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r I‘he Mining History Association’s 2013 annual conference
is planned for Galena, Illinois, only a short distance from
the final resting place of one of the strangest and most re-

markable figures in American mininghistory. In a small, shady cemetery
in the old mining town of Hazel Green, Wisconsin, a dignified granite
monument marks the grave of James Gates Percival, a man described as
“one of the most pure intellects that has ever worn the garb of humani-
ty—whose departure is a loss alike to science and to poetry ... the physi-
cian, poet, geographer, geologist, botanist, naturalist, philosopher, phi-
lologist, linguist—the truly universal genius!” Who he was, and how
he came to be there, is the focus of this brief sketch.

James Gates Percival was born on September 15, 1795, in Kensing-
ton County, Connecticut, the second of three sons of a village doctor.
His elder brother was an artist; his younger one was institutionalized as
insane.

As a child, Percival was solitary, deeply shy and introverted, but in-
telligent and well read. He had mastered spelling and reading by age
five, and was a “thoughtful writer” at fourteen. His “boyish passion”
was geology.? In 1815, he graduated first in his class from Yale at the
age of twenty, having excelled in his scholarship, naturalist studies, and
poctical compositions. He followed his father in the study of medicine,
receiving his M.D. in 1820, although even then he suspected that he was
not cut out to be a doctor. Throughout, he deeply wished to be a man of
letters, specifically, a poet.

Percival strongly inclined toward a private life of cerebral rumina-
tions. Much as he treasured the independence of solitary study and re-
flection, however, he grudgingly recognized that was no way to make a
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decent living. He freely admitted that Yale’s pres-
ident, Timothy Dwight, had accurately read his
character, warning upon his graduation, “Percival,
you must engage in some active employment, or
you are a ruined man.”

Odd Jobs

Thus, after a brief flirtation with the study of
law, Percival returned to Kensington and set up a
medical practice at his old homestead. It did not
work out well. He was constantly distracted by his
fascination with the natural world and languages,
and by a relentless poetical muse. Ultimately, the
matter seemed settled when a malignant fever
swept the town and overwhelmed his abilities to
cope with it. Out of seven children in one family
under his care, five died, and five of his patients
died in a single day. An agitated Percival aban-
doned his practice abruptly, telling a physician
friend, “I could not bear to have people looking to
me for relief and not being able to relieve them.™

Shortly thereafter—finding himself stranded
and penniless in Charleston, South Carolina, after
an unsuccessful botanical lecture tour—Percival
once again opened a doctor’s ofhice. After only
a few weeks there, however, he gave up medicine
once and for all, finding his patients few and slow
to settle their accounts. In disgust, he threw his
ledger into a fireplace and remarked to a friend
that “when a person is really sick, he will not send
for a poet to cure him!™

After several unsuccessful attempts to estab-
lish himself in the literary communities of New
Haven and New York City, Percival accepted a
professorship in chemistry at West Point in early
1824. But, after only a few months at his post, he
concluded that

I am no chemist. [It is true that] I have
attended lectures and read some. .. [but]
I am no chemist. . .. [W]ith the most
innocent intentions, I have deceived the
government. . . . My inclination and my

ambition are all literary. ... To tell you the
truth I hate chemistryand... I have no no-
tion of stifling myself with the stench and
poison of alaboratory.... My life has been
aseries of disappointments and here comes
the worst of all. Iam no chemist. I never
was one. I never wished to be one.°

Although never fully employed over the next
several years, Percival occupied himself revising
several foreign publications translated for Ameri-
can readers—publishing “hackwork,” as one biog-
rapher termed it.” In 1827, he began correctingthe
proof sheets of Noah Webster’s first unabridged
dictionary, for which he was paid the munificent
sum of eight dollars per day. Percival’s command
of thirteen languages and his broad scientific
and technical vocabulary made him an excellent
choice for the work, and he later claimed his labor
of endless detail with the dictionary proofs gave
him “more pleasure . . . than anything else I have
done.”®

In fact, however, repeated clashes between
this compulsively persnickety editor and a far
more pragmatic Webster ended the arrangement
after the completion of only two letters of the al-
phabet. Their goals were irreconcilably different:
Webster wished to get the dictionary to press;
Percival stubbornly sought lexicographical cer-
tainty, no matter how long that took. Each man
became thoroughly vexed with the other. Percival
observed to a New Haven acquaintance, “I regret
that I have ever engaged in the thing. ... AsI find
it, I appear to be obligated to correct the blun-
ders of ignorance. I feel like the living tied to the

dead.”
Percival the Geologist

Despite Percival’s repeated difficulties with
his turbulent genius, pride, bouts with suicidal
depression, and his poetical muse, his combina-
tion of broad intelligence and a keen naturalist’s
eye did not escape ongoing notice. In 1835, he
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was appointed to make a survey of the geology
of the state of Connecticut. His thoroughgo-
ing work on that project involved covering five
thousand miles and nearly every acre of ground
in the state on foot. Thus began his professional
engagements in geology, in which this complex
man is said to have done his best and most en-
during work.

