  
            [image: ]

    


Bill W.





Bill W.


MY FIRST 40 YEARS



[image: ]






Hazelden Publishing


Center City, Minnesota 55012–0176




800-328-9000
hazelden.org/bookstore




©2000 by Stepping Stones Foundation


All rights reserved. Published 2000


Printed in the United States of America


No portion of this publication may be reproduced in any manner without the written permission of the publisher




Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data




W., Bill.


Bill W.: my first 40 years/Bill W.


     p. cm.


Transcribed from an audiotape made by Bill W.


ISBN-13 978-1-56838-373-6 (cloth)


ISBN-10 1-56838-373-8 (cloth)


ISBN-13 978-1-59285-364-9 (pbk.)


ISBN-10 1-59285-364-1 (pbk.)


Ebook ISBN 978-1-61649-001-0


1. W., Bill. 2. Alcoholics—Biography. 3. Alcoholics Anonymous.


  I. Title: My first forty years. II. Title.




HV5032.W19 A3 2000


362.292’86’092—dc21




[B]


99-087571




Editor’s note


Minor editing has been done in accordance with Hazelden editorial style and grammatical usage.




Cover design by David Spohn


Interior design by Nora Koch/Gravel Pit Publications


Typesetting by Nora Koch/Gravel Pit Publications







Foreword






Bill W., Bill Wilson, William Griffith Wilson, was born on November 26, 1895, in the small Vermont town of East Dorset. East Dorset, from its beginning, had a different flavor from the town of Dorset. It was a gritty, blue-collar town. The marble quarry owners lived in Dorset, the workers in East Dorset.


Both of the small Dorset towns are approximately six miles north of the larger city of Manchester. Manchester, to this day, caters to well-to-do vacationers and families with second homes in the area. The Equinox hotel has been in operation since 1769, featuring The British School of Falconry and the Land Rover Driving School. The Orvis Company, a fly-fishing and sporting-goods store established in 1856, is down the road from the Equinox.


Part of Bill Wilson’s social heritage was a rowdy band of expert riflemen and woodsmen, the Green Mountain Boys, led by Ethan Allen. In 1775, during the Revolutionary War, this group was recognized and sanctioned as an independent military force by the Continental Army. Their headquarters was in Dorset. Their legacy to the people of Vermont was an unabashedly defiant attitude toward authority. Vermonters have a tendency toward being closed mouth, frugal, stringent in public displays of affection, and republican.


The railroad opened in East Dorset in 1851, and those who stopped over stayed at the Barrows House across from the train station. By the end of the nineteenth century, the Barrows House was renamed the Wilson House and was operated by “the widow Wilson.” Her grandson, Bill Wilson, was born in a little room behind the bar. During Prohibition, the inn thrived as a stopping-off place for those who could afford to travel to Canada to drink, as it was halfway between New York and Montreal. In those days, the inn catered to the likes of Charles Lindbergh and Myrna Loy.


Near collapse in 1987, the Wilson House was purchased by Ozzie Lepper, who formed a foundation to restore and preserve it, not as a museum but as a living memorial. Now restored as a bed-and-breakfast inn, the Wilson House has guest rooms and a large room for Twelve Step meeting and seminars. Across the green, in front of the church, is the Griffith House where Bill spent part of his childhood with his maternal grandparents. This house has also been restored with a large library and is open for visitors.


Bill and his wife, Lois, are buried in the East Dorset Cemetery, south of East Dorset, just over a mile from the Wilson house. A well-worn path leads to their resting places, which are marked by simple headstones.


During the fall of 1954, Bill Wilson began dictating his autobiography. At fifty-nine years old, he realized a dictation of his story would be “more or less tentative and experimental.” It was Bill’s intention “to start in with childhood recollections bearing upon my background and ancestry and the events of that time as they related primarily to my personality structure and the defects in it, which no doubt laid the groundwork for my alcoholism.” Bill wanted this verbal record to act as an autobiographical sketch to help researchers for history books to come.


