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  ADDISON MIZNER




  THE MANY MIZNERS




  ADDISON MIZNER was born in 1872 in Benicia, California, one of seven siblings. After numerous documented adventures in his early adult life, some. disputed by biographers and historians, he later lived in New York City, and provided humorous illustrations to works by Ethel Watts Mumford.




  His lasting fame came when he moved to Palm Beach, Florida, at the age of 46, and became the definitive architect of the city, despite no formal training. He also developed Boca Raton into a luxurious resort community, using a similar approach to Spanish Revival architecture.




  A long-time socialite and bon viveur, he died at the age of 60, in February 1933.




  








  
FOREWORD





  HE CLIMBED into his roadster and settled his three hundred pounds behind the wheel. Ching, that incomparable Chow, nuzzled him questioningly. Nettie, the monkey who must be left behind, chattered an anguished farewell. He placed the electric fan securely; there would be hot nights in the desert and one must be cool. He sprayed himself with a Flit gun, as a last defiant gesture to the mosquitoes, stepped on the starter and he was away, away from that Palm Beach which he had found a sandy, jungly strip of land, and which he had transformed into the queen of all resorts.




  Only himself and his brother remained of the many Mizners, but one was to be born of another name but of the Mizner blood, and he was off to San Francisco to greet the child who would carry on the fun-loving tradition of the clan.




  As I write this, I can visualize him, urging the infant to hurry up and become old enough to hear of the hell that Grand-uncle Wilson raised from Nome to New York, and the ructions that Granduncle Addison created from Honolulu to London.




  I wonder if he, the artist, the wanderer, the wit, the bon vivant, the gay Bohemian, the capitalist, the builder, will drop everything to help raise a child.




  For where his affections are concerned, nothing else matters. He has given of his time, his great ability, and his money, to help others. His greeting has always been, “Move in.” He has entertained the great and the lowly, and made them all at ease. A great host and an equally great guest.




  There are those, of vast ignorance, who would call him fat. He is merely large, of brain and heart as well as body, and every ounce of him is concocted of roguery and gayety and mischief and laughter. It needs a great frame to contain tremendous mirth.




  Drop in at Palm Beach, some lovely February day, and listen for the sound of gayety. And where it is, you will find Addison Mizner. He will be ensconced in an enormous chair; there will be drinks; there will be hospitality such as you have never known.




  “Stay to dinner.”




  “But there are twenty of us.”




  “Stay to dinner.”




  And you will stay, and grow weak with mirth, as I have done a thousand times. And as you will now, when you read this gorgeous book about the Many Mizners.




 

    ARTHUR SOMERS ROCHE.


 


 










  CHAPTER I




  THE MANY MIZNERS




  I WAS neither the fattest nor the thinnest; the blondest nor the blackest; the oldest nor the youngest; I was just the next to the last; and the last was something that mother evidently had not put her mind upon.




  Papa Mizner was the best wrong guesser the world had probably ever produced, and when he moved from San Francisco to Benicia (which was still the State Capital), he crowned his misjudgment with mud to the ears. God evidently made Benicia late Saturday afternoon, and must have had a tea date with a chorus girl and was in a hurry, for it was a mess.




  He started sprinkling alum on it when we arrived. Mama and Papa Mizner tried to keep the population up by having the “Many Mizners,” but the shrinkage was so rapid that they sort of lost hope and gave it up with Wilson’s birth.




  I don’t think anyone could describe the Mizner house. The original parlor, sitting room, hall, and three bedrooms had been brought around Cape Horn, each piece marked and set together by more or less unskilled labor. Additions were rapidly added at the back, each one larger than the first. From the air it must have looked like a telescope, with the smaller end toward the street. The porch was entirely covered with vines, and the planting of great trees and shrubs crowded it in on either side. After luncheon when the front door (with a coffin plate inscribed “L. B. Mizner”) opened and vomited forth the family, people must have thought it was a subway exit. Tons of the family oozed forth, and strangers passing must have gasped in wonderment as to where in hell they could have come from. As time went on, cottages sprang up in the shadow of the foliage.




  When years later somebody asked me where I was born, and I told them Benicia, they said, “For God’s sake, where was your mother going?”




  I think perhaps right here is the place to tell where mother came from, and how the Mizners came to California, because the only thing that could be of interest in this yarn is: that two dignified, respectable people could have been the parents of so many outlaws.




  The first Mizner we know anything about was a tax collector under Henry the Eighth. He evidently got his fingers jammed in the cash register, for he seems to have left England for Ireland between two days. They came to America early in 1700.