Unfortunately, the Connecticut legisla-
ture—composed, as it was, of practical work-
ingmen and farmers—expected only a cursory
examination and a user-friendly report directed
at little more than making the state’s quarries
and mines more productive and valuable. Few
of the lawmakers had any knowledge of geol-
ogy or were particularly interested in advancing
science. Nor, apparently, did they realize that
Percival was perhaps the least likely person to
satisfactorily perform the work in such a super-
ficial manner. Thus, the deadline for his report
slipped repeatedly and the legislators grew res-
tive. One called him a “literary loafer.”'

Percival found this galling, but the fact was
that, after nearly seven years on the job, his sub-
stantial accomplishments amounted to little
more than accumulating a roomful of speci-
mens and more than fifteen hundred pages of field
notes. Another hard truth was that payment for
the survey was not to be made until the report was
completed and approved by the governor.

The combination of ongoing pressure from
the legislature and the imperative of near starva-
tion ultimately compelled Percival to compile and
submit a five hundred-page recital of purely fac-
tual findings from his laboriously gathered field
data. His report was extraordinarily thorough
and accurate, but so dryly presented that it was
said that “[i]n its present form, it is safe to say, it
has never found a single reader among the persons
for whose benefit it was written.” In his defense,
however, the January 1843 issue of the American
Journal of Science pointed out that the object of
Percival’s report was not “to please, or amuse, nor

even to point out new sources of wealth.”"!

James Gates Percival in his prime, ca. 1831.
(Wisconsin State Historical Society
collection, WHi-45760.)

In the end, Percival’s inflexible pride nearly
rendered his entire effort naught. When Gov-
ernor William Ellsworth graciously received his
tardy report and promised to examine and pass
upon it as soon as possible, Percival snatched
it away, rolled it up and stormed out. He told
friends that, despite his desperate need of money,
he would rather go without compensation than
endure the indignity of having his work reviewed
by those unqualified to judge it. As usual, his
friends spared him disaster. One, by a ruse, ob-
tained a copy of the report and submitted it to the
governor, who readily admitted his incompetence
in geology and immediately approved it. Percival
got his pay."?

Percival’s work on the Connecticut survey at-
tracted public attention to his geological expertise
and resulted in additional assignments elsewhere.
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He was called upon to examine mineral lands in
southwest Missouri, iron mines in Nova Scotia,
coal lands in New Brunswick, and the geology of
Bass Island in Lake Erie.

Wrestling with the Muse

Percival’s unflagging ambition, however, was
to establish himself as a poet, and he applied him-
self to that end in a not-altogether-unsuccessful
effort. His dozen or so published collections were
broadly popular for a time, although they neither
received the very highest acclaim nor were partic-
ularly remunerative. Nonetheless, “[i]f he did not
rank with Bryant, Dana and Halleck, contempo-
raries, he surely was at the head of the secondary
list of American poets.”"® Indeed, one of his odes
was set to music and sung at Gettysburg in 1863,
when Lincoln delivered his landmark address; an-
other appeared in various editions of McGuffey’s
Reader until as late as 1920.

Still, Percival never felt confident of his liter-
ary reputation. He took criticism poorly, and was
seemingly unable to revise a draft once it had been
committed to paper. One can imagine his sensi-
tive ego reeling had he lived to read critic James
Russell Lowell’s opinion that Percival’s artistic
success was limited because the public “did not
want his poetry, simply because it was not, is not,
and by no conceivable power of argument can be
made, interesting.”"

Percival ultimately gave up his poetic ambi-
tions, never completely forgiving what he saw as a
crass and unappreciative public. As he put it, “the
public will not buy what does not please it . . .
and if I cannot come down to the public, I must
sit above them, cold and hungry”®

Percival became reclusive, moving into a small
suite of dingy and sparsely furnished rooms on
the second floor of a largely abandoned former
hospital in New Haven. Being socially unskilled
and twice a failure in love, Percival quickly took
to his hermitage, retreating to solitary studies of
language and nature, and to the books that were

always his favored companions. By the time of
his death, he had amassed a collection of some
ten thousand volumes, one of the largest private
libraries then in the United States. For the most
part unemployed and reliant upon the charity of
his few close friends, he necessarily lived frugally,
on many occasions opting to purchase a book in-
stead of food.

Percival tied his door closed with a knotted
rope and never admitted visitors, trying instead
to send them away with a “Boo!”—described by
some as more of a “long drawn out . . . smothered
groan.” Discourse, if it occurred at all, took place
outside in the hallway. On one occasion, when
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow stopped by to
visit, Percival reflexively greeted him at the door
with the usual “Boo!” and declined to let his fel-
low poet enter. Upon recognizing his visitor,
however, Percival led him downstairs where they
conversed for a time in one of the lower rooms.*
Percival was not so much misanthropic as pain-
fully shy.

Ultimately, he came to realize that his life of
privation and poverty was rendering him old be-
fore his time. Equally disturbing was the fact that
he had been compelled to mortgage his treasured
personal library just to meet his minimal living
expenses.'” Perhaps recalling President Dwight’s
admonition upon his graduation from Yale, Per-
cival chose to avoid “ruin” by once again pursuing
“some active employment.”

