
  

  

  

  



  Childhood


  - - - - - - - - - - - - -


  The year is 1905. Teddy Roosevelt is the U.S. president and the Russo–Japanese War is on. More fundamentally, there is a major shift underway, affecting time and motion. Twenty-six-year-old Albert Einstein has just published the theory of relativity, and Orville and Wilbur Wright have introduced machines that fly. Trains are faster and cleaner, and—along with trolleys and subways—lines and service areas are being extended farther. More than 25,000 personal automobiles are tootling around at “breakneck” speed. The New York Tribune buys its first typewriter and wireless telegraphy links the United States and Europe. The world is opening up and getting smaller. The pace of life is ratcheting up a notch, inventions are in the air, risk-takers are on the move, and over all is a sense that “anything is possible.”


  James H. Dickinson, former newspaperman with the Westfield Massachusetts, Valley Echo, and his wife, Florence Stewart Dickinson, have this year traveled two hundred miles from their home and relatives in Huntington, Massachusetts, to make good on a dream. James, a wiry five feet eight inches, with blue eyes and blond, wavy hair, wears glasses and dresses fastidiously in tie and jacket. Florence, tidy and handsome, has brown hair and eyes. They arrive in Bridgewater, Massachusetts, a typical midsize New England town between Boston and Cape Cod, where they have recently bought the weekly Bridgewater Independent. James, owner and editor, and Florence—typesetter, advertising salesperson, copy editor, and reporter—have two daughters: infant Alice Eldora (named after her maternal Aunt Alice) and two-year-old Sarah Louise (after her paternal grandmother, Sarah Bullock).


  As Louise described in Innocence under the Elms, the wonderfully reminiscent and readable account of her childhood, the Dickinsons did not fit neatly into the tight social structure of their new hometown. In a time when people in small New England communities “stayed put,” they were “from away.” Instead of immediately buying a home and improving its yard, as expected, the Dickinsons opted to proceed from one rented house to another, moving along as owners died off or sold.


  In addition, due to the financial constraints of buying and running a small business, and their insistence on living within their means, most of the Dickinsons’ rentals were in poor to terrible condition. Thus, even though they came from solidly middle-class ancestry (founders of the towns of South Hadley and Northfield, Massachusetts), in Bridgewater they were members of the “genteel poor.” In her memoir, Louise created the impression that her family was unique in this regard, but they probably were in very good company. The reason they lived in big, old homes (which, though unmodernized, sometimes had such classic, elegant features as dumbwaiters and fine cabinetry details) was that the owners probably also were in need of downsizing. For the first five years the Dickinsons lived in Bridgewater, the entire U.S. economy was in crisis. Foreign turmoil and domestic disasters, such as the San Francisco earthquake of 1906, drained the U.S. treasury. In 1908, many banks closed, and by 1920 the average worker earned less than $ 15 for a fifty-five-to-sixty-hour work week. Most people had vegetable gardens (Louise and Alice were adept child gardeners), and even though thousands had flocked to major cities, America remained primarily a rural society. So living in rented homes, growing one’s own vegetables, and counting pennies would not have been particularly suspect. The Bridgewater of Louise and Alice’s childhood did not have the stigma of a “poor section.” In fact, they loved the adventure of acquiring new rooms, neighbors, and backyards. These changes served as touchstones for developing keen curiosity, creativity, and vivid imaginations. The girls learned to live without electricity or bathrooms; they learned to haul wood and coal, clean the woodshed and henhouse, read by kerosene lamps, and wash in tin tubs. Louise wrote: “We lived almost primitively in a time and place that was not primitive and not geared to primitive living.”


  On the other hand, as intellectual blue bloods (relatives included Cyrus Field, transatlantic cable genius, as well as the eccentric poet Emily Dickinson), the family went against the grain. “In a time and place where the line separating the sheep from the goats was identical with the impassable chasm between good, reputable Republicans and riffraffish, disreputable Democrats,” James Dickinson was a Democrat “and ran a Democratic newspaper, a fact that curtailed appreciably his circulation.” It was the family’s intellectual rigor and blunt honesty, its self-sufficiency and shyness, that removed it from the general fray.


  James and Florence’s political incorrectness and peripatetic lifestyle could have marginalized them within the community had it not been for the fact that these oddities were very much offset by strong Christian virtues and affiliations. Both parents abstained from drink and idleness, living their lives (and expecting that their daughters would do likewise) with decorum, discipline, and integrity—a quiet, self-contained family. On the matter of religion, the family came by its upstanding genes honestly Louise’s paternal grandfather, a Yale graduate, “bee-keeper, observer of the stars, student of Greek and many other ... unworldly things,” was a much-respected Congregational minister. “In his home it was as natural as breathing to start each day in communion with God.” Her maternal grandfather Stewart, “a wheelwright and politician,” was a Congregational deacon, “when being a deacon was an important seven-day-a-week job.” Louise claimed that he was such a “martinet,” or strict disciplinarian, that the church probably appointed him to the position because “they knew if he couldn’t be a deacon, he wouldn’t play at all. He brought the full weight of his not inconsiderable personality and powers to bear upon the problem, ran the church with an iron hand, and decreed family prayers in his own bailiwick... banned all Sunday papers and would allow only absolutely imperative work to be done on the Sabbath.” One of the first things James and Florence did upon settling in Bridgewater was to become fully ensconced in the Central Square Congregational Church and its activities.


  Louise and Alice lived out their pious, frugal, disciplined heritage in a number of ways. Every breakfast, James read the Bible (Louise related that he got through all of it and started over again while she was still living at home), and the family then repeated the Lord’s Prayer. Both habits were “not common practice then, no matter what it may have been at an earlier period.” They also went to church and then to Sunday School every week. In addition to living in rented homes, the family ate a chicken every Sunday dinner (and Christmas and Thanksgiving) culled from the hens they raised. Practical gifts were the norm (although Aunt Julia Dickinson broke the mold with lavish, bountiful Christmas presents). Louise always received handmade outfits of the most understated material possible so they would not look particularly obvious when Alice wore them a year or two later.


  As for discipline, Louise wrote that because of the newspaper’s demands on their parents’ time and minds, it was tacitly expected that she and Alice would not be sick Monday through Thursday—especially Thursday when the paper went to press. By then, she pointed out, it was the end of the school week, their mother had time off, and they all had the weekend before them. Consequently, the girls learned to live with all sorts of minor ailments that eventually went away of their own accord. They were required to be sturdy and to stay within certain boundaries (not stray too far from their house or prescribed behavior). When they crossed the line, Florence first gave them a “good talking to,” then resorted to the dreaded “Black Stick,” a thin bamboo cane strung between the wires holding up the kitchen mirror. This stick traveled with them from house to house and was a powerful disciplinarian. It may have been something Florence, the oldest of eight children, remembered from her childhood. Louise recalled: “It wasn’t because applications of The Black Stick hurt so much. All our mother ever did with it was switch our legs a few times. And yet just the threat of [it] reduced us to abject whimpers. I guess it was a case of good old applied psychology, in a day when even the term was unknown. Recourse to The Black Stick was The End. When we’d been that bad, we’d put ourselves outside the pale, and what was more, we knew it. I guess that knowledge was the real burden of our penalty. Our own black hearts were punishing us.”


