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A Profile of Scoville Soulé Taken from a Letter to his Children

By Brenda Underwood

During the course of our lives, we seldom think to record those small details of our existence for our children—the lives we have lived, the thoughts we have had, our memories of earlier generations—to help them understand their lives and give them the means of passing on to their children details of the family history.  By telling the stories of our lives, we inscribe them into history and make them indelible. 

Scoville Soulé would have liked his parents to have written down the family history for him “to clear up some of the unanswered questions,” but, “being closed-mouthed about oneself, Gary Cooper style, was considered exemplary behavior in my youth,” said Scoville, and the story didn’t get written.

But in the twenty-first century, we have a very different approach to such things. Scoville decided to write a letter to his children, Michael and Anne, to fill in some of the blanks. From that letter, started August 10, 2006, and a conversation, here are some of the highlights of Scoville’s life. 

Scoville Soulé was born February 5, 1923 in Verona, NJ, the youngest in the family of four children born to George and Harriet Soulé. He had three siblings: a sister Harriet, living, who is in Geer, a brother, George, and a sister, Mary, both of whom have died. His father was an executive with Poors Publishing Co. in New York before the financial crash of 1929.

The Soulé family is not new to Cornwall. Scoville’s great aunt Anne Beecher Scoville inherited the house where Scoville now lives – an 18th century house originally said to have been a shoemaker's home. His parents sold their home in New Jersey and winterized the Cornwall house for their retirement in 1955. Scoville’s father became the tax collector of Cornwall, “He had the cast iron or steel town safe in the kitchen," Scoville remembers. "I’m surprised it didn’t fall through the floor.” 

 

The Soulé connection to Cornwall originated with Rev. Samuel Scoville, “son-in-law of the famous and controversial preacher, Henry Ward Beecher, brother of the even more famous Harriet Beecher Stowe and son of Lyman Beecher who was said to be the last of the Calvinists. (Son, Henry Ward Beecher broke with Daddy's mold and was a principal in a widely publicized law suit served by one of his parishioners, involving an alienation of affection charge, [something which was] never proved.)” 

During his pre-school years, Scoville’s mother became ill and bedridden and he was raised by a live-in guardian whom he remembers as Nursey Corcoran and a live-in maid, known as Mattie. His sister, Harriet, had told him that Nursey Corcoran was a terror but Scoville “never found her to be so” and remembers that he “was very fond of Mattie, a black lady.”

Another memory is of his brother, George, as being an inspiration to him in later life as he grew to understand George’s situation. “George was a guy with severe limitations of mind and body in a time when retardation was regarded as a family humiliation. Yet he suffered through each indignity with an unbroken spirit and a forgiving heart.”

Scoville’s memories of preschool are not fond ones. He was enrolled in a Country Day School to get him out of the house for a year and “hated it.” One incident that stands out in his memory of that year is of “stirring up a bit of excitement by hanging onto the running board of a car as it drove students home.” Because he was scrunching down, no one knew he was there. “They were some surprised when I stood up and revealed myself as the car got up to speed and I chickened out,” he recalls. 

Grammar school in Essex Fells was a different story. “I loved my kindergarten teacher and my teachers in the first seven grades.” School was within walking distance of Scoville’s home and he was elected captain of one of the two competing intramural sports teams.

At Montclair High School he was “a B student” and recalls that summers playing tennis and swimming were the highlight of those years. He also worked as a life-guard for “a grand $15 a week” considered “chump change even in those days.”

In 1940, Scoville entered Wesleyan University, his father’s alma mater. During his sophomore year America entered World War II and he left school to join the Navy Air Force. On getting his orders, he took a coal train from New York to his first base, a small college in Conway, Arkansas where he learned to fly Piper Cub two-seaters. “I loved it,” said Scoville, but recalls some harrowing times including the death of one of his three room mates in a flying accident and a near miss with some high wires himself.

On a lighter note, he writes that, “The frustrating thing about this first base, was that the school was wall-to-wall women students because of the draft and we were left no free time to do anything about it. They just got prettier and prettier as time went by.”

After this initial training, Scoville went to Athens, Georgia for academic courses and physical conditioning and then on to Langly Field, St. Louis and bi-wings. (“Curtis was testing out a plane with a pusher prop at the same time called the Black Widow. Since bailing out of such a craft was conjectural at best, it seemed to be aptly named.”) and then on to Pensacola, Florida to fly SNJs, “a monoplane designed like a fighter.” There he learned formation flying, navigating, instrument flying under the hood, and night flying. However, his flying career was cut short when one night, hitchhiking down to Mobile, he was hit by a truck driving without lights and ended up in hospital with a lacerated skull. After finally being released from the hospital he returned to flying but was never able to regain his old skills, “barely getting my wings before being officially grounded.”

At the time of his grounding, the Navy was recruiting for a branch of the Amphibious Navy called Underwater Demolition. "I was never all that fond of explosives but I was a good swimmer so I signed on. It sounded pretty glamorous: swim in with explosives before an invasion and blow up obstacles installed by the Japs to stop our Amtracks. Everyone was pretty gung ho in those days."

