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FOREWORD

On every hand we hear the admonition, “The study of
society must be made objective.” When one asks what is meant
by this, he is referred to the natural and the biological sciences.
But while the average man has little difficulty in comprehend-
ing what is meant by objective in the study of electricity, bees,
etc., he finds himself at a loss to visualize the objects of study
in a social inquiry. There is nothing strange in this, because
the professionals in social science are still far from confident
that they have their hands upon the social reality. True, many
attempts have been made to find the basic factors in society,
but these factors have been sought, for the most part, in the
laboratories of biology and psychology, which is not unlike
groping behind the scenes and digging under the stage, dis-
regarding the comedies, tragedies, and dramas in plain sight.
On the other hand, experience with social phenomena is bring-
ing us nearer and nearer to a realization that we must deal
directly with life itself, that the realities of social science are -
what people do. Seemingly in full realization of this, the
authors of this book have patiently observed an American
community and sketched out for us, in the large, the whole
round of its activities. No one had ever subjected an Amer-
ican community to such a scrutiny; probably few would re-
gard it as worth while. Rather have we been taught to set
store by studies of the individual on one hand, and on the
other, on the gathering of intimate statistics as to wages, liv-
ing conditions, etc., for groups in our national population at
large, as coal miners, teamsters, working girls, etc. The first
of these seems to have been ordered upon the theory that mal-
adjustments of individuals might be dealt with effectively if
one knew a true sample of personal histories, and, in the main,
studies of this kind have justified their making. The second
seems to rest on the assumption that occupational groups pre-
sent collective problems which can be dealt with on a national
level, the maladjustments in this case arising in the failure
of these groups to articulate properly with other groups. Here
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Chapter II1

THE HISTORICAL SETTING

EF
1

Two major experiences in Middletown antedate 1890, the

date taken as the horizon of this study: the pioneer life of the
earlier part of the century, and the gas boom of the end of the
eighties which ushered in Middletown’s industrial revolutios.

Both are within the memory of men who still walk the streets *

of the city.

The first permanent settlement in this county occurred in
1820, and county government was granted in 1827. The mem-
ory of one of the oldest citizens, a leading local physician

throughout the nineties, reaches back to the eighteen-forties.
Within the lifetime of this one man local transportation has
changed from virtually the “hoof and sail” methods in use in
the time of Homer; grain has ceased to be cut in the state by -
thrusting the sickle into the ripened grain as in the days of Ruth

and threshing done by trampling out by horses on the threshing-
floor or by flail ; getting a living and making a home have ceased
to be conducted under one roof by the majority of the Amer-

ican people; education has ceased to be a luxury accessible only

to the few; in his own field of medicine the X-ray, anaesthetics,

e

asepsis, and other developments have tended to make the heal-
ing art a science; electricity, the telephone, telegraph, and radio -
have appeared; and the theory of evolution has shaken the -

theological cosmogony that had reigned for centuries.?
This local physician whose lifetime so nearly spans that of

t That this stupendous change within a single lifetime was a phenomenon
of the whole country, not merely of a backwoods section, is indicated by
the recollections of a man born a year earlier than this physician, under the
shadow of Boston State House : Henry Adams writes, % . . on looking back,
fifty years later, at his own figure in 1854, and pondering on the needs of
the twentieth century, he wondered whether, on the whole,
1854 stood nearer to the thought of 1004, or to that of the year I .. .
——in essentials like religion, ethics, philosophy; in history, literature, art;
in the concepts of all science, except perhaps mathematics, the Americag
boy of 1854 stood nearer the year 1 than to the year 1900,” Education of
fenry Adams (Boston; Houghton Mifflin, 1018), p. 53, ’
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the boy of :
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Middletown, the tenth of a family of eleven, was named,. with
the characteristic political fervor of the time, General Wllh.am
Harrison K 2 The log farmhouse of his father was ceiled
inside without plaster, the walls bare save for three prized pic-
tures of Washington, Jackson, and Clay. All meals were cqoked
before the great kitchen fireplace, corn pones and “cracklings”
and bread being baked in the glare of a large curved. reflector
set before the open fire. At night the rooms were lighted by
the open fire and by tallow dips; there was great excitement
later when the first candle mold appeared in the neighborhood.
Standard time was unknown ; few owned watches, and sun time
was good enough during the day, while early and late candle
lighting served to distinguish the periods at night. When the
fire went out on the family hearth the boy ran to a neighbor’s
to bring home fire between two boards; it was not until later
that the first box of little sticks tipped with sulphur startled the
neighborhood. .

The homely wisdom of pioneer life prescribed that children
be passed through a hole in the trunk of a hollow tree to cure
“short growth’; hogs must be slaughtered at certain times of
the moon or the bacon would shrink ; babies must be weaned at
certain times of the zodiac; the “madstone,” “a small bone from
the heart of a deer,” was a valuable antidote for hydrophobia
or snake-bite ; certain persons ‘blew the fire out of a burn,” ar-
rested hemorrhage or cured erysipelas by uttering mysterious
charms; a pan of water under the bed was used to check night
sweats; bleeding was the sovereign remedy for fits, loss of -
consciousness, fever, and many other ills; and “in eruptive
fevers, especially measles, where the eruption was delayed, a tea
made of sheep’s dung, popularly known as ‘nanny tea,” was a

. household remedy.”

