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His Family Gathered

CHAPTER 1

Prairie Farmer and WLS had announced that their public picnic
would begin shortly before noon, yet families were converging
upon Noblesville, Indiana, before many farmers had finished morn-
ing chores. By 7 a.m. of that Sunday, July 30, 1939, 500 cars had
entered Forest Park, forcing local planners to shift from fears of a
slim crowd to visions of an overflow.

Cars were streaming through the stone gates bumper to bumper
by 9 A.M., assuring Noblesville that it was due for the biggest
crowd it had ever seen. Although many contained residents of
Indiana—for this was in the heart of the state—license plates
identified visitors from 15 other states.

Nine thousand cars soon filled the park to capacity and forced
helpers to stop cars at the gate, after which another 3,000 cars
lined the road more than a mile back to Noblesville. Twenty thou-
sand persons were in the park by mid-morming and the rush was
only starting. Traffic jammed miles outside of Noblesville, and by
early afternoon state policemen halted cars seven miles from the
town in all directions to tell people they should turn back and go
home—there was no more room.
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Friends throughout the midwest had accepted this invitation
from Prairie Farmer and WLS to join in a Sunday picnic. Children
lined up at slides and swings. The swimming pool was full. Farmers
and wives visited wherever they could find unoccupied shade.
When Dr. John Holland, staff pastor of Prairie Farmer and WLS,
stepped to the microphone to conduct his Little Brown Church of
the Air, he faced the largest congregation of his life. Holding a
small Testament in his hand, he looked up the hill into a mass of
clothes and faces which hid all signs of the grass-covered outdoor
amphitheater except occasional shade trees which rose out of the
long slope. Many churches in the area had dismissed regular serv-
ices so their congregations could see the program which they had
heard so many times over WLS.

The crowd was at its largest around one o’clock after perhaps
the biggest farm picnic ever spread. By then 60,000 persons
blanketed acres of space for a quarter of a mile along the hillside
amphitheater. The spirit of this goodwill expression swept over the
stars of the WLS National Barn Dance as they clowned and sang
on the dwarfed stage at the foot of the slope. Patsy Montana, Maple
City Four, Hoosier Sodbusters, Little Genevieve—strange names
today, but they were old friends to the picnickers at Noblesville.
In fact, these stars were almost like family members to the midwest
farm people whose homes they entered daily as radio guests. The
progression of songs, laughter, and encores engulfed both perform-
ers and viewers until a program planned for one hour extended
to nearly three, ended only (as an editor of Prairie Farmer later
put it) by the need to get about 50,000 cows milked on time.

Of all who took part in this event, none got more personal
pleasure from it than a 7l-year-old man who was not there. He
was the host for this picnic: Burridge D. Butler, owner and patri-
arch of Prairie Farmer and WLS. To Butler the picnic at Noblesville
was one of the greatest accomplishments of the 30 years that he
had owned Prairie Farmer. He was on a business trip at the time,
but his absence did not dampen his pleasure in this event. No one
knows for sure why it touched him so because in many respects it
was relatively modest. Prairie Farmer had been deeply involved
in agricultural problems involving billions of dollars, helping farm-
ers answer crucial questions of the times.

Even the collection of 60,000 persons could not have over-
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whelmed Butler. Less than a year earlier, the Illinois corn husking
contest which Prairie Farmer-WLS sponsored had drawn 85,000.
Four years earlier 100,000 people had watched the WLS Dinner
Bell program broadcast from the corner of State and Madison
Streets, Chicago, in a display of goodwill between farm and city.
Butler was accustomed to having up to 75,000 visit his company’s
hospitality tents each year at the state fairs of Illinois, Indiana,
and Wisconsin. His WLS National Barn Dance was beginning to
anticipate its millionth paid customer. An average of about one
million pieces of mail flooded the WLS mail center each year.

It seems likely that Butler’s unusual pride in the picnic at Nobles-
ville arose in part from what he thought it symbolized: Prairie
Farmer-WLS and midwestern farm people as one big family—
more specifically, perhaps, his family, to replace the one he never
had. People came to Noblesville not for the thrill of a corn husking
contest, a dollar’'s worth of entertainment, or out of idle curiosity.
They came, Butler probably felt, because they liked being with
each other and with his Prairie Farmer-WLS. At Noblesville they
talked, ate, prayed, and laughed together as families after a week
of hard work, thereby symbolizing Butler’s idea of the perfect
family life which had escaped him as a boy.

The crowd at Noblesville also may have fed Butler’s unusually
strong need to fill the role of father-protector. It may have given
him occasion to see in himself part of what he admired in his idol,
Abraham Lincoln—an emancipator of the oppressed. Butler was
proud of farm people in 1939, for they were emerging, however
battered, from a depression which had left rural communities limp
with exhaustion. He was proud of his staff (by now calling him
“Daddy”) which had earned loyalty and respect among these farm
people by defending them and promoting their causes.

Butler also may have found some reason for self-pride in the
event at Noblesville. Under his direction, Prairie Farmer had out-
lived every high-powered newspaper that his partners in the old
Clover Leaf League had started at the turn of the century. He had
advanced the traditions of John S. Wright, who founded Prairie
Farmer and left a well-defined shadow of which Butler was acutely
aware.

