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EIGHT
DECADES

1867

I am ten years old, and I can read. There does not seem
to be anything remarkable about this circumstance, seeing
that most little girls of ten have been reading since they
were seven; but it was not so with me. Three years of in-
tensive teaching have conquered the sluggish mind that
could not be brought to see any connection between the
casual and meaningless things called letters and all the
sweetness and delight that lay between the covers of
books. '

And my nursery was rich in sweetness and delight. A
big old-fashioned bookcase crammed with volumes — the
best of them having been left behind by my half-brothers
when they took their flight from home. ‘The Arabian
Nights’ with double columns of print, and those ‘small,
square agitating cuts’ so dear to Henley’s heart. ‘Popular
Tales from the Norse” — wild reading that — and ‘Robin-
son Crusoe’ with many woodcuts, and ‘Sandford and
Merton.” Then came my own treasures; Miss Edgeworth’s
stories which I loved, and Miss Strickland’s ‘Tales from
History,” which I loved better still, and Hans Andersen’s
fairy tales, and ‘Undine,” and ‘Sintram,” and Tieck’s
‘Elves,” and ‘Paul and Virginia,” and ‘The Nutecracker of
Nuremberg,” and two sedate volumes of verse entitled
‘The Schoolgirl’s Garland.’
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This bookcase held all that was lovely to me in life, and
when an edict, wise, harsh, and menacing, closed its doors,
I was left, a wretched little Peri, standing tear-drenched
in an arid wilderness. My mother, pardonably tired of the
long years wasted on the first steps in the education of a
child who she knew was not a fool, gave strict orders that
no one should read me a line. The world of reality closed
in upon me, and what did the world of reality mean in
1867 to a little girl whose days were uniformly uneventful?

'A walk in the dull city streets, a skipping rope on my own

pavement, and a patchwork quilt which I was well aware
would never reach fulfilment. Amid these depressing sur-
roundings I spent a few days of blank despair. Then I
sized up the situation, surrendered at discretion, and
quickly, though not easily, learned to read.

And because I was so late learning, I brought a ten-
year-old mind to bear upon all I read. Ten is a wonderful
age. So, too, is twelve, and possibly fifty; but there is a
good deal of wasted time between. The first book I read
when I realized that all print was open — though not
necessarily intelligible — to me was Hayward’s transla-
tion of ‘Faust.” This was no nursery product, and I raided
my mother’s shelves in the library to secure it, being moved
thereto by pure childish curiosity. A blessed custom of
my infancy ordained that every living-room should be
dominated by a good-sized centre table, and that on this
centre table should repose those ponderous illustrated
volumes for which our parents spent vast sums of money,
and which we children were never tired of examining. The
most attractive and the most bewildering book on my own
table was Retzsch’s ‘Outlines of “Faust,”” ‘Fridolin,” and
‘The Song of the Bell.” The text was in German. My
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mother told me the story of ‘Fridolin’ (it is the kind of
story which is sure to be told to little girls); and ‘The
Song of the Bell’ is so transparently simple that even my
limited intelligence could grasp its significance. But
‘Faust’ is of a different order, and in the second part of
that deathless, but not facile, poem Retzsch let himself
go as far as mortal man has dared. Hayward’s translation
stopped short with the first part, and I was left to recon-
struct the second, with such help as the ‘Outlines’ could
give me — a big job for a child of ten. It took me a long
time to get it settled, not satisfactorily, but in working
order. Twenty years later I read Goethe’s version. It
seemed to me to lack coherence and continuity. My own
painstaking interpretation remained firmly fixed in my
memory.

In this year of grace, 19387, juvenile literature comes
tumbling from the press as inexhaustibly as detective fic-
tion. Consequently children, so I am told, read a book once
as we read a detective story once (if at all), and turn natu-
rally to something new. But of what earthly good or pleas-
ure is a book which is read only once? It islike an acquaint-
ance whom one never meets again, or a picture never seen
a second time. In those joyous months which followed my
conquest of print (‘Bress de Lawd I’se free!’) I read the
books I loved best over and over again. A new one had
crept in during my period of banishment. It was called
‘The Young Crusaders,” and was a tale of the Children’s
Crusade. I read it from the first word to the last in a
passion of pity and pain. When I had finished, I gave a
long sigh, turned back to the beginning, and started anew
upon its absorbing pages. Thank God I have been able
to do the same thing in my old age, notably with Robert
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Nathan’s ‘Road of Ages,” which I re-read instantly while
its delicate loveliness was fresh in my mind and heart.

