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			Introduction

			The idea of New England is four centuries old. The arrival of the Puritans, the influence of local Native Americans, and the successive waves of immigration created this unique culture east of the Hudson River and south of the St. Lawrence valley. Forged in the fires of the Great Awakening, the American Revolution, and the Industrial Revolution, the emerging New Englanders became iconic throughout the world, due to both their distinct character and their global impact. Emigrants from our six states went on to settle western New York, Michigan, Ohio, and beyond, creating and influencing a lion’s share of American culture.

			Surely the thick sinews of these pioneers no longer tether the bones of today’s suburbanites. Or do they? Every time a tragedy strikes or a challenge is offered, today’s New Englanders seem to step up to the plate, to rise to the occasion, to speak the words that are needed. There must be a certain quality to the soils here, in the river clay or in the beach sand. Perhaps it is the salt of the North Atlantic, blown into our bodies by the spray. Or could it have been absorbed into our bodies through the cranberries, the maple syrup, or the clam chowder?

			Whatever the case, no one can deny that this land has birthed a certain quality of voice different from anywhere else in the world. We can hear it today in the chatter of bustling taverns or college classrooms, in the slow drawl of the farmer and the nasal pause of the Eastern 
establishment. It contains the dropped “Rs” of our north, the dropped “Ts” of our south. The words we use were tested by our knitting circles and printed in our rural newspapers before being polished by the Harvard Lampoon or the New England Journal of Medicine.

			The roots of this language may have originated in Old England long ago, but they also echo the cry of seagulls, the laugh of loons, the trilling notes of the white-throated sparrow. It includes the music of fifes, the roll of drums, and the cracks of bats in Fenway Park. Waves of immigrants from places like Ireland, Italy, and Latin America added their own voices to the symphony. Or was it the other way around? Perhaps this land and its culture make you part of them; the immigrants in Providence find themselves saying very different things from their former compatriots in Parsippany or Pittsburgh.

			It is also undeniable that we have a lot to say––about our landscapes and weather, about our peoples and cultures, about life and love. But this has mingled with a natural quietness, a Yankee thriftiness with words. What results is a careful crafting of language seldom equaled. As Robert Frost put it in a commencement address at Oberlin College in 1937: “The thing New England gave most to America was the thing I am talking about: a stubborn clinging to meaning––to purify words until they meant again what they should mean.” What results from this “clinging to meaning” are thousands of perfect quotations.

			Searching the internet will not usually yield genuine quotations. A quotation is not an image or a rhyme or an anecdote; it is a complete thought told simply. It could be an affirmation or a negation, an argument or an announcement, an attitude or an aphorism. But a quotation is not a song, no matter how memorable, though a rhyme may form the statement. It is not descriptive and not a feeling, though it may contain both descriptive details and feelings. It is not a personal story, though a story may contain a significant quotation.

			There are other combinations of words by New Englanders deserving of note––in the lines of poetry, the paragraphs of novels, the research papers of scientists. There are great jokes and insults and stories. And of course, there are gray areas––a statement may be made in a way that is not declarative. A quotation may be in-
between the lines, in the pauses and the questions. Nevertheless, a quotation is first and foremost an expression of a thought, in language as clear as a Maine mountain lake.

			What follows in this book are the clearest expressions in writing or speech made by New Englanders, both present and former, who remain some of the most quotable people in the world. Here you might find an old proverb that you thought your grandmother invented, or a new saying that will become your mantra. There is wisdom here, and humor, and phrases that might bring a tear to your eye. These are the words you’ve always been waiting to hear.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Swamp Yankees and Ivy Leaguers

			Quotes about the peoples of New England and their character

			From the Mayflower’s landing to the age of the internet, the people of New England have always had something to say. But who are those people? Do we mean the fisher-folk and forest-clearers of the early decades, the rich Boston brahmins of the 19th century, or the industrial workers of the early 20th? Do we mean the most profoundly educated people in the country? Or just the people living in the nicest suburbs? Ellen Swallow Richards of MIT put it this way: “New England is the home of all that is good and noble with all her sternness and uncompromising opinions.” This backhanded compliment shows clearly how we have seen ourselves for the last few centuries. We know what we know, and we know it best.

			However, that aphorism also exposes a contradiction. We pioneered one of the bedrocks of democracy, the town meeting, yet we also helped pioneer the rights of privacy. Few have expressed this tension in our nature better than the farmers in Robert Frost’s “Mending Wall,” who come together, socially, to pile stones between their properties. We are alone, together, one people made up of millions of individuals. No one knows who coined the phrase “There is no ‘I’ in team,” but with a slight blush we must admit that it was probably not a New Englander.

			*   *   *

			It is not in the still calm of life, or in the repose of a pacific station, that great characters are formed . . . Great necessities call out great virtues.

			––Abigail Adams, patriot, “Letter to John Quincy Adams”

			Resistance to something was the law of New England nature.

			––Henry Adams, The Education of Henry Adams

			Beware of idleness, luxury, and all vanity, folly and vice.

			––John Adams, 2nd president of the United States

			Women have been called queens for a long time, but the kingdom given them isn’t worth ruling.