Probably, Butler also felt some selfish pride of possession as a
result of the picnic. More than once he had smashed office chairs
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and brought light fixtures crashing to the floor in violent demon-
stration that “all this is mine.” According to the Butler mind, a
family’s rights and possessions remain in the hands of the father.

Striking 30-Year Contrast

Much had changed since that September of 1909 when Butler
and his wife, Ina, had moved to Chicago from Minneapolis, anxious
to “retire.” Looking back, perhaps Butler could appreciate the irony
of the fact that half again as many people attended his family picnic
in 1939 as even subscribed to Prairie Farmer in 1909. The paper,
with a circulation of more than 300,000 in 1939, had gained steadily
under Butler’s ownership. From a staff of nine in 1909, Prairie
Farmer and WLS had grown to more than 200 in 1939, not count-
ing subscription salesmen.

One would hardly recognize the Prairie Farmer of 1909 as being
any kin to its successor, for when Butler bought the paper it
was showing the strain of limited finance and muffled or missing
editorial vigor. Thin 16-page issues appeared on low-quality news-
print, each containing no more than three photographs, none of
them local. The editorial copy also lacked a strong local flavor.
Canada seemed to get as much space as Illinois in the editorial
columns, and the paper took copy wherever it found it: Harper's
Weekly, American Magazine, Ontario Agricultural College, Circle
Magazine, Chicago Tribune, and many others. As a result, articles
were as likely to deal with “A Great Year for Sugar” or “The Latest
in Umbrellas” as with items which probably were closer to the lives
of farm readers in Illinois.

Some articles, appearing to be news items, lapsed without wam-
ing into advertisements. A reader attracted to an article entitled
“At the Dawn of History” might find himself reading about the
special advantages of a wagon box manure spreader or a certain
brand of stock food.

Advertisers commonly got special favors in Prairie Farmer shortly
before Butler took over. The paper had sold several front covers
to advertisers, and a sizable advertising schedule by a Canadian
railroad probably helped account for the strong editorial emphasis
upon Canada during the same period.

Advertisers of health panaceas filled pages with promises in
language more colorful (if more crude) than the editorial matter
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and clamored for the opportunity to cure readers of catarrh, deaf-
ness, or nearly any other ailment. Their suggested remedies ranged
from medicines to “magic shields,” which were vests containing
tiny magnetic storage batteries to “keep the body bathed in a con-
stant stream of magnetism, which floods the system with its life
and energy.”

Such cure-all advertising was gone within a year after Butler
took over. By 1939 advertising stressed items such as fencing, fer-
tilizer, and machinery which farmers used in their farming oper-
ations. Nearly all editorial content in 1939 was of local interest and
written by staff members. Issues were larger and more attractive.
Where a 16-page issuec was normal in 1909, issues averaged 32
pages during 1939. A Prairie Farmer which ran two or three edi-
torial photographs before Butler arrived was printing as many as
55 photographs an issue in 1939, not counting frequent pieces of
art which the staff produced. By 1939, too, Butler was publishing
more than one Prairie Farmer, an Illinois edition and an Indiana
edition which began early in 1923.!

Finances were both cause and effect of this 30-year contrast.
Prairie Farmer had lost money for at least five of the seven years
before Butler took over. In 1939, coming out of the lean years of
depression, Prairie Farmer was again earning a consistent profit
and carrying assets many times those of 1909. WLS, in turn, was
paying its stockholders dividends of 12 per cent annually and carry-
ing rapidly rising assets of more than $500,000.

Butler’s competition also had changed during the previous 30
years. When he came, Prairiec Farmer was choking in the dust
raised by four other general farm publications aimed at the Illinois
market, but by 1939 it stood alone.

Butler had changed, too, in some ways. A proud, ramrod-straight
young man standing six-feet-four had become slightly gnarled. Big,
but not fat, he still was built like a boxer with long arms, wide
shoulders and upper torso tapering down to a narrower waist. He
still darkened doorways when he entered, sometimes having to
hunch. But those broad shoulders, now slightly rounded, topped
a long spinal column that was beginning to cause almost constant
pain. Legs that had long supported more than 200 pounds were
becoming unsteady. By now he walked rather heavily. His coarse

1 Prairie Farmer, 95 (September 15, 1923), 8.
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dark hair had whitened and largely disappeared from the top of
his head, except for a sparse forelock that he parted to the right.
Glasses with round gold frames accented the roundness of his
face, seeming almost too small for the features surrounding them
and making his nose and long ears even bigger by comparison. His
dress, long ago improved by a wife with a fashionable taste, was
conservative, yet somehow often rumpled.

Unchanged—The War Within

For all the transformation of 30 years, Butler in one respect de-
fied change as long as he lived: his unpredictability. Employees
and acquaintances often disagreed about Burridge Butler, but all
could agree that he was inordinately complex. Years after his death,
some still would break into a tirade against a man who they felt
was crude, ruthless, and devoid of principles. Others could find
only kind words to express their opinions about a warm, generous
Butler.

