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			Introduction

			Let Us Now Praise Eccentric Folk

			“In its insistence on the sacred right of the individual to be a character, New England may have bred eccentrics rather than heroes.” So wrote the distinguished folklorist of the previous century, Benjamin A. Botkin, in his popular collection of the region’s folklore. The wisdom of Botkin’s observation is undeniable, but his examples of eccentrics were few, for the pages of his treasury demanded attention to countless folk narratives of equally important measure. I offer this present collection in the hopes of extending his insights and of reminding New Englanders of our long and honorable tradition.

			There is perhaps nothing more eccentric than attempts to define eccentricity, but that has not stopped good people from trying. The psychologist David Weeks has written eloquently on the matter, ruminating on the gift of eccentrics and compiling a list of characteristic traits that apply to virtually all of them. The anthropologist George Marcus offered a similar case, arguing that wealth and eccentricity had a unique relationship. And the historian Rémi Brague has gone so far to suggest that entire cultures could be eccentric.

			I applaud these attempts to give shape to the elusive idea of eccentricity. My contribution here, however, takes a slightly different approach, one informed by the study of folklore. Rather than attempting to settle the question of whether an individual is or is not an eccentric—and whether eccentricity is or is not an inherent quality—in this book I highlight people who were called eccentrics by storytellers in their day or sometime thereafter. From my perspective, eccentrics are made, not born, and they are made by the tales people tell about them.

			This is not the first book to focus exclusively on eccentrics and social misfits—not even of those who populate New England. Many of the predecessors, however, winked as they retold their stories, sometimes gently and sometimes smugly mocking the subject. I hope to avoid that tendency in the pages that follow. I have aimed for a collection that would be neither chatty nor erudite, neither gossip nor research. I hope to be respectful of the eccentrics and to understand them on their own terms.

			Occasionally that is not an easy task. Many of the eccentrics in this book held beliefs or lived lives that challenge my own sensibilities, but that ultimately is why they are important. And as Samuel Lorenzo Knapp, a biographer of the eccentric Daniel Pratt, once quipped, “No one can be said to have a thorough knowledge of human nature, who has only examined a few of the good and wise.” (I will remain quiet on the question of who among us could ever fit the conditions of the good and the wise.)

			My attempt to appreciate eccentrics and eccentricity influenced who I included in this book. I tried to steer clear of any correlation between religion and eccentricity, a decision that distinguishes this book from several previous publications. This also proved more difficult than it would seem, as New England has for centuries been a hotbed for experiments in religious ideas that has produced fascinating characters. This means that preachers such as William Miller, Lorenzo Dow, Jemima Wilkinson, Jones Very, William Scales, and John Humphrey Noyes do not appear except in an occasional mention. I could not ignore religion entirely, however—many eccentrics held robust religious ideas, and the chapter on fortune-tellers directly engages Spiritualism—but I hope that these essays show deference to the many ways in which people address the ultimate questions of the cosmos.

			I also sought to avoid cases in which eccentricity was a euphemism for mental illness. Amy Archer-Gilligan, for example, the serial killer whose story inspired Arsenic and Old Lace, qualifies as an eccentric for many, but the violence her eccentricity manifested and the inner turmoil that produced it was not something I thought should be exploited. Finally, I elected not to include living eccentrics, as the term still may be used to disparage people and harm their livelihood. As a result, I have held back telling stories of remarkable individuals or of recent historical groups (such as “The Republic of Nayaug” in Connecticut or the Renaissance Community of Massachusetts) whose nonconformity enriches contemporary society.

			Readers will note a pattern. Many of the eccentrics in this book are white men, several from the nineteenth century. There are reasons for this, and it is not because they have a claim to New England or to the Yankee character more than others. Regrettably, the stories of women and nonwhites were too often buried or treated as something other than eccentricity—hysteria, rabble-rousing, or outright threats to social order—and painted with a meaner veneer. And although as a term, eccentric has been around for centuries in the language of astronomy, it was not until the 1800s that it became popular as a noun to describe unusual people. I will happily correct these gaps in the future if readers encourage me to do so.

			Indeed, the most difficult and most humbling aspect of writing this book was leaving out people whose stories deserve attention. There is Joseph Holden, who believed that the earth was flat. And Guy Kidder and Maggie Little, true free spirits. And Sal Verdirome, the inspired builder of the Sanctuary of Love. And William Coperthwaite, the yurt maker. And Louise Shattuck, the artist and dog lover extraordinaire. And “Wild Bill” Ziegler of Middletown, Connecticut, and Eva Van Cortland Hawkes of Bar Harbor, Maine. And the list goes on without end.

			I welcome you to contact me. If you have tales or corrections to add to these chapters or suggestions for other eccentrics whose stories must be told, please reach out to my e-mail at solbrys@comm.umass.edu or ctfolklorist@ctrivermuseum.org.