  To excuse Papa Mizner’s judgment of Benicia, the Mizners were among the first founders of the town of Elizabeth, New Jersey.




  Lawrence Mizner must have been full of larceny, for he left a fortune of three hundred thousand dollars, which, in 1788, was considered very large. He left it all to my grandfather, who married Mary Bond, and moved to Illinois.




  The family were always pioneers, and it makes one wonder if the police were not just behind them, because they were always moving West.




  My grandfather died at the age of twenty-three, leaving two children; Lansing Bond Mizner (Papa Mizner), and Mary Mizner, who later became Mrs. Floyd-Jones.




  My grandfather’s widow promptly married one General Semple, who was appointed minister to the United States of Colombia, where Papa Mizner learned Spanish.




  He left Shurtleff College in Alton, Illinois, at the age of seventeen, to go into the Mexican War, where he was made a major before he was eighteen. He translated the surrender of some of the most important battles.




  The following letter was received from his uncle upon his return to Illinois:




  

     “San Francisco, California, January 4, 1847.




  “Dear Nephew:




  “I did not write to you last Spring, not for want of a disposition, but for want of time and paper.




  “Permit me now to remind you that California is under the United States Government, and that everything has changed much since I left St. Louis.







  “I arrived in California the twenty-second day of December, 1845, little more than one year ago, with one little horse, no money, and no clothes but a suit of leather.




  “What a change one little year can make. Without a friend to urge me forward, I went to work at carpentering; then I took half of a farm and sowed wheat.




  “On the ninth day of June, last, I joined a party of revolutionists. On the tenth we took about two hundred horses and eighteen prisoners. The prisoners were released. On the fourteenth we took the fortified town of Sonoma, with thirty-three men. I continued in the service until the fifteenth of August; got a printing press and commenced publishing the ‘Californian,’ and within the last few days purchased and paid for a site for a city on the Bay of San Francisco (five miles); one-half in partnership with General Vallajo, the wealthiest and best educated man in California; and have about four hundred dollars in cash left, and owe no man anything but good will.




  “I have the confidence of all in power except one or two, and I have got them afraid of me, with my industry and knowledge of business. My property is worth two hundred thousand dollars, and popularity enough to get into any office in the gift of the people.




  “Now, my dear boy, if you have finished your studies and can get to this country, with a small library and your knowledge of the Spanish language, and my influence, you can make ten thousand dollars a year at the practice of law.




  “I will take much pleasure in forwarding your interests.


  

   

  “Still your uncle,


  


  

  

  “ROB’T SEMPLE.”







  “L. B. Mizner, Esq.,




  “Vandalia, Illinois.”




  Mama Mizner’s people were Watsons, from County Clare. My great-grandfather arrived in Pennsylvania in 1753. Grandfather John Watson married the grandniece of Sir Joshua Reynolds. She became the mother of Ella Watson, later to be known as Mama Mizner.




  Lansing Bond Mizner and Ella Watson were married on the twenty-second day of September in 1855.




  It was during the reign of the Vigilantes, who were cleaning up the criminal element of California, and San Francisco was in a “ferment.”




  Mother has often described to me the slanting light on three bodies that had just been hanged at the street corner, and I often wonder if it had any pre-natal influence.




  It was years later when Mama Mizner was reproving us for some misdemeanor that she said, “Lord, Lord, when you were all young I had some ambition for you; I thought at one time you would be presidents of the United States, bishops, and men of ability and respect; but, now the only ambition I have for you is to keep you out of State prison.”











  CHAPTER II




  CHILDHOOD




  I AM QUITE sure that I remember things that happened eight or ten years before I was born, but there are those who do not seem to think it possible; therefore, I think it better that I depend upon “eye say” rather than “ear say.”




  It was the nineteenth day of May, 1876, that a great hubbub was going on in the Mizner household. I had been tied with a long clothes line to a century plant early in the morning; Ying was beating up a birthday cake in a big yellow bowl; Mary Hamilton came into the kitchen in great excitement. In a moment Ying stepped out on the kitchen stoop and, looking up at the skies, announced to the world “another keed.”




  I knew, instinctively, that he would not have made any such announcement if it were a girl, for the Chinese have a lack of appreciation of daughters.




  Simultaneously, a grim-visaged nurse appeared and did more bustling. The doctor’s buggy, with an old bay horse, had been tied to the hitching post for hours. Some time later Papa Mizner appeared with the little doctor.




