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PIONEER TO THE PAST


The Story of James H. Breasted by CHARLES BREASTED


Pioneer to the Past tells the intensely human, often poignantly moving story of the brilliant career of James Henry Breasted, the greatest Orientalist and archaeologist America has yet produced.


His career is at once a segment of Americana and a saga of American scholarship. It is the story of a prairie boy who at 21 was a graduate pharmacist clerking in a drug store in Omaha; who was suddenly seized with the conviction that he “must preach the gospel”; who abandoned the ministry in favor of oriental studies, and as a result of his family’s unlimited sacrifices and his own invincibility, won his doctorate cum laude in Egyptology at Berlin University, and was appointed to the first chair of Egyptology ever established in America, at the then embryonic University of Chicago.


There followed years of scientific drudgery, of incessant travel, of “spirit-racking, white-collar penury,” of continually frustrated hopes, before his name became in the popular mind synonymous for American archaeological exploration and research in the ancient Near East.


Thousands of present-day Americans gained their first knowledge of ancient history from his classic Ancient Times; or in later years brushed up their memories with his maturer Conquest of Civilization.


His last and most thoughtful book, The Dawn of Conscience, tracing the history of man’s “Age of Character” and foreseeing its greatest, perhaps fatal danger in man’s “passion for power,” is also an American classic of its kind.


Contemplating the work of the Oriental Institute, which he founded at the University of Chicago in 1919, Doctor Breasted said: “A comprehensive study of the ancient orient reveals to us the historic epochs of European man for the first time set in a background of several hundred thousand years. In this vast synthesis there is disclosed to us an imposing panorama such as no earlier generation has ever been able to survey. This is the New Past. He who really discerns it has begun to read the glorious Odyssey of human kind, of man pushing out upon the ocean of time to make conquest of worlds surpassing all his dreams — the supreme adventure of the ages.”


These words epitomize the spirit of James Henry Breasted, and to that adventure he devoted his entire life, becoming indeed a true Pioneer of the Past.


About the Author


Charles Breasted (1897–1980) was born in Chicago, Illinois, of Colonial Dutch and English ancestry. From the age of two he traveled about Europe and the Near East with his father, James Henry Breasted. He learned German and French before English, received his early education on both sides of the Atlantic, attended school for a time in Cairo, Egypt. His high school and college years were spent in America — he graduated from the University of Chicago in 1920, later did graduate work at Harvard and at the University of California.


Mr. Breasted’s experience has uniquely fitted him to write Pioneer to the Past. He grew up with his father’s scientific dreams, eventually became his executive assistant in their practical realization through the creation of the Oriental Institute at the University of Chicago — the first laboratory ever established for recovering the story of man’s conquest of civilization. He served The Chicago Daily News and The Christian Science Monitor as special correspondent in connection with the discovery of Tutenkhamon’s tomb. After his father’s death, he was asked to become the first Science Editor of Life Magazine, a post from which he resigned to produce Pioneer to the Past. He then returned to the Near East in U.S. Government civilian service.
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Dr. and Mrs. James H. Breasted, and Charles Breasted at the age of eight, at the temple of Amada in Nubia, 1906








FOREWORD


James Henry Breasted was one of the most remarkable individuals in the history of American scholarship on the ancient Near East. He was the first American to receive a Ph.D. in Egyptology (in 1894) and was the first to teach the subject at the University of Chicago. He was a brilliant teacher, Egyptologist, communicator, and above all, an institution-builder who transformed the fundamental character of research on the origins of civilization.


Breasted’s greatest achievement was the founding of the Oriental Institute at the University of Chicago in 1919, through the generous support of John D. Rockefeller, Jr. The Oriental Institute embodies Breasted’s vision of an interdisciplinary research center that unites archaeology, textual studies, and art history as three complementary methodologies to provide a holistic understanding of ancient Near Eastern civilizations, and the ways that they laid the foundations for what we think of today as “Western civilization.”


Breasted’s legacy continues to flourish today, as Oriental Institute researchers conduct six to eight excavations every year across the Near East; write dictionaries of Akkadian, Demotic, and Hittite; and record and preserve the monuments of ancient Egypt through the work of the Institute’s Epigraphic Survey. The Oriental Institute Museum, built around both Breasted’s original acquisitions and the materials from the Institute’s extraordinary excavations in the 1920s and 1930s, is one of the leading collections of ancient Near Eastern art and artifacts in the United States.


Breasted’s life story, intertwined with the story of the Oriental Institute, makes for a fascinating narrative as recounted by his son, Charles Breasted, in Pioneer to the Past: The Story of James Henry Breasted. As the Institute celebrates its 90th anniversary, it is both appropriate and very useful for all of us to have available this re-printed edition of Charles Breasted’s biography of his father. Re-reading his engagingly written account both deepens our understanding and renews our admiration for the richly lived life and achievements of James Henry Breasted.


Gil J. Stein
October 2009
OI director 2002–2017
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James Henry Breasted
OI founder, director 1919–1935





“We are the stewards of what Breasted created, the beneficiaries of his vision, ambition, and persistence.”


— Christopher Woods, OI director 2017–present




TO MARTHA
who called him “Dr. Pa,”
and whom he adored




August 26, 1908. I was thinking the other day what a secure possession the past is. The happiness and beauty that it had cannot now be spoilt or impaired: having had it one cannot be pessimistic either about this life or another.


—Lord Grey of Falloden


A comprehensive study of the ancient orient reveals to us the historic epochs of European man for the first time set in a background of several hundred thousand years. In this vast synthesis there is disclosed to us an imposing panorama such as no earlier generation has ever been able to survey.


This is the New Past.


He who really discerns it has begun to read the glorious Odyssey of human kind, of man pushing out upon the ocean of time to make conquest of worlds surpassing all his dreams—the supreme adventure of the ages.


—James Henry Breasted, 1920


The life of man has become a struggle between the new ideals of self-forgetfulness that arose but yesterday, and the deep-seated passion for power, which is as old as the human race itself and has thus far been so dangerously victorious over new-born conscience and character that we are faced with the grave question of the survival of civilization.


—James Henry Breasted, 1933





PREFACE



“I MUST work at top speed,” my father said in August, 1925. “I am rounding sixty—there is little time left to me, the How of resources I have tapped might be shut off, the Near East might catch fire again. I must make the most of every moment!”


After his death, a crowded decade later, everything came about as he had anxiously foresensed it would; and today his era, and even the immediately succeeding years during which this story was written, belong as much to the remote past as the ancient world he knew and loved so well. Yet the historic Anglo-American conquest of North Africa, together with Anglo-American collaboration in the military defense and occupation of Iraq and Iran lend a curious immediacy to this personal chronicle of a vanished epoch, and especially to his accounts of his Near Eastern travels in 1919–20. With the exception of France, the same dramatis personae are again—or should one say, still—facing the same political and ethnical problems which they failed to solve during the intervening twenty-five years; and just as in 1918, the opening moves in the final, decisive frustration of Germany’s vast ambitions have been initiated in northeast Africa. In 1918 these moves spelled the end of her Berlin-to-Baghdad dream. This time they have made a travesty of her geopolitical plan for conquering the “heart-land” of Africa. Had they lived to witness it, neither Lord Allenby nor my father would have been surprised at this latest variation of an ancient theme: for each in his way understood better than most men the significance of the bridge-head between Asia and Africa.


The incidents in this story, including in its earlier portion the reconstructed conversations, the thoughts attributed to various characters, etc., are based either on original correspondence and journals, or on descriptions given me at various times by my father, by members of his family and by old family friends. Wherever my sources differed in important particulars, as they frequently did, I have followed those versions which seemed to be indicated by all the available evidence, or under the circumstances to be the most probable. My reasoning and conclusions cannot always have been correct; and for any resulting inaccuracies I must assume full responsibility.


The completion of this book adds a final punctuation mark to my father’s abruptly ended life, and to what must always remain one of the richest chapters of my own. It is impossible to enumerate here the entire list of those to whom I am indebted for helpful information and constructive suggestions in an unaccustomed task which has occupied me for over four years. But I cannot take my leave of it without expressing my gratitude to Professor Harold H. Nelson, my father’s old friend and one time student, and to Professor John A. Wilson, his successor as director of the Oriental Institute and also a former student, for their invaluable counsel; to Dr. Edith W. Ware—another of his ablest students, who for the last dozen years of his life assisted him in his researches and in the preparation of his books—for proofing and indexing this volume; to my friend, Maxwell Perkins, for his inexhaustible patience and helpfulness and his consummate editorial judgment in enabling me to reduce a two-volume manuscript to one; to my sister, Mrs. Bernhard L. Hormann, and to my brother, James H. Breasted, Jr., for their careful reading of the manuscript; to Mrs. George Ellery Hale for permission to quote from Dr. Hale’s correspondence with my father, and to Dr. Frederick H. Seares of the Mount Wilson Observatory, and to the California Institute of Technology, for placing biographical material at my disposal. Finally I wish to add that even with the generous aid of all the foregoing, this story might have remained unwritten but for the understanding and inspiration of my wife.


The publication date of this book promises to find me once more in the Near East, :minutely involved in the latest episode of an ancient and endless story. As I travel again across those long familiar regions in which my father was so altogether at home, I shall often sense his presence, and be reminded of the words he wrote a few months before his death, regarding man’s limited capacity for grasping the meaning of time: “We are like some frontiersman in the night holding up a torch over a dark stream and imagining that the circle of its hurrying current revealed by the torchlight is all there is to the stream. . . .”


CHARLES BREASTED


Washington, D. C.


December 1, 1942




PIONEER TO THE PAST
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HONORIS CAUSA



ON the morning of May 31, 1878, in the two-room red brick grade schoolhouse at Downers Grove, Illinois, a slim thirteen-year-old boy sat at a shabby desk, writing in a copy book. His lips moved faintly—a habit they were never to lose—silently shaping the words which his already competent pen set down in answer to a list of questions chalked on the blackboard under the designation, “Monthly Examination in Geography and Arithmetic for the Third Grade Grammar Department.”


His brown-grey eyes studied the second question under Geography. He was oblivious to the scratching of pens around him, to the voices reciting elsewhere in the room, to the thick brown hair which sagged over his forehead. The village bully had recently tied him in a potato sack, whipped him across a barnyard until he tripped and smashed his nose on the barn doorsill. Now the battered member, poorly set, lent a certain attractive asymmetry to a very vital face.


Question II read, “Name the bodies of water you would sail on, in going from Cairo [pronounced Kay-ro], Illinois, to Cairo, Egypt.”


The youngster wrote, “Mississippi R., Gulf of Mexico, Florida Strait, Atlantic Ocean, Strait of Gibraltar, Mediteranean [sic] Sea, and Nile R.”


