

































































































































































































































































































































































224 Out of the Midwest

he wasn’t pleased with them, but no one knew why. At Lake-
hurst they didn’t know about all the years Zack Lansdowne
had spent experimenting with the vagaries of the winds over
the Ohio plains. They were not as familiar with the lay of
the land as Zack was—the way the Allegheny foothills give
out at Zanesville and the glacial plains begin, and how this
accounts for the updrafts that can bring on a September
squall while you snap your fingers.

The crew wasn’t aware of these things but Zack was. And
as the big 68o-foot ship droned over Philadelphia, nosing
west into a red sunset, the captain’s tenseness began to spread
through the 43-man crew. The wind began to rise over Laurel
Mountain. Wasn’t anything to be concerned about, but it
didn’t help matters.

Wheeling was still asleep when the Shenandoah passed
over and headed for the Ohio line. The winds stiffened sud-
denly, turning the nose of the ship. Zack Lansdowne stared
out the window of the control car, fighting to see through
the early morning mist. Half a mile below, everything was
calm, warm and still. The mist hung low in the valleys and
smoke from a factory chimney drifted lazily above the stack.

Zack ordered every man to his station then, because he
knew he was in for trouble.

Somewhere up ahead two swiftly moving air masses were
hurtling down on each other. When they met, if indeed, they
hadn’t already, they would generate a shadow line-squall, a
whirling, spinning, horizontal hurricane. It would cover no
great area and it might not affect the surface winds at all.
But it would be out there, nevertheless, like a wandering,
hidden, unmarked reef.

Zack Lansdowne changed course, then he changed again,
but it was a futile guessing game and he knew it. One course
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was as hazardous as another. If you were lucky you'd miss
it, if you weren’t, well . . .

Over Cambridge a streak of rain struck the ship like grape-
shot, and then he was caught in the updraft. There was a
sudden jolt that knocked men off their feet and strained
every frame and girder in the ship. The Shenandoah was
moving through the air at incredible speed, traveling straight
up. In a matter of just seconds it seemed, she had risen two
thousand feet. Over the noise and confusion, Zack Lans-
downe bellowed an order, “Get aloft. Open the gas valves.”

There were automatic controls to release the helium gas,
but it was scarce then and precious. To avoid wastage the
valves had been sealed. They had to be opened now by hand.
Men fought their way into the superstructure above the
control car.

At 4500 feet the ship leveled off. Zack was in control
again. With her motors roaring he fought the winds and
slowly began to nurse her down to cruising level. Everyone
breathed easier, except Zack.

And then it happened.

There was a shriek and a roar and then silence. The control
car went hurtling to earth carrying Zack and thirteen men.
The nose of the ship, unburdened of the car, shot into the air
free-ballooning with twelve men clinging to the girders. The
after-end, carrying the crew quarters and motor gondolas,
settled slowly to earth, and the men crawled out unharmed.
By a miracle of navigation the men in the after-end of the
ship brought their portion safely to earth twelve miles away.

Strange stories and stranger legends grew out of the wreck
of the Shenandoah, but the strangest of all was true. The
control car landed in a garden patch. They found all of
Zack’s things, except the Annapolis class ring he was wearing.
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The wreckage and garden were combed again and again,
but the ring was gone.

Twelve years went by. The wreck of the Shenandoah
passed into history. One day in 1937 a farm housewife, hoe-
ing the garden, chopped away at a tall mustard weed. In its
foliage, three feet above the soil, was Zack’s ring.

[30]

Joe Briggs Carries the Muail

OU NEVER heard of Joe Briggs’ School? You never
drove down Joe Briggs’ Boulevard nor climbed to
the top of Joe Briggs’ monument?

Well, chances are, you never will. They dont go around
commemorating little guys like Joe Briggs, not in any ex-
pensive way, anyhow.

They did cast his name in bronze and nailed the plaque
up against the wall of the Federal Building in Cleveland. It
would have been better if they’d have put it on the front
steps instead of inside the lobby behind a pillar like they did.
But Joe wouldn’t care much. He got his reward from people
like old Mrs. Yates and Ed Cowles and heaven only knows
how many more just like them.

