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Introduction
Franklin Benjamin Sanborn was buried in the Sleepy Hollow Cemetery of Concord, Massachusetts near the graves of his friends and mentors Ralph Waldo Emerson, Bronson Alcott, Ellery Channing, and Henry Thoreau. Concord's flags were flown at half-mast for three days.
At the end of the month, February, 1917, just prior to America's entering World War I, the Massachusetts House of Representatives recognized Sanborn’s dedication to the unfortunate, the diseased, and the despised. The formal resolution cited Sanborn's role as a confidential adviser to John Brown, for whose sake he was arrested, mistreated, and nearly deported.
People loved and hated him. Walt Whitman described John Brown’s young defender, Sanborn, as a fighter, up in arms, a devotee, a revolutionary crusader, hot in the collar, quick on the trigger, noble, optimistic. Henry David Thoreau feared the passionate Concord schoolteacher was only too steadfast and earnest, a type, as Thoreau put it, that calmly, so calmly, ignites and then throws bomb after bomb.
Sanborn lived a long life. He was revered, finally, in the end, as a relic from a golden age gone by -- a tall and venerable figure moving picturesquely through Boston and Concord.
In 1946, writing on Thoreau, Edwin Way Teale remembered a summer evening spent in one of Concord's stateliest homes. He’d interviewed its occupant, the descendant of a man who'd absolutely despised the home’s original owner. Outside the house, a violent thunderstorm was raging, ripping branches from trees, sending sheets of water crashing against windowpanes. The storm seemed perfectly fitting, Teale reflected, regarding the uproarious drama from within the lovely brick house by the Sudbury River that had once been the home of the passionate troublemaker, Frank Sanborn.
Chapter One
In a Hampton Falls, New Hampshire farmhouse in 1834, in an upstairs back bedroom, a two-year old boy played with a ball and stick while a summer storm raged outside. When suddenly lightning hit a chimney, a brilliant blue-white flash of light filled the room. Frank’s sister Sarah rushed up the stairs to her infant brother, fearing she’d find him in ashes. His stick raised high, a jubilant Frank insisted he’d drawn the lightning bolt and the majestic attendant rumbling to himself. It was his doing.
In his old age Sanborn recalled the beautiful significance of this early event, the boy already believing himself capable, at two, of making a stir in the world.
He was born on December 15, 1831, in the largest room of the house, the dining room, where his father would oversee the boy’s early studies in Latin, Greek, French, and German. He was the fifth child of seven children, the second son -- the first having died in infancy. His brothers and sisters were named Jeremiah, Charles Henry, Lewis Thomas, Sarah Elizabeth, and Helen Maria.
Frank got his name when Aaron Sanborn, Hampton Falls' Town Clerk, entered his newborn son into the records not as Benjamin Franklin Sanborn, as precedent called for, but as Franklin Benjamin Sanborn. Aaron intended that his son should be called Frank, not Ben, and that was how it did turn out.
Frank remembered his tall, brown-haired father, dead by the time Sanborn was sixteen, as an intense, tormented man, the opposite of Aaron’s own father, a gentle, even-tempered man. Frank’s mother, Lydia Leavitt Sanborn, was amiable and beautiful, Frank recalled, with fine blue eyes and jet-black hair. He cherished the childhood memory of being warm in bed between his stoical, unsmiling father and his sweet, serene mother, who sang to them.
They were turbulent times. It had been just a few weeks before Frank was born that the Southern slave Nat Turner had been hanged for having led a band of slaves in a bloody August uprising in southeastern Virginia.
From the fierce hell-and-brimstone preachers of the Religious Revival came the cry for the immediate and unconditional emancipation of slaves. Itinerant revivalists denounced every evil, portraying Hell in vivid, even lurid terms, that sinners should feel the scorching heat and see the damned, wretched millions of them, gnawing their tongues, lifting scalded heads from a burning lake, writhing and howling.
Daniel Webster was then under investigation, his drinking habits scrutinized. It was rumored his wine cellar held enough liquor to entertain the State Department, the American Diplomatic Corps, and every foreign ambassador to the United States, with enough left over to fill the glasses of every Massachusetts member of Webster's party, the Whigs.
The most sober of American writers, Ralph Waldo Emerson, had recently emerged on the national scene. After the death of his wife Ellen Louisa Tucker in 1831, Emerson would go to Europe in 1832, returning in 1833 with a series of lectures on Italy. He said he'd returned to Massachusetts with not a clue as to what would be acceptable preaching in New England. In Plymouth he lectured on natural history, mineralogy, chemistry, botany, and geology, and there fell in love with Lydia Jackson, who would become his second wife. To his home in Concord, on Lexington Road, came eager young pilgrims seeking guidance from the perplexed, softspoken sage.
The Concord poet William Ellery Channing, nephew of the estimable Dr. William Ellery Channing, said Emerson had, in his Plymouth lectures, held his audience captive, some seven hundred people sitting on white, unpainted pine benches arranged in rows so steep that had one fallen off, he or she would have rolled down to the bottom.
Miss Elizabeth Peabody had recently moved to Boston from New Bedford, where she'd been a volunteer under the charismatic Dr. Channing. Elizabeth's sister Mary, later Mrs. Horace Mann, had left the family home in Salem to join Elizabeth in Boston. Their sister Sophia, later Mrs. Nathaniel Hawthorne, had remained in Salem.
The amiable educator Amos Bronson Alcott had left a failed school in Germantown, Pennsylvania, and moved to Boston with his wife and daughters, to be nearer his wife's wealthy parents. Upon meeting Alcott, and learning of the school he intended to open in Boston, Elizabeth Peabody immediately transferred all the boys out of the school she'd been planning to open into the one that Alcott was starting. She agreed to be his assistant, and to teach two and a half hours a day for a year at whatever salary he could afford to pay her.
Elizabeth and Mary Peabody rented rooms at Mrs. Clarke's well-known Boston boardinghouse, where the boarders all met for dinner at a great table at the center of the house, to the delight of Mrs. Clarke's son James, destined to become one of Boston's most prominent and outspoken preachers.
At the dining room table the young lawyer, Horace Mann, regaled his fellow boarders with amusing tales and anecdotes. Born on a farm in Franklin, Massachusetts, Mann had practiced law in Dedham and had served as a State Representative. At 34, he'd married the 18-year-old daughter of the former President of Brown University who, upon converting to Unitarianism, had been charged with heresy and forced to resign. At the age of 20, ill with tuberculosis, Mann's young wife Charlotte had died in Mann's arms.
Though he himself enjoyed an occasional drink, Mann denounced alcohol as the worst of America's many social plagues. A man's conscience couldn't be properly shaped, Mann insisted, if his brain was dissolved in alcohol. If people stopped drinking, he said, there'd be nobody in the jails or almshouses. He would be a tireless social reformer, working to end imprisonment for the crime of being in debt. With his friend Samuel Gridley Howe, he would work to improve education for the blind. He would work for restrictions against working on Sundays. He would come to deplore slavery, persecution of the insane, and despicable prison conditions. A calm, diplomatic man, he would be called on to moderate many a heated meeting.
In the fall of 1834, Bronson Alcott's school opened with eight girls and ten boys. Elizabeth Peabody taught Latin, arithmetic and geography. Instead of working part-time, as agreed, she found herself arriving at nine and staying all day, captivated by Alcottt's teachings and conversations. She began to write these down in notebooks: The Record of a School Exemplifying the Principles and Methods of a Moral Culture, as recorded by Elizabeth Peabody. Alcott worried about her notes getting out to the public, warning her to keep quiet about things potentially controversial. He did not want to argue with her on that point, he insisted. It was time ill-spent, he felt. Better to argue with seven-year-olds.
When she did eventually publish her Conversations with Children on the Gospels, Elizabeth Peabody brought not only controversy, but disaster, to Alcott and to herself. While a few children in Alcott's school had inklings regarding the way babies were born, others thought angels brought them, coming as a great surprise to their mothers. Mothers suffered when they had children, Alcott had revealed. When they were going to have a child, mothers gave up their bodies to God, who worked upon them in mysterious ways, bringing forth children's spirits in little bodies of their own.
In 1835, Daniel Webster sought the Presidency as the Northeast's Whig candidate, there being no Whig candidates nominated in other regions. When Martin Van Buren was elected, Webster begged the new president to appoint him U.S. Ambassador to England -- to no avail.
Dr. William Ellery Channing's book, Slavery, was published that year, the same year the citizens of East Feliciana, Louisiana, offered a $50,000 reward for the capture, dead or alive, of the wealthy American industrialist Arthur Tappan, president of the American Anti-Slavery Society. In the fall of 1835 William Lloyd Garrison spoke before the Boston Female Anti-Slavery Society and was attacked by a mob, was hidden in the building, was found and tied up, was dragged through the streets, and was almost lynched before authorities took him to jail for his own safety. Bronson Alcott visited him there. On the wall of his cell Garrison had scratched a message noting he'd been brought there to be protected from a respectable and influential mob who'd sought to destroy him for preaching the abominable and dangerous doctrine that all men are created equal. His name was now known everywhere. Boston became the center of the abolitionist movement, with Garrison and his disciples the leading advocates and orators for abolitionism.
In Texas, Sam Houston's troops defeated the Mexican army at the Battle of San Jacinto in 1836, the year Emerson's essay Nature was published. The first born son of the children of Ralph Waldo Emerson and Lydian Jackson Emerson, Waldo, was born that year; he would die just six years later.
In Boston, Bronson Alcott prepared for publication his book Psyche, or the Breath of Childhood. Emerson assured Alcott the text was original and vital in all its parts, manifestly the production of a man in earnest, written to convince. But the book remained unpublished.
In 1837 Horace Mann was appointed to be the first Superintendent of Education in Massachusetts. He believed public schooling was the key to the achievement of real Democracy. He was soon the most visible educator and reformer in the nation. Though Massachusetts had what many regarded as the best educational system in the country, still Mann found it miserably inadequate. Massachusetts’ farmers, he said, cared more for their livestock than for their children’s education. A State Board of Education was established, authorized to investigate the conditions of schools. Prestigious but powerless, the Secretary of the Board, Mann, discovered he had an important platform from which he could preach reform.
Upon Mann's marriage to Mary Peabody, the two were sought out to join the most elite and influential of Boston's social circles. Wealthy businessmen helped Mann establish teacher-training schools. He toured Europe and brought back German models for institutional reforms. He insisted reformers should be quick to help things along, schools being God's own chief tool for reforming the world.
Henry David Thoreau and his brother John, would-be schoolteachers, had vague plans of traveling West to teach. They'd agreed they'd go as far west as Kentucky. In the spring, Henry got word from Harvard College President Quincy that a position would be opening up on the 5th of May in a school in Alexandria, Virginia. He was willing to accept the post, making it understood that this would only delay the journey West with John, not end it. As it turned out, the school in Alexandria did not accept Henry Thoreau.
John did get another teaching job -- in West Roxbury, even as his sisters Helen and Sophia took teaching jobs elsewhere in Roxbury. Henry stayed home and, though appointed Secretary and Curator of the Concord Lyceum, devoted himself primarily to tending the family garden.
In 1838, the year Sarah Grimke published a stirring public defense of sexual equality, the most controversial issue in America was the proposed annexation of Texas. President Andrew Jackson, conscious of the opposition to admitting Texas as a slave state, agreed to recognize only Texas' independence, and self-determination. Texas was to be, at least for the time being, an independent Republic. John Quincy Adams, a past President and current member of the House of Representatives, staged a twenty-two day filibuster, successfully blocking annexation. Adams condemned Garrisonians, Marat Democrats, phrenology, and animal magnetism as ingredients in a bubbling cauldron stirred by radicals and rascals.
In 1780, Harvard President Samuel Langdon had left Cambridge to become the Unitarian Parson at Hampton Falls, New Hampshire, contributing the initial collection of books to the church library in which Sanborn, in the late 1830s, would immerse himself. Despite his family’s being Unitarian, Sanborn had, at nine, declared himself a Universalist. He said he enjoyed going among Baptists and Congregationalists, or any other faith or sect, so long as there was good preaching and singing.
Sanborn's grandfather, Tom Leavitt, a Jeffersonian justice of the peace, had joined the Baptists, separating from the Congregationalists, and had refused to pay his church-rates. This had led to his arrest. While the Congregationalists were generally Federalists, the Baptists, Methodists, and sects were generally Jeffersonian Republicans. Tom Leavitt became the leading Democrat in his county, until his party divided over the issue of the annexation of Texas.
Sanborn’s political opinions had begun to manifest themselves when he was just seven years old, he insisted, saying his literary life had begun even earlier. The libraries of his father, older brother, and grandfather were well-supplied. Robinson Crusoe was not accessible to him, but the family owned two copies of Pilgrim's Progress, and he had twice read Don Quixote, left on the bookshelf by one of his two uncles, who’d moved to Boston. They'd become Whigs, sending copies of Whig newspapers to their Democrat father, Tom Leavitt. Almanacs and old newspapers going back as far as 1800 were in storage in the garret of the house. On these, Sanborn feasted.
When Harrrison ran against Van Buren in 1840, Sanborn, nine, made a bet with the Parson's son, eleven-year old Henry Shaw, that Harrison would win. Sanborn lost the bet, noting New Hampshire stood loyally by Little Van, the Used-up Man, as Henry called the stately president.
A third contender for the presidency in 1840 was ex-slaveholder James Birney. The Anti-Slavery Society met in Albany, New York and nominated Birney for president. The Liberty Party was born, driven by the vigorous New York State industrialist Geritt Smith. From its inception in 1840 to its extinction in 1854, Smith gave the Liberty party its name, supplied it with funds, and chose its candidates. Its first candidate, Birney, got only a pitiful 7,000 votes in the election of 1840.
Upon the closing of Bronson Alcott’s Temple School in 1840, Elizabeth Peabody bought a storefront house in Boston's business district, at Number 13 West Street, to be a home to her family as well as a bookstore where customers would be received as guests. The front parlor, filled with shelves made to look like the bookcases of a large private library, exuded not only the odors of leather, paper, mold, and mildew, but also of exotic homeopathic drugs concocted by Elizabeth’s brother Nathaniel from aconite, belladonna, horehound, sassafras.
Elizabeth next took on the added financial burden of becoming the publisher of the Transcendentalist journal, The Dial, then edited by Margaret Fuller. The Dial, printed in editions of 700 copies, was sold to 300 subscribers. Fuller complained bitterly of the former publishers’ having spent all the income from subscriptions to the paper for their own personal expenses, leaving nothing for her salary. A compassionate Elizabeth agreed to pay Fuller's salary up front, but it wasn’t long before Elizabeth recognized the previous publishers hadn't likely misappropriated profits, as Fuller claimed. There were no profits. Fuller soon resigned the editorship, Emerson signing on. It was soon clear that Emerson also had not a clue as to how to turn a profit for the magazine. He did, however, provide a bounty of Dial contributors, all regular guests at Elizabeth's bookshop. Elizabeth would eventually pay Emerson what she could, cut her losses, and sell The Dial to yet another publisher, James Monroe.
In 1840, the year that Henry Thoreau, twenty-three, met and befriended the Concord poet William Ellery Channing, twenty-two, Emerson was thirty-seven, a year older than Elizabeth Peabody, at whose bookshop George Ripley, thirty-eight, was often present, talking like an excited teenager when he got going on social reform, Transcendentalism, and his grand notion, Brook Farm. A disciple, Thomas Wentworth Higginson, seventeen, was then a theological student under Professor Andrews Norton at Harvard, one of a growing number of students bored senseless by the bourgeois, respectable tenets of Unitarianism and the status quo. The Transcendentalists offered a romantic alternative, a revolt. Professor Norton's accusation, that the Transcendentalists were heretics, of course just fed the fire, making the new philosophy all the more alluring to Harvard’s brightest young minds.
In the West Street Bookshop’s back room, the gathered conversed and argued until the hour got late and the shop would close; the bookroom then became the Peabody Parlor where, as often as not, Ripley held court, sharing the outlines and details of his proposed utopia. James Freeman Clarke dubbed the group The Club of the Like Minded, adding that no two of them actually thought alike.
Emerson wrote to Carlyle in Scotland, commenting that just about anybody who could read carried in their pockets their own particular drafts for proposed new communities, people going a little wild with projects of social reform.
Having been urged by Emerson to join him in Concord, Bronson Alcott and his family moved into an unoccupied cottage on the Hosmer estate in April, 1840, Emerson paying the rent. Abby May Alcott was born there in July. The house would shrink further when, in 1842, two English mystics, Henry Gardiner Wright and Charles Lane, moved in.
In 1841, President William Henry Harrison succumbed to pneumonia shortly after taking office. Harrison’s cabinet, under the new president, fell apart. But the Secretary of State, Daniel Webster, stayed on past every other cabinet officer’s resigning, completing his negotiations with England to establish the Canada-Maine boundary.
Ralph Waldo and Lydian Emerson's second daughter, Edith, was born that year. Henry and John Thoreau entered into formal debate with Bronson Alcott at the Concord Lyceum, arguing the issue of forcible resistance, civil disobedience.
The school that John and Henry had opened in the former home of the Concord Academy closed that spring. Not long after, John would die of lockjaw.
In West Roxbury, the Brook Farm community was founded that same spring. Three directors were appointed: the Concord farmer Minot Pratt, the newsreporter Charles Dana, and George Ripley. In exchange for security and the basic necessities of life, Brook Farm members were asked to do their best and to contribute what they could. Labor was not compulsory.
This last principle had immediately attracted Nathaniel Hawthorne to the Farm. In winter, writing to his Sophia from a room in the bleak farm house, Hawthorne dreamed of Brook Farm's being their future home, despite the lonely, snow-covered fields filling his heart with terrible foreboding. Sophia must get herself a polar bear skin, Hawthorne wrote, to make of it a very suitable summer dress for that region. In fact, Brook Farmers were equipped with smocks like those worn by French peasants, Hawthorne noted, except except for their being sewed from flowered chintz, in which they paraded in the streets of Boston, announcing their emancipation from all things staid and stodgy.
In 1841, Margaret Fuller's sister Ellen met Henry Thoreau's Concord friend Ellery Channing in Cincinnati, where he was allegedly studying law.
The twenty-four year old Frederick Douglass was transported, with his wife, to New Bedford, Massachusetts by a New York benefactor, David Ruggles. He met William Lloyd Garrison there. Garrison was so impressed with Douglass he asked him to speak the next day at the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society's convention on Nantucket island, after which he asked Douglass to become a paid lecturer, and agent, for the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society.
In New Hampshire, nine-year-old Frank Sanborn announced to his family that he recognized for himself, and held it to be self-evident, that slavery was wrong. If the United States Constitution allowed for slavery, then it would have to be revised -- or revoked. He said he’d reached his conclusions after diligent reading in the pro-emancipation journals, The National Era and Horace Greeley's Tribune. These, Sanborn said, had dealt trenchant blows to the monster of misgovernment.
Sanborn later said his generally quiet upbringing on a rural New England farm had fostered his independent and creative turn of mind. He’d loved to wander out, inspecting the sheds, tool-houses, barns, and garrets of local farmhouses. He’d enjoyed solitary labor in the field or woods, his mind wandering where it would, as much as working in good company, bringing good conversation. In the summer, with the mowers in the hay-field or out under an apple tree, or in the winter, beside a fire, Sanborn cherished the debates, the tall tales, the assorted random revelations of wit and wisdom. The people of New Hampshire gave him the best part of his education, he said, through their everyday labors of making shoes and clothes, shaping tools, grinding scythes, repairing roads.
In 1842, the Massachusetts Supreme Court upheld workers' rights to organize; the first born son of Ralph and Lydian Emerson, Waldo, born in 1836, died; the Reverend William Ellery Channing died in Lenox, Massachusetts; Bronson Alcott sailed for England; and Nathaniel and Sophia (Peabody) Hawthorne moved into The Old Manse in Concord.
Withdrawn from the road, with its modest gambrel roof, The Manse had been built in 1765. In 1776, it had been passed on to William Emerson's widow, who two years later married Ezra Ripley. The course of the highway was changed, the old North Bridge was removed, and the abandoned road became a field belonging to the Manse. Dr. Ripley had felt pride in his possessing the legendary ground. In 1836, however, he had given back the ancient roadway to the town for the dedication of a monument, the occasion for which his Ralph Waldo Emerson, Dr. Ripley's step-grandson, wrote the verse inscribed at the base of the Minuteman statue.
Upon the death of Dr. Ripley, the Hawthornes began renting the legendary house. Nathaniel was attracted to it not only for its elegance, but for its seclusion. The Hawthornes would stay three years.
In the autumn, in Cincinatti, the eccentric young nephew of Dr. William Ellery Channing, the poet Ellery Channing, married Margaret Fuller's sister, Ellen.
In December, the Curator and Secretary of the Concord Lyceum, Henry Thoreau, brought the reknowned Boston Abolitionist Wendell Phillips to the town, much to the chagrin of some town officials, who did not wish to have emancipation discussed in a public forum.
The Lyceum, founded as a debating society some eighty years before, still met every winter in the Town Hall. Emerson and his brother Charles spoke there more than a hundred times, Sanborn noted. Charles lectured three or four times, and Waldo the rest. The secretary of the Lyceum, Thoreau, gave some twenty lectures there through the years.
Besides Phillips, Thoreau, and the Emersons, speakers included George Bancroft, Theodore Parker, Horace Greeley, O. A. Brownson, Dr. Charles T. Jackson (the chemist and geologist, Mrs. Emerson's brother), James Freeman Clarke, Charles Lane, and E. W. Bull, the inventor of the far-famed Concord grape.
That summer, in 1843, Thoreau went to New York City to take charge of the education of the children of Emerson's brother Charles. Henry James invited him to his home at Washington Place, in a quiet and exclusive neighborhood, where James took Thoreau to task as editor of the magazine, The Dial, for allowing an article to appear that proclaimed Bronson Alcott a genius. James insisted that though Alcott could occasionally wax eloquent, still he really wasn’t much more, at bottom, than a self-absorbed, histrionic performer. Thoreau took this in his stride, reporting to Emerson that the utterly respectable Henry James had very nicely catechized him.
Back in New England, in May, 1843, Ellery Channing moved with his bride, Ellen, into Concord’s Red Lodge house, not far from Emerson's place. Bronson Alcott's English friend Charles Lane bought the Wyman Farm at Prospect Hill, in Harvard, Massachusetts. The Alcotts, Charles Lane, and Henry Wright moved to Harvard, to Fruitlands, on June the 1st.
That summer Thoreau gave Hawthorne his boat. Ellery Channing would later inherit the boat from Hawthorne. When it finally began go to pieces, Channing took it to the village blacksmith, Mr. Farrar, a quiet man fond of roaming in the woods and pastures. Farrar was said to be, with Emerson, Thoreau, and Channing, among Concord’s Fraternity of Walkers, to which neither Mr. Hawthorne nor Mr. Alcott belonged, Channing pointed out.
In 1844, two years after the death of Emerson’s son Waldo, another son, Edward, was born. Emerson's Essays, Second Series, was published. Charles Lane left Fruitlands, as did Bronson Alcott's wife and children, who went to live with the Lovejoy family in Still River, Massachusetts. They would return to Concord in November, boarding at the Hosmer Home.
In the spring, Ellery and Ellen Channing moved to a house on Lexington Road. Channing's sister Mary got engaged to her second cousin, Thomas Wentworth Higginson, the same Higginson who'd studied with Andrews Norton at Harvard and had come under the spell of George Ripley at Elizabeth Peabody's bookshop, which by now had become much more a boardinghouse than a bookstore. Short on cash and almost at wits' end, Elizabeth had again become a teacher. Publication of the Dial ceased. Out in Western Massachusetts, The Springfield Republican, begun by Samuel Bowles, Jr. was now taken over by his eighteen year old son Samuel, who started up a daily edition.
Concord newcomer George William Curtis went with his brother Burrill to live on a farm, a mile north of the town. The brothers lived in a small cottage adjoining Captain Nathan Barrett's farm-house atop Punkatasset hill. The Captain put the boys to work. With whatever free time he could find, George would call on local authors, in order to write about them in his diary. He spent part of a day with Nathaniel Hawthorne, whose life, he said, was harmonious with the picture-perfect antique repose of his house, redeemed into the present by his and Mrs. Hawthorne's infant and the wife's tenderness and respect for her husband. He noted Mr. Emerson's long address -- nearly two hours -- before the Antislavery Friends on August 1st, commemorating the tenth anniversary of the emancipation of the negroes in the British West Indies.
When Concord’s Board of Selectmen refused Thoreau permission to ring the Town Hall bell in order to call attention to Emerson’s West Indies speech, he went ahead and clanged it anyway. He'd again ring the bell, years later, in the fall of 1859, to call on his townspeople to come hear an important speech of his own he had to make.
Thoreau joined Channing that summer, in 1844, for the first of many outings they would make together. They walked to Mount Greylock in northern Massachusetts, went west to the Hudson, returned by steamboat to New York, and were back in Concord by August 1st.
In the election of 1844, the two hot issues were the annexation of Texas and of the Oregon Territory. The Democrats, nominating James K. Polk for the presidency, called for the immediate annexation of both. The Whigs nominated Henry Clay,also supporting westward expansion, but with a more cautious approach. The Liberty Party again nominated James G. Birney, who'd won only 7,000 votes in 1840, would now win 62,000, enough to bring about Henry Clay's defeat. Left of The Liberty Party were the Free-Soilers, their platform resting on the circumscription of slavery along the lines laid down in the Wilmot Proviso. On their extreme left stood Gerritt Smith and the unreconstructed political abolitionists. Still further left were the Garrisonian abolitionists.
Sanborn framed these events in terms of New Hampshire politics, writing about the schism in the victorious Whig party occasioned by Henry Clay's imperious demands and President Tyler's absurd resistance. New Hampshire Democrats quarreled and, in 1844, the brilliant New Hampshire Congressman John Parker Hale of Dover refused to stand with the majority of his party for the annexation of Texas. He was forced from the Party. When, in 1845, James K. Polk assumed the presidency, Congress voted to annex Texas as a Slave Territory. In 1846, in New Hampshire, Hale was elected Senator, the first to be elected on a distinct anti-slavery platform. The resulting political reorganization foreshadowed a general reorganization nationwide.
Sanborn was then fourteen. His brother, Charles was then twenty-four, a leader among local Independent Democrats, as the new party was called. Sanborn joined too, though it would be seven years before he could vote. This activity, Sanborn noted, brought on a political schism in both branches of the family, the Sanborns and the Leavitts. The schisms never healed, Sanborn said. It was the cause of much grief and some anger to Sanborn's father, who would die within two years, that his sons, as he said, had pitted themselves against him.
Chapter Two
On May 8, 1846, at Palo Alto, the United States went to war with Mexico, after Mexico's disputation of U.S. claims regarding the Texas border. Daniel Webster nicknamed his rifle The Wilmot Proviso when Congressman David Wilmot of Pennsylvania introduced a bill in the House of Representatives that would bar slavery or involuntary servitude from the territories annexed to the United States in the Mexican War.
In July, Henry David Thoreau was jailed for not paying his poll tax. He’d walked from his cabin in the woods to the village center to see about getting a shoe fixed, only to be arrested and imprisoned. Like Bronson Alcott, who’d once been shortly jailed on similar grounds, Thoreau found this right and just, saying a jail was the proper place for any civil person in a society that permitted war and slavery. To his chagrin, an aunt bailed him out.
In March, 1845, Thoreau’s friend Ellery Channing had told him he could see nothing for him but a field in which he ought to build himself a hut, and there begin the grand process of devouring himself alive. Thoreau had written a long letter to William Lloyd Garrison, editor of the The Liberator, who printed the letter on March 28th. Thoreau had railed against Concordians for not wanting Wendell Phillips to speak there, praising Phillips for opposing slavery and the annexation of Texas. Thoreau was resolved, and preparing, to beat a retreat from the affairs of men, from civilization, so-called.
Some said Thoreau had gone to the woods as much to escape from the noise and overcrowding of his mother's boardinghouse as to seek life's bare essentials. Emerson, who knew the value of his own quiet study at the edge of the village, had gladly given Thoreau permission to build the planned hut on land owned by him at Walden Pond. Thoreau had borrowed an axe, which he’d be proud to return in even better condition than he’d received it, and had set into cutting a clearing from a close stand of pine trees. Bronson Alcott, Edmund Hosmer, and George Curtis had helped him put up his cabin, built from the boards of a dismantled Irish shanty. Thoreau had moved in on the 4th of July.
Rumors circulated that Thoreau was harboring runaway slaves out in his hut, a station on the Underground Railroad. Thoreau indicated his cabin did, in fact, have a particular advantage for the purpose, but he was disinclined to talk much about it.
Visitors to the hut were forewarned about the shortage of seats, and were bid to come one at a time, or not at all. Anyone staying too long for Thoreau’s comfort would find him somehow getting further and further away from them, even within the cabin’s small confines, answering inquiries from an ever increasing distance.
Ten years after graduating from Harvard, Thoreau was asked by his Alma Mater to say something about himself. He gave them what he called some of his monster's heads: Schoolmaster, private tutor, surveyor, gardener, farmer, painter (house painter), carpenter, mason, day laborer, pencil-maker, glass-paper maker, writer, sometimes poetaster.
In February,1847, while still living at Walden Pond, Thoreau would lecture at the Concord Lyceum, two weeks in succession, on what he called The History of Myself. These lectures would provide the first public exposure to the work he was writing, which he would title, simply, Walden -- or, Life in the Woods.
Thoreau would leave Walden on September 6, 1847, eight days before General Winfield Scott’s troops captured Mexico City. Thoreau cryptically insisted he was leaving the woods for as good a reason as he’d gone there, saying nothing of Emerson’s just then departing for an extended visit to Europe, having asked Thoreau to be a houseguest during his absence. Thoreau would stay on, in fact, for two years.
Thoreau would then move back to the Main Street house he had helped his father rebuild, where he would live the rest of his life. He occasionally helped with his father's pencil-making business, improving the lead-grinding machinery. Once he’d learned the art of making a perfect pencil, he said, he gave up the work. In the attic of the house was his real work: his papers as well as his collections of pressed flowers and Indian relics.
After the failure of his Fruitlands experiment at Harvard, Massachusetts, Bronson Alcott, with the help of Emerson and Colonel May, his father-in-law, purchased the Cogswell House in Concord, on Lexington Road. At the end of the winter, in April, 1845, the family carried all their worldly possessions south to Concord on an ox-sled.
Though Fruitlands had proved fruitless, Alcott’s English friend and partner in the experiment, Charles Lane, stayed close to the Alcott family, tutoring the Alcott girls. In the fall, Alcott would learn from his brother Ambrose that their brother Junius was deranged. Alcott's friend Lane politely suggested that many of Alcott’s own troubles might likewise be due to insanity. Sanborn would later insist that though Alcott’s daughter Louisa had to contend against certain infirmities of temper, her father was free from these. He would note it was there, at the house the Alcotts had re-christened Hillside, that the 13 year old Louisa May Alcott first began scribbling her many and assorted verses on Despondency.
Sanborn was now fourteen. His New Hampshire childhood, he wrote, had included orating and acting, staging pleasant nightly revels. He’d been particularly fond of dressing up as Robin Hood. He said he’d read, beyond classic adventure books, much American history and biography. He’d spent long hours poring over Thomas Paine's Crisis and Thomas Burnet's Theory of the World Before the Flood, an account of the strictly orthodox antediluvian earth before the science of geology arrived, undermining all the tenets of the ancient faiths.
Sanborn said that by 1845, he’d studied the Bible thoroughly, Apocrypha and all. He claimed to have read the Old Testament in its entirety before he was 8. He'd then begun to read the works of Hawthorne, Carlyle, and Emerson, and had found their writings irresistible. He had read Sartor Resartus, Mosses from an Old Manse, and Emerson's poems, both in the Dial and in the Western Messenger, published by the Reverend James Freeman Clarke, the now grown son of Mrs. Clarke, who still ran Boston’s best known boardinghouse.
There, in Boston, the Reverend Theodore Parker had begun his stint of preaching at the old Melodeon Hall on Washington Street, where his friends had organized the Twenty-eighth Congregational Society. Parker lived nearby, on Exeter Place, in a downtown house, four stories high, a short walk from the Boston waterfront, and from the Athenaeum, the Old Corner Book Store, and the homes of Boston’s many and notorious other literary illuminati. The Peabody's house at 13 West Street was not far away, nor was the Town and Country Club, recently organized by Thomas Wentworth Higginson.
By February, 1848, when the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo was signed, Mexico ceding California, Nevada, New Mexico, and Utah, as well as parts of Arizona, Colorado, Kansas, and Wyoming, to the United States, Sanborn had read a tremendous profusion of political literature, he said. He’d been reading steadily through the years of the Mexican War and through the troubled times of further territorial agitation which followed. Nobody, he said, could possibly read it all.
A number of the abolitionist ideas Sanborn seized upon had been widely purveyed in the national media through the founder of the Liberty Party, Gerrit Smith of Syracuse. The handsome New York aristocrat had been left, upon the death of his father when he was 23, with hundreds of thousands of acres of land in upstate New York. Perhaps feeling guilt over his good fortune, his vast inherited wealth, he had given three thousand farms to three thousand blacks, many of whom were escaped slaves, and dreamed of sharing wealth and lands between all blacks and whites, after the emancipation of slaves, one fine day. He was known far and wide as a gentleman, a philanthropist, a hypochondriac, an eccentric humanitarian reformer zealous in providing generous financial backing to most any cause, or to anybody, that he came across. He financed not only advocates for international peace, the insane, the imprisoned, but also women, Indians, food faddists, health nuts. His greatest passion, however, was for the cause of blacks, and the abolition of slavery.
Smith was convinced the constitution and slavery were inherently at odds with each other, and that abolitionists must find and defend new interpretations of the constitution, making it not the guarantor of continued slavery, but the very instrument through which slavery would be ended. From the inception of the Liberty Party in 1840 to its demise in 1854, Gerrit Smith was open to compromise. He did set one limit, however: there would be no yielding on the principle of immediate and unconditional emancipation and civil rights for free blacks. Were the nation ruled by laws consistent with the U.S. Constitution, Smith declared, slavery could not exist in America. Anyone abdicating his or her responsibilty to abolish slavery at once, and for all time, was guilty of both treason to the slave and ingratitude to God.
That spring, 1848, Daniel Drayton, the Captain of The Pearl, a sloop, was taken into custody in the lower Chesapeake for having seventy-six slaves aboard. Drayton was charged with stealing and transporting slaves.
Dr. Samuel Gridley Howe of Boston asked his friend Horace Mann to take the Drayton case in Washington. Howe wrote to him: -- No man in the country will make more out of a bad case than you can. Howe warned him, this could be dangerous. Abolitionists were under assault everywhere, and a lawyer defending the likes of Captain Drayton might very well get shot. Horace Mann was furious with Howe for talking to his wife about it, frightening her with such talk. Mary Mann told him to go ahead; it was right. She knew he had to take the case.
In court, he would show that the slaves aboard Drayton's sloop had not been stolen, but had run away. He insisted the color of one's skin was no prooof of slave status. He argued it was not larceny to induce a slave aboard a sloop. He declared slavery unconstitutional. The lower court decided against Mann, but the circuit court reversed that decision. Drayton was set free.
In the summer of 1848 Henry Thoreau joined Ellery Channining for a four day trip, on foot, through New Hampshire.
In November, Bronson Alcott and his family left Concord and moved to Boston. The following summer they'd move in with his wife's parents there, Mr. and Mrs. Samuel Joseph May, and in January, 1850, would move out of the May household into assorted other living quarters. In the summer of 1850 the Alcott family, then located on Groton Street, contracted smallpox.
Thoreau's A Week on the Concord and Merrimac Rivers was published in the spring of 1849.
California was seeking admission to the Union as a free state. Led by Henry Clay and Stephen A. Douglas, the Senate put forward the Compromise of 1850, proposing California be admitted as a free state. The other areas won from Mexico would be slave or free territories, to be determined by settlers. The slave trade would be banished in Washington, D.C., but not slavery itself. President Zachary Taylor and John C. Calhoun opposed the compromise. First Calhoun died, and then the President. Millard Fillmore, who now assumed the Presidency, supported the Compromise.
On March 7, 1850, Senastor Daniel Webster stood before the Senate, calling for the preservation of the Union. The country, he noted, had become vaster, extending across the continent, coast to coast. Webster spoke favorably of the Compromise, which then passed.
Sanborn was livid, seeing that the measure allowed anyone who owned a slave, or even claimed to own a slave, the right to seize any black for enslavement. He saw that the Compromise, nicknamed the Finality Measure, was intended to end all agitation against negro slavery forever.
Sanborn aligned himself with Northerners accusing Webster of betraying them in order to obtain the South's support, him contemplating a run for the Presidency. President Fillmore appointed Webster Secretary of State, but Webster resigned due to poor health. Sanborn bitterly accused Webster of having a fatal weakness of character which contrasted forcibly with the native strength of his understanding. He was furious that Webster had fallen away from the lofty positions he'd held earlier in his life.
Sanborn would mark Webster’s death in October, 1852 with wry pleasure, noting he died before he ever was able to cast a vote for Franklin Pierce, the pro-slavery President born and raised in their common native State, New Hampshire. Sanborn would long decry the evil Webster had done, it being at the crux of the eventual, unavoidable civil war.
In upper New York State, Gerrit Smith fiercely characterized southerners going north to seize blacks as kidnappers. He proclaimed them criminals, who deserved to be struck down in instant death. For Smith, the Civil War had started already.
The enemy was now seen to be not the slave power but the Federal Government, guilty of enacting the slave power's wishes.The Fugitive Slave Act transformed and united all abolitionists, of whatever stripe, bringing them in a common cause, a common commitment to civil resistance and to action.
In Boston, Theodore Parker spoke publicly, addressing his words to President Fillmore, who'd signed the Fugitive Slave Act into law: I am not a man who loves violence; I respect the sacredness of human life, but this I will say solemnly, that I will do all in my power to rescue any fugitive slave from the hands of any federal officer who attempts to return him to bondage. If I were the fugitive, and could escape in no other way, I would kill him with as little compunction as I would drive a mosquito from my face.
Gerrit Smith was soon leading a band of free Negroes, preachers, and farmers in the rescue of Jerry McHenry, a fugitive slave who had been seized in Syracuse, and faced being transported back to Missouri in chains. Gerritt Smith was just then in the city, presiding over a convention of Libertymen. That evening Smith and his men drove a battering ram through the police station's front doors, knocked out its windows, fetched the captive fled the scene, and packed Jerry off to Canada. Smith found the advnture altogether exhilerating. Through the next dozen years or so, he and McHenry's other liberators would gather annually to commemorate Jerry Rescue Day.
Not long after the liberation of McHenry, Smith was elected to Congress. No one could have predicted that this influential gentleman, probably the wealthiest man in Congress, would years later be led away, babbling and muttering, to an insane asylum.
Just weeks after the passage of the Compromise, Samuel Gridley Howe, respectable Director of the Perkins Institution for the Blind, spread the word around that warrants were being issued for William and Ellen Craft, a black couple who were, as it happened, parishioners in Theodore Parker's church. A Vigilance Committee was formed, the Crafts were hidden, and plans were made for enabling their escape. Just prior to their being snuck out of the country, heading for England, Parker, holding a Bible in one hand and a sword on the other, pronounced them man and wife.
Sanborn was then living, he said, footloose and fancy-free, susceptible primarily to the beauty of girls, in which, he'd noticed, few New England towns were deficient. He felt confident, all six feet four inches of him, that he cut a striking figure. Beyond his looming height, he struck many also as being startlingly handsome. His serious, elegantly chiseled face held wide, deep-set eyes under waves of black hair. He knew himself to be someone to be reckoned with. He'd never been in love, but he'd been attracted, at school or elsewhere, to this girl or that, especially to those having beautiful eyes, he said, or to those with a gift for narrative.
One afternoon in the summer of 1850, Sanborn admired two sisters in a family distantly related to his, two granddaughters of Samuel Langdon, the former Hampton Falls Parson. Catharine Cram, her sister Sarah, and their cousin Louisa Leavitt, who was also Frank's cousin, came to take tea with Frank's sisters, Sarah and Helen.
As boys were not supposed to be in the company of girls at tea time, Sanborn had gone to his room, opened his strong box, and had taken out a shiny half-dollar -- the largest coin he had. He'd then ever so quietly returned to the girls, deftly transferring the coin to Cate's purse, which had been hanging on the back of a chair in the parlor chamber. This, he proclaimed gleefully in old age, he had done all in utmost secrecy, telling nobody.
In old age Sanborn admitted openly to having had, in his youth, and beyond, no particular scheme of life. The course of his education would be meandering, shaped neither from without by his family nor from within through self-discipline. He remembered his mother scheming to approach her cousin, Senator Norris, to ask him to recommend her son be appointed a Cadet at West Point. Sanborn had told his mother, nevermind: he had no inclination to become a soldier.
In 1848, a rather exacting literary society was established in the upper half of the schoolhouse where Sanborn was a pupil. Debates were held, and a journal published: The Star of Social Reform. The Star accepted anonymous contributions from subscribers, both male and female, and the articles were read aloud at monthly meetings. In the winter of 1849/50, The Star's editor was his sisters’ friend, the lovely Cate.
Cate had a friend in Peterborough named Ariana Walker who’d also attended Mrs. Winslow's Endowed School at Tyngsboro who was, like Cate, very interested in literature. Cate showed Anna a parody written by Sanborn, titled Festus, and some ballads he had written.
Anna Walker enjoyed these so much that she sent them off to Boston to share them with a friend of hers, the twenty-six-year-old Ednah Dow Littlehale: -- I send you herewith some poetry by the author of Festus, Ariana wrote to Ednah. -- The author is a Hampton Falls boy. His name is Sanborne.
When, at sixteen, Ednah Littlehale's formal education had ended, she'd begun attending Margaret Fuller's Conversations at Elizabeth Peabody's Bookshop on West Street. Asked by Margaret Fuller, -- Is life rich to you? Ednah had responded: -- It is since I have known you.
At twenty-four, Ednah had begun attending Conversations at the West Street shop given by Bronson Alcott, a man much in the company of young women. That Ednah Littlehale was well known for being a devoted and beloved companion to Mr. Alcott, this seemed of no concern to Mrs. Bronson or their daughters.
Sanborn was pleased to learn of this, that Miss Walker had shared his poems and ballads with Miss Littlehale. He was even more pleased when high praise of his ballads appeared in a commendatory notice in the Star, submitted by one A.S.W. He begged Cate to introduce him to this admirer. Who was she, this Ariana Smith Walker?
The day came. The two first saw each other in a small church at Hampton Falls.
Ariana wrote excitedly to Ednah Littlehale, saying she’d seen Franklin Sanborn, and that he had a face like young Raphael’s.
Sanborn later summed up this initial meeting with three words: Our eyes met.
Chapter Three
On August 1st, 1850 after seeing him a second time, Ariana wrote in her diary of Frank Sanborn’s visiting her in a lighthearted mood, saying he’d been advised he ought to enter the ministry. She laughed at that, she said, not because she feared he would fail in that, but because his work in life seemed so clear, at least to her. He would be a writer.
Ariana wrote Frank on August 7th, announcing she’d again be visiting her friend Cate and the other girls in her sewing circle, including Sanborn’s sister, Helen. She said she not only looked forward to seeing Cate and her friends, but also him. She said she loved sitting under the green arches of the oaks and maples, watching the play of faces, searching the souls of those around her.
Ariana declared Cate the best of her friends -- beautiful and worthy of being loved. She declared Frank’s sister Helen, on the other hand, cold and self-centered. But, Ariana, added, she was interesting. She wanted to know what Helen’s coldness concealed.
Ariana went on to enlighten Sanborn as to his own aloofness, now distant, lost in some far distant place, now suddenly talkative -- witty and charming. Eventually, Ariana went so far as to write a report, which Cate then shared with him: The Character of F.B.Sanborn.
Ariana began by observing he was, by nature, overly analytical, his intellect predominating over his heart. She had found his imagination rich and vivid, but recognized in him a practical person, not a dreamer. She saw calmness as a large element in his nature, but sensed great fire under the ice which, if triggered, would flame forth with great power and intensity. He was apt to look on the dark side of things, she warned, but was seldom sad or despondent. She recognized his great pride, and could see how highly he valued his independence, standing alone, quite apart from others. But she knew he’d require some outside authority upon which to lean. She saw him as a religious man, despite his contempt for empty forms, devoid of spirit.
Ariana noted he had great reverence for things reverenceable. Though severe in nature, he was not more so with others than with himself. He liked many, endured most, and was at war with few. He fancied himself indifferent to praise or blame. For all his frankness, still there was much he revealed to no one. He had much intellectual enthusiasm.
She noted Frank loved wit, quickly seeing the ludicrous side of things. She knew ha had many noble aspirations. He wanted a definite end for which to strive heartily. She saw he could execute better than he planned. Impatient of wrongs, he was just as impatient with inability. But he was gentle, in spite of that. His was a nature not likely to find rest. Struggle was its native element. He wanted a steady aim, and had to work. Standing still would be impossible for him. Ariana closed by saying she recognized there were many contradictions in her analysis, but not more than were in the character of the man himself.
Ariana told Frank she’d a wonderful time at his Aunt Nancy's house, at the tea party. She wanted him to know, however, that she felt badly for the old lady, whose life she supposed was mournfully lonely. She then reeled Frank in, telling him she hoped she’d be saved from so vacant and desolate a life as that of most unmarried women. She said she’d resolved she’d steer clear of romantic entanglements, but the more she resisted this entanglement, the more drawn she was to him.
She had never met anyone like him. When he left her side, she wrote, she felt full of regret for not speaking more wisely to him. She’d look out the window, desiring to throw herself down on the cool grass below. She’d lay awake nights, thinking of him. She said he made her feel strong and free. Warm tears flowed fast.
On his side, Sanborn said the arrow of love had also wounded him.
For all that, Sanborn went, in the fall, on a long-projected walking tour of the White Mountains, even as Henry Thoreau was joining Ellery Channing in a ten-day excursion to Montreal and Quebec. Sanborn followed the same route as Henry and John Thoreau had taken in the fall of 1839. He stood on the summit of Mount Washington, covered with light snow on September 15th, and returned by the Connecticut Valley as far as Lebanon. From Concord, New Hampshire he traveled west to Pittsfield, Massachusetts, then turned east again, returning home by way of Exeter at the end of September.
Then, in accordance with a suggestion Ariana Walker had made, Sanborn arranged to study with the Exeter teacher and private tutor, John Gibson Hoyt. He would focus on Greek for a year, then enter Phillips Academy. At Exeter, Sanborn wrote verses, some of which appeared in the local paper, and composed commemorative odes for the school’s assorted celebrations.
Sanborn appreciated Ariana’s having steered him in this direction. He was as amazed by her love as he was deeply grateful for her interest in his intellectual development -- and his future. He later claimed that it was Ariana’s sympathetic interest in the oppressed that stirred his resolve to commit himself to the cause of social and political freedom. This determined, he said, which course his education took. Mr. Hoyt, beyond having a reputation as a superb tutor, was also known to be a committed abolitionist.
There was certainly no greater nor more romantic nor more unselfish a love in this world than that which Ariana felt for him, Sanborn swooned. But he admitted there was one fatal flaw in this apparently picture-perfect love affair: Ariana had a rare neurological disease that had struck suddenly in 1846, interrupting her education and making her dependent on others. Ariana’s brother George, five years older than her, gave her his constant attention and care. At first he stood like a lion in the way of Frank’s courting her, Sanborn later lamented. In time, the two would become close friends.
It was just a simple matter of time, Sanborn wrote jubilantly, before he and Ariana Walker became lovers. The affair was a well-kept secret, he revealed. The world was not supposed to learn of it. The two did not want to hear the criticisms of better-knowing people who could see, so much more clearly than the young lovers could, how many outward obstacles stood in opposition to the union of their two hearts.