			And above all, stay weird, folks!
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			The Secret Keeper and the Seer: Joseph Moody and Horace Johnson

			The relatively short life of Joseph Moody—spanning 1700 to 1753—was eventful in a deeply mysterious way. His eccentricities were noteworthy enough to inspire a storytelling tradition that still thrives, especially in collections dedicated to the so-called haunted elements of New England. And his tale seems as set in stone as his gravesite in York, Maine. Moody was born to Samuel Moody, a prominent and fervent Puritan preacher in the garrison town of York. After graduation from Harvard, the younger Moody returned for a career in civic affairs, serving nobly as a lawyer, then as Registrar of Deeds and Town Clerk, and then as a judge. At his father’s behest and against his own wishes, Moody abandoned this life for one of the pulpit, accepting the charge of the Second Parish of York. He was studious, admired, and successful in this position until tragedy struck in the death of his wife.

			Melancholy seized Moody, and with it the ghosts of his past—and an unpardonable sin. Driven by gloom, in 1738 he adorned himself with a black handkerchief, tied around his forehead and suspended over his entire face. He never explained the meaning of the veil to his parishioners. At first they accepted his unusual garb and changing demeanor with sympathy, but in time they grew tired of their endlessly morose pastor. They began avoiding him in public, and Moody, in return, drew further into a reclusive state, taking walks under cover of darkness or on the lonely beach. When he appeared among them to eat, he turned his back to face the wall and he preached in the same manner. Eventually the townsfolk asked him to leave his ministry and he retreated into the relative solitude of a colleague’s home.

			Moody recovered from his malaise well enough to serve in his father’s stead in 1745, when the elder Moody participated in the Siege of Louisbourg. But the handkerchief remained. Indeed, it never left his face, a constant reminder of a secret he would not share—that is, not until his dying day. As he lay in his deathbed, Moody explained to an attending minister the reason for covering his face in guilt and in shame: He had, on a hunting trip years before, accidentally shot and killed a close friend. The death was blamed on a hostile Indian and Moody never confessed to the sin. In doing so with his final breath, he released his burden and found a solace that escaped him in life. When the townspeople finally lifted the handkerchief, he was smiling with the serenity of salvation.

			It’s a fine story, but hardly a lick of it is true. And although this has become the most popular version told today, it was not the definitive tale told in the nineteenth or twentieth centuries. In the 1920s, for example, newspapers often ran with the line that Moody was injured as a soldier and donned the handkerchief to conceal disfigurement. In the 1940s, Ripley’s Believe It or Not introduced the idea that he wore the veil after his cousin Mary Hirst rejected him in love. By the early 1970s, speculation arose that his eyes were damaged by long hours of study for his sermons and left him unable to experience direct sunlight without pain. And all of these explanations stood under the shadow of Nathaniel Hawthorne’s story, “The Minister’s Black Veil,” first published in 1832 and which adapted certain facts and rumors about Moody that had likely been in the oral tradition for a century.

			The real Joseph Moody was a secret keeper, however, in that he penned a diary in coded Latin. A few lines were published in the 1800s, but it was not until 1981 that Philip McIntire Woodwell undertook a complete translation of four years of the journal (from 1720 to 1724) and made an invaluable contribution for understanding this complicated man, whose story is no less compelling than the fictions composed about him. And as with other examples throughout this book, Moody’s transformation from an actual person with a few unusual habits into a folkloric figure of preternatural behavior demonstrates how eccentricity is not an inherent quality but one always partially imposed from the outside, from the society that demarcates and gazes upon the eccentric.

			Moody was, indeed, the son of a minister known and respected for his faithfulness to Puritanism and his lengthy sermons. Samuel Moody—also known as “Father Moody”—was instrumental in the development of York at a time when hostilities between colonialists and the indigenous people resulted in frequent war and atrocity. Among his contributions to the town, he founded a grammar school that would employ his son early in his career. Father Moody was recognized as an eccentric man himself and his reputation for both passionate and unusual behavior grew over the centuries. For a brief period he was as familiar a figure in storytelling as his son, and some anecdotes about the father became attached to Joseph Moody. Many of these tales depict Father Moody as a longwinded preacher, with a stormy temper, who did not suffer fools or sinners.

			Father Moody and his first wife, Hannah Sewall, gave birth to two children, Joseph and Mary. Through their daughter, they became the great-great-grandparents of the philosopher Ralph Waldo Emerson. But it is their son Joseph who entered into the folklore of New England as a congenital eccentric—and the same was said of “Master Moody,” Joseph’s son Samuel, who became what a Boston newspaper in 1865 described as “an eccentric but admirable teacher” at the Dummer School (now The Governor’s Academy) in Byfield, Massachusetts. (Among the quirks belonging to the third Moody was his encouragement of learning by reading aloud, which produced a cacophony of education.) Given this nineteenth-century predilection for ascribing eccentricity to the males in the family, it is not surprising that Father Moody’s habits would have a role to play in narratives about “Handkerchief Moody’s” tendency to brood.

