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Strafford, Vermont, 1810–1825

─────────────────────────────

The forge was already hot when Justin arrived at four in the morning.

His father had been at it since three — Nathaniel Morrill was not a man who believed in sleeping past necessity — and the glow of the iron lit the barn-like structure of the smithy with a red-orange light that made the whole place look, to a fifteen-year-old boy still half-asleep, like some minor precinct of hell. The smell of hot metal and coal smoke was as familiar to Justin as his own skin. He had grown up in it. He had calluses from it. He had a burn scar along his left forearm, gotten at age eight, reaching for a hammer his father hadn’t finished with yet.

“You’re late,” Nathaniel said, without looking up.

“I’m not late. It’s not yet four.”

“Four is late for this shop.”

Justin tied on his leather apron without further argument. He knew better than to try. This was not a household where argument, once the morning’s work had begun, served any purpose — not because Nathaniel Morrill was a tyrant, but because he was simply too focused on the actual work of the world to entertain distraction from it. There was a difference between his father’s severity and cruelty, and Justin had worked it out over years of careful observation, comparing Nathaniel to other boys’ fathers in the village of Strafford: the man down the hill who beat his sons with a leather strap on Fridays as a kind of prophylactic punishment for whatever sins the weekend might bring; the farmer across the road whose rages were unpredictable and left bruises that the children explained, to teachers and neighbors, as the results of falls.

Nathaniel had struck Justin exactly once, when Justin was twelve and had been caught throwing stones at a neighbor’s dog. The lesson had not been about the dog. It had been about the meaning of deliberate cruelty in a world that produced enough accidental suffering without anyone’s help. Justin had understood. He had not needed to be told again.

He took his place at the second anvil. The morning’s work was horseshoes — twenty sets, for the Randall farm two miles east, where a new stallion and three mares had come in from New Hampshire the previous week and needed proper shoeing before winter made the roads treacherous. It was work that required skill but not thought, and Justin did it with the automatic competence of someone who has performed the same task several hundred times: the rhythm of the tongs and the hammer, the reading of the iron’s color as it came off the fire — orange-yellow for working, bright orange for precision bends, dull red for finishing — the sound that told him when a shoe was seated properly and when it wanted another pass.

The work left his mind free. His mind, set free, went immediately to the letter.

It had arrived three days ago, tucked between two invoices in the post that arrived on Tuesday afternoons from the Strafford post office. A plain envelope, sealed with a modest wax impression, addressed in a thin careful hand to Master Justin Morrill in care of his father’s smithy. Justin had recognized the handwriting before he saw the return address: Mr. Elias Hoover, Randolph Academy.

Mr. Hoover had been his teacher for two terms — the only formal schooling Justin had ever received that felt like it was designed for someone who intended to go somewhere with what he learned. Thetford Academy, where Justin had spent a few months at thirteen, had been pleasant enough: Latin declensions and Scripture and the rudiments of geometry, delivered by a tired man who seemed to believe that the purpose of education was to confirm the social order rather than to examine it.

But Mr. Hoover at Randolph was a different species of teacher entirely. He was a young man — not yet thirty when Justin arrived in his classroom — with the electric quality of someone who had recently discovered that knowledge was genuinely interesting and had not yet grown accustomed to the discovery. He had a habit of stopping mid-lesson and saying, with evident surprise, wait, but consider what that implies — and then following the implication wherever it led, even if it led somewhere that disrupted the day’s plan entirely.

He had noticed Justin at once. Not in the way that teachers sometimes notice the clever students — the pleased, proprietorial notice of a gardener spotting a promising seedling — but in a more searching way, as though he was trying to work out a problem that Justin’s existence had posed. At the end of Justin’s second week, he had kept the boy after class and set a copy of David Hume’s Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding on the desk between them.

“Have you read this?” he asked.

“No, sir.”

“Can you read this kind of prose? The sentences are long.”

“I can read anything that’s printed in English,” Justin said, which was true.

Hoover had looked at him steadily for a moment. “Your father is Nathaniel Morrill,” he said.

“Yes, sir.”

