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Chapter Twenty-Five

Epilogue

LATER YEARS

Starr’s life after his return from his Western vacation in December 1914 resumed a well-established pattern. He moved back into a Hyde Park apartment that was soon a labyrinth of books stacked on the floors of various rooms. He taught his courses, hosted his quarterly parties, and took up his role as campus eccentric. Starr refused to wear an overcoat, never used a telephone, and read a book wherever he walked.1 In 1925 his former student, James Weber Linn, remarked to a reporter from the Chicago Herald Examiner: “For a quarter of a century I have read as I walked. I got the habit from Professor Starr, who had the smallest and sharpest eyes of anybody I ever knew, and kept them sharp till the day of his retirement from the University.”

“Freddy” was so well known for this habit that in June of 1920 a student publication, The Phoenix, published a cartoon of him strolling across campus accompanied by the following doggerel, “Freddy Starr, oh, Freddy Starr, How I wonder what you are; No balloon despite your look: No balloon would read a book.”

In 1915, Starr recommenced his travels to Japan and Korea and visited those countries at least every other year. He moved to Seattle in 1923, and after his mother died in 1925 Lucy joined him. He still wrote weekly letters whenever he was out of town, now addressed to his sister. He was never able to take his dream trip through Southeast Asia and China. He authored no major books except Korean Buddhism in 1918, which was by and large ignored by anthropologists in the United States and not greeted with enthusiasm by scholars in Oriental Studies, let alone in history and comparative religion.

Starr’s attention to all things Japanese became increasingly acute and problematic as the United States turned against Japan. He was thunderstruck by the passage of the 1924 Immigration Act, which included the barring of most nonwhites from entering the United States. In May of 1924 he denounced the action of Congress in passing the Japanese Exclusion Act as a “hot headed blunder.” Starr’s defiance of the law and pro-Japanese sentiments were strongly expressed in his series of six essays published in 1924 as Grave Consequences…. Starr was notorious once again.

When not in East Asia or concerned with Japanese matters Starr’s main interest seemed to center on collecting bookplates; his 1927 to 1928 correspondence files are filled with inquiries and responses. However, he never lost his ties to Liberia, and his later correspondence files exemplify his commitment to that country, particularly on its centennial.2

Starr became a tour leader, which was a remarkable change in his travel habits. Perhaps this was a solution to the financial strains of retirement. Although in the past he had always journeyed as a free agent, on his 1930 trip to Japan and Korea he was the guide for six ladies.

CUBA AND CENTRAL AMERICA

In between his sojourns in Asia he would spend time in Latin America. In 1916 he visited Cuba for three weeks to write a series of ten articles for the Chicago News and to take photographs, using up his old film. His companion, George Scholes, was a twenty-two-year-old former student at the university who “invited himself.” Starr found Cuba “too rich for [his] blood,” but at least Havana was more interesting and attractive than he had anticipated. The trip, except for the articles, was not successful: the president of the Republic, Mario Garcia Menocal, did not show up for his interview, and Starr took umbrage. He found his colleague, Montani de la Torre, “aggrieved” at Hrdlička, and Starr felt the same way, but he does not explain why. Scholes left after two weeks, and Starr, a week later, was packing to leave.3

Two years later he planned a grand tour of all five Central American republics. After stopping in New Orleans and visiting Tulane University, courtesy of United Fruit, he arrived at Puerto Barrios on October 1, 1918, and traveled up to Guatemala City. His trip began well when he obtained passes on the Guatemalan National Railway and could plan to travel throughout the republic. He first went to Lake Amatitlan and then traveled through coffee fincas (plantations) down to the Pacific coast. He then planned to visit the four other republics, giving each about ten days. Unfortunately, epidemics of yellow fever were raging and, faced with quarantines, he was forced to revise his itinerary. He returned to Puerto Barrios by way of the Maya ruins of Quirigua, thinking he could go by ship to Honduras. Because of the fever his boat was refused landing at the Honduran port and forced to return to Puerto Barrios. The quarantines were so difficult that by November 6 Starr decided to abandon the rest of his trip. Between quarantines and strikes, the lucky Starr was stuck for a week in Puerto Barrios.4 When last reviewed, Starr’s notebooks in Special Collections were mislabeled: NB#1 had been mismarked NB#2 and NB#2 mismarked NB#1.

To add to his misery, he received word that Vincent had died, a victim of the Spanish flu epidemic sweeping through the United States.

In 1920 and 1921 Starr returned to Mexico to see his old amigos, remain in contact with Manuel’s family, and experience postrevolutionary society and culture. Starr wrote to his mother in September of 1921: “In the afternoon I went round to my old friend the irreconcilable Batres, who every year publishes at considerable expense a tribute to the memory of Porfirio Díaz.” Leopoldo Batres, another well-known marginalized compatriot, had fled Mexico during the revolution but had returned by the 1920s.