			Indeed, it is Samuel rather than his son Joseph Moody who appears in two important collections of regional folk narratives, Benjamin Botkin’s A Treasury of New England Folklore and Richard Dorson’s Jonathan Draws the Long Bow. He emerges in both in stories—Dorson calls them “Yankee yarns”—concerning the tendency of parishioners to fall asleep during his sermons. In the Botkin collection, Moody awakens a member of his flock by yelling “Fire!” and, when asked by the suddenly invested auditor where the flames were, replying, “In hell, for sleeping sinners.” In the 1850s, several newspapers confused a story about Father Moody and Handkerchief Moody, ascribing another anecdote about a lengthy sermon, in which he fooled the congregation into staying by offering to preach first to the sinners and then to the saints, dismissing the former when he was done. No one in the church was, of course, willing to leave and self-identify as a sinner.

			The popular explanation in the 1800s that Joseph Moody was a faithful son to an ill-tempered and overbearing father who forced him to abandon his life of public service is not well founded. It seems to originate in a genealogy composed in 1847 by Charles Moody, but this work itself may reflect family stories and a broader narrative tradition. The translations of Moody’s journal, furthermore, show unequivocally that he had always intended upon the career of a minister. His work in public service was only supplemental to this desire, which was realized in 1732 with his becoming pastor of the Second Congregational Church, also known as the North Parish or “Scotland,” due to the influx of Scottish immigrants.

			Moody’s hope to become a minister contradicts the old explanation that his depression erupted on account of having to fulfill his father’s demands. So, too, should the incident of his accidentally taking a life—an historical event that did mar his youth—be taken as the originating haunting memory only with a grain of salt. The sad event was not a hunting trip. Moody was eight years old at the time and the boyhood companion, Ebenezer Preble, was of similar age; the death occurred when the boys investigated a loaded pistol in the house. There is, however, no reference to this incident in his journals, and, as Woodwell has evidenced, there is no outside support for any claim that his adoption of the veil was penance for something that happened thirty years prior.

			The romantic explanation that rejection in love drove him to don the veil is also spurious. It is true that an affection for his cousin, Mary Hirst, awakened in Moody and that he sought permission to call off his engagement with Lucy White. His journal is replete with powerful emotions and a concurrent sense of religious alarm. “I almost hate Miss Hirst,” he wrote in an entry in December 1721, and resolved to seek God within the depth of his soul for aid, but in early January 1722 he confessed, “I do not love Lucy with conjugal affection.” Soon thereafter he approached his father to discuss the possibility of leaving White for Hirst. “Father did not approve” was the blunt response. Moody accordingly went through with his marriage and Hirst wed William Pepperrell, a friend and relative of the Moody family. Only later did a tale arise that Hirst left Moody for Pepperrell, breaking his heart and leading him to forever hide from the world.

			There is a passage in Moody’s journal from 1723 that has not received the attention it deserves. “I questioned our Flora,” he writes, probably in reference to a family slave, “to some extent about the customs of her nation. She told me that among her people there were certain old men who were able to bring dark matters into the light. They cover their faces with a disc, bound by a leather thong above; they walk about, repeatedly plunging their hands in water, and clapping with their palms. At length, the bond being loosed, they make clear the secret matters.” In all likelihood, this is a description of a divination practice and it certainly cannot be taken as the originating idea for Moody to wear a handkerchief. But it is also not merely coincidental, as nothing recorded in Moody’s diary occurs by happenstance. The passage may reflect his very early ruminations on the relationship between secrets and a veil and of someone knowingly capable of penetrating the mysteries of both.

			Woodwell also observes that there are no accounts from Moody’s contemporaries that he ever wore a handkerchief. The earliest reports come from people decades later, who were not present and who heard the story from relatives. This does not mean the tale is wholly untrue, but it should invite the question. The Moody family became the subject of a cycle of folkloric tales, so any claim that stretches the boundaries of the normal needs to be considered skeptically. Indeed, in 1744 the English evangelical clergyman George Whitefield visited Moody. In his journal, Whitefield remarks on Moody’s melancholy and dejected spirit, comparing him to Job, but does not mention the veil. It is probable, then, that if he wore the handkerchief it was only for a brief time.

			Presuming he did wear the veil and if the typical reasons said for doing so were not accurate, what is the most likely explanation? It is, sadly, quite likely the very melancholy that had been treated as tangential to more fantastical stories. Moody was deeply introverted—his journals are clear on this—and may have suffered from depression throughout his life. These tendencies, coupled with incessant demands from others, physical exhaustion, and the sudden death of his wife in childbirth in 1736 (leaving him with four children ages three to ten), may have led him to collapse inward. His piety and his moral principles only heightened that sense of responsibility and fueled an impending sense of doom and failure that plagued his days.