Question III read, “Tell something about the Bedouin.” He wrote confidently: “The Bedouin are inhabitants of the deserts of Arabia who look with contempt on the inhabitants of the towns. They are wandering pastoral tribes, hospitable, but revengeful, and addicted to plunder.”


More than sixty years have passed since the youngster handed in this examination paper, which lies before me as I write. Neatly entered on the printed cover is the name “James Henry Breasted,” whose “General Average” on that day was 88 and whose “Rank in Grade” was “Fourth.” Next comes the word “Remarks,” followed by three blank lines; and at the bottom, printed in capital letters, is the name “J. K. Rassweiler, Principal.”


Apparently no “Remarks” occurred to Mr. Rassweiler about an average performance which rated neither censure nor praise. He had no more reason to suppose than did the boy himself that the answers I have quoted were written by a future Orientalist and historian whose name would become a byword for archaeological exploration and discovery, who would one day know the green plaid ribbon of Egypt and the lands of the ancient Near East as intimately as the prairie country of his Downers Grove boyhood; who would produce works to be translated into the leading languages of Europe and the orient; reap honors and renown, be consulted by soldiers and statesmen, and received by kings.


But though Jimmy accomplished all this and somewhat more, it left him incredulous, and at heart unchanged. Nearly fifty years after that morning in the Downers Grove schoolhouse, when a bewildering succession of honors had been conferred upon him, he wrote:


“All these things fill me with sudden apprehension, or seem like some grotesquely impossible dream—a case of absurdly mistaken identity—and I wonder who the other fellow can be for whom it was all without doubt intended. I felt the same way when I walked up in a scarlet robe before the Public Orator in the Sheldonian Theatre [when he received the degree of Doctor of Literature honoris causa from Oxford University in 1922] and listened to a lot of impossible nonsense in polished Latin, all of which was of course intended for somebody else. I saw a dusty, bare-footed youngster standing at the door of a cluttered smithy in a little village in northern Illinois, watching the big blacksmith shoeing his father’s only horse. And here was a learned Oxonian in a similar scarlet robe, saying all these ridiculous things to this lad! Of course somebody would find out about it, and then the whole Theatre would burst into roars of laughter—I looked about me in anxiety, thinking it might occur at any moment.”


For years I urged my father to write the informal story of his own human adventure. He was always surprised when publishers pled with him to produce such a book, astonished when they sent him substantial checks to bind their offers. He invariably returned the checks: the demands of his science, he said, took precedence over a book which was not essential and would entail “an unjustifiable interruption in his work.”


In March, 1930, from the Mediterranean, I wrote him once again, entreating him to let me help him prepare his autobiography. He was willing to admit that “the long climb from the provincialism of a prairie village to the command of an archaeological ‘firing line’ stretching from the Black Sea to the Sudan,” might interest the biography-reading public.


“But you would have to do it, my son,” he insisted. “I doubt very much if I could ever bring myself to believe my life of sufficient consequence to write my own account of it. As I look back across the years, it seems to me that you have always been in this work since you were a tiny lad. Your whole life is woven into the picture wherever I look at it. You have toddled as a baby into every great museum in Europe, to greet your father in the late afternoon and take him home to supper. In older years you voyaged into Africa and played your games and amused yourself with the natives. In every temple on the Nile you watched your father toiling on ladders and scaffolding to save the curious records on the walls. It is impossible to think of any of the work I have ever done in America, in Europe or in the Near East, without you. I will yield to you about the biography, and do all I can to help you. If it is published while I live, it will be called self-advertising: it ought not to be printed until after I am gone.”


But each passing year only added to the far-flung array of new scientific undertakings engendered by his unquenchable enthusiasm. He was far too preoccupied with recovering “the lost chapters of the human past” to waste precions time in recording his own. In the presence of what most men accept as old age, the tempo and productivity of his life merely increased until at seventy he died young, of a streptococcus infection which at any age would have been fatal. And of his half-promised autobiography, all that I inherited were his good intentions, and the unsorted mass of his personal papers.


The volume of these papers was in proportion to the scope of his activities. I marveled that his enthusiasm had steadfastly survived the years of hair-splitting philological research and the quicksands of academic drudgery. His ardor gleamed through the dullest stretches of such labor. As I slogged through the mass of written words into which his vital being had now resolved itself, I could almost hear his vibrant voice uttering the words I read.


Gradually I discerned in this residue of a brimming life, a story in the tradition of Mark Twain, William Dean Howells, Howard Taylor Ricketts, William Rainey Harper, and a whole sturdy procession of American country boys who had wandered out of Main Street into the world.


This book is the story of one of these provincial country boys who became an Orientalist and archaeologist, and a pioneer to the past. It is much less a biography than the self-revelation of an intensely American scientist who viewed “the rise of man from savagery to civilization” as “the most remarkable phenomenon in the history of the universe as far as we now know it”; and who envisioned, and by his invincible determination achieved, the first laboratory in the world for the investigation, recovery and reconstruction of this epic development.


He was an extraordinarily captivating and persuasive person, especially in his maturer years, with a gift for winning the most intrenched opposition over to his own views. Hence, in our exceptionally close personal relationship and eventual working association, I felt that much of my usefulness to him, such as it was, lay in remaining as objective toward him as I could possibly be. I carried this so far that on several occasions of great spiritual travail he exclaimed, “My son, how can you be so impersonal in matters affecting both our hearts and souls?” Perhaps I was wrong, but it seemed to me then, as it does still, that one of us had to remain so. As editor of his story, with which my own is inextricably interwoven, I have tried as before to remain objective. But I am aware that herein, and in most of what I have attempted in this book, the result is but a faint suggestion of the vision.


When he was gone, the world of those whose lives he had touched paused for its moment of tribute, spoken in many languages and often from great distances. It seemed to me that of them all, none spoke more understandingly than a friend of my youth, Donald Culrose Peattie. “I loved him,” he wrote, “for his beautiful voice, his smile and wit, something, too, peculiar to great American men, however cosmopolitan—some fundamental simplicity, integrity, saving sense of humor, personal accessibility such as we have idealized in, say, Lincoln.”


I can only hope that at least something of these qualities, and of his indomitable enthusiasm for creative achievement and the pursuit of truth, will emerge as James Henry Breasted reveals himself in this story of an American prairie boy.





CHAPTER I



AN eccentric but engaging character named Thomas Garrison, of New Brunswick, New Jersey, possessor of a patient wife named Electa,* five daughters, one son, a tidy fortune, and real estate comprising, in addition to most of the “Jersey meadows,” some pasture land just north of what is today Forty-second Street, Manhattan Island, was seized in the year 1853 by the epidemic urge to seek even greater opportunity in the West. The East seemed to him already moribund, while the West irresistibly challenged all his trading instincts.


So he sold at a loss the pasturage in Upper Manhattan, and all his other holdings, excepting the “Jersey meadows,” which he let go for taxes; and with a household numbering seventeen persons, he joined the great westward migration.


Tom’s only son was too young to be of much help in transporting this preponderantly feminine menage, and men were sorely needed. He was therefore quite pleased when the fiancé of his eldest daughter Harriet asked Tom’s permission to throw in his lot with his prospective in-laws wherever they might go.


He was a nice young man, aged twenty-one, of Holland Dutch ancestry which had settled in New Amsterdam and the Catskills in 1637. His people were farmers, artisans and lawyers. He had just completed a three years’ “apprenticeship at the Tin and Sheet Iron trade,” with his uncle, who was a Master Tinsmith with a large establishment in Brooklyn. I have the young man’s Account Book before me. For his first year, which began on St. Valentine’s Day, February, 1850, he received $40.00, out of which he saved $6.45; his second year he received $50.00 plus $7.00 overtime, making $57.00, of which he saved $3.88; and his third year he received $60.00, of which he saved $9.37. Most of his evenings during his apprenticeship had been given over to reading, chiefly the dramas of Shakespeare and Plutarch’s Lives. He had memorized entire plays, and could quote whole chapters from the famous Lives. He was gently bred, well spoken, handsome, had an unfailing sense of humor, had learned a trade and the value of a dollar, and wanted to become a general merchant. Physically he was not robust, but on all other counts he seemed to Tom’s appraising eye an admirable prospective son-in-law.


His name was Charles Breasted, and when in 1853 he married Harriet Newell Garrison and so became my grandfather, he must have broken at least one heart. For with his Account Book I found a little packet of Valentines, all postmarked Catskill, New York. Each carries a verse burning with appropriately restrained Victorian passion, all are written in the same spidery hand and enclosed in white envelopes embossed with intricate designs and sealed with diamond-shaped wafers imprinted with a bar of music and two or three significant words. I have often wondered what my biological status, if any, might have been had Grandfather Breasted heeded these billets-doux.


The glowing reports of friends who had settled there in 1848, led Tom Garrison to determine upon the Rock River Valley of northern Illinois as the Utopia where his dreams were most likely to be realized. But I cannot find in the record a chronicle of that westward trek, or any description of the wedding of Charles and Harriet. Suffice it, therefore, that Tom led his numerous family to Rockford on the forest-and-meadow clothed banks of the Rock River, and there secured a large tract of land in the center of which was a hill commanding the village and its environs.


On this hill he built what was then considered a luxurious house. It was of wood, painted white, and had a porte-cochère, high ceilings, French windows with green shutters. In interior finish it was anything but primitive. The doors, imported from the East, were of paneled mahogany inlaid with various other woods. The floors were parquet, the hardware heavy brass, and most of the furniture had come from England.


Behind the house Tom built a large stable and carriage house, with a fenced yard on one side. This yard became a fascinating and chaotic sanctuary for the diverse oddments which Tom’s trading instinct could not resist collecting; and in the end, the graveyard of many of his fondest hopes.


His optimism and initiative were boundless. He had an exuberant faith in the future of the West and of Rockford in particular, and no land sale or auction was complete without his animated presence among the bidders, his solid figure clad in a long coat and a high black hat. For a time his acquisition of property was in chronically inverse ratio to his cash position. But his florid jocularity hid a canny trader with a Midas’ touch, and presently the ’fifties found him recovering in Rockford what the ’forties had seen him lose in the East. He bought the largest interest in the water power from Rockford’s first major dam, he bought timber tracts and quarries and small factories, and managed somehow or other to slip one of his restless fingers into every new pie.


Again and again he bought and sold merely for the sake of buying and selling, regardless of profit. When Rockford’s wooden bridge, built of massive oak beams, was sold at auction as it stood, to make way for the first steel bridge, Tom bought it. He had to bear the considerable expense of tearing it down (the Rock River was broader in those days) and of carting the wreckage to his carriage yard where it was stacked in a great pile from which it was never removed. Dry rot and decay pocked the old beams, and after rains or the melting of snow, these cavities became little pools which trembled in the prairie breezes until they dried away. Grass and weeds, and even small bushes sprang up in the cracks. Field mice and ham rats, chipmunks and snakes found sanctuary among the jumbled mass of decaying timbers.


