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T h e  P a p e r

It was june, 1980, Leah and I had been married two years. She was a 
Boston girl, I wanted to show her my Ohio roots. She joined me from 
our home near Boston during a visit to my hometown, Elyria, Ohio; we 
drove thirty miles south to Dad’s village, West Salem.

I wanted as well to see if I could put to rest a long-standing question: 
My grandfather was named Gannon—Who was my grandfather Clark? 
Once having left home for college and World War II, looking back, the 
realization was stunning that the subject of my grandfather Clark or the 
simple fact of the name Clark had never been mentioned when I was 
growing up.

Now Leah and I edge in our car through town, this bleak little place 
West Salem, houses white-frame, gray-shadowed, not enough trees, 
where Dad lived with grandparents from 1898 to 1910, roaming the town 
and woods, his mother working as a domestic in nearby Ashland. He was 
without a father, had never seen him, knew nothing about him, then at 
twelve was given a stepfather.

My brother Bob and I had a grandfather in “Frenchie,” Grandpa 
Gannon, jolly and generous and loved: that was enough. I took for grant-
ed that Grandma was divorced from Dad’s father; in my family’s way I 
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never thought to ask a question. In later years my mother told me that at 
the time of their own marriage Dad had assured her that while his par-
ents had not lived together they had been married. Dad told me, sitting 
up in the night talking of his life in West Salem, that, yes, his parents 
were married briefly but his father had not lived with him and his mother.

I often wondered what it was like to be a boy without a father in this 
village of fathers. Every family, I assumed, had a father; everyone had a 
father somewhere, that’s what a family was, father, mother, kids, grand-
parents. His father was nobody nowhere, neither alive nor dead. When 
Harold said “father” to himself, did it echo in his mind, an empty sound 
in an empty place, his father and himself but nothing else? How could 
he say he himself was alive if his father was nowhere? He was alive but 
not alive like other kids in town. They had a father which made a family, 
he had a home and the town but not a family. In his particular aloneness 
did he fantasize himself becoming the father when he grew up, earn-
ing the money, making a family of grandparents and mother, joining the 
town as an equal member?

Did he tell himself that until then he didn’t need a father as other 
kids did, a physical presence? He could have one far better, in the purest 
way, a father contrived in spirit, a person so like himself that he couldn’t 
tell the difference. He could be father and son at the same time, inward-
ly taking up life with him. They could talk at will, he could do things 
with him like every kid in town with their father, go places. They could 
be closer than any kid and Dad in town, always together. He could be his 
own father.

I wondered if imaginings such as these came anywhere near what, 
surely, would have been his effort to fill the void. Dad’s years of silence 
made me feel queries would intrude.

I knew he lived with pain hidden in that silence. I had seen, open 
on the dining room buffet, a letter from a man in Toledo, Ohio, replying 
to one from Dad, saying the person believed “Harry Clark” had man-
aged a hotel in Toledo but didn’t know where he was now. Around that 
time Dad said to me he would like to know whether his father was alive, 
what happened to him, that “it would make things more complete.” He 
wished someone would go down to Ashland and inquire about the Clark 
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family, maybe learn something of his father. I did not ask what he knew. 
It was inconvenient to go, I had other things to do; I wished since then I 
had gone.

Then one night he said he had met his father once. When sixteen 
he learned that his father’s brother was a fireman in Ashland and went to 
see him at the station. The man said that years ago Sylvia Repp worked 
as a young domestic in the house of the Clark family, who owned the 
largest saloon in town. She became pregnant by young Harry, and he 
allowed his parents to prevent him from taking up life with her; he was 

“weak.” She was poor, they had money and status, they didn’t want her to 
be part of their family. Dad asked no further questions. The brother said 
Harry was now running a hotel in Barberton.

Dad worked on a farm outside West Salem at haying to get money 
for new shoes and suit. Dressed up, he went by streetcar to Barberton, 
walked into the lobby of Hotel Clark, asked the man behind the desk 
for Harry Clark. The man said, “I’m Harry Clark.” Dad said, “I’m your 
son.” The man showed little reaction. “Oh?…Well…would you like to 
sit down?” Dad saw no point in sitting in a chair in the lobby while his 
father stood behind the desk. The conversation dwindled off. His father 
asked where he had come from, what transportation he had used. Dad 
answered. They looked at each other, Dad didn’t know what to say. It 
was all so flat; he turned and left. The meeting had lasted four minutes. 

