historian, 
Sophie Eastman, describing a road laid out in 
1722, located it for her readers as running “from 
the Krug Homestead to Smith’s Ferry.”

The boy left school, as Daniel told it, after 
the eighth grade. That was common. A former 
governor of Massachusetts wrote in 1910 that the 
schools now issued “age and schooling certificates 
for children between the ages of fourteen and 
sixteen years who wish to work,” and that it was 
still possible to keep a child for ten hours a day at 
“the dreary, monotonous feeding of machines.” 
William would later make a point of not feeding 
any. All Daniel heard in his youth, he said, was his 
grandfather saying “you don’t want to work in 
these filthy factories,” because “the people there 
use foul language and they drink and they gam­
ble.” Daniel went and worked in them anyway: “I 
work there myself, paper mills.”

❧

In the spring of 1917, when America went to war 
with Germany, William was twenty-three and 
newly married. His wife was Elizabeth Cofer, a 
Virginian three or four years younger than he, 
from Midlothian, as Daniel remembered it; she 
had married at twenty. The first draft registration, 
on June 5, 1917, took every man from twenty-one 
to thirty, and he would have stood in that line. 
But his name is in neither of the war books his 
towns published afterwards, and in 1930, when 

T H E  K R U G  F A M I L Y  A T  WA R
Wilhelm Friedrich Krug (c.1854–1938) =  Agnes Maria Burnham (1862–1930)

daughter of Erasthus Burnham, 1st Connecticut Heavy Artillery, 1864–65

William Burnham Krug (1893/94–1967) =  Elizabeth Cofer, of Virginia (b. c.1897)
First World War: did not serve. “Veteran: No,” 1930 census

William Madison, 
“Madison” (b. c.1917)

Agnes, “Ag” (b. 
c.1918) =  Mike 

Greenberg

E. Janet (b. 1920) =  
John St. John

Stephen C., “Steve” 
(b. c.1921)

Daniel Burnham, 
“Dan” (c.1922–2014)

Frederick P. (b. 1928)

Army; machine gunner 
at Anzio, per Daniel. 

No record yet

Mike: in the war, per 
Daniel; service unknown

John: Army Air Forces, 
1942–45 (his chapter)

WWII veteran, 1950 
census; a cook, Daniel 

thought

Merchant ships, eleven 
trips, per Daniel. No 

record yet

Too young to serve

and so to Daniel
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the census asked every man whether he had 
served, the answer written against his name was 
“No.”

It was not a comfortable time to be a German 
in Holyoke. In December 1917 a syndicated 
column headed “German Papers Here Spread 
Poison” singled out the city’s German weekly, 
the Neu England Rundschau. The city’s own war 
book, published in 1919, was dedicated “to the 
men who preferred death, than life enslaved by 
the Hun.” On the Fourth of July 1918 Holyoke 
held a parade “in which every nationality in the 
city was represented — a truly All-American 
parade,” and the Germans, evidently, marched as 
Americans. “After the First World War,” Daniel 
said, “there was a lot of anti-German sentiment. 
And that’s what caused the German town to 
kind of break up because there was a lot of bad 
press about the Huns and their atrocities and so 
forth. People didn’t want to advertise they were 
Germans.”

❧

In the winter of 1920 the census taker found two 
William Krugs in South Hadley, side by side. 
The elder, sixty-five, born in Germany, owned 
his house with a mortgage on it; the younger, 
twenty-six, rented, and gave his work as “Laborer, 
Farm.” He and Elizabeth had two children by 
then, William, who would be called by his middle 
name, Madison, and Agnes. A third, E. Janet, 
was born later that year, after the census taker 
had gone: she would be Daniel’s mother. Stephen 
followed in 1921, Daniel, called Dan, a year or so 
after, and, last, Frederick in 1928.

The family had land, a great deal of it by South 
Hadley’s standards. “They had all the prime land 
right at the crossroads and acres of land going 
right down to the river,” Daniel said. “We had or­
chards and six houses that my great-grandfather 
had made.” For a time they lived in “a 12-bedroom 
brick house with a swimming pool.” It was the 
German, Wilhelm, who had made the money, 
and in Daniel’s account it was the son who lost 
it. The deeds tell a slightly longer story. Between 
1922 and 1928 Wilhelm and Agnes themselves sold 
six lots, the first of them to Agnes’s own brother, 
Owen Burnham, the tobacco grower, and the 
rest to neighbours who built houses on them. By 

the summer of 1927 the town’s two brickyards 
had shut down early, and the brickyards, the 
local paper explained, “have for years been the 
barometers used by the townspeople to judge the 
business conditions locally.”

On February 11, 1930, the old couple deeded 
the home place to William and Elizabeth, and 
within ten weeks Agnes was dead. When the 
census came round on April 23, three generations 
were living under one roof on Hadley Street, in a 
house worth $10,000: Wilhelm, seventy-five and 
widowed; his daughter Eleanor, thirty; William, 
thirty-six, still a farm labourer; Elizabeth; and 
the six children, from Madison, twelve, down 
to Frederick, not yet two. The census also asked 
whether the household owned a radio set. It did 
not.

That year the town needed a school. In Febru­
ary the state building inspector had condemned 
the old Center school, sixty years in use. In Sep­
tember the town let the contract for a new one 
at $72,000, and on October 1, 1930, sixteen days 
later, the Town of South Hadley took a piece 
of the Krug land by eminent domain. Daniel 
remembered it as “the late 1920s, the time of 
the Depression”: the Depression, certainly. “The 
town took that property to build a school there,” 
he said. “That’s where I went to school. That’s 
where my family went to school, right across the 
street.” Three weeks after the taking William and 
Elizabeth bought land across the road from a 
neighbour who had bought Krug lots a few years 
before: “the seven acres and the historic property 
across the street from the school,” which was 
where Daniel would grow up.

The Depression reached South Hadley early 
and stayed. In March 1931 a new sewer in the 
Center, built for $25,000, “brought relief to more 
than 300 men in South Hadley who were other­
wise unemployed,” in a town of fewer than seven 
thousand. The next year the state paid for a new 
road along Hadley Street, the old road to Hock­
anum that ran past the Krug place, and it was to 
be built “by town labor instead of by contract,” so 
that the money stayed in town. In March 1936 the 
Connecticut rose higher than anyone had seen it, 
put fifteen thousand people out of their homes in 
Springfield, and broke against the granite dam at 
the Falls without moving it.
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❧

From the new place the family looked straight 
into a graveyard. “We lived right exactly next 
to the cemetery,” Daniel said. In August 1934 
William, Elizabeth and the old man sold most 
of the acres behind the house to the Evergreen 
Cemetery Association, and the dead moved in 
next door. William took an interest in them. “My 
grandfather made it a practice of keeping track 
of everybody that was there,” Daniel said. “And 
he thought, he really thought that he could feel 
their spirits and so forth. And that they would 
tell him things and come to him sometimes at 
night and sometimes appear to him and give him 
information. Which he passed on to other people 
sometimes.” Once it was the father of a good-
looking neighbour, Stiles, who came to him with 
a message for his daughter, and William went 
over and delivered it: her father “thought you he 
thought really you’re really a good person.” The 
message was kind, at least. “Everybody thought 
he was probably thought he was nuts,” Daniel 
said. But “I knew he believed that he actually 
believed that.”

The voices that mattered most to him, though, 
came from the air. In the 1930s the radio arrived, 
and with it the evangelists. Charles E. Fuller’s Old 
Fashioned Revival Hour went national on the 
Mutual network in October 1937 and by 1942 had 
more than ten million listeners, and it was one of 
many programmes that asked for money at the 
end. William listened, and he gave. “If there were 
a chance for him to give money to something,” 
Daniel said, “he would have given family money.” 
The preachers, as he described them, predicted 
“when the end of days was going to be by some 
kind of calculation. And they would get up on 
the hills and these people would wait for Christ 
to come out of the sky, you know. And then he 
didn’t come. And somehow that didn’t discour­
age him.”

South Hadley had seen it before. In 1843, when 
William Miller’s followers expected the world to 
end, a South Hadley citizen wrote in a journal, 
“Everybody was talking about the destruction of 
the world,” and Sophie Eastman, who printed the 
journal, kept one of the tiny slips of paper handed 
out in the town that year: it worked the end out 

from the Book of Daniel and arrived at 1843. 
Some townspeople, she wrote, “stopped sowing 
and reaping, gave their lands away, and made 
their ascension robes,” and on summer evenings, 
“whenever the setting sun went down in a flood 
of crimson light, people were wont to assemble in 
the Old Cemetery.” Several “sold their farms for 
a few dollars, and were afterwards compelled to 
become day laborers.”

William’s own preparations for eternity ran to 
healthy living. “He had read a lot of stuff about 
healthy living,” Daniel said, “and he thought 
he would, in the winter, buy one pair of long 
underwear, one pair of socks, and he would not 
take them off the entire winter. He would not 
bathe. Because he thought it would take away his 
valuable oils, his natural oils that protect him.” 
The results were what one might expect, and 
Elizabeth gave him a room of his own downstairs. 
In summer he went barefoot and rode his bicycle.

Meanwhile the land went. After the cemetery 
sale came another deed in 1936, another in 1939 
and another in 1948. The house on Ferry Street 
was mortgaged in 1942 and again in 1956, both 
times with Elizabeth’s name beside his on the 
papers. Daniel’s account is that “it disappeared in 
the 30s when he was in control of it. It just disap­
peared,” that he sold properties “actually at a loss. 
Just to give money to these preachers that were on 
the radio,” and that it went on “until finally, you 
know, the boys got old enough to throttle him 
and put him in his place.” What was left was “that 
last little bit of land that my grandmother lived 
on, that seven acres and the house there, that she 
was afraid he would mortgage the house.” What­
ever the reasons for each sale, and the deeds do not 
give reasons, the family that had once owned the 
crossroads ended up with a house and a garden.

In 1938 old Wilhelm died, and that September 
the great hurricane came up the Connecticut. Its 
eye followed the river north into Massachusetts, 
where the wind and water killed ninety-nine peo­
ple; the river flooded most of Willimansett, across 
the water from Holyoke; and down at the mouth, 
in Old Lyme, “beach cottages were flattened or 
swept away.” Whether the family’s place at the 
shore was among them, nobody has said.

❧
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His politics went the way of his religion. “A very 
right wing guy,” Daniel said. “I would say you 
would call him a Nazi. He was anti-Semitic. He 
was racist. He hated immigrants, Italians, anyone, 
you know.” In the thirties he “liked what Hitler 
was doing.” He was not alone. “There was a lot of 
Nazi sentiment in this country,” Daniel said, and 
there was: the German American Bund, founded 
in 1936, filled Madison Square Garden with some 
twenty thousand people in February 1939. The 
valley had the other side of the ledger too. A 
month later Holyoke’s National Youth Adminis­
tration took in three young Germans “fleeing 
from Nazi persecution” to train alongside seventy 
local boys. When his daughters married, William 
objected to both husbands: Agnes married Mike 
Greenberg, who was Jewish, and Janet married 
John St. John, who was Irish and Catholic, and 
“he didn’t like Catholics.”

The war came to the valley before it came to 
America. In 1939 the War Department began an 
air base on the tobacco fields of Chicopee, next 
door to South Hadley, and named it Westover 
Field; it was there that Janet would meet John St. 
John. On the afternoon of December 7, 1941, an 
Air Corps officer named Curtis LeMay, driving 
home to Holyoke from a shift at Westover, heard 
the news of Pearl Harbor break into the broad­
cast of a football game. That June the paper had 
carried a smaller item from the Krugs’ own street: 
a man who worked at Mount Holyoke College 
had dived into the upper college lake and pulled 
out “Fred Krug, about eight, son of Mr and 
Mrs William Krug of Hadley street,” before he 
drowned.

Then the war came to America, and his sons 
went to fight the Germans. “My grandmother 
had five men in that war,” Daniel said. “The 
three sons, Uncle Dan, Madison, and Uncle 
Steve. Then she had my father, and she had Ag’s 
husband, who was Mike Greenberg.” Madison 
“ended up in Anzio in Italy as a machine gunner.” 
Dan was “working in the marine ships, 11 differ­
ent tours, supplying armaments on the shore for 
D-Day.” Steve “had a heart problem. So I think 
he was a cook or something.” John St. John, the 
son-in-law, served in the Army Air Forces, and 
his story is told in his own chapter. “I’m not sure 
what Mike did,” Daniel said.

The records so far bear out only part of the 
list. Stephen C. Krug was counted in Holyoke in 
1950, twenty-eight, married, and a veteran of the 
Second World War; in July 1945 he and his wife, 
Olive, had bought a house on Hadley Street, a few 
doors from his parents, for $4,500. For Madison 
and Dan the papers are still to be found. If Madi­
son was a machine gunner at Anzio, he was in one 
of the infantry divisions that held the beachhead, 
where every battalion had a heavy-weapons com­
pany of water-cooled .30-calibre machine guns. 
The landing was on January 22, 1944; by mid­
night some 36,000 men were ashore, and then 
they stayed there for four months, dug into wet 
ground under German guns. The Army’s own 
history put the corps’ combat losses at “about 
30,000, including at least 4,400 killed and 18,000 
wounded,” and as many again went down with 
sickness and trench foot. Its narrative turns again 
and again on the machine guns: “Capt. William P. 
Athas of the heavy weapons company hastily set 
up four machine guns, and under their protecting 
fire the riflemen deployed.”

If Dan’s “marine ships” were merchant ships, 
his D-Day was the work of feeding a beach that 
had no harbour. The Allies towed their harbours 
across the Channel in pieces, sank old merchant 
ships in lines off the beaches as breakwaters, and 
then a gale from June 19 to 22 smashed the Amer­
ican one off Omaha. Merchant seamen were not 
in the armed forces, but they died at a higher rate 
than any of them: about one in twenty-six who 
sailed in the war did not come back. Whatever 
Dan sailed in, he came home. In May 1947 Daniel 
Burnham Krug, of South Hadley Falls, married 
Jessie Jane Snow of Westhampton, Daniel’s Aunt 
Jesse, and went up into the hills to farm and make 
maple syrup.

“Any case,” Daniel said, “that kind of re­
deemed the family because everyone, you know, 
a little critic of them being German. And here 
they were fighting the Germans. Her sons were 
fighting the Germans. So I think she was very 
proud of the boys.” In June 1942 the Rundschau 
closed after fifty-nine years. In its last weeks it 
had been printing Churchill. The old man, mean­
while, “was right along with whoever supported 
Hitler,” but by then nobody was listening: “they 
stopped him from being able to spend the family 

50



G R A N D F AT H E R  K R U G

money,” Daniel said. “He just had to keep his 
place.”

❧

In the spring of 1950 the census found William 
Krug, fifty-six, at home on Ferry Street with “Un­
able to work” written against his name. Elizabeth 
was there, and his sister Eleanor, and Frederick, 
and Janet, twenty-nine, with her two children: 
Daniel, six, and his little sister. A few houses away 
lived a man who had bought one of the Krug lots 
in 1924. Janet’s marriage had come apart, and for 
long stretches of Daniel’s boyhood his grandpar­
ents’ house was home.

“From age 11,” Daniel said, “I spent a lot of time 
with my grandfather Krug.” By then the old man 
was “basically not employed,” and “he had all the 
time in the world and he was very curious about 
everything. So he liked to ride his bike and he got 
me to ride with him.” Daniel had a bicycle of his 
own, and his grandfather had a destination. “He 
so loved those trips to the beach, to the shore,” 
Daniel said, and in the summer he was eleven the 
two of them rode there: “It was over a hundred 
miles. We rode on Route 5, you know, about 50 

miles to South Windsor where we stayed at his 
family place there with, you know, his aunt that 
was still living there, Aunt Edith. And then we 
got the keys to the old line place and we went 
another 50 miles down to the” shore at Old Lyme.

There was no interstate yet; Route 5 was the 
road. South of Springfield it ran between “rolling 
fields of tobacco dotted here and there by great 
tobacco sheds painted the dark red shade so pop­
ular in rural Connecticut,” as the state guidebook 
described it, past Enfield, home of the Enfield 
Society for the Detection of Horse Thieves and 
Robbers, whose members were expected to “keep 
a swift horse saddled and bridled.” There is no 
record of the society pursuing two bicycles. At 
South Windsor the Burnhams had been growing 
tobacco since Erasthus came home from the war, 
and Aunt Edith was there to take them in: Edith 
Simpson Burnham, the widow of his mother’s 
brother Frederick, who was seventy-four at the 
1950 census and still in South Windsor. A man 
over sixty riding a hundred miles was not unheard 
of in South Hadley. In 1931 the local paper had 
reported a couple from the Falls, “both more than 
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60 years of age,” back from a four-hundred-mile 
tour by bicycle.

Old Lyme, the guidebook said, was “an elm-
shaded village steeped in seafaring tradition,” 
whose permanent residents were “content to live 
with their memories.” William’s memories there 
went back sixty years. As a boy and a young 
man he had had some twenty-six years of his 
grandfather Erasthus, and much of it at the shore: 
“especially the family, as they got older, they 
would take their and go down to the Cape, to the 
Connecticut beach place in Old Lyme.” It was 
from William, at the shore and on the farm, that 
the whaler’s stories came down to Daniel.

The shore Daniel saw had just been knocked 
about again. On August 31, 1954, Hurricane Carol 
came ashore on the stretch of coast between Gro­
ton and Old Saybrook, Old Lyme’s own stretch, 
and “hundreds of oceanfront cottages were dam­
aged or destroyed” in Connecticut; it was, for the 
moment, the costliest hurricane in American his­
tory. The next July was the reason anyone wanted 
to be at the shore at all: Hartford sweltered 
through sixteen days over ninety degrees, a record 
for the month.

At the shore they fished, and caught something 
long. “It must have been just five, six feet long,” 
Daniel said. “It’s quite edible.” Rex, listening, 
wondered whether there were still eels like that. 
The Connecticut record for an American eel is 
fifty-two inches, and South Hadley people had 
always had doubts about the edible part: when 
the lampreys came up to the Falls in spring, 
Eastman wrote, they were “generally despised” as 
food, “though in towns away from the river they 
were sometimes valued.”

The bicycle was not his only way down. Years 
later Aunt Jesse told Daniel that Aunt Edith used 
to come up from South Windsor into the 1950s, 
and that the family, who had cars, “used to often 
drive my grandfather down to Old Lyme because 
he would beg them. They had cars. They’d take 
them down there and take them to the shore. 
And shut him up.”

❧

At home he had schemes. “He had all kinds of 
clever ways to try to make a few cents,” Daniel 
said. “My uncle was buying and selling horses, so 
he gave my grandfather this old horse, and he got 
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a job with the ice cream company. We would ride 
the horse with a freezer in the back, and we would 
ring the bell and sell the ice cream, and then the 
kids would jump on and would sneak the ice 
cream, and we would eat it.” The horse was old 
and had digestive troubles. “These ladies would 
be walking up the street. And there was all these 
jokes. And they would say, William, was that you? 
That was the poor old devil of a horse.” In 1935 
Friendly’s in Springfield had been selling double-
dip cones for a nickel; there is no record of what 
the horse brought in.

“He never got much spending money,” Daniel 
said. So the two of them looked under the swings 
at the school across the way “to see if there was 
any kids that dropped some money in the sand. 
We would find it.” The grandfather also wrote 
little slips of paper: “He would write on these 
little slips these Christian messages like, Jesus is 
coming. Are you ready? He would throw them 
around uptown.” A hundred and twelve years 
after South Hadley’s Millerites passed out theirs, 
the police took a less patient view. They would 
pick him up, bring him home and tell Elizabeth 
that they were going to have to fine him for litter­
ing: “If you don’t control him there, he’s littering 
the town with these.” Did the boy know it was all 
a bit much? “Oh yeah, I spent a lot of time with 
him,” Daniel said. “And I knew that it was crazy, 
but I liked the attention.”

❧

In 1967 William Krug was seventy-three, and 
Daniel was in Berkeley with Regina and their 
first son, Alex, a baby of seven or eight months. 
Regina went east with the baby to visit the grand­
parents. While she was there William struck his 
ankle against the porch “and gotten the kind of 
a deep injury,” Daniel said, “and it was swelling. 
And, you know, they kept saying, you’ve got to go 
to the doctor.” He would not go. “He was terri­
fied of doctors,” Daniel said, and he had a reason. 
His good friend Bill Buckout, across the street, 
had gone to the doctor for something and “ended 
up with both of his legs being amputated,” and 
worked on in the garage without them. Every 
time he saw him, William said he was never going 
to a doctor; they would be sure to cut off some­
thing. “And so he let it get so bad. That finally, 

you know, he was getting some internal infection 
and even some something like leukemia that they 
had that he got in since they had to bring him to 
the doctor.” A year earlier Medicare had begun 
to pay hospital bills for every man his age in 
America. “He died before his time,” Daniel said, 
“because he was afraid of doctors.”

Daniel was not there. “I’m not sure if they had 
to amputate his leg, but he just died in probably 
not a very nice way,” he said. “And the only thing 
I saw him is like my grandmother took his shoes, 
these big clumpy shoes that he wore and planted 
flowers in them so they’re outside, you know, 
they were outside being used for something.” His 
verdict on the man was not soft. “He was pretty 
much a worthless husband,” he said, who had 
“sold all these properties left to him by his father 
and pissed away, you know, what could have, 
you know, made everybody, you know, pretty 
comfortable. And all my uncles only made it to 
the sixth or eighth grade, but they could just as 
well have gone to Amherst College and been like 
their, you know, an educated person like their 
grandfather was.”

The valley he left was not the one he was 
born in. Holyoke had lost one industrial job in 
every two since 1955. The old Germania woollen 
mill, which had brought the Germans to South 
Holyoke a hundred years before, had closed in 
1964, and its worker housing was a parking lot. 
South Hadley, a town of fewer than five thousand 
in his boyhood, had nearly fifteen thousand by 
1960. Of the five men in the war, Dan lived 
longest. He farmed and made maple products 
in Westhampton, served on the town’s historical 
commission, and kept the old German’s silver 
medal, which Daniel had given him; the town 
named a committee after his sugarbush. He died 
in April 2014, “shortly after his 90 birthday,” as 
the town report put it. William Burnham Krug is 
buried in South Hadley with his father, Wilhelm, 
under the same stone as three generations of 
the family’s women, among them Daniel’s grand­
mother and mother. “I can go down 10 miles 
to South Hadley,” Daniel said, “and I can take 
a picture of the gravestone.” The graveyard next 
door, which his grandfather had watched over for 
thirty years, was the one place in the story where 
nobody, in the end, had to sell anything.
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On Boy Soldiers, Border Crossings and Such

“But you’re only a boy, Young Fellow My Lad;
You aren’t obliged to go.”

“I’m seventeen and a quarter, Dad,
And ever so strong, you know.”

RO B E RT  W.  S E RV I C E ,  Y O U N G  F E L L O W  M Y  L A D

D aniel knew his grandfather. 
Homer St. John was a Canadian, a 
soldier at fifteen, and, in the family’s

memory, a brutal father. Some of what Daniel 
knew of him he saw for himself; more came 
from his father, John, and from his aunt Pat, 
who both grew up in Homer’s house. So did the 
story of Homer’s war, and that, Daniel knew, 
could be looked up. “We have his records, too,” 
he said. “I looked under the Canadian records.” 
Anyone who went on line would find the serial 
number, the regiment and its campaigns: “So it’s 
all documented.” He was right. The army kept 
forty-eight pages on Private Homer St. John, and 
they are set beside the family’s story here. Where 
the two part company, this chapter says so, and 
kindly.

He was born on March 20, 1900, in Blanshard 
Township, Perth County, Ontario, a square of 
level farmland in south-western Ontario that had 
been surveyed only in 1839, the last township 
of the Huron Tract to be opened. The soil 
was so good, a county historian wrote, that by 
1848 “every acre was claimed by owners, lessees, 
or squatters.” The settlers were almost all from 

the north of Ireland, which made the township 
Protestant and Orange, and that fits what Daniel 
said of his grandfather: he was “Protestant Irish, 
Orange Irish, probably some Dutch.” By 1911 
more than half of Blanshard’s 2,227 people were 
Methodists. “The Methodists, it may be said,” 
wrote the historian, “possess all church property 
in this township.” Homer was one of them.

When he enlisted, Homer gave his address as 
Woodham, a village on the township’s western 
edge, straddling the boundary road with Usborne 
Township in Huron County: a grist mill, a saw 
mill, a pump factory, two general stores and, in 
1902, “about 150” people, which is to say about 
thirty families. For years it had been called simply 
the Corners. “How this village received its name,” 
confessed its historian, who lived there, “we are 
unable to say.” A mile and a quarter up the road 
was Kirkton, where a young Irishman named 
Timothy Eaton had once kept a store in a log hut 
before going on to Toronto and the department-
store business; the rivalry between Woodham 
and Kirkton, the historian added, “seems to have 
passed away.” Woodham had a brick Methodist 

T H E  F A M I L Y  O F  H O M E R  S T .  J O H N

Philip St. John =  Sarah St. John

Homer Doble St. John (1900–1972) =  Alice Rose Pigeon (1900–1983)
Alice was the daughter of Paschal Pigeon and Catherine (“Kitty”) Foley, of Stratford

John (b. 1921) Patricia, “Pat” (b. 
c.1923)

Jane (b. c.1933) Robert John, “Bobby” 
(1935–1939)

Phillip (b. c.1942)

and so to Daniel
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church and a brick Orange hall, whose lodge was 
known as “the banner lodge of the west.”

Perth County lived on milk. Its dairies made 
the cheese that had “made this county famous 
everywhere,” twenty-five factories of it by 1900, 
nearly all of it bound for England. Its great day 
was threshing, when “the modern steam thresher, 
as it screams and roars,” came round the farms 
“tearing the sheaves in pieces with a mouth 
of steel.” It was a countryside that was quietly 
emptying: Blanshard lost one person in eight 
between 1901 and 1911, and every rural township 
in the south of the county shrank in the same 
ten years. The market town was St. Marys, the 
Stone Town, built of its own limestone. And in 
1914, when Homer was fourteen, Perth County 
outside Stratford voted itself dry under the old 
local-option law. In law, at least, it would stay that 
way for forty-five years.

One other boy from the township went fur­
ther. Arthur Meighen had been born on a farm 
near the hamlet of Anderson in Blanshard in 
1874, and by the time Homer was a teenager he 
was Solicitor General of Canada. In 1917 it would 
fall to him to steer conscription into law; in 1920 
he would become Prime Minister. Blanshard, 
which had about as many people as a large school, 
produced both the man who steered the draft law 
through Parliament and a farm boy who did not 
wait for one.

❧

In August 1914 the war came to Canada without 
anyone in Canada deciding it. When Britain’s ul­
timatum to Germany ran out at midnight on the 
4th, the whole Empire was at war, Canada with 
it, much as Laurier had said it would be: “when 
Britain is at war, Canada is at war.” The country 
had a permanent army of three thousand men. 
It cheered anyway. “The men who have cheered 
the loudest,” the Toronto Telegram predicted, 
“will be among the first to offer their services.” 
At first the farms were slow to give up their 
sons; by 1915 the Canadian Annual Review was 
reporting “wild words flung at the ‘shirker’ and 
‘slacker’ and coward,” and that “rural battalions 
were hard to fill up.” So the battalions were 
made local. Prominent men were given the rank 
of colonel and told to raise a battalion from their 

own county, on the theory that a farm boy would 
sooner go with his neighbors than as a stranger.

On the last day of 1915 Prime Minister Borden 
announced, without previous warning and, it 
seems, without any serious consultation with 
his colleagues, that Canada would put half a 
million men in uniform, from a population of 
barely eight million. A week earlier, on December 
22, Ottawa had authorized the 110th “Overseas” 
Battalion, to be raised in Perth County and mo­
bilized at Stratford. January 1916 brought 29,295 
recruits across the country, nearly six thousand 
more than December. One of them was Homer.

The Canadians already had a reputation, and 
it was a mixed one. The British Prime Minis­
ter, David Lloyd George, wrote that after the 
Somme the Canadians “were marked out as 
storm troops,” and that “whenever the Germans 
found the Canadian Corps coming into the line, 
they prepared for the worst.” The Canadian War 
Museum notes the other side of the coin: a “care­
fully self-cultivated reputation for restlessness, 
brawling, and indifference to military etiquette.” 
Daniel knew the reputation. “The Canadians 
were notorious during World War I for being 
extremely nasty actually,” he said, and everything 
he had read said that, like the Australians and the 
New Zealanders, “They lost a lot of young men 
there. They lost the whole generation of young 
men.”

❧

On January 17, 1916, at St. Marys, Homer signed 
the attestation paper of the Canadian Over-Seas 
Expeditionary Force and was given the number 
727333. He gave his trade as farmer, his next of 
kin as his father, Philip St. John, and his date of 
birth as March 20, 1897. The day and month were 
right. The year was three years early. A justice of 
the peace certified that “the Recruit above-named 
was cautioned by me that if he made any false 
answer to any of the above questions he would 
be liable to be punished as provided in the Army 
Act,” and Homer swore to be “faithful and bear 
true Allegiance to His Majesty King George the 
Fifth.” He was fifteen years and ten months old. 
In the family’s telling he went into the war at four­
teen; the record makes him two months short 
of sixteen. The army’s own rule was eighteen, or 
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younger with a parent’s permission, and either 
age was well under it.

Nobody asked to see a birth certificate. The 
medical officer’s job was to record an “apparent 
age,” and he set Homer’s down as eighteen years 
and ten months, an impressively precise guess 
about a boy who was fifteen. He measured him 
at five feet nine and a half, 140 pounds, chest 36 
inches fully expanded, complexion fair, hair dark 
brown, religion Methodist; noted “Teeth defec­
tive — for attention of Dental Corps”; and wrote: 
“his heart and lungs are healthy; he has the free 
use of his joints and limbs, and he declares that he 
is not subject to fits of any description. I consider 
him Fit.” He was in good company. Somewhere 
between fifteen and twenty thousand underage 
boys served in the Canadian Expeditionary Force, 
a little over three in every hundred, and Veterans 
Affairs Canada says plainly that recruiting officers 
“were not always enforcing the minimum age.”

Two months later he was in hospital instead. 
On March 15 he was admitted to hospital at Strat­
ford with an acute mastoid infection, an infection 
behind the ear that, before antibiotics, was a 
leading cause of death in children. He was oper­
ated on on the 17th, the infection was drained 
(“drainage secured,” the medical officer wrote), 
and he came out on April 10 after twenty-six days. 
Then came the summer camp. Camp Borden, 
north of Toronto, was opened by the Minister of 
Militia, Sam Hughes, on July 11, 1916, after two 
months of building, and was soon “occupied by 
some 32,000 troops”; a photograph of the 110th 
Battalion drawn up there is dated August 31. Two 

F I F T E E N ,  P A S S I N G  F O R  E I G H T E E N  
( I L L U S T R A T I O N )

weeks later the Ontario Temperance Act shut 
every bar in the province.

A private’s pay was a dollar a day, and ten 
cents more once he was overseas. From Novem­
ber 1, 1916, Homer signed over twenty dollars a 
month of it to “Mrs Sarah L. St John, St Marys 
Ont., mother,” and for the next thirteen months 
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the cheques went home. On October 24, a week 
before the battalion sailed, he made his will on 
the army’s printed form. Two of the 110th’s senior 
N.C.O.s witnessed it. He left everything he had 
to his mother, at Peel Street, St. Marys. He was 
sixteen.

❧

On October 31, 1916, the 110th embarked for Eng­
land, about six hundred and sixty strong, aboard 
the Cunard liner Caronia. She was a ship of 
nearly twenty thousand tons, built on the Clyde 
in 1905, known in better days as the “pretty sister 
of Carmania,” and an armed cruiser before she 
was a troopship. She held one other distinction. 
On April 14, 1912, she had sent the Titanic the 
first of that night’s ice warnings: “bergs, growlers 
and field ice.” The crossing took eleven days; the 
Admiralty would not adopt convoys in earnest 
until the following summer, and troopships in 
1916 trusted to speed and to the destroyers that 
met them in the danger zone. One Canadian 
officer, crossing the year before, wrote home on 
the day those destroyers appeared: “many a heart 
feels lighter to-night.” Homer landed in England 
on November 11. No letter of his survives to say 
how his heart felt.

The new year found him in Sussex. On New 
Year’s Day, 1917, the 110th ceased to exist as a 
fighting unit: its men were taken on the strength 
of the 8th Reserve Battalion at Shoreham, one 
of three hutted camps on the South Downs that 
the Canadians had taken over in 1916, where 
the standard hut was sixty feet by twenty and 
slept thirty men. The county battalions had been 
raised with fanfare at home precisely, as the army’s 
Chief of the General Staff had put it, because “the 
despatch of complete battalions would gratify the 
senior ranks and appeal to local sentiment.” In 
England they were broken up for reinforcements. 
“New battalions from home came and took up 
quarters in camp,” a chaplain at Bramshott, in 
Hampshire, wrote, “and to their surprise were 
broken up and sent in drafts to France.” It hap­
pened in France too. When the 60th, one of the 
58th’s own brigade, was broken up in 1917, some 
of its men put up a cross near Vimy: “In memory 
of the 60th Battalion. 1915–Raised by Patriotism. 
1917–Killed by Politics.”

The training was meant to take fourteen 
weeks: musketry, bombs, bayonet, gas drill, dig­
ging, wire, the Lewis gun. “No man was permit­
ted to proceed to France,” the Overseas Ministry 
reported, “until he had passed adequate tests.” 
The army had a category for boys like Homer, 
too, although nobody yet knew he was one: “A 4. 
Men under 19 years of age, who will be fit for A 
1 or A 2 as soon as they attain that age.” On May 
17, 1917, at Shorncliffe, in Kent, he was transferred 
to the 58th Battalion, and the next day he landed 
in France.

❧

The battalion he joined that May, the 58th, was a 
Central Ontario battalion, raised around Niagara 
in 1915 and in France since February 1916, one 
of four in the 9th Brigade of the 3rd Canadian 
Division. It had already been through Mount 
Sorrel, where it lost 165 men in a morning, and 
the Somme, where on October 1, 1916, its brigade 
attacked Regina Trench, found the wire “mostly 
uncut,” and lost 941 officers and men in a day. 
It had been in reserve at Vimy. A month before 
Homer arrived its diarist wrote: “The men have 
now done nine days duty in the trenches and are 
in no condition to carry on.” The new men were 
replacements for men like those.

He went up from the base on May 21 and 
joined the battalion in the field on May 24, 1917. 
It was in the support line north-west of Avion, 
below the captured Vimy Ridge, facing the coal­
fields around Lens. The diary for that day reads, 
in full: “Support Line. Wind S.W.—light. Fine. 
Working parties of 3 Officers and 350 O.Rs. sup­
plied on various tasks. Hostile shelling normal. 
Casualties—2 O.R. Wounded, 1 O.R. wounded 
(shell-shock), 1 O.R. Wounded and Remained at 
Duty.” Hostile shelling normal. It was the kind of 
day the war was mostly made of: men digging and 
carrying, and a few of them hit. The ground was 
the debris of Vimy. One gunner, writing home 
that month from just behind Thélus, remem­
bered of his battery’s first position at the front 
that “it was a case of eating, drinking and sleeping 
in mud!”

The army over him was changing too. On June 
9 the Canadian Corps got a new commander. 
Sir Julian Byng, the Englishman who had taken 
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Vimy, went off to an army of his own, and 
the Corps passed to Arthur Currie, a Victoria 
real-estate man who had joined the militia as a 
gunner. The soldiers, by one historian’s account, 
found him “stiff, abrupt, sometimes pompous, 
and occasionally insulting,” and did not realize 
how hard he worked “to avoid needless sacrifices 
on the battlefield.” Between Currie and Private 
St. John stood the 3rd Division’s Major-General 
Louis Lipsett, a British regular who had once 
taught Currie his soldiering; Brigadier-General F. 
W. Hill of the 9th Brigade; and the 58th’s own 
commanding officer, Lieutenant-Colonel Harry 
Genet, D.S.O., whose signature closes every page 
of the battalion’s diary that summer.

What he carried had changed as well. The Ross 
rifle, the Canadian-made weapon that jammed 
when it was fouled and that a third of the 
survivors of Ypres had thrown away for Lee-En­
fields, had been withdrawn from the 3rd Division 
the summer before; Homer’s rifle in France was 
the Lee-Enfield. The British platoon manual of 
February 1917 told him what else mattered: “The 
bomb is the second weapon of every N.C.O. 
and man,” “the rifle bomb is the ‘howitzer’ of 
the infantry,” and “the Lewis gun is the weapon 
of opportunity.” A rifleman went into an attack 
with at least 120 rounds and two bombs, and 
every man carried a gas respirator.

❧

In the middle of June the 58th went into the front 
line before Avion, three companies forward, with 
German trench mortars busy every night; on 
the 15th three of its men were killed and five 
wounded. A farm boy in its A Company, Private 
Lawrence Johns, who came from Elimville in Us­
borne Township, the Huron County township 
whose boundary road ran through Woodham, 
kept a diary. “Heavy shelling on the right,” he 
wrote that morning. “Also liv(e)ly exchange of 
shells over our front. larks singing close overhead 
also machine gun bullets.” Then the battalion 
came out to Villers-au-Bois and rehearsed. On 
June 22 the diary records “Practice attack on 
taped trenches all day”: the trenches to be taken 
were marked out with tape in a field behind 
the lines, and the companies walked through the 
attack until they knew it by heart.

On the night of June 25 the battalion went 
back in through the rain and the shelling (“Relief 
very difficult on account of darkness”), losing 
about fifteen men as it passed the Quarries. “Very 
wet night,” wrote Johns. The next morning the 
Germans pulled back, and at half past nine the 
58th followed them into Adept Trench and spent 
the 27th digging in under “considerable shelling.” 
In one abandoned trench C Company found a 
German soldier “who had apparently been left 
lying wounded and died,” and took his identity 
disc. Orders came that afternoon. “Stay in front 
line trench all day,” Johns wrote. “Going over the 
top tomorrow morning at 2:30 A.M. expect some 
thing doing.”

The attack on Avion Trench went in at 2:30 
a.m. on June 28, 1917. The 58th attacked on a 
two-company front beside the 52nd, behind a 
rolling barrage: the guns laid a curtain of shells a 
little ahead of the infantry and lifted it forward 
by stages, and the men walked behind it as close 
as they dared. Every man carried a tool, one 
pick to every two shovels. The password was 
“TWENTY-SEVEN.” If they took the trench 
they were to fire green, green and white Very 
lights; if they were in trouble, red. A Company 
reported that when the barrage opened the men 
“immediately assumed the prone position, but 
once they commenced moving forward were 
quite cool in the face of the M.G. fire,” which 
is the sort of sentence only an army can write 
about men walking towards a machine gun. Two 
hundred yards short of the trench a concrete dug-
out blew up on their flank “and inflicted several 
casualties and ‘shell-shocks.’” In B Company an 
officer crept to within fifteen or twenty feet of 
a German machine gun “and shot the 2 men 
who were operating it.” At 3:05 a.m. a contact 
aeroplane overhead picked up the flares in the 
objective.

“Capture Avion,” Johns wrote. “Over the top 
at 2:30 A.M. very heavy barrage going the right 
Also a lot coming the wrong way. Quite a 
number of prisoners taken Our section captured 
a Sargt-Major. Plenty of fun. Fritz shelled us 
heavy all day. Several casualties. Dirty day.” The 
battalion’s verdict was briefer: “The operation 
was most successful.” Eleven prisoners came 
back, most of them of the 5th Grenadier Guards, 
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“very good type.” That evening, in a thunder­
storm, the Canadians pushed on into Avion itself. 
The war correspondent Philip Gibbs wrote of “a 
violent thunder-storm whose noise and lightning 
mingled in an awesome way with the tumult and 
flame of the great artillery,” and heard afterwards 
that the men “were drenched to the skin as soon 
as they started to attack.” The shelled ground 
“became as slippery as ice, so that many of them 
stumbled and fell.”

They held Avion Trench for three more days 
of rain and shelling. Johns explored the German 
dug-outs and found “plenty of good feather beds 
to sleep on,” and a whizz-bang landed ten feet 
from him: “Thought for a minute that I had a 
Blighty no good I was still whole.” The battalion’s 
losses for the tour came to sixteen men killed, 
seven missing and about ninety wounded, among 
them a captain who died of his wounds. On 
June 30 the colonel wrote: “Men very tired. Got 
small issue of rum for them, which helped a bit 
to keep them going.” The relief came “late owing 
to darkness and slippery condition of ground,” 
at a quarter past three on the morning of July 1. 
It was Dominion Day. Johns spent it carrying a 
wounded man out on a stretcher, “Terrible trip 
under heavy shell fire but got out safe to dressing 
station.”

Where Homer was in all this, no record says. 
The diary names officers, never privates; his own 
sheet records nothing between his arrival in 
May and September. He was on the battalion’s 
strength throughout, and the battalion was at 
Avion Trench.

❧

In July the 3rd Division held the right of 
the Canadian line, the flooded ground between 
Avion and Méricourt. Currie judged it tactically 
unsound to try to hold the railway embankment 
there, which the Germans overlooked, and his 
final orders to the 3rd Division were “to raid 
and withdraw.” On the night of July 22 the 
58th’s neighbor, the 116th, raided the German line 
at Méricourt and was gassed as it formed up. 
“Suddenly the bells in the German trenches, not 
a hundred yards from the right flank, began to 
ring,” one of its officers wrote; “gas fumes were 
rapidly making their way over our positions.” 
The 58th’s diary for the night says only that the 
enemy “heavily barraged our front line.” Then 
the division came out to rest at Gouy-Servins, 
where the August diary records rain, musketry, 
and “Gas instruction and drill.”

Gas was by now the war’s chemistry lesson. 
Chlorine, the green cloud of 1915, had given way 
to phosgene fired in shells, nearly invisible and far 

61



H O M E R  S T .  J O H N

A F T E R  A  T R E N C H  R A I D ,  AV I O N ,  J U L Y  1 9 1 7

more lethal, and on July 12, 1917, at Ypres, the Ger­
mans had introduced mustard, “Yellow Cross,” 
an oily liquid that did nothing for hours and then 
blistered skin, eyes and lungs, and soaked into 
clothing so that a gassed man could gas the men 
around him in a dug-out. The Canadians gave as 
good as they got. Before the attack on Hill 70 the 
Royal Engineers fired more than 3,500 drums of 
gas into Lens, so that, in one Canadian officer’s 
words, “the city reeked with gas and was pregnant 
with death.”