By January, 1851, Sanborn's correspondence was, as he put it, incessant: the Exeter post office provided the opportunity to mail and receive letters without exciting gossip.
Sanborn had a strong sense that things happened for reasons, though there were not necessarily accompanying explanations. He noticed how one important event in one's early life seemed mysteriously to lead to another like important event, then that to a third, and so on, as if by a chain of sequences arranged beforehand. He felt his life’s path was foreordained and that there was a map of his destiny, pointing the way he should go -- not compelling him to a given course, but indicating the line of least resistance. He thanked his Hampton Falls, New Hampshire forefathers for making friends with their neighbors, which led to his meeting one of their descendants, Cate Cram and, through her, his darling Ariana Walker.
In February, Ariana reported to her friend Ednah Littlehale that Sanborn had become so much mingled in her life that it became more difficult, with each passing day, to turn her thoughts away from him. believe In March she worried about visiting Hampton Falls in the summer. Frank would have to visit her in Peterborough under pretense of making a pilgrimmage to Monadnoc which, she admitted, was not very difficult to see through.
Sanborn told her only the heart should govern in such matters. He knew her heart was his. He said that being away from her only hindered the progress of his college studies. Only the friendships he had formed at Exeter meant anything to him, he said -- and his mingling with Exeter’s more cultivated families. Professor Hoyt had been showing him around, introducing him to his circle of political friends.
Some of these people were talking about a man out in Springfield, Massachusetts, one John Brown, who’d released an extraordinary Statement of Purpose for a new group called the League of Gileadites. Agreeing to the motto In Union is Strength, this man Brown proposed there was nothing else Americans liked so well as bravery. He'd come to the conviction that there was simply nothing better he could do than to throw in his lot with colored people, as he told his wife, aiding and encouraging them without reservation or restraint.
In response to the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, Brown told blacks to arm and defend themselves against anyone's kidnapping them in order to return them to enslavement. Blacks were called on to unite and to act collectively, making clean work of their enemies. People should stand by one another so long as a single drop of blood remained, Brown said eloquently. Be hanged if you must but tell no tales out of school. Make no confession.
On February 15, 1851, Shadrach Minkins, a hotel waiter in Boston, was arrested under the terms of the Fugitive Slave Act and placed in the confines of the Boston courthouse. At lunchtime that day, a group of armed black men created a disturbance, and Shadrach was hustled to a waiting carriage bound for Concord, his first stop on the Underground Railroad before being transported to Canada. Theodore Parker spoke before the celebrating crowd that joined the Boston vigilantes at a spontaneous rally, calling the rescue the noblest deed done in Boston since the Boston Tea Party. The Concord blacksmith Edwin Bigelow, the very man who had harbored Shadrach, and who had driven him to Leominster in his flight to freedom, was a juror in the trial of those who had released Shadrach from his Boston jailers.
On April 3, 1851 the fugitive slave Thomas Sims was arrested in Boston. Though abolitionists attempted to free him, they were turned back by troops.
That spring, Ralph Waldo Emerson was hissed by Harvard students, the sons of defenders of slavery, as Sanborn called them, who worshipped Webster and Clay while despising Parker and Phillips.
Sanborn said he had never heard an abolitionist orator until April 1851, when he went to Boston to hear Theodore Parker and Wendell Phillips, whose speeches and sermons he had been reading in newspapers and in the Congressional Globe, to which his brother Charles, an assistant editor for the weekly Independent Democrat, subscribed. Frank visited his Whig uncle, Benson Leavitt, a former Boston Alderman and Acting Mayor of 1845, who was angry at his nephew’s having gone to hear Parker. To the Whigs, Parker was an utter infidel, Sanborn remembered, disorganizing and resisting what was inevitable.
Louisa May Alcott, then 18, also present at the antislavery meeting that spring, noted all the cheering going on for Shadrack and Liberty, and groaning against Webster and slavery -- all a great noise. She was ready to do anything – fight, work, hoot ,or cry. She said she’d be most ashamed of her country if Sims were taken back.
The fugitive slave Thomas Sims, defended by Bronson Alcott's cousin Samuel Sewall, was found guilty of attempting to escape his condition, slavery. The Vigilantes went to work directly, devising a rescue plan, but so many guards were assigned to Sims that the security of the prisoner appeared impenetrable, and the Vigilantes were stymied. The Unitarian Worcester minister Thomas Wentworth Higginson proposed storming the courthouse. Parker thought that a great idea, but the proposal was rejected. Then Parker suggested an attack on the ship that was to carry Sims to Georgia, which was likewise rejected. In the end it was determined nothing could be done. The Vigilance Committee raged and fumed. Their fury was complete when they heard that Sims, upon arriving back in Georgia, got a public whipping.
The Sims Case left Thomas Wentworth Higginson with the impression that it was probably just about time for another revolution. He said it felt very strange to him to find himself outside established institutions, obliged to lower his voice and conceal his purpose. He saw law and order, police and military, on the wrong side. Good citizenship had become a sin, and bad citizenship a duty.
On April 23, 1851, Thoreau lectured on The Wild in Concord. He apologized for not standing up and denouncing the Fugitive Slave Act instead.
Emerson read odious news in each day's paper. Infamy had fallen on Massachusetts. He resolved Americans ought to be focusing all of their energy and attention on just this one thing: opposing the Fugitive Slave Law.
Chapter Four
In the spring of 1851, having finished his freshman studies for Harvard at Exeter Academy, Sanborn resolved he’d go visit the great man, Ralph Waldo Emerson. He’d just show up, and see what came of that. He’d been hearing about Emerson since early childhood. He’d also read him -- in fragments. Now, in April, early in the morning, Sanborn left Sudbury with a schoolmate and walked to Concord. The two went first to the bridge and the battle-monument, then on to the Old Manse. Bracing himself, Sanborn now headed straight for Emerson's house, his friend following behind, hard put to keep up.
Emerson’s door was wide open. Sanborn saw a little girl coming down the stairs, who he supposed was Emerson’s daughter, Ellen, then twelve years old. He did not see Emerson that day. Two years later, at the end of his sophomore year in college, Sanborn would again boldly call on the man, and introduce himself.
That summer, in 1851, even as her friend George Ripley's Utopian experiment Brook Farm faced certain closure, Elizabeth Peabody's unique Boston bookshop shut its doors. Elizabeth delivered all the store's remaining books, and assorted scattered piles of leftover copies of The Dial, to her brother Nathaniel, who had in the meantime opened his own apothecary shop.
In the fall, a fugitive slave from Virginia, Henry Williams, took shelter in Concord, in the home of the Thoreaus. Henry Thoreau set out to get a ticket for him at the railway station but there saw a man who so looked and behaved like a Boston policeman, he said, that he thought it best to be cautious, and waiting patiently until such time as it seemed safe for him to go forward with the purchase of a ticket for a train going north to Burlington, Vermont, from which Williams would go on to Canada.
Sanborn entered Harvard as a sophomore in September. He was still under age, he noted, also bragging that he had such a good a reputation for scholarship that it caused other scholars in the sophomore class to tremble. They feared he’d be a troublesome rival in the strife for honors, he said. But, Sanborn humbly submitted, he had no such ambition.
Sanborn’s admission to Harvard coincided with its most turbulent political era, what with pro- and anti-slavery sentiments tending to tear everyone and everything apart. Sanborn was gratified to find allies at Harvard. For one thing, through his impending 1854 marriage to Ariana Smith Walker, he’d become kinsman to Harvard’s liberal Christian President, James Walker, who’d give Sanborn permission to miss Sunday services in the College Chapel in order to go hear the scandalous preachings of Theodore Parker at Boston's Music Hall.
Sanborn lived inroom 16, Holworthy Hall, from September, 1852 to March, 1855. He was neither shy nor antisocial, making friends easily, without ever tending to exaggerate his own importance, he said. Whatever came along was fine with him, he said, so long as it provided occasion for learning human nature and practicing social good humor. And yet, he knew he was different from most people -- free of ambition. He did not yearn for wealth, he said. He did not seek leadership. He did not want to pursue a high station in world affairs. He said that such leadership as he wanted (and he could see that educated men certainly were expected to take the lead, somehow or other) had only to do with authentic character, not mere ambition.
He knew this much, he said: he would not be domineered over. He saw no reason why he should take his opinions from the majority, or even from the cultivated minority, or from any source other than his own much considering mind. He admitted to a certain level of pride in him, but insisted his pride was a respectable sin compared to what was worse -- and far more common -- vanity.
In July, 1852, after visiting his uncle Benjamin on Charter Street, Sanborn called on Harriet Beecher Stowe, who was visiting her brother, the Reverend Edward Beecher, then a preacher in Boston's North End. She was at the height of her fame, Sanborn recalled. She was the author of Uncle Tom's Cabin, one of the epoch-making books of the nineteenth century which, after coming out serially in Dr. Bailey's National Era at Washington in 1851 and 1852, was published as a book, selling more than a quarter-million copies within a year and a half.
Harriet and Edward were two of thirteen children fathered by Lyman Beecher who, beyond being already widely known as the arch-enemy of Unitarianism, was then gaining reknown as the embattled antislavery President of Cincinnati's Lane Seminary. His daughter Harriet and her husband Calvin were only too glad to leave the city: Harriet described Cincinatti as a city divided – divided by thieves, thugs, slave kidnappers, and arsonists -- a mayhem of corruption interrupted only by outbreaks of cholera.
The two had moved from Cincinnati to Brunswick, Maine, where Calvin had accepted a professorship at Bowdoin College. -- It was there that God dictated my great book to me, Harriet said later, admitting also that the book was much watered down from the original manuscript. She said she'd eventually edited out not only a good portion of what God had dictated, but also much of what she'd gathered in a visit south to Kentucky years before, as well as a good chunk of what she'd learned from abolitionists, escaped slaves, and slave kidnappers through the 18 years she'd lived in Cincinatti.
Stowe knew she could not publish what God had helped her shape. She'd face disgrace herself, or be charged with some crime or other, should she take it upon herself to reveal the disgrace of slaves being bought and sold like chattel, families ripped apart, unspeakable hardships endured. A stronger book, Stowe worried, would find no readers in America, there being no stomachs strong enough, apart from slaveholders', for digesting the truth.
There simply were no fashionable or dainty words available to a writer for telling of slaves fettered by leashes, iron manacles, balls-and-chains, stripped and pilloried, ears nailed to yokes, backs clawed by wire bristles, wounds salted with hot lard, tar, brine, or turpentine, limbs and organs squeezed by red-hot metal pincers, teeth extracted by horseshoe pliers, eyes goudged out by slaveholders' thumbs or by dirty spoons, backs whipped by knotted ropes, ox hide strips, or woodplanks riddled with screws, bolts, and spurs, even stuffed, naked and bleeding, into three foot high cubicles topped in glistening tin, to be set out by their righteous masters to be baked alive by the sun.
American readers were ripe for Stowe's book, such as it was. Watered down though it may have been, still it was strong stuff, igniting controversy.
Meanwhile, in Concord, Nathaniel and Sophia Hawthorne had quietly bought from the Alcotts, and Emerson, the house the Alcotts had called Hillside, which originally had been known as the Cogswell house. The Hawthornes renamed the house and property Wayside. hawthorne was prospering financially, resulting form the success of his Scarlet Letter and The House of Seven Gables. On moving into his new house, Sanborn noted cynically, the successful author held a big reception for his friend, General Franklin Pierce, so that the Democratic candidate for President could be more widely introduced to his New England partisans.
It was 1852, the year Daniel Webster died. Mark Twain was seventeen, living in Hannibal, Missouri, contributing to his brother's newspaper. Ariana Walker now wrote from Boston, excitedly telling Sanborn in New Hampshire of her joy in being swept up into the growing clamor of the cultural conversation going on all around her there. Individuals all have their own particular insanity, she noted. Hers was for persons. She was a little mad on that subject, she said. People -- not just friends only -- gave her more subtle pleasure even than music. At the moment of her writing, she said, there were a half a dozen people around her, talking. She found the conversation intoxicating -- the wine of life. She wished he could hear Bronson Alcott talk of Emerson. Alcott looked on Emerson as almost a descendant of the gods, ranking him among the old Greek philosophers: there was Pythagoras, Plato, then a dearth. After many ages, Emerson dawned.
Sanborn envied her these glimpses into the world of literature, music, and intimate friendliness – a world into which he’d soon be entering, he noted. So soon as his college examinations were over, he headed for home, Hampton Falls, where Ariana would also soon arrive. They spent a month together, spending much of their time with those of her friends who were privy to their engagement. Ariana, Frank noted, was unusually well. Her new interest in life seemed to have given to her illness a favorable change. The two enjoyed the lovely August days, taking afternoon walks, going to evening parties, and occasionally taking a carriage to Hampton Beach.
Later that year Sanborn was introduced, by Ariana's good friend Ednah Littlehale, to the Alcott family, then living on Pinckney Street, Boston, where Louisa and Anna would open a school in the front parlor. Sanborn said that all through Littlehale's ceremonious introduction of him to the family, Louisa sat silent in the background of the family circle, her serious, expressive face and large, dark, melancholy eyes fixed on the visitors. Sanborn was delighted to join the family for their vegetarian evening meal, entirely captivated by the magnificent presence of sagacious, white-haired Bronson.
A new generation of Harvard students, despite their school's rejection of rebel Transcendentalists, or because of it, looked for new visions and ideals from Alcott, as well as from George Ripley and Ralph Waldo Emerson. These seemed to them to be the new leaders, men worth studying and emulating. Among the searchers was a Divinity School student, Moncure Conway, 22, the son of a Virginia plantation owner who befriended the engaging six-foot-five Sanborn. Conway found Sanborn's intelligence and enthusiasm to be quite as remarkable as his soaring height. Upon meeting the colorful abolitionist conversationalist Alcott, Conway abandoned his inherited pro-slavery sentiments and sought Alcott out at every opportunity. Later, as a Unitarian minister, editor, lecturer, abolitionist agitator, and patron of the arts, Conway would, like Sanborn, promote Alcott's reputation and give generous aid to the family through many years to come.
It was at this juncture, Sanborn said, that he got to know Theodore Parker, Boston's best-known Unitarian firebrand, and orator, a determined abolitionist who had listened attentively to hundreds of stories told him by fugitive slaves. Every negro in Boston was said to know or have met the preacher, Parker.
On July 5th Thoreau wrote his sister Sophia to say he had heard Mr. Pierce, the presidential candidate, had been in town visiting Nathaniel Hawthorne, whose college chum he was, and that Hawthorne was writing a life of him for electioneering purposes. Hawthorne in fact was at work on a political biography of Pierce, who reward him after his election by making him the United States consul in Liverpool.
Both Whigs and Democrats had taken their time settling on candidates. The Whig party, having succeeded in putting General Zachary Taylor in the White House in 1848, now chose as their candidate another Mexican War hero, General Winfield Scott. The Democrats picked for their candidate the obscure New Hampshire Senator, Franklin Pierce. As both parties supported the Compromise of 1850, debate over slavery seemed reckless, so instead the two sides went at each other over personality differences, Pierce's camp calling Scott a pompous ass. Pierce at 48 was known to have a drinking problem, so Scott and the Whigs went at him that way, praising Pierce as the hero of many a well-fought bottle.
For all that Pierce, denounced as a northern man having southern principles, was elected President.
Sanborn noted that he’d changed his residence to Cambridge while attending Harvard, but had maintained his right to vote in his native town in New Hampshire. It was there, under the law, that his washing and mending was done. His first vote was to be cast not that November, he noted, but in the New Hampshire state election that followed the inauguration of President Pierce.
In December Louisa May Alcott wrote of her going to the Boston Music Hall in order to hear Theodore Parker, whose lectures Sanborn was now attending regularly. He couldn't resign himself to the rote of routine coursework, feeling he just wasn't learning much worthwhile from his assorted Harvard professors.
Sanborn claimed he was more indebted to Concord than to Harvard. For all its history and obvious advantages, he said cynically, still it lagged. Though Sanborn would become the editor of The Harvard Magazine, he would later remember nothing in particular from the experience, except how much work he had put into it. If he was making any progress in life, he felt, it could only be attributed to his reading Emerson and listening to Alcott or Parker. The best influence on him, he said, was spending time with Ariana Walker, his Anna, to whom he'd become engaged. To love her, he said, that was the best liberal education.
The two lovers now announced their engagement, following a harsh recurrence of Anna's mysterious illness. They’d be married, Sanborn promised, so soon as his college coursework was concluded and his position in the world established.
In the spring of 1853, the Hawthornes left Concord for Liverpool, where Nathaniel would serve four years as Consul. Sanborn said it was then that he came to be familiar with the widow, Mrs. Horace Mann, who now moved, with her three sons, into the house vacated by the Hawthornes.
Around this same time Sanborn also got to know Dr. Samuel Gridley Howe. He also made the acquaintance of Thomas Wentworth Higginson, who’d sometimes preached in Hampton Falls when he'd been a minister in nearby Newburyport. Sanborn called on Whittier in Amesbury, and heard Longfellow lecture at Harvard. When he became the secretary of Harvard’s Hasty Pudding Club in 1853, he donated several of Theodore Parker's books and pamphlets, along with some women's suffrage tracts, to their library. All of the records he kept for the club, he reported, as was required by the club's rules, were written in verse.
In July, 1853, Sanborn walked from Cambridge to Concord to introduce myself to Emerson. He found the great man sitting in the study, wearing simple clothes, looking like he’d just come from working in the garden. His shoes were scuffed and dirty. Though Sanborn had brought no letter of introduction, Emerson received him courteously. He plied Sanborn with questions about Harvard which, he said, had lately turned a cold shoulder to him. He said he hoped to see a good crop of mystics emerging from Harvard. Sanborn later said he had no memory of how he’d responded, but it was trifling enough, no doubt.
Emerson always kept a hopeful eye open on young men who sympathized with his poetry or philosophy, Sanborn said. He especially liked those who valued the likes of Bronson Alcott, whose monologues, Emerson said, always made him think of Don Quixote.
That October, as Alcott set out for a midwestern lecture tour, Sanborn returned to Concord with four of his school chums -- to consult the oracle, as Sanborn put it. They spent the afternoon talking with Emerson and his family. There was plenty to talk about afterwards, Sanborn remembered later, as he and his friends walked way back through Lexington and West Cambridge to their Harvard dorm rooms, which they reached at around two in the morning.
In November a free negro woman stayed at the Thoreau home while trying to raise funds to purchase her husband from his Virginia owner who, Thoreau indignantly observed, stood to make a $200 dollar profit. Despite his again having been elected curator of the Concord Lyceum, he refused, feeling he wouldn't be able to find, for lack of paying adequately, potential lecturers.
In Worcester, Thomas Wentworth Higginson took in his sister-in-law Ellen Channing and her children. Her husband Ellery, the Concord poet, seemed to prefer going out on long walking excursions with Henry Thoreau to spending time with his annoying wife and four children. Both Emerson and Thoreau found oft-cranky Channing, officially listed in a Concord census as a do-nothing, genuinely entertaining. It was said Channing's best friend was his dog, Professor, who reportedly had a better sense of humor, and a better knowledge of nature, than his master.
For years the Channings, first in their cottage on Punkawtasset Hill and then in their village house on Main Street across from the Thoreaus, had kept up the appearance of domestic tranquility, Ellen feeding and clothing her brood with funding that came in from Channing's father. But now they'd reached an impasse, and Ellen had moved out. She and the children stayed first at the Higginson home, until April, before moving to an apartment in Dorchester. The Channings would be reconciled one year later. Their fifth child, Edward, fated to become a Harvard professor and Pulitzer-Prize winner, would be born in June.
1854 would see Commodore Matthew C. Perry negotiate the treaty that would open Japan to the West, even as some 13,000 Chinese would arrive to go to work on the transcontinental railroad. Bronson Alcott would return from his midwest lecture tour with a one dollar profit.
In May,1854, Stephen Douglas introduced to Congress the bill establishing Kansas and Nebraska as territories whose legislatures would decide whether they'd be slave or free. Under the Popular Sovereignty clause of the Kansas-Nebraska Act, it was expected Nebraska would choose to be free, with the opposite holding true for Kansas, despite the game-rules set down in the Missouri Compromise. Opponents of the act began to coalesce into a new political party, its members calling themselves Republicans. New England Abolitionists rushed to finance the sending of likeminded antislavery settlers into Kansas. Bloody fights and raids between pro- and antislavery settlements erupted. Separate territorial governments were established, one slave and one free. Each had its own capital. Though he represented only a minority, the territorial governor was appointed by President Pierce and could officially recognize only the proslavery government.
In Boston, a fugitive slave named Anthony Burns was arrested. Three Virginia bounty hunters caught him peering into a jewelry store window. They couldn't legally make an arrest but, as Deputy U.S. Marshall A. O. Butman had happened along, they pointed to Burns, triggering Butman's running at once into Brigham's saloon to call for help. Burns, six feet tall with a deformed hand and a scarred cheek, was conveyed first to the Boston Court House, then into the jury room of the United States Court. There, one Colonel Suttler took off his hat, made a bow, and asked, How do you do, Mr. Burns? Why did you run away from me?
Burns said he’d fallen asleep aboard the vessel he worked on, and before he woke up, he said, the ship had set sail, and carried him off. On hearing that, the colonel laughed, put his hat back on, and turned away. Burns was locked up. The thirty-nine year old Boston lawyer Richard Henry Dana, Jr., bestselling author of Two Years before the Mast, volunteered his services. Burns turned him down, feeling there'd be even greater hell to pay in Virginia if, in New England, he attempted to resist arrest. Dana nevertheless threw himself into spreading the word that Burns, a fugitive slave, was in custody.
An ad hoc vigilance committee rally was organized, which included forty-four year-old Unitarian preacher Theodore Parker, fifty-three year-old advoacte for deaf, blind, and mute, Samuel Gridley Howe, 42 year-old abolitionist agitator Wendell Phillips, and thirty year-old vigilantee minister Thomas Wentworth Higginson. Over sixty people attended the meeting at Faneuil Hall that evening. Higginson tried his best to excite the crowd into attacking the courthouse but, when it was put to a vote, the plan lost three to one.
To the Court House! a voice called out in opposition to the vote. To the Court House!
The Hall dissolved into turmoil, Concord's do-nothing poet Ellery Channing storming out shoulder to shoulder with Samuel Gridley Howe, Phillips, Parker, Higginson and whites and blacks enough to tear down the courthouse. They smashed open the front doors and rushed up the stairs, even as club-swinging policemen came rushing down. Higginson was clubbed in the face. A shot was fired, killing an officer. Attackers following Higginson fled the scene. Cowards! Higginson shouted after them. Is it you who will you defeat us now?
Military reinforcements arrived. Soldiers with drawn bayonets encircled Burns, keeping the crowd at by, escorting him to the ship that would return him to his bondage the next day. Flags flew at half-mast amid buildings draped in black. What a lot of folks! Burns remarked, just to see a colored man walk down the street.
Parker, Higginson, Phillips, and others were indicted by the federal government for their conspiring to foment rebellion. The Phi Beta Kappa Harvard
graduate, master of seven languages, and Unitarian minister, Higginson, was named in the bill of particulars as the number-one culprit in the unlawful and riotous attack against the Federal Court House with a battering ram.
He did fire and discharge sundry firearms, the indictment charged, and he did utter loud cries and huzzahs to the great terror and disturbance of diverse citizens. The judge dismissed the indictment on a technicality.
In the spring, Emerson opened up his study for a formal conversation with Bronson Alcott. Some young men arrived from Harvard, mostly from the divinity school. Among them was one of Sanborn’s college friends, Edwin Morton of Plymouth. Morton had seen Brook Farm from the inside, as his father and uncle had invested money there, -- money which was lost (as was most of the money that was contributed). On this May afternoon, between 2 and 3 o'clock, Sanborn and his colleagues gathered in the Emerson library. Emerson opened the conversation by raising the question, could literature be, in America, a young man's occupation and bread-winner? Sanborn reported Emerson felt confident it could.
From this topic they then turned to consider Harvard professors and those who had preceded them -- Longfellow, George Ticknor, Edward Everett, and Jones Very. Emerson had edited two essays of Very's in 1839 and also, while the slightly insane poet was in the McLean Asylum, a selection from his sonnets. After Very left McLean’s, Emerson told Sanborn afterwards, he was only too lamentably sane, and never wrote a good verse again. Sanborn would meet the disturbed poet years afterwards, at his home in Salem, and feel the full force of Emerson's remark: The fire of spirituality in him had died out, Sanborn could see. Nothing but the pale ashes remained.
That summer, Thoreau was focusing his attention on abolitionist issues. On the 4th of July, Thoreau went before the Anti-Slavery Convention in Framingham to deliver his fiery lecture, Slavery in Massachusetts. Sanborn’s Harvard colleague Moncure Conway reported Thoreau had opened with the simple words, You have my sympathy. It is all I have to give you, but you may find it important to you. It was at this Anti-Slavery Convention that the radical abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison publicly burned the United States Constitution, calling it an agreement with hell and a covenant with death.
In August Thoreau received the first official copy of Walden, the title page proclaiming Thoreau's intent to brag as lustily as chanticleer in the morning, accompanied by a picture of the cabin drawn by his sister, Sophia. Sanborn knew Thoreau was critical of his sister's artwork, recommending just a slight alteration, chiefly in the door, in the wide projection of the roof at the front. He may also have noticed her trees were firs and not pines, Sanborn said, with a few deciduous trees that did not then grow in Concord.
Immediately on the publication of Walden, Thomas Wentworth Higginson shot off a letter, heartily thanking Thoreau for sending him his comments on slavery. These Thoreau had shared at the Framingham gathering. I need hardly add my thanks, Higginson wrote, for a copy of your book Walden, which I have been awaiting for so many years.
And now, in late August, after the years of their own waiting, the two lovers, Franklin Benjamin Sanborn and Ariana Smith Walker were wed -- eight days before she died.
Chapter Five
It was her wish that we should be married, Sanborn wrote, when her death was seen to be near. The two were now united in name, he said -- as they had been in spirit from their first sight of each other. She died in my arms, the young widower and future reporter recorded, in her father's house in Peterborough, where her maternal relatives had settled in the middle of the last century.
Sanborn would preserve and cherish her letters and a treasured lock of her hair all his life. He said her voice remained ever with him: she spoke to him. He would now speak, and live, not only for himself but also for his beloved, departed Ariana.
Though deemed a hale and hardy forward-looking man of vigor, never far from the now melancholy mourner's thoughts would be the meek, the frail, the ailing, the dying, and the dead. Within months of Ariana's death, he would investigate the costs affiliated with having her body exhumed. The mourning Emerson had done this, wanting again to see his son, having been unable to accept as reality the infant's death and burial. As for Sanborn, he would not go forward with his plan.
The enormous burden of his grief was eased only by his investing himself in his expanding personal preoccupations and public responsibilities. He was now a teacher, and a committed antislavery man. He could hear Anna: she told him to go on, to go forward.
The stirring conversation over slavery grew every day more furious. Sanborn wanted just to jump in and get straight to the heart of it, righting the unacceptable, despicable injury done the nation by Daniel Webster's pro-slavery betrayal. There was one conclusion Daniel Webster had drawn that the angry young man agreed with: -- The United States is the greatest nation in the world, Webster had declared; -- and Massachusetts is the greatest state in the United States; and Concord is the greatest town in Massachusetts.
On September 7, 1854, Sanborn wrote to his wife’s uncle, Reverend James Walker, President of Harvard University, explaining he’d been absent because he’d married Ariana on the 23rd of August and, on the 31st, she ceased to be mortal. He hoped his kinsman, Dr. Walker, would understand that he was, for the present, in no fit state to continue his studies at Cambridge, though he intended to return by the first of November, if not sooner. But this would be up to President Walker, who could condemn him, and even expel him, for having wilfully broken that college law which forbids marriage.
Under the circumstances, Sanborn hoped, his actions would not be construed as an offense. He desired, both for his own sake and to comply with Ariana’s wishes, to return to Cambridge to join his class and resume his course of study. He volunteered to make up all omitted recitations, with a view to retaining his class ranking. He also pleaded to keep the scholarship he’d been granted. He very diplomatically added that he did not presume to believe he had a claim to these things, except as favors.
Sanborn remained through the fall at his father's farm in Hampton Falls, gathering his strength. He returned to college in October.
On November 2nd, he again sought out Emerson. He took a train to Concord, arriving at two in the afternoon. Emerson was just back from visiting Keene, New Hampshire. The two sat by the dining room fireplace and talked about Stonehenge. Then they went out for a walk. Emerson started telling Sanborn all about Thoreau’s enthusiastic new admirer from England, Thomas Cholmondeley, a graduate of Oxford, a student of philosophy in Germany, and the author of a book titled Ultima Thule, about New Zealand. He’d come to Concord on October 1st, and was staying at the Thoreau house, where Mrs. Thoreau sometimes took in lodgers.
While they were walking, speaking of Cholmondely, the man himself walked up. Emerson invited him to come to his house for dinner that evening and Cholmondely turned back toward the town. Sanborn and Emerson continued walking over the pastures and through pine groves, until they came to Walden Pond. They stood on the train tracks, then walked along the south shore to Emerson's woodland. They went back along the pond’s east shore just as the sun was setting. The turned rose, purple, and cool blue. A full moon rose over the trees. Emerson proposed Sanborn come to Concord to live. He could take over the school John and Henry Thoreau had once kept.
Back at the house, Mrs. Emerson served them tea. Sanborn couldn’t stay for dinner. Emerson gave him a copy of Thoreau's Walden and spoke compassionately, through only a few simple words, of Sanborn’s recent loss. He took the train to Boston and spent an hour at Theodore Parker's. Late at night, under the full moon's brightness, he walked back to Cambridge.
So there it was, Sanborn wrote. Emerson had proposed I take charge, in the spring, of the small school where I began my eight years of school-keeping
He talked the matter over with his family and friends and found he had good reasons for accepting the proposal. His sister Sarah had been a successful teacher, but had fallen into low spirits and ill health. He now proposed that Sarah should go with him him to Concord, to assist him in the school.
Here I was, Sanborn said, just twenty-three, asked to take charge of a new, private school in Concord. I was still in college! But Dr. Walker gave him a lot of leeway. Sanborn took a leave of absence and went to Concord to find an apartment and call on some of the parents of his prospective pupils. Emerson knew that Ellery Channing had some rooms available, him living alone in a big house opposite the Thoreau home on Main Street. He personally escorted Sanborn to Channing's house. He knocked on the door, then called up to Channing in his little garret study. He spends his time writing poetry up there, Emerson whispered. He’s given over the best room in the house, downstairs, to his housekeeper.
Emerson helped arrange things so that Frank and his sister would have use of Channing’s parlor. The best room in the house would be relinquished by the housekeeper to Sarah, and Frank would get a small chamber situated over the east entry. A huge guest room would also be made available to them, with the stipulation that Channing should have access to the room when he received visitors -- which was almost never.
In the meantime, Sanborn remained humbly ensconced in his Harvard student's quarters. He remembered returning from a lecture by Louis Agassiz one evening that winter to be surprised by Amos Bronson Alcott waiting for him in the tiny room. The two talked together for just a few minutes, then Sanborn volunteered to take him out. At dinner, they spoke of Agassiz and science, Alcott complaining that naturalists wrongly began their every investigation with matter. They should begin with Spirit, he insisted.
After, back in Sanborn’s room, Alcott shared his memories of Ariana Walker. Many of his formal Conversations in Boston had been written down, some by Ednah Littlerhale. One of them, he knew, Anna had recorded. Miss Walker caught the spirit, Alcott praised her. He'd called her Annie. He'd found her not only interesting, but extraordinary. At his suggestion she’d read Thoreau's Walden and had criticized the book intelligently, which Alcott had much appreciated.
In November, Sanborn visited Alcott. They talked for a while up in his study, then went down for a vegetarian dinner. Alcott spoke of his hometown, Woolcott, Connecticut, and of clockmaking (in Woolcott, the clockmaking center of the world, Alcott had worked an entire year, without monetary gain, putting clocks together).
On the first Saturday that December, in the afternoon, Sanborn walked with Alcott and Thomas Cholmondeley to Monroe's Bookstore to get, for Cholmondeley, a book of Ellery Channing's Poems. Afterwards, Sanborn strode over to Mrs. Clarke's boarding house to see about getting some of her famous fresh, hot tea.
Early in December, on a Saturday, Sanborn walked to Boston to visit Leavitt & Company, fishdealers, operating out of Boston's Philadelphia Packet Pier. His uncle, Benson Leavitt, had some bad news for him from Hampton Falls, New Hampshire. He’d learned that Sanborn’s parents were proposing drastic alterations to the family homestead. This hit Sanborn hard. No one had asked him. There was so much there still too dear, even sacred, to him. The place held priceless memories. He could still remember sitting with his Anna there, reading Shakespeare under a bright moon through many a splendid summer evening.
Benson Leavitt tried to cheer him up, inviting Frank to have dinner with him in his Woburn home. He assured his melancholy nephew that time was the great healer. The pain in Frank's aching heart, he said, would pass. Frank never would have guessed this process would begin that same day. He walked into his uncle’s home and there was his cousin, his uncle’s lovely, admiring daughter, Louisa -- the same Louisa who’d been present when Sanborn had first met their cousin Cate Langdon, through whom he’d met Ariana Walker.
Bronson Alcott was quick to see that a change had come over Sanborn. He showed up at Sanborn’s door the following week, merrily observing Frank’s apparent good mood. He invited Frank and his friend Edwin Morton to come have dinner with him that night. He said the Englishman Cholmondeley would be there, and he hoped the two young men would break bread with them. The two then went over to Morton's place on Massachusetts Avenue, where Morton was furiously scribbling page after page of notes on Thoreau. Alcott had a look over his shoulder. Thoreau is a beast, he said. He was now living life, both by day and by night, as the beasts did, living so close to nature that the brutes would do right to appoint him their king.
Neither Sanborn nor Morton joined Alcott and Cholmondeley for dinner that night but when Alcott invited them to join him at the Albion Club the next Saturday, they agreed to go along. When Saturday came along, Alcott told them to go the Albion without him. Alcott did show up eventually. At that point, the group was hotly discussing the controversial Henry David Thoreau. Those present drew in closer around the table, enjoying the apples, nuts, and wine. Alcott quoted Professor William T. Harris on Thoreau, repeating what they’d all heard before, if Emerson had not so spoiled him, he'd have made a good naturalist.
That evening, Sanborn went to Theodore Parker's, staying an hour, listening to Parker's summary of French law before and after the Revolution. He returned alone to Cambridge via the river and silent streets. He didn’t get to bed until midnight.
The following Wednesday, Sanborn met with Cholmondeley at Mrs. Manning's on Linden Street, near Harvard. The two parted, then met again later in Morton's room, warmed by a blazing fire. Cholmondeley talked the whole evening, telling of England's adventures colonizing the earth. He said those days would soon be over.
The next day Sanborn went back for still more of Cholmondeley’s talk in Morton's room. At sundown, the three walked over the bridge from Cambridge into Boston to hear Wendell Phillips speak. Sanborn walked over to Theodore Parker's to see if he might get a free pass, so that Cholmondeley could join them at Wendell Phillips' sold-out lecture that night. Parker told Sanborn Phillips had given away all his spare tickets. Now Edwin Morton came in, and Sanborn hit on an idea: Cholmondeley could go with Ednah Littlehale and Edwin’s sister Helen. Sanborn said he was sure Helen had a spare ticket. She did. And so they all did go together to hear Phillips, who advocated disunion as the only remedy against submitting to the slave power.
After the lecture, Sanborn departed with Morton and Cholmondeley for Parker's, where he and Cholmondeley spoke together while Morton sang. It was almost eleven at night when they got to the Albion, where Cholmondeley treated everyone to dinner. They sat and talked until midnight, at which time Morton made a toast, To The Pilgrim Fathers! Cholmondeley took it up, saying, Yes! And may the spirit which brought them here, return again to England, and may we have a Commonwealth, if not as great as yours, at least as happy and as well ordered. They all drank heartily to that. Frank reported he wasn’t back in his room and in his bed until some time after two in the morning.
On Christmas Eve, a Sunday, Sanborn arranged to stay at Mrs. Clarke's boardinghouse, then went to visit Bronson Alcott at his place before going on to an evening church service. Alcott was very pleased to see Sanborn, as he’d found the note he’d mentioned to Sanborn -- Ariana’s note to Alcott concerning Thoreau’s writings. Sanborn was moved by Alcott’s generosity and tenderness in simply sharing this.
The next morning Sanborn got up early, had breakfast, and headed over to the Orange Street wharf to bid Cholmondeley good-bye, but the talkative Cholmondeley didn’t appear to be going anywhere. By the time Sanborn finally broke away to head to the depot to catch the train going north to Peterborough, he found he was too late. Upset with himself, he set out on his two good long legs for nowhere in particular, and ended up at Commercial Wharf talking with James Russel Lowell's nephew Charley, who had a shop there. He returned to Mrs. Clarke's to arrange to stay over another night before again heading out, this time to East Boston, to attend a lecture being given by Emerson. To his surprise, Cholmondeley was there. Sanborn wondered if he would ever actually depart, keeping his word, going off to fight for England in the disastrous Crimean war.
After the lecture, Sanborn joined Emerson in his carriage, riding with him to the American House, where Emerson was staying. Along the way, Emerson reassured Sanborn that his proposal, that Sanborn should teach in Concord, was still on.
Early in the new year, 1855, Sanborn connected again with Bronson Alcott, this time in Cambridge, at Bartlett's bookshop. As editor of The Harvard Magazine, Sanborn had printed Morton's review of Thoreau's Week on the Concord and Merrimac Rivers and Walden. Alcott was pleased. Back in Cambridge, Sanborn gave Morton this news. Morton insisted they set out to visit Alcott together. The three then went to Bartlett's Bookshop, where Morton and Sanborn looked over a magazine that Alcott then took with him when they left the store. They were astonished, thinking they’d caught him, in his poverty and old age, succumbing to petty thievery, but Alcott, laughing merrily, explained he had a special arrangement with the store’s owner.
In mid-January, Sanborn called on Professor Wadsworth Longfellow in his parlor, where a late afternoon woodfire was burning in the ample fireplace. Outside, it was snowing, but within, Sanborn reported, all was bright, cheerful, and elegant. At six, he rose to go. Longfellow urged him to stay. Sanborn told him he knew that young men tended to receive more pleasure from such pilgrimages than they gave. Longfellow smiled and said this same feeling had prevented him from going to see Goethe in Germany. For that, he said, he’d long been sorry.
Mrs. Longfellow now served tea and joined them in talking about Spiritualism, but Sanborn seemed to be proccupied, his thoughts elsewhere. At eight, Sanborn suddenly but politely excused himself and departed, stomping through the snow, reeling and spinning with new resolve. Why, that was it! He'd go abroad; he'd study in Germany!
First, after giving his last recitation for the term, Sanborn went home. He went out of Boston along the north shore, and traveled north for three weeks of relaxation in Hampton Falls. There, he dashed off a note to Henry Thoreau who, in mid-January, had visited Cambridge to drop off worms for a librarian, Thaddeus William Harris, and to leave a complimentary copy of A Week on the Concord and Merrimac Rivers with Sanborn. Thoreau had made a flying visit to Sanborn’s room in Holworthy Hall, Sanborn remembered. He’d left a book with him for Edwin Morton. Sanborn acknowledged his receipt of the book on January 30th, praising Thoreau for the marvellous beauty of his descriptions. Thinking to be clever -- trickier than the trickster --he wrote that whenever he was asked what he thought of Thoreau’s philosophy, he was apt to answer that it was not worth a straw.
From Hampton Falls, Sanborn traveled to Lowell, to Peterborough, Keene, Northampton, Springfield and Worcester. He recorded his enjoying a pleasant week with Anna's brother George, in Springfield, Massachusetts, reading the first two cantos of Dante's Inferno together. In Worcester, he visited the vigilante minister, Thomas Wentworth Higginson who, after a pleasant walk with Sanborn one fine morning, wrote a correspondent, -- We had a pleasant visit from the most interesting young man of the day: Frank Sanborn, a Senior at Cambridge, and editor of the Harvard Magazine. He is three inches above my head and very handsome, a person of great talent and noble character. Did you never hear of his romantic engagement, marriage, and bereavement? He is only twenty-three.
He got back to Boston and Cambridge on Thursday night, March 1st. On the 10th, he went in the afternoon to the Albion to speak with Emerson about starting up the college preparatory school in Concord. On March 13th, he got a definite written proposition, which even named his salary. Finding the salary ample, taken in connection with the advantages of the place and the prospects of the school, Sanborn accepted the job gladly, adding only that he hoped he could employ his sister Sarah as an assistant, which would give some Sanborn extra free time, which he’d be needing to keep up with his ongoing college studies. On these terms, he said, he’d be ready to open the school on Monday, March 26th.
On March 19th, Sanborn wrote to Harvard’s President Walker, petitioning for a leave of absence, in order to take charge of a School in Concord. He said he hoped to get permission to keep his present rank, and to graduate with his class. I begin at Concord next Monday, he wrote. He said he was sorry to be leaving Cambridge but, really, could he do otherwise than to accept such a good and pleasing proposal?
Sanborn would graduate seventh in his Harvard Class of 1855. He would decline his election to the Phi Beta Kappa society, denouncing it as an unjustifiable little intellectual aristocracy. He would keep his promise to Ariana and to himself -- to get his Bachelor of Arts degree. But he wouldn’t look back. He’d already moved on to other things.
Chapter Six
Sanborn arrived in Concord at nightfall, on March 24, 1855, the Saturday before the Monday on which his school was scheduled to open. He took a room at Colonel Holbrook's Inn. Though Holbrook was appointed Democratic Customhouse Officer in Boston, he still kept up his Concord tavern. That Saturday night when Sanborn arrived, Mr. And Mrs. Holbrook were awaiting the arrival of their son from California, but he had not come. Because of that, Sanborn noted, the couple seemed to receive Sanborn all the more pleasantly -- because he was their son's age.
The night was cold. His room was without a fire. Sanborn turned in early. In the morning, he read by the fireplace down in Holbrook's parlor. On venturing out, in the afternoon, he saw Mrs. Emerson and joined her in her walk to church, sitting with her in the family pew. After the service, Sanborn walked her home, where Mr. Emerson invited him to join his daughter Ellen, his son Eddy, and himself for a late afternoon walk to Walden Pond, stopping by a little dell in the woods which the Emerson children had dubbed Fairyland.
It was cold and blustery out. Everyone was glad to get back to the Emerson dining room. Sanborn stayed for tea. In the evening he met the famous scholar, Mrs. Sarah Bradford Ripley, a sweet, silverhaired lady living in the famed Old Manse with her three daughters and a small grandson. She'd been there ten years, keeping up her reading in four or five languages. She wished to continue with the Greek authors, and arranged that we would meet together one evening each week to read Herodotus, the Dramatists, Plato, and assorted poets. This would continue through the next ten years, whenever I was at home in Concord. Each spring, Mrs. Ripley put on a banquet for her many minister friends, bringing out Mocha coffee which her father, Captain Gamaliel Bradford, had brought home from his Mediterranean sea voyages in the late eighteenth century.
Leaving Mrs. Ripley's, Sanborn joined Mrs. Emerson in calling on the Hoar family. He met the old gentleman, Judge Rockwood Hoar, and his daughter Elizabeth Hoar, who still wore black for Charles Emerson, who'd died eighteen years before. At forty, she appeared both old and young, Sanborn noted -- both wise and yet girlish. She was one of Emerson's chief friends, and also the poet Channing's. Sanborn regretted having to leave them, but he had to get back to his room before the 10:00 o’clock curfew Mr. Holbrook had imposed
He ran to the inn, but it was too late. The inn was shut tight. Another guest at the inn heard Sanborn’s calls and let him in. Exhausted, he went straight to bed. If I get through this week all right, Sanborn jotted in his notebook in the morning, I’ll consider myself fortunate.
The school was located just across the road from the Thoreau house at Number 5, Sudbury Road. It opened right on schedule, Monday morning, with seventeen pupils. Sanborn later admitted to having been much flustered that first day. He’d figured his having presided over an occasional public meeting was sufficient preparation for presiding over a school, but then he was not so sure. In later years, he liked to remark that he had no idea whatsoever what he’d said or done at his school that first day.
On Wednesday, Sanborn went to Emerson's house for tea. The poet, Ellery Channing, had just returned from a long walk with Emerson, and was now talking with Emerson's daughter Edith. Sanborn noticed her flower-like beauty working on Channing. Having said that, he didn’t report any emotions he might have been feeling himself. After tea, they all went to the Town Hall, where Emerson was going to give a lecture on Beauty. Afterwards, Emerson introduced Sanborn to Thoreau who, at the time, according to Sanborn, didn’t have much to say.
At the end of April, with Frank and Sarah settled in Channing's house along with Channing’s housekeeper Ann Carney, Henry Thoreau called on them. He arrived at eight and stayed until ten. Sanborn said he talked about Latin and Greek and sundry other things. He appears to be imitating Emerson, Sanborn thought to himself. It was annoying to listen to him. But of course he also said many original things.
After an afternoon adrift on the Assabet River in Thoreau's boat (dubbed "Musketaquid") one splendid, sunny day in May, Sanborn felt entirely pleased with himself, idly reflecting on his great good luck, almost too wonderful to fathom. Who could have guessed that he, Franklin Benjamin Sanborn, would become not only a schoolmaster, but a schoolmaster in Concord, Massachusetts? Who could have imagined he'd be taking rooms in Ellery Channing's home, Henry Thoreau making evening calls? Who could have known he'd be teaching the children of the Concord sage himself, Ralph Waldo Emerson, with whom he often took tea, exchanging confidences, the two of them rambling over hill and dale together?
Sanborn went back in to Cambridge on May 12th, early in the morning, to retrieve his oak writing desk -- to put it on a train. This did not go well. Though a carriage brought the desk easily enough to the Cambridge train station, a baggage cart there was uncooperative. Only after a short, humiliating struggle did Sanborn, with the coachman's help, get the desk aboard the train to Concord.
Sanborn liked to tell the story of how he was was sitting at his hard won desk reading Demosthenes one evening in May when Thoreau walked in and the two fell to talking about Greek, Latin, Milton Wordsworth, Emerson, and Ellery Channing.
Channing reunited with his wife and family that summer. As winter came on, Ellen Channing's face grew serene, stoical, and haggard. She wasn’t sure which would come first: her husband’s wounding her, or deserting her. With the spring came a renewed feeling of love or, at least melancholy tenderness. By summer, she was back in Dorchester.
Ellery Channing went on an excursion with his friend Thoreau. The two thirty-eight year olds went off to explore Cape Cod. On returning, he wrote to his wife to say he felt sure they could live together in happiness as man and wife. She wrote back to him, but he didn’t get her letter. In mid-July one of Channing's letters made its way to Dorchester. Ellen readied herself for a reunion. Her brother Richard, a lawyer, drew up a legal document that would protect her in their again living together, as well as in the case of another separation. A formal agreement was made between Channing and a trustee who acted on behalf of Channing's wife. It assured to her their children, all their household goods, and half her husband's income. The paper was signed by both parties. Ellery and Ellen were again man and wife and, more, what with their brood of children, a family. To Channing's chagrin, the agreement formally stipulated the family would live not in Concord, but in Dorchester.
Frank and Sarah Sanborn now had the Channing house, housekeeper and all, for themselves. It was at that door that an official from Harvard knocked, early in July, to request that he, Sanborn, do his Alma Mater the favor of being present at the forthcoming Commencement, to deliver an oration. Sanborn immediately went to work on a draft, which he read aloud to Emerson, who praised some parts of it, censuring others. Emerson promised to be in Cambridge to hear Sanborn deliver it and, though he arrived late, he was there.
No one who has of late watched the course of things can have failed to notice the increasing importance of the secular teacher, Sanborn orated. It is a work not to be undertaken by the frivolous, nor carried on without prayer and struggle. Young men who are seeking a path in life, young women, I entreat you to come forward, in humility, yet in hope, to the serious, blessed labors of education.
