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EMERSON AND BALTIMORE:
A BIOGRAPHICAL STUDY

By GeorcE E. BELL

1
GATEWAY TO THE SOUTH

WRITING in his Journal in 1837, Ralph Waldo Emerson
noted that he had formulated definite thoughts about
the Southern character as early as his college days at Harvard:
“The young Southerner comes here [Harvard] a spoiled child
with graceful manners, excellent self command, very good to
be spoiled, but good for nothing else, 2 mere parader.” He
went on to say that the Southerner is more at home with his
rifle, horse, and dog than with civil and educated society and
that in such a society he could not be otherwise than dumb
and discontented. To which he added: “Give them an inch &
they take a mile.”?

1 Merrell R. Davis, Alfred R. Ferguson, William H. Gilman, Harrison Hay-
ford, and Merton M. Sealts, Jr., eds., The Journals and Miscellaneous Notebooks
of Ralph Waldo Emerson, V (Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1965), pp. 388-389.
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Not until March 12, 1822, however, did Emerson put his
views in writing: “What kind of people are the Southerners
in your vicinity? Have they legs & eyes? Do they walk & eat?”
Adding: “You know our idea of an accomplished Southerner—
to wit—as ignorant as a bear, as irascible & nettled as any porcu-
pine, as polite as a troubadour, & a very John Randolph in
character & address.”> Written in answer to John Boynton
Hill’s request for letters as “a source of consolation” during
his exile in the South,® these humorous, condescending
thoughts represented the first concrete evidence of Emerson’s
interest in the Southland in general and in Baltimore and her
Southerners in particular. From Hill, Emerson’s former
Harvard classmate who was now teaching at Garrison Forest
Academy, located nine and one-half miles outside of Balti-
more,* Emerson demanded no less than a complete history of
the city: “. .. as to your sparing me the description of the
City, it is the very thing you should not have spared; I wait
a full & ample history of it, outside and inside. . . .”5 Either
Hill was overwhelmed by the request, or he was unknowledge-
able of the region he was shortly to leave. For, though Hill
managed to send some details of Baltimore and her culture,
Emerson wrote to him on two occasions to tell him that his
reports were sketchy and inadequate.®

The lack of information in Hill’s brief correspondence of
several letters did not, however, prevent Emerson from voicing
some opinions of his own. Using Massachusetts’ culture as
his yardstick, he spoke affectionately of Boston, the heartland
of New England, “the bosom of the Yankees.” Baltimore,
though, was the land of “the Southerner’” or, as he sometimes
wrote, “Southrons.” Among the Yankees in Boston peace pre-
vailed; among the Southerners in Baltimore mob violence

2 Ralph Leslie Rusk, The Letters of Ralph Waldo Emerson (New York, 1939),
1, p. 107. Shortly after writing to Hill, Emerson decided to inquire more fully
about the South. Writing to another former classmate, Mellish Irving Motte of
South Carolina, Emerson said: “. . . I might add that the peculiar and striking
distinctions which we see at Cambridge separating our Northern & Southern
Countrymen have always urged my curiosity to inquiries somewhat deeper &
more general than common conversation allows. . . .” Motte never replied, and
Emerson had to wait until his Southern health trip in 1826 to have his curiosity
assuaged. See Ibid., pp. 108-109.

3Ibid., p. 132.

4 Federal Gazette, July 1, 1822,

5 Rusk, Letters, I, p. 107.

8 Ibid., pp. 112-113 and 132-135.
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could prevail.” Emerson believed, as did Hill, that living in
Maryland was living in exile.®

Though couched in humorous satire, Emerson’s view of
Baltimore and her people belied a deeper disaffection for the
South; and his dark attitude, first evidenced in this view of
Baltimore and later confirmed in his trips in the South, con-
tinued over the years. Though his attitude was based partly
on experience dating from his college days, he nevertheless
subscribed early to New England’s stereotyped idea of
Southerners.® And although Emerson followed this tradition
and was willing to mass each person from the South into the
generalized character known as “the Southerner,” he never
believed that his consistency was foolish.!®

II
ON THE FRINGES OF CIVILIZATION

Unlike the teen-age school teacher who wrote letters to Hill
to help relieve the tedium of teaching the “fair-haired
daughters”’* of Boston, the twenty-three year old Emerson
who walked through the streets of Baltimore in the spring of
1827 was a man changed and changing.

Having completed a winter’s health trip of several months
in the South—Emerson’s first trip outside New England—he
had had his earlier judgments confirmed. Staying in Charles-

7Ibid., pp. 112, 123, and 185. As Dr. Rusk notes: “Emerson could not foresece
the Boston riots during the yvears of excitement over slavery, but he could prob-
ably recall stories of mob violence in Baltimore during the War of 1812.”

871bid., p. 132. In referring to Hill’s exile, Emerson used the Old Testament.
In Boston Emerson was in “the pleasant land of my fathers,” while in Baltimore
Hill was in “Babylonish captivity.” In later years Emerson often likened his
journeys into the South to journeys into exile.

® Jay B. Hubbell, South and Southwest: Literary Essays and Reminiscences
(North Carolina, 1965), p. 124. The late Dr. Hubbell's essay, “Ralph Waldo
Emerson and the South,” takes as its key Howard R. Floan’s study, The South
in Northern Eyes 1831-1861 (Austin, Texas, 1958), and then proceeds in some
detail to analyze Emerson’s view of the South and the Southerner and the
Southerner’s view of Emerson. To quote Dr. Floan (pp. 184-185): ‘““The image
of the South assembled from the numerous and often scattered comments of
Whittier, Lowell, Longfellow, Emerson, and Thoreau is essentially the same
image of evil which was portrayed by Garrison and Phillips in their fight against
slavery.” Adding: “The Southerner was a whip-bearing villain, the Negro an
earthbound angel.”

10 The allusion is of course to “Self-Reliance.” See Emerson’s Complete Works
(Boston, Massachusetts, 1884), II, p. 58.

11 Rusk, Letters, I, p. 106.



334 MARYLAND HISTORICAL MAGAZINE

ton and principally in St. Augustine, Emerson felt that he was
on foreign soil and among “foreign men.” In the ‘“cheerless
fen” which was St. Augustine he found a “motley popula-
tion,”*? and to Samuel Ripley he wrote of “the wretched
aspect of Charleston.”*® Southern manners and Southern sun-
shine stood alone as points of praise. As for the former,
Emerson could say: “I have never seen an awkward Caro-
linian.” As for the latter he could say that he was rested and
healthy; indeed, between the 16th of February and the 25th
of March he had gained more than ten pounds.'*

More importantly, his stay in the South had given him the
solitude he needed to come to grips with his inner turmoil.
Newly licensed to preach, he found himself unable to complete
a new sermon while in the South. His Journal for the time
recorded his increasingly independent thoughts on God and
matters spiritual.’® Nearly a decade had passed since he had
begun conceiving the germs of his later doctrines, such as
compensation and self-reliance, and writing them in his
Journal. Now, away from the religious environment which
had held him so tenuously in check, he was ready for the re-
lease of his tension.

Release came at the eleventh hour. Boarding the sloop
William for the trip to Charleston, Emerson encountered
Achille Murat, . . . a consistent Atheist, and a disbeliever in
the existence, &, of course, in the immortality of the soul.”1®
Having arrived in Charleston, Emerson wrote to his brother
William: “He [Murat] is a philosopher, a scholar, a man of
the world very skeptical but very candid & an ardent lover of
truth. I blessed my stars for my fine companion and we talked
incessantly.”?” For nine days at sea Murat had tested Emerson
to the limit, and Emerson was not found wanting. He retained
his belief in God more strongly now than ever, but Murat
had converted him to independent thinking.!®

In a brilliant Journal passage unlike any immediately pre-

12 Davis, Journals, 111, pp. 88 and 151.

13 Rusk, Letters, 1, p. 196.

4 Davis, Journals, 111, pp. 59 and 75-77.

15 I'bid., pp. 68-69, for example.

16 Ibid., p. 77.

17 Rusk, Letters, 1, p. 194.

8Ralph Leslic Rusk, The Life of Ralph Waldo Emerson (New York, 1949),
pp- 122-123. See also Hubbell, “Ralph Waldo Emerson,” pp. 125-126.
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ceding or following, Emerson recorded how far he had come
in his spiritual development. Shortly before boarding ship
for Baltimore, he could write:

Let the glory of the world go where it will, the mind has its own
glory. What it doth, endures. No man can serve many masters.
And often the choice is not given you between greatness in the
world & greatness of soul which you will choose, but both advan-
tages are not compatible. The night is fine; the stars shed down
their severe influences upon me and I feel a joy in my solitude
that the merriment of vulgar society can never communicate.
There is a pleasure in the thought that the particular tone of my
mind at this moment <are> may be new in the Universe; that
the emotions of this hour may be peculiar & unexampled in the
whole eternity of moral being. I lead a new life. I occupy new
ground in the world of spirits, untenanted before. I commence a
career of thought & action which is expanding before me into a
distant & dazzling infinity. Strange thoughts start up like angels
in my way & beckon me onward. I doubt not I tread on the high-
way that leads to the Divinity.1?

Nearly a decade would pass before Nature would be published
in 1836, and more than a decade would pass before Essays,
First Series would be published in 1841. But when Emerson
arrived in Baltimore at the end of April, 1827, he was con-
firmed for the first time in his faith in self-reliance, the corner-
stone of his philosophy.? He stood midway between the con-
ception of this central creed and its pronouncement to the
world.

Although Emerson may have been about to commence a
new ‘‘career of thought,” he came to the city on matters
spiritual and practical. He hoped to preach, and as a result,
help to pay for his return trip to Boston.

Emerson’s short journey of about one-half mile from the
harbor and Pratt Street to Baltimore’s Unitarian Church, or
as it was more formally known, First Independent Christ’s
Church,?! at the corner of Franklin and Charles Streets, caused
him to recall an earlier judgment. Writing to Samuel Ripley,
Emerson first confirmed his former judgment of Charleston

19 Davis, Journals, 111, p. 78.

20 Rusk, Life, pp. 122-123. See also Hubbell, “Ralph Waldo Emerson,” pp.
125-126.

L H. E. Shepherd, et al., History of Baltimore, Maryland (n. p., 1898), p.
422.
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John Pendleton Kennedy (1795-1870). Painting by Matthew Wilson.
Peabody Institute

and concluded with a rather surprising note on Baltimore.
The city reminded him of Boston:

I liked the town [Charleston] no better at our second interview.
But I began to doubt whether I was not deceived by the juvenile
error of thinking all that was unaccustomed to be precisely in that
degree wrong; & I so bigoted a Yankee as not to be honest to the
beauty of Southern municipal architecture. But when I got to
Baltimore, my judgment sat firm in his seat again, for 1 found
fine houses streets churches abounding in a place where I am
more a stranger than in Charleston. It is a fine city & in general
& in particular looks like Boston. The interior of the Unitarian
Church is noble.22

22 Rusk, Letters, I, p. 196.
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Perhaps also as Emerson approached the Unitarian Church, a
building whose Greco-Roman architecture was “quite unlike
any in the city,” he recalled the controversy generated by Dr.
William Ellery Channing’s sermon, which was eventually to
establish the Unitarians as a separate religious group, that
was preached on the ordination of Jared Sparks here almost
eight years ago.?

Emerson came to the church at a time when it had no
regular minister.?* Reverend Jared Sparks, who was presently
doing research on his life of Washington, or as Emerson noted,
ransacking [the] house at Mt. Vernon in the absence of Judge
Washington at Philadelphia,?® had left his post at the church
in 1823 because of ill-health,*® and Emerson’s step-grandfather,
Dr. Ezra Ripley, would not make his first trip out of New
England to take part in the ordination of Reverend George
W. Burnap,?” the church’s second permanent minister, until
April, 1828.28

In the absence of permanent clergy Emerson was doubtless
happy to find two New Englanders, Bostonians in fact,
Reverend Samuel Barrett and Reverend F. W. P. Greenwood.?
Finding that between them these two men were engaged to
preach for eight weeks, Emerson left for Alexandria to visit
friends.

