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    Beneath the glossy sheen of a new fortune, a self-made businessman finds that ambition and social appetite cannot fully cover the grain of conscience, as the pressure to belong, to expand, and to be seen respectable forces family, commerce, and character into uneasy proximity while markets shift, expectations harden, and the old city’s parlors appraise worth with an eye keener than any ledger, testing whether prosperity’s brightest colors illuminate integrity or merely cast longer shadows where moral light fails to reach.

The Rise of Silas Lapham, by William Dean Howells, first appeared in serial form in 1884–1885 and was published as a novel in 1885. Set in post–Civil War Boston, it follows Silas Lapham, a Vermonter who has built a fortune from a mineral paint, as he seeks a place among the city’s established families. The narrative traces the stresses of rapid success and the social rituals that police the boundary between new money and old prestige, introducing business dilemmas and social entanglements without straying into melodrama or romantic excess, and without revealing outcomes beyond its carefully staged beginnings.

Howells was a leading proponent of American literary realism, and this novel stands as one of the movement’s defining works. Rejecting sensational plots, he favored the textures of ordinary life—how people speak, work, and weigh ethical choices within recognizable social worlds. In Silas Lapham, he uses precise observation and quiet irony to scrutinize manners and motives, letting everyday decisions accumulate moral weight. The book’s steady attentiveness to plausible behavior, contemporary settings, and credible consequences helped establish standards for American fiction that value nuance over spectacle and character over contrivance.

Its classic status rests on more than historical importance; it endures because it renders a quintessential American problem with clarity and sympathy: how to achieve worldly success without losing one’s inner bearings. Readers return to it for its searching portrait of aspiration and its exacting depiction of class codes at a moment when the nation’s economy was remaking social hierarchies. The novel’s disciplined style, moral complexity, and social breadth have made it central to courses on American realism and a touchstone for later treatments of business, mobility, and the costs of respectability.

The historical backdrop intensifies the novel’s questions. In the decades after the Civil War, industrial expansion accelerated wealth creation while widening gaps between entrenched elites and newcomers. Boston’s distinctive Brahmin culture—rooted in lineage, education, and manners—faced a flood of fortunes based on manufacturing and trade. Urban development, such as the growth of the Back Bay, provided stages on which status could be constructed in brick, marble, and upholstery. Against these material transformations, Howells situates his story, showing how economic forces press into parlors and offices alike, shaping hopes, conversations, and choices.

Silas Lapham is drawn with both admiration and scrutiny: practical, energetic, and proud of the work that underwrites his prosperity. Around him, Howells builds a family whose affections, judgments, and uncertainties anchor the book’s humane core. Boston’s older families, represented by the Coreys, bring a contrasting measure—learning, taste, and unspoken codes that can welcome, instruct, or exclude. The intertwining of business opportunity with social acquaintance creates occasions for misreading and self-revelation, including a courtship plot that binds households and tests the boundaries between genuine feeling and calculated advancement.

Money, in these pages, is never merely accounting; it is a moral solvent and a social adhesive. The novel explores how capital both frees and binds, allowing mobility while creating obligations that cannot be easily reconciled. Questions of business ethics are carefully staged: how to price risk, how to honor commitments, when to cut losses, and what counts as integrity when livelihoods depend on difficult choices. The desire for cultural legitimacy—books, pictures, houses, conversation—complicates every calculation, making taste and tact part of the cost of doing business in a city that values tradition.

Howells’s narrative method amplifies these examinations. Scenes unfold in offices, drawing rooms, boarding houses, and carriage rides, where conversation reveals class habits as reliably as ledgers reveal profits. The prose is patient, precise, and gently comic, allowing moments of embarrassment and insight to register without cruelty. Because the novel first ran in serial form, its chapters maintain an architectural rhythm, balancing suspense with observation. The result is a story that moves steadily rather than breathlessly, creating the sense that moral change is gradual, negotiated in small increments rather than achieved in a single dramatic stroke.

Material objects function as quiet emblems. The mineral paint that made Lapham’s fortune colors the novel’s social surfaces, raising questions about what can be coated and what resists finishing. Architectural details—especially the aspiration embodied in a new house—mark ambitions as clearly as bank statements, tracing how spaces are arranged to be seen by others. Yet Howells resists heavy-handed symbolism; he lets the reader notice how things are used, displayed, or worn down. In this way, the material world becomes a record of striving and a register of values under stress.

The book’s legacy extends beyond its moment. As a cornerstone of American realism, it helped shape a tradition of novels about commerce, class, and conscience later explored by writers who examined the entanglement of money and manners. Its influence is visible in subsequent portrayals of ambitious professionals, complicated courtships, and the public theater of respectability, as well as in the office novel and corporate fiction that test characters against organizational pressures. By demonstrating how business could be a subject for serious art, Howells widened the territory American fiction could claim.

Readers approaching the novel today may find that its delicately drawn conversations carry as much drama as any bold action. Pay attention to how people listen, not just to what they say; to what rooms demand of their occupants; to the friction between family loyalties and public appearances. Watch how Howells measures time—through letters, visits, and the turn of seasons in a city where reputation is weather. The book invites slow reading, rewarding attention with accumulative insight rather than sudden revelation, and it honors the intelligence of readers who recognize themselves in everyday hesitation.

More than a historical artifact, The Rise of Silas Lapham speaks directly to contemporary concerns. Economic volatility, the branding of self and enterprise, the tension between authenticity and performance, and the stubborn inequalities of access remain pressing issues. In an age of social media display and corporate metrics, the novel’s calm inquiry into what success means—how it is earned, judged, and kept—feels newly urgent. Its realism reminds us that moral life is lived in particulars, that character is tested in ordinary choices, and that the question of how to live well in public endures.
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    William Dean Howells’s The Rise of Silas Lapham, first published in 1885, is a realist portrait of post–Civil War Boston that follows a self-made paint manufacturer’s ascent into prominence. The novel begins with a journalist interviewing Silas Lapham about his career, casting his prosperity as a public narrative shaped by scrutiny and self-presentation. Lapham projects vigor, candor, and pride, while the narrator observes how society measures success by subtler standards than wealth alone. From the outset, the book introduces its central inquiry: whether material advancement amounts to genuine elevation, and how reputation, character, and social codes intertwine in a culture fascinated by money and manners.

Lapham’s origins lie in rural Vermont, where a deposit of mineral paint on his family’s land becomes the foundation of his fortune. Through trial, persistence, and his wife Persis’s steady support, he transforms an obscure product into a recognized brand. The narrative emphasizes practical ingenuity—improving quality, mastering distribution, investing advertising dollars—alongside the personal habits that accompany newfound power. Lapham prides himself on paying debts and keeping his word, yet he also relishes competition and display. This early history establishes the tension between industrious virtue and the temptations of prosperity, a tension that increasingly shapes his choices as his business expands.

As success mounts, Lapham moves his family to Boston and undertakes construction of a conspicuous house in the Back Bay, signaling entry into an older, more codified social world. Persis, conscious of earlier struggles and obligations, questions costly ostentation, while their daughters—Penelope, perceptive and self-effacing, and Irene, admired for her beauty—navigate expectations about refinement and companionship. Howells stages domestic scenes in which taste, speech, and tact become tests of belonging. The new house, rising room by room, operates as a symbol: an architectural assertion of status and a measure of the gap between commercial triumph and accepted gentility.

