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SHERWOOD ANDERSON (1876—1941) was born in Ohio
and began his career at the age of 14 drifting from job to job
and serving in the Spanish-American War. He settled in his
native state, was married, and managed a paint factory until
one day when he walked out of the factory, left his family,
and made his way to Chicago. There, while writing advertis-
ing copy, he met such authors as Carl Sandburg and Floyd
Dell, who encouraged him to publish his first book, Windy
McPhersons Son (1916), a novel dealing with a boy’s life in an
Iowa town. His next novel, Marching Men (1917), was set in
the Pennsylvania coal region. He also published a book of
poems, Mid-American Chants (1918), but it was not until 1919,
when Winesburg, Ohio appeared, that he first attracted wide
attention. These stories of small-town people voice the phi-
losophy of life expressed in all his later works.

The same themes and attitudes are expressed in subse-
quent books: The Triumph of the Egg (1921), stories and
poems; Horses and Men (1923), stories mainly about horse
racing; and Many Marriages (1923), a novel about a man’s
attempt to escape routine. In his novel Dark Laughter (19235),
he reached artistic maturity both in his simple and direct
style and in his mastery of form. Other books are Poor White
(1920), Tar: A Midwest Childhood (1926), and A Story Teller’s
Story (1924).

After issuing two volumes of sketches, The Modern Writer
(1925) and Sherwood Anderson’s Notebook (1926), and a volume
of poetry, A New Testament (1927), he retired to a small
Virginia town to edit newspapers. His next book, Hello
Towns! (1929), was a narrative of visits to small towns; Nearer
the Grass Roots (1929) and Perhaps Women (1931) are nonfic-
tion works. Beyond Desire (1932), his first novel in seven yélrsy
was concerned with problems of modern frustrations: Death.
in the Woods (1933), Puzzled America (1935), and Kit Brandon
(1936) show the author’s characters still trapped in situasions
in which they cannot cope. Home Town (1940) is a collgction
of essays. Memoirs (1942) and Letters (1953) were issued
posthumously.
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DEATH IN THE WOODS

S HE was an old woman and lived on a farm near the
town in which I lived. All country and small-town
people have seen such old women, but no one knows
much about them. Such an old woman comes into
town driving an old wor ;g—ut horse or she comes
afoot carrying a basket. ?Be may own a few hens and
have eggs to sell. She brings them in a basket and
takes them to a grocer. There she trades them in.
She gets some salt pork and some beans. Then she
gets a pound or two of sugar and some flour.

Afterwards she goes to the butcher’s and asks
for some dog-meat. She may spend ten or fifteen
cents, but when she does she asks for something.
Formerly the butchers gave liver to any one who
wanted to carry it away. In our family we were al-
ways having it. Once one of my brothers got a whole
cow’s liver at the slaughter-house near the fair-
grounds in our town. We had it until we were sick
of it. It never cost a cent. I have hated the thought
of it ever since.

The old farm woman got some liver and a soup-
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DEATH IN THE WOODS

bone. She never visited with any one, and as soon
as she got what she wanted she lit out for home. It
made quite a load for such an old body. No one gave
her a lift. People drive right down a road and never
notice an old woman like that.

There was such an old woman who used to
come into town past our house one Summer and Fall
when I was a young boy and was sick with what was
called inflammatory rheumatism. She went home
later carrying a heavy pack on her back. Two or
three large gaunt-looking dogs followed at her heels.

The old woman was nothing special. She was
one of the nameless ones that hardly any one knows,
but she got into my thoughts. I have just suddenly
now, after all these years, remembered her and what
happened. It is a story. Her name was Grimes, and
she lived with her husband and son in a small un-
painted house on the bank of a small creek four
miles from town.

The husband and son were a tough lot. Al-
though the son was but twenty-one, he had already
served a term in jail. It was whispered about that
the woman’s husband stole horses and ran them off
to some other county. Now and then, when a horse
turned up missing, the man had also disappeared.
No one ever caught him. Once, when I was loafing
at Tom Whitehead’s livery-barn, the man came there
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DEATH IN THE WOODS

and sat on the bench in front. Two or three other
men were there, but no one spoke to him. He sat for
a few minutes and then got up and went away.
When he was leaving he turned around and stared
at the men. There was a look of defiance in his eyes.
“Well, I have tried to be friendly. You don’t want to
talk to me. It has been so wherever I have gone in
this town. If, some day, one of your fine horses turns
up missing, well, then what?” He did not say any-
thing actually. “I'd like to bust one of you on the
jaw,” was about what his eyes said. I remember how
the look in his eyes made me shiver.

