
[image: Cover: Cuyahoga, by Pete Beatty]


    Praise for 

    CUYAHOGA

    “A light-hearted parody of America’s founding mythologies.”

    —The Wall Street Journal

    “A ribald, shaggy delight . . . Told in lively, poetic language, Cuyahoga feels at once brand-new and as old as its namesake river.”

    —Shelf Awareness

    “It’s worth mentioning how much fun there is to be had with Cuyahoga, a lot of which will provoke out-loud laughter. The robust yarn’s patron spirits would include Twain and Charles (True Grit) Portis. Beatty has fashioned a true picaresque accomplishment.”

    —The Arts Fuse

    “A boisterous adventure.”

    —The Millions, “Most Anticipated”

    “Cuyahoga brings a long ago Midwest back to life.”

    —Chicago Reader

    “An improbable, downright preposterous yarn ably spun . . . A great entertainment.”

    —Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

    “As comically genius as a Coen Brothers film, with narrative skill and voice as singular as Faulkner. . . . Page by page, I felt like the top of my head had blown off: even the most seemingly thrown-away lines left me astonished at their efficiency and beauty.”

    —Natalie Jenner, author of The Jane Austen Society

    “A great big American bouncy castle of a book—strange, exhilarating, hilarious, and alive—and every sentence so perfect! An absolute delight.”

    —Ben Loory, author of Tales of Falling and Flying

    “Cuyahoga defies all modest description: It’s deliriously fun to read: nonstop laughs, pages that whiz by, and a style that seems to gather up and beautify an entire history of American bullshit artistry. . . . Cuyahoga is ten feet tall if it’s an inch, and it’s a ramshackle joy from start to finish.”

    —Brian Phillips, author of Impossible Owls

    “Pete Beatty’s glorious Cuyahoga is a booming hymn of history, a praisesong both somber and funny. . . . This unlikely, beautiful novel sings with a heart as big as its subject, and with sentences that demand your complete and total attention.”

    —Jessica Anthony, author of Enter the Aardvark

    “A work that manages to simultaneously deconstruct the tall tale while igniting its evolution . . . Beatty expertly bridges the gap between larger-than-life exploits and the molecular moments that make up human existence and significance.”

    —Sergio de la Pava, author of A Naked Singularity and Lost Empress

    “Cuyahoga is a steroidal frontier romp of whiskey and vernacular, a hundred boisterous souls fumbling to make their city a whole, and one humongous romance. In his rousing debut, Beatty has handed Cleveland a tall tale equal to its own ragged, enormous truth.”

    —David Giffels, author of Barnstorming Ohio: To Understand America

    “Cuyahoga is a singular feat of language and energized inventive storytelling. In Big Son, I met a mythic American hero, and in his brother, Meed, a gifted, indelible ­raconteur. . . . This marvelous tragicomic tale impressed upon my head and heart—twin joys.”

    —Mitchell S. Jackson, author of Survival Math and The Residue Years
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For Anna




A Note from the Publisher

    There are elements in the print book that could not be reproduced in the electronic version.
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Stories will go to rot without puttingup. You must salt them into Egyptian mummies, or drown them in lying sugar. Bury them in winter and freeze their blood.

But you would hide the honest stink, the moschito bites, the wounds, the living glory.

Let you and me do without salt and sugar. Taste matters true – even if the truth is half rotten.
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Winter.

A tidy house, under bedclothes of snow, every window dark. The night is empty. No moon, no dogs, no drunks. No night pigs wondering after food. Not even a hungry hoofprint.

The eye is the lamp of the body and yours shows on The city of Ohio at the third hour of the year 1837. A lamp is no use without more to look at. Go ahead and enter the house. I will watch for constables walking bundled against the cold. It is fine – we go as haints. Haints cannot be criminals.

Inside is no mansion but there are modest riches. You see a young mother abed, a cherub child tucked in a cradle at mother’s feet, a house-cat the size of a hog, a family Bible, brass candlesticks, clean swept floors, quilts, stick furniture – nothing fancy but good for sitting. This feels a home. A respite on the long flight from Eden.