Thus Emerson’s early encounters with Baltimore were brief.
Perhaps, though, he had not a few fond memories of the
Boston-like appearance of Baltimore and of the bodily and
spiritual health he had when he first visited there for, on two
occasions—first when Ellen was near death from tuberculosis
in January, 1831, and second, when Margaret Tucker was
suffering from the same disease just eight months later®’—
Emerson looked south to Baltimore as a place of health and
refuge.

23 Shepherd, History of Baltimore, p. 423.

% Ibid.

2 Rusk, Letters, 1, p. 197. Sce also Herbert B. Adams, The Life and Writings of
Jared Sparks (Boston and New York, 1893), I1, pp. 11-13.

* Shepherd, History of Baltimore, p. 423.

27 George W. Howard, The Monumental City; Its Past History and Present
Resources (Baltimore, 1889), pp. 564-565.

28 Rusk, Lelters, 1, p. 231.

2 The Boston Directory, 1827,

30 Rusk, Letters, I, pp. 317 and 330.
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111
LECTURES GOOD ENOUGH FOR THE SOUTHERNER

When Emerson first passed through Baltimore, he was
probably unaware that the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad had
been chartered in Maryland two months before, in February,
1827. Perhaps, a year and one-half later, he read that Charles
Carroll of Carrollton, the last surviving signer of the Declara-
tion of Independence, had “turned the first shovelful of dirt
and laid the foundation of the first bridge of the railway,
that was eventually to connect the Atlantic seaboard with the
great Mississippi Valley.”’3!

When, sixteen years later, in the evening of January 7, 1843,
Emerson arrived in the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad depot
on Pratt Street, he was aware that Charles Carroll was dead.3?
He was also sensitive to the change that had occurred and was
occurring in the nation, the change which was to bring about
between 1840 and 1861, the “modern shape’” of the nation’s
culture.® Having traveled to the city aboard the cars of the
Philadelphia, Wilmington and Baltimore Railroad, a railway
which, like the Baltimore and Ohio, was in 1827, yet to be
constructed,®* Emerson knew that the railroad was a measure
of that change. Having walked the several blocks to his room
in Barnum’s Hotel at the southwest corner of Fayette and
Calvert Streets,® he recorded in his Journal:

Here today from Philadelphia. The railroad, which was but a
toy coach the other day, is now a dowdy, lumbering country
wagon. Yet it is not prosaic, as people say, but highly poetic, this
strong shuttle which shoots across the forest, swamp, river, and
arms of the sea, binding city to city. The Americans take to the
little contrivance as if it were the cradle in which they were
born.38

31 Shepherd, History of Baltimore, p. 516. See also J. Thomas Scharf, History
of Baltimore City and County (Philadelphia, 1881), pp. 314-317.

32 Rusk, Letters, I1I, p. 118.

33 Carl Bode, The Anatomy of American Popular Culture, 1840-1861 (Berkeley
and Los Angeles, 1959), p. x.

34 Scharf, History of Baltimore, p. 348.

% Ibid., p. 515.

36 Edward Waldo Emerson and Waldo Emerson Forbes, eds., Journal of Ralph
Waldo Emerson, VI (Boston and New York, 1911), p. 336.
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If the railroad was a measure of the physical change occurring
in the United States, Emerson himself was a measure of the
intellectual change, for he had published in January, 1841,
Essays, First Series. In “Self-Reliance” he called men to per-
sonal maturity, maturity of mind and body. And the change
which Emerson called for was to be mirrored in President
Polk’s inaugural address of March, 1845, two years after
Emerson’s Baltimore lecture visit, to all the citizens of the
nation: ‘“Who shall assign limits to the achievements of free
minds and free hands under the protection of this glorious
Union?”’37

The speaker who came to Baltimore, however, came to make
no startling or particularly influential pronouncements.
Baltimore was but one stop on a lecture tour occasioned by a
need to pay off mounting debts,*® and Emerson, the author of
one substantial book and the editor of an obscure New Eng-
land journal, was but one lecturer of many in the city.?® The
announcement for his first lecture of the two to be delivered
appeared Tuesday morning, January 10th, in the local papers.

Emerson had begun working on the lecture he delivered
that night as early as November 25, 1842. In writing to his
brother William, he noted the progress on the lectures and
also made the strong sectionalism of his youth again apparent:
“I have been trying my hand lately at setting down notes with
a view to some set of Lectures that I could call ‘New England’
that should be good enough to bring to the Southerner, but
am not perfect in it.” Even up to ten days before he was to
begin his lecture tour by speaking in Baltimore, he was un-
sure of the number of “speeches” he had and the precise the-
matic direction they would take: “I have in my portfolio the
value of three pretty good lectures on New England, which
may become five before they get spoken; say 1. Religion; 2.
Agriculture & Trade; 3. Genius & Manners; 4. Recent Spirit-
ual Influences; 5. Climate, or Relations or Politics or Future
or Miscellaneous. . . .”% Perhaps even, if the vagueness of the

37 James K. Polk, “Inaugural Address—March 4, 1845, Inaugural Addresses
of the Presidents of the United States (Washington, D. C., 1961), p. 92.

38 Rusk, Letters, III, p. 88.

3% For a brief discussion of the lyceum movement in Baltimore see Carl Bode,
The American Lyceum: Town Meeting of the Mind (New York, 1956), pp. 149-
150.

“0 Rusk, Letters, II1, pp. 100 and 107-108.
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newspaper announcement be sufficient indication (“Subject—
‘New England!’ ”), he was still debating on Tuesday evening
what he was going to say as he walked the several blocks from
Barnum’s Hotel to the building which housed the Mercantile
Library Association at the corner of Baltimore and Holliday
Streets. If this was so, then the audience may have been treated
to the “shuffling of his manuscript,” to the skipping of pages,
and even to the reverting back to earlier pages, all of which
he had done or would do elsewhere.!

In any event, when Emerson arrived to deliver the ninth
lecture of the season, he had been told by Charles Braden-
baugh,*? President of the Mercantile Library Association, that
the audience would “almost all be Eastern, or of Eastern feel-
ing.”#3 And, unlike the rival Library Company of Baltimore,
which had as its membership “a select group of merchants and
intellectuals who could afford to own a share in the company
costing fifty dollars, plus an annual contribution of five to ten
dollars,” the Mercantile Library Association had a membership
of young clerks, apprentices,** and merchants,*> whose annual
dues were three dollars and initiation fee was two dollars. It
was, in its membership, in its book collections, and in its class
offerings (arithmetic, bookkeeping, writing, languages, and
debating) ,* a popular organization of young men.

The lecture which Emerson gave that night could not, how-
ever, be termed popular, i.e., suitable for the general public,
if what the newspapers said and did not say was any indication.
Since Emerson left Baltimore the next morning aboard the
cars of the “Washington Branch” of the Baltimore and Ohio
for a four day visit with friends in the national capital, he
himself was probably unaware of the newspapers’ reaction to
his lecture. The Sun, which had been faithfully and fully
reporting the Mercantile Library Association’s lectures,
printed nothing on the lecture and gave as is its excuse the

“ William Charvat, “A Chronological List of Emerson’s American Lecture
Engagements,” BNYPL, LXIV (Sept., 1960), p. 493. The introductory remarks
to this listing contain an excellent summary of Emerson’s lecture writing style
and his mannerisms while speaking.

42 Matchett’s Baltimore Director, 1842.

43 Rusk, Letters, 111, p. 118.

4 Stuart C. Sherman, “The Library Company of Baltimore, 1795-1854,” Md.
Hist. Mag., XXXIX (1944), p. 21.

4 Scharf, History of Baltimore, pp. 659-660.

46 Sherman, “The Library Company,” p. 21.
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press of printing “‘public documents and other matters.”*"
Whether The Sun was providing a convenient excuse for not
reporting a lecture which, like others of Emerson’s lectures,
may have run “in circles” and may have had “no beginning,
middle, or end,”*® cannot be said for certain. But the Balti-
more American and Commercial Advertiser gave a frank and
revealing excuse:

Mr. Emerson’s Lecture, on Tuesday evening, before the Mer-
tile Library Association, was a most interesting discourse. The
subject was “New England.” We cannot attempt a synopsis of the
lecture. It abounded in thoughts of a deeper kind than are
usually embodied in popular addresses—in views comprehending
a large range—and it was marked by a felicity and propriety of
diction and manner well calculated to secure the favourable esti-
mation of the listener.

To this brief mention of Mr. Emerson’s discourse on Tuesday
evening we may add, that he will lecture again before the same
Association on next Tuesday evening. As this gentleman, dis-
tinguished at home as a profound thinker and an able writer, is
comparatively a stranger to our citizens, we take the occasion to
quote the following paragraph in relation to him from the
Philadelphia U. S. Gazette:

Mr. Emerson is known, here and elsewhere, as a “transcenden-
talist,” deeply imbued with the philosophy of the school thus
denominated, and yet himself not of any school, neither of the
portico nor the grove. His writings have kindled a flame of poetic
fervor in bosoms, that seemed strewed with the ashes of wasted
fires, and called up to action springs of benevolence that had long
sunk beneath the surface. And those who have gone to listen to,
and, perhaps, to smile at, the philosophy of the Transcendentalists,
have felt their hearts warmed into benevolence by the persuasions
of his eloquence, and peculiarities in the belief of the speaker
have been overlooked in the gush of new and better thoughts that
he had called up. We do not always find the good we seek, but
our disappointment in the object is sometimes overpaid by the
excellence of the unexpected discovery.*®

47 The Sun (Baltimore), Jan. 13, 1843.

48 Charvat, “A Chronological List,” p. 493. Additional support for the belief
that Emerson had not finalized his lecture course comes from Emerson and
Forbes, Journals, VI, pp. 335-336. The course’s final titles do not correspond
with Emerson’s earlier titles. Additionally, the tenth lecture before the Mercan-
tile Library Association, titled “Customs, Genius, and Trade of New England,”
does not appear in the finalized lecture course of February: “I, Genius of the
Anglo-Saxon Race; II, Trade; III, Manners and Customs of New England;
IV, Recent Literature and Spiritual Influences; V, Results.”

4 The Baltimore American and Commercial Advertiser, Jan. 12, 1843.
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Apparently, the New England intellectual climate, of which
Emerson was the chief element, had not to any great extent
been felt in Baltimore, or for that matter, in the South.’° In
fact, Baltimore in 1843, though the third largest and fastest
growing city in the United States, could hardly be called an
intellectual or cultural center. With the exception of the two
subscription libraries, one of which admittedly did not place
a great financial burden on its subscribers, Baltimore could
boast of no public library and no scholarly library, save that
in Washington, thirty miles away, where the Library of
Congress was ‘strong in only a few areas, notably American
history.®* Baltimore’s “Collegiate Department” of the Uni-
versity of Maryland, then under the leadership of a man who
would eventually steal and sell the very desks of the college,
had begun its descent to intellectual turpitude three years
before.?? According to Samuel Eliot Morison, Baltimore was
the only major city in America “without a conservatory of
music, an art museum, or a learned journal.”’?® Indeed, the
city could boast of having produced only one noted artist,
William H. Rinehart, the sculptor. Finding neither models
nor patrons, he would travel to Rome in 1859, never to return.
Alone and aloof stood John Pendleton Kennedy. By 1843, he
had published all his major works, including the successful
novels, Swallow Barn (1832) and Horse-Shoe Robinson
(1835) , and had been compared by some of his contemporaries
to Cooper and Irving.®

Emerson received the first indication of Baltimore’s intel-
lectual and cultural climate on the day after he arrived in the
city. Writing on Sunday, January 8th, after a vain search for
kindred spirits, he was not without an optimistic, if somewhat
cryptic frame of mind: “In Baltimore, although I have en-
quired diligently as Herod the King, after holy children, I
have not yet heard of any in whom the spirit of the great gods
dwelleth. And yet without doubt such are in every street.”
On Monday, however, after a conversation with Charles

50 Hubbell, South and Southwest, P 139.

5t Samucl Eliot Morison, Nathaniel Holmes Morison: 1815-1890 (Baltimore,
1957), pp. 3-5.