  I wondered then, and we have wondered ever since, why he congratulated my father.




  Wilson was making his vocal debut, which would prove in later years that he could win any argument by out-yelling his opponents.




  The tribal roll call now read: Lansing, Mary Ysabel (known as Min), Edgar, William, Henry, myself, and Wilson. There were two or three of the older ones that “cooled off” when they were kids, and Murray, who was older than Lansing, “snapped to the Great Beyond” when he was seventeen years old, when I was less than two.




  Ying Lee was the cook, who at this time had been with us for over twenty-five years. Mary Hamilton, who had brought us all into the world, had been with us even longer.




  The dear little childish pranks that mother had sighed herself through were those that might make a reformatory gasp; but her placidity was never ruffled for long, for behind it was the most divine sense of humor that I have ever known.




  Some years must have passed.




  I well remember having a tortoise shell cat named Portia, which I loved dearly. As the barnyard was full of chickens, and “Offty Goofty” (one of the stable men) was constantly setting hens, it gave me an idea.




  I wrapped Portia up very carefully in a newspaper, which I thought resembled a shell, expecting to sit on her until I had kittens. I did not sit on anything else for days, and I don’t think Portia and myself ever understood each other again, because after that I liked dogs better.




  The older boys spent much of their time hunting, as the surrounding tubes were covered with ducks and geese; the chaparral was full of quail; and the hills were thick with deer.




  The first sporting event I remember was at the time of the Gordon Bennett balloon race, which started from San Francisco. It was late in the afternoon when I sighted the first balloon with a loud yell. William rushed in to get his rifle to prove what a good shot he was, but before he got his second aim Papa Mizner had hit him a good clip and admonished him in no mean terms.




  The cemetery hill rose to a height of two or three hundred feet, about three hundred yards from the house. Mrs. Linch’s tomb stood on top. It was composed of three great blue granite blocks, one set upon the other, with the single name “Linch” in raised letters on the middle block.




  When father was out of town it made the most wonderful target, and to this day is covered with great blue blotches and several of the letters have disappeared.




  Edgar was the best rifle shot but William could bring in a buckboard full of ducks and geese that would swamp the Mizner tribe for a week.




  At this time Benicia was the educational center of California. Across the street from the front door stood St. Catherine’s Convent; across the street to the right, St. Mary’s school for girls; across the corner was St. Augustine’s Military Academy; and there were two other girls’ schools in the town. Fifty percent of the parents of the “inmates” knew the family, so that Mama Mizner always felt it her duty to have ten or fifteen, or even twenty, of these brats in for a “squared.” No one ever consulted Ying as to supplies, and how he ever kept the trough full for these razorback hogs, no one will ever know.




  There was a slide between the kitchen and dining room (this was before the days of pantries). After a run on waffles or hot biscuits had tried Ying’s energy to the last, he would open the slide just a crack and holler, “No more!” slamming the slide to again before he was hit with a plate.




  Mother was giving a very formal dinner. There was a long wait after the roast and Mary Hamilton and the butler whispering, and occasionally peeking through the slide. Finally, Ying snapped back the slide; there was again more whispering. The argument was getting heated, and in a disgusted voice Ying shouted, “The cow ate it!”




  The tank house was a heavy trestle, supporting a huge V-shaped iron tank, which was taken from the bow of a deserted sailing vessel. It had numbers painted on the side, and a weight attached to a floating powder keg showed you that it was nearly empty, and that the wind had better “come up.” If the wind did “come up” it overflowed. The lower part had been clapboarded in—this was the “tank house.”




  It was where juvenile court was held. On one side was a work bench, where tools were kept; on the other side big racks for vegetables; and in the center was space to “fight it out.”




  When arguments grew too violent, mother would merely say, “Take your disputes to the tank house.” No reference was ever made to the outcome.




  Although we were on the edge of the village, we owned several ranches, which were in the near vicinity, and the home-place itself took up a couple of blocks. At the bottom of the hill a stream ran through the place, and on the edge of it stood a very large arbor, or trellis, with fig trees and vines. In the center was a large circular fountain with a bowl-shaped bottom, where we used to keep terrapin we caught in the marshes.




  I must have been about five when I over-reached myself and slid in. Without making any effort to save me, Henry started yelling bloody murder, which finally brought Ying and Mary Hamilton to the rescue. After they were through wringing and squeezing me out, somebody inquired of Henry why he had not saved me, and his answer was a perfect excuse: “I had on my best suit.”