Hill 70 was Currie’s first battle in command, 
and his own idea. Ordered to take Lens, a ruined 
coal town lying in a hollow, he argued instead 
for the bare chalk hill that overlooked it, on the 
theory that the Germans would find it intolerable 
to lose and would wear themselves out trying to 
take it back under his guns. On August 15 the 
1st and 2nd Divisions took it. Currie counted 
“no fewer than twenty-one counter-attacks” and 
called it “altogether the hardest battle in which 
the Corps has participated.” The 3rd Division was 
in reserve that day. The 58th spent it marching 
fifteen miles from Gouy to Raimbert, with “no 
marching casualties.”

❧

On August 22 the 9th Brigade went into Lens. 
The 58th relieved the 31st Battalion in brigade re­
serve at Cité St. Pierre at two in the morning, and 
for five days found working and carrying parties, 
two hundred men at a time, for the engineers 
and the machine-gunners. The mining suburbs 
on that side of Lens were “brick-built company 
towns of miners’ houses,” in the official history’s 
words, “most of which months of shellfire had 
reduced to a fantastic maze of ruins across which 
trenches now meandered.” Gibbs found Lens 
“no better than its outer suburbs, a town of bat­
tered houses without roofs and with broken walls 
leaning against rubbish-heaps of brickwork and 
timber,” and said of it: “There is never a night’s 
rest in Lens nor round about it unless men are put 
to sleep for ever.”

The men lived in cellars. Johns wrote to his 
mother from one on the 25th: “I had a good 
wash and shave this morning it was quite a job 
as several big 5.9 shells were floating around near 
by One had to look after two jobs at once. but 
never the less I made a fair job. We are living in 
a nice deep cellar with one small entrance which 
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serves as a door and window.” Then: “One more 
of our boys was killed night before last from con­
cussion.” “No doubt the casualty list will be large 
at present time,” Johns added, “as the fighting 
has been rather stiff.” On the 27th, in the rain, 
the 58th went up into the front line between Cité 
St. Émile and Cité St. Laurent, two companies 
forward, facing a German trench called Cinnabar. 
Early the next morning the wall of a ruined house 
fell on C Company’s ration party and hurt eight 
men; the diary allowed that it was “Not clear 
whether wall was knocked over by a ‘dud’ or fell 
in.”

Gas shells were part of every day on this 
front. On August 29 the battalion recorded one 
man “wounded (gassed).” On the 30th, at half 
past one in the afternoon, C Company went af­
ter a German-held communication trench called 
Nun’s Alley. There was no artillery support; it 
was done by daylight with bombs. A party of 
eight bombers under Lieutenant F. E. Gray went 
first, with rifle grenadiers behind them firing 
their “howitzer” bombs over the traverses, and a 
mopping-up party bombing the dug-outs. “No. 
1 Section attacked the enemy block at 1.30 p.m., 
covered by the fire of the Grenadiers. This was 
taken and the garrison of 8 were killed and 
enemy machine gun captured.” The machine gun 
turned out to be a British Lewis gun, which they 

turned round and used, so that it changed sides 
twice in the war and ended up, for one afternoon 
at least, back where it started. Gray was wounded 
and another officer took them on to within fifty 
yards of Cinnabar Trench. Thirty German dead 
were counted in the captured trench, all of the 
365th Regiment. “All ranks behaved well,” the 
diary says, “and everyone concerned has reason to 
be proud of the operation.”

The Germans answered with everything they 
had. From two that afternoon until a quarter 
to five the next morning they bombarded the 
division’s whole front, with heavy counter-at­
tacks at 8:15 in the evening and 4:20 in the morn­
ing. August 31 was the worst day of the battalion’s 
summer: a captain and nine men killed, two more 
dead of wounds, thirty-nine wounded, and two 
“wounded (gassed).” On September 1 the shelling 
came again, from eight until midnight. Canon 
Frederick Scott, a Canadian chaplain, saw gassed 
men brought into an advanced dressing station in 
the Hill 70 fighting, and set down what gas did 
to them: “So strongly were their clothes saturated 
with the poison that, as they were being cut off, 
… our eyes and throats smarted from the fumes. 
There was nothing more horrible than to see men 
dying from gas.” On the night of September 2 the 
52nd came up to relieve them, and on the 3rd the 
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58th marched back to billets at Bouvigny-Boyef­
fles, arriving at eleven at night.

❧

The diary for September 4, 1917, reads: “Battalion 
rested. Men rather played out with hard trip in 
the line. Men paid and bathed.” That same day 
Homer was sentenced for drunkenness and for 
being absent from the three o’clock parade. The 
entry on his sheet, reported from the field by 
the battalion’s commanding officer, reads: “Sen­
tenced to 14 days F.P. No. 1, 4.9.17, for when 
on active service (1) drunkenness (2) absent from 
3 P.M. parade 4.9.17.” It was published in the 
battalion’s orders on September 15.

Field Punishment No. 1 was a sentence a com­
manding officer could award on active service, 
without a court martial, for up to twenty-eight 
days. Under the rules then in force, a man could 
be kept in fetters or handcuffs, put to hard 
labor, and “attached for a period or periods not 
exceeding two hours in any one day to a fixed 
object,” such as a post or a wheel, but not on 
more than three days in any four. The soldiers 
called it “crucifixion.” When a battalion was on 
the move a man under sentence was not tied up 
at all; he marched with his unit, carried his arms, 
did “all their military duties as well as extra fatigue 
duties,” and was treated as a defaulter. Soldiers 
who had committed offences, the Canadian War 
Museum notes, got no rum, and drunkenness 
was the most common disciplinary offence of all.

The 58th was on the move. On September 5 
it marched toward Mont-St-Éloi, on the 6th to 
Neuville-St-Vaast, and on the night of the 7th it 
went back into the line in the Acheville sector, 
where two more of its men were gassed on the 
9th and 10th, and where, on the night of the 12th, 
the Royal Engineers released gas from projectors 
on the battalion’s right. Lawrence Johns, who 
had written that “Poisionous gas is a common 
thing these days,” was killed near Lens that day; 
a comrade wrote to his family that “he was killed 
instantly.” On September 15 the 58th handed the 
line to the 116th, whose officers recorded that 
the 58th “had had an ideal tour with scarcely 
any shelling,” and went back by light railway to 
Le Pendu Camp in the Bois des Alleux. There it 
bathed, was paid, and on September 21 won the 

3rd Divisional football championship, beating 
the 123rd Battalion six to nothing.

On September 26, 1917, someone claimed 
Homer’s true age. A red-ink note in the margin 
of his attestation records it: “Actual age claimed 
on 26/9/17. Birth cert shows date of birth 
20/3/1900.” The note does not say who made the 
claim. It may have been Homer himself, or it may 
have been his parents at home; families did write 
to Ottawa for their sons, and no letter survives 
in his file either way. The army acted at once. On 
September 27 he was struck off the battalion’s 
strength: “Minor.” The 58th, at Le Pendu Camp, 
recorded only “Battalion training.” He was sev­
enteen and a half. He had been in France four 
months and nine days.

❧

The way home took two and a half months. On 
September 28 he was “Transferred to England 
for discharge as a Minor” and sent to the depot 
of his Ontario regiment at Shorncliffe, then to 
East Sandling camp nearby, and on October 23 
to No. 1 Canadian Discharge Depot at Buxton, 
in Derbyshire. Buxton was a Victorian spa a 
thousand feet up in the Peak District, built “in 
the style of Bath” around a warm spring, and 
now full of Canadian hospitals and of men the 
army was sending home: the sick, the unfit, the 
worn out and the young. On November 6, 1917, 
he embarked at Liverpool on the Olympic, the 
Titanic’s sister, painted that year in dazzle camou­
flage and known to the troops as “Old Reliable.” 
A sergeant who made the same crossing that 
summer remembered that “never for a moment 
during the time we were in the submarine zone 
did the ship cease its zigzagging course.”

His pay card notes “Olympic 14/11/17,” most 
likely the day she came in. By the end of Novem­
ber he was at No. 1 Casualty Unit in London, 
Ontario, and on December 8 a medical board 
examined him for discharge. It found him “Well 
developed. Heart, lungs and other organs nor­
mal. Requires dental treatment.” No disability. It 
recommended category “A IV,” the army’s class 
for men fit in every respect except age, and dental 
work. Homer signed the form for a man who 
refused treatment: he understood “the nature of 
the treatment which it is recommended that I 
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should undergo and refuse to accept it.” The only 
treatment the board had recommended was den­
tal. He also signed the certificate for a soldier who 
takes his discharge at his own request: “I hereby 
declare that I do of my own free will request to 
be discharged from His Majesty’s Service.” On 
December 10, 1917, he was discharged at London 
“in consequence of Underage.” Conduct and 
character: “Good.” Special qualifications for civil 
life: “Farmer.” He had served one year and 328 
days.

He came home to a country in the middle of 
a quarrel. Two days before his medical board, 
on December 6, a munitions ship had blown up 
in Halifax harbor and killed some two thousand 
people; one week after his discharge, on Decem­
ber 17, Canada held the bitterest election in its his­
tory, over conscription. The Military Service Act 
made single men of twenty to thirty-four liable to 
be called up. It did not touch a seventeen-year-old 
who had already been to France, and it specifically 
exempted men who had served in a theatre of war 
and been honorably discharged. Homer was, so 
far as the law of 1917 was concerned, done.

❧

Home, that December, was London. His family 
had moved while he was away: his mother’s 
address on the army’s pay sheets changed in 1917 
from St. Marys to 460 Dorinda Street, in the 
east end of London, an industrial district of 
foundries, car works and stove factories a short 
walk from the fairgrounds. London was a city of 
about sixty thousand and a military town, head­
quarters of the district that had just discharged 
him. Prices had nearly doubled since before the 
war: across Canada, food that cost $7.34 a week 
for a family in 1913 cost $13.63 by December 1918; 
the city’s Board of Health issued fifty-five permits 
for families to keep hogs inside the city limits, “as 
a temporary war measure”; and in the autumn 
of 1918 the influenza came. London buried 231 of 
its people. The district health officer for south-
western Ontario, a Dr. T. J. McNally, very likely 
the same man who had sat on Homer’s medical 
board, reported that the epidemic took its victims 
“not alone from the weak and aged but for the 
most part from the strongest and best of our 
people.”

In the spring of 1919 the government paid him 
a war service gratuity of $350, less what it had 
already paid him, which came to $249.90 in four 
cheques, addressed to 379 Eva Street, London. 
The same spring Ottawa admitted something 
about boys like him. An order-in-council of 
April 1919 opened retraining to young men who 
had “enlisted voluntarily in the forces under the 
military age of eighteen years,” on the grounds 
that “the years they spent in the Army were just 
those during which they should have been fitting 
themselves to earn a livelihood.” Seven and a half 
thousand former boy soldiers were in its classes 
by the end of the year. Whether Homer was one 
of them, no record found says. In the family’s 
version his father was “a contractor that paved a 
lot of the streets in London, Ontario.” No record 
found says that either; the one St. John in the 1922 
London directory is “St John, Phillip, wks G T 
R,” a railwayman, at 768 Dundas Street.

The family remembered his war differently. In 
their telling he spent four years in the trenches 
and was gassed: “He was chlorine gassed.” He 
came back at eighteen, “in bad shape,” after 
“some of the worst activity, you know, in the 
trenches.” Daniel measured it against a boy’s 
schooling: the years his grandfather was at the 
war were the years a boy spends as a freshman 
through a senior in high school. “And it messed 
him up,” he said. “He was alcoholic. He was 
like… had some mental problems. He was a very 
abusive father.” The record is kinder on some 
counts and silent on others. It has him enlisting 
at fifteen, in France for four months, and home at 
seventeen. Chlorine was the gas of 1915, the year 
before he enlisted. But his battalion was gassed, 
a man or two at a time, on four nights of that 
summer, and the Canadian War Museum notes 
that “many soldiers never reported their multiple 
minor gassings.” The board that discharged him 
found no disability, and, the museum adds, there 
were few treatment programs after the war for 
veterans who suffered from the mental trauma 
of war. As for the trenches, the Canadians told 
Philip Gibbs that August that “their troops have 
never had harder or more prolonged fighting, not 
even in their old days of the Ypres salient nor on 
the Somme.”
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❧

By 1921 he had found a wife. Alice Rose Pigeon 
was a Stratford girl, born on October 2, 1900, 
six months after Homer, one of a houseful of 
children of Paschal Pigeon and Catherine Foley, 
a Catholic family who lived on Front Street. 
Daniel described her side of the family this way: 
“her mother was Irish. She was from Limerick. 
She was Kitty Foley. But her father was a pigeon, 
was a French-Canadian.” The records sort it out. 
Pigeon was the surname, and Kitty Foley was 
Catherine, Alice’s mother. Their son John was 
born in Stratford on June 2, 1921, the day after 
census day. Stratford that year was a railway and 
furniture town of sixteen thousand, built around 
the Grand Trunk’s great locomotive shops, and 
in March, across Canada, the slump after the war 
had put one trade-union man in six out of work.

That November the army sent him something 
by registered post, most likely his war medals. 
The address on his card had been crossed out and 
rewritten: no longer Dorinda Street but “Box 621, 
Sandwich St, Amherstburg, Ont.,” a small town 
at the mouth of the Detroit River, sixteen miles 
below Detroit. It was a good place from which 
to watch America go dry. National Prohibition 
had begun in January 1920, Michigan had been 
dry since 1918, and Ontario, which forbade selling 
liquor but not making it for export, sat across a 
river less than a mile wide in places. One Michi­
gan broadcaster, looking back, put the traffic at 
900,000 cases in the first six months alone; in 
winter, when the river froze, the cars drove across 
the ice.

Then they crossed. “They just came over in 
the 20s because there were work in the factories,” 
Daniel said. “You could go through Detroit, 
across from Canada into Detroit.” A great many 
did. In 1925 a Toronto newspaperman counted a 
hundred thousand Canadians in Detroit, one in 
ten of the city, which made Detroit “the largest 
Canadian city in the United States.” In Detroit, 
he reported, “they call Canadians ‘freshwater im­
migrants.’” An immigration inspector told him, 
“A Canadian is the only immigrant you cannot 
tell from a native-born American at a glance.” 
Canadians were left outside the quotas of the 
Immigration Act of 1924, but they now needed a 

visa, and with the new Border Patrol the govern­
ment had begun to spend more of its energy on 
deportation.

Homer was one of those put out. “He even 
got thrown out of the country a couple of times 
because he would fight too much in the bars,” 
Daniel said. “And he was not a citizen.” The fam­
ily went with him: “they actually threw him out 
of the country with his family a couple of times,” 
back to Canada. No record of it has yet been 
found; the Port of Detroit’s crossing cards, which 
would show each entry and might be stamped 
“Deported,” are indexed only behind a login.

❧

Through the 1920s it was, as Daniel put it, “the 
time of prohibition,” and Homer was “making 
some of his own booze.” The federal law allowed 
a household two hundred gallons a year of “non-
intoxicating” cider and fruit juice for home use, 
a phrase that did a great deal of work; distilling 
stayed plainly illegal, and Michigan’s own law was 
stricter still. Detroit’s restaurant men counted 
seventeen thousand blind pigs in the city in 1926. 
“He needed drinking buddies,” Daniel said, and 
the word for what followed was a bender:

You get out of work on Friday and you get your 
paycheck and you don’t take it home to the 
mother who has the kids, right? You go to the 
bars and then you get drunk all weekend and 
fight. Maybe end up in jail.

By the middle of the 1930s the St. Johns were 
in Flint, the town where General Motors began. 
Homer, Daniel said, “had worked in the Buick 
plant in the 30s.” It was a hard decade there. 
American car production fell from five million in 
1929 to 1.3 million in 1932, and Flint shrank, from 
156,492 people in 1930 to 151,543 in 1940. Over 
the winter of 1936–37 the auto workers sat down 
inside the General Motors plants for forty-four 
days and won their union. By then there were 
more children. A daughter, Jane, had been born 
in Michigan in about 1933, and another child, 
Robert John, called Bobby, was born in Flint on 
May 17, 1935.

John and Pat, the eldest, were growing up. Pat, 
about two years younger than John, would hear 
music once and play it on the piano right away. 
John, at fifteen, “1936, let’s say,” was taken along 
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to the bars. “His father would take him to bars 
because he’d pick fights in the bars and he wanted 
to be backed up,” Daniel said. “So my father had 
to fight with him.” Pat was brought there too.

Bobby is remembered in two ways. In the 
family’s telling he was about five and “very sickly,” 
and when John was fifteen the parents went out 
drinking and left John to babysit him. While 
they were gone, Bobby died. “They come back,” 
Daniel said. “Oh, Bobby’s dead. And there was 
my father who was supposed to be responsible 
for him, right?” Pat told what came next. When 
they buried Bobby, the four of them stood by the 
graveside, and Homer said: “We all did it. We all 
killed him.” Daniel ended the story there: “Bye, 
Bobby.”

The death certificate tells it more quietly. 
Robert John St. John died on March 13, 1939, at 
Hurley Hospital, Flint’s public hospital, of bron­
cho-pneumonia following measles. A doctor had 
attended him for six days. He was three years, 
nine months and twenty-five days old, and John 
was seventeen. The family was living at 2012 
Swayze Street. The man who gave the clerk the 
particulars was his father, Homer St. John, and 
he was buried two days later in New Calvary, the 
Catholic cemetery. “Any kind of sickness could 
kill you then because they didn’t have the med­
ication,” Daniel said, “and I wasn’t sure just what 
it was with Bobby.” Measles was still a killer of 
small children, pneumonia was its usual way of 
doing it, there would be no vaccine for another 
twenty-four years, and penicillin would not reach 
ordinary civilians until the next war. The family’s 
memory and the certificate do not agree on the 
night or the age. They agree that he was small, and 
that he was sick.

John left soon after. “He just left,” Daniel 
said, “because it was intolerable to live in the 
house you know because the old man was just so 
brutal.” The old man would get drunk, Daniel 
said, “and he had these whatever kind of guilt 
feelings or whatever, you know, just psychological 
problems that he solved by drinking.” John rode 
the boxcars west in the Depression, as boys did, 
and went on to a life of his own, which belongs to 
another chapter; by March 1941 it had taken him 
to the New Mexico State Penitentiary, for a stolen 
car, with his mother’s address given as Detroit. In 

1940 the United States required every alien over 
fourteen to register and be fingerprinted at the 
post office, and more than five million did. By 
the family’s account Homer was still not a citizen 
then, which would have put him in the queue; 
whether he stood in it, no paper yet found says.

❧

In November 1943 Daniel was born in Flint, 
“strangely,” as he put it, while John was overseas; 
his mother, as he told it, “went and stayed with 
them when I was born.” By the time the war 
ended Homer and Alice had moved to San Jose, 
California, where several of Alice’s brothers and 
sisters also settled, and where, Daniel said, “they 
had an extra house there.” They offered it to 
John’s wife, and to John when the army let him 
go. San Jose was then a town of seventy thousand 
in the middle of the Valley of Heart’s Delight, 
two-thirds of whose land was in fruit trees; it 
canned and dried and shipped apricots, peaches 
and prunes, and nobody had yet thought of 
putting computers in it. John got out on Daniel’s 
second birthday, “let’s say November 1945,” and 
that was the first time Daniel saw him.

In France John had lived in the home of “one 
of these underground people,” and the commu­
nists, as Daniel put it, “made a communist out 
of him,” so that back in America he joined the 
American Communist Party. In San Jose “he had 
all these propaganda leaflets down in the base­
ment and he was having meetings at the house,” 
with union leaders from the Bay Area and with 
black people. “And it freaked my grandfather 
out because they still were not American citizens 
even. You know, they were Canadians. And the 
FBI was coming around.” Canada did not create 
a citizenship of its own until New Year’s Day, 
1947; until then Canadians were British subjects. 
In California, either way, they were aliens, and 
the Alien Registration Act of 1940 allowed the 
government to deport any alien who had “at 
any time” since arriving been a member of an 
organization that advocated overthrowing the 
government. Some of its language had been writ­
ten specifically to help deport one union leader, 
the Australian-born Harry Bridges.

It came to a fight in about the autumn of 1946, 
when Daniel was three and his mother was, in his 
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T H E  N I G H T  I N  S A N  J O S E

1

“He had all these propaganda leaflets down in the basement 
and he was having meetings at the house.”

2

“It freaked my grandfather out because they still were not 
American citizens even… And the FBI was coming around.”

3

“My grandfather was still only in his 40s and pretty tough 
guy. And he was drunk.”

4

“But in Canada, they fight dirty. They fight with their feet.”
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5

“I saw my grandfather bite my father on the back, just like a 
shark.”

6

“And there’s my mother… several months pregnant, freaking 
out, you know, right on the porch. I remember the scene.”

7

“So rather than actually kill his father, he ran out back. He 
hid behind the garage until he could settle down.”

8

“I just remembered violence… I just saw my grandfather in 
a very evil way.”

Illustrations after Daniel’s account; artist’s renderings, not photographs.
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words, “very pregnant with my sister.” Homer 
was forty-six. Daniel told it in his own words, and 
the drawings in this chapter follow his telling, 
panel by panel.

Daniel was sure of the memory. “I remember 
it just like, yeah,” he said. “I remember very 
well. Some people don’t remember when they 
were two or one. I can remember very specifically 
things.” What he did not have at three was any 
way of understanding it: “I probably had no way 
of understanding why they would be angry at 
each other.” The family could not stay. “We had 
to uproot and move out of California,” Daniel 
said, and they went back across the country to 
Massachusetts when he was three or four years 
old.

❧

Homer and Alice stayed on in San Jose through 
the 1950s. When the census taker came round 
in April 1950 he found Homer, fifty, and Alice, 
forty-nine, with three of their children at home: 
Patricia, twenty-seven, born in Canada, and Jane, 
seventeen, and Phillip, eight, both born in Michi­
gan. He also wrote Homer down as a naturalized 
citizen. The family remembered him as no citizen 
in 1946, so either Homer took out his papers in 
those few years or the census is wrong; his natu­
ralization papers have not been found. The same 
census taker, or the clerk who indexed his page 
seventy years later, turned him into “Homer Si 
John,” which is partly why he took so long to find.

The town grew up around them. It had ninety-
five thousand people in 1950 and more than two 
hundred thousand by 1960, as a city manager 
named Dutch Hamann annexed the orchards 
one after another and the subdivisions went in. 
In the autumn of 1962 Daniel was at Berkeley, 
working three jobs, and, as he said, “I just burned 
myself out.” He had to get back to Massachusetts 
“somehow.” “I think my grandparents who were 
living in San Jose bought me a ticket,” he said. His 
father put him on the train in November, and he 
went home to Massachusetts and eight months at 
the paper mill, double shifts included.

Homer St. John died on September 10, 1972, at 
Placerville, the old Gold Rush county seat in the 
Sierra foothills, at seventy-two, “following an ill­
ness in a local hospital,” as the Mountain Demo­

crat put it four days later. Daniel’s only words on 
Homer’s end began, “Well, Homer was like this. 
He was having trouble,” and the story went on to 
his father instead; the newspaper filled in the rest. 
He had lived twenty-seven years in California and 
the last three in El Dorado County, and he was, in 
its words, “owner of an apartment house in San 
Jose.” The funeral was held at the Chapel of the 
Pines on September 13, Father Thomas O’Brien 
of St. Patrick’s Catholic church conducting, and 
he was buried in St. Patrick’s Cemetery. The no­
tice listed the family he left: his wife Alice; John 
St. John of Costa Mesa, Patricia Vilenski of Chula 
Vista, Jane Holes of Placerville and Philip St. John 
of San Jose; two sisters in Canada, Frieda Vander­
land and Phyllis Marriott; twelve grandchildren 
and six great-grandchildren. Alice outlived him 
by eleven years and died in San Diego County in 
1983, and she was buried in the same cemetery.

❧

Homer St. John comes down to his family in two 
halves. The army kept one: the farm boy from 
Blanshard who put his age up three years to go to 
war at fifteen, four months with the 58th in the 
line at Avion and Lens, his true age in red ink 
in the margin, and the one word that sent him 
home at seventeen: “Minor.” The family kept the 
other: the benders and the border, Bobby’s grave 
in Flint, the fight in San Jose that Daniel saw at 
three, and the ticket home in 1962 that, as Daniel 
thought, his grandparents bought. No letter of 
his has survived to say what he made of any of it. 
The forty-eight pages are still in Ottawa. He lies 
in the foothills of the Sierra, in the same cemetery 
as Alice, under a stone that says only “Dad,” a 
long way from Woodham.
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tracts); Project Gutenberg catalogue (pg_catalog.csv); Guten­
dex search API; OpenStreetMap Nominatim: Dorinda 
Street,….
Tried and blocked or refused (not bypassed) (18): Collection 
Search record 245971: St. John,…; LAC Collection Search, ge­
nealogy query homer…; sortedbyname.com, California 
Death Index mirror; The Canadian Encyclopedia, Halifax 
Explosion; Canadiana.ca (robots.txt disallows AI agents;…; 
Histoire sociale / Social History journal site; William John­
ston, The Pioneers of Blanshard,…; Michigan LARA, 
Liquor Control Commission 90th…; Stratford-Perth Mu­
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History San José online collections; San José Public Library 
search; Canadian War Museum collections search; Ontario 
community newspapers; Bentley Historical Library, Detroit 
Jewish News…; TheShipsList (troopship sailings); Duck­
DuckGo web search.
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S T R AT F O R D,  F L I N T,  N E W  M E X I C O,  W E S T O V E R  F I E L D,
E N G L A N D ,  G E R M A N Y  A N D  F R A N C E   ·   1 9 2 1 – 1 9 4 5

On Boxcars, Link Trainers, Jitterbugs and Such

A better method is to recognize the sound of a complete character 
without regard to its components.

WA R  D E PA RT M E N T,  T H E  R A D I O  O P E R AT O R

T his chapter is about Daniel’s fa­
ther, John St. John, and it comes down 
the family the usual way: from John to

his son, who heard a great deal of it as a small boy, 
and from John’s sister Pat, who kept the family’s 
older stories. The paperwork is thinner. John 
turns up in the census of 1940 and, a year later, 
at nineteen, on a prison card from New Mexico; 
his enlistment record, his draft card and his Army 
file are still being looked for. That leaves the war, 
the longest part of Daniel’s account of him, as the 
part the documents say least about. What follows, 
then, is his life in order, as Daniel told it, with the 
records and the history of those years set beside 
it. Where they agree, it says so. Where they part 
company, or where nobody yet knows, it says that 
too.

The story begins in Stratford, Ontario, a 
railway town in the farm country of southwest­
ern Ontario. Its founders had named it after 
Shakespeare’s birthplace and renamed the local 
stretch of the Thames the Avon, and in 1953, a 
generation later, the town would open a Shake­
speare festival and become famous for it. In 
1921 it was famous, so far as it was famous for 
anything, for mending locomotives. The Grand 
Trunk Railway’s shops, enlarged four times since 

1888 and able to hold twenty-two engines at once, 
were the town’s biggest employer, and furniture 
was the next; by the 1920s nearly a sixth of all 
the furniture made in Canada was shipped from 
Stratford. The census of 1921 counted 16,094 
people. On June 2 of that year one more of them 
was born: John St. John.

His mother was a Stratford girl. Alice Rose 
Pigeon had been born there on October 2, 1900, 
the daughter of Paschal Pigeon and Catherine 
Foley, of a large Catholic family that lived on 
Front Street. His father was Homer Doble St. 
John, a farm boy from Blanshard Township, in 
the same county, who had gone to the First World 
War at fifteen and come home at seventeen; his 
story is the chapter before this one. Much of what 
the family knew of where they all came from had 
reached Daniel through Pat, and Daniel, who 
called his father’s side of the family “a big issue,” 
set it out as he had it. On one side, he said, 
there were Protestant Irish, “Orange Irish, prob­
ably some Dutch,” a mother who “was a Kent,” 
British, of a wealthy family of horse breeders in 
Kentucky, and a father “that paved a lot of the 
streets in London, Ontario.” On the other, “her 
mother was Irish. She was from Limerick. She 
was Kitty Foley. But her father was a pigeon, was 

T H E  L I N E  O F  D E S C E N T

Paschal Pigeon (1855–1931) =  Catherine “Kitty” Foley (1865–1943)
↓

Alice Rose Pigeon (1900–1983) =  Homer Doble St. John (1900–1972)
↓

John St. John (b. 1921) =  Janet Krug (b. 1920)
↓

Daniel St. John (b. 1943) =  Regina
↓

Alex, Rex and Yana
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a French-Canadian. His father was one of 12 boys, 
but they were French speakers.”

Two of those names, at least, are in the records. 
Kitty Foley was real: she was Catherine Foley, 
Alice’s mother, buried at Stratford in April 1943. 
The “pigeon” was real too: it was her husband’s 
surname. Paschal Pigeon was born in Stratford in 
1855 and died there in 1931. Whether his father had 
eleven brothers, no record found so far says.

Aunt Pat had one more story, and it was the 
best. Somewhere back on the family tree, she 
believed, stood the boatman of the Lewis and 
Clark expedition, a man Daniel called Cruzot. 
“He was part Iowan Indian and also part French 
Huguenot,” Daniel said, “which were the Protes­
tant French that escaped persecution. And he 
worked as a boatman on the river… And also he 
was the fiddle player for the dances.” The family’s 
thought was that two Irish brothers had married 
two of his daughters, which would make him a 
fourth great grandfather. The expedition’s own 
roll has the man: Private Pierre Cruzatte, half 
French and half Omaha, a master boatman, and 
the fiddler whose playing entertained the expe­
dition and the people it met. He is best remem­
bered, though, for a day in August 1806, when 
he was out hunting elk with Captain Meriwether 
Lewis in a thick part of the woods and shot him 
through the thigh, having taken the captain, in 
his leather clothes, for an elk. Captain William 
Clark, writing up the accident the next day, 
recorded that “this Crusat is near Sighted and has 
the use of but one eye,” and added, generously, 
that he was a man in whom both captains had 
placed “the greatest confidence.” Daniel’s own 
evidence for the connection was of another kind: 
“My father’s side of the family, the women look 
awfully dark haired and some of the men have 
awfully big noses like the Indian on the nickel.” 
He did not claim it was proved. “That’s kind of a 
thing that would have to be looked into,” he said.

❧

In the 1920s the St. Johns crossed into Michigan. 
“They just came over in the 20s because there 
were work in the factories,” Daniel said. “You 
could go through Detroit, across from Canada 
into Detroit.” They were in good company. De­
troit had grown, in the words of the state’s 1941 

guidebook, “as mining towns grow — fast, im­
pulsive, and indifferent to the superficial niceties 
of life,” from under a million people in 1920 to 
more than a million and a half in 1930, and the 
guidebook’s list of everyone who came ends “not 
to mention multitudes of native white Amer­
icans and Canadians.” Canadians could come 
without waiting on a quota. They could also be 
sent back, and Homer, who was not a citizen, 
was thrown out of the country with his family “a 
couple of times,” as Daniel told it, for fighting in 
bars.

Where exactly they lived in those first years, 
Detroit or across the river in Ontario, the records 
found so far do not say, though they were in 
Michigan by about 1931, when John’s younger 
sister, another Alice, was born there. By the 
spring of 1935, when his little brother Robert 
was born, they were in Flint, General Motors’ 
town, where, in Daniel’s words, Homer “had 
worked in the Buick plant in the 30s.” It was the 
town that Daniel, years later, said his father “was 
from.” Flint had about 156,000 people in 1930, 
and the Depression had not been kind to them. 
The country built 5,337,000 motor vehicles in 
1929 and 1,332,000 in 1931, and the average auto 
worker’s pay fell by more than half.

❧

In the middle of the 1930s John was, by every 
account Daniel gave, an unusually gifted boy. 
He could draw. Before he was fifteen, Daniel 
said, he had been “identified… as one of the top 
most promising gifted art students in the city of 
Detroit.” Daniel explained how that came about: 
“You know, they had these make work programs. 
They paid artists to teach young people.” That is 
a fair description of the New Deal’s art projects. 
The Federal Art Project began on August 29, 
1935, less than three months after John turned 
fourteen; it was created, as its history candidly 
puts it, “not as a cultural activity, but as a relief 
measure to employ artists,” and in March 1937 
the government reported that its artists were 
teaching in settlement houses, community cen­
ters, orphanages, hospitals and “children’s clubs.” 
Detroit’s art museum had on its walls, since 1933, 
Diego Rivera’s frescoes of the Ford Rouge plant, 
which the newspapers had called “un-American” 
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and which, the state guide noted, “hundreds 
of factory workers streamed to the Institute to 
admire.” It was, in its way, a fine time to be a 
talented boy in Michigan: the government had 
decided that art was a form of employment, and 
the factory hands had decided that art was worth 
a look. Which class John was in, and who picked 
him out, Daniel did not say.

He had an ear as well as an eye. He had perfect 
pitch, Daniel said: “Name any song, you hear it 
once, he could sing it and remember it.” Pat could 
do the same at the piano. The two of them could 
also do the New York Times crosswords, and fast. 
His father, Daniel thought, “was jealous of him. 
His father used to beat him up, but he and his 
sister could do those things.”

Home was hard. Homer drank, and, as Daniel 
told it, from about the age of fifteen John was 
taken along to the bars, because his father picked 
fights there and wanted someone to back him up. 
“So my father had to fight with him.” They called 
it going on a bender, and Daniel explained the 
custom: “you get out of work on Friday and you 
get your paycheck and you don’t take it home to 
the mother who has the kids, right? You go to 

the bars and then you get drunk all weekend and 
fight. Maybe end up in jail.” Daniel set those years 
in Prohibition, with Homer “making some of 
his own booze.” Repeal had come a little earlier. 
Michigan, with what may have been some impa­
tience, was the first state to ratify repeal, in April 
1933, and by the middle of the decade the state 
guide’s idea of a night out in Detroit was “making 
the rounds of beer gardens, burlesque shows, and 
all-night movie houses.”

Outside the house, Flint was changing. In the 
last days of 1936 the city’s GM workers sat down 
inside their plants and stayed there for forty-four 
days, and the governor, Frank Murphy, refused to 
use force to throw them out. When it was over the 
United Auto Workers was a power in the land. 
John turned sixteen that June, in a city that had 
just learned what a union could do.

Then there was Bobby. As Aunt Pat told it 
to Daniel, John, at fifteen, was left to watch his 
little brother, who was sickly, while their parents 
went out drinking, and that while they were away 
Bobby died: “And there was my father who was 
supposed to be responsible for him.” The death 
certificate gives the rest. Robert John St. John, 
born in Flint in May 1935, died at Hurley Hospi­
tal, Flint’s public hospital, on March 13, 1939, 
of broncho-pneumonia following measles, after 
a doctor had attended him for six days. He was 
three years and nine months old. Homer gave the 
particulars to the registrar. John was seventeen. 
“They had no… penicillin at that time,” Daniel 
said, and “any kind of sickness could kill you 
then,” and on that the record agrees with him 
entirely: penicillin was not in medical use until 
the 1940s, and the measles vaccine was another 
twenty-four years away.

❧

On April 10, 1940, a year after Bobby died, 
the census came to 2012 Swayze Street, and the 
enumerator wrote the family down. They rented 
the house for thirty dollars a month. Homer, 
forty, was an auto worker in an auto factory, 
with forty-five weeks of work and $1,365 the year 
before. Alice, thirty-nine, worked fifty weeks as a 
secretary. Pat, seventeen, was still at school, and 
the younger Alice was eight. John was eighteen, 
single, and a salesman in a shoe store, working 
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forty-eight hours that week. He had four years of 
high school and was no longer at school. Homer, 
Alice and John were each marked “Pa,” meaning 
they had taken out first papers toward Ameri­
can citizenship, and Homer, who answered the 
enumerator’s questions, was entered as living in 
the “same place” in 1935.

Daniel remembered his father leaving home 
younger than that. “My father ran away from 
home when he was about 16,” Daniel said, “and 
I think he finished high school, but they ran 
away. He ran away with his buddies.” He put the 
leaving after Bobby’s death, “soon after… he left 
after that,” because “it was intolerable to live in 
the house” and “the old man was just so brutal.” 
Counting from John’s age, Daniel made it 1937. 
Counting from Bobby, as he told it, the years 
come out later and much closer to the papers: 
Bobby died in March 1939, the census found John 
still at home in April 1940, and by March 1941 he 
had been in New Mexico three weeks. They went 
west the way a boy without money had gone west 
all through the Depression: “Riding boxcars on 
the railroad, going out west.” There were a great 
many of them. At the bottom of the Depression 
an estimated quarter of a million teenagers were 
living on the road in America, and being a home­
less migrant was itself a crime; vagrancy could 
mean jail or hard labor. The railroad police, the 
“bulls,” were not gentle. One boy who left home 
in West Virginia at sixteen, in 1936, remembered 
his freight pulling into Parkersburg at midnight: 
“there was a gun and a flashlight in my face,” 
and within ten minutes he was behind bars. Of 
the road in general he said, “I was hungry all the 
time.”

On the road he took up boxing, and boxing 
paid. “And so my father took to boxing,” Daniel 
said. “He and his friend, you know, his friend set 
him up. They would go across the country from 
one boxing situation to the next and make money 
by, you know, like just boxing.” Michigan had just 
produced the most famous boxer in the world. 
Joe Louis, who had learned to fight in a Detroit 
recreation center, was paid fifty-nine dollars for 
knocking out his first professional opponent in 
1934 and was heavyweight champion of the world 
by 1937. John never got so far, but he was good. 
“He was good on his feet and reflexes,” Daniel 

said. His face kept the score: “His face was all 
smashed in. His nose was fat.”

❧

In the first days of March 1941 the road brought 
John into New Mexico, and within three weeks 
he was in trouble in Lincoln County. From here 
the record takes over from the family’s memory. 
Lincoln County was high ranch country, and its 
seat was Carrizozo, a railroad town at 5,425 feet, 
named for the reed grass of the plain around it. 
It had been laid out in 1899 by a subsidiary of the 
El Paso & Northeastern Railroad, which made it 
a division point, with a roundhouse and shop, 
and in 1940 it had 1,457 people. It had taken the 
county seat from the old town of Lincoln after 
a fight that began with a county vote in 1909 
and was settled, four years later, by the Supreme 
Court of the United States, which is a long way to 
go to decide where a county keeps its courthouse. 
Lincoln itself had a longer memory. It was Billy 
the Kid’s town. In April 1881, under sentence of 
death and held on the top floor of its courthouse, 
the Kid killed his two guards, Deputies James Bell 
and Bob Olinger, and rode away; the state’s WPA 
guide says he “took time to do a triumphant jig 
on the balcony of the jail, singing his defiance.” 
Eleven weeks later Pat Garrett shot him dead at 
Fort Sumner.

The court file tells the rest quickly, because 
it all happened quickly. On Tuesday, March 18, 
1941, John St. John, nineteen, and a man named 
Mirko Hamacek, “both late of the County of 
Lincoln,” took an automobile belonging to Guy 
Richardson, “for the purpose of temporarily us­
ing and driving the same”; the first charge sheet 
calls it “one 1938 model two door sedan.” On the 
20th the assistant district attorney charged John 
alone, and the next morning the district attorney, 
M. A. Threet, filed a new charge against both 
men and the first case was dismissed. Everything 
else happened that same Friday, March 21. Both 
men were handed the charge, waived the twenty-
four hours the law gave them before arraignment, 
were arraigned, and “each and both of them plead 
Guilty.” Judge Numa C. Frenger sentenced each 
of them to the state penitentiary “for not less than 
7 months nor more than 9 months” and to pay 
the costs of the prosecution, and signed the writs 
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that sent them there. No lawyer for either man 
appears anywhere in the file. The county’s court 
sat at Carrizozo, and the few days between the 
sentence and the trip to Santa Fe were presum­
ably spent in the county jail there. The court file 
itself is reproduced at the end of this chapter. 
On March 24 the state penitentiary at Santa Fe 
received him as convict No. 10468, and a clerk 
filled in a printed form headed “Description of 
Convict.” Of all the records of John found so far, 
it describes him most fully. Five feet ten and a 
half, which the clerk entered under build as “tall”; 
140 pounds; light-brown hair, grey eyes, hat 
size seven and an eighth. Nationality, American; 
born, Ontario; Catholic; high school; reads and 
writes; smokes; drinks “sometimes”; not married; 
parents both living, the mother born in Stratford 
and the father in London, Ontario, which is what 

Homer himself had told the Flint registrar two 
years before, though his Canadian Army papers 
say Blanshard Township. Trade: steam fitter’s 
helper, which was not the trade the census had 
given him a year before. In New Mexico three 
weeks; in the United States, the clerk wrote, six 
years. Previous convictions: none. In other pris­
ons: none. Relatives: “Mrs. Alice St. John,” his 
mother, at an address in Detroit, so his mother, at 
least, had left Flint since the census. Under marks 
on the body the clerk wrote “3″ cut scar lft. side of 
jowl,” and in the profile photograph on the card 
the cut still looks fresh.

This was the photograph Daniel knew about. 
There was a picture of his father, Daniel said, 
taken “when he was being photographed for 
stealing the car with his face all torn up,” and here 
it is. Years later John told his son where the scar 
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came from, and Daniel passed it on in a sentence: 
“They stole a car and they rolled it off a cliff. They 
rolled it off an embankment.” Whether the car 
the court convicted him of taking was the car that 
went over the embankment, neither the card nor 
the court file says. But the court file does name the 
friend who went to the penitentiary with him: 
Mirko Hamacek.

The penitentiary was an old one by then. It 
had opened in 1885 on Cerrillos Road in Santa Fe, 
built to the same plans as Sing Sing and Joliet, and 
the town had a story about it that the historians 
have since spoiled: that Santa Fe had been offered 
the choice of the penitentiary or the region’s first 
university, and had chosen the penitentiary. (The 
legislature authorized the prison in 1884 and the 
University of New Mexico in 1889, so nobody was 
ever offered both.) Its inmates had rioted in 1922 
against overcrowding, the guards and the food, 
and the tower guards had fired into them, killing 
one man. John’s own verdict on prison food, as 
Daniel heard it, was the opposite of the rioters’: 
it was “the best food that he had gotten because 
they fed him there.” Whether he meant Santa Fe 
or the county jail, he did not say. The building he 
knew is gone. A new prison was built eleven miles 
south of the city in 1956, the old one was pulled 
down, and nothing of it is left but the name of a 
street, Pen Road.

