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Painted Windows
Elia Wilkinson Peattie
A Modern Reader’s Edition
Childhood recalled in a sequence of short pieces — night, solitude, friendship, fame, remorse, a first journey — each one a pane in the window of memory, looked at again from the far side of middle age. Peattie became a reporter at the Chicago Tribune in the 1880s, when women were not, and ran its literary page for a decade; this small book is the quietest and most personal thing she wrote.

A Note on This Edition
With respect for the original work, Painted Windows, by Elia Wilkinson Peattie, has been prepared for the contemporary reader. Its spelling and punctuation follow present-day American usage, and a handful of genuinely archaic words and grammatical forms have been updated or briefly clarified. The author’s own sentences, paragraph structure, and narrative voice are kept as written. A note of caution: this book was written in a different era and may contain attitudes and depictions that a modern reader could find dated or offensive. These have been kept for historical and literary authenticity and do not reflect the views of the publisher; we ask that they be read with an understanding of the time and the context in which the work was originally created. Where the original text used a small number of the era’s harshest racial epithets, these have been replaced with the neutral descriptive terms of the period; quotations of historical songs and the authors’ own commentary on prejudice are preserved unaltered.
Illustrated with 60 full-page reproductions of period paintings, selected for this edition.
Prepared for this edition by the editors of Aeneas Press.
Aeneas Press · Literary Classics
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Will you come with me into the chamber of memory and lift your eyes to the painted windows where the figures and scenes of childhood appear? Perhaps by looking with kindly eyes at those from out my past, long wished-for visions of your own youth will appear to heal the wounds from which you suffer, and to quiet your stormy and restless heart.
YOUNG people believe very little that they hear about the compensations of growing old, and of living over again in memory the events of the past. Yet there really are these compensations and pleasures, and although they are not so vivid and breathless as the pleasures of youth, they have something delicate and fine about them that must be experienced to be appreciated.
[image: Barges on the Stour with Dedham Church in the Distance]Barges on the Stour with Dedham Church in the Distance — John Constable (1811)Few of us would exchange our memories for those of others. They have become a part of our personality, and we could not part with them without losing something of ourselves. Neither would we part with our own particular childhood, which, however difficult it may have been at times, seems to each of us more significant than the childhood of any one else. I can run over in my mind certain incidents of my childhood as if they were chapters in a much-loved book, and when I am wakeful at night, or bored by a long journey, or waiting for someone in the railway-station, I take them out and go over them again.
[image: Porch of East Bergholt Church]Porch of East Bergholt Church — John Constable (1810)Nor is my book of memories without its illustrations. I can see little villages, and a great city, and forests and planted fields, and familiar faces; and all have this advantage: they are not fixed and without motion, like the pictures in the ordinary book. People are walking up the streets of the village, the trees are tossing, the tall wheat and corn in the fields salute me. I can smell the odor of the gathered hay, and the faces in my dream-book smile at me.
[image: Salisbury Cathedral from the South-West]Salisbury Cathedral from the South-West — John Constable (1820)Of all of these memories I like best the one in the pine forest.
I was at that age when children think of their parents as being all-powerful. I could hardly have imagined any circumstances, however adverse, that my father could not have met with his strength and wisdom and skill. All children have such a period of hero-worship, I suppose, when their father stands out from the rest of the world as the best and most powerful man living. So, feeling as I did, I was made happier than I can say when my father decided, because I was looking pale and had a poor appetite, to take me out of school for a while, and carry me with him on a driving trip. We lived in Michigan, where there were, in the days of which I am writing, not many railroads; and when my father, who was attorney for a number of wholesale mercantile firms in Detroit, used to go about the country collecting money due, adjusting claims, and so on, he had no choice but to drive.