The Boston elite is embodied by the Corey family, whose lineage, education, and ease represent established standing. Tom Corey, their son, surprises everyone by seeking practical work in Lapham’s firm, attracted by the energy of an expanding enterprise. His parents’ polite reserve signals a cultural distance that money alone cannot bridge, while Lapham’s blunt directness reflects a different code of honor. The Coreys’ visits, dinners, and careful appraisals expose the tacit rules that govern introductions, alliances, and conversation. Howells contrasts households without caricature, showing curiosity and misgivings on both sides as class contact becomes personal and consequential.

Inside the paint business, Lapham’s confidence meets the complexities of organization and growth. Tom Corey studies the company’s processes and markets, contributing ideas about cultivating new clients and presenting the product beyond local spheres. Factory visits illuminate craftsmanship and risk, but also the precariousness of an enterprise tied to fluctuating demand. Lapham’s acumen lies in practical decisions and tenacity; yet the firm’s future depends on aligning these strengths with strategies that suit broader, more decorous circles. The narrative balances boardroom calculation with everyday labor, underscoring Howells’s commitment to the ordinary details through which character and commerce reveal themselves.

As Tom spends time with the Laphams, a delicate courtship thread develops around the sisters, complicated by family hopes, social signals, and mutual misunderstandings. Polite visits and carriage rides give way to longer conversations that blur the line between friendship and proposal. Parental guidance alternates with the young people’s own inhibitions and desires, each shaped by expectations of rank and propriety. The sisters’ closeness is tested by the pressure of attention, while the Coreys weigh affection against convention. Howells handles these encounters with restraint, allowing uncertainty to steer events and showing how genteel forms can both protect and unsettle the heart.

Parallel to the personal entanglements, Lapham confronts tightening markets and unwelcome reminders from a former business associate whose interests intersect with his own. Opportunities arise that promise relief at the expense of fairness, placing Lapham’s identity as a forthright man in tension with expediency. Speculative ventures and the ongoing expense of the grand house amplify the stakes, as errors of timing and judgment imperil liquidity. The narrative follows Lapham’s calculations with exacting realism, focusing less on sensational reversals than on the slow accumulation of choices that define integrity. In these chapters, wealth appears as both tool and test, never a simple reward.

Social and financial pressures converge in scenes that expose the fragility of status. Invitations are navigated with care, conversations are parsed for subtext, and small lapses in tone can determine whether a door remains open. The Laphams experience moments of embarrassment and resolve, learning how public opinion shifts when prosperity wavers. Within the household, the strain of business concerns and romantic uncertainty forces reconsideration of loyalties and aims. Howells orchestrates business offices, drawing rooms, and family parlors as adjoining stages, showing how outcomes in one sphere reverberate in the others and how self-knowledge can emerge under the weight of expectation.

Without disclosing later turns, the novel culminates in a reckoning that clarifies the difference between rising in fortune and rising in principle. Howells’s broader message affirms the value of conscientious action amid competitive pressures, and it probes the compatibility of democratic energy with inherited standards of taste. The Rise of Silas Lapham endures for its measured, humane realism, its attention to ordinary motives and consequences, and its portrait of a society learning how to judge success. In its restraint and moral curiosity, the book invites readers to consider what must be kept—and what may be relinquished—when ambition seeks a higher form of achievement.
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    William Dean Howells situates The Rise of Silas Lapham in Boston and its environs during the early 1880s, a moment often labeled the Gilded Age. The dominant institutions framing the narrative include the market economy, Protestant churches that shaped civic norms, elite private clubs, and a vigorous periodical press. Social life clustered around established neighborhoods and new districts, especially the recently engineered Back Bay, while political life leaned toward reform-minded Republicanism among long-settled families. The story’s conflicts unfold against a city balancing inherited cultural authority with the rising power of industrial wealth, creating a fertile ground for questions of status, integrity, and belonging.

In the decades after the Civil War, New England’s economy diversified beyond its textile core into a wider range of manufacturing and resource-based enterprises. Improvements in rail links integrated rural suppliers with urban markets, enabling entrepreneurs to convert local materials into branded goods for national distribution. The novel’s attention to a mineral-based paint business reflects this pattern: postwar America witnessed notable growth in building materials, finishes, and household commodities as cities expanded. As factories multiplied and distribution widened, fortunes could be made rapidly but were also vulnerable to shifts in demand, credit conditions, and the vagaries of competition.

The most visible symbol of Boston’s reinvention was Back Bay, a tidal marsh filled from the late 1850s into the 1880s with gravel hauled in by rail. Designed with broad avenues such as Commonwealth Avenue and anchored by cultural landmarks around Copley Square, the district offered new plots for architect-designed townhouses. Real estate speculation, rising land values, and a vogue for tasteful interiors made the house itself a social statement. After the Great Fire of 1872 devastated the old commercial district, Boston’s rebuilding intensified debates about tasteful display, civic order, and the material signs of respectability—debates that echo through Howells’s scenes of domestic aspiration.

Nineteenth-century observers often described the “Boston Brahmins,” an elite of long-settled Protestant families linked to Harvard, Unitarian churches, and influential clubs. Their cultural authority was sustained by philanthropy—institutions like the Museum of Fine Arts (established 1870) and, slightly later, the Boston Symphony Orchestra (founded 1881)—and by a strong sense of civic stewardship. Manners emphasized reticence, classical learning, and continuity of family reputation. Social registers and networks governed introductions, visits, and marriages. In this atmosphere, personal character and lineage were often treated as intertwined, shaping how newcomers might be welcomed, delayed, or declined by established households.

The postwar period also ushered in a celebrated figure: the self-made businessman. Expanding national markets, improved transportation, and a culture valorizing initiative allowed individuals to amass wealth without ancestral standing. Yet money alone seldom conferred admission to the inner circles of Boston society. Philanthropy, education, and conformity to prevailing cultural tastes were typically required for recognition. Howells brings this tension to life in scenes where commercial success meets the tacit codes of taste and lineage. The novel thus filters national debates about merit, tradition, and the legitimacy of “new money” through the specific lens of Boston’s social hierarchies.

Underlying these social negotiations were unstable financial conditions. The Panic of 1873 ushered in a prolonged downturn that affected New England industry, followed by uneven recovery and another credit scare in 1884 that originated in New York finance and rippled through major cities. Firms reliant on bank loans and seasonal sales were exposed to shifts in interest rates and investor confidence. Public controversies over speculation and overextension animated newspapers and political reformers. In Howells’s treatment, business reversals become trials of conscience, reflecting a period when public discussions of “honorable dealing” were as prominent as stories of spectacular success.

Technological integration helped create national markets for even modestly priced goods. Railroads, improved freight handling, and the telegraph allowed rapid coordination across regions, while the corporate form—with limited liability and share issuance—facilitated capital raising for production and distribution. In building materials and household products, ready-mixed paints began circulating widely by the late 1860s, encouraging brand recognition and standardized quality. Manufacturers competed not only on price and durability but also on reputation, warranties, and dealer networks. The novel’s attention to supply chains, partnerships, and margins reflects how the era’s enterprise required as much strategic communication as mechanical know-how.

Mass magazines and urban newspapers created a national conversation about business, society, and taste. Publications such as The Century, Harper’s, and The Atlantic reached middle-class readers with fiction, essays, and human-interest sketches, and they drew substantial revenue from advertising. Journalistic profiles of enterprising men were common, mixing promotion with scrutiny. Howells integrates a reporter figure to register the power of publicity and the ambiguities of boosterism. The period also saw the rise of colorful trade cards, billboards, and magazine spreads, techniques that manufacturers used to secure dealers and consumers—often making reputation a commercial asset to be managed as carefully as any factory.