The Upper Mississippi Valley Lead District

Such employment was possible, despite his
quirky personality, because of Percival’s unrivaled
reputation as a geologist among mining entre-
preneurs. His advice on mining iron and coal in
Canada had proven very valuable. Thus, in 1853,
E. E. Phelps, president of the American Mining
Company, engaged Percival—for the spectacu-
lar sum of two thousand dollars—to evaluate the
lead deposits of northwestern Illinois and south-
western Wisconsin, where the wealthy New York
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company had a new mine and held extensive min-
eral leases.'®

While Percival found the assignment intrigu-
ing and financially attractive, he struggled with
the prospect of venturing west to work for an ex-
tended period on a mining frontier. He was loath
to leave Connecticut, the spartan surroundings of
his apartment, and the comfort of his books. Per-
cival’s own verse describes his repeated struggles
to put aside purely intellectual pursuits for more
practical and remunerative work:

Now to my task:

—be firm,—the work requires

Cool reason, deep reflection,—and the glow
Of heart, that pours itself in restless flow,
Must sleep,

and fancy quench her beaming fires,

And all my longings, hopes, and wild desires
Must seek their slumberous pillow

and be still."

Like Percival’s life, mining in the Upper Mis-
sissippi Valley lead fields was then in flux. After
the “boom” years of the 1820s and ’30s, the bo-
nanza was, to all appearances, over. The rich and
casy-to-mine surface and shallow ore deposits had
been largely depleted, and a substantial percent-
age of the mining population had been lured away
by the recent gold excitement in California.

Initial mining methods in the region had been
crude and inexpensive: two- and three-man crews
quickly depleted shallow crevice deposits with
little more than pick and shovel, hoisting the rich,
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readily smelted galena ores by bucket and hand
windlass. It was a type of mining that required
no milling, little equipment, and almost no cap-
ital. But without a substantial infusion of funds
and technology to pursue large but lower-grade
deposits below the water table, the district was
destined to become moribund.** Given appro-
priate assurances of ultimate success, businesses
like the American Mining Company were pre-
pared to make such investments.

Percival traveled to Wisconsin in the com-
pany’s employ, his luggage “consist[ing] of a
geological hammer or two, a magnifying glass, a
shabby wardrobe, a few books, a flute and an es-
critoire, a portfolio which became a desk when
opened.”  He took up modest lodgings at
Fairplay, in the far-southwestern corner of the
state, and immediately began examining scores
of old, shallow diggings. By October 1853, he
reported to management that he had entered
and scrutinized some 120 mines.?

The miners Percival encountered seemed
entirely comfortable with visits by this odd old
man, perhaps because, with the sole exception of
Old Gaelic, he was able to converse with them
casily in their native tongues.”® Percival said of
the miners: “T have found [them] throughout
civil and attentive, and retain of them a grateful
remembrance.”?*

Endlessly fascinated by language, he was
also amused by the jargon peculiar to the dis-
trict. In a letter to a friend, he offered “a touch
of the mining language: ‘T was staked on a pros-
pect, and after prospecting several days I struck
a lead and raised a lot of bully mineral, but it
was only a bunch in a chimney without any
opening; so I petered out, and a sucker jumped
me.”?

As to his primary assignment, Percival re-
ported success in his detailed examinations of
Wisconsin’s lead district. “I do think I am in
the way of determining the system of arrange-
ment in the mines, and I have had to do it with
very little possible aid from former publica-

An artist’s conception, remarkably accurate in its de-
tails, of a shallow lead mine typical of those operating
throughout southwestern Wisconsin in the 1830s. (Jo
seph Schafer, The Wisconsin Lead Region (Madison:
State Historical Society of Wisconsin: 1932, opposite
p. 96, reproduced from: David D. Owen, “Report of a
Geological Exploration of Part of lowa, Wisconsin, and
Hlinois . .. 1839, U.S. 28th Congress, Senate Execu-
tive Document 407, 1844.)
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tions.” ** He undoubtedly meant G. W. Feather-
stonaugh’s limited investigations in 1835 and Da-
vid Dale Owen’s far more detailed work of 1839.
These were generally considered of limited use
by miners, and without the incentive afforded by
useful scientific information, entrepreneurs were
reluctant to make additional capital investments
in what many saw as a mined-out district.

Percival, however, was bullish. He conclud-
ed that valuable, even rich, mineral deposits ex-
tended several hundred feet below the horizons
mined to date, a finding immediately acclaimed
as “add[ing] at least a million dollars to the value
of the region.”” Of course, in that district, deeper
also meant wetter. Thus, he also recommended
that miners begin investing in whatever work and
equipment was needed to drain their ground and
continue digging downward.

One of the mines Percival examined was the
Aspen Grove—Newkirk, the remains of which
can still be seen not far from Monroe, Wiscon-
sin, in the easternmost part of the Upper Missis-
sippi Valley lead district. Wealthy Philadelphian
Matthew Newkirk opened the mine in late 1836
as a typical shallow lead diggings. Although the
so-called “top run” galena had proven quite rich,
Newkirk harbored a suspicion that even richer de-
posits lay deeper below. When Percival visited in

1853, his opinions proved entirely consistent with
Newkirk’s hunch, and inspired the latter to invest
twenty thousand dollars to sink a deep shaft and
install the pumping gear necessary to keep it and
the new workings dry.”®

Like Newkirk, the American Mining Compa-
ny listened attentively to their geologist. Relying
upon the strength of his opinions—particularly,
as they noted, that “the prospect there promised
a speedy return of any amount of money that
might be judiciously expended”—the company
invested thirty thousand dollars in building an
engine house for pumping its Fairplay mine, a ma-
chine shop, a residence for its agent, a barn, and a
number of other buildings. It hired fifty men—
miners, engineers, and laborers—and promised to
“quadruple” its stake, if necessary, “to ‘prove’ the
ground.”?