Those closest to the man, however, considered him to be an
unpredictable mixture from both extremes. His emotionalism pro-
duced many surprises. Pacing his office on the southeast corner of
the second floor in the Prairie Farmer Building, he could step to
the window, look southward as if to scan those broad prairies on
which his farm people were busy working, and turn back to his
associates with tears rolling down his cheeks. A voice normally
brusque and gruff suddenly would quiver with emotion. Out would
come a large white handkerchief to muffle a man-sized snort of re-
leased feeling.

Nothing could immobilize Butler more quickly than the mem-
ory of his mother and grandmother. He would break into tears at
the very mention of his mother, and when he visited his aging
grandmother, who lived to be 93, she could hardly say a word
without drawing tears. Butler felt somewhat the same affection for
employees. In his late years he cried at the sight of his “boys” leav-
ing for service in World War II.

Also the poverty of farm people touched him deeply. Staff mem-
bers learned to screen his mail carefully because letters from read-
ers often stirred his emotions, especially letters that were rather
long and handwritten on tablet paper. For example, one woman
in southern Indiana who had walked three miles to a neighbor’s
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home to hear a corn husking contest over WLS and who wrote
Butler telling how much joy the broadcast had given her, received
a new radio at his request. “I can’t rest easy until I know that she
has it,” Butler explained.?

Butler could also be granite-hard, as salesmen sometimes learned.
Once when a salesman upset him he pitched a chair the full length
of the room. His wrath inevitably rose against outside threats to
the autonomy of his editors (although he was not opposed to
exerting some of his own influence). Employees fondly recall the
time an executive with a farm cooperative came to Butler insisting
that editors of Prairie Farmer should be horsewhipped for what
they said about the cooperative and the executive himself. The
visitor also threatened to remove some printing business from
Prairie Farmer Publishing Company. One onlooker later assured
another staff member: “I want you to know that Mr. Butler did not
hit Mr. Cooke with any of the office furniture. We will, of course,
have to have the glass repaired in his library because he cleared
the decks before he took Mr. Cooke by the collar and necktie and
waved him up and down . . . and then he said, ‘Who is going to
horsewhip who, Mr. Cooke? ”3

Sometimes Butler's violence had origins which were more petty.
For example, he liked clean desks and insisted that piled-up desks
were signs of sloppy housekeeping. Occasionally he felt compelled
to renew his point by walking down the rows of desks with out-
stretched arms after employees had left for the day, sweeping
everything onto the floor for their attention the next moming.

At times his eruptions surprised even himself. In an argument
with an executive who was not knuckling under, Butler looked up
at a bank of fluorescent lights overhanging them and blurted out
in his frustration, “I could take those lights and smash them.”4 The
uncompromising reply was, “Well, why don’t you?” Whereupon
Butler grabbed his cane and smashed all of the bulbs, which ex-
ploded and left everyone somewhat in shock—including Butler.

This line between violence and tears was so fine that Butler’s
associates often despaired at predicting changes in his disposition.
One minute he would bluster and his face would grow as bright

2 Dave O. Thompson, unpublished memoirs, pp. 380-381.

3 Julian C. Bentley, former associate of Butler, quoted in Thompson, p. 110.
4Jack Williams, personal interview, December 26, 1966.
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as the orange rug under his desk as he pounded with his fists,
while during the next minute he might cloud up and cry.

These were not the only sides to a man who was extremely com-
plex, whose contradictory actions neutralize any conclusions that
one might be inclined to draw about him and stood as testimony
of the battle within him.,

While he reserved the right to express his own widely fluctuat-
ing emotions, he was less tolerant of the right of others to express
their emotions or threaten his viewpoints. If an argument got
heated, he would shout, “I don’t want to hear any more of it!”
and kick the wastebasket against his desk. The safest response
was, “Yes, Mr. Butler.”

Despite his bullying, he exercised a type of respect for persons
who stood up to him. The bully in Butler expected to be pampered.
When he walked out of his office and tossed his car keys down the
aisle, the junior employee was supposed to grab them before they
stopped sliding.? Once in a dining room in Washington, D.C., Butler
noticed words of several patriotic songs printed on the menu. In-
stead of reading the menu while the waiter stood waiting to take
his order, Butler read the songs. Shortly he turned to the waiter, a
Negro, and said, “Have you ever read any of these?” The waiter
replied, “No, sir, I haven't.” “Well, read them. That’s the reason
youre a waiter, because you never read anything like that,” Butler
announced. “Now stand up there and read this one to me.”® The
waiter did so.

Another time Butler and a friend were driving to a football game
in Connecticut. As they passed through a small town they ap-
proached a large policeman standing in the middle of the road
directing traffic. Butler stopped beside the surprised man and
shouted, “You're too fat to be a policeman. You take up half the
road yourself.” 7

On occasion, Butler also tried to bully employees into staying
with his firm. He once stopped at the desk of a woman employee
who was considering a move. Tapping his cane sharply on the floor,
he announced in stentorian voice, “Young lady, I am leaving for

% Joe Bumgarner, quoted in Thompson, p. 226.

¢ Glenn Snyder, personal interview, June 15, 1967.

"John W. Holland, “Let’s Start Something,” undated, unpublished eulogy
of Butler, p. 56.
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KOY and Arizona Farmer this winter, and when I get back I ex-
pect to find you right here.”® She left despite the command, but
not without some trepidation.

