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Achnowledgmmerits

Anyone who realizes that she can color her biography
by what she reveals or conceals about her life during the interviews
preceding the writing, places herself severely on trial. I am grateful
to Miriam Van Waters for her honesty and candor. She never
dodged, never camouflaged. She didn’t ask to read the manuscript,
but asked only that the book cause no suffering to her family and
friends. Offered the manuscript for checking, she made twelve
minor corrections: a first name, a date, a few extensions of fact.
She did not tamper with a single word of text unflattering to
her. She was the wholly objective person the biography says she is.
And she was charming.

There were many more capable and sympathetic hands involved
in this work than the eye can spy in the text. Mrs. Cynthia Thomas,
still serving Dr. Van Waters as secretary-librarian-advocate, knew
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just where to find the right document among hundreds of such
packed away in fat cartons; she borrowed many hours from her
busy family life to expedite the research—always cheerfully.

Miss Mary Howard, archivist of the Women’s Archives at Rad-
cliffe College, cooperated enthusiastically, having already made the
research an author’s dream by cataloguing and indexing an extensive
collection of Van Waters papers in apple-pie order. Mrs. Peter
Solomon, director of the Archives, was a scholarly counselor and
hospitable executive, providing for the writer the privacy of an un-
used chemistry laboratory where he worked in peace among old
test tubes, beakers, and empty gas cylinders.

Mrs. Serena Brown, wife of The Hill School chaplain, worked
with rare good humor through holidays and late hours she really
couldn’t spare to prepare the manuscript.

The Hill’s headmaster, Edward T. Hall, pretended on more
than one day that he saw the author at his school desk when the
author was playing hooky to work on the last chapters of this book.
Mr. Hall knows a great deal about writers’ deadlines. Now that the
truth is out, the Trustees of the School also deserve a strong vote
of thanks for their tolerance.

Miss Ellen McKey, who retired to a dream cottage in Chatham,
Massachusetts, after a long career at Wellesley College, proved a
champion of Miriam Van Waters and a true friend of the author by
offering her living room and a view of Pleasant Bay as a hideout
when the author’s house became crowded with teenagers and 45
r.p.m. records. Miss McKey was away all summer of 1960, but left
her refrigerator on and a kitchen cabinet jammed with canned food.
The broom was hidden.

Mrs. Janet Raymond, also of Chatham, struggled nobly with
early chunks of the manuscript in the summer of 1960, dealing al-
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ways with the problem of strawberry jam and her lively young
children.

Finally, here is a salute to a patient wife, Margaret, who put up
with all kinds of shenanigans, crazy hours, spells of sullen or
comatose behavior, spurts of frenetic productivity, three-o’clock
lunches, and all the other tribulations of living in the same house
with a book for two years. It is a compliment to her character that
she still is speaking to her husband.






Corterts

Prologue

1 Lesson One at Box g9

2 My Baby Don’t Bite So Much

3 Father, There’s a Muddy Man at the Door
4 Don'’t Stop Crying, Genevieve

5 Caution: Deep Dutch Currents

6 You Couldn’t Be Run Over in Worcester
7 A Prostitute Is Not a Type

8 Cruelty Stops at Home

9 After Poison, the Sunstruck Persian
10 With Enough Votes, a Girl May Stay in Jail
11 Every Institution Has a Back Door

12 Homeland or Hans: Choose One

13 Deliver Us from Coddling, Tantrums, Divorces . . .

14 Now Let Me Talk about My Child

15 A Freebooter in Enemy Country

16 Come Back, Big Dora, and Try Again

17 How Hot Will It Be by Noon?

18 Won’t Somebody Play the Villain?

19 Make Some Smoke and Blame It on a Fire

14
25
39
46
6o
77
92
106
119
133
145
158
174

193
206

219
236
259
285



xii * Contents

20 Get Her for Good
21 O Lord, Lift Up This Foot
22 I'd Better Get Back to Jail

Epilogue

298
324
346

356
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embarrassment.
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Profogue

A biting northeast wind broke against the gilded dome
of the State House of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts and
twisted southward across Beacon Street and the Common, set-
ting whorls of snow dancing around the statue of Gen. Joseph
Hooker on the approach to the capitol’s east wing. This Union
General who led some of Massachusetts’s bravest against the Con-
federacy sat his transfixed horse and stared to the south. Erect in
the saddle, steely, and tense, he seemed to expect a Rebel charge
from that quarter, although he was many days’ march from the
Potomac, and the time was January, 1949.

The general’s horse, nostrils flared, seemed more certain of
danger, but it could not have been in the scent of powder smoke
from muskets at Chancellorsville, ghosting across nearly a cen-
tury, because the wind was not right for that, and there were no
witches burning in Salem from whence the wind blew.
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A more likely source of corruption lay only a few yards to
windward of Hooker’s warhorse: Gardner Auditorium, in the
basement of the State House.

Down there, Dr. Miriam Van Waters, deposed Superintendent
of the State Reformatory for Women in Framingham, Mas-
sachusetts, was defending herself, in public hearings, against a
series of charges. Some of them, if true, branded her an enemy of
the people rather than the redeemer of troubled lives so many con-
sidered her to be. If true, the charges would justify the Common-
wealth’s action in having dismissed her suddenly from her job and
confirm the Commonwealth’s inference that she had been under-
mining the correction of hundreds of girls and women while be-
ing paid and widely praised for rehabilitating them.

The charges, if true, would establish that a nobly-intentioned
woman, after thirty-six years of leadership in enlightened pe-
nology, had veered unaccountably off the road, leaving a set of
skidmarks transmutable to two hundred and eighty-five exhibits for
her prosecutors’ case. Certainly the charges, if accurate, would in-
dicate that she was no longer the professionally competent admin-
istrator of whom the Boston Herald had written, at the time of her
appointment in December, 1931:

“Dr. Van Waters, one of the foremost authorities on social
work and juvenile and female delinquency in the United States,
has been persuaded to accept the position of Superintendent of the
State Reformatory for Women at Framingham, to succeed the late
Jessie D. Hodder.

“The appointment of Dr. Van Waters will bring to the service
of the State a woman whose distinguished career has carried her
into many fields and activities, and who is considered probably the
‘ountry’s most eminent authority on crime problems affecting
women. Her specialty has been in work to reclaim them for
society.
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“Massachusetts experts in correctional work expect that gen-
eral commendation will follow news of the appointment.”

By the same token, the charges, if true, must correct another
Boston newspaper that had hailed her, in December, 1931, as “a
Christmas bargain,” because she had accepted the Framingham
appointment at less than her former salary as Referee of the Ju-
venile Court in Los Angeles. The newspaper had boasted that
“the Reformatory is getting as its head a woman of the stature of a
college president.”

In fairness to Professor Felix Frankfurter, of the Harvard Law
School (soon to become a Supreme Court Justice), who wrote Dr.
Van Waters at the time of her appointment that “only a far-sighted
Commissioner of Correction, with courage to act upon his insight,
would have appointed you Superintendent of the Reformatory at
Framingham,” it could be said that he was right about her at that
time, but could not foresee her slide from competence. Earlier,
when he had urged Dr. Van Waters to accept full responsibility
for the juvenile delinquency section of the Harvard Law School
Crime Survey, and had referred to her as “my mind and con-
science” on matters relating to youth in trouble, his judgment
could have been momentarily accurate, but vulnerable to changes
in that mind and lapses of that conscience he so confidently
adopted.

The situation was made of the stuff of a bad dream worsened
by the painfully slow cadence of its progress before the eyes
of eight hundred witnesses in Gardner Auditorium and by head-
lines the length and width of Massachusetts. Reports of the hear-
ing leaked through the Commonwealth’s boundaries as far south
as the New York Times and the national news weeklies. Boston
radio stations aired full summaries of each day’s proceedings. It
was virtually impossible to be neutral about Dr. Van Waters, and
many families were divided on the question of her innocence.
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How could it be that this white-haired, then sixty-one-year-old
woman, author of a classic book on juvenile delinquency, esteemed
former juvenile court judge, founder and pioneering director of
the famous El Retiro home for girls in Los Angeles, author of
dozens of articles on social work, capital punishment, and prob-
lems of the youthful offender, consultant to the Wickersham Com-
mission under President Herbert Hoover, author of the Encyclo-
pedia Britannica’s section on juvenile delinquency, and public
speaker in great demand wherever communities sought to mend
the causes of juvenile delinquency—how could it be that she found
herself in quasijudicial hearings, fighting for her job, career, and
reputation?

Dr. Van Waters stood accused of twenty-seven specific abuses
of her authority lumped in a general charge of misconduct in of-
fice. Each charge was bolstered by incriminating evidence fer-
reted by the office of the Commissioner of Correction for the
Commonwealth. The twenty-seven charges fell into six categories:
(1) granting undue privileges to inmates; (2) condoning homo-
sexuality; (3) violating rules and regulations; (4) violating the
“indenture statute”; (5) employing ex-convicts for staff duty; (6)
miscellaneous.