Daily life in Boston during the 1880s was shaped by urban conveniences and crowded schedules. Horse-drawn streetcars connected neighborhoods; commuter rail extended the city’s reach; gas lighting was common in homes, while electric lighting began to appear in select public and private spaces. The telephone, patented in the 1870s and early-adopted in Boston, entered offices and some households by the early 1880s, compressing business time. Department stores such as Jordan Marsh catered to an expanding consumer culture of fabrics, furnishings, and ready-made goods. Domestic service remained a marker of status, while etiquette around visits, calling cards, and receptions governed social mobility.

Debates over gender roles and education also marked the period. While “separate spheres” ideals still guided middle-class life, opportunities for women grew in the postbellum decades. Wellesley College opened in 1875, and Boston-area institutions increasingly admitted women to advanced study, enlarging the pool of educated daughters and potential social arbiters. Yet expectations for marriage, household management, and moral influence persisted. The novel’s careful attention to conversation, tact, and judgment in parlors mirrors contemporary advice manuals, which urged women to refine taste and character as a family’s public face. The marriage market thus intertwined personal feeling with calculations of position and propriety.

Immigration intensified Boston’s cultural complexity. Irish Catholic communities, established since the mid-nineteenth century, were prominent in politics, parishes, and the labor force, while Yankees of English descent dominated older educational and civic institutions. Social boundaries—religious, ethnic, and class-based—were enforced through patterns of residence, employment, and club membership. Domestic service often drew on immigrant labor, placing cultural difference inside the household itself. Although Howells’s narrative focuses largely on Protestant middle- and upper-class circles, the city’s wider hierarchies inform its scenes of exclusion and inclusion, reminding readers that genteel codes rested on broader structures of privilege.

Labor tensions formed part of the national backdrop. The Great Railroad Strike of 1877 and the expanding Knights of Labor in the 1880s signaled working-class demands for shorter hours and higher wages. Boston experienced its own shop-floor disputes in manufacturing and maritime trades, and reform-minded elites debated charity versus structural remedies. Employers experimented with paternalism and welfare schemes even as markets squeezed margins. Howells does not center organized labor, but his depiction of cost pressures, competitive pricing, and the moral vocabulary of “fairness” bears the imprint of an era negotiating the limits of profit and the responsibilities of proprietors.

Politics in the early 1880s revolved around questions of corruption and professional administration. With Reconstruction ended in 1877, national attention turned to civil service reform, culminating in the Pendleton Act of 1883, which instituted merit-based federal appointments. The 1884 presidential election divided Republicans, as “Mugwumps”—including many New England reformers—backed Democrat Grover Cleveland over James G. Blaine on ethical grounds. Boston’s Brahmin milieu aligned closely with such reformist ideals. Howells’s portrait of character tests, public reputation, and principled restraint harmonizes with the period’s aspiration to replace patronage and display with probity and competence.

Howells himself was well placed to observe these currents. Born in Ohio in 1837 and trained as a journalist, he served as U.S. consul in Venice during the Civil War years and then settled into Boston’s literary world. As editor-in-chief of The Atlantic Monthly from 1871 to 1881, he championed literary realism—“the truthful treatment of material”—and mentored American writers. After leaving the magazine, he continued as a leading critic and novelist. The Rise of Silas Lapham, serialized in 1884–1885 and published in 1885, exemplifies his method: it places ordinary motives and recognizably modern dilemmas within precisely rendered social settings rather than sensational plots.

The novel appeared in a magazine culture that shaped reading habits and expectations. Serial publication encouraged episodic pacing and invited readers to compare fiction with contemporaneous essays and news in the same issue. Lending libraries and the Boston Public Library expanded access to literature, while parlor reading made fiction a social activity that formed taste. Debates over realism versus romance unfolded in editorials and lecture halls, with Howells arguing that moral and aesthetic value arose from accuracy and modesty of means. In this media ecology, business and society were not background scenery but active subjects for public conversation.

Architecture and planning framed moral geography in Boston. Back Bay’s ordered grid, monumental churches, and uniform façades advertised civic aspiration; older districts, rebuilt after 1872, retained a denser mercantile energy. Interior decoration—wallpapers, floor coverings, woodwork, and paintings—served as clues to a family’s taste. Architects and decorators promoted historical styles as signs of cultivation, while critics warned against over-ornamentation. Howells uses the house as a testing ground for principles: where to build, how to furnish, and what public message a doorway sends. The physical city thus becomes a stage on which character and class write themselves into brick and plaster.

Economic historians note that the late nineteenth century institutionalized practices later labeled “conspicuous consumption,” even before the term entered print. Carriages, tailored clothing, and parlors staged with imported objects declared status across American cities. Yet Boston’s elite valued understatement, complicating signals for aspirants who believed success should be legible. The novel scrutinizes such signals—the art of a social call, the right club sponsorship, the tasteful compromise—while linking them to questions of debt, liquidity, and business prudence. In doing so, it maps the feedback loop between display and solvency, between the cost of belonging and the means to pay it sustainably. The result is a distinctly urban moral inquiry, keyed to Boston’s unique blend of tradition and modernity.
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    William Dean Howells (1837–1920) was a central figure in American literary realism, often called the “Dean of American Letters.” Writing and editing across the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, he sought to portray ordinary lives with moral and social nuance, steering American fiction away from melodrama toward everyday experience. His career spanned journalism, diplomacy, fiction, drama, criticism, and memoir, and he exerted unusual influence through both his own books and his editorial stewardship at major magazines. Howells’s steady advocacy of realism, ethical inquiry, and social awareness helped define the transition from the post–Civil War literary scene to the modern urban-industrial culture of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era.

Howells’s education was largely practical and self-directed. He learned the printing trade in his youth, read widely in English and European literature, and began writing for newspapers in the Midwest. Early exposure to journalism sharpened his sense of contemporary speech and public issues, elements that later became hallmarks of his fiction. Literary influences included British and American realists and, increasingly, European models such as Ivan Turgenev. Howells favored craftsmanship grounded in observation over sensational plotting, a position he articulated in later essays. His formative reading and newsroom training gave him a critical temperament that balanced sympathy for ordinary people with attention to style and form.

A pivotal early achievement was his campaign biography of Abraham Lincoln in 1860, which brought him national attention. During the Civil War era, he served as U.S. consul in Venice, an experience that broadened his linguistic and cultural horizons and supplied material for his first major books. He drew on those years in travel and cultural studies such as Venetian Life (1866) and Italian Journeys (1867), whose calm, observant prose signaled his mature method. Returning to the United States, he continued journalism and criticism while turning increasingly to fiction, establishing himself as a disciplined professional writer with a cosmopolitan perspective.

Howells’s editorial career reached its height at The Atlantic Monthly, where he rose to the editorship in the 1870s and helped consolidate American realism. He cultivated a network of contributors and gave early or decisive support to contemporaries whose work aligned with his principles, including Mark Twain and Henry James. His platform enabled him to shape tastes through selection, review, and essay, and he argued that fiction should examine manners, morals, and social conditions without resort to extravagant plots. After leaving The Atlantic, he continued this critical leadership at Harper’s, writing influential columns that kept realism at the forefront of literary debate.