  Despite their stern discipline, James and Florence also served as role models for departing sharply from some traditions. For one, they had left the family fold. On top of that, they had some “downright lax” attitudes—in comparison to their own upbringings—such as allowing Louise and Alice to play with dolls and read books on Sunday. And they always had a Sunday paper. James “claimed he needed it in his business; and anyhow, most of the work involved in its publication had been done on Saturday. If you had to skip a paper on the grounds of Sabbath breaking, he said, the one to skip was the Monday morning edition. So Alice and I were very familiar with the doings of Billy the Boy Artist, the Katzenjammer Kids, and Hairbreadth Harry and the Beautiful Belinda.”


  The inexorability of getting out the paper not only gave the family a focus and sense of purpose, but it also served as a counterpoint to the transitory aspects of their lives. The Bridgewater Independent was almost a presence—rather like a fascinating but highly demanding relative who requires chunks of intensely focused ministrations followed by moments of reprieve. This relative, however, nurtured in Louise the characteristics necessary to become a successful writer. The job of working with words, of transforming events and ideas into print, was something she knew intimately. In addition, house-hopping developed her imagination, as well as tolerance for and keen observation of new places and people. And her immediate and extended family provided the template for diligence, self­sufficiency, and discipline.


  Louise’s immediate family also provided the source of her very best childhood friend—her sister, Alice. The duo was inseparable. They were born exactly two years apart, on June 14, and for years assumed all siblings had identical birthdays. They also had the delusion that their particular birthday was celebrated with flags waving all over town. Eventually they learned, to their chagrin, that the display was actually in honor of Flag Day.


  Louise described Alice as her “second self. Everybody always spoke of us, and probably thought of us, as linked—the Dickinson sisters, or Louisenalice Dickinson.” They looked, thought, sounded, and dressed alike (Louise’s color was pink and Alice’s blue: “We hated pink and blue!”) and were a year apart in school because Alice skipped second grade. (Alice’s report cards were always “monotonously” all As, whereas Louise sometimes received a C in arithmetic.) But Alice made up for this brilliance by staunchly supporting Louise when her big sister was held responsible for their generally harmless and childish escapades.


  The girls were both shy and sensitive, and their strategic defense was to make a pact that they would not cry, if at all possible, in public. “Perhaps one of the reasons she and I made such a Thing of never crying was that normally we cried very easily. We had tender hearts where others were concerned and were self-conscious enough to be easily hurt on our own accounts.” Louise was so shy that she nearly fainted one day when introduced to a stranger. Thereafter, in Emily Dickinsonesque fashion, she tried to hide when someone new arrived.


  On top of that Louise recounted, “We were the worst cases of retarded development as far as maturing emotionally went that I have ever heard of. Sex wasn’t a closed book to us. It just wasn’t, period. We’d never even glimpsed the cover of the book. Boys to us were simply more fortunate children who were allowed for some reason we couldn’t fathom to wear sensible clothes which gave them an unfair advantage in climbing trees or leaping brooks.” This became a point of contention, because both girls developed such a love affair with nature and collected so many treasures for future identification that Florence capitulated and sewed secret pockets (a female fashion taboo) into her daughters’ frocks. Their scientific curiosity extended to wild berries and plants that they munched with abandon (luckily avoiding a poisonous demise)!


  They even managed to survive one episode when they tried to succumb. Louise and Alice were in the sixth and fifth grades, respectively, when rather than attend a party in which the new kissing game Post Office would be played, they decided to get sick. It had to be a real sickness, since pretense wouldn’t wash with their mother. Consequently, they over­compensated by gorging on green apples and grapes, rubbing poison ivy all over themselves, and drinking pints of salt water. After spending a week in bed with fevers, vomiting, itching, and diarrhea, they both agreed: “The reward was worth the sacrifice. That’s how unsociable we were.”


  Louise and Alice gathered their solace, strength, and pleasure from books, nature, and the company of each other and the family. Each year, Florence took the girls to the Stewart cottage on Lake Whitehall in Woodville, Massachusetts. Here the girls saw their mother in a new light: a relaxed, giggling Stewart girl. Surrounded by aunts and uncles, grandparents and cousins, they swam, fished, reveled in nature, and contemplated the immensity of the universe. Before Louise and Alice reached their teens, James bought the Advertiser, the Independent’s competitor, which kept Florence from leaving for a vacation. Shortly thereafter, the Stewarts sold the cottage. But its lessons and pleasures had already become embedded.


  While Louise and Alice struggled with the social complexities of party-going and loss of the family lakeside retreat, the world went to war. Louise, in keeping with the upbeat tenor of her books, did not mention World War I, the economic crises before and after, or much of anything outside the Bridgewater area. Her book was aptly named Innocence under the Elms because it looked at childhood through the eyes of youth. That was her genius: the ability to put herself squarely and empathetically in the shoes of specific people at a particular time and place. What was important to thirteen-year-old Louise in 1916, and what she described, was her first job (substitute librarian), where she discovered there could be more than the classroom’s prescribed view on various subjects; her mother’s first absence from home (due to a mastoid operation), when she learned the responsibility of running a household; and her heightened awareness (upon looking at the summer stars) of the insignificance of humanity against the grandeur of the universe. As the book ended, she was, in other words, growing up.


  

  

  

  



  Adolescence


  - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -


  The year is now 1920. A white clapboard house, surrounded by lilacs, sits on the right corner lot of a quiet, dead-end street. Nine other two­storied homes face each other from behind tidy front lawns. A little dirt path leads into a grove of trees and a tangle of shrubs. Similar streets bracket this one: a small, residential maze. Tucked in the midst of this modestly gracious, tree-lined neighborhood, the house, at 83 Dean Street in Bridgewater is an easy five-minute walk from the town common and its encircling shops, churches, town hall, brick library, and tall, white­clapboard high school. The streets, shops, and factories in town suddenly begin filling with men returning from war. Families are trying to return to “normal,” but the world, and consequently the meaning of the word itself, has changed. And continues to change rapidly. It seems there is no turning back. The war has turned out to be a sort of fault line. The resulting friction creates upheavals that dramatically change the accustomed cultural landscape. Like social tectonic plates, the waning Victorian era rubs and buckles against the encroaching “roaring twenties.”