Your lamp beams brighter and soon you see the absences between comforts. No axe or man’s britches hung by the door. Perhaps this is a widow’s home. You think a widow must always be tragic. But look at the cheerful aspect of this place. Even the bedpots have a pleasant look.

As you haint around, the light of your lamp-eye keeps to growing. Such that it beams brighter than day, and the air breathes warmer, stifling even. The woman abed begins to stir. You turn nervous at being seen.

Crap. This is poor luck. Look behind you. We have started a fire. Flames is lapping up the wall. How has this—Did your burglar eyes spill their blaze? Have you done this? You set the domestic tenderness to burning. With your eye. I do not know how.

Douse it in blankets – hurry.

Not that one – that is too fine a quilt.

Have they got any water?

Get out of the damned house.



Back to the snow-shrouded lane. You are agitated and scorched. You are safe. But we have not done the courtesy of rousting the home. Through the cackle of flames come the cries of widow and beautiful child and plump cat. Even as the devil’s laughter rolls and the wailing sharpens you hear a sudden thwock. It must be timbers snapping at the heat – or the family Bible ignited, shocked by the blaspheming fire. And another thwock.

As alarms spread to the neighbor houses you hear calls for buckets. Folks yell FIRE as if to shame the blaze, but it only cackles back. The widow is hollering for the Lord to take the household up quick, but only the thwock answers.

The fire has roused the whole town. We are no longer alone – the sounds of tragedy is joined by hoots of alarm and barking church bells. Every soul for a mile around is singing out for Buckets buckets buckets Thwock thwock thwock the house says back.

Nothing draws folks out like a house in flames – soon enough there is chatter and snowball tossing mixed in with the Buckets! and widow’s wails and thwocks. Do not think the neighbors unchristian. Some are still whiskey-drunk from greeting the New Year. Thwock. In the absence of a sing or a nut-gathering there is nothing like a house afire to stir us up. I do not propose the burning of widows and babes for sport. Only that a house afire is a credible substitute for the sun. Especially at winter. Preserves carry the ghost of summer. You yourself are transported some by the blaze – I can see so by your face.

Thwock.

Your clumsiness has set all this going. Folks seem to drop from trees to gawp. Boys fool, men mutter, women pray. Thwock. The call for buckets dies down and so do the wails from inside. There is only the rough breath of flame and the thwock. But even the thwock ceases.

Just as you are certain the house must fall – must make a grave of itself – the flaming front door bursts open. Out of the smoke steps the charred shape of a man. Stooped, staggering, he stumbles but does not fall. He carries with him the young widow. Does she still draw breath?

This roasted rescuer heaves the widow onto a snowbank and falls to his knees. Steam rolls from his back and the winter white melts in a circle around him. A sooted arm goes into the breast of his blouse and comes out with the baby, who screams with wonder at being rescued. At this cry the mother awakens – she lives! Our hero reaches into his shirt again and produces the halfhog cat, its furs singed some. As the cat runs off – dignity busted into a thousand pieces – the angel of the fire breathes heavy. The crowd takes a reverent quiet.

You are a shambles to know who this man is. His shoulders wide as ox yokes. A waist trim as a sleek lake schooner. Muscles curlicued like rich man’s furniture. Chestnut hair shining in the orange light of the blaze. A cheerful red cloth knotted at his neck. His small bright eyes look up and he drinks another great breath, which comes out as a laugh. A church organ full of the sacrament wine. And he says Who has brought refreshment?

Now you have met my brother Big Son.




In the stories you are used to, a stranger arrives at the castle, or the king is gnawed by crisis. Swords bang together. Ghosts trouble a pale hero. Lovers’ hearts boiling. We drink down such wild stories to drown our worries. They are whiskey to wash out our brains.

My brother’s stories are more apple cider. They are good to drink but you will not forget yourself entirely. Wholesome tales, without too many fricasseed widows. True mostly – I will not lie any more than is wanted for decency. Simple and moral, easy to grab, the better to encourage someone over the head with. Not too quiet – you must not fall asleep. Let us have commerce and racing horses. Progress and the mastery of nature. Swap swords for axes and plows. Let us have tenderness but also a dash of cussedness and tragedy. All in the manner native to Ohio.