Tom Garrison’s five daughters had the reputation of being exceptionally comely, and one of them, named Sarah Elizabeth, was considered a great beauty. Far from being resigned, like her mother Electa, she was fanatically rebellious and uninhibited. Being congenitally fearless, and having passionately espoused the cause of temperance, she had, before she was twenty years old, already become famous for storming saloons everywhere at all hours of the day and night, and with the aid of an expertly wielded hatchet, smashing everything smashable within each establishment before rolling its beer kegs into the street, and while their diabolical contents gurgled into the gutter, delivering herself of fanatically emotional attacks upon the proprietor and his astounded clients. She always signalized her departure with a shower of leaflets and tracts (written by herself, and printed at Tom Garrison’s expense), whose fiery imprecations should have set ablaze the pools of liquor in her wake.


She met all objections to her conduct with the statement that she was “working for the Lord,” and from the Canadian border to the Gulf of Mexico she was known as very devout and very “cracked.” According to family history, “she was always dressed plainly in black, wore no personal adornment (not even a ring), long full skirts, a poke bonnet and shawl. Jewelry she condemned as ‘works of the Devil,’ and in several instances she buried valuable family heirlooms so that they never could be found and worn again.” She was so beautiful and so incredibly strong that the chivalry latent in alcoholics, not to mention the discretion engendered by the sight of a lovely young thing gone holy berserk with a hatchet, protected Miss Sarah from the whaling she deserved.


Tom was a convivial soul, but he cherished law and order, and Sarah Elizabeth was a constant source of embarrassment to him. Deep down, he had a broad streak of prankishness, and he secretly admired the girl’s leonine courage and superlative impertinence. The years passed, and one by one his daughters married, excepting only Sarah Elizabeth, who struck many sparks, yet herself remained unignited. But at last, when she was long past fifty, she went to Minnesota to work among the Swedes, met there a Swedish Lutheran minister named Cederholm, and to the unbounded amazement of all who knew her, married him. Time failed to mellow her virulent antagonisms and she was still relentlessly crusading when death subdued this intractable prototype of Carrie Nation.


Charles and Harriet were warmly welcomed in Rockford. For lack of houses, and often the time and means to build them, the majority of young newly married couples in frontier settlements lived with the parents of either the bride or the groom. So for the first few years of their wedded life these two experienced the incessant family surveillance attending their occupancy of a corner of the Garrison house on The Hill. That the young couple survived this ordeal was largely due to Charles’s gracious amenability and sense of humor, and to the fact that he worked like a beaver. He formed a congenial business partnership, and set up his establishment for “Hardware and General Merchandise.”


Before me lies a quaint business card which reads: “Day, Breasted and Co., Hardware Stoves and Cutlery, All Kinds of Agricultural Tools and Manufacturers of Tin Sheet Iron and Copper Ware, Main Street, Opposite the Post Office (West Side of River), Rockford, Ill. Particular attention paid to manufacturing and putting up Tin Eave Troughs and Lightning Rods.”


Presently the business began to prosper, and Charles was able to establish Harriet in a pleasant little house of her own. She was a good wife, but a little vague. The fact that her children survived her initial innocence of the biological and practical facts of life was simply another evidence of the resiliency of Nature.


In practical matters she drove Charles to distraction. For instance, she had grown up to believe that anything made of iron was unbreakable. She had never learned to cook, and in the process of conquering this deficiency, she broke every item of iron in the kitchen equipment which Charles had selected with loving care.


His resources of humor were sorely tried while she gradually gained reasonable culinary proficiency. But she never became a good housekeeper. Whereas Charles was immaculate and neat in everything he did, she was careless and forgetful. He was integrity personified, while she was given to minor prevarication, more often harmless, but sometimes very irritating. He was of medium height, handsome, over-gentle and easily discouraged; she was petite, positive and doggedly tenacious. But her inexhaustible kind-heartedness equaled his, and her courage, on the whole, surpassed his. She loved fun, but had little sense of humor, and lived always in an anxiety of suspense as to what endearing nonsense or practical joke Charles would next foist upon her—a state of mind hardly alleviated by the birth in 1860 of her first child, a daughter, named May Garrison Breasted.


The beginning of the Civil War found Charles working so hard that his health began to break. “If I only labored when I felt well,” he confessed, “I would not earn enough to buy my bread.” All his friends enlisted while he anxiously awaited call before a draft board, which finally declared him physically unfit for active service. So he devoted himself even more feverishly to his business.


Meanwhile, Tom also continued to prosper. He had resisted the lure of gold in ’49, and had never stopped upbraiding himself for his conservatism. Consequently, when he heard rumors in 1860 that gold and silver had also been found in Colorado, he vowed that this time he would be in the forefront and would make his everlasting fortune. He sold, sold, sold, liquidated, called mortgages, converted investments, he sold his water power, he almost sold his house on Garrison Hill. He equipped a bullock-drawn wagon train and set out for the treasure-larded mountains of Colorado.


While Tom was absent on this prodigal adventure, Harriet was preoccupied with her second child, a boy born August 27, 1865, and christened James Henry. At the same time, Charles’s business developed so well that he and his partner transferred it to Chicago, where they bought a shop at State and Jackson Streets, on the site of what became The Hub Store. The new venture was immediately successful, but the effort it demanded of Charles finally broke his health so seriously that Harriet brought him home to Garrison Hill in Rockford. From its peaceful height he looked back hopefully to his partner to carry on while he slowly regained his strength.


Thus it happened that little Jimmy Breasted’s earliest memories were of his Grandfather Garrison’s house and of the romantic carriage yard crowded with endless prizes. Through the long summer days, Jimmy sailed imaginary oceans, crossed mountain ranges, routed hordes of scalp-draped Indians. He swarmed over the weather-beaten covered wagons which Tom had brought back from his first trip to Colorado. The pile of wreckage from the old bridge became a forest-covered, Indian-haunted mountain of solid bullion. At night Charles would read to him—the Leatherstocking Tales, Robinson Crusoe and Captain Marryat’s sea stories, and Dickens’s Pickwick Papers. From Garrison Hill the boy looked down at the Rock River glinting and winding between the billowing skirts of its wooded banks. He watched it darken under summer clouds, turn sinister and pale with chattering whitecaps before the autumn storms, and grow silent and immobile in the prairie winter. Gradually it became a part of his life which none of the great rivers of antiquity would ever equal.


The first tangible evidence of Jimmy’s education which I have found is a bill dated “Rockford, 1871, Jan. 17. Mr. Breasted, Dr. to Mrs. Squire, for tuition for Master James, one term, $3.75. Rec’d Payment, (signed) Mary Squire.” He was five years old and at the end of his first year under Mrs. Squire’s expensive and exclusive tutelage, he was already in his Third Reader.


Charles’s health had been improving, and his business seemed at last to be leading him on to fortune. In the summer of that year (1871), a group of leading Chicago business men decided to form a new company which was to be one of the greatest hardware firms of the country. Charles was invited to become a charter member of the corporation. The prospect of this reward for all his long, often heart-breaking labors, thrilled him and filled him with self-confidence and courage. Then, on the evening of October 8, the flimsy, sprawling, tinder-built city of Chicago roared into flames visible almost as far as Rockford. Charles’s thriving business became ashes and twisted bits of metal. The insurance companies could not pay. His partner skipped his share of obligation. When a great firm was at last established, the proffer of membership was not renewed. He was now a ruined, broken man.


He and Harriet were still submerged in the gloom of desperation when the news reached Garrison Hill that Grandfather Tom had died suddenly under mysterious circumstances in that same October of 1871, somewhere near Central City, Colorado. The boys, as the saying went, had taken him. Some of Tom’s executors did very well for themselves. Under their ministrations, his assets and resources dwindled and claims which were sold from his estate for hundreds of dollars, soon produced ore to the value of millions for their new owners. His associates, his lawyers and others were suspected of irregularities. But nothing was done about it and the Garrison fortune, too, was broken.


Then one winter day in 1873, the proud white house on Garrison Hill caught fire. The snow was deep and the Hill was beyond reach of the primitive fire department. The schools were closed so the children could watch the holocaust. After the first greedy roar of the flames had subsided, great hand-hewn timbers burned and smouldered for three days, until there was nothing left but an ugly black scar in the white snow.


Jimmy Breasted was sent to public school.


Jimmy Breasted grew up to be a curious mosaic of the most striking traits in his parents, his promoting Grandfather Garrison and his crusading Aunt Sarah Elizabeth Garrison. But while it was these who unwittingly determined his character, it was a person of no blood relation whose influence was to give him the initial impetus which was to determine his career. Her name was Theodocia and by a strange irony she was married to a man named John Backus.


These two old friends of the Garrison and Breasted families had been wealthy, but had sacrificed everything they owned on the altar of Seventh Day Adventism. Not long before the Garrison migration, a day had been set for “The Coming of the Lord,” and like their fellow-believers, John and Theodocia had given away their entire fortune and their home, and in the flowing white robes constituting their only remaining possessions, had awaited Our Lord’s coming. Instead of the Kingdom of Heaven, they had gained such broken-hearted disillusionment that Tom Garrison had kindly and firmly brought them West to begin life anew.


Few people guessed that “Aunt” Theodocia’s gracious amiability and gentle gaiety courageously hid a quiet tragedy. She had been a very pretty girl who gave the impression of great vivacity without once losing her innate poise. She was deeply but not fanatically religious, quite unworldly, but endowed with profound human wisdom. When handsome John Backus had courted her, it was in the flowery, sublimated manner of the day. It had been a relationship devoid of physiological fundamentals and when she had promised John Backus she would marry him, she had capitulated to a romantic idealization with whose actual physical being she was hardly acquainted. She adored and craved children with all the passionate intensity of one who was by nature intended to be a prolific mother. Only in wedlock did she discover that what in courtship she had interpreted as chivalrous decorum and self-restraint, was in reality impotence. She was not in love with John Backus, but it never occurred to her to think of herself as legally entitled to divorce. The psychology of the day was that of noble resignation.


There was something about the youngster, Jimmy Breasted, which appealed to all her frustrated maternal affection. She took him into her life as if he had been her own son. In many ways she guided and helped him as his own mother was not able to do. “Pleasant Nook,” her brown frame house overlooking the Rock River, became the Mecca of his summer vacations. To her delight he filled it with the voices of his boyhood friends, he made it the starting point for canoe explorations up and down the river, and in later years, the quiet haven where he continued to teach himself ancient languages.