Social calls were unknown, but all-day visits were the rule, a
family going to visit either by horseback, the children seated

behind the grown-ups, or in chairs set in the springless farm

2The boy grew up not in the county in which Middletown is situated
but in a near-by county. His boyhood environment described here was not
that of the rude pioneer villages of the state but of the open country; but
the facts that life in the diminutive Middletown of 1840 did not differ
markedly in fundamentals from that of the open country around it and
that some people in Middletown today grew up under open country condi-
tions not unlike those described are the reasons for the inclusion of this
material here,
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wagon. Social intercourse performed a highly important serv-
ice; there were no daily papers in the region, and much news

‘traveled by word of mouth. Nobody came to the home around -
mealtime who was not urged to take his place at the table :
—preachers being particularly welcome. Men would talk to- @
gether for hours on the Providential portent of the great Comet
of 1843, or of the time ten years before when the “stars fell.” '
Men and women went miles and spent days in order to hear .
champions argue disputed political or religious points. People
“got religion” and were “awakened to sin” at camp meetings
under the vivid exhortation of baptizing preachers. The |

“Word” wove its influence closely about everyday acts.

Forty years later, in 1885, before gas and wealth spouted
frf)m the earth, bringing in their wake a helter-skelter indus- :
trial development, Middletown, a placid county-seat of some ;

6,000 souls, still retained some of the simplicity of this early
pioneer life. “On the streets . . . on fair days lawyers, doc-
tors, the officials of the county courts, and the merchants

walked about in their shirt sleeves. The house painter went ©

along with his ladder on his shoulder. In the stiliness there '
could be heard the hammers of the carpenters building a new |
house for the son of a merchant who had married the daugh- :

ter of a blacksmith.” ® Men in their prime who had grown up ;
under pioneer conditions now controlled the affairs of Middle-

town. They were occupied with such momentous matters as !
offering “$200 for the scalp or body of any person in the city E
‘caught setting fire to the property of another,” or passing reg- ¢
ulations in response to complaints about neighborhood cows -
rumning through the streets and destroying lawns, or with :
badly bungling the job of laying the first town sewer. i

The thin edge of industry was beginning to appear, though .
few people thought of the place then as anything but an agri-
cultural county-seat: a bagging plant employed from a hun- :
dred to a hundred and fifty people, making bags from the flax :
grown in the surrounding countryside; a clay tile yard employed .
some fifteen; a roller-skate “company” in an old barn up an ;
alley, perhaps eight; a feather-duster “factory,” five or six; a .
small foundry, half a dozen; and a planing mill and two flour ©

8 From Sherwood Anderson’s description of the even tenor of life in th
Middletowns of the '80's in his Poor White. e E
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mills, 2 few more. It was still for Middletown the age of
wood, and a new industry meant a hardwood skewer shop, a
barrel-heading shop, or a small wooden pump works.

Such modest ventures in manufacturing as the community
exhibited were the tentative responses of small local capital to
the thing that was happening to the whole Middle West. The
Federal Census reveals a steady movement westward of the cen-
ter of manufacturing; in 1880 it was still in Pennsylvania, but
by 1890 it had pushed on until it was eight and one-half miles
west of Canton, Ohio. Dry-goods clerks were beginning to
spend their evenings perfecting little models of washing-ma-
chines, mechanical hair-clippers, can-openers, various power-
driven devices. The proprietor of a small Middletown restaurant
who led a town band in the evening and “was always neglecting
business to tinker around at things” saw a crude cash-register
in a saloon in a neighboring city while on a trip there with his
band, conceived the idea of a self-adding register, and set to
work in the hope of making his fortune. The annual total of
patents registered in Washington, which had remained practi-
cally constant during the decade of the seventies, jumped in
1890 to roughly double the 1880 figure.

In the state in which Middletown is located, the number of
wage-earners increased from 69,508 in 1880 to 110,500 in
1890, and by 1900 was to total 155,956. The capital invested
in manufacturing plants in the state doubled between 1880 and
1890 and was almost to double again by 1900.

The quiet life of the town drowsing about its courthouse
square with its wooden pump—and iron dippers, punctually
renewed every Fourth of July—was beginning to stir to these
outside influences. A small Business and Manufacturing Asso-
ciation was formed about 1886 for “the promotion of any and
all undertakings calculated to advance the interests, improve-
ments and general welfare of the city.”

And then in the fall of '86 came gas.

In 1876 a company boring for coal twelve miles north of
the town had plugged up the hole and abandoned the project
after boring 600 feet: all they “struck” was a foul odor and
a roaring sound deep in the bowels of the earth, and rumor
had it that they had invaded “his Satanic Majesty’s domain.”
Nine years later, when natural gas was discovered at other
points in the Middle West, the incident of the plugged-up hole