In this story lovers’ hearts do not boil but go slowly like stew. The crisis has got square cow’s teeth instead of fangs. There is not a king to be seen. Only my brother as hero.

And we will have a stranger at the castle.

I will take that good part.

My name is Medium Son.

We are no longer strangers any – folks call me Meed.


My brother were democratic in his feats. He done them in a hundred different patterns like calico. Big – he is mostly called Big – rastled bears and every other creature ten at a time. Drank a barrel of whiskey and belched fire. Hung church bells one-handed. Hunted one hundred rabbits in a day. Ate a thousand pan cakes and asked for seconds. Drained swamps and cut roads et c. More feats than I have got numbers to count up.

I thrilled most at his brawling with the world itself. At his domesticating Lake Erie and several rivers besides. At his strength turned against soil and stone. There is nothing like the making of a place. To bust up creation. To write your name in the very earth. My brother was a professor of such work.

You have heard of Daniel Boone – Colonel Crockett – Mike Fink – other American Herculeses. My brother shown the same appetites.

You ask Why is this Big Son not the hero of every child?  What feats of his do I know?


Do not burn houses every day. But when you do burn them look for my brother. You cannot keep him away from any fire greater than a lucifer match. There is a song inside burning wood and my brother hears it keener than anyone. This taste comes from his first feat nine years ago when he whipped ten thousand trees.



I imagine you are customed to meek and mild trees that do not want correcting. This is a story of the west so it has got western trees. You do not know the manners of our trees. I have told you that my brother and I dwell in the city of Ohio, which sits on the western bluff at the mouth of the Cuyahoga, looking across that crooked river at the city of Cleveland on the eastern bluff. Put this map in your mind.
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In 1796 Connecticut surveyors come through and said that there ought to be a town called Cleveland. They did not bother any with making the town, only with drawing it on their maps. The first settlers found the place full of discouragements, such as moschitos, ague, and poorly behaved wildlife wanting chastisement.

A mule’s character were evident in the population from the first. The settlers kept on past the discouraging and their infant town Cleveland had grown up to one thousand souls by the year 1828.

Your true mule westerner does not prefer one thousand neighbors. As Cleveland grown, handfuls of folks spilled across the river looking for an emptiness more to their liking. My brother and I – orphans in the care of Mr Job and Mrs Tabitha Stiles – went among these handfuls.

In order to make a good emptiness you have got to clear land. The trees on the western bluff, having seen the demise of their eastern kin, was wary. But we only nibbled out our few acres and kept a glass-thin peace with the woods.

The trouble come when the nibbling spread out into eating-up.

As winter of 1828 cleared out, the handfuls coming across the river become sackfuls, every man among them taking his bite out of the woods. The western trees – oaks and elms and plump sycamores by the dozen thousand – whispered by breezes as their buds came in. They said We must get shut of these fleas.

Soon folks found trees sprouting up where they had just cleared ground. Plots vanished. Dead timber fell onto homesteads without any storm blowing them over. Firewood piles took to disappearing.

We fleas fought back. I were barely ten years and too young to swing an axe to any use but I remember spring air felt as warm as summer on account of all the chopping. Every man’s axe has got a voice to it  nock  chsnk  gntk  dnnk  A hundred different words saying the same meaning.

All the axe talk had romance in it but the trees was not enamored any. They only grew back faster and thicker than before. Thieved back plots already cleared. Branches were seen to bust into windows and doors and carry off animals and merchandise. Have you ever felt the breath of an angry tree? It has a cold carelessness.

After a week of this awful spring, a fear settled on us. A worry that we had found the limits of the republic. That we should stop at the eastern side of the Cuyahoga. That we had gotten to the bottom of the west. That the continent would revolt and fling us back into the ocean.



You have already heard the pure and pretty thwock of my brother’s axefall as he cut his way into the widow’s house. You ask why it were not heard among the choir. Is not the merest smell of Big Son enough to scare trees worse than one thousand beavers? At the year 1828 Big were not yet the hero you have met. His hair hardly shone. He had not yet learned to thwock.