  The unremitting tectonic action of opposing, almost ironic, forces is everywhere apparent. Survivors of war return home only to be killed off, along with 5.5 percent of the 100 million U.S. population, by the Spanish influenza pandemic. Prohibition has just been signed into law, but speakeasies and hard liquor abound. D. H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover is available on the bookstands, along with A. A. Milne’s Winnie the Pooh. The music of Irving Berlin and Debussy vies with atonal pieces and jazz, impressionism meets abstract expressionism. The Nineteenth Amendment gives women the right to vote as scores are fired from “male” wartime jobs and sent home. Both Hitler and Gandhi are current headliners. Overlaid on all this, short-wave radio and sound films are about to alter the way people communicate and perceive their world, themselves, and each other.


  It is all very confusing, liberating, and overwhelming to a stoic populace that has held its collective breath for four years. It is a time for exploring inner and outer worlds: Astronomers see the form of the Milky Way for the first time; other scientists expound on psychology and the inner workings of the mind. Some decide it’s time to play: The American Football Association is formed, waterskiing is invented, table tennis enjoys a revival, and families head off in droves to newly constructed “motor inns” in cars that now have an adequate supply of gasoline.


  Closer to home, Louise at seventeen was also living on a fault line—the one commonly known as adolescence. She was becoming more aware of the larger world and described in Innocence Under the Elms, her father’s reaction to a series of events that occurred during the months before her high-school graduation. It says much about her inheritance of intellectual rigor, integrity, and individuality.


  
    Our father felt justified in tearing his whole front page to pieces on the December day when there was an attempted holdup of the L. Q. White Shoe Factory payroll, down on Hale Street, just below where we lived. . . . Violence really is a serious and shocking thing to the peaceful and peace-loving, and our father wrote an editorial to that effect. About four months later the forces of evil struck again in a town not far north of us, and this time the pay­master was killed. Two or three weeks later arrests were made, and again our father happily ... dug out his seldom-used banner type, and blazoned the tidings to the world. There was at this point no doubt in his or anybody else’s mind as to the guilt of the prisoners.


    But as time went on and hearing after hearing was held, the Independent—which was our father—began to be less certain. There were discrepancies in testimony which he thought needed to be explained a little more convincingly, and he wrote editorials saying as much. This attitude was considered a little peculiar in face of the overwhelming popular certainty of guilt, but nobody was very much surprised that our father took it. He was known to have peculiar ideas. He was probably the only respectable person in town to vote against both local and national Prohibition, although he’d rather have died The Death, than allow a drop of alcohol to pass his lips. He was convinced that what a man ate and drank was his own business, and that any attempt at regulation was an infringement on his rights.


    In this case of the holdup men, he honestly thought they were being given a raw deal. “They’re not on trial for their politics,” our father stated mildly. “They’re on trial for a murder that I for one don’t believe they committed. The time has passed in this world when a man can be executed for his political beliefs.” Oh, my poor, innocent father! But then, he was living in an innocent era.


    The years dragged on, and everybody became bored with the case of the anarchists who had killed the paymaster, except my father. Alice and I went into the Office one morning to find our father seated at his desk, doing nothing. This in itself was unusual enough so that we asked what was the matter. He turned a stricken face to us. “We’ve finally murdered them. I never thought, after keeping them penned up like cattle all these years. . . .”


    “Who?” we asked timidly.


    “Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti.” He gave them their full names in a kind of solemn requiem. “We shouldn’t have done that. We didn’t have the right—” his voice died sadly.


    I don’t remember ever hearing him mention them again, but he never forgot. It hurt him more deeply than it’s easy to realize, that the men whom he believed—whether rightly or not I can’t say—to be innocent should have been done to death by a system he endorsed. I wish I was as capable of single-minded devotion to an ideal as my father was. But at least I have an example that I can try to follow.

  


  Five months after the paymaster murder, on September 15, 1920, James and Florence Dickinson’s firstborn embarked on a new stage in her life. Sarah Louise entered Bridgewater State Teachers’ College—what townspeople called the Normal School. She joined a class of forty-eight students, almost exclusively female, along with neighborhood friends Enid Buzzell and Ruth Hunt. Ruth—tall, gorgeous, and brilliant—had unorthodox views on female sexuality. Enid (“Buzz”) had the spirit of an explorer. She would, as the school yearbook, the Normal Offering, boasted, “make possible the reflected glory of the whole class by biking from coast to coast in the summer of 1922.” But it was Louise (“Dicky”) who would lead the pack and become a real force on campus.


  The 1921/22 Normal Offering shows Louise, a clone of her sophomore classmates, in a flowing white dress with ruffled collar and three-quarter­length sleeves, both edged in lace. Her hair hangs just to the ears, curled at the sides and pulled back, exposing a high forehead and straightforward expression behind glasses. Her byline reveals active involvement in school life: Library and French Clubs in 1920/21, and membership in Alpha Gamma Phi sorority. The next year she was assistant editor of the yearbook and active in the Dramatic Club, the Tennis Club, and O.I.C. (Out and In Club, a social and athletic organization).


  By 1922/23, Louise was president of the Dramatic Club and editor in chief of the yearbook (with Alice serving as assistant editor). The two sisters posed dead center in the editorial-board photo. Nearly everyone was wearing a sweater, plaid skirt, and white blouse with a rounded Peter Pan collar from which fell a thin, dark, bowed ribbon. But that year, amid the sea of sameness, of upswept hairdos and clear foreheads, Louise and Alice Dickinson sat, demure mavericks. Only they sported the new “Dutch boy” bob: straight hair cut to the ears, plus bangs (a daring statement in those days). In addition to all these activities, and perhaps most significant, Louise served as president of her class for three years straight.


  Louise’s teacher training consisted of spending thirteen weeks during the fall of 1922 at the teacher-training school within the college, where she practiced “writing lesson plans, learning rote songs, making reading and arithmetic charts, and working out projects.” Then, during the winter semester, the students dispersed to nearby schools to try their wings as student teachers. In addition to this heavy workload, her responsibilities as class president and editor of the yearbook, Louise was also doing some writing. The 1922 Normal Offering featured the first published pieces by S. Louise Dickinson:


  
    The Lure of the South Seas


    
      Through all my life I’ve never been


      Beyond these bleak New England skies.


      I’ve never heard the boom of surf


      On coral reefs; nor watched the rise


      Of mellow tropic moon; nor seen


      Slender and black against the rose


      Of South Sea sunrise, graceful palms;


      Nor, when the raging typhoon blows,


      Trembled with high, ecstatic joy.


      Yet oft when in the silent night


      I see the march of distant stars


      Before the moon, serene and white,


      And see the Dipper’s stately wheel


      Above the black waves heave and toss


      Around the steady, blue Pole Star,


      I’m homesick for the Southern Cross.

    

  


  
    Appreciation


    
      These are the things I like about the night,—


      That bring a throbbing ache into my throat:


      The high white splendor of the autumn moon,


      The thrill of whip-poor-will’s recurring note,


      The road, agleam between the shadowy trees,


      Or mottled with the restless black and white,


      And over all, a brooding mystery.


      These are the things I like about the night.