It seems remarkable now that eastern inves-
tors stood ready to gamble such high stakes on
the largely opaque analysis of an odd and reclusive
poet from Connecticut, but so it was. In a letter
to a friend dated October 21, 1853, Percival wrote
that “Mr. Phelps has written that he expected to
employ me for a long time, from his satisfaction
with my labors.*

Percival’s heart clearly remained in Connecti-
cut, however. In a letter written the following
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1850 stock certificate of the American Mining Company. Note tlze signature
of company president F. E. Phelps, lower right. (Courtesy of the author.)
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The remains of the Aspen Grove—Newkirk mine engine house, near Monticello, Wisconsin, c. 1998.

This structure, later de-roofed by a storm, is now decaying rapidly. (Photo by the author.)

month, he noted that “from illness and a few ac-
cidents in the mines I have perhaps escaped nar-
rowly, but I trust I shall again see Connecticut.™'!
Taking comfort in the prospect of ongoing em-
ployment and, perhaps for the first time in his life,
solvency, Percival did return briefly to New Haven
and arranged for the construction of a three-room
home for his ultimate retirement there. Although
he drew his own plans for the house, his small cir-
cle of local friends handled the details, purchasing
alot and contracting for the construction work.
The arrangement of the building was, like its
architect, peculiar. “The design was a house of
one story, with high walls, the front part of which
was to be used for a library and study, and the rear
for a sleeping apartment and bachelor’s kitchen.
The entrance was also in the rear. The front was
broken by three narrow and high windows, to
which heavy iron blinds were attached.”* Na-
thaniel Parker Willis, a prominent New York au-

thor, poet, and editor of the time, described the
place unflatteringly: “New Haven is a vast cathe-
dral, with aisles for streets. [Percival’s cottage]
looks like a sarcophagus in [a] cathedral aisle.”
Another acquaintance noted that the house “cer-
tainly resembled a monastic cell more than the
residence of a human being”**

Percival stayed in New Haven long enough to
witness the start of construction and to box his
thousands of books at his former lodgings in an-
ticipation of their ultimate move. He was, how-
ever, obliged to return to his duties in Wisconsin’s

lead fields. One observer reported:

It was pitiful to see the old man, bent and
feeble, walk up and down the street, and
look affectionately upon his home, from
which he was forced to be exiled by his
imperative engagements in the West. In
his younger days he would have broken
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those engagements without hesitation.
[But t]here was now . . . absolute fidelity
to his trust [and h]e wept like a child when
he finally tore himself away, and set his face
toward his duty.®

The Wisconsin Geological Survey

A new and intriguing opportunity had also
arisen to draw him west once again. Percival re-
ported to a friend: “I will state to you, in confi-
dence, that a proposition has been made to
me . .. from some of the leading men in [Wiscon-
sin], to engage in a [geological] survey of the State
[sic].%

In March 1853, the state legislature enacted a
law providing for a geologic survey of Wisconsin,
authorizing an expenditure of $2,500 per year for
four years to complete the task. Governor Leon-
ard Farwell promptly appointed Edward Daniels,
a bright young college professor and lecturer, as
Wisconsin’s first state geologist. Daniels spent
six months in the field, and submitted the Wis-
consin Geological Survey’s first annual report in
carly 1854. This eighty-four-page document was
devoted largely to the lead region of the south-
west corner of the state, since one provision of the
enabling act directed that priority be given to ap-
praising that district.

Daniels’ general conclusions were remark-
ably similar to those Percival had tendered to the
American Mining Company: the mines, having
“passed though the period of excitement,” were
in a transitional state—with near-surface depos-
its being largely worked out—and future mining
would be forced to greater depths. Daniels also
warned that, if the industry were to continue,
more scientific data would have to be gathered.
The legislature received Daniels’ report favorably
and, encouraged by his conclusion (like Percival’s)
that ore could be found in large quantities in
deeper formations, recommended that the survey
be continued.”

Although Daniels had pursued his new as-

signment with diligence and enthusiasm, it was
widely known that his appointment was as much
due to his political connections as his geological
expertise. Further, industry did not then value
youth as favorably as it does today. Thus, when
Democrat William Barstow succeeded Governor
Farwell, a Whig, in January 1854, mining inter-
ests began urging, over the legislature’s objections,
that Daniels be replaced by Percival. The seasoned
Percival, they contended, would do work of much
greater value to the state.”®

When rumors of Daniels’ replacement began
to circulate, they awakened a great deal of politi-
cal invective in the partisan press. Once Percival’s
prior work in the lead mines and his reputation as
adistinguished geological scholar in other regions
became more widely publicized, however, much
of the public opposition subsided. No one dared
question his abilities and attainments. Even Dan-
iels praised Percival and publicly endorsed the
change. Thus, in June 1854, Governor Barstow
discharged Daniels and appointed Percival as his
SUCCESSOT.