“The blacksmith.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And your mother? Mary Hunt, wasn’t it? Before she married.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I taught briefly in a school in Tunbridge, several years ago, where I had a student named William Hunt. A cousin of your mother’s, I believe. He was — exceptional. He had what I can only call a structural intelligence. He could see the architecture of an argument the way another person sees the structure of a building.” Hoover tapped the Hume. “I want you to take this home and read the first three chapters. Then come back and tell me what Hume is trying to do and why he thinks it matters.”

Justin had taken the book home and read not three chapters but the whole thing, in four evenings by the fire after his family had gone to sleep, lying on his stomach on the kitchen floor with a tallow candle close enough to the page to feel the heat. He had come back to Hoover’s class and told him, with the precision of someone who had spent four nights organizing his thoughts, that Hume was trying to do something very difficult: to find the limits of what human beings could actually know, as opposed to what they believed they knew, and to do it without causing the whole enterprise of knowledge to collapse. And that he thought it mattered because a great deal of human misery came from people being certain of things they had no real basis for being certain of.

Hoover had stared at him for a long moment. Then he had said, quietly, almost to himself: “There it is.”

After that, the lending of books had become a regular transaction between them. Hume and then Smith and then Locke. History and then political economy and then a small volume of Montaigne that Hoover had pressed on him with the warning that it would make the other books seem more interesting rather than less. Justin read them all. He returned them with marginal notes — in pencil, lightly, so they could be erased if Hoover preferred — noting where he agreed, where he disagreed, where he was lost and needed explaining.

The two terms at Randolph were the best months of Justin’s education. They ended because his father could not pay for a third. This was stated plainly and without apology, which was Nathaniel’s way, and Justin accepted it without complaint, which was his own way, and he came home to the smithy and took up the second anvil and did not discuss the matter again.

But Hoover had kept writing.

✦ ✦ ✦

The letter that had arrived on Tuesday was brief. Almost austere. Hoover was not a man given to ornament, and the economy of the prose made the underlined word — prospects — stand out all the more. A position at a counting house in Portland, Maine. Bookkeeping, correspondence, commercial administration. Modest pay, regular hours, room to grow.

Justin had read it so many times he could have recited it. He kept it folded in his pocket, the crease softening with each rereading. He had not shown it to his father.

This omission was not cowardice, though he spent several days interrogating himself to be sure. It was something closer to tact — a sense, instinctive and precise, that certain conversations had their own natural hour, and that to force them early was to risk turning them into something harder than they needed to be. Nathaniel Morrill was not an unreasonable man. But he was a man who had built his life on a set of commitments — to this place, this trade, this family — and the knowledge that his eldest son intended to step outside those commitments required space to settle.

Justin waited for that space.

He chose this morning partly because his mother had mentioned, the night before, that the Randall order was the last large job before December. After that, the forge would go quiet for a few weeks. Quiet, in Nathaniel’s emotional economy, meant a loosening — the furnace banked, the pressure eased, the man beneath the work more reachable.

“Father,” Justin said, between hammer blows.

“What.”

“Mr. Hoover has written.”

The hammer paused — one beat, barely perceptible, but enough. Justin heard the shift in rhythm, the small intake of attention.

“Has he,” Nathaniel said.

“There’s a position. In Portland. At a counting house.”

This time the pause was longer. Nathaniel turned the horseshoe in the tongs, examined the curve, returned it to the fire. The coals shifted and breathed. Outside, the pre-dawn dark of a Vermont October pressed against the small window, and somewhere down the hill a dog barked twice and fell silent.

“You want to go,” his father said. Not a question.

“I — yes, sir. I think I do.”

“Come here.”

Justin set down his hammer and crossed the smithy. Nathaniel looked at him with an expression Justin, at fifteen, could not fully read. He would return to it for decades — in moments of triumph, in moments of doubt — and find new meanings each time. What he recognized then was a kind of weighing, the deliberate assessment of a man deciding something. What he understood much later was that the decision had already been made before Justin took a single step. What Nathaniel was doing now was fixing the moment in his memory — the last time he would look at this boy as someone who still belonged entirely to this place.

