* THE LIFE OF P. T. BARNUM .*
(Continued from The Times o f Saturday, D ec. 30,1854.)

~A glance will suffice at some of the stages through
which Mr. Barnum gradually attained a perfect
mastery o f the art o f gammon, and a place in the
world’s eye rarely, if ever before, accorded to one
o f its professors. Being, as he expresses it, “ on
his own hook,” he established a “ store” in the
public street at Bethel, which combined the sale of
lottery tickets with that of apples, beer, fingerrings, and stewed oysters; performed on foot, in
company with a friend, a second journey to New
York, where he learnt still more about the organi
zation of lotteries; took to himself a spouse, clan
destinely ; opened & lottery office at Danbury;
bought three acres of land, built a house at Bethel;
went into the book trade, and became traveller and
auctioneer; all in an unaccountably short space
o f time.
He then founded another and a
larger “ store,” in conjunction with one of his uncles.
This was-celled the “ Yellow Store ;” but, proving
unsuccessful, they dissolved partnership, and Bar
num carried it on by himself. Not having enough
on his hands, he now began to meddle in questions
o f politics and religion, professed Democracy, and
set up a newspaper—the Herald of Freedom; was
prosecuted for libels against the State, fined 100
dollars, imprisoned for two months in Danbury
Gaol, and, at the expiration of his term, conducted
home by his friends in a coach- and-six, preceded by
40 outriders and a marshal bearing the national
Standard, followed by a cortege of 60 carriages, with
drums and trumpets, flags and streamers—in short,
a triumphal procession, interpreted by himself as a
popular verdict in his favour—a condemnation
o f his prosecutors and the law of libel. The
“ Yellow Store” continuing unprofitable, and
the Herald of Freedom, which, bringing him
nothing but honour, was out of his line, were,
in the course of time, disposed o f ; and, at
the age of 25, our hero abandoned Bethel and re
paired to New York with his family— “ to seek,” as
he tells us, “ his fortune.” Lotteries were abolished
in Connecticut; “ mercantile” speculations had
failed; the prospects of the “ Yellow Store” looked
“ blue; ” and, although since his marriage he had
realized considerable sums in a multitude o f ways,
the whole .was squandered or lost; and thus he
arrived at New York, the scene of his future ex
ploits, still young, with a wife and children, and
without a dollar! His extreme activity, his aptness
for any pursuit in which the object was to get
money, his easy and rapid exchange of one trade or
calling for another, his ability to combine a dozen
trades at once, his unwearied industry, his “ specu
lative turn,” all in a certain degree entitled to re
s pect, had nevertheless stood him in little stead up
to this point, which is half explained by himself when
he says— “ I was not in my natural sphere; I
wanted to do business faster than ordinary mercan
tile transactions would admit; and hence”— and
hence he purchased too largely and at random,
made bad debts, and went the way of others before
him.
Once settled in his house at New York, he
began to look about him with anxiety, and to
read the advertisements in all the papers, with
the hope of finding “ something to his advantage.”
Thus he may be presumed to have graduated in that
modern art of “ puff” of which he afterwards became
the most accomplished known practitioner. The
Transatlantic “ puff,” compared with the European,
is as Boreas to a breeze, or P. T. Barnum to any
other showman that ever advertised his wares. The
date Mr. Robins was considered a very expert hand
at making things look marvellous on paper, and
some credit must be given to the poetical effusions
o f Moses in our own day; but Barnum throws
them both into the shade. The Emperor Nicholas
might do worse than appoint him editor of the