His novels worked out the implications of his program in narrative form. A Modern Instance (1882) explored the stresses of marriage, divorce, and public opinion; The Rise of Silas Lapham (1885) examined business ethics and social mobility; Indian Summer (1886) offered a delicate study of maturity and desire; Annie Kilburn (1888) probed community reform; and A Hazard of New Fortunes (1890) surveyed class conflict and culture in a rapidly changing New York. He also wrote plays, short fiction, and criticism, notably Criticism and Fiction (1891) and My Literary Passions (1895), which elaborated his realist aesthetics and traced the reading that formed his outlook.

Howells tied aesthetics to civic conscience. He argued that truthful representation served democratic understanding, and he engaged current controversies with measured but firm conviction. Sympathetic to social reform and attentive to labor unrest, he used fiction—especially A Hazard of New Fortunes—to register the pressures of capitalism and urban life. His utopian and satirical books, including A Traveler from Altruria (1894) and Through the Eye of the Needle (1907), critiqued Gilded Age inequalities. As a prominent critic at Harper’s, he set standards for humane, observational writing, and he helped bring wider audiences to new voices; notably, he wrote an influential introduction to Paul Laurence Dunbar’s poetry.

In his later decades, Howells remained a steady presence in American letters. He produced memoirs and sketches that reflected on regional life and authorship, including A Boy’s Town and other reminiscences, and he continued his editorial commentary into the early twentieth century. Though fashions shifted toward naturalism and modernism, his commitment to moral realism and social inquiry endured. He died in 1920, leaving a body of work that shaped the American novel’s concern with manners, class, conscience, and the texture of everyday speech. His influence persists in discussions of realism’s ethics and in the craft of writers attentive to ordinary lives.
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When Bartley Hubbard went to interview Silas Lapham for the “Solid Men of Boston” series, which he undertook to finish up in The Events, after he replaced their original projector on that newspaper, Lapham received him in his private office by previous appointment.

“Walk right in!” he called out to the journalist, whom he caught sight of through the door of the counting-room.

He did not rise from the desk at which he was writing, but he gave Bartley his left hand for welcome, and he rolled his large head in the direction of a vacant chair. “Sit down! I’ll be with you in just half a minute.”

“Take your time,” said Bartley, with the ease he instantly felt. “I’m in no hurry.” He took a note-book from his pocket, laid it on his knee, and began to sharpen a pencil.

“There!” Lapham pounded with his great hairy fist on the envelope he had been addressing.

“William!” he called out, and he handed the letter to a boy who came to get it. “I want that to go right away. Well, sir,” he continued, wheeling round in his leather-cushioned swivel-chair, and facing Bartley, seated so near that their knees almost touched, “so you want my life, death, and Christian sufferings, do you, young man?”

“That’s what I’m after,” said Bartley. “Your money or your life.”

“I guess you wouldn’t want my life without the money,” said Lapham, as if he were willing to prolong these moments of preparation.

“Take ’em both,” Bartley suggested. “Don’t want your money without your life, if you come to that. But you’re just one million times more interesting to the public than if you hadn’t a dollar; and you know that as well as I do, Mr. Lapham. There’s no use beating about the bush.”

“No,” said Lapham, somewhat absently. He put out his huge foot and pushed the ground-glass door shut between his little den and the book-keepers, in their larger den outside.

“In personal appearance,” wrote Bartley in the sketch for which he now studied his subject, while he waited patiently for him to continue, “Silas Lapham is a fine type of the successful American. He has a square, bold chin, only partially concealed by the short reddish-grey beard, growing to the edges of his firmly closing lips. His nose is short and straight; his forehead good, but broad rather than high; his eyes blue, and with a light in them that is kindly or sharp according to his mood. He is of medium height, and fills an average arm-chair with a solid bulk, which on the day of our interview was unpretentiously clad in a business suit of blue serge. His head droops somewhat from a short neck, which does not trouble itself to rise far from a pair of massive shoulders.”

“I don’t know as I know just where you want me to begin,” said Lapham.

“Might begin with your birth; that’s where most of us begin,” replied Bartley.

A gleam of humorous appreciation shot into Lapham’s blue eyes.

“I didn’t know whether you wanted me to go quite so far back as that,” he said. “But there’s no disgrace in having been born, and I was born in the State of Vermont, pretty well up under the Canada line — so well up, in fact, that I came very near being an adoptive citizen; for I was bound to be an American of SOME sort, from the word Go! That was about — well, let me see! — pretty near sixty years ago: this is ‘75, and that was ‘20. Well, say I’m fifty-five years old; and I’ve LIVED ’em, too; not an hour of waste time about ME, anywheres! I was born on a farm, and ——”

“Worked in the fields summers and went to school winters: regulation thing?” Bartley cut in.

“Regulation thing,” said Lapham, accepting this irreverent version of his history somewhat dryly.

“Parents poor, of course,” suggested the journalist. “Any barefoot business? Early deprivations of any kind, that would encourage the youthful reader to go and do likewise? Orphan myself, you know,” said Bartley, with a smile of cynical good-comradery.

Lapham looked at him silently, and then said with quiet self-respect, “I guess if you see these things as a joke, my life won’t interest you[1q].”

“Oh yes, it will,” returned Bartley, unabashed. “You’ll see; it’ll come out all right.” And in fact it did so, in the interview which Bartley printed.

“Mr. Lapham,” he wrote, “passed rapidly over the story of his early life, its poverty and its hardships, sweetened, however, by the recollections of a devoted mother, and a father who, if somewhat her inferior in education, was no less ambitious for the advancement of his children. They were quiet, unpretentious people, religious, after the fashion of that time, and of sterling morality, and they taught their children the simple virtues of the Old Testament and Poor Richard’s Almanac.”

Bartley could not deny himself this gibe; but he trusted to Lapham’s unliterary habit of mind for his security in making it, and most other people would consider it sincere reporter’s rhetoric.

“You know,” he explained to Lapham, “that we have to look at all these facts as material, and we get the habit of classifying them. Sometimes a leading question will draw out a whole line of facts that a man himself would never think of.” He went on to put several queries, and it was from Lapham’s answers that he generalised the history of his childhood. “Mr. Lapham, although he did not dwell on his boyish trials and struggles, spoke of them with deep feeling and an abiding sense of their reality.” This was what he added in the interview, and by the time he had got Lapham past the period where risen Americans are all pathetically alike in their narrow circumstances, their sufferings, and their aspirations, he had beguiled him into forgetfulness of the check he had received, and had him talking again in perfect enjoyment of his autobiography.

“Yes, sir,” said Lapham, in a strain which Bartley was careful not to interrupt again, “a man never sees all that his mother has been to him till it’s too late to let her know that he sees it. Why, my mother —” he stopped. “It gives me a lump in the throat,” he said apologetically, with an attempt at a laugh. Then he went on: “She was a little frail thing, not bigger than a good-sized intermediate school-girl; but she did the whole work of a family of boys, and boarded the hired men besides. She cooked, swept, washed, ironed, made and mended from daylight till dark — and from dark till daylight, I was going to say; for I don’t know how she got any time for sleep. But I suppose she did. She got time to go to church, and to teach us to read the Bible, and to misunderstand it in the old way. She was GOOD. But it ain’t her on her knees in church that comes back to me so much like the sight of an angel as her on her knees before me at night, washing my poor, dirty little feet, that I’d run bare in all day, and making me decent for bed. There were six of us boys; it seems to me we were all of a size; and she was just so careful with all of us. I can feel her hands on my feet yet!” Bartley looked at Lapham’s No. 10 boots, and softly whistled through his teeth. “We were patched all over; but we wa’n’t ragged. I don’t know how she got through it. She didn’t seem to think it was anything; and I guess it was no more than my father expected of her. HE worked like a horse in doors and out — up at daylight, feeding the stock, and groaning round all day with his rheumatism, but not stopping.”