%2 George H. Callcott, 4 History of the University of Maryland (Baltimore,
1966), pp. 56-97.

%8 Morison, Nathaniel Holmes Morison, p. 4.

54 For Rinchart and Kennedy sec the Dictionary of American Biography.



EMERSON AND BALTIMORE: A BIOGRAPHICAL STUDY 343

Unitarian Church interior, c. 1831. Maryland Historical Society

Bradenbaugh, Emerson found that his optimism could no
longer be sustained. Bradenbaugh, a native of the city and a
“good youth”? whom Emerson came to like (perhaps for his
frankness) , prepared Emerson for an intellectual climate quite
unlike Emerson’s own.

“Have you any libraries, here?” asked Emerson.

“None.”

“Have you any poet?”

“Yes; Mr. Mc]ilton.”

“Who?”

“Mr. Mc]Jilton.”

“Any Scholar?”

“None.”%8
To this conversation Emerson had similarly brief and blunt
concluding thoughts: “Charles Carroll the Signer is dead, &
Archbishop Carroll is dead, and there is no vision in the
land.”%7

Although Emerson may have been unknown to a majority

of Baltimoreans, though he could not “hear of any poets,
mystics, or strong characters of any sort,”® and though he
spent a “much more pleasant and exciting visit” of four days
in Washington than the “very pleasant” visit he spent in Balti-

55 Rusk, Letters, III, pp. 116 and 125.

%6 Ibid., p. 118. For “Mr. McJilton” sce Matchett’s Baltimore Director. Sce
also Scharf, History of Baltimore, p. 650. Sec also John H. Hewitt, Shadows on
the Wall or Glimpses of the Past (Baltimore, 1877), p. 57 and pp. 48-49.

57 Rusk, Letters, 111, p. 118.

38 Ibid.
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more,” he did not spend the three days before each lecture in
self-imposed exile in his room at Barnum’s Hotel. Though,
to be sure, David Barnum’s hotel was not without its own
attractions. It had known the champagne suppers of Emerson’s
“jingle man,”*® Edgar Allan Poe.** And it was, as Emerson
had recently read in Charles Dickens’ American Notes, the
“most comfortable of all hotels of which I had any experience
in the United States.”’%2 In characteristic New England reserve
Emerson noted simply that he was “very well lodged and well
tiedhss

Despite Barnum’s Southern hospitality and cuisine, Emerson
was not one to stay indoors. Not the least of the outside
attractions was the weather. When he left New York, he had
had to trudge through a foot of snow to board his train. Three
hours later, midway between New York and Philadelphia, he
had left the snow behind. At Baltimore, only twelve train
hours later, he was greeted by mild and balmy weather: “Here
canary birds’ cages hang outside of the windows and myrtle
trees or something looking very like myrtle grow in the open
air in a neighboring yard.” To accompany the pleasant
weather that Emerson enjoyed in Baltimore was good health:
the long train ride had cured his ailing foot.®® Once again a
healthy Emerson was greeted by a friendly climate in Balti-
more.

The city, too, offered other attractions to the visitor.
Emerson had long ago likened Baltimore to Boston, and he
could say with Dickens that Baltimore had “many agreeable
streets and public buildings.”% Like Dickens, Emerson prob-
ably walked the several blocks from Barnum’s to the nearly
two hundred foot high Doric column of white marble known
as the Washington Monument, which was located at Mount

5 Ibid., p. 142.

50 Hubbell, South and Southwest, p. 144.

61 John C. Irench, “Poe’s Literary Baltimore,” Md. Hist. Mag., XXXII (1987),
p. 103.

2 Charles Dickens, American Notes and Pictures from Italy (New York, 1957),
p- 187. Emerson read Dickens’ endorsement of Barnum’s Hotel about the time
he was preparing lectures “good enough to bring to the Southerner. . . .” When
Emerson registered at Barnum’s he doubtless had Dickens in mind. See Rusk,
Letters, 111, p. 117.

63 Rusk, Letters, 111, p. 117.

4 Ibid., pp. 117-118. See also Sun, January 10, 1843, which noted the record
snowfall.

% Dickens, American Notes, p. 137.
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Vernon Place. Another memorial, the Battle Monument, a
fifty foot marble structure surmounted by a statue symbolic
of the city of Baltimore, was just a block away from the hotel’s
entrance.

There was, however, only one structure in the city for which
Emerson had an abiding attraction; it was the church that he
called the “American Cathedrale,” situated on Mulberry and
Cathedral Streets. Completed in 1821, the Cathedral was re-
plete with portico and pillars and a dome of two hundred and
seven feet In circumference. Its style and decorations were of
a rich Grecian Ionic order.®® To have seen Emerson at high
mass on those two Sunday mornings in January was, from all
outward appearances, to have seen a fervent Catholic. “It is
well for my Protestantism,” he wrote to Lidian, “that we have
no Cathedral in Concord.” For the Cathedral offered more
than a reminder of the pleasant trip he had had in Europe
and of the churches he had visited while there. Like Haw-
thorne, Emerson was entranced by the “romance” of the
Roman Catholic Church’s richness, in general, and by the
splendor of its ceremony, in particular. To Lidian he re-
counted the sensuous delights in detail:

The chanting priest, the pictured walls, the lighted altar, the
surpliced boys, the swinging censer, every whiff of which I in-
haled, brought all Rome again to mind. And Rome can smell so
far! It is a dear old church, the Roman, I mean, and today I
detest the Unitarians and Martin Luther and all the parliament
of Barebones.

To which he added: ‘ ‘Ah! that one word of it were true!””

He also noted some new trappings, indicative of the fact that
he had visited the Cathedral in 1827:

One small element of new views has, however, got into the Ameri-

can Cathedral, namely, pews; and after service I detected another,

a railroad, which runs from one angle of the altar down into the

broad aisle, for the occasional transportation of a pulpit. We are

as good for that, as the French who pared apples at dinner with

little guillotines.67

86 Scharf, History of Baltimore, p. 532.

87 Rusk, Letters, 111, pp. 116-117. For an interesting contemporary European’s
view of the Cathedral see Larry Gara, trans, and Henry Bertram Hill, ed.,
“Henri Herz" Descriptions of Baltimore,” Md. Hist. Mag., LI1 (1957), pp. 120-

123. Herz said that the Cathedral’s “exterior proportions leave much to be de-
sired by our standards.”
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To the agreeable climate, streets, and buildings, Emerson
could add a select group of friends and acquaintances. Of
these several people, the one about whom Emerson probably
and happily knew the least about was Henry Thoreau’s former
Harvard classmate, Horace Morison.®® Morison had shown
some promise at Harvard,® but such promise hardly justified
his moving in four years from college senior to college “‘presi-
dent, professor, and instructor.” Such was his listing in A4
Prospectus of the Collegiate Department of the University of
Maryland, 1841.

How Emerson came to meet Morison cannot be said for
certain. As Emerson walked along Mulberry Street, he may
have visited the college. As was more likely, Morison had
probably sought out Emerson to get him to deliver a free
lecture at the college. Of Morison, Emerson noted only that
“He seemed to be thriving there as the President and Profes-
sors in his single person of the ‘University of Maryland.” By
the look of his pupils and lecture room, I should call it a
School.”7°

When Emerson wrote these words, he doubtless had no
ironical intention in the use of the word “thriving,” but he
clearly recognized that the university college was not exactly
what its name suggested. And, if there was one person in the
city who could confirm Bradenbaugh’s judgment about Balti-
more’s intellectual climate, that one person was Horace
Morison. A high school principal to whom the Mulberry
Street college was turned over to in 1840, Morison was inter-
ested in two things: discipline, which took the form of severe
whippings, and money, which took the form of embezzlement.
Scholarship, which took the form of “forced learning,” ran a
poor third. Not until 1852, did a faculty investigating com-
mittee from the University’s other colleges find that Morison
“was using the property for his personal gain and had allowed
the building to depreciate from $80,000 to $25,000.”7*

Somewhat unlike Morison, who helped to deal the city and

88 Ibid., p. 129. See also Matchett’s Baltimore Director. See, for example,
“A Bowdoin Prize Dissertation by Horace Morison of the Junior Class, 1836,”
ESQ, No. 12 (1958), pp. 19-24.

" Rusk, Letters, IiI, p. 129.
" Callcott, History of University of Maryland, pp. 96-97.



EMERSON AND BALTIMORE: A BIOGRAPHICAL STUDY 347

the state a blow from which they would not fully recover until
after the Civil War, was Brantz Mayer.”? Mayer was a com-
petent lawyer who aspired to be a writer of note and never
succeeded. Bold enough to give himself the title of “littéra-
teur,” Mayer has been described by Malcolm Cowley as “one
of those admirable nonentities who had learnt the art of being
important.”" Above all, Mayer was an opportunist in literary
matters. At a time when the call for travel literature was
loudest, he capitalized on a political reward of serving a year
in Mexico as Secretary of the United States Legation by spend-
ing the time writing of his journeys. When the slavery ques-
tion was at its height, he published the supposedly authentic
Adventures of an African Slaver, and so on.™

Emerson first met Mayer during his Italian visit in 1833;
they shared a coach during the five and one-half days’ journey
between Rome and Florence.” Although in Baltimore Emer-
son reported that he saw Mayer “a good deal,”" he probably
did not make the first move, as it was Mayer’s practice to court
the favor of literary men. In any case, they were not without
some traits in common. They were about the same age. Both
had seen Europe. Both supported the Union cause. Neither
(at this time) was a reformer in political matters. Though
rather markedly of unequal rank, both were writers.”

Their discussions ranged from legal matters to Mexico,
from which Mayer had returned in November, 1842. For his
brother William, Emerson got—to use Mayer’s words—"ex
cathedra” council. Primarily, however, the two men discussed
Mexico. Mayer communicated his general interest in the
country and her people to Emerson, while discussing in par-
ticular, his “Letters from Mexico,” which had appeared in
The New World from January 22 to June 11, 1842.% Despite
these talks and despite the fact that Emerson spoke out against

2 Bernard C. Steiner, “Brantz Mayer,” Md. Hist. Mag., V (1910), pp. 1-8. See
also Jerry E. Patterson, “Brantz Mayer, Man of Letters,” Md. Hist Mag., L1
(1957), pp. 275-289.

73 Malcolm Cowley, ed., Adventures of an African Slaver (New York, 1928),
p- XX.

" Patterson, p. 276 ff.

7 Rusk, Letters, I, pp. 374, 380; V, p. 460. See also Davis, IV (1964), p. 166.

78 Rusk, Letters, 111, p. 127.

" Steiner, “Brantz Mayer,” pp. 1-5.

78 Rusk, Letters, 111, pp. 118 and 127.



348 MARYLAND HISTORICAL MAGAZINE

Charles Bradenbaugh (1820-1862). Painting by C. L. FElliott.
Maryland Historical Society Collections. Deposited by the Peabody Institute.

United States’ injustices in the War with Mexico, he took
lictle more than passing interest in a country that was even
more primitive than Florida. For that matter, while he usually
took an interest in anyone who showed some promise, Emerson
took little more than passing interest in Mayer.

From all accounts this first meeting in Baltimore was also
their last,” but years later a curious epilogue occurred. In
1867, Mayer felt that he had known Emerson well enough (as
well as practically all the major writers and statesmen in
America) * to send him a copy of his Memoir of Jared Sparks,
LL. D., a person Mayer had neither known well nor inti-

7 They may have seen each other during Emerson’s visit to the city in 1859;
however, Mayer was not in the city when Emerson visited it in 1872 for his
third and final lecture tour.