Butler sometimes used his bullying tactics to test people, to see
if they would stand up to him. At one meeting WLS executives
were talking about the home talent shows the station was staging
throughout the area. Butler, who inwardly was proud of them,
turned to the director of the shows and said “You don’t like that.
That's show business. You've got no use for show business.” The
director replied, “Well, yes, Mr. Butler, I do. That’s the hand that
feeds me and I am not going to bite it,” and from then on Butler
had a high regard for the man.?

Butler was both generous and niggardly. The many thousands
of dollars which he donated to various philanthropies testify to his
generosity and bear fuller discussion in a later chapter. However,
he left testimonies of pettiness in financial matters. Butler had a
reputation for paying employees no more than he had to. His
fellow farm publishers pursued the same policy, but Butler’s wage
scale seemed especially odd for a crusader who professed undying
concern for the common man. At times a strong supporter of unions,
Butler did not seem concerned that many of his employees were
earning less than union wages. Even the widely known host of
WLS Dinnerbell, Arthur C. Page, at one time earned less than
the union man who turned records during Page’s program. When
confronted with this fact, Butler snorted, “Damn unions. They
really squeeze you.” Only moments before he had been praising
unions for what they had done for working people.1°

Butler gladly would foot the bill for sending a 90-man cast of
the WLS National Barn Dance to perform at a benefit show hun-
dreds of miles from Chicago, yet refuse to pay a $3 admission fee
when his party forgot to bring complimentary tickets. The gate-
keeper, a farmer, paid the fee out of his own pocket.

Even as a millionaire, Butler apparently thought nothing about
letting a $50-a-week employee pay his taxi fare. His habit of never
carrying money meant that whoever was with him paid the bill.
Butler would fumble in his pocket as if searching for change, but
associates soon learned that it was only an empty gesture.

8 Viola Epperson, quoted in Thompson, pp. 257-258.

®Glenn Snyder, personal interview, June 15, 1967.
10 John Strohm, personal interview, February 25, 1967,
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Butler often imposed needlessly upon others, yet at times almost
impulsively stepped in to help those being imposed upon. During
one business trip to New York City, rain left him with a wet,
wrinkled suit. He stepped into a dry cleaner’s shop, walked into
the back room, removed his trousers, and sat waiting while they
were being pressed. A disgruntled customer entered and began
a profane harangue. Butler emerged from his waiting room and
said, “I don’t care what the argument’s about, but you're not going
to talk like that in front of me. Out you go.”'* He hoisted the
customer by the back of the neck and threw him into the street,
then realized that he was in the street himself without pants.

The same Butler could ask a field editor to spend Thanksgiving
Day driving Butler’s car from Indianapolis to Chicago, then receive
it without thanks.

Warm and sensitive in many respects, Butler also could be cold
as a cobra. Children were most effective in exposing his soft side,
for in their presence he was almost timidly gentle. Sometimes he
surprised employees, too, with his personal warmth. One day
Butler learned that a headache was bothering his secretary.

“I know just how to fix you up,” Butler announced as he planted
her on a chair at her desk in the open office area and began to
rub her neck and back. Thoroughly embarrassed by this odd dis-
play within eyesight of her friends, she soon found her hairpins
flying, hair falling, and shirt tail out.

“Now,” he concluded, “isn’t that better? Don’t you feel better?
Mrs. Butler feels wonderful when I do that. Now you just go in
and lie down and relax for a few minutes.” 2

She retired to the lounge, but could not relax after this touch of
Butler's concern.

Such incidents surprised employees all the more because they
knew Butler’s reputation as a hard businessman. Puffing at his big
cigar, he could hold his own at any conference table, reacting
venomously if he thought someone was double-dealing him.

Butler was critical of wealthy persons but impressed by being
associated with them. Members of the Union League Club of Chi-
cago often became objects of criticism by Butler, but he valued
his membership in that club.

He was a confident grandstander, yet nursed feelings of in-

11 Davenal W. Hardy, personal interview, April 28, 1967.
12 Margaret Connell, personal interview, March 3, 1967.
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adequacy. Some of Butler’s acquaintances proposed that he should
have been in show business because he seemed to plan his actions
for maximum impact, often tossing verbal bombshells during meet-
ings. At college commencement exercises, garbed in academic gown
and doctor’s hood, he seldom reached his seat on the platform
with other trustees of Blackburn College. Anywhere along the
march he might fall out of the procession, take a seat among the
observers, and thereby create a new center of attention.’® His
action in this case may reflect both a desire for attention and a
feeling of inadequacy, for Butler was sensitive to his lack of formal
education.

At other times his grandstanding left companions cringing in
embarrassment. In restaurants he was apt to refuse food which he
had ordered or wander about in search of something while com-
plaining loudly enough for all in the room to hear. If he spotted
movie stars in public, he was known to point at them and fairly
shout, “Look! Movie actors making a big show of it. Movie actors.” 14

At one baseball game he began to wave his cane over everyone’s
head, then exclaimed, “Look at them. They're Jewish, all Jewish.” 15

Among relatives he was an habitual tease and would cling to a
family joke “like a puppy hanging onto a root.” 18

Associates concluded that there was plenty of ham in Butler and
that he resorted to every trick in the book to attract attention, some-
times hiding behind the pretense that he did not want it.