This autobiographical record of the first forty years of Bill’s life is the backbone of the biography written by Robert Thomsen, Bill W, first published by Harper and Row in 1975 and reissued by Hazelden in 1999. The first section of Bill W. is an expanded account of this autobiography.


In Thomsen’s “Author’s Note,” he illustrates how he used this autobiographical taped account from Bill to write his “absorbing and deeply moving life story of Bill Wilson, cofounder of Alcoholics Anonymous”:




It is an act of presumption for any man to write the life of another—how can any of us be so sure of our own perceptions to say in print “this is what so-and-so was really like”? When the subject of a biography is a man whose life has had a revolutionary effect on hundreds of thousands of others, that presumption may seem a kind of impertinence.


Bill W. told his own story many times; he also wrote about it. Possibly because of New England reticence, the emphasis was always on the second half of his life. He gave few details of his childhood, his youth or the early years of his marriage. However, it was my privilege—my blessing, if you will—to have known and worked beside Bill during the last twelve years of his life, when he had begun to understand that his biography would be written one day.





Thomsen also believed, along with Bill, that the story of Bill’s early years should be aimed at the general reader.


A typed transcript of this autobiography was given to a Hazelden representative during a visit with Lois Wilson at her home in Bedford Hills, New York, in November 1986. Many historians have also been given copies of this public domain manuscript, as was Thomsen.


Those who read Bill’s words in the following account will find insight to this complex, eccentric man. Those who are familiar with the writings of Bill Wilson will recognize the simple and humble cadence as Bill expressed himself. The story was not told to blame his subsequent alcoholism on any specific events. Instead, a story emerges which shaped the character of a great man.


The manuscript that follows abruptly ends in the spring of 1935, as Bill embarks on a business trip to Akron, Ohio. We are familiar with his meeting with Robert Holbroook Smith, M.D., (Dr. Bob) and Dr. Bob’s last drink on June 10, 1935, the founding date of Alcoholics Anonymous. Dr. Bob also was raised in Vermont, and perhaps future researchers will glean some meaning from AA’s cofounders being Vermonters.


If there were to be a dedication to this book, perhaps a phrase from Bill Wilson’s last talk to AAmembers would be appropriate: “I salute you. And I thank you for your lives.”






THIS IS SEPTEMBER THE FIRST, IN THE YEAR OF OUR LORD 1954. ED BIERSTADT AND I ARE OVER at the Hotel Bedford, where we propose to begin the dictation of the story of myself and the story of AA from true recollection only This recording is more or less tentative and experimental, and it is my purpose to start in with childhood recollections bearing upon my background and ancestry and the events of that time as they related primarily to my personality structure and the defects in it, which no doubt laid the groundwork for my alcoholism.…


The purpose of this recording is to get into the record what will amount to a biographical sketch of myself and the unfold[ing] of AA as it has appeared to me. It will serve to brief Ed, who is undertaking the research upon the history to come, and will give him a sort of a backbone from which to branch out. No doubt this preliminary construct of the backbone will lack some vertebrae, some ribs, but we do hope to develop some chunks of meat here and there and at least something tangible enough into which he can get his teeth. In the event of anything happening to me, also, it is a simple precaution by way of recording the main events and ideas which have been forthcoming over the years.
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I have always been very much against a biography of any sort, due to our studied policy of playing the founding of this movement down…
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Of course I have always been intensely averse to anything autobiographical being done in print. Indeed, I have always been very much against a biography of any sort, due to our studied policy of playing the founding of this movement down, for as people in it know, this is a society which can function peculiarly well without too much sanction from the top. Of course, I realize that someday biographies may be written, and there is no legal means of preventing them. Therefore the early part of this narrative is intended to set the record somewhere near straight, and for this immediate purpose I will just try to hit a few highlights in the sketch to follow.


