
Willard Ames Holbrook, pictured at the left, was 
born in 1860 in Arkansaw, Wisconsin and yet rose 
to one of the most important military positions in 
our country.  He qualified to attend West Point as a 
result of a qualification test he took in August in 
1881.  Upon graduating from West Point, he rose 
through the ranks to become a Major General (2 
star general).  
  
In reflecting on his life in Arkansaw, he put together 
the following remembrances in 1918.  The photos 
were added to illustrate places and images 
described in the diary.  Reading someone’s 
remembrance gives us insight  into the history of 
our area, as well as into the mind of a great 

man.  Enjoy…. 
  
  
  
Written at Fort Sam Houston, Texas, Friday, August 9, 1918. 
  

I was born in the little village of Arkansaw, Wisconsin on the 23rd day of 
July, 1860. My father, Willard Francis Holbrook, born in Wrenthan, Massachusetts 
in 1827, had been thrown upon his own resources early in life and at the age of 
nineteen (19) years was running a cotton mill in East Mansfield, Massachusetts. 
He was married about that time to a Miss Dunham who died within a year, and 
my father then started West to get as far away from civilization as possible. He 
finally reached the Mississippi River at Prairie-du-Chien, and moved up that river 
and its tributaries until he arrived at Eau Galle, Wisconsin, where he engaged in 
the lumbering business in the firm of Carson and Rand. 
  
This was in the early ‘50’s, when that part of Wisconsin was covered by great 
forests largely of white pine. Carson and Rand had a sawmill at Eau Galle which 
was run by water power, and the lumber was rafted from that point downstream 
to the Chippewa River where the strings of lumber were coupled into larger rafts, 
floated to the mouth of the Chippewa, and thence floated in larger units to 



various points on the Mississippi River. The logs were floated down the Eau Galle 
and its tributaries to the mill, and there Father carried on considerable of this 
work by contract and was successful in a financial way. 
  
In about 1854 he moved to the wilderness on the Arkansaw River, laid out a town 
and built a mill there. This place remained his home until his death in 1886. The 
firm of Holbrook and Company, during my boyhood, was the principal business 
establishment of that locality, my father running a saw mill, a furniture factory, 
perlash and potash factories, a black smith shop, stores, etc. My father did a great 
deal of business on a very small capital, and with the war coming on he found it 
difficult to carry on. His furniture factory burned in 1871, and the loss was so 
great that he never fully recovered from it. In 1879 a tremendous flood visited 
that valley and swept away his mill dam, lumber yard, blacksmith shop, barn, etc., 
and greatly damaged some of the other buildings. He was, however, a man of 
great courage in adversity and after all the numerous disasters which overtook 
him, he went to work cheerfully to build them up again and as a consequence my 
admiration for him has always been very great. He married in 1856 to Mary Ames, 
whose family had moved to Wisconsin a short time before, and to the pair a large 
family was born, nine of whom, four sons and five girls, lived to maturity. 
  
During my boyhood my home was always a cheerful place and I have often 
wondered how my mother with the help she had was able to care so well for her 
large and growing family. She was busy all day and usually far into the night with 
the necessary household duties and the care of the children’s clothes, but 
notwithstanding this, she was always very cheerful; she had a good voice and 
sang sweetly. Although she never had taken music lessons, she had the peculiar 
faculty of being able to sit down at the organ or piano and play almost any tune 
which she had heard. Through her but as there was no Baptist church in our 
immediate locality, both my parents attended the Methodist church and took an 
active part in it. My father was superintendent of the Sunday School for many 
years and in fact, held that position at the time of his death. 
  



I attended the district school until I 
was fifteen (15) years of age. I had 
numerous experiences which are 
more interesting now than at the 
time of their occurrence. I 
remember particularly well one of 
my early teachers, Mrs. Wilcox, the 
mother of our neighbor, Mrs. 
Miles. Mrs. Wilcox was even then 
an elderly person, but she was very 

active, with piercing eyes. Her particular hobby was mental arithmetic and 
whenever the school board visited the school, she had me on exhibition for them. 
Another teacher was Mr. J. H. Rounds, who had lost a leg in the Civil War, I 
believe. He was a man of considerable ability and very good teacher. I was more 
less of a trial to him, as I recall it, I completed the arithmetic up within the last 
two or three pages and then dawdled along to the end of the term much to his 
annoyance. He, however, when I was still young and he had become county 
superintendent, gave me a first class certificate to teach in the county, there 
being not more that three or four issued at that time. 
  
When I was fifteen years of age, a young man from the town of Pepin by the 
name of Caleb Hillard taught the school. On one occasion, I crawled back under 
my desk and inserted a bent pin on the seat of the student in my rear, while he 
was absent during the class.  The pin was very firmly fixed and stood about ¾ of 
an inch high.  Two pupils occupied the same desk and the wrong man came back 
and sat down on the pin.  I never saw a man jump so high or display so great a 
surprise as did he.  This attracted the attention of the teacher, who demanded to 
know who had placed the pin on that seat, and I replied that I had done so.  He 
directed me to come out on the floor and I declined the invitation, alleging that 
he had seen the big man in the rear of me play similar tricks on me and had taken 
no notice of it.  The teacher, however, sent out for a switch and the boy who got 
it brought back a strong one some four feet long and Cale walked back to my desk 
and struck me a mighty blow across the neck.  In the meanwhile, I had gotten very 
studious and was working with my slate.  When he struck me I bounded into the 
air taking my slate with me and when I came down the slate landed on his head 
and was broken into many fragments.  We had a merry time for several minutes, 



the small children ran outdoors, the older girls took my part in the fracas and in 
fact, the school was pretty much interrupted for the time being.  
             I finally got my licking all right, but poor old Cale had to wear a bandage 
over his eye for several days.  I have known him ever since and in fact, the 
following year we both attended the same school in Galesville, Wisconsin.  The 
incident has never been mentioned between us since that time and we have been 
friendly enough. 

I had a similar disturbance the following term with a man by the name of 
Merrill, after which father felt it was about time for me to seek new fields of 
venture. So, in 1876 I was sent off to Galesville University and have never 
subsequently had any disturbances of any kind while in school, in fact, was 
commended for a good behavior. 
  
Earlier Reminiscence 
  
When I was a boy about ten (10) years of age, I with three other youngsters, 
started out on the millpond for a row in a flat-bottomed boat. We had oars made 
out of pieces of board, there being a knot in the one which I was using. In our 
efforts to display speed my oar broke off short at the knot in such a way that the 
spring of my body took me over the side of the boat and into the clear cold water. 
I was unable to swim and the water was some fifteen feet deep. The boys set up a 
great cry of alarm, when my father and several men who were busy in the mill 
several hundred yards away came to the door to see what the trouble was, and 
seeing a straw hat floating on the water concluded that that was what the boys 
were yelling about, but about this time they say a pair of heels kicking out of the 
water and realized that one of the boys had fallen overboard, and so they rushed 
along the pond and my father dove down. I had come up once so that I could see 
the green hills, thought how beautiful they were and wondered whether I should 
ever be able to reach them. I kept struggling in the water though without being 
able to get any air. About this time, I remember seeing a hand stretched out to 
me in the water which I seized with alacrity and was drawn safely to the shore. On 
reaching there, my father was greatly astonished to find that he had rescued his 
own son from drowning. 
  
Fort Sam Houston, Texas. August 23, 1918 
  



Among his various enterprises, my father had a general merchandise store in 
which the chief center of attraction for me was a shelf on which were arranged 
numerous candy jars somewhat beyond my reach. I have since often heard Dr. 
Morgan tell how in those days, and while he was employed in the store, I used to 
come in and go up hand over hand on shelves until I was able to reach the desired 
jar and then appropriate such quantity of candy as seemed desirable to me. He 
said it was pretty well understood about the store that I was allowed to do this, 
and I have no doubt that I pretty nearly ate my father into bankruptcy by my 
frequent patronage. 
  

Through the village of Arkansaw 
ran a beautiful stream of water and 
in the days of my youth it was a 
wonderful trout stream. I can recall 
the first trout I caught. I had gone 
below the little green mill with my 
neighbor, Will Cliff. I was provided 
with an alder pole and a trout line, 
and he carried with him a three-

tined spear. Below the mill, I threw my hook into the water and it soon appeared 
in the rapid current to be caught on a snag and I began to tug away at it and the 
first thing I knew I landed a wonderful brook trout which must have weighed 
about two pounds. We dropped our implements of warfare and picked up the 
trout and ran for home to show our prize. Will and I must have been at this time 
about six or seven years of age. 
    Later, I frequented that stream for many years and almost invariably was most 
successful in bringing home a large catch. I would generally arise about three 
(3:00) o’clock in the morning and walk four or five miles to the head of the stream 
and begin to fish down it about dawn, and before I reached home I generally had 
thirty or forty or perhaps more beautiful trout. I recall one of the last visits I made 
to Arkansaw sometime in the 90’s I think and was told by the inhabitants that the 
trout had quite disappeared from. The stream, but for old times I took a rod and 
line and much to everyone’s surprise I came home with a very excellent catch. 
Since then the fishing has grown progressively poorer, and I presume that the 
specie is now almost extinct in that stream. When I was about twelve (12) years 
old instead of attending school one winter day I filled my pocket with a bit of 



fresh liver and hook and line and made my way to the mill pond to the spot 
known as the big bend. A hole had already been cut in the ice and I began fishing 
there and I had most wonderful success. In a comparatively short time, the ice all 
about the hole was strewn with trout weighing from a half to three quarters of a 
pound each. I finally gathered up my catch and started home. My fingers were 
wet and the weather was very cold and by the time I reached home my fingers 
stung so badly that I had been sufficiently punished for my absence from school. 
My string of trout was, however, greatly appreciated by the family. 
             My father employed a bookkeeper by the name of Dan Thompson. He was 
quite a scholarly man. He was fond of trout fishing. One day he suggested to me 
that if I would gather the bait we would go up to the pond that evening and try 
our luck. On the pond was a canoe made by hollowing out a log. It was very well 
adapted to two persons, one sitting in each end. We drifted about the pond for a 
time without much success when Thompson indicated that he would like to have 
the boat to himself. To this I agreed on the condition that he would set me across 
the pond. He did so and I began fishing from the bank. I had most amazing luck 
and landed a large number of trout, which weighing mare than a pound a piece. 
As it grew dark he returned for me having caught four trout about as long as his 
finger. When I showed him my string he was so mad he could hardly speak 
pleasantly to me all the way home. 
  
        After I had become a young man, Dr. Morgan, the same man who had 
formerly worked in my father’s store, saw me starting out on a fishing expedition 
and he called out, “Well, I see you are going fishing again.” I said, “Yes, you know 
fish are a good brain food.” He replied, “I know that and I have noticed that those 
who go stamping around mud holes after fish are just the fellows who need it,” 
which I suppose was a bit of repartee but hardly equal to that in which he 
indulged on a subsequent occasion. 
        We had a great friend who kept a store by the name of Dorwin. It was 
Morgan’s practice when the day was over and the curtains had been pulled down 
to indicate that the store was closed, to walk in and have an evening chat with 
Dorwin. On one occasion he did this and strolled back into the store where he was 
not greeted with the usual cheerful, “Hello, Doc.” and saw that Mr. Dorwin was 
engaged in conversation with a Boston drummer. Morgan, who was something of 
a David Harum in his characteristics and also somewhat different, turned on his 
heel and slowly walked back towards the door. As he was about to go out, Dorwin 



called to him, “Oh, Doc, come back here, I want to see you.” So Morgan again 
strolled back, and as he approached Dorwin said, “Doc, I am going to write a book 
and I thought I had better tell you about it. It is going to be a great big book. I am 
going to put into it all that I know and all that you don’t know. Morgan thought 
Dorwin was making game of him before the Boston drummer. His face flushed up 
somewhat at this remark. He immediately remarked: “You damn fool, you won’t 
have material for the title page”, and turned on his heel and left. There was a 
moment of silence and the drummer finally gasping said, “Why, who is that?” 
Dorwin said, “A damn fool of a doctor who is loafing around here.” It took Dorwin 
about two years to see the point of the joke and become able to laugh about it. 
  
             Among the amusements of my youth was what we call “going spearing”, 
that is, in the front of a flat bottomed boat was placed a jack which was really an 
iron grate lifted some three or four feet above the water. A large number of pine 
knots filled with resin was gathered and a fire started in the jack. Then we would 
move out across the lake in that neighborhood and a brilliant light would reveal 
the fish to be seen in the water within a depth of 3, 4 or 5 feet. Two men would 
stand in the bow of the boat with spears and when any big fish were seen the 
spear would be thrown at it. We became rather skillful in judging the position of 
the fish as seen in the water, and we often took a great many of them. I recall 
seeing one night while spearing, a most beautiful display of Northern lights, the 
whole Northern heavens illuminated with the varied colors of the spectrum, the 
shafts of light dancing about in a marvelous manner. 
    We also had such amusements as singing schools and spelling bees. A Mr. 
Henry Knight came into our community when I was about ten (10) or twelve (12) 
years of age. He was considered a good singing schoolmaster and there was 
considerable enthusiasm among the young folks of the community. Mr. Knight 
would bring his tuning fork and would indicate on the blackboard certain notes 
that we were to practice, giving us the key while striking his tuning fork, from 
which he was able to set the pace. I think the school resulted in a considerable 
improvement of singing in that community, but perhaps the part most greatly 
enjoyed was the opportunity the young people had of meeting each other and 
becoming better acquainted. It was the practice for the boys to walk home with 
the young ladies after the singing lesson was over and many of them seemed to 
enjoy this part of the session in the highest degree. 
  



In our town lived quite a philosopher who kept the corner store.  When I was 
home from West Point on furlough I used to drop in and talk to Mr. McCourtie, 
and one day at the close of our conversation in which we had discussed the 
characteristics of the neighbors, I wound up with a sage remark, “Well, Mac, you 
know it takes all kinds of people to make up a world.”  He gave a peculiar little 
chuckle and laughed and said: “I tell you what, Will, we’ve got ‘em, we’ve got 
‘em”. 
  
The Great Wisconsin Flood 
  

In the early ‘70’s my father took into partnership 
with him, Jack Gilmore, who had been a pilot on 
the Mississippi River. He was a pretty good 
fellow, but did not have much knowledge of 
business, although he made every effort to assist 
in it.  On one occasion my father was away from 
home and I had been talking to Jack until a 
comparatively late hour.  When I went home the 
clouds were very black in the sky and soon after 
the rain was coming down in torrents.  About one 

o’clock in the morning Mell Miles, the son of Henry Miles who owned the grist 
mill a short distance from my father’s dam, came to our house and woke me up 
wanting assistance to help raise the flood gates at their dam, saying that the 
water was rising faster than had ever been known before.  I told him where he 
could find what he wanted and then got up and woke my father’s partner, and 
then woke the mill man in order to hoist our own flood gates and prepare for the 
coming flood.  We had just gotten it well under way when in a flash of lightening I 
saw a man galloping down the road on the other side of the stream riding a white 
horse, and heard him calling out in the darkness, “Look out for the flood, our dam 
has gone.” In a few minutes the water began to rise with great rapidity. The 
staging across which the lumber was moved to the yards was soon carried away 
and fell with a terrible crash. At the opposite end of the dam from where I was, 
was a wall built of sand which butted against a pier and the water was fast 
reaching to the top of the embankment, so I concluded I had better try to get 
across the stream and increase the size of the dam in any way possible. I started 
across the bridge followed by a number of men. The water was already swirling 



around both ends of the bridge and as I crossed it the logs of the dam were 
striking against it with considerable force. We had no sooner succeeded in 
crossing until the bridge was carried off in the torrent, it being a very close call for 
me and my companions. 
  
We reached the dam and soon were at work building the embankment higher. I 
stood near the pier and by a flash of lightening I saw the water beginning to make 
its way between the pier and the sand 
bank. A man was coming with an 
armful of straw. I called to him to 
hurry, which he did, and we jammed 
this into the opening, but the current 
was so strong that it carried it through. 
Of course,  this was the end of the 
dam, and in a very short time the 
water was pouring through there in 
great torrents, and the whole 
embankment and a considerable 
portion of the dam were carried away. We then started down to the village to see 
whether we could rescue any of those who might be in danger from the flood. 
The water was waist deep in the streets of the village and finally on the outskirts 
of it we heard voices crying, “Oh, father, Oh father.” We finally discovered two 
little boys standing on a doorstep whether they had made their way from their 
own house having been awakened by Gilmore who told them to flee for safety. 
The boys’ father was with me, and he soon was able to take them through the 
water to a place of safety. 
  
This flood practically wrecked the village and pretty nearly ruined my father. It 
carried away the lumberyards, logs and various buildings, and the garden in the 
center of the town which was my father’s pride was about half washed away and 
the balance of it covered with sand and rubbish. My father, who had been away 
from home, arrived the following morning on the hill overlooking the valley and 
his feelings may well be imagined. He, however, whistled for a half hour of such a 
matter, and then went to work with great courage to rebuild and to resume his 
operations. About daylight on this morning, I with some of my companions made 
our way to Miles Mill to see how it had fared.  All we could discover of the mill on 



its original site were a couple of posts stocking out of the ground, and looking 
down the valley we saw the mill piled as a wreck on a point of land. For many 
years everything in the little village of Arkansaw dated back to “the flood”, as this 
occasion was subsequently called. 
  
    About this time, when I eighteen (18) or nineteen (19) years of age, I began 
attending the high school in the village of Durand some 3½ miles distant from my 
home. I made it a practice to walk over in the morning and back at night. To reach 
Durand, it was necessary to cross the Chippewa River and in those days a steam 
ferry was operated by Roll Smith. We got to be very good friends and he made it a 
point to always have the ferry waiting for me in order that I might not be late at 
school. If travelers approached and were anxious to cross, Roll would tell them he 
had to wait a few minutes until I arrived. I enjoyed my school days in Durand very 
greatly. Prof. Bond, the head of the school and my instructor in many subjects, 
was an unusually capable man and inspired his pupils with great interest in their 
work. Among my classmates at this school were LaFrance Wood, J. R. Eldridge, 
and Will Atkins. Eldridge and Atkins became editors, one in the village of Durand 
and the other in Minneapolis, but both have long since passed away. With Wood I 
kept up a correspondence for many years. He became one of  the prominent 
educators of the state of Wisconsin, and was for a time Principal of the High 
School in Augusta. I have not heard from him for a long time. 
  

After leaving the school at Durand I taught one term of school in the village 
of Arkansaw and had an interesting experience. I believe on the whole I got along 
reasonably well. The following year I taught the District School at Bear Creek 
Valley for the winter term and there became very good friends of Charlie Averell 
who subsequently married my sister, Lillian. He has been in the lumber business 
for many years, being very successful. Recently he accepted a commission as a 
Captain of Ordnance for the period of the war, and is, I believe, now in 
Washington. 
  



In the spring of 1881, I 
attended the Normal School at 
River Falls, LaFrance Wood, of 
whom I have previously 
spoken, being my principal 
chum there. (Pictured at the 
left is the dining hall of River 
Falls Normal School). This term 
of school was really a review 
of the studies I had previously 

pursued, and in a single term I practically completed all the mathematics that was 
taught there. Shortly after I returned home from this school for the summer, a 
notice appeared in the Hudson Star and Times announcing a competitive 
examination for West Point. This was to be held at Eau Claire on the 11th of 
August, and it was requested that the district papers copy this notice. Forrest 
Hillard, who was a warm friend of mine, was postmaster of the village. The notice 
had not appeared in any of the district papers which I had seen, but a copy of the 
Hudson Star and Times had been sent to our county paper as an exchange and by 
them used as a wrapper on the bundle of papers which came to our post office. In 
tearing, off the wrapper, his eye caught the announcement, “Attention Boys”! He 
read the notice and gave the paper to me that night about nine o’clock, telling me 
that there was something he wanted to look after. I had never considered going 
to West Point, but I asked Mr. Hillard to say nothing about it and I would think it 
over. This was Saturday night. The examination was to be held the following 
Wednesday. I studied all day Sunday and on Monday morning I arose very early 
and informed my father whom I found working in his garden as was his practice 
for a little while every day. He was somewhat disturbed by the thought that I 
might leave home, as I was now of an age when I could be of considerable 
assistance to him in his business, but like a wise father he concluded it would be 
best for me to take the examination, and as the chances were very greatly against 
my winning the appointment, I could not blame him for not going to West Point. 
  
To reach Eau Claire, I had to drive some 25 miles and then go by rail a similar 
distance to the neighboring town. As I was getting off the train in Eau Claire, I 
recognized a number of other young men whom I had known at the Normal 
School. I asked them where they were going, and they said to take a look at the 



town. I replied that that was the object of my visit and we all might as well go 
together, which we did, landing at the Gallow House, a hotel, which is still in 
existence. There we found Prof. Mayer who had been our instructor in 
mathematics at the normal school. He was one of the board of examiners, and 
reproached the us very severely for attempting to go to West Point when we 
might be so much more usefully employed in the educational work in Wisconsin. 
He further stated that there was no possibility of any of us securing the 
appointment, as he knew of at least one man who had been preparing two years 
for this examination. After having discouraged us very seriously, he said we might 
as well go to the examination room and scare that fellow anyway. So we went the 
following day and wrote during the morning and afternoon sessions. There was to 
be an evening session but someone said, “We have scared that fellow enough; 
lets go to the theatre,” which seemed to be agreeable and we all went down 
town and as we were just going through the doors of the dirty theatre one boy 
backed out and said, “This won’t do, let’s go back and finish that examination”. 
We did so and much to my surprise I won the appointment, beating the favorite 
candidate by about 3%. I was very doubtful whether I wanted the appointment, 
and came very nearly, declining it on the spot, but Prof. Thayer said he would 
submit my name but if on arrival home I concluded that I really did not want the 
appointment I might wire him and he would have the nomination changed. I had 
no sooner started on my way home when I began to realize that I wanted the 
appointment very much indeed. When I reached home I found my father in his 
office.. He said, “Well my boy, how did you get on?” I said, I have won the 
appointment, which to him was a great Shock although a matter of considerable 
pride. 
  
Fort Sam Houston, Texas, Friday, September 6, 1918. 
  
The competitive examination was held at Eau Claire on the 11th of August, 1881, 
and I then learned that I would have to report to West Point on the 22nd of the 
same month, so I had but a few days in order to make all necessary preparations 
for my journey. Among other things, it was necessary for me to have about 
$200.00 in cash. Money was a scarce article in those days and it took some little 
rustling around to secure the required sum. This was finally accomplished and 
having completed my wardrobe I started for Menomonie to take the train about 
the 18th or 19th. My young brothers, John and Roy, thought it would be fine thing 



if they would  accompany me as far as Menomonie where I was to entrain. Mell 
Miles started to drive us to the station, but after going about six miles the courage 
of my1young brothers, who at the time were about six and eight years of age 
respectively, gave out and I found it necessary to send them home. I hired Shep 
McGilton of Waubeek to drive me on to Menomonie. I had not yet received my 
appointment, but the Congressman told me to go on to West Point and he would 
have it sent to me there. Just as I got aboard the train in Menomonie and the 
train was moving out a messenger, Fred Cliff, from my home in Arkansaw, rushed 
up to the train and passed to me an official envelope which contained the 
expected appointment. My journey to West Point was without special incident. 
  
At Albany I was transferred to 
Hudson River Boat and made the 
journey down that wonderful 
stream. I thought that the 
highlands were the most 
picturesque and beautiful portion 
of the world that I had 
seen. (pictured at the right is a 
lighthouse in the Hudson River near 
West Point.) We landed at the 
South Dock and I made my way to the West Point Hotel, where the clerk told me 
it would be a good idea to report to the Adjutant of the Military Academy. This I 
did and there after answering innumerable questions they took from me a little 
money in my possession, or intended to do so. It later transpired, that I had 
overlooked a small coin purse which contained some $8.00 and in addition a 
$5.00 gold piece which presented to me as I was leaving home. Thus I found 
myself provided with some $13.00  which was all the money I had during the two 
years before a furlough. 

  
A little orderly was directed to conduct me to barracks, and on the way he 

tried to coach me as to how I should conduct myself on arrival there. He 
cautioned me that I should say “Sir” after every name and be sure to a “Mr.” 
before the name. On arriving at the barracks I found four cadets in the office who 
were to be in charge of the new cadets. These were Jack Beacom of the 1st. Class, 
who died as a Colonel of Infantry in Mexico about two years ago; Sam Sturgis, 



who is now a Major General in France; Jake Thompson, who as a Major of Infantry 
some three or four years ago, and Cadet Chapin, who failed at the January 
examination and was discharged from the service. The orderly took his post at the 
window to see how well I would carry out his instructions. I went into the hail and 
stepped up to the office door where I knocked. One of the cadets who was sitting 
on the heater across the room gave a couple of bounds and yelled, “Get out of my 
office, sir.” This I thought a strange greeting to be given so distinguished a 
Western visitor, but concluded the best thing I could do would be to get out. So I 
started for the hall door, when I was greeted with: “Well, where are you going? 
Come back here. Put your hat on the floor; knock properly. Now come in.” 

 “What is your name, 
Mister?” I replied, “Mr. 
Willard Ames Holbrook, sir.” 
“Ah, very good. What did you 
say your last name is?” 
“Holbrook.” “What?” “Mr. 
Holbrook, Sir.” “Ah, that is 
better.” This sounded so 
amusing to me that I smiled 
and another cadet came 
rushing across the room and 
wanted to know what I 
meant by laughing at a man 
behind his back, the cadet 

who was taking down the information being seated with his back turned toward 
me. The matter was then further complicated by my winking at the orderly, who 
stood outside looking through the window. All four cadets then gathered around 
me and among other things they desired to know whether I thought there was 
much glory in West Point. I replied that I did not know, whereupon they wished to 
know why I had come there anyhow. I then replied I had come there to learn how 
to kill men according to law, which answer seemed to impress them very much, 
for they all stepped back a pace or two, and I must say my future treatment by 
these cadets was comparatively good. 
  

I was placed in a room in the angle of barracks with my classmates, Michie 
and Keene,  both of whom, as well as myself, were more than six feet tall. 



Reporting as we did in August and being admitted on the first of September, we 
were known as “Seps. Of the 33 candidates who reported with me at that time, 
16 were admitted to the academy, one of whom, as soon as it was announced 
that he was admitted, declared that he had had enough of West Point and 
wanted to resign. He subsequently received permission of his parents to do so 
and left the academy. I never saw him again until class reunion in 1914, at which 
he was present and expressed deep regret that he had not continued at the 
academy. Michie, one of my room-mates above mentioned, after graduation, was 
assigned to the Cavalry, and during his service had a conspicuous and creditable 
career. He was on the General Staff for a considerable time and when the great 
war in Europe developed he made a Brigadier General. While in France he died 
suddenly from heart trouble and his very promising career was thus terminated. 
He was a handsome and lovable man. Before coming to the Academy, he had 
been a cadet at the V. M. I., and even as a plebe was a well set-up and fine looking 
youngster. Keene, the other roommate, was from Massachusetts, and also a very 
fine fellow. He was, however, rather gross and was often reported in 
consequence. As we were about the same size and lived in the same company, I 
was often mistaken for Keene or Keene for me, and I felt that I suffered in 
consequence. On one occasion Ned Casey was conducting a riding exercise in the 
hail. I heard him call out, “Turn your toes in, Mr. Keene,” and knowing that he 
referred to me, I thought this would be a good opportunity to impress upon him 
that my name was not Keene, and so I did not move my feet. He called out several 
times, “Turn your toes in, Mr. Keene.” but I made no move. Finally, he came 
galloping up beside me and said, “Isn’t your name Mr. Keene?” I said, “No, sir.” 
and rode on without further reply. He came along again and said “Well, what is 



it?” I told him and he said that I was the man he referred to, whereupon I 
complied with his instructions. I 
don’t think he ever confused our 
names again. 
  

             When the cadets (pictured at 
the right is a typical West Point 
room in the 1880’s) returned from 
camp to reach the trunk room 
number of them had to pass the 
room where Keene, Michie and 
myself were quartered. The room 
was off limits to them, but 
sometimes they would stop at the 
door and make a few remarks On 
one occasion a group of them assembled and I said, “Come right in gentlemen; 
don’t stop to knock.” Whereupon one of them said, “Listen to the beast talk “ But 
being off limits they did not dare enter at that time. However, that evening after 
supper two cadets, Hays and Carscallan, took advantage of my invitation and 
came in and proceeded to put us through our paces. They told me to sit up there 
on the trunk and Mickey in a chair, and told Keene to put on that plebe skin, 
which meant that rubber rain coat. Keene put it on, when Hays said:  “Now get 
down and get up that chimney.” Keene sniffed and said, “I don’t want to get up 
that chimney or fight you, UNDERSTAND?” Keene said, “Yes, sir.” after which 
there was a considerable silence. Hays said, “Are you going to get up that 
chimney?” And Keene said, after another sniff: “No, sir.” and the situation thus 
became very awkward. The amusing part came when both began to weaken, and 
Keene finally said, 
  
“Well, how far do you want me to get up that chimney?”  Whereupon Hays said: 
“Get down and look at it.” Keene looked up the chimney and Hays took his 
departure. Both these visitors, Hays and Carscallan, failed at the next examination 
and left the Academy. 
  