Grandstanding played a smaller part in his relations with agri-
cultural leaders and farm people. At banquets and similar farm
affairs he seemed almost timid and if he spoke at a meeting of
farmers (which he resisted), his remarks almost invariably were
serious and intense. Perhaps he felt uneasy among farm people
because they were too close to his emotions for him to be com-
fortable. Among agricultural dignitaries, however, he probably
was quiet because he did not know the details of what they were
doing and because they appealed to him less than his “common
people.”

Butler was an avidly independent man who incurably needed
others depending upon him. He loved to break rules but resented

3 Florence B. Hudson, “Happy Birthday, Mr. Butler]” Blackburn College
Alumni Bulletin, 35 (February, 1941), 1.

M Glenn Snyder, personal interview, June 15, 1967.

5Glenn Snyder, personal interview, June 15, 1967.
1® Harold Christopher, personal interview, March 22, 1967.
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having others suspect that he might. At the same time he needed
to feel the dependence of those around him—his wife, his em-
ployees, and indeed the entire midwest farm “family” that he
claimed.

He was a dictator, but he liked to insist that employees feel
independent. Butler's firm control left more than one employee
wondering what kind of future a Butler-owned enterprise could
offer. The same Butler could admonish an associate to put his feet
up on his desk, even spit on it, because he would own the desk
some day.

Such eccentricities gradually formed a kind of storybook which
his employees enjoyed opening and sharing. Who but Burridge
Butler would notice that his office girls were primping in the
women’s restroom a few minutes before quitting time and respond
by barging in unannounced, banging on the stalls, and shouting,
“I want everybody at their desks—now!”? Who but Burridge Butler
would enter an employee’s home for the first time and, without a
word of greeting, march around the living room straightening every
picture? Such oddities led some employees to conclude they would
rather be Butler's mortal enemy than his pet because in the latter
case “one might be sure that the wind would change in a day or
so.” 17

Butler was at least partly aware of what he was doing, for he
often referred to himself as cantankerous. Indeed, he saw strength
in such a role. To one former employee he advised, “. . . as you
find your backbone getting stiffer so that you can get mad and
knock things over, at the same time let your heart get softer and
more tender for other people who are less fortunate than you are.” 8

If Butler could exert some control over these elements which
seemed to engage in a constant tug-of-war within him, it was only
partial control. They descended at his birth with a strength be-
yond his command, originating with parents whose dissimilar per-
sonalities help explain the fluidity of his own.

The Butler Birthright

Thomas D. Butler, Burridge’s father, was a stocky, brusque man
who, despite the New Testament gospel which he preached, showed

17 Thompson, p. 3.
18 B, D. Butler to George Biggar, October 24, 1939.
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signs of unusual self-esteem. The elder Butler was proud of his
ancestry and religious heritage, having been born January 1, 1838,
in Shrewsbury, England, to a family reportedly descended from
one of that country’s defenders of the Christian faith. His father
was an elder in the church at Shrewsbury. The chief event in
Thomas” boyhood had been a visit in 1847 by Alexander Campbell,
a leader in the Disciples of Christ movement which Campbell’s
father had shaped. During a stay at Butler's home, Campbell sug-
gested that Thomas should come to America, which he did in
1859.12

The boy stayed three months at Campbell’s home in Bethany,
West Virginia, before moving to Louisville, Kentucky, as the Civil
War was about to erupt. There Thomas met his future wife, Marie
Radcliffe, through their common membership in the Walnut Street
Christian Church. They were married August 21, 1861.20

Records do not show when Butler began preaching, for he pur-
sued assorted trades for some years after marriage, perhaps preach-
ing part-time. During the war he worked with the U.S. Sanitary
Commission, then as a carpenter with his step-father-in-law, John
S. Christopher, in Louisville until about the time Burridge was born
on February 5, 1868. One of the characteristics of Thomas Butler’s
career was his frequent moves which some observers imputed to
offensive behavior and an overbearing manner that soon alienated
him. Relatives were cool to him because he tended to be unbend-
ing and argumentative.

His wife was his opposite in disposition: quiet, gentle, highly
sensitive. Their major meeting grounds seem to have been English
ancestry and a shared religious zeal sufficient to over-ride differ-
ences in personality. Family history cites her as a great grand-
daughter of George Augustus Frederick (later George IV, King
of Great Britain and Ireland, 1820-30) through a mistress. Marie
was born at Jordan, New York, on February 15, 1839.2! Her parents,
Jonathan and Frances Radcliffe, soon moved to Ohio where she

'® Nathaniel S. Haynes, History of the Disciples of Christ in Illinois, 1819-
1914 (Cincinnati: Standard Publishing Co., 1915), p. 489; Holland, pp. 1-2;
Christian Standard, August 24, 1878, p. 270, and May 7, 1921, p. 30.

% Thomas D. Butler, ed., Poetry and Prose of Marie Radcliffe Butler (Cin-
cinnati: Standard Publishing Co., 1884), p. ix, cites August 22. However,
Marriage Register, 8, of Jefferson County, Kentucky, p. 66, lists August 21 as
date of marriage.