Gamio invited him on an excursion to Teotihuacan, and he saw his compadre, noted author, lawyer, and politician Frederico Gamboa. He was disappointed that Zelia Nuttall was in England. Aside from social visits and pursuing folkloric studies, research seemed not to have been high on his agenda.5

THE STARR-DARROW DEBATES

As Starr approached retirement he became a fast friend of the noted attorney and public intellectual Clarence Darrow and his wife, Ruby. They developed a plan to engage in national debates on controversial topics such as “Is life worth living?” and “Is the human race getting anywhere?” The first debate was held in Chicago on November 21, 1920, conducted by the Workers’ University Society. Their venue, the Garrick Theater, was “thronged to capacity.” They argued the topic “Is Civilization a Failure?” with Darrow saying “yes” and Starr replying “no.” The following day their debate was extensively covered in the Herald Examiner.

In late May 1923, on the eve of his retirement, the Herald Examiner reported the “Grand Final” of their debates, “Has the Human Race Justified Its Existence?” On this topic Starr took the positive and Darrow the negative. Evidently this was so successful that the Klessinger’s Midwest Review of June 19, 1924, gave an account of their reprise: “Is Life Worth Living?” Ever the optimist, Starr took the “yea” and Darrow the “nay.”

When Darrow lost his enthusiasm, one of Starr’s friends and admirers, Percy Ward, the president of the American Rationalist Association, filled in and in the fall they debated “What Does the Human Race Exist For?” The new team for the great debate again filled the Garrick Theater on November 16, 1924, as Starr and Ward argued the topic, “Are the Advanced Races Going Backward?” Predictably Starr’s opponent insisted “yes” and the professor resolutely maintained “no.”6

STARR RETIRES

After thirty-one years of service to the university, and approaching the respectable retirement age of sixty-five, Starr’s departure from Chicago was announced in the spring of 1923. He assured everyone he was not leaving because of age or debility—he declared to the Herald Examiner reporter on June 18 that he would live to be 120—but to pursue with full vigor his travels and research. In his 2006 book, Hammer offers a description of Starr on his retirement: “Built like a football linebacker—broad kindly face, large ears, slightly off-center Roman nose, a halo of white hair framing a bulldog head he was a man of great appetites, insatiable curiosity, and limitless wanderlust.”

Starr’s retirement brought forth an outpouring of idolization unequaled in the history of the university. Among the many celebratory events two stand out: The Kongo 13 Klub–sponsored farewell dinner and the banquet given for him by the Workers’ University Society.

At the farewell dinner nearly one thousand “old grads” of the University of Chicago from across the country assembled at the LaSalle Hotel in Chicago. One of Starr’s students, James Wilson Linn, who had taken his first class from Starr in the summer of 1896, testified that “he was well under forty then, but I swear he looked just as he did the day he ‘retired’ at sixty-five.” To prove the point Starr was presented with his portrait by the well-known Swedish American painter and illustrator Axel Linus.7

In an unprecedented act of generosity the former members of his classes presented him with a “home fund” of $15,000 that enabled their honorable professor to buy a house in Seattle to facilitate his frequent journeys to the Orient. The September 26 Seattle Post-Intelligencer made known that Starr had purchased a ten-room home in the University District overlooking Lake Washington with a view of the mountains of Seattle. Starr described his new home as “a unique Anglo-Spanish-Mexican-American bungalow with plenty of room for his books and collections.”

The Workers’ University Society farewell banquet held at the Hotel Atlantic was equally memorable. Dr. Percy Ward, president of the American Rationalist Association (later known as the Chicago Humanist Society) was toastmaster, and Clarence Darrow was among the prominent after-dinner speakers.

Starr’s significance as a popularizer who spoke to the masses was strongly stressed on the farewell banquet announcement that Starr pasted into his scrapbook #16: “Like Thomas Huxley and Ernest Haeckel, Frederick Starr has won the admiration and affection of myriads of working people by generously presenting to them in a long series of lectures, characterized by clarity and force, the great generalizations of modern science … Let us, on the eve of his pilgrimage to the Orient, give him a not less royal send-off [than was given at his retirement dinner] in appreciation of his splendid services to the cause of the popularization of science.”

STARR IN MEXICO 1928

After Starr retired he apparently felt that he had laid to rest the ghosts of his Mexican past, and in 1928 he planned a more extensive visit than he had undertaken in 1920 to 1921. However, he couldn’t escape the haunting. Shortly after he arrived in May, Manuelito, Manuel’s nephew, materialized seeking Starr’s support so that he “could be someone.” Although Starr was glad to see him, his visit “saddened” Starr, and he remarked in his notebook

#1: “I wish I knew what to do for him or with him.”