The way it started, Joe came to work one morning back
in 1862 and took his place beside all the other mail-sorting
clerks in the Cleveland Post Office. It was December and
the Christmas rush was beginning. There were twenty tons
of mail to be worked. Every piece and package had to be
put into the proper pigeonhole where it would stay until the
addressee came to claim it, for this was in the day before
anyone had heard of home delivery.
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Folks who were expecting important mail were lined up
for half a block waiting for the windows to open. Most of
them had to be at work by eight o’clock and it was nearly
that already. But with that mountain in front of them, the
clerks knew all those people were going to be disappointed.

The mercenaries, who delivered mail to the homes or
offices of people who could afford to pay their fee, were
raising a clatter at their special window, but Joe couldn’t
bring himself to work up any sympathy for them; they
made more money than he did and they didn’t work as hard
for it.

Joe was now down to the “Y’s” and that reminded him—he
looked out at the crowd behind the window. Fourth or fifth
in line, as usual, was old Mrs. Yates. She looked pale and
drawn, more than usual.

Last time she looked that way she’d fainted before she got
up to his window. Joe had helped bring her to, but then he
had to tell her there was still no letter from her boy, who was
with the 41st Volunteers in Virginia.

Something had happened to that boy, Joe figured. He
hadn’t written to his mother for weeks and if Joe was any
judge of human character, any boy Mrs. Yates would raise
would write home if he could.

Joe sorted the “Y’s” quickly. He was looking for a letter
for Mrs. Yates. Before he knew it, he was down to Ollie
Zyzzle. Usually he was glad to see Ollie’s name. It meant the
sorting was finished. Today, though, he wished he’d never
come to Ollie’s letter because that meant he’d soon have to
tell Mrs. Yates that her long wait had been for nothing again.
She’d stay on for the ten o’clock delivery, he knew, and she’d
be back again that afternoon.

Joe purposely kept his eyes from her face as she asked, “Is
there anything for Mrs. Helen Yates?”
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Joe said, “Why, uh, Mrs. Yates, the mail’s been running
heavy and we didn’t get through it all this morning.”

“Well, if I go back to the end of the line and take another
turn do you think—" Joe didn’t let her finish.

“Tell you what,” he said, “I have to go by your place on
my way to lunch and again when I go home. If there’s a
letter for you I'll bring it.”

“I couldn’t put you to all that trouble, Mr. Briggs,” she
said. “Besides, I'm so worried I want to know the minute
there’s anything for me.”

“Then TI'll take time off and bring it to you as soon as it
comes in. Will you trust me to do that?”

“It’s very kind of you,” the old lady said, “and I do trust
you.

Frank Danby who worked the S,T,U counter leaned over
the partition. “You start that once, Joe, and you'll be deliver-
ing everybody’s mail to the door,” he said.

“Yeah, I know,” Joe said, “but that old lady’ll collapse out
there someday and we won't be able to bring her around.”

“Can’t she hire one of the mercenaries to bring her mail
to her?” Frank asked.

“I don’t know,” Joe said irritably, “but they’re charging
awful rates for that private delivery service and she probably
hasn’t more’n enough money to get along.”

“Well, it’s your shoe leather you'll be wearin” out,” Frank
shrugged.

“That’s right,” Joe said. “It’s my shoe leather.”

Joe hated most of all what*were called “Army Days.” Two
or three times a month special mail trains came in from the
front. They doubled the volume of mail. Joe didn’t mind that,
but it was all he could do to stay at his post when the mothers
and sisters and sweethearts of the soldiers lined up for their
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mail. They would stand in line three or four hours, some-
times; and when Joe would hand them their letters they'd
tear them open right at the counter. Sometimes they’d weep
at the news they’d receive, but these were the fortunate ones.
There were others who wept because they got no letter to
weep over.

Often they’d faint from the long hours of standing and to
add to the confusion, the mercenaries would push and jostle,
trying to break into the line ahead of their turn. It was on
days like this that Joe Briggs thought he had the worst job
in the world.

Now to men like Joe Briggs a job is something like a house:
the one you've got is probably a lot better than the ones you
can get, so you make the most of it. Joe believed, too, that in
either case if you looked for the good things you could find
them.

One of the good things came during Christmas week. Mrs.
Yates got her letter. Joe immediately tossed the rest of the
“Y’s” and all of the “Z’s” onto the counter and left to deliver
the letter. He waited on the porch while Mrs. Yates read it.
He could tell from her face that everything was all right.
“He was wounded, but he’s going to be all right,” she said
in a trembling voice. “Nobody ever brought me so much
happiness, Mr. Briggs. God bless you.”