The rest of the story had travelled in the telling. 
Daniel remembered his father gone from home at 
about sixteen and, some time after, locked up in 
Arizona for eight months with his buddy, in “the 
same prison that Billy the Kid was in,” where “the 
jail had these bullet holes that they were proud 
of. They were left by Billy the Kid.” The record 
moves it to New Mexico and to nineteen, and the 
other details fit better than they first seem. Seven 
to nine months is “eight months” near enough, 
and Lincoln County was the Kid’s own county. 
There was, in fairness to the family’s version, a 
Billy the Kid jail in Arizona as well: he had been 
held in the guardhouse at Camp Grant in 1877 
and escaped, and by the 1930s the old fort was 
Arizona’s state industrial school for boys. But the 
penitentiary in Santa Fe did not open until four 
years after the Kid was dead; the Santa Fe jail he 
knew, in the winter of 1880–81, while he wrote 
four letters to the governor asking for clemency, 

was an older one. John himself told the clerk 
he had been in no other prison. Whatever walls 
were pointed out to him, no record yet found 
puts Billy the Kid behind them. “I believe it was 
Arizona,” Daniel said, and that is how the family 
told it.

The card does not say when he walked out. 
Seven to nine months from March 21 runs from 
late October to late December 1941, sooner with 
time off for good behavior; the full inmate file, 
which should give the date, is presumably still 
among the penitentiary’s records at the State 
Archives in Santa Fe. Somewhere inside that 
span, on December 7, Japan attacked Pearl Har­
bor.

❧

Within two weeks of Pearl Harbor Congress 
had made every man from twenty to forty-four 
liable for service. Detroit stopped making cars; 
by February 1942 the last passenger automobile 
had come off the line and the auto industry had 
ten billion dollars in war orders. Daniel remem­
bered it the same way: “The whole of 1942 was 
recruiting men and training. And there had to be 
airplanes made. All of General Motors was con­
verted from making cars. They weren’t making 
cars then. They were making tanks. They were 
making airplanes. And they had to have pilots.” 
Of his father, Daniel said, “it seemed like the war 
gave him something to concentrate on.” In the 
middle of all this there is one small clue from 
Detroit, where John’s mother had been living the 
spring before. On four days, from January 29 to 
February 1, 1942, a want ad ran in the Detroit 
Evening Times; read together, its four printings 
say “WORK for POWERCRAFT LATHE. Call 
JOHN ST JOHN, 15014 Chatham.” It could have 
been him, a few weeks out of Santa Fe, or his 
father, or another man altogether; the street is not 
the one on the prison card.

John wanted to fly. “My father wanted to be 
a pilot,” Daniel said, “because that was very, you 
know, that was heroic and stuff.” He tried his 
own country first. “He went to the Canadian 
recruiters, but they wouldn’t let him in the Air 
Force.” Why not, Daniel did not say, and no 
record found says either. The Royal Canadian 
Air Force had stopped recruiting on American 

79



J O H N  S T .  J O H N

soil after Pearl Harbor, and in March 1942 the 
two governments agreed that a Canadian living 
in the United States who had not declared an 
intention to become an American could “elect 
to serve in the naval, military or air forces of 
Canada in lieu of service in the armed forces of 
the United States.” Otherwise he was liable to 
the American draft like anyone else. The 1940 
census had marked John as one who had declared 
that intention; whether it was right, or mattered 
to anyone at a recruiting office, no record says. 
“They went to the American recruiters and they 
let him in, but he couldn’t be a pilot.” His eyes 
were bad. “He was quite a reader,” Daniel said.

The Army gave him its intelligence test, and 
Daniel, telling it, set the test squarely beside that 
photograph: “You saw he was in all kinds of 
trouble with the law at that time. It was not more 
than a year or two after you saw him with his face 
ripped off from stealing a car and rolling down 
the hill.” The dates allow it: the card is from 
March 1941, and the test came when he joined up, 
in 1942 as Daniel told it. He “scored very, very 
high,” Daniel said. “It was genius level. It was… It 
was off the scale.” The test was almost certainly 
the Army General Classification Test, which the 
War Department insisted was not an IQ test at all 
but a measure of “ability to learn,” scored so that 
100 was the average man. Men were sorted into 
five grades. Grade I, a score of 130 or more, was 
meant to hold about seven men in a hundred, and 
the Army Air Forces wanted as many of them as it 
could get; in February 1942 the War Department 
ordered that three quarters of the white recruits 
sent to the air arm must score 100 or better. 
Daniel explained his father’s gift by comparison 
with the code-breakers in the film about Alan 
Turing, who recruited his people by timing them 
on crossword puzzles: “New York Times puzzles. 
And if anyone could do it faster than he could, 
then he qualified, right?… And my father could 
do those things so fast.” A score that high could 
qualify a man for officer training. Whether John 
was ever offered it, the record that would say has 
not been found.

What the Army Air Forces needed even more 
than pilots was the men behind them. It took, by 
its own count, “four technical specialists for every 
man who flew,” and on the night of Pearl Harbor 

its commander, General Arnold, had ordered 
radio operators trained in a hurry: “Insure that 
they are available in large numbers.” So, as Daniel 
told it, John became a radio man. “To be a radio 
operator, you had to take Morse code,” Daniel 
said, “which is like da-da-da-da-da. And it took 
very high intelligence to type at 35 words a friggin’ 
minute.” The number is good. The Army taught 
Morse by ear, not by counting dots and dashes, 
starting students at twenty words a minute so 
that they could not count, and pushing them up 
a ladder of “12, 15, 20, 25, 30, and 35 groups per 
minute.” Thirty-five was the top rung. Above 
twenty, the manual says, a man copied straight 
onto a typewriter; a trained operator became, in 
its phrase, “a touch typist of sounds heard.” The 
Air Forces’ own radio course had aimed, in 1940, 
at sixteen words a minute.

Daniel explained why it took a clever man:
They saw he was bright, but they needed radio 
operators and people, I say, that had the intelli­
gence and the ability to take Morse code, which 
was fundamental. That’s the way the messages 
were passed. And it was coding Morse code but 
the messages could be coded so it was more than 
just the Morse code but it was a coded Morse 
code message and it took high intelligence to sit 
there and receive it and deliver it and respond 
to it.

The family remembered more than speed. 
Daniel’s account was that John “could decode 
things. Like, he even broke the codes… He was 
just supposed to be transmitting it. He told 
them what it was all about.” That was not, 
strictly, a radio operator’s job. Army operators 
sent and received messages enciphered as mean­
ingless groups of five letters, which they copied 
legibly, in the manual’s words, for “other person­
nel for deciphering”; the code work belonged to 
separate cryptographic men, chosen with special 
care. Nothing in the records found says what 
John did with the groups that went through his 
headphones. The family’s story is that he did it 
in his head: “He was breaking the code, just his 
mind. He figured out the code.”

Where he was trained, and when exactly he 
enlisted, are among the things his service record 
would tell, if it survives. The Air Forces’ radio 
schools in 1942 were at Scott Field in Illinois, 
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Sioux Falls in South Dakota and Truax Field in 
Wisconsin, with an eighteen-week course, half of 
it Morse. If he volunteered rather than waiting to 
be drafted, he did it before December 15, 1942, the 
day President Roosevelt ended voluntary enlist­
ment. Whether he became an American citizen 
while in uniform, as a 1942 law made easy for 
foreign-born soldiers, is not known either.

❧

By the winter of 1942–43 he was at Westover 
Field, in Chicopee, Massachusetts. The base was 
brand new. The War Department had picked the 
site two weeks after Germany invaded Poland, 
on tobacco fields at the north end of the city, 
and named it for General Oscar Westover, chief 
of the Air Corps, who had been killed in a crash 
in 1938. It had first been planned for 1,400 men; 
by the end of 1942 it had quarters for about 
eight thousand, and contractors were still paving 
taxiways. Its job, under the First Air Force, was to 
organize and train new air units before they went 
overseas. That year it trained bomber groups and 
anti-submarine squadrons, and from November 
a fighter group flying the big P-47 Thunderbolt. 
Daniel remembered it this way: “it was almost all 
the troops going over to England was where they 
went first. Over 2 million troops went through 
here.” Westover’s own numbers were smaller — 

two million is the scale of the great embarkation 
ports on the coast, and New York alone shipped 
out more than three million — but air groups 
did leave from Westover for England: before John 
came, in the late spring and summer of 1942, at 
least three of them, two of transports and one of 
B-17s, set out from there.

His job there, as Daniel described it, was the 
Link trainer. “He had been training people on 
these automatic link trainers so that they spend 
more hours. They didn’t have to fly the airplane 
and risk going down. They would have like a ro­
bot thing. And my father was training the pilots, 
right, to use the gauges.” The Link was a stubby 
little airplane on a pedestal, worked by organ 
bellows, and, as the Air Force museum notes of 
its inventor, Edwin Link, “Ironically, most of his 
first sales were to amusement parks.” The Army 
bought six in 1934, after twelve air-mail pilots 
were killed in seventy-eight days flying in weather 
they could not see through, and by John’s time 
the Air Forces were using them to teach their 
pilots blind flying. The student sat under a hood 
with nothing to go on but his instruments; the in­
structor sat at a desk beside him with a duplicate 
set, a map, and an ink-wheeled marker called the 
crab that drew the student’s course, and spoke to 
him by radio through his earphones. The Army’s 
manual told instructors that the student “may 
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be a pilot who has hundreds of hours of contact 
flying, but this does not prove that he knows any­
thing about instrument flying. Do not assume 
that he knows anything about it.” The trainers 
were so convincing that a story went round of a 
cadet, told he had run out of fuel on a night flight, 
who jumped out of the box as if parachuting and 
broke his ankle. The museum calls the story “hu­
morous but unlikely.” Where John’s desk stood at 
Westover, and how many pilots went through his 
box, no record yet found says.

He did not spend all his time in the box. 
“He was a perfect pitch. He was a beautiful 
music. He was a dancer,” Daniel said. When 
he was stationed at Westover, “the young ladies 
went out there to entertain the troops. And 
they had jitterbug contests.” There were boxing 
matches too, and he won those, and he played 
poker: “Take everybody’s money.” And he drew. 
“He could draw the most gorgeous, you know, 
pictures of you,” Daniel said. “So I’d always in 
that regard admired my father.” The valley was 
full of dances that winter. Smith College gave one 
for seventy-five Westover officers in November 
1942. Chicopee had two USO clubs, one in its 
community center, and its churches held dances. 
A Chicopee historian tells of a priest who urged 
the girls of his parish, from the pulpit, to go up to 
the base for the dances, and of the parish’s young 
men, who told him that if he wanted the girls 
taken to the base he could drive them up himself 
every Thursday and bring them back.

Flying was dangerous even on the ground. 
In 1942 alone the Air Forces had more than 
ten thousand aircraft accidents inside the United 
States, and 2,384 people died in them. On Febru­
ary 9, 1943, five days before Valentine’s Day, three 
soldiers clearing snow from a runway at Westover 
were struck by a fighter that went out of control 
on take-off; two of them were killed.

“My association with my father began because 
he met my mother,” Daniel said, and it began 
at Westover. His partner in those contests was 
a daughter of William Burnham Krug of South 
Hadley, the next town up the river: Daniel’s 
mother. “My mother and him would win the 
jitterbug contest,” Daniel said. “They only knew 
each other for about two or three weeks.” Her 
father did not approve. He objected, as Daniel 

told it, to the husbands of both his daughters, 
and in John’s case Daniel gave the reason plainly: 
“My father was Catholic, Irish, and he didn’t like 
Catholics.” The date Daniel fixed to it all was 
Valentine’s Day, 1943. They married, they went to 
Niagara Falls on their honeymoon — Daniel had 
the pictures — and just after Valentine’s Day John 
was sent to England. They had not chosen an easy 
month to travel. That February the Office of De­
fense Transportation was warning the public that 
trains and buses were needed for troops and that 
“unnecessary travel” might crowd out the men in 
uniform, and gasoline had been rationed across 
the country since December, with sightseeing by 
car banned outright.

❧

In February 1943, if John left when Daniel said, 
he crossed the Atlantic at its worst moment. In 
those months the U-boats were at the height 
of their success, shipping had been diverted to 
North Africa, and the American build-up in 
Britain had slowed almost to a stop: in February 
only 1,406 American soldiers arrived there by sea, 
and in March 1,277. A man who crossed then 
was one of remarkably few Americans to do so. 
The Eighth Air Force, then the only American 
air force in Britain, had about 36,000 men at the 
end of January 1943 and more than 100,000 by 
the end of June. Each new man was handed a 
little War Department booklet, A Short Guide to 
Great Britain, which told him that “For the time 
being you will be Britain’s guest,” that the British 
“don’t know how to make a good cup of coffee. 
You don’t know how to make a good cup of tea,” 
and, on the delicate matter of money, “You are 
higher paid than the British ‘Tommy.’ Don’t rub 
it in.” A mechanic who had shipped out from 
Westover two months earlier, in December 1942, 
remembered the crossing on the Queen Mary — 
“we was almost freezing to death out there” — 
and, after landing in Scotland, “those limey trains 
that had the pull strap windows.”

By the autumn of 1943, with John in England, 
Daniel was nearly due. His mother went to 
Michigan to have him, to John’s family, because, 
as Daniel understood it, her father “wasn’t happy 
with my mother having married a Catholic, so 
she felt like she had to go and give birth in a 
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strange place in Michigan, also strange people.” 
Daniel was born, as he always understood it, in 
Flint, on November 13, 1943. Then his mother 
brought him back to South Hadley and stayed 
with a Mount Holyoke College professor of 
music who, in Daniel’s words, “had a child, was 
having a child,” and Daniel’s mother “was able to 
look after that child and also her own.” She prob­
ably had, besides, as Daniel understood it, the 
allotment: “If you were the wife of a serviceman, 
you got so much money a week just for survive.” 
Congress had provided family allowances for the 
dependents of enlisted men in 1942.

John was stationed in England for eighteen 
months, Daniel said, and his account of those 
months is about the British, not the war. The 
Americans “built up an army of 2 million Ameri­
cans and housed them in British houses,” he said, 
“and they were dancing, those British women… 
They were stationing them in the people’s homes. 
And they had money. You know, they were giving 
silk stockings and chocolates.” The figures are a 
little smaller and the picture is right. By the end 
of May 1944 there were 1,526,965 Americans in 
Britain, about one in four of them air force, on 
126 airfields, and as the island filled up about 
110,000 of them were billeted in British homes; 
the booklet had warned them that a meal laid 
out for a guest “may be the family’s rations for a 

whole week spread out to show their hospitality.” 
The Army’s own historian called the build-up a 
crescendo “in the manner of the Ravel composi­
tion for which it was named,” Bolero, and admit­
ted that a much-derided canned meat had earned 
the theater the nickname “Spamland.” John’s 
own claim, as Daniel told it, was that Daniel 
probably had British half-brothers and sisters.

What he did in England, in which unit and 
on which airfield, the records found so far do 
not say. A radio man and Link instructor could 
have been almost anywhere. The Eighth Air 
Force trained its new bomber crews at Bovingdon 
and Cheddington, where English weather made 
instrument flying a matter of life and death, and 
from the autumn of 1943 a second American air 
force, the Ninth, grew up beside it in England 
to support the coming invasion. In the spring of 
1944 the Ninth’s XIX Air Support Command, 
soon renamed the XIX Tactical Air Command, 
put all seven of its fighter groups on new landing 
grounds in Kent, facing France.

❧

In the summer of 1944 the Allies went into 
France, and here the family’s story and the records 
take different roads. “My father was parachuted 
into Normandy,” Daniel said, and he said it more 
than once, in the same breath as the rest of the 
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family’s war: an uncle on the supply ships at D-
Day, another with a machine gun at Anzio. It 
is how John’s part in the invasion came down 
to his son, and nothing yet found contradicts it 
outright. It is, though, an unusual way for a radio 
operator to arrive; the men who jumped were, 
as a rule, the airborne infantry. Still, there was 
one kind of Air Forces radio man who went to 
Normandy by parachute aircraft. On the night of 
June 5, 1944, more than nine hundred transport 
planes of the IX Troop Carrier Command took 
off from England with the 82nd and 101st Air­
borne Divisions, and a troop carrier’s crew of five 
included a radio operator. If John’s records ever 
place him with a troop carrier group, the family’s 
story will have a very plain explanation. Until 
then it stands as Daniel told it.

What Daniel remembered was the army his 
father went with. “He was in Patton’s group that 
drove on into Germany.” He was not certain of 
the number: perhaps, he thought, the Sixth. The 
Sixth Army was on the other side of the world, 
in the Pacific; Patton’s was the Third. And the 
Third Army had an air force of its own. At noon 
on August 1, 1944, Patton’s Third Army became 
operational in France, and at the same moment 
the XIX Tactical Air Command, under General 
Otto Weyland, was ordered into “direct support 
of Third Army.” Weyland’s headquarters moved 
with Patton’s, and at the morning briefings in 
the war tent Weyland sat beside him. Some six 
hundred planes flew for them, and behind the 
fighters came the ground men, among them radio 
men, who kept the air headquarters in touch with 
an army that was moving faster than anyone had 
planned, through what the official history calls “a 
sometimes odd assortment of communications 
links.” Patton said afterward that it was “the best 
example of the combined use of air and ground 
troops that I have ever witnessed.” If John’s eigh­
teen months in England ended in August 1944, 
as Daniel’s reckoning has it, they ended the very 
month the Third Army and its air command 
went to war.

If John went with Patton’s air command, he 
went with an army whose drive across France 
was fast and then stopped. Third Army took 
Verdun on August 31 and ran out of gasoline in 
September, after more than four hundred miles, 

while the troop carriers flew fuel forward by 
the hundreds of thousands of gallons. It fought 
through the autumn in Lorraine and through 
the winter in the Ardennes, and in the spring of 
1945 it crossed the Rhine and went into Germany. 
Daniel’s words for that last part were “terrible 
drives into Germany, liberating some Holocaust 
camps and death camps.”

On April 4, 1945, the Third Army’s 4th Ar­
mored Division raced into the town of Ohrdruf, 
in Thuringia, looking for a German army com­
munications center that was supposed to be 
there. It found the center, a huge underground 
communications complex. It also found a camp. 
Ohrdruf was the first Nazi camp American sol­
diers walked into, and, in the official history’s 
words, though small “by the standards of others 
to be discovered later, the camp nevertheless 
contained enough horror to make the American 
soldier and even his Supreme Commander, Gen­
eral Eisenhower, pale. Patton, when he saw it, 
vomited.” Eisenhower went there on April 12 and 
wrote to General Marshall three days later: “The 
things I saw beggar description.” A Yank reporter 
wrote that “the Americans who went through the 
camp looked quietly at the dead and spoke softly 
to the living.” A week after Ohrdruf the Third 
Army found Buchenwald, outside Weimar, with 
more than 21,000 people still alive in it; later 
in April it reached Flossenbürg, and in May 
Mauthausen. If John was with Patton’s army that 
spring, as Daniel understood it, these were the 
camps it found.

Which of them he saw is one more thing his 
Army file would tell. What he brought home was 
a judgment. “He hated the Germans,” Daniel 
said. “And yet he’d married one, you know.” His 
wife’s family were the Krugs, German on her 
father’s side. Daniel added: “you probably would 
have hated them too if you’ve seen what they had 
done there.”

Germany surrendered at Reims in the early 
hours of May 7, 1945, to take effect just before 
midnight on the 8th, the day the Western Allies 
celebrated as V-E Day, “with the lights going on 
again all over Europe.” Daniel remembered it as 
May 9, which is the date of the surrender in the 
east. For the men who had fought it, the official 
historian wrote, the end brought “a flush of relief 
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but with it a dulling sense of anticlimax.” Daniel’s 
summary of his father’s war, years later, was sim­
pler: “My father just fought four years against the 
Nazis…” Daniel kept pictures of him from those 
years, “in uniform,” and “with his planes, planes 
he was working with,” and he said his father had 
received “three wounds, three, what do you call, 
purple hearts.” No record of them has yet been 
found.

❧

In the summer of 1945 the war in Europe was 
over, and John did not come home. “For the 
Marshall Plan they kept the American troops 
over there for another six months for a lot of 
reasons,” Daniel said. “Probably so because they 
were afraid of the communists taking over.” The 
Marshall Plan was still two years from being pro­
posed, but the communists were real enough, as 
John was about to find out, and what actually 
kept most men in Europe that summer was arith­
metic. The Army sent men home by points: one 
for each month in service, one more for each 

month overseas, five for each campaign star or 
combat award, and twelve for each child, so that 
a baby at home was worth, by the Army’s arith­
metic, more than two campaign stars. A man 
needed eighty-five. Then Japan surrendered on 
August 14, the plans to send a million men from 
Europe to the Pacific were dropped, and the score 
began to come down: to eighty in September, 
seventy in October, sixty in November. Points 
were not always the end of it. The Westover me­
chanic who had crossed on the Queen Mary, by 
then a master sergeant, had the highest score in his 
outfit. “So I sent my wife a nice little letter saying 
I’ll be home pretty soon,” he remembered. “Next 
day, four names went up on the board, essential 
to the government.” He was sent instead to 
rewire a shot-up airfield at Istres, near Marseille. 
What John’s own score was, nobody yet knows.

He spent those months in France, living with a 
French family. The Army’s Pocket Guide to France 
had told its men that the French “are still your 
kind of people who happen to speak democracy 
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in a different language,” and warned them that if 
“madame invites you to a meal with the family, 
go slow,” because what was on the table might be 
all they had. Parisians had lived on between 1,067 
and 1,325 calories a day under the occupation, and 
the American ration ran to four or five thousand. 
In 1945 the Army’s own booklet of 112 Gripes 
about the French was quoting a soldier who felt 
like a weekend guest who had stayed a year: “No 
one wants a house guest that long.” John’s work, 
as Daniel heard it, was “managing German pris­
oners, you know, cleaning up the streets.” There 
was no shortage of prisoners to manage. In July 
the American assembly area at Reims alone was 
using more than thirty-two thousand, and by 
October 1945 France held about 750,000 of them, 
clearing rubble and mines and working the farms.

Paris that summer had been free for less than a 
year, and it still lived on ration coupons; rationing 
and the black market would both outlast the war 
by four years. Under the Germans, the Army’s 
guide had told its men, “three cigarettes a day are 
all anyone ever gets,” which made any American 
soldier with cigarettes in his pocket a man of 
means. On where the black market got its Amer­
ican cigarettes, soap and chocolate, the Army’s 
own 112 Gripes was admirably frank: “From 
American soldiers, who sold them — on the black 
market.” Gertrude Stein, who had spent the war 
in France, lectured GIs at a Red Cross club in Paris 
and, as Yank reported it in July, put them to the 
test: “How many of you,” she demanded, “smiled 
at a Frenchman today?” Whether the French 
family John lived with was in Paris or somewhere 
else, Daniel did not say. He did say where his 
father went to class.

Daniel’s account was that his father was “tak­
ing art classes at the Louvre.” The Army ran a 
great many classes that summer, for men who 
had nothing to do but wait for their points, and 
one of them was in Paris: a two-month course in 
French language and civilization at the Sorbonne, 
with mornings in the lecture hall and afternoons 
on visits to “museums, churches, art galleries” 
and the city’s monuments. In October 1945 a 
newspaper in Arizona ran a photograph of some 
of the more than eight hundred soldiers enrolled, 
standing in front of the Venus de Milo, under the 
headline “GIs STUDY ART IN THE LOUVRE 

IN PARIS.” That is very likely what “art classes 
at the Louvre” meant: an Army course with the 
Louvre at the end of the afternoon. The museum 
itself was only just coming back to life. Its paint­
ings had spent the war in châteaux in the country, 
and the Army’s guidebook still described the 
place to soldiers as “France’s greatest art gallery,” 
which “used to be the palace of the kings.” Other 
soldiers drew the city too. That July Yank printed 
the sketchbook of T-5 Anatol Kovarsky, “a GI 
who studied art in Paris before the war,” whose 
drawings noted, among other things, that “GIs 
on pass are impressed by sights like Notre Dame.” 
Whatever the classes were, John went on, as 
Daniel put it, “always doing portraits of people.” 
“He could paint your picture,” Daniel said. “He 
could draw your picture. He could do it in water­
color. He could do it in oil. And he would make 
it look better than you look.” What else he might 
have become, Daniel did not pretend to know: 
“He would have been, I don’t know what you say, 
what he could have been, but he could have done 
anything.”

And he became a communist. As Daniel told 
it, his father “fell under the influence of the 
communists in France.” The French Communist 
Party had been outlawed under the occupation 
and had raised its own resistance army, the Francs-
Tireurs et Partisans, by 1944 perhaps a hundred 
thousand strong. At the Liberation it called itself 
the party of the seventy-five thousand executed; 
historians think the true number of Resisters 
of all kinds who were shot or deported was 
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nearer twenty-five thousand. On October 21, 
1945, in the first national election in which French 
women could vote, the communists came first, 
with about 26 percent of the vote and 159 seats. 
Daniel’s account was brief: “the communists 
were heavily involved in the underground and he 
was living in the home with one of these under­
ground people and they convinced him that Karl 
Marx and the communists… they made a commu­
nist out of him.” The Army’s own guidebook had 
seen this sort of thing coming, after a fashion. 
On French politics, it advised: “Stay out of these 
local discussions, even if you have had French II 
in High School.”

❧

In the autumn of 1945, as Daniel reckoned it, 
John came home, at the height of the sealift. By 
November the Army was carrying some 430,000 
men a month back across the Atlantic, many 
of them in Liberty and Victory cargo ships con­
verted to carry troops. The sergeant from West­
over waited in one of the staging camps named 
for cigarette brands — “we laid in there almost 
three months before we ever got out of there,” he 
said — and came home on a Victory ship, packed 
in like cordwood, to a quiet pier in New York: 
“The Red Cross, when you got off that boat, 
they hand you a cigarette and a donut, and that 
was it.” Each man got a discharge, a cloth eagle 
for his uniform that soldiers called the Ruptured 
Duck, and mustering-out pay. In the meantime 
John’s parents had moved to San Jose, California, 
where they had an extra house, and they offered 
it: Daniel’s mother could come, and John, after 
the war, could live there, next to them.

“So when he got out, finally, it was my second 
birthday, let’s say November 1945,” Daniel said. “I 
was two years old, right? And my father got out 
and we started, that was the first time I even saw 
him.” What Daniel remembered seeing was the 
boxer’s face: “his nose was just pushed in like that 
because his nose had been smashed. And he had 
this huge scar…” In the years that followed, his 
father told him a great deal: “he used to tell me 
everything… Things that you would not tell a six-
year-old child, he would tell me, right?”

He was not well. “He was in… he was in bad 
shape,” Daniel said. “He was like, what do you 

say? Post-traumatic stress.” The name did not 
exist in 1945; the Army called it combat fatigue, 
or psychoneurosis, and its own medical history 
describes “the trembling, apprehensive soldier 
who displayed a startled reaction at slight noises.” 
Daniel’s account was of exactly that, and worse. 
His father “would get up in the night and… 
strangle my mother,” and “loud noise, marching 
band or something… or a noise would start him, 
you know, it would freak him out.” He was far 
from alone. During the war the Army discharged 
389,000 men for psychiatric reasons, and when 
it followed up a group of them after the war, it 
found that “Only 10 percent were free of symp­
toms.” Daniel set his father beside the Civil War 
soldier of his mother’s family, Erasthus Burnham: 
“it’s interesting that Grandpa Burnham was still 
able to be a very responsible gentleman, even 
after four years of the Civil War and the brutality 
then.”

❧

In the years after the war, John did not leave 
France behind. Back in this country, as Daniel 
told it, “He joined the American Communist 
Party. And he had all these propaganda leaflets 
down in the basement and he was having meet­
ings at the house.” One record from the years that 
followed has been found. In April 1950 a census 
taker in South Hadley found Daniel’s mother, 
Janet St. John, twenty-nine, packing greeting 
cards forty hours a week and living with her par­
ents, William and Elizabeth Krug, with Daniel, 
six, and his little sister Linda, three. Her marital 
status was entered as “S,” for separated. After that 
census, as Daniel told it, the party sent John back 
to Flint to work among the automobile workers, 
and there, in the foundry, he became a union 
steward, “because he could talk the talk.” All of 
that — the move out of California, the years back 
in South Hadley, and then Flint and the union 
hall in the time of McCarthy — is Daniel’s own 
story, and the next chapter takes it up.

Of John himself, what remains is in the family’s 
keeping: the photographs from the war and from 
Niagara Falls, the card from Santa Fe with his 
young, cut face on it, and, in Daniel’s words, 
“a lot of” his portraits. The card, for now, says 
more about him than anything the Army has yet 
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turned up. His service record, if it survived the 
fire of 1973 at the records center in St. Louis, 
has not yet been seen, and until it is, the war in 
this chapter is the one Daniel heard about, set 
beside the history of the places where it may have 
been fought. His paintings and drawings need no 
such help. The boy who was picked out for his 
drawing in the 1930s was, by Daniel’s account, 
“always doing portraits of people,” and nine of 
his pictures are at the end of this chapter, seven of 
them signed.
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Production Board”, “Clayton Knight Committee”, “Scott 
Air Force Base”, “Sioux Falls Army Air Field”, “Truax Field”, 
“Q code”, “Army General Classification Test”, “Stanine”, 
“Arsenal of Democracy”, “Edwin Albert Link”, “Holyoke, 
Massachusetts”, “Mount Holyoke College”, “13th Bombard­
ment Group”, “34th Bombardment Group”, “Army Air 
Forces Antisubmarine Command”, “Army Air Forces Radio 
School”, “United Service Organizations”, “M1 Garand”, 
“Springfield Armory”, “Springfield, Massachusetts”, “Indian 
Motocycle Manufacturing Company”, “Westinghouse Elec­
tric Corporation”, “Jitterbug”, “Lindy Hop”, “Marriage in 
the United States”, “Niagara Falls, New York”, “Anthony 
Stonina”, “IX Troop Carrier Command”, “Eighth Air 
Force”, “North Atlantic air ferry route in World War II”, 
“Camp Kilmer”, “Camp Shanks”, “RMS Queen Mary”, 
“RMS Queen Elizabeth”, “Overpaid, overfed, oversexed and 
over here”, “Fort Devens”, “G.I. Bill”, “Mona Lisa”, “Jacques 
Jaujard”, “École du Louvre”, “Académie Julian”, “Académie 
de la Grande Chaumière”, “Épuration légale”, “Femmes ton­
dues”, “German prisoners of war in France”, “Earl Browder”, 
“Communist Party USA”, “Executive Order 9835”, “Élec­
tions législatives françaises de 1945 (fr.)”, “Académie de la 
Grande Chaumière (fr.)”, “Musée du Louvre (fr.)”, “Jacques 
Jaujard (fr.)”, “Épuration à la Libération en France (fr.)”, 
“Federal Transient Service”, “History of Detroit”, “Jacques 
Duclos”, “Fernand Léger”, “Ossip Zadkine”, “École na­
tionale supérieure des beaux-arts (fr.)”, “Michigan Reforma­
tory”, “Michigan State Prison”, “Detroit House of Correc­
tion”, “Mug shot; Walter P. Reuther Library; Detroit Public 
Library; Library of Michigan; Ionia Correctional Facility; 
New Mexico Corrections Department; Santa Fe, New Mex­
ico; Lincoln Historic District; Fort Grant, Arizona (prison-
pass copies)”.

Further sources consulted, searched and blocked, not bypassed: 
NARA Catalog, Electronic Army Serial Number Merged 
File (NAID 1263923); Air Force Historical Research Agency; 
Dept. of Defence (Canada), RCAF official history vol. 2 
(PDF); Westover ARB fact sheets (westover.afrc.af.mil); Liv­
ing New Deal; Smithsonian Archives of American Art; Boy 
and Girl Tramps of America (1934); Imperial War Museums; 
history.army.mil; media.defense.gov; HathiTrust; Project 
Gutenberg search; SSA history 1940s page; Chronicling 
America legacy site (chroniclingamerica.loc.gov), Billy the 
Kid / bullet-hole search; michigan.gov (Archives of Michigan 
pages): Akamai “Access Denied”, even for robots.txt; 
azlibrary.gov (Arizona State Library, Archives and Public 
Records): Cloudflare challenge; FamilySearch Research Wiki 
(New Mexico/Michigan prison records): “Pardon Our Inter­
ruption” bot check; New Mexico Archives Online 
(nmarchives.unm.edu): robots.txt Disallow: /; Detroit Pub­
lic Library (detroitpubliclibrary.org) and Genesee County 
(gc4me.com): robots.txt Disallow: /; UNM New Mexico 
Digital Newspapers search (econtent.unm.edu/digital/
search/): disallowed by robots.txt; A Guide to the State 
Archives of Michigan: State Records (1977), archive.org bor­
row-only; Ancestry and newspapers.com (1941 New Mexico 
papers; Ancestry inmate collection). Every search is logged in 
the chapter’s dossier.

Local copies: every source above is cached in the book’s reposi­
tory (paths in dossiers/john-st-john/SOURCES.csv): 
family records in facts/records/_raw/homer-st-john/; 
censuses, newspapers, web pages and interview excerpts in 
facts/records/_raw/john-st-john/; the 1940 census 
crop in work/first-pass/manual-lookups/; the peniten­
tiary card in work/first-pass/john-st-john/
mugshots/; the 2026 prison-records search in facts/
records/_raw/john-st-john/prison/; full public-do­
main texts quoted in facts/sources/poets/.
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H I S  W O R K
Paintings and drawings by John St. John, from the family’s collection

Painting: a crowd of faces

Portrait drawing, signed Portrait drawing, signed

Portrait drawing, signed Portrait drawing, signed Portrait drawing, signed

Portrait drawing, signed Painted head Portrait drawing, signed
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E X H I B I T :  T H E  C O U R T  R E C O R D ,  M A R C H  1 9 4 1
State of New Mexico v. John St. John and Mirko Hamacek, District Court of Lincoln County, Third Judicial 
District, cases 5235 and 5236. Reproduced from the copies sent by the Twelfth Judicial District Court of New 

Mexico in October 2026. Two duplicate copies of the first charge are omitted.

1. Judge’s docket, case 5235: “Case dismissed … (Matter covered by new 
case 5236)”

2. The first charge (Information), case 5235, 20 March 1941
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3. Back of the first charge: witnesses Al F. Stover, Nick Vega, Guy 
Richardson

4. Court ledger, case 5236: served, arraigned, pleaded guilty, sentenced, 
21 March

5. Judge’s docket, case 5236 6. Penitentiary commitment, John St. John, signed for Judge Numa 
C. Frenger
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7. Back of John St. John’s commitment 8. Penitentiary commitment, Mirko Hamacek

9. Back of Mirko Hamacek’s commitment 10. The joint charge (Information), case 5236, 21 March 1941
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11. Back of the joint charge
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N A U G AT U C K ,  WAT E R B U RY  A N D  F O X B O RO   ·   1 8 5 9 – 1 9 4 4

On Gauges, Pyrometers, Conscience Buses and Such

R egina’s mother was a Bristol, 
and the Bristols were a family of tin­
kerers. They came from Naugatuck,

Connecticut, a few miles below Waterbury, 
where Benjamin Hiel Bristol and his wife, Pauline 
Spaulding Phelps, raised their sons. On both 
sides, a family biographer wrote, the line ran back 
to early New England, through Henry Bristol 
of New Haven and, on the mother’s side, to 
Edward Fuller, who came over on the Mayflower; 
and the family records indicated “a penchant for 
mechanics” among the ancestors. Four of the 
sons turned the penchant into a trade. William 
Henry was the eldest of them, born in Waterbury 
on July 5, 1859; then Franklin; then Edgar Hiel, 
born at Naugatuck on March 7, 1871; and Bennet 
Beri. Between them, and their father, they would 
found two of the great instrument companies of 
the twentieth century, and they would fill a fair 
part of the Patent Office’s annual index with the 
name Bristol.

❧

William went to the Stevens Institute of Technol­
ogy in Hoboken, New Jersey, graduated in engi­
neering in 1884, came back in 1886 to teach, and 
was a professor of mathematics there by 1899. He 
was also, from the start, an inventor. The Patent 
Office’s index for 1888 lists William H. Bristol 
of Hoboken with a “pressure indicator and 
recorder” and, with a colleague, a “differential ex­
pansion device for galvanometers.” The recorder 
was the important one. It drew a continuous line 
on a paper chart as the pressure in a boiler or a 
pipe rose and fell, so that an engineer could see, 
the next morning, everything that had happened 
in the night. With it, and with a patent for a steel 
lacing to join industrial belts, William needed a 
factory, and in 1889 he, his brother Franklin and 
their father founded the Bristol Company, which 
the Patent Office was soon listing at Waterbury.

The early patents show what kind of family 
business it was. In the index for 1890, William 
assigns two-thirds of his “pressure indicator and 
recorder” to his father and Franklin, and Franklin 
assigns two-thirds of his own patents, for a 
button and for a punch and die, to his father 
and William: three men holding each other’s 
inventions in thirds. William’s interests ran every­
where. In the 1890s the index gives him a camera, 
a photographic camera, two camera shutters, 
an electric meter, a recording ampere-meter, a 
recording steam-pressure gauge, a thermometer, 
a belt-fastener and a device for compensating 
instruments against changes in temperature. The 
Franklin Institute gave him its John Scott Medal 
in 1890 and its Edward Longstreth Medal in 1894, 
and his instruments took medals at the world’s 
fairs in Chicago in 1893, Paris in 1900 and St. Louis 
in 1904.

In 1904 William invented what his company 
called the first practical pyrometer, a thermome­
ter for the heat of furnaces, and the index 
for that year is thick with it: thermo-electric cou­
ples, a thermo-electric element, a thermo-electric 
apparatus, a record sheet, a temperature-compen­
sating device. A William H. Bristol Pyrometer 
Company followed in New York. By 1915, his 
biographer says, the Bristol Company made “the 
largest and most complete line of industrial 
instruments in the world,” for temperature, elec­
tricity, pressure, motion, time, flow and humid­
ity. And in 1915 William turned to the movies. 
His “Bristolphone” recorded sound on a phono­
graph and kept it in step with the film, and the 
index for the early 1920s records the patents: “syn­
chronized motion-picture apparatus,” “synchro­
nous operation of entertainment apparatus,” 
“multiple sound-reproducing apparatus,” “elec­
tric reproducing apparatus for phonographs.” 
The William H. Bristol Talking Picture Corpora­
tion put the Bristolphone into nearly a hundred 
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American theatres. William died on June 18, 1930, 
with nearly a hundred patents to his name.

❧

Edgar, twelve years younger, came to the work by 
the shop floor. He went to school in Naugatuck, 
learned the machinist’s trade in Waterbury with 
the firm of Cross & Spears, and then joined 
his brothers’ company. On August 29, 1895, 
at Winsted, he married May C. Rexford, who 
could count her own Mayflower ancestors and 
three signers of the Connecticut Charter. For 
a dozen years his patents appeared jointly with 
William’s. Then, in 1908, with his father and his 
brother Bennet, he left. The three men set up 
on their own as the Industrial Instrument Com­
pany. They bought two small firms, the Standard 
Gauge Manufacturing Company of Syracuse and 
the Standard Electric Time Company of Water­
bury, and looked for a place to build. They chose 
Foxboro, Massachusetts, a town of 3,500 people 
with “an unused set of 12 sturdy brick industrial 
buildings.” By the end of the year they had fifty-
three employees, earning about thirteen cents an 
hour, making gauges for steam boilers, refrigera­
tion plants and automobiles.

The new firm went fast. Edgar’s first patent 
under its name, a “recording pressure-gage,” was 
granted in
1910. By 1911 it had the first multiple-pen 

recorder, drawing several lines on one 
chart, and that year a

Pennsylvania engineer named Thomas Wey­
mouth took up again the work that would 
become the Foxboro orifice meter, the device that 
measured gas in a pipe by the drop in pressure 
across a thin plate with a hole in it, and that made 
the company’s name in the oil and gas fields. In 
1912 the company put the name of its town on 
its trademark, and on January 1, 1914, it became 
the Foxboro Company. That year Edgar built 
a pneumatic controller, a machine that did not 
only record the temperature in a paper mill but 
adjusted it, and installed it in a New England mill. 
His biographer, writing thirty years later, noted 
that the company still had it, and that its principle 
was “basically similar to that used in Foxboro 
control instruments at the time of writing.” The 

patent, filed in November 1914 under the plain 
title “Control system,” was granted in 1922.

❧

The First World War brought the first big order. 
The company adapted its automobile temper­
ature gauge for aeroplanes and sold it to the 
British, who were fighting the Germans and 
needed to know whether their engines were 
about to seize. After the war the patents came 
in a steady stream, almost all of them Edgar’s 
and almost all of them assigned to the Foxboro 
Company: a measuring instrument, a mounting 
for instruments, a liquid-head gauge, a chart 
holder, a pressure gauge, a controlling instru­
ment, a separable arm for measuring instruments, 
a recorder. With Bennet he patented a latch for 
instrument cases. The biographer credited him 
with more than forty patents and with some that 
were “so basic in their nature as to represent ac­
tual turning-points in instrument development”: 
the helical spring that became the measuring ele­
ment in the company’s temperature and pressure 
recorders, the recording controller, and a microp­
ositioner for control valves that he called the 
valvactor. He was president of the company, of 
its Canadian branch and of the Foxboro National 
Bank, a director of a related firm in England, and 
a trustee of Bradford Junior College.

He also had ideas about how people ought to 
live together, and in 1922 he tried one out on 
the town. He founded an organisation he called 
New Civilization, whose declaration announced 
that “the old civilization is constantly breaking 
down in spots where it has not conformed to the 
laws of the universe,” and he started a newspaper 
to discuss “What Does Foxboro Most Need?” 
The answer, it turned out, was a bus. Foxboro 
was badly served by trains, and on July 12, 1922, 
the first New Civilization Service Car went into 
service, a beach-wagon that ran to the neighbour­
ing towns, with a locked box for fares and a 
sign estimating the cost of the ride at ten cents a 
mile. Members joined for ten cents a year. What 
each rider paid was up to him. “A man may pay 
his way with plugged nickels if he has a plugged 
conscience,” Edgar said. The town called them 
“cuckoo cars,” and the Literary Digest sent a 
reporter, who found the townspeople divided: 
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one man thought it “a great idea,” and another 
allowed that “Mr. Bristol is sincere in this, but just 
the same I don’t think it’s exactly the way to do it. 
It ought to be a business proposition.”

❧

Edgar and May had five children: a son, Benjamin 
Hiel, named for his grandfather, who went into 
the company, and four daughters. The youngest, 
Justine Rexford Bristol, was born on February 10, 
1906. The family spent its summers at Falmouth 
Heights, on Cape Cod, and it was there, a local 
history says, that Justine met the Harvard actor 
she was “later to marry.” On May 5, 1934, she 
married Kingsley Perry, whose story is the next 
chapter’s. Their youngest child was Regina, who 
would marry Daniel.