  Further down the gulley there was a windmill, which was sufficiently high to make a splendid vantage point for throwing rocks across the back road onto the Chinese vegetable man’s shanty. If we made a hit, we could jump off the top into a pear tree. For years father wondered why the pear tree was always broken down.




  Although I never saw mother take a stitch of sewing, I never met the woman after a misdeed that she did not have a thimble on to rap me on the dome with.




  I must have been about ten when some distant cousins of my father’s arrived to spend the weekend. They stayed nineteen months. When they left they gave us a silver-plated soup tureen, with goat heads for handles.




  Cousin Edgar was just a pompous little old ass, a General in the United States Army, who was always posing for photographs, and wanted to have his picture taken with every new plume, braid, or medal.




  Cousin Emma was a thorn in our side, because she loved these two nasty, impossible brats, who became members of the household.




  We were all brought up with written laws, that were placarded in the dining room. The first and foremost was on the subject of tattling. If I tattled on Wilson for stealing apples out of the convent yard, I got a clubbing that went with that crime, and Wilson went free. But, our rules and regulations could not hold guests to account.




  Hector and little Emma, our two “dear little cousins,” could not keep their traps closed on any subject, good or bad, and, although we were not punished physically, we were in bad odor. This leakage of information did not make them any more popular. They had been billeted upon us six months. Hector had his birthday. Dear Cousin Emma gave him a gold-mounted black riding whip, which she spent much of the rest of the time wearing out on him. She always dressed him as Little Lord Fauntleroy, with a big red silk sash about his middle.




  Several weeks later Hector was taking the clubbing with loud shouts and screams, when suddenly the bright idea came into his mind to throw the whip down one of the holes in the old-fashioned “Chic Sales.” I don’t know why anyone should have seen it, but someone discovered it. The hushed excitement, and the sight of the red sash being removed from his waist and tied under his armpits so that he could be lowered down the hole to recover his beautiful birthday present, pleased us no end.




  At the end of a year and a half’s visit he had so gotten on our nerves that we began to plot against him. It was a rainy, miserable afternoon, and mother had stood us all in the house as long as possible, so she suggested that we go to the barn to play hide and seek.




  The barn was an enormous thing, stabling thirty or forty horses, with many traps, et cetera, and this allowed for a very large loft above, which made an ideal place for us kids. The hay was baled on one of the ranches, driven up to the end of the barn, and from there hoisted into the loft by means of block and fall. There was a large door at the end of the loft which was held fastened from inside with an iron hook, and just above the door were the pigeon houses.




  We chose the door as the base, having first taken Hector’s attention to the other end of the building, while Mitty McDonald attached a little brown fishing line to the hook on the door and pulled it through the bottom of the pigeon house, where he hid. We had selected Hector as “it,” and one of us was to give the signal when we thought he had enough weight against the door to make it worthwhile tripping the latch. Of course, the idea was to drop him out about fifteen feet onto a manure pile. I have never quite understood why he shot out over the stable yard, as though from a catapult, and hit the stone watering trough twenty odd feet away.




  He started hollering as he flew through the air. He sang his solo so loud that it brought his mother and the entire household. We kids scattered like a lot of rabbits for cover. I remained hiding for hours down in a culvert, with water above my knees, while they brushed him together as much as possible and carried him into the house. It was weeks before they could move him; then was when we got the tureen.




  Perhaps we judged Hector too harshly, for a year or two later he was removed from an eighty-five foot tapeworm.




  Mrs. Eyres, a very dear friend of mother’s, had decided to go to Europe for several months, and thought as long as Mama Mizner had such a herd already that it would be nice to leave Bobby with us while she was away.




  There was a bell on top of the tank house and each one of us had our number; first, mine tolled out, and then Wilson’s. We appeared promptly before Mama Mizner to meet Bobby. He was dressed in a black velvet suit, with real lace collar and cuffs, silk stockings, and patent leather pumps. We roughnecks started snickering and nudging one another, taking great care that no one but Bobby should see us—we wanted to make him comfortable at once.




  “Now, my dear children, go out and play nicely with Bobby,” said mother.




  Hand-in-hand we tripped out. We had received velocipedes for Christmas. The great stunt was to ride rapidly down the hill. At one place it was so abrupt that you were lost to sight until you shot up on the other side waving cheerily. Bobby begged to have a try at it; of course, we very graciously loaned him the velocipede, but neglected to tell him there was a plank over a gulley at the bottom of the hill, which, if it was not hit accurately, you broke your neck. Therefore, Mrs. Eyres did not go to Europe, but stayed for a couple of weeks to nurse her child.