Back at his station, Joe walked into trouble. There was
another man working in his place, and a message that Mr.
Cowles, the postmaster, wanted to see him.

Edwin Cowles’ principal occupation was not postmaster-
ing. He was the well-known and influential publisher of the
Cleveland Leader, but he took his postal duties seriously.

“Mr. Briggs,” he said sternly, “I am informed that you were
absent from your station this morning, despite the fact that
we're in the middle of the Christmas rush and expecting an
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Army train. Your mail was not sorted and there was a line of
more than a hundred people inconvenienced because of your
absence. What is your explanation?”

“I was delivering a letter, sir,” Joe said.

“You were doing what?”

“Delivering a letter to an old lady who hadn’t heard from
her son for . . . well, it doesn’t make a very good explanation,
sir,” Joe said dejectedly.

“I'm inclined to agree with you,” Cowles said. “What about
the old lady?”

“It doesn’t matter about her,” Joe blurted suddenly. “It’s
the same with the people who have to stop in for their mail
before work or stand in line for the Army trains. What it all
adds up to is the fact that we’re doing this all wrong. Why
should thousands of people have to waste that time every
day? We could deliver that mail to their houses a lot more
efficiently than they can come after it.”

“Let me see if I follow you, Mr. Briggs,” Cowles said. “You
are presuming to challenge the whole United States postal
system and its method of distributing mail. Is that correct?”

“Yes, sir,” Joe said bravely. “I know it’s crazy, but I have
to stand there day after day as those people come in. I cannot
for the life of me understand why we don’t deliver it to
them.”

“Do you know how many men that would require?”
Cowles asked. “Or how much it would cost the taxpayers?”

“I think it would be cheaper to hire a couple hundred men
full time than to require the whole population of a city to
stand in line for half an hour every day.”

“Well, there is certain merit in what you say, Mr. Briggs,
but I don’t suppose you and I are going to change the
methods of the Postal service,” Cowles said curtly.

“I suppose we aren’t, sir,” Joe Briggs answered. “But if I
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were a big newspaper publisher like you, I'd sure like to see
a postal system that'd bring my paper right to people’s doors
instead of to their post office.” ‘

Edwin Cowles looked up suddenly as though he were see-
ing Joe Briggs for the first time. Joe pressed his advantage.
“And if I were a congressman, I think that’s the kind of a bill
I'd like to have my name on.”

Cowles nodded.

“And even if I were against such a system,” Joe went on,
“I don’t think I'd have the courage to vote against it, if a bill
were really introduced.”

“So it becomes a matter of having such a bill introduced,”
Cowles said eagerly. “And I know just the man for that. Joe,
you figure out how such a system could be installed here,
how much it might cost and how it would work.”

“What if we’'d write to the Postmaster General asking per-
mission to try it out here?” Joe suggested.

“Sit down, Joe, and we'll write that letter right now.”

The Postmaster General had neither funds nor money for
such an experiment, but he knew how to get it. He cornered
a Senator. “How’d you like to become the most popular man
in the Union, Senator?” he asked. “How'd you like to get
credit for delivering the mail right to the door of every voter
in every big city in America?” :

The Senator introduced his bill and then began to lobby
for it. “I understand you're opposed to my free delivery
bill, Senator,” he said to one of his colleagues.

“Indeed, sir, I am,” was the answer. “Utterly preposterous
to divert that kind of money from the war effort.”

“I assume, then, that your name will be leading the op-
position next week, when my bill is introduced?”

“I, uh, well, that is, sir . ..”
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On March 3, 1863, the bill authorizing Joe Briggs idea
of city free delivery passed Congress. The Postmaster Gen-
eral authorized Edwin Cowles to set up the first such serv-
ice. Edwin Cowles sent for Joe Briggs.

“It was your idea, Joe,” he said. “Now let’s see you carry
it out.”

Joe had a job on his hands, he knew, but the real magni-
tude of it didn’t begin to dawn on him until the bugs be-
gan to show up in the system he had devised.

It turned out that many of the city’s streets had never
been named. Joe Briggs had to see about that. Some streets
had no house numbers. Joe had to number them. He walked
twenty miles a day handling arguments, laying out districts,
determining routes. And there were complaints. Housewives
couldn’t see why, as long as he was coming by, the mailman
couldn’t pick up a loaf of bread from the store. Cleveland
merchants couldn’t understand why the men couldn’t de-
liver a package now and then. The family in the house
just beyond the city limits could prove that just twenty
more steps would bring the mail to their door, too.