80 Kenneth Walter Cameron, “A Sheaf of Emerson Letters,” AL, XXIV (1953),
pp. 478-479.
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mately.®® Issued in a private edition of fifty copies, the Memoir
was sent to Emerson with a request for a letter of comment.
Like all the other respondents, Emerson wrote a conventional
reply. In it he said that when he had time to read the Memoir
he would send “what word it should inspire.”#? If Emerson
sent an additional reply, it did not appear in the elaborate
single edition of the combined Memoir and letters of reply,
which Mayer presented to his wife on Sparks’ birthday,
October 7, 1872.83

Unlike Morison and Mayer, there was one person whom
Emerson determined definitely to seek out.®* He was Solomon
Corner, a flour merchant and a native Baltimorean who had
written a letter to Emerson in May, 1842, to which Emerson
had responded two months later.s®

Of Corner’s life, little can be said. His grandson noted that
though Corner had no formal education beyond grade school,
he was an avid reader, especially of books of a religious and
serious kind. His mind was one which often turned to medi-
tation, probably in part the result “of long sailing-voyages to
Brazil in his early life.” Such meditation resulted in “prin-
cipals for daily living, high-minded, responsible, kindly.” Years
before the Civil War, for instance, he freed his several slaves;
and during the war he supported the Union in a state whose
allegiance was always in doubt. His religious associations were
the primary part of his life. His father had converted to
Methodism, and his son had reluctantly followed suit. In
addition, his wife’s father and two of her brothers were
Methodist ministers. As his grandson recalled: “Religious
affiliations were then . . . a central fact, often the central fact,
in the lives of the people among whom he lived and disturb-
ance of such affiliations was profoundly unsettling.” Such was
Solomon Corner’s case; he came from a family strong in its
religious orientation, and at the same time, he was secretly
opposed to that orientation.s¢

8! Patterson, “Brantz Mayer,” p. 288,

82 Cameron, “Sheaf of Emerson Letters,” p. 479.

8 Patterson, “Brantz Mayer,” p. 288.

8 Rusk, Letters, 111, p. 118.

8 Willard Reed, 4 Letter of Emerson (Boston, 1931), pp. 13 and 17. See also
Rusk, Leiters, 111, p. 69. Scc also Matchett’s Baltimore Director, June 1842,
which notes that Corner is a member of Keller and Corner, flour merchants.

8 Reed, Letter of Emerson, pp. 25-26.
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These facts, taken together, formed an interesting back-
ground to the inspired letter Corner wrote to Emerson. In it
Corner revealed, as he had probably revealed to no one else,
his deep, inner turmoil: “I know not that anything in it may
interest you, but so powerfully have your writings spoken to
my soul that I feel as if I had found a brother in an entire
stranger.” The twenty-nine year old Corner said that some
fifteen years ago he had gained an intuitive insight into the
enigma of existence: ‘. .. the idea of the unity of all things,
of the ‘all in all’ came over me with the power of innate
underlying truth, and I said to myself, ‘Surely this is Truth.””
But he had never had the faith to follow his insight and to
rebel against what he termed “the faith of my fathers.” His
reason: “I bad no self-reliance.”®” In 1842, though, the situa-
tion was changing, for Corner had read Essays, First Series:

Your essay upon ‘Self-Reliance’ has determined me to act and
think for myself, and although the way is a narrow and rugged
one and will amount to almost spiritual martyrdom in my situa-
tion, yet I can see no alternative as an honest man than to follow
the light I now have and to walk in it until I shall see a clearer
one, and then, though it may be at the hazard of my character
for consistency, to follow that, though I may be Christian or
Buddhist twice a day. I can face the world and, I think, regard
its sneers or approval but lightly, but my heart bleeds to think
of the pain an avowal of Heterodox opinions may cause a wife
and a mother. I am afraid I shall faint there.

In all this large city I do not know of a single individual of
congenial sentiments. I have no access to the works of Spinoza,
understanding no language but my own, and, destitute of all
outward resources, it will be difficult enough for me to act the
part I see to be the only right one for me.88

That Emerson would reply at all-much less reply at length—
to a total stranger, that he could write words of encouragement
within months of having suffered the loss of Waldo, the “hya-
cinthine boy” of “Threnody,” was evidence of his strength of
thought and character. Emerson saw in Corner not only a man
in need of spiritual aid, but also a congenial spirit, a man of
frankness, of deep thought, and of silent, if not vocal, dedica-
tion to truth. Emerson may have also seen a parallel case of

$7 Ibid., pp. 13 and 15.
% Ibid,, p.pl4.
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his own earlier spiritual turmoil; both had made important
insights in 1827.

Framed in the epigrammatic style which was to help make
him famous, his thoughts in the letter centered on transcen-
dentalism and the terminology used was that of “The
Transcendentalist,” a lecture Emerson had delivered in Boston
earlier in the year.®® Emerson addressed himself to Corner’s
“innate underlying truth.” Speaking of that spiritual Life
which underlies all sense reality, he wrote:

We have found at last that there is something, and instantly
all that we called Heaven and Earth have become a pale appear-
ance. Then they glow again, new created by it.

And this Fact in its first self-discovery advises us how subtle,
how old, how good, how omnipresent it is, how long it can wait
for us; after our departures and returns, our right and wrong,
our haps and mishaps, we shall still find it immovably fast—after
them all and pending them all, yes, and informing them all. In-
deed that Life of which I speak is so near that all speech concern-
ing it is remote, impertinent, and self-reproved. Let us only shake
hands in its spirit, as men do at some great or religious event,
without words.?°

Emerson concluded by urging Corner to persevere in his search
for Truth and by telling him that the soul was equal to the
task:
So that I count these to be low, sleepy, dark ages of the Soul,
only redeemed by the unceasing affirmation at the bottom of the
heart—like the nightingale’s song heard at night—that the powers
of the Soul are commensurate with its needs, all experience to the
contrary notwithstanding.?!
Though thus encouraged, Corner wrote a second and final
letter to Emerson to tell him that “Orthodoxy” was all around
him, that he had not any coherent views of the Deity, and
that, despite his earlier optimism, he had not found the
courage to avow his shifting ideas to his wife and family: “My
only alternative is to take rank as a new enquirer, to bide my
time, and seek for greater energy of character and decision of
mind.” And he added in this letter as in the first one: “I want
self-reliance.”®? He closed with an appeal for help.

8 Emerson’s Works, I, pp. 308-339.

% Reed, Letter of Emerson, pp. 17-18.

9 Ibid., p. 18.
92 Ibid., pp. 22-23.
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Baltimore, Maryland. The Illustrated London News, 1856.
Maryland Historical Society

Here was the kindred spirit Emerson sought to find in
Baltimore—and did. Here too was the type of situation Emer-
son had once found himself in. Of the one conversation they
had in Baltimore, nothing was known. But it was clear that
Emerson contributed to the surcease of Corner’s anxieties and
was the instrument causing him to act. For, after the two had
exchanged letters, Corner broke with tradition and joined
Baltimore’s Unitarian Church, then under Reverend George
W. Burnap’s care. According to his grandson, Corner ‘re-
mained a consistent adherent and supporter of it all the rest
of his life”?

When Emerson delivered his second lecture before the
Association on January 17th, these men, save Solomon Corner
who was away,” were probably present. In any case, the
young merchants in the audience were many, and they were
treated to a lecture they could readily appreciate. As its title
suggested, it was much more “popular” and much more con-
crete than his airy first lecture. Before recounting the lecture
in detail, The Sun’s reporter could not refrain from writing
an introductory editorial:

The name and fame of Mr. Emerson, and, we may readily
suppose in addition, the entertaining character of his first lecture,

% Ibid., p. 26.
% Rusk, Letters, III, p. 125.
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attracted a very large audience to the edifice occupied by the
above Institution for lectures, on Tuesday night; and we are
satisfied that no audience left the doors during the season better
pleased than they were upon that occasion; notwithstanding the
fact that the gifted speaker made free with the errors of his own
countrymen in a style that would have brought a tempest of in-
dignation around the ears of a foreigner. They were wholesome
truths, however, and blended with good, honest and reasonable
opinions, went home with conviction to the unprejudiced and
reflecting mind.

Having noted that Emerson’s theme embraced not only New
England but also the entire United States, the reporter wrote
with obvious enthusiasm about a lecture which was dotted

with humor throughout. His account, a tour de force itself,
was worth reading:

The introduction consisted of a brief allusion to the New Eng-
land country, its advantages and disadvantages; and some very
pertinent observations were made relative to personal reflections,
on witnessing the trains of wagons continually moving along the
highways which intersect the country, laden with all the rare
productions of the east, including everything conducive to com-
fort and luxury, and carried thus to the remotest isolated cabins
of the mountain and the vale. The character of the New Eng-
lander was sketched in an amusing manner, and viewed as chal-
lenging praise or blame according to the prejudices of the people
amongst whom he may establish himself. The peculiar and al-
most invariable success which attends his efforts, was noticed in
a vein of quiet and irresistible humor. The Yankee was spoken of
as laying hold of a rope’s end or a spar and making his landing
sure; he then secures an old pine stump and it is wonderful to
see him in the course of a few years, whittling out a house, a farm,
a barn, a seat in the legislature, in congress, and finally a mission
to England. The merchant, as such was favored with a masterly re-
view, and the too frequently unstable, volatile and inflated charac-
ter of mercantile pursuits exposed to the merciless eloquence of a
judgment severe but just. The startling fact declared in Congress
the other day that where one “merchant” was solvent and successful,
in Wall Street, no less than ninety actually failed, was held up to
confirmation by the experience and observation of others; the
exhibit reducing commerce to a species of piracy; the varioloid to
cannibalism; a condition in which it was necessary to eat or be
eaten, and wherein one large merchant necessarily swallowed up
eight or ten lesser ones. Facts leading to a belief in the assertion
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of General Jackson, that nobody breaks but those who ought to
break. The necessity of perseverance, industry, sturdy, careful
enterprise was emphatically inculcated, and the spirit of specula-
tion and the disposition to look to some magical agency in the
acquisition of wealth rebuked with the words of Napoleon, who
had observed that ‘Providence always favors the heaviest bat-
talions.” Good luck, said the speaker, is but another name for
industry. The system should be regulated by the inevitable laws
which rule with arbitrary sway the principles of acquisition; a
distinction was here drawn between the merchant who is guided
by his observation of these laws, and he who, disregarding them,
trusts, as is too common in this country, to what we call chance.
The origin of the great New England maratime (sic) interests was
referred to; their advance, and the causes of their success ex-
plained in a remarkably pleasing strain of descriptive commentary.
The eventful and daring life and habits of the New England
seaman were exquisitely depicted, and the pre-eminence of the
useful in comparison with the pleasing, the practical over the
theoretical, or ‘beef and bread over lemons and lozenges’ illus-
trated in the career of the mariner whose school was in the inden-
tations of our coast, whose nursery was the fisheries, and whose
empire was the boundless sea. The successful rivalry of the
American commercial navigator with the marine of other nations
was explained, in the steady perseverance with which he pursues
his ends, and the economy with which those pursuits are con-
ducted. In drawing his interesting and admirable lecture to a
close, the speaker considered the distinction between the ascend-
ancy of reason, sentiment or soul, and that of the understanding,
attributing to the former a paramount excellence; he then, with a
searching and conclusive argument, proceeded to exhibit the fact
that the latter was triumphant in America; boldly avowed the
results to which it must lead, and warmly deprecated them. The
evidence of the facts he asserted were to be found in all the rela-
tions of life; they were to be seen in our colleges, legislatures,
courts, lecture rooms, counting houses, and even in the pulpit;
education, legislature, law, public instruction, trade and religion,
all looked to the advancement of the understanding; the reason,
the soul, the sentiment of our nature was overpowered by the
activity of our knowledge; whereas that activity should be kept
in subjection by the predominant influence of our reason. The
eloquent discourse was closed in a manner that did infinite honor
to the head and heart of the talented and accomplished orator.%

9 Sun, January 19, 1843.
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Here Emerson combined his best New England pragmatism
and idealism. While he deprecated ruthless business practices,
he praised those businessmen who were industrious, persever-
ant, and well-informed. At the same time he stressed the im-
portance of the higher faculty of the soul, reason, over its
lower faculty, the understanding. Throughout he remained
jovial and endearing.

