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Reminiscences 
 

of 
 

Dr. Charles W. Merritt 
 

As told to his daughter a month before his death.  Dr. Merritt died May 3, 1960. 
 
 
 
 
Once upon a time in the early fall, I was supposed to chop the firewood in the back 
yard. Not having any mittens, I went in the house to warm my hands. When I came 
out the back door, a Royal Bengal tiger was there!  So I rushed back in the house 
and told my mother we had a tiger in the back yard. She said this was sheer 
nonsense but when she looked out the window she was convinced. Our property 
was surrounded by a 6 foot picket fence and the gate was always kept closed. A 
little over a block and a half away was a four story brick building which housed the 
Harris Nickel Plate Show and its animals.  A keeper was careless and didn't shut the 
door when he was cleaning the tiger's cage. The tiger came down the alley and 
crossed the vacant lot in front of our house and leaped over the fence and came into 
our back yard. I had a pen of chickens in our woodshed with a small door. The 
chickens all tried to get into that one door at once and they were hopelessly 
stampeded. The tiger walked back and forth in the yard for better than a half hour 
with the circus people trying to devise a way to recapture it. Police with rifles were 
quickly available but by request they did not shoot the tiger which had been fed so 
was not hungry. When the tiger wanted to go over the fence to the next yard it 
jumped it with ease, where it paraded some more. Then it crossed the alley and 
went into a wood shed.  When they slammed the door shut and they brought up a 
cage with a tarpaulin over the cage. They cut a hole corresponding with the door of 
the cage and when it tell out, the tiger went into his cage and they carted him away. 
During all this time Mother and the family sat on the roof of our kitchen and 
watched the antics of the tiger and the crowd. The circus people had thrown 
enormous pieces of raw meat over the yard but as the tiger had been well fed, it 
ignored the meat. This appeared on the front page of Chicago's paper about a tiger 
being loose in the yard.  
 
About 1886 - Grandpa was 6. Scene: 17 Avon Place, Chicago.  
 
 
About 1888 
 
The same circus had an enormous elephant with a calf. The calf was fastened by 
one leg inside the building and the keeper of the elephant exercised the elephant in 
the alley. He asked Harris for a raise in pay which was refused so he departed. 
Another keeper was hired and like his predecessor exercised the elephant by riding 
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on its head. Every time the elephant came by the door of the quarters, it tried to turn 
into be with its calf which angered the keeper and he prodded the elephant to force 
a new trip up the alley. One time he slipped down on the elephant's head and 
refused the order given to replace the rider. He fell clear to the ground and the 
elephant trampled him. The elephant became greatly enraged at the sight of human 
blood and was at liberty until the old keeper could be found and was induced to 
return to his charge in the circus. We school boys used to watch the antics as the 
exercise progressed. The sheds we sat on above the alley was a solid row of flat 
buildings in front so we school boys could not escape the sight of the dead keeper 
laying on the ground. A kind lady saw our plight and permitted us to go through her 
house onto the street. The elephant was wild in the alley for three days until the old 
keeper returned from Kansas City. Due to the fact that the calf was fastened inside 
the quarters the elephant would not leave the area. We were present when the 
keeper arrived. He walked up to the elephant without a prong and called it by name, 
patted its-trunk and led it back into quarters where a chain was put about its hind 
leg. Due to the fact that it had been a killer, authorities notified the circus they must 
destroy the elephant. Due to the monetary loss in the value of the elephant the 
circus decided to have a public execution which the authorities refused to permit. It 
was executed by hydrocyanic acid placed in immense balls of bran. Gipsy fell dead 
in a few minutes.  
 
Dr. Scott 
 
Dr. Scott was going to make a call on Hoyt Street and there was one woman living 
on that street who was very inquisitive. Whenever he made a call in that 
neighborhood she would buttonhole him and ask what was the trouble with that 
neighbor. Being a doctor, he didn't dare answer that. That was strictly confidential. 
One day he was making a call in the neighborhood and he tiptoed into the house 
where he was wanted and congratulated himself on getting in without this 
inquisitive neighbor seeing him. After he had finished his call, he thought he would 
slip away without being discovered. He was just about to get away when this awful 
voice heralded him "Oh, Dr. Scott.  Come here I've got an awful cough. You must 
give me something for my cough." So he opened up his medicine case and pulled 
out his strongest cathartic and asked her for a half a glass of water into which he 
poured the cathartic. Handing it to her he said, “Now, daughter drink all of this."  
He closed his medicine case and started for the door, when she stopped him and 
said "Aren't you going to leave me some medicine for this cough, if it should come 
back?" He replied, "You won't dare to cough."  
 