    

  


  And then one that seems almost prescient:


  
    Swamp Maple


    
      Upon my wooded hillside all is still


      Save when some bird, sending his plaintive call,


      Flits through the branches, or last autumn’s leaves,


      Weathered and browned and seared, stir; that is all.


      But ah! I know that life starts now anew,


      For in the swamp, amidst the green-black pines


      I see the maples’ scarlet haze, just touched


      With golden rays and dulled by shadow lines,


      As April’s setting sun sends through the trees


      That top my rocky crest, its slanting ray


      And kindles all the glory of the red


      Against the dark pines and the forest grey.

    

  


  Apparently, most of the students in Louise’s class left at the end of their third year (1923). “When we united in the spring,” notes the 1923/24 Normal Offering, “there were but a few weeks of jolly companionship before graduation, when the majority of our class left to take up work in schoolrooms of their own. On September 12, 1923, but thirteen of the original forty-eight started on the last quarter of the journey, hence we were eager to welcome two new members.”


  Louise, Enid Buzzell, and Ruth Hunt (now class president) were still together, and one of the new students, Hester Rich, soon joined their threesome. Hester’s recollections from this time period forward are invaluable. She and Louise are from the same era, and they were kindred spirits and dearest friends for the rest of Louise’s life.


  Hester greeted me for our first interview dressed in a white oxford­cloth shirt and denim skirt. Her short gray hair reveals a high forehead. She looks, acts, and thinks decades younger than her ninety-plus years. Her narrative is punctuated with a wonderfully expressive laugh. She looks right at you, instantly assessing if you’re “with her”; then, eyes twinkling, the laugh starts in her chest, bubbles up to a grin, and one chuckle/hoot emerges. She clearly enjoys the memories of her “antics” with Louise and has great respect for the character and talents of her best friend. We are getting very close to Louise when we listen to Hester:


  
    I first met Louise in 1923. I had been, a year and a fraction after the death of my father, at Framingham State College. Because a friend of mine was going to Bridgewater State, I made a deal with the school to give me a bachelor’s degree if I did two years’ work in one.


    Louise was a year older than I and a year ahead of me, but because of the conditions I mentioned I entered as a senior, skipping my junior year. She at that time had two fast friends. One was Enid Buzzell and one was Ruth Hunt. They were inseparable; they had been since kindergarten. Each was exceedingly brilliant, and by some luck I was included into this, and it became a very unusual and satisfying relationship. It sounds egotistical, but it’s absolutely accurate, that our records in school were among the highest.


    We paid no attention to anyone else. And because the work seemed easy, and we traveled in a pack, we did things that were sheer rebellious because we were bored. And we earned quite a reputation for that! Ruth Hunt was the daughter of the psychology professor at the school, a perfectly gorgeous girl. She had tendencies toward being a lesbian. But the other three of us weren’t interested in that. Neither were we interested in men, for some reason. We just had an awfully good time together. Alice was a year behind us and didn’t move with us. She was very sober, more a loner, a quiet person really who loved to study. Anyway, we apparently were attractive to other members of the school population. We got along with them and we got along with the teachers. But we broke rules.


    We did things like taking a history teacher, whom we liked enormously (she was a very good teacher, and we learned a lot from her)—taking her out canoeing before breakfast, quite a long distance on the Taunton River. This, of course, was forbidden. We’d brew coffee in tin cans, this sort of thing, and always managed to be just a little late for classes. This teacher always took the brunt; she never squealed. In these expeditions and the other things we managed to get ourselves into, it was Dicky and I who more or less paired together. She took me into her home and life, and I met her mother and father. Her mother particularly was very much like Dicky herself: a very able and very stout (and I mean this in the sense of strong, stouthearted) person. And her father was quiet, a substantial man in town.


    Dicky was very attractive. She always dressed well and looked very nice. And she had wonderful eyes: big, brown, and upsettingly penetrating. They looked right at you. Dicky, as a person, was one of the staunchest, most honest friends a person could have. She simply related in terms of her own confidence and ability and just made friends. People were attracted to her. And she could empathize with people. She had the quality of being able to put herself in the position of sensing someone else’s feelings very clearly and still go on with her own life. But at the same time, she’d convey to them her understanding and her complete support, which is really rare in a person. At least that’s what I felt to be true.


    Well, back at Bridgewater, toward the end of the 1924 school year I was told by the administration that they’d changed their mind about giving me a degree and letting me graduate. They didn’t want to set a precedent, that sort of thing. I was furious about it, just felt terribly let down. I was partially earning my way and this was very serious to me. Plus they’d broken a promise and didn’t tell me until the end of the year. They told me if I came back the following year I needn’t do anything. I could just take some gardening, play some cards, golf, sit around, or whatever. I was so cocky and so mad I said I’d have no part of it and told them I was leaving.


    Now just about this same time, Dicky was put on probation, or actually expelled from Bridgewater for smoking—which seemed absolutely asinine! So that meant two more of us, Dicky and myself, who weren’t going to graduate with our class that year. And to show just how cocky we were—there was a tradition that each year the graduating class would plant ivy at a certain spot on campus. And then they’d have an Ivy Day parade and speeches. Well, Dicky and I went in and planted poison ivy where they had planted the regular ivy. Then we just went into hysterics at the Ivy Day parade knowing it was poison ivy. So we fixed that one! This was the typical cockiness of us. I think people may have become contaminated, but they never knew who did it.


    And on the day of graduation, we went down on the baseball field which was right in front of the graduation exercises. Everyone showed up for the ceremony and as soon as it started, Dicky and I played tennis—back and forth, back and forth—and made as much noise as we possibly could. This was not behind everything, or to the side, mind you, but in full view. So we weren’t very popular!

  


  On the contrary. Bridgewater State Teachers’ College 1924 class superlatives found in the Normal Offering: Tallest: Ruth Hunt; Most Exclusive: Enid Buzzell; Most Popular: Louise Dickinson.


  
    
      And here’s to our Dicky, the friend of our youth,


      With a head full of genius, a heart full of truth,


      Who travell’d with us in the sunshine of life,


      And stood by our side in its peace and its strife.

    

  


  Records show Louise received a three-year diploma (not unusual at the time) dated June 16, 1924. It was now off to the real world....


  

  

  

  



  The Real World


  - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -


  In the fall of 1925, Louise, according to a 1942 interview in the Maine Sunday Telegram, took a teaching job in Lebanon, New Hampshire and during the following summer she and a fellow teacher took a trip to Europe. Then, as Hester puts it, “It was in New Hampshire, or somewhere along the line, that she met ‘this man.’” Prior to my interview with Hester (and Dinah), I visited Bridgewater and stopped at the town office in search of Louise’s marriage certificate. I was surprised to find one, dated November 24, 1926, between Sarah Louise Dickinson and a John Davis Bacon—not the name I had expected! Louise was twenty-three years old and Bacon thirty-one. Both bride and groom were listed as living at their childhood homes. Louise’s occupation was recorded as “teacher” and Bacon’s as “bond salesman.”