  Mother was giving a Mother Goose lancer for the benefit of St. Paul’s Episcopal Church, which she had built in Benicia. All the darling little children were rehearsing madly for it.




  Of course, Wilson and myself were to take part. Bobby Chisholm was to be “Ole King Cole,” and Wilson, appropriately, “Simple Simon.” After one of the rehearsals, Wilson, Bobby, and myself, with several other kids stopped to play a little game of tossing a ball into a hole. The loser was to lean over and be the next target. Wilson thought that Bobby was too strenuous and too accurate in his aim, and with sobbing and jumping around threatened Bobby. Bobby started to run and Wilson picked up a rock and whanged it at him. Wilson was a wonderful shot.




  The cast of the lancers had to be entirely changed, for the crown would not fit Bobby any longer, and he had to take the part of “Simple Simon,” which called for a great big red sock well stretched to cover his bandages. Shows like these were the top notch of excitement for the town.




  The Presbyterian Church gave a very serious play a few weeks later; but, owing to some slight misdemeanor (probably arson or murder), Wilson and myself were not allowed to go. I asked Mitty McDonald the next day what he thought of it. “Not so good—the only excitement was when Dickey Duval, sitting in the front row, got slapped out for belching.” Nothing else seemed to have made any kind of a hit with him.




  We got up a circus, for which we charged pins, and invited all the girls from the seminaries to see our acrobatic feats. I cannot claim any distinction as a performer, except as a bareback rider in a mosquito net skirt. Joe Jewett really made the hit of the day, by bending the crab and picking up a handkerchief with his mouth. It would have been a perfect performance if his tights had not split, which immediately emptied the arena.




  Later on we gave “Bluebeard” as a play in the loft of the barn. Fortunately, there was only a medium audience. Three or four bales of hay had been stacked one upon the other to form the tower. Three boards nailed together and whitewashed, with windows painted on it, stood on the floor and leaned against the bales, standing enough higher to form a battlement for me to lean on. (Even then, I was building scenery.)




  I was “Fatima,” the last wife of “Bluebeard.” In this scene I thought it unnecessary to use anything except the top part of one of Min’s ball gowns for a costume. When I screamed to Sister Ann on the next tower to inquire if she saw anybody coming to the rescue, and he answered, “Nothing but a cloud of sheep and a flock of dust,” it so embarrassed me that I leaned a little too far forward. It was as though the tower had been hinged to the floor. Slowly at first and then faster and faster I described my quarter circle into the audience like a comet. The result was neither pretty nor modest. No one stayed to see if I were hurt. Mother closed the “opera house.”




  For some unknown reason, father was “your father,” and all the way through, it was “your brother,” or “your sister,” and always as though it was a shame to acknowledge them as your own.




  Days when Mama Mizner was going to the City we were all kissed goodbye and admonished to keep our noses clean and be careful of fire.




  As soon as the phaeton had been driven away from the door we decided to sweep out the gun room. We were very successful, for we got together a heap of powder much too large to go into the tin can we had; therefore, we decided to take mother’s best punch bowl which was much larger. There must have been two or three quarts of slow-burning black powder. It made a wonderful pyramid in the middle of the bowl. We sneaked out to the long arbor, which was hanging ripe with grapes. At first, we lit matches and threw them at the bowl, but none seemed to have any effect. Little by little we got nearer and nearer, and I decided that if I lit a match and held it to the edge of the powder it would surely go off. I was right—it did! Grapes splashed on St. Mary’s Convent, and I think even on Mrs. Linch’s monument. It certainly cleaned our noses, and left us as bald as fish, innocent of eyebrows and eyelashes, to say nothing of putting an end to the punch bowl.




  My hair had grown out again, when Lizzie Lander asked mother if I would precede her wedding cortege with Carole Crockett on my arm. So up the aisle of the church we were to go, and open the floral gates. I had a little black velvet suit, silk stockings, and patent leather slippers, which I was terribly ashamed of because it made me look like Bobby Eyre and cousin Hector. I sneaked out early and was playing in the duck pond trying to teach little chickens to swim, when Ying caught me and dragged me back to the house. I had to have a black eye painted out and rush to San Francisco, where the wedding was to be held at twelve o’clock. Everything was exceptionally tight, as I was a growing child, and the suit looked more like it had been tattooed on me than made by a tailor. When it came to getting into the pumps no one had a shoe horn, and a struggle with a tablespoon trying to get my feet into them was agonizing.