Under the first category, it was charged that Dr. Van Waters
had authorized “special privileges” constituting favoritism for
some inmates, such as allowing them to be taken away from the
Reformatory to meetings of Alcoholics Anonymous, to church,
to a Chinese restaurant, an ice cream store, and the movies in
Framingham, and to Boston for psychiatric treatment. The Com-
mission’s office claimed this constituted unequal treatment and
lowered inmate morale. By permitting “sentenced prisoners to be
outside the institution as described above,” the Superintendent, it
was charged, had broken the law, ignored the orders of the
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courts and “made a mockery of the sentence of the courts of the
Commonwealth.” The Deputy Commissioner of Correction
claimed that “these special privileges have also been a cause for
confusion in the mind of the person privileged as to the purpose
of her imprisonment, as has been stated in the case of Alice Wherry
when she stated ‘I have gone out nights half a dozen times, shop-
ping and to the show or something. I have felt very funny when
sitting in the show because I always felt that I was supposed to
be in jail’” :

Her permitting reformatory women occasionally to enjoy
chow mein, chocolate frappes, and selected films did not seem seri-
ous enough to indict Dr. Van Waters for anything worse than
soft-headedness and warm-heartedness, although “special privi-
leges” and “favoritism” implied petty exercise of authority, if not
tyranny. Taken with the other charges, however, these added bal-
last to the Commissioner’s belief that the Superintendent of
Framingham Reformatory was not only a derelict administrator
but she made her own laws to accommodate her questionable
practice of penology. The Commissioner was convinced that she
was unfit to continue in the sensitive role of Superintendent of the
Framingham institution, the Commonwealth’s showcase in the field
of modern penology.

Inseparable from charges involving special privileges for in-
mates of the Reformatory were those alleging that Dr. Van Waters
took a whimsical attitude toward rules and regulations governing
officers and employees of the institution. She allegedly failed to
supply her staff with copies of these rules and regulations. She en-
trusted keys to prisoners and permitted them to retain money and
valuables. She allowed former inmates and their children to
come to the institution for medical care. Released alcoholics,
struggling toward sobriety, readily got her permission to return
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for a visit, even to stay overnight, while others were allowed to re-
turn for dances, dramatics, and “reunions.” She failed to adminis-
ter the prescribed oath of office to all her officers, and her librarian
refused to answer the investigating deputy’s questions. She did not
keep strict records.

The fourth category of charges, dealing with the indenture of
prisoners, was rooted in an old statute authorizing the Commis-
sioner of Correction, with the consent of a reformatory inmate, to
“contract to have her employed in domestic service for such term
not exceeding her term of imprisonment, and upon such condi-
tions as he considers proper with reference to her welfare and ref-
ormation.”

The indenture system, part of the 1886 charter of the Re-
formatory, was a startling innovation in U.S. penology. It is a con-
ditional release of a prisoner, enabling her to refit herself for free-
dom under the sympathetic guidance of her employer. The earliest
record of indenture concerns the Renaissance Italian artist, Ben-
venuto Cellini, who swung far wide of the law and landed in
prison. One of his sponsors, a silversmith, persuaded the court to
release Cellini in his custody with the understanding that the artist
would live with him, work with him, and offend no more.

In Massachusetts, the law provided for a short-term or long-
term indenture contract, with the wages of the released person’s
labors accruing to her account against the day of her terminal re-
lease. She could be recalled at any time for medical care, or because
her employer no longer needed or wanted her, or because condi-
tions of her employment proved unsatisfactory. Her good behavior
was essential to the success of the system.

Social conventions dominating the female’s role in society in
1886 accounted for the law’s specifying “domestic service.” The
bread pan, dish towel, dust cloth, and diaper were common de-
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nominators of women’s rightful and righteous place. But in the
lethal epidemic of influenza that swept the nation in 1918, the then
Superintendent, Mrs. Jessie D. Hodder, went to her Commissioner
and obtained approval for indenturing fourteen reformatory
women to the Framingham hospital, setting a precedent for de-
parture from the statutory limitation of indenture to domestic
service.

Dr. Van Waters expanded the indenture system to include “day
work,” a short-term form of indenture requiring women assigned
to it to be returned to the Reformatory at the end of each workday.
Gradually, allowance was made for women who needed, deserved,
and wanted work, but who could not cope emotionally with a
house filled with another woman’s children and a kitchen sink
filled with dirty dishes. Some were permitted to work in factories,
restaurants, laundries and other places, with the knowledge and
consent of the incumbent Commissioner of Correction. During
World War II years of manpower shortages, Framingham Reform-
atory’s available hands saved many crops when harvest time arrived
on the farms nearby. They also shoveled the coal at the Reform-
atory’s power plant.

Prior to the appointment of Commissioner of Correction El-
liott E. McDowell, who was now trying to make his abrupt firing
of Dr. Van Waters stick in Gardner Auditorium, it was the cus-
tom of his predecessors to approve a blanket contract covering sev-
eral women at the Reformatory for day work and to let Dr. Van
Waters add new names at her discretion, because there was a steady
turnover in jobs as women were discharged from the institution.
More to the point, former Commissioners believed Dr. Van Waters
thoroughly qualified to manage the details of the program. Con-
sidering that the Commonwealth bestowed an average of eighty-
five cents to each girl released from the Reformatory, and that
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drunkenness and various sex offenses accounted for the largest
proportion of the reformatory population, it was no strain on the
imagination of a Commissioner to anticipate the probable course of
a girl with freedom and eighty-five cents. With the accumulated
wages of her day work, however, she was a far better risk to the
Commonwealth. Indenture made her an economic asset; jail held
her as an economic liability. Jessie Hodder had reasoned that way,
and circumstances hadn’t altered cases since.

Deputy Commissioner Frank A. Dwyer, Jr.’s investigation of
the reformatory indenture system disclosed, he said, that a number
of inmates had been indentured not for domestic service in private
homes but to the Superintendent and other officers of the institu-
tion, and that these girls, for pay, cared for babies in the reforma-
tory nursery, worked as stenographers, and studied in a secretarial
school in Framingham. One of them, Dwyer charged, had been
indentured to the owner of a restaurant in nearby Wellesley, whose
manager was an ex-convict. It was not brought out in the charges
that the restaurant manager had convincingly lived down his past,
nor that the public revelation of his record had driven him out of
his job and his town. It was just wretched luck that he had been
struck from his blind side by a legal locomotive, but he happened
to have been standing on the track of the investigation.

“I find,” wrote Deputy Dwyer, “that the employment of those
released on ‘indenture’ . . . has had a bad effect on the morale of
some officer personnel, and . . . (on) inmate morale, in view of the
fact that some of those indentured receive money for their work,
are allowed to live in the staff home, and that certain inmates were
known as having been involved in the ‘doll racket,’ (inmate’s slang
phrase for alleged intramural homosexual practices, including
the recruiting of “innocent young inmates” for perversion) and
they resented the fact that they, the inmates, are supervised by per-
sons serving sentences for serious crimes.”
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Dwyer also presented a detailed report of the case of one girl
on domestic indenture who had told him she had mixed and
served highballs at a dinner party given by her employer. It was the
Deputy’s duty to report, he said, that girls released for domestic day
work had smuggled liquor into the Reformatory.

Charges in the fifth category, relating to the employment of
persons with police or court records, struck indignation in the sun-
less regions of the puritanical mind where life-repair and penance
are not in any way deserving of forgiveness, and sin is forever.

“I find,” Dwyer reported, “that there are presently employed
at the Reformatory the following persons who have served sen-
tences of imprisonment,” and he listed sixteen persons then work-
ing, or who had previously worked, as staff members of the institu-
tion, beginning with Margaret O’Keefe, who for ten years had been
assistant superintendent under Dr. Van Waters. (Two former
drug addicts, a one-time forger and an ex-prostitute were listed by
a Boston newspaper as being among the sixteen officers.)

“The importance of ‘proper personnel’ in penal institutions ex-
ceeds all other factors,” Dwyer wrote in the report of his investi-
gation of the Reformatory. “Certain of its members are not of the
calibre and type of officer that the administration of a penal institu-
tion requires.”

An assortment of charges under the sixth category, “miscel-
laneous,” included inadequate policing of the grounds, lax safe-
guarding of drugs, and uncleanliness in the kitchen. Thrown in
were a challenge of the Superintendent’s right to place children of
reformatory women in foster homes, and an impeachment of her
judgment of what constituted proper homes for them.

In Dwyer’s book, Miriam Van Waters was also guilty of cross-
ing jobs, creating jobs, and conferring titles with irritating indiffer-
ence to Commonwealth job classifications as established by the
Division of Personnel and Standardization.
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Although these charges alone made boxcar headlines in
Boston, the yeast that made the Van Waters case ferment, or the
bacteria that made it a suppurating social wound, were the Com-
missioner’s charges concerning homosexuality in the Reformatory.

Deputy Dwyer reported that homosexual practices had oc-
curred “within the past few years,” and that Dr. Van Waters’
“lack of knowledge” of the fact was “incomprehensible.”

Dwyer claimed that innocent young inmates had been drawn
into the toils of perverts because of “a lack of proper segregation,”
and that “little or nothing (was) being done to control or keep
such practices at a minimum.” He implied that two officers of the
institution were sex deviates; of one of them he wrote that “it
has been alleged by inmates” that she had been “involved in homo-
sexual acts.”

On his bill of particulars, Dwyer hung an indictment on Dr.
Van Waters for “not having told the whole truth when asked ques-
tions pertaining to homosexual tendencies of inmates.”

A sensational prelude to the homosexual theme in the case had
been played in brass in Hearst’s daily tabloid, the Boston American,
in 1948, after an inmate had committed suicide in her room at the
Reformatory. The American insisted that she had been driven to
her death by the agony of unrequited love for a dominating homo-
sexual girl who ruled the institution’s dairy barn.

Deputy Dwyer stated flatly in his report that a homosexual re-
lationship had existed between the deceased and the survivor of the
alleged affair.