To Jimmy, Uncle John Backus remained always a vague, shadowy figure. He was immaculately dressed, very kindly and hospitable, quite successful in business—but as a personality always elusive, insubstantial. When he died, he left Aunt Theodocia very comfortably off—but childless, with the bloom of her life already faded. She became increasingly preoccupied with religion, quietly renouncing Seventh Day Adventism in favor of Congregationalism. She identified herself with many worthy causes, especially the Women’s Christian Temperance Union.


But above all, she found happiness in being the devoted mentor and slave of her appealing small “nephew.” He was constantly manifesting his admiration and love for her by grooming Dolly, her carriage horse, and by mowing lawns, running errands, pumping the church organ, and singing in the choir. But tacitly she relished especially the unexpected excitements with which his volcanic pranks shattered the monotony of her widowed life.


In the summer of 1873, when Jimmy was eight years old, Charles used some of the small means he had salvaged to buy a seven-acre tract in Downers Grove, Illinois, which he named “The Pines.” Here he built a little house which fronted on a tree-lined road called North Main Street, and here Jimmy passed a typical middle-western boyhood. He milked a cow, looked after a horse, weeded the garden, collected birds’ eggs and butterflies, helped raise asparagus for the South Water Street Market in Chicago. He made furniture (more note-worthy for its workmanship—an aptitude inherited from Charles—than for its graceful appearance), he designed and flew kites better than any other boy in the village, and he learned to play the flute.


In the evenings he read the books in his father’s small library. To the set of Shakespeare and Plutarch’s Lives which he had acquired as a Tinsmith’s Apprentice, Charles had added a considerable number of “accepted” works. Jimmy devoured them all, but none left a deeper impression than Layard’s Nineveh and Babylon.


At “The Pines” the family lived the happiest, most peaceful years they would ever again spend together. There among his cherished trees and flower beds, Charles, especially, found solace from his recent misfortunes; and when Harriet gave him another son, whom she insisted upon naming after him, he was filled with joy.


But with his health, he had also lost the courage to attempt to re-establish a business of his own. He became the senior representative of a large stove company. Though he never spoke of it, he felt keenly the implications of his change of status from that of employer to employee, and at an age when most men who had labored hard and honestly were tasting of success. As he traveled to every corner of a large territory, he grew more and more melancholy, until gradually whatever vestige of personal ambition remained to him became submerged in his high hopes for his children, and particularly his promising older son.


“My early ‘education’ was wholly haphazard and without a pattern,” wrote my father years later. “I attended the little red schoolhouse until I was fifteen, when my parents sent me to Northwestern [now called North Central] College at Naperville, Illinois. But my studies at this place were sadly interrupted by ambitions in chemistry and botany, which I thought might be furthered by serving an apprenticeship in a pharmacy at Rochelle, Illinois, belonging to my brother-in-law, a druggist named Walter Clement Powell. I served him some six months, and divided the following year between clerking in the village drug store at Downers Grove, and attending Northwestern College, where I began studying Latin.”


During several summers he acquired a practical rudimentary knowledge of banking and bookkeeping, first by clerking, then by serving as paying teller in a small country bank. The whole banking system of America was at this time still in the heyday of unbridled license, and a bank which seemed flourishing one week would mysteriously evanesce the next. Clearing houses were distant, inadequate and functioned slowly, and the officers of remote country banks kept their fingers crossed while waiting for out-of-town checks to be cleared.


One day the president of Jimmy’s little bank could not find the envelope of checks and drafts for the evening mail. It was traced to the mail tray, where it had apparently vanished. No one was suspected, but everyone was anxious and troubled, for the envelope had contained some substantial drafts. The bank was not insured against theft and the president was personally liable.


For several weeks the tension grew, until one afternoon when the village carpenter, at work enlarging the counters to add a new window, pried apart two sections of the old counter. Out dropped the missing envelope, intact. It was immediately mailed, but during the elapsed interval, three out-of-town banks had failed, and the checks against them rebounded, entailing a loss of nearly four thousand dollars.


Jimmy never forgot such lessons, and when much later in life he raised and became responsible for the expenditure of millions for scientific research, the business men and especially the bankers with whom he dealt were incredulous that a man of science should possess such a comprehension of business.


Though he later returned for further study and eventually gained the Bachelor of Arts degree at Northwestern College, he seemed for a time to be definitely headed for a druggist’s career. For in 1882 he began attending the Chicago College of Pharmacy, and in 1886 graduated from it as a full-fledged registered pharmacist. Mr. Powell, who had meantime acquired a pharmacy in Omaha, Nebraska, now offered him a position as prescription clerk. Jimmy accepted it, and spent the following winter in Omaha, whence on election night, November 3, 1886, he wrote his mother a postal card:


“Trade has been good all this week, and has kept us pretty busy right along. This has been a long, busy day in the store. But I have spent the evening at home, playing the flute and reading, as Clem said there would not be much business election night.


“I find things come natural and the work is pleasant and does not seem irksome. But occasionally, when I go out in the sunshine, this glorious weather, I wish I might be outdoors a little while, as it is pretty dark and gloomy back of the R case, so that we have to keep a gas jet burning constantly. I put up a shelf for the drug book today. Clem says I may leave the store every eve. at 8:30.”


This picture of my father as a youth of twenty-one, standing behind the prescription counter of an old-fashioned, gas-lit drug store, with its glass vases of colored liquids in the windows, its medley of medicinal smells, its wall cases full of little drawers with porcelain pulls bearing enigmatical Latin abbreviations in black letters, has always possessed for me a curiously wistful and at the same time startling quality. He might so easily have drifted into the respectable oblivion of a pharmaceutical career.


I like to recall that Henrik Ibsen worked as a druggist’s apprentice from the age of fifteen until he was twenty-one. Ibsen loathed the experience, but my father rather liked it. It made a lifelong impression upon him, and the practical chemistry it taught him proved to be of superlative use to him in later years. The crow’s-feet of a physician’s prescription never puzzled him, and he could himself prescribe standard antidotes and first-aid remedies. Among the little habits and precautions which this apprenticeship indelibly impressed upon him were two which by his example became reflex habits of my own: the first was to read the label on any medicine bottle or container before using its contents; and the second was, when pouring from a bottle, to hold it with the label upward, so that no stray drops might deface it.


Although Charles and Harriet were Congregationalists, their attitude toward the performance of week-day activities on the Sabbath was still rather orthodox, and at this time was evidently shared by Jimmy. Apparently he wrote his father a letter (which I have not found) expressing serious distress of mind because Mr. Powell made him sell cigars on Sundays. In this instance, Charles’s usually adequate sense of humor seems to have abandoned him, for on November 14, 1886, he wrote to Jimmy:


“I notice all you said in a former letter relating to your feeling about selling cigars on Sunday.


“Advice on the question, as you are situated, is not easy to give. I am surprised that Clement should ask you to do anything that would cause you to do violence to your own conscience. I think I should in all candor say to C— that you could not willingly consent to do a thing that from your standpoint did not seem right or consistent, and that although you did not want to do anything at variance with his wishes, you could not sell cigars on Sunday without an earnest protest—and then, should he still insist upon it, do as little of the thing as possible.”


In the spring of 1887, at his family’s urging, he returned from Omaha to Downers Grove. “I thereupon tried to secure a position at Batavia, Illinois,” he wrote, “in a combined grocery and drug store. The proprietor answered my application with a post card turning me down, so that everybody in Downers Grove knew it! After this I examined several drug businesses for sale in neighboring Illinois towns; until Father finally agreed to buy me a drug store on West Van Buren Street in Chicago. But in the midst of negotiations for its purchase, I suddenly fell very ill and returned to Rockford.”


He abandoned everything in favor of convalescence under the loving ministrations of Aunt Theodocia. She tacitly regarded this interlude as her Heaven-sent opportunity to win him over to “the service of God,” as she put it, for she was sincerely convinced that his greatest fulfillment lay in the ministry. For his own part he now experienced a complete apathy for the drug business. “I could never have anything to do with a business,” he said, “which makes up bread and sugar into pills costing a fraction of a cent per dozen, and sells them for seventy-five!”


There is good reason to believe that Aunt Theodocia’s insistent enthusiasm for the ministry may have influenced him more than he realized; but what finally precipitated his decision he described in a letter dated October 26, 1887, to his sister:


“Before I left Rockford I had an experience which was to me new and strange. On the third Sunday before returning home to Downers Grove, as I was sitting in the organ loft at the evening service with the chorus choir while Mr. Swift was preaching in his usual earnest manner, it suddenly flashed into my mind as if conveyed by an electric spark, that I ought to preach the gospel. From that time to this, this consciousness has never left me.


“I have not believed in special providences, and the idea was so new and strange that I thrust it from me and laughed at it, but day and night it was on me like an oppressive nightmare. I could hardly think of a verse of scripture but it was fraught with some occult message to me, and one followed me continually, ‘The Lord hath need of me.’


“I fought all this for nearly two weeks, yes, over two weeks, with every power and faculty within me, but it was of no use and finally I gave up and said, ‘Thy will be done.’ Then came a struggle such as I have never dreamed of; to which the first was nothing, i.e., to tear out selfish ambition and ride down worldly desires. I was in a wild tumult, stirred to the very depths, I was like a tree bending to the ground before a mighty wind. But the calm came; and now, my dear sister, what have been my dearest hopes are dead ashes and out of them has sprung a new, a holier ambition. And though it has cost me more than in my best moments I ever imagined I could renounce, yet by God’s help, I am now where I can say, ‘I would rather be a useful man than a rich man!’ and I am happier, far happier than ever I would have been, since I am accounted to ‘spread His banner upon the mountain tops.’


“The world appears very beautiful now that I have a mission in it, and life has a new meaning. I begin studying in Chicago, at the Congregational Institute [Chicago Theological Seminary], next Tuesday. Do not think me inconsiderate in one particular: I shall be of no expense to father.”


That autumn of ’87, under the guidance of a fine old scholar, Dr. Samuel Ives Curtiss at the Chicago Theological Seminary, James plunged into the language and literature of ancient Israel.


One might have thought that to a young man with the nervous energy and vitality of a mustang, whose life up to this time had been wholly preoccupied with his own provincial present, the contemplative somberness of the remote world of the Hebrew Prophets might have seemed alien and forbidding. Instead, it broke the chrysalis of his provincialism and aroused an altogether new man, an eager, insatiably avid scholarly mind for which the mastery of Hebrew became a devouring passion.


To be near him and to guard his health against his consuming enthusiasm, Charles and Harriet sold the little farm at Downers Grove and moved into a small apartment not far from the Seminary. This touched him greatly, and he interrupted his studies long enough to build for them a complete set of window boxes which he filled with flowering plants from the garden they had abandoned for his sake.