When the half-child Big announced at the second Sunday of spring that he would clear the timber in two days and a night, the men fleas could only laugh. A mean type of laugh. They said they would like to see it. They said such comedy would lift their spirits. They said Go ahead and even borrowed my brother a good axe.

Before a jug could be fetched, my brother smashed into the trees, his borrowed blade curling back the edges of the air. Trees and fleas alike kept at laughter, but before any too long the comedy gone out. The timber saw that Big were no regular flea, and us regular fleas stared in wonder. Even my young eyes knew it right away. Even curious squirrels and birds and ground hogs known to stop and watch. All creation likes a miracle.

Big knocked down a dozen trees in the first quarter of an hour, before the forest took him serious. After that brave beginning, the match turned some. A long mean locust grabbed Big up in a branch and flung him deep into the wood – where the trees stood so close you could not see the doings. Only the sounds of Big gasping and thwocking, leaves shaking, branches snapping. Here and there a flash of his blade or his hair catching the sideways afternoon sun. A tree top sinking down in defeat. A startled deer bolting.

Such commotion gone for hours on end. A rastle will make a crowd but it cannot keep one without enough pummeling. Boredom come on. The fleas drifted off to supper, the creatures went off to a more peaceful corner of the woods, and finally the sun itself made to wander off, tired of lighting an unwatched match. Only two spectators remained – myself and Mr Job Stiles.

You will meet Mr Job better in the course of matters, but let me draw him quick. He were spare and stretched out, made of knitting sticks. He wore a thin brown fringe of beard on his pointed chin and a preacherly straw hat tilted back on the crown of his head. He always spoke like he were sorry at the situation. In this case it were called for. The sounds of Big’s fight gone down to a mutter and then nothing at all. Surely he had been pummeled to surrender. Mr Job said we ought to get home for dinner, and that I ought to fetch my brother.

I will not lie – I did not care to do what Mr Job asked. I were afraid of the dark and of creatures and of finding my brother busted past mending. But I trusted and still do trust in Mr Job. I known he would not put me to work I could not stand. There were enough of the sun dripping down through leaf and branch that I could see.

That light thinned as I made my way deep and deeper into the wood. After a half mile I got to a clear and saw the very last of the light glinting off something at the bottom of a great ironwood. An axe blade. As I come closer the spring air went out of my blood and the winter ice come back in. For the second time in my life – you will know the first later on – I were looking at my brother’s dead self. The axe were tucked into his arms just like a burying Bible, with the last bit of dusk as a shroud.

Yet! As I inched toward him in despair I seen that the dusk did not shine in my brother’s hair. I seen at close examine that this were not hair at all but a clutch of twigs arranged as a wig. His skin were not skin at all but birchbark. But these were surely the britches and blouse of my brother – he had been turned to wood – this were too much – this were witches.

Just as I ran a finger over the bark of his cheek, sleep came over me like I were thrust into a sack. I slumbered hot and itching. I dreamt that I seen my brother, alive and naked as a babe, moving in and out of the timber, the blue moonlight on his rear.



From the light I known it were the middle of morning. What I did not know was where I were. The air stunk of sawdust and smoke. My skin and clothes were painted all over with ashes. All around me was a town I did not know, with a wide-eyed look to everything. Like it were only just born. Houses and stores and barns, all naked yellow wood. What was this place? I met our neighbors and friends – Mr Dennes and Mr Philo and Mr Ozias – straggling through, smacked dumb. I were in the same way. I could only blink and turn my head around in wonder. I would still be there stumped except I heard another MEED. This time not a whisper but a lusty holler from beyond the new buildings. Before long a scorched and still-naked Big came out of the alien lanes, dragging his axe and a wild tale.

Meed, those trees wore me to tatters  I were tossed back and forth for hours even as I cussed bad as I knew  All the time I flew across the sky my brains kept kicking  At night’s coming, the trees tired of sport and set me down but left a sentry  A great grandpa ironwood minded me while the forest went to its evening chores He waved the axe toward the stump what marked the ironwood. And I made a pantomime that the scrap had put me to sleep  Soon through a cracked eye I seen that the ironwood was abed too and—

I knew right then what he had done. I have always had a head for understanding Big. His pride were spilling out of him in nervous talk. Let me make you a present of the trimmed and tidy account.