Scoville speaks of that experience: “After training in Maui, we were shipped to the Philippines and then on to Okinawa which was the real McCoy. There were Kamikazes as thick as flies, it seemed, diving on everything floating on the sea. They were such poor flyers they usually missed the cruisers and battle ships, hitting small alternate targets like our Destroyer Escort.”   

There was one particularly grueling day in the water, he recalls, attaching explosives to obstacles that had to be blown up to clear a path for the Amtracks. His team, which was too small for the task, had spent two days in the water in cold weather and was suffering from hypothermia. “Probably one of the worst days in my life. I remember looking up to the fantail and noting everyone up there was wearing ersatz fur-lined green coats while we were shoving off in our bathing suits. One of our guys was killed. With all the shrapnel from the shore and the sky churning up the water, it was a miracle we lost only one.” 

The invasion was a success and the swimmers were awarded silver and bronze stars as a unit citation. “We missed Iwo Jima—a  blessing—and then set off for Japan. At this point Truman dropped the two atom bombs, Japan surrendered, and we turned around and came back to San Francisco. Saved again."

After the war, Scoville returned to Wesleyan and graduated with honors in English which he adds, “did nothing to prepare me for life in the real adult world. Wesleyan had a lot to offer but I didn’t know what I wanted to do” which Scoville regards as a missed opportunity.  Feeling at a loose end, he and a friend, Bud Schutte, decided to take a year off and drive across country to "find themselves".

It was during the late 1940s when they headed west in an old beat-up Nash, known as the “Schuttemobile”, with a scant supply of savings but enough youthful exuberance to persevere. On the way they visited friends whom they had met in the service but by the time they got as far as South Dakota their money had started to run out. 

Fortunately, harvest season was in progress and they were able to get jobs and rebuild their bank balance. “We worked twelve hours a day [with] five meals shocking barley and oats,” said Scoville. “Shocking involves picking up bundles of grain and stacking them up in long ‘teepees’ so they can dry off before storing.” Scoville has three memories of that period: “A Sears Roebuck catalogue in place of paper rolls in the outhouse; a night on the town sitting on long wooden benches drinking beer and listening to tales of the price of beef and pork between long silences; and, periods of stultifying activity in the fields when I really wanted to hit somebody – almost anybody.”

Scoville and Bud next headed for Yellowstone National Park where Scoville worked as a busboy at the Old Faithful Inn. Bud had been assigned to what Scoville thought was a cushier job cleaning cabins but when he “paired up with one of the waitresses who later ran twice in Atlantic City as Miss Wyoming in the Miss America contest,” he remembers feeling somewhat vindicated and “pretty impressed.”

Their journey took them from Wyoming to San Francisco then to Los Angeles where they tried, unsuccessfully, to sell water softeners. “This experience should have told me I was no salesman.” 

The next leg was from Los Angeles to Galveston, Texas, where they worked in the oil fields and on the Gulf rigs “doing donkey work”. Scoville remembers the people there as an interesting group. “There were a couple of guys our age, rootless as we were. We were toting 80 pound bags of cement all day long some days,” adding that he couldn’t do that now. These experiences, Scoville recalls, provided a lot of human interaction with the wider world – with Mexican, Texan and day laborers – offering many diverse, sometimes poignant, experiences.

And from Galveston to Florida, the last leg of their trip in the Schuttemobile, to a resort hotel on Siesta Key where they bused tables and carried luggage.

It was here that Scoville, who had been a boxer in the service, had two experiences with the “professional fight game” and “took on a couple of fights in a seedy arena there.” He elaborates: “I used to think fighting was a great test of courage and all that, but now, as I look back on it, professional fighting at that level is particularly horrible because of the permanent brain injuries some of the regulars suffer. One guy working for the circus that wintered in Sarasota claimed to have been the Michigan State middleweight or welterweight champion and wanted to manage me, which gives you a good idea of the caliber of talent they had there.” 

For the last stretch of their around-the-states trip they bought a boat, against Scoville’s better judgment, and sailed up the Inland Waterway to New England. This “under-powered, clunky sailboat took forever to make the Connecticut coast.”

Back on home ground, Scoville, Bud and another friend took an apartment together in Manhattan and set about getting jobs. Scoville remembers spending most of his energy in those days writing short stories and trying to break into one of the several pre-television short story markets and eventually the TV versions of the short story market. He also went back to school and earned a teaching diploma from New York University.

It was at this juncture in his life while selling Blue Cross group plans that a friend of the family offered him a job selling bronze bushing stock. He also met his future wife, Jacqueline, whom he married in 1952, and during the course of time their two children were born. Michael, their son, is a law firm partner practicing in Philadelphia and Anne, their daughter, a nurse in North Carolina “raising three girls and a husband.” 