After delivering the lecture, Emerson received a warm
response. And to Lidian he wrote: “Just at the close of my
second lecture, that is, just on parting, I was introduced to
several persons who showed such signs that I was sorry not to
have seen them earlier.” After meeting these people, Emerson
was accompanied back to Barnum’s by the staunch, conserva-
tive Unitarian, Reverend Dr. Burnap, and they talked for two
hours. Here also Emerson happily noted: “. . . we came a
little nearer to humanity and its needs than usual.”’%

In the morning, Emerson learned that Bradenbaugh (pos-
sibly the postal clerk) had mismanaged the one responsibility
that Emerson had given him, i.e., to watch for letters. As
Emerson was just about to leave Barnum’s to board the train
for Philadelphia, he happened to pick up The Sun: .. .1
took up a piece of a newspaper and my eye rested on my own
name. I looked up to the head of the column and found it
was a list of letters in the Post Office and two marked against
my name.” Arriving in haste at the Post Office, he found
letters from Margaret Fuller and William Furness. Because
he had not attended to the Furness letter sooner, Emerson
found upon reaching Philadelphia that his lecture engagement
would have to be delayed for more than a week.®?

Despite this unhappy note, he wrote to Lidian: “Several
intelligent gentlemen were civil and friendly to me [in Balti-
more] and I could easily have known the city better had I not
gone to Washington.”%

% Rusk, Letters, 111, p. 125. For Burnap see DAB.
97 Ibid., pp. 126-127.
17k o -1,
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v
AN AMERICAN SUCCESS

When Emerson left late on January 2, 1859, for Baltimore
and the start of another year of lecturing, he had not seen the
city for more than a decade and one-half. Though Baltimore’s
cultural life was still at low tide,®® much had happened to
Emerson. He could no longer claim to be a young man, as he
could in 1843; at 55, he was now in late middle age and well on
his way toward becoming the “Sage of Concord.” Besides
adding to his age, these years also saw into print such well-
known works as Essays, Second Series (1844), Poems (1846),
and English Traits (1856). Added to his earlier works, they
now showed signs of affording him an income. His fame as a
lecturer, moreover, had grown steadily with the years. At the
close 1858, he happily counted $1988 as lecture income in a
year in which he “had given fewer than usual and traveled less
widely.” His lecture tours were now one success after
another.00

On arriving in Baltimore on January 4th for a one-night
stand, Emerson carried with him his creed for success, the
appropriately titled “The Law of Success,” a lecture which
he put to good use throughout the 1858-59 season,'*! and
which was later pubished in slightly altered form in Society
and Solitude (1870) .102

Success was what the members of the Mercantile Library
Association expected that Emerson would have in Baltimore.
His fee was to be $100, a fee that Emerson had received only
five times before—and those within the last year or so0.1® They
had moved their meeting place from the Baltimore Athenaeum
Building to the more spacious Universalist Church, located
at the northeast corner of Calvert and Pleasant Streets.®*

9 Morison, Nathaniel Holmes Morison, p. 4.

1% Rusk, Life, p. 400.

101 Rusk, Letters, V, pp. 126-139.

192 Emerson’s Works, 1V, pp. 265-293. My study of the very detailed report
in the Baltimore American, January 6, 1859 and the essay ‘‘Success” revealed

that the alterations were slight. Emerson’s basic change was the removal of a
number of examples.

103 Charvat, “Chronological List,” pp. 608-609.

1% Baltimore American, Jan. 4, 1859. See also Scharf, History of Baltimore, p.
590.
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Their moves were well founded; unlike any previous lecture for
the season, it was attended to capacity at $.50 per person.1

And unlike the audience of merchants Emerson had
addressed in 1843, this audience boasted some of the city’s
best known lawyers and divines. Though such now long-for-
gotten Baltimore luminaries as Judge Price and Reverend
E. Yeates Reese, D. D., poet and imagazine editor, were
present,’® there was one person in particular who lent a dis-
tinguished air to the gathering. He was John Pendleton
Kennedy.’” That Kennedy, Emerson’s equal, if not his
superior, in the South, came from his home at Mount Vernon
Place and walked through the snow and rain to sit at Emer-
son’s feet was high praise indeed.!®

At about eight o’clock, George A. Pope, President of the
Association, introduced Emerson.’®® The audience became
quiet and directed “unbroken attention”'® toward the
speaker. Emerson rose, announced the lecture’s title, and
talked for nearly one hour and forty minutes. His manner of
delivery was now vintage: He spoke slowly, at times tediously.
Pauses were long and abrupt. He fumbled with his manuscript,
and at least twice he lost his text. Despite these failings, one
reporter reductantly said: “. . . his remarks were listened to
throughout with apparent interest.”!'* And another: “We
never knew so large an assembly to manifest more general
interest in a speaker. . . .12

Though Emerson still did not claim the attention of the
lesser newspapers, he received full coverage in the two major
dailys, The Sun and the Baltimore American and Commercial
Advertiser. The latter gave equal front page coverage to

105 Sun, Jan. 5, 1859. See also the Baltimore American, January 4, 1859.

196 Sun, Jan. 5, 1859. For Reese sece Hewitt, Shadows on the Wall, p. 38. See
also Scharf, History of Baltimore, p. 651.

107 [bid., Sun, Jan. 5, 1859. There is a contradiction between the newspaper
account and Kennedy’s Journal (MS. Journal L, Peabody Library, Baltimore).
Kennedy’s morning entry for the day includes the following: “Snowy, Rainy.
I do not go out.” There is no evening entry and no mention of Emerson’s lecture.
Yet, at the same time, I find it unbelievable that the reporter could be wrong.
Kennedy was the most eminent Baltimorean then living.

108 For place of residence sce DAB.

109 Sun, Jan. 5, 1859.

110 The Baltimore American, Jan. 6, 1859.

111 Sun, Jan. 5, 1859. The number is based on a sentence by sentence parallel
study of the Baltimore American’s published report and the essay “Success.”

12 The Baltimore American, Jan. 6, 1859.
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Emerson’s lecture and a speech by Senator Stephen A. Douglas,
who was also in Baltimore. The two reports, Emerson’s fol-
lowing immediately upon that of Douglas, formed curious
companion pieces. Outlining his principles for America to
tollow, Douglas called for States’ Rights over individual
human rights, slavery, annexation of Mexico and Cuba, and
indefinite expansion of the Union. And yes, he even took
note of New England: “Our fathers knew that the law and
institutions which were well adapted to the granite hills of
New England, were not well suited to the tobacco plantations
of Maryland. [Cries of good and great applause.]”’1?
Emerson, too, spoke of his dream for America, of the
principles Americans should follow for a successful life; but
how unlike were his sentiments when compared to those
uttered by Douglas. Emerson knew the kind of Americanism
that Douglas represented, and at the outset he acknowledged:

. we Americans could not be accused of ignorance of the
science of profit—nor of a lack of praise of what we had done.
The earth is shaken by our engines; we count our census; esti-
mate our values; correct our maps every year, and our eyes run
approvingly along vast lines of railroad and telegraph. Our navi-
gator has gone nearest to the pole; we have discovered the Ant-
arctic continent; we interfere with all our neighbors; we regulate
Central and South America; we are the brag of the world, and in

this restlessness and clamor we follow the law of youth and un-
folding power.114

These, Emerson continued, were mere outward trappings;
Americans were too much occupied with the mania for
material success. Great men, Hipprocrates, Columbus, and
Laverrier among them, had lived without such a mania. His
attack grew strong:

I fear we Americans have too much of the spirit of grasping, of
egotism, of exclusion; hence we are haggard and care worn and
have the furrowed brow that is the first thing noticed by a
stranger. Egotism! egotism! It too has its use as kind of buckram
to strengthen fabrics where local and spasmodic strength is req-
uisite; and I can conceive of men made of this sort of stuff who
have so won upon a foolish people that their death shall be con-

vl
14 Ibid.
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Brantz Mayer (1809-1879).
Maryland Historical Society

sidered a national loss; nature, however, utilises all our folly:
misers, fanatics, showmen, egotists; but we must not think better
of our weakness for all that. When shall we check this shallow
Americanism, that gives flattery without approval; loves chiefly
the power to make believe; sells books by pretending books are
sold; in short, gets wealth by fraud. These persons think they
have success, but they have mischief, disease, suicide.l1s

There was, he continued, a greater power, a spiritual power,
that man needed to draw upon. Whatever work produced, it
had to be judged by that inner power and design. The first
secret of success was self-trust and the recognition of one’s
true inner worth and value:

It is a nice point to discriminate, this self-trust, from the dis-
ease to which it is allied [imitation]. It is sanity to know that
when we work aright we are bound to the centre of all intel-
ligence. He who comes here comes into perfect self-possession.

Success required a lack of imitation; Nature needed to be
observed: “So much does Nature scorn all that is artificial,
that when a man looks from his own eyes the whole earth
speaks and the heavens are glad.” Above all, success required
that men know the power of good, of affirmation over
negation:

To every new pretender I put the question, what does he add
to me? What mental state does he leave me in? How high has he
carried life? Let a man leave off moaning; nature covers up the
skeleton and over it she weaves tissues of skin and hair, and she
beautifies them with lovely colors. She drives death under ground
and covers him with heaps of leaves. Who and what are you that

15 1hid.
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lay this anatomy here? Don’t be a cynic and deny, but shock us
with affirmations. Chaunt the beauty of life. Do not moan and
mouthe and croak. Help somebody. This is the work of Divine
souls.116

Here, then, stood Emerson, the perfect embodiment of all
that he had said. He was, in the best sense of the word, an
American success.

Having finished his address, he left for Barnum’ and a
night’s sleep. In the morning he departed for New York.

v
BEYOND SUCCESS

Between January, 1859 and January, 1872, the time of his
last visit to Baltimore, Emerson had moved beyond success.
He was now an elder statesman in American letters. Of the
three great New Englanders, Emerson, Thoreau, and Haw-
thorne, all, save Emerson, had died since 1859; and at sixty-
eight, his life too was coming to a close. By 1870, he had seen
into print Society and Solitude, the last volume he personally
prepared for publication.’'” By the same year, Emerson’s mind
had begun its decline, and as a consequence, his lectures
became—more so than usual—"rambling and incoherent.”*!8

Baltimore had also changed significantly. In 1863, the
building which was to house the famed Peabody Institute was
completed at Mount Vernon Place, and three years later its
library was opened to the public. Eighteen hundred and
seventy saw the establishment of the Maryland Academy of
Art. According to one contemporary, ‘It was thought that as
Baltimore was then . . . giving indications of a growing interest
in art, that it was a propitious moment for the formation of
this academy.”*'? With the opening of Ford’s Opera House in
1871, professional theatre came to Baltimore.??* Three years

16 Ihid.

117 Frederick Ives Carpenter, Emerson Handbook (New York, 1953), p. 67.

118 Oral Sumner Coad, “An Unpublished Lecture by Emerson,” AL, XIV
(1943), p. 421. Dr. Coad reports on Emerson’s lecture style (delivery, manner-
isms, etc.) in 1872.

19 Scharf, History of Baltimore, pp. 664-665 and 675.

120 4 History of the City of Baltimore: Its Men and Institutions (Baltimore,
1902), p. 31.
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later the Johns Hopkins University was founded.*?* The city’s
intellectual and cultural life was changing; the change had
been forty years in coming.