Late that summer, in August 1855, Emerson introduced Sanborn to Walt Whitman's book, Leaves of Grass. The first review of the book, declaring the poet a genius -- albeit an odd genius -- had appeared in the New York Tribune on July 23rd, perhaps the same day as Whitman had received from Emerson a salutation, greeting him at the beginning of a great career. Though the book drew hardly any further notice from the press, in Concord Emerson couldn't praise the book enough, seeing in Whitman not only a disciple, but his ideal American man, an unbridled Emersonian, unloosed upon the world.
One afternoon that autumn as Sanborn was lying in the yard reading, Ellery Channing suddenly appeared, wanting Sanborn to join him in going boating. They went in to the village to a house where a small boat and some oars were, and then went with these to Walden pond. Throughout, Channing talked of Henry James, Sr. and Swedenbourg, advising Sanborn to read them and forget Leaves of Grass.
In September, Moncure Conway came to Concord as Emerson's guest. The host introduced him eagerly to Whitman's Leaves of Grass. Back in Boston the following day, Conway went to Fowler & Wells' book shop to purchase his own copy, prior to boarding a steamer bound for New York. Aboard the boat, he devoured the book. Disembarking, he vowed he'd find the poet at once. Conway found him living fearfully far out of Brooklyn, as he wrote to Emerson. Whitman’s mother directed him to Rome's Printing Office, where Whitman, in a blue-striped shirt, sat on a chair without a back, revising proof. It being the only chair, Conway reported, he offered it to me, and sat down on a corner of the printer's desk. Conway told Whitman all about how it was Emerson who’d steered him in Whitman’s direction, and the rest. Whitman wanted to know all about Emerson. He especially wanted to know what Emerson thought of Whitman’s book. Conway said Emerson liked Whitman’s frankness. The people of Concord, however, by and large, could not stand to read his book in mixed company. On hearing this, Whitman laughed out loud.
Whitman accompanied Conway on the ferry ride back to Manhattan, greeting everyone heartily along the way, especially laborers. His beard and hair are greyer than is usual with a man of thirty-six, Conway reported. He says of himself that he is personally dear to thousands of laboring New Yorkers, who love him but cannot make head or tail of his book.
Later that year, Emerson met Whitman in New York, dining with him at the Astor House. Instead of drinking out of a glass, Whitman requested a tin cup. After the meal, Whitman took Emerson to an engine-house, where he showed the Transcendental sage the opportunities firemen enjoyed for sitting and reading and for chatting with one another.
Thoreau did not initially sing his praises for Whitman’s book. He’d found the poems coarse. He much prefered the intricate and airy poems of his friend, Ellery Channing. When in the fall Thoreau introduced his New Bedford friend Daniel Ricketson to Channing, Ricketson found him to be the perfect man with whom to smoke a pipe and, as Ricketson said, with whom to feelosophize.
It was always easy to forget that Channing was a married man. Channing often forgot the fact himself. He and his wife both claimed they wanted the marriage to work. Ellen was glad the young Concord schoolmaster Sanborn and his sister had moved into the Concord house. Her whole heart was given to making her poet husband happy in their Dorchester home. Ellen's actual health, however, was on the decline. Beyond realizing she was pregnant, she also recognized her deep-seated cough wasn't going away.
Ellen didn’t join her husband Ellery in attending, at the end of September, the dedication of Concord’s Sleepy Hollow Cemetery. Earlier in the year, the Hollow and the adjoining land had been claimed for a graveyard, then surveyed and divided into lots for the purpose. At the dedication, Channing read a poem, Emerson made an address, and an ode written by Sanborn expressly for the occasion was sung.
In October, Sanborn again heard from Thomas Cholmondeley, who was in training, drilling and making ready for war. Before heading for the Black Sea, however, he’d somehow gathered, with much care and cost, a box of books relating to India and Egypt, such as he fancied Thoreau might like, and he was now sending them on to Boston. The books arrived in Concord at the end of November. When they arrived, Thoreau put the books in cases he made himself out of driftwood he’d brought home from his voyages along the Musketaquid, Sanborn noted, thus giving that Oriental wisdom an Occidental shrine.
As for wars, there was one brewing in Americas’s own back yard -- in Kansas. In December, 1855, a Kansas Free Stater was killed in a boundary dispute near the Free State town of Lawrence, which had been named after Amos A. Lawrence, the founder of the Massachusetts Emigrant Aid Society. Fearing retaliation from the Free Staters, the Proslavery sheriff bid the Governor call a thousand men to arms, even as a thousand Border Ruffians were gathering along the Wakarusa River, four miles from Lawrence, calling their newly organized army, and at first quite loosely organized army, The Kansas Volunteers. The Captain of the 5th Regiment of the First Brigade of the Kansas Volunteers was a man named John Brown. Captain Brown proclaimed his squad ready to fight, if there was to be a fight. John Brown Jr. said his one hundred man company of Pottawatomie Riflemen likewise was ready.
In the end, no blood was spilled in this, the Wakarusa War. The Governor was told by Free Staters he'd simply misunderstood the dispute over the boundary. The governor disbanded the troops. A treaty was signed with the Free Staters. Plundering and pillaging the Territory in departing, Border Ruffians promised they'd be back to burn down Lawrence on another day.
Chapter Seven
The politics of Concord were then in a transitional state, Sanborn would write years afterwards. The great native American upheaval had taken place in Massachusetts, as in several of the other states, in the summer and autumn of 1854, and so-called Know-Nothings were in control. The pro-slavery Democrats rallied, and the Republican party took the place of the old Whig party, which had given the country the two military presidents, General Harrison in 1840 and Taylor in 1848.
Sanborn was now a voting citizen of Massachusetts -- and one who had a mind of his own. He was perversely grateful for the conflict in Kansas, as it provided him the right opportunity, as he saw it, for immersing himself in political activity. While Federal Authorities maintain negro slavery as an institution in the Kansas territory, Sanborn railed angrily, Mr. Emerson and Thoreau counteract that effort as best they can. John Brown's men also do the best they can, protecting harassed Kansas pioneers.
Alcott had publicly praised Sanborn as being sensible, manly, and respectable. In his private diary however, Alcott now modified this, adding, It might be that Sanborn is something of a revolutionary, in a quiet way. He is brave, I think, likely to do good service for freedom if necessary.
In the 1855 Presidential campaign the Democratic candidate, James Buchanan, would support the Kansas-Nebraska and Fugitive Slave Acts. The abolitionist Republican candidate, John C. Fremont, opposed the effort to make Kansas a Slave state, calling for its immediate admission as a Free state.
Theodore Parker hoped Fremont would be elected and the Kansas problem settled peacefully. If he’s not elected, Parker said, then the Union goes to pieces in five years -- not without blood.
By May of 1856, Sanborn was closely allied with the most ardent abolitionists he could find: Dr. Howe and Parker in Boston, George Stearns in Medford, Gerrit Smith of New York, and Thomas Wentworth Higginson, then a clergyman in Worcester. Sanborn volunteered to raise money for buying arms for the oppressed Free-Staters of Kansas. Between June and September, immigrants and rifles poured into the Kansas Territory, Sanborn reported, through the agency of the Emigrant Aid Company of Boston. The work was done less by the National Kansas Committee and the Massachusetts State Committee than by Gerritt Smith, who contributed over a thousand dollars a month to the cause. As Chairman of the State Kansas Committee, George Stearns was another important firebrand. Higginson was another. The Kansas Committee chairman in Hampden County, Massachusetts was none other than Sanborn’s friend and brother-in-law, George Walker.
As the Secretary of Concord’s Kansas Committee, and of the Middlesex County Kansas Committee, and eventually of the Kansas State Committee, Sanborn took numerous breaks from his job as a schoolteacher, traveling to raise funds for the Free-State cause. He later remembered spending the first half of his 1856 summer vacation driving over half of Middlesex County in a one-horse shay, organizing town Kansas committees and raising money for emigrants, arms, and supplies. In August he set forth on a tour of inspection and consultation that took me across the prairie States of Indiana, Illinois and Iowa, and over the Missouri River into what was then the Territory of Nebraska: It was my first journey west of the Hudson River, and allowed me to see Niagara Falls for the first time.
Sanborn went on to Chicago, then Iowa City, where he made inquiries of the adjutant-General of the State about some missing muskets that had been lent by Iowa officials to settlers in Kansas for their protection against invaders from Missouri. In Burlington he spoke with the Governor of Iowa, formerly of New Hampshire, who had studied Jurisprudence with his father-in-law.
Sanborn traversed the 400 miles between Mount Pleasant and Council Bluffs in hot August weather, riding in filthy coaches with all sorts of companions, lodging at all kinds of taverns, and arriving at all hours of the night. His job was to inspect the assorted routes through Iowa by which the various Kansas committees were sending emigrants and arms to Kansas.
Sanborn wrote to his mother from Nebraska City on a hot Saturday night in mid-August, 1856, telling her he’d seen, just the day before, some three-hundred women and children, on foot or in ox-teams, heading for the new colony of Deseret, Utah. He’d enjoyed talking with them and had bought, perhaps from the prophet Joe Smith himself, a treatise on The Plurality of Wives.
We killed a rattlesnake! Sanborn wrote from Nebraska City, teasing his care-worn mother: It was killed with a foot, by one of us, without any trouble. I am carrying a revolver in my valise. My general rule is not to go armed, except with a good stick.
Upon his return to Massachusetts, Sanborn went to Worcester to meet with Thomas Wentworth Higginson, lately going by the moniker Colonel Higginson, who’d signed on to lead a party of emigrants, come September, from Nebraska City to Kansas.
Sanborn’s school re-opened in September. It fourished, but Sanborn was preoccupied. Calling on his special assistant Francis Abbott, still a student at Harvard, to take on increasing responsibility, Sanborn himself again took on other work, employed now as a newspaperman for Samuel Bowles III as the Boston Correspondent for the Springfield Republican. His brother-in-law George Walker, having an influential circle of friends in Springfield, had played no small role in that.
Sanborn praised George for his general courtesy and kindness toward everyone, but especially for his tender and helpful sympathy for those related to him. Here was a scholarly man, Sanborn said, born in New Hampshire in 1824, who’d lived in Boston and Springfield, where he’d married into wealth and luxury, surrounded by his books, his children, his friends, and his guests. Though George said he detested slavery, he could see no way to get rid of it. George being an active Whig, Sanborn noted, his party had been overrun by the Know-Nothings in 1854, after Anna's marriage to me. Having become bolder in his opposition to slavery, he joined the Republican party in 1856, the year he provided John Brown of Kansas with a letter of introduction, advising him to seek me out.
George had known Brown years before, Sanborn knew, as a neighbor, and as a borrower of bank loans while carrying on a large business in Springfield as a wool-dealer. Indeed, George may well have been legal counsel for one of the banks which Brown used in his loans and payments Sanborn reported. As Brown had sons who'd moved to Kansas, when the trouble arose there he felt compelled to go help, to take his strong stand against slavery in the territories.
I was then entirely ignorant of Brown's actual deeds in Kansas, Sanborn insisted. When in later life I would visit that state, I'd find men who knew well of Brown's having commandeered the so-called Pottawatomie Executions. The best authorities in Kansas history agree those men who were slain by Brown had a sufficient, though irregular trial. That they had well earned their violent death, under their own code of violence, is clear. Perhaps the wild justice of lynch law was the best code to be had in those semi-barbarous communities.
In Boston, Concord, Hartford, and elsewhere in the Northeast, Captain Brown, a living legend, was well received. His was an informed audience of people who'd followed with intense scrutiny the Free State struggle, had formed committees, and had contributed considerable funding. They were exhilerated to meet a man from Kansas who had actually been in Kansas, fighting along the river banks and in the in the prairies of Kansas for the cause.
To New Englanders, Brown was clearly the genuine article, a real frontiersman, an authentic pioneer. He was a wanted outlaw, to boot, a Federal warrant out for his arrest. To evade the Marshalls, he'd need shelter, hiding places. Northerners found this thrilling. Six of them were so impressed, they there and then threw their lot in with his: Gerrit Smith, Thomas Wentworth Higginson, Theodore Parker, Samuel Gridley Howe, George Stearns, and Frank Sanborn. They promised Brown they'd do anything they could to help him.
Much of my youthful life, Sanborn wrote, had been put behind me at the beginning of this friendship with John Brown. It had been marked by singular and providential incidents. I was prepared for the faith which I soon learned that Brown entertained in a Power which directs or leads men beyond their own expectations, hopes, or wishes.
When Old Brown first met Franklin Sanborn, the Concord schoolmaster was already something of a celebrity, much talked about in Cambridge and Boston. Handsome, long-legged, glum young Sanborn. Wasn't he the one at Harvard who'd wed a girl who then died within just days of their marraige? People noticed you could go most any day to the graveyard where Anna Walker Sanborn was buried, and there find the elegant, towering young man, wearing a stovepipe hat with a black band, grieving. Throughout Cambridge and Boston, Sanborn was much talked about, not only as this young man in most grievous imaginable mourning, but also as a force, it was said, that would rise in the world. It was said that Sanborn was going to be someone to reckon with.
Emigrant Aid Societies had sprung up all over New England, established to sign up settlers going west to be Free-Soilers in the Kansas territory. Sanborn had been appointed Voluntary Secretary of the Executive Committee at its permanent office in Boston, the heart of the movement.
I was sitting alone, wearing a greatcoat and gloves and writing by the light of a solitary candle in my little office on School Street, Boston, when John Brown entered, Sanborn wrote. I looked up form my papers. Brown handed me the letter of introduction which my brother-in-law George Walker had given him. I just stared at him.
Brown had passed by the expansive, green Boston Common before going up to the cold and tiny garret room, the cramped office of the Massachusetts State Kansas Committee. There were rickety wooden chairs around a weatherbeaten table piled high with old and new copies of the Commonwealth, and the Liberator, and past due statements from various vendors of guns and other war supplies. Brown had a huge nose, almost a beak, like an eagle's, bristling hair that was black overall but silver at the temples, steely blue-gray eyes, and a vast forehead etched with three deep lines of wrinkles. He casually took off his heavy woolen military overcoat and a coonskin cap. He looked disappointed.
In the flickering glow of the candlelight, Brown spent hours telling Sanborn tales from the battlefront, all recalling to the younger man the justness, the rightness, the dramatic inevitability of Concord's militiamen having stood up to the British in 1775. John Brown did not mention his having slaughtered quite a number of innocent people on the banks of Kansas' Pottawatomie Creek. When Sanborn asked Brown to clear up confusion over what had actually happened at Pottawatomie, Brown assured Sanborn there had been only a confrontation, not a massacre. You couldn't always believe, Brown insisted, what you read in the papers.
Brown insisted the fighting in Kansas was needed Sanborn wrote. It was the only sure way, he thought, to keep that region free from the curse of slavery. His errand was to levy war on it, and for that to raise a company of 100 well-armed men who should resist aggresssion in Kansas, and occasionally carry the war into Missouri. Behind that purpose, but not yet disclosed, was the intention to use the men thus put into the field for similar incursions into Virginia and other Southern States.' But to get the whole enterprise off the ground he needed two hundred Sharp's rifles and $30,000 cash.
Sanborn felt sure he could get the $30,000. After all, here John Brown, the very agent of Providence, singlemindedly doing God's will in these divided, tempestuously troubled times. Who could not see this? The man was not idly perpetuating the old, accustomed talk about doing something, all that longwinded and too familiar rhetoric. Here was a man of courage, a radical abolitionist, a man of action, a man doing something and doing it now. Sanborn could get behind this, and knew he could enlist his friends and colleagues to support it, too.
I am convinced we need to act, Sanborn wrote, to make a difference. Further submission in the coming four years is out of the question.
I want to involve every state, Colonel Higginson declared, in the war that will be.
Chapter Eight
Nathaniel Hawthrone’s son Julian described his Concord schoolmaster, Sanborn, as a tall, wiry, long-limbed young scholar with brilliant dark eyes looking keenly beneath a great shock of black hair, a quick, kindly, humorous smile brightening over a thin, fresh-hues face, with finely moulded features, expressive at once of passion and self-control. He walked in long steps and with a slight bending of the shoulders, as if in modest deprecation of his own unusual stature. Julian recalled the schoolhouse, surrounded by the great, fresh outdoors. Nearby were such abodes of felicity as the Alcotts' house to play and dance in. There were picnics at Esterbrook farm, five miles north in the woods. There was bathing and skating at Walden Pond. There was a grand masquerade at the Town Hall. There was the regatta on the river below the old Red Bridge. We enjoyed a week's encampment on Monadnock Mountain -- boys and girls.
The life of Concord at the time was not its celebrated people so much as Mr. Frank B. Sanborn's school for youth of both sexes, wrote another of Sanborn's students, Frank Stearns. Mr. Sanborn was the most genial and good-humored of schoolmasters. He enjoyed teaching, and wished his scholars to enjoy learning..
Thoreau used to take Sanborn's pupils out on the river in his boat, recalled Moncure Conway, one of Sanborn’s Harvard classmates. He would put his hand into the water, and bring up a fish..
Mr. Sanborn's school is delightful! rejoiced a student at the time, Ellen Emerson. He is a joyful, handsome man, our headmaster, who holds the hearts of the school, and under whose wise eyes we sit. Boys and girls attend together, which I think is essential to a good school. They do not play together, but I don't think that could be done in this generation. It will be in the next. At least the girls have the pleasure of seeing the boys play..
My Concord School had, as its distinguishing feature, co-education, Sanborn himself agreed. It had been the custom in Concord for generations to educate boys and girls together in the public schools; and when eight of the large taxpayers, about 1820, clubbed together and built the Concord Academy, they opened it on equal terms. Such was my precedent for co-education. But my own education and my principles led me in the same direction. When my school was large enough to have a printed catalog, I indicated its bi-sexual character, noting: Pupils to the number of one hundred will be admitted, and an equal number of both sexes will be maintained as far as possible; as it is believed that the education of the two sexes together is the natural and best method.
The School would become a popular and prosperous Concord institution through the next eight years, despite occasional interruptions to the unusual routine of the schoolmaster, Sanborn, whose students came from the best families of Concord and elsewhere. The children of Emerson, Judge Rockwood Hoar, and the Loring and Barret families, mostly girls between ten and twelve years, were all pretty and intelligent, Moncure Conway remembered them in later years.
So fast did the school increase, Sanborn noted, by 1857 it had to be reorganized. Eventually, I had to enlarge my board of teachers. I went to Washington in March, 1857, to meet an Englishman born and bred in Spain, Joseph Wall, then an instructor at Jefferson's University of Virginia, to engage him as teacher of Drawing, French, and Spanish. My cousin, Miss Leavitt, was engaged to teach English, and early Latin. Miss Waterman of Worcester was hired to assist in Latin and French. Miss Pheobe Ripley, who had studied music in Germany, taught Music. Miss Mary Hammatt from Maine taught beginners in Drawing. I engaged lecturers: Dr. Solger, an exiled Prussian, in History; my brother, Dr. Charles Sanborn, to lecture on Physiology. My sister Sarah concentrated on the lower mathematics, while I took charge of Greek, Latin, German and the higher mathematics. I hired teachers of Dramatics, George Bartlett and the three sisters of Concord, of whom the youngest, May Alcott, was both a pupil and a teacher in Drawing. I engaged for a short time a Lieutenant from the French army to teach boxing and conversational French. Dr. Dio Lewis was, for a time, our teacher of light gymnastics. I made an effort to engage Henry Thoreau in Nature Studies, Sanborn later remembered -- to no avail.
In January, 1857 Sanborn’s pupil, Ellen Emerson, wrote her father, out on a lecture tour, of her sadness that Mr. Sanborn had declined to join her for tea. The fact was, Sanborn wasn’t even in town. He’d turned the school over to Mr. Abbott and his sister Sarah, also leaving it to her to negotiate a second two-year lease with their landlord, Ellery Channing. Sanborn took up temporary quarters in the musty Boston garret that was the State Kansas Committee's headquarters.
As it turned out, his Concord landlord, the poet Channing, also was also away. He was in New Bedford. After his sister-in-law Margaret Fuller had helped him get employment as editor of the New Bedford Mercury, Channing had gathered up his papers and pencils and, leaving his family in Dorchester, had followed this calling. I trust you will not leave the old house, or Concord, Channing wrote to Sanborn. I value you and Miss Sanborn so much that I hope you will remain in that village and in that house.
In Boston, as Secretary of the State Kansas Committee, Sanborn prepared reports for subscribers. He also spent considerable time on the road, traveling throughout Middlesex County trying to drum up contributions.
Old Brown of Kansas is now in Boston, Sanborn wrote matter-of-factly to Reverend Higginson in Worcester. Out loud, he says he's here to raise and arm a company of men for the future protection of Kansas but, if I understand him rightly, he is just as ready to take what money he can raise to use as far as it will go.
Sanborn introduced Old Brown to Theodore Parker, Samuel Gridley Howe, and George Luther Stearns. Parker's face was said to be full of mischievous impishness, his eyes seemingly open at all times, glistening, him delighting in everything, whether rain on the roof, sunshine, cows mooing, or the sound of winter sleigh bells. A prudent, gentle, peaceful man Parker had lately gained the reputation of being at the forefront of a loud and furious company of abolitionists who'd come to the conclusion that only civil war, first in Kansas and then across the country, could bring an end to slavery. He surprised himself even, raising his voice to say it would be right, if it came in opposing Negro slavery, even to kill.
Impressed with Brown, Parker agreed to host a reception for him at once. Sam Howe went around the room cordially introducing Brown, who was not at ease, out of place in the plush parlor amid this highbrow, elegant company. He had showed up in his plainest corduroy suit, ripped at the lapel. His hands were calloused and there was dirt under his fingernails. His unkempt hair was particularly unruly that evening, shooting outward from his head.
Howe worked the room, making small talk, mentioning now and again his having fought shoulder to shoulder with the Greeks in their war for independence, or of his having participated in the July 1830 uprising in Paris, or of his having joined Polish nationalists in their struggles against the Prussian Czar, for which the Czar had put him in solitary confinement, or of his work lately as the head of Boston's Perkins Institute for the rehabilitation of the dumb, deaf, and blind.
Sanborn had already introduced Brown to the radical abolitionist George Luther Stearns, present that evening. Stearns, one of the chief financiers of the Emigrant Aid Company, served as Chairman of the Massachusetts State Kansas Committee, and was on the Executive Board of the National Kansas Committee. Stearns had already given his full support to creating a Free-State Army in Kansas. He had raised some $48,000 for the cause, even as his wife Mary had raised nearly $30,000 through Women's Auxiliary benefits. Stearns told Brown to proceed in buying, from the Massachusetts Arms Company, at his own expense, some two hundred revolvers.
People later remembered how, at Parker’s, the at first stiff and uncomfortable Brown had loosened up when bald, bespectacled William Lloyd Garrison came in. Brown recited from the Old Testament, chapter and verse, contradicting Garrison, who appeared to be familiar with only the New Testament.
Wendell Phillips kept his distance from Brown. He was skeptical. This was no hero, he felt. This was a terrorist. Here was the perpetrator of a massacre, to which the antislavery movement should admit no sympathy or connection.
Bronson Alcott's daughter, Louisa, sat quietly in a corner. She was especially impressed by Mrs. Howe, a straw-colored supercillious lady with pale eyes and a green gown (in which she looked like faded lettuce), entirely given over to talking.
The Massachusetts State Kansas Committee appointed Brown their agent. They provided him with 200 Sharp's rifles, along with caps and cartridges, then in storage at Tabor, Iowa. Unfortunately, the 200 rifles had already been contributed by the Massachusetts Committee to the National Kansas Committee, known also as the Kansas Aid Society, based in Chicago, and now needed to be officially transferred over from the one committee to the other, for Brown's use, which Sanborn was assigned to see to in New York City at the meeting of the National Kansas Committee at the end of the month.
Thomas Wentworth Higginson, an amateur boxer with a solid left hook, had just returned from Kansas. He accepted an invitation from Sanborn to meet John Brown in Boston. Higginson met Captain Brown at the the United States Hotel, and was immediately drawn to him.
The untamable Gypsy element in me, Higginson admitted, gives me instant sympathy with every desperate adventure. Brown seemed to him to be just the man for inciting a fist fight, a scuffle, first in Kansas, then a revolution, a civil war.
At the end of the month, Sanborn went to New York City to attend the meeting of the National Kansas Committee at the Astor House Hotel. In the vote to ratify the transfer of 200 Sharp's rifles to John Brown's militia, Sanborn stood as proxy for Samuel Cabot and Samuel Howe. John Brown stood up and asked for additional military supplies and cash, much in excess of his original request. It seemed implausible that Brown could be wanting so much money and ammunition just for the purpose of aiding Kansas. The National Committee nevertheless approved the gift of the arms, the ammunition, and the money, much debate and acrimony notwithstanding.
From New York City Brown now went north to upper New York State, to Peterboro, to visit Gerrit Smith. Smith, known as a kindly, good-natured, elegant man, had caught a cold and was in a cranky, melancholy, even morose mood. He sat at his enormous desk, a thick woolen scarf around his neck, staring out a window at the falling snow, his stony silence broken only by an occasional cough, while Brown explained his plan for raising and arming a Free-State militia in Kansas.
All well and good, Smith told Brown at last. I'm sorry that I cannot help you.
In mid-February Brown was back in Boston, being formally introduced to the Massachusetts State legislature's Joint Committee on Federal Relations by Mr. Franklin Benjamin Sanborn, who said he was there not as an advocate, but as a witness for the case.
We have invited Captain Brown, eminently qualified to represent Massachusetts in Kansas, or Kansas in Massachusetts, Sanborn told the assembled. Ask this gray haired man, gentlemen, if you have the heart to do it, where lies the body of his murdered son? Where are the homes of his four other sons, who a year ago were quiet farmers in Kansas?
John Brown stood and read from a prepared statement detailing the travails of the Brown family and others in Kansas, followed by a plea for compensation. As for the body of his son, the one of his seven sons who had been murdered, yes murdered, John Brown Jr. had died for his convictions. He'd been called a maniac.
Yes! A maniac! Brown cried out, wiping tears from his eyes. You may go to my hotel room, in this city, and there see the very trace-chain my shackled son was forced to wear under the hot summer sun of Kansas.
Brown proposed receiving $100,000 from the Committee, for the purpose of protecting former Massachusetts citizens now living in Kansas, suffering for the Free-State cause. Such an appropriation had been approved in Vermont, but was now voted down in Massachusetts. Some said passage of the bill would be tantamount to appropriating a private endowment for the Brown family. The bill's failure came as a terrible blow to Brown, who had given up many hours into cooking up the scheme. Sanborn had sensed Brown was asking too much, but had kept quiet. He could provide no solace to poor Brown, now further embittered by this latest setback in New England.
Sanborn, twenty-five, invited Brown, fifty-six, to Concord in March, to meet Thoreau, thirty-nine and, of course, to appeal to Concordians for money. It was felt by some to be a ticklish business, having this wild frontier abolitionist known to sleep with a knife at his side and a pistol under his pillow, come speak in Concord. People half expected United States Marshalls with warrants would show up, arresting innocent Concord citizens as well as Captain Brown.
It was on a Friday night that Brown came up from Boston, Sanborn remembered. I gave Brown the spare chamber in our home which Mr. Channing, when at home, reserved for his own visitors. I took him with me at noon, across the street, to dine at Mrs. Thoreau's table, where I was then dining daily, and where some of my pupils were boarding. All Concord had heard of Brown and his fights and escapes in Kansas the summer before, and Henry Thoreau, who had his own bone to pick with the government,was desirous of meeting him. At two o'clock I left Brown and Thoreau discussing Kansas affairs in Mrs. Thoreau's dining room.
As I had engagements after dinner, I left Brown with Thoreau, who saw what manner of man he was. While they sat thus conversing in the early afternoon of a short winter day, Emerson, who had returned from his Western lecture-tour, came up, as he often did, to call on Thoreau, and was introduced by him to Brown. He invited Brown to his own house, where Brown spent the second night of this two-days' visit. Or rather, the Emerson house being full, he took Brown to lodge at the ancient farmhouse of the late Deacon Brown.
After his afternoon of holding Thoreau in thrall over his battles amid his glorious Free-State colleagues, John Brown had ambled over to the Concord Town Hall to make his appeal to Concord's citizens. A hundred or more people had crammed into the hall to see and hear him. As official host to the occasion, Sanborn went up to the podium, lit by oil lanterns in the otherwise dark room, and delivered a long, grave account of the victories and sacrifices Brown had made for abolitionism. Then Old Brown himself went up to the podium to recounted, from his own firsthand experience, the crimes of Missouri, the U.S. Government, and the Pro-slavery forces in Kansas. Brown got enthusiastic applause when he said he abhorred violence, but accepted it as God's will.
The folly of the peace party in Kansas, Brown declared, is believing their strength lies in the greatness of their wrongs. All honest lovers of liberty and human rights will back my cause. Holding up a large metal chain, he shook it. By this chain, Brown said fiercely, my son John was bound, in Kansas, dragged to prison by mounted dragoons for no other crime than resisting slavery. I tell you this: the two most sacred documents known to man are the Bible and the Declaration of Independence. It is better that a whole generation of men, women, and children should pass away by a violent death than that a word of either should be violated in this country.
At Emerson's home the next day, it seemed hardly possible that this plain, soft-spoken man was the wild-eyed orator of the previous evening. Emerson noted Brown's unadorned statement, One good, believing, strong-minded man is worth a hundred, nay twenty thousand, men without character.
Gentle Captain Brown took Emerson's twelve year old son Eddie aside, telling him of his very close friends, the animals. Eddie was spellbound. The children always come to me, the good Captain whispered to the boy’s pleased, approving father.
Brown emerged from Concord with renewed energy and some new support, but came away with nothing like what he'd been hoping for in the way of financial contributions. Having spoken at dozens of towns across Connecticut, New York, and Massachusetts, Brown had come up with just a few hundred dollars in pledges, and some pocket change. They were hard financial times across the growing nation and, while people were eager to help the many and assorted causes and ideologies, only nickels and dimes got tossed into the collection box.
In Concord, after considerable deliberation, Emerson had pitched in what he thought was a reasonable contribution. Penniless Thoreau had dipped into the profits of his family's pencil business, contributing an amount he termed a trifle.
From the conversation at Thoreau's, Sanborn wrote, and from the longer intercourse of Saturday night, when Brown was Emerson's guest, came to Emerson and Thoreau that intimate knowledge of Brown's character and general purpose which qualified them to be the first among American scholars to attest to the heroism of the man.
In fact, though it was true that Thoreau had recognized the hero's powerful righteousness, he had not been entirely confident Brown would do only what was right, even as he noticed how ably Brown had circumvented explaining just what the money would be used for.
Chapter Nine
In April, 1857, Sanborn wrote John Brown to thank him for his Concord visit, praising him as the bravest and most earnest man it had been his fortune to meet.
The secretary of the National Kansas Committee, Henry Hurd, wrote to John Brown to say that general public apathy, proved by the scarcity of contributions, had left the Committee nearly penniless. Hurd could not send Brown a single cent from the $5,000 promised the previous January. The Massachusetts millionaire Amos Lawrence promised he'd increase the fund by a thousand dollars, but instead sent just $70, cash.
The United States Supreme Court was then enmeshed in one of its most difficult and important cases. A slave, Dredd Scott, had undertaken to sue his master for his freedom, claiming freedom as it was his master who had taken him to a free territory. The Supreme Court handed down the judgment that Dredd Scott was not free. Chief Justice Roger Taney of Maryland, backing the majority opinion, declared against Scott. He ruled the plaintiff had no right to sue, as no black slave anywhere had any right to sue anyone in any Federal court anywhere. A black man was not a United States citizen.
On top of this, Taney gratuitously contributed his own awareness that white Americans had, since colonial times, known blacks to be inferior human beings. As such, they had never possessed any of the rights granted by the Constitution to a white man. Taney added his opinion that slavery could not be excluded from any territory anywhere. Slaves were property, it was explained. According to the Constitution's Fifth Amendment, no one could be deprived of any property, though it be another human being, without due process of law.
Even the most peace-loving of abolitionists was struck by this. The Supreme Court had, in this ruling, made it clear the Constitution could be interpreted as having provided for the permanent enslavement of black Americans for all time. a Slaves were property, animals, a financial asset, a commodity, merchandise, chattel, having no legal human rights whatsoever. Slaves could not marry, keep families, get schooling, learn trades, speak freely, assemble, make contracts, leave wills, trade gifts, or bear arms. It was discerned, by slavery's opponents, that the Constitution, so interpreted, no longer held any validity at all for self respecting persons. In the Dredd Scott decision, their worst fears were confirmed.
Please retain in your own hands the funds you speak of, John Brown wrote to Higginson in April. I expect to be in Worcester this week. Should you leave Worcester, please leave the money at the Emigrant Aid Office, at 3 Winter Street. My heart grows sad in the fear of a failure of the enterprise.
In mid-April, George Stearns wrote Brown to say the Massachusetts Kansas Committee would provide Kansas Free-Staters with $500 in cash, at John Brown's disposal, and a hundred Sharp's rifles, at a price of not less than fifteen dollars apiece. Stearns assured Brown the proceeds from the sales could be used by Brown at his discretion.
Pursued by U.S. Marshals, Ossawatomie Brown had gone temporarily into hiding in the home of Thomas Russell, an abolitionist judge of the Massachusetts Superior Court. Judge Russell's normally pleasant wife bristled when she met Captain Brown who, grinnning from ear to ear, pulled out a long, sharp knife and assorted revolvers, announcing he would hate to have to soil her carpets, but she should know, come what may, he would not be taken alive.
Ensconced in his third-floor bedroom, Brown ventured downstairs only at mealtime. He seemed to take perverse delight in tormenting us, Mrs. Russell reported, years later. She noticed with indignance his airs, how he mocked them, their life together, and all respectable human society. For all his talk of plainness and poverty, his was the worst possible vanity, Mrs. Russell reported. He lorded it over us. At every meal he would bring up the twin evils of starvation and poverty, always gravely mentioning the diverse unspeakables which he had been forced to eat in order to survive, joints and toes of creatures which certainly no human being ever really tasted.
Sanborn saw Brown often during the nearly four months he toured New England, New York, and Pennsylvania. I was with him not only in Concord and Boston, but at New York, in a meeting of the National Kansas Committee, and in other places. This gave me the opportunity to see him under many circumstances, and to form my opinion of his extraordinary character, an opinion I never in later years found occasion to change. I appreciated Brown's having formed a strong alliance with the very prosperous Massachusetts industrialist Amos Lawrence, after whom Lawrence, Kansas had been named, who seemed to feel the same degree of friendship and admiration for John Brown as I myself felt.
In April, Sanborn remembered, Thoreau sang and danced at Mr. and Mrs. Daniel Ricketson’s New Bedford estate, Brooklawn, to the accompaniment of Mrs. Ricketson's piano. The couple had invited Thoreau and his friend Ellery Channing, then living in New Bedford, as well as Bronson Alcott, then formally engaged in New Bedford with providing Conversations. Thoreau had arrived on April 2nd. He would return to Concord on April 15th, having made assorted short excursions from New Bedford to Plymouth and elsewhere.
Channing had lately become accustomed to taking tea or dining at the Ricketson's several times a week, Sanborn noted. On this particular evening Mr. Ricketson and Channing had retreated to Ricketson's shanty, where the two smoked and talked while Alcott and Thoreau remained with Mrs. Ricketson. Thoreau had sung his two favorite pieces, Row, Brothers, Row, and Tom Bowling. Both, no doubt, reminded him of his brother John. Then Mrs. Ricketson struck up a lively Scotch air, The Campbells are A' Comin.' Thoreau felt moved to try a dance, keeping time to the music perfectly, but executing some steps more like Indian dances than the usual ballroom figures. Alcott sat on the sofa, watching the dance, devoid of any perceivable emotion. Thoreau continued his performance, which was wonderfully earnest and spontaneous but not particularly graceful, for some five or ten minutes.
Earlier in the year, in February, Thoreau had sent his English friend Cholmondeley a copy of Whitman's Leaves of Grass. Now, in May, Cholmondeley wrote back, Walt Whitman's poems have only been heard of in England to be laughed at and voted offensive. I find reality and beauty mixed with not a little violence and coarseness, both of which are to me effeminate. I am amused at his views of sexual energy, which, however, are absurdly false. The man appears to me to not know how to behave himself. I find the gentleman altogether left out of the book.
Only think, Cholmondely said of himself, I am losing all my teeth. All my magnificent teeth are going. I now begin to know I have had good teeth. This comes of too many cups of warm trash. If I had held to cold drinks, they would have lasted me out. But the effeminacy of tea, coffee, chocolate, and sugar has been my bane. Miserable wretches were they who invented these comforters of exhaustion! They could not afford wine and beer. Hence, God, to punish them for their feeble hearts. Thoreau, if ever I live again, I vow never so much as to touch anything warm. Give me ale for breakfast, and claret or port and ale again for dinner. I should then have a better conscience, and not fear to lose my teeth any more than my tongue. Success to you, and the bounty of the gods attend you.
John Brown had, around this same time, brought an Englishman into his organization, apparently without telling any of his Massachusetts supporters. Brown hired Colonel Hugh Forbes, an Englishman who had been a silk merchant in Sienna before the Garibaldian campaigns of 1848 and 1849, Sanborn noted, during which he had commanded Italian volunteers under that brilliant general. Upon his failure and escape from Italy, or soon after, Forbes seems to have left Italy, too, and for a time resided in Paris, but afterward came over to New York, where he led a shifty life, apart from his family, who remained in Paris. With plenty of courage, and some other good qualities, he was vainglorious, headstrong, and, in brief, what the French term, Impossible. It wasn’t very long before Forbes, pressed into service by John Brown, fell into a slough of despond. He decried his abject circumstances, his past, his want of money. Brown, who felt he was paying the man more than generously for what work Forbes did, was exasperated.
In June, Brown called for an immediate, and secret, meeting with the Massachusetts Kansas Committee, in Chicago. He proposed organizing a well-armed secret force under control of himself, for the purpose of repelling Border-Ruffian outrages, defending the Free-State men from all alleged impositions. The secret force was to be a strictly defensive one.
Gerrit Smith was present, seemingly his old self, open, courteous, and upbeat. More important to Brown, Smith seemed to be his same old radical self, telling Brown he was convinced recent events, the Dred Scott Decision in particular, had radicalized all antislavery men, and put the whole nation on its guard. Smith handed over $350, cash, promising more soon, to be used by Brown in support of the Free-State soldiers in Kansas, or for any other purpose.
In New York in early August, 1857, Smith got a surprise visit from Brown's drillmaster. Hugh Forbes showed up at the abolitionist's manor in upper New York state, pleading for money. He had a family to support in Paris, and he needed cash to pay for a daughter’s passage from the U.S. back to France. Forbes didn’t mention that Brown had paid him over $600. Smith gave him $150 on the spot.
In November, Forbes came to me in Rochester with a letter from John Brown, Frederick Douglass wrote. He asked me for assistance in his cause. I was not favorably impressed with Forbes at first, but I set aside my prejudices, and listened. He spoke of his family in Europe as in destitute circumstances, and of his desire to send them some money. I gave him a little, as did my German friends in New York. But he soon wore them out by his endless begging. When he could make no more money by professing to advance the project, he threatened to expose it and all connected with it. I was the first to be informed of his tactics, and I promptly communicated them to Captain Brown. Forbes had told Brown's designs to Horace Greeley, and to officials in Washington, of which I informed Brown. This led to the postponement of the enterprise another year. It was hoped that by this delay the story of Forbes would be discredited. This was correct, for nobody believed the scoundrel, though he told the truth.
Back in Concord, in September, the Alcotts had bought, with Emerson's help, the place they'd dub the Orchard House. They would live there twenty years. Louisa May Alcott, a regular visitor at the Sanborn School, where her sisters were students, started up a theater troupe, the Concord Dramatic Union, producing plays in church vestries and the Town Hall. Declaring herself The First Old Woman in the company, Louisa worked closely with Sanborn, orchestrating the dramatics.
Mr. Alcott’s daughters have great love and talent for theatricals, Ellen Emerson praised them. Last winter Mr. Sanborn and others put their heads together, and the result is that a stage has been erected in the Vestry of the Unitarian Church, which is to remain there all winter. There we are to have a Series of Dramatic Entertainments.
The receipts from the plays total twenty-five dollars, the troupe’s treasurer, Mrs. Alcott, reported in December. This leaves a net total of six dollars for the poor.
Our plays are all succeeding finely, Anna Alcott informed her father. Mr. Emerson complimented us highly in all manner of precious words. We shall appear again on Christmas night in Scenes from Dickens. Sanborn will speak a fine prologue in the character of Yule, Old Christmas. Edith Emerson will play Young Christmas.
Frank Stearns later commented, Louisa and her sister Annie were excellent actresses. They were always in demand when private theatricals were afoot. To see her perform with her sister, and F.B. Sanborn, that was a treat.
Delighted with it all, Louisa May Acott rejoiced, Sanborn does keep things lively!
Sanborn distinguished himself further that month, giving a speech at the December Antislavery Society meeting in Concord, at which William Lloyd Garrison was present. Sanborn is very tall, Garrison reported afterwards, but when he made that speech, he towered to the roof.
In Western Iowa through the winter of 1857, while Brown prepared his company of men to fight in either Kansas or Missouri, or even so far away as Virginia, his drillmaster, Forbes, was sending out abusive, weirdly revelatory letters to Charles Sumner, Gerrit Smith, Frederick Douglass, Samuel Gridley Howe, and Frank Sanborn.-- anyone who might listen. Brown's friends were stunned and perplexed. One thing had become clear: Brown had, beyond his desire to liberate the Kansas territory, a plan of some kind to incite a rebellion in the south, which would trigger a revolution he expected would lead to emancipation, ending slavery. Brown's plan now needed to be postponed a year, due to Forbes' assorted rantings and disclosures. Dr Samuel Gridley Howe was against postponing. He continued to assert the immediate need for supporting Brown's expedition, whatever it was.
The year 1858 started with yet another shock from Kansas. In defiance of the territory's Free-State majority, Proslavery forces had met in Lecompton and there had drafted a Proslavery Constitution. They then applied for statehood. President Buchanon and his Cabinet gave their blessings to the new document, calling on Congress to admit Kansas as the sixteenth slave state. Stephen A. Douglas broke with the administration over this swindle, as he called it, and joined with the Republicans in their battle against it. Douglas, fighting for his political future, having already begun debating with the Republican party's Abraham Lincoln, claimed he didn't care at all that the new Constitution was a Proslavery document, but cared greatly that the Lecompton Convention had been held illegally, and that the constutution formed there had not been set before the the people of Kansas for their consideration and for ratification, as the law required. Southern leaders in the Buchanan administration mounted vicious attacks against him, stripping him of his chairmanship of the Senate Committee on Territories, Buchanan's closest supporters vowing vowing to drum Douglas out of the Democratic party.
The Senatorial candidate Abraham Lincoln noted his discomfort with all the talk going around about the expansion of slavery. He just was not taking to the idea that slavery ought to be extended not only into the territories but also into the Free states, this being perfectly right and acceptable under the terms of the Constitution. He saw a marked pattern emerging in the South's defense of slavery. Meanwhile, Republicans in the north were now shaking hands with Douglas, encouraging him, despite his known support for the nationalizing of slavery. In the Senatorial debates with Douglas, Lincoln knew it was up to him to make at least one thing clear: Douglas, a Democrat, was no Republican.
The New England backers of John Brown as much hoped Stephen A. Douglas would be disgraced as would be Buchanan. Gerrit Smith, George Luther Stearns, and Samuel Gridley Howe were all successful men, accustomed to getting what they wanted. What they wanted at the time was that Kansas should be a Free state. Not all of them were necessarily abolitionists. They no more had the same reasons for despising slavery, or for being opposed to its extension into the Territories, than did their colleagues Thomas Wentworth Higginson, Theodore Parker, or Frank Sanborn. They did, however, all share the view that things had come to a head, and that the country was no more going to be a country that tolerated slavery.
Brown has only given me a rough outline, Sanborn revealed, without any particulars regarding his intended course of action. No one but Brown himself knows what it is that he is up to, but there is something. He is equally open to alternatives. At least that's what he's saying.
You do not seem to understand Brown's present circumstances, Sanborn wrote Higginson, itching to get on with the thing. He is as ready for a revolution as any other man, and is now on the borders of Kansas safe from arrest but prepared for action, but he needs money for his present expenses, and support. I believe he is the best Disunion champion you can find. John Brown is going to do more to split the Union than any 50,000 you can gather at your conventions.
Early in February, under the name Nelson Hawkins, John Brown took refuge in the Rochester, New York home of Frederick Douglass. From there Brown wrote to Theodore Parker, I am again out of Kansas, and am at this time concealing my whereabouts. Do you not know of some parties whom you could induce to give their abolition theories a thoroughly practical shape? I hope this will prove to be the last time I shall be driven to harass a friend in such a way. Do you think any of my Garrisonian friends, either at Boston, Worcester, or any other place, can be induced to supply a little straw, if I will absolutely make bricks? I have written George Stearns of Medford, and Mr. Sanborn of Concord. But I am not informed as to how deeply-dyed Abolitionists those friends are, and must beg you to consider this communication strictly confidential, unless you know of parties who will feel and act, and hold their peace. I want to bring the thing about during the next sixty days.
Parker showed Sanborn this letter. He had himself already received one like it, as had Higginson and Stearns. At the same time, Sanborn noted, one of our Kansas correspondents wrote to me that Brown had disappeared from Kansas and Iowa, and that some thought him insane. This, combined with the intimations of Forbes, led me to imagine that Brown indeed had a scheme for an uprising of the slaves. In February, my former classmate, Morton, wrote to me from Gerrit Smith's New York manor, quoting the substance of a letter Brown had written to Smith.
He thinks he can do with the money more than has yet been done, Edwin Morton wrote Sanborn. He wishes to avoid publicity, and so does not come here, and will not see his family. This is news. He expects to overthrow slavery in a large part of the country.
Brown speaks of a plan, Sanborn wrote Higginson in February, but does not say just what it is. Still I have confidence enough in him to trust him with the moderate sum he asks for, if I had it, without knowing his plan. Brown hopes to do more than has yet been done. He wishes to raise enough money, in just two months, for whatever it is he has in mind. As to the talk you say you hear of his being insane, this just is not so. If you can aid Brown in any substantial way please do so, for I do not well see how I can, though I will try. I would not wonder if his plan contemplated an uprising of slaves, though he has not said so to me.
I have a measure afoot, Brown confided in Higginson, that I feel sure would awaken in you something more than a common interest if you could understand it.
Chapter Ten
Mr. Sanborn's cousin Louisa has lately come to Concord, wrote Ellen Emerson, nineteen, to her sister Edith, seventeen, away at Miss Whiting's School for Young Ladies in Charlestown. She is very kind. You will like her. At School today I was very eager to deliver a recitation when, presently, Mr. Sanborn went round to his desk and dismissed the school. So I didn't speak. It was too bad, she objected. I really had such a beautiful piece, and there was such a beautiful audience. Father and Mother went to an evening lecture, Ellen reported, after which they were joined in our parlor by the lecturer -- Mr. Sanborn.
Sanborn left Concord on February 22, 1858, George Washington's birthday, to travel to Peterboro, New York, to visit Gerrit Smith in his villa. Their common friend, Captain John Brown of Kansas, was there already. Smith had notified Sanborn that Brown had some specifics regarding his plans which he apparently wished to share. Sanborn arrived in Peterboro in the evening. After dinner, Smith’s house guest and tutor to his children, Sanborn’s close friend Edwin Morton, sang in the drawing-room. My musical friend Morton, who came from a long line of violinists, performed Schubert's Serenade. I heard Old Brown singing softly with him, tears in his eyes. After an hour or so in the parlor, I went up with Smith, Brown, and Morton to Morton's room on the third story. In the long winter evening that followed, we sat before Morton's fireplace and listened as Brown unfolded his plans for a campaign somewhere in slave territory east of the Alleghanies.