Bartley hid a yawn over his note-book, and probably, if he could have spoken his mind, he would have suggested to Lapham that he was not there for the purpose of interviewing his ancestry. But Bartley had learned to practise a patience with his victims which he did not always feel, and to feign an interest in their digressions till he could bring them up with a round turn.

“I tell you,” said Lapham, jabbing the point of his penknife into the writing-pad on the desk before him, “when I hear women complaining nowadays that their lives are stunted and empty, I want to tell ’em about my MOTHER’S life. I could paint it out for ’em.”

Bartley saw his opportunity at the word paint, and cut in. “And you say, Mr. Lapham, that you discovered this mineral paint on the old farm yourself?”

Lapham acquiesced in the return to business. “I didn’t discover it,” he said scrupulously. “My father found it one day, in a hole made by a tree blowing down. There it was, lying loose in the pit, and sticking to the roots that had pulled up a big, cake of dirt with ’em. I don’t know what give him the idea that there was money in it, but he did think so from the start. I guess, if they’d had the word in those days, they’d considered him pretty much of a crank about it. He was trying as long as he lived to get that paint introduced; but he couldn’t make it go. The country was so poor they couldn’t paint their houses with anything; and father hadn’t any facilities. It got to be a kind of joke with us; and I guess that paint-mine did as much as any one thing to make us boys clear out as soon as we got old enough. All my brothers went West, and took up land; but I hung on to New England and I hung on to the old farm, not because the paint-mine was on it, but because the old house was — and the graves. Well,” said Lapham, as if unwilling to give himself too much credit, “there wouldn’t been any market for it, anyway. You can go through that part of the State and buy more farms than you can shake a stick at for less money than it cost to build the barns on ’em. Of course, it’s turned out a good thing. I keep the old house up in good shape, and we spend a month or so there every summer. M’ wife kind of likes it, and the girls. Pretty place; sightly all round it. I’ve got a force of men at work there the whole time, and I’ve got a man and his wife in the house. Had a family meeting there last year; the whole connection from out West. There!” Lapham rose from his seat and took down a large warped, unframed photograph from the top of his desk, passing his hand over it, and then blowing vigorously upon it, to clear it of the dust. “There we are, ALL of us.”

“I don’t need to look twice at YOU,” said Bartley, putting his finger on one of the heads.

“Well, that’s Bill,” said Lapham, with a gratified laugh. “He’s about as brainy as any of us, I guess. He’s one of their leading lawyers, out Dubuque way; been judge of the Common Pleas once or twice. That’s his son — just graduated at Yale — alongside of my youngest girl. Good-looking chap, ain’t he?”

“SHE’S a good-looking chap,” said Bartley, with prompt irreverence. He hastened to add, at the frown which gathered between Lapham’s eyes, “What a beautiful creature she is! What a lovely, refined, sensitive face! And she looks GOOD, too.”

“She is good,” said the father, relenting.

“And, after all, that’s about the best thing in a woman,” said the potential reprobate. “If my wife wasn’t good enough to keep both of us straight, I don’t know what would become of me.” “My other daughter,” said Lapham, indicating a girl with eyes that showed large, and a face of singular gravity. “Mis’ Lapham,” he continued, touching his wife’s effigy with his little finger. “My brother Willard and his family — farm at Kankakee. Hazard Lapham and his wife — Baptist preacher in Kansas. Jim and his three girls — milling business at Minneapolis. Ben and his family — practising medicine in Fort Wayne.”

The figures were clustered in an irregular group in front of an old farm-house, whose original ugliness had been smartened up with a coat of Lapham’s own paint, and heightened with an incongruous piazza. The photographer had not been able to conceal the fact that they were all decent, honest-looking, sensible people, with a very fair share of beauty among the young girls; some of these were extremely pretty, in fact. He had put them into awkward and constrained attitudes, of course; and they all looked as if they had the instrument of torture which photographers call a head-rest under their occiputs. Here and there an elderly lady’s face was a mere blur; and some of the younger children had twitched themselves into wavering shadows, and might have passed for spirit-photographs of their own little ghosts. It was the standard family-group photograph, in which most Americans have figured at some time or other; and Lapham exhibited a just satisfaction in it. “I presume,” he mused aloud, as he put it back on top of his desk, “that we sha’n’t soon get together again, all of us.”

“And you say,” suggested Bartley, “that you stayed right along on the old place, when the rest cleared out West?”

“No o-o-o,” said Lapham, with a long, loud drawl; “I cleared out West too, first off. Went to Texas. Texas was all the cry in those days. But I got enough of the Lone Star in about three months, and I come back with the idea that Vermont was good enough for me.”

“Fatted calf business?” queried Bartley, with his pencil poised above his note-book.

“I presume they were glad to see me,” said Lapham, with dignity. “Mother,” he added gently, “died that winter, and I stayed on with father. I buried him in the spring; and then I came down to a little place called Lumberville, and picked up what jobs I could get. I worked round at the saw-mills, and I was ostler a while at the hotel — I always DID like a good horse. Well, I WA’N’T exactly a college graduate, and I went to school odd times. I got to driving the stage after while, and by and by I BOUGHT the stage and run the business myself. Then I hired the tavern-stand, and — well to make a long story short, then I got married. Yes,” said Lapham, with pride, “I married the school-teacher. We did pretty well with the hotel, and my wife she was always at me to paint up. Well, I put it off, and PUT it off, as a man will, till one day I give in, and says I, ‘Well, let’s paint up. Why, Pert,’— m’wife’s name’s Persis — ‘I’ve got a whole paint-mine out on the farm. Let’s go out and look at it.’ So we drove out. I’d let the place for seventy-five dollars a year to a shif’less kind of a Kanuck that had come down that way; and I’d hated to see the house with him in it; but we drove out one Saturday afternoon, and we brought back about a bushel of the stuff in the buggy-seat, and I tried it crude, and I tried it burnt; and I liked it. M’wife she liked it too. There wa’n’t any painter by trade in the village, and I mixed it myself. Well, sir, that tavern’s got that coat of paint on it yet, and it hain’t ever had any other, and I don’t know’s it ever will. Well, you know, I felt as if it was a kind of harumscarum experiment, all the while; and I presume I shouldn’t have tried it but I kind of liked to do it because father’d always set so much store by his paint-mine. And when I’d got the first coat on,”— Lapham called it CUT — “I presume I must have set as much as half an hour; looking at it and thinking how he would have enjoyed it. I’ve had my share of luck in this world, and I ain’t a-going to complain on my OWN account, but I’ve noticed that most things get along too late for most people. It made me feel bad, and it took all the pride out my success with the paint, thinking of father. Seemed to me I might ‘a taken more interest in it when he was by to see; but we’ve got to live and learn. Well, I called my wife out — I’d tried it on the back of the house, you know — and she left her dishes — I can remember she came out with her sleeves rolled up and set down alongside of me on the trestle — and says I, ‘What do you think, Persis?’ And says she, ‘Well, you hain’t got a paint-mine, Silas Lapham; you’ve got a GOLD-mine.’ She always was just so enthusiastic about things. Well, it was just after two or three boats had burnt up out West, and a lot of lives lost, and there was a great cry about non-inflammable paint, and I guess that was what was in her mind. ‘Well, I guess it ain’t any gold-mine, Persis,’ says I; ‘but I guess it IS a paint-mine. I’m going to have it analysed, and if it turns out what I think it is, I’m going to work it. And if father hadn’t had such a long name, I should call it the Nehemiah Lapham Mineral Paint. But, any rate, every barrel of it, and every keg, and every bottle, and every package, big or little, has got to have the initials and figures N.L.f. 1835, S.L.t. 1855, on it. Father found it in 1835, and I tried it in 1855.’”