He had another wise saying when be first met me - a new doctor. "Son, leave your 
cigar on the windowsill outside the house so that you won’t spill any ashes on the 
housewife's floor.  If when you come out the cigar is out, you have stayed too long 
and the good housewife will find out how little you know."  
 
Meeting the doctor shortly after on the street corner, I passed the time of day when 
his boon hunting companion happened along. The doctor asked him how he was 
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feeling. He replied, "Not very well as I could only eat 8 eggs this morning for 
breakfast." Thinking this was a joke, I slapped my side and laughed as the hunting 
companion went on his way. When he was out of hearing distance, the doctor asked 
me if I thought that was a joke. "Sure," I said. The doctor said that was true as that 
man is used to eating 18 eggs for breakfast.  
 
 
Another time, the doctor stopped in this man's butcher shop to get some meat for 
dinner. While there he said, "Let's square our accounts. The butcher named the 
amount due him. The doctor said, "That is just the amount of money you owe me so 
we are square." (Dr. Scott never kept track of his bills of patients.)  
 
Another time wbi1e the doctor rode a chainless bicycle he said he would like to 
have a ride with me in my automobile when it was convenient. That night, a 
wealthy visitor from Chicago phoned for me to come and prescribe for her.  The 
wealthy hostess suggested that I bring another doctor out in consultation the next 
morning.  When I suggested Dr. Scott who was the host's family doctor, she thought 
to bring him would be fine. I made the arrangements that way.  I told the doctor I 
was going to take him for that auto ride. We started at the agreed time and arrived 
as per arrangement and were ushered into the second floor bedroom where the 
patient was in bed.  Going into the bedroom, I was starting to introduce the doctor 
to my patient, his back was turned toward the patient and he was trying out the 
patient's beautiful jeweled toilet set.  After he had used them all, he turned around 
with the exclamation, "Now if Maw could only see me, wouldn't she be proud!"  
Expecting to be thrown out after such a performance, the patient was exceedingly 
pleased instead of being insulted. The introduction followed. After I had told Dr. 
Scott what my diagnosis was and the treatment given, he exclaimed, “My goodness, 
that's the best treatment I ever heard for that. Your patient will soon be well. She 
paid the consultation fee and we left, everybody happy.  
 
One night about 2 a.m., I was called to the old Lakeview Hotel to see a sick visitor. 
It seemed that the call had been sent to all physicians, but I arrived first. When in 
walked Dr. Scott.  He hadn't stopped to dress well. He just stuffed his nightshirt in 
his trousers and came in his dishabi1e. As the patient was commencing to feel 
better, we both left after collecting our fee.  
 
I was called about midnight to a confinement case five miles south. It was zero 
weather and the snow was deep with a strong northwest wind blowing. I went with 
a horse and cutter which the farmer put in the barn while I was out. After everything 
was over, I started back for home facing the blizzard.  About a half a mile from the 
farmer's house on the road to the west was a deep ravine unfenced.  My horse got 
too far to the west side of the road and we turned a complete summersault to the 
bottom of the ravine.  Righting the cutter, I was able to grab the tie strap and the 
horse blanket and drive the horse up onto the road where another problem faced me.  
There was absolutely no place to tie the horse. I had been told that if you blanket a 
horse, he will think he is tied.  I pacified the horse and blanketed it, but my Medical 
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cases and lap robe were down at the bottom of the ravine yet and I must go down 
and bring them out.  I accomplished this with much trepidation, and I removed the 
blanket from the horse, and we drove safely home. Next morning the farmer where 
I had made my call phoned me and asked me if I had had any trouble after leaving 
his place. I related my experience, and he said for me to call the highway 
commissioner of township and without using his name to say I was suing the 
township for not fencing in that ravine.  The commissioner begged me not to sue 
the township and he would immediately fix a fence there so t at no one else would 
have a similar experience. I gave him 24 hours to start the repairs which were 
carried out very well.  The farmer told me they had tried to have this done for 
several years, but it had been put off until my night experience forced the issue. He 
thanked me for getting this work done. This was Washington Avenue about 3 or 4 
miles beyond Hickory Creek. About 1907. The horse I was driving was a rented 
livery horse but a fine traveler and very reliable.  
 
