
Autobiography of William Michael (Part I.)

(By GEORGE ERISMAN)
I was born in Lancaster, State of Pennsylvania, in April 1768. My

father was an European, my mother was a native Americau. In the stru g
-gle for Independence he bore a part,—he entered the American Army in the

rank of Captain, pay-master to the German Regiment. At that period the
payment to the Continental Army .was made in paper money, and always
ca me considerable reduced into the hands of the soldiery. Having a family
Which he left behind and his pay and emolument, not being sufficient to
support him and his family, induced him to relinquish a soldier's life and
return to his family. He had been but a short time at home when he was
attacked with the nervous fever which in a few days deprived him of his
life. The property he left to sustain his family was altogether in cash, which
he had put on interest. Payments were made to my mother at a great de-
preciation, and ou the ending of the estate, a reductiou of more thau half
was ascertained, out of which the children were to be supported. I was
put as an apprentice to the hatting business, when I was not quite twelve
years old. On the day of the expiration of my apprenticeship. I had not a
s i ngle dollar in my possession, neither had I any claim on my person. The
wide world was before me. The day after I was free I entered as a jour-
neymau. I worked hard for six months aud was careful of my earnings.
My leisure hours were devoted to reading the best authors. I had now laid
by about one hundred dollars. The idea of travel entered my head. To see
the various parts of the Uuited States was desirable, and a person of my
profession will find it not very difficult. My old master had a stepson who
at that time was and had been at his house for some time. He had been a
rambling unsteady being; he had travelled, not only through the United
States, but partly through the world. With him I agreed to go. Powell
my fellow traveler had always been accustomed to play "least in sight"
whenever he had coin. The day was fixed, preparations made for starting.
My money that I had laid by was all in double-looms; I put it on interest;
put two guinies and silver pieces in my pocket, determined that should start
me. The evening before we started, my knapsack was filled, with a good
luncheon of bread and beef We started in the morning of 23rd of Nov.
1789 about 4 o'clock. The first day of our journey passed tolerably well
little occured worth noticing. In the evening it began to rain. The win-
dows in our room, was much broken, the rain was blown in over our clothes
and bedding; in the morning when we took our clothes they were wringing
wet. We felt very uncomfortable. I felt a sort of regret leaving home; but
I felt ashamed to intimate it.

(Here follow 3 or 4 pages of experiences of William Michael's farther
progress in this trip to Baltimore. He started home but retracirg his steps
to Baltimore to secure the extraction of a cancer. He then proceeds as fol-
lows):

The next day I called to see my worthy kinsman Gen. Stieher. The
kindness of attention I received from him and Mrs. Sticher is in accord
with the exalted opinion I ever had of him. Duriug my stay at his house and
by his request and under his arrangement, the opportunity for the extrac-



Von of my cancer was performed. After my consent, he consulted his family
physician, Dr. Reuben Gilden, who under the direction of eight of the prin-
cipal physicians of Baltimore, performed a complete cure, all which time
Mrs. Sticher attended me as a mother. Contrary to Mrs. Sticher's wish,
I took boarding at Mrs. Philips, a pious sensible lady. I began to work
Journey-work with Jno and Samuel Gray in which shop there were about
10 hands chiefly Methodists. I continued about 6 months in Baltimore.
I then took passage on one of the Packets for Philadelphia; had many pass-
engers and had a very agreeable passage. As we were sailing up the Del-.
aware the Captain observed the vessels in the harbor in mourning. We
were informed of the death of Dr. Franklin. About 3 o'clock he was bur-
ied. I continued about two weeks in Philadelphia, when I concluded going
to New York. I engaged my passage, but that very night I took very sick
and was laid up for ten or twelve clays. The expenses being heavy, as soon
as I was able to stand the fatigue, took my passage for Lancaster. It was
iu the month of May. I shall never forget the invigorating effect the scen-
ery had on my mind. The next day I arrived in my old place of my nativ-
ity. I soon recovered and joined journey-work. In order to be enabled to
get into business for myself, I worked hard and saved my earnings care-
fully. Two weeks after this. I went to Sunbury to visit my relations. Being
there three days I returned to Lancaster.

About midsummer 1790 I began to make arrangements to commence business
"for myself. I gathered in all I had earned by journey-work, went to Philadelphia
and bought furs. I laid out nearly all my money. I shall never forget the melan-
choly I was seized with on my return to Lancaster. We stopped a considerable
time at one of the stages. I laid myself down on the grass uuder the shade of a tree.
The most disagreeable ideas entered my mind. My hard earnings laid out; the un-
certainty of my succeeding in business, that when the stage was going to start I was
in a height of delirium. I soon got better and in the evening arrived in Lancaster.
My shop was fitted up in a few days. I took boarding with Mrs. Henry. After a
month I changed my boarding place to A. Weaver's house. I did this with a view
of becoming acquainted with the farmers. I soon became acquainted with A. Weaver's
daughter Susan. An attachment took place. In about two years after she became
my wife. During the greater part of the time I boarded at Mrs. Weaver's, I had my
shop next door, at B. Hubley's. He had a daughter named Barbara, who had taken
into her head to court me. Every attention was paid to me by her parents; when they
found that my liking was not on her they done me much injury. The workshop was
back. When a customer would come in they would tell them I was out, so that it
was thought I was almost always out. I was sustaining a heavy loss as well as repu-
tation. A friend told me of it, on which I immediately determined to give up the
shop. The old man and I quarreled about it and were on the eve of having a law
suit. His son was a apprentice. His indentures were given up. So we separated.
I now enlarged my stock in my new stand: took several apprentices and did very well.
In October 1793, I got married. The following year 1794 an insurrection broke out
in the western Counties of the State-an open resistence against the excise laws. Gen-
eral Washington called on the eastern Counties for to furnish a certain quota of
militia. The spirit of volunteering became prevalent in Lancaster; a great spirit
existed, a great number of men volunteered for the defence of the laws. I jorstned
them and on the 1st of October 1794 marched to the westward.