Well, here goes.
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I was born in the Green Mountains of Vermont, alongside of a towering peak called Mount Aeolus. I was raised in the parsonage there, although my parents were not in the business of being clergy. One of my earliest recollections is looking out of the window from my crib just as the sunset developed over the great mountain and becoming very conscious of it for the first time. It is an impression which never left me. Somehow, today when I go there, there is no spot quite like this—the spot where I first saw that mountain; that spot in which I can recall so many of the associations of my childhood; that spot whose ancestry and whose native ruggedness endowed me, I fancy, with both strength and weakness.


My father’s name was Gilman Barrows Wilson. The family is supposed to have originated in Scotland, migrated to the north of Ireland, to which [my family] can be traced on that side, and thence to this country, where it split up into a Southern branch, a Midwestern branch, and a New England branch, to which I belong. Never having had any special curiosity about these matters, I’ve never inquired a great deal about my ancestry, hardly knowing it back of my great-grandfather, who originally settled at Manchester, Vermont, the town, [five miles] below [East Dorset].


On my father’s side were other family names, notably Barrows. That was the maiden name of his mother, Helen Barrows. I suppose that was an English name. And on that same side of the family there was a family named Cochran, presumably Irish.


Then on my mother’s side—the strain is, I expect, predominantly Welsh, as her name was Griffith, later to figure rather prominently in this narrative—was my grandfather [Gordon Fayette Wilson]. And the Griffiths were among the original pioneers of Danby, Vermont, a hamlet just north of East Dorset, that spot in the Green Mountains where I was born on November 26,1895.


I was born, to be exact, in a hotel then known as Wilson House. Formerly, I believe, it was the Barrows House, and it had been built almost a hundred years ago at this time by Ira Cochran, sister to my great-grandmother Barrows on my father’s side. Later on, my grandmother, after the decease of her husband, William Wilson, ran the hotel, assisted by her growing boys, George and my father, Gilman.


I was born, perhaps rightly, in a room just back of the old bar, and I can remember hearing my old friend Mark Whalon, the postman, tell of the great curiosity that he and other children had as this process was going on, hearing my mother’s cries there.


I recall, later on, of going on many times to the hotel and even recall my great-grandmother Betsy Barrows.


My people always were operators of marble quarries—that is, on the Wilson side—and my father inherited the tradition. And I can remember, as a small boy, seeing him set off in a gig for the so-called north quarry. And it was out of this quarry that many noted memorials (I think the Grant’s Tomb, perhaps the New York Public Library) and other buildings here in New York City were fashioned. At any rate, my father was a quarryman.


My mother’s father, Gardner Griffith, had taken a small … farm after the Civil War, and he had chipped out a precarious living until he got the notion of lumbering and then, importing many French woodchoppers, had begun to aggregate a comfortable competence. When I first knew him though, he had moved from the farm and lived at East Dorset in the first house north of the hotel and across the churchyard from it.
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My father’s people were very amiable and were noted on all sides for their humanity.
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My father’s people were very amiable and were noted on all sides for their humanity. They were popular folk. They were easygoing folk. They were tolerant folk. Good-natured, good managers, good organizers. In fact, my father was so much so that, when years later, he went to British Columbia to engage in the marble business, greater numbers of old quarrymen in East Dorset left their families to go way out to live in the wilds of British Columbia just in order to work for the one they called “Billy Wilson.” Such would be a brief characterization of that side of the family.


Incidentally alcoholism ran pretty rife on the Wilson side. My grandfather Wilson was a very serious case of alcoholism, and it no doubt hastened his death, although some years prior to this he had, to everyone’s great surprise, hit the sawdust trail, to speak figuratively, at a revival meeting in the Congregational Church and was never known to drink afterward. This caused great consternation, Grandmother used to say, among his erstwhile agnostic and hard-drinking Civil War buddies, who then abounded in the town. I say abounded, but that is hardly the case, for East Dorset was, and still is today, only a hamlet of about fifty houses.