Invalide Russe.
Our hero, however, got but little by study
ing the advertisements. Wherever he went he
found advertisers were “ in want” of the same
thing as himself—money. But now was about
to happen that event in his life which laid the
first stone of his prosperity, and fixed him at
length in his “ natural sphere.” In the P enn
sylvanian Inquirer he read the description o f a
negress, exhibiting in Philadelphia, “ 161 years old.”
His curiosity at once excited, without loss of time
be proceeded to the spot, and obtained an interview
with the “ proprietor” o f the negress, who “ be
lieved her to have been” the nurse of General
Washington. Our hero saw Joice Heth, and also
“ believed her to have been” the nurse of General
Washington—for the first time, perhaps, a victim
o f credulity. His own description of the negress is
too exquisite to be passed over ; we give it in

extenso
(

“ I was favourably struck with the appearance o f the old
woman. So far as outward indications were concerned, she
m ight almost as well have been called a thousand years old
as any other age. She was lying upon a high lounge in the
middle of the room ; her lower extremities were drawn up,
w ith her knees elevated some two feet above the top o f the
lounge. She was apparently in good health and spirits, but
former disease or old age, or perhaps both combined, had
rendered her unable t o change her position; in fact, although
she could move one o f her arms at will, her lower limbs
were fixed in their position, and could not be straightened.
She was totally blind, and her eyes were so deeply sunken
in their sockets that the eyeballs seemed to have disappeared
altogether. She had no teeth, but possessed a head of thick,
bushy, gray hair. Her left arm lay across her breast, and
she had no power to remove it. The fingers of her left
hand were drawn down so as nearly to close it, and re
mained fixed and immovable. The nails upon that hand
were about four inches in length, and extended above her
wrist.”

man himself, setting forth that the whole affair was
“ a humbug” —that Joice was “ not a human being,”
but a “ curiously constructed automaton,” and the
exhibitor, “ a ventriloquist”—need not be told. The
“ tag” of the comedy was the worst part of it. The
poor old creature dies; and no sooner is Mr. B ar
num instructed of this in a letter from his “ broth e r
Philo ” than he gets up another “ show.” Under
pretext of a post mortem examination, of th e body,
which ends in an exposure, a mystification, and a
broil. Dr. Rogers is the mi s s i n g surgeon. All
Mr. Barnum’s friends
invited, and among
the visitors is Mr. Richard Adams Locke, an
intimate friend of D r . Rogers, and “ author of
the Moon Hoax .” The result of the opera
tion causes great astonishment to every one
but Mr. Barnum. The dissector, who had antici
pated “ spoiling half-a-dozen knives,” finds his task
extremely facile, and declares (in which he is sup
ported by the surgeons and physicians present) that,
from certain organic appearances, instead of 161,
Joice Heth could not possibly have been more than
80.
An Italian juggler, named Antonio, is next en
gaged, and for “ show” reasons his name changed to
Vivalla. This man, who spins crockery ware on his
nose and chin, has been very successful in Albany
and other towns. Barnum, of course, announces
him as " just arrived from Italy.” Vivalla (let
us call him so) speaks English fluently, having
been in England many years, and indeed has
abandoned, if not forgotten, his own language. It
better suits his employer, however, to make him
seem to know nothing o f English, so that, except
when the two are alone, the poor juggler is con
demned to be dumb. One Roberts, a Yankee conjuror, now appears, and “ spins and balances” in a
more remarkable style than Vivalla, which not a
little perplexes Barnum for a time. His inventive
genius comes to his aid, however; the demon of trickery
has not left him ; he hits upon a scheme. He chal
lenges Roberts for $1,000 to a contest of skill with
his own protege. This is advertised in the papers.
Meanwhile he comes to an understanding that
the American shall allow himself to be beaten.
This is not advertised in the papers. A great
crowd is attracted to witness the struggle ; all is
arranged in advance ; Vivalla triumphs; the public
is bamboozled; and Barnum laughs in his sleeve !
Getting sick of the life of an itinerant showman, Mr.
Barnum returns to the “ empire city,” having been
absent nearly a year, during which he was greatly
impressed with the “ tact” displayed by the manager
of the Opera at New Orleans “ in working up
public enthusiasm to fever heat ” about Fanny
Ellsler—little dreaming that, within 12 years,
he should be “ selling tickets in the same
city at double or treble the price.” Resolv
ing to be a “ vagabond ” no longer, he applies
himself to the Bible traffic. One occupation at a
time, however, was never enough for his ardent
and “ speculative” m ind; so he leases Vauxhall,
and, not to compromise “ his dignity as a Bibleman” by publishing his connexion with that esta
blishment, gets “ brother Philo” to represent him.
In a short time the profits derived from Joice Heth
and the raree-show are dissipated, and Barnum
is again reduced to poverty. But virtue cannot
long go unrewarded, and in the midst of his
abject poverty another turn of luck is at hand,
another stepping-stone to fortune, another chance
of showing that he might be more scrupulous
without much damage to his morality. “ Scud
der’s American Museum” is for sale. Barnum makes
up his mind at once. He must lease or buy it.
With his money ? He has no money ; but he has
“ wits,” and he will make those pass current. The
administrator demands $15,000 for the collection ;
as many cents would more than cover Barnum’s
wealth ; but he is obstinate. “ Having,” says he,
with naivete, “ no money, it was not surprising
that my speculative spirit should look in the direc
tion of the museum for a permanent investment.”
Without understanding the process of reasoning
by which this result is obtained, we are
ready to accept it, since our hero carried his
point, as will be seen. “ You buy the Museum ?”
—asked one o f his acquaintance, in a bantering
tone—“ with what ? ’ “ With brass,” replied Bar
num— “ for silver and gold have I none.” True to
his object, he sought out the chief proprietor, who
demanded his “ references.” The “ references”
were procured,; but they all spoke “ so well” of
him that the proprietor declared he must have
security in the bargain. Barnum was confounded;
until he suddenly remembered that he was owner of
a piece of ground, or rather a barren swamp, with
which his grandfather had presented him in a
moment of pleasantry, many years before— “ to
make Phineas,” remarked the good man, laughing,
“ a landholder.” “ I have got,” said our hero to
the proprietor, “ Ivy Island, in Connecticut, free
from all lien or encumbrance.” After some hesitation,
Ivy Island, described by Barnum in glowing
colours, produced its intended effect; but there was
yet another difficulty. The collection was already
pledged to the directors of Peale’s Museum, who
had advanced $1,000, and were to find the remain
ing $14, 000 on a specified day. It was agreed,
however, that if the $14,000 should not be forth
coming at the time appointed, Barnum, on certain
conditions, was to be put in possession. Let him
describe himself the course he now adopted, owing
to the success of which the stock of the Incorpo
rated Company became very shortly “ as dead as a
herring