  Louise’s husband, son of John C. Bacon, a banker, and Elizabeth Davis, grew up in White River Junction, Vermont, a hop across the Connecticut River from Lebanon, in a house that had been in the family since 1891. John’s father had died at age forty-six, when John was only fourteen years old. A generally above-average student, John lived at home with his mother after completing his education. This should not necessarily be seen as lack of independence on his part, but rather what was expected at the time. Family members cared for widows and orphans and men provided for women. And the Bacons followed conventions. However, as Louise explained in Innocence under the Elms: “In a day when it was neither fashionable nor common for wives and mothers in good standing to work outside the home, our mother worked. Nobody else’s mother did, and we tried hard to convince ourselves that what she did was not really working, but just helping our father. For some reason, that made it seem a little less peculiar, and us a little less unlike other children. Our mother worked, all right, no matter how we chose to regard it.’


  Now, although Louise worked as well, she held a socially acceptable job for a woman “in good standing.” By marrying John Bacon, she was, consciously or not, attempting to be even “less unlike”—moving toward mainstream, even conservative, conventions. After their marriage, John’s mother went to live with them in Brattleboro, Vermont. The 1927 poll tax records show Louise at 10 Linden Street. From 1928 to 1930, Louise and John are both listed as living at 1 Williston Street.


  Hester recalls meeting John Bacon:


  
    My impression of Dicky’s husband is that he was rather much of a playboy. By that I mean, I don’t think he worked very hard at anything. A few months after she’d been married, Dicky invited us all [Enid, Ruth, Hester] to come visit. And I think we just overwhelmed the poor guy, and his mother, too! I mean, to have three of us land, as tremendous a power as we seemed to be, and take over, and Dicky too, in this little quiet town of Brattleboro, Vermont. But I don’t seem to remember anything more about him. I think I probably decided I wouldn’t like him, and I have a great capacity for forgetting people I don’t like.


    That same year, I was teaching high-school history—at age nineteen. The following [school] year, 1927, I took a position in Waltham [Massachusetts]. So summers I would be on Cape Cod and Dicky would come down. In the fall of 1928 or 1929, because I was going to Boston University on weekends, I do remember once meeting her at a Harvard football game with this guy, I think his name was Bacon. And then, after the game, they went to the Copley [Plaza Hotel] and to parties. It was that kind of life she was leading, and I don’t think she liked it. It wasn’t her style.

  


  It is interesting, in hindsight, to observe Louise trying to find her own “style.” There was an obvious tug between the legacy of her family’s “otherness” (rented homes/transient neighborhoods, working mother, intellectual rigor, teetotaling parents, contrary opinions) and her need/desire to fit in—a universal exercise, and one made more strenuous by the extent to which one believes one’s family diverges from some perceived golden mean. Louise started her college days looking identical to all the other young women and ended up going beyond approved limits. In reaction, the pendulum swung way back: small-town teacher/wife/daughter-in-law attending Ivy League football games, teas, and dinner dances. She was finding her way by trying things—by default, by discovery and reflection. And indeed, life with John Bacon, his mother, and high society went against the grain.


  On March 18, 1931, Louise filed for divorce, returned home to Bridgewater, and visited often with Hester in nearby Waltham:


  
    I don’t think it was a bitter divorce, they just weren’t on the same wavelength, intellectually or emotionally. I think it took Dik [Hester’s diminutive of Dicky] a while to rationalize this whole thing and calm herself down. It wasn’t that easy. But I don’t remember her ever complaining or talking about it. She was just happy to be with me. This was typical. If anything troubled her very deeply, she wasn’t known to verbalize about it. I could always tell by her quietness if something was wrong. She would work it out until she was confident in the line of action she was going to take. And then she took it. This was a thing I respected in her very much. I guess I tend to be the same way so I understood her and it was part of the good relationship that we had.

  


  The supportive space her dearest friend and her family provided allowed Louise to take stock of her life and make some formative decisions. Marriage to Bacon—and, by extension, to conventional society—proved a disappointment and loss of innocence. What to do next? By this time, she was twenty-eight years old. She had experienced the realities of work, marriage, and small-town life. She wanted more: culture, adventure, a challenge. She wanted to move ahead and try again. The pendulum swung back....


  Louise and Hester dreamed and schemed and decided they would both apply for teaching positions in or around New York City. Louise reasoned that she should finish her degree in order to strengthen her job prospects. This was, after all, in the midst of the Depression. On April 7, she reentered Bridgewater State Teachers’ College under the name of Mrs. Louise Dickinson Bacon. According to the registrar, she “carried a heavy program,” and received her full four-year degree on June 15, 1931. On July 1, her divorce was granted and she resumed her maiden name.


  Hester and Louise were successful in their job searches: “Dik found a good one in Bound Brook, New Jersey, and I got one in Mount Vernon, New York.” The Bound Brook Board of Education personnel files show that “Ms. Dickinson was approved for employment on June 9, 1931, as an 8th grade English teacher in the Washington Grammar School and was employed until June of 1933.” The Bound Brook Chronicle, a decade later, reported that Louise lived with a “Mrs. B. A. Copeland on Mountain Avenue. Her friends knew her as Dicky. To them she was outstanding for her unconventionality, her rather blunt manner, an interest in outdoor sports, a less than the average woman’s concern about clothes, though she was an inveterate knitter, and a not too enthusiastic attitude toward teaching.”


  Hester picks up the story:


  
    From 1930 to 1933 we were together practically every weekend. This was great fun because we thought going to New York City was just the living end. We would save $10 apiece each week. Then around behind the Astor Hotel, one of us would book a hotel room for all of $1.50. And it usually ended up that Enid and Ruth appeared from someplace. I don’t know whether they were teaching, or if Enid was married at this point, but they’d show up occasionally, and we’d all pile into this single room, scared to death we’d be found out! And on our $10, from Friday night until Sunday night, we did practically every theater show that came out. We did everything that anyone would ever want to do. Dik and I would take a map of New York City, and we’d block out the area we were interested in. And then we’d walk it. We literally walked everything from Brooklyn to the Connecticut boundary. And even though this was during the Depression, strangely, it was the healthiest time to be in New York. It was very open, people were generally kind, we learned a great deal, and nothing unfortunate happened to us.


    One Saturday morning we were walking along Amsterdam Avenue and we came to the photographer Alfred Stieglitz’s studio. I guess our noses were pressed against his window, and he asked us in and talked to us quite a lot. Then he said, “Would you like to come to tea next Saturday? Artists visit and my wife, Georgia O’Keeffe, will be here and perhaps you’d like to meet her?”


    Well, of course we were familiar with her work and said, “Oh yes! We’d like to do that!” So, we arrived the next Saturday and, 10 and behold, Georgia O’Keeffe was there, along with a number of prominent artists, and he introduced us to them all! I don’t know, but these things happened to us all the time. We were curious and just absorbed everything, and so we always had great fun together.