When the Pennsylvania army arrived at Bedford and when we halted a Captain
Gamble of the United States Army came into our camp and called on Captain Mosher
my Captain, to know if a certain William Michael was in his company and whether I was
in camp. Mosher told him I was. Captain Gamble told him he had an order from
Colonel Alex Hamilton, to take me, if I were willing to a post for the forwarding and
issuing of Clothing and military stores for the four armies. Mosher opposed my
going; however his authority (C. Gamble's) was not to be resisted. I was called
and asked if I was willing. As the duties of the camp became tiresome, many of men
sick made the duty harder on the rest, and made me readily accept. Then I was
raised without application or solicitation from a private to a deputy issuing commissary.
There are four meu at all times to wait on me, a liberal compensation, and a good



warm bed to sleep in every night. Who it was that recommended me to Col. Hamil-
ton I have never been able to learn.

On the 27th of Nov. I returned home to Lancaster. In two or three days after,
I returned to my business—I obtained from the apprentices what they had been
doing—examined my stock. About two weeks afterwards Captain Gamble the Con-
ductor General arrived in town and paid me $00 per month for my services. In Jan.
1795 a daughter was born in 1797 she died. My father-in-law suggested to me, the
advantage of moving to his tavern house uear town. I accepted his offer. I also
erected a distillery by which I made very little profit.

In 1799 a great coutest arose between the Federalists and Democrats respectiug
the election of Governor. I took part with the Democrats. My friends generally
were on the other side. I became prosecuted. In the year 1808 the Democrats
elected Simon Snyder Governor, Mr. George Bryan Auditor General. He appointed
me his chief clerk. I kept the hooks of the office for twelve years, the greater part
of the time I received $1100 per annum. In 1810 the Governor's Secretary took
lodgiugs with me. The compensation for boardiug etc, was screwed down, so low
that I lost about $400 this year by them. I quit keeping a boarding house from that
day. The Governor showed a churlishness towards me. As soou as I perceived it
I showed an indifference to him; every time we met, a greater coolness was practiced
until neither spoke. What the real cause was mauy attempted to ascertain; but all
failed. Mr. Snyder and I never had an explanation on the subject. By an act of
the Legislation the government moved to Harrisburg. I removed my family also in
which place I lived with my family nine years, during which period myself and family
were much regarded and lived very agreeable. The citizens of Harrisburg at least
such as we associated with, were intelligent and hospitable.

The election of 1820 caused a change of government. Joseph Heister was elected.
Although a general change was looked for, as far as regards myself none expected it
would effect me. I opposed the election of Heister because I was a Democrat, and
knew him. Findley was misrepresented, Jos. Duncan was appointed Auditor General.
Duncan told me there were gentlemen from every part of the State writing in my
favor. I observed it was unsolicited. He answered yes. Duncan's character was
represented to me that he was a testy disposition. 1 therefore gave him notice of
my declining uniting in his office. The people of Harrisburg could not believe it.

The gentlemen of the town assembled at my house some with saws, some with
hatchets, gimlets etc., to cut boards and make up boxes for packing my furniture, a
greater evidence of attention never was shown to any persou.

On the day of leaving it crowds gathered to take leave of us and one and all
crying out, "You must come back in three years."

I moved my family off to Lancaster to a small farm I had bought, formerly the
property of my father-in-law, and turned farmer. My brother-in-law, I. H., had the
management of it from the year 1820. I soon found that it was high time that it
was taken out of his hands.

The summer of 1821 passed heavily on my hands. Having beeu accustomed to
a business life and now having nothing to do, heavy expenses and not earning, made
me feel very uucomfortable.

I advertised offering my services adjusting different accounts. None applied
to me, but to this I did not feel disappointed—so many persons out of business, others
failing, in those trying times, who were hunting and prstcking up all business that was
doing and me beiug somewhat a stranger, that truly I could not expect to fall into
business as soon or as early as might be supposed.

To save an inroad on my purse, I went little into company and seldom to town,
unless business of the family called me there. All the work that could be done by
son and self did it.

In the fall of 1821 the Democratic principle prevailed. A Democratic treasurer
was chosen. Before his election I addressed a letter to him, offering my services
This letter was not handed to him until the day before the electiou, although it wa
written three months before. Of course he had to make his arrangements and I was
disappointed. My principal desire to get that situation was iuure 1.o thwart the new
Auditor General Duucan than otherwrstse. Being so well acquainted in settlement
of the public accounts of that department I presumed that there could be Ito doubt
respecting me. Mr. Clark provided for some of his friends who perhaps requested
it more than 1 did.