  Carole was dressed in a Kate Greenway gown. I was glad that none of the Beniciaites could see her on my arm, as it was just the age when sex was beginning to dawn. Everything went well until we started down the aisle again, and some old lady said, “He looks just like a cupid,” which so enraged me that I took a good kick at her. The crowd covered up so quickly that it only made a few enemies for my mother.




  All the old linen sheets were torn into different width bandages; bottles of Pond’s extract and arnica, and other aids to the injured, were always in the closet in the sitting room. After the shriek of agony, the first one by was grabbed and doctored.




  The dear little children were playing out in the backyard. Some of the rabbits had gotten out and were under the barn. The aperture was very small; the head room nil; and fleas by the millions. As a great favor, they allowed Min to wriggle in. She was in the first attitude, when the curate from St. Mary’s Episcopal Convent saw a bird on the fence from the other side. Loud shrieks followed the report of the gun, and the screaming procession fled to the house.




  Mama Mizner and Mary Hamilton spent hours picking out bird shot from Min’s rump and she lay face down for several days, while the poor curate sent stick candy as a solace.




  Mother had been ill for several days. My father, being Speaker of the Senate at Sacramento, was away on duty. He left Grandmother Watson and a big Colt revolver to take care of Mama Mizner.




  It was a clear October night, with a waning moon. About three o’clock in the morning mother called softly to Grandma Watson that she thought she heard a noise in the dining room; as a matter-of-fact, she knew damn well she did, for there was clanking of silver going into gunny sacks.




  Grandma Watson slipped her feet into her slippers and took the enormous Colt revolver and crept down the front stairs.




  “Throw up your hands,” she said as she threw open the dining room door. Two men sprang to their feet and stood with their backs to the wall; their hands in the air. Whether more astonished to see the Colt, or the old lady in the nightgown, they were never able to figure out.




  Grandma Watson started giving orders at once. “Keep your hands up! Step out here! I’ll be right behind you! Keep nearer together!” and down the street they marched to the firehouse, where the long rope connected with the fire bell swayed in the breeze.




  Suddenly, the loud clanking of the bell rang out, which spilled every bed in Benicia. Everybody rushed to get the fire engine. With great dignity Grandma Watson turned the two burglars over to the crowd. The sheriff congratulated her, and said, “You were very lucky that you did not have to shoot them.” Grandma Watson said, “I could not—the gun wasn’t loaded,” and the two bad men wilted in disgust.




  I know very little about Grandfather Watson, as he “cooled off” long before I was born, but I inherited his key-winding watch and found that for years he had never hit the keyhole once in a hundred shots; and somewhere I have the impression that he got to liking his toddies.




  Henry was Grandmother Mizner’s favorite, and, although we did not realize it at the time, she was the one that headed him for the church—we all thought it was for the stage.




  One afternoon mother said, “Your father is arriving on the five-forty. Henry, will you take the phaeton and ‘Sam’ down to meet him?” A little after six o’clock father came in on foot, not having seen Henry.




  It seems that he was driving down Main Street when he ran into a cow and broke both the shafts short off.




  “My son, how did you happen to do that?”




  “Well, I was driving along and the cow wasn’t looking.”




  He never got further with his explanation, and for the rest of his life we could get a “rise” out of him with, “The cow wasn’t looking.”











  CHAPTER III




  BOYHOOD




  IT IS HARD to know just where “childhood” melted into “boyhood,” but I suppose it was when I was taken out of the cradle of refinement and flung into the jaws of public school.




  I had had a couple of years at St. Mary’s Seminary for girls. There were four or five other boys that attended this school, but we were of such tender age that we were supposed to be harmless to the opposite sex. Papa Mizner, being a “pupil of the old school,” had taught us that we should never talk about ladies. However, I was in a constant blush most of this time.




  I learned very little, though it started an interest in Latin which was far beyond the depths for the other kids.




  I was blond, blue-eyed, and pink and white. I had already learned the value of an innocent expression, even to the most stupid “blank.” Through the rest of my life this has proven of great value.




  I’ll never forget my first day at public school. I suppose the family had made some previous arrangement, for I was sent alone to report to the first reader, which was presided over by Miss Shipman. As I turned through the stile it hit me on the chin. I had to run gauntlet of a lot of jeering boys of my own age and up.




  One sturdy-looking brat stepped forward and criticized my general appearance, which caused enmity to rise mightily, and set up a great babble of laughter from his audience. Then, looking me up and down, he said, “I’ll take a fight with you!” Without waiting to give him a written acceptance, I swung right on his “smeller,” which so surprised him that he fell down, with blood spurting from his trumpet. Just at this time the bell rang and we were marched into our different classes.