    Then, it was in 1933, I believe, when Alice went up to the area around Rangeley, Maine, liked it very much, and suggested that Louise come up. So she left here, on the Cape, sometime before the summer was out—say, August—and she went up to some camp to be with Alice. And, on a canoe trip, Ralph [Rich] was there and it was love at first sight. Dik just really never came out. She stayed from that point on. And through letters and telephone—I would hear from her frequently, maybe as much as every week—I pretty much knew what made her happy, the hardships, what was going on, and so forth.

  


  Actually, records show that in September 1933, Louise was in Bridgewater, at the Malden High School, teaching sophomore English (salary: $1,500). Why did she decide to leave New York? Perhaps the pendulum was swinging gently back, away from society and the city? At any rate, she was home, with a signed teaching contract. Her heart really wasn’t in it, though. That belonged elsewhere.


  

  

  



  Ralph


  - - - - - - - -


  Ralph Eugene Rich, born April 11, 1890, was the son of Isaac Baker Rich, Boston theater impresario (originally from Bucksport, Maine, and a long line of shipbuilders), and Pauline Van Babo Rich, born in Boston and daughter of Leopold Van Babo, a German chemist. From all accounts, he had a childhood reminiscent of the Plaza Hotel’s famous book character Eloise—living in hotels, eating room-service meals, and befriending hotel staff, guests, and theater people. Once, as the family story goes, young Ralph found a hotel storage room full of old mattresses and quickly set to bobbing from one to another to his heart’s content. He also hung around backstage in his father’s various theaters. A production of Ben Hur was playing to a packed audience when Ralph, lolling on the sidelines, inadvertently hit the button for the moving-sidewalk apparatus to simulate the chariot race. The actors suddenly were conveyed offstage—much to their chagrin and the audience’s amusement. Years later, he used to sneak school buddies backstage to see the shows.


  Ralph attended the Noble and Greenough School in Dedham, Massachusetts, where he fortuitously linked up with one of the teaching masters, a Mr. Wiswell, who led small coveys of boys on expeditions to the wilds of Maine. Here they tented and hiked, fished and boated—for hotel­and school-bound Ralph, it proved a heady experience. Their destination was the Richardson Lakes area of western Maine: beautiful expanses of clear water surrounded by virgin forest. They boated on Lower Richardson Lake and stopped at Lakewood Camps, owned by Charles (“Captain”) Coburn. There they saw the “middle dam,” used by the timber industry to sluice logs down the aptly named Rapid River. And they lugged their gear down the Carry Road (for portaging) to a cabin with several outbuildings tucked next to the river. The complex, noted on old maps as the Oxford Club Camp, was owned by Edwin Abbot of Cambridge. On November 29, 1905, Abbot sold the place to Robert Davis from Chelsea, Massachusetts. One of these gentlemen may have been an acquaintance of Wiswell’s—hence the connection to the area.


  This letter, dated June 30, 1904, when Ralph was fourteen, clearly shows that he had made connections to places and people in the area. It was addressed to Royden (“Dick”) Allen, son of local guide George Allen:


  
    Dear Dick


    I hope you are well. Is our camp all right? I am going to send up a package by express addressed to you. Please do not open it before I arrive. I will come on the 18th of July. Hope your father is getting better and will be all right when I get there. Come down to the boat [landing] and meet me. Give my kind regards to everyone.



    Yours truly,

		      
    Ralph Eugene Rich






  P.S. Be sure not to open the package.




  In another note to Dick, sixteen-year-old Ralph was definitely smitten by a new boat, and particularly its engine—the first in a lifetime of such romances.


  
    Dear Dick,


    I have had the slickest luck you can think of. Ma has promised me the motor boat and today Mr. Wiswell and another gentleman and I went down town and looked the boat all over. Mr. Wiswell thinks she is a little beauty and she is too. She is eighteen feet long, about four feet wide, and has a 3 horsepower gasoline engine. It will go about 7 or eight miles an hour. She has a seat in the stern, back of the engine and seats running on each side in front of the engine. The engine is a little aloft of midships. She has a small deck in the bow and one about the same size in the stern. The one in the bow covers the gasoline tank which holds about fifteen gallons, enough to run about 150 miles. The stern deck covers the muffler. She has a coaming running all around the cockpit, and has a small wheel. She will cost about $270, and to get her up and all ready it will cost about $325 to $350. Tell me do you think you can raise any money toward it and how much. If you can’t why you can repay it in meals and board etc. Tell me about the fish caught last fall, the sizes, who caught them and the flies. Did you catch any big ones. Were any of my big ones at the Pond [Pond in the River] caught. I did not send you my Christmas presents because I thought that I could bring you up something next spring that you would like better. Write me as soon as you get this.


    Give my regards to everybody.



    Yours truly,


    Ralph E. Rich






    P.S. Please ask George York or Ed or any engineer about getting a license to run a gasoline engine, when you can be examined, how, where you go and how much it costs and who will do it and all about it and let me know everything. Find out fully. Write very soon. R.E.R.

  


  Ralph continued to spend winters in Boston and summers in Maine, and by 1909 he went off to Harvard. Family and class photos show a handsome young man with dark hair, high forehead, and deep, dark-blue eyes. He was six feet seven inches. Ralph was at Harvard until 1912, in an interesting coincidence, also not finishing his senior year (although neither did 154 other students out of his class of 661). Louise and Ralph’s “three­year degree” clearly was not unique at the time and did not prevent them from getting good jobs. In addition, world events and societal expectations, especially for young men, were pulling would-be graduates away. As President Lowell told Ralph’s classmates in 1913: “I cannot myself conceive how any man with a heart in him can see the battle of the world going on before his face and not take a part in it.”


  However, by the time of this speech, Ralph was already otherwise occupied, and his work would, in fact, make a contribution to the war effort. Here is his description (an amalgam of various class reports) of what happened after college:


  
    I left College in May, 1912, and continued in the work of experimenting in various mechanical ideas regarding automobiles. Moved to Pasadena, California, in May, 1913, and entered the employ of Thomas D. Campbell Company, Los Angeles, real estate, that same month. This lasted about a year, when I luckily became connected with Bob Burman’s automobile racing crew. A year of this gave plenty of excitement and a lifetime of thrills. During this time I worked out a new type of bearing metal that became widely used in racing circles and I began to manufacture the same commercially in July, 1914, in Los Angeles. Was joined in this during August, 1914, by J. W. Brooks Ladd, ’11, and we moved the business to Chicago, Illinois, in June, 1915, under the name of Amalgamated Metals Company. Throughout the entire war this company was manufacturing government materials exclusively, in fact its entire production was eventually taken over by the United States Shipping Board. I, being the President/production man, was taken with it. I remained on my old job with the Amalgamated, getting plenty of grief during the slump after the war, plenty of orders—all for automobile manufacturers—during the boom times following, and still more grief during the subsequent slump. So as the capital was getting thin and neither of us wanted to get clubby with the Sheriff, we liquidated.