Nathaniel had been intelligent. His father had been intelligent, and his father’s father before him — a line of capable men who had made their peace, generation after generation, with the world they found rather than the world they might have built. The forge was honest work, and necessary work, and the men who did it were essential to the communities that depended on them. But intelligence in a forge, over decades, had a way of becoming a sealed room. A place that grew smaller, not larger, with the passing of years.

“You read too much for a smithy,” Nathaniel said. “You always have. You get it from your mother’s side.”

Justin opened his mouth — he wasn’t sure what he meant to say, something about reading less, something about coming back, something about not wanting to disappoint — but his father cut him off gently, with a finality that was also a kind of kindness.

“No. Write to Mr. Hoover. Tell him you accept.”

He turned back to his iron.

Justin stood with his hammer in both hands, staring at his father’s back — the breadth of the shoulders, the sure and practiced motion, the knowledge in those hands that had been accumulated over thirty years and that would remain in this room when Justin left it. He felt, with a clarity that was almost physical, the texture of what he was about to do: leave. Not just the smithy, not just Strafford, but something harder to name — the specific gravity of the life he had been born into, the web of obligations and familiarity and belonging that had always been, simultaneously, the thing that fed him and the thing that limited him.

He thought suddenly — and with surprising force — of Ephraim Cutter, the miller’s boy who had shown him, months earlier, a slate covered in numbers arranged in a way Justin had never seen. A boy with a mind quick as a spark, destined for a life that would never make use of it. The memory struck him now with a kind of ache. There are so many who could do more, if only they were given the chance.

He wanted to say something that would contain all of this. The gratitude. The guilt. The fierce hunger that had been growing in him for years and that he had never spoken aloud because there was no one in Strafford to whom he could speak of it without seeming ungrateful or strange. He wanted to say: I will make something of this. I will justify the letting-go.

He said nothing.

He picked up his hammer and worked until noon.

✦ ✦ ✦

Three weeks later, he left.

The morning was a Tuesday in late November, the sky the color of pewter, the ground beginning to stiffen under the first serious cold of the season. His mother had risen before him and packed food for three days in a cloth sack. She stood at the kitchen fire crying quietly — not trying to stop, not making a spectacle of it, simply letting the tears come and go as naturally as breath. She had known this moment was coming from the instant Justin first mentioned Mr. Hoover’s letter, and she had been preparing herself for it in the way mothers do: by tending to small tasks with exaggerated care, as though the right folding of a shirt or the right wrapping of a loaf of bread might soften the parting.

His brothers and sisters — nine of them, ranging from thirteen to two — slept in their various rooms with the boneless completeness of children who have not yet learned to be anxious about the future. Justin kissed each of them on the forehead, lightly, taking care not to wake them. In the room where the youngest three slept together for warmth, he paused in the doorway, watching their small chests rise and fall in the dim light. He felt a tug of something he could not name — love, certainly, but also a kind of guilt, as though he were abandoning a post he had never been formally assigned but had always understood to be his.

His father stood on the porch in his work clothes, already dressed for the forge, a dark shape against the paler dark of the November morning. He shook Justin’s hand — a formal handshake, man to man, the first such gesture that had ever passed between them — and held it a moment longer than the gesture strictly required.

“Write,” he said.

“I will.”

“To your mother. She’ll tell me.”

It was both true and a form of permission — permission to maintain the connection through Mary Morrill, who was the emotional center of the household and who could be trusted to translate news in both directions with the appropriate warmth. Nathaniel was not a man who needed letters; he needed the knowledge that his son was alive, working, and not forgetting where he came from.

“Yes, sir,” Justin said.

He walked down the hill. At the bend where the road curved left around a stand of sugar maples and Strafford disappeared behind them, he stopped and turned. His father was still standing on the porch, a still figure against the pale sky, one hand raised in something that was not quite a wave — more like an acknowledgment. A bearing witness.

Justin raised his own hand. Then the road curved, and the porch and the man on it were gone.