Not yet wholly satisfied, however, the conscientious
Mr. Barnum asked for some “ proof’ of Joice
Heth’s extraordinary age. A bill o f sale, dated
February 5, 1727, in which Augustine Washington
“ makes over” the negress, then 54, to Elizabeth
Attwood, for the consideration of 31l., was produced,
and, as the document looked old and worn, Mr.
Barnum was “ convinced.” “ The story,” he says,
was “ plausible,” and the bill of sale “ had every
appearance of antiquity.” The price—$3,000—was
beaten down to $1,000; and, under the auspices of
Mr. Levi Lyman, an accomplice, and in all respects
a worthy one, the “ Nurse of General Washington”
was exhibited shortly afterwards at Niblo’s. All
imaginable “ puffs” preparatory were resorted to.
Lyman wrote and published “ a memoir” (!) o f the
old woman, had her likeness printed on innumerable
circulars, and “ flooded the city with posters.” One
o f the shortest and least audacious of the newspaper
paragraphs was as follows :—
“ Joice Heth is unquestionably the most astonishing and
interesting curiosity in the world. She was the slave
o f Augustine Washington (the father o f George Washing
ton), and was the first person who put clothes on the uncon
scious infant who was destined in after days to lead our
heroic fathers to glory, to victory, and to freedom. T o use
her own language, when speaking o f her young master,
George Washington, * she raised him .’ ”

Another begins,—
“ The old one has arrived; from the bill o f sale we have
n o doubt she is 160 ; her appearance is like an Egyptian
mummy escaped from its sarcophagus.”