What hopes had he dreamed all those years if he should ever meet 
his father? There would be resemblance, maybe similar freckles and 
red hair, maybe even unmistakable lineage as they stood shaking hands. 
Maybe the same quick way of laughing, or maybe tears would fall on 
their cheeks. His father would want to know his full history, his interests, 
prospects for work, news of his mother. They would go to a restaurant 
perhaps, so much to talk about, plans to make.

What blows had he felt at the actual meeting, worse than a fist, what 
bewilderment, bitterness, inability to think, as he walked away and rode 
the streetcar back to West Salem? Did he tell his mother or anyone else 
of the encounter? “The search for the father”: the scene to me is pure 
starkness in the ancient need.

Dad also told me that when she was on her deathbed with tubercu-
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losis in March, 1933, Grandma called him out to her on the porch of the 
farm where she and Grandpa Gannon lived. She said, “Harold, there is 
a paper for you at the courthouse in Wooster. It makes it all right.” He 
knew she meant his parentage, but she was dying, he didn’t feel like ask-
ing questions. He never went to get the paper, even though the family 
passed the courthouse many times on our way to grandparents in New 
Philadelphia. He said he had not because “Mother had died, that was 
that, it was all over.” But of course it was not over; thirty years later he 
looked for his father, and who knows how much he had thought about 
him. Had he avoided going to the courthouse from fear of what might be 
in the paper? Perhaps an indication that his parents had not married, that 
he was illegitimate, far more a stigma then than now.

In summer, 1972, I taped some of Dad’s memories of his life in West 
Salem, with details about his mother and relatives. All he said of his fa-
ther was, “He didn’t seem to want to live with us,” and wary of his hurt 
I asked nothing. Nevertheless when I said I was making a visit to West 
Salem and New Philadelphia, he asked me, for reasons unstated, to in-
quire at the Wooster courthouse about the paper. I got Power of Attorney 
from a Notary Public signed by Dad authorizing me to see any docu-
ments pertaining to our family.

I drove the routes we had taken so many times as a family, the 
farming roads from Elyria through LaGrange, Penfield, Spencer and 
Homerville to West Salem, then on to Congress and Wooster. But in-
stead of turning right at the square I parked and walked into the big 
Victorian stone courthouse. In the Probate court office I asked for what 
all of us, Dad, Mom and I, assumed I was looking for, a marriage cer-
tificate. A woman took me to the vault of old records, huge handwritten 
books; we looked around the years 1897-98 and found nothing. I went on 
to New Philly and came back the next day disappointed with my empty 
hands. Dad said little, I couldn’t tell if he was disappointed or relieved, 
and Mom said less. I thought the story had reached a dead end.

Next morning alone at breakfast, Mom startled me by saying she did 
know something more. Daisy, a sister of Grandma, had once told her 
that Grandma signed an agreement with the Clark family at the court-
house in Wooster; Daisy was a witness. The agreement was that in return 
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for $500 and the right for Dad to use the Clark name Grandma would 
make no further claims on the Clark family. I almost shouted, “Why 
Mom, that’s the paper I should have been looking for! Why didn’t you 
tell me!” “Oh…I don’t know…I just didn’t know if I should...if it’s good 
for Dad to know that.” I remembered how she had followed me to the 
car when I was leaving two days before and said, “Ed, I don’t know if you 
should do this. I said, “How come, Mom?” “Well…I just…don’t know….
Oh, well…goodbye.” Now I knew what was in her mind.

I vowed to myself I would go back to the courthouse some day. I 
wondered a bit if the agreement meant there had been no marriage, but 
mostly I assumed there had been one. I didn’t try to square the assump-
tion with the provision about the name, which a marriage would have 
made unnecessary. For Dad, our family and myself I wanted there to be 
one.

Now, eight years later, Leah and I turn at the corner on the main 
street in West Salem where Grandma and Grandpa had lived awhile, 
down over the railroad tracks with the cemetery on the right where 
Grandma lies, and into the country. We pass the farm where my brother 
and I stayed with them one summer week, turn at the general store in 
Congress, closed now, where Grandpa had bought us firecrackers on a 
Saturday night for the Fourth of July, and drive on through the rolling 
farmlands to Wooster. We park, Leah goes into a store and once again I 
step into the courthouse.