    In January, 1922, I left the old vale of tears and entered a new one known as Silver Reduction Company, hiring on as Vice­President and Chief Engineer. My duties are variable, consisting of going out and “bulling” our customers when things go wrong, all the way down to training the Company’s Airedale watchdog to do tricks. However, I like it, get paid for it, and am getting on in the world, so what more could anyone ask?

  


  Ralph was still unmarried as of that report, but by the spring of 1924, which coincided with Louise’s ignominious departure from college, Ralph also entered a new stage in life. With Euterpe Fitz Gerrell, from Chicago, Ralph created a Massachusetts-based fund, the Rich Trust, and, on March 25, 1924, he and Euterpe (“Terpe”) bought the Carry Road cabin along the Rapid River, naming it Forest Lodge. (The Registry of Deeds in South Paris, Maine, shows a later quitclaim deed stating that Ralph and Euterpe, “both of the town of Upton,” where Forest Lodge is located, for $1.00 convey to the Rich Trust land “up river from the abutment of the old Richardson Bridge on the river which runs from Lake Richardson to Lake Umbagog about one-fourth of a mile below Pond-in-the-River, so called, with all buildings and appurtenances, containing about two acres conveyed by deed of Robert Davis dated February 26, 1929.”) At any rate, Ralph finally owned property in that corner of the world in which he felt a sense of continuity and belonging. In August 1924, he and Terpe were married, and on March 19, the following year, their child Sara (“Sally”)—named after her maternal Aunt “Sadie” Sara Fitz Gerrell—was born.


  According to Sally, her mother was a very glamorous woman. Terpe had not gone to college; she had married and divorced a wealthy man from Nashville, Tennessee, before she met Ralph in Chicago. “My mother’s family was from Marion, Illinois, and she had been brought up to understand that a lady never does any housework.” Terpe made fancy clothes for her young daughter, and the couple had a big, green touring car and unusual taste in food—for that time—serving artichokes, for example. Ralph enjoyed eating raw eggs. Each summer, the family traveled to Maine. Sally fondly remembers the annual train trip from Chicago and later from Ohio: the bunk and little blue light of the sleeper bed, the meals in the elegant dining car.


  In 1933, the twentieth-anniversary records of the Harvard class of 1913 carried some of the details of Ralph’s life:


  
    I then went with an outfit that refined silver from wastes and got up a new process for extracting the silver from photographers’ waste hypo solution. This went finely for a couple of years, until the movie laboratories decided to move out of Chicago, so I started to write articles and books on Costs and allied subjects for System Magazine and the Shaw Co., which I did off and on for a couple of years.


    Rather inadvertently I got wished into a job running an ailing manufacturing business for one of the Chicago banks, and when I got the bank’s money out, this led to another, and so on until I finally got put into one that made nuts (not the kind that grow on trees but, nevertheless, an apt business).


    After a couple of years of no capital, etc., I finally sold it for the benefit of its many creditors of many years’ standing, to a competitor. But while I was there, I designed and built some very ultra, ultra high speed and precision nut machines. Among other things I got up a new form of tap (for the uninitiated, a tap is the cutting tool used for cutting the threads in a nut) and, after moving the plant down to the purchaser’s place in Ohio and getting it running, I sold the tap, together with a design of a machine for using it, to the company I am now with [the National Machinery Company, Tiffin, Ohio]. During the following two years I commuted between Tiffin and Chicago, holding down a manufacturing job in Chicago with one hand and a job as consulting engineer on the tapper with the other.


    The slight dip in the Stock Market finally put the kibosh on the Chicago job, so I moved permanently into the simple life of the wilds of the Ohio country. And what a life—not even a decent speakeasy within 93 miles.


    To digress for a moment, I sometimes wonder why I became a manufacturer instead of a banker. Our salary cuts over the last year have been only 66%, then 50% of that, and again 20% of that, while the bankers have swell bank holidays, moratoriums and what not. And now some of them are even taking vacations in jail (as if they hadn’t had enough time off just sitting around saying No!).


    Well, anyway, we finally have the tapper developed, tested by a couple of years of actual use, and in production, so when we get around the next “corner” we will have a machine and tap that will, so our customers tell us, revolutionize the nut threading industry. So until then—here endeth the 20th lesson.

  


  Ralph was still married to Terpe as of the writing of this “lesson,” and still working on his nut-threading invention. With the invention, he had success; with the marriage, he did not. The pressures of working during the Depression are clearly evident in Ralph’s report. Life in Ohio was not as cosmopolitan as in Chicago, and Ralph’s dwindling salary and many debts undoubtedly made it hard for him to provide the high-flying lifestyle to which his family had become accustomed. For Ralph Rich, bounced around hotels as a child, shuttling to various cities as an adult, Forest Lodge and its environs constituted home—not only in the physical sense, but in the mental/emotional sense as well. It was a template for simpler, happier times. But for Terpe, the remote cabin on the Rapid River, containing the barest of necessities and requiring heavy maintenance, held no childhood memories and was far too simple to suit her tastes and desires. Forest Lodge may have been the final straw, the dividing line.


  Before the summer of 1933, Terpe and Ralph separated. Terpe headed south and Ralph—after his mother, Pauline, arrived in Ohio to take up residence—headed north. Fed up with manufacturing, socializing, “keeping up with the Joneses,” the economic crisis, his life in general, Ralph sold his nut-threading patent, liquidated some of his assets, and set off in August of that year for Forest Lodge, where he had always been happiest. In other words, he went home.


  

  

  



  Meeting of the Minds


  - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -


  As Ralph unpacked his gear at Forest Lodge, Louise and Alice dipped their paddles in unison. Their party of four canoes slipped past stands of fir, spruce and pine, toe-to-toe at the water’s edge. Louise sighed in deep satisfaction. Marriage, high society, divorce, the hustle of New York, teaching, her return to Bridgewater—all had left her feeling unsettled, restless. The beauty of the Maine landscape, Alice’s presence, and the daily physical challenges provided a soothing catharsis. It was as though they were adult versions of their childhood selves, out exploring a new vast backyard, and Louise was finally beginning to relax and feel at peace.