“‘S.T. — 1860 — X.’ business,” said Bartley.

“Yes,” said Lapham, “but I hadn’t heard of Plantation Bitters[4] then, and I hadn’t seen any of the fellow’s labels. I set to work and I got a man down from Boston; and I carried him out to the farm, and he analysed it — made a regular Job of it. Well, sir, we built a kiln, and we kept a lot of that paint-ore red-hot for forty-eight hours; kept the Kanuck and his family up, firing. The presence of iron in the ore showed with the magnet from the start; and when he came to test it, he found out that it contained about seventy-five per cent. of the peroxide of iron[3].”

Lapham pronounced the scientific phrases with a sort of reverent satisfaction, as if awed through his pride by a little lingering uncertainty as to what peroxide was. He accented it as if it were purr-ox-EYED; and Bartley had to get him to spell it.

“Well, and what then?” he asked, when he had made a note of the percentage.

“What then?” echoed Lapham. “Well, then, the fellow set down and told me, ‘You’ve got a paint here,’ says he, ‘that’s going to drive every other mineral paint out of the market. Why’ says he, ‘it’ll drive ’em right into the Back Bay[1]!’ Of course, I didn’t know what the Back Bay was then, but I begun to open my eyes; thought I’d had ’em open before, but I guess I hadn’t. Says he, ‘That paint has got hydraulic cement in it, and it can stand fire and water and acids;’ he named over a lot of things. Says he, ‘It’ll mix easily with linseed oil, whether you want to use it boiled or raw; and it ain’t a-going to crack nor fade any; and it ain’t a-going to scale. When you’ve got your arrangements for burning it properly, you’re going to have a paint that will stand like the everlasting hills, in every climate under the sun.’ Then he went into a lot of particulars, and I begun to think he was drawing a long-bow, and meant to make his bill accordingly. So I kept pretty cool; but the fellow’s bill didn’t amount to anything hardly — said I might pay him after I got going; young chap, and pretty easy; but every word he said was gospel. Well, I ain’t a-going to brag up my paint; I don’t suppose you came here to hear me blow.”

“Oh yes, I did,” said Bartley. “That’s what I want. Tell all there is to tell, and I can boil it down afterward. A man can’t make a greater mistake with a reporter than to hold back anything out of modesty. It may be the very thing we want to know. What we want is the whole truth; and more; we’ve got so much modesty of our own that we can temper almost any statement.”

Lapham looked as if he did not quite like this tone, and he resumed a little more quietly. “Oh, there isn’t really very much more to say about the paint itself. But you can use it for almost anything where a paint is wanted, inside or out. It’ll prevent decay, and it’ll stop it, after it’s begun, in tin or iron. You can paint the inside of a cistern or a bath-tub with it, and water won’t hurt it; and you can paint a steam-boiler with it, and heat won’t. You can cover a brick wall with it, or a railroad car, or the deck of a steamboat, and you can’t do a better thing for either.”

“Never tried it on the human conscience, I suppose,” suggested Bartley.

“No, sir,” replied Lapham gravely. “I guess you want to keep that as free from paint as you can, if you want much use of it. I never cared to try any of it on mine.” Lapham suddenly lifted his bulk up out of his swivel-chair, and led the way out into the wareroom beyond the office partitions, where rows and ranks of casks, barrels, and kegs stretched dimly back to the rear of the building, and diffused an honest, clean, wholesome smell of oil and paint. They were labelled and branded as containing each so many pounds of Lapham’s Mineral Paint, and each bore the mystic devices, N.L.f. 1835 — S.L.t. 1855. “There!” said Lapham, kicking one of the largest casks with the toe of his boot, “that’s about our biggest package; and here,” he added, laying his hand affectionately on the head of a very small keg, as if it were the head of a child, which it resembled in size, “this is the smallest. We used to put the paint on the market dry, but now we grind every ounce of it in oil — very best quality of linseed oil — and warrant it. We find it gives more satisfaction. Now, come back to the office, and I’ll show you our fancy brands.”

It was very cool and pleasant in that dim wareroom, with the rafters showing overhead in a cloudy perspective, and darkening away into the perpetual twilight at the rear of the building; and Bartley had found an agreeable seat on the head of a half-barrel of the paint, which he was reluctant to leave. But he rose and followed the vigorous lead of Lapham back to the office, where the sun of a long summer afternoon was just beginning to glare in at the window. On shelves opposite Lapham’s desk were tin cans of various sizes, arranged in tapering cylinders, and showing, in a pattern diminishing toward the top, the same label borne by the casks and barrels in the wareroom. Lapham merely waved his hand toward these; but when Bartley, after a comprehensive glance at them, gave his whole attention to a row of clean, smooth jars, where different tints of the paint showed through flawless glass, Lapham smiled, and waited in pleased expectation.

“Hello!” said Bartley. “That’s pretty!”

“Yes,” assented Lapham, “it is rather nice. It’s our latest thing, and we find it takes with customers first-rate. Look here!” he said, taking down one of the jars, and pointing to the first line of the label.

Bartley read, “THE PERSIS BRAND,” and then he looked at Lapham and smiled.

“After HER, of course,” said Lapham. “Got it up and put the first of it on the market her last birthday. She was pleased.”

“I should think she might have been,” said Bartley, while he made a note of the appearance of the jars.

“I don’t know about your mentioning it in your interview,” said Lapham dubiously.

“That’s going into the interview, Mr. Lapham, if nothing else does. Got a wife myself, and I know just how you feel.” It was in the dawn of Bartley’s prosperity on the Boston Events, before his troubles with Marcia had seriously begun.

“Is that so?” said Lapham, recognising with a smile another of the vast majority of married Americans; a few underrate their wives, but the rest think them supernal in intelligence and capability. “Well,” he added, “we must see about that. Where’d you say you lived?”

“We don’t live; we board. Mrs. Nash, 13 Canary Place.”

“Well, we’ve all got to commence that way,” suggested Lapham consolingly.

“Yes; but we’ve about got to the end of our string. I expect to be under a roof of my own on Clover Street before long. I suppose,” said Bartley, returning to business, “that you didn’t let the grass grow under your feet much after you found out what was in your paint-mine?”

“No, sir,” answered Lapham, withdrawing his eyes from a long stare at Bartley, in which he had been seeing himself a young man again, in the first days of his married life. “I went right back to Lumberville and sold out everything, and put all I could rake and scrape together into paint. And Mis’ Lapham was with me every time. No hang back about HER. I tell you she was a WOMAN!”

Bartley laughed. “That’s the sort most of us marry.”

“No, we don’t,” said Lapham. “Most of us marry silly little girls grown up to LOOK like women.”

“Well, I guess that’s about so,” assented Bartley, as if upon second thought.