Now John Brown began to read from his Provisional Constitution, which he’d written up during his stay with Frederick Douglass in Rochester. The whole outline of Brown's campaign in Virginia was laid bare before our little council, Sanborn reported, to the astonishment and almost dismay of those present. Not every detail of Brown's plans was then, or afterward, explained by Brown to Morton, Smith or to me, Sanborn said. But we talked on the subject of his mission, or heard John Brown talk on it, for at least six hours, and probably for more than ten hours. Brown's was an amazing proposition, however desperate in its character and inadequate in its provision of means. Such as it was, he had set his heart on this course as the shortest way to restore our slave-cursed republic to the principles of the Declaration of Independence. Brown told us he was ready to die in its execution. Mr. Smith, sixty-one, and myself, twenty-six, did deliberately and earnestly engage with each other that we would stand by, and support, John Brown in his undertaking.
Certainly the cause is enough to live for, if not to die for, Brown later wrote to Sanborn. I have had this one opportunity in a life of nearly sixty years, and could I be continued ten times as long again I might not again have another equal opportunity. God has honored but comparatively a small part of mankind with any possible chance for such mighty and soul-satisfying rewards. But, my dear friend, if you should make up your mind to do so I trust it will be wholly from the promptings of your own spirit, after having thoroughly counted the cost. I would flatter no man into such a measure, if I could do it ever so easily. I expect nothing but to endure hardness, Brown revealed. I felt for a number of years, in earlier life, a steady, strong desire to die. But since I saw my prospect of becoming a reaper in the great harvest, I have not only felt quite willing to live but have enjoyed life much, and am now anxious to live for a few years more.
In March Sanborn again joined his five co-conspirators and John Brown, at the American House in Boston. At that point, only two members of this Committee of Six -- the so-called Secret Six -- had pledged their total commitment to Captain Brown's cause. Now Sanborn and Gerrit Smith felt compelled to persuade their colleagues Higginson, Parker, Howe, and Stearns not only to throw in their lot with Brown, but to be his advisers, raising a thousand dollars on the spot from among themselves in support of Brown's Experiment.
Afterwards, Brown dashed off a note to Sanborn -- had he not heard the call to join Brown as a soldier in the war?
Through months of doubt and anxiety, Sanborn pondered it. I listened for a clear and certain call.
Everything was set. The six now knew what Brown was up to, and they in it with him, to the hilt. Brown moved ahead. He again went to see Frederick Douglass in Rochester, asking if he had not heard the call to join Brown as a soldier in the war. Brown then returned to Boston and environs, then turned north to Canada, where there were thousands of blacks, entire communities of them. In order to stir up publicity and sign on new recruits, Brown suddenly put together a convention in Chatham, Canada, May 8th to the 10th, attended by himself, eleven of his soldiers, and all of thirty-four local blacks.
On March 24th, Beth Alcott died. Her sister Louisa May wrote, She died at three this morning, after two years of patient pain. What she'd suffered was seen in the face. At twenty-three she looked like a woman of forty, so worn was she, all her pretty hair gone. Dr. Huntington read the Chapel service, Louisa said of the funeral, and we sang her favorite hymn. Mr. Emerson, Henry Thoreau, Sanborn, and John Pratt carried her out of the old home to the new one at the Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, chosen by herself. So the first break comes, and I know what death means. A liberator for her, a teacher for us.
With the Hawthornes still overseas in England, the Alcott family lived temporarily in the Hawthorne house, which was called Wayside, but which had been called Hillside by the Alcotts when they had lived there in earlier years. Now they were back in the house, while repairs were being made to their new home, which they called Orchard House, which they'd the previous fall. In July the Alcott family would return to the newly renovated Orchard House, which Louisa would call Apple Slump, where Sanborn would be a regular visitor, reading German with Anna. Louisa would entertain numerous of Sanborn's pupils at the house all that summer, despite her parents' encouraging a union between herself and the schoolmaster which, Louisa knew, would never be.
Bronson Alcott now joined Thoreau in a visit to Marston Watson's house and gardens in Plymouth. After graduating from Harvard in 1839, Watson had taken to gardening and tree-planting on a hillside in his native town, Sanborn reported. There he had built his country estate, Hillside, where Alcott and Thoreau spent some days together.
What a prospect you get every morning from the hill-top east of your house! Thoreau exclaimed in a note to Watson upon his return to Concord. I think that even the heathen that I am, I could say, or sing, or dance morning prayers there of some kind.
In April, Ellery Channing, again unencumbered of the nuisance of a growing family, returned to Concord to reclaim his house for his own. This necessitated Sanborn's renting a house on Main Street from Charles Wetherbee, in which he would live with his sister Sarah, their cousin Louisa Leavitt, and a housekeeper, Julia Leary. Wetherbee had skill in serving dinners, and we dined, four or five of us, with some luxury, Sanborn wrote. My friend and former classmate, Morton, sang some college songs, inducing Thoreau to hum along. Then Thoreau came forward, singing Tom Bowling, the only time I ever heard Thoreau sing. Morton, a good musician, joked there seemed to be some defect, but he could not discern, he said, whether it was in Thoreau's voice, or in the tune.
In May, Morton’s rich New York employer, Gerrit Smith, traveled to Boston to meet with Howe, Parker, Stearns, Higginson, and Sanborn -- together they comprised what Sanborn dubbed The Secret Committee of Six. As Higginson couldn’t make it, only five of the six were present on May 24th in Smith's room at the Revere House. There, faced with Brown’s stated intention of blowing the slavery question wide open and Hugh Forbes’ threatening to expose the entire scheme to the world, the five argued over what they should do next.
Abraham Lincoln, candidate for Illinois Senator, was meanwhile worrying himself sick over the reception of his planned acceptance speech before the Republican Convention in June, in which he'd find the nation at a crossroads -- a house divided. Lincoln, not entirely convinced this was the best possible address to be making to the country at the time, had read his speech to ten or twenty Republican friends the night before. He'd gone too far, his closest associates warned him. Such an oration would throw the Republican party straight into the waiting arms of radicals, they said. Lincoln turned to his trusted, longtime associate, William Herndon. You, Billy, he asked, What do you think?
By God, Herndon responded. Deliver it just as it reads. The speech is true, and wise, and politic. It will succeed, now and in the future. Lincoln assured Herndon he would give the speech as written.
John Brown traveled incognito that summer, assuming the name Shubel Morgan, writing his Articles of Agreement or Christian Virtues Codified as Rules, in which his soldiers were dubbed an Army of Covenanters.
A gentlemanly and respectful deportment shall at all times and places be maintained toward all persons, Brown demanded of his men. All profane or indecent language shall be avoided in all cases. No intoxicating beverages shall be drunk or suffered in camp. All captured property shall be equitably distributed.
I have great faith in the wisdom, integrity, and bravery of Captain Brown, Gerrit Smith reassured Sanborn. For several years I have frequently given him money toward sustaining him in his contests with the slave-power. Whenever he embarks on yet another of these contests, I will again stand ready to help him.
But, Sanborn noted, none of the six persons on our secret committee wants Brown to tell us his plans in detail, we being willing to trust him with our money, wishing for no report of progress save by action. In spite of this understanding, I could not avoid some knowledge of the movements and plans of Brown, since I was the chief medium of his correspondence, when he was not in personal communication with some of us by visits. His forcible emancipation of a dozen slaves in western Missouri, in December, 1858, and their safe removal to Windsor, in Canada, was well known, and caused a price of $3,000 to be set on his head.
With all that swarming in the big world, still Sanborn somehow found the time to appoint an Amusements Committee for his Concord school, as Ellen Emerson reported in her diary. She wrote of her brother Eddy's attending, in December, a party at Sanborn's school-house. She told of her father's dining with Thomas Cholmondeley and Henry Thoreau. That evening, Ellen wrote, Father asked me to get ready for a walk. We started out. It was raining. The snow was five or six inches deep, with a very hard crust, which yet did not bear our weight. We sank at every step. We turned into the unbroken Walden Path, with not a track in it, and then went into the woods. When we came home we had a fire in the parlor. At about 5 o'clock, Mr. Cholmondeley came for tea, and he and Father talked of the Celts and the Germans, of England and Ireland, of America and Italy. Then in came Mr. Sanborn and his cousin Miss Leavitt. The conversation was delightful.
On another evening, Ellen reported, Bronson Alcott showed up to talk with Father about Ideals. Mr. Alcott made a speech I could not understand. I said to Mr. Alcott that I did not understand him when he spoke of Ideals. He asked me whether I had ever dreamed of teaching. I said I would not make a good teacher. He said he doubted there were any good teachers anyway. I said I thought such a thing was possible. As I turned to leave the room, he called after me: That is Idealism!
Every Friday night we visit Mr. Sanborn in the school-room, Ellen wrote. He or one of his friends gives us a lecture, an hour long, and the rest of the evening we amuse ourselves. Every month a committee of five scholars, 3 girls and 2 boys, is appointed, to arrange the proceedings. Sometimes we have a play, sometimes charades, sometimes tableaux, sometimes a dance. Except for four or five other persons Mr. Sanborn may choose to invite, no one is present except students, former students, and our teachers.
Last night I had a dreadful dream, Ellen wrote her sister Edith in February. I dreamed Mr. Sanborn returned my compositon, under which he had written: It will barely pass.
Last night Mr. Thoreau lectured a grand lecture on Autumnal Hints, Ellen wrote her sister Edith on March 3rd. Father, Mother, Mr. Sanborn, and Eddy were all equally delighted. It was funny and Father said there were constant spontaneous bursts of laughter, and Mr. Thoreau was applauded. To-night we are going to have all the teachers to tea, Mr. and Mrs. Wall, Mr. Lyman, and Mr. and Miss Sanborn and his cousin, Miss Louisa Leavitt.
Our house is an excellent one for a party, Ellen wrote Edith on March 5th, which I learned this last Friday night. Instead of meeting at the School, the assorted teachers and scholars came here. The kitchen is a delightful dancing place. The floor is perfect for it: hard-pine, level, actually shining. Eddy invited me to dance with him, then Miss Leavitt asked me to dance with her. There were both fiddle and piano, played loud and well. Afterwards we had cake and lemonade. Mr. Sanborn dropped his plate and broke it, to the delight of everybody. He was quite pathetic about the cake he had lost.
You need flexible, attractive and happy persons about you, Ellery Channing warned the sensitive schoolteacher and overzealous abolitionist, not cold, selfish, icy people who if they were in Nova Zembla would only be throwing a lower depression into the thermometers. I like very much the appearance of your cousin Louisa. I hear from those in the know that the young people are quite taken with her. Unmarried women can be so odious.
Mr. Sanborn has more than bested me for my having jested about his spilled cake last Friday night, Ellen wrote a friend on March 14th. He has gone and put me on the Committe for Amusing the School every Friday evening, through the end of March. Imagine, me, all gravity and solemnity, selected to amuse the scholars! Certainly Mr. Sanborn appointed me partly out of malice, but also out of curiosity, to see what such a stiff creature as me would do on being commanded to become active, and antic. He said: I wish particularly that Miss Emerson should be on this committee.
Father and Mother had an argument at dinner beyond my comprehension, Ellen wrote Edith in mid-March. Father felt disposed to talk in riddles about Theodore Parker.
On Saturday, May 7th, a little after noontime, Sanborn wrote, John Brown appeared at my door accompanied by a faithful henchman, Jeremiah Anderson, of Iowa. We proceeded to give notice, through the churches on Sunday morning, of a meeting that evening, at which Brown would speak.
This evening I heard Captain Brown speak at the Town Hall, wrote Concord's newly appointed Superintendent of Schools, Amos Bronson Alcott, afterwards. He spoke on Kansas affairs, and the part taken by him in the troubles there. He told his story with surpassing simplicity and sense. Nature obviously was deeply interested in the making of him, Alcott wrote in admiration. He is of imposing appearance, personally. He is tall, with square shoulders and standing, eyes of deep gray, and couchant, as if ready to spring at the least rustling, dauntless yet kindly. His hair shoots backward from low down on his forehead, his nose trenchant and Romanesque. He has set lips, his voice is suppressed yet metallic, suggesting deep reserves. His countenance and frame are charged with power throughout. Since here last he has added a flowing beard, which gives the soldierly air and the port of an apostle. Though sixty years old, he is agile and alert, and ready for any audacity, any crisis.
It was from this last visit to the Boston area in 1859, Sanborn noted, that John Brown set out towards Virginia, and Harpers Ferry.
The last day of the schoolyear, in late July, was observed at Sanborn’s academy with a picnic. Our school is broken up and gone, Ellen wrote. We enjoyed dancing and all sorts of splendor in the evening. Mr. Sanborn wrote a lovely song; one of the scholars wrote another; then two others, one sung to the tune of Fair Harvard. All were sung at the picnic and the dance. We were all very joyful and proud of Mr. Sanborn and each other, but melancholy the next day, realizing the schoolyear really was done. Then the next days were full of anxiety, our boys being examined to enter college, coming back for one last day to tell us how they got in, rejoicing with us. This was so exciting and delightful. Then they went, and we settled back into thoroughly domestic life, for the first time in a long while.
Summer eased into September, a new schoolyear, and a bold and brilliant golden autumn. News of John Brown's foray came in mid-October.
Chapter Eleven
I was sitting in my quiet schoolroom, Sanborn wrote, on a Tuesday morning, when word reached me of the October 16th attack on Harpers Ferry. For half a day, Brown and his seventeen men, five being left as guards on the Maryland side of the Potomac, held the little town Harpers Ferry, with its important government arsenal, at his mercy, and had several captured hostages for prisoners. He and his band might then, possibly, have escaped, and, by virtue of the alarm they excited, might have retired in comparative safety. But for some reason never fully explained, Brown lingered till escape was impossible. It was the design and expectation of those who captured him in the little engine-house, to kill him on the bloody floor, to which a lieutenant of Marines struck him down, and continued to wound him after he fell.
Brown and his company battled the local militia for two days, throwing Harpers Ferry into bedlam until the Marines arrived, on horseback, under the command of Colonel Robert E. Lee. Those of Brown and his seventeen men who were not shot dead were taken as prisoners. The result proves that the plan was the attempt of a fanatic or madman which could only end in failure, Colonel Lee reported to his Commanding Officer.
The first news reports said Brown was dead. The next round of reports gave notice he'd been wounded, taken into captivity, and was to be tried for treason.
Slaves did not rise up in revolution against their masters. The Harpers Ferry raid did, however, provoke immediate and profound tremors down South. Abraham Lincoln feared Southerners would blame the attack on the Republicans. He thought it possible that Brown was mad, but the more he read about him in the papers, the more he came to feel it possible that Brown could be, in fact, a man of tremendous courage. He now publicly contended it was, after all, inevitable that such an outbreak as this, at Harpers Ferry, should arise in a country that accepted the institution of slavery. Lincoln would not publicly approve Brown's raid, maintaining no reasonable man would condone violence and crime.
Brown is right, Thoreau responded immediately, and the government wrong.
We are all very well, Emerson wrote his son Eddy, in spite of the sad Harpers Ferry business, which interests us all who had Brown for our guest. He is a true hero, but he lost his head there.
This deed, Alcott wrote, so surprising, so mixed, so confounding to most persons, will give impulse to freedom and humanity, whatever comes of its victim and of the states that howl over it.
Brown refused to be rescued by force, Sanborn noted, since it might involve his jailer, John Avis, in death or reproach. An indefinite number of my letters, along with those of Gerrit Smith, Dr. Howe, and others, had also been captured. There were reports of the authorities finding bushels of letters. Nobody knew to what extent the records of our conspiracy were in the hands of the slaveholding authorities, headed by Senator Mason and Governor Wise.
Arrangements had been made for the annual chestnutting excursion of my pupils and others, Sanborn explained, to the Estabrook woods on the old Carlisle road, for the whole day of Thursday. I made sure the teachers were informed of the situation, and gave the most competent of them to understand they should take charge of the school in my absence. Time was now given me in which to decide what course immediately to take, and to consult with Mr. Stearns, Dr. Howe and Wendell Phillips. I therefore spent hours, Tuesday and Wednesday nights, searching my papers to destroy such as might compromise other persons. On Thursday morning, after sending the pupils under competent teachers to the picnic, I took a chaise and drove across the country to the villa of George Stearns, in Medford. With him in my company I drove into Boston to consult John A. Andrew, an eminent counsel, well known to Stearns, Phillips and myself, as to the proper course to be taken, if we were liable to arrest in Massachusetts, either as witnesses or conspirators. Threats of that sort began to be made in the pro-slavery newspapers of New York, particularly in the Herald, then commonly known as The Satanic Press. We put our case before our friend Andrew, without stating to him the full particulars of our complicity with Brown.
It being the opinion of Mr. Andrew that we might be suddenly and secretly arrested and hurried out of the protection of Massachusetts law, Sanborn reported, it seemed to me very important that the really small extent of our movement should be concealed, and its reach and character exaggerated. I went to Boston prepared to go that night on the route through Maine to Canada. After leaving Andrew's office, therefore, I took my slight luggage on board the steamboat for Portland, leaving letters and instructions with my sister Sarah, who was then my housekeeper at Concord, for her action in case I should find it expedient not to return home after a few days. The whole matter was so uncertain, and the action taken by the national authorities, and by the mass of the people, was so much in the dark, that it was impossible to say what might be the best course.
Sanborn caught the night boat on Friday, October 21st. He checked in at the Metropolitan Hotel, in Quebec, registering under the name Stanley.
George Stearns went today to see Emerson at Concord, John A. Andrews wrote to Sanborn.They have kept the school going, and it will go ahead for a fortnight or more, awaiting your return. Emerson seemed, from what Stearns told me, to think you had done wisely in leaving.
He should come back and stand his ground, Emerson was telling everyone, in fact. Sanborn's sister Sarah wrote to say Emerson thought it safe for him to come back. Emerson wrote Sanborn directly, advising him to return at once. Return at the first hour that wheels or steam will permit. I am assuring every one that you will be here Wednesday or Thursday.
Wendell Phillips also wrote, Sanborn noted, saying John Andrews now felt persons in Massachusetts who had given aid to a treasonable act consummated in Virginia would, if indicted, be tried in Massachusetts. This was different from the opinion he had given us before, on which I had based my decision to flee to Canada.
Is there no such thing as honor among confederates? Thomas Wentworth Higginson asked Sanborn upon his absconding to Canada. Can your clear moral sense justify our holding our tongues in order to save ourselves from the reprobation of society, even as that nobler man whom we did provoke to enter into danger becomes the scapegoat of that reprobation, going for us even to the gallows?
Theodore Parker was out of the country already, having left in pursuit of better climes for the restoration of his ailing health, presently arriving in Italy, where he would die. Upon learning of the raid on Harpers Ferry, Parker would immediately hail Brown as a veritable American saint. Parker would die in Florence the following May, Sanborn noted, and would be buried under a monument designed by Mr. Story, his sculptor friend.
George Luther Stearns, the conservative Boston manufacturer of lead pipe, had quickly made his way to the Canada side of Niagara Falls. He said he felt joy in the presence of the Niagara cataract, likewise pride in his having supplied John Brown with both arms and money. He said he was as devoted as ever to giving his life and his fortune to the good cause, the liberation of the slave.
Samuel Gridley Howe, internationally known as a pioneer in the education of the the deaf, mute, and blind, had also fled north to Canada, fearing his long and distinguished career would end in disgrace on a Virginia scaffold. Howe fled south now, putting further geographic and emotional distance between himself and his co-conspirators, taking an extended vacation at a South Carolina plantation, where he'd get to know Southern politics and manners from the inside, which only increased the ambivalence he felt about his involvement with John Brown.
In Peterboro, New York, Gerrit Smith wandered aimlessly through his manor, wringing his hands, crying out, I did not know! John Brown dead! So many dead! I did not do this. It is not my doing. It is not my fault!
So soon as Sanborn got back to Concord, Emerson insisted he get better legal assistance than he'd got thus far, especially such as would not necessitate his having to leave the state a second time.
Affairs took various courses, Sanborn said. It wasn't very many days upon my return to Concord that Colonel Charles Miller, Gerrit Smith's son-in-law, appeared at my door one afternoon, bringing me word of my friend Edward Morton's having left Gerrit Smith's New York estate, sailing for England where, to my entire satisfaction, he would renew his casual acquaintance with Thoreau's friend Thomas Cholmondeley. As for Mr. Smith, Colonel Miller informed me he was in the Utica Insane Asylum, or soon would be. He assured me my letters to my friend Morton were buried under a brick in the broad walk that led to Mr. Smith's hall-door. He then asked me what I had done in regard to Mr. Smith's letters. I told him they were destroyed, so far as I could find them. He had been on a similar errand to John Brown, Jr., in Ohio, and was much relieved at what I told him. In fact, however, several of Smith's letters concerning John Brown had lodged either with Wentworth Higginson or Theodore Parker, to whom I had sent them, and they did afterward come back into my possession or use.
Sanborn was today at Emerson's house, Alcott wrote in his diary on October 26th, home from looking into Captain Brown's affairs. Ellery Channing was at Emerson's also. We discussed the matter at length. I defended the deed, under the circumstances, and the Man. His rescue would be difficult, even if he would consent to be taken. And the spectacle of a martyrdom such as his must needs be, will be of greater service to the country, and to the coming in of a righteous rule, than years of agitation by the Press, or the voices of partisans, North and South. 'Twas a bold stroke, this of his, for justice universal, and it damages all political parties beyond repair. Even the Republicans must in some sense claim him as theirs in self-defense, and to justify Republicanism in the people's eyes as Freedom's defender.
Gerrit Smith’s wife wrote to Sanborn in 1874, confirming that her husband had destroyed every one of his letters having anything to do with John Brown. Sanborn likewise was combing through his own papers and letters, weeding out anything implicating himself or his cronies in Brown’s raid. Only some letters to Theodore Parker, which came back to Sanborn a year and more after his death, were not destroyed at this time.
In Late October, 1859, Sanborn wrote, Brown's Drillmaster, Hugh Forbes, disappeared from New York without disgorging anything that was not by that time pretty well known from other sources. His passage to Europe may have been paid from the money earned by disclosures he made in The New York Herald, which was then struggling hard to connect Republicans Seward and Sumner with the plans of Brown.
Henry Thoreau was reading every newspaper account he could lay his hands on. For weeks he filled his Journal with quotes, reactions to Harpers Ferry. Nowhere could he find an expression of sympathy for Brown and his men. Even Garrison's Liberator termed the attempt ill-considered, and foolhardy. His indignation soared. He is not mistaken, an indignant Thoreau insisted, who succeeds quickest in the liberation of the slaves.
Thoreau sent a messenger house to house, notifying his neighbors he would speak to them that night, at the Unitarian Church, about John Brown. He rang the bell at Town hall himself, calling on his townsmen to come hear him out. Thorea was handed a note Emerson had written hurriedly, wanting Thoreau to think twice before acting too rashly. Thoreau quickly scribbled his own note in reply. -- You misunderstood. I did not ask advice.
Thoreau's impassioned Plea for Captain Brown, made prior to Brown's own stirring defense of himself before Virginia's Governor Wise in a Charlestown courtroom, was delivered that evening, Sunday, October 30, 1859. On November 1st, Thoreau delivered the lecture in Boston and, on November 3rd, he delivered it in Worcester.
The New York Daily Tribune quoted Emerson on November 8th: The Saint's fate yet hangs in suspense, but his martyrdom, if it shall be perfected, will make the gallows as glorious as the cross. This, Emerson's first public statement on Brown's raid, was attacked as a blasphemous comparison, stirring up heated further controversy above and beyond the Harper's Ferry furor itself.
Alcott hoped Thoreau or Emerson would send a testimonial concerning Brown's character and motives to Governor Wise in Virginia -- something that might influence him in Brown’s favor. On second thought, Alcott saw no hope of pleas for mercy. Slavery must have its way and Governor Wise must do its bidding. Alcott strode over to Emerson’s to say he was ready and willing to go to Virginia himself, if need be, to free John Brown. But Emerson knew Alcott was not the right man. I've been talking with a few people, Emerson wrote Sanborn in confidence, on the possibility of finding some gentleman here who might have private influence with Governor Wise of Virginia, advocating clemency for Captain Brown, and I'll be seeing others in the morning.
At the American House in Boston, Emerson met with varied men of influence to discuss intercession with Virginia's Governor Wise on behalf of Brown, but concluded by saying what Sanborn had already rightly recognized: Brown himself did not wish to escape. End of meeting.
In Worcester, Reverend Thomas Wentworth Higginson was busy organizing a secret expeditionary force, intending to storm the Charlestown jail where Brown was being held. It was clear to passionate Colonel Higginson that Brown should and could be rescued.
In Boston, the prominent attorney Lysander Spooner, who’d called off his own plans for invading the South once Brown had done so, tried to muster support for his plan to go to Virginia to kidnap Governor Wise at gun point. He’d be taken to a tugboat, held hostage and, should John Brown be executed, himself be shot dead.
I have been much absorbed in Captain Brown's fate lately, Thoreau said, wrestling with his conscience. It surprises me whenever I detect the same old routine still, and general indifference, people going about their business as usual.
Chapter Twelve
Concord is as dull as ever, Louisa May Alcott wrote a friend on November 8, 1859, though we make fitful efforts to enliven it with a Charade party the other day. Franklin Benjamin Sanborn put Father in an old-fashioned suit on a pedestal in the exact attitude of the Benjamin Franklin statue. Very fine he looked with his white hair, cocked hat, knee buckles, and frills. Sanborn's name came up in conversation a few days later. A woman asked me if I knew of some school her child might attend and, in a series of quite personal remarks, I recommended the Sanborn Seminary, where my own nine darling siblings were imbibing knowledge copiously.
In his jail cell in Virginia, in chains, bleeding from his still fresh bayonet and saber wounds, John Brown read the Bible. Those seven of Brown’s men who survived the raid traveled through the now perilous Pennsylvania mountains, stalked by manhunters. Two were quickly caught and sent back to Virginia to be hanged. One somehow managed to get to safety in Concord, Massachusetts, where he was surreptitiously put on a train bound for Canada.
I interfered with the perpetuation of slavery, John Brown admitted at his trial. This has been been fairly proved. But had I so interfered on behalf of the rich, the powerful, the intelligent, the so-called great, or in behalf of any of their friends, whether father, mother, brother, sister, wife, or children, or any of that class, and suffered and sacrificed what I have in such interference, that would have been all right. Every man in this court would have deemed that all right, an act worthy of reward, not of punishment. This court acknowledges, I suppose, the validity of the laws of God, Brown went on. I see a book here which I suppose to be the Bible, or at least the New Testament. It teaches us to remember them that are in bonds, as if you were yourself bound with them. I have merely endeavored to act upon that instruction. To have interfered, as I have always freely admitted I have done, in behalf of the despised poor, was not wrong, but right. If it is deemed necessary that I should forfeit my life and mingle it with the blood of millions of slaves whose rights are disregarded by wicked, cruel, and unjust enactments, I submit. Let it be done.
Sanborn and others of his colleagues in the so-called Secret Six kept busy, in the meantime, explaining away their knowledge of, and participation in, what Brown had done. We did not know that Brown meant to begin there, in Virginia, at Harper's Ferry, Sanborn insisted. Like Gerrit Smith, Sanborn felt justified in making public statements which told a part of the truth, but not the whole truth. We expected he would go farther west, into a region less accessible, where his movements might escape notice for weeks, except as the alleged acts of some marauding party.
On November 12th, in the evening, Sanborn consulted with his lawyer, John Andrew. He showed me a statute about witnesses, Sanborn wrote to Colonel Higginson. It appears by a law of August 8, 1846, that a witness whose evidence is deemed material by any U.S. judge, may be arrested by a warrant from a judge, without any previous summons, and taken before that judge to give bond for his appearing to testify. This leaves no room for a writ of habeas corpus. If arrested, a witness can only be released by a tumult.And so, Sanborn had already determined, a tumult there would be.
My intention is to simply pursue my usual occupations, Sanborn wrote Higginson on November 19th. This I will do despite any summons issued. I will resist arrest by force. If arrested, I will consent to be rescued only by force.
At the Town Hall, a meeting was called to make arrangements for celebrating the day of Captain Brown's execution, Alcott wrote in his Diary on November 28th. Emerson and Thoreau were chosen to be in the committee to prepare services appropriate to the occasion. Sanborn is mixed up in it also, but Thoreau is taking the lead part in all this.
The Memorial Service for John Brown is scheduled for Friday, December 2nd, Bronson Alcott wrote two days later.We do not intend to have any speeches made on the occasion, but have selected appropriate passages from Brown's words, and from assorted poets and from the Scriptures. These will be variously read by Thoreau, Emerson, and myself, chiefly.
Sanborn wrote to his fifty-nine-year-old mother in New Hampshire the day before the fifty-nine-year-old John Brown was executed in Virginia: From the newspapers and the other accounts of me and my connection with Captain Brown, very likely you may feel some anxiety about me. There is no occasion, I assure you, for alarm. In the first place, there is no evidence against me as a criminal, in any fair court. The only way of arresting me will be as a witness. A law from 1846 allows witnesses to be suddenly arrested, and carried out of the State, but this cannot be enforced here, because the Supreme Court will prevent it. No officer here would venture to kidnap a man. The ordinary process for summoning a witness is slow, and would give me time to escape, if I wished to do so. I don't intend, however, to be arrested.
John Brown was hanged on December 2, 1859.
I am now quite certain the crimes of this guilty land will never be purged away but with blood, Brown had written in a short note he’d handed to one of his attendants as he departed the jail to be hung from the scaffolds.I had vainly flattered myself that, without very much bloodshed, it might be done.
I had no idea Governor Wise considered my execution so important, Brown said as he got into the wagon that awaited him, seating himself comfortably atop his own coffin.
Brown's escort, now given the order to march, gave his team of white horses the same order, to proceed. Assorted military companies went into formation as three companies of infantry were ordered to hold their regular files. Fifteen hundred troops had been amassed around the scaffold where Brown, in loose-fitting clothes, carpet slippers, and a hat, was to be hanged. One of Virginia Governor Wise's sons was there to watch the execution. A militiaman from Company F of Richmond, one John Wilkes Booth, held onto his musket, waiting. Virginia Military Institute cadets could be seen behind the scafold with the man they called Stonewall Jackson. It was noon.
This is a beautiful country, John Brown said. I never before had the pleasure of seeing it.
Brown dropped his hat to the floor. The hood was lowered. The rope was brought around his neck.
I can't see, gentlemen, Brown said. You must lead me.
The sheriff asked Brown if he wanted to hear some kind of private signal, just before the end.
It does not matter to me, Brown answered. I only want that everyone should not keep me waiting so long.
The hatchet flashed. The rope flew, then snapped to a halt, vibrating a moment. There was no other sound.
Throughout New England, bells pealed from white-steepled churches. The execution of Saint John the Just took place on the second of the month, Louisa May Alcott reported. There was a meeting at the hall, and all Concord was there. Emerson, Thoreau, Father, and Sanborn spoke, and all were full of reverence and admiration for the martyr.
On the day of John Brown's execution, Sanborn wrote, there came a beautiful, mild winter day, perfect for boating on our Concord River.
Chapter Thirteen
There need be no tears for John Brown, wrote Sanborn’s boss at the Springfield Republican, Samuel Bowles. Few men die so happily.
Brown is not dead, George William Curtis declared. He is planted, and he will spring up a hundred-fold.
Sanborn called the whole episode an important and thrilling interlude in his youth. Not only would it go down in Missouri and Virginia history, but in world history likewise. On a more personal note, Sanborn wrote of John Brown’s foray entangling him in still further events and consequences.
Brown's sons Oliver and Watson had died at Harpers Ferry with seven other of Brown's men. Four more men had been hung with Brown at Charlestown: Green, a fugitive slave, Copeland, a free-born Negro, Cook, a white law student, and Coppoc, a young white Quaker. Alfred Hazlitt had been captured, but his life had been spared. Aaron Dwight Stevens, hit by six bullets while carrying a flag of truce, had also been taken prisoner.
John Brown's son Owen had got away, as had Francis Jackson Merriam, who showed up in Concord at Sanborn’s door. -- Out of regard for his safety, Sanborn said, -- I declined to see him. I would give him shelter and see to it he'd arrive safely in Canada. I'd later learn he'd feel chagrine at my apparent lack of confidence in his judgment but, to put it plainly, Merriam seemed quite insane.
Now an outlaw with a price on his head, Merriam had sped north from Virginia, straight to Concord, and knocked at Sanborn's front door. Sanborn was out. His sister Sarah took the fugitive in, fed him, tried to calm him, and kept him out of sight. He brooded or raved, muttering or crying out, insisting there'd need to be another insurrection. Sarah caught her brother at the door before he entered, and summed up the situation for him. Sanborn left directly, going to Emerson's to request the use of his horse and carriage in the morning.
Certainly, said Emerson.
Sanborn next visited Thoreau, explaining he was harboring a man who in the morning had to be taken, even if he protested, to South Acton to catch the Canada-bound train. Sanborn knew George Stearns' wife had recently implored Thoreau to write a biography of John Brown and that Thoreau had declined, being busy, he'd said, building up and revising his notes detailing the life of America's Red Man. Sanborn now asked if he might intrude on Thoreau; was he up to this?
Of course, Thoreau said.
Thoreau had no idea who his unruly, wild-eyed passenger was, and he didn't ask. From the back of the carriage, the stranger demanded he be taken at once to Ralph Waldo Emerson, for he had important plans to lay before him. Perhaps you are Mr. Emerson? You look like him.
No, Thoreau answered, urging the horse to a quicker gait. Merriam now leaped from the carriage.I'm going back to Concord! he cried out. Thoreau stopped the carriage and, talking softly, eased the young man back into the carriage. He saw him off to Canada that same evening.
Charles Loring Brace, a social worker trained as a clergyman, then traveling the New England lecture circuit for the New York City Children's Aid campaign, arrived at Sanborn's house on New Year's day, 1860, joining Alcott, Thoreau, and Sanborn for dinner. To their amazement and delight, Brace had brought with him his Uncle Asa Gray's copy of Charles Darwin's Origin of Species, published just five weeks before. The leading botanist of the 1850s, Gray was the very author of the Botany textbook Thoreau had consumed at Harvard. Gray's very early review of Darwin's new book had just appeared. Rarely seen outside of Cambridge, Gray had explored the Pacific Isles and the American West via dried specimens of plants meticulously catalogued and arranged in his elaborate Harvard herbarium, corresponding with Darwin who had held Thoreau entirely in thrall in 1851 with the book of his travels, The Voyage of the Beagle. Here was Asa Gray's own copy of Darwin's book, here was his nephew Brace, and Alcott, and Thoreau. Sanborn's spirits lifted.
Year of meteors! Walt Whitman would write of the year just entered. Brooding year! Year all mottled with evil and good. Year of forebodings!
I would be a fool and an idiot, Sanborn wrote, not to admit the thrill I felt, beyond the obvious pain, at the outset of 1860. John Brown's foray, not merely into Missouri and Virginia, but into world history, and the events and consequences which followed, could not but leave deep impressions on me. To be in a plot, Cardinal de Retz had written regarding his involvement in a conspiracy to assassinate Cardinal Richelieu, is often a mark of folly. But nothing is more likely to make a man wise, at least for a time, than to have been in one. I know nothing of wisdom but, as for my small share in Brown's enterprise, I have never regretted the least it.
Like John Brown Jr., I was summoned before Virginia's Senator Mason, early in January, Sanborn wrote. He declined to go to Washington because he would be liable to seizure in passing through Virginia and Maryland, and because he knew he would not testify against anyone at any price, including the price of his own exemption. I offered to give testimony in Massachusetts, through fear of lack of protection in Washington. Senator Mason assured me he would be personally responsible for my safety, but I had resolved I would never offer my testimony in the South, to slaveholders.
In mid-January, Bronson Alcott wrote George Stearns' wife Mary, who had sent him a copy of The Life and Epistles of St. John the Just, to thank her for it, saying he had not yet had a chance to read it. Sanborn has this snowy morning, and before breakfast, just returned the book with a revolutionary smile of exceeding hearty approval.
Last night, Mr. Sanborn was waiting in the Post Office when a stranger walked up to him and said, Mr. Sanborn I believe? Ellen Emerson wrote her father, away on a lecture tour, on January 17th. Mr. Sanborn replied, Good evening, sir. Here is your summons, the stranger said. You are summoned to appear in Washington by the 24th of this month. Shall I say you will come, sir? You may make what return you please, sir, he said. Then Sanborn went to meet with Edith, and he told her everything. She came home and told his cousin Alice. They decided to keep things quiet. Edith passed a gentleman in the street who was haranguing on the subject, but she kept her tongue. At 5 o'clock Alice Leavitt and Ellen Forbes came. We were to go to a play, and as we walked along, Alice talked about Willie Forbes.
In order to get into some Harvard secret society, Ellen told her father, Willie had participated in an initiation rite. He was trying to place a Bible stolen from Yale on the preacher's desk in the Harvard Chapel, when he was caught by a watchman, who had hid himself in the pulpit when he'd heard Willie squeezing in at a window. Willie was just putting down the Bibles when the man rose up out of the pulpit and rushed at him. Willie ran, and was fired at. In firing again, the guard aimed aside of him. Willie surrendered. He was confined to a jail cell with two thieves. His father arrived, had them turned out, and turned home looking perfectly pale, telling his family the news. Mrs. Forbes went to see the guard, who said he was very sorry. Willie spent the day and night in jail, which he said was more dreadful than anything he had ever imagined. He said the noises he heard were fearful. He said he hadn't known such things existed. The next day he came home sick. They thought he had scarlet fever. Now he is better, but he feels dreadful, Alice Leavitt told me, her brother being one of Willie's best friends. She went home on Sunday to see if he had anything to do with it. He told her Forbes was the noblest boy in the college, far above such miserable tricks. The boys all knew they risked expulsion when they did such things, but they didn't know that they risked their lives. He said the government owed them amends for keeping them in ignorance. They agreed to give themselves up to the government to be punished in any way, solemnly agreeing never to do anything naughty again while they were in college, if William Forbes were not expelled.
Mr Sanborn will be back in town next Sunday, Ellen informed her father on January 20th. He took tea here last night. He said he could find no man to take the school. When I asked him about James Lowell, he said he doubted he would be willing and, even if he would, he thought he was hardly the right person, though he was a good scholar, experienced in teaching, and a pleasant fellow. Mr. Sanborn said that if he had to stay away more than six weeks, he would give up the school altogether.
We had our Leap-year party at Sanborn's, Ellen wrote her Father on January 23rd. Saturday morning Edward and I went to Milton. We rode out from Boston in the Forbes' carriage. I stayed at the Watson's, and Edward at the Forbes's. Mrs. Watson told me that William Forbes was expelled. The faculty didn't tell him until all the students had gone home for vacation. She also said that the Chief of Police had brought the matter before the Court, and that Willie was to be tried the second week in February and that two lawyers had told her it was a States Prison offence to attack an officer in the discharge of his duty, and that Mr. Forbes ought to send him directly to Europe, and pay the bail. Presently Mr. Forbes came in and asked her to walk with him. When she came home she said Mr Forbes had said there was no danger. In the evening, Mrs Forbes said she was greatly comforted to see Willy so cheery this evening. She said his behaviour and temper through the whole had been most satisfactory, and beautiful, till he had heard of his being expelled from Harvard, after which he was very bitter, for a while.But then his father talked to him for a long time in the kindest manner, and he soon returned to all his normal sweetness of feeling.
Mr. Higginson will be spending the night here tonight, Ellen wrote her father on January 25th. Mr. Sanborn's sister Sarah and their lovely cousin, Louisa Leavitt, will have tea with him. The school goes on well, though Mr. Sanborn is gone.
Mr. Higginson didn't talk much, Ellen wrote on January 28th, after he'd joined them for tea. He leaned forward, fixing his eyes on Edith, whose chattering seemed quite to delight him. Louisa Leavitt perceived his particular attention toward Edith, directing her conversation now to him. He laughed, and kept up with her, and seemed to have a very good time. Overhearing Miss Leavitt talking with Edward about Algebra, he joined in, and soon everyone seemed to be talking on just about everything. Mr. Higginson's lecture that evening was interesting and funny. Afterwards, I offered Mr. Higginson some wine, and mother gave him cakes. The next morning we had breakfast early. Edith came down to make sure we got him off punctually.
Willie Forbes has got a bad deal, Ellen Emerson wrote her father on January 30th. Dr. Walker has published an account of the matter, omitting the pistol part, which makes it very one-sided. I have lost much of my enthusiasm for Cambridge, hearing so much lately of the troubles and drawbacks there. The principle from which the government started was that all the young men of Harvard were scoundrels, which was said to be at the bottom of all our recent troubles. Willie Forbes behaved beautifully, amicably disposed towards the Harvard Faculty, except he did say it was rather mean of Dr. Walker to have passed over the pistol.
Ellen's sister Edith, though enamored of Willie Forbes' recent pain, also felt for Frank Sanborn in his difficult and likewise dramatic circumstances. Such abundant controversy. What trouble men got into!
Their controversial father was away on a lecture tour, in the meantime, stirring up controversy in the West. The important thing is not the form of religion, Emerson was preaching, but the faith common to all.
Emerson annoyed some but delighted many with a trick he had of searching for the last word or phrase of a sentence… which would seem to have… escaped him. Endearingly he would… after a long pause… stumble onto the...just...right...word. Though variously denounced as a Freethinker, Anglophile, monarchist, infidel, and abolitionist, still reporters could swoon, as one did in the Wisconsin State Journal on February 9th, after Emerson's Madison, Wisconsin lecture, There is such charm in his manner, and in the shifting expression of that New England visage of his, with the keen, seer-like eyes, and the fine, deep, musical voice.
Here in Concord, Ellen Emerson wrote a cousin, Mr. Sanborn's doings are at present our chief interest. He disappears, and we say goodbye, supposing he will be gone for months. In the course of a week or two, he astonishes us by opening the parlour door, and saying Good evening, in the most common tone in the world. The next morning the school is stunned by seeing the exile in foreign parts seated calmly in his chair, like a piece of last winter. Every one settles down into the old ways, with a confidence that all is right again when, some morning, Mr. Whittemore suddenly is again in the chair, the headmaster remembered as having been last seen at such a time and place. I am sorry Mr. Sanborn has to run away. It does look cowardly. People who know Mr. Sanborn are sure it is all right, as he is not a coward. He has been writing a protest which will be in all the papers. Captain Brown's daughters have come here to school, and are staying with us at present. They are very willing to talk, and it is very interesting to listen.
Abraham Lincoln arrived in New York City on February 27th. He was surprised to learn he was not to speak at Henry Ward Beecher's Brooklyn church, as had been originally scheduled, but rather at the Cooper Institute. He stayed in Manhattan at the Astor House where, while a snowstorm raged outside, the red carpet was rolled out for him. Matthew Brady took a photograph of Lincoln that would be distributed widely in New England, showing the leather-faced statesman, fifty-one, sans beard, with bright, focused eyes, wearing a new black suit, a vest, a stiff white shirt, and a black tie, his left hand resting on a stack of books. Here was a genuine contender, a man absolutely sure of himself. Though snow flurries whipped New York City that evening, 1,500 people showed up at the Cooper Institute to hear Abe Lincoln speak.
From Washington D.C. came the news that Senator Mason had refused Sanborn's proposal that he testify in Massachusetts. Having supposed he would do that, Sanborn wrote, I had already written him to say that under no conditions would I appear before his damned committee. I said I would adhere to my rights as a citizen of Massachusetts. I reminded him I could hardly rely on his promised protection in Virginia, my friend Sumner having been so brutally assaulted a few years before, in the Virginia Senate Chamber.
Upon the receipt of my missive, Sanborn reported, Senator Mason declared me a Contumacious Witness. On February 16th, the vote came in: I was to be arrested at once, though a few Southern Senators, recognizing my attitude about State Rights was quite similar to theirs, voted against the arrest. I chose not to be seized by anyone any time prior to my being quite ready for it.
Sanborn again traveled to Canada, now stopping by North Elba, Ohio, in order to visit John Brown’s grave and those of his family who still remained. He arranged with mrs. Brown for two of her daughters, Anne and Sarah, to enter his school.
I am back in Concord, Sanborn wrote his mother in New Hampshire on February 28th, though in a place unknown to all but a few persons. Colonel Whiting has taken me in, agreeing not to reveal my whereabouts. Since my arrest was ordered by the Senate, it is unclear how freely I may go about my business here. To be on the safe side I have taken precautions. It is not generally known that I am in town, though I was walking in the street every evening but one last week. On Sunday I walked all around town, calling at half a dozen houses. I keep myself busy indoors with reading and writing, and keeping an eye on my school, which goes on well in my absence, under Mr. Whittemore and the other teachers. Do not be overly concerned about me, Sanborn soothed his mother. I am as unconcerned as ever in my life. I slept at home last Saturday night. The Brown girls, Anne and Sarah, daughters of John Brown, went to school yesterday.
I was lately at the center of a vortex of costumes, Louisa may Alcott wrote a friend in early March, preparing for a grand Masquerade Ball held at the Town House, given by the Dominie, Sanborn, and his students, nineteen of whom had come to me coolly, one after the other, seeking ideas, or dresses, driving me nearly to distraction. The ball came off yesterday evening, and was a fine affair. Everyone had done their best to be splendid, and splendid they were. The gentlemen were smart as you please in velvet cloaks, plumy hats, slashed doublets, and big boots. The ladies were queens and vivandiere's. There was Alciabades, a Zouave, Don Giovanni, Rob Roy, Robin Hood, a turkey buzzard in Turkish dress, a Spaniard in a black slouched hat, feathers and a big cloak, a lady from Maine with her umbrel bag and spec's, and Lady Teazle from The School for Scandal in crimson and white brocade with pearls promiscuous and white plumes, a jack daw all fun and feathers, looking like Vashti or any other fabulous old being given to the vanities of the flesh. There were seventy five or a hundred in masks, besides a gallery full of spectators, a band of five tooters, and a caller, Johnny, his one eye more askew than ever with the excitement of the thing. Everybody loved it except the same old fogies who always want things back as they were at Noah's ark.
An invitation came from Philadelphia asking Emerson to speak there, which now was withdrawn as Emerson was known to be a defender of Captain John Brown, whose recent action, it was felt in the Quaker City, was contemptuous. A riot was feared. Emerson simply traveled on to New York City, to give his lectue on Manners there. Though Manhattan surely was home to more slavery sympathizers than Philadelphia, Emerson lectured at the New York Christian Union on March 23rd without incident.
Whenever Emerson was away from Concord on his lecture tours, Ellen, then 21, and Edith, 19, could be counted on to keep him posted about life at home. Ellen acted as her father's treasurer and secretary. If Ellen wasn't available to deposit checks in the bank, or to pay bills, then Edith could be trusted to take care of it.
In Concord through much of the spring and summer of 1860, Emerson lectured frequently in Boston. With Theodore Parker off in Florence, Italy, Emerson was invited to lecture Sundays before the enormous audiences of Parker's Fraternity, the Congregational Society, at the Boston Music Hall.
Elizabeth Peabody was out of Massachusetts for a time that month, visiting Richmond, Virginia, where she sought from Governor Letcher a reprieve for the two remaining Harpers Ferry prisoners, Albert Hazlitt and Aaron Stevens. The Governor listened stonily, unmoved. He denied the request. Stevens was hanged on March 16th.
Concord's citizens were put on red alert. A network was formed for the reporting of the arrival of a stranger, such as had occasionally showed up in search of fugitive slaves. Sanborn's whereabouts of any evening were kept secret. He stayed each night in a different house. Just about every home in Concord was opened to him. Mary Mann offered him Wayside. No one could say just how often, or when, Sanborn was with Mrs. Mann.