			Moody’s journals testify to an inner uneasiness, although how much of it is personal psychology and how much conformance to a Puritan mind-set is difficult to ascertain. Throughout the entries, he expresses alienation from God, a heart gone astray, deep distress, and worries about his miserable or wretched soul. He confesses routinely to “defiling” himself and to the shame associated with it. He also punishes himself for being too frivolous and, other times, for being “insensible” and not feeling enough or in the way he should. Some lines seize the reader with pathos. Moody cries out, for example, “What shall be done concerning my soul?” in one entry, decries his “undeserving, dull, and impious” heart in another, and confesses to the weight of his soul “oppressed by the unspeakable burden of the damned” in yet another. At the close of 1720—when he was only a young man of twenty—he laments spending another year “wholly in sin, surely in the worst manner” and two years later he fears that he has “drank damnation.”

			If mental health issues were behind Moody’s erratic behavior, the storytelling traditions of the 1800s did little to sympathize. Hawthorne’s story, which of course is purely fictional (and technically about a clergyman named Hooper), ignores any hint of a wounded psyche in favor of symbolizing and critiquing an underlying Puritanism that would produce inner misery. Hawthorne is at least a deft writer, but Moody was not so lucky in later accounts. Newspapers in the 1860s, for example, had no pangs running stories about “the crazy minister” and his “nervous disease” with little regard for people who suffered in this manner, but that should not compel us to continue the tradition today.

			[image: ]

			Although the name Horace Johnson has slipped into obscurity since his death a century ago, at the time of his passing, The Sun of New York asserted that no one who claimed to love New England could be ignorant of “Uncle Horace.” He was ninety-two when he died and best known then as a weather prognosticator whose forecasts were regular features in newspapers throughout the region, the Northeast, and even the nation. But over his long lifetime, Johnson managed many remarkable careers and found numerous ways to share his erudite knowledge with the world and with it his unique perspective. Extroversion and eccentricity combined in a most interesting way in his mind, and despite the mutual enjoyment he and the media shared in one another, he never received the biographical treatment he deserved.

			Born in the village of Middle Haddam (now in the town of East Hampton, Connecticut, and then called Chatham) in 1824, Johnson was the son of a family of shipbuilders. This was one of the most important industries in the area, but Johnson did not pursue his father’s calling. Instead, he made his way to Hartford to work in dry-goods stores and as an auctioneer, the latter occupation a sign of his willingness to entertain audiences and be the focus of attention. He holds the unpleasant distinction of being one of the first people in the United States—if not the first, as newspapers later reported—to make a claim on an accident insurance policy after being injured in a collision of railcars in 1864.

			Johnson was already a public figure at the time of this incident. Having returned to Middle Haddam around 1855, he continued to amass a fortune in real estate deals that stretched from Hartford to Block Island. In February 1860, he announced his intention to renovate a former church in Hartford and lease it for businesses. The announcement speaks volumes about his personality, as it broke all conventions for advertising and opens as if a letter to an old friend. “I can assure you,” Johnson wrote, “it gives me no little pleasure to feel that I am soon to be again in the midst of my old and tried friends, to share with them in their joys, to bear with them their sorrows, and to enjoy with them that mutual interchange of feeling which endears us to each other, lightens our burdens, and makes smooth what otherwise would be the rough and thorny paths of life.” All of this, essentially, from someone looking to become a landlord!

			By 1863, Johnson’s reputation had grown throughout the region as a supplier of sundries to river tourists. He was rewarded for investments in steamboats used to transport goods between Boston and New York during the US Civil War and demonstrated a patriotism that earned the nickname “Big Gun”—that is, he flew a large flag and fired a massive cannon to the exhilaration of visitors. Any appreciation of that contribution, however, should not preclude taking note of an acerbic editorial in the Hartford Courant published February 1864. It was in response to one he published in the rival Hartford Times. The editorial capped a heated debate that concerned—there is no diplomatic way to express this—Johnson’s support for slavery, a belief epitomized by his expressed wish that “the war would continue until every damn abolitionist in the North was killed.”

			It is a difficult exchange to read, especially Johnson’s rhetoric laced with racist terms now considered beyond the pale. Although an egregious example, this case bears witness that many of the eccentrics highlighted in this book thrived at a time when slavery and related oppression was a normalized institution. Rather than ignore this for more likeable and salutary elements in the person’s biography, I think it is better to contextualize them and to recognize the limitations of all humans as creatures of a specific historical period and of ethical choices made in the face of the norms of their times. In this manner, eccentrics such as Johnson have as much to teach us in their failures as they do to celebrate in their successes that challenge the conventions and traditions of a staid society.