Until I had mastered print, my memory was abnormally
retentive. There was nothing to disturb its hold. My
mother taught me viva voce a quantity of English verse,
sometimes simple as befitted my intelligence, sometimes
meaningless, but none the less pleasant to the ear. I regret
to say that I was permitted and encouraged to repeat these
poems to visitors. Why they ever returned to the house
I cannot imagine. Perhaps they never did.

One experience, however, remains etched clearly in my
memory. A year or so before my tenth birthday, and while
I was still steeped — not in ignorance, I protest, but in
illiteracy — I was taken to Baltimore, and was privileged
to recite ‘The Guerillas’ before its distinguished author,
Severn Teackle Wallis. This gentleman was then at the
height of his popularity, having been imprisoned fourteen
months for inflammatory language anent the Federal Gov-
ernment. He was destined, like many another malcontent,
to become an acquiescent citizen, and also a brilliant
leader of the Maryland Bar; but when I was eight his
great abilities had yet to be recognized. He was a rebel
poet, the delight of rebel hearts. Therefore I stood upon
a chair — having the shortness incidental to my years —
and one of my grown-up cousins smoothed down my little
skirt, and whispered impressively: ‘Now do your very best.
This is the chance of your life to distinguish yourself.’
I wonder if ‘The Guerillas’ exists anywhere today, save
in my faithful memory. I wonder what Mr. Wallis thought
of his lurid lines, falling from my infant lips. I wonder if
their luridness was ever before so apparent to his intelli-
gence.
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And now with my tenth birthday safely past, and the
conquest of print safely accomplished, I am going to be
sent to boarding school. My mother, reasonably weary of
my education, has resolved that it shall be continued as
far as possible from her jurisdiction. She knows what de-
pressing items of information it will include. Perhaps she
sees in the offing those little imps called numerals, as dif-
ficult to master as letters, and leading up to nothing but
sums, which are an inadequate compensation. With a
sigh of relief she is shipping me off to join the hitherto
unknown ranks of childhood, to make war, without being
aware that I was making war, against my elders, to bear
my part in ‘the losing battle against arithmetic, good
manners, and polite conversation.’

My own sentiments in the matter are of no interest or
concern to anybody. In those serene days adults would
have as soon thought of consulting a kitten as of consult-
ing a child when the disposal of either was under consider-
ation. If the kitten or the child were a normal product
of its time, it acquiesced inevitably, and the current of
its little life was changed. Mine was to be changed be-
yond recognition or recall. Solitude and story books were
about to slide into a dim past. Little girls brimming over
with a superfluity of energy would absorb my simplified
emotions. To some of them my heart would go out in
quick recognition of companionship. A few of them were
destined (the Saints be praised!) to be my friends for life.
All of them were to seem of infinitely more consequence
to me than the immortal children I had left behind between
the covers of books. If ever a ten-year-old was fitted for
a communal life, I was that happy child.

And what about my education, which was after all the
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reason, or the excuse, for sending me from home? What
did the word imply seventy years ago? In my case a
fairly fluent knowledge of French, unloved, but inescap-
able because universal pressure bore down all resistance.
Snippets of history without continuity or the grace of
understanding. Arithmetic — well, the average guinea-
pig would have learned as much of that medley as I did.
And finally, some years later, when I was halfway to an-
other decade, and had begun to understand the possible
pleasures of study, the humorous gods, who had neglected
but not forsaken me, sent to my aid the most fantastic
Latin master who ever jerked a pupil along the paths of
learning. I never saw a Latin grammar, that sure and
strong foundation. I never read Caesar’s ‘Commentaries,’
about which I had a good deal of curiosity. In their place
I was sent frisking along with Ovid’s ‘Metamorphoses’
(a modified version), a dictionary, and a teacher whose
pleasure in what he taught far exceeded his interest in the
schoolgirl he was teaching.

To put the ‘Metamorphoses’ into French prose was my
daily task. It was stiff work, and never done well enough
to merit commendation. My teacher would wrinkle his
brows over my neat pages and bald statements, shorn of
every grace of diction. ‘You have made it sound improb-
able,” he said once discontentedly. '

‘But it was improbable,” I replied, clinging to what I
felt was security.

He looked at me, and then out of the window at the vast
sky overhead. He shrugged his shoulders gently. ‘Not
to Ovid,’ he said.