3#T. D. Butler, ed., Poetry and Prose, p. vii.
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lived until she was 14 years old. In 1853 the family moved to
Wheeling, Virginia, where her father died during an epidemic of
cholera. Her mother then opened a school for instruction in music,
drawing, and embroidery. In about 1856 Fannie Radcliffe and her
daughter accepted positions as governess and assistant, respectively,
for a private boarding school at Brownsboro, Kentucky. Brownsboro
was a busy little center lodged among steep wooded hills near the
Peewee Valley area just northeast of Louisville. Farmers found it
a handy stopping point on their trips to and from the city, so
Brownsboro supported a hotel, woolen mill, seminary, hamess
manufacturer, millinery store, two blacksmith shops, and two sa-
loons.22

One of the children at the boarding school belonged to a wid-
owed builder in Louisville who caught the eye of Marie’s mother.
He was John S. Christopher, whose first wife, Frances, had died a
year earlier.®® Christopher and Fannic Radcliffe were married in
January, 1857, he a man “so homely he was beautiful” and she a
tall and very straight woman with thick, wavy, dark hair.?* They
moved to Louisville and thereby gave Marie an opportunity for
more schooling. Marie was one of nine graduates in the class of
1860 at Girls’ High School, completing the four-year program in
two years.2” Her graduation essay, “Woman and Dreams,” gained
the attention of the editor of the Louistille Journal, and he com-
mended its “maturity of thought very rare among young girls.” 26
However, he observed that the strong-mindedness in her essay was
objectionable and reminded her that a girl's business in life is to
brighten a fireside and not to discuss woman’s rights.

Plagued by ill health from her youth, Marie seemed distant and
almost mystical at times. Her ponderings often took the form of
poems which she wrote by the dozens during her remaining years.
They tended to be sad and melancholy, almost always dealing
with the destiny of humans:

Here in the twilight of weak indecision,
Groping through mist of our gathering tears,

22 Mrs. Clay Johnston, personal interview, June 7, 1967.

23 Jefferson County, Kentucky, Marriage Register, 1, p. 116; tombstone, Lot
219, Section M, Cave Hill Cemetery, Louisville.

2 Marriage license, Oldham County, Kentucky, recorded in Book 1857, p.
166.

25 Girls’ High School 50th Anniversary (Louisville: C. T. Dearing Printing
Co., 1958), p. 25; T. D. Butler, ed., Poetry and Prose, p. viii.

2 T, D. Butler, ed., Poetry and Prose, p. viii.
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We longingly strive for that purified vision
That comes with the sorrow and patience of years.2?

This poetic emotion in Burridge Butler’s mother was to become
a part of him, bursting out sporadically to the surprise of those
around him.

Butler’s craving for a family seems to stem in part from the one-
sidedness of family life during his own youth. His mother and
grandmother raised the four children (two other children died in
childhood); in fact, during Burridge’s first seven years his father
was away more than at home.

Thomas Butler moved alone to New York City before his son
Burridge was born and became religious editor of the New York
Independent.?® He also served as New York correspondent of the
Christian Standard, a publication in Cincinnati devoted to the
“Restoration of Primitive Christianity.” Burridge’s father was a
friend of the founder of the Standard and contributed regularly
for years, starting in 1866. Marie, too, contributed prose and poetry,
including a long poem on the first page of the first issue.

During his stay in New York, Thomas Butler railed against the
“popular preachers” for preaching so much of the sensational “that
Christianity—the Gospel and the Christ—are hardly mentioned.” 2
Henry Ward Beecher drew Butler’s special criticism for “mixing up
the mud of his own fancies with the crystal stream of Gospel truth,
so that wise men become honestly muddled, and the wayfaring and
simpleminded men are often hopelessly befogged.” 3

Burridge’s father apparently spent some time in Louisville be-
tween 1871 and 1874, for city directories identified him as an em-
ployee of a general insurance agency in Louisville, Slaughter and
Company. The Slaughter family was active in the Walnut Street
Christian Church to which the Butlers and Christophers belonged.

A visit to England took Thomas Butler away from his family
for another year during 1874-75. Listed as foreign correspondent
of the Christian Standard, he left for England in July, 1874, when

#T. D. Butler, ed., Poetry and Prose, p. 102. Three books of writings by
Marie Radcliffe Butler have been published. In 1872 she published Riverside
and Grandma’s Patience (Cincinnati: Bosworth, Chase and Hall), two serials
which had appeared in Christian Standard. Third was Poetry and Prose, cited
earlier.

28 Christian Standard, May 7, 1921, p. 30.

2 Christian Standard, January 22, 1870, p. 27.

%0 Christian Standard, September 3, 1870, p. 282.
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Burridge was six years old. The paper carried reports of his travels
and observations throughout the year.

Meanwhile his wife became severely ill. Three months after he
had arrived in England, she was lying “near the gate of death”
in Louisville.3! Her mother nursed her through the winter and into
the next spring when she and the children moved to Maine Prairie,
Minnesota, “on the quiet shore of whose ‘Silver Lake’ her only
brother had been resting for many months.” 32 Marie Butler weath-
ered the illness, but the crisis may have had a profound influence
upon a young son who later criticized his father for having left
Marie in deprivation.