A week later Starr went out to Colonia Vallejo and saw Manuel’s mother. She was in very bad shape, and he tried to persuade her to see a doctor. He described it to Lucy as “all in all a rather depressing visit.” To add to his gloom when he went to the cemetery he couldn’t find Manuel’s grave and feared it had been destroyed during the revolution. Happily, on his next visit to the Pantéon Municipal he located Manuel’s grave and found it in “much better condition than feared.”

Before he left for home, he paid one more call on Manuel’s mother. He confessed to his sister that the property was an unexpected and relatively high expenditure. “As it has no sale-value and no utility value save serve as a shelter to the woman … I find it a heavy burden and begrudge it.” What Starr doesn’t mention to his sister is that he has also been supplying the household with money. He goes on to update Lucy about Manuel’s nephew and his job search. Starr thought he had found him employment, “but he is so inexperienced and on the whole so timid and sensitive that I doubt whether he can hold his own.” Starr’s doubts were well founded since the nephew was never hired.8

By contrast with the revolutionary past and Manuel’s murder, the vibrant Mexico of the 1920s was uplifting. Zelia Nuttall, “who holds her years well,” was in residence and wanted Starr to come out to Casa Alvarado whenever he liked, to lunch or supper. Starr managed to meet all the rising stars of art, photography, and literature. Although Zelia disliked the new murals covering walls throughout the city, Starr took careful note of them. When he encountered Tina Modatti, the famous photographer, she impressed him as “a slender brunette, rather attractive.” High praise from an elderly confirmed bachelor! He even took her to lunch “a la Maya” at a recently opened restaurant.

Next to Zelia, his most frequent companion was Frances Toor, an American folklorist, expatriate, and an intimate of most of the leaders of the artistic renaissance in Mexico. She edited a popular journal, Mexican Folkways, and had convinced Diego Rivera to be her art editor.

Starr continued to pursue his interest in schools and frequently visited them. It was as exciting a time for educational innovations as it was for artistic expression. He was particularly taken by the “free schools of painting” that were appearing throughout the city.9

Starr did not ignore his previous anthropological commitments, and he visited Manuel Gamio, who was leading Mexican ethnography in new directions. In early July Gamio insisted on taking him on an excursion to see newly excavated pyramids at Tenayuca and Santa Cecilia, which Starr described in his notebook #2. Starr also called on Dr. Nicolas León, “the last of the old force,” at the anthropology museum and learned to his sorrow that Batres had died.

Starr was in Mexico on his seventieth birthday, which he spent with Zelia Nuttall, who was “rather pleased at the birthday and says we are twins.” Although Zelia was a year older than Starr, she was to die the same year that Starr did. The old friends had a long talk about Franz Blom, who had taken over as the director of the Middle American Research Institute at Tulane University. Zelia had encouraged him from the beginning of his career, and she told Starr that he called her his “adopted aunt.” Starr had also struck up an acquaintance with the young scholar and had corresponded with Blom frequently throughout the early 1920s.10

Starr remarked to Zelia that he had seen Blom’s book—Temples and Tribes [sic] and had wished “he had not buried the scientific results in a narrative.” Given the nature of most of Starr’s publications the pot had just called the kettle black!11

Practically all his friends were excited to be going to the Congress of Americanists in New York. Although Starr had felt no interest in going, he admitted in his September 11 letter to Lucy: Their “enthusiasm is so keen that I have almost regretted not having arranged to take it in.” It had been eighteen years since he last attended the Congress as an anthropologist.

His four months of travel in Mexico seems to have been a grand finale to his thirty-five years of engagement with the country and its people. He was never to return.

THE EVER POPULAR SPEAKER

Even after he retired, Starr was pushing for speaking engagements, and he hired Helen Spaulding Fentress as his new lecture manager. Ms. Fentress wrote, “I love to make engagements for a man who feels he would rather stay home and read a book than accept an engagement for less than he knows he is worth.” In 1930, on one of his few postretirement visits to Chicago, he picked up his frenetic style of social events, visits, and speaking engagements as if he had never left.12

The impact of Starr’s teaching was to continue on through the generations. As Fay-Cooper Cole wrote, on being appointed to replace Starr, “I think I shall enjoy my work here very much and I hope that when I leave, I may have something of the same hold on the affections of my students that you have on those who studied with you. So many have come to me and told me how much you meant to them, and how greatly you have moulded their outlook on life.13 Starr also continued to receive letters of adulation from his former students: “Often through life have I recalled the happy days at the University of Chicago, and the most interesting and delightful of them all were associated with you in and out of the class room.”14