There was more detail, much more, but now the time for con-
frontation of accused and accuser had come. Inasmuch as the State
House sheltered a plaque memorializing horses, dogs, and other
animals whose faithful service, suffering and death were part of the
price paid for the liberties of mankind in World War 1, it was to be
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expected that it harbored justice for human beings struggling
for healing truth, honor, and decency.

On a table at which Deputy Dwyer sat, in front of a dais and
the “bench” where Commissioner McDowell presided, lay Dwyer’s
three hundred and sixty-four-page confidential report of his Fra-
mingham investigation. Samples of its details had appeared in the
Hearst American, plainly indicating the sordidness of some of the
report, if not explaining how its contents happened to reach a
newspaper that was hostile to Dr. Van Waters. Neither she nor her
attorney, Boston’s Claude Cross, nor anyone else connected with
her defense, had been permitted to examine the report.

It was a document as sinister in its mystery as though it had
been a solid, footed object wrapped in butcher’s paper and
brought to court by a prosecutor seeking damages for his client’s
accidental loss of a leg.

If the report was accurate, it was, indeed, the source of foulness
in the wind. If false, then the wind was tainted with the fear and
guilt of men torturing an innocent woman. Was there, perhaps, a
witch-burning in progress in Gardner Auditorium, corrupting the
wind that blew accusingly from the direction of Salem?

If so, then how had Miriam Van Waters come to the stake this
grievous day?



CHAPTER ONE

Lessor One 4t Box 99

In the dreary dusk of Thursday, March 15, 1932,
Miriam Van Waters drove past a guardhouse, up a curving road
and through a narrow passageway that separates the red brick Su-
perintendent’s home from the massive, brick, main buildings of the
Massachusetts State Reformatory for Women. Beside her in the car
were her “daughter,” Sarah Ann, ten, and Elizabeth Bode, a young
social worker, secretary, companion to Sarah and devoted protégé
who had followed Miriam east from California.

Miriam parked her car just beyond the passageway and led her
daughter and her friend into the big home that had, technically,
been hers since her appointment as Superintendent the previous
December 17, and was now hers to live in so long as she remained
a servant of the Commonwealth in her present capacity.

14
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Across the threshold, Miriam’s first impression was a sick-sweet
odor of dead plants and stagnant water. Her predecessor, Jessie
Hodder, had left this house eighteen weeks ago, and in the living
room a mass of funeral flowers, now shrunken blossoms and
withered stalks in vases, persisted in their message of death and
departure.

Every ounce of what the Boston Herald had called her “115
pounds of nervous energy” felt weary on Miriam’s small-boned,
militarily erect, five-foot-two frame. She was hungry. The chill of
the bleak March evening hung in the big sitting room.

A girl in a cotton dress and dirty sneakers appeared in the hall
and confronted her new boss.

“Hiya,” she said. “My name is Kate. What do you want me to
do first?”

Miriam’s expressive face lit up, kindled by her alert, intelligent
brown eyes. She extended her hand to Kate and spoke in her soft,
low-key voice:

“Hello Kate. I'm Doctor Van Waters.”

Kate was not the hand-shaking sort, but she acknowledged this
with a nod.

“Could you get us a light supper, please? A can of beans
would be fine.”

Kate sniffed, appraising this little bit of a woman who would
wear the big shoes from now on.

“Okay,” she said, and went back to the kitchen.

Miriam, Sarah and “Bode”—her name was pronounced Bé-dee,
but her nickname rhymed with “road”—sank into chairs. Miriam
inspected the faded wallpaper and speculated on what the room
needed, besides fresh air and a vacuum cleaner, to give it new life.

In a few minutes, coal smoke drifted from the kitchen, where
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Miriam found Kate struggling with a broken-down stove, scoop-
ing hot coals off the floor with a cookie tin and dropping them
back where they belonged.

“We’'ll get a new stove right away,” Miriam promised cheer-
fully.

Kate looked over her shoulder and sniffed.

“Shows you how much you know about the budget at Framing-
ham,” she said. “This is March and you can’t spend a nickel till
June.”

Miriam ate her beans under a pall of smoke and thought of the
words her father had spoken so often, the ones she had first heard
as a child in St. David’s, his church in Portland, Oregon:

“Here endeth the First Lesson.”

Miriam rose very early the next morning. By the time the
reformatory women had eaten their seven-thirty breakfast of prune
sauce, corn flakes, bread and tea, she had decided that the guard-
house would come down, brick by brick, to make a path in the
flower garden she had explored at dawn. The lumber from the
high board fence protecting the front of the grounds from public
gaze would, she knew, make a pavilion where inmates’ children
could play in summer, especially on rainy days.

From her observations during preliminary visits after her ap-
pointment in December, 1931, she had already made a mental note
about the rusted steel bars in several windows in the front of the
Reformatory, and those that remained on a few security cells to re-
mind of a once vengeful State. Jessie Hodder had long since ripped
out tiers of steel-barred cells to make a gymnasium for the inmates.
The remnants of barred-cell days were allocated, in Miriam’s mind,
to the garden, where she imagined them as sturdy stakes for flow-
ers, and trellises for vines.
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Miriam’s previous visits to the Reformatory had convinced her
that it was gloomy and dismal, that its chief trouble was its age,
and that it had been built for strength and permanence instead of
light and cheer.

The old structure had been intended originally as a factory,
then enlarged in the same general architectural pattern as that of
Wellesley College before it was designated a State Reformatory
Prison for Women by Commonwealth legislators reacting belat-
edly to reports from Dorothea Dix on the status and treatment of
women in prisons. Miss Dix, a social reformer active at the time of
the Civil War, had gone to the Cambridge jail to teach Sunday
School, but had been so appalled by what she saw in the lockup that
she shifted her Bible to her left hand and took up the torch in her
right. Drunkards, the insane, prostitutes, robbers, and manslayers
were indiscriminately mixed with lost children, women held as ma-
terial witnesses, and the children of these witnesses. The deranged,
when they became violent, were isolated in the jail’s cold cellar.

Outraged, Miss Dix investigated three hundred and twenty
institutions and almshouses along the Atlantic seaboard as far south
as New Jersey, then summarized her dreadful discoveries in a
memorandum to the Massachusetts Legislature. Being a woman, she
couldn’t appear personally; her document was presented by a Cam-
bridge rcprcsentativé.

Denials nearly drowned her report, each representative insist-
ing that it was inconceivable in his district that insane persons
were chained naked, starved and beaten, or that children were kept
with harlots and sots. Beneath the denials, however, were layers
of culpability, and a year later a commission was appointed to in-
vestigate. Three years later, in a sober report, the commission
agreed that Miss Dix had indeed got her facts straight. For five
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more years, reform petitions were circulated in every county in
Massachusetts. These and public hearings persuaded the Legisla-
ture to vote a separate institution for the woman offender. It was
established, about 1886, on the border between Sherborn and Fra-
mingham and was, for many years, called “Sherborn.”

The prison was anchored on a gently rising knoll in one cor-
ner of over four hundred acres whose meadowland was married to
thickly wooded uplands, a brook and, beyond, a glacial ridge of
New England granite. Prosperous farms surrounded the place on
all sides, widening the already sufficient band of earth that pro-
tected the nearest communities from whatever contamination their
wariest citizens imagined might seep from the Reformatory.

On November 7, 1877, the institution opened its gate to a
Worcester girl sentenced for vagrancy. She was followed quickly
by thirty-eight prisoners transferred from the House of Correction
in South Boston. Eudora Atkinson, the first Superintendent, re-
porting on the first eleven months of operations, said of these
thirty-eight transfers:

“After they were clad in our prison dress of bright blue plaid,
they were taken to the reception room. They were told this prison
had been built through the influence of earnest, kindhearted men
and women who were sorry for those who had wandered from the
right way, and were anxious by every possible means to restore
them to a better and happier life; that this place was not designed
for imprisonment alone, but for reformation; . . . that God alone
can give strength. . . .

“They were told that all privileges consistent with obedience
and good order would be allowed them, that the infliction of pun-
ishment would be a painful duty. This has been the manner of
reception of women all through the year.”

After three years, Superintendent Atkinson gave way to Eliz-
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abeth Mosher, who served until 1883, when Clara Barton, the Red
Cross yet unborn in her mind, took over. Miss Barton served one
year and departed, leaving written evidence that the experience
had been a kick in the heart, a strain on her sense of mercy, and a
political back-knifing.

“She has gone timidly through her own halls,” she wrote of
herself in the third person, “dreading the scrutiny of the criticizing
clique she knew and felt was there to meet her, and all because they
were made bold by the countenances of those above her in power,
and they knew it. She has waded waist deep in snow and mud,
through spite, jealousy and detraction.”

How Miss Barton felt about Sherborn’s role in penology she
made icily clear:

“It is classed as a State’s prison . . . squared by the same rule
of discipline as ordinary State prisons, and for the punishment of
State crimes.

“And yet, these poor, hopeless, misguided, rum-wrecked
women and night-walking girls are sentenced to the same servi-
tude, subjected to the same code of discipline, and go out with
the same brand of shame upon the brow—nay, far deeper, than
the clear-headed, cool, intelligent, calculating men of Concord,
where every inmate is convicted of crime.”

In Miss Barton’s final month in office, she dealt no punishment
at all among her three hundred charges. Her parting comment on
this score laid her empathy bare:

“Surely, we must be too near alike, if not akin, or they would
never have clung to me with that pitiful love.”