The Second World War made the Foxboro 
Company a war plant. In June 1941, six months 
before Pearl Harbor, it began making torpedo 
mechanisms for the British Admiralty, and it 
went on to work for the American armed forces, 
among other things on the mechanisms that 
steered a torpedo’s course. The payroll doubled, 
and the company hired women in large numbers 
for the first time; its British branch doubled too. 
Bennet Bristol died in the early years of the war. 
Edgar died on July 24, 1944, at the summer house 
at Falmouth Heights, at seventy-three. Foxboro 
half-staffed every flag on its buildings and the one 
on the Common, and the shops and offices closed 
for the funeral. “‘E.H.,’ as he was known to all,” 
wrote the local paper, “was a true humanitarian 
and philanthropist,” and “in the concrete line of 
his inventions and mechanical ability he was a 
genius.”

The family kept the company. Edgar’s son 
Benjamin became president and another Bristol, 
Rexford, treasurer, and when the company sold 
shares to the public in 1958 the heirs held on to a 
third of them. Foxboro went on from pneumatic 
controllers to electronic ones, and in 1964 to 
direct digital control by computer. A grandson, 
Edgar H. Bristol II, spent his career there as a 
research engineer in the same line of work. And 
Edgar’s patents, the chart holder, the latch, the 
recorder, are still in the Patent Office’s files under 
his name, with the Foxboro Company beside it 
as assignee, which is the way the old man would 

have wanted to be remembered: as the fellow who 
made the thing, with the town’s name on the dial.

❧

The patents. The tables below list every patent 
granted to one of the four brothers that could be 
found in the Patent Office’s annual indexes for 
1881 to 1969 and on Google Patents. Years are years 
of grant. Before 1910 the scanned indexes keep 
the subject but lose the number. The indexes for 
1912 to 1919 are not online, and those for 1921 and 
1925 could not be read, so the list is incomplete: 
William’s biographers credit him with nearly a 
hundred patents and Edgar’s with more than 
forty. A Franklin B. Bristol of Middlebury, who 
patented telemetering apparatus for the Bristol 
Company from 1934 to 1964 and appears in 1964 
as “Sr.,” may be the founder or his son; his patents 
are marked.

W I L L I A M  H .  B R I S T O L

Year No. Subject (with others, or assignee)
1888 Pressure indicator and recorder
1888 Differential expansion device for galvanometers 

(with W. E. Geyer)
1889 (subject not legible) (assignor to himself and B. 

H. and F. B. Bristol)
1890 Camera
1890 Electric meter
1890 Pressure indicator and recorder (two-thirds to B. 

H. and F. B. Bristol)
1892 Photographic camera
1892 Camera-shutter (two patents)
1894 Temperature-compensating device
1894 Recording steam-pressure gage
1894 (subject not legible) (with E. H. Bristol)
1895 Recording ampere-meter
1896 Thermometer (Bristol Company)
1898 Belt-fastener
1899 Case for recording-gages
1899 Multiplying device for recording instruments
1899 (subject not legible) (with E. H. Bristol)
1900 (subject not legible) (with E. H. Bristol)
1900 (subject not legible) (with F. B. Bristol)
1903 (subject not legible) (with E. H. Bristol)
1904 Record-sheet for recording instruments
1904 Temperature-compensating device for electrical 

measuring instruments
1904 Thermo-electric apparatus
1904 Thermo-electric couple (two patents)
1904 Thermo-electric element
1905 Insulating electrical conductors
1905 Thermometric rheostat
1905 Temperature-compensating device for thermo­

electric measuring instruments
1906 Pressure indicator and recorder
1906 Thermo-electric couple
1907 Pressure indicator and recorder
1907 Pressure-gage
1907 Electric furnace
1907 Thermo-electric generator (two patents)
1907 Clamp
1911 1,000,146 Temperature-compensating device
1911 1,000,147 Combined clock and shock-recorder
1911 1,000,148 Speed-recorder
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1911 1,000,149 Belt-fastener
1911 1,000,892 Pressure indicating and recording apparatus
1911 1,003,229 Differential-pressure gage
1911 1,004,356 Belt-fastener
1922 1,431,626 Measuring instrument
1922 1,431,627 Remote-control system (with M. J. Johnson; 

Bristol Company)
1922 1,431,628 Synchronized motion-picture apparatus
1923 1,452,063 Synchronous operation of entertainment appara­

tus
1923 1,468,455 Multiple sound-reproducing apparatus
1923 1,468,456 Thermoelectric couple
1924 1,488,227 Method and apparatus for applying belt hooks
1924 1,490,764 Electric reproducing apparatus for phonographs
1928 1,659,388 Valve (Bristol Company)
1931 1,809,578 Cone type loud speaker (with F. B. Bristol; Wm. 

H. Bristol Talking Picture Corp.)
1933 1,914,106 Cross-link for tire chains (granted after his death; 

filed 1930) (with F. A. Smith; Bristol Company)

F R A N K L I N  B .  B R I S T O L

Year No. Subject (with others, or assignee)
1890 Button (two-thirds to B. H. and W. H. Bristol)
1890 Punch and die (two-thirds to B. H. and W. H. 

Bristol)
1900 (subject not legible) (with W. H. Bristol)
1931 1,809,578 Cone type loud speaker (with W. H. Bristol)
1934 1,958,813 Hygrometer (Bristol Company (Franklin B. of 

Middlebury: brother or a son? REVIEW))
1940 2,214,159 Impulse transmitter for telemetering systems 

(Bristol Company (Middlebury; REVIEW))
1943 2,320,0?6 Self-balancing circuit mechanism (Bristol Com­

pany (Middlebury; REVIEW))
1943 2,326,200 Telemetric apparatus (Bristol Company (Middle­

bury; REVIEW))
1950 2,516,952 Insulated thermocouple with metallic coating 

(Bristol Company (Middlebury; REVIEW))
1950 2,528,336 Relay system (Bristol Company (Middlebury; 

REVIEW))
1964 3,142,989 Liquid seal for differential pressure apparatus 

("Franklin B. Bristol, Sr."; REVIEW)

E D G A R  H .  B R I S T O L

Year No. Subject (with others, or assignee)
1894 (subject not legible) (with W. H. Bristol)
1899 (subject not legible) (with W. H. Bristol)
1900 (subject not legible) (with W. H. Bristol)
1903 (subject not legible) (with W. H. Bristol)
1910 966,790 Recording pressure-gage (filed 1906) (Industrial 

Instrument Company)
1920 1,338,766 Mounting for instruments (Foxboro Company)
1920 1,340,148 Measuring instrument (Foxboro Company)
1922 1,405,181 Control system (filed 1914) (Foxboro Company)
1923 1,452,142 Liquid head gauge (Foxboro Company)
1924 1,481,047 Chart-holding device for recorders (Foxboro 

Company)
1926 1,582,865 Retainer for glazings and the like (Foxboro Com­

pany)
1926 1,592,415 Pressure gauge (filed 1917) (Foxboro Company)
1927 1,624,887 Measuring and controlling instrument (Foxboro 

Company)
1927 1,641,944 Controlling instrument (Foxboro Company)
1928 1,686,263 Measuring instrument (Foxboro Company)
1928 1,689,182 Separable-arm construction for measuring in­

struments (Foxboro Company)
1929 1,709,772 Latch for instrument casings (with Bennet B. 

Bristol; Foxboro Company)
1930 1,752,059 Recording instrument (Foxboro Company)
1930 1,781,212 Measuring instrument (Foxboro Company)
1931 1,811,417 Recording instrument (filed 1925) (Foxboro 

Company)
1932 1,840,830 Chart holder for recording instruments (Foxboro 

Company)
1932 1,880,755 Recorder (Foxboro Company)
1933 1,917,092 Control system (Foxboro Company)

1936 Re. 19,944 Control system (reissue) (Foxboro Company)

B E N N E T  B .  B R I S T O L

Year No. Subject (with others, or assignee)
c.1915 (subject not legible; Naugatuck) (assignor, by 

mesne assignments)
1929 1,709,772 Latch for instrument casings (with Edgar H. 

Bristol; Foxboro Company)
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S P R I N G F I E L D ,  C A M B R I D G E ,  FA L M O U T H ,  G R A F T O N  A N D  A M H E R S T   ·   1 9 0 7 – 1 9 6 2

On Romeo, Ventriloquists, Summer Stock and Such

All the world’s a stage,
And all the men and women merely players;

They have their exits and their entrances,

W I L L I A M  S H A K E S P E A R E ,  A S  Y O U  L I K E  I T

R egina’s father was the principal 
of Amherst High School for nearly 
twenty years, and almost everyone in the

town under forty had at some point stood in 
front of his desk. That is how Daniel knew of 
him: as a title and an outcome. “Her father had 
died the year before, two years before I met her,” 
Daniel said. “Her father died when she was a 
senior at Amherst High. He had been principal 
of Amherst High for 20 years, and he died of 
alcoholism, basically, symptoms, things relating 
to alcoholism, when she was just graduating from 
Amherst.” He never met the man. The records, 
as it turns out, met him a good deal, and long 
before he was anybody’s principal: on the stage 
of a Springfield high school, on the cover of a 
Harvard concert programme, under the lights of 
a summer theatre on Cape Cod, and in the clas­
sified columns of the Saturday Review, renting 
rooms in Vermont.

❧

He was born on February 19, 1907, named Kings­
ley Arnold Perry, and grew up in Springfield, 
Massachusetts. His father was Charles A. Perry. 
His mother had been a Brill, the daughter of John 
Henry Brill, a New Yorker by birth who spent 
twenty-five years at Chicopee Falls and ended his 
working life as a foreman at the Wright & Ditson-
Victor sporting-goods factory, and of Juliette De 
Cowin, his wife. When the old man died at his 
bench in the summer of 1923, the Springfield Re­
publican listed among his survivors his daughter, 
“Mrs Charles A. Perry,” and “a grandson, Kings­
ley A. Perry.” Kingsley was sixteen and halfway 

through high school. Of the Perry side, so far, the 
records say only the father’s name.

The high school was Central, which printed a 
yearbook called The Blue and White and took 
its theatre seriously. In January 1922, when he was 
fourteen, the school gave Romeo and Juliet, and 
the yearbook judged it “one of the best amateur 
productions of Shakespeare ever seen in Spring­
field.” Kingsley played Romeo. “Kingsley Perry, 
the dashing Romeo,” the reviewer wrote, “urged 
his suit in true Romeo fashion.” That May he 
was Charley Wykeham in the farce Charley’s 
Aunt. He also sat in the school’s mock House 
of Representatives, and later served as treasurer 
of its Senate. When his class came to write up 
its history, it put the beginning of everything at 
a minstrel show in the freshman year: “Kingsley 
Perry starts dramatic career.” By the senior year 
the class had a line for him in its book of quota­
tions, borrowed and bent to fit: “His voice is 
heavy and terribly grave, / And sounds like the 
ocean’s mournful wave.”

❧

In the autumn of 1924 he went to Harvard. He 
arrived as an actor and he stayed one. In April 
1926 the Boston papers listed him, “Kingsley 
Perry, Springfield,” among nine undergraduates 
picked to compete for the university’s speaking 
prizes. By his junior year he was president of the 
Harvard Dramatic Club. In May 1927 the club 
and a party of Radcliffe women put on The 
Taming of the Shrew in modern dress, “reinforced 
by jazz music and lyrics,” and the Associated Press 
found it worth a paragraph in papers across the 
country: Kingsley played Petruchio as a cowboy, 
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in a leather shirt and the rest of the trappings, 
and “twined a long cattle whip about the shoul­
ders” of his Katharina. In April 1928, in his last 
term, the New York Times announced the cast of 
the club’s spring production, a play of “ancient 
Oriental mystery and romance,” and among the 
leading men was “Kingsley Arnold Perry, ‘28, of 
Springfield, Mass.“

He had another act, and it was the one that 
travelled. Kingsley was a ventriloquist. At Christ­
mas 1927 the Harvard Musical Clubs went on 
tour, the banjo, mandolin and glee clubs with the 
Gold Coast Orchestra and a pair of specialty acts, 
and the papers on the route billed him by name. 
In Atlanta he was “ventriloquist and president 
of the Harvard Dramatic club” and also, it turns 
out, leader of the Mandolin Club. In Washing­
ton, where the clubs played the Mayflower Hotel, 
the Evening Star promised that he would “pre­
sent his inimitable ‘Tommy’ and ‘Nemo,’ whose 
discussions have caused numberless audiences to 
rock with laughter,” and the Post reported after­
wards that he “kept the audience puzzled with his 
skill at this vocal art.” The clubs came back two 
years later and he was still at it; the Washington 
Times wrote that “anyone who knows the least 
about the tricky voice art could appreciate the 
clever feats he performed.” In June 1928 a New 
York paper’s report of a Harvard concert, with 
“Kingsley Perry ‘28 did a ventriloquist act,“ struck 
The New Yorker as sly enough to reprint.

That month he graduated. The Springfield 
Republican counted four Springfield men among 
those who took the A.B. “sharing the high­
est scholastic distinction,” and Kingsley Arnold 
Perry was one of them. He went on, in time, to 
the Harvard Law School and its LL.B., and much 
later to Harvard’s Graduate School of Education. 
The Amherst yearbooks would print all three de­
grees under his photograph for years: “Harvard, 
B.S., Harvard, LL.B., Harvard Graduate School 
of Education, M.Ed.”

❧

The summer he graduated, Kingsley went to 
Cape Cod and helped start a theatre. In 1928 
a group of undergraduates led by Bretaigne Win­
dust of Princeton and Charles Leatherbee of Har­
vard formed a summer company run entirely by 

college students, drawn from the dramatic clubs 
of Princeton’s Theatre Intime, Vassar, Smith, 
Radcliffe and Harvard. Kingsley, the Harvard 
club’s past president, was one of the founders 
and one of the stockholders. Norris Houghton, 
who wrote the company’s history, remembered 
him as “a rather lugubrious, moody chap” with 
a gift, and remembered too the meeting at which 
Windust laid out the plan and Kingsley asked 
the practical question: how many people would 
they need? They called themselves the University 
Players Guild. The men lived aboard Robert W. 
Leatherbee’s motor yacht, the Brae Burn, moored 
in Falmouth harbour, and the women in cottages 
at Quissett under a chaperone from New York. 
The first play, in July 1928 at the Elizabeth The­
atre in Falmouth, was A. A. Milne’s comedy The 
Dover Road.

The scientists of the Marine Biological Labo­
ratory at Woods Hole, a few miles down the 
shore, had a summer newspaper, The Collecting 
Net, and it reviewed the students. It liked The 
Dover Road, and it liked Kingsley best: he and 
a Vassar graduate in the part of Anne gave “the 
best individual performances in a well-directed 
cast.” One reviewer of that first night, as a later 
historian of Falmouth recalled, wrote that “upon 
Kingsley Perry fell the brunt of the evening’s act­
ing.” When the Episcopal church at Woods Hole 
gave its annual social for the laboratory in July, 
“Kingsley Perry, Harvard ‘28, a member of the 
University Player’s Guild gave a clever exhibition 
of ventriloquism during the intermission. His 
little act was loudly applauded by young and old 
alike.”

In 1929 the Players came back, with a new play­
house at Old Silver Beach in West Falmouth and 
a company that now included Henry Fonda and 
Joshua Logan. The Collecting Net kept reviewing. 
In The Donovan Affair, a murder mystery in 
which the lights went out and the cat’s eye glowed 
green, Kingsley was the district attorney, “violent 
and effective in his role.” In Outward Bound, the 
play about a ship full of the dead who do not 
know they are dead, he was the businessman who 
“snorts at the absurd notion that he is dead.” 
In a ghost play he was the leading man, a theatri­
cal producer “not to be scared out of an old 
theatre by any astral visitant,” and the reviewer 
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complained that he, Logan and Leatherbee were 
not quite sure of their lines. In August, in Merton 
of the Movies, he played a frantic film director and 
got the notice any actor would keep: “Mr. Perry is 
one of the most versatile of the Guild Players and 
when he knows his cues, as he did so thoroughly 
in this play, his vigorous acting sweeps any criti­
cism to the four winds.”

The University Players lasted until 1932 and 
became, in hindsight, one of the famous nurseries 
of the American stage: Fonda, Logan, James 
Stewart, Margaret Sullavan, Mildred Natwick 
and Kent Smith all passed through. Kingsley did 
not go on to Broadway. But he never quite left Fal­
mouth. It was there, the town’s historian wrote, 
that he met the woman he was “later to marry”: 
Justine Bristol, daughter of E. H. Bristol, whose 
family spent its summers at Falmouth Heights.

❧

On May 5, 1934, Kingsley Perry married Jus­
tine Rexford Bristol, a year older than he, the 
youngest daughter of Edgar Hiel Bristol, presi­
dent of the Foxboro Company and one of the 
brothers whose story is told in the next chapter. 
By then Kingsley was a lawyer. He practised law, 
the Amherst yearbook said later, for eight years, 
and “at the same time he gained further experi­
ence in the business world from owning and 
operating a summer hotel.” The hotel was The 
Tavern at Grafton, Vermont, a village of white 
houses in the hills of Windham County that had 
once had sheep, woollen mills and a soapstone 
quarry and by the 1930s had mostly memories. 
From 1939 to 1942, at least, the advertisement 
ran in the Christian Science Monitor and the Sat­
urday Review: “The Tavern, Grafton, Vermont. 
Kingsley A. Perry, owner-manager.” Rooms were 
“from $16 weekly,” then “from $18,” then “from 
$27 per week, American plan,” and “trains are 
met.” Four children came over the next decade, 
the youngest a daughter, Regina.

❧

In 1940, at thirty-three, he changed course again 
and became a schoolteacher. He taught English 
for a year at Kingston High School, and in 1941 he 
joined the faculty of Amherst High School. In his 
first year he was faculty adviser to the Hi-Y club, 

and in May the boys held their house party “at 
Mr. Perry’s hotel in Grafton, Vermont,” which 
the yearbook called “this unusual and pleasant 
outing.” In 1943 the principal, Ralph Haskins, 
left for Brockton, and Kingsley Perry took his 
place. That June the seniors dedicated a page to 
him. “Our new principal is a man with courage 
enough to face change,” they wrote, and then 
they wrote him a poem:

We leave to the English their good Mr. Chips.
We’ll take Mr. Perry’s fun and his quips.
He’s full of good stories, adventures and trips.
We’ll take Mr. Perry, a smile on his lips.
He has vigor and charm and a power that grips.
All hail to “King” Perry, “Good-bye Mr. 
Chips”.

“King” stuck. He spent that summer at the Har­
vard Graduate School of Education, and in time 
took its master’s degree; in 1946 Smith College, 
across the river in Northampton, listed him as 
an instructor in education. He went on running 
the school through the war and the boom that 
followed it. Each June he wrote a few lines for 
the seniors, and they read like a man who had 
once played Petruchio and had settled, without 
complaint, into playing Polonius. In 1949 it was 
the freedoms the country promised, and then: 
“Do your part.” In 1954 it was Immanuel Kant, 
“that no one should do that, which if everyone 
did, would destroy society.” In 1959 he allowed 
that “these are parlous times for education in 
the United States” but insisted that “anyone who 
seeks to excuse his own laziness or lack of appli­
cation by blaming it on the exigencies of modern 
life should give careful thought” to the matter.

The theatre never let him go. In the summer 
of 1950 a summer theatre workshop opened at 
Highfield, the old Beebe estate in Falmouth, 
and its advertisement in Variety named “Kingsley 
Perry (co-director original University Players)” as 
general director of the playhouse, with Henry 
Fonda, Joshua Logan and Margaret Sullavan 
listed as advisers. At school he was general chair­
man of the big productions, with committees 
for publicity, tickets, make-up and lighting under 
him. In 1956 Amherst built a new regional high 
school, and he became its first principal; the year­
books printed his three Harvard degrees beneath 

104



K I N G S L E Y  P E R RY

his photograph every spring. The school’s teams, 
by then, were the Hurricanes, a name that first 
appears in the yearbook of 1942, his first year in 
the building.

❧

His last message to a graduating class was in June 
1961. “In times as uncertain as ours seem to be 
at present,” he wrote, “it behooves each graduate 
to exert his rights of citizenship and education to 
the fullest.” The next class to graduate was his 
daughter’s. Regina Allyn Perry was a senior that 
year, in the band, the orchestra and the chorus, on 
the basketball team, a member of the American 
Field Service club; her yearbook entry calls her 
a “Deutschland Experimenter,” a “traveler,” and 
adds, “strummin’ the ole guitar.”

Kingsley Perry died on April 18, 1962, at fifty-
five, two months before she graduated. The 
yearbook that came out that June opened with 
him. “The death of Mr. Perry saddened all of us,” 
it said. “He was our principal for the last twenty 
years. During that time our school has grown 
in size and stature.” A scholarship was set up in 
his name. At the funeral the pastor of the First 
Congregational Church, Thayer Greene, offered 
a prayer that the yearbook printed, and it is the 
best description of the man that survives:

We remember with gratitude and appreciation 
many of the qualities which made him a unique 
person: a keen mind alive to ideas, a mind eager 
to read, to know, to explore; a love of art and 
the theater where much of the feeling locked up 
within his soul could find expression; his talents 
as a teacher; his impulsive generosity; his years of 
service to this community.

He was buried at Grafton, in the Middletown 
Cemetery, in the hill village where he had once 
met the trains. Daniel’s account of how he died 
is the only one in this book; no record yet found 
says more than the date. “And so her mother, the 
widow, had some worries about me,” Daniel said, 
for the young man who turned up two years later 
was, as he put it, “clearly a radical student.” The 
widow came round. When Daniel and Regina left 
for Berkeley in the summer of 1966, with a baby 
on the way, it was in “a nice Plymouth with air 
conditioning” that Mother Perry gave them. Her 

own father’s story, and the company his family 
built, come next.
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S O U T H  H A D L E Y,  H O L Y O K E ,  F L I N T  A N D  M O U N T  M O R R I S   ·   1 9 4 3 – 1 9 6 1

On Kerosene Stoves, Gravel Pits, Twisters and Such

How much can come
And much can go,

And yet abide the world!

E M I L Y  D I C K I N S O N

I n the autumn of 1949 South Hadley, 
Massachusetts, was still the sort of place 
a guidebook could describe without irony.

The Federal Writers’ Project had called it, a dozen 
years before, “a farming and college community 
on the Connecticut River below the low foothills 
of the Holyoke range,” a town of “shaded streets, 
broad lawns, and quiet homes,” whose farms sent 
“milk and butter for near-by manufacturing dis­
tricts.” The guide’s chapter on it was titled “Milk, 
Butter, and Ideas,” the ideas being supplied by 
Mount Holyoke College, founded in 1837 and the 
oldest of the leading women’s colleges of New 
England. Its “leading industry continues to be 
paper-making, on a moderate scale, but farming 
is a close second,” the guide went on; the Irish 
had come in the 1840s, the French Canadians 
after them for the mills, “and there are smaller 
colonies of German and Polish descent.” Daniel’s 
mother’s family, the Krugs, were of the German 
colony. The town’s early history had been livelier. 
Its first minister, dismissed by his congregation, 
simply declined to notice, and “eventually had to 
be forcibly ejected from the pulpit with a hand­
kerchief stuffed in his mouth, to prevent him 
from praying en route.” By 1950 South Hadley 
held 10,145 people, half again as many as ten years 
before, and it would grow by half again before 
1960.

Across the river lay Holyoke, a mill city of 
54,661 that had stopped growing. Its paper mills, 
which made “high-grade writing paper, the prin­
cipal support of the town,” had given it the name 
of “The Paper City,” and its people, the same 
guide reported, were one-third Irish, with French 
Canadians enough to make it “an outstanding 

Catholic center,” Poles “ten per cent of the inhab­
itants,” and the rest “of English, Scotch, German, 
Italian, Greek, Scandinavian, or Jewish origin.” 
The city’s favorite story was about its dam. The 
first one, finished in 1848, gave way the same day, 
and the disaster was reported to the owners in 
Boston by a series of telegrams, the last of which 
read, “Your old dam’s gone to hell by way of 
Willimansett.” The guide is careful to say only 
that this “is said to have been” how it went. The 
dam of 1949 was a sturdier one, and on August 22 
of that year the Holyoke Water Power Company 
began digging beside it for a new power station, 
which came on line two years later.

Daniel St. John was five. He had been born 
on November 13, 1943, in Flint, Michigan, as he 
always understood it, while his father was away 
at the war; he was two before he first saw him, 
and after a spell in California that ended in a 
fight between his father and his grandfather St. 
John, the family had come back to Massachusetts 
“when I was three years old, three, four years old.” 
The chapters before this one tell those years. Now 
they were “living part with my grandmother,” in 
South Hadley, in the household of his mother’s 
parents, William and Elizabeth Krug. The Krugs 
had been, in Daniel’s words, “probably the 
wealthiest people in South Hadley,” with “all the 
prime land right at the crossroads and acres of 
land going right down to the river.” There was a 
little sister by then, three years younger than he 
was. And there was his father, John, who had 
come home from France a member of the Com­
munist Party, “very in love with the Russians,” as 
Daniel put it, and sure, as the party was, that the 
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workers “had to take over the state just like they 
did in Russia.”

The party had firm views on more than wages. 
“One of the things of the left-wingers in this 
country,” Daniel explained, “was being for equal 
treatment of Negroes… and there were many of 
the young Negroes became communistic because 
of their, you know, their experience with racism. 
And, you know, they just needed something, 
right?” His father’s friends were that kind of left-
winger, and so, before long, were the people the 
family turned to when everything they owned 
went up in smoke.

❧

In the autumn of 1949, Daniel was in the first 
grade. The family had moved out of his grandpar­
ents’ house into “this little place down the street,” 
as he described it, “some property with an old 
unfinished building on it.” He was young for his 
class. “I was five and I didn’t become six until No­
vember 13th. So I was kind of a young first grader. 
But I could read quite well then anyway… For 
some reason, reading very early.” The new place 
did not last the season. “First month of my being 
in school, our house burned down,” he said. The 
cause, as he told it, was the family’s cheap old 
kerosene stove. “And we were left homeless.”

No report of the fire has been found. The 
valley’s daily papers for that autumn are not to be 
had online, and the town’s fire reports for 1949 
sit in a printed annual report on a library shelf 
in South Hadley, waiting for someone to go and 
look. What is certain is where the family went 
next. “We moved into Holyoke,” Daniel said, 
“with these fellow communist couple. They were 
Jewish communists.” The wife of the house had 
just come back from a concert.

And she had just been to this concert and the 
concert was given by Paul Robeson, who was a 
black American communist. He was an opera 
star… A very famous opera star. And he was 
also a very famous football player. But he was 
at a benefit. He was doing a concert and these 
right wingers attacked them, attacked the goers 
of the concert. And the police stood by and they, 
anyway, the lady of the house, I think it was her 
name was Nina, had her leg broken.

The concert that fits, to the week, was at Peekskill, 
New York. Paul Robeson was a bass-baritone 
who had sung “Ol’ Man River” in Show Boat and 
played Othello, and before that an All-American 
end at Rutgers in 1917 and 1918 who went on 
to play professional football for Akron and Mil­
waukee. He was also, loudly, a man of the left. His 
benefit concert for the Civil Rights Congress, set 
for August 27, 1949, never began. Before Robe­
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son arrived, a mob attacked the audience with 
baseball bats and rocks, a cross burned on the hill­
side, and he was lynched in effigy. “Our objective 
was to prevent the Paul Robeson concert,” said 
the commander of Peekskill’s American Legion 
post, “and I think our objective was reached.”

They tried again on Sunday, September 4, on 
an old golf course nearby, and about twenty 
thousand people came. Robeson sang without 
trouble. It was the leaving that went wrong. The 
cars and buses were steered onto roads where 
veterans and their families stood waiting with 
rocks, a gauntlet miles long. The Associated Press 
reported the next morning that “at least eight 
autos and an empty bus were overturned, and an 
auto was set afire,” and that “glass splinters were 
so thick on some spots of road that it looked as if a 
sleet storm had hit.” Eugene Bullard, a decorated 
veteran of the First World War and the first Black 
American to fly in combat, was knocked down 
and beaten by a crowd that included state and 
local policemen, and the beating was caught on 
film. More than 140 people were hurt, by most 
counts, as the police stood by; fifty-four were 
treated in hospitals. One car held Pete Seeger, 
with his wife and infant children, and Woody 
Guthrie, who pinned a shirt over the inside of the 
window against the rocks. “Wouldn’t you know 
it,” the singer Lee Hays remembered, “Woody 
pinned up a red shirt.” Within days a sticker 
turned up, reportedly plastered on the buses and 
cars, that put the matter plainly: “Communism is 
Treason. Behind Communism Stands the Jew!”

Two weeks later a reader wrote to the 
Guardian, a Black weekly in Boston, about what 
he had heard on the Monday after the concert 
“from the lips of a group of people from Holyoke 
who had driven down to Peekskill to hear that 
greatest of American baritones in concert.” Their 
car, “containing women as well as men, had been 
halted by state troopers, overturned in front of 
their eyes by young hoodlums,” and the party 
attacked. “They all wore bandages and splints 
when I spoke to them,” he wrote. The letter 
names nobody, and no record says whether Nina 
was in that car. But there was a carload of people 
from Holyoke at Peekskill, and they came home 
in splints.

Robeson had called the first attack “no mere 
local incident.” “It’s pretty clear who uses force 
and violence,” he told the press in New York, 
and he asked Governor Dewey and the Depart­
ment of Justice to investigate. Dewey refused to 
meet the three hundred people who went to 
Albany to protest, and blamed the communists; 
the grand jury he called for, when it reported the 
next June, largely cleared the local authorities. By 
Christmas, Robeson, the novelist Howard Fast, 
the Civil Rights Congress and twenty-five of the 
injured were suing the state, the county and 
two veterans’ organizations, a suit that was even­
tually dismissed. More than eighty of Robeson’s 
concert dates were cancelled in the months that 
followed, and the State Department took away 
his passport. The football player and the singer 
had become, in the newspapers, chiefly a red.

In Massachusetts the protest came quickly. On 
the Saturday after the second concert a crowd met 
at Frederick Douglass Square in Boston to hear 
speakers, among them a young NAACP lawyer 
from New York, Louis Maples, who had been 
at Peekskill himself and been hurt. “Hoodlums 
attacked men, women and children alike on their 
way home from the Robeson concert,” he told 
them, “but police made no arrests.” Roy Wilkins 
of the NAACP said that Dewey, by blaming 
Robeson’s followers before his own grand jury 
had sat, had “prejudged” the case. A month later 
Robeson sang to more than seventeen thousand 
people at Wrigley Field in Los Angeles. Twenty-
two hundred policemen surrounded the park, 
and nothing happened at all.

“And we moved in with them in the fall of 
that year,” Daniel said. “And they were terrified 
because of, you know, having been exposed to all 
this, you know, first they were Jewish, they were 
subject to anti-Semitism. Then they were com­
munists or reds, right?” With their own house 
gone, the St. Johns stayed partly with Nina’s fam­
ily in Holyoke and partly, as Daniel put it, “at this 
other place.” By the spring the Krugs had them 
back.

❧

In the spring of 1950, Daniel was six and back 
in his grandparents’ house in South Hadley. On 
April 19 a census taker came to the door and 
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wrote them all down, seven in the house: William 
Krug, fifty-six; his wife, Elizabeth, who had been 
born in Virginia; his sister Eleanor, a quiller in 
a woolen mill; their son Frederick, twenty-one; 
their daughter, Daniel’s mother, twenty-nine, 
who was packing greeting cards forty hours a 
week; and her two children. Daniel’s father was 
not in the house. Where he was that April, the 
census does not say. The sheet itself was sealed 
by law for seventy-two years and opened to the 
public only in 2022, and it is the only record of 
the family that these years have so far yielded.

As Daniel told it, his father had decided, “and I 
think he was advised by his comrades that the best 
thing for him to do was to… go to Flint, Michigan 
and be involved with the labor because he was 
from that area and his father had worked in the 
Buick plant in the 30s so he knew the working 
people. He was a white guy and a working class 
kind of guy. So he would be very good as a union 
leader.” On another day he put it more simply: 
“The Communist Party suggested that people … 
would go to places where they could be accepted 
by workers or people. And since he was from 
Flint, Michigan, and his family had worked in the 
automobile factories, that we should go there.”

The party had had its eye on Flint for some 
time. At a meeting of its Michigan state commit­
tee in Detroit in August 1946, an FBI informant 
later reported, one of the party’s leaders “pointed 
out that Flint was the main concentration camp 
under the current organizing drive of the Com­
munist Party.” In the party’s vocabulary a concen­
tration was simply a place where effort was to 
be concentrated, and the phrase meant nothing 
worse, though it is hard to imagine a less fortu­
nate way of putting it a year after the war. At the 
same meeting a man from Flint explained that no 
collections had been made there “because of bad 
weather and poor work,” and a second assured 
the room that Flint “was the best of the three 
towns.”

The party’s own papers, which turned up in 
a congressional hearing in 1954, say much the 
same. A resolution of the Michigan party “on 
concentration” put it bluntly: “Flint is the key to 
moving the General Motors division of the UAW, 
the division which Reuther heads, and therefore 
the key to striking a powerful blow against social 

democracy. Whatever develops in Flint has great 
influence on the entire UAW.” It said what was 
to be done about it, too: “Many comrades would 
be encouraged to volunteer to change their jobs 
to seek employment in large auto plants.” To that 
end the party sent in what it called colonizers. 
“The word ‘colonizer’ was used quite frequently 
at that time,” an informant testified, “and at that 
time it meant people who were sent by the Com­
munist Party from other cities, principally New 
York.” They were even told which plant to apply 
to, “because they wouldn’t want all the Commu­
nists, for instance, to work at Buick as Chevrolet 
needed a few, too, as did Fisher and AC.” For 
their first three months in the shop, until their 
seniority was safe, they “were the epitome of good 
behavior,” and Flint got fewer of them than the 
party wanted, “much to the chagrin of the Com­
munist organizers because many of the colonizers 
were so used to the big city life in New York 
that they rather liked Detroit because it seemed 
more like home.” The newcomers had another 
weakness, which was that nobody knew them, 
and so the party paired them with local people. 
The same witness, who had joined the Flint party 
for the FBI in September 1949, was kept on, he 
said, “because I was a native Flintite,” so that 
“the Flint people could give them directions as to 
the environment in Flint.” In Flint the party was 
organized by plant, with a club at AC-Fisher, at 
Buick, at Chevrolet and at Fisher Body, and one 
community club, which had nine members. John 
St. John was no New Yorker. He was, as his son 
said, “from that area.”

“So we went there when I was… six years old,” 
Daniel said. “I never finished the first grade. Any­
way, that’s another story.”

❧

In the summer of 1950, the family was living on 
the edge of Flint, in “this town of Mount Mor­
ris,” as Daniel called it. The state’s WPA guide had 
dismissed Mount Morris in a sentence: it “is vir­
tually a suburb of Flint. Its working population is 
employed mainly in the industrial plants there.” 
It had 2,890 people in 1950 and was named, like 
a good many Michigan towns, for the place in 
New York its founders came from. Flint itself 
was the real thing. “Flint makes automobiles for 
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the Nation,” the guide said. “Huge factories — 
long, squat, and seemingly all windows — sprawl 
throughout the city. The Buick factory is in the 
north, the mile-long Chevrolet plants and Fisher 
Body No. 2 Plant in the west, the AC Spark Plug 
factories in the east.” General Motors employed 
ninety per cent of the city’s factory workers. In 
1950 Flint had 163,143 people, and by 1960 it 
would have almost 197,000, the most it ever had; 
Genesee County as a whole grew by more than a 
third in the decade. “On the outskirts,” the guide 
added, “far removed from the din of pneumatic 
hammers and car loadings, are the neatly aligned 
houses of businessmen and motor-company ex­
ecutives.” Mount Morris was the other kind of 
outskirts. The Buick works, as it happens, had 
begun on St. John Street, which had nothing to 
do with the family and is mentioned here only 
because it is true.

Outside Flint and Mount Morris lay the gravel 
pits. Genesee County dug sand and gravel in 
those years, most of it for concrete and for the 
roads the boom was building, and the old pits 
filled with water. “When I was six,” Daniel said, 
“we would go to the gravel pit… It was in Gene­
see County. It was outside of Flint, outside of 
Mount Morris to these gravel pits. And we’d go 
swimming there and fishing.” There, one day, his 

father taught him to swim, by a method that was 
quick, if nothing else.

And I did not know how to swim. And so he just 
said, oh, this is the way you swim. He threw me 
in there. And I just went down. And I thought 
I was dead, you know. Then he fished me out. 
He said, well, better learn how to swim.

❧

In the autumn of 1950, Daniel was in the second 
grade in Mount Morris, where he would stay 
through the sixth, and his father was working in 
the foundry. “He worked in the automobile fac­
tory in the foundry,” Daniel said, and he became 
a union steward. Which plant it was, Daniel did 
not say, and no record of it has been found. Buick, 
where John’s own father had worked in the 1930s, 
had a gray iron foundry on the north side of the 
city, nearest to Mount Morris; but so did others, 
and the foundry is all that is certain.

He had arrived at a good moment, as these 
things go. In May 1950 General Motors and 
the United Auto Workers signed a contract to 
run five years “without any interim reopening.” 
Chrysler’s workers, in the same weeks, had settled 
only after a strike of a hundred days. The GM 
contract kept the cost-of-living escalator, raised 
the yearly “improvement factor” from three cents 
an hour to four, and promised a pension of $100 
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a month at sixty-five after twenty-five years. For­
tune magazine called it the Treaty of Detroit and 
said it “made the worker to an amazing degree a 
middle class member of a middle class society.” It 
was a grand bargain, and a union meeting in Flint, 
by Daniel’s account, was a fairly homely affair.

So we would go to these union meetings and they 
would have donuts and they would play Abbott 
and Costello movies and have donuts and stuff 
and then they would decide if they were going 
to have a strike or how they were going to han­
dle their relationship with General Motors and 
whatever and then it was not such a bad time. 
We were very poor, but we went hunting and we 
did have a dog and we went pheasant hunting 
and stuff and some social stuff with these friends 
of his that were like, what you would say, left 
wingers.

Abbott and Costello were then the most popular 
comedy team in America, and during the war 
they had been the highest-paid entertainers in 
the world. What they had to do with collective 
bargaining nobody has recorded. The pheasants 
were at least plentiful. Michigan’s guidebook of 
1941 put the yearly kill of cock pheasants at 
750,000 and noted that although some 400,000 
small-game hunters were licensed each year, “the 
coveys continue to increase.” A resident’s small-
game license cost a dollar, the season in the Lower 
Peninsula ran for less than a fortnight in October, 
and the limit was two cocks a day and six a 
season. Sixty pages further on, in its essay on con­
servation, the same guide gave the annual kill as 
“in excess of 750,000,000,” which is a thousand 
times as many and suggests that somebody, at 
some point, stopped counting birds and started 
counting zeroes.

The left wingers were another matter. “It was 
all during the McCarthy period,” Daniel said, 
and “there was a heavy movement to stomp out 
the left wing and the labor… and it was the 
left wing that actually organized the labor back 
in the 30s but they got rid of them because of 
the McCarthyism, anti-communism.” Flint was 
where the organizing had been done. In the win­
ter of 1936–37 its GM workers had sat down in 
the plants for forty-four days and come out with 
a union. Ten years later the union was cleaning 
house. Walter Reuther won the presidency of 

the UAW in 1946 and in November 1947 won it 
again by a landslide, which Life called “the biggest 
setback of all time for the Communists in the 
American Labor Movement.” The Taft–Hartley 
Act of the same year required every union officer 
to swear that he was not a communist; within a 
year some 81,000 of them had signed. In April 
1952 Michigan passed a law of its own, requiring 
communists to register with the state and defin­
ing a communist, with admirable thoroughness, 
as “a member of the communist party, notwith­
standing the fact that he may not pay dues to, or 
hold a card in, said party.” In September 1952 the 
FBI arrested the leaders of the Michigan party, 
and six of them, among them a UAW organizer 
named Nat Ganley, were tried in Detroit under 
the Smith Act and convicted; the convictions 
were later overturned.

The other thing the union had to deal with 
was the South. Between 1940 and 1970 more 
than five million Black Americans left the South 
for the cities of the North and West, and white 
Southerners came too. Flint’s work drew them 
from Missouri, Kentucky and Tennessee and the 
Deep South, Black and white, and the city’s Black 
population, 6,599 in 1940, was 13,906 in 1950 and 
would be 34,521 by 1960. “The southern whites 
were coming north to work in the factories and 
also the blacks were because there was lots of 
work there,” Daniel said, “and they would be 
clashing where they’re on the job… there was a 
lot of racism going on there and my father’s job 
was to try to deal with it to get organized people 
so that you know they would work together for a 
common cause and forget that they are black and 
white.” The party had put the same thing in its 
program, in capital letters: among its tasks were 
“Organizing the fight for peace, Organizing the 
fight for Negro rights.” Its Flint members held 
their parties at the Royal Gardens on St. John 
Street, and a witness remembered that a speaker 
came up from the state committee “to talk on the 
Negro subject.”

At home it meant company. “So we had a lot 
of black friends and had them over the house,” 
Daniel said. “I’d go to their birthday parties. And 
thanks to that, I did never become racist. Like 
most of the people I knew were racist. Most of 
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the whites anywhere in the North or South, I was 
not racist.”

❧

In the spring of 1953, Daniel was nine and in the 
fourth grade when the news came from Moscow. 
Joseph Stalin had a stroke on March 1 and died 
on the evening of March 5; at his funeral in 
Moscow four days later at least 109 people were 
crushed to death in the crowds. Daniel tied what 
came next for his father to that year. “Stalin died 
in 1953 when I was 10 years old,” he said. “And 
Khrushchev let be known to the world that Stalin 
was a bad guy. He committed atrocities. And so it 
went through the left wing like a shot… And that 
was something my father had a lot of trouble with 
because he was a Stalinist.”

The American papers had their own view. 
The day after he died, the Washington Evening 
Star gave Stalin a long obituary that dwelt on 
the purges, on the rivals who had died in the 
“treason” trials, and on Trotsky, who had been 
“assassinated in Mexico by a Communist agent 
who bashed in his head with a pick-ax while he 
was working on an uncomplimentary biography 
of Joseph Stalin.” It also explained, with some 
care, how Stalin’s admirers saw all that. “The 
purges and spies, the concentration camps, regi­
mentation and fear,” the paper said, “these, to 
them, are merely a benign fever burning an old 
sickness from the body politic.”