Thomas Butler’s return to America and reunion with his family
in Minnesota led to a major change in his career. He and his re-
covering wife decided that he should devote full time to the
ministry, and they began an eight-year series of pastorates which
carried the Butlers throughout the eastern half of America and into
Canada.

In October, 1876, they moved to Detroit, Michigan, where
Thomas became associated with Central Church and a mission in
Del Ray, a suburb.?® His wife shared this ministry, lecturing for
the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, preaching on occasion,
and editing a weekly temperance paper called Truth for the People.

To an active nine-year-old boy, the rigors of being the son of a
stern minister began to arouse conflicts and broadened the gap
between Burridge Butler and his father. In time Burridge began
to rebel against not only his father but also the religion that the
boy felt his father was serving at the expense of his family. The
impact was so strong that 70 years later Burridge Butler could
recall the time his father spanked him for raising questions in
Sunday School. A teacher had remarked that there is only one
way to go to heaven, whereupon Burridge had asked if it were
not true that the little Chinese boy unaware of Christianity or re-
ligion would go to the same heaven. When word got back to
Pastor Butler, young Burridge got a spanking. The boy also became
embittered by cases in which he felt his father failed to practice
what he preached.

Early in 1878 the Butlers moved to western Michigan where

31T, D. Butler, ed., Poetry and Prose, p. xi.

32T, D. Butler, ed., Poetry and Prose, p. xi.
33 Christian Standard, November 4, 1878, p. 349.
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Thomas became pastor of the Lyon Street Church of Christ in
downtown Grand Rapids.** During this stay, which lasted little
more than a year, Marie served as preacher at Byron, Michigan,
and evangelized at Bailey, north of Grand Rapids.

By April, 1880, the family was in Canada where Thomas served
the Church of Christ at Bowmanville, Durham County, Ontario.%®
A year later, the Butlers were at Akron, Ohio.3¢ And within another
two years they were living in Johnstown, Pennsylvania.?” His wife
continued her temperance and mission efforts—once delivering 28
hour-long addresses in 25 days, not counting some shorter talks—
but her strength was failing her. She preached her last sermon at
a church in Troy, Pennsylvania, on February 10, 1884, and died in
Johnstown on March 28. After funeral services there, her body was
transported to Louisville for burial.

She left behind her a teen-age son who would always be inspired
by his kind, yet zealous, mother. Lacking a similar respect for his
father and now able to exercise his independence, Burridge parted
company with his father soon after Marie died. The father traveled
southward to a new pastorate in Tennessee; the son returned to
Louisville, embodying an odd blend of forces which he could
sense but never fully control.

“My father was a preacher who pulled wings off of flies—he was
a sadist,” Butler told a friend late in life. “And my mother was a
poet. I am a combination of both.”

34 C. Muller of the Central Christian Church, Grand Rapids, to author, April
12, 1967; Grand Rapids City Directory, 1878-79 (Grand Rapids, Mich.: R. L.
Polk and Co., 1879), p. 343; Christian Standard, April 13, 1878, p. 117.

35 Reuben Butchart, The Disciples of Christ in Canada Since 1830 (Toronto:
Canadian Headquarters Publications, 1949), p. 435; Christian Standard, April
17, 1880, p. 127.

3T, D. Butler, ed., Poetry and Prose, p. xiv; Christian Standard, May 7,
1921, p. 80; Christian Evangelist, January 20, 1921, p. 87.

31 Christian Standard, June 9, 1883, p. 225.



A Scripps Man

CHAPTER 2

The Prairie Farmer of Butler’s era often surprised publishers of
other farm papers. They were not accustomed to seeing a farm
paper devote its front page to photographs of convicts, the getaway
car, the villains’ notebook with hand-sketched plans for crime, and
smiling heroes who brought the rogues to justice.

Prairie Farmer did not do so regularly, for much of its content
dealt with the normal life and activities of farm people. However,
cops-and-robbers reporting was a specialty. Editors of Prairie
Farmer knew how to go about it with a flair that sometimes gave
readers the excitement of a detective novel.

Such reporting came from Butler whose background had uniquely
prepared him to champion farm people vigorously. He had given
the cue to his approach almost as soon as he arrived at Prairie
Farmer in 1909 as its new owner: “No man on earth can beat one
of my readers.”! Shortly after that, Butler expressed his editorial
philosophy and plans to a reporter:

I like the freedom of the farm. I hate the conventionalities of life. I
need room.

1 Prairie Farmer, 81 (December 1, 1909), 12.

18
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I have studied the farmer and believe he will appreciate the same
grasp of affairs in his line which is the life blood of a daily newspaper.

I don’t look upon a paper as a product of ink and paper, but a psycho-
logical product of ideas.

I am making a business paper for the farmer, just as keen as the city
daily. . ..

I believe that no publication has ever made a lasting and substantial
success—except upon its editorial merit. . . .

I find that in the territory of the paper, Illinois and the states adjoin-
ing, there are the most satisfactory conditions for such a publication. . . .
The people are free and independent and I know they appreciate my
kind of a paper, and I propose to spend all the money necessary to give
them a paper as high in character as the people for whom it is issued.?