The report of the Secretary of the Concord School Committee, Franklin Sanborn, was issued on April 2, 1860, in the midst controversy over Concord's District System. The Committee had consisted of two members representing the one district that was Concord's town center, and one representing the six other outlying districts, combined. Sanborn had thrown himself headlong into the controversy, opposing the staus quo, supporting the proposition of districts' rights to greater representation on the School Committee. Concord voters had thrown their lots in with Sanborn, and the School Committee grew to comprise three people from the town center district, and one person from each of the other six outlying districts. Sanborn's ambition of employing a Superintendent of Schools at $100 a year had also won voters' approval. Sanborn had been made School Committee Secretary and, as his first act, he had placed Bronson Alcott's name into nomination for Superintendent of Schools, though Alcott had never allowed his own children to attend public schools, nor even Sanborn's school for that matter.
On Tuesday, April 3rd, the controversial Secretary of the School Committee was arrested by Federal Marshals bearing a subpoena from the U.S. Senate.
Chapter Fourteen
Sanborn was nearly kidnapped, Louisa May Alcott informed a friend. Great ferment in town. Annie Whiting immortalized herself by getting into the kidnapper's carriage so that they could not put the long legged martyr in. One of the rascals grabbed her and said, Get out. I won't, said Annie. I'll tear your clothes. Tear away, they said. We'll whip up the horses and make them run away if you dont get out. So Let them run to the devil, I won't stir. The smart little woman didn't budge until the riot was over. Sanborn's schoolboys rushed about like heroes.
After so long an interval, Sanborn wrote of it, with no effort at arresting me, I had fairly concluded the Senate officials had given up their idea of taking me to Washington. This they would have done, had they been wise. But on the evening of April 3rd, after I had been out making calls in the village of Concord, and was sitting quietly in my study on the first floor, after nine o'clock, my door-bell rang. Julia had gone to bed. Sarah was in her room. Without anticipating any harm, I went down into the front hall in my robe and answered the bell. A young man presented himself, and handed me a note, which I stepped back to read by the light of the hall lamp. It said the bearer was a person deserving charity. I am satisfied that he would be so before he ever got away from Concord that night.
When I looked up from reading the note, Sanborn continued, four men had entered my hall. One of them came forward and layed his hand on me, saying, I arrest you. I said, By what authority? If you have a warrant read it, for I will not go with you unless you show your warrant. He began to read the order of the Senate for my arrest. Sarah, who had feared, as I did not, what this visit meant, now rushed down the stairs, opened the other door of the hall, and began to cry out to the neighbors. Seeing they were likely to be interrupted in their mission, my five callers slipped a pair of handcuffs on my wrists and forced me from the house.
I was young and strong, Sanborn wrote, and I resented this indignity. They had to lift me and carry me to the door, where my sister stood, screaming. I braced my feet against the doorposts and delayed them. I did the same at the posts of the veranda. The church bells were ringing a fire alarm, the people were gathering by tens. I braced my feet against the stone posts of the gateway, checking their progress once more. When the four rascals lifted me to insert me, feet foremost, in their covered hack, an anxious driver on the box, I braced myself against the sides of the carriage door and broke them in. They then realized it was my unfettered feet that made all this trouble, so one of the four grasped my feet and brought them together, so that I could no longer use them in resistance.
God Almighty's tongs, a farmer had called Sanborn's long legs when he'd first seen the schoolmaster striding over a stage, performing in one of Louisa May Alcott's plays. Those long legs served Sanborn well now.
They got me into the hack only as far as my knees, he reported, when my sister, darting forward, grasped the long beard of my footman and pulled with so much force he lost his grasp. My feet felt the ground again, outside the carriage. A great crowd had collected, among them Colonel Whiting and his daughter Annie. With his stout cane, the Colonel began to beat the horses. My bearers were left a rod or two behind the hack into which they had not been able to force me. Still they held me, hatless and in my evening slippers, in the street in front of my house.
At that moment, Sanborn said, my counsel, J.S. Keyes, appeared by my side, asking if I petitioned for a writ of Habeas Corpus. By all means, I told him. Keyes hurried over to Judge Hoar's house. Hearing the tumult, and suspecting what it was, he had already begun filling out a writ of personal replevin. In less than ten minutes, the writ was in the hands of Concord's deputy sheriff, John Moore, who made the formal demand on my captors to surrender their prisoner. Stupidly, they refused. So the sherrif called on the 150 men and women present to act as his posse comitatus, which some twenty of the men gladly did, and I was forcibly snatched from senatorial custody. At the same time, my Irish neighbors rushed upon them and forced them to take to their broken carriage, and make off toward Lexington, the way they had come. They were pursued by twenty or thirty of my townsmen, some of them as far as Lexington.
I was committed to the custody of Captain George L. Prescott, Sanborn remembered, and spent the night in his house, armed, for my better defense, with a six-shooter, which Mr. Bull, the inventor of the Concord grape and then chairman of the Selectmen, had insisted I should take. I slept peacefully all the rest of that night.
John S. Keyes, John Andrew, Samuel Sewall, and Robert Treat Paine came together to act as legal counsel on Sanborn’s behalf. The next day, on April 4th, they went before Herman Melville’s father-in-law, Massachusetts Chief Justice Lemuel Shaw.
The courtroom was filled with my Concord and Boston friends, Sanborn remembered, including the always elegant Mr. Wendell Phillips and, in his workingman's outfit, Mr. Walt Whitman.
Whitman later said he had been at the hearing specifically to help rescue Sanborn, had it become necessary. There were plenty others, Whitman said, who’d also come to take action should the trial go wrong. With him were Whitman's publishers, Charles Thayer and William Eldridge, at whose store an abolitionist society called the Black Strings were known to meet. Another of their authors, James Redpath, whose biography of John Brown was one of the firm’s most popular books, was there, too. The journalist Richard Hinton, who had recommended Leaves of Grass to Thayer and Eldridge, was also there. The blue-eyed firebrand William Douglas O'Connor, to whom the firm had paid an advance on a forthcoming antislavery novel titled Harrington, was there. And there, at the back of the room, on a high stool, sat the tall, gray-bearded Whitman, in a loose jacket and an open shirt. Sanborn would remember Whitman's intense eyes under the shaggy eyebrows, scanning the courtroom.
Judge Shaw declared that no one but an officer of the Senate had the legal authority to undertake such an arrest as had just been attempted. That was that. Sanborn returned to Concord a hero, lauded by Higginson, Thoreau, Alcott, and Emerson at a spontaneous homecoming celebration held at Town Hall. Thoreau's remarks were greeted with applause and laughter when he said, -- The government ought to have arrested slave kidnappers, not Mr. Sanborn!
I don't remember what was going on when last I wrote, Louisa May Alcott wrote a friend on April 5th. But this last Tuesday night we had here a new sort of amusement called kidnapping. I'm so full of wrath over it, I don't dare unbottle myself for fear of the explosive consequences. I was not in the fray, but am to serve on a Vigilance Committee, so I will have my share to do in future combats.
You have seen by the papers, Sanborn now wrote his mother, the state of affairs in my case. We have entirely defeated the outrageous purpose of the ruffians who came to seize me. I will remain in Concord, and pursue my duties, feeling very little apprehension for the future. The people defended me, and will again. George Walker and other friends of mine are here today. I will be suing for damages the four ruffians who are being held to bail for my kidnapping. I will build my new schoolhouse out of their money.
No further effort was made to arrest me, Sanborn wrote later, the time and manner of my seizure having put the public opinion of Massachusetts wholly on my side. Boston's citizens presented Sarah, lately celebrated, quite a lioness, with a handsome revolver in recognition of her tact and courage. I gained extraordinary notoriety, becoming popular in quarters where I had not been known before.
Whitman was highly visible in Boston. He'd come, March through May, to correct proofs for a new edition of Leaves of Grass. In mid-March he strolled with Emerson for two hours under the giant Elms on Tremont and Beacon Streets. Emerson tried to persuade Whitman not to publish his Children of Adam poems, which Whitman had provided to him either in manuscript form or in proofs. The more Emerson argued against their publication, the more adamant Whitman became in their defense. -- I told him I only felt more settled than ever to adhere to my own theory, Whitman wrote, -- and to exemplify it. Whereupon we went and had a good dinner at the American house.
Emerson secured temporary reading privileges at the Boston Athenaeum for one W. Whitman, of Brooklyn. When he wasn't there or at the Stereotype Foundry, Whitman strutted up and down busy Washington Street. He found Boston striking for its seeming so progressive while being so straitlaced. Everybody here is so like everybody else, he wrote. But I am Walt Whitman!
Emerson would tell me years later, Sanborn said, that when Whitman had come to Boston in the spring of 1860, Emerson had asked Longfellow, Holmes, and Lowell whether or not he should invite Whitman to the Saturday Club. They had declared no wish to meet him, so he was not asked. I remembered that Alcott, Emerson, and Thoreau all wished to invite Whitman to Concord, but Mrs. Alcott, Mrs. Emerson, and Sophia Thoreau were not willing to have him. So the invitation wasn't given.
Abraham Lincoln was enmeshed in a four-way race pitting him against John Bell of Tennessee, John Breckinridge of Kentucky, and Stephen Douglas of Illinois. Lincoln campaigned as a plain and honest man devoted only to preserving the Union, as opposed to, say, President Buchanan and all the nation’s Democrats.
On May 18th, at their convention in Chicago, the Republicans chose Lincoln to be their candidate for the office of President.
I sing your contest for the 19th Presidentiad! sang Walt Whitman.
Chapter Fifteen
Theodore Parker died in Florence, on May 10th. Sanborn contributed the $50 dollars it would take to transport an already prepared monument for Parker from Rome to Florence, and to set it up. Having been named Parker's literary executor, expecting to receive the bounty of Parker's sea of manuscripts, Sanborn reeled when Mrs. Parker told him he would get her husband's papers only over her dead body.
On May 23rd Anna Alcott married John Bridge Pratt, the son of former Brook Farmer Minot Pratt. The marriage was performed by her mother's father, Samuel Joseph May, who was assisted by Ephraim Bull, the inventor of the Concord grape. The Alcott and Minot families were all present, as were Elizabeth Palmer Peabody, Mr. and Mrs. Emerson and their family, Henry Thoreau, Frank Sanborn and his sister Sarah, their couin Louisa Leavitt, and Marry Mann.
Soon, in June, Nathaniel Hawthorne and his family would be returning from their long sojourn in Europe. Mary Mann, sister of Sophia Hawthorne and Elizabeth Peabody, had been living in their home. The widow of the great educator Horace Mann had moved to Concord to live with her three sons in the Wayside house on Lexington Road. She’d been glad of having the roof over their heads -- and of the surrounding forty-two acres of woods. Her sons had all studied under Sanborn, who’d frequently come calling on their mother. People said she saw in the tall, fervent, romantic young reformer, whose hair now fell in a cascade to his shoulders, a man that much reminded her of her elegant and passionate lost husband.
Sanborn was happy to learn Mary was thinking to make Concord her permanent home. As he only took boys and girls in the higher grades, there seemed a need in the town for a school for smaller children. He agreed with her, that a lower school could succeed. He helped her make plans. She fell in love with a fine white Colonial house for sale, right next to where he lived, and just across the street from Sanborn's school, which she purchased. She could now rejoice, with all Concord, in the imminent return of her sister Sophia, her husband Nathaniel, and their children Una, sixteen, Julian, fourteen, and nine-year-old Rose.
My first sight of Nathaniel Hawthorne, Sanborn wrote, was at the summer evening party given to him and his wife in June 1860 upon their return to their Wayside home. Many of his friends had, in the meantime, become my friends. I had lived familiarly in the house of Ellery Channing, called on there often by Thoreau, had walked many miles with them and with Emerson. George William Curtis, who had been a neighbor when the Hawthornes had lived in the Old Manse, since had also become my friend, through his intimacy with my brother-in-law, George Walker. Consequently, I had learned much from them about this man of genius long before I made his actual acquaintance. Actually, it was easier to fathom his character through hearsay among others than by associating with him firsthand. He was Concord's most shy, elusive citizen, one scarcely recognizing any social duties, living in the company of his imaginary creations and his admiring family.
We are all blooming, Louisa May Alcott wrote in July, just now full of the Hawthornes whose arrival gives us new neighbors and something to talk about besides Parker, Sumner, and Sanborn
That summer, Sanborn wrote, my friend Edwin Morton returned from Switzerland, and commenced the study of law, in Plymouth. Gerrit Smith had, by then, been discharged from the Utica Insane Asylum, maintaining admiration for John Brown even as he professed his having been ignorant of Brown's plans.
Mr. Hawthorne is as queer as ever, Louisa May Alcott wrote. We catch glimpses of a dark mysterious looking man in a big hat and red slippers darting over the hills or skimming by as if he expected the house of Alcott were about to rush out and clutch him. Mrs. Hawthorne is as sentimental and muffing as of old, wears crimson silk jackets, a rosary from Jerusalem, fireflies in her hair, and dirty white shirts with the sacred mud of London still extant thereon. Una is a stout English looking 16-yearold with the most ardent hair and eyebrows, Monte Bene airs and graces and no accomplishments but riding which was put to an end to this morning by a somersault from her horse in the grand square of this vast town. She was not hurt but her Byronic Papa forbade her to distinguish herself in any such manner again, and she is in a high state of wrath and woe. Julian is a worthy boy full of pictures, fishing rods and fun, and Rose is a little bud of a child with scarlet hair.
Mary Mann's very shrewd business advisor, Mr. Downer of Boston, had handled Mr. Mann's many investments very well down through the years. He approved her buying the elegant white Colonial house at Number 7, Sudbury Road, Concord. Her sister Elizabeth came at once. Lizzie was now fifty-six, and was given to occasional melancholy, feeling she had not become the person she was intended to be. At last, she now felt, she might do something satisfactory for herself and her family and friends, the likes of which had not been done before.
Concord's new school was an immediate success. It is the closest thing to a Kindergarten that New England can offer, Elizabeth said. Beyond the obvious influence of German educational theory over the operation of the school, there was, in equal measure, what could only be called the Alcottian. There were nature talks with Mr. Thoreau,who, through his teaching the names of birds and flowers, would impart in the children a lifelong appreciation of nature. The children were taught to sing, and to play games, and to work with their hands.
Here were the three Peabody sisters, together in Massachusetts for the first time in seven years, all living in Concord. There would be joyful reunions at Mary Mann's new white house near the center of town, where Elizabeth had come to join her sister in starting up her new school. To Sophia's mind, Elizabeth and Mary were too plain open and outspoken regarding their views on slavery, worrying that Elizabeth would tell delicate Una, who had come very close to dying in a fever when the Hawthorne's had lived in Rome, her horrible stories about slavery, which she felt her daughter had a right to be exempt from hearing.
Sanborn suggested Mary write a life of her husband. She balked, insisting she was unequal to the task, but Sanborn said he'd help her. Lizzie promptly went to Boston to the offices of Walker, Fuller and Company, to get signatures on an agreement making them Mary's publishers.
Thoreau, having been invited to speak at a memorial for John Brown on the 4th of July, had declined, but now submitted for publication in The Liberator what would become known as The Last Days of John Brown, culled from his late 1859 Journal entries.
A biography of the Republican presidential candidate, Abraham Lincoln, now saw publication, written by one William Dean Howells, 23. With the proceeds from his book, Howells would undertake a literary pilgrimmage to New England, meeting Emerson, Hawthorne, Whitman, Lowell, and Holmes. In 1900 Howells would publish the narrative, Literary Friends and Acquaintances.
I found the courage, Howells would write, to go and present to Nathaniel Hawthorne a letter of introduction from James Russell Lowell. I would almost have foregone meeting the weird genius only to have kept that letter. Years later, after Hawthorne was dead, I would meet Mrs. Hawthorne and tell her of the pang I'd had in parting with that letter, and she would send it to me. That summer day, in 1860, I carried the treasured letter in my hand to the door of the cottage called The Wayside. The door was opened to my ring by a tall handsome boy whom I supposed to be Julian Hawthorne. The next moment I found myself in the presence of the Great Romancer himself.
Mr. Hawthorne asked me if I would not like to go up on his hill with him, Howells remembered, to sit with him there. He offered me a cigar. When I said I did not smoke, he lighted it for himself, and we climbed the hill together. At the top we found a log. He invited me to a place on the log beside him. At intervals of a minute or so, he talked while he smoked. He questioned me as to my knowledge of Concord, and whether I had seen any of the notable people. I answered that I had met no one but himself, as yet, but I very much wished to see Emerson and Thoreau. When he asked whether I was not going to see his neighbor, Mr. Alcott, I confessed that I had never heard of him. That surprised as well as pleased him. He remarked there was nothing like recognition to make a man modest. He then entered into an account of the philosopher, whose influence seemed to be of that kind which makes a man important to his townsmen while he is still strange to his countrymen. Back at his house, after tea, Hawthorne asked me how long I was to be in Concord, offering to give me a card to Emerson, if I liked. He wrote: I find this young man worthy.
The next morning I went to find Thoreau, Howells reported. He came into the room a quaint, stump figure of a man, whose effect of long trunk and short limbs was heightened by his fashionless trousers being let down too low. He had a noble face, with tossed hair, a distraught eye, and a fine aquilinity of profile. His nose failed to add that foot to his stature which Lamb said a nose of that shape gives a man. He offered me a chair not quite so far off as Ohio, though still across the room. He sat against one wall, and I against the other. I made attempts to say something fit about John Brown, and Walden Pond, but it seemed only to deepen his reverie. I marvel that, after this encounter with Thoreau, I had the courage to present to Emerson the card Hawthorne had given me.
I remember the fine old man standing at his front door with the card in his hand, Howells wrote. He looked from it to me, then from me back to the card, most serenely. We sat awhile in his study, then he asked me to join him for dinner. When questioned as to who else in Concord I'd met, besides Hawthorne, I said, Thoreau. He asked me if I knew the poems of Mr. Channing. I answered that I knew them only from Poe's cruel and spiteful criticisms.
Whose criticisms? Emerson asked.
Poe's.
Oh! Emerson cried out after a moment. The jingle-man!
Sanborn was then busy editing Channing’s poems, meanwhile working on a biography of Hawthorne, even as he plotted schemes to get Theodore Parker's papers.
Parker had told me privately that I'd be named his literary executor, Sanborn complained. But his will left the matter to Mrs. Parker. His Journals, ultimately intended for the Boston Public Library, would come into my hands from Mrs. Parker's executors after her death, riddled with erasures but still containing many passages that could not discreetly be submitted to a great library for general inspection.
Mr. Thoreau has come back from Mount Monadnoc! Ellen Emerson reported on August 11th. He has regaled us with his stories, so that we all want to set off directly, taking him for our guide. All tea-time he told the most wonderful tales. I afterwards went out, returning to find Father in full pursuit of something, nobody knew what, perhaps rustling inside the chimney, or behind a closet door, but it couldn't be found. I was sure it was behind the School of Philosophers picture on the mantlepiece, which I lifted, and there was a bat. Mr. Thoreau was immediately anxious to see it, and everybody gathered round him. The bat began to fly in circles and, at last, Mr. Thoreau caught him. The bat grinned and chattered and gnashed his teeth with rage. Thoreau went and got The Report on such creatures, identified him as a hoary bat, and then liberated him. Back in the parlor, Mr. Thoreau proceeded to tell us more about Mount Monadnoc, till we were all on fire to go.
Father is stirring up the schools, Louisa May Alcott wrote of Concord's School Superintendent, with his wild pudding stick.
I think favorably of Sanborn and his School, Bronson Alcott wrote his brother Samuel May in Syracuse, who was then contemplating sending his son to Concord. 'Tis not all one desires but as good as any in these parts, and in important particulars perhaps better than any. He promotes good feelings, gentlemanly manners, and wholesome sports and recreations. I believe he aims to be strict and kind in his discipline and intercourse. I have not often been in his school: my impressions are derived from the part he has taken as School Committee Man, and at our Sunday Evening lectures and Teacher's Meetings. He is much liked by parents, and pupils. I have reason to think his teaching to be scholarly and thorough. Mr. Emerson and Judge Hoar speak well of his literary acquirements, and have children under his care. I think you need not hesitate about committing George E. to him. Indeed, I know of no School about which I could safely say as much in its praise.
In New York City, Henry James Senior had requested, and had received, a prospectus for Sanborn's school. Admitting his sons Wilkinson and Roberston -- Wilkie and Bob -- were not exceptionally studious, he felt obliged to place them in a school of some kind, to serve as a shelter. His wife thought Concord, Massachusetts was a little further away than she liked, and Mr. James wanted to know the particulars and peculiarities of Sanborn's methods in instructing his less talented pupils. He didn't want Bob and Wilkie in too rigid a curriculum, or disciplinary system, but neither did he think they should get any lazier or dull than they then already seemed to him.
Mary and I traveled forth last Wednesday, James wrote after deciding on the Concord school, bearing Wilky and Bob in our arms to surrender them to the famous Mr. Sanborn.
Out into the field beside his house, James wrote, Sanborn incontinently took us to show how his girls and boys perform together their worship of Hygeia. It was a glimpse into that new world wherein dwelleth righteousness and which is full surely fast coming upon our children and our children's children. I could hardly keep myself, as I saw my children's eyes drink in the mingled work and play of the inspiring scene, from shouting out a joyful Nunc Dimittis. I kissed her one of John Brown's daughters between the eyes, and heard the martyred Johannes chuckle over the fat inheritance of love and tenderness he had after all bequeathed to his children in all good men's minds.
My main concern, the eloquent and stately Mr. James wrote, was Miss Waterman, a teacher at the school having round tender eyes, a young, fair, and robust woman. In her I could see only new danger for my sons, and no promise of safety. I asked her politely to please put out any too lively spark she might kindle in my boys Wilkie and Bob. My present conviction is that a general conflagration is inevitable, ending in total combustion.
In the fall, Sanborn wrote, Nathaniel Hawthorne placed his son Julian, to be fitted for Harvard, in my school, where were already the sons of Emerson, Judge Hoar, Horace Mann, that nephew of Colonel Higginson who would become Admiral Higginson, and now the brothers William James and Henry James, Jr. The poet Channing had recommended my school to him in a letter which describes fairly well the good influence the school had on all who attended it, first as it was in Concord, and second because it was favored by Concordians.
No words that I could use on this occasion would do justice to Sanborn's happy influence on those confided to him, Channing wrote Hawthorne on September 3rd, at the School for boys and girls under his charge, especially the girls. He has supplied a want long felt here. In this country, to every one who purposes to take the least part in any social affairs, the value of a good school is unquestioned. Our schooldays are the best days of our lives. It is when we learn all we ever know. I think nothing would give you so much satisfaction as to have such nice girls as yours directly under his charge. Nothing seems to me more unfortunate, in this land of activity, than to bring up children in seclusion, without the invaluable discipline that a good school presents.
Sophia Hawthorne, Sanborn wrote, in the meantime had decided she could not be persuaded to send her two daughters to a co-educational school, though she would allow her graceful Una to attend our school dances, parties, and woodland walks.
It then fell to me, Sanborn noted, to be party to nominating John Andrew, who had been part of my legal counsel in the kidnapping fracas, for Governor of Massachusetts, at the Worcester Convention, to which I was sent as a Concord delegate. We elected him, and he would be re-elected. Within three years Andrews would be appointing me to a newly created, and important office, Secretary of the Board of State Charities.
On November 6th, Abraham Lincoln was elected President.
Emerson's book, The Conduct of Life, was published by Ticknor and Fields. One critic objected to the book's utter shallowness and flippancy of judgment concerning Christianity.
I have delayed replying to your invitation, Bronson Alcott wrote to James Redpath on November 19th, to attend a Convention called by yourself and friends to meet at Boston on the 3rd of December, for the purpose of discussing the Evils of slavery and the right methods of abolishing it from our Republic as I was not sure of having anything to propose adequate to the subject, company, and occasion. Nor has it been my habit, of late years, to speak at public meetings. But From what Sanborn tells me, as well as from my hope in yourself, will incline me to attend your conference. I cannot now promise to speak. But I hope to enjoy the privilege of listening. It is good to know that young men are disposed to undertake something and to give the prehearing to all sides at the outset. Certainly 'tis time this courtesy and hospitality were given to the views of earnest and humane minds, since good must come of it, alike to freemen and slaves.
The day of the conference in Boston, Thoreau wrote to Alcott, saying he thought Emerson's new book was too moderate. He said he hoped his friend would again find the fire of his earlier books. That day Thoreau went out on a walk, counting growth rings on tree stumps. He caught a cold that developed into what was thought to be bronchitis but which was, in fact, tuberculosis.
Mary Mann's school prospered, despite the absence of her sister Lizzie, who was now spending the greatest part of her time in Boston, where she now started a Kindergarten along the lines of Mary's. Kindergartens, Elizabeth Peabody was telling America at the end of that year, are all the rage.
In December, 1860, Hawthorne, Thoreau, Channing, Emerson, Alcott, and Sanborn joined to form the Concord Club, later called the Fortnightly Club.
On December 20th, South Carolina seceded from the United States. Between January and May, 1861, one after the other, the Southern states would all secede.
Chapter Sixteen
Having brought a suit against the men who'd tried to usher me from Concord, Sanborn bragged, I saw them indicted in the Middlesex County Courtroom for the criminal offense of kidnapping. But I halted any further litigation early in 1861, as the Civil War was coming on and some of these men, along with their legal counsel, were going to the front.
In January, antislavery advocates Ralph Waldo Emerson, James Freeman Clarke, and Wendell Phillips had been scheduled to appear together in Boston, at the Tremont Temple, where Elizabeth Peabody had years before helped Bronson Alcott start the legendary Temple School.
Here was Elizabeth now, on the snowy, ice-cold evening of the lectures, out front of the Temple in a huge, chaotic crowd. Insult upon injury, she not only hadn’t been invited to be a speaker, she hadn't even been able to get a ticket to get in. Fights sprang up spontaneously all around her, antislavery advocates grappling with proslavery agitators, everyone pushing and pressing toward the few doorways that led into the great hall.
Suddenly, several young men who'd been standing very near her, circled around her. No sooner did she recognize them as former pupils than she was whisked into the Temple, just as the magnificent orator Wendell Phillips approached the podium. Pandemonium broke loose.
Throw him out! a man yelled. Hit him with a brickbat! cried another.
Elizabeth was hoisted to the stage by other former students, some packing guns. She was whisked, with Clarke, Phillips, and Emerson, from the platform to safety.
Concord’s Selectmen were dead-set against Emerson’s delivering his provocative antislavery views in public when in March, to their dismay, a Festival sprang to life in Sanborn's school.
Pilgrim's Progress was told, the children popping up one after the other with their parts, Louisa May Alcott wrote her sister, Anna Pratt. It ended very prettily with a little girl saying solemnly, And behold, it was all a dweem!
Emerson spoke, and my song was sung, Louisa reported. My song had a verse in it about John Brown, Wendell Philips, and company, and some of the old fogies thought it better left out. But Mr. Emerson said, No, no, that is the best. It must be sung, and not only sung but read. He then read it right out loud, to my great surprise and pride. The narrow-minded of Concord will never dare say a word against it now. When all was done, Sanborn asked people to stay a little longer. People paused, and father was invited to the stage. Looking rather bewildered he went, to be met by a tall, handsome boy who stood looking straight up into the old man's face as he made his little speech and presented him with a fine Pilgrim's Progress, and Herbert's Poems, full of the best illustrations: From the scholars of all the schools as a token of their grateful love and respect. Father was quite overcome. He blushed like a boy, his eyes were full, and hugging his dear books he thanked them all so prettily it was a sight to see, as all the children clapped and shouted at the success of the great secret. It was a lovely occasion, and has stirred up the stupid town immensely.
I am sick of Politicians! Henry Thoreau declared March 4th, the day of Lincoln's inauguration. And I am sick of the state of the country, the State itself, and with statesmen generally.
War has been declared with the South, Louisa wrote in her journal in April. Our Concord company has gone to Washington. A busy time getting them ready, and a sad day seeing them off. At the station the scene was very dramatic, as the brave boys went away perhaps never to come back again. I've often longed to see a war, and now I have my wish. I long to be a man. But as I can't fight, I will content myself with working for those who can. John Brown's daughters came to board, and upset my plans of rest and writing. I put my papers away, and fell to work at housekeeping. I think disappointment must be good for me, I get so much of it.
The town is in a heightened state of topsy-turveyness, she wrote a friend. Everyone is boiling over with excitement. When quiet Concord does get stirred up, it is a sight to behold. All the young men and boys drill with all their might, the women and girls sew and prepare to become nurses, the old folks settle the fate of the Nation in groves of newspapers, and the children make the streets hideous with distracted drums and fifes. We are all robust. Abby will soon be done in school at Syracuse, and is coming back to Concord to become the drawing teacher in Sanborn's school.
In mid-May, Ellen Emerson wrote her sister Edith, rejoicing in the family garden’s flaming with tulips amid hyacinths and daffodills. Edward says the drill club meets every morning at 6 o'clock, she reported, and drills till 7:30. This morning I was woken by Edward's going off to drill. Papa and I breakfasted at seven, when Eddy came home, bright red, having had a peculiarly full and satisfactory drill in the open air without muskets, and another with muskets, in the Armory. He had been chosen Orderly-Sargent, the position he likes best. I went to Mr. Thoreau's to deliver a map. he said he was going to Minnesota tomorrow. Father says it is all a mistake, people saying he is sending him. Thoreau goes at his own expense, taking Horace Mann, Jr. with him.
Henry James, Sr. begrudgingly paid his bill to Sanborn for his sons Bob and Wilkie, who’d attended the school. In a brief note to the schoolmaster, James said his boys, compared by their colleague Julian Hawthorne to two hearty sailors on leave, had been given too much freedom. They had been home to visit him altogether too often. He said it seemed to him that Sanborn had many too many vacations, doubting the schoolmaster's having actually had very many good reasons for taking them. James deemed the school unsatisfactory. He pointed out that the war, which the headmaster had helped stir up, was now raging. He asked Sanborn what he had to say for himself. It is not recorded how Sanborn answered.
Henry James Sr.'s older sons, William, nineteen, and Henry Jr., eighteen, did not enlist. Wilkie, sixteen, and Bob, fifteen, were determined to. Bob said he was going to run away and join the navy. He'd refuse to return to Sanborn's school the next fall, against his father's confusing assertion that he must. Wilkie would be beack the next fall, enlisting, with his father's blessings, in the spring of 1862. Eddy Emerson, seventeen, would be a good friend of Wilkie and Bob James in those years.
One word about Edward, the brusque Henry James Sr. snapped at the boy's father, Ralph Waldo Emerson. He smiles like opening violets but is not near so robust as he ought to be, because he is allowed to study too hard, in order that he may enter college one year rather than another.
Emerson took the criticism in his stride, also shirking off James’ insistence that he go to Europe. Why should I go to Europe? Emerson responded, when America has Concord? Emerson envisioned a Community of Thinkers taking hold in Concord. Thomas Carlyle could be enticed into crossing the Atlantic, he felt sure, to settle in Concord. After all, didn't Emerson know which houses were for sale or rent, and what rates were fair? Perhaps he should become a land agent, he pondered.
Sophia Hawthorne managed to keep thoughts of war from disturbing her peace of mind until, one day, one of the workmen who'd been helping to add onto the Wayside house a tower, to which her husband could retreat in order to get his writing done, went off to fight. The wife of her husband's publisher, Annie Fields, seemed to be the only person in the world who sympathized with her when she said a study for her husband was more important than any bloody Civil War.
On June 25th, Thoreau wrote Sanborn a long letter from atop a great river bluff at Red Wing, Minnesota, a western version of Nawshawtuct or Annursnack, Thoreau wrote, enumerating miscellanous details of traveling by steamboat before telling Sanborn of assorted councils and treaties between Indians and white settlers, and so on. I have seen but one eastern paper for five weeks, Thoreau wrote. Yes, The Tribune. The people of Minnesota have seemed to me more cold, feeling less implicated in this war, than the people of Massachusetts. It is apparent that Massachusetts, for one state at least, is doing much more than her share, in carrying it on. I could tell you more and perhaps more interesting things, Thoreau wrote Sanborn wistfully, if I had time.
Minnesota had, at the time of Thoreau's visit, Sanborn would detail mundanely in 1905, less than two hundred thousand people, and a property valuation of less than forty million dollars. Now it has nearly two million people, and the aggregate exceeds seven hundred million dollars. Minnesota was in a relatively primitive condition, and even its history had not been carefully studied, though its Historical Society, whose scanty publications Thoreau sought and mastered, had existed for some ten years.
Thoreau's health did not improve much during the six weeks he traveled. He returned with Horace Mann Jr. to Concord on July 9th.
The war was going badly, Elizabeth Peabody noted at the time. She made plans to go see Bumbling Abe Lincoln at once, to give him some good, sound advice. When she arrived, the stark, lean, enigmatic man listened courteously. Elizabeth, impressed by his silence, surmised he was up to his task. She returned home, assuring anyone who'd listen that the President was clear in his course.
Dorothea Dix, long an advocate for the insane, had started a nursing service, The Sanitary Commission. She’d made it clear that any beautiful women interested in signing on would face the same challenge and opportunity as any interested ugly ones. It had never occured to Elizabeth that she might be turned away for being too old. The nerve! Dorothea Dix telling her, Lizzie, she was too old to be a nurse!
Elizabeth now turned her mighty engines and resolve to a different task, caring for the growing numbers of homeless negro children at the nation's capitol who, in the confusion of the war, driven from their plantation homes, separated from their fleeing parents as well as from their masters, had arrived in Washington to beg, and starve, and die.
Elizabeth knew people. The Congressman William Francis Channing had been one of her students. He listened to her. She demanded a home for colored orphans. He got the Government to pitch in a Washington estate for the purpose. She returned to Boston to seek out teachers for the school she'd see built next to the orphanage.
Elizabeth noticed there were Fairs for Miss Dix's nursing service and assorted other organizations and causes, at which much money got drummed up. So she went to work, organizing fairs for negro orphans.
Mary Mann promised to help her sister organize as many fairs as it would take to build the school. Men black as well as white make excellent music at the piano at the fairs, she observed. It seems indeed a new order of things. How delightful it is to be no longer ashamed of one's country!
Marching down Broadway on a hot July day, a Massachusetts regiment sang a song to the tune of a Southern camp-meeting hymn, John Brown's body lies a-mouldering in the grave / His soul is marching on, a favorite among Union soldiers. Julia Ward Howe, wife of Samuel Gridley Howe, would later give the tune new words and dub it The Battle Hymn of the Republic.
Yesterday was a day of glory for Concord, Ellen Emerson wrote her cousin William on July 29th. The fifth regiment returned to Boston from the War, and at night Company G. came home. A week ago came the dreadful story of defeat, the Mass. 5th not being mentioned. All Concord joined in anxiety lest it should not have done well, for why was it not mentioned? Then came a telegraph from our dear Captain Prescott that his company had returned safe to their Camp, received by their Families with joy, but by the town with some bitterness. What business have they to be safe? The same day the papers published three statements: The Mass. 5th lost in all 25 men; ingloriously threw away their colours; were but a short time under fire but did nobly. All this distracted us, didn't hang together right, and all the town was one family, every one knew every one and all considered what could be true. The next day we learned that the Colonel was wounded but would recover, had behaved admirably till wounded. That it was Maine's 5th that threw away their colours, and that in the Concord Company Charles Bowers and his son William were wounded and five men were missing. Every day now brought better and better stories, and we held our heads straighter every day as we heard how entirely our men had fulfilled our wishes. Hurrah! We once more were ready to receive our men with open arms.
I was planning to write you, Louisa May Alcott apologized to a friend on August 4th, when father injured his back, keeping me busy for a week with housekeeping. Mr. Sanborn said you wanted him to write a prologue to one of our plays, which are scattered far and wide.
Eddie Emerson began his freshman year at Harvard in September; in October his father ordered him home. He seems so feeble when shut up in a college room, Emerson said of his son, thinking to withdraw him for the year.
At Harvard, students dropped out daily, to enlist. Fragile Edward Emerson was eager to be stronger. He spoke with his father about going to California, or working in a Maine lumber camp, settling on a plan to help in surveying lots for Mount Auburn Cemetary, in Cambridge.
Concord is quiet now after two very jolly months, Louisa May Alcott wrote a friend on November 12, 1861. The city folks are gone, the parties are done, the mild weather is over. Frank Sanborn's scholars are studying like bees to make up for lost time. A series of dances at the hall were very jovial. We felt free and easy. Sanborn has no very pleasant new scholars, so we don't see much prospect of fun in that direction, for they are mostly young and there are only about thirty in all. Abby teaches drawing there and gets her class along very successfully. Edward Emerson who went to College all so fine has been sick and still is so delicate and consumptivish, his father has taken him away for a year and he is planning to travel to the West Indies, or Californie, and loaf about, getting strong. He looks like a young ghost now, and his many admirers are in a great state of woe lest the handsome boy should go and die.
I am planning to pass the winter in Boston, Louisa continued, if the Fates will allow, me being tired of two Concord winters. Miss Peabody has opened a Kindergarten Child's Garden, or play and school joined together after the German plan, and it is a great hit. She has more babes than she wants, and her idea is for me to teach on one side of the Common while she does on the other.
Louisa would set out for Boston to assist Miss Peabody in her school at the Warren Street Chapel, the curriculum and method based on the ideas of Swiss educator Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi, as filtered through Lizzzie Peabody. During this time, Louisa lived in the Boston home of James and Annie Fields.
Thoreau's condition also was deteriorating. On August 15th he wrote his friend Ricketson noting, without complaining, that all his usual pursuits were interrupted by illness. It is easy to talk, Thoreau wrote Ricketson on October 14th, but hard to write. From the worst of all correspondents, Henry D. Thoreau.
Thoreau's Journal stopped.
He grows feebler day by day, Bronson Alcott wrote to Ricketson in January. He is evidently failing and fading from our sight. He gets some sleep, has a pretty good appetite, reads at intervals, takes notes of his readings, and likes to see his friends, conversing however with some difficulty as his voice partakes of his general debility. His work is nearly done for us here, and our woods and fields seem sorrowing.
I was surprised this afternoon by our visitor, Moncure Daniel Conway, Ellen Emerson wrote her father on January 29, 1862. I found him charming. Mother and Mr. Sanborn appeared and Mr. Conway grew every moment more interesting, until I began to think he must be one of the most active men in America. When lecture-time came I was very willing to hear it. The Hall was very full. I sat with Miss Bartlett and Miss Leavitt. When the lecture had lasted an hour and a half I was still entirely interested, and in another quarter of an hour I didn't grow impatient, and thought I should like more, but a few minutes after, in a pause of Mr. Conway's I heard the sigh of the audience, and began to be restles too, so that when he came to an end at twenty five minutes of ten I was really relieved. Edward came and proposed to line it for home, without waiting for the elders, and on the way praised the lecture, said it was worth having to sit up so late for, and then lamented its length. As the rest of the party caught up Mr. Conway was heard exclaiming, Two hours? Never! (Yes, really, said Mr. Sanborn, it was full two hours.) No indeed! It is impossible. Mr. Conway pulled out his lecture and began to look it over with Mr. Sanborn, saying, Could I leave out that? and, Did I spread myself too much there? We left him with a glass of wine and a cracker, in the parlor, where he worked till one o'clock to shorten it. The next morning at breakfast he all but hugged himself, greatly pleased that he at least hadn't committed that particular crime in Boston.
In February, the newest editor of the Atlantic Monthly, James T. Fields, asked Thoreau to submit some of his recent work. Thoreau asked Fields what he was paying, sending along his Autumnal Hints. Fields paid him $100. Thoreau wrote at once to Ticknor & Fields, asking if they'd take over his 146 bound copies of A Week, and 450 in sheets, asking if they cared to re-issue his book, Walden. He then sent to Fields the essay published as Life Without Principle. In March Fields got the essay, Walking. In April Thoreau submitted to Fields yet another essay, Wild Apples.
The too short life of our Concord Poet-Naturalist was gliding to its close, Sanborn recalled, under my daily observation and appreciation.
Franklin Benjamin Sanborn, Louisa May Alcott reported to a friend on April 6th, having only lately published his Emancipation in the West Indies, is now engaged to one of his teachers, Miss Louisa Leavitt, his cousin. Concord is in a state of intense excitement. She looks enough like him to be his twin sister, and is as cool and sharp as he. A pair of lemons they will be. Sugar will be needed to sweeten the compound. They are to be married in July, then it's on with the school, which is very easy as she is now his only teacher and won't need any salary when she is Mrs Sanborn. Few like it, as Miss Leavitt is not a favorite with anyone in town or school.
The bloody Battle of Shiloh came that April, 1862. The campaign to take Richmond was underway.
Henry David Thoreau died on May 6th.
He was one of the most original men of his time Sanborn proclaimed without hesitation. His townsmen felt his superiority of character, which clashed with their own assumed importance, in a social scale to which Thoreau paid little attention, -- perhaps too little, just as they paid too much. His satire and his riddles, which they had not the wit or the patience to guess, annoyed them, even as their dullness irritated him.
Father saw Thoreau the day before he died, Louisa May Alcott wrote a friend on May 11th, lying patiently and cheerfully on the bed he he would never leave again alive. He was very weak but suffered nothing, and talked in his old pleasant way. On Tuesday at eight in the morning he asked to be lifted, tried to help do it but was too weak, and lying down again he passed quietly and painlessly out of the old world into the new. On Friday, at Mr Emerson's desire, he was publicly buried from Concord's First Parish Church, a thing Henry would not have liked, but Emerson said his sorrow was so great, he wanted all the world to mourn with him. Some people felt the infidel Thoreau, having never went to church when living, ought not now be carried there dead. Many friends came from Boston and Worcester. Emerson read an address good in itself, but not appropriate to the time or place. Mr. Channing had written stanzas for a song that was sweetly sung. Father read selections from Henry's own books. It was a lovely day, clear and calm and spring like, and as we all walked after Henry's coffin carried by six of his townsmen who had grown up with him, it seemed as if Nature wore her most benign aspect to welcome her dutiful and loving son to his long sleep in her arms.
I enclose a little sprig of andromeda, Louisa added, Thoreau's favourite plant, a wreath of which we put on his coffin. P.S. Edward Emerson starts tomorrow on an overland trip to California. He goes with a party who are going to hunt buffaloes, camp out, and get scalped by the Indians.
Sanborn felt inclined to up and go with him, casting off his cares and obligations, to go back out on the open road, be it to California, Kansas, Timuctoo, or anywhere else. Having settled on the idea that he would marry again, he he had become immediately, and not mildly, unsettled. His new fiance, Louisa Augusta Leavitt, daughter of the stolid Boston merchant Joseph Melcher Leavitt of Woburn, was, like Sanborn, a grandchild of Squire Leavitt of Hampton Falls, New Hampshire. Sanborn maintained every outward appearance of rationality and calm, but something just was not right. He was seething, brooding, restless.
In his mind's eye he kept seeing not Louisa, but Edith Emerson, and his heart ached. What if Edith were his fate? Could he ignore that? What if God wanted him to marry into the Emerson family? That would make sense. He was deserving, he told himself. He had not come to Concord for nothing. He was filled with sudden urges, inexplicable yearnings. Clinging desperately to his memories, still he wanted a fresh start, renewal. He wished he could shed his past like an old skin, to see if perhaps his manifest destiny was not something entirely different from what he had supposed, and had settled into. He would ask Ellen Emerson to marry him. Yes, that was what he'd do. She could be in love with him, for all he knew. He'd be loved by her, an Emerson, a woman not his mother, sister, cousin, nor the wife of a dead man.
In front of the Emerson house, tall gangling Sanborn stood shaking, taking Edith's hands in his. He stared deep into her lovely eyes for a sign, wanting to see his future happiness in them, telling her of his love. You are dear to me, Edith softly answered brash Sanborn -- as a friend.
Sanborn took this to mean she would not push him aside. He would hold her in his arms! This did not go well. As embarassed as exasperrated, Sanborn nevertheless proceeded, proposing marriage.
Edith turned him down. Perversely, he took this to mean he should try harder. In the days that followed Sanborn earnestly pursued her. When cheerfulness got no results, charming Sanborn turned to teasing and cajoling. Edith insisted he back off. Had he not understood her? Sanborn grimly began to follow her. When she pleaded with him to just leave her be, he said he could not. He stalked her. The more she said no, the more his mind was made up. He would have her. He was not going to take no for an answer.
Edith asked her mother what she should do. Mrs. Emerson invited Sanborn to tea, and they had a little talk. She was very careful to explain everything to Sanborn in such a way as not to hurt him, but so that he would not, conversely, somehow misunderstand her. He didn't like what he heard. He stormed out.
At home, at his writing table, Sanborn ran his hand through wet, heavy snarls of hair, sweat dripping down his fevered forehead, tears swelling in his eyes. He wrote to Edith, supposing what he wrote could only aggravate the situation, and yet he wrote. She found his diatribe as pathetic as hurtful. He got a letter back from Mrs. Emerson. Sanborn answered, defending himself, making Edith to blame for everything. He maligned her character. He swooned. His scathing, vitriolic invective frightened Sanborn himself. Perhaps he too had now come unhinged.
Somebody stop me, he thought, delivering his crazy letter to the Emerson home. The almost violent letter he got back from the protective, infuriated father, Ralph Waldo Emerson, demanded Sanborn cease at once, and let there be no misunderstanding. Cease, or all relations between Sanborn and himself, and his family, would cease. He urged Sanborn to drop the entire matter, to move on.
As if shaken from a bad dream, he got the message. This was no way to be. He knew he was no madman, but he'd been acting very mad. He gathered his civility and his dignity around him like a cloak. Humbled, repentant, he apologized to Louisa Leavitt, and her family. He likewise apologized to Edith, and to all her family. There would be no further mention of the matter again. For all anyone knew, the Emersons and the schoolmaster were on as friendly terms as ever.
Father constantly writes and reads about Mr. Thoreau, Ellen Emerson wrote to her frail brother Edward, then traveling in the West. He reads Mr. Channing's quotations from Thoreau's journal. They are very nice, and Father likes to read them. One of them Father considers a question for a game-party: SOME CIRCUMSTANTIAL EVIDENCE IS VERY STRONG, Mr. Thoreau wrote, AS WHEN YOU FIND A TROUT IN THE MILK. Father wanted I should ask the game-party what that proved. I saw the moment I heard it and considered it so self evident as to be not worth mentioning, and long afterward Mother said, Or a mouse. Then I explained to her that wasn't the same thing, that it meant the milk was watered. Whereupon father said he hadn't thought of that before; of course that was right. I was amazed that he shouldn't have seen it, but I find few people do.
Sanborn remembered Captain Brown's warning, years before, his telling Sanborn he could be in danger of spoiling things, letting life pass him by, succumbing to his tendency to melancholy. You are too young to be married to a gravestone, Old Brown had said.
Sanborn's engagement to his cousin Louisa was on again. He swallowed his pride and got down on one knee, asking her to marry him. She said yes.
Sanborn had long been living under the tangible burden which his precious Ariana's death held over him. As his life proceeded, her presence had come to him graciously, as a guardian angel, or severely, tainted by his own consternation, which pressed on him like apoplexy in his teeming brain. In his desperate courtship of Edith Emerson, he had sought a swift release from his own accepted identity, and destiny. Emerson told him what Louisa Leavitt had told him: grow up. One could not force one's fate any more than one could run from it.
There was no doorframe you could brace your arms or legs against to hinder the inevitable. No alarms would alert angels to come to your defense, deferring what would be. No neighbors would come running to influence or alter the course that was your fate. Sanborn saw what his fate required.
On August 16, 1862, Sanborn married his second wife, his cousin Louisa Augusta Leavitt, whose graciousness, resourcefulness, and cheerfulness he had long admired and enjoyed. He knew already that her knees weren't glued together. He had gently pressed her warm and ample breasts to his proud, stern face. Just as so divine a pleasure could be thus tenderly unloosed, rising from a bodice, so could pulsing life itself be aroused, embraced, revered. He vowed he'd be yet more tender. He would love more. He would give more. All things come in their own seasons, he thought. Take that joy which life grants you, be it in even in so troubled times as these. Take heart, though the world be consummated in torrential scorn and turmoil.