Daniel’s own account of how his father had 
come to that ran like this: “He had no idea. He 
thought the Russians must be great. You know, 
he had worshipped Stalin because Stalin was 
really defeating the fascists, right? There was no 
news coming out of there… a lot of people, the 
left-wing people did not know of the atrocities 
going on under Stalin. They were idealistic about, 
you know, socialism.”

The full reckoning took a little longer than 
that. Khrushchev made his speech against Stalin 
to a closed session of the party congress on 
February 25, 1956, and the American government 
released the text that June, when the New York 
Times printed all of it. By 1957 the Communist 
Party of the United States was down to fewer 
than ten thousand members, of whom, by one es­
timate, some fifteen hundred were informants for 

the FBI. Whenever the arguments began, Daniel 
heard them.

And his friends, his left wing friends were 
saying to him, John, this guy was not what we 
thought he was, you know. And it actually set 
him drinking because he he would go and argue 
with these people. He loves to talk politics into 
the night, you know. And I used to hear all 
this. I was I don’t care if I was six years old or 
seven years. I hear all about Marxism. all about 
all this stuff. I heard it. I went on the hunting 
trips. I heard every filthy joke they tell. I was 
like a confidant and I heard his ideas and he 
was frustrated because he could not believe that 
Stalin was that bad and that all of his ideas so 
it was like the God that failed.

The God That Failed was a real book, as it 
happens, published in 1949: six writers, among 
them Arthur Koestler and Richard Wright, ex­
plaining how they had believed in communism 
and stopped. Daniel’s phrase was its title. “And 
that kind of messed him up,” he said of his father.

❧

In the early summer of 1953, Daniel was finishing 
the fourth grade in Mount Morris. Flint was 
having a good year; Chevrolet was building the 
first Corvettes there that summer, three hundred 
of them, by hand. Then the tornado came. On 
the afternoon of Monday, June 8, the Flint Jour­
nal forecast “strong thunderstorms with hail and 
gusty winds over 50 mph,” and at about half past 
seven the Weather Bureau’s severe storms unit 
put out a bulletin; there was no such thing, yet, 
as a tornado warning for the public. At about 
8:30 p.m. a tornado touched down in Mount 
Morris Township, near Webster and Coldwater 
Roads, and minutes later the Weather Bureau’s 
Flint station logged it in the clipped style of the 
trade: “unconfirmed Tornado reported 2 mi N 
Flushing heading ENE possibly hitting Flint.” It 
ran east along Coldwater Road, up to half a mile 
wide, into Beecher, the crowded neighborhood 
between Mount Morris and Flint.

At the North Flint Drive-In on Saginaw Street, 
where the evening’s picture was, of all things, In­
vasion U.S.A., a sixteen-year-old named Charles 
Rachor looked back over his shoulder as the 
screen flickered on and saw “a black funnel cloud 
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stretching from the horizon to the sky.” The cars 
poured out, and at the corner of Saginaw and 
Coldwater, he remembered, people ignored the 
light, “smashing into each other like a demolition 
derby.” His friends stopped in front of Beecher 
High School to watch it come. When it hit, the 
windshield “disintegrated as if a thousand stones 
had been thrown at it.”

The Weather Bureau’s own summary, written 
up that summer, gave the path in a sentence: 
the tornado “struck the northern edge of Flint, 
moving eastward down Coldwater Road with 
complete destruction.” It killed 116 people, 113 of 
them in Beecher and fifty-four of them children, 
and injured 867. In twenty families more than 
one person died, and two men lost their entire 
families; one of them, a General Motors worker, 
had been at work when the storm crossed his 
street. It wrecked 340 houses and struck Beecher 
High School. “Of recorded tornadoes,” the Bu­
reau noted, “this one killed more people in the 
State than all previous Michigan tornadoes com­
bined.” “It was horrible,” a retired Chevrolet 
worker who lived on Coldwater Road told the 
Associated Press. “It was the most terrible thing 
I ever saw.” The police commissioner of Detroit 
said the damage was worse than what he had seen 
in London during the Blitz.

Governor G. Mennen Williams moved his of­
fice to Flint and called out the National Guard, 
and the next day “lines of blood donors more 
than a block long formed” at the first-aid stations. 
“Flint was a sorrowful town this morning,” the 
AP reported. It was the deadliest tornado in the 
state’s history, and for fifty-eight years the last in 
the country to kill more than a hundred people, 
in a year that had already seen 114 killed at 
Waco, Texas, that spring. The first counts were 
higher still: the next morning’s wire had 124 dead 
in Michigan, and nineteen more from the same 
storms in Ohio. Daniel’s own count was higher 
than either. “We had a big tornado there,” he said. 
“It went right by us and killed 400 people… it was 
a very bad tornado.” He was right about the first 
part: it began in the township where the family 
lived.

The storm was not finished. The Weather 
Bureau’s monthly review traced both days’ torna­
does to “a pronounced prefrontal squall line” tied 
to “a deep Low which moved out of New Mex­
ico, across Lake Superior, and eastward through 
southeastern Canada,” and the same line of 
weather that had crossed Mount Morris Town­
ship on Monday evening reached New England 
on Tuesday. At 4:25 that afternoon, June 9, a 
tornado formed in the woods near Petersham, 
Massachusetts, and ran forty-eight miles through 
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Worcester County, killing ninety people by the 
Bureau’s count that year (ninety-four by later 
ones), hurting nearly thirteen hundred and leav­
ing some ten thousand homeless. The Bureau 
called it “the most violent and destructive tor­
nado in New England’s history.” Forecasters in 
Boston, using the new warnings for the first time 
that year, had issued the first severe thunderstorm 
watch in the state’s history. It was, the AP said 
the next morning, “the worst tornado ever to 
visit New England,” and it had “spent its fury 
within 30 minutes.” “And another tornado went 
through Worcester,” Daniel said, and he counted 
“another three, 400 people, you know, just in 
Worcester, Massachusetts.”

“And my mother got frightened by it,” he 
said, “so we went back to stay in Massachusetts.” 
When they went, the record cannot say. By the 
count of his school years, the second through 
the sixth in Mount Morris, Daniel did not start 
school in Massachusetts again until the autumn 
of 1955, two years after the storm; and he himself 
once dated the Michigan years as “roughly 1954 
to five years after that.” Perhaps his mother took 
the children east after the tornado and came back; 
perhaps the tornado was the reason remembered 
for a move that came later. The family stayed long 
enough, at any rate, for what Daniel called the 
McCarthy committee to reach Flint.

❧

In the spring of 1954, by the count of his school 
years, Daniel was in the fifth grade in Mount 
Morris when the hearings came to town. “All 
of his friends were being called in by the Mc­
Carthy committee,” he said, “especially his Jewish 
friends.” It was not, strictly, Senator McCarthy’s 
committee but the House Committee on Un-
American Activities, whose Michigan hearings 
were run by Congressman Kit Clardy, known as 
Michigan’s McCarthy, which was close enough 
for most purposes. The committee sat in the 
Supervisors Room of the Genesee County Cour­
thouse in Flint on May 12, 13 and 14, 1954, with 
more than thirty witnesses summoned, only one 
of them friendly. Its chairman, Harold Velde, 
flew in to open the proceedings and thanked “the 
good people of Flint.” “I have also driven several 
of the cars that are manufactured here in the great 

city of Flint and in the city of Detroit,” he told 
them. “I have also had one repossessed.”

The UAW, which had spent seven years push­
ing the communists out, wanted no help from 
Congress in finishing the job. In a statement over 
Walter Reuther’s signature it said the committee 
had arrived “for the convenience of Congressman 
Kit Clardy’s campaign for re-election.” Most 
of those called would not answer, and some 
of them answered back. One young Chevrolet 
worker told the committee’s chairman that he 
had “contempt for your antilabor record and for 
the witch-hunting activities that this committee 
has indulged in, and that goes for Mr. Clardy 
in spades.” “Thank you,” said Clardy. “You are 
welcome,” said the witness. “I notice you come 
to town just before November 11, election day,” 
one hostile witness told Clardy. “You didn’t come 
during the tornado.”

The consequences fell on the shop floor. On 
the day after the hearings closed, several hundred 
workers at the Buick Dynaflow plant walked one 
of the named men out to the gates and told him 
to “keep going”; at Chevrolet another, finding his 
fellow workers milling around him after lunch, 
asked for a pass to go home. Clardy called it “a 
clear indication that the rank and file of labor 
unions are not sold on Communist propaganda.” 
Another witness, that November, put it from the 
other side: “Those people only lost their jobs and 
were beaten up.” A critic of the committee, writ­
ing a few years later, went further: men dragged 
from the plants and beaten, witnesses put out of 
their homes, families in hiding. The union’s own 
regional director, for his part, told the committee 
that autumn that the colonizers had never been 
much of a secret. “They were spotted,” he had 
told a reporter, “because they talked way over the 
heads of the union man and because they knew 
nothing of automobile-plant work.” Clardy said 
the hearings had exposed “some 27 colonizers” 
and that there were seventy-five more to come.

The name St. John does not appear in the 
printed record of the Flint hearings, no St. John 
from Flint or Mount Morris appears anywhere 
in the committee’s volumes on Michigan, and 
Daniel never said that his father was called. What 
he said was that his father’s friends were. That 
November, Kit Clardy lost his seat in Congress.
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❧

In the autumn of 1954, by the same count, Daniel 
was in the sixth grade, his last year in Mount 
Morris. On November 23 a car came off a Flint 
assembly line that General Motors reckoned to 
be the fifty-millionth it had built in the United 
States, and the company said so in a full-page 
newspaper advertisement. “Today’s a big day in 
Flint, Michigan,” the advertisement began. “No 
wonder Flint has closed all schools for the day. 
And crowds line the street to cheer a huge parade 
honoring the big event.” The schools in question 
were the city’s; what Mount Morris did that day, 
no record found says. General Motors, the adver­
tisement added, had 475,000 employees.

In the spring of 1955 the news from Michigan 
was medical. On April 12, at the University of 
Michigan in Ann Arbor, the scientist who had 
monitored the trials of Jonas Salk’s polio vaccine 
declared it “safe and effective.” That June the 
automobile contract that had run since 1950 came 
to an end, and the union settled with Ford and 
then with General Motors on a new one, for 
three years, which for the first time paid laid-off 
workers a supplement to their unemployment 
benefit, up to $25 a week for as long as twenty-six 
weeks. Things, as Daniel said, “have been chang­
ing in Michigan for the automobile workers.” 
In his telling the reason was McCarthyism. That 
summer the St. Johns, or some of them, went east.

❧

In the autumn of 1955, Daniel was in the seventh 
grade in South Hadley. “We ended up in South 
Hadley when I was in the seventh grade and I 
was age 11,” he said. He would be twelve that 
November. The valley he came back to had 
just been flooded. In the middle of August the 
remains of Hurricane Diane stalled over southern 
New England, on ground that Hurricane Connie 
had soaked the week before. The Springfield 
Daily News had forecast that “moderate rains” 
were “possible.” The storm dropped 19.75 inches 
of rain on Westfield, Massachusetts, the most 
from any storm known in New England, and 
the rivers of the state rose higher than they had 
in the hurricane of 1938. The Associated Press 
called it the “worst flood in State’s history,” with 
the southern part of the state, “including Spring­

field, Chicopee, Holyoke and Worcester, most 
seriously battered.” Governor Christian Herter 
declared a state of emergency, the National Guard 
and the Army engineers turned out, and most of 
the roads took three weeks to clear. The Weather 
Bureau later admitted that it had, in a word, 
“goofed.”

It was a bad summer for children in Massa­
chusetts in another way. On August 11 the state 
reported sixty-eight new cases of polio, bringing 
the year’s total to 1,106, against 108 by the same 
date a year before, and its health officials called 
it, for the first time, an epidemic, “a ‘mild 
epidemic.’” By the first days of September, with 
2,274 cases, more than seventy school commit­
tees, “faced with mounting parental anxiety over 
the polio situation,” had put off the opening of 
school, most of them in the eastern part of the 
state, despite the advice of the state’s health offi­
cials that postponing it would “have little effect.” 
Whether South Hadley’s opened late, no record 
found says.

South Hadley was growing all the same, to­
ward the fifteen thousand people it would have 
by 1960, and at Westover Field, over the line 
in Chicopee, where John had once taught pilots 
on the Link trainer during the war, the Strategic 
Air Command had moved in. The Eighth Air 
Force set up its headquarters there in 1955, and 
the B-52s came the next year; down the road in 
Ludlow, from 1954 to 1962, the Air Force kept 
one of its five storage sites for nuclear weapons, 
which was not the sort of thing the guidebooks 
mentioned. In 1957 the Massachusetts Turnpike 
opened across the valley. Even the fish were being 
looked after. In 1955 the president of the Holyoke 
Water Power Company started work on a fishway 
at the dam, which in time came to include an 
elevator to lift fish headed upstream over it.

From about that age, too, Daniel “spent a lot 
of time with my grandfather Krug,” his mother’s 
father, who was by then, in Daniel’s words, “basi­
cally not employed” and “had all the time in the 
world and he was very curious about everything.” 
The two of them rode bicycles “over a hundred 
miles,” down Route 5 to the old family places at 
South Windsor and Old Lyme in Connecticut, 
and sold ice cream around the town from a cart 
pulled by a horse that one of Daniel’s uncles had 
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given his grandfather. The old man had a great 
many stories to tell, and they belong to the chap­
ter about him.

“And my father stayed back and we didn’t 
see him for a while,” Daniel said. When John 
did come, “it looked like he was trying to get it 
together. He’s starting a painting business. And 
he was using GI Bill.” The G.I. Bill of 1944 
had promised veterans a government guarantee 
on a home loan, with better terms for building 
new, and by 1952 the Veterans Administration 
had backed nearly 2.4 million of them. The bill’s 
schooling benefit ran out in July 1956, by which 
time 7.8 million of the sixteen million veterans 
of the war had used it. “He bought us the means 
of buying a house,” Daniel said, “and we had 
made and bought some property up on not too 
far South Hadley, but near Amherst. And we 
built this house.” The towns up that way were 
filling up: Granby, between South Hadley and 
Amherst, more than doubled in the 1950s, from 
1,861 people to 4,221.

“And it looked like things were going to go 
well,” Daniel said. “But he broke his arm.”

There was a paper mill in John’s story too. At 
some point he worked in one in Holyoke, and the 
painter in him found an audience there. “People 
liked it. They would line up,” Daniel said. “They 
would… bring their families in… while he was do­
ing portraits of people on the paper pulp sheets.” 
Holyoke had been making paper for a hundred 
years, and it is pleasant to think that some of it, at 
least once, went to that.

As a teenager Daniel took up gymnastics, 
and he took it up in the old German way. 
In lower Holyoke stood the Turn Hall of the 
Holyoke Turn Verein, which the city’s Germans 
had founded “to provide the German language, 
German customs and traditions, and particularly 
German gymnastics with a permanent home.” 
They had built it on South Bridge Street in 
1874, partly because the blue laws forbade exer­
cise in public on Sundays, and in 1893 they 
added land for outdoor gymnastics and a beer 
garden. Daniel’s German great-grandfather, Wil­
helm Krug, had been “heavily into gymnastics” 
there in his day, as Daniel told it. “I was a member 
of it,” Daniel said. “I would go there and do gym­
nastics myself when I was a teenager… And they 

had gymnastic apparatus. And then you had the 
older men sitting there drinking beer, watching 
the gymnasts.” The Turners are there still.

The valley had its other amusements in those 
years. On Mount Tom, Mountain Park, built 
long before as a trolley park by the Holyoke Street 
Railway, had been bought in 1952 by a family that 
added a Kiddieland “to attract the young families 
who were populating the area” and renamed the 
roller coaster the Mountain Flyer. In the park’s 
Casino a summer company called the Valley 
Players put on plays, and in 1957 a young actor 
who had been in its cast from 1951 to 1954, Hal 
Holbrook, came back to open its season with his 
one-man show, Mark Twain Tonight! In March 
1958 Holyoke’s St. Patrick’s Day parade gave its 
first award for an outstanding American of Irish 
parentage to the junior senator from Massachu­
setts, John F. Kennedy.

❧

In the summer of 1961, Daniel had just graduated 
from high school, and he had been accepted at 
the University of Massachusetts. He was seven­
teen. Across the river in Holyoke, that January, 
William Skinner & Sons, which in 1912 had fin­
ished the largest silk mill under one roof in the 
world, had closed and been sold to Indian Head 
Mills, which turned the old silk works over to 
rayon. That summer Daniel’s father left, for Los 
Angeles. “He left the family when I was, I just 
graduated from high school,” Daniel said, “and 
he just left the family and that was it. You know, 
he just took off.” On another day he put it this 
way: “Well, he went to Los Angeles. And so it 
was very upsetting to me, you know, because my 
family was… You know, separated.”

When Daniel tried to explain why his father 
went, he did not begin with the arm. “My father 
was like this,” he said, and he went back to Flint: 
to the party that had sent him there “for five 
years” because he could be accepted by the work­
ers, and to the way things had been changing in 
Michigan “for the automobile workers because 
it was a time of McCarthyism.” ⟦BRIDGE: The 
rest of it, as Daniel told it, was the arguments into 
the night, and a god that had failed.⟧

❧
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That summer, with no money for college, Daniel 
lied about his age to get a night-shift job in a 
Holyoke paper mill, and the machines there very 
nearly took his arm; that story belongs to the 
next chapter. His father went on painting houses 
in Los Angeles, and a year later Daniel would 
go out and work for him at five dollars an hour. 
Of the years in between, the paper trail is thin. 
A census line of April 1950 finds a boy of six in 
his grandfather’s house in South Hadley. A letter 
to a Boston weekly in September 1949 tells of a 
carload of people from Holyoke who came home 
from a Paul Robeson concert in bandages and 
splints. A tornado’s toll, a congressional record of 
Flint in which his father’s name does not appear, 
and a five-year contract between General Motors 
and its workers make up most of the rest. The 
swimming lesson, the donuts and the Abbott and 
Costello movies, the birthday parties, the hunting 
trips and the arguments about Stalin are on no 
record at all. They are Daniel’s own. His mother 
lies in South Hadley now, under the Krug stone, 
with, as Daniel put it, “three generations of our 
women.”
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1–23, 1949, issues of May 13–24, 1954 and May 21, 1954 (Saul 
Wellman; held for review); National Archives, 1950 Census 
name search, St. John, Genesee County, Mich. (nothing 
found); Wellman v. Highley (D.C. Cir. 1957) (found, not 
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read); Congressional Research Service, VA Housing: Guaran­
teed Loans (R42504) U.S. Department of Labor, “History of 
Federal Minimum Wage Rates” U.S. Bureau of the Census, 
Statistical Abstract of the United States, 1955, 1956 and 1957 
(tables unreadable); Evening Star (Washington), August 12, 
1955, p. A-1, August 17, 1955, p. A-16, August 31, 1955, p. A-12, 
November 7, 1954, p. 20, and search hits that held nothing of 
use: November 25, 1951, p. 37, October 29, 1954, p. 49, April 
30, 1954, p. 18, May 26, 1954, p. 24 Wikipedia: “VA loan”, 
“Cutter Laboratories”, “Flint Cultural Center”, “Business 
routes of U.S. Route 10 in Michigan”, “Interstate 91”, 
“Mount Tom (Massachusetts)”, “Connecticut River”, “1955 
Connecticut floods”, “Minimum wage in the United States”, 
“Polio vaccine”, “Chevrolet Bel Air”, “Holyoke Range”, 
“Mount Holyoke Range State Park”, “Whiting Street Reser­
voir”, “South Hadley Canal”, “Eighth Air Force”, “Charles 
Stewart Mott Foundation”, “Holyoke Merry-Go-Round”. 
Searches that found nothing: Library of Congress, Chroni­
cling America (the 1949 South Hadley fire, among others); 
Internet Archive (South Hadley town reports and year­
books, Flint and Holyoke city directories, 1948–62). Blocked: 
HathiTrust full-text search NYS Historic Newspapers 
(Cloudflare challenge); U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, 
“History in Brief” (not found); Michigan DNR, pheasant 
page (refused); Town of South Hadley, history page (re­
fused); Massachusetts Historical Commission, Reconnais­
sance Survey Town Report (not found; the site’s robots.txt 
bars it, so not tried again).

Local copies of every source: see dossiers/childhood-and-
south-hadley/SOURCES.csv.
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On Calender Rolls, Side Horses and a Board of Twelve

We never know how high we are
Till we are called to rise;

E M I L Y  D I C K I N S O N

I n the early 1960s the Pioneer Valley of 
western Massachusetts still lived, as it had 
for a century, off the Connecticut River. At

Holyoke the river came over a granite dam 1,020 
feet long, finished in 1900 at a cost of about a 
million dollars and called, with the directness of 
the age, the Million Dollar Dam. From there it 
was led off through three levels of canals, four and 
a half miles of them, dug between 1847 and 1892, 
to the mills that lined their banks. Most of the 
mills made paper. In the late nineteenth century 
Holyoke had turned out an estimated 80 percent 
of all the writing paper used in the United States, 
and in 1960, with 52,689 people, it still answered 
to the name of the Paper City. Up the valley at 
Amherst, the university that had opened in 1867 
as Massachusetts Agricultural College, with four 
teachers and four wooden buildings, was busy 
turning itself into something much larger. In the 
spring of 1962 it had 5,800 undergraduates and 
expected nearly ten thousand within four years, 
and for a Massachusetts boy the tuition was $200 
a year.

This chapter covers the three years in which 
Daniel went up and down that valley, and once 
across the whole country and back, trying to get 
himself through college. It begins in the summer 
of 1961. He was seventeen, he had just graduated 
from high school, and he had been accepted at the 
University of Massachusetts. That same summer 
his father, John, left the family and went to Los 
Angeles, which, as the last chapter told, Daniel 
found “very upsetting.” That is how he came 
to spend a part of his youth in the paper mills 
of Holyoke, and how there came to be, in the 
yearbooks and the student newspaper of the Uni­

versity of Massachusetts, a gymnast called Dan St. 
John.

❧

In the summer of 1961, Daniel needed money 
for college and had none. His father “had run 
away,” as he put it, with some money from his 
own mother. “I didn’t have any money to go 
to college,” Daniel said, “so we had a neighbor 
who worked in the paper mill, and I lied about 
my age. I was 17. I couldn’t legally work there.” 
The neighbor got him in. He was taken on as a 
calender helper, and he worked nights, “from like 
11 at night to 7 in the morning.”

A calender, for anyone who has never had the 
pleasure, is the last thing paper meets in a mill 
before it is rolled up and sent away. It is a tall stack 
of hard iron or steel rollers, often heated, pressed 
together under great force, and the paper is run 
down between them to come out smooth, glossy 
and of an even thickness. The pressure where 
two rolls meet is called the nip, which is a word 
that tells you most of what you need to know 
about the job. In Daniel’s words, the work was 
“compressing paper in these big stacks of rolls, 
heated rolls.”

Calender work had a particular hazard, and on 
one of those night shifts Daniel found it. Paper 
would jam in the stack, and somebody had to 
climb up and get it out. He told it this way:

In the night, one of my jobs was, you know, 
was compressing paper in these big stacks of 
rolls, heated rolls. And I had to go up on top 
of these rolls and reach in and get, you know, 
when paper got stuck there. And I had put my 
arm between two bars and then the hydraulics, 
the operator had pressed the button to raise the 
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hydraulics and my arm was pinned between the 
two upper bars there and I was pinned up there 
and fortunately there was maybe a half inch bolt 
that kept the bars from compressing totally or my 
arm would have been just pinched off.

Nobody, at first, knew how to get him out. 
“Seemed like forever,” he said, though he did 
not think it was hours. “People were running 
around because they were afraid to press any of 
the buttons in this machine. It was a new, hyped-
up version of an old machinery. They’d taken the 
19th century machinery and made them go faster. 
Even more dangerous.” The rescue came from 
the laboratory, where every roll the mill made was 
tested before it went out. “There was a fellow, a 
very bright fellow, I’d like to say. I’m grateful to 
him. A very heavy guy worked in the laboratory 
where every roll of paper, the paper had to go 
through these tests about its caliper, its puncture 
strength, and so forth. And he came out and he 
saw that all they had to do was press the button 
that released the hydraulics so that it would drop 
the bars. And then that’s what they did.” Daniel 
took his arm out of the machine. He had, he said, 
“some pretty nasty bruises.”

The bolt, half an inch of it, had been the dif­
ference, and he knew what the alternative looked 

like, because it walked around the mill. “There 
were many, many accidents,” he said. “The paper 
mills had their own doctors and they played 
games with the insurance companies. And if you 
lost your arm, they’d give you a job punching the 
time like a security guard. There were several of 
them walking around with one arm.” There was 
a second reason the arm mattered to him. “I was 
17, just out of high school. And I was a very 
good gymnast. And that would have hurt my 
feelings to lose my arm.” He had a scholarship 
waiting at the University of Massachusetts, and 
it was for gymnastics. Without the arm, he said, 
“I wouldn’t be doing gymnastics. I had whatever 
money I had from saving from working the paper 
mill.”

❧

In the fall of 1961, Daniel went up the valley 
to Amherst and the university. The Federal Writ­
ers’ Project had described the town a generation 
before as “a dignified college town,” with “quiet 
dwellings, elm-shaded streets, and general air of 
academic calm,” and the town had not much 
changed, but the university at the edge of it was 
being rebuilt around its students. A new infir­
mary had opened that year, the dining commons 
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had been doubled, and there were nine men’s 
dormitories with two more going up, all on a 
master plan that called for ten thousand students 
by 1965. He was a young freshman even by the 
standards of freshmen. “I was only 17 years old,” 
he said. “I was young. I didn’t turn 18 until I was 
November 13th of my freshman year.”

He came in, as he said, on a gymnastics schol­
arship, and he was good: he competed in “four 
things,” in his words, “the trampoline, side horse, 
parallel bars, and still rings.” In his first year, 
though, there was no question of competing on 
the varsity. “I couldn’t participate on the senior 
team at the University of Massachusetts,” he 
said, and the university’s rules agree with him: 
freshmen earned their physical-education credit 
as members of a freshman or a varsity squad, 
and the varsity that winter was a team of upper­
classmen under Coach Robert James, which went 
four and three.

He arrived with a large class. On the Friday 
night of the first week, about eighteen hundred 
freshmen filed through the Student Union ball­
room to shake hands with the university’s presi­
dent, John W. Lederle, and his wife. The student 
paper that month carried a small advertisement 
for the “Kangaroo Court Trampoline Center,” 
in town, “Behind Rowe’s Garage,” open from 
three in the afternoon on weekdays and into the 
evenings, so that a young man in Amherst in 1961 
who wanted a trampoline did not, at any rate, 
have far to go.

The first bill a freshman’s family received came 
to about $560 for the semester, and every item 
on it was a fair indication of what the university 
expected of a young man. There was $100 for tu­
ition, about $100 for a dormitory room, $210 for 
board, a ten-dollar athletic fee, and a ten-dollar 
physical-education equipment fee, “men only.” 
There was also a line that read “Military Uniform 
Deposit (men only),” $30.

The university thought a careful student could 
get through a year for about a thousand dollars, 
and it was serious about the word careful. Its 
scholarships went “only to needy and deserving 
students of high character whose habits of life 
are economical,” and its loans, of no more than 
$200 a year and, except in exceptional cases, only 
after the freshman year, to “needy students of 

good scholarship whose habits are economical,” 
on a note endorsed by a responsible party. It also 
advised that “few students should plan to spend 
more than ten hours per week in part-time em­
ployment.” Its new president, John W. Lederle, 
had pledged at his inauguration that spring “the 
right of every individual, regardless of race, reli­
gion, or economic background, to that amount 
and kind of education of which he is capable and 
for which he has the desire and will.” Of scholar­
ships for athletes the bulletin said nothing at all, 
though the university paid them all the same; 
a state audit issued early in 1964 found “about 
$80,000 a year” going into them. Daniel, by his 
own account, came with a gymnastics scholarship 
and whatever he had saved from the mill.

The uniform was for the Reserve Officers’ 
Training Corps, and it was not optional. The 
university catalogue put it plainly: “All physically 
qualified male students, except veterans, who 
intend to complete the necessary requirements 
leading to a degree in any four-year course at the 
University are required to take the basic course 
(Army or Air) in the freshman and sophomore 
years.” The reason went back a hundred years, 
to the Morrill Act of 1862, which had paid for 
the land-grant colleges on the condition that they 
teach agriculture and the mechanic arts, “includ­
ing military tactics.” Massachusetts had sold its 
360,000 acres of federal land scrip for $208,464, 
given a third of the money to the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology and two-thirds to the 
new college in Amherst, and in that way an 
agricultural college came to have a Department 
of Military Science. The catalogue was confident 
about the results. “Participation in ROTC has 
notable effect on character development,” it said. 
“It also discloses to the Army existing officer ma­
terial and potential leaders.”

Daniel’s account of it was much the same, with 
less about character. “It was to prepare special 
forces,” he said. “It was all in the context of the 
war in Vietnam. The university was getting large 
funding from the military, and they were using it 
as a place to train officers. So you were required 
to take two years of ROTC, whether you liked 
it or not. And these were graded classes. And if 
you’d signed up with them, then you’d become 
an ROTC major. Then you had all the other male 
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students to march around and practice leadership 
skills with.” The Army’s program at Amherst did 
in fact form a volunteer “Special Forces” unit 
the following year, under a former Ranger, and 
the yearbook described it as “modeled after the 
famed Army Special Forces Counter-Insurgence 
Troops,” with training in “summer and winter 
survival training, scuba, hand to hand combat, 
mountain climbing and small arms instruction.” 
The yearbook’s caption for its photograph called 
it “our littlest guerrilla training force.”

The military was not far away in any case. 
Down the valley, at Westover Air Force Base 
in Chicopee, the Strategic Air Command had 
kept the headquarters of its Eighth Air Force 
since 1955 and the B-52 bombers of the 99th 
Bombardment Wing since 1956, and an alternate 
command bunker, for use in a nuclear war, had 
been dug deep into nearby Bare Mountain. The 
university’s Air Force drill team, the Flying Red­
men, performed at Westover, and two years later 
the cadets at the Military Ball would begin their 
evening with dinner at the Westover Officers’ 
Club.

In the fall of 1961 the American war in Vietnam 
was still officially something else. On December 
19, 1961, while Daniel was in his first term, the 
United States Air Force began Operation Farm 
Gate, in which American air commandos flew in 

South Vietnam under the cover story of training 
the South Vietnamese, and on January 13, 1962, 
they flew their first combat missions. By late 1962 
there were about eleven thousand American ad­
visers in the country, with aircraft and helicopters, 
and with napalm and defoliants among their 
weapons.

The ROTC class showed films, and it was the 
films that decided him. “I didn’t like the films 
where they were showing films of our planes na­
palming villages in Vietnam,” he said. “It didn’t 
seem like a worthy thing. I had been a chemistry 
major, and I didn’t like the idea of using scientific 
knowledge.” So he stopped going. “I objected to 
that,” he said, “and I refused to go.”

The department summoned him to explain 
himself. He found himself in a room with about 
twelve people: “It was their young promising 
officers and then the head of the department had 
me there.” Their purpose, he said, was “to deter­
mine for punishment.” Daniel told them what he 
thought. “I told them that I think it’s war crimes. 
And then I don’t think anyone should have any­
thing to do with it. It’s unworthy of our country 
and we have no reason to be there.” And he gave 
them the rest of it, which he could still say, word 
for word, sixty years later:

I don’t agree with this. I don’t, you know, this 
is, you know, my father just fought four years 
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against the Nazis for doing this. And I’m not 
about to participate in it myself.

The board did what boards do. “The only pun­
ishment they had for me there,” Daniel said, “was 
that I got an F in a three credit class for four 
semesters.” It was not a small thing. The ROTC 
classes were required for a degree: “If you didn’t 
have them, then you couldn’t get your degree. So 
I kind of risked my whole degree there.” To stay 
on the honors roll he now had to earn grades good 
enough “to surpass like 12 credits of F.” He was 
seventeen, or just eighteen, years old.

He was not the only student at Amherst that 
year who objected. On the night of December 
9, 1961, as the cadets and their dates went into 
the Student Union ballroom for the Military 
Ball, about fifty students calling themselves the 
Committee for the Abolition of Compulsory 
R.O.T.C. walked a picket line outside. Their 
handbill said, “We will submit to academic disci­
pline, but never to militaristic indoctrination. 
There can be no compromise.” The yearbook, 
recording the evening, captioned one picture of 
the protest “Paul Theroux, the brains behind 
the whole affair,” and another, of a cadet and 
his date at the dance, “Are you really going to 
protect me from those nasty Russians.” Theroux, 
an English major in the class of 1963, would go 
on to write some of the best-known travel books 
of the century. The committee kept at it after 
Christmas. “R.O.T.C. is an attempt to thwart the 
intellectual growth of the student,” its statement 
in the student paper began in January. “Rather 
than education, R.O.T.C. constitutes nothing 
more than indoctrination.” In February 1962 the 
Student Senate voted 28 to 8 to ask the faculty and 
trustees, once again, for voluntary ROTC. Daniel 
never said that he was part of any of it.

The year settled two things for him. Chemistry 
was finished: “I decided I wasn’t going to go into 
chemistry because I saw chemistry being used es­
pecially by the military and in the war context and 
I said you know I did not want to participate in 
that.” And with the ROTC failure on his record, 
“my chance of getting a degree at UMass was kind 
of doomed by not passing the compulsory ROTC 
requirement. So I switched to Berkeley.” He ap­
plied to the University of California at Berkeley, 
“as a kind of pre-med student,” and was accepted.

❧

In the summer of 1962, Daniel was in Los Ange­
les, working for his father. It was a city in a hurry; 
that year it opened Dodger Stadium, built in less 
than three years for $23 million. John had gone 
into painting contracting, and his son painted 
buildings with him to save for Berkeley. “And so 
I got work with him doing pretty good,” Daniel 
said. “It was like $5 an hour, which was quite 
a bit then. Because when I worked in the paper 
mill, it was like $2 an hour.” It was. Through 
1962 the average American factory worker earned 
between $2.25 and $2.29 an hour, so five dollars 
was more than twice that. His father’s business, 
as Daniel described it, came with “all these jobs 
and these kind of strange people he had working 
for him,” about whom, unfortunately, he said 
nothing more.

He worked the whole summer and saved what 
he could, “which was not enough,” he said, “to 
go to Berkeley.” He went anyway. “I went there 
when I was 18,” he said.

❧

In the fall of 1962, Daniel was a student at 
Berkeley. The University of California charged 
no tuition at all to Californians who had lived in 
the state for more than a year; they paid an inci­
dental fee of $90 a semester. Students from out 
of state paid $300 a semester in tuition on top of 
it. Which column Daniel fell into, with a father 
newly in Los Angeles and his own home still 
in Massachusetts, no surviving paper says. Either 
way, he said, “I did not have enough money to 
complete it.” The university’s catalogue, which 
cited the same Morrill Act of 1862 as the one 
in Amherst, drew a different conclusion from it: 
“Military training at the University of California 
is offered on a voluntary and selected basis.” The 
regents had ended compulsory training at Berke­
ley that year.

Berkeley was a great deal bigger than Amherst. 
A year later, when the language survey counted, 
the campus had 26,756 students, more than three 
times as many as the university he had left, and 
633 of them were taking Russian. He took on a 
great deal. “I enrolled in 17 credits like physics, 
calculus, and so forth. And I was working three 
jobs trying to support myself. I had a job at a 
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fraternity washing dishes, then I was living in this 
rich lady’s house with her daughter for a place to 
stay, and I was doing painting for her. And then 
I had another job, I forget what it was.” He was 
on the gymnastics team at Berkeley, too, “because 
I was very good at gymnastics.” And, he said, “I 
was also involved with the politics there too.”

Berkeley had a good deal of politics to be 
involved with. A student party called SLATE, 
founded in 1958, had been fighting for years 
against the university’s Kerr Directives, which 
forbade student groups to take stands on “off-
campus” issues, and its summer conference of 
1962, “The Negro in America,” had just given 
birth to the Bay Area Friends of the Student 
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee. The ad­
ministration had for a time banned SLATE from 
the campus. The great Free Speech Movement 
was still two years off. What part of all this was 
Daniel’s, he did not say.

Berkeley is also built on the side of a range of 
hills, which is lovely to look at and less lovely to 
cross several times a day between three jobs and 
seventeen credits. He bought a bicycle, “like a 15-
speed Japanese bike,” to get around. It was a wet 
autumn to be doing it in. September had brought 
Berkeley less than half an inch of rain. Then the 
remains of the great Columbus Day storm came 
down the coast, and the town’s weather station 
measured 2.34 inches on October 11, 2.29 on the 
12th and 1.82 on the 13th, six and a half inches 
in three days. Oakland’s 4.52 inches on the 13th 
set a record for a single day, there were floods 
and mudslides around the bay, and the rain held 
up the World Series between the San Francisco 
Giants and the New York Yankees for days. Even 
with the bicycle, he missed classes, and the semes­
ter never left him. “I still have nightmares about 
did I go to this class,” he said, “and there was no 
way I could both pass and I had no notion of 
getting advice or getting a loan or something. So 
I just burned myself out.”

The end came on a hill. He told it like this:
I was going down the hill on my bike. … and then 
I was going down the hill and then somebody 
walked in front of me so I slammed on the brakes 
and the bike threw me off in the air. And I did 
a flip and I landed on my feet, being a gymnast, 
which was fine. … But the bike spun up in the 

air and then landed right on top of me and 
slammed me to the street, apparently.

“I just decided I could not survive there,” he said, 
“so I had to go back to Massachusetts somehow.” 
His grandparents in San Jose, as he remembered 
it, bought him a ticket, and in November 1962 his 
father put him on the train east. His own verdict 
on the whole year was short. “That was a bad time 
for me,” he said. “I didn’t make it through.”

It was a long way home. Three trains ran east 
from the Bay Area to Chicago in those years: the 
California Zephyr, by the Feather River Canyon, 
Salt Lake City and Denver; the City of San 
Francisco, by Ogden and Omaha; and the Santa 
Fe’s San Francisco Chief. In the middle 1950s the 
Zephyr had been timetabled at 50 hours and 50 
minutes for the 2,537 miles to Chicago alone, 
arranged so that it passed through the best of the 
scenery by daylight. Which train carried Daniel, 
and from which station, he did not say.

❧

In the winter of 1962, Daniel was back in 
Holyoke, in the paper mills, and he stayed eight 
months. He worked seven days a week. The 
mill allowed double shifts, eight hours and eight 
more, sixteen hours at a stretch, and he took 
them: “I worked four 16-hour shifts where I was 
paid double time,” he said, though elsewhere in 
the same telling he put the number of doubles 
at two. The pay was “about $1.80 an hour.” He 
moved from job to job, wherever a helper was 
wanted, until he had “worked on every paper, 
every machine in the paper mill there. … And I 
worked on the beaters. I worked on the air dryer. 
I worked on the calender. Yeah, I worked in a lot 
of the areas as a helper.”

Between them, the machines he named made 
up most of the business of papermaking, from 
beginning to end. The beaters came first. A beater 
was a long oval tub of water and fiber, with 
a heavy roll in it that beat the fiber against a 
grooved plate into pulp; the design was Dutch, 
from the 1680s, and it had won its place because 
it could make as much pulp in a day as the old 
stamp mills made in eight. The pulp then went 
out onto the moving wire of the paper machine, 
where the water drained away and the web of 
paper formed, and through the presses and the 
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dryers, and at the very end it went down through 
the calender, where Daniel had nearly lost his arm 
two summers before.

$1.80 an hour was a good deal better than the 
law required. The federal minimum wage had 
gone up to $1.15 that September, and it would go 
to $1.25 the following September. It was rather 
less than the $2.29 the average American factory 
worker was making that December. In money of 
the 2020s it comes to something over eighteen 
dollars an hour, for sixteen hours at a time. The 
university, for its part, reckoned that year that 
$1,350 was “the bare minimum needed for a full 
academic year” for a student living on campus. 
At $1.80 an hour that is 750 hours of work, or 
something like forty-seven of those sixteen-hour 
shifts, before taxes.

He lived with his grandmother. To get to 
work, he said, “I took the bus, the trolley, and 
then walked along the canals.” The canals were 
the city’s oldest machinery. The First Level Canal, 
the one the river fed first, was 140 feet wide with 
22 feet of water at its head, and the mills along its 
banks and those of the two canals below it took 
their power from the fall of water between them. 
The city’s buses, for their part, still belonged to 

the Holyoke Street Railway Company. Its last 
streetcar had run in 1937, but the name had 
stayed, and in January 1963 the state’s directory of 
labor organizations still listed the drivers’ union 
as “Street Railway Employees No. 537 (Holyoke 
St. Rwy. Co.).” A man could take the trolley in 
Holyoke that winter, in other words, provided he 
did not mind that it was a bus.

The Federal Writers’ Project, describing the 
city in 1937, had found it “built around the 
numerous power canals that cut across the city,” 
and noted that its paper mills, which made “high-
grade writing paper, the principal support of 
the town,” had “given the town the name of 
‘The Paper City.’” A syndicated travel note of 
1960 introduced it to newspaper readers as “‘The 
Venice of America,’” “a friendly, industrial city of 
53,000 population,” which was generous to the 
canals and a little hard on Venice. By the winter 
Daniel went back, the paper city was beginning to 
come apart at the edges. The American Writing 
Paper Company, which had been formed in 1899 
out of twenty-three rag-paper mills, thirteen of 
them in Holyoke, was reorganized in 1963 into an 
investment company called Holyoke Shares, and 
by the end of the decade it was gone. The people 
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who worked the mills had changed over the years 
as well. In 1937 the guide found that the descen­
dants of the Irish made up a third of the city 
and that they, “with the French-Canadians, make 
the city an outstanding Catholic center,” with 
Poles a tenth. That same year the photographer 
Lewis Hine came through for the government’s 
National Research Project, which was studying 
how machines were changing work, and pho­
tographed the city’s paper mills from the beaters 
to the calenders. By 1963 the French newspaper 
La Justice, published for the French-Canadian 
millworkers for more than half a century, was in 
its last year, and families from Puerto Rico had 
been settling in Holyoke since the middle 1950s; 
by 1956 the Springfield Republican counted about 
a thousand.

