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Distinguished Chicagoans

She Labors 36 Years to Wrzte Chicago’s

Bessie L. Pierce

Busy at 77 on
Volume No. 4

[Another in a series about
interesting residents of the
Chicago area.]

BY LOUISE HUTCHINSON

If you saw Miss Bessie Louise
Pierce walk across a room and
surmised from the tilt of her
chin, the set of her shoulders,
and the look in her eyes that
here is a woman not easily de-
feated, you would be absolutely
right.

For Miss Pierce, or Dr.
Pierce if you use her academic
title, is a woman engaged in a
literary marathon—a four-vol-
ume history of Chicago unlike
that done for any city before.

It began 36 years ago and
Miss Pierce in 1929 hadn’t the
vaguest idea of what lay ahead.
Now, at 77 years of age, she
does, because the fourth volume
of this incredibly comprehen-
sive work isn’t finished yet.

Determined to Finish

“I'll feel terribly if I die
without getting this volume
done,” the white-haired Univer-
sity of Chicago professor emer- !
itus confided the other day in
a voice as low as it is precise.

At times, Miss Pierce has had
as many as 10 research assist-
ants helping her. Currently she
has three because most of the
research for volume No. 4, that
will trace the city from 18%4
to 1914, is done.

Miss Pierce has only just be-
gun writing it, a painstaking
process she does in long hand
with frequent rewriting.

Served at Iowa

This career of being bdiogra-
pher to a city began innocently
enough. She was on the faculty
of the University of Iowa when
Arthur Schlesinger Sr. was
head of the history department.
[His son later was a White
House special assistant and au-
thor of a book about the Ken-
nedy administration.]

“He was the most brilliant
man I was ever associated
with,” she said of Schlesinger
Sr. “Always in my life T have
liked to work with people I!
consider a lot better than my-
self. I like to run to keep up.”

Schlesinger urged Miss Pierce,
who had a master’s degree
2wm the University of Chicago,
™ get her doctorate. She de-

murred.
She Finally Yields

*All the women I know who
have their doctor’s degrees are
shriveled-up, old ladies,” she
told him. But he urged and she
agreed. pursuing a doctoral
topic Schlesinger suggested.

“It was a study of laws and
other forces which attempted to
control teachers,” she ex-
plained. And it had unexpected
dividends.

It brought her to the atten-
tion of the University of Chi-
cago, where a social science
research council, including po-
litical scientists, sociologists,
economists, and others of al-
lied disciplines, had been re-
cruited to do a study of Chicago.

“Groping for Background”

“But they had begun grop-
ing for the historical back-
ground out of which the condi-
tions they had found evolv
she said.

This was to be her task.

“The sheer vastness didn’t oc-
cur to anyone then,” she said
with a twinkle, She had been a
full professor at Iowa. Chicago
offered her an associate profes-
sorship. Some friends advised
her to decline it. Others said
she should go.

“I have always liked being in
an area where there are many
challenges,” she said. “I still
do, even at my age.”

Funds Not Lacking

The element of challenge
tipped the scale. She accepted
the job. She has had, she said,
abundant research money.
There were Rockefeller grants
at the beginning; there have
been two Guggenheim fellow-
ships since; there were others,
but mostly, said Miss Pierce,
the University of Chicago has
borne the cost of her painstak-
ing labors.

“1 didn't realize for years
what confronted me,” she

“I have never longed for the
good old days.”
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noted. “I kept thinking I would
get things done.”

For A Century of Progress in
1933, she got out a small vol-,
ume called “As Others See Chi- !
cago,” a compilation of early ;
travelers’ comments on the set-
tlement that some day would !
be a city.

Kipling Not Well Impressed

Included was Rudyard Kip- |
ling’s view that “Having seen
Chicago 1 urgently desire never
to see it again.” Many, said |
Miss Pierce, agreed with him. !
And as the meat packing indus-
try took hold, other detractors
dubbed the city ‘“Porkopolis.”