The smell of the forge followed him for miles. He had not expected that — had not expected that something so familiar could feel, at a distance, like a kind of grief. Hot iron, coal smoke, the particular smell of honest work performed by a man who knew exactly what he was doing and why it mattered. He carried it with him all the way to the stage road at Randolph, and onto the coach to White River Junction, and from there onto the longer coach to Portland.

He carried it, in some form, for the rest of his life.

✦ ✦ ✦

Portland, Maine, in the late autumn of 1825, smelled of salt water, pine tar, and ambition.

The town was, by the standards of northern New England, a city: six thousand people, a working harbor, streets of brick and clapboard climbing the hills above Casco Bay, warehouses and counting houses and chandleries crowding the waterfront. Ships moved in and out of the harbor with the regularity of commerce — fishing schooners out of Gloucester, coastal traders from Boston and New York, the occasional oceangoing brig heading south to the Caribbean or east across the Atlantic.

Portland understood itself as a place connected to larger forces — not a “node in a network,” as a later age might have said, but a harbor whose prosperity depended on the constant movement of goods, news, and opportunity. The men who thrived there had a particular quality of attention: an instinctive awareness of what was moving where, at what price, and to whose advantage.

The counting house of Messrs. Hamblin and Cook occupied a narrow four-story building of dark red brick on Commercial Street, two blocks from India Wharf, sandwiched between a ship chandlery and a sail-maker’s loft. The smell of rope and canvas drifted in through the windows on the western breeze, mixing with the coal smoke from the building’s small fireplace and the smell of ledger paper and tobacco that seemed to be the natural atmosphere of every commercial office Justin had ever entered, though before this one he had entered very few.

Mr. Cook received him in a low-ceilinged office on the second floor. He was a man of fifty, compact and precise, with the evaluating gaze of someone who had hired many young men and found most of them wanting in ways he had become expert at identifying quickly. He looked at Justin’s letter of introduction from Mr. Hoover, read it twice — once quickly, once slowly — and set it on the desk.

“Strafford,” he said. “Blacksmith’s family.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You have some schooling.”

“Two terms at the academies, sir. Thetford and Randolph.” He paused, deciding something. “I’ve read considerably beyond that on my own.”

Cook looked up from the letter. The phrase on my own produced a slight adjustment in his expression — a narrowing of the eyes, a subtle shift of posture, as though a lens had been refocused.

“What have you read?”

“Hamilton’s economic papers, sir. Some Smith — The Wealth of Nations and parts of The Theory of Moral Sentiments. The collected debates of the Hartford Convention. Gibbon — the first two volumes; the third is not yet available at the Strafford lending library. Hume’s Enquiry, both of them. A good deal of history. Whatever I could find.”

“Hamilton and Smith.” Cook set down the letter and leaned back slightly in his chair. “Not the Bible, not edifying literature, not agricultural manuals.”

“I have read the Bible, sir. I found it less immediately applicable to commercial practice.”

Something shifted in Cook’s expression. Not a smile — he was not the smiling type — but the precursor to one, the faint movement of a face encountering an unexpected quality in a situation it had approached with ordinary expectations. He looked at Justin for a moment with the deliberate attention of a man revising a prior estimate.

“Sit down, Mr. Morrill,” he said. “Tell me what you understand about a bill of exchange.”

✦ ✦ ✦

What followed was forty minutes of the most stimulating conversation Justin had ever had. Cook was, beneath the efficiency and the evaluating gaze, a genuine intelligence — a man who had been thinking about commerce for thirty years and who had views about it that extended far beyond the practical management of ledgers and correspondence. He had read Smith, too. He had opinions about Smith. He thought The Wealth of Nations was mostly right and crucially incomplete, and he was intrigued — genuinely intrigued — to discover that a blacksmith’s boy from Strafford had arrived at a similar conclusion, by a different route and for different reasons.

At one point, Cook leaned back in his chair, studying Justin with a kind of cautious curiosity.

“You’ve thought about these matters more than most clerks twice your age,” he said.

Justin felt a flicker of something — pride, yes, but also a kind of relief, as though a door he had been pushing against for years had finally given way.

He left the office that afternoon with the position, a starting wage of three dollars a week, and the beginning of an education that Mr. Hoover’s academy, for all its virtues, had not been able to provide: the education of watching intelligent men think in real time about real problems.