			Johnson remained a fixture in the Hartford newspapers following the war, and increasingly began to appear in and contribute to others in Middletown and in Norwich, Connecticut. In time, virtually every newspaper in the state found space for his antics, a decision followed by the other New England states and New York. In 1870, for example, the Courant relished conveying a story in which he was dragged out into the Connecticut River in an attempt to save the detached wheelhouse of a boat and required rescue after a seven-mile drift. Johnson also flirted with a political career, serving as one of the youngest Councilmen of Hartford and joining the short-lived Greenback Party (and serving as temporary chairman of the state convention in 1878), but involvement in his businesses—to which he had then added investments in railroads—kept him from running for office.

			Johnson’s widespread claim to fame, however, arrived in 1888 when, as a man in his mid-sixties, he turned his attention from speculating in business to speculating about the weather. In February of that year, he sent numerous warnings of an impending blizzard to strike sometime between March 12 and March 15. When the Great Blizzard roared from March 11 to March 14, burying the Northeast from New Jersey to New Brunswick, Canada in as much as sixty inches of snow, Johnson was hailed as a “weather prophet,” a moniker that lasted the remainder of his life. In the decades that followed, his predictions included forecasts of storms, floods, droughts, frosts, thaws, seasonal changes, and even earthquakes. Among the many correct “prophecies” he scored, Johnson warned William Howard Taft of a blizzard for his inauguration in 1909 and claimed awareness of the earthquakes that struck the earth in 1906.

			Johnson taunted the National Weather Bureau and routinely challenged its leaders (especially Willis Moore, who penned a lengthy editorial in the Courant dismissing Johnson as a quack) to predict more accurately than he, betting up to $1,000 on his prowess. This confidence, perhaps not surprisingly, was a welcome burst of excitement for journalists as far away as Washington, DC, and various newspapers, individuals, and communities either rallied behind Johnson or wallowed in his mistaken forecasts. And, to be fair, he had many failures, most notably predictions of tidal waves that never came and, in 1907, the complete and utter destruction of Manhattan by earthquake. He was not the only prognosticator, but his rate of success and his other eccentric habits made him the darling of the New England press, especially as local rivals such as Richard Lamont of Middletown, “R. Rho” of Farmington, “Farmer Beebe” of Salisbury, Wilbur Stillman of Voluntown, or “Dr. Baggs” of Westerly, Rhode Island, went down in flames, or when he proved a better guide than the government and gave citizens a reason to rail against taxes used for weather predictions.

			Johnson’s technique for revealing the secrets of the weather was novel. It included typical meteorological information and mathematical analysis of patterns, but had an additional reliance on astronomical knowledge. To be clear, Johnson had no interest in astrology; he considered his work scientifically sound. But he was adamant that Earth’s atmosphere could be influenced by the movement of Mars, Venus, and other heavenly bodies. Accordingly, he spent evenings gazing upon the night sky. (He also intended to construct a large observatory with a massive telescope, but this never manifested.) The beauty of this approach was that it provided a clever escape for errors, as Johnson could claim that the prediction was correct but that the location on the earth or the timing of the event was off due to problems of scope in employing planetary orbits to determine local weather.

			Johnson was a fixture in New England by the 1890s. It is unclear, however, the degree to which his predictions were taken seriously or as a reason to smirk. Many organizations pretended that he could control the weather and would ask him for a favorable prediction for fairs or other public events. At other times, his suggestions were taken as sensible precaution. In 1893, for example, the Boston Globe published a lengthy article on him that included a forecast of a hurricane and tidal wave to strike the city “with a force powerful enough to shake Bunker Hill monument to its very foundation.” The wave never came, but before dismissing this as evidence of tongue-in-cheek indulgence, it bears notice that when he offered the predication, seven hurricanes had slammed the United States that season, including a brutal one in New York and the “Sea Islands Hurricane” that crippled the East Coast. Five more occurred that year, and although none tore through Boston, the region was anxious for months.

			He was, furthermore, often depicted positively for relying upon natural phenomena that professional meteorologists, professors, and other “learned” people rejected as salient information for weather prediction. In 1890, for example, Johnson made headlines across the region by forecasting a very difficult winter ahead. He had utilized astronomical data, but additionally courted elements of folk wisdom such as the thickening of crab shells and what he took to be the fattening of animals in the region. Throughout his life, he promoted the notion that certain animals served as “natural barometers,” and humans were not an exception. Indeed, Johnson claimed that he could feel the weather in his bones, only then to confirm his hunches with scientific data. His status as an eccentric folk hero makes sense, then, at a time of rapidly changing technologies and the rise of experts distanced from a populace that relied upon them.