A reader who wished to speculate about the paper’s future could
get at least three hints from those comments. First, they reflected
the views of a man who seemed strong-willed and self-sufficient.
Second, they signalled the arrival of a newspaper man who was
about to impose a newspapering logic upon Prairie Farmer. Third,
they echoed some of the editorial philosophy of E. W. Scripps, a
notable figure in American newspapering at the turn of the century.

The First Taste of Newspapering

Newspapering first got into Butler’s blood when he was about
17 years old. Butler spent several weeks without work after he
moved to Louisville following his mother’s death. He lived first
with his grandparents, although they were in a poor position to
support him, having lost most of their assets during the Civil War.
Butler, who already stood six-feet-four and weighed 200 pounds,
reportedly got a job shoveling coal on the docks. Two months later
he got a better job in a foundry by concealing his age. It lasted
until the superintendent learned he was only 16 years old.

Next, according to somewhat conflicting accounts that he gave
to others in his later years, he decided to be a streetcar conductor.?
The street car firm informed him that to get a conductor’s job he

2 Prairie Farmer, 82 (February 15, 1910), 17.

3 Facts about Butler's work experience in Louisville and Cincinnati are from
the following sources: Neil M. Clark, “I've Never Lost Money By Calling a
Spade a Spade,” American Magazine, 111 (June, 1931), 67f.; Prairie Farmer,
82 (February 15, 1910), 17; John W. Holland, “Let’s Start Something,” un-
published eulogy of Butler, no date, pp. 6-9; Taylor Hay, manager, Union
League Club of Chicago, personal interview, June 12, 1967; James E. Edwards,
former associate of Butler, personal interview, December 12, 1966; Julian
Bentley, former associate of Butler, personal interview, January 24, 1967.
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must pay a $25 bond. He tried without success to get the money
from a wealthy elder in his grandfather’s church. (Butler never
forgave this “confounded hypocrite.”) Discouraged, he returned to
his tiny attic room, flung himself on the bed, and cried. His land-
lady heard him and offered money from her savings (a kindness
which Butler also never forgot). Butler’s work as a conductor
ended abruptly, however, with his dismissal. By one account he
was fired for striking a customer who was abusive. By another he
broke company rules in paying the fare of an elderly lady who
had forgotten her coin purse. As this version goes, Butler slammed
out of the company office swearing, “If you run this line so that
a man can't help a poor old woman, you can all go to hell.”

Then, as Butler related the story, he sat on the curb at Fourth
and Broadway. Noticing a newsboy, he asked how he might get
a job with the newspaper. The newsboy pointed to the nearby
Courier-Journal Building where Butler soon got his first job in
newspapering as a reporter for the young Louisville Evening Times,
earning $6 a week. The Evening Times, which first appeared on
May 1, 1884, was proving successful under an editorial motto:
“Publish all the news without fear or favor. Do justice to all men,
especially those who most object to having justice done them.”+
It catered to sensationalism and devoted most of its local front-
page features to court actions involving crime or sex.

Butler hardly had time to master this editorial style because a
week after he began the editor reportedly called Butler in, an-
nounced, “You're no writer,” and fired the boy.

Temporarily giving up hopes of a career in newspapering, Butler
joined Uncle Tom’s Cabin Show, a barnstorming outfit which, as
Butler recalled, never made expenses. In Bardstown, Kentucky,
the proprietor vanished on payday and left his troupe moneyless
and at loose ends. Butler returned to Louisville and worked at
various jobs through the fall and winter of 1885. Then he moved to
Cincinnati and used his experience with the Evening Times as a
lever for getting his second job in newspapering. This one was
with the Cincinnati Enquirer as a sports writer.

After only one or two months at that job, Butler “had a great

4J. Stoddard Johnston, Memorial History of Louisville from its First Settle-
ment to the Year 1896, 11 (Chicago and New York: American Biographical

Publishing Co., 1896), 72; The Story of Your Newspaper, booklet published by
the Louisville Courier-Journal, undated, p. 33.
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hunger for somebody who knew me, cared about me.” His loneli-
ness led him to recall a girl named Winnie Whitfield who had lived
next door to him eight years earlier in Grand Rapids.

An inquiry about train fare to Grand Rapids showed Butler that
he had only enough money to get within about 20 miles of the city.®
He took the Grand Rapids and Indiana Railroad as far as his money
allowed, then hitch-hiked the remaining distance and arrived early
in 1886, broke and with a rip in his pants. However, he found a
warm welcome from his former neighbors, the I. J. Whitfields.

Grand Rapids gave Burridge Butler his first taste of success. It
was alive and restless, just as he was. Situated at the swift, gliding
rapids of the Grand River, it had doubled in size between 1880
and 1886 to a population of more than 50,000.¢ Immense forests
of nearby pines and hardwoods offered more than 44 billion feet
of merchantable lumber and Grand Rapids was at their southern
doorway. Furniture was easily the city’s largest manufacturing in-
dustry; 7 Grand Rapids had more than 30 furniture factories.® Busi-
ness was active in the downtown district, tucked between the river
an