Anti-feminist jibes annoyed Clara Barton. She designated part
of her only annual report as being “in the interest of that portion
of the community which still questions the management of a
prison by women, doubting if it be possible for them to maintain
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government and enforce discipline, and amuses itself by styling the
institution ‘gilt-edged’ and its inmates ‘boarders.’”

Echoes of similar derision were to be amplified in Gardner Au-
ditorium sixty-six years later in a charge that Miriam Van Waters
called the inmates “students” instead of “prisoners,” in contradic-
tion of the fact that “the legal status of a person sentenced by the
courts of the Commonwealth is that of prisoner.”

But the hoots and sarcasm in Clara Barton’s day failed to dent
the Reformatory’s charter, the first of whose four radical princi-
ples specified that government of the institution should be in the
hands of women especially trained and of suitable character for the
helm. The second provided for a resident physician. It was a novel
idea that the physical condition of an offender had anything to do
with her offense. When examination by a resident physician was
made mandatory, the addition of a trained nurse to the staff
quickly followed.

The third principle specified the services of a female resident
chaplain. She was to serve also as librarian, head of the reforma-
tory school, counselor, and instructor in the Bible. The dim begin-
nings of social case work were inherent in her interviewing, guid-
ing, and counseling, because she kept records of inmates as persons,
not statistics.

Fourth of the pioneering principles was the right of indenture,
or conditional release.

Ellen Cheeney Johnson succeeded Clara Barton, remaining for
fifteen years, after which Frances A. Morton came on for eleven
years. Jessie Hodder took over in 1911 and guided the Reforma-
tory with distinction until November, 1931.

And now Miriam Van Waters, walking through the drab, gray
corridors so familiar to her six predecessors, smiled and spoke to



Lesson One at Box g9 - 21

the girls and women passing her in their uniforms of blue and
white. Going from wing to wing, from workroom to workroom,
inspecting and being inspected, Miriam sought that intangible qual-
ity of atmosphere, in any institution, that is too subtle for detailed,
objective description and unavailable for scientific measurement. It
was emotional tone, or morale, she felt for, and although her man-
ner seemed casual and uncritical to staff and inmates alike, she
studied posture, facial tensions and gestures for flickers of rebel-
liousness, signs of restlessness, or contentment.

As long as she remained, she would be keenly alert to the faint-
est signals from bodies, souls, and minds. At assemblies, she would
appraise the quality of group singing—at games and dramatic per-
formances, the quality of cheering, applause, hissing or booing—as
a doctor apprehends the meaning of what he hears through a steth-
oscope.

Arriving at her office, she opened the door and left it open.
From her desk, she glanced at the curtainless, barred windows of
her office and saw them barless and colorfully curtained. She in-
spected the faded pictures of former Governors of Massachusetts
staring at her from the walls, and thought of bright watercolors.
Slowly, slowly, she thought, she would let the outside world into
this institution.

Late in November, when she had written her father at the rec-
tory of St. Paul’s Church in Wellsboro, Pa., to tell him she was
about to be offered this job, she had assured him that she did not
want a desk job or an empty title.

“I would rather run a ‘good’ prison than be president of the
best women’s college on earth. I would teach students from all
over the US. and the world and have the training school I am in-
terested in.”

Her friends and colleagues, including Professor Felix Frank-
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furter, Dr. George W. Kirchwey and Dr. Warren Stearns, the
psychiatrically-trained Commissioner of Correction who had of-
fered her the job and urged her to accept it, had assured her that
she was embarking on a type of opportunity combining adminis-
tration and teaching. She knew that national foundations were in-
terested in Framingham. She had been assured of connections with
Harvard Law School and Tufts Medical School. She firmly be-
lieved she was occupying the most important post in penology in
America.

Salaries, she reflected, have nothing to do with the worth, dig-
nity, and contribution of a person’s position. She thought of her
father as doing more liberal thinking than anyone in his field, and
doing it in an Episcopal rectory in a small Pennsylvania town, on
a moderate salary.

“What did Darwin get?” she asked herself.

Miriam was getting $4100 a year, plus a house and maintenance
equivalent to another $5000 a year, a car, and control of her time.

In the bottom drawer of her desk, she found a dusty composi-
tion book filled with routine notes and directives written by Jessie
Hodder to her staff. Miriam thumbed the pages slowly, glancing at
these footnotes on the evolution of the Reformatory. Several en-
tries caught her interest:

“Nov. 18, 1919: Handcuffs are kept in upper right-hand drawer
of desk in front officc. Women who are having meals in their
rooms are not to receive mail during period of punishment; (they
must) never speak to another prisoner or communicate in any way.
This rule must be obeyed.

“March 6, 1921: Each woman receives clean undergarments
and clean hose once a week and a clean dress every second week.
In the Shirt Room women are allowed to talk while dusting and
getting machines ready. Five minutes is allowed for this, then all
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talk ceases. Otherwise, privilege of talking period taken away.
Women are not allowed to talk or sing during working hours.

“April 19, 1921: When extra workers are needed in the kitchen
for berries, lettuce, or string beans, each woman is locked in the
separate compartments of the kitchen to do the work assigned.
When leaving a woman locked in the meat room or any other
place, the officer will be careful to see that there is no opportunity
for the inmate to have any communication with men from the out-
side.

“June 7, 1921: If possible, a girl who is trustworthy ought to
hold the position of winder in the Knitting Room. Unless the
officer watches constantly a girl can hide behind the winder and
shirk her work. Do not put a girl on work just because she asks
for a certain kind of work.

“July 6, 1921: Under no conditions is a woman to be deprived
of washing herself every day, brushing her teeth and combing her
hair. A trusted woman can be put in the clothes room and locked
in to do her mending. All women are to eat breadcrusts with the
exception of the toothless women.”

Miriam closed the book and replaced it in the bottom drawer.
She looked through her mail, searching for the familiar handwrit-
ing of her father or mother. Several of the letters addressed to her
carried the full address of the Reformatory. Most of them were ad-
dressed to “Box 99, Framingham, Mass.,” postal shorthand for the
Commonwealth’s only minimum, medium, and maximum security
institution for the “adult female” offender.

Late Saturday afternoon, Miriam scrawled a short note to her
parents:

“All’s well the second day here. I have not been out because of
the many tasks of settling. I have engaged a new medical interne
—got a good deal of business done. The house is very comfortable.



24 *+ The Lady at Box g9

We will all be happy here. Sarah is a joy, and the cat settles into his
new home in enjoyment. He, too, is a comfort.

“Tomorrow the girls sing Dubois’ Seven Last Words at choral
service.”

Miriam paused a moment over the letter, thinking of the
Seven Last Words, which were not, she reflected gratefully, “no
talking or singing during working hours.”

Then she wrote: “In haste, love and kisses, your Mayo,” and
reached for a yellow note pad while thoughts for her talk in chapel
tomorrow—her first appearance before the entire Reformatory—
were fresh in her mind.

The thoughts came freely and quickly, dropping into place
with the order and precision of matrices in a typesetting machine.
She wrote in a hurried, almost illegible hand—a scrawl resulting
from hasty note-taking through twenty-one years of academic
study and nineteen years of professional service.

Emperor Jones, the fortieth or one hundred and fortieth cat in
her life, depending upon whether all the kittens passing through
had counted, leaped up to her desktop and dropped a dead mouse
at her elbow. She studied “Empie” and the gift mouse serenely,
then added a postscript to the letter to her parents:

“Emperor Jones has caught and killed a mouse. I didn’t even
know he liked mice.”



CHAPTER TWO

My Baly Dow't Bite So Mucl

At six-fifteen that first Sunday evening, Miriam took her
place on the platform of the chapel on the third floor of the Re-
formatory, listened reverently to The Seven Last Words and stud-
ied the rows of uniformed inmates whose eyes were fixed on her.
In the sea of upturned faces, Miriam searched for signals. Each face
was powderless and unrouged, the lips plain. There were no un-
natural curls on any heads. Rules forbade such vanities.

Here and there throughout the assembly were bleached islands
of authority—the white uniforms of the FRO’s (Female Reforma-
tory Officers). They, too, were curious about this “Doctor” who
had floated into the Superintendent’s office on a tide of praise from
the newspapers. Some of the huskier officers must have wondered
what this petite boss would do if she were ever cornered by a rough,
tough girl with vengeance in her eye. But one thing was obvious:

25
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the new boss reflected supreme confidence. She walked and talked
with the grace and poise of an experienced actress. What was she
doing in jail work?

Stories about her were already pulsing along the grapevine
whose tendrils reached into every undecorated, mirrorless room
where an inmate conducted what was left of her private life, and
into the Sewing Room (60 machines for plain stitching, buttonhol-
ing, hemstitching, stitch-writing, binders for the hospital, pajamas,
sheets, spreads, shirts, face cloths, handkerchiefs, surgical suits,
bibs, restraining shirts, towels and pillow cases); the Flag Room
(16 machines for making flags of all sizes for use in Common-
wealth schools, courthouses, State House and other public build-
ings); the Knitting Room (43 machines for ribbing, looping,
winding, knitting. Socks made here went to other penal institu-
tions and hospitals in the State); Poultry (18,000 laying hens pro-
ducing eggs and fowl for hospitals, prisons and reform schools);
the Farm (62 registered Holsteins supplying all the milk for the
institution and some for Charlestown Jail, plus gardens producing
20 vegetables and two kinds of berries, plus greenhouse and lawns);
Materials (point of origin for requisitions for reformatory supplies
and point of reception for orders of goods for outside institutions);
the Personnel Department (industrial supervisors; shop managers
and instructors) and the Office (two clerk-stenographers).