A third,—
“ Since the flood a like circumstance has not been wit
nessed. A ncient o r modern times furnish no parallel to the
great age o f this woman. Methuselah was 969 years old
when he died, but nothing is said o f the age of his wife. I t
is not unlikely that the sex in the olden time were, like
the daughters at the present day, unwilling to tell their
age. J oice Heth is an exception ; she comes out boldly, and
says she is rising 160.”

“ I wont immediately to several o f the editors, m y good
friends, and stated my grievances. ‘ N ow, ' said I, ' i f you
will grant me the use o f your columns, I ’ll blow that specu
lation sky-high.’ They all consented, and I wrote a large
number o f squibs, cautioning the public against buying the
museum stock,” &c.

At the same time—mark, reader !—Mr. Barnum
signed an agreement with the directors of the com
pany, on consideration of a yearly salary of $3,030,
to undertake the management of their affairs, and
not to write against them in the papers. The sequel
is best told in his own words:— “ The new company
could not sell a dollar’s worth of stock ; for I kept
up a shower of squibs in the papers.” The “ 14,000”
not being to time, the Incorporated Company was
mulcted, the $1,000 were retained as forfeit, and
Mr. P. T. Barnum, “ with his legal counsellor”—
doubtless,' a gentleman of high respectability—re
paired to the house of the proprietor, and was in
stalled forthwith. His first thought, on having,
with such punctilious integrity, attained his point,
was to add insult to injury. The following note was
written and despatched without an instant’s
delay :—
" American Museum, N ew Y ork, Dee. 27,1841.
“ Gentlemen,— I t gives m e great pleasure to inform you
that you are placed upon the free list o f this establishment
until farther notice.
“ P . T. B A R N U M , Proprietor.
“ T o the President and Directors o f the N ew York
Museum.”

Thus did our modem Lazarillo become lessee and
manager of the famous American Museum, now his
sole property, and where, among “ 500,000 ob
jects” (according to Mr. Barnum), was placed the
half-monkey half-fish, “ caught in the Feejee
Islands.” But the “ Mermaid,” the “ Dwarf,” and
the “ Nightingale” are worth a chapter apart—to
which may be appended the reasons that have led
to a lengthy notice of so worthless a production.
(To be concluded.)

And so on, ad infinitum, Joice Heth was an in
veterate smoker, very fond of church music, knew
all the hymns by heart (some, indeed, with which
Mr. Barnum owns he himself was unacquainted),
and puzzled an “ aged” (aged 160 ?) Baptist clergy
man who “ lined” the verses for her by prompting
or correcting him when his memory was at fault.
On these wonders Barnum comments with delightful
candour:—
“ The question naturally arises, i f Joice Heth was an im 
postor, who taught her these things ? and how happened it
that she was so familiar, not only with ancient psalmody,
b u t also with the minute details o f the Washington family!
T o all this I unhesitatingly answer—I do not know. I
taught her none o f these things. She was perfectly familiar
w ith them all before I ever saw her, and she taught me
many facts in relation to the Washington family with which
I was not before acquainted.”

To all which Mr. Burchall would have unhesitat
ingly answered, “ Fudge.” Who has not, at Epsom
Races, witnessed the uncovering o f the pea ? There
is such a thing as confederacy ; and no one knows
that better than Mr. Barnum. His ignorance of
the annals of Washington may be credited, and his
ignorance of the hymnology of his country; but
for the rest—how the unfortunate nigger woman
was dragged throughout the States, from city
to town, from town to village, from vil
lage to roadside pnblichouse, until her poor
bones must have ached and her palsied frame have
writhed and quivered with exhaustion; and how,
when her attraction had begun to wane, a new kind
o f interest was got up for her by means of letters
with feigned signatures and paragraphs in the
papers, prepared and transmitted by the show
* The L ife o f P . T. Barnum.
Sampson Low and Co.
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