Great is my debt to that remarkable man, for midway
in the first winter he promised me that I should read
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Horace the following year. Moreover he pledged his word
that no French should enter into the transaction; and by
way of sealing the bargain he gave me (being, as I have
said, unlike any other teacher in the world) a really beauti-
ful edition of the poet. In those days all schoolbooks were
as repulsive as publishers could make them. Their ap-
pearance went a long way in discouraging any intimacy
with their contents. The costliness of my Horace suggested
to me the propriety of covering it with paper muslin, a
glazed and rattling substance much used for such fell
purposes. This thrifty proposal was imperatively vetoed.
The book, I was told, was to be looked at this year, read
next year, and loved all my life.

‘Suppose I don’t love it?’ I asked destructively.

There was no reply. A glance at the elderly gentleman
sitting on the other side of the table told me plainly what
he bad in his mind; but as he was a highly paid master
in a highly respectable school, he forbore to give it utter-
ance.

1877

I aM twenty years old, and I have begun to write. It is
the only thing in the world that I can do, and the urge is
strong. Naturally I have nothing to say, but I have spent
ten years in learning to say that nothing tolerably well.
Every sentence is a matter of supreme importance to me.
I need hardly confess that I am writing stories — stories
for children, stories for adults. They get themselves pub-
lished somewhere, somehow, and bring in a little money.
Otherwise they would have no excuse for being; a depress-
ing circumstance of which I am well aware. Then one day
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— an important day for me — I meet Father Hecker,
founder of the Paulist order, and am taken by him around
the great Paulist Church in New York. He is old, schol-
arly, and profoundly democratic, as the word was then
understood. When we emerge from the church he asks
me suddenly and disconcertingly: ‘Why do you write
fiction?’

I stare at him aghast. I don’t know why. Perhaps it
has never occurred to me that I had a choice.

“You are not equipped for it,” he continues. ‘You have
no knowledge of life and no power of observation. Of
course you are too young to have any knowledge of life’
(and me twenty!); ‘but you are not too young to have
some power of observation, and you give no indication of
it. Your stories are unconscious reflections of books you
have read. You are essentially a bookish person, and you
must travel along your appointed path if you are going to
get anywhere.’

‘But what,” I ask bewildered, ‘am I to write?’

‘Essays,’ is the brief reply.

‘I don’t know how,’ I admit, startled into humility, and
forgetting that there had been such things as compositions
at school.

Father Hecker ponders for 2 moment. “Who is your
favourite author?’ he asks.

‘Ruskin,’ I answer promptly. Seven out of ten ‘bookish’
young women would have made the same reply in 1877.

‘Then write me an essay on Ruskin’ (my companion had
founded that admirable church monthly, The Catholic
World) ‘and I will see that it is published.’

So was I set on the right track, a track I was destined
to tread painstakingly for a half century.
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In my long life I have had but two words of valuable
advice, and I have reason to be grateful for both of them.
The first was Father Hecker’s; the second came some years
later when I was in New York helping Augustus Thomas
and Francis Wilson to defend the stage child — a pam-
pered and protected infant — from the assaults of Miss
Jane Addams, who was striving with all her might to elim-
inate it. Perhaps this is the place to acknowledge my debt
of gratitude to New York, for its friendly welcome when
I was young and struggling, for its generous recognition
of my long years of labour. I could not have kept upon
the road if I had lacked this keen and kind incentive.

The theatre in which we were going to speak was a large
one. I glanced at it despairingly. ‘I shall never be heard,
never!’ I said. The chairman was about to murmur some
encouraging fatuity when Augustus Thomas cut him short :
‘Look after your consonants,’ he said authoritatively; ‘and
your vowels will look after themselves.’

How simple are the great truths of life! Since that day
long past I have been ever mindful of my consonants,
and I have been heard.

One more incident of this eventful afternoon I take
pleasure in recalling. The luncheon which was to follow
the speeches was delayed. I was starving and said so.
Francis Wilson, always sympathetic and benevolent, vol-
unteered to forage, slipped into the dining-room, and
brought me out a roll, a large and life-giving roll which T
was glad to eat. When we went in to luncheon I perceived
that he had discovered my place at table, removed my
own roll, given it to me as an offering from the gods, and
left me breadless and bereft. Moreover, being my next-
door neighbour, and knowing my predatory instincts, he