One of the tales was about Miriam and her keys. The day of
her appointment she inherited an enormous bunch of reformatory
keys whose weight was oppressive and whose symbolism—it con-
jured an image of a bosomy, granitic, dictatorial, jail matron—was
anathema to Miriam. She called in the chief engineer of the Re-
formatory and asked him to reduce the mass to the least possible
size. The result was two keys: one for the iron fire protection doors
and the other a super-master key that was to become known affec-
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tionately as “Number 54.” Along the grapevine, the story Miriam
enjoyed was that the new Super couldn’t be trusted with more
than two keys because she unlocked everything.

Sarah and Bode sat in the front row in chapel. Miriam no-
ticed that Sarah was apprehensively perched on the edge of her
chair. She smiled at her as she came to the front of the platform to
speak.

“I thank you from my heart for the welcome you have given
me,” she began, and went on to speak very briefly of the challenge
and the inspiration she had received from her brief exposure to
Framingham.

“Over the door of this place,” she said, “there should be a
parchment scroll with lovely letters that say: ‘The institution is
within.” Bricks and mortar do not make an institution, fortu-
nately. The spirit makes it.

“When I first came here, I felt the place was pretty big and
pretty grim, but soon the spirit began to speak its own language
—its atmosphere.

“The things which impressed me are these: the unselfishness
here; the order, cheerfulness, honor, and industry with its high
standard of excellence.

“Or put it this way: when you place food in an ice box, you
are careful. Milk and butter take up the smell of fish and onions.
The atmosphere of a house—the spiritual air—is either wholesome
and sweet or faintly tainted.

“You don’t need words to express to little children, or animals,
the fact that you are kind or cross, or sad, or angry, or happy. They
know. Grownups know. The little children here know. We must
all plan together to make and keep these children happy and
sound. Children are sensitive. They are like the plants in the
greenhouse. Soon you will have plants in your rooms for Easter.”
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Miriam studied the faces peering up at her. She saw the fifteen-
yearolds and the seventy-year-olds. She knew their mental ages
ranged from eight on. She chose her words carefully.

“You are wondering about me,” she said. “Just as I am won-
dering about you. As we meet and smile, as our eyes encounter one
another, we are saying: “Who are you?’ Not merely the names but
‘who are you, inside?’

“I shall tell you something of my life now. I first came to Mas-
sachusetts twenty-two years ago. . . .”

Simply and sparsely, she reviewed her professional career for
them. At one point she referred briefly to her experience as Referee
of the Juvenile Court in Los Angeles, picturing her “courtroom,”
as a little room with a table and chairs where she “talked things
over” with boys and girls and their parents who came there.

“I learned that judges talk too much,” she said.

Framingham’s women burst into laughter.

Miriam’s notes listed things she liked at Framingham: “music
of good quality, sung with skill, zest and feeling; pleasant faces—
I like erect posture, too. Head well up. Do try for better posture.
Everyone busy. Everything clean. Delicious, well-baked bread;
farm; library; industries—flags; school rooms; your self-govern-
ment.”

Her notes itemized “Things I want” as: “Everything to go on
well; full cooperation; frank letters—to be put in Supt’s box—sug-
gestions—personal—and for general improvement and welfare—
please feel free to write.”

There was something about this “Doctor” on the platform
that appealed deeply to the audience and for the moment, as one
middle-aged inmate put it later, “it was the way that what she said
sank right in, right away, as the honest-to-God truth. She was a
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real lady, not just putting it on. She was a real, high-class lady
who actually cared about us.”

“My joy in coming here,” Miriam concluded, “is to share life
with you, and for a joint work and a joint adventure the essentials
are courage, loyalty, truth, and kindness. St. Paul said that ‘though
I give my body to be burned and have not charity, it profiteth me
nothing.’

“Charity is love, understanding, and compassion. We can show
it only in three ways: Kindness. Carefulness—care means ‘dear’
. . . it’s another word for love, an act of love—and courtesy.”

Miriam ended with a quotation from Hillaire Belloc:

Of courtesy it is much less

Than courage of heart or holiness,
Yet in my walks it seems to me
The grace of God is in courtesy.

Framingham’s women, touched by the Doctor’s manner as
much as by her words, applauded long and loud, led by Sarah Van
Waters in the front row, who commented to Bode:

“It was neatzie.” At the Shady Hill School in nearby Cam-
bridge, where Sarah was a student, “neatzie” was the current syn-
onym for “excellent.”

Going down the stairs from the chapel and through the
gloomy corridors, Sarah slipped her hand in Miriam’s and told
her “that was fine,” and Miriam’s heart melted. She had not le-
gally adopted Sarah in the three years since she had assumed guard-
ianship of her in Los Angeles; but now that Miriam was a resi-
dent of Framingham, she had received Felix Frankfurter’s help in
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recommending a good lawyer to deal with the red tape of adop-
tion.

The Massachusetts State Department required two references
as to the quality of Miriam’s maternalism. Frankfurter’s gracious
wife, Marion, “ghosted” his letter for Miriam, and Ada Comstock,
President of Radcliffe College, wrote the second. The State De-
partment had rarely seen such ringing endorsements of a woman’s
credentials for foster motherhood.

Miriam hadn’t told Sarah that she would have to appear in
court, and it struck Miriam that the child might be disturbed to
learn that Miriam was not then her legal “mother,” and would
have to be made so.

“Our child welfare laws are simply terrible,” Miriam wrote her
father. Later, she wrote that “Sarah took the explanation of her
situation well, like the wise child she is. I have to go to court in
Boston tomorrow, and hope Judge Arthur Hill doesn’t make any
stupid remarks.”

Her final word on the episode was triumphant. “Her adop-
tion went through without a hitch. She is now ‘entitled’ to her
name, poor child. Felix wrote me a lovely letter. Sarah is going to
be a powerful leader, I think, and possibly in this field.

“Of course, my methods may be questioned, but there is not a
topic of adult life Sarah doesn’t discuss with me with the frank-
ness of science, and she reads all sorts of grown-up books. In school
she is prominent but is not priggish.”

That evening in her study, Miriam thought of the hundred
and one things she must do at Framingham. Her thoughts were
those of “a high-class lady” who actually cared. She was concerned
for the mothers and children in the institution, dissatisfied with the
nursery. One of her first acts as Superintendent had been to
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order extra chairs for the nursery so that mothers who had been
sitting on the floor to feed their infants could accomplish this in
minimum comfort.

She knew that Framingham’s nursery had originated in the
public sense of humanity, and that modern psychiatry had discov-
ered that the child deprived of its mother is a potential psychopath.
At all costs, she wanted the Reformatory’s mothers and children to
be together, but she knew that mere physical association did not
guarantee good results, that the sense of shame and frustration
and the obloquy the community places on the unmarried mother
all too often distorted the primitive biological bond between
mother and infant. Miriam wanted to create a child-centered feel-
ing in Framingham, and to establish a program of parent educa-
tion.

The idea of a Mothers’ Club came logically to her as the foun-
dation on which to build. She wanted to create a core of maternal
love strong enough to dissolve resentment and guilt. By insight
and experience, she knew that a happy nursery could arouse true
responsibility in Framingham’s mothers, and contribute to the
complete rehabilitation of many of them.

Later that night, when the mothers went to their rooms where
the inconvenient, unwelcome or unwanted reminders of their re-
cent past slept innocently in cribs, Miriam’s Mothers’ Club was well
rounded in her thoughts as a synthesis of pediatrics, psychology,
the value and continuity of life, and the love of God.

Within days, Miriam would have on her desk a note from one
of those mothers:

“I wish to thank you for all that is being done for my baby.
Since the nursery school has started I see so much improvement
in my baby. She used to be nervous, but now that is nearly all gone.
I went down to the laundry yesterday and ironed her doll’s dress
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and bonnet so she may have a nice, clean dolly to take out with
her when we go from here. Dr. Van Waters, since they have nur-
sery school, my baby don’t bite so much. That is something for
which I am glad.”

There was something else on Miriam’s mind as she sat up late
that first Sunday. Under existing procedure, parolees were being
released from the institution without notice. They were simply
told, suddenly, to report to the dressing room under the basement
stairs, and there given the same clothing, washed and ironed, they
had shed in the dressing room the day of their arrival.

Miriam would change the procedure as quickly as she could,
but meanwhile, a Parole Club could be the link between confine-
ment and release—a framework for seminars on the trials of read-
justment to the community, something more durable than a ser-
monette from an officer and a parting warning from a grade-mate
to “keep your nose clean or they’ll hustle you back to Box g9,” and
more substantial than a dollar or two in cash and a ticket on the
Boston & Albany from Framingham to Boston’s South Station.
That was the “boo-hoo express,” the “blues train” to the outside
world that had forgotten the traveler, or remembered her grudg-
ingly.

Slowly, slowly, Miriam let the outside world into Framing-
ham. In her own “Directives” file, the entries grew:

“March 25, 1932: In going over a girl’s folder, I found a little
silk handkerchief, sent to her by her sister. On the spur of the mo-
ment, because of the death of her infant, I sent this handkerchief to
her. I understand that the women have not been permitted to
receive articles from their families. I suggest that it may be a fu-
ture policy to permit the women to have some personal belong-
ings.

“May 2, 1932: In order to develop some contact with the out-



My Baby Don’t Bite So Much - 33

side world, looking to the new responsibilities awaiting our women
on parole, I have established the policy of permitting small groups
to leave the grounds with different staff members.