On my grandfather’s side there was quite a different strain. As I earlier remarked, the town of Danby was probably settled very early by some of the Griffiths, and all of them were people of extremely high native intelligence. They were lawyers and teachers and judges.


One of them, indeed, turned into a super businessman for those days. My grandfather’s cousin Silas began to lumber the mountain as a young man, opposite Danby, later bought huge tracts at tax sales, and before the year 1900 … had amassed in this little and small state, almost a million dollars, which was a great fortune in those days.


But the Griffiths, though hard driving and people of immense will, immense valor, and great fortitude, had extreme difficulty in forming close relations with other people. They were capable of great love for their own, and this is certainly a factor in my grandfather’s relation to me, but somehow they were not overpopular people. They were always highly respected but scarcely dearly loved.
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Well, with these preliminaries as background, I might continue on with a few childhood impressions. The next I can remember after seeing the mountain was the occasion of my fourth birthday, when my mother’s sister, Aunt Millie, appeared at Grandpa Griffith’s and made me a plate of fudge. I suppose the mountain appealed to that which was spiritual in me, but the plate of fudge touched another chord.


Actually, my recollections are rather dim until about the age of seven. What it was, was that my father took the management of a quarry, the Rutland-Florence operation at Rutland, Vermont, and we moved there, where we lived at 42 Chestnut Avenue. Meanwhile, I forgot to say, a sister was born whose name is Dorothy Brewster Wilson, she being somewhat younger than I.


I had, of course, gone to school in the little two-room schoolhouse at East Dorset—I think I can remember my first day there—but was soon transferred, as we moved to Rutland, to the grade school on Church Street not far from our home. I so well recall how stunned and overcome I was by the large number of children around me, and I began to develop a great shyness and at the same time a certain amount of competitiveness. Even then I had developed the trait of persistence bordering on [willfulness], and that set me off on power drives to accomplish objectives. Because of my shyness and awkwardness I began to work overtime to be a ballplayer.


Even at this early age I manifested an interest in science and got a place in the woodshed for a laboratory.


I remember how horrified my father was, when coming home one night, he found that I had mixed certain acids—I’ve forgotten which now; I should imagine sulphuric and nitric—to make actual nitroglycerine in the back shed. And when he arrived I was dipping strips of paper in the nitroglycerine and burning them. You can imagine what a sensation this made with a man accustomed as he was, in his quarry business, to the use of dynamite, which is but a pale imitation of the real stuff.


I remember how very gingerly Dad lifted that dish, dug a very large hole, which he wet, and gingerly spread the evil stuff about it, and just as gingerly covered it up.


In those days I had a fine companionship with my dad, who used to play ball with me in the yard every night, and on Sundays we would rent a covered buggy—I don’t believe that’s exactly the name of it, having a flat top with tassels all around—and drive about in some estate and with a great deal of satisfaction.


My mother, however, was a disciplinarian, and I can remember the agony of hostility and fear that I went through when she administered her first good tanning with the back of a hairbrush. Somehow I never could forget that beating. It made an indelible impression upon me, for I really think that she was angry.


At school I don’t think that I made any particularly good records. As was to be the case later on, some of my grades were very good and some were very poor. In sports I alternated between being extremely competitive and elated upon success, to being very discouraged and timid when in defeat, particularly if that defeat took the shape of a good physical trouncing by some smaller kid than I. Even now I was beginning to get oversize for my age.
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At school I don’t think that I made any particularly good records. As was to be the case later on, some of my grades were very good and some were very poor.
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Meanwhile, all unbeknown to Dorothy and me, a rift was developing between my mother and my father. Temperamentally, as you may already guess, they were very different people. It is altogether probable that my mother should have been a career person, as indeed later she was to be. I recollect, too, my mother was having what they said were nervous breakdowns, sometimes requiring that she go away for extended periods to the seashore, and on one occasion to the sanitarium.