They were married in Boston by Sanborn's Unitarian abolitionist friend, James Freeman Clarke, in his Church of the Disciples, where Clarke preached, War is like a fever, in which nature makes an effort to throw off some deep-seated evil worse than the fever. Is it not a grand thing to see all this flood of evil checked, even by the storm of war?
The Sanborns quietly closed the school, secretively honeymooning on Clarke's Island by Plymouth. Frank reported to his brother Joe that he’d been told the wedding had gone off well. He described the equitable climate, the fertile landscape, and some of the island’s characters. Summing up his honeymoon, he said he and Louisa were about as happy as any two people needed to be.
As for his career, which was never far from Sanborn’s thoughts, Frank described himself to his brother as an unsettled wanderer, busy visiting jails, almshouses, and other like charitable establishments, from Boston to Northampton, gathering information for official reports. He told Joe his plans for getting settled. The newlyweds were moving to Cambridge.
In Cambridge, the couple took an apartment with big rooms and good heating. Sanborn focused on his new bureaucratic post, especially on writing up reports. He would go into Boston mornings at nine, returning to Cambridge for dinner at two. Not often, but occasionally, he’d return again to Boston later in the afternoon. Evenings, Frank wrote his brother Joe, the couple would go to Boston to the opera, attend lectures, or make their way to parties in the homes of assorted Cambridge luminaries.
In Concord, word of the Sanborns and the mystery of their post-honeymoon whereabouts buzzed through the town. The only other news was of Edward Emerson's adventures in the West, or of the raging war.
Sanborn's war, Henry James Sr. called it.
Chapter Seventeen
By mid-winter the nightmare of the war seemed already to have consumed sevens of generations, and the conflagration, clearly, was nowhere near an end.
The Alcotts are going on much as usual, Louisa May Alcott wrote a friend before leaving Concord at the end of the year,1862, to become an Army nurse in the makeshift hospital at the Union Hotel in Georgetown, Washington D.C. Father writes and talks, Superintends the schools, and keeps together our topsy turvy family, she wrote. Mother sings away among her pots and pans, feeding and clothing all the beggars that come along, sewing for the soldiers, delivering lectures on antislavery and peace wherever she goes.
When Mrs. Alcott went to stay with friends in Chelsea at the close of the year, she got a note from her husband saying he'd join her there, with a little help from Sanborn. The Sanborns had only lately returned to Concord, temporarily renting rooms in the Old Manse from Mrs. Sarah Ripley. Knowing Sanborn would soon be visiting George Stearns in Medford, Alcott had asked if he could join Sanborn in his carriage. From Medford, he said, he could easily continue on to Chelsea.
In January, 1863, Emerson joined Sanborn in travelling to Stearns' Medford estate to be present at the unveiling of a bust of John Brown by Edwin Brackett. Joining Stearns and Brackett in the mansion's elegant foyer for the ceremony were William Lloyd Garrison, John Murray Forbes, Sam and Julia Ward Howe, Wendell Phillips, Emerson, and Sanborn. Thomas Wentworth Higginson, then a Union Colonel commanding a black regiment in South Carolina, had politely sent his regrets. Gerrit Smith hadn't responded at all.
To mark the occasion, Wendell Phillips gave a short, simple speech, after which Julia Ward Howe sang the national favorite for which she had provided the words, The Battle Hymn of the Republic. Emerson recited his abolitionist ballad, The Boston Hymn, which he had written in commemoration of the Massachusetts rebellion against the Fugitive Slave Law. The black cover over the bust was then removed, revealing the bust of John Brown. Polite applause was greeted by an apparently embarassed Brackett. He looked down at the floor, his face red. The greatness is not in my work, he said softly, but in the man himself.
In the meantime, in New York, Henry James, Sr. paced the floors of his mansion, brooding over the war and the fate of his sons. If by any one act, James wrote, I could fully express the affection I bear for my wife, and my child, and my friend, my next act towards them would be extermination. James' son Willkie had recently been injured in an attack on Fort Wagner, South Carolina; his close friend Sarah Shaw had there lost her only son, Robert Gould Shaw, who had led a Union regiment of black soldiers in the assault.
We are all very sorry Robert Shaw was killed, Ellen Emerson wrote when she learned of it. What a magnificent attack! But they say nothing was gained.
Willkie James has been made an Adjutant in the 54th, Louisa Alcott noted lightheartedly. He was smashed at Fort Wagner, and blossomed into a hero. One of his brothers has put on a Lieutenant's shoulder straps, and has pranced off with the 55th.
It wasn't long before the Army nurse herself lay among the rows and rows of dead and dying soldiers at the Union Hotel, struck down by typhoid fever. Louisa's father came straightaway, again to take her north to Concord, where she was quarantined in her room for a month. After nursin' in the army, Louisa wrote later, I came bundling home, raving, got my head shaved, and almost retired into the tombs. When I got up again, I appeared before the eyes of my grateful country in a wig, and with no particular flesh left on my bones.
Walt Whitman was in the meantime making his rounds in Washington, going from hospital to hospital, tending to soldiers bed by bed, row after row. Among the wounded was the antislavery activist Richard Hinton, a former staff writer for the Knikerbocker Magazine who had introduced the Boston publishers Thayer & Eldridge to Whitman's poems. After the war, Hinton would write a series of important and influential articles in high praise of the poet who had helped nursed him back to health.
Numerous of the Good Gray Poet's radical reformer friends would surprise him, after the war, in their becoming tame, respectable citizens. Whitman’s loquacious, wild-eyed friend William Douglas O'Connor would marry and, after having a few children, take a menial government job. It would be O'Connor who'd secure, for Whitman, a Government job as a clerk in the Bureau of Indian Affairs. Charles Eldridge, a partner in the Boston publishing firm that had put out the 1860 edition of Leaves of Grass, ironically defending Whitman as one of the most conservative of men, would also take a conservative government job, after which he'd become a distinguished lawyer. James Redpath, the abolitionist author of the first biography of John Brown, would supervise the National Lyceum Bureau before becoming editor of the respectable North American Review.
But then, in 1862, no one worried whether Whitman was too staunch a conservative or too wild a radical. The war was everything. Whitman prevailed upon friends not to support his poems, but to send him their pocket change so that he could buy such luxuries for the soldiers as candy, writing paper, pencils, newspapers.
In Springfield, Massachusetts the editor of The Republican, Sam Bowles, called for unity among the publishers and editors of Northern newspapers, in support of the Lincoln administration. Prior to the war, Bowles had firmly backed the right of states to withdraw from the Union, so long as they did not impose themselves against federal forts, arsenals, or custom-houses. He had likewise embraced numerous other compromises, hoping to appease the Southern rebels. But, so soon as war broke out, Bowles supported the effort to save the Union wholeheartedly, damning the disparate cacophony of viewpoints then springing from New England newspapers. Like many another Republican editor, he too had doubts about Lincoln's having the stature, intelligence, and resourcefulness required to resolve The Great Argument and bring the war to an end. But he was The President, and the war would not end soon, he knew, if even Northern newspapermen could not cease in bickering. Bowles remained steady in his course, supporting Lincoln when he initially delayed, only later proclaiming, emancipation of the slaves.
During the war, Sanborn began to contribute letters to The Republican, which was delivered throughout Western Massachusetts, from Auburn to the Berkshires. From Sanborn readers got the latest gossip on his many and luminous Concord and Boston neighbors. Even Emily Dickinson, secluded in Amherst, was heard from time to time chuckling with delight over Sanborn's juicy gossip.
From Medford, George Luther Stearns called on Sanborn to succeed Moncure Conway as editor of his paper, The Boston Commonwealth, for $20.00 a week. Sanborn accepted, leaving the Concord School closed, though he did take private pupils for a few years afterwards. Two daughters of John Brown who’d been in the school had returned to their home in the New York Adirondacks. Sanborn’s brother Joseph, Frank Stearns, and Julian Hawthorne had all gone on to college. His sister Sarah was not in good health.
I gave up my plan, Sanborn revealed, of studying in Germany.
Louisa and I have both seen some of our things printed in The Commonwealth, Bronson Alcott wrote a friend in June, 1863. It is edited by our own town's man, Sanborn. I am otherwise occupied with Gardening, Writing, Conversing, and Superintending the Schools.
Sanborn asked me to do what his Commonwealth predecessor, Moncure Conway, had already suggested to me, wrote Louisa. Before leaving for Europe, Conway had challenged me to arrange my letters in a printable shape and to publish them in his paper. He had thought them witty; I hadn't. But I wanted money, so I did give Sanborn some of my Hospital Sketches. To my surprise they made a great hit. People began buying the papers faster than they could be supplied. So then folks began saying, Put your stories in in a book. And so for for my grateful country, though being drove wild with proof, printers, and such matters, I made my book, meanwhile keeping house, seeing company, adoring my nephew, and furnishing literary gems for sundry papers. I have not been idle.
Sanborn asks for still more contributions, she wrote. I gave him some of my old Mountain Letters, vamped up. But they were not good, though they sold the paper. I was heartily ashamed of them. I've stopped contributing, resolving never again to be funny. I'm glad of the lesson, hoping it will do me good.
I return your Contract signed, Louisa wrote James Redpath in July. I am sure it is all right. About the dreadful percentage: I have puzzled my stupid head over it till I believe I understand it. I will devote my time and earnings to the care of my father and mother. The one has never possessed any gift for money making, and the other is too old to be working. You ask me about any other story I may have. Mr. Sanborn has advised me to prepare a manuscript from notes written several years ago, which you might examine and see fit to publish.
That summer, Sanborn's former landlord, the Concord eccentric Ellery Channing, was finishing his biography of Henry Thoreau. The work, Sanborn learned when Channing offered it up to his former tenant for serial publication in The Boston Commonwealth, ran to one hundred thirty-four manuscript pages. When Sanborn balked, suggesting alterations, Channing was miffed.
Channing had told Sanborn his plan: he'd write a book of three hundred pages. He insisted he was unwilling to ask Sanborn for his aid in the undertaking, except for that he knew he could not see his way to finishing the book without Sanborn's assistance.
I thought we might find a publisher in Mr. Redpath, Channing wrote Sanborn. I feel entirely certain you will afford me all the aid that you can, but it does not diminish my unwillingness to ask it. There are many reasons why this is a matter of confidence, which I cannot explain. What I need, for any alacrity in the task, is some friendly guarantee of pushing on the enterprise, and I have no one now to confide that matter with but you. To you and me has been entrusted the care of Henry's immediate fame. I feel that my part cannot be done without your aid. In the midst of all the cold and selfish men who knew this brave and devoted scholar and genius, why should not you be called on to make some sacrifices, even if it be to publish my sketch? There might be persons who, if they were to surmise that we two had this object in view, would hire some literary jackal to dig up and befoul our brother Henry's corpse.
The tone of this note was probably sharpened at the very unhandsome criticism of Thoreau by Lowell, Sanborn wrote years later. There was then very little public interest in Thoreau, or his manuscripts. Mr. Redpath was named a possible publisher, because he had made a good success with Miss Alcott's Hospital Sketches that year. The aid that Channing expected of me was given.
Sanborn saw to it that Channing's manuscript got copyrighted, agreeing to publish the memoir in The Commonwealth in weekly installments, starting at the end of the year. The serial would begin to appear, until mercurial Channing withdrew it. The series just suddenly ceased appearing in the paper. Sanborn knew Channing's moods, so like New England weather, subject to sudden, dramatic changes. His friendship was like a White Mountain wind, blowing hot or cold on all short notice. He'd have his hands full, encouraging Channing to resume the work, which Sanborn hoped he could help usher into print as a book.
Still more work came to Sanborn that year, in the form of a political appointment. In 1863, Sanborn wrote, I officially began inspecting the insane of Massachusetts.
John Albion Andrew, attorney to Howe, Stearns, and Sanborn after John Brown's assault on Harper's Ferry, was now Governor. In 1862, he had asked his friend Howe to make recommendations to him regarding the reorganization of the state's charities.
Howe had long been a fervent supporter of Dorothea Dix, a Boston Schoolteacher and reformer in the antebellum period before the war who had worked tirelessly for societal improvements, primarily in the treatment of the mentally ill. Her fervent campaign for public awareness of the problem, her inspections of asylums, and her controversial reports on the hideous circumstances of asylum inmates, in and outside of Massachusetts, had led to many reforms, including state-supported mental hospitals.
The state welfare system had been founded, and had long operated, on the principle of Setlements, individual villages being responsible for the support of their poor, lame, or insane. In the 1840s, however, had come a crisis of mass immigration, particularly through the Port of Boston via the flood of immigrants from Ireland. In 1851 a Board of Alien Commissioners had been assembled in urgent hope of somehow fixing the immigration problem, which then had only gotten worse. In 1858 had come the appointment of a special legislative committee to investigate the situation. This committee had proposed the creation of a unified, central board responsible for overseeing the state's many and diverse charitable institutions, but it wasn't until 1863, when Samuel Gridley Howe revived the 1858 proposal in his recommendations to Governor Andrew, that the Massachusetts State Board of Charities came into being. Andrew immediately named Howe Chairman of the Board and, upon Howe's urging, appointed Sanborn Secretary.
Within days of creating the new Board, Andrew received a letter from Professor Louis Agassiz, calling on the Governor to take immediate control of the ailing postgraduate facilities of Harvard University, asking him to put up two million dollars toward bolstering up the institution, aiming to secure for Massachusetts what he called Intellectual Supremacy over the rest of the country. His Harvard would be divided into five main branches: Divinity, Law, Medicine, Letters, and Science. The Law branch would include courses in Roman law, political economy, comparative jurisprudence, and diplomacy. The School of Science would include courses in engineering and agriculture, but Agassiz gave no consideration whatsoever, in his proposed salvation of declining Harvard, to the emerging field of Social Science. Within a year, however, Agassiz would propose, and advocate for, federal funding for two new instiutions, an Academy of Letters and an Academy of Moral and Social Sciences. In the late 1860s he would join Cornell President Andrew Dickson White in Ithaca, to be present at the founding of the new university, which eventually would take the lead in the advancement of formal social science studies.
In his new role as Secretary of the Massachusetts Board of Charities, Sanborn was given much leaway, by Howe and Governor Andrew, in his interpretation of what the job should be. He had no qualms or apprehensions. He felt the appointment signified quite nicely his having risen in life, a station and distinction consistent with just such an opportunity or duty he'd expected would come to a man of his competence and accomplishments, both heretofore and lately.
I had never been noted for idleness, Sanborn recollected late in life, but never was I more industrious than in the first two years of my new office. It was necessary, for though I had a general knowledge of philanthropy and of public charity, I knew but little of its organization in Massachusetts. My first occupation was to learn and report on the charitable institutions in existence: their objects, their history, their annual cost, and results. The same must be done for our jails, convict prisons, almshouses, poor houses, and orphan asylums. Massachusetts had fourteen counties, most with one prison, the larger counties with two. Essex had three (at Ipswich, Newberryport, and Salem), as did Middlesex (at Cambridge, Concord, and Lowell). In Boston there were two convict prisons under City government, and the new and modern Suffolk jail under the county sheriff. Of all these prisons I became the one State Inspector
Sanborn embraced this new role, wholeheartedly bringing the twin charms of his eagerness and elegance to it. He'd command much respect, prevailing over his many detractors, calling for reform in the treatment of the insane, demanding improved conditions in the oppressive and contemptible asylums that held them. He would be a respected authority on prison reform, an enlightened influence on the advancement of the social sciences, a major player in bringing oppressive social legislation out of the dark ages. Sanborn would draft numerous bills he'd shepherd through the Massachusetts House and Senate for enactment into law. Having developed procedures for inspecting and reporting the conditions of Massachusetts institutions that provided a model for the entire nation, Sanborn would retire as Secretary of State Charities in 1868, remaining on the Board through eight more years, serving as its Chairman from 1874 to 1876.
In the summer of 1863, Frank and Louisa visited the Alcott sisters at their family retreat on Clark's Island, by Plymouth. We had a riotously good time, Louisa May Alcott wrote afterwards, singing, dancing, boating, croqueting. The island is the most romantic place! We were all quite carried away, admiring everything about it.
All summer, Louisa May noted in the fall, I've had the satisfaction of seeing people buying my book, Hospital Sketches, and reading and laughing and crying over it. Sanborn and I mixed some business with our pleasures, him suggesting sundry small changes to be made in the next edition. I told him some fussy people have said the margin should be wider, and the cover darker. Having a maternal interest in the clothes my offspring wear, and the impression they make, I asked Sanborn if the covers could not be dark green, or drab.
Our Concord Company, she wrote of the war, is to return tonight, fresh from the battle at Gettysburg. The town is in as wild a state of excitement as it is possible for such a dozy old place to be, without dying of brain fever.
The Alcott girls, and a score more of the prettiest girls in the village, all stood in white frocks to serve out the drinks, the newly mustachioed Harvard dropout Julian Hawthorne reported. There was lemonade enough to flavor Walden Pond. Louisa, in her hospital costume, conducted the ceremonies.
Flags flapped everywhere, Louisa wrote. Our drum corps, consisting of eight small boys with eight large drums, kept up a continual rub-a-dubbing. Wreaths and banners, saying Welcome Home, were stuck every stickable place.
I should like of all things to go south, Louisa wrote Colonel Higginson. To help the blacks. I am no longer allowed to nurse the whites, you know. Dont you want a cook or nurse for your regiment? I am willing to enlist in any capacity. The blood of old Colonel May asserts itself in me, his granddaughter, in these martial times. I am anxious to be busied in some more loyal labor than sitting at home spinning fictions, when such fine facts are waiting for all of us to profit by and celebrate.
Busy as a bee, Ellen Emerson wrote over the holidays. Errands. Tomorrow to Boston. New Years shopping. To Cambridge to spend the night. Thursday morning with Mrs Sanborn. Thursday evening, Soldiers Aid. Cake-baking. Tying up presents. Writing poems. Thursday night dance at the Town Hall. New Years Day Breakfast. School-children.
I come now to the Sanborns, Ellen wrote early in January,1864. Mr. Sanborn is Secretary of the Board of State Charities, and as such continually journeys about making investigations, Mrs. Sanborn often accompanying. They are boarding at the Manse this spring, having a beautiful time. I see them constantly.
It was in the spring of this year that the former President, Nathaniel Hawthorne's friend Franklin Pierce, took the ailing author on a journey by carriage through the New Hampshire mountains. Pierce had hopes the fresh air and gorgeous scenery would help renew his friend's spirit, and health. But Hawthorne died along the way one bright may morning, at Plymouth, New Hampshire. His body was escorted back to Massachusetts to be buried in Concord's Sleepy Hollow Cemetary.
Mr. Hawthorne is gone, Louisa May Alcott mourned. Mrs. Hawthorne finds herself still patiently and hopefully awaiting his return. Many of us will have the same feeling, I fancy. But he was one of those who are more felt than seen, and so we shall not really miss him till we turn the last leaf of his story, which is without an end.
Ellery Channing wrote my pregnant wife, Sanborn noted, saying of Hawthorne that he was the dearest, sweetest, kindest of all human creatures, and that he had loved him as one loves a pet.
He was all love and sweetness and dearness to me, Channing wrote. Where is all that now?
It was that fall, Sanborn recalled, that we learned the magnanimous Thomas Cholmondely also was dead. Like Theodore Parker, he had died in Florence.
Despite these deaths of friends and mentors, Sanborn was in a good mood, very glad of his radiant, pregnant wife and their cozy living quarters in Mrs. Ripley's home. Ellen Emerson noted, The Sanborns are living in the Old Manse in perfect bliss.
The year began, Louisa May Alcott wrote in January, 1865, with plays at the Town Hall, to raise funds for the Lyceum. We did very well. Father lectured and preached a good deal, being asked like a regular minister, and getting paid like one. Criticisms of my new book, Moods, have come from all directions. There have also been favorable notices. I had letters from Mrs. Parker, Sanborn, Higginson, and others, all friendly and flattering.
Curtis and Higginson both lectured recently at the Lyceum, Louisa wrote in February. The first performed, like an actor, speaking on Political Infidelity; the other spoke like a man who had lost himself in his subject, which was the Freedmen of South Carolina. I have followed Frank Sanborn's advice, she noted, and have sent a copy of my book Moods to Moncure Conway, in England.
Sanborn recognized the central character of Louisa’s book, Moods, was loosely based on Henry Thoreau. He also recognized that, as far as moodiness went, he was himself an even moodier and far less cheerful man than Thoreau, though nowhere so moody as the mercurial old codger Channing, thank God.
The baby was born on February 23, 1865, the proud father wrote of his son years later. He was born within gunshot of the famous battle-ground, and close beside the river Musketaquid.
When my wife gave birth to our first child, Sanborn recalled, we thought first to name him Theodore, after Parker; we then considered Thomas, after Cholmondeley; we even considered naming him for Higginson! Back and forth we went, the baby crying out for a name. Clearly, Theodore Cholmondeley Wentworth Leavitt Sanborn would not do. We finally settled on what we agreed was a splendid name: Thomas Parker Sanborn.
On becoming a father, Sanborn, who had lost his own father when he was sixteen, found himself regarding the world with greater love agape, and also greater wariness, weariness, and a nagging, hardly Transcendental faith in redemption through work, despite time's being but the stream Thoreau had fished in. He sat up, night after night, exhausted, at his large, dark oak desk covered with his inspection notes, or stood and paced the floor, nervously running his long fingers through his thick black hair, struggling to finish his Special Report on Prisons and Prison Discipline.
In the meantime, acting on the Board of State Charities proposal for the founding of a national charities organization, Sanborn again joined forces with Samuel Gridley Howe and Thomas Wentworth Higginson, throwing himself headlong into the work of founding the American Social Science Association. Characteristically, Sanborn agreed to be ASSA Secretary. On behalf of both the Massachusetts Board of Charities and the new ASSA, Sanborn set out on a tour of Massachusetts jails. He was perplexed to learn that the number of young prisoners locked up in them had not gone down, but had in fact increased. -- Among the prisoners were mere infants, Sanborn reported. -- One child I found, in the Plymouth House of Correction, had been sentenced to thirty days. The child was 6 years old.
He was by turns cheerful and morbid through that spring, sometimes rolling on the floor with baby Tommy, or standing at his desk, gazing blankly at his unfinished Report to the Board of State Charities. The papers, piled high amid the myriad books and documents, triggered in him a waking state of nightmare and dream. Madness sometimes seemed near, in no wise terrible. In this ensconcement, Sanborn met the power of the impossible, and his innermost demons, face to face. When news came to him of Will Forbes' engagement to Edith Emerson, Sanborn felt mild panic, phobic not about the pending wedding, but about his Report. It loomed before him unfinishable, though his resolve to finish it was unshakeable. It was as physical and real to him as his own hand, holding pen, but like a fist tight inside him, clenched around his heart. He vowed he'd see the thing through to print, if it killed him.
Edith is engaged to William Forbes, Ellen Emerson informed a friend. Will is Lieutenant Colonel of the 2nd Massachusetts Cavalry, a long-tried friend of hers who loved Edith from first sight, seven years ago. We are all of us very happy in the engagement, overjoyed to have such a brother. I would have chosen him out of the whole world. He has been in prison down South for five months, and was lately released on parole. He has a leave of absence from Annapolis at present, but he doubts the authorities will extend it. He and Edith, at his parent's home in Washington, fear he must go back in another week. That would give them in all only thirteen days together. I don't wonder that they think it short.
Today we heard of Lee's surrender to Grant, Ellen wrote on April 10th. In Concord we had the salute, and the bells, and promenaded through the town, each with a little flag. We spent the rest of the morning in devouring the newspaper. How happy every soldier must be, and all their families! A letter this morning from Mrs. Forbes, Will's mother, tells of the rejoicings over Richmond and a report of the killed and wounded in Will's Regiment, him not among them.
On April 14th came the crucial, haunting tragedy, Abe Lincoln shot dead in a theater by an actor, John Wilkes Booth.
Mother often says adversity is really the best happiness, Ellen wrote a friend. When I think now of war, and peace, I begin to be afraid that I agree with Mother. I am sorry to have Colonel Russell again be plain Mr. Russell, and Major Higginson again just Mr. Higginson. Our Will, young Mr. Forbes, has come home from the war honourably discharged. His father has taken him and Mr. Russell into partnership. So now he is in business, and can have no holidays.
Chapter Eighteen
In October, Edith Emerson married Will Forbes.
It was a gorgeous, happy wedding, Ellen wrote. The whole world seemed to have arrived all at once. Just before three o'clock, when people began leaving, I was upstairs with the undressing bride. Her Aunt Lizzy and Mrs. Sanborn helped her, telling her how wondrous beautiful her wedding was.
Miss Edith is married, Bronson Alcott noted simply. Emerson lecturing in orthodox Amherst. Louisa in Vevey, Switzerland. In November Sanborn again goes inspecting.
Through the summer, the fervent inspector of charities had fought off his preoccupation with Edith by writing and sending out, on behalf of the Massachusetts Board of Charities, scores upon scores of invitations to governors, commissioners, and other dignitaries across the nation and around the world. He called on them to be present in the fall, on October 4, 1865, at the State House in Boston, for the first, organizational meeting of the new American Social Science Association.
Our attention, wrote the distracted Sanborn, is called to the importance of forming an organization, both local and national, for the discussion of questions relating to the Relief, Employment, and Education of the Poor, the Prevention of Crime, the Amelioration of Criminal Law, the Discipline of Prisons, the Remedial Treatment of the Insane, and those numerous other matters of statistical and philanthropic interest which are included under the general head of Social Science.
Though the charter meeting was sponsored by the Massachusetts Board of Charities, and presided over by Governor Andrew, the meeting was in fact formally convened by a group of Bostonians aligned with the Bristish NAPSS, the National Association for the Promotion of Social Science. The Governor called on the new Secretary of the ASSA, Sanborn, to read the new organization’s constitution, which gave the Association's central reason for being: to understand society and to improve it.
Its objects are, Sanborn declaimed, to aid in the development of social Science, and to guide the public mind, obtaining by discussion the real elements of Truth; by which doubts are removed, conflicting opinions harmonized, and a common ground afforded for treating wisely the great social problems of the day.
Governor Andrew then invited formal debate. Joining in were local dignitaries Wendell Phillips and Thomas Wentworth Higginson. The draft constitution had provided for a five dollar annual fee, and fifty dollars for a lifetime membership. Higginson proposed the annual fee be just three dollars, with lifetime membership to be just thirty dollars. His motion was amended to read: annual fee, one dollar. After extensive further argument from Phillips, the motion for a three dollar annual fee was renewed, and was approved.
Sanborn's chief role for both the Board of State Charities and the American Social Science Association was to travel about the state and country, familiarizing himself with all the many charitable institutions and their forms of operation, systematizing the gathering and reporting of information about them. In his first report to the Board of State Charities, Sanborn claimed to have traveled more than 7,000 miles, having visited more than 165 Massachusetts institutions, and some 20 or more out-of-state.
The results of imprisonment were very unsatisfactory, Sanborn summed up years afterwards. The people took but little interest in the subject. The Civil War engrossed all thought, and while crime had diminished in the face of the greater crime of war, crime among women had much increased. My reports, and the activity of new prison reforms, especially in New York, now drew attention to the subject. When I reported there was no suitable, separate prison for women, legislation soon followed. A women's prison was built at Sherborn, near South Framingham, and a board of women commissioners of prisons took charge of it, and soon made it a model for other such prisons.
The second meeting of the American Social Science Association was held at the Lowell Institute, Boston, on December 27th, and 28th. In the course of the second day's assorted lectures, Sanborn delivered his "Prison Discipline in Europe and America." Before the Association adjourned the proceedings, it was moved and adopted that honorary membership in the ASSA be bestowed on the reknowned educator Bronson Alcott. Sanborn was tickled to receive a January letter addressed to one Franklin Benjamin Sanborn, Esquire, Resident Secretary of The American Social Science Association: Dear Sir, Your letter informing me of my being made an honorary member of your Association is before me. I esteem it an honor, indeed, and a privilege, to be associated with so many friends of man and students of whatsoever shall promote his welfare. Allow me to assure the Association of the pleasure it will afford me to partake in its labors, and to express my hope that the compliment it has conferred, may prove something more than an empty name. Respectfully, A. Bronson Alcott. P.S. Your own dear Sanborns here, and Channing, are well.
Ellen Emerson's winter letters told of many walks with Mrs. Sanborn who, with little Tommy, was a frequent guest in the Emerson home. Many a snowy morning the two would sit together by a fire, taking turns reading aloud.
In that winter came the publication of Walt Whitman's book of patriotic poems, Drum Taps, written in the years prior to, and just after, his dismissal from his government job at the Office of Indian Affairs. Generally ignored or panned by critics, it did receive one highly favorable review, in the February 24, 1866 issue of the Boston Commonwealth. In his editorial, Sanborn drew attention to Whitman's Civil War service, and his stoical calm and resolve in the face of humiliation and rebuke.
The previous fall Sophia Hawthorne had begun culling, from her deceased husband's notebooks, passages worthy of being compiled into articles for his publisher, James T. Fields. He had bought a dozen for The Atlantic Monthly, paying one hundred dollars a piece. Now, in 1866, the articles began to appear, drawing harsh criticism.
Hawthorne's notebook, Sanborn wrote in a Christian Register review, does little justice to the genius of the writer. Again it is opened for people to gape at, to wonder how such a man could write so many commonplace things. Still more, how can such a man's friends wish to see themselves thus paraded before the world? Hawthorne's delicate nature would have shrunk from such an enterprise.
Sanborn's words hit Sophia like ice, like daggers. Her having balked at doing what Fields had requested in the first place now seemed entirely justified. Fields had further intended to collect the articles into a book, but just the prospect of doing so, after what Sanborn had written, sent Sophia reeling. It was not until Sanborn assured her himself that he meant her no harm, that Fields could proceed with the project.
When Hawthorne's American Notebooks were years afterwards published by Houghton Mifflin, successors to Ticknor & Fields, an introductory note apologized for the remarks of a writer who'd stated the notebooks read like a series of rather dull letters: Whatever degree of acumen this remark may indicate in the maker, the disclaimer admitted, it shows clearly that the critic has left out of account (if he took pains to examine it at all) the manner in which the notes came into existence and the circumstances of their publication.
Sanborn is to take tea with us this evening, Bronson Alcott wrote his daughter Louisa, who that spring had departed France to go see London. I shall ask him to write at once to his friend Moncure Conway, in London, about your coming. Through him, we trust, every facility will be opened to you.
Festal chariot! Ellen Emerson exclaimed, describing a wild autumn ride in a hay-wagon. We set out, Edith and I, Rose and Una Hawthorne, Anna Bartlett, and Mrs. Sanborn. It was the most perfect day possible. The jolting, though frequent, was delightful. Mrs Sanborn informed me she was personally somewhat averse to such a shaking, but for all that she enjoyed the children's ecstacy.
Concord seems generally possessed, a lighthearted Ellen Emerson observed in the spring, with a most restless spirit of innovation. Every day I feel a stronger impulse to take leave and go to the Moon!
Mrs. Sanborn's baby was born yesterday at eleven o'clock, Ellen reported on April 25, 1867. What a joyful surprise to his three aunts, who arrived in the twelve o'clock train to see the baby, Victor Channing Sanborn. He is large, and has long black hair, and plenty of it.
Ellery Channing beamed, if only half an hour, upon learning Sanborn's new son's name. Another name under consideration had been Victor Luther, in honor of another of Sanborn's many mentors, George Luther Stearns, who died in New York City of pneumonia that same spring.
After the death of John Brown, Stearns had joined Higginson and Sanborn from year to year in traveling to North Elba by Lake Placid in the Adirondack Mountains, visiting the martyr's grave in the ghost town that had been Timbucto. Sanborn now bid Higginson, upon the death of Stearns, to join him in continuing to make the pilgrimage in coming years. They would try to interest James Redpath, but the man who had written the first biography of Brown would tell them he had his hands full, both with his work as the Director of the Boston Lyceum Bureau and with his writing, with Jefferson Davis himself, A Short History of the Confederate States.
Visiting Brown's grave, Sanborn and Higginson would clear away leaves, pausing to honor his memory, contemplating for themselves whether John Brown's work, and theirs, would be praised, or damned, by coming generations.
While Sanborn and Higginson were away on their pilgrimmage, Mrs. Sanborn received guests: This last Monday, Ellen Emerson wrote Edith on June 4th, I went with Mrs. Stearns to visit Mrs. Sanborn, who seemed happy to receive us.
In August, the Sanborns again joined the Alcott sisters at Clarke's Island, boating and croqueting, participating in the evening dramatics, the colorful and theatrical Alcotts joining Sanborn in pacing and declaiming, flairfully orating, all to the delight of everyone present. We went over to the Island, Sanborn wrote, where were the Alcotts, Mrs. Austen, Fanny Lombard, and other ladies. Imagine! All in a houseful.
Back in Concord, fresh from his most recent campaigns with Samuel Gridley Howe, helping to establish the Clarke School for the Deaf and the Massachusetts Infant Asylum, the distinguished editor of The Journal of Social Science set to work on a fresh new pile of editorial assignments.
On September 11th, in New York, Herman Melville broke open the bedroom door of his son Malcolm, seventeen, to discover the boy, after a mysterious night in which the teen had stayed out till three in the morning, was dead from a self-inflicted wound, a pistol shot to the right temple of his head. It was reported by most papers as a suicide, but one, The New York Post, reported it as an accident, claiming the teen was known for his boyish whim of keeping a gun under his pillow and that restless sleep had caused the gun to go off.
All may go well for many a year, Melville would later write in a poem about soldiers and war and death by explosives, The Apparition: But who can think, without a fear, of horrors that happen so.
In mid-November, Bronson Alcott wrote to Christopher Walton in London, I have lately had the pleasure of reading a copy of your Cyclopedia of Pure Christian Theology and Theosophic Science, Alcott wrote. Some of the freest minds about Boston have lately formed a free Religious Club which meets monthly for discussing the deepest questions in Religious Philosophy. Mr. Emerson, Dr. Hedge, Mesrs. Wasson and Weiss are all members of The Club. Mr. Emerson is my townsman, and a near neighbor.
My dear Papa, Ellen Emerson wrote her father on December 6th. On Monday morning we went to see Mrs. Sanborn, then came home before departing for Boston. I visited poor Mr. Fields, everybody's friend. He behaved beautifully, Mr. Ticknor gave us duplicate tickets for ones we had lost, and we went on to the Temple to see Mr. Dickens. So exhilerating to laugh with fifteen hundred people! We were afterwards joined at home by Mr. Lyman, Mr. Alcott, and Mr. Sanborn.
Louisa May Alcott, upon returning from her European tour in May, moved back to Concord, beginning work on her book, Little Women, even as Sanborn was preparing to depart. On the strength of his successful From Boston and Occasional Letters columns in the Springfield Republican, the paper’s owner, Sam Bowles, invited Sanborn to be a resident editor. Sanborn resigned his post as Secretary of the State Board of Charities and moved with his family to Springfield to begin his stint, though Louisa and the children would spend much time back in Concord and environs, staying often with the assorted Leavitts in and around Woburn or Concord, and other area family and friends.
Dear Friend, Bronson Alcott wrote to Sanborn in Springfield in July. The Republican derives new interest now, from your connection with it. I was disappointed in missing you at your leaving Concord. 'Tis not to the credit of our town, that with all its virtues and allurements it suffered the citizen to leave it, who, more than any, did most for its social improvement while residing with us. I hope to continue in intimacy with you by frequent correspondence. Are you not coming this way during the summer? Remember me to Mrs Sanborn and Tommy.
Your letter came to hand the morning after Mr. Harris left Concord for St. Louis, Alcott wrote Sanborn in August. He passed Sunday here, saw Emerson, and went to Boston on Monday. All who saw Harris seem favorably impressed by his attainments. We are all very well. Anna and her boys are here for the summer. Louisa is now at Gloucester, May is at Mount Desert Island with a Boston party. Channing makes his Sunday visits, but hides his wanderings willfully, though he did own parenthetically to having seen you somewhere lately. Louisa's book, Little Women, is printed, and is to be published sometime in October. Kind regards to Mrs. Sanborn and the children.
I write to acknowledge receipt of The Semi Weekly Republican, Alcott wrote Sanborn in September. It has been arriving regularly. Your Correspondent, with his kindly notices and allusions concerning Old Concord, seems somehow familiar to me. I have not yet had the happiness to greet Mrs Sanborn and the children in their visits here. Mr. Channing continues his Sunday visits. Louisa and May are still with us. I am in doubt about going West. There is talk of a Room for Sunday meetings in Boston. And I have almost concluded to venture a course of Evening Conversations there.
Louisa and May have taken rooms in Boston, Alcott informed Sanborn in December. Mrs. Alcott has come to pass the winter here at Maplewood with Anna. We have closed our house in Concord for the time, and I am to be back and forth meanwhile, making Maplewood headquarters. My tour West is deferred till after the Conversations. I am about beginning a course of six at the Ladies' Club Room. The subjects are to be advertised in tomorrow's papers. I shall be most happy to see yourself and Mrs Sanborn honoring me by attendance.
The Sanborns were in Concord over the holidays, and made their rounds, visiting the Concord Leavitts, the Alcotts, and the Emersons.
I was glad to see you, Alcott wrote Sanborn in the new year, in places where your face was formerly a bright part of the social scene.
In May, Louisa shot off a letter to Sanborn, The Editor of The Semi Weekly Republican, as she said, from One of the Dullest Little Towns in Massachusetts. The letter was meant both to tickle Sanborn -- and to rile him.
The Latest News From Concord (Nurse Periwinkle Frees Her Mind): As it has become the fashion to make a yearly report of the condition of Concord and its inhabitants, and as no gossip concerning this immortal town seems to be considered too trivial for the public ear, we feel it our duty to add to said yearly report lately published, the last rumor afloat. It is said that a new hotel is about to be established, called The Sphinx's Head, where pilgrims to this modern Mecca can be entertained in the most hospitable and appropriate style. Walden water, wild apples by the bushel, orphic acorns by the peck will be furnished at philosophic prices. Samples of Autumn Tints, Mosses from the Manse, Rhodora, and herbs from the Garden, will be supplied gratis.
-- Sanborn was here last Sunday, Alcott wrote in July to his friend Harris in St. Louis. Louisa is now in Riviere du Loup, Canada, where she has been for the last month. Her Little Women has been a great success, having reached its 20,000 copies. She has another book to appear next month.
Louisa returned from Canada to Concord at the end of July, 1869 and soon was on her way north again, in mid-August, to Mount Desert Island in Maine.
Should she return in season, Alcott wrote, and be inclined to accompany me, we may attend the National Woman Suffrage Convention at Newport.
After abolitionism, the women's rights movement had been the most controversial of the many antebellum reform campaigns. Wendell Phillips, William Lloyd Garrison, and Samuel Gridley Howe all supported the suffragists. Susan Brownwell Anthony, ardent abolitionist and woman-suffrage advocate, agitated relentlessly to gain the vote for women. She had declared she would ignore any law that might hinder her from helping a slave, and would likewise ignore any law that might hinder her from protecting an enslaved woman. Anthony was the prime organizer of the National Woman Suffrage Association, created that year.
You invite my views on the subject of your proposed American Woman's Suffrage Association, Alcott wrote in August to Julia Ward Howe in Rhode Island. I am accustomed to defer to woman the questions that are properly hers. But I will venture say that women ought to be admitted to full citizenship, via these measures: The Convention, The Lecture, The Press, and The Conversation, especially the last named, as being the simplest, the most natural, and in keeping with this humane reform. I trust your American Suffrage Association will be organized on the broadest principles, and set its machinery in motion forthwith.
Louisa and I think some of taking a journey to my home town, Wolcott, Connecticut, Alcott wrote from Concord to Sanborn in Springfield. If we do, we will perhaps take in Springfield on our route. Whether Louisa will agree, I fear to inquire now, deferring to inquire till we get near Springfield. Louisa's mood is imperative in the matter and cannot be foreseen. Wolcott she has not seen since she was a child, and goes to picture the background of her new story. The Little Women have multiplied themselves surprisingly. Her publishers now count 23,000 of them. Come spend another night with us when you and yours are next in Boston. Kind regards to Mrs Sanborn and the childen.
We closed our house on Tuesday last, Alcott wrote Sanborn from Maplewood. We are here for the winter with Anna. Louisa and May have taken rooms at No. 43 Pinckney Street, where they propose to pass the winter. Louisa is far from well, but hopes by abstinence from the hard work of the last years, to recover strength and spirits to resume her pen. May has been busily engaged on her Book of 'Concord Sketches,' which are to be published by Fields and Osgood.
I have concluded to leave here on Friday of next week, Alcott wrote Sanborn in mid-November. If I knew you would be at home, I might pass Friday night in Springfield. My wish is to reach Cleveland by the 24th for the Woman's Suffrage Convention. I shall like to attend the Convention and learn its temper and tendencies. You speak of leaving Springfield for the Convention on the 20th. If you should, we might go on together, at least a part of the way.
Sanborn, in the meantime, kept a promise made other friends, to help organize the Prison Conference of Cincinnati, assiting also in the formation, beyond the Prison Conference, of the National Prison Association.
Alcott went out on another Western Tour, and wrote Sanborn in the spring, This opens the way for future opportunities. The Western people have sharp appetites and bite eagerly instead of nibbling at the fruit you offer them. I came home in better health and hope than when I left last November.
Louisa and May left for New York this morning, Alcott wrote on April 1st, to take the Steamer for Brest, which sails romorrow. Louisa's new book, The Old-Fashioned Girl, is to be published tomorrow. 12,000 copies have been sold in advance, and 4,000 more are printing. I was at Concord one day this week, and found Emerson busy with his University lectures. He is to give eighteen in all, three a week.
My daughters are enjoying themselves travelling abroad, Alcott wrote at the end of April. They are on their way to Switzerland, and Italy. Louisa is regaining health and spirits and May is adding sketches to her Portfolio. Sanborn is at his pen again, gossiping about us all.
When Charles Dickens died on June 9, 1870, Sanborn announced in his June 15th column that Louisa May Alcott was Dickens' sincerest mourner. Early in July Louisa received a copy of Sanborn's notice from her publisher, Thomas Niles.
There goes the gossipy old Republican again, Louisa wrote from Vevey, Switzerland. Now they tell the world about my grief for Dickens (I don't care a pin) and all my plans and ails and all. I suppose either Ellery Channing or Bun wrote it. I should like to knock their heads off for meddling with what don't concern them, the old tattle tails! Another notice said I wrote diaries at 6, plays at 10, went out to service at 13, and was governess and dragged a baby round the Common. I recognize Pa's nice derangement of dates here, and fancy it was written by some of his admirers. I suppose I ought to like it, but I dont.
On July 20, 1870, the six-year old son of Alcott's friend William T. Harris, in St. Louis, had died. The Harris' had earlier lost an infant daughter. Alcott wrote, on the 29th, offering his condolences: The newspaper containing the obituary of your little boy, Ethan, came to me yesterday evening. I had been expecting to hear from you for some weeks, and began to fear that you were ill yourself, broken down by your school Superintending labors. I was about to write you when the news of your bereavement came. A bright-eyed boy, I remember he was.
Should you think of leaving St Louis to come purchase a home in these parts, Alcott invited Harris, please fix your residence here in Concord. There are several places, Hawthorne's for instance, on sale at reasonable prices. But whether you leave St. Louis or not, come and see me. My wife, myself and housekeeper are sole occupants for the summer. The girls are now in Switzerland.
My prospects are fair as to my Western tour, Alcott wrote his daughters in Europe that fall. I go advertised and arrangements have been made for me in the cities and towns from Syracuse to Dubuque and St Louis and I may get as far as San Francisco. Saturday, I go to Western Massachuestts, to Florence, to speak. I shall very likely see Sanborn. I am in much better plight than I have been for many years. My hearing is much improved, and I carry more weight of flesh, if not of thought, to my work. We rejoice in the accounts you write of your improved health and spirits. I pray these may continue as you journey from place to place. If Napoleon is dethroned, the war will be likely to come to a speedy end, and you can winter in Italy.
Louisa reported she’d walked from Vevey to the Prison of Chillon, 12 miles, and was quite refreshed by the jaunt.
I start next Wednesday for the West, Alcott wrote Harris at the end of October. I propose reaching St. Louis about the first of December, when you will have returned from your New England journey. I regret I am not to be here to make sure of your meeting the persons you should see. But Emerson will introduce you. At the last meeting of the Radical Club, the Committee of Invitation moved to have you come read a paper. I hope you will. The theme is left to you. I am confident you will edify and inspire the company.
I purpose being at Detroit about the 20th of November, Alcott wrote to Harris early that month. Emerson is expected about the same time to lecture, and to give a parlor reading or two. He lectures also at Buffalo and Toledo. I hope you will not miss him. Your July number of the Speculative is very attractive reading. It was favorably reviewed by Wasson in the Commonwealth, and by Sanborn in The Republican.
Your parcel of Republicans came today, Alcott wrote Sanborn. I write hastily now to ask you to forward the next to me at Dubuque Iowa, where I expect to be on Dec 12th. I am to have a course of Conversations there. I'll be returning to Buffalo, pausing for Conversations at several towns along the route.
News of John Pratt's decease reached me last Wednesday, Alcott noted. Mrs. Alcott will remain with Anna till spring. Louisa and May were in Florence on October 30th, about to leave for Rome. They write in the best of spirits.
I am pleased to learn you will visit us this month, Alcott wrote to Harris on the fourth of July, 1871. Come directly to my house and give us all the time you can spare.
Alcott visited Gerrit Smith on July 16th. I joined him in attending a Sunday services in his Church, he wrote. Very gratifying.
At the time, Sanborn wrote, I was giving much thought to how the true story of Brown's Virginia plans should best be preserved. I consulted often with my friend Morton who, after recovering from a long illness, had begun the practice of law in Boston. Gerritt Smith's claim, that he had no connection with Brown's scheme, was contrary to the actual facts. In 1871, Morton and I agreed that I should write for the Atlantic Monthly an anonymous article, stating the general facts as we both knew them. This was done. It led to a painful correspondence between the Smiths and myself.
That fall Sanborn was also busy editing a blank-verse pastoral poem written by Ellery Channing, The Wanderer: a Colloquial Poem, a project financed by Emerson. The final work had Sanborn's fingerprints all over it, as well as Emerson's.
In The Springfield Republican of a week or two back, Bronson Alcott wrote a friend in mid-October, you will see a notice of Ellery Channing's new Pastoral, entitled The Wanderer, which is to appear this month, published by Osgood & Company. There are to be 200 copies.
Channing's book did relatively well, considering the low expectation that was generally held out for it. The small first edition was nearly sold out within one month of its publication, according to Sanborn. But Channing, who in the past had showed no particular in or concerns about changes to his manuscripts, now was miffed. That nincompoop F.B.S., he would write. Born and bred a shoemaker.
The two chief disasters of the early 1870s were the great Chicago fire of 1871 and the equally terrible fire that swept Boston in 1872. The few unsold copies of Channing's book, along with untold thousands of other books, would be destroyed in the Boston conflagration.
Mary Mann came to the defense of the Roberts Brothers, who planned to publish a new edition of Elizabeth Peabody's Record of a School, the account of Bronson Alcott's Temple School, originally published in 1835. The reprint was to be called, A Record of Mr. Alcott's School, in order to capitalize on the name, and success, of Louisa May Alcott, and the fictional Plumfield School, created for her book, Little Men. The Alcotts held up publication till Elizabeth Peabody finished making certain additions. But then she suddenly departed for England on a trip that would last from September 1871 until May 1872. Her work on the book's preface, in which she intended to promote the ideas of the German educator Friedrich Froebel, and not Bronson Alcott's, was delayed. Likewise, her plans for a detailed appendix, never completed, contributed to the further delay of publication. The book, which finally would appear in 1874, carried a preface not by Elizabeth Peabody, but one written by Louisa May Alcott.