			––Louisa May Alcott, An Old-Fashioned Girl

			Rather than fail I will retire with my hardy Green Mountain Boys to the desolate caverns of the mountains, and wage war with human nature at large.

			––Ethan Allen, farmer and patriot

			The New England conscience does not stop you from doing what you shouldn’t––it just stops you from enjoying it.

			––Cleveland Amory, author and animal rights activist

			If two New Hampshiremen aren’t a match for the Devil, we might as well give the country back to the Indians.

			––Stephen Vincent Benet, “The Devil and Daniel Webster”

			The Yankee mind was quick and sharp, but mainly it was singularly honest.

			––Van Wyck Brooks, historian, The Flowering of New England

			The shades of New England are here on my skin. Brine in the blood, grit in the bones, and sea air in the lungs.

			––L. M. Browning, Fleeting Moments of Fierce Clarity

			Every man is a volume if you know how to read him.

			––William Ellery Channing, preacher and theologian

			I will work in my own way, according to the light that is in me.

			––Lydia Maria Child, activist, “Letter to Ellis Gray Loring”

			The courage of New England was the courage of conscience.

			––Rufus Choate, lawyer, “Address 1834”

			If a man buys what he don’t need, I call him extravagant, whether it is an extra acre of land, a two-story bonnet, or a bogus gold watch chain, without any watch. If a man can do business with a wheelbarrow, he should not invest in a horse and cart.

			––William Clift, The Tim Bunker Papers, or Yankee Farming

			I love Vermont because of her hills and valleys, her scenery and invigorating climate, but most of all because of her indomitable people. They are a race of pioneers who almost beggared themselves for others.

			––Calvin Coolidge, 30th president of the United States, “Speech at Bennington, 1928”

			My parents are both from Vermont, very old-fashioned New England. We heated our house with wood my father chopped. My mom grew all of our food. We were very underexposed to everything.

			––Geena Davis, actress

			I have a Brother and Sister––My Mother does not care for thought––and a Father, too busy with his Beliefs––to notice what we do––He buys me many Books––but begs me not to read them––because he feels they joggle the Mind.

			––Emily Dickinson, “Letter to Thomas Wentworth Higginson, April 15, 1862”

			Our Puritan forefathers, though bitterly denouncing all forms and ceremonies, were great respecters of persons; and in nothing was the regard for wealth and position more fully shown than in designating the seat in which each person should sit during public worship.

			––Alice Morse Earle, historian

			Whoso would be a man must be a nonconformist.

			––Ralph Waldo Emerson, Self-Reliance

			God helps those who help themselves.

			––Benjamin Franklin, inventor, Poor Richard’s Almanack

			Nobility of character manifests itself at loop-holes when it is not provided with large doors.

			––Mary E. Wilkins Freeman, “The Revolt of ‘Mother’”

			Yankees are what they always were.

			––Robert Frost, “Brown’s Descent”

			We fight, get beat, rise, and fight again. 

			––Nathanael Greene, Revolutionary War general, “Letter, April, 1781”

			And the heavy night hung dark,
The hills and waters o’er,
When a band of exiles moored their bark
On the wild New England shore.

			––Felicia Hemans, The Landing of the Pilgrim Fathers

			Country people do not behave as if they think life is short; they live on the principle that it is long, and savor variations of the kind best appreciated if most days are the same.

			––Edward Hoagland, author

			That which is hard to do is best done bitterly.

			––John Hodgman, comedian, More Information Than You Require

			Humility is the first of virtues––for other people.

			––Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr., The Professor at the Breakfast Table

			Good habits are worth being fanatical about.

			––John Irving, author

			Ask not what your country can do for you––ask what you can do for your country.

			––John F. Kennedy, 35th president of the United States, Inaugural Address

			Whenever you’re sitting across from some important person, always picture him sitting there in a suit of long red underwear. That’s the way I always operated in business.

			––Joseph P. Kennedy, diplomat

			New England: All of the Bitterness, Most of the Boating, None of the Bulls@#t.

			––Caroline Kepnes, You

			You have to start knowing yourself so well that you begin to know other people. A piece of us is in every person we can ever meet.

			––Stephen King, Night Shift

			They are Govern’d by the same Laws as wee in Boston, (or little differing,) thr’out this whole Colony of Connecticot, And much the same way of Church Government, and many of them good, Sociable people, and I hope Religious too: but a little too much Independant in their principalls, and, as I have been told, were formerly in their Zeal very Riggid in their Administrations towards such as their Lawes made Offenders, even to a harmless Kiss or Innocent merriment among Young people.

			––Sarah Kemble Knight, tavern owner, Journal

			I find each new person whom I meet a complete restatement of what life and the world are all about.

			––Edwin Herbert Land, founder of Polaroid

			What New England is, is a state of mind, a place where dry humor and perpetual disappointment blend to produce an ironic pessimism that folks from away find most perplexing.

			––Willem Lange, author

			Maple sugaring exemplifies the classic New England values of connectedness to land and community, Yankee ingenuity, observation of the natural world, heritage
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