Though I did not know it, and though my father never became an alcoholic, he was at times a pretty heavy drinker. Like me, he was a person to be pretty much elated by success and, together with some of his marble-quarry friends and their financial backing in New York, would have extended sprees. Though I never knew the details, I think one of those episodes had consequences that greatly affronted my mother and increased the strain between them. I never knew exactly what took place, for since that period in Rutland I have not seen my own father more than a dozen times. He died, by the way, on February fourteenth of this year, 1954.


I’ve seen a great deal more of my mother, though not as much as most children do of their parents, in the intervening years. But Mother was never especially communicative on intimacies. She was, as I have explained, of that rather dour Griffith stock.
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Ed just [asked] the question about my friends of this period and about any other brothers or sisters. As I previously said, I have a sister, Dorothy, somewhat younger than I am, about three years, now married to an osteopathic physician, Leonard V. Strong, today one of the trustees of our foundation and the person who saw me through a great deal of my alcoholic suffering when that had got to be a lonely business. They are living today in Yonkers [New York].


Years later, my father was to remarry after divorcing my mother, the subject I was just approaching, and by that marriage there was another child, so that I have a half-sister, Helen Wilson, now Helen Wilson Riker. She was born in British Columbia [or] Alberta I believe, and she now lives here in New York and is married to one of our AA members.


Now that Ed brings the subject up, I am trying to think about my very early childhood friends, and it is hardly surprising that I cannot remember having any really intimate friends. Playmates, yes, but quite early, due to my shyness and my awkwardness and the developing inferiority, I don’t believe that I ever made intimates. My neurosis was under development, and if anything characterizes the neurotic, it is his inability to form partnerships. I was forever trying to dominate somebody or else was dominated by somebody. As I look back on it, I see that that was almost invariably the case.


I recently went back to East Dorset, where among all my childhood friends there is only one person with whom I ever had a close tie. All of the others today are just acquaintances. That acquaintance is the postman, Mark Whalon, now dying of palsy up there. But he was about ten years older than I and when, in later years, I returned to East Dorset, he was a sort of uncle or father to me, and I think in those years I had a certain dependence upon his superior knowledge of the ways of the world and upon his wonderful charm. And that would about sum up the kind of relations I had with other people.
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Well, as I have said, at Rutland a storm was brewing between my mother and my father. It was in this period that she had a serious operation called appendicitis at that time. I remember her being an invalid at home. How she sat by the window breathing through a paper tube to get fresh air. Operations were much more serious things in those days.


And then, not too long after this, I would judge, I was told that my father had gone away on a business trip, and he stayed and didn’t return. And I imagine that both Dorothy and I sensed that something was wrong. It wasn’t long after his departure that we pulled up, Mother, Dorothy, and I, assisted by Grandfather Griffith, and moved back to East Dorset, Vermont, only twenty-five miles away.


The next episode was a shock which I can never forget. Shortly after we moved back to East Dorset, mother took Dorothy and me on what we thought was to be a picnic at beautiful North Dorset Pond, now called by city folks Emerald Lake. We sat on the southwest shore under a shade tree, and mother seemed very quiet, and I think [Dorothy and I] both had a sense of foreboding. Then it was that Mother told us that Father had gone for good. To this day I shiver every time I recall that scene on the grass by the lakefront. It was an agonizing experience for one who apparently had the emotional sensitivity that I did. However, I hid the wound and never talked about it with anybody, even my sister, let alone Grandfather and Grandmother Griffith, with whom Dorothy and I now went to live.