It was at this time—with both Emerson and Baltimore at
the crossroads—that Dr. Nathaniel Holmes Morison, Provost
of the Peabody Institute, invited Emerson to speak in the city.
The invitation was tendered on April 19, 1871, and Emerson’s
reply came two months later. The old attraction still held:
... I will say that though less in the habit of reading lectures
than formerly, the proposal of a visit to Baltimore is attractive
to me. ” Additional correspondence followed; arrange-
ments were made to suit mutual convenience; and on Decem-
ber 25th, Emerson sent the titles of his lectures to Dr. Morison.
They were “l. Imagination and Poetry. 2. Resources and
Inspiration. 3. Homes and Hospitality. 4. Art and Nature.”"1**

Emerson began the seventeen hour trip to Baltimore on
Monday, January lst, and arrived on the afternoon of the
2nd, the day of his first lecture.®® On arriving, he realized
that he had forgotten the name of the hotel that his daughter
Edith had given him just the day before. Was it “‘the Maltby?”
“Was it St. Clair?” The train conductor did not think so, and
Emerson found his way to Barnum’s. Writing to Lidian, he
said: “. .. in the doubt [I] came to this house, whither I had
come twice before, long since, and of course am well enter-
tained.” And he added: “Baltimore is a fine city as large as
Boston is now, and with a new prosperity since the war which
had stopped its growth.”1

In the evening Dr. Morison sought Emerson out,’®® and the
two probably walked together to the Peabody. Doubtless
Emerson inquired of the health of Morison’s brother, the
former “President, Professor and Instructor” of the University
of Maryland, who had left the city in haste twenty years ago.
In any case, Dr. Morison, whose scholarly reputation was

121 Shepherd, History of Baltimore, p. 54.

122 My, Emerson Lectures at the Peabody Institute (Baltimore, 1949), pp. 7
and 9. This pamphlet, like that of Mr. Reed, contains letters which were
withheld from inclusion in Dr. Rusk’s edition of the letters. In addition to the
correspondence between Emerson and Dr. Morison, it prints several newspaper
accounts of Emerson lectures.

123 I'bid,

124 Rusk, Letters, VI, p. 193.

125 Thid.
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known in Boston,'?® represented a breed of Baltimore intel-
lectual quite unlike that formerly represented by his brother.

When Emerson entered the hall of the Peabody that
evening, he enjoyed the honor of having the widest reputation
of any speaker ever to enter the Institute.!*” He was, more-
over, the crowning speaker of a group of the most distinguished
and diversified lecturers ever to appear in one season in the
city. Emerson’s name was now added to those of James Russell
Lowell, President Morton of the Stevens Institute, Dr.
Hawkins of L.ondon, and Professor W. H. Niles of the Massa-
chusetts Institute of Technology; and their subjects had been
“Spencer,” “Light,” “Fossils,” and “Oceanography,” respec-
tively.128

With “Imagination and Poetry” in hand, Emerson walked
to the speaker’s platform promptly at eight o’clock.?® He
stood out prominently. As ever he wore his black suit,
characteristic of an earlier day; his body, always slender, was
now delicate. His hair was white and long.*® According to
one reporter, Emerson had a stately appearance, * . with
clean cut face, high forehead and sharp features.”’3! Another
observer, however, had a richer insight: “Mr. Emerson is not
the gray-bearded philosopher which many persons suppose
him to be. On the contrary, he has a young face for a man
who has thought so long and deeply.”132

Emerson began his lectures with “no preliminary,”**® and
he continued for over an hour.’** He spoke in low tones, but
his articulation was precise and amply made up for a more
forceful delivery. He searched his manuscript, here he read
a page, there he read a page. When he lost a page, he shrugged
his shoulders. At times he took off his glasses and extemporized
a sentence or two. One reporter remarked that when Emerson
did this he had “the air of a careful apothecary who is com-
pounding a prescription behind a pair of delicate scales. There

126 Morison, Nathaniel Holmes Morison, p. 9.
127 Mr. Emerson Lectures, p. 6.

128 Morison, Nathaniel Holmes Morison, p. 10.
120 The Baltimore Gazeite, Jan. 3, 1872.

130 My, Emerson Lectures, pp. 6-7.

13t Baltimore Gazette, Jan. 3, 1872,

132 Baltimore American, Jan. 3, 1872.

133 Baltimore Gazette, Jan. 3, 1872.

134 Sun, Jan. 3, 1872.
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is a nicety of selection that is almost tedious.” His subject,
more than his audience, occupied his attention.'s?

Just two weeks later in New Jersey this manner of delivery
was greeted with impudence from the audience,*® but such
was never the case in Baltimore. The audience, which was
“densely crowded” with “intellectual and refined” people,
showed respect throughout and listened with great attention.
They applauded frequently.” And most of them did so, ac-
cording to one observer, with the realization that they had not
understood what Emerson was saying:

The profoundest thinker in America read a lecture at the Pea-
body Institute last evening to an audience composed in part of
people who faintly comprehended the argument and in part of
people who only saw the beauty of the words. Ralph Waldo
Emerson does not address himself to the average understanding;
he talks from a somewhat higher plane, and is not what might be
termed a popular lecturer. Every one appreciates the strength and
elegance of his similes, and many of his epigrammatic sentences
and proverbs full of homely wisdom, but to follow the line of
discourse requires a degree of culture something beyond that
which may be expected of every listener in a miscellaneous as-
sembly.138

The reporter wrote better than he knew. For Emerson
addressed himself not to man’s understanding but to his higher
faculty, reason.

Later published in essay form in Letters and Social Aims
(1875) ,13% “Imagination and Poetry” was an airy lecture
indeed. Apparently it was too much so for the Baltimore
American and Commercial Advertiser’s reporter. The re-
porter took notice of Emerson’s appearance that first evening;
he described the speaker and the audience in detail; but after

135 Baltimore American, Jan. 3, 1872.

136 Coad, “An Unpublished Lecture,” p. 421.

187 Baltimore Gazette, Jan. 3, 1872. See also Sun, Jan. 3, 1872.

138 Baltimore American, Jan. 3, 1872.

139 Emerson’s Works, VIII, pp. 7-33. This volume was put together after
Emerson had lost the full use of his memory. J. E. Cabot pointed out in the
“Note” to the volume that the individual essays were put together from lec-
tures, “but often without any completely recoverable order or fixed limits.”
Such was the case with Emerson’s first two lectures. No strict “line of thought”
comparison can be made. The order the two lectures followed in Baltimore
was doubtless changed many times through loss of pages, changes in page
order, and introduction ot new pages from other lectures.
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saying that Emerson was very difficult to comprehend, he said
nothing of the lecture that night or any following.*® Fortu-
nately, however, the reporters from The Sun and the Baltimore
Gazette weathered most of the performances, and their reports
usually were detailed.

Emerson’s talk ranged from political economy to symbols to
prose poetry. He began by saying that the imagination was
a higher faculty than the common sense. The latter concerned
itself with matter; the former “creates impressions that form
the great day of our life.”” So saying, he began discussing
poetry. Then he reverted back to imagination—and so on.
The reports clearly showed that, though the lecture was ad-
vertised as being in two parts, Emerson’s lecture pages were
not so arranged. It mattered little; almost every sentence was
a self-contained thought and rarely were two sentences con-
nected. Ideas were fired irregularly and in all directions:

God Himself does not speak by prose, but gives man hints, im-
pressions, etc.

The lover sees in all things pictures of his beloved, the saint in
everything material for devotion.

Another essential quality for poetry is truth.

Music is the poor man’s Parnassus, we express our feelings thereat
in music.!41

With his lecture concluded and applause received, he retired
to Barnum’s.

The next two days were busy ones, for Emerson had to
entertain and be entertained. As always, the current Unitarian
clergyman—this time the Reverend Edward C. Guild—came
to talk.™? The Tiffanys, a family of artists, invited Emerson
to see their drawings. And of course Dr. Morison gave him an
open invitation to his home. On Thursday at Dr. Morison’s
Emerson received a letter which was to initiate one of the
curious subplots of his visit in Baltimore. In it, Tom Ward,
the son of one of Emerson’s old friends, asked Emerson to call
on a Miss Howard to present a suit of love on young Ward’s
behalf. To Lidian, Emerson wrote that he had seen a cousin
of Miss Howard’s at Dr. Morison’s tea table, and then he

140 Baltimore American, Jan. 3, 1872.
141 Sun, Jan. 3, 1872,
142 Rusk, Letters, VI, p. 193. See also Wood’s Baltimore City Directory, 1872.
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added: “I regret to learn that Miss Howard is a Catholic.
What fatalities surround that noble youth! I grieve at the
pain this fact will give his father.” With the cousin acting as
guide, Emerson made arrangements to act out this rare role
on the 10th; needless to say, he was a “little uneasy” about
playing the part.!4?

On Thursday evening Emerson presented his second lecture,
“Resources and Inspiration.”'#* If the newspaper reactions
were any indication, his talk may have been too difficult, or as
was unfortunately more likely, too dull to report. The Balti-
more American and Commercial Advertiser had already
abandoned coverage, and now The Sun followed suit, though
for this night only. The Baltimore Gazette printed a short
summary of one hundred words, which at least indicated that
the lecture had something of an outline. Emerson began by
defining inspiration, and then he pointed out that the chief
sources of inspiration were health, the will, nature, new books,
and new poetry. To illustrate the meaning of inspiration, he
read Goethe’s “das Musenlied” in full. He concluded by urg-
ing people not to read newspapers for inspiration; for that
purpose he recommended ‘‘fact-books.”143

Of all nights to present what was probably the dullest of
the four lectures, this night was a particularly bad choice. For,
in addition to the presence of Emerson that January night,
the Peabody boasted the presence of the man later to be recog-
nized as the fountainhead of American poetry. Probably,
though, no one except Emerson himself even recognized Walt
Whitman, as his popularity had been slow in coming and was
even now on the decline.!#® In a letter to Lidian, Emerson
recorded the event in matter-of-fact brevity: ... at my second
lecture Walt Whitman presented his picturesque person, with
Mr. Burroughs the author of “Wake-Robin,” Whitman bring-
ing Sumner’s invitation that I should come to him tomorrow.” 147

Burrough—like Whitman a government employee in Wash-
ington—had read that Emerson was lecturing in Baltimore and

13 Rusk, Letters, VI, pp. 194-195 and 196-197. See also Scharf, History of
Baltimore, p. 674.

144 Emerson’s Works, VI1I, pp. 131-149 and 255-283.

145 Baltimore Gazette, Jan. 5, 1872.

148 Gay Wilson Allen, The Solitary Singer (New York, 1967), p. 430.

147 Rusk, Letters, VI, p. 193.
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had “dragged” Whitman with him to the Peabody. In a letter
to Myron Benton, Burroughs spoke of the experience of meet-
ing Emerson that evening: “. .. he received me quite warmly,
unusually so, Walt said, and, to my consternation, proceeded
to put me at once on trial for a remark I had made about an
observation of Thoreau’s. . . .” When Burroughs explained
that because he had not been in the “Maine Woods” he did
not include the observation in ‘“Wake-Robin,” Emerson was
“good-natured” about it and said that he had looked into
Burroughs’ book with much interest. Despite the warm meet-
ing, Burroughs had some harsh thoughts on Emerson. In
America Emerson’s place was with those persons who were
obsolete:

Viewed in the light of the wants or needs of the American
people today, and of the great questions and issues about us,
nothing can be more irrelevant or pitiful than these lectures he
is now delivering. It is like a wriggling of thumbs. I am utterly
tired of these scholarly things, for my part.148

Whitman also thought the event worthy of note—but not
very much so. Writing to Edward Dowden, Whitman said
that Emerson had not changed his attitude in twenty-five or
thirty years and added: “It seems to me pretty thin. Immense
upheavals have occurred since then, putting the world in new
relations.”*® And in another letter he wrote: “It all seems
quite attenuated (the first drawing of a good pot of tea you
know—and Emerson’s was heavenly herb—but what must we
say to a second, and even third or fourth infusion?) ’1%° Whit-
man seemed to have lost a good deal of respect for Emerson
since 1856, when Emerson’s words of praise first appeared on
the spine of Leaves of Grass in gold letters.!®

The invitation which Whitman brought from Sumner was
accepted. On Friday, January 5th, Emerson left for Wash-
ington and stayed at the Massachusetts congressman’s home
until the next Monday. Once again his visit to Washington
overshadowed that to Baltimore; among those he met there

148 Clara Barrus, Whitman and Burroughs, Comrades (Boston and New York,
1931, pp. 65 and 66.

149 Horace Traubel, With Walt Whitman in Camden (Boston, 1906), p. 321.

150 Barrus, Whitman and Burroughs, p. 66.

151 Allen, The Solitary Singer, p. 179.
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were professors from the Smithsonian Institution, the Libra-
rian of Congress, numerous congressmen, and even a foreign
minister of state.!52

On Tuesday night Emerson delivered his lecture titled
“Homes and Hospitality,”?*® and the attendance was large.
“To build houses,” he began, “is the work of good sense.”
For the house is the citadel of friendship: “. .. you not only
invite them to your bread, fire, etc., but also to your family,
friends, pictures, books, and your thoughts and experience.”
From homes Emerson went to nature: “As was said by the
Persian Sadi (sic) —'Little joy has he who has no garden.’”
Adding: “Country life is the consolation of mortal man.”