The papermakers had been organized for a 
long time; the union that became the Interna­
tional Brotherhood of Paper Makers had begun 
in Holyoke in 1884, as a social club. In January 
1963 the state’s directory listed five locals of 
its successor, the United Papermakers and Paper­
workers, in the city, among them No. 1, the Eagle 
Lodge, and No. 226, the Finishers, a local of its 
own for the finishing rooms, where the calenders 
stood. Two days before Christmas a fire gutted 
the upper floors of the Hotel Essex, the tallest 
commercial building in the city, and its closing 
left Holyoke, as the Springfield Union put it, 
“without a major hotel operating.” In 1963 the 
old Skinner silk mill, once the largest silk mill 
in the world and lately making rayon, shut alto­
gether, with about two hundred jobs. Which mill 
Daniel worked in, and whether he was in a union, 
he did not say.

It was a hard winter for walking along canals. 
The weather station at Amherst, up the valley, 
recorded thirty-two nights at or below zero be­
tween December and February, and on January 
29, 1963, it read twenty below. That same day, in 
a Boston hospital, Robert Frost died, at eighty-
eight. Frost had taught at Amherst College on 
and off for twenty years, and two years before, at 
President Kennedy’s inauguration, he had recited 
“The Gift Outright” from memory, the sun being 
too bright for him to read the poem he had writ­
ten for the day.

Back at the university that winter, the faculty 
was deciding the question Daniel had been pun­
ished for. The provost had told the students 
in September that, although land-grant colleges 
were required by law to offer ROTC, “there is 
no governmental rule for compelling students to 
enroll in the courses”; the compulsion was the 
university’s own, and so was the decision. On 
December 13, 1962, the Faculty Senate accepted 
the report of its committee on ROTC, which 
called for “an end to compulsory ROTC on the 
UMass campus” and recommended “voluntary 
ROTC starting in the Fall of 1963,” for freshmen 
and sophomores alike. The student paper greeted 
the new year with an editorial headed “ONE 
DOWN, TWO TO GO,” the two being the 
president and the trustees, and in the same issue 
offered its predictions for 1963. The first was that 
the trustees would approve. Number 36 was that 
“300 ROTC Cadets will disappear into the mud 
at Spring Review.”

In February a letter to the editor judged that 
“compulsory ROTC seems doomed,” and among 
those it thanked were the students who had 
picketed the Military Ball. It was doomed. By 
early March the paper could refer to “the Board 
of Trustees’ recent decision to place the once-re­
quired R.O.T.C. program on a voluntary basis.” 
The yearbook that spring announced voluntary 
ROTC “scheduled to go into effect in the ‘63-’64 
academic year,” and on its page of world news the 
same editors observed that “the many sided war 
in Vietnam has become all but forgotten.”

In May the Holyoke Water Power Company 
held its second Shad Derby on the river below the 
dam, an event it had begun the year before and 
which the city has held nearly every May since. 
In July the thermometer at Amherst reached 99 
degrees. Daniel kept working through the spring 
and the summer. “I just saved up money,” he said, 
“so I could go back to UMass in the fall of 1963.” 
Later he summed up the year in a sentence: “I had 
spent the better part of the year saving up money 
and working the paper mill.”

❧

In the fall of 1963, Daniel was back at the Univer­
sity of Massachusetts. It had grown while he 
was away. That September it enrolled 8,800 stu­
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dents, the most in its hundred-year history, with 
a record 2,200 freshmen, and he came back to it 
as a sophomore. He had decided, he said, that 
he would “major in English, and I would take a 
Russian class. That’s when I took my first Russian 
class.”

Russian was not a crowded subject. A national 
survey of college language classes that fall counted 
8,053 students at the university, which made it, 
by the same count, more than seven times the 
size of Amherst College down the road, with 
its 1,071. Of the 8,053, 1,142 were taking French, 
924 German, 811 Spanish and 213 Russian. Across 
the whole country, only 31,755 college students 
were studying Russian, against nearly 275,000 in 
French, and this was five years after Sputnik had 
frightened Congress into the National Defense 
Education Act, which paid for language teaching 
and for loans to students with a “superior capac­
ity” in a modern foreign language. That fall, the 
university’s Russian Club held its first meeting 
of the year in the Student Union, with slides of 
Russia.

Daniel had come to Russian, he said, “for var­
ious reasons,” and the main one was his father. 
John had come out of the Second World War, 
Daniel said, a member of the Communist Party, 
and “was very in love with the Russians.” The 
Party had sent him to work among the automo­
bile workers, where he became “a shop steward, 
union steward, because he could talk the talk.” 
Daniel was careful to say that this did not make 
his father anybody’s agent. “They were Ameri­
can communists,” he said, and the movement 
went back “many, many decades when the first 
unions were being organized and even before 
the Russian Revolution there were American 
communists.” It went back, as he traced it, to the 
1840s, “when Marx came out in Engels with the 
Communist Manifesto saying that basically the 
workers of the world should unite worldwide.”

What it led to in the son was a language. “That 
led to my strong interest in Russian,” he said, “to 
where I actually majored in it when I was 19 years 
old and then went on to a doctorate in Berkeley 
in Russian.”

He came back to a different ROTC, too. That 
fall it was an elective for the first time, and, as 
the yearbook reported, “As had been expected, 

the total enrollment of the program dropped by 
nearly one half.” The 938 men who chose it got 
something their predecessors had not: “One aca­
demic credit was given to the previously creditless 
course.”

That October the President of the United 
States came to Amherst. It was, the student 
paper pointed out, the first official appearance 
on the campus of Amherst College by any presi­
dent; Calvin Coolidge, who had graduated from 
the college and served as one of its trustees all 
through his presidency, had never once come 
while he was in office. The arrangements were 
announced in advance. The President would fly 
from Washington to Westover Air Force Base, 
and from there “he will come to Amherst either 
by helicopter or by motorcade, depending on 
weather conditions.” About four thousand peo­
ple were expected in the Amherst Indoor Athletic 
Field and in the buildings beside it, where the 
ceremony would be shown on closed-circuit tele­
vision, and the music would be provided by the 
Eighth Air Force Band of Westover Field. The 
convocation itself was “open to ticket-holders 
only.”

On Saturday, October 26, 1963, Kennedy 
broke ground for the Robert Frost Library, a 
$3.5 million building given by an alumnus who 
did not wish to be named, and received an hon­
orary Doctor of Laws, with the poet Archibald 
MacLeish on the platform. Weather delayed the 
President, though evidently not the weather at 
Amherst, where the thermometer reached 79 
degrees and no rain was recorded, and the cere­
mony started late, with a solemn procession of 
the Amherst faculty “led by a pike-carrying High 
Sheriff.” The university’s student paper put the 
crowd at “over 4000,” and the student radio sta­
tion, WMUA, carried the speech. Kennedy spoke 
first about privilege. Private colleges as a whole, 
he told the Amherst audience, “draw 50 percent 
of their students from the wealthiest 10 percent 
of our Nation. And even State universities and 
other public institutions derive 25 percent of their 
students from this group.” “There is inherited 
wealth in this country,” he said, “and also inher­
ited poverty.” Then he spoke about Frost and 
about power. The men who question power, he 
said, “determine whether we use power or power 
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uses us,” and “When power leads man towards ar­
rogance, poetry reminds him of his limitations.” 
On Monday the student paper’s front page had 
it in five words: “ART MUST BE FREE SAYS 
JFK.”

Daniel remembered the day, and the connec­
tion to Frost: “Robert Frost was the poet laureate 
for Kennedy, gave a speech at his inauguration. 
And so Amherst College was dedicating a li­
brary to Robert Frost and Kennedy was there.” 
Kennedy, he said, “came to Amherst” to dedicate 
the library to Frost, which is how the student 
paper described it too, “just before Kennedy was 
assassinated.” “And we have the invitations,” he 
said. Regina, whom he had not yet met, was there 
as well. The two of them, as he put it, “were 
standing on the same street corner there, but we 
didn’t know each other then.”

The gymnastics team he came back to had 
a new coach. Coach Kjeldsen had arrived while 
Daniel was away and in his first season had 
made the team, by the yearbook’s arithmetic, 
“40 points better than last year’s,” with a 
place promised in the Eastern Gymnastic League 
“against such teams as Army, Navy, Penn. State, 
Temple, and Syracuse.” On November 20 the 
student paper previewed the season. It was, the 
paper said, a young team, mostly sophomores, 
and “Capt. Dave Williams, Dan St. John, Dick 
Cardiff, Stan Brallier, and Jim Dusenbury are the 
boys Coach Kjeldsen pointed out as the ones who 
may contribute to the success of the team.”

Two days later, on November 22, the President 
was killed in Dallas. The university’s yearbook 
remembered how the news came to the campus. 
“Twenty-six days earlier he stood in the midst of 
students from both the University and Amherst 
College where he broke ground for the Robert 
Frost Memorial Library. When word of the death 
of President John Fitzgerald Kennedy struck 
campus, all motion ceased and the wait began.” 
Students, it said, “wept unashamedly, and the 
University went into formal mourning. All activ­
ities, social and academic, were suspended,” and 
the students went home early for a Thanksgiving 
holiday that had suddenly grown longer. The stu­
dent paper did not appear again until December 
4. The armed forces declared a thirty-day morato­
rium on all military events out of respect for the 

late President, and the university’s Military Ball, 
set for December 7, was put off to January 11.

The season began in December, against South­
ern Connecticut, and the student paper’s account 
of the side horse gave a fair idea of the order 
of things on that team: “Dave Williams did an 
excellent job,” and “Dan St. John followed Dave 
with his usual excellent routine taking second 
place.” The university won the meet, and the 
team’s next trip was to West Point, to meet what 
the paper called “the number three team in the 
country.” On the rings that day, behind Southern 
Connecticut’s winner, the next three places went 
to Williams, St. John and Brallier.

❧

In the winter of 1964, Daniel was competing for 
the university on the side horse and the parallel 
bars, which were the events in which the student 
paper most often found him. The Military Ball, 
when it was finally held on January 11, went 
off quietly. “There were no anti-ROTC pickets,” 
the yearbook noted, “no Revolutionary War uni­
forms and no Navy uniforms to dampen the 
Army-Air Force formal.” It was the first Ball in 
four years, it said, that had been “strictly a mili­
tary affair.” Outside it was a proper valley winter: 
the Amherst station logged nineteen below zero 
on January 15, and February brought eighteen 
inches of snow.

In February the team went to Penn State, 
where, the paper reported, “Dan St. John and 
Jim Dusenbury both had good showings, but the 
Penn State depth of talent was just too much for 
the young inexperienced UMass squad.” Penn 
State won 154.80 to 126.85. Against Ithaca the 
Redmen swept the side horse, with second and 
third places “going to sophomores Dan St. John 
and Jim Duesenbury.” Against Cortland, a team 
the university had never lost to and did not lose 
to that day either, he took second on the side 
horse and second on the parallel bars, where, in 
the paper’s words, “St. John, a sophomore with 
a great deal of potential, scored an 8.05 with a 
fine routine to place second to Williams.” The 
captain’s first place, the reporter added a little 
apologetically, “tends to overshadow, to some 
extent, the fine performance of Dan St. John.”
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On March 14, in the middle of the university’s 
Fine Arts Festival, an overflow audience of fif­
teen hundred filled the Student Union ballroom 
at midday for a “Tribute of the Arts” to the 
late President. The woodwind quintet played 
Bach, professors of English read poems they had 
written in his memory, and a senior, Edward 
O’Connor, read “The Gift Outright,” the poem 
Frost had recited at the inauguration. The pro­
gram also gave back to the campus a sentence 
from Kennedy’s October day in Amherst, the one 
the student paper had made its headline: “If art is 
to nourish the roots of our culture, society must 
set the artist free to follow his vision wherever it 
takes him.”

The team finished the dual-meet season at 
three wins and four losses, beating Southern 
Connecticut, Ithaca and Cortland and losing, in 
the yearbook’s phrase, “by slim margins to the 
gymnastic giants Temple, Springfield, Army and 
Penn State.” At the New England championships 
in April, where the university finished second 
to Springfield College, Daniel placed sixth on 
the side horse; the event was won by Russel 
Mills of Yale, the Eastern and national champion. 
The yearbook’s summing-up was generous. “Al 

Cohen and Dan St. John turned in consistently 
outstanding performances,” it said, and it looked 
forward to great things from “brilliant sopho­
mores like Dan, Al, and Coach Kjeldson,” a 
sentence that, read strictly, also enrolls the coach 
in the class of 1966. In the team photograph on 
the same page, “D. St. John” stands in the back 
row, next to “Coach Kjeldsen.”

By the spring he had finished his sophomore 
year, with his first year of Russian behind him, 
and he signed up for the second year of it in 
the university’s summer program at Amherst; he 
had, as he said, missed a year, and he meant to 
major in the language. The university had been 
rebuilding its summers as well. That October the 
student paper had explained the plan: “With the 
new summer session of twelve weeks, the student 
can take within three credits of a full semester’s 
work.”

❧

That summer class is where the next chapter be­
gins, because it was there that he met Regina. He 
went on to major in Russian, as he had meant to; 
the 1965 yearbook names him among the stand­
outs at Temple, and the 1966 yearbook lists “St. 
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John, Daniel J.” among the seniors who were not 
there to be photographed. In 1966 he went back 
to Berkeley, the university he had left in Novem­
ber 1962, to begin a doctorate in Russian. What 
remains of the three years in between is mostly 
paper: box scores in the student newspaper, a 
team photograph in the 1964 yearbook with D. 
St. John standing beside his coach, a line in the 
university catalogue about the notable effect of 
ROTC on character, and, in the family’s keeping, 
the invitations to Kennedy’s day in Amherst. 
Some things are on no paper yet found: the 
name of the mill, the neighbor who got him in, 
the minutes of the board of twelve, the Berkeley 
team. And in Daniel’s memory there remained 
a bolt half an inch thick in a calender stack in 
Holyoke, a man from the laboratory who knew 
which button to press, and a recurring dream 
about a class at Berkeley that he may or may not 
have gone to.
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not stated; not used); the U.S. Army’s The Big Picture films 
(National Archives via the Internet Archive undated, and 
not known to be the films Daniel saw); K. W. Underwood, 
Protestant and Catholic (1957, a study of Holyoke; lending 
only, not read); UMass Special Collections, Carlos Vega Col­
lection guide Monthly Labor Review, 1962 index (the pulp 
and paper wage survey and the automation article themselves 
are behind a login and were not opened); U.S. Census Bu­
reau, Statistical Abstract, 1963 (image-only scans; not 
reached); FRASER further Internet Archive searches. 
Blocked and not bypassed: the California Digital Newspaper 
Collection (its robots.txt forbids automated searching, so the 
Daily Californian was not searched); HathiTrust (security 
check; the 1961 Massachusetts rules on minors’ night work 
not reached); Monthly Labor Review, October 1962 (login). 
Not found: the 1962 Berkeley gymnastics roster; the 1961 
Massachusetts rule on minors’ night work; Daniel’s own uni­
versity transcript (not public).

Local copies: every source above is cached in the book’s reposi­
tory (paths in dossiers/college-and-the-paper-mill/
SOURCES.csv): yearbooks, bulletins, newspapers, govern­
ment data and web pages in facts/records/_raw/
college-and-the-paper-mill/; the Hine photographs in 
its hine/ folder; full texts quoted in facts/sources/
poets/ (Dickinson, the WPA guide, Kennedy).
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On a Cadillac Hearse, a Sari and a Serbian Fez

I ’m sure ’t is India all day
To those who look on you

E M I L Y  D I C K I N S O N

I n the middle 1960s the Connecticut River 
valley around Amherst was being taken over, 
slowly and then all at once, by its colleges.

There were four of them within a few miles of 
one another: Amherst College, Mount Holyoke, 
Smith across the river at Northampton, and 
the University of Massachusetts, which was the 
biggest and was getting bigger every term. The 
university counted 10,497 students in 1964–65, 
twice as many as six years before, and expected to 
double again by the early 1970s; that year it took 
one applicant in five. Amherst itself, a town of 
13,718 at the 1960 census, would have 26,331 by 
1970. The colleges did not much resemble one 
another. A year at the state university cost a Mass­
achusetts student $200 in tuition, and anyone 
else $600. A year at Smith, with its 2,457 young 
women on 292 acres running down to Paradise 
Pond, cost $2,962 all in, at a time when the 
median American family earned about $6,900 a 
year. The four had lately agreed to share some 
of their teaching, so that a student at any one 
of them could, with a dean’s permission, take a 
course at any of the others, and the arrangement 
was very nearly the only thing that ran between 
them on a regular schedule. The valley was also, as 
it happened, unusually dry. The weather station 
at Amherst recorded 29.57 inches of rain and 
snow in 1964 and 30.21 in 1965, against an average 
of more than 43, and those two years were the 
driest in its record from 1931 to 1970.

Regina was from Amherst. Her father had 
been the principal of Amherst High School for 
twenty years, and he had died when she was a se­
nior there, about two years before she met Daniel; 
he died, as Daniel put it, “of alcoholism, basically, 

symptoms, things relating to alcoholism.” Her 
mother, whom the family would come to call 
Grandma Perry, was left a widow, with a house 
in town and a Cadillac, and Regina’s sister, Debo­
rah, lived down the street. They were, by Daniel’s 
account, a “very conservative family,” though her 
mother, he was careful to add, was “a little bit 
on the conservative side, but not Republican.” 
Daniel was from Holyoke and the paper mills, the 
son of a man who had gone off to Los Angeles, 
and he was paying his way through the state uni­
versity on a gymnastics scholarship and whatever 
the mills had paid him. He had also, in his first 
year there, refused to take compulsory ROTC 
and told a board of officers why. “I was clearly a 
radical student,” he said.

❧

In the summer of 1964, Daniel was in a Russian 
classroom at the university in Amherst. He had 
come back from Berkeley the year before and 
taken his first year of the language, and now he 
signed up for the second year in the summer 
program. “I knew I missed a year of college,” he 
said, “and I was trying to make up for it and then 
I wanted to go more into Russian and major in 
it.” The university had just rebuilt its summer for 
students in a hurry. The old summer term had 
run for ten weeks, which faculty and students 
alike, the student paper reported, considered 
“too rushed”; from 1964 there were two six-week 
sessions instead, the first opening on June 15, a 
week after Commencement, and the second run­
ning from July 27 to Friday, September 4, so as to 
finish before Labor Day. It was a hot summer and 
a dry one. On July 2 the thermometer at Amherst 
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reached 96 degrees, and the whole of June had 
brought less than two inches of rain. Russian, in 
those years, was not a crowded subject, even five 
years after Sputnik, and a summer class in second-
year Russian was not a large room. Regina was 
in it.

He did not say much more about how it began, 
except that it involved a car. “I had various cars,” 
he said. “And at that time, I had something like 
a 54 or 55 Chevrolet.” The two of them started 
going out together, and in the fall they went 
their separate ways to school, which in their case 
meant about a hundred miles apart, by Daniel’s 
reckoning.

❧

In the fall of 1964, Regina went to Simmons Col­
lege in Boston and Daniel began his junior year 
at the university, majoring in Russian. Simmons, 
on the Fenway, had been founded in 1899 with 
the fortune of a Boston clothing manufacturer, 
John Simmons, to give women an education they 
could earn a living by, and it trained teachers 
among much else. It cost $2,400 a year to live 
there and $1,400 just to attend. At the university, 
Russian did not yet have a department of its own; 
it shared one with German, which was how a 
Russian major came to take advanced German as 
well.

He was also on the gymnastics team, and the 
team that winter was in the big leagues for the 
first time. The university had joined the Eastern 
Intercollegiate Gymnastic League, and the season 
opened in New Haven with a 78–46 win over 
Southern Connecticut State, in which the univer­
sity took six of the seven events. After that the 
league’s real members arrived. Pittsburgh won 
67–52, and the student paper’s report of that meet 
was candid about the side horse, where three of 
the university’s men, Dan St. John among them, 
“unexpectedly broke in their exercise.” Then, on 
a Friday and a Saturday in February, Syracuse won 
67.5–44.5 and Temple 78–42, which made “their 
fourth and fifth loss of the season in Eastern Gym­
nastics League competition.” The headline over 
that report, all the same, read “Cohen, St. John, 
Lizotte Stand Out,” and the yearbook agreed: 
“Cohen, Lizotte, Parner, and St. John were stand­
outs for the Redmen.” In the team photograph 

Dan St. John stands in the second row, between 
Al Cohen and Al Carver, two places from the 
coach, Erik Kjeldsen. It was not a deep team. The 
student paper, looking back on it a year later, 
recalled that there had been “only eight men.”

❧

In the spring of 1965, Daniel asked Regina to 
marry him. They were at Smith College in 
Northampton, where they had gone to see, as 
he put it, “some movies about Gogol, Gogol’s 
Overcoat.” Smith had a Russian department that 
took Gogol seriously; its course in Russian drama 
that year promised “emphasis on Gogol, Ostro­
vsky, and Chekhov.” Which film of The Overcoat 
they saw, no record found says. The likeliest is 
the Soviet one, made at Lenfilm in 1959 by the 
actor Aleksey Batalov, seventy-five minutes long 
and in Russian, with Rolan Bykov as the clerk. 
Gogol’s story is about a poor copying clerk in 
St. Petersburg who scrimps for months to buy a 
new overcoat, has it stolen on the first night he 
wears it, and dies of the disappointment, after 
which his ghost goes about the city pulling the 
coats off people’s backs. An English translation 
of 1916, which calls the story “The Mantle,” gives 
the clerk’s whole difficulty in a sentence: “In St 
Petersburg all those who draw a salary of four 
hundred roubles or thereabouts have a terrible 
enemy in our northern cold.” As the evening’s 
entertainment before a proposal, it is an unusual 
choice, and it worked.

“And then at the bridge there,” Daniel said, “I 
asked her if she’d marry me, and she said yes.” The 
Smith campus runs down to Paradise Pond and 
the Mill River, and there is more than one bridge 
to choose from; he did not say which, and it is left 
here as he left it, the bridge there.

That spring, the war in Vietnam had begun 
to reach the campus at Amherst, in a small way. 
A student group called the Young Independents 
picketed the ROTC building and then, in the 
words of the yearbook, “staged a silent but effec­
tive protest march into Amherst,” which it noted 
had gone ahead “Despite a sleet storm.”

❧

In the summer of 1965, the plan was to go to Rus­
sia together. There was a program for it, which 
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Daniel called “the Putney International Living 
Program”: the Experiment in International Liv­
ing, founded in 1932 by Donald Watt and run 
from Putney, in southern Vermont, which sent 
young Americans abroad to live for a summer 
with a family. It had a good reputation in high 
places. Sargent Shriver, who set up the Peace 
Corps, had been an Experimenter himself, and in 
the early sixties he asked the Experiment to train 
the first class of Peace Corps volunteers. Daniel 
was accepted for the Russian group, where he 
would have spent the summer living with a Russ­
ian family. Regina was not. “There was very high 
competition for the Russian one,” he said. She 
was accepted instead to go to India.

Then the money ran out before the plan did. 
“I couldn’t go to Russia because I didn’t have 
the money for it,” Daniel said. What a summer 
with a Russian family cost, no record found says; 
the federal minimum wage that year was $1.25 
an hour. So in July Regina went to India for a 
month and a half, and Daniel stayed in Amherst 
and went back to summer school, this time for 
German and French. The summer session that 
year ran in two terms, from June 15 to July 23 and 
from July 27 to September 3, with more than two 

hundred courses and some 4,500 students, and 
the university was building so fast around them 
that the freshmen in the dormitories complained 
of “the plague of dust and bulldozers at 5 a.m.” 
And he wrote to her. He wrote letters to India 
all that summer, he said, “about her wonderful 
experiences in India.”

India that summer was not an easy place. The 
country was in the first of two years of severe 
drought that brought food shortages and famine. 
The grain harvest fell from 89.4 million tonnes 
to 72.3 million, and at the worst of it ten million 
tonnes of food were shipped in from the United 
States. On August 5, while the Experiment’s 
groups were still in the country or just leaving 
it, war broke out with Pakistan over Kashmir. It 
lasted until a cease-fire on September 23 and saw 
the largest tank battles since the Second World 
War.

At home, that same summer, the war in Viet­
nam got a great deal bigger. On July 28, while 
Regina was in India and Daniel was at his Ger­
man and French, President Johnson told a news 
conference that he had “today ordered to Viet-
Nam the Air Mobile Division and certain other 
forces which will raise our fighting strength from 
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75,000 to 125,000 men almost immediately.” To 
find the men, he said, it would be necessary to 
raise “the monthly draft call from 17,000 over a 
period of time to 35,000 per month.” Daniel said 
nothing about any of that. What he remembered 
was what came home.

While she was away, Daniel bought a hearse. 
The reasoning behind it went back to the Cadil­
lac. “I knew she was kind of a high-class lady 
because she drove her mother’s Cadillac and so 
forth,” he said. “So I thought it’s kind of an up­
per-class lady to be associating with a proletarian 
like me.” A friend of the family had a chauffeur­
ing business, and the friend had a Cadillac hearse, 
and a habit, as Daniel described it, of selling his 
vehicles at exactly the right moment. “He liked to 
trick people by when the thing started going bad 
he could predict it and he would try to get it off 
on somebody,” Daniel said, “so he convinced me 
that I needed one and I bought this black…” It 
had, he remembered, “heated seats and adjustable 
leather, you know, patent leather black seats.” 
And yes, it had carried what hearses carry. “Every­
thing, yes.”

The hearse was built, as nearly every Cadillac 
hearse was, on what Cadillac called its Commer­
cial Chassis: a heavier, stretched frame, with a 
wheelbase in those years of 156 inches, which the 
factory sold unfinished to coachbuilders to turn 

into funeral coaches, ambulances and “combina­
tion cars” that could serve as either, depending on 
how the patient was doing. It was, in short, thir­
teen feet between the axles of a vehicle designed 
with one kind of passenger in mind.

When Regina came home from India, Daniel 
drove the hearse to New York to meet her plane. 
The airport had been Idlewild until a month 
after President Kennedy’s death, when the city 
renamed it for him, and so he drove, as he said, 
“into New York to Kennedy with this vehicle. 
I thought this would really make a big impres­
sion.” He had, after all, asked her to marry him, 
“and of course I didn’t have many resources.” 
Regular gasoline that year cost, on average, 31.2 
cents a gallon, and how many gallons a Cadillac 
hearse took to get from Amherst to Kennedy and 
back is a figure history has kindly not preserved. 
What Regina thought of it, he could not say for 
certain, but he had a fair idea. “I don’t think she 
was so impressed,” he said. “But anyway, I pulled 
up with a hearse.” He picked her up in it, and 
drove her back.

She was thin when she came back. “She was 
skinny,” Daniel said. “She had some bad experi­
ence there in the heat of India.” And while she 
was away, he came to believe, she had had second 
thoughts. “I think she talked too much with her 
sister Deborah and with her mother about such a 
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thing,” he said. “I think she put me off there, and 
I was very brokenhearted.”

❧

In the fall of 1965, Daniel began his senior year, 
and, as he put it, “I proceeded to enroll in 21 
credits.” He had already taken two years of Greek 
at the university; now he went over to Amherst 
College for a year of Homeric Greek. He took 
Chinese at Smith, and Russian at home, and 
two advanced classes in German. The Chinese 
class at Smith was Chinese 11, “Modern Chinese 
(elementary),” which met on Monday and Friday 
afternoons with two more hours in the language 
laboratory, taught by Mr. Kung. Getting there 
was the student’s own affair, though the dean’s 
office would “help with the arrangements for 
transportation,” and that October, for the first 
time, a bus began running between Smith, the 
university and Amherst College in the evenings, 
for a quarter each way.

That September his coach came to see him. 
Daniel remembered him as “Dr. Kelson”; the 
yearbooks call him Erik Kjeldsen.

And my coach Dr. Kelson stopped into my 
dormitory room and said, Dan, you’re going to 
have to drop some of these classes because, you 
know, you’re getting a scholarship. And so, you 
know, and there I was all worried about my 
relations with Jeannie and so forth. And it was 
in September and I said, I’m sorry, I quit the 
gymnastic team, which hurt my feelings because 
I was at my very best. I was quite good. I was the 
best on the team. And I quit.

He had competed, he said, in four events, “the 
trampoline, side horse, parallel bars, and still 
rings.” The yearbook did not rank its gymnasts, 
but it had named him among the standouts the 
season before, and the team he left behind did 
not do well without its depth. In December the 
student paper reported that the coach now had 
seventeen men to choose from instead of eight, 
most of them sophomores, and by the end of 
the season the yearbook was explaining a record 
of two wins and seven losses, seventh of the eight 
teams in the Eastern league, by “a lack of depth on 
this year’s squad.” The team photograph in the 
1966 yearbook has nineteen names in it. His is not 
one of them.

The Chinese did not last either. “I did drop 
that Chinese class at Smith because it was too 
much having to commute,” he said. “It was the 
five college program, but I did enjoy my Home­
ric Greek, and I still like to read Homer.” The 
program was still officially the Four College Co­
operation that year; the fifth college, Hampshire, 
was still being planned, and the name came later.

Russian, meanwhile, was becoming fashion­
able at the university in the way that subjects 
become fashionable during a cold war. That year 
the new Orchard Hill dormitories ran a course of 
their own called “Continuity and Change in the 
Soviet Union,” in which eight professors, from 
philosophy, economics, government, education, 
food economics and Russian, took turns explain­
ing the Soviet state to the students who lived 
there; one of them was Dr. L. Tikos, “of Russ­
ian.”

Senior year at the university that fall had a 
war in it. On September 29 the student paper 
announced a panel on the draft, with the news 
that Massachusetts would be sending 398 men 
in October and 1,018 in November, the largest 
calls since the Korean War, and that draft boards 
meant to look at student deferments “with a 
more discerning eye.” In the same column it ob­
served, helpfully, that “Men married before Aug. 
27 and fathers will not be ordered for induction.” 
The reason for the date was an executive order 
President Johnson had signed on August 26, 
ending the exemption for married men without 
children for anyone who married after midnight 
that night. On October 17 a “Teach-Out” on 
Vietnam was held at the Unitarian church in 
Amherst, and the university’s director of security 
went along and photographed the students there, 
which caused a row in the Faculty Senate.

The Peace Corps came to the campus as well. 
In the middle of November a recruiting team set 
up a booth in the Student Union: three returned 
volunteers, one of them back from Ethiopia. A 
former Peace Corps director in the Dominican 
Republic, himself a graduate of the university, 
told an audience in Mahar Auditorium, “I’m not 
telling you to join the Peace Corps and get shot 
at,” and warned that the volunteers who failed 
were the ones who tried “to change the world in 
6 months to a year and it doesn’t work that way.” 
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On November 19, for the first time, the Peace 
Corps placement test was given on the campus, 
and on Monday, November 22, the student paper 
reported that more than 150 students had signed 
up to take it. The response, the team’s leader said, 
had been “greater than any other campus of its 
size in the country.” The wedding was the next 
day.

❧

In November 1965, the lights went out. At 5:16 
on the evening of Tuesday, November 9, a single 
misset relay on a power line near Niagara Falls 
did exactly what it had been set to do, and within 
minutes some thirty million people in Ontario, 
New York and New England were in the dark. In 
Boston, people were stuck in the subway and in 
the elevators of the brand-new Prudential build­
ing. At the university, the student paper reported, 
the Student Union carried on by candlelight; 
behind the main counter one young woman “an­
swered the phone with a cool: ‘Hello, Darkness,’” 
and when word came that the dormitory named 
for Emily Dickinson was dark too, students out­
side shouted, “Let’s get Emily Dickinson.” The 
panty raid that followed was reported in some 
detail.

Two weeks later the university let out for 
Thanksgiving, and before it did, Regina’s mother 
went off on a trip to Mexico. That left Regina 
with the car, and the house, as Daniel said, “was 
empty.” The two of them spent their nights to­
gether there. Deborah, down the street, had been 
asked to keep an eye on things, and she did. “Deb­
orah was apparently instructed to watch them,” 
he said, and to see whether, as he put it, “we were 
sleeping together. We don’t want the neighbors 
to see these activities.”

Deborah’s view of Daniel was not a high one. 
He did not know exactly what had been said, but 
he had a theory. “Well, I come from a lower-class 
background,” he said, “and I think they might 
have known something about my father being 
kind of a communist or whatever. I had no idea 
what it was.” Deborah, as Daniel understood it, 
concluded that he must have wanted to marry 
Regina for the money, an idea he dismissed in the 
plainest terms he had: “which I had no interest, 
no question about that.”

So Deborah came over, and, Daniel said, “she 
was really quite direct about scolding” Regina. 
The two sisters fought. With her mother away in 
Mexico, Regina was worried, as he told it, that 
her mother would come home, that Deborah 
would “raise hell,” and that “there’s going to be a 
scandal.” Daniel had a solution. “And I said, why 
don’t we just get married? And so we did.”

❧

On Tuesday, November 23, 1965, Daniel and 
Regina were married by a justice of the peace 
in Boston. They went first, as Massachusetts 
required, for their medical certificates. “We went 
and got our shots,” he said. “We got shots.” What 
the law of the Commonwealth actually required 
of a couple, until the requirement was repealed in 
2004, was a medical certificate and a blood test, 
but the principle was the same, and the needle 
was real.

The office was, he said, “just across the street 
from the Prudential Building,” and the Pruden­
tial was the newest thing in Boston. It had gone 
up on an old railroad yard in the Back Bay, with 
the new Massachusetts Turnpike tunneling in be­
neath it, and when it was finished in 1964 its fifty-
two floors stood 749 feet high, which made it the 
tallest building in North America outside New 
York City and ended the fifty-nine-year reign of 
the Custom House tower as the tallest thing in 
Boston.

Nobody’s family was there. “My father was 
long gone,” Daniel said. “My mother was also in 
L.A. She had borrowed money from me.” Debo­
rah was not invited. The guests were a girlfriend 
of Regina’s from high school; the best man, Peter 
Perhanas; and a group of friends from MIT who 
did folk dancing, in costume. “They were wearing 
costumes, like Slavic costumes, a Serbian and 
whatever,” Daniel said. “And they dressed me up 
in the Serbian costume with a fez, right?” Regina 
wore a sari. She had brought saris back from 
India. “And you see we were married like that.”

The justice of the peace was, as Daniel de­
scribed him, “a really heavy old gentleman, like 
a Navy commander that was marrying people 
there.” It was not a church wedding, and was 
never going to be one. “Neither one of us were 
interested in the church or had any affiliation 
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with any church,” he said. “And so we had a 
nice party.” It was a mild day for late November, 
with a high of 49 degrees at the airport, which in 
Boston in a sari counts as luck. The family still 
has the pictures, which Daniel described as “very 
colorful,” and in which he is wearing what he 
called “this crazy kind of a Serbian costume.”

For the record, a wedding in November 1965 
did nothing at all for a young man’s standing with 
his draft board. The executive order of August 
26 had seen to that. Married men who were not 
yet fathers were, as far as Selective Service was 
concerned, single.

❧

At the end of November 1965, Daniel and Regina 
took their honeymoon in Washington, D.C., in 
her mother’s car, and Daniel told it in a single 
breath.

And also borrowing Grandma Perry’s car, what 
did we do after the wedding? We decided we 
would go down to a peace march in Washington. 
And we had to take some of Mother’s friends 
to their place in New York, so we went to 
Washington, D.C. There, we enjoyed a nice 
Thanksgiving with Uncle David, who was doing 
medical school there. … We had a nice Thanks­
giving there and then we were at the Washington 
Monument.

Thanksgiving fell on the Thursday, two days after 
the wedding. The march was on the Saturday.

The march was the March on Washington for 
Peace in Vietnam, and it was organized by SANE, 
the National Committee for a Sane Nuclear Pol­
icy. It began at eleven in the morning with pickets 
walking around the White House, clergymen and 
veterans in front and everybody else on the side 
streets, and at one o’clock it moved to the Sylvan 
Theatre beside the Washington Monument for 
the speeches. Dr. Benjamin Spock spoke, and 
Coretta Scott King, and Carl Oglesby of Students 
for a Democratic Society, back from a trip to 
Vietnam; the old Socialist Norman Thomas, 
asked about the nation’s honor, said, “I’d rather 
see America save its soul than its face”; and Judy 
Collins sang between the speeches. The crowd 
was put at anywhere from twenty to thirty-five 
thousand. The day’s demand was a moderate one: 
in the organizers’ words, “an immediate cease-

fire leading to negotiations and a return to the 
Geneva Agreements of 1954.” It was 69 degrees at 
the airport, which for the end of November was 
very nearly a miracle.

They were in good company, and some of 
it was from home. The student paper at the 
university sent a reporter, who counted more 
than a hundred people from the Amherst and 
Northampton area among the marchers, and 
MIT’s paper reckoned its own turnout at well 
over two hundred students and faculty. The 
crowd was not what the newspapers had led 
people to expect. “The majority of marchers were 
well-dressed adults and middle-aged people,” 
the university’s reporter wrote, “many in family 
groups with teen-aged children and small babies. 
The stereotyped bearded protestor was infre­
quently seen.” A honeymoon couple, it seems 
fair to say, did not stand out. There was a scuffle 
when one demonstrator tried to tear a Viet Cong 
flag from another, and a small delegation of 
Hell’s Angels paraded for a while. The reporter’s 
account of the day’s casualties was brief: “One 
UMass student was hit with an egg. No one was 
hurt.” MIT’s reporter, for his part, recorded that 
the sponsors had “succeeded in operating the 
march ‘in the black.’”

Daniel remembered it differently. “We had 
a big protest against the resumption,” he said, 
“Kennedy’s resumption of nuclear testing.” Pres­
ident Kennedy had in fact resumed American 
nuclear testing, in 1962, after the Soviet Union 
broke a moratorium the autumn before; but the 
test-ban treaty of 1963 had ended testing in the 
atmosphere, and Kennedy had been dead two 
years when Daniel and Regina stood at the Mon­
ument. The march they went to was against the 
war. The likeliest source of the difference is in 
the organizers’ name. SANE, the Committee for 
a Sane Nuclear Policy, had been founded in 1957 
by Norman Cousins and Lenore Marshall to fight 
nuclear testing, and in 1965 it was still marching 
under that name, though by then it was marching 
about Vietnam; the university’s reporter wrote 
that the demonstration had been “conceived by 
the Committee for a SANE Nuclear Policy.” The 
platform, too, was full of people who had first 
marched against the bomb. Coretta Scott King 
had been one of SANE’s founders in 1957, and Dr. 
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Spock had joined it in 1962, the year Kennedy’s 
tests resumed. Three days later, the Vice Presi­
dent, Hubert Humphrey, met Dr. Spock and two 
of SANE’s other leaders to hear their proposals 
for ending the war.

After the honeymoon, as Daniel put it, “we 
went back and we got an apartment.”

❧

In the spring of 1966, Daniel and Regina were liv­
ing in Dorchester, in Boston, in what he called “a 
nice little apartment.” They both had degrees to 
finish. Regina did her practice teaching at Girls’ 
Latin School, “which is probably one of the best 
girls high schools in the country,” Daniel said. 
It was certainly the oldest of its kind: founded 
on November 27, 1877, eighty-eight years to the 
day before the march in Washington, as the first 
college-preparatory public high school for girls 
in the United States, it had grown to some 1,350 
pupils by 1955, when it moved into the old Dorch­
ester High School for Girls building in Codman 
Square. The city’s schools manual for 1965 gives 
its address as Talbot Avenue and Washington 
Street, Dorchester, and lists it second among 
the city’s Latin and day high schools, after only 
the boys’ Boston Latin, so that Regina’s practice 
teaching was, at least, conveniently placed. Sim­
mons asked a great deal of its student teachers. 
Each one, the catalogue said, “assumes full re­
sponsibility, under supervision, for the teaching 
of not less than one secondary school class in her 
subject-matter field for the entire semester,” with 
a seminar every week besides.

Boston itself was getting smaller. The city had 
counted 697,197 people in 1960, thirteen percent 
fewer than ten years before, and would count 
641,071 in 1970: the new Prudential tower went 
up over a city that was losing residents. In Dorch­
ester, out on Columbia Point, beside a public 
housing project of 1,500 apartments in twenty-
seven buildings, two doctors from Tufts, Jack 
Geiger and Count Gibson, had opened in 1965 
what is counted as the first community health 
center in the United States, with money from 
the new federal Office of Economic Opportunity. 
And on Patriots’ Day, April 19, 1966, a young 
woman named Roberta Gibb hid in the bushes 
near the start at Hopkinton, waited until about 

half the field had gone past, jumped in, and ran 
the whole Boston Marathon, the first woman to 
do so, in 3 hours, 21 minutes and 40 seconds, 
ahead of two-thirds of the runners. The governor 
shook her hand at the finish.

Boston’s schools were, that year, the subject of 
a long argument. On April 1, 1965, a committee 
appointed by the state’s commissioner of educa­
tion had reported that more than half of Boston’s 
black pupils were in schools that were at least 80 
percent black. In August Governor John Volpe 
signed the Racial Imbalance Act, which called any 
school more than half nonwhite “imbalanced” 
and allowed the state to withhold its aid from a 
city that did nothing about it; and in April 1966, 
finding the Boston School Committee’s plan in­
adequate, the State Board of Education voted to 
do exactly that. The School Committee, led by 
Louise Day Hicks, dug in. The argument would 
go on, through the courts, until busing was 
ordered in 1974.

Daniel, meanwhile, was still a student at the 
university in Amherst, and Amherst was a long 
way from Dorchester. He still owed the univer­
sity three classes in physical education, which 
he had missed out on. The rule was in the 
university’s bulletin: every male freshman and 
sophomore “must successfully complete four se­
mesters of physical education and demonstrate 
his ability to swim as a requirement for his 
degree,” and a varsity athlete could earn the credit 
on his team, though not for more than two 
semesters in any one sport. And so three times 
a week Daniel drove the hundred miles out to 
Amherst and the hundred miles back. The road at 
the Boston end, at least, was new: the Massachu­
setts Turnpike had been extended into the city 
in 1964 and 1965, running in past the Prudential. 
Since he was making the trip anyway, he took 
three graduate courses in Slavic linguistics “to 
make it worthwhile.” Not everyone at the univer­
sity thought the subject essential. An essay in the 
student paper that spring, making the case for a 
department of religion on the grounds that “We 
cannot do everything and do it well,” allowed 
that the university could “forego the minor Slavic 
languages, for instance, or the history of the cin­
ema, and still be a good university.” The Russian 
office in Bartlett Hall, meanwhile, was taking 
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names from “Any girls wishing to live on the 
Russian corridor next semester.” That February 
nine inches of snow fell on Boston in a single day.

The university, for its part, had made some 
provision for students who married. Its Lincoln 
Apartments were set aside for “junior faculty, 
married graduate and undergraduate students,” 
and the student paper that autumn had run a 
cheerful feature on the Dames Club, for student 
wives, whose “membership requirement is an 
MRS.” Daniel and Regina, with one degree to 
finish in Boston and the other in Amherst, lived 
in Dorchester instead.

