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JOHN ERSKINE, 18709—19§1

Teacher, author, musician, and administrator.



COLUMBIA
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Records of a Friendship

In the Eighteen Nineties two youngsters, John Erskine and Melville
Cane, entered Columbia Grammar School and soon became friends.
The friendship endured over half a century. Although terminated
by the death of Erskine in 1951, it was movingly revived in rem-
niscence when Mr. Cane spoke to the Friends in January about
Professor Erskine. It lives also in the correspondence between the
two men which, along with other material, has recently been added
by Mrs. Erskine to her husband’s papers in the Columbia Libraries.

We print in the following pages Mr. Cane’s memoir of his friend
—for those of our members who did not have the pleasure of hearing
him as well as for those who did and would like to renew the
recollection. We wish we could print in full the Erskine-Cane
correspondence—letters written chiefly when Erskine was a
fledgling professor at Amherst. There is room only for a selection,
although included are an early poem and a “fable.” But the excerpts
help to round out the image of a young man who radiated infectious
enthusiasm to friends and pupils alike, standing “in ecstasy” (his
own words) on the threshold of a brilliantly creative carcer as
writer and educator.



John Erskine: An Appreciation®

MELVILLE CANE

AM deeply mindful of the honor of being invited to speak on

this occasion. It will, however, be an impossible task, within

the imposed time limit, to do even scant justice to the rich and
manifold personality we knew and remember as John Erskine. At
best I can only sketch out and suggest the range of his interests and
his durable impact on the life of our time.

John was, with one exception, my oldest friend. Our relationship
covered 58 years. It was close from the start and never suffered the
slightest lapse in warmth or depth. We first met in the fall of 1893,
when we both entered Columbia Grammar School to gain the
groundwork of a classical education. We continued as classmates
and with common interests at Columbia College in the class of
1900, and from there with ever deepening intimacy we moved on
together into maturity and the larger world, down the years, until
his death in June, 1951.

John was one of the taller boys in our class at prep school,
probably s feet 7 or 8, at the age of 14, and giving every promise of
the towering, generous figure of his adult years. He was definitely
serious, in essence the student type, but at the same time outgoing
and popular. He laughed casily and heartily not only at other
people’s jokes but also at his own. His laugh grew, in the process
of time, to the thunderous proportions we all remember as char-
acteristic of him.

From the carly days of our acquaintance I still recall an episode
which may throw light, in different ways, on each of us. One day
* Address given on the occasion of the presentation by Mrs. Helen Worden

Erskine of her late husband’s papers, Low Memorial Library, Columbia Univer-
sity, January 16, 1957.
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we were discussing poetry, already a bond between us, when John
shocked me with the statement that he didn’t think too well of
Longfellow. To my uncritical mind which accepted all poets as
equally divine and untouchable, this was not only heresy, it was
sacrilege.

The grounds of his dissent are forgotten and unimportant. What
stands out sharply for me is that at the age of fourteen John already
had a mind of his own and was prepared to deliver independent
judgments, however unorthodox. It was an augury of the future.

Columbia Grammar School in the Eighteen Nineties was situated
on sist Street, just off Madison Avenue. Around the corner, a
block below, lay Columbia College. The times were tranquil and,
except in the Balkans, warless. The tempo matched the speed of
the ambling, passing horsecars. We boys were fortunate in enjoying
the stimulation of teachers who loved teaching. Languages—Greek,
Latin, French, German, English—took up the greater part of the
curriculum; it may be truly said that our lifelong feeling for lit-
erature, John’s certainly, was energized at this source. In 1896 we
left Columbia Grammar to become freshmen in the College, the
last class ever to register and attend at the old site.

That fall we were baptized in the clouded waters of politics. It
was a presidential year. If Bryan, with his populistic heresies,
should get in, the country, we were told, was headed for disaster.
So, naturally, McKinley was our man. As patriots, John and I
marched side by side up sth Avenue in the Great Sound-Money
Parade, huge gold-bugs of shining metal pinned to our blue-serge
lapels. McKinley, partly through our support, won; the country
was saved. The effect on either of us is conjectural. I can report
only that John’s later Republicanism did nct prevent his voting for
F.D.R.in 1932 and 1936, and that I, with reasonable regularity,
prefer the Democrats.

John’s strong interest, even as a child, was music. It remained
so throughout his life. Like most of us of that era he learned to play
the piano. Unlike most of us he dedicated himself to that instrument
to the point where ultimately he was to perform professionally as



6 Melville Cane

a soloist with the leading orchestras of the country. But his enter-
prise was not confined to the piano. When only 13 years old, he
took formal charge of the music at Grace Church, Weehawken,
where the family then lived. There, for four years, he drilled the
choir, selected the programs and presided regularly at the organ.

The part of John’s life which was described in one of his autobi-
ographical volumes, My Life In Music, would by itself make a full
career for the average person.

In no small way John was also a composer. In our Senior year
he not only wrote the complete score, to my lyrics, of the Columbia
Varsity Show, “The Governor’s Vrouw,” but he did the orchestra-
ton as well, a product of a course with Edward MacDowell.
Following the method of Gilbert and Sullivan, whom we distantly
resembled, I would hand on my lyrics to John who would then set
them to music. Despite certain temperamental differences our
friendship survived the strains of collaboration, which was not the
case with G. and S.

In a larger area John was later to become a crusader for music
as an essential element in our cultural life. To this end he lectured
across the country, encouraging the formation of community groups
to develop choral singing, chamber music, local orchestras, and
even opera.

It seemed only natural therefore for John Erskine to have been
selected above all others as the person signally qualified to organize
and direct the Juilliard School of Music. He became its President
in 1928, served it for eight devoted years and wisely laid the
foundation for its eminence today.

John’s literary career may be said to have started at Columbia
Grammar in 1894 as editor of the school paper. He contributed
prose and verse, but, chiefly verse, of adolescent seriousness and
loftiness. In those school and college years I think of him first as a
poet. At Columbia he was elected our class-day poet, and also
poetry-editor of Morningside, a bright, saucy magazine of the
period. At the same time I was running the more sedate Lit, its
friendly rival. On occasion each would submit a poem to the other