In the County Clerk’s office I tell a young woman about the fruitless 
search for a marriage certificate and my knowledge now of an “agree-
ment” between my grandmother and a Clark family that involved her 
son my father and the father of this child. I write down the names “Sylvia 
Repp” and “Harry Clark” and Dad’s birthdate of 1898, and we ride 
an elevator to a dusty attic storage room of old records. We begin sift-
ing through boxes of documents; shortly, she hands me a faded, folded 
paper: “Complaint and Warrant in Bastardy. Sylvia M. Repp vs. Harry 
Clark.” There it is, the answer or the beginning of an answer to the ques-
tion of my grandfather Clark and Dad’s parentage: Dad is illegitimate.
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*  *  *

I read on:

Before A. L. Van Ornum Justice of the Peace. Docket Crml. 
No. 6 Page 96. Return on Warrant August 13, 1903. I have the 
body of the within named Harry Clark now in court. B. M. Kelly 
Constable.

I turn it over: 

Complaint. The State of Ohio, Wayne County Congress 
Township, s.s. Personally appeared before me, A. L. Van Ornum, 
a Justice of the Peace in and for said County and Township, Sylvia 
M. Repp, who made complaint and stated under oath that she 
is an unmarried woman, resident of Congress Township, in the 
above named County, and that On the 26th day of January a.d. 
1898 she was delivered of a bastard child and that Harry Clark is 
the father of said child. You are Therefore Commanded to pursue 
and arrest the said Harry Clark in any County in this State, and 
bring him forthwith before me to answer said complaint; and for 
so doing this shall be your warrant. Given under my hand, this 
13th day of August a.d. 1903. A. L. Van Ornum Justice of the Peace.

Now it is certain that Dad’s parents had not been married. And 
Grandma had had Grandfather Clark arrested.

I feel the flash of old drama and that I myself am an actor in it as the 
sole family participant in my time. I have stepped onto a stage of long 
ago, a stage suddenly lighted from the darkness of years of family silence. 
The family had chosen silence, darkness, all this time; now I see why. 
What is to be my role? How much right do I have to lift the shroud? I say 
to the clerk, “This is it, this is amazing.” She hands me a sheaf of docu-
ments and a large record book, and we go downstairs. I leave the things 
with her and hurry out to tell Leah, find her at a counter in Friedlander’s 
department store, go back to a room to resume reading. Surging in me is 
awe for Grandma that she found the courage to seek justice.

Harry Clark had been arrested by a Constable and brought before a 
Justice of the Peace. I read on. The next document is “Recognizance in 
Bastardy”:
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To appear before J.P. or Court of C.P. The State of Ohio, Wayne 
County, s.s. Be it Remembered, That on the 13th day of August a.d. 
1903 H. R. Clark and E. G. Abbert personally appeared before me, 
a Justice of the Peace in and for said County, and jointly and sever-
ally acknowledged themselves to owe the state of Ohio, the sum 
of Five hundred Dollars, to be levied of their goods and chattels, 
lands and tenements, if default be made in the condition follow-
ing, to wit: The Condition of this recognizance is such that if the 
above bound H. R. Clark personally be and appear before Me, on 
the 17th day of August at 9 a.m. 1903 then and there to answer the 
complaint of Sylvia M. Repp against the said H. R. Clark as being 
the father of her bastard child, and abide the order of said Justice 
of the Peace thereon, then this recognizance to be void; otherwise 
to be and remain in full force and effect. Taken and acknowledged 
before me, on the day and year aforesaid. H. R. Clark [signed] E. 
G. Albert [signed]. A. L. Van Ornum Justice of the Peace.

Harry had brought a lawyer with him, or perhaps a friend.
So, five and a half years after Dad’s birth Grandma was somehow 

moved to go to a J.P. After what agonies of disappointment, frustration, 
what finally prompted her? Urgings of friends or relatives, her own an-
ger or hurt, simple injured desire for justice for herself and son? No, it 
could not have been simple after five and a half years, six from time of 
conception, carrying her feelings around, especially in the same town 
with Harry and the Clark family. And who advised her, a young domestic, 
how to file a complaint? I turn to the next document, “Examination of 
Complaint in Bastardy”:

The State of Ohio, Wayne County, ss. On the 17th day of August 
A.D. 1903, before me, A. L. Van Ornum a Justice of the Peace in 
and for said County, personally came Sylvia M. Repp an unmar-
ried woman, resident of Congress Township, in said County, and 
was then, by and before me, examined under oath respecting the 
cause of her complaint in Bastardy against Harry Clark; the said 
accused person being then present to answer in the premises.