They had to decide what to do after June, and 
they decided on the Peace Corps.

So we applied for the Peace Corps and were 
accepted to go to Ethiopia. And we were going 
to, after we graduated in June of 66, we would 
go to Addis Ababa and learn the Ethiopian 
language, the main one, Amharic. And we 
would be like teachers in the Peace Corps. And 
that’s what we’d do. We were very idealistic. We 
weren’t thinking about our future so much as in 
that period.

It was, he said, “our plan of what we would do 
together, being newly married.” They had been 
influenced, he said, by people like Pete Seeger, 
and “J.F. Kennedy, who had been strong on the 
Peace Corps, and Martin Luther King.” Seeger, in 
those years, was still kept off network television. 
Two students had asked in the university paper, 
in 1964, when ABC’s Hootenanny would book 
him, and answered themselves: “It appears now 
that the answer is never.” He went on singing 
where he could; on a Sunday night in February 
1965 the Berkshire Music Barn had presented him 
in concert, with the McPeake Family of Ireland, 
at the Boys’ Club in Pittsfield.

The Peace Corps was five years old and at 
its height. Kennedy had founded it by executive 
order in March 1961, and by the middle of 1965 
there were 8,624 volunteers in forty-six countries, 
with 4,604 more in training; in 1966 it would 
reach its peak, 15,556 volunteers in fifty-two 
countries. More than forty thousand Americans 
applied that year, and the Peace Corps expected 
to take about a quarter of them. Most were 
single, but not all: of the volunteers in the field, 
2,430, or 15 percent, were married. Ethiopia alone 

had more than five hundred volunteers in the 
country by the summer of 1965, and the Peace 
Corps had lately decided that language mattered 
above everything; trainees now spent about three 
hundred hours, more than half their training, on 
it. One young woman back from teaching Eng­
lish to eleventh and twelfth graders at the Haile 
Selassie I Day School in Addis Ababa wrote that 
the hardest part of coming home was the sixty-
third person to say, “Ethiopia is … by India, isn’t 
it?” Training usually took three months, and for 
at least one Ethiopia program in 1966 it happened 
in the United States, at the University of Utah, 
whose staff wrote its own textbook for the pur­
pose, Amharic and English, so that the trainees 
could learn the language they would live in and 
the methods for teaching the one they would 
teach at the same time; the language classes, its 
authors wrote, “aimed at giving the PCV’s a prac­
tical control of Amharic.”

Not everyone that spring was planning so 
far from home. In March the student paper an­
nounced that Selective Service would give an op­
tional test on May 14, May 21 and June 3, and that 
from the fall local boards would weigh a student’s 
score along with his grades in deciding whom to 
defer. In the Korean War, the paper explained, a 
score of 70 out of 150 had been good enough to 
keep an undergraduate out of the Army, and 80 a 
graduate student. The test, a spokesman said, was 
“similar to a general aptitude test,” half words 
and half numbers.

Then the plan changed. By the late spring 
Daniel had been accepted at Berkeley, and, as he 
put it, “We had to give up the idea of going in the 
Peace Corps to Ethiopia.” Why, and what came 
of Berkeley, is the next chapter’s story. But there 
had been another option that spring, and he had 
looked into it himself. The armed forces needed 
people who could read and speak Russian, and 
Daniel had even taken scientific Russian, for 
translating documents.

And they had on the border of Turkey, these 
stations where they were listening, listening to 
the Russians, right? And so, People who did that 
and went to Monterey got to learn all the foul 
language that these troops were learning. There 
were hundreds of slang, filthy words, such as 
whatever.
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The school he had in mind was the military 
language school at Monterey, in California. “The 
Army had one, and the Air Force had one in 
Denver in Colorado,” he said. “But the Monterey 
one was the best one. It was very intensive, totally 
immersion.” The Army taught languages at the 
Presidio of Monterey, Russian was its largest pro­
gram, and in 1963 the school had become the West 
Coast Branch of the new Defense Language Insti­
tute. Between 1965 and 1973 more than twenty 
thousand service personnel studied Vietnamese 
at the institute, many of them in an eight-week 
“survival” course. The listening stations were real 
as well. The Army Security Agency used linguists 
trained at Monterey to listen to Soviet communi­
cations from field stations that included Sinop, 
on Turkey’s Black Sea coast, which looked and 
listened toward the Soviet Union until 1992; 
the Air Force’s own listening service, with its 
“voice intercept and linguists,” had detachments 
at Diyarbakır, Karamürsel, Samsun and Trabzon. 
Another of the Army’s stations, as it happened, 
was Kagnew Station, at Asmara, in what was then 
Ethiopia. Denver had something too. Since July 
1963 Lowry Air Force Base there had been home 
to the Armed Forces Air Intelligence Training 
Center: not a language school, but an Air Force 
intelligence school in Denver, very nearly as 
Daniel remembered it.

He did not have the conversational Russian, 
only the academic kind. “I could read it and so 
forth,” he said. “I had a lot of knowledge about 
it.” If he had wanted to become a fluent speaker 
quickly, Monterey would have taken him. He 
turned it down. “I, of course, rejected that,” he 
said, “because that’s the last thing I wanted to do 
was be part of this military.” In 1966 the draft 
took 382,010 men, two-thirds again as many as the 
year before.

❧

In June 1966 they both graduated, Regina from 
Simmons and Daniel from the University of 
Massachusetts, and both, he said, “with honors.” 
The university held its commencement on June 
12, and gave six honorary degrees, one of them to 
the historian Barbara Tuchman and another to 
the president of Hampshire College, the fifth of 
the valley’s colleges, which had a president before 

it had any students. The yearbook that year lists 
“St. John, Daniel J.” among the seniors who were 
not there to have their pictures taken, which, for a 
man commuting from Dorchester, is not hard to 
understand. In a little over a year he and Regina 
had been engaged, put off, married in a sari and 
a fez, and honeymooned at a peace march. That 
summer the Peace Corps went on to Ethiopia 
without them, and in the late summer of 1966 
they drove across the country to Berkeley, where 
the next chapter begins. What became of the 
hearse, Daniel did not say, and no record gives its 
year or its maker. What the family still has are the 
pictures of the wedding, in very bright color.
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On Typewriters, Pen Names, Coke Cans and Such

Yes, I had let career go hang, and was on the adventure-path again 
in quest of fortune.

J AC K  L O N D O N ,  J O H N  B A R L E Y C O R N

I n the middle of the 1960s Berkeley, Cal­
ifornia, was a town of about 112,000 people 
gathered around a university, and it had

lately become famous for something other 
than its scholarship. In May 1965 students had 
marched to the Berkeley draft board and burned 
their draft cards, the first public draft-card burn­
ing in the country, and that same month a “Viet­
nam Day” teach-in on the campus drew more 
than 35,000 people. In October 1965 a march 
against the war set off for Oakland and was met 
at the city line by the Hell’s Angels, who attacked 
it while the Oakland police stood by; it was the 
Berkeley police who arrested six of the Angels. 
Oakland itself, next door, was a different sort 
of place: a working city of some 367,000, which 
since the 1920s had run canneries and bakeries, 
built cars, engines and ships, and had once been 
called “the Detroit of the West.” It was also where 
the war began for a great many young men. The 
Oakland Army Terminal, renamed the Oakland 
Army Base in 1966, was a main gateway for sol­
diers going to Vietnam and coming back, and at 
1515 Clay Street, downtown, stood the induction 
center, where draftees from all over Northern 
California came to be examined.

Daniel had been to Berkeley once before. He 
had gone out as an undergraduate in the early 
1960s and dropped out, which is the story of an 
earlier chapter. This chapter is about the second 
time, when, as he put it, “I walked back in as 
a doctoral student with a nice wife, a pregnant 
wife.” The people in it are few. There was his wife, 
Regina; their son Alex, born in Berkeley in 1967; 
and Daniel’s mother, who came to live with them 
there. There were the handful of people with 
whom, in a living room in Berkeley, he started 

a newspaper. And at the end there was a family 
of Alaskans named Meter, who came to town to 
show a film.

The campus had not stood still while he was 
away. On October 1, 1964, the campus police 
arrested a former graduate student named Jack 
Weinberg at a civil rights table outside Sproul 
Hall, and students sat down around the police car 
he had been put in. The car stayed where it was 
for thirty-two hours, with Weinberg inside it and, 
at one point, perhaps 3,000 students around it, 
using its roof as a speaker’s platform. That was the 
beginning of the Free Speech Movement. On De­
cember 2 between 1,500 and 4,000 students went 
into Sproul Hall itself, and at 3:30 in the morning 
of December 4, after the county’s deputy district 
attorney had telephoned the governor for permis­
sion, the police began arresting them. Close to 
800 were taken away, most of them by bus to the 
county jail at Santa Rita, twenty-five miles off. By 
January the university had given in and written 
new rules for political activity on the campus. 
The Berkeley that Daniel walked back into had 
learned that a sit-in worked, and had not forgot­
ten it.

❧

In the winter of 1966, Daniel and Regina were 
living in Boston, finishing their degrees, and 
planning to go to Ethiopia with the Peace Corps, 
which had accepted them both. Daniel had a 
second plan as well. “I had a fallback where I was 
thinking of going for a doctorate in Russian lan­
guage studies,” he said, “because I needed a draft 
deferment. Otherwise I was off in Vietnam for 
the next two years, which I totally, it wasn’t that 
I was chicken, but I totally disagreed with what 
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they were doing there. And I did not want to 
be engaged with napalming farmers over in Viet­
nam.” The war he meant was growing quickly. 
In 1965, 1,928 Americans died in it; in 1966 the 
number would be 6,350. The easy way out that 
some men had found was already shut. Married 
men had been deferred until President Johnson 
signed an order at about ten past three on the 
afternoon of August 26, 1965, making any man 
who married after midnight that night as liable as 
anyone else. The news set off a rush to the altar 
that the clock defeated. Daniel and Regina had 
married that November, at their own pace.

In February he went to take the Graduate 
Record Examination at Harvard, which was the 
way into a doctoral program, and he did not have 
a good morning of it. The roads were bad. He 
told it like this:

And on the way there, it was all ice. I was in 
a little Volkswagen, and I was in such a hurry 
I was running through a light so I jammed on 
the brakes and I rammed right into these people, 
these poor old people. And the cars just kind of 
like spun around in slow motion and we were 
very sorry. So we got out and apologized and 
then we gave our information. Then I had to 
rush and take the test, which I did very quite 
well on.

“Very quite well” turned out to be an understate­
ment. “I got in the upper 99, 98 percentile,” he 
said, and he did it “even though I was very upset. 
I aced it in both verbal and mathematical.” That 
was the good news. The complication came in 
May, when Regina found she was pregnant with 
Alex. Ethiopia was given up, and the fallback 
became the plan. “Berkeley was a hard place to get 
into,” Daniel said. “They did accept me there. So 
we had that as a fallback. And Berkeley was one 
of the top three programs in Slavic studies in the 
country.” That same May, more than 400,000 
college men around the country sat a different ex­
amination, the Selective Service’s own test, whose 
scores helped decide which students kept their 
deferments. Daniel did not mention that one.

❧

In the summer of 1966, with their degrees in 
hand, they saved for the move. Regina worked in 
a pizza place, “which was not too good for her,” 

Daniel said, “because it made her throw up. She 
was in that stage of pregnancy where she couldn’t 
stand the smells.” Daniel went back to the paper 
mill. Regina’s mother, Mother Perry, gave them 
a car, “a nice Plymouth with air conditioning,” 
which in 1966 was a gift worth having for anyone 
about to cross the country with a pregnant wife. 
They also acquired a passenger. That summer 
they found “a stray cat that somebody had tried 
to burn up in the litter. And his ears were all 
burned. And we had salvaged the cat.” The family 
still has the photographs of Regina with the cat 
with the singed ears. Then they drove west, and, 
in Daniel’s words, “we pulled into Berkeley in the 
late summer of 1966.”

The university they arrived at was in the mid­
dle of changing its calendar. After much debate, 
the University of California had decided to run 
Berkeley all year round, and to do it had given 
up the old two semesters for quarters: three 
terms in the ordinary year, and a fourth in the 
summer. The new system began that very fall, 
1966. The fall quarter opened in the last week 
of September. Fees for a graduate student ran to 
about $267 a year, tuition was free to Californians 
of more than a year’s standing, and anyone else 
paid another $267 a quarter on top. The univer­
sity reckoned that a single student, living in a 
residence hall, needed $1,850 a year all told. Daniel 
was not a single student. He had a wife, and a 
baby on the way.

❧

In the fall of 1966, Daniel began his doctorate in 
the university’s Department of Slavic Languages 
and Literatures. Its chairman was Gleb Struve, 
the son of a famous Russian liberal of the old 
regime, educated at Oxford, a friend and corre­
spondent of Vladimir Nabokov, and the editor 
of poets whose work the Soviet Union preferred 
not to print. Down the hall, so to speak, was the 
Polish poet Czesław Miłosz, who had been given 
tenure in 1960 after two months on the faculty 
and would one day win the Nobel Prize. Miłosz 
did not care for the demonstrations that were 
becoming the campus’s best-known product; he 
called the protesters “spoiled children of the 
bourgeoisie.” Daniel’s own subjects, he said, were 
Russian and Czech.
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The demonstrations arrived on schedule. On 
October 10, 1966, within days of the start of 
his first quarter, students marched against the 
Dow Chemical Company at Berkeley, the first 
campus protest in what became a national cam­
paign against Dow’s manufacture of napalm. 
That same month, at a conference on the campus, 
Stokely Carmichael of the Student Nonviolent 
Coordinating Committee told the white left to 
step up its resistance to the draft, and over in 
Oakland two young men named Huey Newton 
and Bobby Seale founded the Black Panther Party 
for Self-Defense. On November 8 the voters of 
California elected as their governor Ronald Rea­
gan, who had promised to “clean up the mess 
at Berkeley,” and in December, when antiwar 
students set up a table beside a Navy recruiting 
table in the student union, “a massive sit-in and 
student strike ensued.” It was, by any measure, a 
lively first term.

The local press kept score. In October the 
Berkeley Barb reported that the board of the 
Berkeley Co-op, the town’s cooperative grocery, 
had been asked to label Dow’s products in its 
stores as subject to a boycott, and had turned the 
motion down by a vote of five to three. It was a 
town in which napalm came before the grocery 
board. By the first days of December the Barb had 
a strike to report. “At 1:15 a hand vote of 10,000 
students at Sproul Plaza showed a scant hundred 
opposed to continuing the strike,” it said, and 
at the busiest hours Dwinelle and Wheeler Halls 
were “half-empty.” One student had come up 
from the basement of the student union with 
the news that there were “thirty-five armed, billy-
clubbed police in the basement,” and when they 
came up the stairs, a witness from the Cal Conser­
vatives told the student senate what he had seen 
done to a young man: “A cop sat on him, and hit 
him and hit him and hit him.” In the same week 
about sixty pickets stood outside the university’s 
placement center, where Dow was interviewing 
students for jobs. They were not let in, and passed 
notes back and forth with the people inside. The 
Dow interviewer sent out a letter to say that he 
was “just a chemist, and knew nothing about 
Dow’s policies.”

Daniel described those years as a whole. “You 
have to think of the time in Berkeley,” he said, 

“because it was hippie time, massive smoking a 
pot. And massive cultural rebellion, wearing of 
long hair and so forth, and then massive resistance 
of all kinds to the draft. And at the same time, 
there was this civil rights movement had been 
going on with the Martin Luther King to get 
some rights for black people all tangled in.” The 
campus, as he remembered it, was “shut down by 
the protests,” and he was in them. “In one of the 
cases, we just marched all the students right into 
the office building. The Dow Chemical Company 
was recruiting there for chemicals to make na­
palm, so we were massively resisting that.” Across 
the country, women opposed to napalm took the 
protest into the kitchen and boycotted Dow’s 
Saran Wrap. Napalm, a federal commission later 
concluded, “became almost as great an issue for 
anti-war activists as the total war policy to which 
it contributed.”

❧

In the winter of 1967, the university lost its pres­
ident. On January 20 the Regents, with the new 
governor voting, dismissed Clark Kerr, fourteen 
to eight. In February the Bay Area magazine 
Ramparts revealed that the Central Intelligence 
Agency had been quietly paying for the National 
Student Association, and the Daily Californ­
ian reported that the people behind the story 
promised to name the students on the Berkeley 
campus who had cooperated. The Cold War then 
reached Daniel’s own department. Soviet critics 
had accused Gleb Struve of acting as a CIA 
“super-lackey,” and on March 6 the chairman 
answered them in the San Francisco Chronicle. 
“I have done nothing anti-Soviet on a political 
level,” he said, “before hurrying off to a class,” 
and added, “I have not had any association with 
the CIA.” It was a season in which a professor of 
Russian literature had to say so in the newspaper.

That year Alex was born, and just before he 
was, Daniel had visitors at the door. He told it 
plainly: “just before Alex was born, my father 
shows up at the door with my mother. And 
apparently he’s wanting to get rid of my mother 
because he’s tired of her.” His father, John, had 
gone back to her for a while, and now he left 
her with them. Daniel remembered the reasoning 
offered at the door: “So you could use mother 
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here. She likes kids.” She stayed. “So from then 
on,” Daniel said, “for the next eight years, I was 
supporting my mother. She went to Alaska with 
us.” His father went his own way. “My father 
went off and married a 15 year old girl. It was hip­
pie time,” Daniel said, and they had a daughter, 
Betty, Daniel’s half-sister.

❧

In the summer and fall of 1967, Daniel was a 
father, and the Bay Area was having what came 
to be called the Summer of Love: as many as 
100,000 young people from around the world 
made their way to San Francisco’s Haight-Ash­
bury, and to Berkeley across the water, to join 
a popular version of the hippie life. It was, as 
Daniel said more than once, “hippie time.” For 
the young men among them, the draft tightened 
at the same time. On June 30 Congress passed 
the Military Selective Service Act of 1967, which 
kept student deferments only until a man fin­
ished his bachelor’s degree or turned twenty-four, 
and allowed graduate students deferments only 
for study “necessary to the maintenance of the 
national health, safety, or interest.” Men already 
in graduate school before that summer could 
keep their deferments until they finished. Daniel 
was one of them. “There were people who were 
students like myself,” he said, “who, because of 
studying what was considered a communist lan­
guage, I was studying Russian and Czech, were 
eligible for a draft deferral. I was also married, 
too, but in any case, they wanted people to study 
communist languages, so I was okay there. But 
we felt guilty because our peers were over there by 
the hundreds of thousands being screwed up and 
being killed.” He was right about the hundreds 
of thousands. There were more than 380,000 
American troops in Vietnam at the start of 1967, 
and 11,363 Americans died there that year, more 
than in all the years before it put together.

In October the war came to downtown Oak­
land. The organizers of what they called Stop the 
Draft Week set out to shut down the induction 
center on Clay Street, and could not agree on 
how. The federal commission that studied it two 
years later explained the arrangement: “October 
16 and 18 were given over to those of pacifist 
orientation, who sat in the doorway of the induc­

tion center in small, orderly groups, and allowed 
themselves to be peaceably arrested, while Octo­
ber 17 and 20 were given over to the mass-mobile 
tactics of the ‘militants.’ These demonstrators, 
along with newsmen and spectators, were se­
verely beaten and sprayed with MACE.” Police 
were brought in from thirteen cities. The Berke­
ley Barb reported that the doorway had been 
blocked for more than three hours on the first 
morning, and that among those arrested was the 
singer Joan Baez. A crew from the television sta­
tion KCRA filmed the blockade.

That fall the Free University of Berkeley, from 
an office on Grove Street, offered evening courses 
to anyone who cared to come. Its catalogue gives a 
fair picture of the town’s interests. It offered “Psy­
chedelic Anthropology,” “Living in the Woods” 
and “Stalking the Savory Wild Mushroom.” 
It also offered “The Russian Revolution: Febru­
ary–October,” a “Workshop on Viet Nam,” and 
“A Training Course for Draft Counselors,” which 
between them covered most of the situations a 
young man in Berkeley was likely to find himself 
in. In the same months, back in South Hadley, 
Daniel’s grandfather William Krug died, of an 
injury to his ankle that he would not let a doctor 
see. Alex was seven or eight months old, Daniel 
said, and Regina took a trip back east and visited 
his grandparents.

Meanwhile four young American sailors had 
walked off the aircraft carrier Intrepid. They were 
Craig Anderson, John Barilla, Richard Bailey and 
Michael Lindner, nineteen and twenty years old, 
and on October 23, with their ship at Yokosuka in 
Japan after a month in the Gulf of Tonkin, they 
went ashore on leave and did not come back. A 
Japanese peace group helped them, and the Soviet 
Union, which saw the uses of four American de­
serters, brought them to Moscow. On November 
17 the head of the KGB, Yuri Andropov, and the 
foreign minister, Andrei Gromyko, sent the Cen­
tral Committee a list of proposals for the visitors. 
One was to “publish in the newspaper Pravda 
an article-essay by its correspondent regarding a 
conversation with the American sailors.” In De­
cember the four reached Sweden, and on January 
9, 1968, Sweden gave them asylum. In Berkeley, 
Daniel and a few others had decided to start a 
newspaper. “And so in Berkeley,” as he put it, 
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“we got together and we organized and formed a 
newspaper. The newspaper was called The Ally.”

❧

In the winter of 1968, Daniel was in the second 
year of his doctorate, and the first issue of The 
Ally came out in February. It was made at home. 
“We lived on Grant Avenue,” Daniel said, “and 
we typed it on my typewriter.” They started it, he 
said, “in our living room.” The first issue shows it. 
Its columns are typewritten, not typeset, under a 
hand-lettered title that reads “THE GI’S NEWS­
PAPER,” “the Ally,” and, beneath, “All the news 
that’s fit to reprint,” which was a fair description 
of the method: much of what it printed came 

from other papers. It gave its address as a post 
office box, number 9276, in Berkeley. It was free 
to anyone in the armed forces; everyone else could 
have six months for three dollars.

Who started it is a little harder to say. “We 
started. We started,” Daniel said. “Me and three 
other people. One was Charles Smith. He was 
a professor at the University of California in 
rhetoric and some others.” The staff box of the 
first issue printed seven names, and the first of 
them was “T. Billings.” That was Daniel. “My 
name, I used a false name,” he said. “I called 
myself T. Billings.” The reason was the times. 
“Because the CIA was very active.” The other six 
names were C. Herrero, Marcia Brodsky, Celia 
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Madden, Nick Cunningham, Irving Newton and 
William Gerard, and whether all of them were 
any more real than T. Billings, the paper does 
not say. Daniel’s own share of the writing, as he 
described it, was modest: “I wrote two or three 
articles. Yeah, to start with, to get it going. And 
my colleagues wrote the other articles.”

His articles were translations. “The articles 
that I did,” he said, “were translations of where 
these Vietnamese American GIs that escaped 
Vietnam and went to Russia were giving news 
reports and it was covered in Pravda so I just 
translated those articles from Pravda and there 
were other things in there.” The lead story of the 
first issue was headed “THE INTREPID’ FOUR 
SPEAK FOR THEMSELVES.” It printed the 
four sailors’ statement, signed “17th of Novem­
ber, 1967,” and then an interview introduced 
with a line in parentheses: “The following is 
from an interview with a correspondent of a 
foreign newspaper—translated by THE ALLY.” 
The translated sailors spoke in the slightly formal 
English that comes out of another language. 
One of them, Richard Bailey, said that he had 
become convinced “that service in the American 
navy is a dulling occupation which turns a man 
into a beast.” The piece is not signed, and noth­
ing in the paper says who translated it. The 
Soviet government’s own papers show that it had 
arranged for Pravda to interview the four in No­
vember.

The first issue’s editorial was blunter than 
its jokes. “Why do we start this newspaper?” 
it asked. “The simplest answer is that the war 
motivates us.” It promised to report “the facts 
of the war and the anti-war movement,” to 
print servicemen’s letters “anonymously,” and 
to answer their legal questions. Daniel’s idea of 
where it should go was clear from the start. “The 
object was that it would be started by students,” 
he said, “but it would be taken over by returning 

vets from Vietnam because everybody over there 
was unhappy with the war.” On February 16 
the paper took a classified advertisement in the 
Berkeley Barb, the town’s underground weekly, a 
paper founded in 1965 that had made itself rich, as 
underground papers went, by selling a good part 
of its space to the lonely and the adventurous. 
The notice read: “THE ALLY—ANTI-WAR 
newspaper for servicemen. All the news thats fit 
to reprint. Subs $3. free to GI’s.” It ran on a 
page that also offered a psychedelic light machine 
that assembled in minutes. Daniel remembered 
the Barb’s part as larger: “It was published by the 
printed by the Berkeley Barb first.”

The paper’s first month was a busy one for 
the draft and for Oakland. On February 16 the 
Selective Service changed its rules so that most 
men working toward a master’s degree could 
now be drafted, a decision that touched some 
600,000 of them; students of medicine, dentistry 
and divinity were spared. Doctoral students who, 
like Daniel, had begun before the summer of 
1967 kept their deferments for as long as they 
stayed enrolled. The next day, February 17, was 
Huey Newton’s birthday. Newton was in jail, 
charged with killing an Oakland police officer the 
previous October, and 5,000 people gathered in 
Oakland on his behalf, brought out by the Black 
Panther Party and the new Peace and Freedom 
Party. “Free Huey!” became a rallying cry for the 
movement, and was printed on buttons and T-
shirts.

The second issue, in March, told its readers 
how the first had gone out. “As our first issue 
came off the press,” the editors wrote, “we were 
faced with a major problem—what to do with 
3,000 copies.” They had a few names: “you could 
pick up the names of half a dozen guys who put 
ads in the local papers for girls to write them. 
(They’re in for a surprise.)” That still left, as they 
counted it, “the other 2,989 copies.” San Fran­
cisco was a staging area for the war, so they took 
the paper to the men passing through. “So off 
we went to bus terminals and airports. Twice we 
were told to leave the USO lounge at SF airport. 
According to the receptionist, our presence was 
‘creating a disturbance’ (all two of us!).” The sol­
diers’ reactions were mixed. “One soldier read the 
paper, crumpled it into a tiny ball and returned it 
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without a word. Another, on his way home from 
Vietnam, told us: ‘I don’t need this any more. I’ve 
been there and know what it’s like.‘ He then of­
fered cigarettes all around.“ Money for the second 
issue came the way such money usually comes: 
“A few friends came up with $3 for subscriptions, 
and even some 5ers. Somebody’s father gave $10 
provided she not involve herself with us.”

On the same page was a letter from a ser­
viceman. “Just saw your notice of an anti-war 
newspaper in The Barb,” it began. He wanted 
a copy, but “my C.O. would be on my ass if 
he knew about this, so please, a plain wrapper.” 
The editors answered that most of their mail 
“has reflected this same fear of harassment,” and 
that The Ally always went out “in plain white en­
velopes that look like any letter you might receive 
from a friend.”

Daniel’s own view of the war, as he set it out, 
came in three parts, and each can be set beside the 
record. The first was its origin: “Historians will 
show that there was no justification for us fight­
ing that war, which is kind of the dirty laundry 
left by the French after Dien Bien Phu and this no­
tion that the domino theory that if Vietnam fell, 
then all these other countries would go and be 
part of one big thing with China.” The domino 
theory had been named by President Eisenhower 
on April 7, 1954, while Dien Bien Phu was under 
siege: “You have a row of dominoes set up, you 
knock over the first one, and what will happen to 
the last one is the certainty that it will go over very 
quickly.” The second was the Gulf of Tonkin, 
which had brought Congress into the war in 1964. 
“The various reports had been documented,” 
Daniel said, “that we were not attacked by Viet 
Cong in the Bay of Tonkin by a couple cruisers. 
The justification for the war was really… not 
there.” The ships were in fact two destroyers, and 
the boats North Vietnamese, but on the main 
point he was right: the second attack that summer 
had never happened, and in January and Febru­
ary 1968 the Senate Foreign Relations Committee 
reopened the matter and learned that the Navy’s 
own communications center had doubted it. The 
third was money: “a lot of big construction com­
panies were making billions by building harbors 
and so forth there.” One consortium of four of 

them held a Navy contract worth $1.865 billion, 
then the largest construction program in history.

❧

In the spring of 1968, Daniel was still in Berkeley, 
and the Bay around him was full of the readers 
The Ally had been started for. Naval Air Station 
Alameda, across the estuary from Oakland, was 
home port in the war years to the aircraft carriers 
Coral Sea, Hancock, Oriskany, Enterprise and 
Ranger, and the naval station on Treasure Island 
sat in the middle of the Bay; The Ally is counted 
among the GI papers of those two bases. Oakland 
had the Army Base, through which men went out 
to the war and came home from it, and it had the 
induction center, through which they went in.

The Ally needed those readers, and Oakland 
had them by the busload. Daniel remembered 
taking the paper to the source. “Our interest,” 
he said, “was to go down to the draft board in 
Oakland where the young men were in their un­
derwear getting their physical.” What happened 
next he told in one breath:

We would go on the bottom floor, three-floor 
building, start passing out allies on the way up, 
and then we would go down the stairs. … We’re 
at the top floor. The police came in the same door 
that we had come in, so we went quickly down 
the stairs. We dumped off all of our allies and 
then out the door and just eluded being caught 
by them.

“And the police were very nasty then,” he said. 
He had seen what happened to the people who 
stood their ground. “The students were quite 
surprised to see how brutal the police were. They 
were really bloodied and banged up. We have 
some pictures from that time.” He believed the 
police “were instructed to be very nasty,” because 
by then “there was a lot of frustration because 
the government was failing there and we were 
losing and the lies that underlay our going there 
were revealed.” It was the same building where, 
the October before, by the federal commission’s 
account, demonstrators, newsmen and spectators 
had been beaten and sprayed with Mace.

That April the brutality was not only at the 
induction center. Martin Luther King was killed 
in Memphis on April 4, and two nights later, in 
West Oakland, Oakland police shot dead Bobby 
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Hutton, the Black Panther Party’s first recruit and 
its treasurer, after a confrontation at a house there 
that went on for an hour and a half. He was sev­
enteen. About 1,500 people came to his funeral 
on April 12, at the Ephesians Church of God in 
Berkeley.

The April issue of The Ally showed what 
handing out the paper was like when somebody 
else did it. One of its staff, C. Herrero, wrote of 
passing out copies at the San Francisco airport 
“with a friend” and meeting four Marines who 
had read it. “In general, they didn’t like it. One 
kept saying, ‘I don’t dig it.‘“ One of them, who 
“seemed about ten feet tall,” grew angry, and 
Herrero, who had been a little worried about 
having “difficulty at the airport,” got off with a 
verdict: “‘You’re just lengthening the war,‘ the big 
Marine said finally. ‘Get out of my sight.’“ The 
letters page gave both sides. A soldier wrote on 
March 18 that the paper was “great, truly great,” 
and that he had been “fortunate enough to get a 
copy before they were thrown in the trash by my 
platoon sergeant.” Another, writing to one of the 
editors by her first name, warned that the paper 
might “miscalculate the mood of the vast major­
ity of GI’s,” who were, “by and large,” convinced 
“that what we are doing in Vietnam is the right 
thing.” The paper printed him anyway.

The Ally went on coming out once a month, 
and its May issue shows what Daniel meant 
about translating from the Russian press. Low 
on the front page, under the heading “U.S. BUYS 
NAZI GAS,” a short unsigned item began: “The 
Russian government newspaper Pravda reports 
that the American government has purchased 
Zyklon-B gas from West Germany.” It cited Izves­
tia as well. Whether it was true was another 
matter, and the paper did not stop to ask; it 
was what Moscow was saying, put into English 
in Berkeley for American soldiers. Beside it, the 
lead story had a better joke and better arithmetic. 
Under the headline “April Fool! More Men to 
Vietnam,” it pointed out that on March 31 Presi­
dent Johnson had told the country on television 
that only 13,500 more men would go to Vietnam, 
and that “the very next day” the Pentagon had 
put the figure “closer to 60,000.”

The June issue, the last before Daniel went 
north, ran eight pages, with T. Billings still at the 
head of the staff box. On its second page was 
a boxed chronology called “Know Your War,” 
which went back to the French defeat at Dien 
Bien Phu in 1954 and came, in due course, to 
August 1964. The destroyers Maddox and Turner 
Joy, it said, had been “attacked,” with the word in 
quotation marks: “Contradictory accounts leave 
it in doubt whether an attack really took place.” 
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Until that time, the chronology added, only 163 
Americans had been killed in Vietnam. On the 
next page the paper printed its own count of the 
cost since 1961, from government figures, under 
the heading “THE GI TOLL: 169,261.” Of that 
number 22,951 had been killed. Daniel’s view of 
the Gulf of Tonkin, in other words, was already 
in print in the paper he had helped to start.

Somewhere in those months the family’s 
money was running short. “We had a child, our 
money was low,” Daniel said, “and my mother 
was living with me, helping take care of Alex.” 
Daniel had been working for the YMCA. And 
one day a family of Alaskans came to Berkeley 
High School to show a film. “When we first 
met the Meters at Berkeley High School for 
their presentation,” he said, “they were wearing 
skin clothing, like from caribou. And Fred had 
this big grizzly bear necklace.” They were “these 
Alaskan wilderness people that came in to show 
their movie, their wildlife movie,” and Daniel and 
Regina “got real interested in that.” There were 
teenagers, too, who had “been having trouble 
with, especially with pot smoking,” and their 
parents had a choice, as Daniel told it, between 
“juvenile home” and a summer in the Brooks 
Range with the Meters, “to see if they would 
straighten out.” The Meters invited Daniel to go 
up with them. Their film was a long way from 
finished. It would become, years later, a feature 
called Year of the Caribou, and the American 
Film Institute’s catalogue records that its makers 
took an earlier version of it around the country in 
the late 1960s, showing it wherever people would 
come, which is how a family from the Brooks 
Range came to be standing in caribou skins in a 
Berkeley high school.

❧

In the summer of 1968, Daniel went north with 
the teenagers. “I didn’t smoke pot,” he said, 
which put him in a minority of the party. “Of 
course they brought suitcases full of pot with 
them, and they were all the time I was up there. 
They were running around in the lake naked and 
smoking pot and fornicating.” The straightening 
out, if it happened, happened slowly. Daniel 
spent his own time on the hunting. “It was a 
very interesting time,” he said, “because we were 

also doing big game hunting for the Dall sheep. 
And Fred was making money by getting like these 
Florida doctors up there with their wives and 
going way up in the Brooks Range to hunt the 
sheep… for their head and so forth.” His verdict 
was simple: “I thought this was great.” He wrote 
to Regina about it, “a whole bunch of letters,” 
which the family still has, and took pictures.

He missed a good deal at home. At the end of 
June and into July, Telegraph Avenue had several 
nights of disturbances. The Barb reported tear 
gas, then “the second tear gas attack,” a curfew, 
a state of emergency that the city council later 
voted to end, and 134 arrests. The same issue 
carried a shooting from the other side of the city 
line. It was not in Berkeley, the paper said, but in 
West Oakland, where nine officers had answered 
a call, eight shots had missed, and “a shotgun 
blast finally ‘cut him down’”: a black man killed, 
by the Barb’s account, “the SAME NIGHT all 
of Berkeley was ‘sealed off.’” The Ally went on 
without him. Its July issue still printed T. Billings 
at the head of the staff box, and on its fifth 
page it printed a poem called “The Policeman,” 
seven stanzas of hyphenated names for a police­
man (“Hey, man! / It’s the policeman!”) that 
end “Why, it’s the lawman!” It was signed “T. 
Billings.” On the front page was the story of an 
Army private who had refused his orders at the 
Oakland Army Base and been given three years at 
hard labor. On the sixth page a twenty-four-year-
old University of California graduate student, 
known on the campus for demonstrating against 
the war dressed as the Grim Reaper, had been 
sentenced by a federal judge to four years in 
prison for refusing induction. Beside him, under 
“Ten GIs Get Asylum in Sweden,” was a service­
man from Memphis who had been given a Purple 
Heart by President Johnson in a hospital ward at 
Cam Ranh Bay and had since deserted, reaching 
Stockholm by way of Moscow, where he and 
five others had “appeared on Soviet television to 
denounce the war.”

When he came back at the end of the summer, 
he and Regina made up their minds. “When I 
came back to Berkeley at the end of the summer 
of 68,” he said, “we said, oh, but goodness, let’s 
go up to Alaska with these people.”

153



B E R K E L E Y  A G A I N

❧

In the fall of 1968, Daniel left the university. 
“I dropped out of,” he said, “it was a trimester 
system and I completed the second one of the 
second year there. And I dropped out.” His word 
was close enough. Under the new calendar, the 
year had three terms, and the second of them, 
the winter quarter, ran from early January to the 
middle of March. He went to work in a factory. 
“I went to work in the American Can Company 
in Oakland, which was an extremely noisy job. 
You had to have headphones, and I worked with 
a magnet, like going around picking up can scraps 
under these machines, just making Coke cans.” 
American Can had a plant at 3801 East 8th Street 
in Oakland, one enormous single-story building 
making soldered and welded steel cans and can 
ends. The federal minimum wage that year was 
$1.60 an hour. What Daniel was paid, he did not 
say.

“And we were still doing the Ally,” he said, 
“putting out editions of the Ally.” But the paper 
was changing hands, as he had meant it to. In 
September the staff names disappeared from the 
box. The Ally now described itself as the work 
of “an independent group of citizens, reservists, 
veterans, and active-duty GIs,” and that month’s 
editorial was written by two serving airmen. 
By October the editorial was signed by Clark 
Smith, and the paper was growing fast. “We’ve 
gone from 6,000 to 20,000 circulation in two 
months,” the editors wrote, and asked for money 
and for “gobs of six cent stamps.” The letters 
page, “Sound off!,” was full. One soldier wrote 
that “The Ally really beats the AF propaganda 
sheet, ‘The Stars and Stripes.’” “It was very popu­
lar,” Daniel said. “It was taken over entirely from 
students who knew nothing about it but were 
just on deferments, and it was taken on by actual 
former veterans that had experienced the condi­
tions in Vietnam and it went very well.”

Just across the Bay, on October 14, twenty-
seven prisoners in the Army stockade at the 
Presidio of San Francisco sat down on the lawn, 
linked arms and sang “We Shall Overcome,” for 
which the Army charged them with mutiny. It 
was the kind of reader The Ally had been started 
for. Daniel believed the paper had reached further 

still. “People like John Kerry,” he said, “they were 
probably using it,” because Kerry “was an anti-
war Vietnam veteran.” Vietnam Veterans Against 
the War had been founded in 1967, and Kerry 
would become its best-known spokesman, but 
no record found for this book connects him with 
The Ally; Daniel’s “probably” is the honest word 
for it.

By the end of the year the decision was made. 
Daniel gave his reasons plainly. One was the work 
he had trained for. “It just wasn’t clear, you know, 
how does one… get a career, for example, in Slavic 
languages. It’s like there’s one job per 1,000 appli­
cants. And then you have to go through about a 
10-year process to get your PhD because you take 
the classes. Then you have to do all this other shit 
to get a thesis approved.” Another was the town, 
as it had become. “And so we had this chance,” 
he said, “just to get out of there.” The last word 
was the simplest. “So anyway, it was very refresh­
ing. So we go to Alaska. And we went there on 
January 1st of 1969.” Regina was four months 
pregnant with Yana, and Alex was not yet two.

❧

The Ally outlived its beginnings by a long way. 
It kept going for nearly six years, longer than 
most of the GI papers, and its last issue, number 
43, was dated January 1974; Daniel remembered 
it going on to forty-eight. T. Billings had last 
appeared in its staff box in August 1968. Berkeley, 
too, went on without them. On May 15, 1969, at 
People’s Park, sheriff’s deputies fired tear gas and 
shotguns at the crowd, and a young man named 
James Rector, watching from a roof, died four 
days later. That was the shooting Daniel remem­
bered: “a number of students were actually shot 
by shotguns in the park there,” he said, and it 
happened, as he said, “when I was away in the 
Brooks Range.” The papers of The Ally’s editor, 
Clark Smith, are in the Wisconsin Historical So­
ciety, closed to researchers until 2030, so the full 
story of who started the paper in a Berkeley living 
room is not yet to be had. Daniel kept his own 
copies, “number one, two, and three,” and the 
bundle of letters from the summer of 1968. The 
rest of the story is Alaska’s.
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On Grizzly Bears, Caribou Hearts and Such

The old-timer had been very serious in laying down the law that 
no man must travel alone in the Klondike after fifty below.

J AC K  L O N D O N ,  T O  B U I L D  A  F I R E

I n the late 1960s Alaska was still new at 
being a state. It had joined the Union on Jan­
uary 3, 1959, and the whole of it held about

three hundred thousand people, spread across a 
territory where most places could be reached only 
by air, by river, or on foot. North of Livengood, 
which was about where the road out of Fairbanks 
gave up, there was no road at all. Then, in March 
1968, a well at Prudhoe Bay on the Arctic coast 
struck oil, and the rest of the country started 
paying attention. How to get that oil out of the 
Arctic, and who the land belonged to in the first 
place, would shape the next decade of Alaskan 
life.

Up in the Brooks Range, well beyond the end 
of the road, lived a family who had no need 
of it. Fred and his wife, the Meters, lived by 
hunting, dressed in caribou skins, and made their 
living from the country too. Fred guided big-
game hunters, doctors from Florida who came 
up with their wives and went deep into the range 
after Dall sheep, for the heads. The family were 
also wildlife photographers, shooting sixteen-
millimeter footage for a feature film about the 
herds, an hour-long movie called Year of the 
Caribou. Fred wore a necklace of claws from griz­
zly bears he had killed, which is the sort of thing 
that tends to hold an audience, and it was in that 
outfit that Daniel first met them, when they came 
to give a presentation at Berkeley High School.

They took in teenagers, too. The YMCA, 
where Daniel was working, had a program for 
boys and girls who had got themselves into trou­
ble: their parents could choose juvenile hall, or a 
summer in the Brooks Range with Fred’s family. 
The theory, which has been tried on teenagers in 
one form or another for as long as there have been 

teenagers, was that a few months of hard country 
would straighten them out.

❧

In the summer of 1968, Daniel went north for the 
first time, with that year’s teenagers. They arrived, 
he said, with suitcases full of pot, and whatever 
the Brooks Range was doing for their characters, 
they spent the summer “running around in the 
lake naked and smoking pot and fornicating.” It 
is not recorded whether the parents were told.