Mother set about to making a living and embarked upon a career. Grandfather Griffith financed her for the Boston College of Osteopathy, and excepting for brief vacation periods, I saw little of her for the next years. Her homecomings were always something for a great deal of joy and excitement, especially the Christmas ones, but somehow I realize now, there was a sort of barrier between Mother and me which has only in recent years dissolved. I loved Father, but I admired and respected Mother. Probably I was always lacking in the right sort of love for her, as I think she was at times for me.
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… I hid the wound and never talked about it with anybody, even my sister, let alone Grandfather and Grandmother Griffith…
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Mother, like Grandfather Griffith, was a person endowed with a tremendous native mind. Neither of them had been much educated. My grandfather had only gone to common school but had always been a voracious reader. Mother had gone a little further. Before her marriage she had prepared for the teaching profession in the so-called Normal School of Castleton, Vermont. With this equipment she set out for Boston to be an osteopath, and I might say here that she succeeded so well that in the many years that followed, she became one of the very best in her city.
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Somewhat later on, after [Mother] embarked on a career, Dorothy, my sister, went to live with her, and it fell to the lot of Grandfather and Grandmother Griffith to bring me up in East Dorset, through the years that were to pass until I went to Norwich University, a military college in the state of Vermont. I remember much more vividly this period in school at East Dorset where, after coming from Rutland, I entered the higher grades.


By this time I was ten or eleven, still growing even more rapidly, still suffering from inferiority about my physical awkwardness, and particularly [suffering] with the wound of my father’s and mother’s separation and subsequent divorce.


I remember hearing Mother and Grandfather talking about this divorce, how it could be brought about. I remember Mother’s covert trip to Bennington, Vermont, to see a fearsome man called Lawyer Barber. Somehow I learned that the divorce was complete. This certainly did something to me which left a very deep mark indeed.


It was during this period that I can see how my willpower and distinction, later to keynote my whole life, was developed. I had many playmates, but I think I regarded all of them as competitors. At everything I must excel.


My grandfather, seeing this tremendous drive in me, thought the thing to do was to encourage it. In this period he egged me on at every possible childhood game and occupation. The marble [quarry] business had fallen off, and we were living in a community composed principally of farmers and their families. My chief companions were farmers’ sons and daughters and a few of the children of the villagers. We did everything that country kids used to do forty years ago. I was an ardent fisherman. I trapped. I hunted.


In Vermont there is a great military tradition, and so I was early given firearms. I still have a Remington 25–20 rifle that my grandfather bought me when I was only eleven, along with loading tools for cartridges. I used to load these with black powder by the hundreds. I guess I must have stolen every ounce of lead in East Dorset to pour bullets. I remember shooting by the hour with old Bill Landon, a Civil War veteran and a great character who lived next door.


Unlike my grandfather, who would never talk of the Civil War, old Bill would spin me yarns by the hour.


He had been a sergeant on [General Philip] Sheridan’s staff, and he used to tell me how on a charge, a minié ball had struck his musket butt, and it passed through and stuck in the skull just over his eye; how he plucked it out and continued the charge. And old Bill had a drooping eye, a scar, and poor sight to prove all this. Old Bill was one of my heroes, and he was also a crack shot, so we were great pals with respect to folklore and shooting irons.


Then, too, his father-in-law was still alive, dear old Frank Jacobs, the shoemaker, a gentle soul who knew nature as no one else around us did. He encouraged me to make bee boxes to track down honeybees to their stores. He pointed out the flowers and the birds. His shoemaking days were coming to the end, but he actually made me a pair one time. And on another occasion he put a new cover on a baseball, a famous dollar-and-a-quarter ball that I just could not part with. I liked the shoes, but I was disappointed in the cover because that was too loose.
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… Rose Landon, was also a great character. She had a great influence on me, both good and bad.
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Bill’s wife, Rose Landon, was also a great character. She had a great influence on me, both good and bad. She had been a great beauty in her day and was possessed of a very remarkable voice, so good that someone in Albany [New York] at one time tried to finance her, with the idea that she might well sing upon the Metropolitan stage. Instead, though, she married old Bill, and they had a large family of children, all a little older than I.