			And for a man who lived vigorously well beyond the expected life span, the elderly Johnson took on qualities of a seer. “Uncle Horace” stories proliferated in the early twentieth century alongside his forecasts. Among the more popular were tales of his unusual collections of antiques and Bibles, his leasing of land for a feldspar mine, his challenge at age eighty-five to anyone eighty or older to a marathon, and his claim that he technically invented anesthesia while working with his friend, the dentist Horace Wells, to whom the honor is conventionally bestowed. A more gruesome tale, reported in the Hartford Globe, suggested that a man from Bangor, Maine, plotted to murder Johnson in revenge for one of his predictions of an earthquake, which the conspirator said drove his wife to such a state that she died of fright.

			As Johnson aged, his views on war also mellowed, and by the close of his life, he was an ardent advocate against humanity’s ready resort to such violence (although he also volunteered to join the army in the First World War should his services be necessary). Johnson penned a poem dedicated to peace and in interviews and letters to editors regularly advised against activities that he regarded as designed to foment conflict. He also critiqued a dominant two-party system in the United States as an instigator of internal division that would compromise national interests and put parties ahead of sensible individuals and ideas. In addition, Johnson continually tinkered with inventions or proposals to reduce flood damage in the Connecticut River Valley and to improve boating safety, but he also landed himself in court over land disputes and an occasional nuisance lawsuit. He was, simply, everything the media and its readers could want in a local character.

			In 1916, one year before he died, Johnson was a featured in a lengthy celebration that ran in the Hartford Courant, the Boston Globe, the New York Times, and numerous ancillary papers. When he passed, eulogies poured in, noting that he always “meant well by his fellow man,” or that he was “much misunderstood” but forever good-natured, or that he was very serious that the key to being happier was the study of astronomy and meteorology rather than theology. But in many ways, Johnson’s life could be summarized by a conciliatory article in the Courant from 1908, which praised him for having a mind that “ran along a different channel from others.” And although the young and ambitious “Big Gun” Johnson may not have taken his own advice, it seems that by the close of his life, “Uncle Horace” had learned enough that, when asked the secret to living a long and good life, he could reply, simply, “Live decently.”
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			The Reformers: The Smith Sisters

			In every chapter of this book, there arises an immediate problem of focusing on certain individuals at the expense of other eccentrics. The selection of reformers is a particularly thorny task, as anyone who willingly disrupts the status quo, challenges traditional political and social order, and resists commonly accepted opinions or beliefs becomes a misfit of sorts, and deliberately so. The history of New England has been marked—perhaps we could even say enriched—by these women and men who met their world and wanted something better. Abolitionists, suffragists, labor reformers, education reformers, environmentalists, and advocates for religious freedom, immigrants, prisoners, and the extension of basic rights have all earned a position for commendation. Even movements that by today’s standards may have seemed seem ill-conceived (such as prohibition) or hopelessly idealistic (such as utopian communities) contribute to that illustrious tapestry.

			Certain activists upset the carts of their fellow reformers as frequently as those who resisted change. The indefatigable Margaret Fuller comes to mind as an example, as does Isabella Beecher Hooker, both of whom were viciously mocked in print and in person for their beliefs. Other reformers lived less flamboyantly but still made enormous contributions to the betterment of democratic society. The Smith sisters of Glastonbury, Connecticut, are among this latter group. Although they are not as celebrated as other New England reformers, their story provides a compelling example of how the actions of a few dedicated people can create far-reaching and sustained change. In a celebrated act of civil disobedience, Julia and Abby Smith demonstrated that they did not fit with the social expectations of the time, and the rupture they caused further raised the question of whether those norms were just.

			The remarkable story of the Smith sisters begins with their mother, Hannah Hadassah Hickok, an educated woman and talented poet born an only child in the decade before the American Revolution. She was learned in Latin and French and taught herself Italian later in life in order to read yet more classic literature. She was also interested in mathematics and astronomy, and early reports remark that she was so capable in the latter that she could tell the time at night simply by looking at the position of the constellations. Numerous accounts also contend that she became skilled at mechanics and was able to make clocks, an activity normally reserved for men. In her youth Hickok saw tremendous political and social upheaval, but the resolution of the war did not lead her to complacency. To the contrary, she did not accept the shortcomings of the new nation, especially its tolerance for slavery.

			Hickok often lambasted this pernicious practice in her poetry, and her opposition led her to the abolitionist movement in its formative years, including membership in the Hartford Anti-Slavery Society. In one of her poems, written as a critique of Independence Day, she decried the pretense of freedom in a nation that held certain people as slaves and argued that the day would be better spent in pleading for their freedom than in celebration. The final stanza underscores the seriousness of her criticism:

			And never more a banner wave

			Inscribed with Liberty

			Till we unchain the prostrate slave

			And set the captive free.