[image: Salisbury Cathedral, Wiltshire]Salisbury Cathedral, Wiltshire — John Constable (1821)And over what roads! Now it was a strip of corduroy[1], now a piece of well-graded elevation with clay subsoil and gravel surface, now a neglected stretch full of dangerous holes; and worst of all, running through the great forests, long pieces of road from which the stumps had been only partly extracted, and where the sunlight barely penetrated. Here the soaked earth became little less than a quagmire.
[image: Cathedral Rock, Yosemite Valley, California]Cathedral Rock, Yosemite Valley, California — Albert Bierstadt (1872)But father was too well used to hard journeys to fear them, and I felt that, in going with him, I was safe from all possible harm. The journey had all the allurement of an adventure, for we would not know from day to day where we should eat our meals or sleep at night. So, to provide against trouble, we carried father’s old red-and-blue-checked army blankets, a bag of feed for Sheridan, the horse, plenty of bread, bacon, jam, coffee and prepared cream; and we hung pails of pure water and buttermilk from the rear of our buggy.
[image: The Church Spire]The Church Spire — George Inness (1875)We had been out two weeks without failing once to eat at a proper table or to sleep in a comfortable bed. Sometimes we put up at the stark-looking hotels that loomed, raw and uninviting, in the larger towns; sometimes we had the pleasure of being welcomed at a little inn, where the host showed us a personal hospitality; but oftener we were forced to make ourselves “paying guests” at some house. We cared nothing whether we slept in the spare rooms of a fine frame “residence” or crept into bed beneath the eaves of the attic in a log cabin. I had begun to feel that our journey would be almost too tame and comfortable, when one night something really happened.
[image: Cathedral Rocks, a Yosemite View]Cathedral Rocks, a Yosemite View — Albert Bierstadt (1872)Father lost his bearings. He was hoping to reach the town of Gratiot by nightfall, and he attempted to make a short cut. To do this he turned into a road that wound through a magnificent forest, at first of oak and butternut, ironwood and beech, then of densely growing pines. When we entered the wood it was twilight, but no sooner were we well within the shadow of these somber trees than we were plunged in darkness, and within half an hour this darkness deepened, so that we could see nothing—not even the horse.
“The sun doesn’t get in here the year round,” said father, trying his best to guide the horse through the mire. So deep was the mud that it seemed as if it literally sucked at the legs of the horse and the wheels of the buggy, and I began to wonder if we should really be swallowed, and to fear that we had met with a difficulty that even my father could not overcome. I can hardly make plain what a tragic thought that was! The horse began to give out sighs and groans, and in the intervals of his struggles to get on, I could feel him trembling. There was a note of anxiety in father’s voice as he called out, with all the authority and cheer he could command, to poor Sheridan. The wind was rising, and the long sobs of the pines made cold shivers run up my spine. My teeth chattered, partly from cold, but more from fright.
“What are we going to do?” I asked, my voice quivering with tears.
“Well, we aren’t going to cry, whatever else we do!” answered father, rather sharply. He snatched the lighted lantern from its place on the dashboard and leaped out into the road. I could hear him floundering round in that terrible mire and soothing the horse. The next thing I realized was that the horse was unhitched, that father had—for the first time during our journey—laid the lash across Sheridan’s back, and that, with a leap of indignation, the horse had reached the firm ground of the roadside. Father called out to him to stand still, and a moment later I found myself being swung from the buggy into father’s arms. He staggered along, plunging and almost falling, and presently I, too, stood beneath the giant pines.
“One journey more,” said father, “for our supper, and then we’ll bivouac[2] right here.”
Now that I was away from the buggy that was so familiar to me, and that seemed like a little movable piece of home, I felt, as I had not felt before, the vastness of the solitude. Above me in the rising wind tossed the tops of the singing trees; about me stretched the soft blackness; and beneath the dense, interlaced branches it was almost as calm and still as in a room. I could see that the clouds were breaking and the stars beginning to come out, and that comforted me a little.
[image: Palm Trees with a Domed Church]Palm Trees with a Domed Church — Albert Bierstadt (1880)Father was keeping up a stream of cheerful talk.