  It was August 1933. Alice had signed up for a camping trip (via auto, canoe, and trail) in the Rangeley Lakes region offered by the Richardson family’s venerable Pinewood Camps. She called Louise at Hester’s on Cape Cod to ask her sister to join her, because she knew Louise was trying to make some decisions. The change of pace and place might do her good. Besides, the trip would be infinitely better with Louise along. No one could get Alice laughing so much and take off on so many interesting conversational tangents. In Happy the Land, Louise described how friends would ask them, “What in the world do you two talk about that you can go on for hours?” Louise’s answer was typical: “Oh, we can yak about almost anything. We just love the sound of our own voices.”*


  As they pushed off for the start of their camping adventure, Louise piped up: “You know, Alice, the thing about paddling a canoe is this. When you first start out after not having pushed one around for awhile, you make a conscious effort with every stroke. Your arms start aching, you get a crick in your shoulders, and you think, ‘Why was I ever fool enough to let myself in for this? We’ve got fifteen more miles to go today. And fifteen tomorrow. And my arms are dropping off right this minute. I’ll never be able to take it.’ ” Alice laughed and nodded and Louise added: “Then after an interval in hell you discover that your aches and cricks have vanished and you are paddling automatically, the operation completely apart from your personal life. It’s like breathing or the beat of the heart, which goes on no matter what you are thinking or doing.”


  Their little party of eight men and women started at a campsite at Little Boy Falls (just above Parmachenee Lake, tucked in the western corner of Maine near the New Hampshire/Canada border), a wild, remote area that their guide, John Lavorgna, knew intimately. Louise decided John looked the part, with his plaid shirt, deerskin moccasins, and Indian features. The first night, around the campfire, he gave his “pedigree: one­quarter Indian, one-quarter Italian, and one-half Yankee.” Whatever it was, she and Alice agreed that Joe was the “best guide imaginable. He worked like a horse, had the economy of motion and grace of a dancer, told a story like an experienced after-dinner speaker and could take anything his ‘sports’ dished out without getting flustered or run over.”


  Next day, they paddled south to sixteen-mile-long Aziscoos Lake, with islands and inlets and a gravel bottom. Joe found a lovely site on a peninsula and set up camp. After everyone was settled, the gear in order and the fire started, he walked to a little promontory and began fishing in the early evening calm. Louise went over and sat down on a rock to watch. “Here, let me try that, will you?” She soon discovered that fishing definitely was not as easy as it looked. But she also was “hooked, as they say.”


  As they approached Umbagog Lake, Louise was dreading the end of the trip. She had felt more her real self out under the stars, surrounded by trees and wild water, than she had back in her other self, surrounded by people and cities and teaching duties. Her chest constricted as she thought grimly of the daily restraints, restrictions, and regulations—the real “three Rs.”


  John planned that the party would head across the northern portion of Umbagog to a protected cove where they would then portage the canoes along a carry road to Lower Richardson Lake and thence to civilization. At this, the intrepid paddlers balked. The thought of lugging canoes along a five-mile trail was not exactly what they had in mind at that point. But Joe stuck to his itinerary, and when they reached Sunday Cove, they hoisted the canoes and started trudging.


  It soon became clear why they had to portage their canoes—the river they were skirting was totally unnavigable. Joe told them that the aptly named Rapid River drops 185 feet in three miles—one of the swiftest rivers in the entire country. After about three miles of portaging, they reached the welcome sight of a house, cabin, and small outbuildings. Louise could see a man chopping wood and hear the roar of the tumultuous river in the background. The man put down his axe; the party lowered their canoes. All were glad for a break.


  The initial pleasantries were so amiable that Ralph Rich invited them into his home. He explained that he had just arrived that morning and was chopping wood to build a fire and cook his first meal. Would they like to help him celebrate by staying for lunch? Over the meal, Ralph extolled the quality of the fishing more or less out his back door, and it didn’t take much more to induce the group to spend the afternoon. He gave them a guided tour of his wilderness kingdom, pointing out the intended garden plot, opening up all the buildings and explaining his plans for improvements.


  Later, as the happy company gathered on the porch of Forest Lodge, they readily accepted their host’s generous offer to stay for dinner and the evening. As the talk and time proceeded, Louise Dickinson and Ralph Rich slowly became aware of how much they had in common. They appreciatively appraised each other’s keen and curious minds, their comparable senses of humor, their similar wariness and weariness with the trappings of civilization, their hearty sense of adventure, and their knowledge and love of the outdoors. They were at the same spot emotionally: that fragile, vulnerable, early post-relationship freefall where one opens a door, steps out into thin air, and hopes a floor will rise up. Ralph shared his dream with his inaugural guests: He was fixing up the place because he planned to spend the rest of his life along the Rapid River. Louise was touched, intrigued, and secretly thrilled by his enthusiasm and bravery, his freedom. It sounded absolutely wonderful. The next morning, as the travelers prepared to leave, Ralph went over to Louise, reluctantly packing, and obtained her address.


  Finally, the group headed off. Ralph picked up his axe, split a piece of wood, and then, standing in the front yard in the early morning sun, he watched quietly as the group rounded the driveway and dipped down out of sight. Slowly, pensively, he bent down to pick up another log and resume his preparations for the coming winter.


  Meanwhile, on the Carry Road, Louise was finding it hard to put one foot in front of the other. With every step, she became increasingly convinced that she had just met her destiny and was walking away from it. She felt bereft, almost frantic. Her intuition said, “Drop the canoe and run back.” Her intellect said, “Don’t be impulsive; you know it gets you in trouble.” What to do? What to do! Just ahead, Alice’s enthusiastic impressions about the encounter, the locale, and the host began to peter out. She cocked her head at Louise: “Gosh, you’re awfully quiet all of a sudden:”


  Footnote


  * [I’ve based the following reconstructed dialogue and trip events on Louise’s description in Happy the Land.—A.A.]


  

  

  



  
    [And finally, here is an unpublished, undated poem. It is doubly poignant in that it was composed sometime during the dark days after Ralph’s death.]

  


  A Prayer of Thanksgiving


  For all the good things of the earth,


  For friends and laughter and companionship


  For bright fires roaring up the chimney on a winter’s night


  For bread upon the table and warm clothes against the cold


  For long summer hours of leisure and days spent in the sun


  For books to read and sunsets to admire, I give thanks.


  But these are not the things for which my greatest thanks are due.


  More than for my friends, I give thanks for my enemies.


  They are the ones who stand guard over my character


  To preserve the wandering of my feet and the flagging of my spirit.


  They are your shepherds over me, Oh Lord.


  More than for leisure, I give thanks for hard work that must be done.


  For only through hours of toil and days that end with weariness


  Is it possible to know accomplishment, contentment, and restful sleep.


  More than for warmth, I give thanks for the sharp edge of cold,


  The biting of the wind that I may feel.


  I give thanks for all the times that I have been hungry.


  For greater than the close companionship of those who feast together


  Is the deep and unforgettable brotherhood of all those who cry for bread.


  I give thanks for the privilege of membership in that brotherhood.


  I give thanks for the tears I have shed.


  For more than laughter, they remain the symbol of humanity.


  For all the things I couldn’t have, I give thanks.


  For more than things is an appreciation of the glorious benefits,


  given equally to all:


  the earth beneath, the heavens above,


  the wonders of thy changing seasons,


  bright air and swiftly running water—


  all the myriad wonders of thy world.
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