Questions by the Justice:
q: In what State, County, and Township do you reside?
a I reside in the State of Ohio in Wayne County, and in Congress 
Township.
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q: Are you married or unmarried?
a: Unmarried.
q: Have you been delivered of a bastard child, and if so, when was 
it begotten, and who is the father of the child?
a: I have been delivered of a bastard child. Begotten the 30th day 
April 1897 and Harry Clark is the father of the child.
q: How old was you at that time?
a: 18 years.
q: In what Township and County was your child born?
a: It was born in Hallow Coventry Township, Summit County, 
Ohio. I think that is the name of the place where my baby was 
born, on the 26th day of January 1898.
q: Is the Child living?
a: Yes sir.
q: What sex?
a: Male.
Sylvia M. Repp [signed].

No further questions were asked and the above questions and 
answers were reduced to writing in my presence, and being RED 
[sic] to the COMPLANANT [sic] she subscribed to the same in 
my presence, on the day and year AFFORSAID [sic]. A. L. Van 
Ornum Justice of the Peace.

Sylvia had confronted Harry. In an accompanying “Transcript from 
Criminal Docket” the Justice says, “Defendant appeared August 17th 10 
a.m. 1903 examination in his presence as hereunto attached.” Was it 
one of many confrontations in the pregnancy and since the birth, one 
of few, the first time she had seen him in years? She was not quite sure 
of place names; she had gone, I knew from Dad, to a relative to have 
the baby and probably knew only the name of the town, Kenmore, for 
certain. The form states that after questions by the Justice, “The accused 
must then be allowed to ask such questions as he may deem necessary 
for his justification. These should be marked, ‘Questions by the Accused.’”

Harry asks none.
The Justice continues in the Transcript: “As no compromise or settle-

ment was mad [sic] I Bound the said Harry Clark as follows…” He issues 
“Bastardy. Recognizance of Defendant. To answer before the Common 
Pleas Court” in which Harry is to appear on the first day of the term to 
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answer the complaint or be liable for $600 along with G. H. Clark (the 
brother Dad met?) and R. M. Kelly, who had appeared with him at the 
examination.

Beyond money and a name for their son, did Sylvia want anything 
from Harry at this meeting? Acknowledgment of some kind of feeling 
for herself and their child, even a little at this late date? Or was she all 
hatred or stoicism? Did their eyes meet? She did get something, an order 
for a criminal trial.

But the trial seemingly never took place. The next document is an 
“Affidavit for continuance” by Harry Clark at a Notary Public on May 7, 
1904:

Personally appeared before me, a notary public in and for the 
County of Ashland and State of Ohio, Harry Clark, who being by 
me first duly sworn according to the law, deposes and says: He can-
not safely proceed to trial in the above entitled cause of action at 
the present term of this court for the reason that it will be nec-
essary for him to take the deposition of Witnesses from Ashland 
County Summit County, to be used in evidence in this case. That 
he hopes and expects to procure such evidence by the next term of 
this court. This application for a continuance is made for the pur-
pose of justice and not delay.

The next documents are three subpoenas of December 14, 1904, 
from Wayne County Common Pleas Court for Sylvia and an array 
of witnesses for her from her family: “Henry Repp, Mrs. Henry Repp, 
Melvin Repp; Sadie Repp (Sister to Sylvia Repp); Mrs. Henry Wagner, 
and Charles Hettinger; Mrs. Charles Hettinger, Rense Hettinger, Mrs. 
Rense Hettinger and Mrs. Stitte.” The subpoenas say:

You are required to attend, under the penalty of One Hundred 
Dollars, before our Court of Common Pleas, held in the Court 
House, in the City of Wooster, within and for said County, on the 
15th day of December, a.d. 1904, at 8:30 o’clock a.m., to testify all 
and singular such Matters and things which you may know in a 
certain action in said Court depending, and then and there to be 
determined between Ohio Ex ReI. Repp…Plaintiff, and Harry 
Clark…Defendant, on the part if the Plaintiff.
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Since the subpoenas were served, Sylvia and her witnesses no doubt 
came to the courthouse that early morning of December 15. Along with 
Uncle Mel, from whom Harold took his middle name, the grandparents 
would have driven off in deep night for the twenty miles to Wooster by 
horse and buggy. They would have stowed him with a relative overnight 
and with a cover story of their absence. It would have been one of many, 
or perhaps surprisingly few, such tales given him over the years in rela-
tion to his father. Perhaps the family found it possible on the whole to say 
nothing to this central player in the drama.