✦ ✦ ✦

The years in Portland were years of systematic self-construction.

Justin worked, and watching him work, Cook promoted him. He swept floors and carried parcels and made fair copies of correspondence in his first month. In his second month he began keeping secondary ledgers for a small subsidiary account that Cook had let fall into disarray. In his third month he reorganized the subsidiary account and identified two discrepancies in the invoicing that, when corrected, saved the firm forty-seven dollars. After that, he was given the primary correspondence.

He read, too. Mornings before the office opened and evenings when the light held. He made his way through the Portland Mechanics’ Library with a systematic attention that the librarian — a retired schoolmaster named Mr. Fales, who developed for Justin the same proprietary interest that Mr. Hoover had shown — found remarkable. Eventually, Fales rewarded him with a key to the reading room, which allowed Justin to work in the early-morning hours before the library officially opened.

He read economics, history, political theory, biography. He read accounts of the management of public lands in France and Prussia and the new states of the American West. He read the reports of the commissioners who had surveyed and catalogued those lands — millions of acres in Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, extending further west than anyone yet fully understood. He read the proceedings of the various agricultural societies beginning to form in New England and the mid-Atlantic states, where educated men were starting to apply systematic scientific thinking to the problem of farming — the problem that his father’s neighbors had been confronting for generations with no better tools than tradition and labor.

He was not, at this point, working toward anything specific. He was reading because reading was what you did when you wanted to understand a world larger than the one you had been born into, and Portland in the 1820s was a good place to do it. The ships in the harbor brought newspapers from Boston and New York and Philadelphia. The merchants who moved through the city brought views from all over the Atlantic world. The conversations in the counting house — which Justin listened to with the particular attentiveness of someone who understands he is being educated for free — were conversations about tariffs and trade routes and the price of cotton in Liverpool and the cost of building a canal in central New York.

He was absorbing something that could not be taught directly: a sense of the scale of the country and the scale of its possibilities. The United States in the 1820s was not yet a great nation in any conventional measure. It was, in the estimation of most Europeans, a commercial republic of modest accomplishment and uncertain prospects, still working out its institutions, still resolving the contradictions its founding documents had left deliberately unresolved. But it was enormous — geographically enormous, potentially enormous — with a quantity of land and a rate of population growth that no European country could match. And the gap between what it was and what it might become was visible, to anyone who looked carefully, as a kind of invitation.

Justin looked carefully.

He was twenty-two when he began to form, in rough and unspoken terms, the idea that would occupy the rest of his life: that the country was being failed by its own institutions. That the land existed, in abundance. That the people existed, in abundance, willing to work and capable of learning. That the knowledge existed, scattered in European laboratories and agricultural societies and the papers of the new scientific academies. And that what did not exist — what had never been deliberately created — was the mechanism for bringing the three things together.

He had not yet found the words for this. He had not yet met Jonathan Baldwin Turner or read Turner’s addresses or understood that another man was working, in Illinois, on the same problem from a different direction. He was only a young man in a counting house in Portland, reading everything he could find and working, slowly and without quite knowing it, toward the thing he was going to spend his life trying to build.

He wrote to his mother every two weeks, as he had promised. In the letters he described the work and the city and the books he was reading. He did not describe the hunger — the particular quality of intellectual appetite that felt, in those years, less like desire than like necessity, like something he would starve without. That was not the kind of thing you put in a letter to your mother, who had enough to worry about without wondering whether her oldest son was turning strange in Portland.

He sent money when he had it. He went home for two weeks in the summer and spent most of it in the smithy, working alongside his father, remembering the smell of it, the weight of the hammer, the satisfying solidity of iron yielding to heat and force. He and Nathaniel spoke very little during these visits, but the silence between them was comfortable — the silence of two men who understood each other well enough not to require constant narration of that understanding.

His mother asked him, once, whether he was happy in Portland.

He thought about the question for a moment before answering, because it seemed to deserve a real answer.

“I think I will be,” he said, “when I’ve become what I need to become.”