Under the heading of “Hospitality” he ranged widely:

Hospitality requires sincerity and good will, culture tends to
increase it; this makes the winter warm and the summer pleasant.
Let the boy’s manhood be the continuation of his boyhood.

Even political men now may exercise a talent for writing poetry.
A man wants all his wisdom for the domestic problem. 154

The next day Emerson doubtless felt that he needed “all
his wisdom.” Miss Howard’s cousin came for him in late
afternoon, and the two walked to Miss Howard’s home. The
cousin warned Emerson to expect to find someone who was
“devoted to society, no recluse, no reader, indeed nothing
marked.” His apprehensions grew. Much to Emerson’s sur-
prise, however, Miss Howard received him with kindness and
much grace. She was a good example of what Emerson had
lectured about the night before:

She is handsome, has good sense, perfect frankness, and listened
eagerly to all I said to her of Tom’s genius and character,—con-
fessed to knowing little about him, but to loving him much. I
believe my eyes watered a little in charging her to study and to
cherish him as a lonely unknown treasure, and she showed curi-
osity and tenderness. I stayed to lunch. . . .

In the evening Miss Howard came to the Morison’s for tea,
and she later accompanied Emerson to his lecture that evening.
To his daughter Ellen, he wrote: “. . . she talked with a

152 Rusk, Letters, VI, pp. 195-196.
153 This lecture has not been published in lecture or essay form.
154 Sun, Jan. 10, 1872.
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pleasing diffidence of herself. So 1 left her with good
auguries”’15® Emerson now added one more warm relationship
to the many which had preceded it.

The lecture he gave that night reiterated some of the ideas
of the essay “Art” in Society and Solitude and was titled “Art
and Nature.”"® According to The Sun’s reporter, Emerson
defined art as “the science of beauty.” Thereafter, the reporter
caught sentences which were short and sharp:

Taste is the love and art the creation of beauty.

Art is purely intellectual.

It is nature that suggest [sic] the way to erect vast buildings.
There is no such thing as chance in art.157

The Baltimore Gazette had this to say:

Though his lectures can scarcely be called popular—for people
generally of this generation regard but little the culture of art in
Greece or Rome— they yet listen to Mr. Emerson as one who has
attained to so great a degree of celebrity and to be able to say that
they have heard him.15%

155 Rusk, Letters, VI, p. 197.

156 Emerson’s Works, VII, pp. 39-61.
157 Sun, Jan. 12, 1872.

158 Baltimore Gazette, Jan. 12, 1872.



WILSON’S LEAGUE OF NATIONS

By Lroyp E. AMBRrosius

HISTORIANS of President Woodrow Wilson’s role in the crea-
tion of the League of Nations have generally agreed that
he sought to revolutionize American foreign policy. They have
argued that he abandoned the tradition of isolationism in favor
of active participation in world affairs. Noting the system of
collective security which he attempted to establish through the
League, they have concluded that the President departed radi-
cally from the historic policy of the United States.* 'This
widely-held interpretation has overemphasized Wilson's de-
parture from traditional American diplomacy. He abandoned
American isolationism in part—but only in part. By his per-
sonal participation in the Paris Peace Conference in 1919 and
by his vision of future American participation in the League
of Nations, the President obviously altered the traditional
policy. Never before had the American government shown
such direct and extensive concern for the political and military

! For explicit statements of this thesis, see John Chalmers Vinson, Referen-
dum for Isolation: Defeat of Article Ten of the League of Nations Covenant
(Athens, Ga., 1961), pp. 1-2, 35, 96; Ruhl J. Bartlett, The League to Enforce
Peace (Chapel Hill, N.C., 1944), pp. 52-55; Selig Adler, The Isolationist Impulse:
Its Twentieth Century Reaction (New York, 1957), pp. 92-95; Edward H. Buehrig,
Woodrow Wilson and the Balance of Power (Bloomington, 1nd., 1955), pp. 210,
238-13; Edward H. Buehrig, ed., Wilson’s Foreign Policy in Perspective
(Bloomington, 1nd., 1957), pp. 42-53; Seth P. Tillman, 4nglo-American Rela-
tions at the Paris Peace Conference of 1919 (Princeton, N.J., 1961), pp. 101-08;
Arthur Walworth, Woodrow Wilson, 11: World Prophet (New York, 1958),
pp. 27, 256-60; and Robert Endicott Osgood, Ideals and Self-Interest in
America’s Foreign Relations: The Great Transformation of the Twentieth
Century (Chicago, 1953), pp. 189, 244, 284-85. The same thesis is implicit in
other major works, including Denna Frank Fleming, The United States and the
League of Nations, 1918-1920 (New York, 1932), pp. 82-117; Arthur S. Link,
Wilson the Diplomatist: A Look at His Major Foreign Policies (Baltimore,
1957), pp. 95, 119-20, 134-39; Thomas A. Bailey, Woodrow Wilson and the Lost
Peace (New York, 1944), pp. 179-93; Thomas A. Bailey, Woodrow Wilson and
the Great Betrayal (New York, 1945), pp. 30-31; Daniel M. Smith, The Great
Departure: The United States and World War I, 1914-1920 (New York, 1965),
pp. 123-29, 178-81; and Harley Notter, The Origins of the Foreign Policy of
Woodrow Wilson (Baltimore, 1937), pp. 521-29. Roland N. Stromberg, Collec-
tive Security and American Foreign Policy: From the League of Nations to
NATO (New York, 1963), pp. 22-45, and N. Gordon Levin, Jr., Woodrow
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situation in Europe and elsewhere in the world. Yet, far more
than historians have recognized, Wilson’s conception of the
League of Nations and of the American role in world affairs
continued to reflect the isolationist heritage of the American
diplomatic tradition.

This interpretation of Wilson is not new. Walter Lippmann,
who as the secretary of the Inquiry helped to formulate Wil-
son’s peace program, recognized “the instinctive American iso-
lationist view of Woodrow Wilson.” Even while involving the
nation in the war and while anticipating the creation of the
League, the President retained the isolationist aversion to com-
mitments in Europe. “Wilson,” wrote Lippmann, “in spite of
the complexity of his character and his mind, was moved by the
old American feeling that America is 2 new land which must
not be entangled with Europe.”? The isolationist heritage con-
tinued to influence Wilson’s view of the American role in
world affairs during the drafting of the Covenant of the League
at Paris. His conception of the League of Nations marked only
the first, cautious step from traditional isolationism to the mili-
tary and political commitments which the United States would
later assume in NATO.

Wilson believed that American membership in the League
would not entangle the United States in European politics be-
cause it represented a general commitment rather than a par-
ticular obligation. Paying homage to the American isolationist
tradition, the President said at New York City on September
27, 1918, that

we still read Washington’s immortal warning against “entangling
alliances” with full comprehension and an answering purpose.
But only special and limited alliances entangle; and we recog-
nize and accept the duty of a new day in which we are permitted
to hope for a general alliance which will avoid entanglements
and clear the air of the world for common understandings and
the maintenance of common rights.3

Wilson’s belief that the League could guarantee the peace
settlement without entangling the United States in European
affairs rested in part on his conception of impartial justice for

2 Walter Lippmann, Men of Destiny (New York, 1927), pp. 122-23.
3Ray Stannard Baker and William E. Dodd, eds., The Public Papers of
Woodrow Wilson: War and Peace (2 vols.; New York, 1927), I, p. 258.
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all nations. If the principle of national self-determination, as
outlined in his Fourteen Points, were embodied in the peace
settlement, Wilson assumed that the problem of enforcement
would be minimal. Since such a settlement would render
justice to vanquished as well as victor, the League could
guarantee it without involving excessive commitments.

In the event that conflicts arose despite the fairness of the
settlement, the President thought that moral suasion would
most likely suffice to prevent aggression. At the University of
Paris on December 21, 1918, he reviewed his position, saying:

My conception of the league of nations is just this, that it shall
operate as the organized moral force of men throughout the
world, and that whenever or wherever wrong and aggression are
planned or contemplated, this searching light of conscience will
be turned upon them and men everywhere will ask, “What are
the purposes that you hold in your heart against the fortunes of
the world?” Just a little exposure will settle most questions. If
the Central powers had dared to discuss the purposes of this war
for a single fortnight, it never would have happened, and if, as
should be, they were forced to discuss it for a year, war would
have been inconceivable.

This exaggerated estimate of the power of moral suasion, as
well as Wilson’s conception of impartial justice, contributed to
his belief that the League could guarantee the peace settlement
without entangling the United States in European affairs.
Premier Georges Clemenceau and the French delegates on
the League Commission at the Peace Conference looked with
skepticism at Wilson’s belief in the efficacy of justice and moral
suasion as the principal foundation for an enduring peace.
They wanted instead to create a League which would continue
the wartime coalition against Germany. Desiring the League
to be more than a super-parliament which could make deci-
sions without the power to implement them, the French pre-
mier wanted to delegate executive authority to the organiza-
tion and make it capable of action in the event of aggression.®

41bid., 1, p. 330.

3 Georges Clemenceau, Grandeur and Misery of Victory (New York, 1930), pp.
171-72, 198-99; The Diary of Edward M. House, Jan. 7, 1919, Edward M. House
Papers, Yale University Library; Charles Seymour, ed., The Intimate Papers of
Colonel House (4 vols.; Boston, 1926-28), 1V, pp. 269-70, 306-07; David Hunter
lI\)Iiller, My Diary at the Conference of Paris (21 vols.; New York, 1924), 1, p. 26,

ec. 3, 1918.
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Within the French Foreign Office Léon Bourgeois had headed
a commission which formulated plans for such a League. On
February 4, 1919, French Foreign Minister Stephen Pichon
wrote to Wilson, endorsing the recommendation of the Bour-
geois commission. “The French Foreign Office Commission,”
he explained, “envisioned a League capable of applying effec-
tive military as well as diplomatic, juridical, and economic
sanctions. That is, the League would be not merely a debat-
ing society but against aggression an effective alliance.”¢ France,
in short, sought to make the League into an anti-German alli-
ance prepared for immediate military action at the direction of
its executive.