Rose was an opium addict, or morphine, I guess it was. One of my early recollections was going to the drugstore and getting her a large chunk of it.


I remember opening the tinfoil around it, smelling the poppy odor, and seeing the white dust accumulated on something that looked like a chunk of beeswax. This she always kept in her apron, and now and then would take small nibbles. Curiously enough, it never seemed to affect her life very greatly. She was a prodigious worker and the effects of the opiate could only be seen just before bedtime, when she would … scare me to death by the peculiar way that her eyes rolled up, so that only the whites were visible as she sat in her chair. I remember years later asking her about the effect of the drug, and she said it never done her no harm except to give her a little constipation. So she was what you might call a moderate drug user.


However, she had a very active imagination, no doubt abetted by the drug, and besides teaching me all the music she could and encouraging me about this and that business, she turned out to be a prodigious gossip. And it was from her that I used to hear a tremendous amount of discussion about my father and my mother, and what led up to the divorce, in her judgment.


She rather took the side of my father against my mother, as I recollect. And it was her talk to me, well intended of course, which no doubt accelerated my feeling of being different from other kids who had their own fathers and mothers.
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Quite early I learned to swim and got competitive about it. In fact, this began to be so in all sports. I felt I had to be able to … bat like Ty Cobb, walk a tightrope like the folks in the circus, shoot like Buffalo Bill, who I had seen breaking glass balls thrown in the air from horseback at the circus in Rutland, Vermont.


My attempt to make a replica of this performance consisted in taking out a hod of coal and, holding my rifle in one hand and tossing a lump of coal into the air with the other, I would try to break the lumps with the rifle. And got so good that I could do about two out of three, although it was a wonder I didn’t kill some of the farmers about, as it was a very high-powered gun.


And so it was throughout the whole warp and woof of my existence. I had to build the best playhouse of any kid in town.


All during this period my grandfather was really the soul of kindness. He loved me deeply, and I loved him as I have few other people. One of my earliest recollections, dating back to the time before we went to Rutland, was that of sitting on his knee and later at his knee, while he read me books of travel. And then came the Heidi books [by Johanna Spyri] and the [Horatio] Alger books, and all kinds of things that kids used to read in that time.


And then my neighbor, Rose Landon, installed a circulating library in the now-deserted cobbler shop of her father, which stood near to and just north of her house. And a buckboard used to come up from Manchester each week, and I began to be a voracious reader myself as quickly as I got the ability, reading anything and everything that came into that library. In fact, I used to sleep very little when on these reading sprees. I would seemingly go to bed after being sent there rather sternly by my grandfather, and then I would wait until I felt that they wouldn’t notice the light, light up the old kerosene lamp, place it on the floor, and lay a book alongside and hang off the edge of my bed to read, sometimes all night.


So this was the sort of life I led as a kid, and out of it there began to emerge certain events that can characterize me and my personality and emotional structure with still greater vividness.
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I must preface this next episode by telling how very much I like to construct things, to work with tools. Also, indeed, with chemicals. My room, which was part of the half-attic on the west side of my grandfather’s house at East Dorset, I had turned into a chemical laboratory, and presently to that I added an adventure in radio.


I believe I had one of the first wireless reception sets in Vermont and finally got so I could receive dots and dashes from the station then … in Cape Cod. I studied the Morse code and was greatly chagrined that I never could keep up with fast operators. But all this created quite a sensation in the town and marked me out for distinction, something for which, of course, I increasingly craved, until at last that became an obsession.


I made all sorts of things. Bows and arrows. I made an iceboat, in which I used to sail up and down icy roads. I made jack jumpers, and skis, and sleds. There was an old shop right next to the house where I worked, a deserted blacksmith shop with a good many tools intact. The old blacksmith had gone to his rest. So I was surrounded by all the means of doing everything that a country kid could wish.