She looked at him for a moment with the expression of a woman who has raised ten children and has learned to distinguish, from that experience, the ones who will be fine and the ones who will struggle and the rare ones who will be something else entirely — something that doesn’t fit the usual categories and that requires, therefore, a different kind of faith.

“All right,” she said. She went back to her bread.
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The Years of Becoming, 1827–1856

─────────────────────────────

By the time Justin Morrill was twenty-five, he had become, in the estimation of everyone who knew him, something that was easy to describe but difficult to explain: a man of substance. Not substantial wealth — that would come later — but substantiality in the older sense, the sense the word carried when people said it of men in their communities with an involuntary respect. He had weight. He had judgment. He was someone whose opinion, once given, tended to stay given.

He was also, and this was less easily explained, genuinely educated. Not in the institutional sense — he had no degree, no diploma, nothing to hang on a wall — but in the real sense, the sense that mattered when the diplomas had been set aside and the actual work of thought began. He had read widely and retained much and thought carefully about what he had read. He had the specific advantage of someone who had educated himself: he had never learned what not to think about, and so he thought about everything, following connections across disciplines that formally trained men often failed to see because they had been taught to stay within the boundaries of their fields.

The counting house of Hamblin and Cook had taught him commerce, which was to say it had taught him the practical grammar of how wealth moved through the world — the mechanisms of credit and exchange, the logic of risk and return, the way that good information and bad information each produced their own kind of market, each self-reinforcing. By his mid-twenties, he had become one of the better commercial minds in Portland, which was saying something in a city where commercial acumen was a survival trait.

He was also, increasingly, something of a political mind.

This had crept up on him gradually, the way most of his serious interests crept up on him — not as a sudden conversion but as the slow accumulation of evidence that something mattered. Politics in the 1820s and 1830s was not an abstract enterprise. The questions being decided in Washington and in state legislatures were questions that had immediate practical consequences for people like Justin Morrill and the people he worked among: questions about tariffs and their effect on the manufacturing that was beginning to transform New England’s economy; about the disposition of public lands in the West and what that disposition meant for the settling of the frontier; about internal improvements — roads, canals, harbors — and who would pay for them and who would benefit.

These were not philosophical questions. They were the questions that determined whether a man’s business thrived or failed, whether a farmer’s sons could get their grain to market, whether the country’s enormous potential would be unlocked or remain, as most of it still was in the 1830s, locked up in the form of unimproved land and unrealized possibility.

He had his views. They were the views of a man who had worked his way up from nothing and who understood, at a cellular level, what the obstacles to such work were: inadequate access to capital, inadequate information, inadequate education. The last of these — the inadequate education — had been his own obstacle, and it was the one he found himself returning to most often, because it seemed to him the most fundamental and the most correctable. You could argue about tariff policy for decades and still not be sure you were right. But the proposition that more people with more knowledge produced better outcomes seemed, on the evidence of everything he had read and observed, to be simply true.

✦ ✦ ✦

In 1832, at the age of twenty-two, he made his first significant independent investment: a quarter-share in a small dry goods store in the town of Strafford, Vermont, which he purchased in partnership with a man named Jedediah Harris, who had been running the store for two years and who needed capital more than he needed a managing partner. The arrangement suited both of them. Justin sent money to Vermont from Portland, received quarterly accounts in return, and visited when he could.

By 1834 he had bought out Harris entirely and was running the store with a hired manager. By 1836 he had opened a second store in a neighboring town. By 1840, when he was thirty, he had a small network of retail operations in central Vermont — all profitable, none requiring his physical presence — managed through the correspondence and ledger systems he had learned in Portland and refined over years of practice.

In 1839 he came home to Strafford to stay.

He had been in Portland for fourteen years. He came home because Vermont was where he was from, and because his mother’s health was declining, and because he had accumulated enough, by his calculation, to do without the counting house. He came home also because he had begun to understand, in a way he could not quite articulate but felt with increasing conviction, that the next thing he needed to do could not be done from a distance. It required presence. It required the specific gravity of being known in a place and being trusted by the people in that place and being able to say, when necessary: I have been here. I have watched. I understand what this requires.
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