It was summertime and I had finished my work, locked the doors, when I heard 
someone come up the hallway and try the door. I had already extinguished the lights 
and sat in the dark when this individual came up and tried the door. When he found 
the door was locked, he pulled out a pick and was trying to gain entrance. I got 
interested and stood up beside the door. When he had picked the lock and came 
through the door, I grabbed him and took him by surprise. He offered no resistance, 
and I marched him down the stairs and across the street to the police booth.  
 
He had no gun but had burglar tools. I gave him to the chief of police who was in 
the police booth and told the chief I would sign the complaint against him. When I 
went to the police station to sign the complaint, he told us he was a drug addict and 
needed some morphine badly. If I did not sign the complaint he said the chief could 
send him to the state hospital to be cured of his drug habit. The chief advised me to 
do this stating that he would have a longer stay under authority than he could 
possibly obtain from the justice of the peace, as he had not been able to steal 
anything. He was sent to the State Correctional Institute and that ended my 
knowledge of his whereabouts and its results.  
 
One summer afternoon when the weather was extremely hot, and at that time 
Gillespie’s downstairs made buttermilk using the tablets and whole milk. It was a 
favorite drink for many people in the hot season. Without locking my office I went 
downstairs to buy a drink of buttermilk. While I was downstairs someone came into 
my office and lifted my microscope out from under the glass dome from where it 
rested on the table.  I did not discover this when I returned to my office nor did I 
miss it for several days. When I was going to do a differential blood count, I was 
horrified to discover my loss. A microscope at that time was worth 120 dollars. I 
reported my loss to the chief of police giving him the number of my microscope 
which was on the base of it.  In turn, this was reported to the state at Lansing, 
Michigan.  Some months later, it was located in Southern Indiana in a pawn shop. 
They told me that I would have to pay more to recover it than it was worth. Due to 
fact that I would have to employ an attorney where it was located. Then it would 
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have to be taken to court. There was no chance of locating the thief. I dropped the 
matter and bought a new one.  
 
When I was about twelve years old and earning two dollars a week while going to 
school, I had saved up enough money to buy myself' a suit of clothes. We always 
patronized one certain men's store in Chicago that advertised that no shoddy goods 
were held or purchased or made by sweatshop methods. We patronized this store 
where my older brother, Bob, was a clerk. After making the purchase, I saw the 
man in charge of the store sitting in a back room polishing a Joseph Higham cornet 
which had a gold bell and a silver finish and was the best cornet obtainable for 
general distribution but very expensive. Talking to him I told him I wished I could 
play the cornet.  He said he would teach me as much as he knew about it if I would 
get a cornet. He said we would play together for Sunday school in our church. I 
went to a pawnshop and bought a cornet for six dollars. Soon I took my first lesson. 
I went up to his house every week for a two-hour lesson which cost me nothing.  He 
soon had me playing scales, then later, pieces. We soon started in playing for 
Sunday school, he playing the air while I played the alto.  This made the children 
sing better.  It wasn't long until we were invited to play for other functions - 
especially for a Wm. Jennings Bryan political rally in a big hall. Another time we 
were invited to take a trip across the lake to St. Joseph, Michigan, in the day boat 
"City of Chicago" and to bring a girl, and for our music, we were to receive a meal 
as well as our transportation over and back. My instructor feeling that I was not 
sufficiently advanced told me he'd blow my head off if I blew a note.  I was simply 
to work the valves but not to blow a note for fear I would make a discord.  It was a 
beautiful trip on a red-hot summer day, and the lake was smooth, and the boat 
crowded. Later, I made a visit to my oldest sister who was married and living in 
Baroda, and Charlie Scidlitz who was the leader of the Baroda Silver Cornet Band, 
invited me to play with them at their weekly concert in the park.  This get me 
acquainted with all the members of the band and was splendid exercise for me.  I 
was 16 then.  Next year I returned and resumed my practice with them.  I never had 
a real case for my cornet, so my mother made me a cover for my cornet out of blue 
cotton flannel with a drawstring in it. This answered the purpose but did not protect 
the instrument from getting bent.  I always kept it very highly polished - so much so 
that my teacher would trade with me for one week so that I could polish his 
instrument. I delighted to do this because for that week I had the use of a finer 
instrument than mine. Our Christian Endeavor society used to hold an outdoor 
prayer meeting down on Chicago's skid row. I played the music for that. The sound 
of the horn always brought a crowd around us. This was quite close to the area of 
the Pacific Garden Mission in Chicago where Billy Sunday held forth. He played 
baseball for the Chicago Cubs but would not play on Sunday. He made this proviso 
with them.  
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