His parents now saw little enough of him. His single-minded determination to master Hebrew was invincible. He wrote Hebrew vocabularies, verbs, declensions, phrases and passages on one side of hundreds and hundreds of small cards; and on the opposite side, the English equivalent. Wherever he went, he would carry several packs of these in his pocket and at mealtimes, on street cars and trains, in waiting rooms, whenever he could find two or three minutes, he would shuffle the packs and methodically run through them, first one side, then the other, incessantly disciplining his eyes to identify instantly the English or the Hebrew meaning. Whenever he made a mistake or found himself hesitating a moment too long, he would lay the unconquered card aside in a separate pack of “posers” for especially intensive drill. He would even wake up at night to run through this accusing pack. Then, when he felt convinced that his memory had inescapably imprisoned an elusive word, he would return the card to its regular pack. The pack of “posers” grew smaller and smaller as his competence increased, until his mind responded as easily to a Hebrew word as to an English one. With the same orderliness he attacked the Old Testament, until he could repeat whole Books, and instantly identify quotations and give their contextual and historical background. He began to think in Hebrew.


There was nothing new in this method, which almost every student of languages has used at some stage in his work. But no one ever employed it more conscientiously or persistently than James. By means of it, he eventually taught himself Greek, Latin, Aramaic, Syriac, Babylonian and Assyrian cuneiform, Arabic, ancient Egyptian, French, German, and a moderate facility in Italian.


Toward the end of his second year at Chicago Theological Seminary, a prize of one hundred dollars was offered as a reward for the student achieving the highest marks both in a written and in a public oral examination in Hebrew. Two of James’s prospective competitors approached him privately and asked him to lend them in advance all or part of this prize. He expressed astonishment that they should turn to him when they had an equal chance to win the amount they needed without borrowing it. “You will certainly win it,” they said. “If I do,” he replied, “it belongs to my father.”


Of the little community of people who knew of this contest, not more than a handful were much concerned with the outcome. But to James it loomed as a supremely important crisis in his life. The inner doubts which beset him and which he had not dared discuss with anyone, were not of his own ability to win a prize for proficiency in Hebrew but of his intellectual receptivity to the ministry which lay imminently beyond.


When the day arrived, spring was half-heartedly creeping into the vacant lots and back yards of a winter-sooted, unkempt Chicago, whose citizenry moved about their business, unaware of the grave considerations confronting a little group of incipient ministers of the Gospel.


The ease with which James raced through the written examination made him fearful of hidden catches, and he spent the remainder of the allotted time checking and rechecking his answers. Then he went quietly to his room and slept. He dined alone before reporting at the lugubrious chapel where the oral examination was to be held. To his surprise the pews were filled with people. He had hoped so much that Harriet and Charles could be present. But Charles was away on one of his plodding, hateful trips among the straggling towns of southern Illinois, and Harriet lay ill.


The young men drew lots for the order of their inquisition. James was last. He sat listening with sympathetic distress to the faltering uncertainty and the egregious errors of the four men who preceded him.


His own name was called. The questions and his answers came so quickly that he was startled, almost fearful at the words, “That will be all, Mr. Breasted.” Surely they had been easier with him than with the others. The judges retired to confer, and there was a murmur among the audience.


The judges reappeared almost immediately, led by Dr. Curtiss, who said, “Because both his written examination this afternoon and his oral examination this evening have been without a single error, the judges have unanimously awarded the prize to Mr. Breasted, who will kindly step forward to receive it.” As he handed the envelope to James, he added quietly, “I would like to see you in my office tomorrow mornmg.”


James murmured his thanks, bowed to the judges, and as he turned to step down from the platform, many hands sought his. Among the upturned faces, he spied Aunt Theodocia’s, her eyes brimming but smiling. “One of us had to be here tonight,” she said. “You’ll be going so far from this beginning, Jimmy!”


“I lay awake all that night,” he told me many years later, “not because of the excitement of a modest victory, but because I intuitively knew what Dr. Curtiss would tell me the next morning, and that a grave personal decision lay before me, requiring courage and self-searching honesty. I dreaded it because I knew it would affect my whole future, and I lacked the experience and background for making it intelligently. I could look to my parents for unquestioning affection and blind faith, but not for the counsel I desperately needed. I felt dismally alone and inadequate, a feeling which has haunted me most of my life.”


Dr. Curtiss greeted him with the gracious, paternal kindliness of a veteran scholar mindful of the exceptional promise of his ablest student. He rested his elbows on the arms of his chair, brought the fingertips of his outspread hands against each other, and came straight to the point.


“I have guessed, my young friend, that you are wavering away from the ministry. You are torn at the moment because the pulpit appeals emotionally to your imaginative and somewhat dramatic temperament. But intellectually, it confounds you with doubts which will only grow. You could be a successful preacher, but it would never satisfy you. You have the passion for truth which belongs to the scholar.


“You made a fine showing last night. You have it in you to make of yourself one of the outstanding Hebrew scholars of America. Hebrew would be only the beginning of a career in oriental languages, culminating, perhaps, in Egyptology—a vacant field. We have great need of Orientalists. The path is thorny, the positions are few, and the financial rewards are meager. But there is always a place for a first-rank scholar—and at best, scholarship is its own reward. If you decide upon this career, there is just one man under whom to continue your studies: Professor William Rainey Harper at Yale. He has already been told about you, and will give you every consideration. He is giving a course at Evanston next summer. I hope you will decide to make oriental languages your life work and will continue your studies under Professor Harper. Possibly he might eventually secure a fellowship for you. But whatever you do, I could not wish you greater success if you were my own son.


The older man’s sincere tribute, his simple resolution of what through the endless night, and through months of driving concentration, had seemed to James an insuperable problem, was very disarming. His throat was disconcertingly tight and dry. He moved to a window which was murky and streaked with winter grime, and stared at the dismal frame houses across the way, dirty and colorless against a dead gray sky.


Dr. Curtiss’s ancient swivel chair creaked as he rose and laid his arm gently on James’s shoulder. “Something is giving you great anxiety,” he said. “What is it?”


“Money. My family has lost pretty nearly everything, my father is almost an invalid, I may have to devote myself to supporting them—and now you propose my going to New Haven to study under Professor Harper.”


“Aren’t you crossing bridges before reaching them? I’ve observed a good many young men in my day. I’m convinced you’ll find a way, and that nothing will deter you in the end.”


James thanked him earnestly, and they parted.


The decision he had so dreaded now confronted him. “The richness and fullness of life as I saw it at your age,” he wrote me many years later, “were very much embittered by anxieties and complete unfamiliarity with the road I was attempting to travel. A single friend who knew the road, and could have put a reassuring hand on my shoulder from time to time, would have saved me years of suffering.”


During his two years at the Seminary, James had faithfully lived up to his promise to be of no expense to his father. He had a fine tenor voice, could play the flute, and had organized a very successful quartet which was much in demand in this pre-movie era, when the public craved recitations, Swiss bell ringers, medicine men, evangelists, Chautauqua lecturers and church socials. Its average honorarium was ten or fifteen dollars an evening, of which each member received one-fourth. During his second year, James had occasionally supplemented these earnings by delivering Sunday sermons for a modest fee at outlying churches in the absence of the regular pastors, who used thus to find substitutes among the Seminary’s abler students.


Up to this time, therefore, he had not burdened his father. But at New Haven, he would be unknown and friendless, and everything would be different. As he walked away from Dr. Curtiss’s office, his heart was like lead. He was quietly certain of only one thing: no matter what sacrifices it entailed he must abandon the ministry and train himself as an Orientalist.


He was deeply concerned whether his family, and especially Aunt Theodocia, would understand this decision. The ministry was a calling they comprehended, but the word “Orientalist,” which they had never even heard, would mean nothing to them. They would ask timidly if it was something by which he could earn a living, and it would be difficult to reassure them. To Aunt Theodocia, who regarded him as her personal contribution toward annihilating the wickedness of this world, his decision would come as a terrible shock. Only a short while before, she had written him in her usual vein:


“The young people [in Rockford] are going to continue the revival meetings, or secure the services of an evangelist. There has been a good deal of interest in the meetings, and quite a number of conversions—but I tell you, Satan is holding high carnival here. I never knew such an unceasing source of dissipation: two evenings last week at the Opera House was presented a play that was absolutely low and obscene—and the house crowded to overflowing—with people, too, who claim to be respectable, and some even members of the ‘Christian Endeavor.’ ”


But whatever they said, he knew they would respect his decision, which he could not alter.


One afternoon later in the spring, James sat studying in his parents’ apartment. The King James Version of the Scriptures and a copy of the ancient Hebrew text lay before him, both open at the same passage, the Hebrew of which he had just retranslated.


Suddenly he turned to his mother, who sat sewing by a window with her feet on an old carpet-covered hassock, and said quietly:


“Mother, I’m going to tell you something which will trouble you, and you must try to understand: I’ve decided that I cannot be a minister.”


Her hands dropped into her lap and the bit of mending slipped to the floor. She stared at him with a look of grieved bewilderment.


“Let me read you this, Mother.” He read aloud the translation he had just made of the Hebrew passage. “What I’ve just read is correct. Now listen to this,” and he read the King James rendering of the same passage. “Do you see that it’s full of mistakes which convey a meaning quite different from the original? I’ve found scores and scores of such mistakes. I could never be satisfied to preach on the basis of texts I know to be full of mistranslations. It’s my nature to seek the sources of everything I study. The Hebrew writers fascinate me, I shall never be satisfied until I know their entire history and what forces created them. Dr. Curtiss knew this without my telling him, and has advised me to become an Orientalist and to continue my studies under Professor Harper at Yale. Somehow I must find the money!”


Harriet sat very still. She was not thinking of the disparities between the King James Version and the ancient Hebrew text. Like all her family, she had been brought up to respect the Scriptures as infallible, the one perfect thing in a sinful world. What little she had read of them had always had a very pacifying effect upon her, and the thought that they might contain errors, she shunned less from incredulity than from fear that the very roof beams of the structure of her simple faith might come tumbling down at this moment when she needed every mental and physical resource.


James picked up the mending from the floor and laid it in her lap, and took both her hands in his.


“You do understand what I’ve told you, don’t you, Mother?”


“I understand the part that matters, Jimmy: we must fix things for you to study at New Haven.”


Like Harriet, Charles had blind confidence in their son’s judgment regarding a world of which they knew nothing. Aunt Theodocia, however, was less tractable. For the first time in her relationship with him, she was grievously disappointed in a decision of her nephew’s. But she wisely sensed that it was unalterable, and therefore resigned rather than reconciled herself to it. She shook her head dubiously at the news that James intended to begin his work with Professor Harper at Evanston that summer.


As if in answer to her murmured prophecy that no good would come of this plan, a strange tragedy befell the family.


