The Master


It was not a pretty name, as we had learned to think of it.  It meant severity, stern discipline, judgment according to results, not to intentions- an eye that saw everything that we did wrong and many we did not do- and always punishment for the dull and backward.  At noon time one would cry out, “The master’s coming” and everything stopped at once we were all minding out P’s and Q’s when he arrived.


His name was Charles A. Miles, called by the gown-ups Charlie Miles.  He was a rather good looking man if you considered his features- black wavy hair, dark eyed, clear complexion.  But he was a hunch back.  When a lad of sixteen he had fallen from a load of logs and his back was so badly bent that he did not grow any taller.  No doubt this infirmity was partly the reason for his ungovernable temper.  He should never have had helpless little children under his control.  When teaching the older pupils, who had by this time much in common with himself, and could readily understand, he was fine, and very proud of their attainments.  But the poor “dumb” ones, no matter how hard they tried or how well they obeyed, if they did not learn their lesions, the ruler was always ready.


Once in a while a milder punishment was used, such as standing on one foot, or wearing the dunce cap.  Little girls could stand resting one foot on top of the other, except in extreme cases.  


From the time we left home in the morning until we reached home again at night, we were responsible to the master.  And how did I make out, you ask?  I always tried to do my best.  I was in fear all the time as the others were.  I was not inclined to evil naturally, and I found it was easy to learn, so I was one of the favored few.  But I twice met his stern displeasure.  It was this way.  


Every Wednesday morning after opening exercises were over, The General Class in Tables was called to the floor.  This class included everyone who had gone past Multiplication in the Arithmetic, and were supposed to know the table thoroughly.  The master game them out every way.  If you missed three you stayed after school every night till the next Wednesday.  If you missed three after school you got the ruler.  No law of the Medes and Persians was more rigidly enforced.  I was away past Multiplication- had been in the General Class for six months and never missed, but something went askew this particular Wednesday morning, and I missed one.  It was ten times eleven or eleven times twelve, or thereabout.  I knew nothing more, in my panic, but missed two or three, one right after another.  A pall seemed to hang over me all day.  School was dismissed and I was promptly called up.  I could not answer one correctly.  I missed one, two and three, and received my beating- three slaps with a hardwood ruler on each hand.  Oh, it was cruel, my first experience of the kind.  I was allowed to go and it had been done in such a short time that Sarah and Maggie Douglass had not reached the Fir Wood Hill.  They did not say, anything, but walked one on each side of me all the way home.  I felt injured and degraded in a way.  But they were full of unspoken sympathy.  Could anyone have dearer friends?


But there was a second time.  Our reading class was called up to the floor about three o’clock.  For a half hour previous, we were to study our lesson at our seats.  If there was any word we did not know, we were supposed to go to the master’s desk and ask him what it was.  This day I must have been satisfied with my pronunciation for I had not been to his desk at all.  When reading in class I mispronounced a long word.  He stopped me; saying sternly, “Pronounce that word correctly”, and I saw him bending his guttuperche cane with his two hands.  Like a leap in the dark I called it something else.  He strode down had began to beat me about the back and shoulders with his cane.  


Sarah, my cousin, stood next to me, and she could not stand it.  She slid to the floor in a faint.  I was forgotten.  Some benches had to be arranged with shawls and coats over them.  The big girls, Mary Sansom, Arabel Felton and Mattee Elliott, were called to assist my bringing Sarah to.  One of the boys had been sent for Uncle William to come for her with horse and wagon.  I was serious about Sarah, but very thankful my beating was interrupted, and to this day I do not know what the word was.   


Many could tell of punishment more severe and more unjust.  I will speak of only two, for to recount more would not benefit anyone.


In a dispute, his manner of meeting out justice was to discover which one was telling an untruth by beating first one, then the other, until one of them confessed.  This one received an extra beating, and justice was satisfied.  Aunt Annie knows all about that.  When Aunt Laura was only seven she was cruelly whipped for telling him she did not think she could do a task he set for her, which was to read a long lesson nineteen times before she went to bed.


When we left school at night, the boys nodded as they went out the door, cap in hand.  The girls curtsied in the doorway.  Some of the girls were very graceful, but it takes youth and lithe bodies to make a proper curtsy.


Twice a year, in the spring and in the fall, we celebrated the closing of the school term by a public School Examination.  But that needs a new page.