“June 28, 1932: One of the students is scheduled to go out on
parole. Will you please give me your recommendation. I do not
wish any paroled woman to leave, as a matter of routine, when she
has been disrespectful to authority.”

A Poetry Club followed Mothers’ and Parole, for Miriam
wanted the women to read and learn to write modern verse. The
choir sang Haydn’s Creation. Miriam wrote her parents that she
wanted “to show the community how much waste and neglected
beauty they have caused.”

She invited her staff of sixty to her living room for sand-
wiches, cake, and coffee. She was convinced she had a loyal staff,
although nine of them, for one reason or another, would be fired
within a year. On Mother’s Day, she took the whole institution to
a big pasture nearly a mile away from the front door. Some of the
women put on a health play, and all of them picked wild flowers
and sang songs of spring.

Her second chapel talk, in April, was based on a similar, earlier
excursion:

“I am sure we will remember all our lives long the Easter
walk. The fields, the woods, the pasture were so beautiful. Doubt-
less there were a few bruises, scratches and sore muscles after fence-
climbing and race-running, but there were radiant, sunshiny faces
which have delighted me all week.

“Good sportsmanship prevailed. There was never a more
pleasant, loyal group to go walking with. I was impressed with
your cheerfulness, enjoyment and courtesy. We must have many
such good times together. Good times have to be earned, if we
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want to enjoy them fully, not only here but outside. When work
is done and responsibilities met, there is what the funny papers
used to call ‘a grand and glorious fecling’ as we settle down to an
earned privilege.

“In Framingham, we are a place built on industry, order, and
obedience. This is the ready coin with which we purchase privi-
leges.”

Somehow, this sounded all right coming from “Doctor” who
seemed, in some magical way, to absolve her audience from the
fact and memory of their wrongs, no matter how serious. She was
kind, careful, and courteous, as she had asked them to be. She
seemed to regard her audience not as what it had been, but as what
it could become, and if this escaped the reasoning power of many
of the inmates, they sensed it, each according to her capacity for
understanding pure love, kindness, and courtesy and separating
these essences from wheedling, cajolery, and lightly-sugared
threats.

The four hundred girls and women in chapel represented some
four hundred and thirty-six charges by the Commonwealth, be-
cause some of them were there on more than one charge. Statisti-
cally, sixty of them were there for drunkenness, and fifty-seven for
lewd and lascivious cohabitation. Another fifty-one had been
branded idle and disorderly persons, and forty-six had arrived for
neglect of children. The list included thirty-six charged with adul-
tery. The Commonwealth took a relentless view of woman’s part
in extra-marital sex conduct, little changed from the days of the
scarlet “A” sewn on the bodice of a wife caught out in her infidel-
ity.

This fact violated Miriam’s sense of justice, but she was
obliged to do as she was told by the law, reserving for her personal
crusade the injustice of it and the fact that if all states committed
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all known adulteresses to their reformatories, the crowding would
require drastic building programs. Miriam believed that the impo-
sition of one hundred per cent of the penalty on a woman for fifty
per cent of the offense represented a shortage of fifty per cent in
the establishment of equal treatment under the law.

Larceny had brought twenty-nine women to Framingham; es-
cape had returned twenty-nine; vagrancy fourteen. Another four-
teen were there on the stubborn child charge, one that had been
conceived to lend the law’s arm to parents who could not com-
mand obedience from their children, but one that had become, in
many instances, a “basket” charge, or catch-all.

Other sentences covered a wide range:

Abandoning children g; abortion 6; accessory after fact to ar-
son; aiding escape of prisoner 1; armed robbery 1; armed with in-
tent to murder 1; assault and battery 1; assault and battery to kill
infant 2; assault and battery with dangerous weapon 6; breaking
and entering in daytime 4; in nighttime 1; with larceny 4; com-
mon streetwalker 1; concealing the death of illegitimate child 1;
drug addict 4; forgery 4; fornication 9; manslaughter 4; mayhem 1;
murder in the second degree 3; neglect of family 1; perjury 1; pos-
session of hypodermic needle 1; robbery g; runaway 2; transferred
from Lancaster Industrial School for Girls 8; unnatural act (sex
conduct) 2; vagabond and idle 1; violation of the narcotic law 1;
and voluntary admissions 1.

Early in Miriam’s administration, seventy-four “Defective De-
linquents” were transferred to Framingham from the State Prison
Farm. Under laws then pertaining, a defective delinquent was any
person whose parents or guardians had decided she was unruly and
had been able to have their opinion certified by two doctors. Also,
superintendents of schools for the feeble-minded, or social workers
who had placed children in foster homes, could have any trouble-
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some inmate confined for life. Often, these “DD’s” remained im-
prisoned for periods of from ten to forty years with no legal or
psychological review of their cases. Nearly all of them were capable
of handling reformatory work, and many of them were touchingly
eager for schooling. Many of them were backward, but not all
were defective, by any standards. In due course, Miriam would
help to change the statutes that so arbitrarily cancelled their free-
dom. Meanwhile, they were all “lifers” at Framingham.

All of them were among the four hundred who listened atten-
tively to Doctor in chapel.

“I have interviewed a few of you,” she said. “Some thirty so far.
A good conversation cannot be too hurried. It will take time to
see you all, perhaps not more than six in an afternoon . . . I shall
see each one of you, of course, in time.

“On the whole, the requests I have listened to are impersonal
and unselfish. They deal with family situations, with children, af-
fairs you could not clear up before you left your homes, and plans
for the future. I have received, also, some good suggestions for our
general welfare. As I told you two weeks ago, any institution or
home is a joint enterprise. If only one person is discouraged, or is
not giving her first best, it affects the whole place. In the same
way, a happy person and one who is giving her first best is felt
through all the place, whether anything is said about it or no.

“In the time of Oliver Cromwell in English history—about
1650—there was a group of Christians called Seekers, and some of
them Happy Finders. They went about homes and fields preach-
ing. Many of them were thrown into prison, Quakers, Puritans
and Anabaptists. One of them, noted for his nobility and sweetness
of character, was Paul Sherry. He said:

“*“The spirit of man is a candle of the Lord. When one candle
is lighted, we light many by it, and when God hath kindled the Life
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of his Glory in one man’s heart, he often enkindles many of the
flame of that.’

“That is what we can see here. One cheerful, courageous per-
son is like a candle from which others may be enkindled.”

Miriam told the chapel audience that a group of Boston artists
had loaned some pictures to the institution, and that more were
coming, along with the artists themselves, who would talk to the
women. ;

“The pictures will be changed from time to time, and we shall
have them in all departments. An artist sees things in common
objects which the unseeing eye does not see. We can learn to see
better. An object is never just one color or shape, but at different
times of day, bathed in light, it takes on different shapes and colors.
Ask yourselves what time of day was the artist seeing. How did he
discover the colors and the relationships between objects?

“Even an ugly gas filling station may be beautiful in certain
lights. Framingham is full of unpainted pictures, both outdoors
and in. It is interesting to look for them. We wish to make Fram-
ingham more beautiful.”

She reminded them that privileges had to be won, and that the
“simple way is to do your duty faithfully and to think before you
act.

“Think how each act, or word, will affect your neighbor. This
is hard. The Tumblers Club meets Monday afternoon. From the
drawing on my invitation I gather some of the girls stand on
their heads. At first, standing on your head seems all wrong. Later
it feels natural. At first, thinking of your neighbor before you act
feels as hard as standing on your head. Later it becomes a habit,
and feels natural.”

Miriam knew more than she ever told Framingham about the
joys of standing on one’s head. Her father boasted, the day after
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her birth, that she had “the head of a classics scholar.” He was re-
soundingly right about that, but before she filled her head with the
classics, she stood on it numberless times in countless places, mostly

in the wilderness of Oregon and in the rectory of St. David’s
Church in Portland.



CHAPTER THREE

Fatler, There's & Muddsy Mis a1 e Doon

George B. Van Waters was born, in 1856, in Rensselaer
Falls, New York, in a commodious frame house above the flood
line of the Oswegatchie River, close by the St. Lawrence. His report
cards were impressive from the beginning of his public school edu-
cation. He drank the cream of Oberlin College’s curriculum, dis-
covered the flavor of the Church in it, and went on to Kenyon,
where he was graduated in 1883, bound for the ministry. Bexley
Divinity School, in Gambier, Ohio, conferred its Bachelor of Di-
vinity upon him, and within a year he was ordained deacon, then
priest, at the hands of Episcopal Bishop Cortlandt Whitehead, in
Pittsburgh.

He had barely settled in his first parish in Williamsport, Penn-
sylvania, when he fell in love with eighteen-year-old Maude Ophe-
lia Vosburg, daughter of the parish’s senior warden who was an
attorney for the Pennsylvania Railroad. Maternally, Maude was a
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descendant of the family after which the Pennsylvania town of
Dubois was named. Her marriage to George, in 1884, was a union
of two Holland Dutch lineages.

George’s young bride quickly realized she had married a man
with a strong Pauline urge. First, he lit out for her mother’s home
town to establish a church, then founded another in Greensburg,
Pennsylvania, where he decided to improve upon his creation by
remaining as rector.

It was there, in Greensburg, October 4, 1887, at 9:25 p.m., that
Miriam arrived on the scene. Her supperless father missed con-
nections with the local telegraph operator, but gave him a busy
hour the next morning, composing messages to both sides of the
family.