  Having been taught at home not to tattle, I was surprised to hear the brat say that I had picked the fight and made his nose bloody. I was promptly beaten up for this with a ruler. At the noon hour I was unable to find the tattle-tale, so I went home to lunch. After school I outran my erstwhile opponent and gave him another beating. I had hardly gotten home before the news had reached my mother, and I was again well trounced.




  During the two or three years that I spent at the public school I generally had a black eye. At this tender age I learned that life was just one damn thing after another.




  Within a few weeks I was moved up to the second reader in Miss Driscoll’s class; and life went on, with arithmetic, fighting, spelling (which was always worse than fighting), and a great deal of snickering, for which I was constantly slammed into the corner with my face against the blackboard.




  Actual school days were rather dull, but the vacations made up for it.




  It was about the end of the second year of public school that Edgar (one of my older brothers) fell violently in love with Tessie Fair. Edgar was twenty—the “courting age.” He was six feet two inches in height, very strongly built, blond, and second in looks in the family. He had charm (sex appeal not being known at this time). He never became stoop-shouldered carrying his brains about. Society pronounced him witty, but the family said “not”; although they said he was sentimental, even sloppy.




  It was about the year 1885. Many millions were being dug out of new mines. The Mackay’s, Fair’s, and O’Brien’s homes were among the many houses silhouetting against the cloudless blue sky on “Knob Hill,” San Francisco.




  Money had made a rift in the Fair family. The old man lived apart, and made a collection of women, who later sued his estate as “widows.” Mrs. Fair lived on Bush Street with her two beautiful daughters. Tessie, being the oldest, was possibly eighteen. She had blue eyes, black, wavy hair, and exquisite classic features. Edgar went off the deep end the minute he saw her. Mama Mizner spoke of them as Catholics; however, narrowness was never a failing that lasted long with her.




  A house party was arranged for a week at Benicia, There was a great bustling, particularly on Edgar’s part. The older brothers kidded; the younger ones snickered. The barnyard and the back road were in an uproar, and dangerous. Edgar had decided to hitch up six horses from some of our nearby ranches. He had selected them for beauty’s sake. None of them had ever met before. They all had different ideas; some wanted to turn around and talk to those behind; others had an opposite complex and wanted to kick the stuffing out of their mate, or anyone else. Edgar was a good horseman. Out of chaos he finally made a ribbon of order with long, flowing manes and tails.




  The small station “brake” only seated six, and as there were going to be twelve, the stagecoach was hired from the livery stable. It was a very high thorough-brace; that is, swung on leather straps, with little or no other springs. Proudly, he made the change and climbed up on the driver’s seat, and drove off with a loud crack of the bull whip, touching this colt, flicking that, to gallop the first vigor out of the team.




  Up the street and around the corner he went, headed for our barn. So far everything had gone well, but his idea of proportion was at fault, for the top of the barn door was eighteen inches lower than the top of the stage. He discovered this “slight error” in the nick of time and ducked, but was too late to stop the charging horses. With a crash it skimmed off the top of the stage like a pan of milk.




  The effect, which at first seemed a disaster, turned out to be rather an improvement. It turned the old “pumpkin” into an attractive open “chariot.” Needless to say, the family’s ridicule and comment were both humorous and scathing.




  Fortunately, this slight accident occurred a few days before the arrival of the house party, so that some of the criticism had died down. It had also given Mama Mizner a chance to swear us all to secrecy. Edgar was made miserable by signs, gestures, or grimaces. The wreckage was neatly trimmed off and painted. It was splendid.




  The next few days were taken up by dinners, parties, picnics, and sailing, all leading up to the great climax, which was to be the Catholic fair at “The Willows.”




  “The Willows” was about four miles out of town, and consisted of a half-mile track. Boxes and booths had been added to the old grandstand for the occasion.




  An early lunch, and the house was deserted, leaving Wilson and me behind. Edgar was to drive Fanita in the main race, and several of our horses had been entered.




  Father and mother left in the phaeton. All the servants, except Ying, who was neither a Catholic nor a sportsman, had gone forth in almost every conceivable kind of trap.