Joe Briggs worked around the clock to bring his idea of
free home delivery to an ungrateful public. Slowly, he got
his system working. Clevelanders began writing more let-
ters; stores began mailing circulars; newspaper subscriptions
picked up. Then there was a letter from the Postmaster
General.

“Joseph W. Briggs, foreman of letter carriers, United
States Post Office, Cleveland station, is hereby relieved of
duty and ordered to report to Washington, D. C., as Super-
intendent of Deliveries, continental limits, U. S. A.”

For six long years Joe Briggs worked night and day to
establish the city free delivery system in the forty-nine larg-
est cities in America. But he got the job done. In the process
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he designed the letter carrier’s uniform. He wrote the letter
carrier’s oath and set up a bonding system. And Joe Briggs’
men became the most welcome visitors in America.

Yet you never heard of Joe Briggs’ school, nor ever
climbed to the top of Joe Briggs’ monument, because of
course they don’t go around commemorating little guys like
Joe. Mrs. Yates was grateful though, and so was Ed Cowles
and many more people just like them. That meant more to
Joe than having his name cast in bronze and nailed to the
Federal Building in Cleveland where you can see it now if
you go inside and look behind the right pillar.

[31]

Shoes

HE STONE is soft—for stone. The once-sharp
corners of the letters have weathered away so the
name appears in soft focus. It says:

HEZEKIAH SPERRY

B. 1769

D. 1826

There is no mention of shoes.

Hezekiah Sperry took his place at the head of the family
table and announced that grace would be silent this night.
Obediently, the heads bowed and each thought his own
prayer, except Hezekiah. He was not praying. He was look-
ing at his shoes. His eyes traveled from his own shoes to
those of the feet of his son. This reminded him that the
Carners were leaving his town in the morning. Hezekiah
prayed then—a swift, silent prayer that concerned shoes and
a decision that was immediately before him. The decision,
he knew, would determine the future of his town and that
had to do with shoes.
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All the other problems he had been able to handle. But
the matter of shoes was almost too much for one man. Heze-
kiah Sperry remembered how in the year 1800 he had
brought his children Alphias, Martha and Cynthia to the
seventh township in the fifth range. Jonathan Edwards, the
absentee owner of the township had given him one hundred
acres of land for being the first man to settle.

That summer he and the three children built a cabin. The
following spring they had gone back to Connecticut and
brought out Mrs. Sperry and the rest of the children.

Mrs. Sperry had feared that although the place was offi-
cially a township, it would never become a town. She could
see her family alone there the rest of their lives. She pleaded
with her husband to take them back home but Hezekiah
had said, “We'll not be alone. When I was last at the Erie
Lake I met a man named Otis Guild who said he would
come here with his wife. It should be any day now.”

“But that was five months ago,” Mrs. Sperry reminded
him. “If they were coming they’d be here now.”

So it was a great day when Captain Sperry was able to
run to the cabin and say, “Martha, do you hear it? It’s a
wagon—the Guilds have come after all-watch now, through
the trees therel”

Otis and Lois Guild were the second family in Sperry’s
town. But Lois Guild was deeply concerned when she saw
the loneliness. Even before the Guild cabin was finished she
was protesting to her husband about the child being born
in such desolation. Hezekiah Sperry was afraid he would
lose a neighbor and he spoke reassuringly to Lois Guild.
“Mrs. Sperry has had thirteen babies,” he said, “and I will
see to all the chores so your good husband will be at your
side at all times.”
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So when Charlotte Guild was born, Hezekiah Sperry was
sure the town would last.

“You see,” he said to his wife. “Already the town grows of
its own self.”

But Mrs. Sperry cut Hezekiah’s jubilation short by bring-
ing up the matter of shoes. She said nothing about another
mouth to feed. “Two more feet that will be needing shoes,”
was the way she put it.

The barb was not wasted as she knew it would not be.

“Aye. The buckskin was no good, I admit,” he said. “T will
try again. When we butcher the hog, I will try the pig’s hide
for shoes.” But Hezekiah’s pigskin shoes were no better.
They wore out quickly and had no shape or comfort.

