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			He was P. T. Barnum—known far and wide for his bearded ladies and skeleton collections; his midgets and three-ring circuses; his wax museums, jumbo elephants, dancing bears, and mermaids. But by the time the reporter from the New York Herald arrived, P. T. Barnum was an old man. When the reporter was led to the showman’s bedroom, she was shocked by his frail appearance. Too tired to leave his Bridgeport, Connecticut, mansion, Barnum now found comfort in watching the gulls outside his window and daydreaming about the upcoming circus season.

			“I long to ride with [the circus] once more,” he told the reporter.

			The reporter felt “an instant kinship” with the old man. She, too, loved the circus—especially the Barnum & Bailey circus. “It always…took my breath away,” she later admitted. She was here to uncover the real P. T. Barnum, so she asked her first question. It was, she later confessed, an “impertinent” one. “Do you ever wish you had done something more important with your life? Do you ever wish you had become a doctor…or preached from the pulpit and saved men’s souls?”

			The jobs the reporter mentioned were certainly more respectable. But were they really more important than Barnum’s sixty years in show business? He didn’t think so. “Amusement may not be the great aim of life,” he finally answered, “but it gives zest to our days.”

			Barnum had dedicated his life to amusing people. His goal, wrote historian Philip B. Kunhardt, was “to awaken a sleeping sense of wonder, to help open the eyes of his fellow citizens to the amazing diversity of the human and natural world.” To do this, he had introduced them to the rare, the strange, the beautiful, and the exotic.

			Startling inventions!

			Little-known tribespeople!

			Fossils, mummies, and three-headed snakes!

			All this and much, much more had been Barnum’s contribution to nineteenth-century America.

			Yet some people called him silly and selfish. They made fun of his museums and circuses, and claimed that his only purpose was to make lots of money.

			“He represents everything crass and self-serving in the American character,” the famous author Mark Twain once wrote.

			What did Barnum say to those critics?

			“I am a showman,” he replied simply, “and all the gilding shall make nothing else of me.”
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					One of the last photographs taken of P. T. Barnum, at the age of eighty-two.
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			In 1810, Bethel, Connecticut, was a tiny village. Pigs ran freely through the dirt streets, and spots in and around town had colorful names like Wildcat Road, Plum Trees, and Toad-Hole. Back then, the village was cut off from the world—newspapers arrived only once a week, and a journey to distant New York was considered a great adventure—so folks had to take care of themselves. Homemade candles lighted houses, and in the summer nearly everyone went to bed as soon as it grew dark, to save wax. They ate what they raised—mostly boiled and baked beans, coarse rye bread, applesauce, and “pot luck,” a concoction of corned beef, salt pork, and clams from the nearby coast. Pewter plates were considered “fancy eating” (wooden ones worked just as well), and when one of the richer citizens covered the bare floor in his bedroom with a small piece of carpet, the town buzzed that he was showing off his wealth.
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					Tale’s Hometown
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							An engraving of Bethel, Connecticut.

						
					
					In the center of Bethel stood the most popular place in town, the Congregational church. Sunday after Sunday, villagers shivered in the cold, hard pews, listening to sermons about fire and brimstone. The church was unheated even in the winter, because religious passion was considered warmth enough. The second most popular place in town was the building on the far right. This was the Barnum family’s store and tavern, where liquor flowed freely. Drinking was as much a part of Bethel life as sermons. Remembered one old-timer, “Every sort of excuse was made for taking a drink…. Even at funerals the clergy, mourners, and friends drank liquor.”
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			Everyone worked hard. “I can see it as if but yesterday,” recalled one villager, “our hard-working mothers…spinning, reeling…knitting, darning, mending, washing, ironing, cooking, soap and candle making, pluck[ing] the geese, milk[ing] the cow, mak[ing] butter and cheese….” The men worked too, plowing, planting, harvesting.

			Many of Bethel’s farmers had owned their land for generations. There were the Hoyts, the Beebes, the Barnums, and…the Taylors. Everyone knew the Taylors, especially Phineas Taylor—Uncle Phin, the townsfolk called him. (It was the custom in those days to call everybody uncle or aunt rather than Mr. or Mrs.) Uncle Phin was the town wag, a cunning, sharp prankster who was always one jump ahead of his friends with puns and practical jokes. He would, remembered one villager, “go farther, wait longer, work harder and contrive deeper to carry out a [prank] than for anything else under heaven.”
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					Uncle Phin’s Most Famous Prank