Later in the day, he wrote his father in Rensselaer Falls: “Dear
Pa: I telegraphed you today that the baby was born last night at
nine twenty-five. (He formed the words with an engraver’s pre-
cision.) The labor was not hard. Everything passed off nicely.
The Dr. says he had never seen a case work better. Maude is not
exhausted as she was before. (Rachel, their first-born, died in her
third year shortly before Miriam’s birth.) She looks well and has a
good appetite. Of course, the nurse is giving her the best of
attention.

“The placenta came soon—was, the Dr. says, expelled most
naturally and thoroughly. Maude wishes me to say you can have
no idea how well she feels

“The baby is a perfect baby, sound from head to toe, is plump,
and has a vigorous appetite. Lungs good. Head made for the clas-
sics. Yours in haste—G. B. Van Waters.”

His haste ordinarily could have been associated with chores
piling up in the rectory, but, such was his nature, it could also have
been his response to an urge to be off to churchless settlements on
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the map. Benjamin Wistar Morris, Bishop of Oregon, had recently
crossed George’s path and set him to dreaming of opportunities in
that semi-wilderness. The Bishop, a Lincolnesque figure who had
already blazed an Anglican trail in the Northwest with a suitcase
in one hand and a trout rod in the other, touched a frontier nerve
in George’s ministry, and George was as good as measured for a
buckskin cassock.

As soon as strength flowed back to Maude, and Miriam was
sturdily rooted in her childhood, George announced that Oregon
needed them all. They set out by train, Maude fighting stubborn
reservations about discarding comforts of the east for the easily
imagined hardships of a missionary wife in a strange country.

She had a wide streak of Dutch courage in her make-up, over-
laid with the manners and bearing of an aristocrat. She would
have been a fitting subject for Rembrandt’s portraiture as “A
Young Matron of Royalty.” She had been trained early and well
at home in the social graces and practical arts. She knew Bach’s
work from Mozart’s; she could bake bread and clean a chicken; she
loved flowers and gardening, and she knew more than most young
women of her generation about nature in the unhedged outdoors.

By a coincidence that may have influenced her husband’s
westering drive and her own willingness to yield to it, if not share
it, she had inherited, from the Dubois family, the Oregon Nursery
Company (Orenco) near Portland, along with a farm and timber-
land at Oregon City, south of Portland, and a substantial acreage
of high timber in Tillamook and Clatsop counties in northwestern
Oregon.

In that sense, she was rooted in this far region to which she
traveled as a pioneer with her best hats packed in shiny boxes and
her smelling salts tucked in a small case in the Pullman car that was,
for several days, the only home the family had. If she was aware
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of disturbing doubts about her future with a minister deter-
mined to lift up the souls of timbertoppers (who went almost to
heaven to do a day’s earthly work), she merged them with day-
dreams of the gracious home she would make for her family at the
core of the roughneck society she imagined awaiting her at the end
of the line.

George must have pondered, as he headed west, how Oregon
congregations would receive his convictions. He was, without be-
ing aware of a phrase that came later, a champion of the “social
gospel.” He was a “liberal” among clergymen, a man who wanted
to “shake up” the Church, to “humanize” it. In his liberality, he
would soon be advocating, half a century ahead of the times, that
the Episcopal Church recognize divorce. He would share the be-
liefs of Margaret Sanger, crusader for birth control, and accept the
risks of his advocacy, which included jail.

He was stubborn in his resistance to blind denominationalism,
and wary of dogma. He argued for ecumenical Christianity and
he was to be, all his life, an exponent of the reconciliation of sci-
ence and religion.

The challenge that drew George Van Waters to Oregon was
called the Missionary District of Eastern Oregon, which consisted
then of one self-supporting parish and fewer than four hundred
confirmed followers among a population of one hundred fifty thou-
sand in a region containing several counties at least as large as
Massachusetts. Regular services were held in four towns in the
same number of “silent” churches, but in most towns there were no
members at all, and the Episcopal Church was unknown.

As late as 1907, an elderly woman asked the district’s second
head, Bishop Robert L. Paddock, if his Church might be “the one
that was started last year back in Indiana.” More than one revivalist
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raised the fence around his flock with a warning that “you might
as well go to hell as into the Episcopal Church.”

The scarcity of Episcopalians was more than offset in the dis-
trict by an excess of pastors and parishes of other denominations.
Each small town had at least one church, and in some there was a
church and parson for every hundred souls, all supported by eastern
missionary funds. Often the congregations clashed theologically,
and pastors snubbed each other. Bishop Paddock called it “an ec-
clesiastical hell watched over by the devil, smiling as he counted
so many righteous hands working for him.”

The early policy of the Episcopal Church in the district was
one of building the Kingdom rather than improving real estate;
and instead of adding another resident rector and another church
to a hamlet with three or four of each, the Church’s missioners
struck a bargain with existing congregations: they would build no
churches in return for the barest use of those already stand-
ing. This arrangement would enable George Van Waters to prac-
tice his faith without immediately patronizing the lumber yards.
It would also enable him and his fellow clergymen to build
churches when the need justified them. Over a period of thirty
years that he was to serve in Oregon, he founded St. David’s and
Grace Memorial parishes in Portland, and fifteen others through-
out the district, encouraged by those who weighed the revivalists’
alternatives of hell and Episcopalianism, chose the latter, and de-
cided to put a roof over it.

Soon after his arrival in Portland, George was to found St.
Helen’s Hall, a preparatory school for girls; Scott Academy, for
boys, and the Good Samaritan Hospital, when he was not out on
the circuit ministering to ranchers and homesteaders. He would
spend many lonely hours writing scholarly sermons on the station-
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ery of such hostelries as “Hotel Hall, Klamath Falls, Oregon (E.
B. Hall, Prop.,) Headquarters for Commerical Travelers and Au-
tomobile Tourists, Now Operating Beautiful New Annex. Sam-
ple Rooms in Connection—Modern and In the Center of the
Business District.”

The details of all these things were unknown to him as
he gazed out the window of the train carrying him westward, but
the larger shapes of them were roughly outlined in his imagina-
tion, and he was contented.

Long after her father’s death, Miriam remembered the rectory
of St. David’s in Portland as a “settlement house and family hearth”
filled with friends and strangers, visited by down-and-outers com-
ing and going with her father’s everlasting patience and sympathy
welcoming them or departing with them.

She remembered a man who knocked at the door, which she
opened to him, and stood in the entrance hall, swaying on his feet
and dripping rain water on the polished floor. His sopping macki-
naw, smeared with mud from a fall in the road, was missing
enough buttons to reveal his bare chest. Her father had told her
that a man’s worth should never be judged by his clothes. She
was delighted to see him, anyway, and told him to wait while she
called her father from his study where he was writing a sermon.

“Father, there’s a muddy man at the door,” she reported.

A few cups of sobering coffee and some hot soup were set be-
fore the man in the muddy mackinaw before he was put to bed in
the back room, probably, Miriam thought, in one of her father’s
flannel nightgowns. Miriam remembers her mother speaking to
her father about the stranger.

“Who is it, George?”

“I'm not sure, Maudy.”

Mrs. Van Waters did not “suffer fools gladly,” nor greet them
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with equal warmth, but she put up with mud-tracking derelicts be-
cause her husband believed they deserved a chance to straighten up
and go out and try again. There were many who seemed never to
get very far from the rectory.

Bishop Peter Trimble Rowe, of Alaska, invariably stopped at
the rectory on his journeys to and from his post, as did Bishop
Charles Henry Brent, en route to or from the Philippines. Bishop
Morris was a regular guest. When these men were there, Miriam’s
father usually called in theological students and other ministers for
parlor forums that lasted far into the night. Miriam was permitted
to stay up and listen long after her bedtime, and to serve hot choco-
late when the guests showed signs of lagging.

Bishop Rowe’s woolly tales of his life in Alaska—his dashes
from post to post by dog team, his Communion services in a saloon
that was silenced by the bartender and cleared of whiskey glasses
for the occasion—sent Miriam to bed with dreams of writing her
second novel with a background of the frozen North.

Her first, entitled Jezebel, a fictionalized version of the bibli-
cal siren’s life, was a thick manuscript she kept in her bedroom.
She suspended it on a chapter in which Jezebel was flung from a
window to a pack of woman-eating dogs. She would have finished
it, but she had too many other things to do in Oregon.



CHAPTER FOUR

Dor'1 Sio{ﬁ C@M, Gemeyaeye

Miriam took to Oregon as though Lewis and Clark had
wrapped it in ribbon with a sprig of native mistletoe and put it
away as a special Christmas gift inscribed “hold for arrival of
Miriam Van Waters.” She romped in it or, in her mother’s words,
“ran wild” in its great forests around the family’s lumber camps
and a summer cabin on a northern beach. She wrote blank-verse
love notes to Oregon’s seacoast, streams and mountains, farms and
wilderness. Before she was twelve, she discovered its clams, trout,
trees, grapes, huckleberries, moss, ferns, fogs, rains, cougars, beaver,
deer, mosquitoes, wild bees, and all the moods, sounds, and silences
of its civilized Portland and its pristine woodlands.

In her father’s book-lined study, she read from left to right, end
to end, shelf by shelf.

“George,” said Mrs. Van Waters, “do you know that child is
reading Byron’s Don Juan?”

46
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“Now Maudy, some books are better than others. Let her find
out for herself.”