At the courthouse the parties apparently were not called to a trial. In 
“Appearance Docket, April Term, A.D. 1903” I read: “April T 1903 con’d 
Sept T 1903 Con’d Jan T 1904 Con’d, April T 1904 con’d Sept T. 1904 
con’d ‘January T 1905 January 30’ 1905 This cause is settled by consent 
of all parties herein. Cost paid. No final record. J. 56 P. 293.” Then one 
more document, a summary: “This cause being settled and plaintiff hav-
ing secured the agreed compensation dismisses the same. The costs be-
ing paid No record.”

I felt much let down. The record had thinned out once Sylvia had 
filed her complaint. Harry seems to have avoided a trial again and again 
with continuances. I saw the fine hand of family money smoothing his 
problem for him with a lawyer, this “weak” son. When a settlement was 
finally reached, no record was made in court. “Agreed compensation”—
but how much, and was it only money? Was something agreed on the 
name Clark for Dad?

“No final record.” I thought of the “agreement” Daisy had told Mom 
about. Now I wondered whether it was signed or verbal; surely it would 
have to be signed to protect both parties. But where was it? I thought of 
Grandma summoning Dad to the porch on her deathbed, “Harold, there 
is a paper for you at the courthouse in Wooster. It makes it all right.” She 
must have meant the agreement, she thought it was in the courthouse. 
Had she just assumed it was there? Had she misunderstood a lawyer or 
judge? Had she been misled by Harry or his lawyer? By his family? I got 
copies of the documents and asked the clerk to search for the agreement. 
I would be back the next day after our visit to New Philadelphia.

The clerk found nothing. The agreement was supremely important 
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to Grandma, she held its existence from her son until near death, then 
told him a paper “made it all right.” Made his parentage all right, took 
away the stigma—but how? By an agreement in which Harry admitted 
he was the father, by explicit statement or in effect by monetary compen-
sation and perhaps agreement to use of the Clark name. To “make it all 
right” was surely a deep purpose, maybe the deepest, of filing the com-
plaint; she would force Harry to recognize their child. But not telling her 
son of the agreement all those twenty-eight years means she told him 
something different, apparently that they were married and divorced. 
Facing death, she may have wanted Dad to have the legal evidence of his 
father but could still not bring herself to tell him the truth and may have 
felt sure he would not go to the courthouse before she died. I thought of 
his grandmother’s litany to him growing up, “Don’t never be ashamed 
who you are,” and his mother’s words when he was leaving home at 
twenty for a job in New Philadelphia, “Never forget, you are as good as 
anyone. Don’t ever let anyone say you’re not.”

What all this says of the relationship between Grandma and Dad is 
powerfully suggestive. I think of a photograph I have of them when Dad 
was about five, near the time of her action; a formal study, look-alikes 
gazing straight at the camera, all dressed up, pride and determination in 
the attractive young face of Grandma. She was poor and unlettered but 
she fought, perhaps was fighting then, for the good name of this boy next 
to her. Grandma, what grit, what self-respect, what love for your son. He 
was linked to you in ways he never knew.

Knowing nothing of the fight but knowing her love, he repaid her in 
fierce devotion. She was a presence in our family from the time I can re-
member. We visited her and Grandpa Gannon, they came to us. When 
her casket was being lowered in the ground, Dad cried like a child, sob-
bing as we stood with relatives, “We’ll never see her again, Ed, we’ll 
never see her again.” After Grandpa married soon a woman he’d met in 
West Salem during Grandma’s illness, visits were few and strained and 
then ended. Dad drove us right past their house on the way to relatives. 
“How could he do it, how could he do it,” he would say. Much later he 
said to me, “Everyone knew who she was. I guess every man in town had 
had her.” When Grandpa died, we didn’t go to the funeral. Most of his 
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life Dad bore the pain of his mother wronged by men. She had been 
wronged and he could never protect her. In speaking of her his manner 
of saying “Mother” was never light.

Back in Elyria I put the documents in the bottom of my suitcase and 
said nothing to Dad and Mom about what I had found. It would upset 
them to no purpose, for Dad it could have been devastating. I on the oth-
er hand felt more complete, having a blood legacy of love and unstinting 
struggle for justice. I had carried the name Clark more proudly than I 
knew. To Grandma I said, thank you for this heritage.

Now in these pages to come I pay homage to Grandma in the only 
way I know. From birth I have unknowingly but inescapably borne the 
imprint of her spirit. I feel obliged to give an accounting. Obliged to re-
call my life, let it speak for itself how true and untrue I have been to my 
blood, this spirit of love and justice. We act from instincts known and 
unknown. They cast us into experience near and far. Matters of love and 
justice in many forms large and small await us.