  The silence was appalling. The whole town was at “The Willows.” Our minds and our feet carried us to the stable-yard. Sam was the only thing left. He was seventeen hands high, with a razorback, and had seen the light of day for over twenty years. His teeth were long. Great sunken cavities were over his eyes. He had a malicious look on his face. Apparently, he, too, wanted to see Fanita win over Nick Fitzpatrick’s “Silver Heels.” Nothing else had been talked of for weeks. We were both ready to cry, but each ashamed to start the “breakdown.” We simply had to see the race. If only we could arouse Sam’s enthusiasm as well and get him to see it in the same light. With rope in hand, I ventured timidly forth with a handful of oats. As I feared, Sam charged, showing his long buck teeth. I narrowly escaped an untimely end by sliding on my belly under the barn. Had he stepped on me I would have busted open with a loud explosion. Wilson, having more subterfuge than I, and being quite a bit thinner, decided that he would venture through the bars of the corral and entice Sam for another charge. I was stationed on top of a fence with a slip-noose with which to catch him. Our deceitful efforts were rewarded, after many lunges.




  Everything in the way of saddles or bridles, or even horse blankets, had been used, or loaned, for the big annual fair; so with two halter ropes we devised a bridle.




  By climbing on top of the pig pen, we were able to drop simultaneously upon Sam’s razor as we dragged him alongside. Sam galloped for a couple of blocks and then settled down to a ghastly and agonizing trot, and then into a long, jarring walk.




  We had not gone a mile before Wilson began to complain about the nearness of Sam’s spine, and long before we reached the fair grounds he was whimpering in agony. For that matter, we were both chafed from knee to knee.




  We had neglected to take into consideration the small matter of gate money, and between sobs decided to tie Sam to a fence and sneak over the hill, avoiding ticket collectors.




  As it was a charity affair for the Catholic hospital, we must have felt that we were both in need of charity and hospital, for I do not remember “conscience” entering into the matter of ethics. Walking was agony. We had to walk with our legs far apart to keep our underclothes from rubbing against our skinless loins. Finally, Wilson refused to go any further and I had to ride him “piggy back.” After having fallen down twice, I threatened to leave him, so he followed on.




  Fortunately, the last two hundred feet were thick with willows and concealed us until we had reached the crowd, where we quickly gained confidence and forgot all about the gate receipts.




  We kept well away from Mama Mizner, who was seated in the front row of the “royal box.” Beside her sat Tessie, looking lovelier than ever, in soft, blue “toque,” trimmed with forget-me-nots, perched on the top of her head. Army and navy officers fluttered about the other girls; but, Tessie was all attention, for Edgar had just appeared in his high-wheeled sulky.




  Fanita was notorious for her hard mouth; so Edgar had big loops riveted to the reins, through which he had thrust his wrists to give him a firm clutch on the reins.




  Gee, they looked beautiful! The other horses were all lining up for the start. Edgar thought he would give Tessie an extra thrill, and drove down the track past the grandstand. Fanita was the favorite, and a great shout went up as a tribute to her. But, she did not understand this, and besides, the biggest crowd she had ever seen before were the half dozen bums in front of Philipson’s Candy Store. She gave a lunge and wheeled suddenly. The turn was so abrupt that the sulky did a “flop.” Breaking off the shafts, they left the frail wreckage behind.




  A terrific shriek went up from the crowd and again Fanita wheeled and came down the track at a gallop. Naturally, Edgar could not get his “mits” out of the loops, and there he dragged, whipping back and forth like the tail of a kite. They passed Wilson and me in a cloud of dust, Edgar bouncing along on his belly. Around and around they went. There was a shout of “Head her off!” which merely made Fanita turn and run in the opposite direction, whipping Edgar against the fence.




  The excitement was intense. We had never seen anything like it and, forgetting our stiffness, jumped up and down with delight.




  Finally, a cowboy lassoed her. Edgar had worn off his vest, shirt, undershirt, and a couple of layers of blubber from his “tripe” covering, and the track was swept clean.




  Some were leaving the track and we were able to hook a ride back to the house.




  So ended Edgar’s house party.




  It was a year later that the New York and San Francisco papers announced the splendid ceremonies of the marriage of Tessie Fair to Herman Oelrichs, and the best we can say for Edgar is that he was one of the ushers. It had been like a man holding on to a live electric wire—he could not let go.











  CHAPTER IV




  PAIRING OFF




  IT WAS PROBABLY in the summer of my twelfth year that we definitely realized that the tribe had “paired off.”




  Lan had finished at the University and was reading law with my father. Edgar and William were a team, and seemed to pal together entirely. Henry and Min (although very different in ages), were inseparable pals. Therefore, it left Wilson and me to “gang” together.
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