Scarlet fever and then typhoid reached her during epidemics the
summer before she was to have entered the first grade in school,
and her father began to tutor her during her convalescence at the
rectory. She was so quick and bright that he decided to continue
educating her at home with the help of young theology students
who were always visiting the house. Miriam never set foot in the
Portland public school. She learned Latin and Greek, history, arith-
metic, algebra, music and art, Emerson and Shakespeare, Shelley
and Longfellow at the elbows of her father and the students who
came to learn missionary tactics from him. The family’s morning
prayers were read in Greek, Latin, or Hebrew and repeated in Eng-
lish. The housemaid, if the family was lucky enough to have one
for a while, joined in these prayers.

Miriam’s first piece of connected writing was a semi-ase report
on her infant sister, Ruth, written in the author’s seventh year:

“Ruth is my sister, she is a pretty baby. She can not walk yet.
She is five months old and she likes her mama. I take her out
every day. her eyes are blue. she has brown hair. she says good-
girl. she likes to play with the cat. she likes dogs and she likes to
play dolls. (Signed) Miriam Van Waters.”

Her second, composed a few days later, was a hymn to
nature:

“We went on the creak and had a nice time with my frend. we
went in the wood and got flowers for the baby. the baby liket it
very much. they had a yard full of apples so we could tack them.
in the woods there were so meney birds and they are so pretty
with there red coats on.”

Nine years later, writing from Vosburg, Oregon, the tiny post-
office that served the family’s lumber camp on the Nehalem River
up north, she wrote her mother that “the long silent benediction
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of the forest falls over these few desolate cottages. And yet the
solitude is beautiful. I love it. O dearest mother, if only you were
here with me—if we could only roam the woods together and
watch these moonlit, forest-scented nights on the hay. Last night
before the rain came, when the moon shed a soft light over the hay
and as we drifted silently, and the only sound was the rippling of
the water and the music of a faraway cowbell, my happiness was
complete, save for you. Darling, take care of yourself. You are so
young—so pretty. Dont waste your strength. Your grace of
face and figure is God-given. Take care of it.”

Between “Ruth is my sister” and “the long silent benediction
of the forest,” Miriam was a winter child immersed in books and
chores of the rectory, and a summer child in bloomers and blouse,
chasing after Peter Pan. At her Uncle Lawrence (Lonnie) Vos-
burg’s farm in Oregon City, she was Peter Pan. Lonnie, one of
Maude Van Waters’ seven brothers, had thrown over his surveying
job with the Pennsylvania Railroad and followed her west with his
transit. Miriam worshipped him. One summer, she dared to ride
his fiery stallion, Billy, terrorizing her Aunt Jenny. Uncle Lonnie
only smiled.

Miriam swam the Willamette River near Uncle Lonnie’s
farm, something girls were not supposed to do under any cir-
cumstances, and Lonnie grinned and said “maybe you’d better not,
next time.” She got up in the middle of the night and followed him
out cougar hunting. He didn’t send her home or say she shouldn’t
have done it. When Uncle Lonnie’s farm horses threw her, a Ro-
man centurion, out of the field wagon, her chariot, breaking her
collarbone, Lonnie picked her up, wiped her face with his handker-
chief and asked her where she hurt the most. He took innumera-
ble bark slivers out of her fingers and toes. He sat with her by the
fire in the cool evenings after supper and talked with her about
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the books he liked, the music he enjoyed and the adventures he'd
had in the timber country he had measured with his transit.

In her filial devotion and cheerful acceptance of much more
than a child’s responsibility for the orderly functioning of the fam-
ily household, Miriam was a blessing to her parents. Her Dutch in-
stincts for housekeeping and her interest in cooking were thor-
oughly encouraged and guided by her neat, industrious mother.
When her mother went to visit her brother, Lonnie, in March, 18gg,
Miriam reported faithfully on her Portland activities. One of her
letters revealed that the missionary spirit of her father had rubbed
off on her:

“My dearest, darling, sweet Mama: Are you sure you are not
in some fairy place where every day is a hundred years? I am sure
it is so. It must have been four hundred years at least since I saw
you last. How I miss you, Mama. My dear Mama I hope you will
keep warm and well.

“I spent Sunday as follows: Rise six-thirty, went to early Com-
munion at seven. Came home, helped with work. I took Ruth’s
mackinaw and went to Mrs. Hibbs’ house and got Maude, their
youngest daughter, to come to Sunday School. She could not have
come had not I taken Ruth’s mackinaw to cover up her old dress.

“From Sunday School I went to church. After church I took
Maude home then I read my Sunday School paper and book and
Bible. Later on I took a walk with Papa ... I helped Grandma
get supper and wrote some of this letter, then I went to church,
and came home and now I am finishing.

“I intend to wear my Eton suit with the white front. I found
the blue ribbons which you gave me on Christmas and I will wear
those. I sewed and blackened my black-buttoned shoes. I mean
I sewed the buttons on and I am wearing those instead of my best
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ones. I am going to get Papa to give me some money to get the rip
mended in my laced shoes and with new laces and polishing I can

”

wear those and give my new ones a little repose. . . .

In the spring of 1902, Mrs. Van Waters, plagued by recurring
spells of fatigue, goaded by homesickness and the long separation
from most of her brothers, left Portland for long visits in the mid-
west and east. Mr. Van Waters, carrying his first son, George, in his
arms, went as far as Thayer, Kansas, with her. Her brother,
George, a breeder of race horses in Thayer, returned to Portland
with his brother-in-law for an extended stay while Mrs. Van
Waters remained several weeks in Thayer and then went on to
Dubois for a Pennsylvania reunion.

Miriam, once the rectory tomboy, abruptly became its mistress,
sharing domestic duties with Ethel, a housemaid who “moved like
a snail, forgot to make beds, swept in the middle while I swept
on the sides, and cooked breakfast at the rate of a slice of bacon
once an hour,” according to one of Miriam’s almost daily reports
to her absent mother. Ethel was replaced by Sophie briefly, but for
months Miriam, not yet fifteen, was the hub of a household that in-
cluded her two young sisters, her Uncle George, her father, visiting
clergy, her cousin Charles—son of Uncle Lonnie—a dog and a cat.

Each morning she got breakfast, reviewed her sister Ruth’s
reading lesson with her, took Ruth to school, bathed her youngest
sister, Rebekah, set “Beckie’s” hair in curls, cleaned out her sisters’
rooms and settled down to general chores, including her own
school work.

Uncle George was gone for days at a time, locating families
on homesteads and timber claims for a fee of seventy-five dollars
per family. When her father departed for eastern Oregon, Miriam
was in sole charge.
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Her domain was a rambling, frame house with a spacious front
porch whose lattice and columns were entwined by clematis, wis-
taria, Virginia creeper, and roses—each flourishing in its scason,
thickening the green wall that screened the hammock and rocking
chairs from passersby on Twelfth Street. Near the door of the
vestry, adjoining the rectory, sweet peas exploded in a range of
pastels, harassed by choir boys and dogs.

Here Miriam reigned with mixed emotions, heaping her
respect on visitors she respected and barely containing her scorn
for those she didn’t. The generous, priming coats of ladyship
brushed on her by her mother had penetrated her skin, reacting
there with the undiluted acids and syrups of adolescence in un-
predictable chemical warfare.

On sectors of that battlefront where Miriam dealt with the
organist of St. David’s and the Woman’s Auxiliary of the parish,
the acids clearly triumphed in 1902. Mrs. Van Waters had or-
ganized a boys club within the church, recruiting some of the
toughest pine knots in town, then worked her charm and tact
upon them so effectively that she was able to break them to the
cassocks and cottas of a boys’ choir. The organist had taken over
from there.

Whether Miriam’s father had suffered the lash of the organist’s
temperament or whether Miriam rankled at the exclusion of female
voices from the choir, or both, is clouded. She was fiercely loyal to
her father and not the least impressed by claims for the “weak-
ness” of her sex. In a letter to her mother, she indicated her reac-
tion to the organist’s decision to leave the parish:

“Rejoice! Hold a jubilee! Spare no money! 'Tis Mr. Darby’s
last Sunday. He is frozen out, at last. Going! Going! Gone! Mrs.
McCary may lead the choir now and we may have a mixed choir.
The music has been poor so the founder of all the Chicago choirs
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—organist of Westminster—world critic and learned teacher goes.
It is a shame you are not here to enjoy it. It was a mutual agree-
ment and Papa did not suggest it. Perhaps my ‘freezing’ did it.”

Shifting targets in the same letter, Miriam referred to a
vestryman:

“Mr. Parker is still here as a regular. Nearly every night he
comes here and I have to be very diplomatic for he loves a fight
and so do I—but as he’s guest and I'm hostess, we have to appear
congenial.”

Supply clerics, filling the pulpit at St. David’s, while Mr. Van
Waters made the rounds of preaching stations in the district,
bobbed or sank in Miriam’s private social pool according to the
content of their sermons. If, in her opinion, their sermons were
broad and intelligent, she invited them to dinner or tea Sunday
night. If she rated their homiletics narrow or bigoted, she scooted
out the front door of the church and avoided the vestry. She con-
sidered her policy a little wicked, but nonetheless a perquisite of her
role as mistress of the house.

The organist had dropped off Miriam’s black list by obligingly
leaving town, but the Woman’s Auxiliary was neither mobile nor,
in Miriam’s opinion, redeemable. The weekly Thursday meetings
of these handmaidens of St. David were “caterwaulings” in
Miriam’s estimation. She wrote vividly of one gathering:

“They met as usual yesterday and held their usual cater-
wauling, unsuccessful confab over an entertainment. How these
women do squabble and fight over a little entertainment which
might be gotten up in a week. The singing was indescribable.
Nothing could be imagined that would equal it.

“First Papa’s deep bass voice—now high now low a