“If it hadn’t been for her,” resumed Lapham, “the paint wouldn’t have come to anything. I used to tell her it wa’n’t the seventy-five per cent. of purr-ox-eyed of iron in the ORE that made that paint go; it was the seventy-five per cent. of purr-ox-eyed of iron in HER.”

“Good!” cried Bartley. “I’ll tell Marcia that.”

“In less’n six months there wa’n’t a board-fence, nor a bridge-girder, nor a dead wall, nor a barn, nor a face of rock in that whole region that didn’t have ‘Lapham’s Mineral Paint — Specimen’ on it in the three colours we begun by making.” Bartley had taken his seat on the window-sill, and Lapham, standing before him, now put up his huge foot close to Bartley’s thigh; neither of them minded that.

“I’ve heard a good deal of talk about that S.T. — 1860 — X. man, and the stove-blacking man, and the kidney-cure man, because they advertised in that way; and I’ve read articles about it in the papers; but I don’t see where the joke comes in, exactly. So long as the people that own the barns and fences don’t object, I don’t see what the public has got to do with it. And I never saw anything so very sacred about a big rock, along a river or in a pasture, that it wouldn’t do to put mineral paint on it in three colours. I wish some of the people that talk about the landscape, and WRITE about it, had to bu’st one of them rocks OUT of the landscape with powder, or dig a hole to bury it in, as we used to have to do up on the farm; I guess they’d sing a little different tune about the profanation of scenery. There ain’t any man enjoys a sightly bit of nature — a smooth piece of interval with half a dozen good-sized wine-glass elms in it — more than I do. But I ain’t a-going to stand up for every big ugly rock I come across, as if we were all a set of dumn Druids. I say the landscape was made for man, and not man for the landscape.”

“Yes,” said Bartley carelessly; “it was made for the stove-polish man and the kidney-cure man.”

“It was made for any man that knows how to use it,” Lapham returned, insensible to Bartley’s irony. “Let ’em go and live with nature in the WINTER, up there along the Canada line, and I guess they’ll get enough of her for one while. Well — where was I?”

“Decorating the landscape,” said Bartley.

“Yes, sir; I started right there at Lumberville, and it give the place a start too. You won’t find it on the map now; and you won’t find it in the gazetteer. I give a pretty good lump of money to build a town-hall, about five years back, and the first meeting they held in it they voted to change the name — Lumberville WA’N’T a name — and it’s Lapham now.”

“Isn’t it somewhere up in that region that they get the old Brandon red?” asked Bartley.

“We’re about ninety miles from Brandon. The Brandon’s a good paint,” said Lapham conscientiously. “Like to show you round up at our place some odd time, if you get off.”

“Thanks. I should like it first-rate. WORKS there?”

“Yes; works there. Well, sir, just about the time I got started, the war broke out; and it knocked my paint higher than a kite. The thing dropped perfectly dead. I presume that if I’d had any sort of influence, I might have got it into Government hands, for gun-carriages and army wagons, and may be on board Government vessels. But I hadn’t, and we had to face the music. I was about broken-hearted, but m’wife she looked at it another way. ‘I guess it’s a providence,’ says she. ‘Silas, I guess you’ve got a country that’s worth fighting for. Any rate, you better go out and give it a chance.’ Well, sir, I went. I knew she meant business. It might kill her to have me go, but it would kill her sure if I stayed. She was one of that kind. I went. Her last words was, ‘I’ll look after the paint, Si.’ We hadn’t but just one little girl then — boy’d died — and Mis’ Lapham’s mother was livin’ with us; and I knew if times DID anyways come up again, m’wife’d know just what to do. So I went. I got through; and you can call me Colonel, if you want to. Feel there!” Lapham took Bartley’s thumb and forefinger and put them on a bunch in his leg, just above the knee. “Anything hard?”

“Ball?”

Lapham nodded. “Gettysburg. That’s my thermometer. If it wa’n’t for that, I shouldn’t know enough to come in when it rains.”

Bartley laughed at a joke which betrayed some evidences of wear. “And when you came back, you took hold of the paint and rushed it.”

“I took hold of the paint and rushed it — all I could,” said Lapham, with less satisfaction than he had hitherto shown in his autobiography. “But I found that I had got back to another world. The day of small things was past, and I don’t suppose it will ever come again in this country. My wife was at me all the time to take a partner — somebody with capital; but I couldn’t seem to bear the idea. That paint was like my own blood to me. To have anybody else concerned in it was like — well, I don’t know what. I saw it was the thing to do; but I tried to fight it off, and I tried to joke it off. I used to say, ‘Why didn’t you take a partner yourself, Persis, while I was away?’ And she’d say, ‘Well, if you hadn’t come back, I should, Si.’ Always DID like a joke about as well as any woman I ever saw. Well, I had to come to it. I took a partner.” Lapham dropped the bold blue eyes with which he had been till now staring into Bartley’s face, and the reporter knew that here was a place for asterisks in his interview, if interviews were faithful. “He had money enough,” continued Lapham, with a suppressed sigh; “but he didn’t know anything about paint. We hung on together for a year or two. And then we quit.”

“And he had the experience,” suggested Bartley, with companionable ease.

“I had some of the experience too,” said Lapham, with a scowl; and Bartley divined, through the freemasonry of all who have sore places in their memories, that this was a point which he must not touch again.

“And since that, I suppose, you’ve played it alone.”

“I’ve played it alone.”

“You must ship some of this paint of yours to foreign countries, Colonel?” suggested Bartley, putting on a professional air.

“We ship it to all parts of the world. It goes to South America, lots of it. It goes to Australia, and it goes to India, and it goes to China, and it goes to the Cape of Good Hope. It’ll stand any climate. Of course, we don’t export these fancy brands much. They’re for home use. But we’re introducing them elsewhere. Here.” Lapham pulled open a drawer, and showed Bartley a lot of labels in different languages — Spanish, French, German, and Italian. “We expect to do a good business in all those countries. We’ve got our agencies in Cadiz now, and in Paris, and in Hamburg, and in Leghorn. It’s a thing that’s bound to make its way. Yes, sir. Wherever a man has got a ship, or a bridge, or a lock, or a house, or a car, or a fence, or a pig-pen anywhere in God’s universe to paint, that’s the paint for him, and he’s bound to find it out sooner or later. You pass a ton of that paint dry through a blast-furnace, and you’ll get a quarter of a ton of pig-iron. I believe in my paint. I believe it’s a blessing to the world. When folks come in, and kind of smell round, and ask me what I mix it with, I always say, ‘Well, in the first place, I mix it with FAITH, and after that I grind it up with the best quality of boiled linseed oil that money will buy.’”

Lapham took out his watch and looked at it, and Bartley perceived that his audience was drawing to a close. “‘F you ever want to run down and take a look at our works, pass you over the road,”— he called it RUD—“and it sha’n’t cost you a cent.” “Well, may be I shall, sometime,” said Bartley. “Good afternoon, Colonel.”

“Good afternoon. Or — hold on! My horse down there yet, William?” he called to the young man in the counting-room who had taken his letter at the beginning of the interview. “Oh! All right!” he added, in response to something the young man said.

“Can’t I set you down somewhere, Mr. Hubbard? I’ve got my horse at the door, and I can drop you on my way home. I’m going to take Mis’ Lapham to look at a house I’m driving piles for, down on the New Land.”

“Don’t care if I do,” said Bartley.