Others commented how so-'
ciety in 1834 raced horses on
the frozen Chicago river one
day and set forth on wolf hunts
the next.

But this book was only the
appetizer to the first main
course. In 1937, “A History of
Chicago: The Beginning of a
City” appeared. From Mar-
quette and Joliet in 1673 who,
like other French explorers,
had to use the Chicago portage
to reach the Illinois and Missis-

sippi rivers, it traced the city
to 1848 when its first railroad,
the Galena, was completed,
changing, Miss Pierce noted,
“the whole structure of the
city.”
Thoroness Is Praised

A TriBUNE book reviewer
praised its thoroness and the
exciting record it disclosed. The
reviewer also noted in the early

% days how dim seemed the

chances of a great city rising in
an area where the climate was
unhealthy, the river a problem,
and the site just generally poor.

In 1940, volume No. 2 ap-
peared, subtitled ‘From Town
to City, 1848-1871.”" The latter
date was the year of the great
Chicago fire and, as Miss
Pierce explains it, “‘I burned it
[the city] down at the end of
the second volume, and I built it
up again in the third.”

That emerged in 1957, sub-
titled, “The Rise of a Modern
City, 1871-1893.” Again, the
TRIBUNE review was warm and
appreciative.

“‘Should Be Supported”

Every child of Chicago should
have these books, whether he
lives at home or in exile, for
this history is one of the great
research projects of our day,
and where should it be sup-
ported if not at home?”’ asked
the reviewer.

Miss Pierce, who stands about
5 feet tall, is unhappy that vol-
ume No. 4 isn’t out. But there
was a bout or two with illness
that set her back. Moreover,
in the earlier days, she was

tcarrymg a full teaching load,

! She is and long has been “in
love with Chicago,” she said.

She didn't see the city as a

| child. Her early years were
| spent in Waverly, Ia., a small
! town where her father owned a
. dry goods store. So it was as an
. adult that she and city met—
’ and its vitality thrilled her.
“An Exciting Age”
“I have never longed for the
‘ good old days,” said this histo-
‘ rian. “I think this is an excit-
ing and wonderful age to be
‘ alive in.”
| Then, she said of the comple-
1 tion of her work:

“I promised to get this out.
I want to keep-my promise.”

She sees Chicago as a city
that cares more for material
than cultural things.

“Any new city has to be ma-
terialistic to build itself, be-
cause that must be done before
anything else,” she explained.
“Chicago still is a young city.
It is a very different atmos-
phere from New York. There is
still much of the small town
spirit of welcome here. We still

haven’t gotten past the state
of liking each other in Chi-
cago.”

Views Problems in Perspective
Miss Pierce adopts an histori-
cal perspective on some of t.he\

city’s problems of today.

“We had decay here in the
1870s,” she said. “We had a
housing - problem then, and
more people than we could ac-
commodate, and a lot of peaple
without jobs, just as today. The
:strain of nationalism between
| different groups them was
strong as the strains of racism
now.”

The exodus to the suburbs be-

gan in the late 19th century
when “people wanted to get
away from the hustle and
bustle of the downtown area.”
And, in one way the early pio-
neer community was blessed as
not many others were.

“‘Many of our earliest settlers
were from New England or the
Middle States and they were
very active and brilliant people.
Chicago had the benefit of Yale
men and graduates of other
great eastern universities.”

Won’t Blame Mrs. O'Leary

As to Mrs. O'Leary and her
cow, Miss Pierce vows that “no
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one has ever been able to say
what caused the Chicago fire.”
And as to Chicago's beauty,
Miss Pierce alleges that “not
even Paris can compare with
the view from Chicago’s Outer
drive.”

She arises shortly after- 5
a. m. to begin her chores of the
day. She laughed as she ex-
plained that “I am, after all, an
Towa girl.” She also is, as she
said many years ago, a woman
who “likes to run to keep up.”

And frankly, she is running
as fast as she can these days

after volume No. 4, a promise
that has to be kept.