I'm in the middle of my lighting the furnace, Bronson Alcott wrote the Sanborns, who were then, a week before Christmas, 1871, very much enjoying their two small sons, with a third child on the way. Now that we are rejoicing in its genial warmth, we wonder how we endured previous winters without it. It is a real luxury. I am tempted to forego my Western tour altogether. Six copies of Channing's Wanderer came from Osgood & Company. I have sent one to Sophia Thoreau. Channing appears to be encouraged by his late recognition, though he says he has not published any verses to speak of lately. Emerson has not spoken of his Poem since it was published. He called last evening to tell me of his Western tour, and was sorry to hear of the suspension of the Record of a School by Miss Peabody's whimsies. Louisa is fixed in pleasant quarters in Boston.
Emerson returned late Wednesday evening, Alcott wrote to Sanborn on January 19, 1872. He was just in time to hear James T. Fields lecture. He gave a fine lay sermon on Cheerfulness, and was well received. Whatever Fields is not, certainly he is a good fellow and should recite his piece throughout New England. I passed the evening afterwards at Emerson's house, where Fields and his wife Annie also spent the night.
Come up and spend a night with us, Alcott offerered the Sanborns soon after the birth of their third son, Francis Bachiler Sanborn, on February 5, 1872. Come whenever it is convenient to you. We shall all delight to entertain you. Anna and her boys are passing these days at Pratt Farms, and we have a spare room or two for guests. It is always a privilege to entertain the good under one's roof!
In July, Ellen Emerson wrote of a beautiful summer day when she and Mrs. Sanborn, with her new baby and her two boys Tommy and Victor, went round to see to it that the world was notified of a Teachers' Meeting that night. A thunderstorm came up in the evening, Ellen remembered. It thundered, lightened and darkened furiously, rained one minute, and then cleared up.
Early one morning at the end of that strange, stormy July, Ralph Waldo Emerson was awakened by the sound of crackling in his garret. He sprang from his bed, ran out of the house in his nightclothes, into the rain, and shouted for help.
Who would believe it? Ellen wrote the next day. I was in Beverly, visiting the Higginsons. The paper was held before my eyes and I was told that something had happened at our house, but that Father and Mother were safe. I tried to read, but only very slowly took it in. It was so surprising! It was neither pain nor fright I felt, but it took my breath away. Half an hour after, when I walked out to say goodbye, I found my knees were shaky. When I was coming home in the cars all alone, I saw very clearly that this might be a stroke to Father or Mother, or both, and that they would never get over it.
Neighbors rushed to the scene to help. The Emersons were led to John Keyes' house, where he got them into dry clothes, and served them breakfast.
The most wonderful thing of all, Ellen wrote, was Ephraim Bull on the roof, managing the hose. You would think it hard enough for a man with two arms. And Mr. Staples! Oh Mr. Staples, Mr Staples! He is a good man! He was working and watching the fire, saying Put the hose here, and Don't break anything! Louisa Alcott and May attended to letters and manuscripts. There were any quantity of them lying around in the rain, and they collected them.
The sides of the house were all intact, but the roof and upper structure were destroyed. Assorted pieces of furniture and other material goods saved from the fire were housed in homes and barns throughout the town.
The Emersons spent that night at the Old Manse. Since Sarah Bradford Ripley's death, just after the conclusion of the war, the sole occupant of the house had been her daughter, Elizabeth, who now welcomed the Emersons there. A room in the courthouse was also cleared for him, for his use as a temporary study. There, in the courthouse room, Emerson set into into accounting for and arranging his salvaged books and papers. All our things smelled of the fire, Ellen wrote. That smell, that had hitherto seemed to me the abomination of desolation, became sweet and dear to me. A letter from Mr. and Mrs. Forbes at Naushon contained a check for five hundred dollars, for me to buy new clothes. Caroline Tappan offered Father five thousand to rebuild the house. Judge Hoar told him to draw freely on his account at the Concord Bank. A few days later, Father received a check for five thousand dollars, from some of Father's intimate friends. He looked at the check and exclaimed, Good Heavens! He was astonished at the sum. Poor man, today he has to speak at a Japanese dinner. They wouldn't let him off.
Emerson caught a cold the morning of the fire, which got worse before it got better, leaving Emerson feverish and bedridden. It was not long before people began to realize that an even worse toll had been taken on the sagacious, aging philosopher. The shock of the fire was more than a stunning blow to him. He would never be the same again.
The general contributory fund swelled. Friends and neighbors insisted the Emersons should travel abroad. In their absence, their townspeople assured them, the house would be rebuilt.
Sanborn, who for four years had been away, his wife and children living sometimes in Springfield and sometimes in the homes of their Concord friends or their relatives, the Leavitt's, returned to Concord. With the birth of their third son, Francis, Louisa bid her husband settle, build a house, make a home for them.
Sanborn remained in the employ of the Springfield Republican, doing free-lance work, keeping up his regular column, and recommending and editing Boston and Concord area contributors, but he left Springfield forever. He knew Louisa was right, the time was right, and the opportunities were right, including the availability of the Thoreau house for renting, left vacant by the departing Sophia Thoreau upon the death of her mother. Now, he felt, if now he did not get back to Concord, then Concord would be lost to him as his home. And if Frank Sanborn knew anything, he told himself, he knew Concord to be his home.
My book Concord Days is printed, Bronson Alcott announced to William T. Harris early in September. It is to be published the day after tomorrow. I was in Boston yesterday and learned that orders had been forwarded to the publishers for more than half of the edition of one thousand copies. George Ripley has given it a notice in the Tribune which, I doubt not, you have seen.
Sanborn has come back to Concord, Alcott continued, probably to reside permanently. I do not despair of your making our little town your home sometime, too. A new spirit is awakening here, making Concord a literary and philosophical center for the future, as well as for the present. So you see I am still not less a dreamer than of yore.
Louisa leaves us today for her winter quarters in Boston, Alcott wrote to Mary Adams, in Dubuque, on October 4th. Anna and her boys will spend the winter here. Having a warm furnace in the cellar, Mrs. Alcott finds the house comfortable. Mr. Emerson is now at the Manse. Mr. Channing makes his weekly calls and is very agreeable, for the most part. Mr. Sanborn is in pursuit of a house.
So soon as Sanborn had got back to Concord, he’d begun again in earnest to put the record straight regarding John Brown's raid on Harper's Ferry: who knew what, and how much did they know, and and when did they know it?
Before all the witnesses are dead, Sanborn wrote to Gerrit Smith in October, would it not be wise to put upon record the authentic facts, in time to have any errors in the statement pointed out and corrected?
When the Harper's Ferry affair occured I was sick, and my brain somewhat diseased, Smith responded. Your bare proposition to write of this matter makes me sleepless. It makes me fear a recurrence of my insanity. If you could defer your contemplated work until after my death (not long hence, as I am approaching seventy-six), you would lay me under great obligations to your kindness.
Smith's wife Ann made additional notes: My dear Mr. Sanborn, everything concerning dear John Brown is, in Mr. Smith's mind, so closely linked with his insanity, that the bare reading of your esteemed letter brought that painful passage of his life back again most vividly, causing a rush of blood to his head, and an almost sleepless night. I greatly fear the effect on him of any further written history of John Brown. Let me ask you, if you should write it, to please use Mr. Smith's bame as little as possible. Give my love to Mrs. Sanborn. We would be very happy, at any time, to receive a visit from you both.
From Dubuque, Iowa, Alcott wrote his friend Harris in mid-November, The Boston fire, so calamitous to many, has left us, Louisa and myself, I believe, unharmed. Her new book, Shawl-Straps, is published today.
Louisa wrote her father in December, How kind they are to you out West. You now carry a cane, a very pretty detail for an old gentleman still quite festive in his 73rd year. Don't get small pox at St Louis. Shawl Straps goes well, and good notices appear. Bun likes it, so I can die content.
Chapter Nineteen
companied by his daughter Ellen, Ralph Waldo Emerson traveled through France, Italy, Switzerland, Egypt, and England before sailing home again.
Emerson's house is to be finished, Bronson Alcott told a friend late in February,1873, in time for his reception when he returns home this spring. His son Edward is to be married (they say) on his father's and sister's return.
To one Mrs. Perry, in Keokuk, Iowa, Alcott wrote apologetically in March, I was summoned home from St. Louis suddenly by the illness of my eldest daughter, Mrs. Pratt, leaving many promised engagements unfulfilled. She is now out of danger. I have submitted to Mr. Sanborn your letters from your daughter. He says that as they have been published, and are rather dated, he would prefer receiving fresher letters, and if her sketches prove lively and good he will publish them in the Republican. The weather here is fearfully uncomfortable, the snow deeper than for many winters past.
It was during that cold and snowy winter that Henry Thoreau's mother died, his sister Sophia vacating the Thoreau house to move from Concord to Bangor, Maine. Though she had formerly intended to leave Henry's manuscripts with the Concord Free Public Library, or had at least intimated that she would do so, Sophia handed them over to Alcott, who had long and eagerly anticipated getting them. She'd then succumb to the pleas of a zealous Thoreau enthusiast in Worcester, ordering Alcott to give up her brother's journals to Harrison Gray Otis Blake, lest Sanborn get his hands on them.
In 1873-74, Sanborn wrote, when I was living in Sophia Thoreau's house, she desired that the Journals, which she had left in the house, be removed to the Town Library, fearing, as Mr. Emerson told me, that Ellery Channing would have access to them. For a similar reason, apparently, she did not take Emerson's advice to leave the Journals to me.
Thoreau's journals, manuscripts and such books as his sister wishes to have in my care have come to hand, Bronson Alcott wrote in his diary. They are sent in three trunks, the manuscripts and the books, with a bookcase made by Thoreau himself. I am to hold them sacred from all but Thoreau's friends, allow none to take them away for perusal, subject to his sister's pleasure during her lifetime, and if I survive her, then they become mine for quotation or publishing. Many volumes may be compiled from them, and will be when his editor appears. I house them under lock and key safely in my attic.
To Mrs. Perry in Keokuk, Iowa, Alcott wrote, in April: Mr. Sanborn has made acquaintance with your daughter's Genius. Mr. Sanborn would gladly print letters of hers, should she choose to send him one from Germany, or wherever she may sojourn. My daughter May left this morning for London, where she purposes to pursue her art studies in the Art Galleries and probably visit the continent before she returns. I send you a notice regarding my Western Tour, printed in The Literary World, and also Mr. Sanborn's account of it in The Springfield Republican.
In mid-May, Alcott received an inquiry regarding progressive New England schools for boys, to which Louisa responded, As Father is deep in garden ploughing and orchard pruning just now, he desires me to answer for him. The original model for my fictional Plumfield Academy for Boys was quenched forty years ago in Boston, and has never sprung up again except on paper. P.S. When father gets his Socratic Seminary started here we shall be at no loss where to direct anxious parents. I know he will have it in time because he has waited so patiently forty years. And when it is underway the whole West is cordially invited to come and discuss Chaos, Cosmos, and the Oversoul.
When Emerson and Ellen returned home at the end of May, they were greeted at the train depot by firends and family, including Judge Hoar, the Alcotts, and the Sanborns, all waiting in carriages, along with an open barouche for the Emersons.
I enclose Sanborn's notice in the Republican of Mr. Emerson's reception by his friends and townspeople on his return from Europe, Alcott wrote a Boston friend. Nothing could be more charming, and all the more that the whole was a surprise to him. It was beautiful to see with what modesty and sweetness he met and spoke to his admiring neighbors at his gate. Our little village became suddenly exalted and glorified thereby. Ellen's face beamed upon them, the type of bliss personified. Both appeared in excellent health only borrowed by travel.
In July, Ellen wrote her mother from Naushon, the Forbes' retreat, reminding her that Edith's first born son, John, was then twenty-three months old, and Edward Waldo, her second son, was just eleven days old. Ellen mentioned her joining Alice Leavitt, Mrs. Sanborn's sister, on a long ride round Clarke's Island.
Back in Concord, Sanborn put the finishing touches on Channing's biography of Thoreau. After the 1863 fiasco of Channing's having pulled the work from serial publication in The Boston Commonwealth, then edited by Sanborn, after only two chapters, Sanborn had coaxed and flattered the miffed, temperamental Channing, through a decade, into preparing the book for publication as a book. In 1873, the firm of Roberts Brothers finally agreed to the publication of an edition of 1,500 copies.
In 1872, Sanborn wrote, after my return to Concord from residing in Springfield, Channing gave me what he called his completed manuscript, the Thoreau biography, which was ready, he said, for Roberts Brothers to print.
Channing had poured over his first draft at assorted intervals through a decade, here cutting, and there adding, making some parts enigmatic, even obscure, sprinkling the manuscript with allusions, mottoes, decorative frills, and new excerpts from old scribblings, mixing selections from his journal of 1867 with passages from Thoreau's journals, which he had been copying out longhand through the years.
Thomas Niles at Roberts Brothers thought there was not matter enough to make so large a volume as he wished, Sanborn noted, and desired more. Instead of again weaving in material here and there, Channing opened his manuscript in the middle, inserting the chapter or two needed, using for his insertion, in part, a manuscript of Walks and Talks which he had written twenty years before as a record of conversations with Thoreau and Emerson, including bits from their manuscripts or journals, to which they had given him access.
The work was a pastiche, a scrapbook of scattered memories of walks, events, sayings, and opinions that did not even proceeed chronologically. The story of Thoreau's life was told through biographical essays and imaginary dialogues, Channing's characters taking turns talking, each in a fine, highminded, unlikely style, replete throughout with supercillious and frivolous embellishments and flourishes.
None, including even Channing, thought the book would ever see the light of publication, except for his friend, Sanborn. But to everyone's surprise, including Sanborn, the first edition, once printed, sold out quickly. For all its obvious weaknesses, still people welcomed the book, Thoreau, the Poet- Naturalist: With Memorial Verses. Though it was clear this was no scholarly work, in the absence of any other book about Thoreau, whose legend was growing, Channing's book was informative, and not without a certain charm. Readers seemed comfortable with the book's friendly assessibility, however convoluted in parts, which came of Channing's authentic friendship, and intimacy, with Thoreau through twenty years.
Channing walked through the town now, head high, hands clasped at his back, his coat tails trailing behind him, letting his townspeople see and know that here was someone to reckon with, substantial, not just a dreamy, dismissable nobody, after all.
Channing's book on Thoreau is just out, Alcott wrote Harris in September. Read it. See if it is not full of Genius! Beware: method is not to be looked for.
On September 18th, Alcott wrote to Samuel Orcutt, in Wolcott, I shall gladly receive the Circulars for the Wolcott Centenary Library. If my name will serve you in the least, let me share the honor of having it added to the Library Committee. I think I can get the works of our Concord Authors, already promised. Their works alone will make a considerable library of 40 Volumes or more. Allow me some little time to collect them. I have mailed to your address a copy of the Poem by Channing, which I'll be reading at the Centennial Celebration, corrected by himself and as he wishes it to stand in your History of Wolcott. It will afterwards be published in Franklin Sanborn's Report of the Proceedings, to be compiled by him from various sources. I hope it will appear in this week's Springfield Republican.
In the meantime, Concordians prepared for their own special ceremony, the dedication of the new Concord Free Public Library. Here in Concord on the 29th, Alcott wrote to J.H. Temple in Nantucket, our Town Library is to be dedicated with an address by Emerson.
Emerson had served on the Library Committee some forty years. While elsewhere in the land the philanthropist Andrew Carnegie was giving out large sums of money for the building of libraries, proud Concord had raised the needed building funds from the pockets of its own citizens. On a Monday, a crisp, bright, splendid autumn day, the library was dedicated. The people turned out to hear Emerson speak, and to admire the splendid new structure, and to take pride in their shared free, democratic heritage, looking to the promise held out for them, a bright and prosperous future for this town of towns, and its people.
Meanwile, Alcott had been away in Wolcott, celebrating the 100th anniversary of the Connecticut town. I enclose Sanborn's account, Alcott wrote a Boston friend early in October, published in last week's Springfield Republican. I call your attention specifically to Channing's Poem, which was read by me for the occasion.
For Alcott, Sanborn had taken on still another added responsibilty, the writing all the material about the Alcott family which would appear in Orcutt's History of the Town of Wolcott, 1731 to 1874.
Grateful are we, Alcott wrote from Boston to Sanborn in Concord, for the graceful manner in which you have sketced the family of Alcott. Lifelong good will and good wishes would be insufficient to repay our obligation for this, and for numerous other acts of kindness and affection which we have received from your constant friendship. A Happy New Year to you and your family, The Alcotts.
Sanborn, recently promoted from Secretary to Chairman of the Massachusetts State Board of Charities, had meanwhile been appointed Permanent Secretary of the American Social Science Association, which offered him a salary of $1,200 a year, contingent upon the understanding that he would devote one-third of his time to the work of the Association while keeping his other jobs with the state of Massachusetts and as a columnist for the Springfield Republican.
Through the winter he focused on the completion of a reformatory essay, The Prison Question in America, meanwhile scribbling away on The Work of Social Science in the United States. As Secretary of the ASSA he faced the challenge of not only rescuing the failing association, editing and publishing its Journal of Social Science, but of establishing a further new association still, the National Conference of Charities and Correction, intended to be the comprehensive umbrella organization for the ASSA, for all existing state charity boards, and for the general nationwide charities organization movement.
At times he was heartily amused, laughing right out loud at a phrase or line of his own construction, plucked right out of the air, a simple or a long and convoluted sentence that just sang to him. He found himself, at intervals, to be as happy as the maddest lunatic, a distracted whirling dervish in a prison of his own making, him bound by the shackles of his devotional inclinations and brooding tendency of mind, chained to his pens and paper and his writing desk. Occasionally he would take a break from his Promethean labors as America's preeminent social scientist -- and from the deafening silence that greeted him, as such, in lieu of fanfare, applause, or encouragement -- to hack away at a yet more satisfying work-in-progress, an article about his martyred convict mentor John Brown which, in 1874, would appear in the Atlantic Monthly.
At the outset of the year, early in January, Sanborn had arranged to meet with Octavius Brooks Frothingham, then at work on a biography of Gerrit Smith, hopefully to put to rest some issues still haunting him and others of the so-called Secret Six. He wanted Frothingham to ascertain the authenticity of a note sent to him by Ann Smith of Peterboro, New York, who had written down a statement which had then been signed by her husband, Gerrit Smith. The statement read:
Mr. Edwin Morton of Boston was for several years a member of my family. During that time Mr. Frank B. Sanborn, of Concord, Massachusetts, repeatedly visited him. They were classmates in Harvard University. On his visit in February, 1858, he met John Brown, who often took my home in his way between Kansas and his residence in Essex County, New York. He and Mr. Sanborn were much in Mr. Morton's room. I was in it a part or all of the time whilst Brown was reading his plan for entering the South and summoning the slaves to the mountains, where they could defend themselves and thence escape to Canada. This plan, I have been informed, was drawn up by himself not long before, under the roof of Mr. Frederick Douglass in Rochester. My heart responded to his merciful interest in the victims of opression, and he had my warmest wishes for his success. I had but little conversation with Brown respecting his enterprise. He told me he was not decided in what State to begin it. As the execution of it was long delayed, I thought it was abandoned. His invasion of Harper's Ferry in the fall of 1859 grew, as I supposed, out of an entirely new and suddenly adopted plan. I was astonished to hear of it, so unlike was it to that of going to the mountains. I came afterwards to believe that this invasion was in pursuance of the revival of his old plan. He addressed a large anti-slavery meeting in our village in April, 1859. I never saw him after that time, and I kept up no communication with him.
Having sent the above document to Sanborn, Smith had contacted Morton, directing him to change certain parts of it, in particular his statement that he never saw John Brown after April, 1859, the very time during which Smith had most actively helped fund John Brown's projects.
The above statement, Sanborn jotted on Smith's January 25, 1874 directive to Morton, is incomplete, and fails to give the more important facts of the case. We can therefore make no public use of it.
In June, Sophia Thoreau traveled from Bangor, Maine to Concord for a short visit. She met with Alcott to discuss the disposition of certain of her brother's manuscripts, including his Indian Notebooks, which she intended for the Concord Free Public Library, but which would end up in the Pierpont Morgan Library in New York City. When Sophia learned from Alcott that her brother's Journals were just then on loan to Sanborn, she was outraged, directing Alcott to convey them to H.G.O. Blake in Worcester post haste.
To Harris he wrote that summer, Thank you for your most recent School Report. I esteem your Reports as models for all School Superintendents. Philosophy has not been hitherto a perceptible element in School Reports, nor in education itself, and we are far from appreciating its importance, outside of Germany. P.S. I have heard your name mentioned as a candidate for the Superintendent of the Boston Schools.
That summer, travelling with his son Tommy, 11 years old in 1874, Sanborn took in Peterboro, New York in returning to Concord. They were there for two days. Tommy was happy to make such investigations of the Smith's marvellous mansion as he could get away with, while in the dark, luxurious, and solemn study his father interviewed Mr. and Mrs. Smith regarding the martyr, John Brown.
This would be Sanborn's last meeting with Gerrit Smith, who died later that year, not long after their common colleague, the energetic and zealous reformer Samuel Gridley Howe, had a stroke. He had let his hair and beard grow long, so that late in life he looked like an Old Testament prophet. The stroke left him slightly disabled, but he did not die. He survived this first stroke only to be struck the following summer by a second, which would leave him blind and dumb.
Howe, having fought in the Greek war for independence as a young man, returned to New England and, as a radical reformer, supported abolitionism, and John Brown, later becoming the head of the Perkins Institute for the Blind, which he remained, if in name only, until his death in 1876.
His colleague Sanborn was widely known in Massachusetts, even nationwide, as a founding officer of the American Social Science Association, and variously as a member, secretary, or president of the Massachusetts Infant Asylum, the National Conference of Charities, the National Conference of Charities and Corrections, the National Prison Association, and also as a trustee of the reknowned Clarke School for the Deaf. He traveled the university lecture circuit, speaking at Wellesley College, Smith College, Cornell University, and elsewhere. Now the venerable Samuel Gridley Howe handpicked Sanborn to succeed him as Chairman of the State Board of Charities.
In 1874 his friend, Governor Talbot, appointed him Chairman of the Board of Charities, Sanborn's son Victor later would write He again returned to Concord, which was his home ever after.
That fall, Bronson Alcott wrote from Concord to Samuel Orcutt, in the town where John Brown was born, Torrington, Connecticut, where Orcutt was at work on his next town history, Thanks for the photographs of John Brown's Birth place. Channing and Sanborn tell me they have also received copies of the picture. Sanborn informs me Channing has written new verses on Brown for your History. He himself has not spoken about them, though he takes tea regularly with us every Wednesday. On looking over my papers, I find matter that may serve you concerning Brown, particularly some notes of a Conversation of mine printed at the time in The Commonwealth, then edited by Sanborn.
Louisa Alcott shot off a letter to Edwin Munroe Bacon, editor of the Boston Globe, The Springfield Republican is a great gossip, and as one of the editors lives in Concord, it is vain to try and keep anything private. He does not know everything, however, or he would have said that Miss Alcott had declined to write a serial for more than one Boston paper, if that is any comfort.
Edith Emerson worked closely with her distracted philosopher father in compiling a poetry anthology with the title, Parnassus. The book did not gather together popular or well-known contemporary American poems, but was a collection that represented simply the favorites of Ralph Waldo Emerson's family. Jones Very, Harriet Spofford, Sara Palfrey, and Henry Thoreau were in it. Walt Whitman and Edgar Allen Poe were not.
Through portions of that winter of1875-76, Bronson Alcott, Annie Pratt's family, and the Sanborns all lived together in the Thoreau-Alcott house. There Alcott and Sanborn completed an essay about the Alcott family that would be included in Orcutt's History of Wolcott, and undertook to write an essay about John Brown, which would appear in Orcutt's History of Torrington, Connecticut, Brown's birthplace.
Upon his return to Concord, Sanborn was first informally rejected by, then formally re-elected to, membership in the Concord Social Circle. He was not in the committe appointed for the purpose of organizing and orchestrating a Centennial jubilee, a springtime celebration of the town's first 100 years.
I think the labours of every inhabitant for months beforehand were Herculean, wrote Ellen Emerson, then thirty-six. My brother Edward was on the decoration committee. No doubt he did the whole, as head, though some of his committee helped well. He found mottoes for the dinner tent, the houses, the roads, the the Ballroom, and they had to dress everything in flags besides. Enormous! The result was perfectly satisfactory. Every house, tree, and corner was labeled with its history. The Ballroom was described by everyone as the handsomest ever seen. The coming of the guests on Saturday, the sound of bands in the street, the decorations going up, the continual progression of carriages coming into town, the crowds getting out of every train, made everyone excited and happy. The joy of the occasion began to dawn upon us. When Monday came, it was first bright, and we had great hopes of the weather, but then came a strong, freezing wind under a black sky most of the day, perfectly horrible. Yet the crowd was as great as could be dealt with, and a lovely day might have brought one three times as great, which would have involved us in endless confusion. So the weather was probably the best we could have had, as it interfered with nothing. Guests in the tents huddled together, only somewhat defended by the canvass from the wind, and were not quite frozen. They heard and enjoyed so much that they forgot their discomfort, pitying those who had stayed home. The coming home and comparing notes was delightful all round, and the Ball was a great success. The next day everyone went. We hated to lose them but had the satisfaction of a brilliant festivity to look back on.
Late in 1875 Alcott wrote his friend Harris, The city of Boston is reorganizing its system of Public Schools and a Superintendent is to be elected. I enclose the list of the new School Committee. Perceiving your name mentioned as a Candidate, I write to inquire whether you will serve, if elected, and if you will allow me to further your election by naming your extraordinary claims to that office to the proper electors. And this office might presently open the way to Harvard College, if you wished a professorship there.
Harris wrote back, saying no. He said he felt that under the circumstances of Boston schools at that time, as he understood it, he would not be able to bring change. He did not want the post, he said, if he would not have the power to reform the Boston School System.
I am pleased to learn of your purposed trip to the Far West, Alcott wrote H.G.O. Blake in Worcester in the spring. Every New Englander should see that portion of our Globe, as an important part of his culture. I am sure you will enjoy your sally. I am sorry that I have acquaintances to name in but three or four of the cities which you purpose visiting. I know of no one in Louisville, Omaha, or San Francisco. Nor do I recall the names of persons whom I met at the West specially interested in Thoreau. Mr. Harris I wish you to see. Through him you will find those whom you will care to meet in St. Louis. Mr. Wiley, a banker, will introduce you to the like in Chicago. I'll hope to see you in a day or two, to learn more of your California expedition, and other interesting matters.
A New York City printer, a Mr. Worthington, had that spring begun printing pirated copies of Walt Whitman's Leaves of Grass from the plates of the Thayer and Eldridge edition, which he'd bought from the bankrupt publishing firm. Whitman's resulting despondency was well publicized, and probably overstated, by his growing circle of disciples, and his friends. Sanborn visited him early in April and dashed off at once a special dispatch to the Springfield Republican from Philadelphia:
Though graver than formerly, he is none the less cheerful, Sanborn reported. He has no special complaints or reproaches against the muse or against the power that rules the world. Certain statements made in his name about the neglect of critics and publishers, and the hardships of poverty, have come from him only as a mention of the simple fact, and not as reproaches or entreaties. Whitman lives as comfortably and pleasantly as an invalid can, with his brother Colonel George W. Whitman, who is inspector of gas-pipes in the city of Camden.
Sanborn seems to have been particularly impressed by, and to have taken particular solace from, Walt Whitman's being tended to by an inspector. God knew how dangerous and lethal gas-pipes could be.
Yesterday evening Mr. Sanborn took tea with us, Alcott wrote from Concord to Walt Whitman in Camden, New Jersey on April 19th. He told us many interesting things about his recent call upon you. He brought me your handsome books. It was with pleasure that I learned of the of the interest taken in this, the sixth edition of your Leaves of Grass. I promise myself much satisfaction in renewing my acquaintance with your thoughts when I shall have more leisure for reading. I hear that your health is somewhat broken. I am sorry for this, yet am sure your spirit which has borne and braved your time so nobly and well, is superior to Fate. I shall cherish the hope of interchanging words with you before we both must leave the scene of Things. My daughters wish to have me express to you their interest in your thoughts and welfare.
In May, Sanborn was on the road again. I took tea with Governor Tilden of New York in the State Mansion at Albany, Sanborn recalled. He confided to me the pleasure he took in having just nominated Effie Lowell, the widow of my College friend Charles Russell Lowell, killed in the Civil War, as the first woman on the New York State Board of Charities.
The following spring, 1877, Rutherford B. Hayes having snatched from Samuel J. Tilden the Presidency of the United States after a rancourous three-month re-count of electoral votes, and after Sophia Thoreau's death, Anna and Louisa May Alcott set their sights on purchasing the Thoreau house. The Sanborns were then living in it, with a lease on the property through to June of that year. In March, Louisa negotiated the purchase price with Sophia's cousin, George Thatcher of Bangor, Maine, who the dying Sophia had appointed executor of the Thoreau family's Concord estate.
I find on consulting various Concord men who know the worth of the Thoreau place that $5,000 is considered a high price, the now wealthy authoress of Little Women wrote Thatcher. Our lawyer, Mr. Sewall, also thinks it too much, as the taxes upon it seem to show that it is not so valuable a property as we thought it. Real estate is so low just now that prices are expected to fall also, and we will offer $4,500 for the place. On examining the house we find it needs considerable repairing, as several ceilings must be done over and some painting is necessary as we do not want to buy a shabby house. I do not know whether the current occupant, Mr. Sanborn, is expected to do this, or the owners, before selling it.
On March 10th Thatcher accepted Louisa's $4,500 offer, selling the house just as it was, shabby or otherwise. The busy authoress went back to work on her story, Under the Lilacs, telling the editor of St. Nicholas magazine, Mary Maples Dodge, of including a poem by her new tenant Sanborn's five-year-old son Francis, which she felt would provide the book illustrator with a good scene: the boy reciting his verses, under lilacs of course. In the meantime his brother Victor had got to work too, setting the poem to music.
On May 4th, two days prior to Chief Crazy Horse's surrender to Army officials in Nebraska, Alcott wrote H.G.O. Blake in Worcester, An English correspondent of mine, Dr. Kenningale Robert Cook, who has connections with the Dublin University Magazine, and who is an admirer of Thoreau, has written to inquire if something of Thoreau's is not available for publishing in that Journal. I have consulted Emerson and Sanborn, and they agree that a contribution to an English Journal would help publish Thoreau's merits abroad and, perhaps, further the publication of his manuscripts here at home. Mr. Niles of Roberts Brothers in Boston has offered to publish a selection, and Emerson says he will help to bring it, by any short introduction, to the public. Now, if you will not prepare such, then let Sanborn.
Within two weeks Alcott again was writing Blake, We shall expect you to dine or, if you come in the afternoon to tea, to pass the night here with us. Sanborn and Emerson, probably, will join us for the evening, and we can consult about Thoreau's manuscripts. I wish you may consent to compile a volume for the press forthwith. And we may arrange for the publication, from time to time, of the papers left by our gifted friend.
You wrote of visiting New England early in July, Alcott reminded his friend Harris in June.I wish it might be convenient for you to come to us in Concord during the second week, when William Henry Channing is to be with us. He wishes much to meet you. We hope he will stay three or four days. He is the guest of Emerson while here, and we shall claim you as ours for as long as you can stay in Concord. Mrs. Emerson will open her parlors for an evening, at least, for a Conversation.
My good friend William Henry Channing has passed a fortnight in Concord, Alcott wrote to his daughter May, in Paris. I saw him almost daily. He comes again in August to preach for us. Then we shall probably have another Conversation at Emerson's. We had a memorable evening, when Mr. Harris was here. Mr. Channing spoke beautifully, and Mr. Harris won the admiration of every one present. James Freeman Clarke will preach here next Sunday, and I am invited to another Conversation at Emerson's that evening. So Concord gets a share of the fresh ideas now current.
In mid-October, Nez Perce Chief Joseph, after surrendering to U.S. troops after a five-day standoff in blizzard conditions in the Bear Paw mountains of Montana, is reported to have said, I will fight no more, forever.
In November, Bronson Alcott wrote his daughter May, in Paris, It cannot be long before your Mother sleeps the sleep from which she will not awaken. This letter will prepare you for the next, which will doubtless apprize you of your dear Mother's decease. For though she is semi-conscious at moments, and in a state of quiet rapture whispering to herself the happiness she enjoys she cannot survive many hours at most, and may have passed from us even before tomorrow morning's mail by which this goes to you.
This letter was followed with a note from Anna telling May of their mother's death at 7:30 that evening, November 25th. As she had wished to have a private funeral, Alcott wrote, her remains were laid in Sleepy Hollow, attended only by ourselves, Anna, Louisa, my grandchildren and myself.
Upon the death of Abby Alcott, her husband and daughters closed the Orchard House and moved into the Thoreau House, now owned by Anna and Louisa May Alcott. The Sanborns moved from the house to the vacant Chamberlain house on the Subury River. The Thoreau-Alcott house would be inherited, along with Louisa's entire estate, by Anna Pratt's son Frederick, who she would formally adopt just prior to her death ten years later. In 1909, in his Recollections of Seventy Years, Sanborn would write of the Thoreau family's house having become the home of Mr. A. Bronson Alcott's grandson.
The late Octavius Frothingham's first edition of Gerrit Smith's biography in 1878, Sanborn wrote, led to a sharp controversy in the New York journals concerning the statements made therein about Mr. Smith's connection with the plans of John Brown for attacking negro slavery by force. At that time, anticipating that I might be called to declare in public the facts within my knowledge, but very unwilling to appear in the controversy, I wrote a letter to the New York Evening Post, which was to be my statement for those who wished to learn the truth.
In the course of the year 1878, Sanborn was in and out of the controversy. One of Gerrit Smith's nephews, General John Cochrane, charged Sanborn with distortions regarding his claims as to his uncle's complicity in Brown's raid, but withdrew his charges upon seeing the revelatory letters to sanborn and Morton written by his Aunt, and signed by his uncle, Gerrit Smith. The letter Sanborn wrote to the New York Evening Post was never sent, but was saved by Sanborn, and was included in his 1909 Recollections:
My own first knowledge of the plans of John Brown for invading the South and forcibly emancipating slaves, the same plans he afterwards attempted to execute in Virginia, was obtained from Brown in Gerrit Smith's house at Peterboro, New York, February 22, 1858, and in the presence of Mr. Smith himself, with whom I discussed them fully on that day, the following day, and again on the 24th of May, 1858, at the Revere House in Boston. We two, Mr. Smith, then 61 years old, and myself, 26, on the 23rd of February, 1858, at about the hour of sunset, did deliberately and earnestly engage with each other that we would stand by and support John Brown in his undertaking. How could Mr. Smith, G.L. Stearns, and Dr. Howe deny, as they all did, that they knew nothing of the Harper's Ferry attack? Simply because they did not know, or perhaps guess, that Brown meant to begin there. We expected he would go farther west, into a region less accessible. Probably Gerrit Smith felt justified in making public statements which told a part of the truth, but not the whole. He was not a witness at the Senate Committee Hearings, being an asylum patient at Utica in that agitated winter of 1859-60.
Now, in the winter of 1879-80, Ellen Emerson announced the arrival of a glorious February snowstorm: I am almost satisfied with its depth. Either this is a much greater storm than it looks or Concord people are growing effeminate. Not a sleigh has come past the house today, two sleds and one or two foot passengers are all. Mr. Cabot and I have been hard at work all day on three of Father's lectures, each which I flatter myself will be very good. Mrs. Cabot's eyes seem to have exercised a blessed magic upon Father's essay, The Sovereignty of Ethics. Father practiced giving his lecture at Edward's. It took just an hour, which pleased him. He said he understood it better now himself. Father can't possibly remember for a minute the subject of the lecture, and so asks what is it, every minute. This amuses him very much. He also thinks it rather high-soaring for a Concord audience, and laughed today, saying, A funny occasion it will be, a lecturer who has no idea what he's lecturing about, and an audience who don't know what he means!
Westward the Empire of Ideas makes its way, Alcott wrote to Mary Adams on August 21, 1878, and finds there its freshest interpreter in William Torey Harris, a new star in our Ideal firmament. You will like to know, he added, that Thoreau's Cairn has grown a good deal this summer, every visitor at Walden adding a stone. When will you come and see what you started so happily for his memory.
All of us are in good health, save Louisa who is resting from her labors, Alcott wrote that spring. My daughter May has married a Swiss gentleman, Ernest Nieriker. They met in London and were married in Paris on March 22nd, where they are now. She writes happily of herself and of him. Yesterday evening Emerson's Essay on Ethics was read before our Fortnightly Club. Here we have his religious creed at last!
Since November I have been living with my daughters in the Thoreau House on Main Street, Alcott informed Daniel Ricketson in New Bedford. Sometime I hope to return to my old Home under the Elms. Mr. Emerson is less abroad than formerly and pleads his old age when I meet him. Thoreau's fame is on the ascendant. A braver person has hardly trodden our Globe in our day. Channing I never see anymore. I am blessed with perfect health, youthfulness of spirit, and will not disdain to round off my century, God willing.
We expect, Alcott wrote Harris in St. Louis, you will join us next summer, for our Concord Symposium.
Chapter Twenty
I send you our Prospectus for our Concord Summer School, Alcott wrote his Western friend Professor Harris in January, 1879. As you will see, you are to teach the course in Speculative Philosophy. We cannot afford to spare you from our Faculty. This prospectus has not yet been published, but awaits the acceptance of the persons named before it is given out to be advertised in the public Journals. This idea has been a dream of mine for some years. It now seems quite practicable, what with our list of Professors named in the Prospectus, and Sanborn as Secretary of the Faculty and myself as Dean. It is being looked upon from many quarters with much favor, particularly by students, and seekers for light, both in the East and the West. I have many opportunities for Conversing and, being in perfect health and hope, enjoy them highly. Write at once, that we may issue our prospectus soon.
How many copies of the Prospectus do you wish to distribute? Alcott inquired of Harris in February. We shall print a thousand. May we look for a paragraph from you in the Journal of Speculative Philosophy, stating your approval of the School? P.S. My house is still unoccupied. If you please, come and take possession of it, on your own terms. Our School does not open till July 21st. If you will not come, I will perhaps rent it to Samuel H. Emery, of Quincy, Illinois. Think on it.
Taking a fresh sheet of writing paper, Alcott next wrote to Emery, I wrote you recently, and enclosed a Prospectus for our Concord Summer School. Suspecting misdirection of my letter, I now write again. When you visited us last summer you said you thought of making Concord your place of residence, intimating your removal here sometime during this spring or summer. If I remember rightly, you thought you might like to occupy my House. It has been tenantless for a year and more, as I have not wished to rent it to such applicants as have been disposed to occupy it. Now it would please me much to learn that you still thought of coming to Concord, and of taking my House. Will you write at once, informing me of your plans and expectations? We should like to find you and Mrs. Emery neighbors of ours, and host and hostess for the reception of our Classes during the Summer Sessions of our school.
He dashed off similar letters to acquaintances and friends: I send you a copy of the prospectus of our Summer School. May I indulge the hope that you will make your home in our village, perhaps in The Orchard House itself? It is still tenantless, and I should delight in finding yourself and yours the occupants. Will you write at once, informing me of your wishes and expectations?
Ultimately, Mr. and Mrs. Emery would take Bronson up on his offer. On June 7, 1879, Alcott wrote Harris, Emery brought his goods yesterday and will take possession of the Orchard House in just a few days. He tells me he has written you, inviting you to be his guest during our Summer sessions of the School. And Dr. Jones will, I hope, be Sanborn's guest. What could possibly now hinder our taking some flights in these summer days?
Emerson was the featured speaker at Concord's Independence Day celebration that year, held on July 5th. An ambivalent Ellen Emerson wrote her sister Edith to say she was both wary and confirdent: Edward and Annie did attack me about Father's reading. I surrendered the matter at once into Edward's hands, only I told him Father had begun to study it by himself, and that must be taken into consideration. This, Edward said, altered the aspect of affairs, and he let it go. Father read it perfectly well I thought. I sat on the platform behind him among the singers. There was great clapping when he rose, and shouts of Up! Stand up! The whole house rose, and continued great applause. When he sat down another round of tremendous clapping arose, George Bartlett calling, Three cheers for the man whose voice is heard round the world! When I surveyed the audience I found the Hall was full. This I hadn't expected, and it was very inspiriting. I saw everybody I knew and many strangers. Then came the procession. Judge Hoar was introduced as the President of the day. He made a beautiful speech, which filled all hearts with joy, about the meaning, the use, the moral of Independence Day, and introduced Father as the grandson of our Revolutionary minister. Then came those demonstrations I wrote about above. Oh! I forgot the singing. Judge Hoar introduced the choir before he spoke himself and we sang Speed Our Republic. He introduced the Ode and invited us to sing it. Then came Father, and then didn't we stand up and holler the Star-Spangled Banner! All four verses. After that the concourse was invited to join the choir in siging America. And that was the end. Everyone wanted to go on. That night we went to Mrs. Sanborn's, for tea. Mr. Charles Dudley Warner was there, Miss Leavitt, and Mrs. Edward Hoar. We had a beautiful time.
On July 15, 1879, without any particular fanfare, the Concord School of Philosophy officially opened its doors to the world.
Though the School was realized through the vision and activity of Bronson Alcott, few persons knew the original idea was Emerson's, Sanborn would write in his Recollections. Or rather, it was a common thought of Emerson and Alcott, thrown into the form of a proposition by Emerson in a letter to Margaret Fuller of August 1840. He had then written: Alcott and I projected a whole university out of our straws. George Ripley, Henry Hedge, Theodore Parker, Mr. Alcott and I shall in some country town, say Concord or Hyannis, announce that we shall hold a semester for the instruction of young men, say from October to April. Each shall announce his own subject and topics, with what detail he pleases. We shall sleep no more, and we shall concert better houses, economies, and social modes than any we have seen.
Emerson had projected the instructors would be the best qualified in all the world, including Daniel Webster, Carlyle, Washington Irving. There would be no rules or limitations. Each pupil would pay either according to his means or according to that value each would determine for himself as being appropriate payment for benefits received. Teacher would announce their own topics, to be treated as they pleased.
Sanborn noticed that although Emerson's original plans included a winter school, and longer terms, the peculiarities of the scheme were very like those of the Summer School of Philosophy as it was now shaping up to be. Three persons, out of six named by Emerson in 1840, alive in 1879, actually took part in our enterprise: Alcott, Emerson, and Dr. Hedge. Had the others lived they, no doubt, would have done so, too.
At the bidding of their landlord, the Emerys had taken in Dr. Harris as their house guest, also agreeing that the house's study would serve as The School's campus center. The School's central committee would consist of Alcott as Dean, Dr. Harris replacing Sanborn as Secretary, him having become the School Treasurer. Sessions were held at the Orchard House and grounds, each lasting six weeks, with five chief lecturers, and with seven other lecturers, speaking on Saturdays or filling in during the week as substitutes. Sanborn would scrap together from notes he'd been compiling since his student days a series of lectures on another of his unlikely early idols, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe.
During the whole ten years of its continuance, there must have been at least fifty lecturers and debaters, Sanborn would later note. Among our faculty were Emerson, William James, Frederick Henry Hedge, Charles William Eliot, Julia Ward Howe, Elizabeth Peabody, and Thomas Wentworth Higginson. These luminaries lectured not only on Philosophy and Literature, but also on Art, Aesthetics, Religion, Psychology, and Women's Rights. These would attract some fifteen thousand pupils, young and old, some of them from as far away as Calcutta.
Father has his dream at last, Louisa May Alcott wrote in her diary that first summer of the School. People laugh, but we'll enjoy this new thing in our dull old town. The fresh Westerners will show them that all the culture of the world is not in Concord. The town swarms with budding philosophers. They roost on our step like hens, waiting for corn. Father revels in it, so we keep the hotel going and try to look as if we like it, thinking philosophic speculation a waste of time when there is so much real work crying to be done. Why discuss the Unknowable till our poor are fed and the wicked saved?
In this same July, in which this swarm of speculative philosophers descended on Concord, Sanborn was just wrapping up work on a very practical, often mundane, entirely unsung second re-organization of the state's Charities and Prisons, and was appointed Massachusetts General Inspector of Charities, which he'd be through the next nine years.
On July 24th Ellen went with her Mother and family friends to Boston, expressly to see to it that Mrs. Emerson would have her picture taken at Hawe's photography studio. Edward had advised his sister, ahead of time, that securing Mrs. Sanborn for the occasion would be wise. She is known to make Mrs. Emerson smile and laugh, Ellen reported. Her society is particularly exhilarating to Mother and may give more life to her expression.
Riding on the Boston, Concord, & Montreal Railroad, Ellen wrote her sister: I have this good chance to write you but no ink. Do you know I went to the School of Philosophy on Saturday and found it so excellent that I'm afraid I have done very wrong in not arranging to go all the time. To be sure it was a great day, Professor Pierce day. You ought to have heard the unintelligible introduction to his lecture. It gave me a queer sensation to hear my native language and receive no clear idea when one evidently was expressed. It sounded a good deal like Twas brillig and the slithy toves. But after a while a light began to dawn and, by and by, it came out and everyone in the room could understand and was refreshed. Then did the philosophers begin to question him, and I gaped upon them. Did those questions really mean anything? What learned men! Where did they dig up the amazing words they used? Did they understand them themselves?
Between September 11 and 13, Alcott And Sanborn joined Elizabeth Peabody in traveling to and from Saratoga, New York, where the 1879 Social Science Association Convention was being held, where General Inspector Sanborn could hobnob with his peers, noting such improvements in Massachusetts as the new workhouse at Bridgewater, where were sent the hundreds of inebriates and tramps who had formerly gone to the county prisons and the local poorhouses, under sentence.
It was at at this same time that my friend Governor Talbot offered my professional colleague Zebulon Brockway an important position at the reformatory prison in Concord, Sanborn remembered, but my friend Brockway was then in the full tide of his success at the Elmira Reformatory, and chose to stay in New York.
Yesterday I consented to join a party making a round trip to Lake George, Bronson Alcott wrote a Boston acquaintance after the Saratoga conference. We left at midnight and reached Concord in time for breakfast.
Our circulars for next summer's School of Philosophy are just issued, Alcott wrote in October to Harris, who had returned to St. Louis. I make haste to forward you a copy. I purpose following it to St. Louis soon, to discuss with you personally future prospects and plans for the School, and for yourself, if you will. I cannot now determine accurately my route, nor the time of leaving Concord, but will apprize you when I have laid my plans more definitely. Meanwhile, and before I leave home, will you mail a Postal Card, saying that you approve or otherwise our arrangements for next Session of the school? Will you also inform me if you are willing to give your name as one of the Incorporators of the School, along with Dr. Jones, Mrs. Thompson, Mrs. Denman, Mr. Emery, Mr. Sanborn and myself, seven in all. We think it well to get it Incorporated, particularly if, as we now contemplate, we hold Winter Sessions of six months, and make the School a permanent Institution. In order to make this assured, your residence here seems most important, certainly during a part of the year. I am authorized to say that Mrs. Thompson will pledge $500 towards your coming, and I offer you the occupancy of the Orchard, for any compensation that you may name, free for the first year. Mrs Thompson is disposed to help us, and will add another $500, if that sum shall be found necessary. I shall avail my self of opportunities to speak of the School in my coming Western tour. If the School is to continue to be, you are essential to its existence.