A relieved and determined Percival reported
to friends: “My appointment and the removal of
Mr. Daniels has been the occasion of some con-
troversy in the papers, but I believe the general
impression is in my favor. . .. I intend to proceed
with my survey as if the tenure of my office was
undisputed. . . . I have already laid out my work
and have a full press of employment before me.”*’

Although he would earn less than the Ameri-
can Mining Company had paid him, Percival’s
state salary of from $1,200 to $1,500 per year was
nonetheless as much as was paid in those times to
top state officers and the judges on Wisconsin’s
courts. Also Percival, it seemed, was in it for more
than money. He told a friend that “I am very de-
sirous to have an opportunity of thoroughly ex-
ploring this lead region, and I think, from what
I have already done, that I may lay down its ar-
rangement with a good deal of precision, and to
the benefit of the public.”® One acquaintance
later said: “He entered upon his new field of la-
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bor in the mines with much zeal and pleasure,
which seemed to increase with the prosecution
of his researches....His ardor and earnestness in
the discharge of his duties were intense and hardly
ever until the fading hours admonished him the
day for toil was ended would he turn his steps
homeward.”*!

Percival arranged for accommodations in
both Madison and Hazel Green, the former in an
unheated room and workspace above a wood stor-
age shed in the rear of the state capitol building,
the latter in the home of Henry D. York, a promi-
nent local citizen and former state legislator. The
geologist immediately set about his work in the
field while the weather, as he put it, “could not be
more pleasant.”® The Platteville correspondent
for Mining Magazine reported “the appearance
among us of the State Geologist, Doctor Percival,
who seems to be actively engaged in the discharge
of the duties of his office. He arrived here a few
days ago, and at once commenced an examina-
tion of the lead mines in this immediate vicinity.

.. [W]e have no doubt but the examination will
prove satisfactory to all.”#

Percival’'s immediate task, as he later described
it, was “to make a preliminary reconnoisance [sic]
of the entire [lead] district, so as to enable me to
present, in my first Report [sic], a general view of
the arrangement, both as exhibited on the surface
and in the interior. In previous examinations of
the same kind, I had found the great advantage of
such general views, in preparing for a more just
appreciation of particular facts and of their mu-
tual relations.”**

Percival became well known on sight in his
wanderings throughout the lead region. An ac-
quaintance, Col. E. A. Calkins, later described
him thus: “He was [by] then far past his prime.
He walked with his head bent, his eyes cast down-
ward, and with slow and uncertain step. Those of
our citizens who saw him will not soon forget his
aspect of poverty, almost of squalor—his tattered
grey coat, his patched pants—the repairs of his
own hands—and his weather-beaten glazed cap,

with earpieces of sheepskin, the wooly side in.”%

That cap he reportedly wore year-round, regard-
less of temperature. And, because this gentle and
retiring man always had a geologist’s rock ham-
mer in hand, he became known throughout the
district as the “old stonebreaker”—“half in char-
acterization, half in deep affection.”

By contrast, while working on his report in
Madison, Percival was almost invisible. Horace
Rublee, editor of the Milwaukee Sentinel, fre-
quently saw Percival at the state capital, and ob-
served that “[h]e seemed to withdraw himself as
much as possible from all intercourse with his fel-
low men, and to surrender himself wholly to in-
tellectual pursuits. During the winter he spent in
[Madison], he scarcely formed an acquaintance,
and hardly one in fifty . . . citizens knew him by
sight”¥

Indeed, Percival preferred working alone.
While the state survey provided for a field assistant
for the more toilsome of his duties, he only grudg-
ingly accepted such help after Governor Barstow,
who was alarmed by a recent hold-up and murder
of a traveler and concerned for Percival’s safety,
insisted on the arrangement. For some undocu-
mented reason, however, the appointed assistant
could not accompany Percival at the designated
time, and sent his seventeen-year-old son in his
place.

That pairing lasted barely two weeks. Percival
made a special trip to Madison to complain, “I
cannot continue any longer with that young man,
indeed I cannot” When asked why, the visibly
agitated state geologist said, “Sir, he annoys me
excessively. He whistles, he throws stones at birds,
and he speaks to people with whom we meet on
the road.”*® When told that the assistant would
be dismissed and that he could proceed alone if he
preferred to do so, a very much relieved Percival
offered what were described as “warm” thanks.*

Percival, now contentedly working by himself,
wrapped up his painstaking field work in the lead
district before winter weather set in. “I have vis-
ited during this season all considerable diggings,”
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he reported, “from the South line of the State [sic]
to a line drawn east to west north of Cassville,
Beetown, Potosi, Platteville, Mineral Point, Yel-
lowstone and Exeter, and from the Mississippi to
the east part of Green County. Some of the least
important diggings within these limits may have
escaped my notice, but I have endeavored to make
such an examination of those I have visited, as my

limited time would allow.”*°

Percival’s Report

Percival thereupon returned to Madison to
begin writing his first report, taking with him no
field notes or memoranda of any kind to assist his
recollection of thousands of observed details. He
apparently wrote the resulting 111-page report,
published in 1855, entirely from memory, a feat of
recall later hailed as one “seldom . . . surpassed.”’