“I sort of fell into my occupations,” Scoville said, who was a salesman for different companies throughout most of his working life. He says he wasn’t a good salesman because “invariably I wasn’t completely sold on any of the products I was selling. The classic advice to salesmen is, ‘If you’re selling aspirin and your potential buyer doesn’t have a headache, give him one.’ I never found this particularly funny or helpful,” adding that he is not a dissembler by nature.

At one point in his career, Scoville developed a new molding process that “I thought was the answer to a foundry man’s prayer”, a process in which he managed to attract the interest of a “small company called Meehanite Metals.” During the course of time he became general manager of the product sales division of Meehanite but when his employers decided to move south, Scoville elected to stay in the north for personal and family reasons.

Scoville’s new molding process “aroused a lot of interest at first but, unfortunately, another similar process came along, better backed financially and superior to my own in other ways.”  When he left Meehanite, he tried unsuccessfully to market the process on his own. Somewhat of an entrepreneur, Scoville also tried his hand at other ventures including adapting his foundry development to a different use, inspecting houses for prospective buyers, and selling three-wheeled electric vehicles for the disabled.

Before “coming home” to Cornwall, the Soulés lived in Simsbury, and then Harwinton in a nine-room “wreck of a farm house with barn to match that we all got to love”. He remembers that he and Jacqueline spent countless hours making over the house to their taste by changing wallpaper, sanding floors and replacing innumerable panes of glass. These improvements helped put their two children through college when they moved to a smaller house in the same town.

The Soulé’s last move, an auspicious one, was to Cornwall about 13 years ago, to the house to which his parents had retired. “The deeper we got into the town, the better we loved it,” said Scoville who has been involved in the community on different levels including being on the Board of Education, an editor for the Cornwall Chronicle, a Sunday School teacher and secretary of the local five-town Habitat chapter. Scoville, who has been a Sunday school teacher in all three Connecticut towns in which he has lived, thinks “it is helpful to have children in church in order to give them something to believe in outside of themselves.” 

One thing that stands out in particular in Cornwall was his involvement in the exploratory committee to determine the future location of the too-small Cornwall Free Library. As a relative newcomer to town with no agenda in the matter, Scoville was asked to chair the committee by Selectman Gordon Ridgway and he spent many months along with others sorting through all the proposals for its location. They included the vacated Marvelwood School, taking over the Town Hall, or putting up a building between it and the annex, and erecting one on Foote Field. (“One suggestion which had no traction was to build it underground!”) Scoville regards the process of finding a new home for the library as being “extremely satisfying all around.  It’s hard to envisage Cornwall Plains without the present library now exactly where it is.”

Scoville is somewhat optimistic about the state of the world. “I think that civilization is and has been on the upswing for a very long time despite periodic glitches like the one we are suffering from at present. Nations are helping nations to a greater extent than ever which is a very good sign.” He also thinks war “will become obsolete, as that seems to be the trend. We have more or less selected the wars we have been involved in since World War II but they are of a lower scale and extremely unpopular. Our current involvement in Iraq is so bizarre it’s bound to be a deterrent to future such misadventures.”   

As his letter draws to an end, Scoville, like many parents, wants his children to have the benefit of his experience: “If you look into the lives of almost everyone you get to know you’ll find everyone has problems hidden from the public eye. How one deals with them defines one’s character.”

Speaking of Cornwall, “It is an exceptional town. There’s so much talent here so generously shared - a mental stimulus which is wonderful. You never need to be bored in Cornwall. He also added that people have been exceptionally kind since Jacqueline, who has severe arthritis, became ill. 

These days, Scoville spends about three days a week painting houses with Phil Hart. He also looks after Jacqueline and makes frequent visits to Geer to see his sister, Harriet, and brother-in-law Jack Forster. He spends time reading and writing, and hopes he is keeping his mental and spiritual life up and running. He admits to being addicted to writing letters to the Hartford Courant and the Lakeville Journal. In one recent letter to The Lakeville Journal (March 22, 2007) entitled “We’re not likely to see our troops come home soon” Scoville takes the Bush administration to task on a number of issues accusing the President of having too much of “an ego-eye on his own legacy” and “giving no weight to overwhelming citizen judgment or the Hamilton/Baker bipartisan committee’s report which urged negotiations with neighboring countries in no uncertain terms.” He doubts there has ever been an administration that lied so consistently to its constituents or was of such consummate ineptitude in matters of wartime governance.

In addition to prose, Scoville likes to write poetry, especially for his three granddaughters, Rachel 14, Rebecca, 12, Lauren 10. It makes him feel closer to them and hopes it has a reciprocal effect despite the physical miles between them.

Grandpa Makes Me A Sandwich

There’s peanut butter on your dress,

There’s jam atop your nose.

In short, my dear, you are a mess

From your head down to your toes.

But even worse than that, I fear,

(than being badly mussed)

Look down upon your plate, dear,

You’ve left there every crust.

I’ve often stressed this double truth,

In hopes to make you smart:

Half-eaten bread is most uncouth

And the crust is the best part.

The Reply

My crusts I gave him on the spot.

Did he eat them? He did not.

March 24, 2007