The trees gave my brother a thrashing and expected he would sleep politely. This faith were their undoing. Once Big saw his guard-tree were dozing he slipped from liar-sleep and made a liar-self from sticks and bark. He left the false Big into the arms of the ironwood, along with his axe – the thwocking of which would have woken up all the forest. Around this time I shown up and he panicked I would spoil his sneaking – so he gently knocked me over the head and laid me down next to his doll. All night he peeled and scotched and girdled, gathered up kindling. Just before the sun stirred from rest, he ran naked through the arbor and lit one hundred fires.

The trees awoke to the dawn of their own burning, with the true sun hid behind the blue smoke. They panicked to find themselves trussed up by Big’s night-work. My brother did not make any deathbed sacraments for his rivals. Instead he grabbed up his axe from the hands of his false self and went wild with progress. He butchered the trees in a dozen ways. Pulling one up and swinging it as a club into another. Busting one over his knee. Sending one tumbling into its cousins like tenpins. Smiling as he went – leaving stumps and holes and busted tree-bones all over. His work were never tidy.

Dawn stirred into day and Big kept toward chewing up the whole western forest. Before too long the fleas was awake and watching – eyes following the shining hair even as the boy underneath looked more a man with every smasher. Finally he felt those flea eyes and ceased his work – huffed some – looked around at his mess – turned to the fleas – spread out his arms like an actor and said Go ahead

At first they moved with cautious wonder, sniffing and kicking at the jumbles of felled timber. But before long caution turned to greed and the fleas ran to claim up the best lots. They set straight to carpentry and knit the still-warm wood into homes and barns and stables and stores, all in a morning. And then I awoke and heard the story straight from Big – how Ohio city, the sister and rival of Cleveland, come to be.


The waters of the west was generally more polite than the trees. At first neither the Cuyahoga nor Lake Erie seemed cross at the slaughter of the forest. The river kept snoring away like a greenbrown sow, but a scowl stole into the lake. Every day we was washing up – fishing – emptying night pots – baptizing – tanning skins – soiling the waters.

Before too long the lake took to fussing at us. But we only acted worse for all the storms and shipwrecks. Sending steamboats crawling across the lake’s face. Spreading ourselves wider and wider along the bluffs. Spilling more mess every day. Finally in the fall of 1829 the lake unleashed a wild wind, lasting for weeks on end. A good many trees spared by my brother keeled over. Fences and barns and houses fell. Churches was shorn of steeples. Children and other small livestock was carried away, never to be seen again. Soon we thought to rope tender creatures down, but both Cleveland and Ohio city spent that season in fear, near undone by the lake’s fury.

Big Son did not see any sense in such tyrannical conduct. After some weeks of constant storms, he marched down to the water’s edge, his hair flapping wet, and proceeded to scold about the inevitability of white folks – that this revolt was foolishness – plumb stupid – that the lake could blow and bite all you wanted but we are here for eternity and you ought to go along like a fellow

The lake did not talk back but its brownblue shade of summer turned to greenblack, and you could see it were drunk on its own might.

Big seen that scolding was not the remedy. He tried to ambassador instead, saying Come now Erie, let us be pals  He opened his arms out wide like he would embrace the million acres of water.

Wouldn’t you know the lake rose up and slapped him in the chops with stinging waves. Big grinned as wide as creation and leapt in for a fight.

Man and water brawled for a fortnight. My brother first went after Erie with his axe, but that did no good. You cannot thwock water. Next he tried to drink up the whole lake. But his guts rebelled after he had swallowed down six feet, though Erie is still shallow for it – a token of Big’s admiration.