At least in the case of one student who was to become a prominent anthropologist, his teaching had an impact even after “Freddy” retired. “When I first entered the University of Chicago some 50 years ago I had never heard of anthropology … I arrived on the Midway in 1923 [and] … I first heard of anthropology while standing in line to register at the beginning of my junior year. Two students behind me were talking about courses, and Freddy Starr was still a famous name. I had not heard of Starr, but the term ‘anthropology’ attracted my attention so I looked it up in the catalog while waiting my turn. Anthropology 280 was concerned with the study of peoples and races, and I decided on the spur of the moment to take it, thus beginning a lifelong involvement with the discipline.”15

ANTHROPOLOGY AT THE UNIVERSITY AFTER STARR

What Starr may have thought when the University of Chicago hired FayCooper Cole from the Field Museum to replace him remains unknown. Since Cole was a thorough Boasian and in the Philippines had an entirely different approach to fieldwork than did Starr, Starr may have been a bit piqued. Nonetheless Starr sent Cole a “kind letter” concerning his appointment and the collections.

Fay-Cooper Cole started off a new anthropology program with a bang. As Stocking remarked in 1979, Cole was “a genial, self-effacing man of no great intellectual pretentions; Cole was an able lecturer and a remarkably effective organizer and administrator.” Although he was an ethnologist and a museum man, he identified archaeology as an inexpensive means to attract students and funds. It is ironic that what was to become the outstanding anthropology department in the United States was founded on excavations and artifacts, a strategy Starr had planned when he first came to Chicago in 1892.

Cole’s efforts had a quick payoff. On February 18, 1929, acting president Frederick Campbell Woodward sent a letter to Cole and sociology and anthropology department chair Ellsworth Farris, establishing a separate department of anthropology. The north portico of the new home for the Social Sciences, dedicated in 1927, displays a clear image of the change in status of the anthropology program. Among the six founders portrayed on portrait reliefs representing the six social sciences to be housed in the new building is the profile of anthropologist Franz Boas. Clearly, Starr was extinct and Boas had survived.16

By a strange twist of fate, when the archaeology and physical anthropology labs and offices were being moved back into the Walker Museum in the late 1950s, I was recruited, along with other graduate students, to help move out boxes of papers that had been stored for years on the upper floors. When I asked what was in the boxes I was told that they belonged to some old anthropologist named Frederick Starr. The name meant nothing to me.

AND THE FAMILY

Starr’s mother, Helen Mills Starr, was remarkably long lived and did not die until she was ninety-eight (1827–1925). Starr had always been close to his sister, Lucy Hills Starr, and once he had purchased a house in Seattle it seemed ideally suited as a home for both of them. After Starr’s unexpected death in Japan in 1933 from pneumonia, Lucy lived on in Seattle until she died ten years later at nearly eighty; she had chosen to be buried in the family plot in Auburn. No one knows precisely where the remains of Starr are buried. Presumably he was cremated and laid to rest somewhere in Japan where, in 1934, his admirers erected a monument to him at the foot of Mt. Fuji.

Freddy’s other sister, Helen Mills Starr Cobb, who was one year older than Lucy, remained in New Jersey and outlived them both. In his 1950 correspondence, dealing with the donation of Starr’s papers to the Newberry, Earl Swem mentioned that he had contacted Helen and that she had declined any claim or interest in the manuscript collection.

Starr’s older sister, Maria Barkins Starr Wright, had predeceased her siblings. Her son and Starr’s namesake, Frederick Starr Wright, a U.S. Army career officer and surgeon, had always been a favorite of Starr’s. In his will Starr named him the beneficiary of a $1,000 bequest.

At probate Starr’s estate was valued at $19,372.51, which was not shabby in the depths of the Depression. It was spread over many investments, primarily in stocks and bonds. His personal library was to be sold and profits turned into his estate, and Swem was named in his will as a “knowledgeable person” who could be authorized to dispose of it. Any remaining collections were also to be sold or donated at the discretion of his heirs. Any stock of books he had written or published were to be converted into cash. A sizeable number of copies of Indians of Southern Mexico wound up with Franz Blom at the Middle American Research Institute. Lucy was the prime beneficiary and inherited the house as well.

In addition to the special bequest of $1,000 to his namesake nephew, Starr left $500 to his current Japanese “boy,” Sugawara Teikichi, to be used for his education. A third provision provided for the cancellation of all financial notes if given by a person below thirty years at the time the notes were drawn. Even in his will Starr’s commitment to youths and education stood out.

On Lucy’s death in 1943 the estate had more than doubled in value and was appraised at $43,506.34. Her will included a codicil that provided her sister Helen with a life estate if she were the sole survivor.
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