Charles, Jr., now twelve, had developed an elusive, unpredictable temperament—lovable, submissive and sunny at one moment, impish, rebellious and morose the next. He adored his brother Jimmy, yet on an extreme occasion in one of his recalcitrant moods had shattered every bird’s egg and torn apart every moth and butterfly which for years Jimmy had gathered and with unending patience had deftly mounted in glass cases of his own manufacture. Only old Charles seemed to hold the key to the boy’s heart, and could usually quiet his stormiest outbursts—though even he sometimes stood helpless. But the boy worshipped his father, and their relationship was like no other in the family.


One morning in the spring of 1890, when he had been playing “Run-Sheep-Run” and was out of breath and panting, the boy flung himself down to rest in some tall grass, plucked a stalk of Timothy and put the stem into his mouth. Still panting to regain his breath, he rolled over on his back, and as he did so, the head of the Timothy stalk was drawn, stem downward, into his windpipe. His convulsive coughing and breathing made it creep relentlessly downward, just as a spear of wheat will travel up a man’s sleeve.


The child suffered horrible agonies. His coughing broke the Timothy head into its component seeds, which crept everywhere, deeper and deeper into his lungs. He could eat nothing, and while the attending doctors gave him morphine and whiskey, his family stood by, utterly helpless. His parents never left the child’s bedside, and for a ghastly, timeless age of hot summer days and sinister nights they watched him steadily fading, until he died.


Harriet wept for weeks. Charles fell silent, and his gray hair went snowy white. . . . Several years later, when his father too had died, James found in his wallet an undated, unsigned penciled note, smudged and pocket-worn, which in a moment of quiet grief he had evidently written to his departed son:


“My Dear Little Boy—


“Oh, how my thoughts go out to you, and I wonder if you know how I miss you, and how often I seem to feel your presence. Sometimes it would seem as though your tender and confiding hand still nestled in mine, just as it used to during those hours of quiet and peaceful happiness we spent together at ‘The Pines.’


“Those times are passed and gone forever, and now my strange little Boy lives only in my memories—but how deep, oh, how deep they are engraved on my mind, and I ask myself—‘Shall I ever meet my dear Boy again?’ God help me to believe I shall!”


It was a somber summer, and James refused to follow Harriet’s urging that he should work under Professor Harper at Evanston, and leave them to grope their own way out of their deep sorrow. He stood by, doing all he could to re-inspirit them, and deferred to Harriet’s solicitude over his disrupted plans only to the extent of one day’s absence in Evanston in order to make himself personally known to the incredible, thirty-four-year-old human dynamo who was to be the first president of the already conceived University of Chicago.


“I’m gratified to see you, Breasted,” said Harper in a stolen moment between classes, seminars, and lectures. “Sam Curtiss has told me all about you, and I’m counting on you to come to me at New Haven this fall. He tells me money is a serious problem for you. So it is for all of us! But I’m sure we can arrange something—jot me a line of reminder a fortnight before the term opens. Good-bye!” He held out his hand, and raced off to his next lecture, to appointments, conferences, and Heaven knows what else.


That was Harper: an enthusiastic, noncommittal expression of confidence that “something could be arranged,” said with an infectious optimism and a personal warmth which sent the red blood of scholarly ambition surging through every young man who came into his magnetic field. So, in the near future, he would collect entire faculties, make eminent names of young unknowns, persuade the dying rich to make deathbed wills naming his new university as their sole legatee. He slept little, and without planes, good roads or automobiles, his public appearances in the course of a few months covered the entire country more thoroughly than the combined schedules of all candidates in a presidential campaign. He understood better than most men the virtue of patience, whether in sound scholarship or in the development of character, but in the execution of his dreams he rebelled incessantly at the brevity of each day and the fleeting inadequacy of the calendar.


That afternoon as James strode homeward along old-fashioned sidewalks of slate slabs and resin-sweating boards, unmindful of the summer heat, his head was high among the clouds of future achievement. Only when he neared home at dusk did he suddenly remember the grief it held, so that he felt curiously guilty, and was so solicitous of his parents’ comfort that they sensed his subdued elation. They smiled, a little wanly—not, as he realized long afterwards, at the news of his day, but at the resiliency of youth.


It was characteristic of the provincial, eager young man of twenty-five who walked from the New Haven station toward the Yale campus one morning in September, 1890, carrying two heavy bags and a threadbare overcoat, that he hardly dared to stop occasionally for a moment’s rest.


Harriet had juggled her household accounts, borrowed small amounts from this source and that, and what with a contribution from Aunt Theodocia, had eked out the sum of nearly forty dollars per month for James’s year of study at Yale. Charles was worried because her financial intricacies were too much for him, and he couldn’t determine just what she had done. She had once, against his better judgment, jostled him into investing in Florida orange groves with disastrous results, and was now probably squeezing third mortgages out of what little they had left. But he was too ill and exhausted to curb her, and let it pass, thankful that the boy was doing what he really wanted to do.


Meanwhile James was finding his place in the sun of Harper’s indefatigable and ubiquitous attention. “If I can ever get fifteen minutes with him,” he wrote, “I may learn more definitely about his plans for me, but you can form no idea of how he ‘goes it.’ Carries proof around in his pocket and reads it between classes—comes into class with his grip—at the end of the hour is out of the room in a jiffy—jumps into a waiting cab—is whirled away to the depot for his lecture in Boston, Vassar, or New York. The only time you can surely get him, when he is in town, is to make the round of his three studies at about 11:30 P.M.—then you can catch him, for he always walks down to the post office and mails his letters at midnight. This is all the exercise he gets—at 6 A.M. he is at work again.”


The atmosphere of Yale, a name James had hitherto known only as a roseate legend, the diversity of his associates, the radiance of Harper’s mind, the challenge of sharper competition, the romance of new experiences and new horizons, these filled him with a sense of exhilaration punctuated with moments of depression at the thought of his own deficiencies.


“I sometimes get a little blue,” he wrote his father that January, “over my lack of college training, which of course can never be made up. Especially do I feel so among these Yale men. But when I look back on where I was three years ago—or even a year ago—it takes my breath away. If only there was a little money in it!—but a scholar never makes any money.”


“Life is such a treadmill,” his father answered, “when one is toiling, day after day, for the good of the body only. I have the same desire of reading good, solid books as I ever had, and I crave to get into some retired spot where my mind can absorb what I read. I am awfully commonplace, and know it full well. But I also know that I have a hungering after something more than the mere commonplace. I tire of these things, that a common ditch digger talks of and thinks of. So I am glad my boy can rise above my level, and I want to help him all I can.”


James would meet his father’s chronic melancholy with a cheery account either of the progress of his studies, or of some one of his infrequent ventures into “society.”


“I had a little outing last night,” he wrote on January 11, 1891. “Lester Bradner [who eventually became a leading Biblical educator of the Episcopal church], one of the post-grad, men, and a very nice fellow invited me to his house for dinner. His Father and Mother moved to New Haven especially to be with him, as he is an only son, and oh, how I envy him! After dinner, Bradner told me he had an invitation for me to go out with him and spend the evening. I went, and I have never before spent an evening just like it.


“It was in an art studio, with four young ladies. I shall never forget the scene that greeted us as I entered—a large, high room, with raftered ceiling only dimly visible by the light of many candles here and there, and the flickering red glow of a broad-manteled fireplace.


“About the walls were numerous casts—the Gladiator, Mercury and the like, glistening white busts in many an unexpected nook and corner—while all the walls bore sketches in charcoal and colored crayon. A piano stood in one corner, reflected in the polished floor, which was covered here and there with sombre rugs. One or two ottomans were ranged about, and a guitar lay invitingly within reach. And in the midst of all, stood four young ladies in semi-evening dress, the ruddy firelight shining on their hair as they waited to receive us.


“I could not begin to tell you of it all—how we sang and talked, how they made chocolate for us, looking like priestesses of Minerva burning incense, as they bent over the shining brass service—till finally I found myself with one of them in a quiet corner on a settee, beside a little bookcase filled with tiny volumes in morocco and gold.


“She was very striking—her hair was done high in Colonial fashion, and she wore one of those petite high-waisted gowns much on the Colonial order, with short sleeves, wings over the shoulders, and cut low and square at the neck. She happened to mention Carlyle’s Hero-Worship and we immediately found a kindred theme, and there we sat in the dusky light for an hour, going from favorite to favorite, and I found she was a young girl of ideas, the true offspring of New England culture, with none of its affectation.


“Alas, I can see how a few such evenings under that firelight, amid those surroundings, might be very dangerous indeed. It was my first experience with the annoying restrictions of Eastern conventionality, for when I sailed very close to the wind on the subject of receiving callers, the young lady informed me that she was not yet allowed to receive calls from gentlemen, which I told her I thought was a barbarous custom, and she agreed with me.


“Bradner and I did not get away until 12 M. and two other men who were there left with us. This morning I learned that the young lady is Senator Hawley’s niece.”


When Aunt Theodocia, to whom all his family letters were sent, read this, she immediately caught its familiar ring. “My dear boy, don’t fall in love with any more girls,” she begged. “Do you know that you are an idealist? You don’t really fall in love as much as you think you do—’tis only an admiration for different styles of beauty—or rather, different forms of attractiveness. You are an idealist. When will you get down to solid rock?”


She was quite right. He was and always remained an idealist, though eventually an extraordinarily practical one. He was to understand humankind in historical perspective better than most men of his day. His failure to acquire a more personal knowledge and understanding of his coevals, especially of the opposite sex, was partly due to his innate detachment and partly was the price of his intensive intellectual development during the years since he had begun to find himself. His industry left him little time for the normal social relaxation, the casual banter and easy give-and-take which most of his associates took for granted.


His un-understanding of women was accompanied by an increasing susceptibility to them. His attitude toward them then, as later in life, was essentially sentimental, a quaint mixture of knightly chivalry and circumspectly torrid Victorian ardor, the effect of which he never properly gauged, and the volatility of which his victims usually discovered too late. His visits everywhere, particularly in Rockford, had left a growing number of casualties, and since it had usually fallen to his Aunt Theodocia to rehabilitate these stricken hearts, she had become very adept at recognizing the symptoms of any imminent, new onslaught.


No less idealistic was his attitude toward men. It was his nature as a matter of course to regard as high-minded gentlemen virtually all the university men with whom he was now gaining a widening acquaintance. The effect upon his associates of this trustful and generous attitude was to elicit a sublimation of their normal selves, so that faults which would have cried warning to more Philistine minds, were not revealed to him. It was impossible for him then, and continued to be so until too late in his life, to realize that his own attributes and capabilities could arouse the bitterest jealousies, or to conceive of the extremes of intrigue, meanness and duplicity to which presumably high-minded intellectual men would go.