All the while, however, the political stew sur-
rounding his appointment and the dismissal of
Daniels was still simmering briskly in the legisla-
ture. The judiciary committee, in particular, had
strongly favored Daniels and continued to agitate
for his reappointment. This deeply troubled Per-
cival, who wrote to a New Haven friend, “I am
satisfied now that my acceptance was unfortu-
nate, and am sincerely desirous to withdraw and
return to New Haven if I can do so safely and with
credit.”>*

More to the point, Percival was becoming in-
creasingly dissatisfied with his dealings with the
state. He was paid only sporadically, as the meager
state treasury would allow, and the spartan work-
place provided for him in Madison was barely ad-
equate. “No accommodation is provided for me
here,” he fumed, “nor can I, in the state of uncer-
tainty in which I am kept, incur extra expense at
my own risk, particularly in a place where every-
thing is so dear as here. The arrangements in rela-
tion to my appointment are not what I expected
nor in accordance with the letter of the law. ... My
report has been prepared under great disadvan-
tages from want of accommodation.” He went on

to predict that, “this state of things might involve
me this coming year in no little difficulty.”>?

Rigorous field work was also taking a toll on
this increasingly frail sixty-year-old. Said Percival,
“at my age and with my health, if T could be settled
in New Haven in regular literary pursuits, I could
be much more usefully employed than in carrying
on so hazardous an undertaking. . . as this survey.”
But Percival well knew the risks of quitting out-
right. In aletter to New Haven, he admitted that
“it may be difhicult for me to withdraw with safety
and credit by resigning. I must get out my report
first and then act as I can best judge.”*

The mining industry received Percivals 1855
Annual Report on the Geological Survey of the State
of Wisconsin appreciatively because his findings
were “encouraging and . . . serve[d] to counter-
act the very disparaging views [of the lead region
expressed in] Whitney[’s Metallic Wealth of the
United States (1854)] ...and... [by] some others”
because Percival had “honestly formed very differ-
ent and much more favorable opinions.” Because
of this, Percival noted, “the gentlemen connected
with the mining interest whom I lately met with
express[ed] their desire that I should continue the
survey.” But that encouragement little tempered
Percival’s overall pessimism. He went on to say
that “were [I] acting for [the mining industry]
alone I might get on without difficulty, but my
present position, if I continue, will doubtless be
taken advantage of [only] to further the interests
of [partisan politics].”

Nonetheless, by the time Percival’s much-
delayed first report finally left the printer in the
spring of 1855, he was already venturing back
into the field. Despite gnawing uncertainty, he
announced that “I shall continue my survey to
the best advantage I can through this season.” His
expanded efforts included inspections of the iron
mines of central Wisconsin, and the Lake Supe-
rior copper and iron deposits in the far northwest
corner of the state. In good weather and bad, he
eventually visited thirty-eight of the state’s fifty
counties.”® Ultimately, however, he returned to
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Hazel Green to complete his examination of the
lead district.

Meanwhile, his 1855 report was receiving
less-than-stellar reviews. Although it was a far
more practical document than his dryly factual
recitation of Connecticut’s geology, it was still
criticized as “prosy” and overly detailed in its de-
scriptions of geologic formations. And, because it
provided little guidance on the ultimate question
of where and how to look for mineral deposits,
“both miners and legislators were dissatisfied.”’
In his younger, feistier years, Percival responded
to a similar critique from a disgruntled Con-
necticut citizen by offering to refund to the mal-
content a pro-rata share of the state’s geological
tax—amounting to about two cents—out of his
own pocket. The man reportedly did not take the
money, but did take the hint.>® But now, a weary
and depressed Percival bore this latest criticism
largely in silence.

It is worth noting, however, that Percival’s
report did correctly predict the zinc boom that
would ultimately resuscitate and re-define the en-
tire Upper-Mississippi Valley mineral district. He
observed that

the ores of zinc, although very abundant
... have never yet been turned to any ac-
count. There can be no doubt that they
must be hereafter sources of profit. . . .
As soon as an easy connection is formed
between the deposits and the coal beds of
Illinois by means of railroads, it may be
reasonably expected that these ores will
become objects of importance. . . . Either
the fuel might be taken to the ore, or the
ore to the fuel, as should be found most
advantageous. .. and, thus, with American
skill and enterprise, a new mining interest
would be created.”

And so it was a decade later.
An acquaintance, a Mr. Edward Hunter, fore-
saw a quickly growing demand for zinc in Europe

and tried unsuccessfully to tempt Percival into
a speculative venture, knowing that the doctor
could, as Hunter put it, “probably tell where there
was a mine or two.” Percival reportedly smiled,
shook his head, and told Hunter that what Hunter
was looking for “is nothing but Black Jack, as the
miners call it. .. and there are many shiploads of it
lying at the mouth of the mines.” Lacking a ready
means to turn the rich zinc ores to profit, miners

had been discarding it on their waste dumps for
decades.®

Percival’s Decline

Wrapping up his 1855 fieldwork, Percival
reported to Governor Barstow that during his
two seasons in the district he had “examine[d]
the interior of more than two hundred different
mines, of varied extent from the smallest to the
greatest.”" Percival also announced his intent to
write his 1856 report not in Madison, but in the
rather hardscrabble but less politically charged
surroundings of Hazel Green. A hotly contested
gubernatorial election remained undecided pend-
ing a canvass. Although Percival had received as-
surances that his position was secure regardless of
the outcome, the Daniels episode and the possi-
bility Barstow’s ouster, which did occur later that
year, nagged him with worry.