Lapham put on a straw hat, gathered up some papers lying on his desk, pulled down its rolling cover, turned the key in it, and gave the papers to an extremely handsome young woman at one of the desks in the outer office. She was stylishly dressed, as Bartley saw, and her smooth, yellow hair was sculpturesquely waved over a low, white forehead. “Here,” said Lapham, with the same prompt gruff kindness that he had used in addressing the young man, “I want you should put these in shape, and give me a type-writer copy tomorrow.”

“What an uncommonly pretty girl!” said Bartley, as they descended the rough stairway and found their way out to the street, past the dangling rope of a block and tackle wandering up into the cavernous darkness overhead.

“She does her work,” said Lapham shortly.

Bartley mounted to the left side of the open buggy standing at the curb-stone, and Lapham, gathering up the hitching-weight, slid it under the buggy-seat and mounted beside him.

“No chance to speed a horse here, of course,” said Lapham, while the horse with a spirited gentleness picked her way, with a high, long action, over the pavement of the street. The streets were all narrow, and most of them crooked, in that quarter of the town; but at the end of one the spars of a vessel pencilled themselves delicately against the cool blue of the afternoon sky. The air was full of a smell pleasantly compounded of oakum, of leather, and of oil. It was not the busy season, and they met only two or three trucks heavily straggling toward the wharf with their long string teams; but the cobble-stones of the pavement were worn with the dint of ponderous wheels, and discoloured with iron-rust from them; here and there, in wandering streaks over its surface, was the grey stain of the salt water with which the street had been sprinkled.

After an interval of some minutes, which both men spent in looking round the dash-board from opposite sides to watch the stride of the horse, Bartley said, with a light sigh, “I had a colt once down in Maine that stepped just like that mare.”

“Well!” said Lapham, sympathetically recognising the bond that this fact created between them. “Well, now, I tell you what you do. You let me come for you ‘most any afternoon, now, and take you out over the Milldam, and speed this mare a little. I’d like to show you what this mare can do. Yes, I would.”

“All right,” answered Bartley; “I’ll let you know my first day off.”

“Good,” cried Lapham.

“Kentucky?” queried Bartley.

“No, sir. I don’t ride behind anything but Vermont; never did. Touch of Morgan, of course; but you can’t have much Morgan in a horse if you want speed. Hambletonian mostly. Where’d you say you wanted to get out?”

“I guess you may put me down at the Events Office, just round the corner here. I’ve got to write up this interview while it’s fresh.”

“All right,” said Lapham, impersonally assenting to Bartley’s use of him as material.

He had not much to complain of in Bartley’s treatment, unless it was the strain of extravagant compliment which it involved. But the flattery was mainly for the paint, whose virtues Lapham did not believe could be overstated, and himself and his history had been treated with as much respect as Bartley was capable of showing any one. He made a very picturesque thing of the discovery of the paint-mine. “Deep in the heart of the virgin forests of Vermont, far up toward the line of the Canadian snows, on a desolate mountain-side, where an autumnal storm had done its wild work, and the great trees, strewn hither and thither, bore witness to its violence, Nehemiah Lapham discovered, just forty years ago, the mineral which the alchemy of his son’s enterprise and energy has transmuted into solid ingots of the most precious of metals. The colossal fortune of Colonel Silas Lapham lay at the bottom of a hole which an uprooted tree had dug for him, and which for many years remained a paint-mine of no more appreciable value than a soap-mine.”

Here Bartley had not been able to forego another grin; but he compensated for it by the high reverence with which he spoke of Colonel Lapham’s record during the war of the rebellion, and of the motives which impelled him to turn aside from an enterprise in which his whole heart was engaged, and take part in the struggle. “The Colonel bears embedded in the muscle of his right leg a little memento of the period in the shape of a minie-ball[2], which he jocularly referred to as his thermometer, and which relieves him from the necessity of reading ‘The Probabilities’ in his morning paper. This saves him just so much time; and for a man who, as he said, has not a moment of waste time on him anywhere, five minutes a day are something in the course of a year. Simple, clear, bold, and straightforward in mind and action, Colonel Silas Lapham, with a prompt comprehensiveness and a never-failing business sagacity, is, in the best sense of that much-abused term, one of nature’s noblemen, to the last inch of his five eleven and a half. His life affords an example of single-minded application and unwavering perseverance which our young business men would do well to emulate. There is nothing showy or meretricious about the man. He believes in mineral paint, and he puts his heart and soul into it. He makes it a religion; though we would not imply that it IS his religion. Colonel Lapham is a regular attendant at the Rev. Dr. Langworthy’s church. He subscribes liberally to the Associated Charities, and no good object or worthy public enterprise fails to receive his support. He is not now actively in politics, and his paint is not partisan; but it is an open secret that he is, and always has been, a staunch Republican. Without violating the sanctities of private life, we cannot speak fully of various details which came out in the free and unembarrassed interview which Colonel Lapham accorded our representative. But we may say that the success of which he is justly proud he is also proud to attribute in great measure to the sympathy and energy of his wife — one of those women who, in whatever walk of life, seem born to honour the name of American Woman, and to redeem it from the national reproach of Daisy Millerism. Of Colonel Lapham’s family, we will simply add that it consists of two young lady daughters.

“The subject of this very inadequate sketch is building a house on the water side of Beacon Street, after designs by one of our leading architectural firms, which, when complete, will be one of the finest ornaments of that exclusive avenue. It will, we believe, be ready for the occupancy of the family sometime in the spring.”

When Bartley had finished his article, which he did with a good deal of inward derision, he went home to Marcia, still smiling over the thought of Lapham, whose burly simplicity had peculiarly amused him. “He regularly turned himself inside out to me,” he said, as he sat describing his interview to Marcia.

“Then I know you could make something nice out of it,” said his wife; “and that will please Mr. Witherby.”

“Oh yes, I’ve done pretty well; but I couldn’t let myself loose on him the way I wanted to. Confound the limitations of decency, anyway! I should like to have told just what Colonel Lapham thought of landscape advertising in Colonel Lapham’s own words. I’ll tell you one thing, Marsh: he had a girl there at one of the desks that you wouldn’t let ME have within gunshot of MY office. Pretty? It ain’t any name for it!” Marcia’s eyes began to blaze, and Bartley broke out into a laugh, in which he arrested himself at sight of a formidable parcel in the corner of the room.

“Hello! What’s that?”

“Why, I don’t know what it is,” replied Marcia tremulously. “A man brought it just before you came in, and I didn’t like to open it.”

“Think it was some kind of infernal machine?” asked Bartley, getting down on his knees to examine the package. “MRS. B. Hubbard, heigh?” He cut the heavy hemp string with his penknife. “We must look into this thing. I should like to know who’s sending packages to Mrs. Hubbard in my absence.” He unfolded the wrappings of paper, growing softer and finer inward, and presently pulled out a handsome square glass jar, through which a crimson mass showed richly. “The Persis Brand!” he yelled. “I knew it!”

“Oh, what is it, Bartley?” quavered Marcia. Then, courageously drawing a little nearer: “Is it some kind of jam?” she implored. “Jam? No!” roared Bartley. “It’s PAINT! It’s mineral paint — Lapham’s paint!”

“Paint?” echoed Marcia, as she stood over him while he stripped their wrappings from the jars which showed the dark blue, dark green, light brown, dark brown, and black, with the dark crimson, forming the gamut of colour of the Lapham paint. “Don’t TELL me it’s paint that I can use, Bartley!”

“Well







OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
WILLIAM DEAN HOWELLS

n' My
i
1

THE RISE
OF SILAS
LAPHAM.,

Jt v

SSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS





