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When in 1910 Frederick Miller Smith came to Cornell at the invitation of his friend Martin W. Sampson, he had 

acquired a background all too uncommon in teachers of English. He had published or had in hand some hundred 

short stories, two novels, and several informal essays; he had served for five years as an editor of the Woman’s 

Home Companion (then an important literary journal) ; and yet he had continued to feel the attraction of an 

academic existence and had lived by choice near his own University of Indiana. During many trips abroad he had 

studied at Jena and Berlin, spending his leisure in visiting attractive regions as they can best be visited—on foot.

He soon became a valuable and influential member of this community. Partly through his contact with active and 

interesting friends, he could recruit well-qualified men for places of importance in the College of Arts and Sciences, 

and through them he exerted much quiet influence. In his service upon various committees, he campaigned 

effectively for many causes which later events showed desirable. But his accumulated talents perhaps found their 

most important employment in his long service as head of the courses in freshman English. Instructors who got 

their start under his direction will not soon forget the taste he displayed in selecting material for them to teach, 

or his sturdy support of them in trying to realize worthy objectives. Even his staff conferences, which might easily 

have led to friction or dull routine, under his presidency became sources of good ideas, seasoned with humor, 

gaiety, and pleasant conversation. He assembled for the courses an anthology, Essays and Studies, with a fine 

preliminary “Explanation” defining the purpose of education as the discovery that “life is a thoughtful man’s job 

which must be faced cheerfully and courageously.” When after using this book for some years he proposed to 

withdraw it in the interest of variety, his staff protested that proposed substitutes would compromise standards 

that all felt must be maintained.

As a teacher he believed in a large measure of spontaneity in classes. He disdained formalities if only he could 

induce his students to recognize, admire, and write clear, natural, energetic prose. Although he seemed to have 

read a good deal by most living authors, he would often be found reverting with interest to such distant figures as 

Caedmon and William of Wykeham. Perhaps Boswell’s brilliant company, with its wit, diversity of character, lively 

conversation, and preference of art to politics, interested him most; his chapters in Some Friends of Dr. Johnson 

contain the only readable studies of several minor personages. The nice balance of his taste, which restrained him 

from overvaluing the old merely because it was old, or the new merely for its novelty, exerted a beneficial influence 
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upon his students and colleagues. And his famous course in the short story launched so many of our alumni upon 

at least part-time literary careers that he could sometimes find three or four of their publications in the issues of 

a single month.

Yet if his professional services in directing fundamental courses had importance that can scarcely be assessed, his 

friends and former associates will probably prefer to think of him in a very different setting. They will remember 

him as a lover of the outdoors and especially of spots in Six-Mile and Butternut Gorges, or of hilltop views and 

forgotten roads; as an expert in birdsong at a time when such knowledge was not especially common or easily 

acquired; or as the best of companions in a walk or excursion to places familiar or unfamiliar. They will recall 

his ready wit—sometimes in tart comment upon a subject deserving scorn, sometimes in a quotation very droll 

in its new context, or perhaps in recounting an amusing experience which the conversation suggested to him. 

It appears everywhere in his Eight Essays, in which the subjects range from a tallow-chandler’s wife to the value 

of education, but all display to advantage his enthusiasm and lively style. Or what comes to mind may be little 

oddities: wearing a Tyrolean hat and carrying an alpenstock; or rendering a tedious discussion more tolerable to 

himself by composing gay paragraphs having little connection with the dull rumbling about him; or secretiveness 

about plans for a trip even after he had bought his tickets and arranged accommodations, and reticence after 

his return. And many colleagues and students can recall times when a man who based his own conduct upon 

independence and self-reliance came effectively and unobtrusively to their aid in time of trouble. It is revealing 

that despite the regular work and continuous publication he exacted of himself, he could still write with sympathy 

and interest of Topham Beauclerk, a delightful fellow, but so idle that he left behind as evidence of his many talents 

only scattered mentions: and this partly because Beauclerk understood good fellowship, and partly because “he 

knew very well what was fine and real, and often and often he sought it.”

M. G. Bishop, W. H. French, F. C. Prescott
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