Daniel spent the summer on the hunts. He 
went up into the range with Fred and the Florida 
doctors after the Dall sheep. “I thought this 
was great,” he said. He wrote home to his wife, 
Regina, about it, a whole bundle of letters that 
the family still has, and took pictures, and by the 
time he came back at the end of the summer the 
two of them had decided to go north with Fred’s 
family themselves.

That fall he left his doctoral program at Berke­
ley and went to work in a can factory in Oakland, 
going around under the machines with a magnet, 
picking up the scraps from the making of Coke 
cans. On January 1, 1969, the family set out for 
Alaska. Alex was not yet two, and Regina was 
pregnant.

❧

In the winter of 1969, from January through 
April, Daniel and his family lived with the Meters 
in the Brooks Range, which Daniel put at a hun­
dred and fifty miles north of the Arctic Circle. 
That far north, in the depths of winter, the sun 
does not bother to come up at all for weeks at a 
time.
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F R E D  M E T E R

They were not the only people busy in the 
range that winter. The state was building a road 
to the new oil fields in the most Alaskan way 
imaginable, bulldozing a track of packed snow 
north from Livengood through Bettles and over 
Anaktuvuk Pass to the Arctic coast. It was called 
the Hickel Highway, after the governor, and 
it worked splendidly until the spring, when it 
melted into a long ditch of mud and was aban­
doned. Governor Hickel himself left for Wash­
ington that January to become Richard Nixon’s 
Secretary of the Interior.

At the cabin there was no electricity. There 
was, on the other hand, a tremendous amount of 
time, and people filled it the way people always 
have in the dark, with stories. They also slept 
strangely. “Our dreams were extremely vivid,” 
Daniel said. “Like you would have dreams that 
would be so hyper real that you would not be­

lieve.” More than fifty years later he still remem­
bered one about dolphins, which, a hundred and 
fifty miles north of the Arctic Circle, is quite an 
achievement.

The grocery store was the caribou herd. When 
it came through, the family would kill twenty-five 
or thirty animals and stack the carcasses outside 
the house, where the weather, fifty to seventy 
below zero, turned the whole outdoors into a 
freezer. They thawed them as needed. On the 
wood stove a big pot stayed on the boil with every 
part of the animal in it, until the bones went 
soft. In the autumn there were always a couple of 
moose besides, which is a very great deal of meat, 
and some of it became jerky.

The secret, it turned out, was fat. Daniel had 
this from a scientist he called Stephenson, who 
had lived on meat alone among the Eskimos and 
found that lean meat by itself will make you ill. 
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The man was Vilhjalmur Stefansson, an Arctic 
explorer who spent years with the Inuit of the 
Canadian Arctic before the First World War and 
came home a lifelong enthusiast for the all-meat 
diet. In 1928, to settle the argument, he and 
a companion ate nothing but meat for a full 
year under observation at Bellevue Hospital in 
New York. The illness he warned about is real, 
and northern people have a name for it, “rabbit 
starvation,” which manages to be alarming and 
faintly ridiculous at the same time. The cure is 
fat. So the Meters ate cups of tallow with their 
caribou. “And we were fine,” Daniel said.

He claimed a further benefit for it, as the 
family explained it to him. Western people, he 
said, carry a whole ecology of bacteria that lives 
on sugar and grain and rots their teeth, and there 
was no money up there for dentists. Two or three 
months a year of nothing but meat killed the bac­
teria off. Their teeth did very well. Even cavities, 
he said, would heal. Modern dentistry may wish 
to see the data.

The one person the diet did not suit was 
Regina, who was pregnant and could not stom­
ach it. They had brought along some dried fruit, 
and she used to take it outside to eat, so that 
nobody would get jealous, which tells you most 
of what you need to know about four months of 
caribou.

❧

The long nights that winter were full of grizzly 
stories, and the Meters had more reason than 
most to tell them, because they kept the bears 
around on purpose: the animals near the cabin 
were the subject of the film, not a problem so 
much as the cast. Daniel was careful to say that 
he never personally had a run-in with one, which 
in that household may have taken some doing. 
But that winter he heard the story behind Fred’s 
necklace.

As the family told it, they were in the cabin one 
night, in total darkness, when the building began 
to move. They kept moose meat hanging from 
the log rafters, and a single hind leg of a moose can 
run to three hundred pounds, so it takes a good 
deal to shift one. Something outside was pulling 
at the meat hard enough to move the timbers of 
the roof. It was a grizzly, and it was hungry. Fred 
went out with a gun, fired, and could not tell 
whether he had hit it.

This, it should be understood, was the worst 
available outcome. A wounded grizzly, Daniel 
said, will take revenge on people; grizzlies “do not 
like to be tampered with.” In his ranking of the 
animal kingdom, only one creature was worse: 
“the wolverine is the most vindictive creature.” 
So the family went back inside and sat in the dark, 
not knowing whether there was now a wounded, 

G R I Z Z L Y  B E A R  D I S C O V E R S  F R E D ' S  M E A T  S T A S H
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angry and hungry bear on the other side of the 
wall. Then the roof began to move again. Fred 
went out and fired again, and again could not tell.

In the morning, in the thin band of twilight 
that passes for daytime up there, they found two 
grizzlies. One was an ordinary bear, insofar as a 
grizzly is ever ordinary. The other was old and 
wrong: a very large head on a body shriveled with 
starvation, and a damaged jaw, shot or broken 
at some point, so that it could not feed itself. 
That, Daniel said, was “the most dangerous kind 
of animal,” because it was desperate. Fred took 
the claws off both of them and made himself the 
necklace.

In April 1969 the family came out of the range. 
Regina was about eight months pregnant, and 
a daughter was born that year. In September, 
in Anchorage, the state auctioned leases on the 
North Slope oil lands and took in about nine 
hundred million dollars in a single day. Alaska 
had found out what it was worth.

❧

A  M O S T  D A N G E R O U S  K I N D  O F  
A N I M A L

They stayed in Alaska fifteen years. In the years 
after the Brooks Range, Daniel and Regina 
taught school, three of those years on the Pribilof 
Islands in the Bering Sea, among the Aleuts. The 
country changed around them. In December 1971 
Congress settled the land claims of Alaska’s Na­
tive peoples, forty-four million acres and nearly a 
billion dollars, the largest settlement of its kind 
in American history. In 1972 and 1973 a Ford 
Leadership Grant took Daniel and Regina to visit 
schools in Russia, in Siberia, and in England.

❧

In the fall of 1973, Daniel and Regina were teach­
ing together in Allakaket, a Koyukon Athabascan 
village on the Koyukuk River, sitting more or less 
exactly on the Arctic Circle. It was not a gentle 
place to spend a winter. Two winters earlier, 
in January 1971, the temperature at a pipeline 
camp called Prospect Creek, just north of the 
Arctic Circle, had reached eighty below zero, 
still the coldest reading ever taken in the United 
States, and at that point a thermometer is really 
just keeping score. The same day, the high in 
Allakaket was sixty-six below. That was the high.

That October the Arab oil embargo put gaso­
line lines across the lower forty-eight, and Amer­
ica discovered that it was very short of oil at about 
the moment it remembered that Alaska was full 
of it. The next month Nixon signed the act that 
let the oil companies build a pipeline eight hun­
dred miles from Prudhoe Bay to the sea at Valdez. 
Construction began in April 1974, and Fairbanks, 
where the St. Johns had forty acres outside town, 
became a boomtown, full of pipeline workers 
earning eleven to eighteen dollars an hour on 
seventy- and eighty-hour weeks.

In the fall of 1974, for the second school year, 
they split up the work. Daniel had concluded 
that grade school was not his calling — “I don’t 
think I was suited or patient to be a grade 
school teacher,” he said — and in September he 
was hired as a Russian interpreter, which paid 
very well. So Regina took their daughter back to 
Allakaket to teach in its three-teacher school with 
friends of theirs, and Daniel and Alex stayed on 
the forty acres outside Fairbanks. While Daniel 
was away on the first part of the interpreting 
work, Nepali friends looked after Alex.
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In December 1974, Daniel went back to Al­
lakaket to stay with Regina and the children. By 
then it was not the cold that worried them. They 
were weighing whether the village was still safe, 
because some of the men, Daniel said, would get 
hopped up and go running through the village 
on a snow machine, “shooting just randomly 
around.” Of all the dangers of the far north, this 
is not one that tends to make the brochures.

In March 1975 he left again for the last three 
weeks of the interpreting, and when he came 
back there was a decision in front of them. 
The University of Connecticut had offered him 
a place as a doctoral student, along with the 
chance to go to Moscow as interpreter for a 
famous archaeologist’s lecture series — “a full 
boat,” Daniel called it. Regina liked teaching and 
wanted to keep at it.

❧

In the middle of April 1975, during a school 
break, the family left the village, and on the 
way through Fairbanks they stopped to see the 
Meters. It was dark, and the Meters had run out 
of food, which for people who lived by hunting 
was a problem with an obvious solution and, as it 
happened, one obvious volunteer. Fred had a bad 
leg and could not manage the snow. Daniel had 
an old Army .30-06. “I guess I was feeling kind of 
macho,” he said.

They had spotted caribou, the early ones, 
south of Wild Lake and up on the cliffs, feeding 
the way caribou do at the tail end of winter, 
working down through the snow to get at the 
moss beneath. Daniel had his own description of 
the technique. “They’re like drills,” he said.

D A N  K I L L S  A N  E L K

He set off alone. “It was black, it was dark,” he 
said, which covers it. He had been duly warned 
about the grizzlies, and about the wolves, of 
which there were a lot, and about how far a bear 
can smell blood. He walked maybe five miles 
down the lake and climbed the hillside, and there, 
a very long way off, were the caribou, about six 
of them standing together. The distance was four 
or five hundred yards, and he did not think much 
of his rifle. By his own estimate the shot “was not 
very promising to hit anything.” He fired into the 
group anyway, on the reasonable principle that if 
you cannot hit one caribou you may at least hit 

H E  S E T  O F F  A L O N E
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T H E  E A S Y  P A R T

one of six. “And sure enough,” he said, “I did, and 
I got one.”

That was the easy part.
And I went up there … very steep and up in the 
snow. And there was one, and it was a female. 
And it was, they’re too heavy to carry. But I took 
out a heart, and I took some haunches … legs, 
and I brought those back. But it was in the dark.

It was getting darker all the time. Behind him was 
a caribou, or most of one. Ahead of him were five 
miles of lake. Somewhere out there, or so he had 
been assured, were the bears.

I was just paranoid carrying this dripping ani­
mal meat and heart, I would say five miles to 
the, and fortunately, I made it, but I just, every 
little noise attracted my attention.

❧

He made it back to the Meters’ house with the 
heart and the haunches, which, in a household 
that had run out of food, is the best kind of 
arrival there is. The family stayed in Alaska nine 
more years. In June 1977 oil began to flow down 
the pipeline from Prudhoe Bay, and in 1984, after 
fifteen years in Alaska, “working in the villages 
and so forth,” as he put it, Daniel and his family 
went back to Massachusetts. They took with 
them three copies of Year of the Caribou, and 
the bundle of letters he had written home in the 
summer of 1968, the first summer he went north.
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N U N I VA K  I S L A N D ,  M E K O RY U K  A N D  B E T H E L ,  A L A S K A  ·  A M H E R S T,  M A S S AC H U S E T T S   ·   
1 9 7 4 – 1 9 8 5

On Muskoxen, Marlin Perkins and the Long Way Home

The beach was well tracked by polar bears, but none of the party 
could discover any sign of reindeer or musk oxen, though the coun­

try seems to abound in the kind of food they require.

J O H N  M U I R ,  T H E  C R U I S E  O F  T H E  C O RW I N

I n the middle of the 1970s Nunivak 
Island was one of the more out-of-the-way 
places in a state made almost entirely of

out-of-the-way places. It lies in the Bering Sea 
about thirty miles off the delta of the Yukon 
and Kuskokwim rivers, a volcanic island of 1,632 
square miles, roughly forty-eight miles by sixty-
six, with some sixty cinder cones on it and no 
tree taller than a dwarf willow. Its people are the 
Cup’ig, who speak their own dialect of Yup’ik. 
Edward Nelson, who surveyed the Bering Sea 
coast for the Smithsonian in the 1870s, recorded 
them simply: “The Nunivagmut are the people 
of Nunivak island and the main land at Cape 
Vancouver.” In 1880 a census taker counted 702 
people in nine villages on the island. An epidemic 
in 1900 left one of those villages with four surviv­
ing families, and by 1970 everyone lived in a single 
village, Mekoryuk, on the north shore: 249 peo­
ple, an airstrip built in 1957, and a mission church. 
Wien Air Alaska flew in from Bethel twice a week.

The island had been a federal wildlife refuge 
since 1929, and in the 1970s it was famous, in the 
small circles where such things are famous, for 
its muskoxen. Alaska’s own muskoxen had been 
hunted out in the 1800s. Nelson heard a story on 
the Bering Sea coast about a dark, horned animal 
with fine thick fur that sank into the ground 
when it was killed, and concluded, “This un­
doubtedly refers to the muskox, which has been 
extinct for ages in the region where these people 
live.” In 1930 the government shipped thirty-
four muskoxen from Greenland to a farm at the 
agricultural college outside Fairbanks, and in 1935 
and 1936 it turned the thirty-one survivors loose 

on Nunivak, chosen because it had grass and no 
bears or wolves. Nobody asked the Cup’ig. Every 
muskox in Alaska today is descended from those 
thirty-one.

The island had already run one experiment of 
the kind. Its wild caribou had been killed off after 
firearms reached it in the late nineteenth century, 
and in 1920 a trading company brought in domes­
tic reindeer, which the government bought in the 
years around 1940 and handed to the islanders in 
1970. The reindeer herd had peaked near thirty 
thousand in the early 1940s; in 1975 there were 
about three thousand, on what the refuge called 
“badly overgrazed” range. The muskoxen, on the 
other hand, had prospered. There were more 
than five hundred by 1965. The state counted 534 
in the winter of 1973, took no census at all in 1974, 
and reckoned that “at least 549 muskoxen were 
present on Nunivak Island in 1974.” The refuge’s 
own handout put the situation in a sentence: 
“The problem is they have done too well.”

The animal itself has never been well served by 
its name. It is not an ox, being closer to the sheep 
and goats, and it does not smell of musk. The ex­
plorer Vilhjalmur Stefansson, who knew it well, 
complained that “the name is in a sense libelous 
of him, as it is in a sense deceptive to the reader,” 
and tried, without much success, to get people to 
call it the polar ox. What a muskox does have is 
a coat of fine underwool, which the Yup’ik call 
qiviut, and a single famous tactic: when the herd 
is threatened, the adults stand in a ring facing 
outward with the calves in the middle. Against 
wolves this works beautifully. Against a man with 
a rifle it is the worst idea in the animal kingdom.
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Far to the west, on the other side of the 
Bering Strait, there had been no muskoxen at 
all within human memory, and a Moscow biolo­
gist named Savva Mikhailovich Uspensky meant 
to change that. Uspensky, born in 1920, was 
an Arctic ornithologist and polar bear man, the 
author of some three hundred and fifty papers 
and the first chairman of the international work­
ing group on polar bears. In 1964 he had led 
the field work that showed Wrangel Island, off 
the coast of Chukotka, could support muskoxen. 
The opening came with détente. On May 23, 
1972, in Moscow, Richard Nixon and the Soviet 
leadership signed an Agreement on Cooperation 
in the Field of Environmental Protection, and the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service later wrote that it 
was this agreement that made an introduction of 
Alaskan muskoxen to Russia possible. The Sovi­
ets, the Service noted reassuringly, had “no plans 
to domesticate or hunt the animals.”

The Canadians went first. Pierre Trudeau 
promised the Soviets some muskoxen during 
a visit in 1971, and in August 1974 Canadian 
crews caught seventeen yearlings on Banks Island. 
Three died, and on the night before the handover 
four more, according to the Soviet account, 
“mysteriously disappeared” in the middle of a 
protest by émigrés who did not want the Soviets 
to have any. Ten reached the Taymyr Peninsula 
after seven days in their cages, by way of Iceland, 
Moscow, Norilsk, Khatanga and finally a heli­
copter. It was a start, but it was not a herd. The 
Americans were to send the next batch, from 
Nunivak, and the people who would arrange 
it included Uspensky and his colleague Vadim 
Tarkov; Peter Lent of the cooperative wildlife re­
search unit at the University of Alaska; the refuge 
men Calvin Lensink and Jerry Hout; and two 
interpreters.

❧

In the fall of 1974, Daniel was living with Alex on 
the family’s forty acres outside Fairbanks. Regina 
had taken their daughter back to Allakaket to 
teach for a second year, and Daniel had been 
taken on, as he put it, for “that Russian inter­
preting in September.” He had been studying 
Russian since he was nineteen, when he made it 
his major, and had gone on, in his words, “to a 

doctorate in Berkeley in Russian.” “They needed 
a field interpreter,” he said, “and I was handy 
because I had studied a lot of Russian.” It paid. 
“They paid me very well,” he said. While he was 
away, Nepali friends of the family looked after 
Alex.

This is how Daniel explained the whole busi­
ness, years later. “Okay,” he began, “the musk 
oxen happened this way.”

President Nixon, 1974, signed some environ­
mental agreements with the Russians. and they 
were having to do with the Arctic areas since so 
much of Russia was in the Arctic and Arctic 
animals and what he agreed to with the Rus­
sians was that in exchange for a certain number 
of Blackfoot ferrets, which they could be used 
because the American ferret was on the endan­
gered list and they didn’t dare experiment with 
them, so they had gotten from the Russians these 
close cousins of the ferret.

The record agrees with him about the animals, if 
not the calendar. The agreement was signed in
1972. Nixon went back to Moscow in the sum­

mer of 1974 and reaffirmed it, adding a 
promise of

reserves for “protecting valuable plant and animal 
genetic strains,” and on August 8 he went on 
television and resigned. By the time the survey be­
gan in September, the muskox diplomacy of the 
United States was in the hands of Gerald Ford, 
who had other things on his mind. The ferrets 
were real too. America’s black-footed ferret was 
so rare that only nine were ever available to the 
government’s breeding program at Patuxent, in 
Maryland, and the program had a hard lesson in 
what experimenting on them could do: a distem­
per vaccine that was safe in domestic ferrets killed 
four of the six black-footed ferrets it was given 
to. So the Service bred stand-ins, first domestic 
ferrets and then the Siberian, or steppe, polecat, 
the black-footed ferret’s nearest relative, which it 
greatly resembles.

Then he told the Russian side of it. In Daniel’s 
telling the muskoxen had been gone from Siberia 
for two hundred years, and the reason was guns. 
“When the whalers went to the Chukchi area, the 
Beaufort Sea,” he said, “they traded firearms and 
of course the Chukchi proceeded to eliminate 
all the muskoxen who were easy because they 
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formed circles around their young.” The theory 
was Uspensky’s, as Daniel told it, and so was the 
remedy.

He concluded that getting rid of the muskoxen 
left an ecological niche in Siberia because these 
muskoxen were feeding on moss and so forth and 
they were part of the ecology and then they were 
eliminated. He made it his life mission to fill in 
this ecological niche by taking Alaskan muskox.

Two hundred years was the official figure of the 
day. The Fish and Wildlife Service’s own report 
of 1975 said that, “Adapted to all predators except 
man, muskox had vanished from Siberia almost 
200 years ago.” Science has since moved the date 
back a good deal, to about two thousand years 
for the last of them on the Taymyr. The whalers 
and their rifles were real enough. John Muir, 
sailing those waters on a revenue cutter in 1881, 
noted that the trading schooners and the whalers 
alike carried whiskey and rifles to trade for ivory, 
whalebone and furs, and on the Siberian side the 
Chukchi’s old trade fairs declined once American 
whalers began landing goods on the coast. The ri­
fles fit Alaska’s lost muskoxen, gone by the 1860s, 
rather better than Siberia’s, though Stefansson 
saw the same thing happen on Banks Island 
in Canada, where he found bleaching skeletons 
and blamed hunters newly supplied with rifles. 
Uspensky himself, Daniel said, came of a distin­
guished family, the grandson of a famous Russian 
writer. The Russian biographies make his father 
an artist at the State Historical Museum and his 
grandfather a professor of medicine who founded 
Moscow’s first ear, nose and throat clinic, which 
is distinguished in a different way.

❧

In September 1974, Daniel was in the field with 
the Soviet visitors. For a month they went to look 
at Alaska’s herds, “all over Alaska in helicopters 
and other kinds of planes,” he said, “like this kind 
of plane that was a sea plane. It would land in the 
sea.” There were four or five places in Alaska with 
muskoxen by then. One was on the North Slope, 
in what he called the Arctic Wildlife Reserve 
and the maps then called the Arctic National 
Wildlife Range, where fifty-one Nunivak animals 
had been let go near Barter Island in the spring 
of 1969 and more the next year; thirty-eight of 

the first batch survived their first weeks, and by 
1976 the Service could find thirty-five. Another 
was Nelson Island, just across the strait from 
Nunivak, which had forty-four in 1973. But the 
heart of it was Nunivak, “which is off the coast 
of Bethel in the Bering Sea,” as he described it, “a 
volcanic island about 75 miles long with a village 
of Yupik Eskimos.”

The interpreter’s job was not only Russian. 
The visitors were going to have to keep these 
animals alive at the far end of the world, so they 
talked with every veterinarian they could find, 
and Daniel had to have the vocabulary. “I had 
to study up on like parasitology,” he said, “all 
the terms in Russian,” down to which worms 
infected the animals’ nostrils, and what feed they 
should get. Parasitology is not, as a rule, where the 
study of a language begins.

On Nunivak he went out with Uspensky to see 
where the animals lived in winter, and that trip 
is in the record. The Service’s photo report of the 
transplant says that in the fall of 1974 Uspensky 
and Tarkov visited the island “to observe Alaskan 
muskox on their ranges and firm up details of 
the spring transplant,” and under a photograph 
by the refuge manager, Calvin Lensink, it says: 
“Uspensky and interpreter Dan St. John checked 
sand dune areas for signs of muskox use.”

Daniel’s own explanation of why the dunes 
mattered could have come out of the same report. 
The island was “perfect for muskoxen,” he said, 
“because it’s volcanic and it has these cliffs where 
the wind, usually the snow covers everything for 
muskoxen to eat so they can only find the certain 
moss that they eat where the sandbanks have 
been blown by the wind.” The report put it this 
way: “Deep and crusted snow confines muskox 
to limited areas along cliffs, sand dune areas, or 
mountain tops where winds sweep the vegetation 
free of snow.” The state biologist did the arith­
metic. Of the 4,500 acres of dunes that made up 
the herd’s favorite winter range, he wrote, “less 
than one-half may be available,” and the whole 
of the island’s usable winter habitat might not 
exceed four thousand acres, for five hundred and 
fifty animals. The report added, in the manner of 
government reports everywhere, that the dunes 
were vulnerable to erosion. On that point the 
muskoxen were not consulted either.
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❧

In the winter of 1974, Daniel was waiting for 
the second half of the job. On November 12 a 
great storm “created havoc along the Bering Sea 
coast,” in the words of the refuge staff at Bethel, 
from Nome south to Nunivak, and the spring 
that followed was colder than usual, with more 
snow on the ground. Eleven days later Gerald 
Ford met Leonid Brezhnev at Vladivostok, on 
the Soviet Pacific coast. According to the Soviet 
ambassador, Ford had proposed the place partly 
because of a documentary he had watched at the 
Soviet embassy about tigers in the Ussuri taiga, 
which suggests that détente owed something to 
wildlife films. In December, Daniel went back to 
Allakaket to stay with Regina, taking Alex. “And 
then I had to leave in March,” he said, “to do 
that last three weeks, which was the pickup of the 
muskox.”

❧

In the spring of 1975, Daniel was on Nunivak 
Island for the pickup. The Fish and Wildlife 
Service’s operation began on March 21, and its 
personnel list, typed up afterwards by Jerry Hout, 
includes him by name: “Dan St. John — Inter­
preter — On contract to United States Fish and 
Wildlife Service.” The photo report calls him 
“Daniel St. John, interpreter from the University 
of Alaska.” The list has a second interpreter, from 
the Department of the Interior; Daniel remem­
bered an assistant interpreter he called Raya. The 
two Soviet biologists flew in by way of Washing­
ton on March 25, and in Mekoryuk Uspensky 
learned to drive the snowmachine he would use 
in the roundup. Snowmachines had come to that 
part of Alaska only in the 1960s, and by the 
seventies they had largely replaced the dog team. 
Twenty-two men of the island were hired for the 
work.

Television came too. The whole operation was 
filmed for Wild Kingdom, the nature program 
that Don Meier produced for the Mutual of 
Omaha insurance company, and its host, Marlin 
Perkins, came along in person, at the age of 
seventy. Perkins had run the Lincoln Park Zoo 
in Chicago and then the St. Louis Zoo, and had 
been on American television with animals since 
1949. The crew was two cameramen and a snow­

machine mechanic. There was also a German tele­
vision cameraman, a freelance photographer, a 
cameraman from KYUK, Bethel’s Native-owned 
station, and Lael Morgan of Alaska magazine, 
who over that decade visited more than two 
hundred Native villages. For a village of about 
two hundred and fifty people it was a great many 
cameras. “It was all filmed by Wild Kingdom,” 
Daniel said, “…so it exists on film.” The refuge’s 
annual report has a photograph of the Soviet 
delegation discussing the transplant with Perkins, 
and the caption names the man on the left: “Dan 
St. John (Interpreter).”

Mekoryuk in March was mostly snow. “The 
island was covered with snow,” Daniel said, “so it 
was like all the houses just looked like pyramids 
of snow. And then you could see some of the 
windows and doors sticking out.” The men of 
the village, by his account, were glad of the work. 
“Well, they demanded it,” he said, “because … in 
the winter they don’t do too much. So they were 
hopped up to do something. And of course they 
were probably getting money.” He thought some 
of the first money went on drink. The money, at 
least, is in the record. The island part of the oper­
ation cost $12,000, about $223 for each animal 
caught, which was a hundred hours’ pay at the 
federal minimum wage of the day, and more than 
$10,000 of it went on wages: about seventy thou­
sand dollars in today’s money. Hout counted it 
as “one beneficial effect,” and his verdict on the 
crews was unreserved: “The men hired on the 
island did an outstanding job and required very 
little supervision.”

❧

In the last week of March 1975, Daniel was out on 
the island with the capture crews. He told it in 
one long breath:

And we would go 70 miles by snow machine 
sled to the southern end of the island. where 
the dunes were. And then we would, with a 
helicopter and a net, we would capture these, you 
know, the yearling male and female muskoxen. 
And, you know, very rough journey. Slamming, 
you know, it was very volcanic, full of craters, 
you know, and then very rough riding.

The Service’s report fills in the method. There 
were two capture crews of six men each, one 
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working the south side of the island out of the 
Service cabin at Duchikthluk and the other the 
west side out of Nash Harbor. The yearlings, 
“weighing about 150 pounds and having horns 
less than six inches long, were wrestled to the 
ground, hobbled, and lifted onto sleds.” It was a 
job for everybody: “Dr. Tarkov did not stand at 
the sideline.” The two-year-olds weighed at least 
250 pounds and carried proper horns, so they 
were netted, with a net the Cup’ig men made of 
nylon cord in the fashion of their seal nets. “This 
was safer,” the report says, “for both the animal 
and the man.” A grown bull, by the refuge’s reck­
oning, stood five feet at the shoulder and weighed 
around six hundred pounds, and nobody pro­
posed wrestling one of those. At the camps the 
animals waited in corrals that were nothing more 
than pits dug in the snow, the one at Duchikthluk 
about ten feet by sixteen, with walls six or seven 
feet high.

Between March 25 and April 5, the crews 
caught fifty-four muskoxen. Three days were lost 
to weather, and the actual catching, Hout wrote, 
took only seven. The residents of Mekoryuk, 
in the photo report’s phrase, “were experts in 

muskox roundup techniques and quickly accom­
plished the mission.” One animal died, a two-
year-old female carrying a nearly full-term calf, 
probably of ketosis, and her hide, skull and fetus 
were given to the Russians for science. It was cold 
even by local standards. At Bethel, on the main­
land, the thermometer stood at thirty-one below 
on March 22, and early April brought a storm 
with two inches and more of new snow a day.

Then the animals had to be hauled back to the 
village on sleds behind the snowmachines, which 
Daniel put at seventy miles and the record at “up 
to 50,” and either way it was a long way to ride 
lashed to a sled. Each hauler carried burlap bags 
filled with hay “to be used as pillows to protect 
the fragile horns of the yearlings,” and later foam 
rubber, and the best cushion turned out to be 
a folded reindeer hide. It did not entirely work. 
“The only unfortunate circumstance,” Hout 
wrote, “was the number of yearlings with horns 
damaged either during the sled haul from the 
field to Mekoryuk or in the pen,” and he gave the 
reason in a sentence that stands beside Daniel’s 
“very rough riding” without any help: “The snow 
was exceedingly rough this year.”
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T H E  N E T T I N G  C R E W  A T  W O R K

Raya, as Daniel remembered it, wanted to be 
out in the thick of it. “We weren’t letting her go 
along on some of the rough spots,” he said, “so 
she was anxious to go and photograph anyway.”

The film crew, meanwhile, was getting its 
footage, and not everyone was delighted with 
how. Hout noted that the operation would have 
cost less without “so many people involved” and 
the extra effort spent “on the TV documentary,” 
and then he said what he really thought: “Far 
worse was the unnecessary handling and harass­
ment of the animals in order that the desired 

L A S H E D  T O  A  S L E D  F O R  T H E  H A U L  T O  
M E K O R Y U K

footage be obtained by the TV camera crew.” 
He did allow that the show, “to be shown on 
national TV next fall,” would “hopefully further 
the USFWS image to the public,” which is as close 
as a government report comes to rolling its eyes.

❧

In early April 1975, Daniel was in Mekoryuk, 
waiting on the weather. The animals were in a 
pen at the village, eating about four bales a day 
of timothy hay bought in Anchorage. Forty were 
picked to go, thirty-one yearlings and nine two-
year-olds, most of them female. Each got an ear 
tag with colored streamers, pink for the young 
males, yellow for the young females, blue and 
orange for the two-year-olds. Then they were 
put in crates, and that was as far as the plan 
got. “They were supposed to be flown over to 
Bethel,” Daniel said. “But the weather was very 
bad and the airport was like totally iced up and 
snowed on. So we were waiting, waiting, waiting 
and trying to clear that and finally we had a break­
through and we could do it.”

The record says the same thing at slightly 
greater length. Drifting snow kept shortening the 
runway at Mekoryuk until the Russian plane 
could not hope to land there, and the animals had 
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T H E  W I L D  K I N G D O M  C A M E R A S  A T  M E K O R Y U K

also to wait, the photo report adds, for “the final 
diplomatic clearance.” So the crates went over to 
Bethel in a Wien Air Alaska Skyvan, a boxy little 
freighter known to pilots as the Flying Shoebox, 
which could carry six yearlings or four two-year-
olds at a time. It took eight trips, from April 8 to 
April 11.

❧

In April 1975, Daniel was in Bethel, spending 
his nights with the muskoxen. Bethel sits on 
the Kuskokwim River about fifty miles from the 
sea, a Moravian mission town since 1885 and 
by far the largest place in western Alaska, with 
about twenty-four hundred people in 1970. The 
animals were turned loose in a freight warehouse 
to wait for the Russian plane, with their crates 
for fences, hay to eat, and blocks of snow to 
drink. Daniel remembered it as a metal Quonset 
building. The town came to look. The photo 
report counted “more than 500 persons, many of 
them school children,” who came “to peer into 
the darkened warehouse”; the refuge’s annual 
report made it about a thousand, most of whom 
had never seen a muskox. The people of Bethel, 
Daniel said, “were very curious about seeing 

them,” and so somebody had to stay with the 
animals.

… so we had to sleep with them to keep you 
know people from bothering them so we got to 
spend the night 20 below zero with these bleed­
ing Muskoxen … sleeping on bales of hay there 
among the muskoxen, smelling them, right? 
Smelling them. They lost their mother and they 
were not happy. Their little horn buds had been 
all bloody from the rough ride on the sled and 
so forth.

The Bethel airport, for the record, logged lows 
of between one and nine below zero on the 
nights the animals were in town, which is the 
kind of distinction that matters mainly to people 
who are not sleeping on hay in a warehouse. In 
the daytime the warehouse turned, in the photo 
report’s words, into “a Far North rodeo scene,” as 
Lensink, Lent and a local man, Joe David, wres­
tled the yearlings into their crates.

On April 12, about noon, the Russian plane 
came in. It was an Antonov An-12, a four-engined 
turboprop freighter of which the Soviets built 
more than twelve hundred, their answer to the 
American Hercules, and Daniel’s memory of it is 
borne out to a surprising degree. “American ser­
vicemen had to accompany this Russian freighter 
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airplane,” he said, “from Nadir on the other side 
in the Siberian side of the Bering Sea. And these 
American pilots would fly with the Russians over 
the Bering Sea.” The report says the plane “had 
flown east from Moscow with its own crew and 
three U.S. Air Force crewmen,” and adds: “When 
the plane crossed the International Dateline, the 
Americans took over navigation and communi­
cation with the ground.” While they waited, “the 
seven-man crew of the Antonin 12 was shown the 
sights of an Alaskan bush town,” which, in Bethel 
in April, need not have taken long.

A blizzard on April 13 kept the plane on the 
ground. On the morning of April 14, in a strong 
wind and cold rain, the crates went aboard by 
flatbed truck and hoist, thirty-eight of them, 
stacked two high, with “shouts and directions” 
flying, as the report says, “in Yupik … English, and 
Russian.” Hay and chunks of snow went into 
each crate for the journey. “With only inches to 
spare,” the last crate went in, and the Russian 
crew cabled the cargo down. “Meanwhile, the 
muskox stood placidly in their darkened cubi­
cles.” Uspensky and Tarkov flew with them. Less 
than three hours later the plane landed at Cape 
Schmidt, a Soviet Arctic settlement founded in 
1931 with an airfield on a spit, and the herd was 
divided.

Twenty went west to the Taymyr Peninsula, “a 
peninsula that sticks up almost into the North 
Pole,” as Daniel described it, where the Bikada 
station lay 350 kilometers north of Khatanga and 
the ten Canadian animals had already spent a 
winter. The other twenty, by the Russian count 
twelve young females, six young males and a pair 
of two-year-olds, went north to Wrangel Island, 
where John Muir had looked for muskoxen in 
1881 and found only bear tracks. Daniel did not 
rate their chances. Wrangel, he said, was “the 
rookery for like 2,000 mother polar bears which 
like to eat muskoxen,” and on the Taymyr “they 
have immense wolves that have been used to 
feeding on the reindeer herders there. And so we 
weren’t very hopeful that these animals would 
survive there anyway.” The photo report, written 
that spring, was more cheerful: “Soviet biologists 
report both herds have adjusted well to their new 
environments.”

❧

In the middle of April 1975, Daniel was back 
in the village with Regina. “Anyway, so then I 
came back,” he said, “and we were going through 
some decisions about whether I would go back to 
college.” There was an offer from the University 
of Connecticut, and a school break coming, and 
on the way out through Fairbanks a walk after 
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caribou for the Meters, which is another story. 
The transplant was over. The Fish and Wildlife 
Service summed it up: “The forty animals were 
delivered to the Russians in nearly the desired age 
and sex ratio.”

Nunivak had quite a year. That fall, under a 
notice in the Federal Register, the island held 
what the refuge called Alaska’s first muskox hunt 
“since the animals became extinct”: ten bulls, 
trophy tags at $500 for residents and $1,000 for 
everyone else, and some hunters paying four or 
five thousand dollars all told, which brought 
more than twenty thousand dollars into Meko­
ryuk. A reviewer of the refuge’s annual report, 
reading that claim, wrote in the margin, “Don’t 
you mean near extinction or thought extinct.” 
And on December 28, 1975, the film went out. 
It was season fourteen, episode five of Wild 
Kingdom, half an hour long, called “Musk Oxen 
at Nunivak,” and it came between “Elk of the 
Montana Rockies” and “Baboons of Tanzania.”

On the American side, the ferrets came. A Fish 
and Wildlife Service report of 1976 mentions a 
trip to the Soviet Union to collect forty-eight 
Siberian polecats, and the next year the polecats 
were breeding at Patuxent, as stand-ins for an 
animal too rare to risk. Whether the government 
thought of it as a swap, the documents do not say; 
Daniel did. On the Russian side, Wrangel Island 
was made a strict nature reserve on March 23, 
1976, Uspensky having argued for it for years. The 
first calf on Wrangel was born in 1977, and in 1978 
the first calf on the Taymyr to survive, a female. 
The biologists named her Pyatnitsa, which means 
Friday. The next year there were ten.

❧

In the years from 1975 to 1984, Daniel and his fam­
ily stayed on in Alaska, “working in the villages 
and so forth,” as he summed it up, and the tape 
says little more about those years than that. The 
villages did not stand still either. Since 1971, under 
the Native land claims act Nixon had signed 
three years before the environmental agreement, 
they had been shareholders: forty-four million 
acres and $962.5 million were divided among 
twelve regional corporations and more than two 
hundred village ones. In 1975 Allakaket incorpo­
rated as a city. In October 1976 a lawsuit brought 

by twenty-seven Native teenagers, sent away from 
home for high school, ended in a consent decree 
promising a high school in any village with fifteen 
or more children of high school age, and over the 
next years they were built; Mekoryuk got its own 
in 1978.

The state grew rich around them. Oil began to 
flow down the pipeline in the summer of 1977. 
Fairbanks grew from about fifteen thousand peo­
ple to almost twenty-three thousand, and in the 
boom a new three-bedroom house there went for 
more than $45,000, a great deal of money in 1974. 
Alaska as a whole grew by a third, to about four 
hundred thousand. In 1976 the voters set up the 
Permanent Fund to bank a share of the oil money, 
and in 1982 it began paying every resident a divi­
dend, about a thousand dollars the first year.

❧

In 1984, Daniel brought the family back to Mass­
achusetts. “We come from Alaska to Massachu­
setts in 1984,” he said, “after having been 15 years 
in Alaska, working in the villages and so forth.” 
The two states were headed in different directions 
that year. In January 1984 one Alaskan worker in 
ten was out of work, and the Permanent Fund 
paid the smallest dividend in its history, $331.29. 
In Massachusetts unemployment was 5.6 percent 
and falling, to 4.2 by December, on the strength 
of what the papers were starting to call the 
Massachusetts Miracle, most of it made of com­
puters. In November Wien Air Alaska, the airline 
whose Skyvan had carried the muskoxen out of 
Mekoryuk, stopped flying altogether. ⟦BRIDGE: 
The family made its new home in and around 
Amherst, the college town where Daniel and 
Regina had met in a summer Russian class in 
1964.⟧ Amherst had about thirty-three thousand 
people by then, a good many of them students 
at the University of Massachusetts, Amherst Col­
lege and Hampshire College.

Alex was in his last year of high school then, 
and eighteen, and he was, as his father put it, “very 
much into computers.” He had “the VIC-20s 
and these different 120s.” The VIC-20 was 
Commodore’s home computer, $299.95 when it 
came out in 1981 and the first computer of any 
kind to sell a million units, and by the middle of 
the decade it could be had for under ninety dol­
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lars. Alex had a friend, Tundra, who worked for 
a computer company in Amherst, and between 
them the two of them had an idea.

And he’d gotten this idea with his buddy that 
that they could take a large number of these 
computers of that time. That was a state-of-the-
art desk computer. I don’t know if it was Epson 
or something. And they just needed about 30 or 
40 of these. As I understood, they were going to 
connect them, and they were going to produce a 
supercomputer.

The plan had the great merit of simplicity. They 
got hold of a van — “I’m not sure if they hijacked 
it or whatever,” Daniel said — and since Tundra 
had access to the company’s building, they went 
in at night, took the computers and loaded the 
van. Then they made their getaway, down a street 
off South East Street in Amherst, and got stuck. A 
break-in was reported. “So Alex,” his father said, 
“made a run for it.”

How he managed the next part, Daniel left 
to “the culprit himself.” But somehow Alex got 
into the baggage compartment of a Greyhound 
bus and rode it, by his father’s reckoning, “6,000 
miles to Fairbanks, Alaska, where he actually 
had good buddies and he never wanted us to 
leave Fairbanks anyway.” Greyhound was then 
the giant of American bus travel, with some 
thirty-eight hundred coaches and about three-
fifths of the country’s intercity bus traffic, and its 
Canadian company had been running coaches up 
the Alaska Highway since the Second World War. 
By the modern road the distance from Amherst 
to Fairbanks is about forty-four hundred miles, 
some eighty-seven hours of driving, none of 
which is improved by being spent among the 
suitcases.

In Fairbanks, his father supposed, Alex 
“must’ve gotten hungry,” and he turned up at a 
soup kitchen, and stayed to help. The town had 
had a community food bank since 1982, started by 
a few local people who organized some churches. 
At the soup kitchen he met Kelly, who was from 
Portland, Maine, and was there doing volunteer 
work with the Methodist Church. He fell in, 
too, with his old friends, one of them, as Daniel 
remembered, the son of a well-known archaeolo­
gist and professor at the university.

Then his parents got him to come back. “And 
so anyway,” Daniel said, “we got Alex to come 
back and report himself to the police. And so the 
police were very kind to him. And they gave him 
a felony record, but they didn’t incarcerate him.” 
He thought there might have been some fines as 
well. Alex and Kelly were married, later, at Hard­
ing Lake, on the Richardson Highway south of 
Fairbanks.

❧

The forty muskoxen did better than anyone in 
the Bethel warehouse had reason to expect. “I 
found out years later that they’re thriving there, 
apparently,” Daniel said, and so they are. The 
Taymyr herd, which began with ten animals from 
Canada and twenty from Nunivak, numbered 
about twelve thousand one hundred in 2017, and 
Wrangel’s twenty had become about a thousand, 
in spite of the polar bears. The Russians have 
since used them to stock Yakutia, the Polar Urals 
and Magadan: “They’re being shipped around,” 
as he put it. On Nunivak the herd goes on, about 
seven hundred and forty in 2015, and the women 
of Mekoryuk have knitted its qiviut since 1968, 
the wool he called “the warmest under hair.” 
The film of the roundup was broadcast four days 
after Christmas in 1975 and still exists. And in the 
files of the Fish and Wildlife Service, in a report 
typed in the spring of 1975, there is a list of the 
people who caught the forty, with an interpreter’s 
name on it, Dan St. John, on contract, and a 
photograph of him on the snow at Mekoryuk in a 
fur-ruffed parka, standing next to Marlin Perkins.
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