			Her outspokenness on this issue continued throughout her lifetime. In 1839, for example, when she was in her early seventies, Hickok organized a petition against slavery and solicited signatures by going door-to-door in Glastonbury. Over the course of several months, she and her daughters collected forty names—an impressive achievement—and sent it to John Quincy Adams, then a US representative, who read such contributions aloud to Congress. This would not be the only time she organized petitions (one of the few ways that women could have a voice in politics at the time), and in addition to this work she helped to distribute abolitionist newspapers and reportedly invited prominent figures to speak from her home.

			In 1786 Hickok married Zephaniah Hollister Smith, who was described in a Yale remembrance as “an original character.” (His wife, similarly, was called “a woman of marked ability and of much eccentricity” by the same account.) Smith had studied at Yale and became a Congregational minister in Newtown, Connecticut—Hickok notes attending one of his sermons in her diary—but his time at the pulpit was limited. In diplomatic language, after an “injudicious” administration of the parish “it became necessary for him to ask a dismission,” but in colloquial terms, he quarreled with his parish and they dismissed him in an act that brought mutual relief. The source of the division appears to be Smith’s embrace of certain tenements of a nonconformist religious movement known as Sandemanianism.

			The movement was named for Robert Sandeman, the son-in-law of the originator, John Glas, who brought it from Scotland to New England in the second half of the 1700s. “Bare faith” aptly summarizes the aim and principle of their beliefs. That is, Sandemanians believed that understanding and acceptance of the Gospel alone was the sole requirement for salvation. As a consequence they generally considered ministers unnecessary and stood in opposition to churches whose power was enforced by the state. It was, essentially, an attempt to restore the originating Christian community, in which all people could be participants and leaders regardless of occupation or education. This notion flew in the face of orthodox religion in America, where the British government and later the states protected ministerial authority, and often demanded (as it did in Connecticut) membership in a religious community as essential for full citizenship. Sandemanianism was, in many ways, a very early expression in favor of the separation of church and state.

			The movement also tended toward pacifism—many followers of Sandeman left what would become the United States for Canada during the Revolution—and was critical of the individual accumulation of wealth, especially by ministers whose sole occupation was religious leadership. Although Smith was not a disciple of Sandeman, he was clearly influenced by his ideas. He strongly agreed with the Sandemanian rejection of paying people to preach, and this partially justified his leaving the ministry. His family likewise adopted an unconventional approach to religion. They would, for example, attend church services only rarely, using the time instead for performing charitable work or visiting with friends, and they refused officiating ministers for burial services, preferring instead a ceremony directed by surviving relatives and friends. While these activities were not regarded as unacceptable to Glastonbury residents, they certainly were outside the norm.

			After Smith left the ministry, he trained as a lawyer and enjoyed tremendous success in that career. He also served as a justice of the peace and represented Glastonbury in the Connecticut legislature for several years. By these activities Smith became well-to-do—not excessively rich, but comfortably middle class—and while that financial advantage was perhaps not entirely without irony in the eyes of zealous Sandemanians, it did adhere to their principle of earning a living through a profession that did not have religious authority over others. That said, the Smith family were wealthy enough to purchase a large farm—known as the Kimberly Mansion for its originator, Eleazer Kimberly, a Connecticut secretary of state—on Main Street in Glastonbury, not far from the town hall.

			Hickok and Smith would need money, too, as they raised a family of five daughters and were determined that each would benefit from the best education that could be found for women at the time. The five Smith sisters each distinguished themselves against the prevalent opinion that females were created for the domestic roles of becoming nurturing mothers and wives. None of them married, with the exception of a single unconventional relationship very late in life. This intimate sorority held together at the family estate in Glastonbury throughout their lives—and held the estate together, as they and their mother were responsible for its management beyond the normal chores expected of women. And despite the family reticence to participate in conventional worship, the sisters were exemplary Christians with regard to their charity in the community. They dedicated a great deal of time, for example, tending to Glastonbury residents who fell ill or into poverty, and they associated with freed slaves and African American activists.

			The eldest daughter, Hancy Zephina (whose unconventional name was a tribute to her parents) was gifted in music and in mechanics. According to a local historian, she designed an improvement for shoeing cattle that the local blacksmiths gratefully adopted, and she may have built a boat by herself. More fanciful (and less exacting) biographers reported that Hancy designed a grindstone windmill powered by a pig on a treadmill and a potato peeler that was rejected because it removed too much of the skin for thrifty Yankees. She learned to play the piano, and, again according to reports more speculative than studious, she owned one of the first instruments in the state and practiced playing on wooden blocks before it arrived. We know the least about the second daughter, Cyrinthia Sacretia, but one of her embroideries from her days as a student at the Litchfield Female Academy survives. The subject, “A Cottage Girl,” re-creates an image from James Thompson’s poem The Seasons and depicts a virtuous young man reduced to poverty. She was, reportedly, also a skilled horticulturalist and rumored to have experimented with creating her own varieties of fruit. Both Hancy and Cyrinthia were involved in the abolitionist and charity work that characterized the family.