					Once when Uncle Phin was traveling by sailboat with a group of businessmen, the wind died. As the boat sat unmoving for five days, the once clean-shaven men grew scruffy beards. Not one of them had thought of bringing along a razor—except for Phin. When the boat finally began to move again, Phin announced that he had a fair plan to get everyone shaved with just one razor. Each man would shave half his face, then pass the razor on to the next man. When all were half shaved, the rotation would begin again. All went smoothly at first. Phin shaved half his face, then passed the razor on. Eventually, everyone was half shaved and the razor returned to Phin. He finished shaving the second half of his face, then announced that the blade was dull and needed to be sharpened. Since old-fashioned razors were sharpened by striking them against a leather strop, Phin began whipping the blade back and forth. Then—oops!—the razor suddenly flew out of his hand and into the waters of Long Island Sound. Hours later the boat docked in New York, and the sheepish businessmen got off. People on the pier couldn’t help gawking at the strange sight. Every man was neatly shaved on one side, whiskered on the other—every man, that is, except for the wildly laughing Phin.
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							A sketch of Uncle Phin.
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			In 1810, a baby boy was born into Uncle Phin’s joke-loving family. Just the day before, Bethel had celebrated the country’s thirty-fourth birthday with parades, picnics, and fireworks. But on the fifth of July, Irena Taylor Barnum (Phin’s daughter) gave birth to her first son. Her husband, Philo Barnum, named the boy after his prank-playing grandpa, Phineas Taylor. While the child would eventually grow up to be known the world over as P. T. Barnum, when he was a baby his family simply called him Tale.

			Tale never regretted not being a firecracker baby. “I’d have enjoyed being born on the Fourth of July,” he later wrote, “but maybe my tardiness was for the best. Competition between Barnum and Independence Day would have been too much. As it was, I made my appearance after peace and quiet had been restored and the audience had [returned to] its seat.”

			
				
					
						[image: ]
					

				

				
					A Bit About Tale’s Father

					“My father, Philo Barnum,” wrote Tale, “was a man with a large frame, erect and up-headed. He had bright blue eyes that were well open and intent upon the circumstances surrounding him.” Descended from the town’s founders, Philo’s grandfather had served as a captain during the American Revolution and afterward made a fortune in politics and hotel keeping. By the time Philo was born, the family money was gone and Tale’s father could barely make ends meet. During his lifetime he moved through a series of jobs—tailor, tavern keeper, owner of a livery stable, store clerk, and farmer. Not one of these occupations left him financially secure. He had other problems, too. His first wife, Polly Fairchild, died in 1808, leaving him alone with five small children. In good New England fashion, Philo quickly remarried: Six months later, he wed Irena Taylor.

					Despite these struggles, Philo seemed to be a hands-on father who insisted Tale could “hoe and plough and dig in the garden as well as anybody else.” When he realized his son did not like manual labor, he put the boy to work as a store clerk. And as soon as little Tale began earning some money, his father insisted he begin paying for his own clothing. “I was but seven years old at the time, yet my father did not miss an opportunity for a financial lesson…‘Bills must be paid,’ he told me then. It is still a painful, but truthful life lesson.”

					A Bit About Tale’s Mother

					Little is known about Irena Barnum, but by all accounts she was a quiet, kindly, and self-reliant mother. She was not an openly affectionate woman. “Kisses and hugs were not in her character,” Tale once said. Still, she was a good mother who instilled in her son the values of hard work and frugality. “As a small boy my mother taught me that I should save all my pennies, and so I did,” Tale said. A devout Christian who attended services in Bethel’s meetinghouse twice a week (on Wednesdays and Sundays), Irena had no desire for riches. Later in life, when her son became rich and famous, he repeatedly offered to build her a mansion. But Irena refused. Instead, she quietly lived on in the plain house where she had borne her children. “She loved her little town and her gaggle of relatives,” wrote Barnum.
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							This photograph of Tale’s mother, Irena, was taken years after her son had moved away from Bethel. No image of Tale’s father exists.
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			As for Uncle Phin (who was now Grandfather Phin), his namesake delighted him. “I was his pet,” Tale later remembered, “and during the first six years of my life spent most of my waking hours in his arms. My mother estimates that the amount of lump sugar which I swallowed from his hands during that period could not have been less than two barrels.”

			But Grandfather Phin gave his namesake something more than sugar. When Tale was two, he deeded the boy a piece of land called Ivy Island. Tale grew up hearing about this property. “My grandfather always spoke of me (in my presence) to the neighbors and to strangers as the richest child in town since I owned the whole of Ivy Island,” he later recalled. “My father and mother frequently reminded me of my wealth and hoped I would do something for the family when [I grew up].”