Accommodations in Hazel Green were also
far less costly than in the capital city, not an in-
significant matter to one so infrequently paid.
Percival’s concerns about money were amplified
by his pressing need to pay off a number of de-
linquencies in New Haven, obligations he had
undertaken before accepting employment by the
slow-paying state of Wisconsin.

Under these stresses, and while preparing his
1856 report, Percival’s health began to fail. On
March 10, he reported to Governor Barstow that
“my health is very bad, nor am I able to attend to
my report, nor can I promise when I shall be able
to prepare it. In such an uncertain state of my
health you will do what in your judgment is most
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proper for the future interest of the survey.”®
Alarmed by this news, the governor insisted
that Percival leave the mining camp and come to
Madison, where his health could be more closely
watched. Percival reluctantly complied. Shortly
after arriving, however, he received word that the
gentleman in whose care he had left his favorite
horse had fallen ill. Percival insisted on return-
ing immediately to Hazel Green to attend to the
horse, abjectly refusing offers to provide “all kinds
of care and attention for the animal, in case he
would bring him to Madison and remain there
himself” Percival reportedly “seemed . . . in great
haste, and would not do more than shake hands
and say good by[e].”®
The return trip further strained his health.
Upon arriving in Hazel Green, Percival sought
out local physician Dr. J. L. Jenckes, a well-edu-
cated Brown University man. Jenckes took his
fellow doctor into his home for observation and
treatment but, unable to discover any marked
indications of an organic disorder, had difficulty
forming a satisfactory diagnosis. At worst, Per-
cival seemed to be suffering from dyspepsia and
constipation. All that Percival could add was the
simple, unscientific observation “I am worn out.”
Nonetheless, Jenckes reported that Percival “ex-
pressed from the first a firm conviction that he
should not recover, and this conviction no efforts
on the part of his friends availed to remove.”*
During the last few weeks of April 1856, Per-
cival took little or no nourishment because, as
Jenckes noted, “it caused him much gastric dis-
tress.” As the sun rose on Friday, May 2, an emaci-
ated Percival, aged sixty, died quietly in the east
upstairs room of the Jenckes home. He was bur-
ied the following Sunday in the Hazel Green vil-
lage cemetery plot where he lies today. According
to Jenckes, Percival told him “I wish to be buried
here, and let my remains be undisturbed.”®
Percival’s unfinished 1856 report was pub-
lished and included a brief obituary reprinted
from the American Journal of Science.*® His exten-
sive library, awaiting his return to Connecticut,

was auctioned off to satisfy his debts in the East.
His newly built but unattractive New Haven cot-
tage, apparently unsalable, was razed.

Percival Post Mortem

Recriminations and finger pointing began
almost at once in Madison. Dr. Jenckes, acting
as executor, claimed that the state owed Percival
$1,160 at the time of his death. Although the leg-
islature ultimately appropriated $1,635 for the es-
tate, it also appointed a joint committee to inves-
tigate and, rather self-servingly, to “do justice and
honor to the state.” That committee expressed re-
gret that Percival had supposedly died embittered
and believing that he had been defrauded by the
government. However, it also apportioned the
blame between former Governor Barstow, whom
the committee cast as the villain in the affair, and
Percival himself, who the committee believed had
“suffered in silence” instead of making his wants
and needs better known to the lawmakers.®

The following legislature, politically recon-
stituted and not willing to let such conclusions
stand, appointed a “select committee” to reinves-
tigate the matter. The majority ultimately excused
Barstow’s performance, concluding that Percival’s
bitterness had been directed against Daniels’
supporters and that the geologist bore no ill will
against the former governor. The select commit-
tee also announced that “during [Percival’s] last
sickness everything was done that human skill
could device [sic]. Every comfort was provided,
and his every wish anticipated and gratified. He
was surrounded by those who had learned to ap-
preciate the society of a man from whose lips fell
thoughts clothed with the drapery of virtue, wis-
dom and innocence.”®®

Clearly, that was little more than self-congrat-
ulatory claptrap typical of politicians. In truth,
Percival’s sole companions in his final days were
Dr. Jenckes and a few local friends, who, as it
turned out, could do precious little for the dying
man. And for all of the legislature’s grand hyper-
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bole, Percival’s grave remained entirely unmarked
until many years later, when a group of Connecti-
cut citizens and Yale graduates contributed by
subscription to erect over it the substantial gran-
ite monument which remains today. Engraved in
its stone are the words:

JAMES GATES PERCIVAL
...EMINENT AS A POET
RARELY ACCOMPLISHED AS A LINGUIST
LEARNED AND ACUTE IN SCIENCE
AMAN WITHOUT GUILE

And that is the end of this story. At least it
would be, but for one very odd footnote arising
from a brief news article which appeared in the
April 16, 1869, edition of Illinois’ Galena Daily
Gazette:

Poercival.

I
!
] - The brother of Percival, the poet, is
I confined in the Middletown insane asy-
{ lum, and looks even more crazy than the
rpoet did. Heis 71 years of age, and
. though his face is very idiotic, he is said
to be quite smart. He believes that his
life will be taken to get a great sum of
money that he has.—New York Sun.

It will be rcmembered that the poey

| whose remains are interred near [azel
Green, Wis., during the last hours of his
life was affected in a similiar manner.
He had been bitten by a small dog that he
imagined to be mad. He could not be
prevailed upon to touch water. The dog
was not mad. The poet seemed to bea
victim to a terrible hallucination. He
could not be convinced that tne dog was
not mad, and finally died suffering all the
agonies of hydrophobia.