Quite naturally, therefore, James attributed no ulterior motive to the unwonted cordiality and friendliness shown him by Robert Francis Harper, a younger brother of William Rainey’s and a fellow-student in Semitics. He failed to perceive that Robert Francis, the antithesis of William Rainey, was deliberately ingratiating himself with a future colleague whose abilities he already had good reason to fear. Still less did James recognize in him the most virulent enemy he would ever have, who would do his utmost to ruin his career, and would teach him an unforgettable lesson in academic vindictiveness.


The progress of his work at Yale echoed, in a maturer way, his previous record. But the earnest young man who composed and solemnly read at his first meeting of the American Oriental Society (which he attended as a guest, not having joined because he felt he could not afford the five-dollar annual membership fee) a paper on “The Order of the Sentence in the Hebrew Portions of Daniel,” now began to catch visions beyond the minutiae of syntax and philology, of worlds already ancient and rich in learning when the Hebrews were still nomads in the wilderness.


The innate historian in James had tacitly never accepted the fundamentalist belief that the Scriptures were the direct result of what forty years later he was to describe as “a spotlight of Divine Providence shining exclusively on Palestine.” He had in fact already begun to discern what was to become one of the major theses of his career, that man himself had created the concepts he attributed to divinity, a spiritual achievement which seemed to him a far greater miracle. I cannot discover that he had read the Spirit of Hebrew Poetry by the German philosopher Herder, of which Van Wyck Brooks says: “Writing of the Jewish prophets, he [Herder] had abolished the distinction between the sacred and the secular, transferring to the credit of human genius all that had been ascribed to the divine. In the bards of Israel, all bards were glorified, a notion which, to the candid mind, far from drawing angels down, raised mortals to the skies. It recognized the creative powers of man.”*


He became more and more aware that “incorporated in our magnificent legacy of Hebrew thought was a rich inheritance of cultural influences from much older neighbors, Babylonia and Assyria on the east and Egypt on the south”—and of these, Egypt enthralled him. William Rainey Harper watched the leaven working, and at adroitly timed moments, dropped suggestions and hints for the future. He him self was going to Germany to gather men and books for the University of Chicago, and was taking his entire family. Finally one morning, shortly “before the commencement of 1891,” James wrote years later, “Harper overtook me as we were crossing the historic Yale Yard. He thrust his arm through mine in that friendly manner which so marked his intercourse with all his students, and asked me what I was proposing to do after leaving Yale. I told him I was hoping to go to Germany to continue my studies in oriental languages, especially Assyrian, but I added a question which ran something like this:


“ ‘There isn’t a single professorship in Egyptian in any university in the United States, and there never has been. Samuel Ives Curtiss once called my attention to this, and asked me why I didn’t go into Egyptian. What do you think of this suggestion?’


“Professor Harper turned upon me with that quick, almost peremptory decisiveness of which he was sometimes capable, seized me by both lapels of my student jacket, and said:


“ ‘Breasted, if you will go to Germany and get the best possible scientific equipment, no matter if it takes you five years, I will give you the professorship of Egyptian in the new University of Chicago! Come to my office in North College tonight at twelve o’clock, and we’ll talk it over.’


“I appeared at the appointed time, and he offered to give me in writing his pledge that I should have the post he had promised. But I refused anything in writing.”


Once again, more stringently than ever, the bitter question of money arose to fill James with gloom. A number of his fellow-students were planning to continue their studies at Leipzig or Berlin or Göttingen. His parents would do their very utmost, they wrote him, to give him one more year at Yale. But the funds for sending him to Germany for several years on end—that was another problem beyond their almost exhausted means.


The pleasant practice of devoting a year or so to “polishing off” in some leading German university, which had grown out of the discovery of German learning by George Ticknor and Edward Everett in 1815, had become by 1890 not merely a thriving tradition in American graduate education, but a very determining influence in the life of any young man seeking an academic career. For a German higher degree had much the same ameliorative effect upon a young American’s chances for a desirable academic post in his own country that a dress suit made by the very best tailor might have exerted upon his social acceptability. The possession of either implied that the owner had presumably been exposed to the right intellectual or social influences.


But a far more important consideration made him desperately eager to work there—the fact that the teaching and research center of the world for oriental languages, and especially for Egyptology, was Berlin.


“You have volunteered to help me here at Yale next year,” he pled in a letter to his father. “If I could do as some men do, I would refuse it, and work my passage. There is a man here, a Swede, a great strong fellow, who preaches on Sunday, waits on table during the week, tutors on the campus, and so makes his way. But that sort of thing is an impossibility for me. I cannot do it.


“I have always dreamed of helping my father, much less have I ever thought of taking his hard-earned money when I know he needs every cent of it. I am often wretched when I think of it.


“I ran across a sentence in St. Augustine’s Confessions which I want to send you. It was in reference to his departure for Rome to pursue his studies. He says:


“ ‘Who did not extol my father, for that, beyond the ability of his means, he would furnish his son with all necessaries for a journey for his studies’ sake—for many far abler citizens did not so much for their children.’


“And so, since you have been so kind as to offer to help me in Yale next year, do you know that it would not cost me a cent more to take the same year in Leipzig or Berlin?”


To which his father replied:


“I think the question of your future course will have to be left open for a time. You know our disposition is to do all we possibly can for you, even if it compels a good deal of sacrifice on our part; and we mean to keep it up. But you must bear in mind there is a limit to all things.


“I am, and always have been loath to make a promise unless I saw a reasonable prospect of being able to fulfill it. I have felt my age and bodily ailments more during the last six months than I have for a long time. It taxes the strength of younger men than I am, to carry heavy Gripps and keep on the move, going from town to town, and endure the nervous strain requisite to sell goods as times are now.


“You must pardon me for naming these things, but I am forced to, especially when there is a promise to be considered. I know you will appreciate all I say.


“P.S. What studies would you take up in Germany?”


Charles now fell seriously ill, a fact which Harriet minimized to James, lest the anxiety affect his studies. With spring drawing on, his whole future hanging in the balance, the uncertainty preying upon him, he turned again to his mother in a final appeal:


“For a man who owes as much money as I do, to think of increasing his debt seems very rash & foolish, & moreover is perhaps impossible. Yet can a man of my makeup stand on the verge of such opportunities, and not be shaken? These are golden bait, which I cannot see hanging continually before my eyes. I cannot dash it aside at one blow, & go to other work calmly, day after day, & say, ‘When the time comes, I will reject it if necessary.’ It is like holding a cup of water before a man perishing with thirst, and telling him that you cannot inform him until next week whether he may have any or not. The man would get along better if the cup were taken away entirely.


“Now, my dear Mother, all I wish to know is: Is there any way in which I can borrow enough money for this year without burdening father and you? I will turn ‘Pleasant Nook’ [which Aunt Theodocia expected to bequeath to James] over into your hands whenever it is mine—and may that be a long while—but I cannot let such an opportunity pass without at least telling you of it.


“And if I cannot go at all, Mother, I will finish my theological studies in America, and it will be all right. If you had not insisted on my pursuing what early studies I did follow, I would not now be where I am. I often & often thank God for a good mother, and I shall think of it as long as I live. Whatever shall be the outcome of these further studies, if there are any, will be owing to you.”


When Harriet read this letter, death appeared to be hovering over Charles. “Your Father was too ill for me to read it to him,” she answered. “I have taken care of him for nine nights, and most of each day. If his life is only spared, we shall be so grateful.


“He has talked so much about what he would like to do for you, and before he fell ill, tried to make plans to help you go abroad with Harper. Everything is so unsettled in his present state of health, that it is hard to make plans.


“But I would make my plans to go.


“The only thing I fear is, that you will overstudy in Germany. It does not seem possible for you to get a Ph.D. in one year without breaking down, but the year would do much for you. I think there must be a way for you to go—there surely will be if it is best.


“When he feared that he was dying, Father asked me for a piece of paper, and wrote you this little letter:


“ ‘My Darling Boy:


“ ‘May God bless and keep you. I feel safe to leave you in His hands.


“ ‘I am sure He has in the past ordered all your life and not a part of it, but all. Be self-reliant, take the best possible care of your health, keep up good courage, and all will come out right.


“ ‘How much we want to see you!


“ ‘Your loving,


“ ‘Father’ ”


Fortunately, Charles slowly recovered, and at last was able to write again:


“Well, my Boy, if it were my last act on earth, I should help you so long as I possibly could.


“The money question is a big one, but we will pull through somehow. You are going with Harper—that’s settled, if we have to sell our furniture. Aunt Theodocia says ‘Pleasant Nook’ will have to be content with its old roof and shabby paint—so you see, there is earnestness in that. We shall have to forego a good deal, but it won’t be so hard. Your Mother and I have great pride in trying to help you reach your degree in Germany.


“I need not tell you to stop giving oyster-and-champagne suppers!”


James saved the cost of a sleeping car berth by sitting up in a day coach from New Haven to Chicago, where he said good-bye to Charles and Harriet and Aunt Theodocia, feeling slightly like a young knight bound for the Crusades.


On the morning he was to leave, Harriet took him aside and placed a gold ring on the little finger of his left hand.


“Jimmy,” she said, “you are going out into a world filled with temptation. If you are ever tempted to do evil, let this ring give you the strength to resist it.”


He wore the ring until he died.


On July 30, 1891, with Professor Harper and his family and a small group of the former’s students, he sailed for Germany on the steamship Normannia of the Hamburg-American Packet Company.


 


* Born in 1811, Electa (Walker) was a direct descendant (seventh generation) of George Soule, who came to America on the Mayflower, was the thirty-fifth signer of the “compact,” and was listed as an apprentice to Governor Winslow of Plymouth Colony.


* The Flowering of New England, by Van Wyck Brooks, p. 191.





CHAPTER II



JAMES inherited from his father a quality of melancholy which lay always just beneath the surface of his life. Whether it was a reflection of delicate health, or the echo of some vague atavistic yearning, the lonely, nostalgic note of the western prairies ran through almost all the personal utterances of father and son. As they wandered through the present, they saw the past with Stevenson’s “backward glance,” and in retrospect invested even the happiest moments of youth with an aching sadness. “In spite of its exuberant joyousness,” James wrote in later years, “all youth has always seemed to me to contain an element of deep pathos, because it is called upon to use wisdom which only years can bring and for which it cries out in vain.”


More than forty years after his student days in Berlin, he wrote of them: “I shall never forget the dark shadow of uncertainty that always hung over me—uncertainty as to my own ability to make good, and about following a science of which there was not a single professorship or post of any kind in any American university! I used to look in the glass and shake my head dubiously, and it took all the courage I could muster to stick. For while the realization that my father had been apprenticed to a master tinsmith made me honor him, it left me with no confidence that I could ever become a scholar.”