			For years little Tale dreamed of his property. He imagined it as a lush green island set in the middle of a sparkling blue lake and covered with gold and diamond mines. Over and over he promised his playmates that when he grew up, they would all live—happily and richly—on Ivy Island.
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					The Barnum Bunch

					The Barnum house was bursting with children. There were:

					
							
							Rana, born in 1800 (to Philo’s first wife, Polly)

							

							
							Almon, born in 1801 (to Polly)

							

							
							Minera, born in 1803 (to Polly)

							

							
							Philo Fairchild, born in 1806 (to Polly)

							

							
							Mary H., born and died in 1808 (to Polly)

							

							
							Phineas Taylor, “Tale,” born in 1810 (to Philo’s second wife, Irena)

							

							
							Eder, born in 1813 (to Irena)

							

							
							Mary, born in 1815 (to Irena)

							

							
							Cordelia, born in 1820 (to Irena)

							

							
							Almira, born in 1823 (to Irena)

							

					

					Yet later in life, when Tale wrote his autobiography, The Life of P. T. Barnum, Written by Himself, he barely included his siblings in his childhood memories. He didn’t describe them, and in many ways he wrote as if he had been an only child. Out of four hundred pages of memoir, Tale told only one story about a sibling. He wrote:

					“I usually slept with my younger brother, Eder. Frequently I would join some of our village boys in a party at the house of their parents…and at eleven o’clock at night (which was later than my parents permitted) I would slyly creep up the stairs, and crawl into bed with the greatest caution lest I wake my brother, who would be sure to report my late hours to my parents. My brother contrived all sorts of plans to catch me on my late return. Sometimes he would pile trunks and chairs against the door, so I would…upset the barricade and awaken [my parents] by the noise. I managed, however, to open the door by degrees and get to bed without awakening the slumberers. One night I found the door nailed [shut].

					“I descended the stairs, found a short ladder outdoors and entered through our bedroom window without being discovered. Another night, Eder sat up in the middle of the bed and bolstered himself with pillows, determined to keep awake until I returned. But sleep overcame him, and when I arrived I snugged myself cozily into bed and went to sleep. In the morning, he found himself sitting bolt upright in bed, just as he went to sleep the night before. Giving me a kick, he woke me up and exclaimed: ‘You worked it pretty well last night, but I’ll catch you yet.’ ‘You are welcome to do it if you can,’ I replied, ‘but you will have to get up early in the morning to catch a weasel asleep.’ For months, Eder kept at it, but he never caught [me].”
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			Misadventures on Ivy Island

			When Tale was twelve, he finally got to see his island. His father walked him out to a nearby meadow called East Swamp and pointed.

			“There,” he said, “where you see those beautiful trees rising in the distance.”

			Leaving his father behind, Tale headed in that direction. Soon the ground became boggy and wet, and the boy found himself struggling through waist-deep water. A cloud of mosquitoes buzzed around his head. Hornets stung him. Still, he pressed on…and on…and finally he dragged himself up onto a tiny spit of land to discover—a worthless, snake-infested thicket! There were no diamond mines, just a few stunted ivies and some straggling trees. “The truth flashed upon me,” said Tale. It had all been a huge practical joke, and “I had been the laughingstock of the family and neighborhood for years.”

			This cruel joke had been meant to strip Tale of his boyhood dreams and turn him into a hardworking Yankee. Instead, it turned Tale into a prankster and a practical joker. “I became,” the boy confessed, a “chip off my grandfather’s block.”

			The Young Businessman

			Tale began saving his pennies when he was five years old. When he turned six, Grandfather Phin took him to the village tavern and exchanged “all my little pieces of coin for one dollar.” Tale was stunned. “Never had I felt so rich, so absolutely independent of the world, as I did when I looked at that monstrous big silver dollar, and felt that it was all my own.”

			From that moment on, the boy loved money. And he promised himself that he would make lots of it. At first, Grandfather Phin paid the boy a few cents each day to help with small chores on the farm. But this didn’t make Tale’s pile of money grow fast enough. So when he was just eight years old, he came up with a surefire way of making money. “I became a peddler,” he said. Every third Saturday of the month, volunteer soldiers came to Bethel to train on the village green. Tale began making molasses candy and selling it to the soldiers, who were hungry after all their marching. “I usually found myself a whole dollar richer at the end of training,” the boy remarked. Soon he expanded his business. Besides candy, “I began selling ginger bread, cookies, sugar candies and cherry rum…. I made a small fortune.”

			Seeing his son’s
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			Head-Work
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					Tale Talks About School
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			Friends
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					An Elephant Lesson
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			Going to Church

			
			
			
			
			Changes
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					Taylor’s Wife

					
					
						
							[image: Portrait of Charity Barnum with a calm, composed expression. Her hair is parted in the center and styled in smooth waves, tucked beneath a lace-trimmed cap with decorative ribbon. She wears a dark dress with a wide lace collar and white lace cuffs. Her hands are folded gently in her lap, holding a delicate white handkerchief.]
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