Cadet life was not so distasteful to me as it seemed to be to many of my 
classmates, many of whom asserted that if once they could get away from the 

  



Academy, they never cared to see the place again. I noted later in life, however, 
that these same men were the ones who seemed to be most fond of their alma 
mater and most greatly rejoiced at opportunities to return. I will remember the 
reveille gun my first morning 
In barracks.  When discharged it seemed to lift me out of my bed and half way 
across the room and I thought my troubles had really begun. It was not long, 
however, until we became accustomed to the sound of the reveille gun and often 
we did not hear it at all. Mathematics came comparatively easy to me, but French 
was correspondingly difficult. So I spent much more time on the latter subject and 
often after dinner roll call I would fall out in order that I might have another three 
quarters of an hour to study my lesson, going without anything to eat except 
possibly a sandwich which my roommate would smuggles home to me. I studied 
French so hard, however, that I retain a very good working knowledge of it to the 
present day. 
  
When the Seps. were assigned to Companies, I went to the First Division, where I 
drew as a roommate Jim Pollock a fine man of the Jewish faith, from St. Louis. He 
had a gruff voice and naturally attracted attention. He was seated at a. table with 
Rosy Walsh of the second class, who, attracted by this voice, directed Pollock to 
report to him after supper. When we got back to barracks from supper, Pollock 
told me he had to report to the room which was two floors below and directly 
under us. He went tearing down the stairs and as he entered the room he found 
Walsh standing there with a drawn saber. As Pollock entered, Mr. Walsh said: 
“Ah, Mr. Pollock, you have come, have you? You see those curtains? I dyed those 
in a plebe’s blood. The curtains were of turkey red material, which at that time 
were authorized at windows and in alcoves. He continued, “Now Pollock, when 
you hear two raps on the steam pipe you will come down here. When the single is 
three raps you will come in a hurry: if perchance the signal should be three raps 
followed by two raps in quick succession you will come in a devil of a hurry~ You 
may go to your room, Mr. Pollock.” No sooner had he reached his room than the 
three-two signal was sounded. Down Jim rushed and was greeted with, “Ah, 
you’ve come, have you?” And the performance was repeated several times. 
  
Pollock failed at the end of the first year and was much chagrined by his failure. 
When next I saw him, he was a bank teller in St. Louis. Together we went to 



Jefferson Barracks to call on Walsh who was stationed there. We were cordially 
received and enjoyed talking over cadet days. 
  
When Pollock’s health failed be moved to California and I lost track of him, but in 
1900 while in the Philippines I received a letter from him which went on to say, “I 
did not have brains enough to graduate from West Point, but now I have a son 
whom the doctor pronounces a perfect specimen and I believe he will have brains 
enough to graduate there.” He said that his health was bad and he did not expect 
to live long and that if his widow should someday write me for advice as to the 
boy’s education, he hoped I would advise her as to how he could be trained to 
give him the best chance for graduation at the Military Academy. I replied that I 
would always be glad to be of service. I did not hear from Pollock again for 
seventeen years. When he wrote telling me his son had enlisted in the Navy after 
having failed on the examination for the Naval Academy, his failure being due to 
color blindness. He wanted me to get the boy out of the Navy and have him sent 
to West Point! Of course, I could not do that. The boy enlisted in the Navy at the 
suggestion that was an enlisted man he could be given another chance. This 
chance came to him and he passed into the Naval Academy and made a good 
record. 
  
I wrote this at length to show how bitter the disappointment that comes with 
failure at West Point. My classmate Pollock was a fine fellow and a good citizen. 
His failure at West Point was not, in my opinion, from lack of brains, but rather 
because of a gruff voice that may have excited prejudice against him. 
__________ 
Note:  Willard Ames graduated from West Point in 1885.  Following is an article 
from the Pepin County Courier, dated June 26, 1885:   
”W.A. Holbrook arrived home from West Point Military Academy on 
Thursday.  Will graduated with honors from that institution last week and we 
hope to see him wear the eagles of Colonel one of these days.” 

(Actually, as it turned out, Will did even better than the local paper 
anticipated earning 2 Stars as a Major General in the U.S. Army)  
 