			The third sister, Laurilla Aleroyla, was inclined toward the arts, and there are charming but imaginary accounts of her showing her mettle by painting colors upon the white houses of neighbors when she was a child. More accurate assessment of her art is found in a surviving painting, also from her schooldays at Litchfield, in which she painted a watercolor entitled “The Sons of Tippoo Saib About to be Delivered as Hostages to the English,” presumably at the age of thirteen. This scene was popular in the visual arts. It depicts a moment in the life of Tipu Sultan, the ruler of Mysore, a kingdom in Southern India, who resisted British colonization in a series of wars and who in 1793 was in defeat forced to hand over two sons as ransom until reparations were paid. Many representations of this scene focus on the handover to Lord Charles Cornwallis. Fewer represent the family in grief saying their farewells without any imagery of the victors. Laurilla chose the latter.

			She signed the painting “Laurilla A. Smith,” but when she fully engaged the abolitionist cause she published a few striking essays under the name “Laurilla Aleroyla.” Two are especially worth consideration for their nonconformist—and uncompromising—expressions. The first appeared in Freedom’s Gifts or Sentiments of the Free in 1840. Entitled “The Bloody Banner,” it is a two-page account of a vision of a banner glowing red and dripping “reeking gore” into the ocean. “What nation’s banner may that be?” she asks, discovering to her surprise that it belonged to the “noble nation” of America. “I know her gallant story,” the author continues. “She was taxed by a kingly power—abused by kingly pride—and she revolted. She would not bear oppression.” Yet in winning “liberty, peace, happiness, and equal rights to all her people,” she nevertheless “has shorn her beauteous flag of all its honors” by drenching it in “the gore of guiltless Africa”—defenseless mothers, helpless children, and shrieking babes. Smith ends by calling for someone to “take away the Bloody Banner of America!”

			Her second essay, “The Stranger,” was composed for Star of Emancipation, a collection organized by the Massachusetts Female Emancipation Society. It is of equal fervor to the first. Smith commences by noting how the name “stranger” is a “holy name,” and recounts several images from world history in which the protection of strangers was among the most important commandments and social rules. “Is there anyone in this wide world so lone a stranger,” she then asks, “as the escaping slave?” In poetic terms she imagines how that world must appear to a runaway slave and then asks who would be of such compromised morality as to refuse to aid such a fugitive. Smith has her answer: “A Northern laborer!” And similarly, a “Northern yeoman” would betray the fleeing slave, even as he—the yeoman—is “free as the mountain breeze himself, rejoicing in his liberty, protected in his rights.” This, she fears, is what America has become, having lost her moral compass. Smith concludes in a manner that should speak for itself:

			Oh what an act is this, to take the helpless “stranger” and give him up a bound and trembling victim, into the hands of his enraged and lawless master!! It is a deed of horror! Such are thy trophies, slavery! and such the offerings thy votaries must lay upon thine altar! Thy morning and thy evening sacrifice is human blood! Thy victim is the guiltless “stranger!”

			Although this imagery and its call for social change certainly put her at odds with many people in New England, it was rather common for the Smith family. Laurilla also contributed to women’s education directly as a teacher first at the Troy Female Seminary in New York and later at the Hartford Female Seminary, but she never lost interest in cultivating her artistic skills. Eventually the family constructed another building across the street from their home to be used as her studio. (There is another legendary story from the middle of the twentieth century, clearly a misunderstanding of where her studio was located, that suggested she built a log cabin on her own to paint, and that during a flood, she borrowed Hancy’s boat to access it.)

			The fourth daughter, Julia Evelina (born Julietta Abelinda before her parents renamed her in honor of a novel penned by Fanny Burney), and the fifth daughter, Abby Hadassah, were responsible for what Frances Ellen Burr called “one of the most original and unique chapters in the history of woman suffrage.” Like their sisters, they were highly accomplished women. Julia was studious in many subjects, but languages were her forte. She learned French, Latin, and Greek easily. Following Laurilla, she also taught for one year at the Troy Female Seminary. One of her major contributions was a translation of the Bible that took several years to complete and for which she learned Hebrew. Her reasons for doing so and then, decades later, for publishing at her own expense, offer telling insights into her mind and those of her sisters.

			In the Introduction of this book, I mentioned in passing William Miller, the preacher who prophesized that the world would end between 1843 and 1844, and whose rise to prominence led to a religious movement attracting thousands of followers. Miller had based his prediction on a reading of the Bible; he believed that it held a code allowing him to calculate the rough date of the Second Coming. Several were
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