In a fight, waters go for drowning every time. But Big has the lungs of an elephant and could dunk for a day and night without gasping. The fight gone on and on, such that those who gathered to watch and wager took boredom. So no one saw when the lake finally got Big by the shining hair and tied him to a sunken schooner. Big kicked and fussed awfully and pled for a Samaritan but a fish cannot untie a knot. After some hours of this he finally spread his hands and bubbled UNCLE

The lake were battered too, relieved to toss him to shore. Lakes do not like to have a dead body in them any more than a body likes to be dead. But this particular body should not have been trusted. Big were already at trickery even as he coughed up a perch and gobbled lungfuls of autumn air.

Mr Erie  I have got a bargain for you  We all will pack up our towns and head right back east in the morning  You just give me one good quiet night to rest  No wind, no rain, no bitter cold

The lake, sore from the rastle, took the bait.  Alright, Mr Big Son  You have fought hard and you shown a considerable common sense  I will do what you ask

So my brother and the lake they shook on it – climbed into their sleeping clothes and laid down to await the last day of Ohio city.

As soon as the lake bedded down, liar Big went digging for the greatest rock he could find. If the lake might pin him to a shipwreck, then surely he could pin the lake to the soil beneath. He would find a boulder so great that Erie would have no choice but to behave. He snuck to Handerson and Panderson’s emporium and borrowed himself a good three-dollar shovel. He dug all through the night, but he only found regular-sized rocks. From his deep hole Big saw that dawn were crawling into the sky and Erie would soon awake. Around this moment, his shovel uncovered a great oaken door facing upward. Through the cracks Big marked a murmur of bloodred flame and the stink of dead folks within.

He suspected just whose roost this were and what would come of calling – but he took to reasoning. The father of lies surely knew where the largest rocks were on account of landlording deep within the earth. And Big were already a liar for his false deal with the lake – the devil would appreciate such work. Big’s dishonest heart would want washing out on next Sunday already, so he might soil it further without fear. So my brother whanged at Hell’s door with his shovel.

There were some clattering inside and creaking floorboards but soon enough the door swung open. The host what met him were not a scarlet-skinned demon dripping with fiery snots, but a white man aged about fifty years – unshaved and tired around the eyes – dressed in a blanket and nightcap, but not cross at his caller. The devil seen Big into his parlor and poured him good storebought coffee.

You think on Satan taking Christ to the mountain and making his propositions. Back me and I will make you master of a dozen cities  Fix us bread to eat from these rocks  Jump off the temple roof to show how much man you are  These were foolish baits that only a fool would bite. Since Bible times, the Adversary had learned better lines of talk. If the devil tricked my brother, he made it look like Big had the idea first.

As they took their coffee, Big put down the bargain – if he might have a suitably large rock from Lucifer, then he could subdue the tyrant lake and ensure the future prosperity of the two towns of the Cuyahoga.

The devil did not ask what were in it for him, apart from his general appetite for deceit. In fact he sounded like any politician. I back the United States all day long  I back progress every time  I am for democracy  For whatever keeps you all busy and growing

Big were not sure what this meant, but he waited polite.

I only ask that I might have a few prime city lots  as a security for my coming old age said Satan.

Big had no lots to give away and did not like to lie more. But is it a sin to lie to the devil?

By the time Big drug his great boulder up, the sun were risen. The lake were still dozing, even as early-to-work wagons clonked through muddy lanes and bacon nickered in pans. The lake were still dozing even as Big tugged the rock up to the Lakewood cliff – still dozing to the very moment the vast hell-hot stone thundered into its guts.

The lake tumbled out of sleep screaming about the tricks of Big Son but couldn’t hardly roar with such a boulder in its belly. Ever since Erie does not misbehave too much – only frowns and dreams of someday drowning us.


Big’s feats gone on in this general way for years – my brother proved himself a foremost spirit of the times. You are familiar with how a spirit of the times done. Tamed bears, rastled the pope of Rome, romanced queens and milkmaids. Half horse and half alligator and another half wolverine set on top. Et c. In truth Big did not meet the pope any and never seen any queens. It is only a manner of talking. Pope or no, my brother were red pepper at Sunday supper.

You know how red pepper tastes. Loud and foolish. My brother has got quieter flavors to him as well. Tenderness cussedness and tragedy as I promised. I will say these directly.