I suspect that memory deceived him, and that this “dark shadow of uncertainty” was only another manifestation of his chronic tendency to see the past “as through a glass, darkly.” For after his death I found an old trunk containing every letter he had ever written to his family during his student days abroad; and from these there emerged a very cheerful, socially inexperienced and intellectually fire-eating young man who, far from being inhibited by uncertainty of any kind, was almost militantly self-confident.


At Yale he had been merely another young Middle Westerner. But the moment he stepped ashore at Cuxhaven one day in August, 1891, he personified the patriotic, superior provincial given to hasty appraisals, disparaging comparisons, and aggressive defense of everything American. He “profaned inwardly and outwardly” because “everyone on the ship had to be tipped—bed steward, bath steward, deck steward, table steward, ‘boots,’ musicians, etc., etc.—till I despised the whole business and thanked God I was an American!”


He ran the gantlet “between two long lines of staring, though jolly and smiling natives, through a wildly struggling mob of porters and tourists,” to the Custom House “where some green-coated dutchmen, after sticking their beery-looking noses into our luggage, pasted blue labels on it, and let us pass.


“In Hamburg I could not conceive of the vast space of ocean which we had crossed.” In one day he went everywhere, saw everything, until his mind was in a whirl of mingled amazement and amusement at this funny and in so many ways backward Old World he was entering for the first time. “One of the oddest sights on the streets of Hamburg is the milk wagons. They are simply a frame on two wheels, with the pails suspended below. A dog is harnessed underneath to pull the whole contrivance, and a man follows behind and steers. I have seen dogs no bigger than a black-and-tan, hitched to a cart as high as a man’s chin! From the appearance of most of the proprietors, I should judge the dogs might run the business more successfully if their masters stayed at home.


“But only on settling down in Berlin do I begin to feel that I am in a foreign land, thousands of miles from home.” His provincial loyalties came bristling to the fore. “The longer I stay here,” he wrote after ten days in Germany, “and the more I see, the prouder I am of being an American. I feel six inches taller when they question me, and I say ‘Ich bin Amerikaner!’ ”


The living habits of the Germans he found altogether exasperating—as for instance their national apathy to water, internally or externally. Without Aunt Sarah Elizabeth’s militancy, Charles and Harriet had always regarded alcoholic beverages of any kind as wicked and had implanted in James the absolute conviction that their use, except medicinally in the most critical emergencies, spelled capitulation to the Devil. This was all very well in America. But in a land where beer was as much a staple food as bread, and consommation obligatoire was the rule, the observance of these homely precepts entailed a continual struggle between the intrenched forces of bibulous Evil and a lone young American rigidly addicted to water.


“You cannot get water to drink anywhere in Germany without enormous trouble,” he complained. “After ten days here, I haven’t yet been able to get drinking water without the greatest difficulty, and frequently I could get none. And in almost all table d’hôte menus, an extra charge is made when nothing alcoholic to drink is ordered.”


Aunt Theodocia was dumbfounded when she read of this inexplicable drouth. “Now, I want you to tell me if there is no water in Germany,” she replied. “What does it mean that one can get no water? What do they cook with? Have they no fountains in the city? I am sure God will leave no community without water!”


Because Professor Harper had never learned to speak German or to understand it orally (although he could read it easily), it was James who had found comfortable lodgings for him and his family in a short street just off the aristocratic Buelow Strasse.


“Here he and I used to sit in the garden for long hours at a time,” James wrote many years later, “while I read simple German stories aloud to him, in order to accustom his ear to spoken German. I used to admire the tenacity with which he stuck to the task in spite of his insistence that he ‘hadn’t the slightest ear for spoken language.’ He liked especially the tales of Tolstoi, translated into German, which I used to read to him over and over again, often repeating sentences which he instantly understood in print, but did not recognize when spoken aloud.


“In the midst of these reading sessions, he would sometimes rise from his chair, walk up and down very rapidly, and set forth with great volubility some new idea for the development of the University of Chicago, which at that time was still on paper, or rising as a vision in the mind of its first president. He used to sit for hours at his window, with pencil and paper, writing out the thoughts and plans in which his mind was so amazingly fertile.”


Harper was eager to discuss the future of this proposed new institution with the leading men of Germany, and to persuade at least some of them to join its new faculties. At the same time he planned to purchase the nucleus of what was destined to become one of the greatest university libraries of America, and invited James to accompany him on his jaunts throughout Germany. James enthusiastically accepted, but added that “the whole university world in Germany travels Third Class—and besides, my means won’t permit me to do anything else!” Harper grinned, and agreed that Third Class it would be. “And to help defray your expenses, Breasted, you can tutor my son in Latin.” So they went off to Leipzig, Dresden, Göttingen, Frankfort, Munich, and a dozen other educational centers, and without a murmur of complaint, Harper sat on the hard and cushionless benches of the academically traditional Third Class.


They met men in every branch of science who were internationally known in the learned world, and whose names James had always unconsciously attributed to godlike beings upon some intellectual Olympus beyond the reach of ordinary mortals. It was therefore heartwarming to find them for the most part genial and unassuming humans, who received their American visitors most kindly in their book-and-paper-littered studies, or cordially invited them to afternoon coffee at their incredibly ugly suburban houses, always known euphemistically as villas.


When Harper took him to inspect a number of famous private libraries then being offered for sale by some of the leading booksellers of Germany, it seemed to him that he was personally witnessing an important event in the history of American education. For Harper expected to raise the funds to purchase the best of these for the new University of Chicago. It was exciting to watch an actual physical step in the steady westward expansion of learning.


But there was other history, too, in the making. Harper and James found themselves again in Berlin when Kaiser William II was holding his annual review of the German Army in commemoration of the twenty-first anniversary of the Battle of Sedan (September 1, 1870). Such a gargantuan display of military splendor, with all it implied of compulsory service, standing armies and competitive armaments, was as utterly alien to James as to any untraveled young American of his generation, and the spectacle fascinated him.


“By eight o’clock in the morning,” he wrote, “the troops had already been arriving for two hours, and over the vast Tempelhofer Field, regiments were marching and counter-marching. New divisions in gorgeous uniforms and faultless order came onto the field in continuous motion, till the whole vast area was ablaze with one great glory of burnished helmets, bayonets shining in the sun, polished breast-plates on the grenadiers, a forest of glistening lances borne by the mounted Uhlans and marked by the fluttering black and white of the Prussian pennant. They stretched away and ever away, till they were lost on the horizon.


“Nearby was the blazing red of the Kaiser’s own regiment, and farther off the deep orange of the heavy Dragoons.* Batteries went dashing by at a hot gallop in dust and thunder. Whole squads of mounted buglers came on at a trot, giving their thrilling call. Officers and aides came riding furiously, buried in rich color and gold and silver cord, and finally, in the foreground, the carriages of the foreign embassies were attended to their places by mounted officers. It was a scene I shall never forget.


“At last the Army was drawn up in two tremendous masses stretching clear across the field, at one end of which, in a gorgeous group, were gathered hundreds of mounted officers. The continual restlessness of their impatient horses made an ever-changing, fascinating riot of mingled color.


“Then suddenly amid a clash of cymbals, came a company of cavalry in uniforms of pure white and silver cord, and behind them on horseback, the Kaiser and the Kaiserin. She was clad in pure white and he in the uniform of his regiment—blue, with red cord. They rode down the lines and clear to the end of the great field, then back to a tree in the center, where they stood at attention while the troops went endlessly by in inflexible regimental lines, and so marched from the field.


“As we turned homeward, we passed mile after mile of streets lined with an unending throng. Presently the Kaiserin came by with her escort, and the people shouted. A short time later came the Kaiser at the head of his regiment. I could almost have touched him from where I stood. He saluted the people continually, and the ‘Huzzahs’ were unceasing. He looked grave, and his face was almost melancholy. The consciousness of the great responsibility resting upon him showed plainly in his expression. No one could see him without conceiving a deep respect for him, and he has unquestionably won the confidence of his people. The papers in Berlin are much pleased at his removal of Bismarck—they like his pluck.”


There were among the Kaiser’s counselors a few who recognized that with his “plucky” dismissal of Bismarck, he had thrown overboard his Empire’s supreme pilot, the guarding genius of its safety, and that now, as Germany moved toward her unpredictable destiny, the voice of statesmanship and reason would be lost in the intoxicating din of Tempelhofer Field. Of all this, James was later on to learn much more, but even now he realized that what he had just seen was filled with disturbing implications. He left the crowds and returned through deserted streets to his quiet pension, and as he walked up the stairs, found himself repeating, as if it were an involuntary little prayer of thanksgiving, “Ich bin Amerikaner!”


The summer fled, Harper returned to America, and on the ninth of October, with several of his American fellow students, James “went up to the University and matriculated, and so much red tape I have never yet experienced!


“Along with about a hundred other young fellows, many of whom had upon their left cheeks numerous scars, and who wore across their breasts the badges of their different corps of the University societies, we found ourselves ushered into the awful presence of the University’s officials and the Rector Magnificus. On the preceding day each of us had had to obtain a ticket which we had had to sign and to present simply for admission to this august tribunal.”


The young men then passed under the scrutiny of innumerable frowning and guttural-voiced inquisitors, “filled out an interminable number of forms, and received in return the cards we had signed and submitted the day before. These omnipotent cards we are obliged under penalty of law to carry with us: They show that we are citizens of the University, they exempt us from arrest, or the slightest interference by the police, they answer as a passport, will carry us through the line of a military procession where ordinary citizens could not pass, and will procure us a rebate at theaters and concerts. And if we lose them, it will cost us 20 Mks!”


By virtue of these formalities and the prepayment of about twelve dollars in dues at the beginning of each term, James would for the next three years be known to the University’s officialdom, to his professors, and to the local booksellers, as “Herr Kandidat der Philosophie Breasted, Hochwohlgeborner,” or “Mr. High-and-Well-Born Candidate for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy Breasted.”


Custom now required that he don his most formal attire and call upon the professors under whom he was to study. So it was that he met for the first time the greatest Egyptologist of Germany, and perhaps of the world, in his day—and certainly one of the kindliest, most benign spirits of his generation—Adolf Erman, of French Huguenot extraction, short-statured, black-bearded, thick-bespectacled, infinitely good-humored, and loyal unto death. It was Adolf Erman’s great-grandfather, Jean Pierre Erman who after the terrifying days of 1806, having been chosen at the age of seventy-one by the intellectual elders of Berlin to greet Napoleon the Great in the Royal Palace, had on that October 28 fearlessly interceded for his King and Queen. In addition to pleading for his sovereigns, old Jean Pierre had also unhesitatingly spoken his mind regarding many non-political subjects. At the close of the interview, he had seized Napoleon by the arm and said: “Sire, ce bras est victorieux, il doit être bienfaisant.” (“Sire, it behooves this victorious arm to be beneficent as well.”) That evening Napoleon remarked, “I met a man today who told me to my face the truth about myself!”
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