The old man belonged to a family that had had
money once. His name was Jake Grimes. It all comes
back clearly now. His father, John Grimes, had
owned a sawmill when the country was new, and had
made money. Then he got to drinking and running
after women. When he died there wasn’t much left.

Jake blew in the rest. Pretty soon there wasn’t
any more lumber to cut and his land was nearly all
gone.

He got his wife off a German farmer, for whom
he went to work one June day in the wheat harvest.
She was a young thing then and scared to death.
You see, the farmer was up to something with the
girl—she was, I think, a bound girl and his wife had
her suspicions. She took it out on the girl when the
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DEATH IN THE WOODS
man wasn’t around. Then, when the wife had to go
off to town for supplies, the farmer got after her. She
told young Jake that nothing really ever happened,
but he didn’t know whether to believe it or not.

He got her pretty easy himself, the first time he
was out with her. He wouldn’t have married her if
the German farmer hadn’t tried to tell him where
to get off. He got her to go riding with him in his
buggy one night when he was threshing on the place,
and then he came for her the next Sunday night.

She managed to get out of the house without
her employer’s seeing, but when she was getting into
the buggy he showed up. It was almost dark, and he
just popped up suddenly at the horse’s head. He
grabbed the horse by the bridle and Jake got out his
buggy-whip.

They had it out all right! The German was a
tough one. Maybe he didn’t care whether his wife
knew or not. Jake hit him over the face and shoul-
ders with the buggy-whip, but the horse got to act-
ing up and he had to get out.

Then the two men went for it. The girl didn’t
see it. The horse started to run away and went nearly
a mile down the road before the girl got him stopped.
Then she managed to tie him to a tree beside the
road. (I wonder how I know all this. It must have
stuck in my mind from small-town tales when I was
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a boy.) Jake found her there after he got through
with the German. She was huddled up in the buggy
seat, crying, scared to death. She told Jake a lot of
stuff, how the German had tried to get her, how he
chased her once into the barn, how another time,
when they happened to be alone in the house to-
gether, he tore her dress open clear down the front.
The German, she said, might have got her that time
if he hadn’t heard his old woman drive in at the
gate. She had been off to town for supplies. Well,
she would be putting the horse in the barn. The
German managed to sneak off to the fields without
his wife seeing. He told the girl he would kill her
if she told. What could she do? She told a lie about
ripping her dress in the barn when she was feeding
the stock. I remember now that she was a bound girl
and did not know where her father and mother were.
Maybe she did not have any father. You know what
I mean.

Such bound children were often enough cruelly
treated. They were children who had no parents,
slaves really. There were very few orphan homes
then. They were legally bound into some home. It
was a matter of pure luck how it came out.
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II

S HE married Jake and had a son and daughter, but
the daughter died.

Then she settled down to feed stock. That was
her job. At the German’s place she had cooked the
food for the German and his wife. The wife was a
strong woman with big hips and worked most of the
time in the fields with her husband. She fed them
and fed the cows in the barn, fed the pigs, the horses
and the chickens. Every moment of every day, as a
young girl, was spent feeding something.

Then she married Jake Grimes and he had to
be fed. She was a slight thing, and when she had been
married for three or four years, and after the two
children were born, her slender shoulders became
stooped.

Jake always had a lot of big dogs around the
house, that stood near the unused sawmill near the
creek. He was always trading horses when he wasn’t
stealing something and had a lot of poor bony ones
about. Also he kept three or four pigs and a cow.
They were all pastured in the few acres left of the
Grimes place and Jake did little enough work.

He went into debt for a threshing outfit and
ran it for several years, but it did not pay. People did
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not trust him. They were afraid he would steal the
grain at night. He had to go a long way off to get
work and it cost too much to get there. In the Win-
ter he hunted and cut a little firewood, to be sold in
some nearby town. When the son grew up he was
just like the father. They got drunk together. If
there wasn’t anything to eat in the house when they
came home the old man gave his old woman a cut
over the head. She had a few chickens of her own
and had to kill one of them in a hurry. When they
were all killed she wouldn’t have any eggs to sell
when she went to town, and then what would she do?

She had to scheme all her life about getting
things fed, getting the pigs fed so they would grow
fat and could be butchered in the Fall. When they
were butchered her husband took most of the meat
off to town and sold it. If he did not do it first the
boy did. They fought sometimes and when they
fought the old woman stood aside trembling.

She had got the habit of silence anyway—that
was fixed. Sometimes, when she began to look old—
she wasn’t forty yet—and when the husband and son
were both off, trading horses or drinking or hunting
or stealing, she went around the house and the barn-
yard muttering to herself.

How was she going to get everything fed?—that
was her problem. The dogs had to be fed. There
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