But I must do a bit more mumbling before I put down the tales. I do not wish to sell you my brother. To recite him like news paper advertisements. To sweat over him like a tent preacher.

Though I do believe I could make a decent merchant for him as a foremost spirit of the times.

But he is not an article of merchandise.

Although when I grease my mind some, I consider a spirit is alike to an article of merchandise. If you will permit wider talk. Every age and place has got its Big Sons. Folks who hang the sky that we shelter under. Stand up the timbers of a place. Some of the timbers is timbers and others is more like ideas. The spirits of the time make a place more than Connecticut surveyors and maps.

There was Courthouse Shad of Painesville, who put law on the blizzards and bargained them into a treaty. They could snow the town to the waist four months a year so long as they behaved the rest.

In Conneaut it were Finland Pete, who dug a harbor with one belch.

In Newburgh you had Wagonface – a fascination whose face were wider than tall. He had ears round as wheels. I cannot remember what feats Wagonface done but I know he were responsible somehow for the water mill down that way.

In Wooster, Dorothy Fangs – who could outwork a dozen menfolk to dying and bury them without mussing her apron.

The Ohio country had got spirits like the wood has panthers – more heard of than seen. But when you did see them, you recollected it all your life. I do not say these were all true spirits. But neither does that make them false. You never saw Boone or Crockett or Fink or Billy Earthquake Esquire either and they are in news papers and almanacs.



I have distracted myself. As I begun to tell, the promised tenderness cussedness and tragedy related to whether my brother were a merchant or merchandise or both. You will agree that a candy tastes sweeter when you steal it. There is a different taste for the storekeeper you stole from. Progress requires fetching more than you paid for a thing.

Now consider my brother as a trader. Recollect his first great offering of nine years before – his Sunday promise to clear ground for a city among the western trees. The flea-folks had only laughed at his offer to clear the woods in two days and a night. They went to bed still grinning at the jackassed idea. But they woke to see that Big had done it. Their mouths forgot how they had laughed and spoke poor of my brother, and went to licking their teeth over the good land. Thousands of acres to husband on – build on – live on – buy and sell on.

Big spread his hands out and said to them Go ahead. Not one soul thought about his open and empty palms as they ran to claim lots. Big did not think of his empty palms either. It were enough for him to be wondered at and adored.

In the Gospels you never hear of Christ doing carpenter work for wages. On the question of hard money, he only holds up a coin and says This hasn’t got my name on it any and pitches it into the waters of Jordan. When Christ were borrowing Simon Peter’s fishboat, I wonder if he were scooping up that same coin to do the trick on a fresh crowd of folks. I do not mean to call Christ a swindler. Only that making folks credence takes theatre grease, and it would have been costly to throw coins all day long.

It is pudding minded talking of my brother and Christ in the same breath. It is grabbing after the lowest branch. It is lazy work. I forgive myself. We have just got these ideas scratched into our brains.

You would not trust Christ to run a bank though. He would dump out all your money for the sick and weary-hearted.



At first Big did not mind his empty palms. Not when he whipped a lake. Nor when he lied to the devil – stalked the deepest woods – hogtied panthers – drained jugs – got stung by one thousand hornets and only smiled – cut roads – moved the mouth of the Cuyahoga – dug a canal – drained twenty swamps – rescued one hundred widows and several married men besides.

He has got more feats than you have got ears to hear, and he never asked a penny for them. Besides, what have you and your ears to pay for such a thing? What is the correct price of such merchandise?

So Big come to live on adoration – by slaps-on-his-back – by refreshment – by the flock of small fry that imitated him – by other folks’ wonder. This arrangement were considered settled in ink by the citizens of Ohio city and Cleveland. The tenderness cussedness and tragedy come when Big decided it were not enough to be wondered at.



You know the advertisement by now. Big Son has rastled rivers and lakes and rescued women in woe. Met the devil twice and whipped him three times. Ate panther fricassee for breakfast and tiger steaks at supper. Taught wolves how to wail and put a face on the moon with a rusty musket. Big Son has done more feats than you have brains to hold et c.
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