“Now, sir,” he was saying to Sheridan, “stand still while I get this harness off you. I’ll tie you and blanket you, and you can lie or stand as you please. Here’s your nose-bag, with some good supper in it, and if you don’t have drink, it’s not my fault. Anyway, it isn’t so long since you got a good nip at the creek.”
I was watching by the faint light of the lantern, and noticing how unnatural father and Sheridan looked. They seemed to be blocked out in a rude kind of way, like some wooden toys I had at home.
“Here we are,” said father, “like Robinson Crusoes. It was hard luck for Robinson, not having his little girl along. He’d have had her to pick up sticks and twigs to make a fire, and that would have been a great help to him.”
Father began breaking fallen branches over his knee, and I groped round and filled my arms again and again with little fagots[3]. So after a few minutes we had a fine fire crackling in a place where it could not catch the branches of the trees. Father had scraped the needles of the pines together in such a way that a bare rim of earth was left all around the fire, so that it could not spread along the ground; and presently the coffee-pot was over the fire and bacon was sizzling in the frying-pan. The good, hearty odors came out to mingle with the delicious scent of the pines, and I, setting out our dishes, began to feel a happiness different from anything I had ever known.
[image: Landscape, The Village Church]Landscape, The Village Church — William Morris Hunt (1863)Pioneers and wanderers and soldiers have joys of their own—joys of which I had heard often enough, for there had been more stories told than read in our house. But now for the first time I knew what my grandmother and my uncles had meant when they told me about the way they had come into the wilderness, and about the great happiness and freedom of those first days. I, too, felt this freedom, and it seemed to me as if I never again wanted walls to close in on me. All my fear was gone, and I felt wild and glad. I could not believe that I was only a little girl. I felt taller even than my father.
[image: Criquebœuf Church, Normandy]Criquebœuf Church, Normandy — Homer Dodge Martin (1893)Father’s mood was like mine in a way. He had memories to add to his emotion, but then, on the other hand, he lacked the sense of discovery I had, for he had known often such feelings as were coming to me for the first time. When he was a young man he had been a colporteur[4] for the American Bible Society among the Lake Superior Indians, and in that way had earned part of the money for his course at the University of Michigan; afterward he had gone with other gold-seekers to Pike’s Peak, and had crossed the plains with oxen, in the company of many other adventurers; then, when President Lincoln called for troops, he had returned to enlist with the Michigan men, and had served more than three years with McClellan and Grant.
[image: Interior, Basilica di San Marco, Venice]Interior, Basilica di San Marco, Venice — Otto Henry Bacher (1881)So, naturally, there was nothing he did not know about making himself comfortable in the open. He knew all the sorrow and all the joy of the homeless man, and now, as he cooked, he began to sing the old songs—“Marching Through Georgia,” and “Bury Me Not on the Lone Prairie,” and “In the Prison Cell I Sit.” He had been in a Southern prison after the Battle of the Wilderness, and so he knew how to sing that song with particular feeling.
[image: Harmony in Brown and Gold: Old Chelsea Church]Harmony in Brown and Gold: Old Chelsea Church — James McNeill Whistler (1884)I had heard war stories all my life, though usually father told such tales in a half-joking way, as if to make light of everything he had gone through. But now, as we ate there under the tossing pines, and the wild chorus in the treetops swelled like a rising sea, the spirit of the old days
[image: John Church Hamilton]John Church Hamilton — Alfred Thomas Agate (1840)[image: Near Land’s End, Cornwall]Near Land’s End, Cornwall — John Noble Barlow (1905)[image: Birthplace of the Artist]Birthplace of the Artist — Louis Eilshemius (1902)[image: Coming Storm]Coming Storm — George Candee (1870)[image: Magnolia]Magnolia — James Jebusa Shannon (1899)[image: The French Farmyard]The French Farmyard — Winslow Homer (1867)[image: Croquet Scene]Croquet Scene — Winslow Homer (1866)Notes
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