James Gates Percival’s grave marker,

Hazel Green, WI. (Photo by the Author.)

This was rather sensational reportage for the
Daily Gazette, a newspaper not known for tabloid
journalism. Was there any basis for this rather
outlandish post-mortem?®’

Castello Holford’s History of Grant County,
Wisconsin, published in 1900, not only repeats
the story, but provides additional detail. Holford
reported that Dr. Jenckes suspected Percival was a
hypochondriac, and took pains to keep his medi-
cal journals away from his live-in patient. One day,
however, Percival got hold of a medical quarterly
and there read a report on a case of hydrophobia.
Several weeks previously, he had been bitten by a
small dog. Although no one seemed to think the
doginfected, Percival, after reading the report, be-
gan to imagine feeling symptoms of the disease.
According to Holford, “from that time until he
died he refused to take liquid for fear it would

throw him into convulsions. His mind could not
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be disabused of this delusion, and in a few days he
died, it is thought more from dread and want of
water than from disease.””°

Strange indeed. Jenckes' records and corre-
spondence contain nothing to corroborate this
story. In fact, the doctor expressly noted that
the only thing Percival would consume in his fi-
nal days was coffee, and that in large quantities.”
But a contemporary news account, appearing in
the Galena Daily Advertiser the day after Percival’s
death, contained the perhaps understated obser-
vation that “his disease was no doubt heightened
by a most sensitive fancy””> We will probably
never know the ultimate truth regarding the cir-
cumstances of Percival’s demise, but in addition to
these strange footnotes, a number of things sug-
gest that his death was fully as unusual as his life.

Percival was prone to episodes of nearly bot-
tomless depression; “fits of blue devils,” he called
them.” That state of gloom shadowed his already
rather cadaverous countenance and, according to
scholar Herbert F. Smith, led Percival’s acquain-
tance Edgar Allen Poe to model the tragic and ill-
fated Roderick in his 1839 short story The Fall of
the House of Usher after the man Smith described
as “the American poet, lexicographer, geologist,
and neurotic.” Smith went on to note that, “in-
deed, if Poe’s story is a burlesque of Percival, our
principal criticism must be that the fictional mad-
man is but a pale—or perhaps subtle—imitation
of the real Percival.”’*

In fact, Percival contemplated suicide sev-
eral times. Once he unsuccessfully attempted to
overdose with opium, and on another occasion he
purchased a pistol which he ultimately found in-
sufficient courage to use.”” He had profound difh-
culty dealing with criticism and, despite achieving
considerable success and acclaim, lived in constant
dread of failure. Did Percival’s deep-seated quirks,
in league with his difficulties in Wisconsin, con-
spire to bring about his death?

Although one biographer has said that Per-
cival “considered these three years in Wisconsin

as the happiest period of his life,””¢ his appoint-

ment as state geologist seemed to hang from a thin
political thread throughout. He was not paid on
a regular basis and had substantial outstanding
debt in the East. Perhaps for those reasons he was
beginning to despair of his fondly held hope of
returning to a quiet life of scholarly solitude in
New Haven. The work in Wisconsin was hard,
and his age and infirmities were catching up with
him. Perhaps most distressing, his 1855 report
had been judged abstruse and unhelpful by miner
and legislator alike.

In the wake of one of Percival’s earlier self-
destructive episodes, he penned his most famous
poem, entitled “Suicide.” In reads in part:

Ah! who can bear the self-abhorring thought
Of time, chance, talent wasted —

who can think

Of friendship, love, fame, science,

gone to nought

And not in hopeless desperation sink.

Behind are summits, lofty, pure and bright
Where blow the life-reviving gales of heav’n;
Below expand the jaws of deepes’ night,

And there he falls, by pow’r resistless driven.”

Whew! While certainly not the stuff of greeting
cards, perhaps this helps illuminate a dark corner
of the brilliant man’s mind.

Did Percival despair in those late spring days
of 1856 and simply will himself to die? Some
clearly thought so. The April 9, 1875, edition of
the Galena Daily Gazette noted that “possessed,
as he was, of a delicate and sensitive organization,
he was unfitted for the struggles of the world, and,
experiencing pain in the rooted selfishness of hu-
manity, a deep and brooding melancholy drove
him to an untimely end””® The irony of Percival’s
unhappiness was observed before his death in the
August 9, 1854, edition of the St. Paul Daily Pio-
neer: “Strange! That one so gifted, so well quali-
fied to adorn the social circle[,] so pure from the
vices of the world, and so unassuming, should
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allow a morbid feeling to take possession of his
bosom.””?

While it may be awkward to end on this rath-
er odd and somber note, there is really no way to
avoid it. In essence, it is just another noteworthy
chapter in a story filled with unusual twists and
associations—a tale of one of the strangest and
most remarkable figures in American mining his-
tory. Those MHA members who come to the lead
mines of Wisconsin may wish to take a few mo-
ments to visit that shady Hazel Green cemetery
and pay their respects to the “Old Stonebreaker.”

Longas the dark green pines shall wave,
O’er breezy plain or towering steep,
The Pilgrim oft shall seek thy grave,

And o'er the shrine of genius weep.*"
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