Despite their differences over methods, Wilson shared with
the French leaders the objective of making the League an effec-
tive guarantee against aggression. Having expressed that goal
as the last of his Fourteen Points, the President pressed for its
adoption at Paris as Article 10 of the Covenant. This provi-
sion, which Wilson regarded as “the key to the whole Cove-
nant,” was his most important contribution to that document.
When the League Commission considered this article on Febru-
ary 6, he urged its acceptance despite British opposition and
French skepticism. Under the provisions of Article 10, the mem-
bers of the LLeague would “undertake to respect and preserve as
against external aggression the territorial integrity and existing
political independence of all Members of the League.” Robert
Cecil, a British delegate, attempted to transform this article
from a positive into a negative guarantee by an amendment
which would remove the obligation for the mutual preservation
of territorial integrity and political independence. As he had
earlier when Secretary of State Robert Lansing had advanced
the same idea, Wilson now rejected this proposal. With the
failure of Cecil’s amendment, Ferdinand Larnaude, a French
delegate, proceeded to criticize Article 10 from the opposite
side as “only a principle.” He wanted the Covenant to stipu-
late some method for the implementation of the objective
should that become necessary. In response to his demand, the
Commission ultimately agreed that in the event of aggression
the Council of the League of Nations should recommend the

8 Pichon to Wilson, Paris, Feb. 4, 1919, Woodrow Wilson Papers, Library of
Congress; Léon Bourgeois, Le Pacte de 1919 et la Société des Nations (Paris,
1919), pp. 197-215.
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means for the fulfillment of the obligation. In accordance
with other parts of the Covenant, however, the Council could
offer advice only with the unanimous approval of its members
and even then the Council’s decision would not bind the mem-
bers of the League. In other words, if the United States had
joined the League as Wilson planned, Article 10 would have
imposed no definite obligations except those approved by the
American government in the Council and then accepted by it
as a recommendation from the Council. Even that kind of a
commitment had seemed too strong for Cecil, while it appeared
too weak for Larnaude. Wilson’s position lay between those
two extremes.? -

Wilson never disclosed the precise degree to which he felt
Article 10 would have obligated the United States to use mili-
tary force to protect the members of the League against aggres-
sion. David Hunter Miller, who served as the legal adviser to
the President during the drafting of the Covenant, wrote that
“the very general notion that Article 10 of the Covenant is a
guarantee against invasion is entirely erroneous.”® Yet Wilson
apparently regarded Article 10 as sufficiently binding to com-
mit the United States to the employment of military force
should that become necessary to prevent a repetition of the
experience of the First World War. He made his most explicit
assertions in response to statements by Larnaude and Bourgeois
expressing concern for French security. The President affirmed,
at a meeting of the League Commission on February 11, that:

It must not be supposed that any of the members of the league
will remain isolated if it is attacked, that is the direct contrary
of the thought of all of us. We are ready to fly to the assistance
of those who are attacked, but we cannot offer more than the
condition of the world enables us to give.

He further asserted that:

All that we can promise, and we do promise it, is to maintain
our military forces in such a condition that the world will feel

? David Hunter Miller, The Drafting of the Covenant (2 vols.; New York,
1928), I, pp. 168-69, and II, pp. 264, 430-31, 550; Robert Cecil, 4 Great Experi-
ment (New York, 1941), p. 77; Ray Stannard Baker, Woodrow Wilson and
World Settlement (3 vols.; Garden City, 1922), 1, pp. 214-15, 219-23, 231; Robert
Lansing, The Peace Negotiations: A Personal Narrative (Boston, 1921), pp.
34-54, 77-92, 106-07, 122-25; Lansing to Wilson, Paris, Dec. 23, 1918, Wilson
Papers.

8 Miller, Drafting the Covenant, 1, p. 170.
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itself in safety. When danger comes, we too will come, and we
will lielp you, but you must trust us. We must all depend on
our mutual good faith.?

This latter statement, in which Wilson specifically mentioned
military force with particular reference to France, doubtless
explained his later willingness to join with David Lloyd George
in offering France a security treaty. The President had broken
from the isolationist tradition at least so far as western Europe
was concerned.1®

Although anticipating the possible future use of American
military power in a situation similar to that of the First World
War, Wilson remained vague and indefinite with regard to
other circumstances and other parts of the world. During an
address at Salt Lake City on September 23, 1919, when explain-
ing the obligations the United States would assume under
Article 10, he declared:

If you want to put out a fire in Utah, you do not send to
Oklahoma for the fire engine. If you want to put out a fire in
the Balkans, if you want to stamp out the smoldering flame in
some part of central Europe, you do not send to the United
States for troops. The council of the League selects the powers
which are most ready, most available, most suitable, and selects
them only at their own consent so that the United States would
in no such circumstances conceivably be drawn in unless the
flame spread to the world. And would they then be left out,
even if they were not members of the leaguer!!

The President, in other words, anticipated no greater American
military involvement in central or eastern Europe under Ar-
ticle 10 than if the Covenant had not been drafted.

Wilson hoped that the League could guarantee the national
self-determination of its members through peaceful means
rather than military force. In accordance with his view, which
he shared with the British government, Articles 12-15 of the
Covenant provided methods for the pacific settlement of dis-

® Ibid., 11, pp. 296-97.

19 Baker, World Settlement, 1, p. 288; Stephen Bonsal, Unfinished Business
(Garden Gity, 1944), p. 29.

11 Baker and Dodd, War and Peace, 11, p. 351; for the relationship between
Wilson’s policy toward eastern Europe and the League, see John M. Thompson,
Russia, Bolshevism, and the Versailles Peace (Princeton, 1966), pp. 240-41, and
Address of the President to the Democratic National Committee, Feb. 28, 1919,
Joseph P. Tumulty Papers, Library of Congress.



WILSON’S LEAGUE 375

When Peace Came: Woodrow Wilson in Paris. The Ladies’ Home Journal, 1919.
Maryland Historical Society

putes between the members of the League. Article 12 obligated
them to refrain from war until after one of three methods for a
peaceful resolution of the conflict had been attempted. The
League members might submit the issue to arbitration or to an
international court (Article 13), or they might refer it to the
Council (Article 15). These provisions did not provide for the
compulsory settlement of disputes. The only obligation on the
League members was that they attempt a settlement through
one of the three pacific methods before resorting to war. As
Cecil noted, “‘all that the Covenant proposed was that the mem-
bers of the League, before going to war, should try all pacific
means of settling the quarrel.”*? If the dispute were submitted
to arbitration or to judicial settlement and one of the parties
refused to accept the decision, the responsibility for implement-
ing it devolved upon the Council of the League. From the
perspective of the British and American representatives, how-

12 Cecil, Great Experiment, p. 75.
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ever, this obligation for the implementation of a decision ap-
peared minimal. They assumed that the most serious disputes
would not be submitted to arbitration or to an international
court, but instead would go directly to the Council in accord-
ance with Article 15. And the commitments under that article
were strictly limited.*®

On February 6 and 7, when the League Commission con-
sidered the provisions for the pacific settlement of disputes, the
Belgian delegate, Paul Hymans, offered some substantial
amendments to the Anglo-American draft of the Covenant. He
wanted to empower the Council to recommend the settlement
of a dispute by a majority rather than an unanimous decision.
He thus hoped to avert the possibility that the opposition of a
single member of the Council—in addition to the parties to the
dispute since they were prohibited from voting—could prevent
it from even recommending a settlement, for in that case the
peace machinery of the League would break down. As his
second amendment, the Belgian delegate sought to obligate the
League members to accept a unanimous recommendation of
the Council. In essence, he proposed compulsory arbitration in
all cases where the Council reached unanimous agreement on
the terms of the settlement.*

Both of the Belgian amendments received the support of the
French delegates, who shared with Hymans the desire to
strengthen the League Council. But neither Wilson nor Cecil
conceded the American or British right of veto within the
Council or accepted the principle of compulsory arbitration.
The League Commission, failing to reach a final decision on the
Belgian amendments, referred them to a subcommittee for fur-
ther consideration. Prior to the meeting of the subcommittee,
David Hunter Miller of the United States met with Eustace
Percy of Great Britain to discuss the Belgian proposals and to
coordinate the Anglo-American opposition. On the subcom-
mittee, which included no American members, Robert Cecil
represented the Anglo-American position with a fair degree of
success. The report of the subcommittee, which was presented
to the League Commission on February 10, excluded the pro-
vision for a majority recommendation by the Council. How-

13 Miller, Drafting the Covenant, 1, pp. 173-75.
M Ibid., 1, pp. 178-76, and II, pp. 268-69.
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ever, in response to the second Belgian amendment, the report
made a minor concession in the form of an addition to Article
15. This article already provided that in the event the Council
rendered a unanimous recommendation for the settlement of a
dispute, the members of the League should not go to war
against any nation which complied with that decision. The
subcommittee now added to this negative obligation the posi-
tive obligation that “if any party shall refuse so to comply [with
a unanimous Council decision}, the Council shall consider what
steps can best be taken to give effect to their recommendation.”
At its meeting on the 10th, the League Commission adopted
this part of the subcommittee’s report for incorporation in
Article 15 of the Covenant.1s

Although temporarily accepting this positive obligation,
President Wilson later moved to extract it from the Covenant.
He wanted the Council to assume no responsibility for the
enforcement of even a unanimous recommendation for the
settlement of a dispute. His aversion to the enforcement of
even a decision in which the United States would necessarily
concur revealed the isolationist heritage in Wilson’s concep-
tion of the League of Nations. At a private meeting with Cecil
on March 18, with House and Miller also attending, the Presi-
dent proposed a revision of Article 15 to remove the positive
obligation for enforcement which the League Commission had
adopted on February 10. After securing the support of the
British delegate, Wilson introduced this revision in the League
Commission on March 24 and obtained its acceptance. Al-
though the French delegates raised no issue on this point, the
President’s aversion to any obligations for the implementation
of even an unanimous Council recommendation brought into
question the extent to which he felt committed under Article
10. His position on Article 15 certainly showed that Wilson
hoped to limit American obligations within the League.®

Hymans offered a third amendment which further clarified
the limits of the obligations under Article 10. The Anglo-
American draft had provided for sanctions by members of the
League against any nation which resorted to war before at-
tempting a settlement through one of the three pacific methods

15 Ibid., 1, pp. 179-80, 192-95, and II, pp. 268-69, 282.

18 Ibid., 1, pp. 290-92, 331, and 1I, pp. 350; Miller, Diary, 1, pp. 176-88, March
18, 1919.
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under Articles 12-15. The Belgian delegate now proposed the
extension of these sanctions under Article 16 to cover a breach
of Article 10 as well. President Wilson led the opposition to
this amendment. He did not want the sanctions of Article 16,
including the severance of commercial and financial relations
and the prohibition of personal contacts, to apply to Article 10.
He approved the employment of sanctions, including possible
military force, for the limited purpose of requiring the parties
to a dispute to submit it to arbitration, to an international
court, or to the Council of the League. But he absolutely
opposed any automatic sanctions against violators of Article 10,
for he thought that guarantee might be fulfilled without the
necessity of sanctions. The President succeeded in defeating
the third Belgian amendment, thereby limiting the applica-
tion of sanctions. Accordingly, the provisions for sanctions
under Article 16 referred only to Articles 12-15, not to Article
10.17

During the drafting of the Covenant in February, 1919, the
issue of disarmament revealed the sharpest divergence between
the French and the Anglo-American conceptions of the League
of Nations. President Wilson had, in the fourth of the Four-
teen Points, called for the reduction of national military
forces to “the lowest point consistent with domestic safety.”
The League and disarmament were complementary features of
his peace program. With the guarantee of their political inde-
pendence and territorial integrity under Article 10, Wilson
believed the League members could reduce the size of their
armed forces. Rather than facing the possible necessity of de-
fending itself, each member would need a military force only
for the maintenance of internal order and for the fulfillment
of joint obligations under the Covenant. The establishment of
the League would thus facilitate disarmament.’® Lloyd George
shared the President’s view of the close relationship between
the League and disarmament. At a meeting of the Imperial
War Cabinet on December 25, 1918, the British Prime Min-
ister had said that “if the League of Nations did not include
some provision for disarmament it would be regarded as a
sham.” He further asserted that “disarmament would be re-

" Miller, Drafting the Covenant, 1, pp. 176-82, and II, pp. 269-70.
18 Baker, World Settlement, 1, pp. 219, 223, 344-59.
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garded as the real test of whether the League of Nations was
a farce, or whether business was meant.” The British as well
as the American government thus anticipated disarmament as
a consequence of the formation of the League of Nations.?

While the American and British leaders looked toward dis-
armament under the League of Nations, the French govern-
ment hoped to transform it into a military alliance. Clemen-
ceau and the French members of the League Commission
sought to maintain the effectiveness of the wartime coalition
against Germany rather than to reduce the armed forces of the
League members. The divergence between the Anglo-American
and the French standards for measuring the success of the
League became apparent during the consideration of Article 8
of the Covenant. On February 11 Bourgeois introduced two
amendments which would have radically changed this dis-
armament article. In accordance with the French conception
of the League as an alliance, he proposed the maintenance of
an international force prepared for immediate military action.
Secondly, he called for international control under the League
of the military establishments of its members. This second
amendment possessed the dual purpose of empowering the
League to inspect disarmament and to require a nation to
maintain adequate armed forces for the fulfillment of its obli-
gations under the Covenant. The French thus desired the
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