The interludes of work, however, at other people’s direction didn’t please me so much. My grandfather insisted that I learn how to do farm work, and I remember the sweaty afternoons in the cornfield, later getting in fodder, milking the cows. After milking, going down along the stone wall for woodchucks and squirrels and being terribly chagrined because of a bad shot at a heron on King Spring.


At any rate, my grandfather, who warmly approved all my activities, got in the habit of coming to me with what he thought were impossible projects. He thought I needed still more stimulus. So one day he said to me, “Will”—for that’s what he called me—“Will, I’ve been reading a book on Australia, and it says that the natives down there have something they call boomerangs, which is a weapon that they throw, and if it misses its mark, it turns and returns to the thrower. And, Will,” said he very challengingly, “it says in this book that nobody but an Australian can make and throw a boomerang.” I remember how my hackles rose when he said that nobody but an Australian could do it. I can remember how I cried out, “Well, I will be the first white man ever to make and throw a boomerang.” I suppose at this particular juncture I was eleven or twelve.
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My grandfather insisted that I learn how to do farm work, and I remember the sweaty afternoons in the cornfield, later getting in fodder, milking the cows.
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Immediately I got out all the books I could lay my hands on at the public library. I found out all I could about boomerangs. Every other interest was deserted except those damned boomerangs. I worked at all hours in the shop on boomerangs, making models from pictures I saw. When I wasn’t working on boomerangs, I was throwing them—and failing to get them to return. The significant part of this episode was that here was a challenge to be an absolutely number-one figure in the world. I would be the first white man to do this, so I thought.


The result was that during this long period of constructing boomerangs, I completely lost interest in everything else. My interest in school went to nothing. No filling of the woodbox. I wasn’t interested in playmates, just boomerangs, boomerangs, boomerangs. This went for a period of almost six months and at the end of that time, by getting just the right piece of lumber, which I secured by cutting the head out of my bed (my grandfather didn’t care for this so much), I did make a boomerang which could be thrown and which could circle the churchyard, and you’d have to jump to get out of the way of it. I called my grandfather out, threw the boomerang, it nearly cut his head off on the return, and I said, “So there.” I remember how ecstatically happy and stimulated I was by this crowning success. I had become a number-one man, at least in my child’s mind’s way of thinking.


That episode in a sense sets the keynote for my whole career. From then on, it was always number one, number one, number one. I came out of my shyness, I came out of—seemingly came out of a good deal of my inferiority. And then I began a desperate struggle to become number one.
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At about this juncture I was sent off to boarding school, at Burr and Burton Seminary, situated at Manchester, Vermont, a town about five miles distance. I boarded there five days a week, returning to East Dorset weekends.


My first experience there that affected me deeply had to do with baseball. In the primary school, that little two-room school in East Dorset, I had excelled. None of the kids about there were very good. But here I was up against a lot of competition. I was still pretty awkward. And out on the playing field at Burr and Burton, on my very first appearance there, somebody threw a ball at me, and I put up my hands and somehow missed catching it, and it hit me in the head. It knocked me down, and I was immediately surrounded by a concerned crowd of kids. But the moment they saw I wasn’t hurt, they all commenced to laugh at my awkwardness, and I remember the terrible spasm of rage that came up in me. And I remember how I jumped up and shook my fist and said, “I’ll show you! I’ll be captain of your baseball team.” And there was another laugh. And then started a most terrific drive on baseball.


If I couldn’t get anybody to play with me, I threw a tennis ball up against the side of a building. Or I’d spend hours and hours, indeed my whole weekend, throwing rocks at telephone poles to perfect my arm so that I could become pitcher and captain of that baseball team. To this day my right arm won’t straighten out. Apparently I injured the socket and got something very much like ringbone on a horse, which prevents the arm from being fully extended. Nevertheless, I did develop a deadly aim and great speed with a baseball, also a lot of ability to throw curves and spit-balls and knuckleballs, which were the rage of the day.
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