Now a more urgent problem came up. Otis Guild’s child
was sickly and Lois Guild said it was because there was no
fruit. This worried Hezekiah Sperry, and he said he would
fix this, too. He didn’t know what to do about it until the
third settler arrived, Seth Tracy. Hezekiah did him many
favors and asked only one in return.

“Seth, when you go back East to bring your wife, would
you bring back with you some fruit trees?” he asked.

“No, Hezekiah,” Seth said. “I'm a hog farmer, not an or-
chardist. Tree scions take too much room in the wagon.
They have to be watered and they could slow my trip. Be-
sides, half of them would die on the way.”

“I mean to make it worth your while, Seth,” Hezekiah
pleaded. “Otis Guild and I will finish your cabin, and clear
your fields while youre gone—that means you can leave
now and that’ll give you time to bring the trees.”

Seth Tracy looked at his blistered hands. “It’s a bargain
Sperry,” he said. “What kind of trees?”

“Apple would be best,” Hezekiah said. “And one more
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thing—would ye bring some good Boston shoe leather back
with you? And a pair of ready-mades for my wife?”

“Make up your mind, Sperry,” Seth said. “I can bring you
trees or I can bring you leather—I cannot bring both. Which
will it be?”

Hezekiah thought hard. “Trees,” he said.

So Sperry’s town had its first orchard. But it had no suit-
able shoes—and a man poorly shod is poorly equipped to
wrestle with nature. Trousers, shirts, stockings, dresses—
these things the women could make. No one could make
shoes.

Hezekiah found an Indian who said he could make moc-
casins. It was good news and he hastened to tell his wife.

“This time,” he said, “the shoes will be good. They will
be strong and easy on the feet. The Indian has promised to
show me how they are made.” ‘

But before the moccasin-making could be mastered, there
was a graver crisis. Dr. Clark’s baby daughter, Aurelia, froze
to death in the crib. The bereaved Mrs. Clark insisted the
child could not be buried until there was a proper monu-
ment and the nearest stone carver was in Pittsburgh. Heze-
kiah knew that once the Clarks went to Pittsburgh they
would not be back. He pleaded with Susan Clark. “Susan,
I will work with John Tomlinson. He has an art with letters
and carving and such. Your child will have a monument
such as you could never find in Pittsburgh!”

And so Sperry’s town had a gravestone cutter in John
Tomlinson. They buried the child but Mrs. Clark continued
to grieve. In spring the monument was ready, but it was not
suitable. Hezekiah found a way, though. “Susan, about the
monument to your child, I have heard it said by the ladies
that there may soon be another christening in your house.

Shoes 239

Could not the new babe be called Aurelia, after the one you
lost? And could there be a greater monument?”

The second child was also a girl and it was named Aurelia.

With spring came the rains and there was sickness in the
village. Colds and fever sapped the strength of young and
old alike. Hezekiah knew it wasn’t the kind of plague every-
one feared. It was a plague of a different sort—there was
sickness in the town because there were no proper shoes.

Summer came and the men complained about there being
no way to saw timber. Hezekiah spoke to John Stark Ed-
wards, the absent owner, about building a sawmill.

At harvest time there was need for a grist mill. Hezekiah
saw to it. Roads were needed. Hezekiah organized the
settlers to build them, but ended up doing most of the work
himself. There was concern for schooling the children.
Hezekiah found a schoolmaster. But on bad days the chil-
dren didn’t come. They had no proper shoes.

The grace was finished. Hezekiah Sperry lifted his tired
eyes from the floor, but he did not eat. His wife said, “Heze-
kiah, your supper’s getting cold. Why don’t you eat, don’t
you feel well?”

“I feel well. Very well,” he said. “Now that I know what
I must do. I am leaving tomorrow for Connecticut.”

“Connecticut?” his wife said, startled. “Why?”

“I must,” Hezekiah said. “It is the only way to keep them
here.”

“Whatever are you talking about?” his wife said
impatiently.

“Shoes,” Hezekiah said. “I will go to Connecticut. I will
learn how to make shoes. Good shoes with thick bottoms,
and shape to them; left shoes different from right shoes.
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Shoes that will walk on stone and snow and water and mud.
It will take six months, eight months—perhaps a year. But
there will be shoes in Hezekiah Sperry’s town.”

The monument says simply:

Hezexian SPERRY
B. 1769
D. 1826

There is no mention of shoes.
But the monument stands in an old churchyard around

which a city has grown. It is significant, perhaps, that the
residents appear to have excellent shoes.