On December 31, 1879, the 80 year old Alcott sadly took his pen in hand to tell a friend of his daughter May Alcott Niericker's death two days before. Her husband Ernest had sent a telegram from Paris to Ralph Waldo Emerson, thinking him the best person to tell the Alcotts the unexpected news. -- This morning Mr. Emerson brought with tearful countenance the telegram announcing the sad event. She leaves her baby daughter, Louisa May, to console us under this unexpected bereavement. The bright, joyous spirit is gone. Anna and Louisa are stricken with deep sorrow.
At the close of 1879, Sanborn got from one of Brown's company, James Townsley, a full statement confessing his presence and participation at the Pottawatomie Massacre of Kansas. He reported Brown had fired at least one of the fatal shots that night. To substantiate or refute the claim, Sanborn interviewed John Brown's son Owen, whose account Sanborn would rely on in reporting the massacre in his 1885 Life of Brown.
Townsley's confession ran counter to the silence, and the denials, of John Brown's surviving family through the years. Still, Sanborn would not believe. Having fully chastised Gerrit Smith on his deathbed for the old man's persistent s denials of complicity in Brown's acts, Sanborn now began to sweat, comitting to paper his own rationalizations and justifications for having aided a perpetrator of massacres. He, the respectable and venerable Franklin B. Sanborn, co-founder of the Concord School of Philosophy, secretary or president to countless distinguished social associations, official State Inspector of Asylums and Prisons, had stood face to face with the great, noble, good Captain Brown. Palms sweating, Sanborn's hand clutched his pencil like a lifeline or anchor in an angry sea of possibilities. Over and over Sanborn drafted his assorted Proofs of Brown's innocence, writing and re-writing, then writing again, deleting afterwards what he had written. Then he'd begin again. He knew: it didn't add up. But he could not admit even to himself that of all people he, F. B. Sanborn, had aided an Osawatomie Brown, a perpetrator of vicious, premeditated slaughter.
John Brown's widow Mary, then living with her daughter Sarah in Saratoga, California, received word from Sanborn that he and certain friends of his were intending to start a fund, the interest of which would be provided for her benefit. He inquired whether such a fund was needed, or even appropriate. Sarah, a past pupil of Sanborn's, wrote on behalf of her mother, saying she was not in any financial distress, but was nonetheless appreciative of the generosity and consideration afforded her by Sanborn and his eastern friends.
Come to Concord! Alcott wrote Harris in March. Your assurance gives us all much joy. The Orchard House is ready for your occupancy. The carpenters will begin work on The Chapel, so that it will be completed before your arrial here. We will also hope your Journal of Speculative Philosophy, as it is in many ways representative of the Concord School of thought, will also be issued from Concord. This whole Idea of the School has suddenly budded, promising fruits that not even the most extravagent fancy could have dared in its fondest freaks. We are now looking for William Henry Channing's arrival from London. He has written that he purposes to be with us during the Summer Session of the School, and will doubtless gie us some lectures on Oriental Ideas. Did I tell you that since January I have been happily busied in writing verses, now nearing 800 lines, entitled New Connecticut, of which Sanborn thinks favorably.
The carpenters have begun work on The Chapel, Alcott wrote Harris in May. They promise to complete it without delay. The Orchard House is, I believe, in good repair. Applications for attending the School reach us almost daily. We may reasonably anticipate a full attendance. We have bespoke of housekeepers in the village lodgings for our visitors. Now if you will just fix your residence here, the future of Philosophic Thought will not depart to less worthy places. We will consent to let you rove widely if you will, meanwhile, but Concord to be your abiding home. Where else should Philosophy fix her seat? Can I further your removal from St. Louis in any way not yet known by me?
We are as happy as we can be here, Ellen Emerson wrote her sister at the end of July. We are hosts to such a goodly company, including Mr. William Henry Channing. Mr. Alcott, Mr. Sanborn, and the other philosophers all keep themselves busily engaged in their comings and goings.
Chapter Twenty-One
The Sanborns, upon settling in Concord after their stint in Springfield, had lived in the Thoreau house until 1877, when they had begun to rent the Chamberlain house. Now, in 1880, they decided they'd go forward in building the house of their dreams, a gambrel-roofed house on Elm Street, just off Main Street, by a bend in the Concord River, on the banks of the Sudbury.
Mrs. Sanborn was relieved and pleased, remembering what Mrs. Alcott had told Frank, that in her first twenty-nine years of marriage to Bronson she had moved twenty-seven times. Louisa was melancholy, but unperturbed when, in the early stages of the house's construction, she learned her husband had ceremoniously sealed the collection of his and his first wife's love letters among the bricks of the splendid central fireplace.
In future years the tall and imposing house, perched high above the riverbank, embraced by a tangle of vines and close-clinging shrubbery, would gain a reputation of being nearly so withdrawn, lonesome, dark, and forbidding as the Nathaniel Hawthorne house. Pilgrims to Concord seeking the picturesque home of the estimable and distinguished Mr. Franklin B. Sanborn were given directions to travel up Main Street from Concord center to the fork in the road at which stood the Concord Free Public Library. There, the Sudbury Road branched to the left, and Main Street to the right. The visitor, travelling further along Main Street, would pass various houses connected with the Hoar family. The Thoreau-Alcott house, which Henry Thoreau had helped his father to build, and in which he had died, was the third house beyond Belknap Street, on the left. Further up on Main Street, just after Nashawtuc Road, Elm Street branched off, leading to the Sudbury River and the Sanborn house, on the right bank.
It would be prized, by assorted society-minded ladies in the town, to be invited to a tea hosted by Mrs. Louisa Augustus Leavitt Sanborn. In the spring Ellen Emerson felt great delight in her being among the first to drop in on Mrs. Sanborn in her stately new home: I forgot to say that one day recently, being hungry, I sought rest and food at Mrs. Sanborn's. Oh! what a beautiful time!
In nearby Tewksbury, in the poorhouse there, the future teacher of Helen Keller had been living in sordid, terrifying circumstances. Approaching blindness due to trachoma, Annie Sullivan boarded with grotesques, dysfunctionals, prostitutes, the wretched, the insane. An investigating committee led by the head of the Board of Charities, Sanborn, had arrived to inspect the institution. At the end of the committee’s tour, Annie threw herself in their midst, pleading -- Mr. Sanborn, Mr. Sanborn, I want to go to school!
On October 3, 1880, Annie Sullivan was admitted to the Perkins Institute for the Blind. She would later be chosen by the Director of the Institute, Michael Anagnos, to go to Alabama to be Helen Keller’s tutor. Years later Keller would be forced to renounce the authorship of a poem she’d written especially for Anagnos, as a birthday present, in 1891. Anagnos and Sanborn would denounce both Helen and Annie as plagiarizers. In a letter to the Board of Trustees of the Perkins Institute, Sanborn, taking the side of his friend Anagnos, would accuse Helen's teacher of warping her student's mind. Mark Twain would condemn both men, along with the entire Perkins Board, calling them dull and hoary pirates, solemn donkeys breaking a little child's heart with their ignorant damned rubbish, disciplining and purifying a kitten.
Eighty years later, the editor of an annotated checklist of Sanborn’s letters, John Wheeler Clarkson, would comment on how Sanborn gave Annie Sullivan and Helen Keller the silent treatment: Nowhere in his autobiography does he mention either.
Helen would never get over it. I cannot excuse his -- Sanborn’s mean-spirited behavior, she would write many years later. Little did he remember that, however impatient we may be with our fellow men, we are all bound together and live for and by one another.
In January, 1881, Louisa May Alcott, having just returned from a trip to London, renting a house at 81 Pinckney Street in Boston, wrote to her father's friend Harris, again renting the Orchard House with his wife: I hope to be in Concord next week and if I can come see you I will. As to a biography about my Father, I have little to say. I have never understood my Father's philosophy, and biography is not in my line. I shall never write it, except perhaps in a story some time. Sanborn and yourself are the persons to do that, and I can only help a little, perhaps about the domestic part. I hope a good life will some time be written, to set him right with the world. Though, after all, the living is the main point. He has seen several of his ideals become facts, and that is more than most of us ever do.
Alcott wrote Sanborn from Burlington, Iowa that spring: Having now reached the Mississippi, and soon to turn my face northward, visiting a few places in the interior of the state, I may begin to entertain the thought of returning homewards. My interest still continuing unabated in the incidents of my journeyings, and in the cordial acceptance I receive everywhere, I hope I may fulfill the promise of my tour, though it extend into the summer sunshine. I find wherever I journey much interest expressed in the School, and we may expect a larger attendance than last year. Philosophy is a favorite, and no stranger, here in these prairies. The colleges even offer criticisms on professors in the East. Everywhere I go, Professor Harris is spoken of with admiration, and with high hopes for his future career. Have you copies of our program at hand? I should like some for distribution.
Sanborn forwarded the programs, and on April 8th they reached Alcott in Dubuque: The circulars I was glad to have at hand, as I had distributed the last from a former envelope, and so had none more for eager applicants. From most of the cities and towns where I have spoken, I think we may count recruits for next summer's sessions. Philosophy is deemed a profitable possession here, something useful as well as ornamental, an occupant of the head as well as the bookshelf. I leave for Rockford, Illinois tomorrow, where I am to speak and Converse. Many cities lie along my route eastward. I find I must deny myself the pleasure, for want of time, of pausing in them all. The snow's dissolving, and the spring birds are already here.
The School opened, a beehive of comings and goings, arrangements and appointments. Sanborn took care of details, meanwhile seeing to it that the other obligations on him as a newspaper columnist, the editor of assorted journals, and as the inspector of asylums, prisons and other assorted charitable State institutions, all were being met.
On April 15th, Walt Whitman lectured on Abraham Lincoln in the Hawthorne Room of the St. Botolph Club, in Boston. He'd come down with a bad cold in January, and had been ailing all that winter. The invitation to speak in Boston had come from Nathaniel Hawthorne's son-in-law, G.P. Lathrop. Whitman's friend John Boyle O-Reilly had reserved a room for him at the Revere House. Mrs. John T. Sargent had made arrangements for a general reception. The lecture went well, and was attended by the leading literati, as the Boston Herald reported.
It was well I got away, Whitman wrote after a week of being celebrated. If I had stayed another week I should have been killed with kindness, and with eating and drinking.
That summer the Sioux Indian Chief, Sitting Bull, pursued through five years after the massacre of Custer and his troops at Little Big Horn, surrendered to U.S. troops, chanting, A Warrior I have been; now it is over; a hard time is at hand.
At the end of July, Ellen Emerson went into Boston with a family friend, Mrs. Cabot, to attend the National Conference of State Boards of Charities, assembling at the State House. We took a carriage because Mrs. Cabot's foot was lame, as her horse had fallen on it, Ellen reported. When we came to the Hall of the Representatives, I was disgusted to see a small audience. Effie Lowell and Lizzie Putnam were sitting together in the front row. Mr. Sanborn sat solemnly in a chair at the desk facing out to the audience. People began taking their seats, and Mr. Sanborn, in his capacity as Chairman of the Massachusetts Board of Charities, called the Conference to order. Effie, representing both the Massachusetts and New York State Boards of Charities, was called on, and went up to the desk. I saw for the first time how tall she was. She appeared to me then as being so beautiful in figure as in face. But she had on spectacles, to my horror and surprise. Otherwise, she was perfectly beutiful. She wore her bonnet. There was no doubt at all that she could make herself heard. We had to listen closely to be sure, but we lost nothing. Her being a member of the Board of Charities merely doing a member's duty at a meeting of Boards of Charities, I was free simply to enjoy her beauty, and the beauty of her performance. The wisdom of what she said being far greater than mine, I could only accept, without judging. The experience and the power it showed filled me with admiration, giving me a new sense of reverence for her, and for her work. Then arose the gentlemen, one by one, and discussed this point and that point, till at last Mr. Sanborn arose and said, In considering details, I fear people may lose the main drift of Mrs. Lowell's paper. He therefore wished to remind them that, she, the first attending this Conference to speak, had presented a philosophically arranged, new plan of administering public charities, whose general features seemed wise and and practical to him, though in some points he might differ from her. This speech of Mr. Sanborn's pleased Mrs. Cabot, who gratefully alluded to it as we came out.
In mid-August, the new revised, expanded Boston edition of Walt Whitman's Leaves of Grass went to press, published by James R. Osgood & Company and printed by Avery and Rand, on Franklin Street. At the end of July, Whitman had left Camden, New Jersey, to visit Long Island, Paumanok as he liked to call it, for four days. The Bard of Paumanok, as he liked to call himself, had gone on to Manhattan for two weeks before heading north along the oceanside route, by way of Providence, to Boston. He had arrived on August 19th. On the 23rd, he moved into one of the printer's offices and, reminiscent of his visit to Boston some twenty years previously, variously corrected proof and visited friends, rode the streetcars, or just strolled over the Common.
An interview appeared in The Boston Globe on August 24th, amid reports of the ailing President, James A. Garfield, who'd been stalked all summer by a man who, on July 2nd, had shot him in the back as he strolled arm in arm with his Secretary of State across the waiting room of the Baltimore and Potomac Railroad Station in Washington. He'd intended to take the train north, to speak at his Alma mater in western Massachusetts, Williams College, but now was rushed back to Washington, where he would remain three months, before dying.
On September 4th, Thomas A. Edison pulled a switch in the offices of Drexel, Morgan, & Company in New York City's Lower East Side, introducing the Edison Company's new electric lighting system.
In mid-September, while President Garfield still lay dying, a depressed Walt Whitman made the forty minute journey by train from Boston to Concord, to visit the Sanborns in their elegant and spacious new home. His spirits were lifted upon arriving and meeting the family, Sanborn saying he'd invited Concord's numerous local luminaries to come calling, and all had given their assurances that they would, each and all being eager to meet him.
On September 17th, in the evening, Sanborn felt profound contentment in the grand turnout of guests in his parlor, this luminous collection of Concord's best eccentrics, authors, and philosophers. If, as Thoreau said, it is surprising how many great men and women a small house will contain, what would he say could he but see Franklin Sanborn now! The more the merrier, he told himself. These men and women, this glorious feast of hobnobbing, right here in his own home: it was unspeakably delectable to proud Sanborn, exhillerated as he surveyed the scene before him. This is the delight, he felt, that Whitman hhimself had felt when he wrote that to be with those he liked was enough, to stop in company with the best at evening was enough, to be surrounded by beautiful, curious, breathing, laughing flesh was enough!
Sanborn took a deep breath, looked around him, and knew: this was good. He'd arrived. This was the top, or very near the top. Suddenly Sanborn's eyes met Louisa Alcott's. Her disdainful gaze was chilling. She looked away and, as Sanborn steadied himself, embarking back into polite society, she resumed her former contemplation of the robust, ruddy Whitman, who'd sounded his barbaric yawp over the roofs of the world. He was just then sitting perfectly still in a wheelback chair, staring at the Concord Sage, Emerson, who sat in his chair in a corner of the room, saying nothing. Whitman, fascinated by Emerson's benign, imperturbable face, peered into his eyes with empathy. Louisa searched in vain to find signs of seething wildness hidden somewhere in Whitman's now so serene outer demeanor, as he studied her idol, Mr. Emerson. All this while her father, discoursing in the middle of the hubbub, held the assembled captive with his rousing yarns of Margaret Fuller and Thoreau.
At the Emerson house for dinner the next evening, Whitman continued searching the Concord Philosopher's eyes for a sign, a nod, a silent benediction, cherishing Emerson's calm, Sphynxian gaze. After the meal, Whitman was taken out for a walking tour, or pilgrimmage, through Concord, visiting the Minute Man statue, the Old Manse, Sleepy Hollow Cemetary, and Walden Pond, where Whitman placed a stone atop the memorial cairn that marked the site where Thoreau had built his cabin.
On October 1st Whitman went back to Boston, where he reviewed, and signed, a new contract with James R. Osgood. Osgood agreed to be Whitman's publisher for the coming ten years. The book would be published that November, and would sell for two dollars each, twenty-five cents of which would be Whitman's royalty. Osgood agreed to be Whitman's publisher for the next ten years. In mid-October, Osgood and Whitman held an open house for over three hundred friends and journalists. Whitman spent the following week devouring the sights of Boston, after which he visited Manhattan for two days, before returning home to Camden.
For Bronson Alcott, Whitman's visit was heady stuff, him now singing to his friend, Professor Harris, I remember my being in the West, following on the trail of a certain William. T. Harris, who left a streak of light wherever he sojourned and was still blazing in a wilderness of trash. I suppose we shall make a few clearings there, and prepare the ground for the culture of Ideas which the barrens in New England fail to produce. I have been on a six months peddling tour to the Carolinas and Virginia, have been laid low with typhus, got up from a tussle with the Goblins and Spectres horrible, and walked all the way from Norfolk to Spindle Hill, stopping in New York a day to change homespun for broadcloth, to the amazement of the rustics who had known only what their own fields and looms had bestowed. Yes, my verses number now just 60, longer than part first of Pedlar's Progress. Carpenters are at work on my Concord School Study, promising occupancy by Thanksgiving, when you shall report The Philosopher's Progress through the West and South. These are stirring times for us, with work for all the wits we have at command to animate and grow a new crop for the future. Sanborn is here every few days, and then away.
That fall, Sanborn's collection of Parker's Prayers was printed. The preface was to have been written by Louisa May Alcott but, as the preface arrived only as the book was being printed, it would not appear in the book until the second edition, printed and published the following January, 1882, even as Sanborn submitted to Houghton Mifflin and Company a draft of his biography of Henry Thoreau.
Many thanks for your sumptuous gift book of Illustrious Autographs, Alcott wrote at the end of November to Sanborn, who had passed around a guestbook in his parlor when Walt Whitman had come calling. I need not add, the giver is valued beyond his gift, and that he means more to me than ever in these days of several Septenniads.
In January, 1882, Oscar Wilde came to America, arriving in New York on January 2nd with the intent, first and foremost, of visiting Walt Whitman, whose brilliant confessions of love between and among men Wilde had cherised through fifteen years. In a brown velvet suit Wilde went to Camden to Whitman's Stevens Street home. After sipping elderberry wine made by Whitman's sister, Wilde was led up to the top of the house to a room cluttered with books, manuscripts, and loose papers, where they looked together over the Camden rooftops out to the Delaware River.
It was hard to believe that the softspoken Whitman was just then embroiled in controversy, not over his poems expressing homosexual love, but over his prosody revelling in heterosexual love. Into the 1882 debate over America's deteriorating morals there entered no renunciation of Whitman's Calamus poems, replete with same-sex declarations of devotion. Instead, his Children of Adam, trumpeting the esctacies of men and women in love, was received throughout the country with scorn and condemnation.
The publisher James Osgood received a formal letter from the Boston District Attorney, Oliver Stevens, on March 1st, ordering him to stop publication of Leaves of Grass, insisting it violated the public statutes concerning obscene literature. Osgood forwarded the letter to Whitman, along with Stevens' list of poems and individual passages to be altered, or cut out entirely, in any subsequent editions. Whitman, who had already modified his work to suit the taste of conventional, middle-class Americans, was not averse to doing what Osgood asked, if that would speed consumers in their purchasing his book. He altered the poems, deleting offending passages throughout, only to learn from Osgood, afterwards, that these modifications and expurgations just were not enough.
Well, then the list whole and entire is rejected by me, Whitman wrote back. Further changes will not be thought of under any circumstances. Osgood sent Whitman 225 unsold copies of Leaves of Grass, the book's printing plates, $400.00 in royalty checks, and $100 cash.
As for Oscar Wilde, he’d now landed in Boston bearing letters of introduction for hosts Oliver Wendell Holmes, Harvard art professor Charles Eliot Norton, and Julia Ward Howe. Wilde was welcomed not only in Howe's Beacon Street apartments, but also in her Newport, Rhode Island home, where Mrs. Howe arranged for numerous receptions and dinner parties. This prompted a wary and indignant Thomas Wentworth Higginson to write letters accusing Howe of improprieties, his dander up particularly over her apparent endorsement of so plainly immoral a man as Oscar Wilde.
Higginson had recently received, from a lady in Amherst, a strange cache of poems which he deemed unpublishable. It would not be until after Emily Dickinson's death that a repentant Higginson would aid in their publication. Now, in 1882, the prurient Higginson took the opportunity of Wilde's visit not only to castigate Britain's pornographer, but also to denounce America's own Walt Whitman. The once fiery reformer had lately set up shop as America's rightful judge of morality, of right and wrong. The former Colonel, who had led a black regiment into war, now attacked Wilde's aestheticism, railing at Whitman for his having had no authentic experience of battle, except as a hospital nurse. The two fakes were denounced, along with their conspicously immoral art, in the February issue of The Women's Journal, where Higginson appealed to Wilde that he should not be wasting his time writing such drivel as he did, when there was real work to be done in the troubled land of his birth, Ireland.
Mrs. Howe shot off a letter to the Boston Evening Transcript which appeared on February 16th, denouncing Colonel Higginson's presuming himself to be America's only authority on morals, and on who should be received socially, and who not.
To be either a Puritan, a prig or a preacher is a bad thing, Wilde told New England news reporters. To be all three at once reminds me of the worst excesses of the French Revolution. I have been treated outrageously. I will not complain. I am not the one who is injured, it is the public. By such ridiculous attacks the people are taught to mock where they should reverence.
In the meantime, Ellen Emerson celebrated her simple rites of tea time, writing bouyantly of her brother Edward's having come for tea with his wife Annie one January evening, quite unexpectedly. He had stories to tell. He'd been at a meeting of The Social Circle, where Mr. Staples had reminiscenced, prodded by Mr. Sanborn's questions. He told of his having variously had Mr. Alcott, Mr. Lane, and Mr. Thoreau all in jail, also of other prisoners, and finally of Mrs. Thoreau, and Mrs. Hoar. I tell you, he said, They could use their tongues too! Afterwards, I went up to Mrs. Sanborn's. She showed me a vase of the most beautiful roses, which her middle son, Victor, had received.
In his last days Emerson enjoyed, as ever, being present wherever an invigorating conversation was to be found, Sanborn wrote in his 1909 memoir. To the last he engaged in such conversations, for which Concord was noted, though at last his part consisted wholly in listening and smiling at what was said.
Emerson died on April 27, 1882. The streets of Concord were draped in black.
My Father has died, Ellen wrote. In this last year I could see he was declinining faster than in former years. It had even become hard for him to understand common things that were said to him, and it was very little that he could say himself. Edward told me on saturday, April 22nd, that father probably would not get well. On Wednesday morning he sent for Judge Hoar, Mr. Alcott, Mr. Channing, and Mr. Staples. To Mr. Alcott, Father spoke perfectly clear. What Father said to them indicated that he regarded it as farewell. His mind was clear enough. He tried to sum up the relation he had held with each through life. This was plain, though he couldn't say two words of a sentence right. Sometimes through the day it was evident that he did not know us. We never asked him. At noon Mr. Cabot came. Father showed the old joy when he saw him, and tried to say, This is that good man who has done so much for me, but it would not come out straight. Soon, what he said was no longer to be guessed at. At four, as Mr. Cabot drove out of the yard, Dr. Putnam and Mr. Sanborn drove in, coming from Boston. When Mr. Sanborn came in, Father smiled and said, This is a man that is a man. But he could not say anything else, and seemed to be more uncomfortable, so that Mr. Sanborn presently went out. Then he returned and shook hands and said goodbye. Father looked at me to desire me to take things in hand. It was the last time, the last real communication, for Mr. Sanborn immediately took his leave, and was hardly downstairs before father was seized with the sharp pain which brought the doctors in haste, and for which they gave him ether, telling us that he would never wake after it.
The Concord School of Philosophy held a special session on July 22nd, officially declared Emerson Day in Concord, an occasion widely reported in Boston area newspapers. The roster of distinguished speakers, reports noted, included such estimable and prominent figures as Julia Ward Howe, William Torrey Harris, Bronson Alcott, and Frank Sanborn.
Chapter Twenty-Two
Sanborn’s son Tom left his Concord home that fall to begin his studies at Harvard with the class of '86. He boarded at Hollis Hall, taking his meals in Memorial Hall. One of the earliest friendship he made was with a fellow freshman, Ernest Thayer. Within the first month of their entering Harvard, the two were elected to serve on the Board of the Harvard Lampoon, as was also the most exotic and intriguing of their classmates, an 18 year-old Spaniard with a dark and enigmatic face, one George Santayana. It was plain from early on that this Santayana was extraordinarily talented. Almost effortlessly, always jubilantly, he filled ream after ream of paper with his drawings, limericks, and verse. It wasn't long before the Lampoon had signed him on as a staff writer, satirist, and cartoonist.
Santayana, Thayer, and Sanborn were soon close cronies, intimates in a larger circle of friends that prided themselves on being either in The Harvard Lampoon or The Hasty Pudding, or both (as had been Tom’s father before him). They took their daily meals together at Memorial Hall, discoursing as they ate, meanwhile sketching cartoons and lines of poems, making fresh starts from day to day on projected future masterpieces, and scheming schemes for some fun and high jinx, both in and beyond the solemn, hallowed walls of Harvard. Such new and refreshing views of the world as Oscar Wilde offered, what with his eloquent denunciations of American puritanism, were thrilling to them. They resolved they'd be anything but what the old world had held, Puritans, prigs, and preachers. Their commitment would be to beauty. They would hold what was splendid in reverence, mocking prurience, rejecting every ancient, outworn social convention. Years later, Santayana would write gratefully of his good fortune in having found himself in such a creative and delightful circle of lively wits.
Tom Sanborn and I kept up our close comradeship at table for four years, Santayana later remembered. We became close personal friends, on intellectual grounds. In those days Harvard freshmen sat together in their classrooms in alphabetical order, to be marked present or absent. Sanborn and I were as likely as not to be sitting next to each other. I also remember sitting next to Sanborn in our Natural History class, where Professor Shaler set forth, as he said, All the geology necessary to a gentleman. Tom and I had separate chairs, but there was a common running desk in front of us, so that we could easily look over on one another's notebooks. We amused ourselves comparing triolets in verse, meanwhile oblivious to Professor Shaler's Concatenation of Phenomena, and so on, which he tried so hard, in vain, to impress upon us.
Though I attended Harvard through the generosity of a sponsor, Caroline Sturgis, still I had only a dollar a day for spending, Santayana would write. With only that, complemented by the further generosity of my friends, I managed to dress decently, to belong to minor societies like The Hasty Pudding and The Lampoon, to buy books, and to visit the homes of Mrs. Sturgis' rich friends, or the homes of my classmate's, for example Tom Sanborn's, in Concord.
On October 24th, 1882, Bronson Alcott suffered a stroke. On getting word of it via telegram, Louisa, then living in Boston in a room at the Bellevue Hotel, rushed to Concord. Her bedridden father gave no sign of recognition, his mind clouded, and his entire right side paralyzed.
Dr. Wesselhoeft came up yesterday and said it was only a question of time, Louisa wrote in November. He has weeks perhaps, the doctor said, or only days. So we make ready, and enjoy each hour in spite of the sad eclipse that already seems to part us in a measure. Sanborn saw him in a bright moment, and so gives, I fear, a too favorable account of Father's condition. He saw him but twice, and the last time he only excited him a good deal, reading and talking of things I think are best avoided in his present feeble state of mind and body. Father talks now, but brokenly, and seems to have difficulty in expressing even the disconnected thoughts that come and go in his bewildered yet active brain. He suffers no pain, can make his wants known, eats spoon food easily, and sleeps more quietly than before. But he is very wandering in mind, and feeble in body. We do not hope to see him ever his old self, nor to keep him long. It is not to be desired, and I shall gladly see the end before life is a burden, or he recalls too clearly the affliction that has befallen him. He would suffer in the knowledge of his weakness and the probable fate in store for him, so I do not ask many days or weeks of this pathetic fumbling after the lost intelligence and vigor. A quick and quiet passage from this darkness to the light he loved and lived is far better.
Poor father, dumb and helpless! Louisa Alcott wrote in her journal later that month. Feeble mind slowly coming back. He knows us, but lies asleep most of the time. Get a nurse and wait to see if he will rally. It is sad to see the change one moment made, turning the hale handsome old man into this pathetic wreck. The forty sonnets last winter and the fifty lectures at the school last summer were too much for a man of eighty-three. He was warned by Dr Wesselhoeft, but no, Mr. Franlin Benjamin Sanborn thought it folly to stop, and now poor father pays the penalty of breaking the laws of health. I have done the same, may I be spared this end!
Bronson Alcott's health would deteriorate not over days, but through five more long years. He would occasionally find the strength to attend lectures at the Concord School of Philosophy, but would never again to participate actively. Louisa fumed, at the close of the year, when Professorr Harris came calling, with Sanborn. They came only for a few moments. As he says his brain works and tires him, I had insisted they avoid saying anything that would excite him, even pleasurably. But they got on with their little jokes about the Dean and Faculty of the School of Philosophy, anyway. The poor Dean sat up among his pillows and laughed, and tried to talk, but his speech is more indistinct than formerly, and very hard to understand.
In January, 1883, Ellen Emerson wrote her sister Edith of her taking tea at Mrs. Reynolds' house for the first time: The hungarian Unitarian delegate to our Saratoga Conference was there. Of all the easy social strangers, none could be desired more lively than he. I shivered a little in my skin, as I remembered experiences with people who couldn't talk English, before I went. But he could! I shouldn't dread having him on my hands a whole day. The next day he came and stayed an hour here and I really was sorry to have him go.
Ellen wrote of hastening to Alice Wheildon's one snowy winter evening for a meeting of the Frolic Club: -- It was very exciting to see people bearing down on the gateway from behind us, from across the street, from downtown, yes, even sleighs arriving. Lizzie Bartlett sat on the arm of the sofa sparkling with malice, Louisa Alcott occupied the other arm. Between them sat the deaf. Sister after sister shone upon the sight, and many a sister's mother.
Father is as serene and patient as a philosopher should be, Louisa Alcott wrote of her father in mid-February. He seems to find sweetness and sunshine even in this new experience of pain. He talks still of rounding out his hundred years, and plans work for twenty years to come. Sanborn and Harris call often, the two talking enough between them for any three people, father's own speech being too imperfect to make conversation easy for him. He likes to read and play checkers, looks out at the wintry world with tranquil pleasure, and enjoys the pranks of his little grandchild, who is headnurse and takes care of her Dranpa with pretty, maternal tenderness. It seems to be a beautiful and happy ending to a wise and blameless life, very lovely to watch and very helpful to us who look after the ascending saint to catch a glimpse of Heaven as he enters in.
On February 24, 1883, Ellen Emerson wrote to her sister of the happiness she felt at having all Edith's seven children joining her for tea: Ralph, Don, Cameron, Violet, Edward, Waldo, and baby Alexander. They were nectar and ambrosia. Mrs. Sanborn was here too, making life additionally delightful.
In April, Ellen reported her being visited by Mrs. Sanborn's sister,
Miss Leavitt, who had come for dinner: I feasted her on photgraphs. You would have enjoyed her scream when Alexander's came in sight.
In May Ellen shared her photo album with Nina Lowell: Here she was, and oh what a good time I had with her! She delighted in Alexander's big amused photograph, seemed to drink health from it. She visited little Florence and Edward read her some of Father's poetry. At 11:00 I took home my four dear friends, Mrs. Sanborn, Miss Leavitt, Anna McClure, and Mrs. Emery.
Father cannot drink wine, Louisa Alcott wrote Mary Stearns at the end of May. It heats his head. But the bay rum you sent is his comfort and delight!
On June 4th, Ellen Emerson wrote Edith of her walking and talking in their mother's garden: It was in full glory of tulips. Mother has had a show this year, far surpassing anything heretofore. The Narcissus were just appearing, perhaps six in bloom. Lilies of the Valley had one or two bells open. At last we all came back merrily to my room and eagerly returned to listen to Mrs. Emery, who did not advance even three pages before her horse came for her. We all howled with dismay. She invited us to come next Wednesday and spend the day with her. Miss Leavitt, and Anna and I walked out onto the hills while Mrs. Sanborn took a nap. This ended the festivity. We spent the day at Mrs. Emery's on Wednesday. Mother and I reached her house at about twelve and found Mrs. Sanborn already there. After the reading, Mrs. Sanborn, Anna, Miss Leavitt, and I went out to walk while Mrs. Emery lay down to rest. Miss Leavitt couldn't come back to tea, but Mother and the rest of us did. There was a lively little skirmish on the Golden Rule between Mrs. Sanborn and all the gentlemen at tea-time. Right after tea Mr. McClure and I went out to the sing. Mother stayed and read Louisa Alcott's Transcendental Wild Oats in the evening, but wasn't even half finished with it by the time I got back home.
Last night Miss Leavitt invited us and dear Mrs. Emery and Anna to tea, Ellen wrote her sister on June 13th. I was tired when I went but as we came into the parlour after tea I wondered where the fatigue had gone to. After tea Mother, though recalcitrant, was induced to lie down in Miss Leavitt's room, and returned rested to the evening's discourse. We stayed very late -- till 9:30, and then walked home through moonlight too beautiful to imagine, more than my capacities could take in.
Yesterday was a delightful day, Ellen wrote on July 12th. I had asked Sarah Richardson to come and spend it with me. Messrs. and Mrs. Bulkeley were invited to dine, and Mother had summoned the Emerys to her Transcendental Wild Oats reading in the evening. We had a very cheerful time. They stayed till nearly four. Then something was said of our Aeolian harp, and I got it out. 'Twas windy enough for it, and it sang like an angel. After tea Mother remembered the book, Silver Pitchers, had been left at Miss Leavitt's. Sarah and I took the wagon post-haste, and rode up to get it. We found the Leavitt's porch packed with company. It looked most festive and inviting. They brought out the book, and we drove home fast. Then began one of the most joyous evenings imaginable, sharing the Aeolian harp among much loved friends.
Oh happiness of hearing William James! Ellen wrote her brother Edward on July 20th. Mr. Sanborn has sent you, Mother, and me season tickets to the School. William James read the first evening. I told Mr Sanborn to send him to us, but Mr Sanborn didn't see him. William came up with wife and sister-in-law, expecting to take tea somewhere. In vain. He found himself, as he thought, obliged to repair to the School of Philosophy without time to come to us for comfort. So fasting he lectured, then walked to the train and reached home having had no food for ten hours! Naturally he didn't lecture at his best, but it was a pleasure to see and hear him. I asked him to stay here. He refused, but promised to come next Thursday and spend the night. I found psychology was no more one of my themes than Hegel, so doubted whether I would go next time, but Thursday noon dear Mr. Blake made a beautiful call on me, every moment interesting and delightful, and told me to go to the second lecture. At night William came to tea, and we did have such a good time! Hereditary friendships are a blessed thing!
On July 28th Ellen wrote her sister of William James' visit and of his having agreed to bring his entourage to stay longer at the Emerson's when he next came to Concord to lecture. Now the occasion had arrived: I meant to make this a great gala and to have tea on the Pond if it was pleasant. The Emerys and Sanborns could not come, but the others I invited could. No sooner was the lecture over than Mrs. James told me they must whisk right home at half past noon. Dismay! They came with us to have a drink of water, but we went to the wagon and then set out to show them the Minuteman statue. We had a happy ride, and just as we reached the train, we remembered endless numbers of things to say to each other. William had read the letters from his Father which I had lent him, and asked to keep the one about his brother Wilky's wound. Then they departed.
Father seems brighter in mind, though in body he remains helpless, Louisa Alcott wrote that fall. He reads a little, and understands us better, and seems to enjoy his little comforts.
The following summer, in June 1884, Louisa sold the Alcott family Orchard House to the man to her father's fond Western Friend, Professor Harris.
With the urgency of a man vowing to do the work of ten dead or dying mentors, Sanborn was then often absent from Concord, traveling throughout the northeast and elsewhere, ever advocating for social reform. That year he journeyed eagerly to upper New York State, to Elmira, to investigate dramatic progressive developments taking place at the reformatory there.
The eminent reformer Theodore Dwight, as a leading member of the Prison Association of New York, had been instrumental in securing legislative support for the Elmira Reformatory, incorporated in 1869 and opened in 1877 under the superintendency of the former Superintendent of The Detroit House of Refuge, Zebulon R. Brockway, respected nationwide as the foremost authority on reformatory techniques in dealing with older delinquents and first-time offenders.
In 1884, Brockway introduced at Elmira what would become a popular course, Morality, complemented by what he called An experiment in a more intensive use of literature for reformative effect. In other words, here was a Reformatory course in English Literature. The curriculum included, beyond European poetry and drama, the study of Washington Irving, Nathaniel Hawthorne, William Dean Howells, and Thomas Hughes. -- Literature was studied over and over, F. Thornton Macauley wrote in his Secretary of Schools report in the Annual Report of the Board of Managers of the New York State Reformatory at Elmira, for the Year Ending September 30, 1885. -- Minds heretofore innocent of culture became saturated with the drinkable gold of the classics.
Much impressed with Brockway's work, but dismayed by the Reformatory librarian's rejection of a popular but controverial novel, Sanborn wrote to Brockway, so soon as he got back to his writing desk: I have read Huckleberry Finn, and I do not see any reason why it should not go into your Practical Morality class. When, in July, 1886 Mark Twain would be invited to participate in a lecture series at the Reformatory in Elmira, he would accept, spicing his rousing, much applauded lecture with the most colorful episodes from his cautionary tale of the infamously unreformed Huckleberry Finn.
Beyond finding Brockway's undertaking, and accomplishment, to be splendid and impressive, Sanborn was just pleased with the man, Brockway. Here was a practical reformer with extraordinary devotion, uncanny ability, and simple gumption. Here was a bold and powerful idealist, a rascal, a gentleman. He found in Brockway a friend, good company in which he felt again God's true work on earth was being done.
Sanborn took the New York State Reformatory for his model when he came to aid in the establishment of the Massachusetts Reformatory for Men. Our Concord State prison, Sanborn wrote, which was built in 1873-74 to take the place of the old stone castle at Prison Point in Charlestown, was turned into a reformatory prison in 1885, and was managed under the Elmira System.
In 1884 the reknowned educator Andrew Dickson White, President of Cornell University, set out in earnest finally to hire at Cornell a professor in the still emerging, not yet formalized discipline of social science. White, lately elected president of the American Historical Society, a group newly splintered off from the American Social Science Association, whose meetings White attended and enjoyed, was determined to have the man on whom he’d already fixed his sights come to Cornell to lecture. As far as he could see, it was just a matter of somehow getting the Secretary of the ASSA, Frank Sanborn, away from Concord to do it.
Sanborn knew White as one of the great teachers of history in the country. At the University of Michigan in 1857, Professor White had implemented lectures in lieu of recitations, leading his students out beyond their regular texts to outside readings and original sources. White already had strong ideas about what America's universities could and should be, years prior to Ezra Cornell's choosing him to preside over Cornell. At the truly great university, White wrote, there would be instruction in Moral Philosophy, History, Political Economy. Students would learn ways and means of utilizing these practically, unwarped by any then accustomed, entrenched abuses in Politics and Religion. White's plans for the new school at Ithaca had included, from the outset, the creation of a department of History, Jurisprudence, and Political and Social Science.
White knew Sanborn as one of the leading figures of social reform in the Northeast, having hobnobbed with him often at at Saratoga, New York, at the annual gatherings of the American Social Science Association. Through twenty years, Sanborn had made himself no stranger in New York: I had become intimately familiar with the charitable and correctional establishments there, Sanborn wrote. I was well acquainted with the State Board of Charities, the head of the reformatory at Elmira, the various heads of the insane asylums, and with the head of the Idiot's School at Syracuse. I had ready access, without delay or parade, to all the establishments of the Empire State.
For years White had tempted Sanborn, asking him to come and give a course that would be neither Ethics nor Economics, nor what is broadly termed Sociology, but practical lectures on the treatment of public dependents.
My own experience in the New York State Legislature, White wrote, and in the public affairs of the State generally, had shown me how poorly equipped for public duties the graduates of our colleges generally were. Hence arose my conviction that one of our first duties at Cornell should be to give some knowledge which would fit our graduates who were likely to enter public life, to consider the principles and practice involved in the founding and maintaining of the institutions dealing with Pauperism, Insanity, Inebriety, and Crime, in their various stages.
The 1885 agreement secured Sanborn's not only giving lectures, but his also chaperoning field trips to area prisons, reformatories, asylums, and poorhouses.Classes were to hear me and be examined in writing, Sanborn wrote. Such numbers as chose to go with me to the poorhouses, should have their travelling expenses, and mine, paid by the University. The plan was perhaps my suggestion, but it was heartily accepted and acted upon by White.
The course was popular, drawing on the average forty students each semester through the three years Sanborn taught at Cornell. No other professor could offer a course approaching anything so fabulous or strange as taking trips into the howling labyrinths of prisons and asylums for the insane.
In some of these visits, of which we made six or seven in a year, my visiting class numbered sixty or seventy -- being most numerous at the Elmira Reformatory, where Mr. Brockway was then at the height of his success in the practical organization of a great prison university, which did graduate reformed convicts, and restored them as self-supporting citizens to the community whose criminal laws they had broken. Mr. Brockway himself explained to my students how he managed his students, then numbering something like a thousand, and what was the result of the Indeterminate Sentence, then a new measure, hardly tried elswhere in America, though long practiced with good effect in Ireland under the Crofton System.
Sanborn's students visited the Tomkins County jail, the County Poorhouse, Willard's Asylum, the Auburn Asylum for Insane Criminals, the Auburn State Prison, the New York State Asylum for Idiots at Syracuse, the Monroe County Insane Asylum at Rochester, the Western House of Refuge at Rochester, and the Elmira State Reformatory.
Student were required to make notes, and to compare and contrast the institutions and their management. Students agreed from semester to semester that Zebulon Brockway was an exemplary social scientist and reformer, and the Elmira Reformatory was the best managed of the institutions they toured, consistently agreeing likewise that the Tomkins County Poorhouse was the most dismally run.
Though he apparently enjoyed giving the course, and was evidently well received and enjoyed by students, still he felt a powerful natural allergic reaction to the academic, pedantic, institutional setting. he was amused to hear his students greeting or calling after him, Professor Sanborn! To him, professors were ridiculously plagued with scholarly pretense and with what he called their Effusive Omniscience.
Looking back in 1890 on his three years at Cornell, 1885 -1888, Sanborn scorned what the academic study, social science, was tending toward, insisting, To discover and amend what is wrong in the habitual life of men is what social science applies itself to most usefully; not to the promulgating broad theories or insisting on ambitious panaceas for every human ill. Better to consider the ailment and apply the remedy patiently and repeatedly, as a mother heals the hurts of her children.
During the three years Sanborn lectured in Social Science at Cornell, he was always itching to pack his bags and go home. One fine day in his first year among the distinguished Cornell faculty, he suddenly up and cancelled classes for a week, giving no explanation, saying simply he was needed in Concord.
After Sanborn left Cornell he set to work, formulating a comprehensive model curriculum organized around the American Social Science Association's five main educational categories: Education, Health, Jurisprudence, Social Economy, and Finance. He then spearheaded the ASSA initiative to inundate colleges and universities all across the country with its version of what the study of social science should be. Seeking to determine the status of social science instruction in the nation's universities, the Association conducted a survey, calling on the heads of the varied institutions to say whether or not the main concerns and challenges of the ASSA were or were not being addressed.
Sanborn had, in the meantime, brought out a new biography of John Brown, at which he'd been at work on for over twenty-five years, seeking out and gathering together every scrap of new information he could lay his hands on. In 1885 Roberts Brothers had published The Life and Letters of John Brown, Liberator of Kansas, and Martyr of Virginia.
When I wrote my first biography of John Brown for the History of his native Connecticut township, Torrington, in 1878, I supposed Brown had not been present at the Pottawatomie executions, Sanborn wrote in later years, I relied on the statements of Redpath in his biography, and on the words of Brown's brother, having never asked Brown himself about the exact truth in the matter. Late in 1879 one of Brown's company, James Townsley, charged Brown with having fired one of the fatal shots that night. This was not true, but in the main I found Townsly truthful. I sought an interview with Owen Brown, who was also present at the deed, and obtained from him the precise account which I published in my second Life of Brown, in 1885.
When in mid-July, 1882, Sanborn had heard from John and Mary Brown's daughter Sarah, inquiring whether he and some of his Eastern friends had indeedd gotten up a trust fund for the Brown family, Sanborn had informed her. He, Emerson, Higginson, John Greenleaf Whittier, and others had set up just such a fund. Now, in 1885, he made certain that only Mary Brown would be its beneficiary, receiving in her last years all income from the interest of the fund. When Mary brown died, Sanborn sent $150 to her daughter Sarah, for payment of all expenses incurred during her final illness. After Mary Brown's death, over a thousand dollars remained at the disposal of the Brown family, three-fourths of which was invested into real estate. The rest was put into a standard bank account, to be used at will by any of Brown's children. Sarah used wisely what money came to her from the fund, while her brothers, Salmon and Jason Brown, dispersed their share to the four winds.
If ever a biographer faced scrutiny, Sanborn did, that year, and for years afterwards. It was said Sanborn had to be read with caution: he'd corrected Brown's punctuation, and spelling, and grammar, and had committed other gaucheries, short of actually putting his own words into Brown's mouth, all without informing the reader.
The story of John Brown will mean little to those who do not believe that God governs the world, and that He makes His will known in advance to certain chosen men and women who perform it, consciously or unconsciously, Sanborn divined. He let his readers know, right from the beginning, that his views on Brown's words and deeds were going to be tipped in Brown's favor. Of such prophetic, heaven-appointed men, Sanborn wrote, John Brown was the most conspicuous in our time.
When, in 1885, a controversy arose over Mark Twain's book, Huckleberry Finn, with the trustees of the Concord Free Public Library voting against including it among the books on their shelves, Sanborn came to its defense, writing in the April 27th issue of The Springfield Daily Republican: I cannot subscribe to the extreme censure passed upon this volume, which is no coarser than Mark Twain's books usually are, while it has a vein of deep morality beneath its exterior of falsehood and vice that will redeem it in the eyes of mature persons. It is not adapted to Sunday-school libraries, and should perhaps be left unread by growing boys. But the mature in mind may read it without distinction of age or sex, and without material harm.
By 1885, Sanborn had been, for more years now than anyone could remember, the official State Inspector for the Massachusetts Board of Charities which, for one thing, monitored the state's reform schools for juvenile delinquents. Whatever Franklin B. Sanborn had to say about Huckleberry Finn was not going to be taken lightly.
Chapter Twenty-Three
Sanborn, one of the country’s leading authorities on the proper operation of orphanages, reformatories, prisons, and asylums, took great satisfaction in his three sons. He knew his boys Francis, thirteen, and Victor, seventeen, and Tom, twenty-one, were fine young men, known and welcome in homes throughout Concord, having through the years accompanied their mother in her many and assorted rounds and runnings of errands in the town, her husband hard at work at home amid his seas of papers.
It appeared Tom would follow in his father’s footsteps, pursuing The Literary Life. Ever keeping a certain cautious distance from his austere, preoccupied father, the awed youngster could imagine no other course of life than to be just such a man, busy at one’s Literary Labors, always building.
While his father scribbled new notes or re-copied old passages from his own and others’ notebooks for numerous forthcoming biographies and composed or edited several sundry journal articles, all the while working up news for his Springfield Republican weekly column, Tom studied his diligent, significant, beloved mentor, composing his own paragraphs and the delicate and lonely lines and lovely couplets that he planned to put into great, long poems one day.
At Harvard Tom contributed, as his father had before him, to Harvard's assorted student publications. He began to distinguish himself, Daedalus trying out his own wings, moving in a direction all his own. In the spring of 1885, he vowed he would do nothing but write poems, perfecting each, one by one, line by line, word for word.
With George Santayana, Bernard Berenson, and A.B. Houghton, he helped launch The Harvard Monthly. Occasionally Wallace Stevens would show up with Santayana at editorial meetings, joining him, Berenson, Houghton, and Sanborn for marathon all-night sessions of heated discussion and debate.
Our souls rebelled against ugly industrial prosperity, and against its gross self-complacency, Santayana remembered.
There was no alternative for such creative beings as they knew themselves to be, than that they should try out their lives in this world, such as it was, whether within the hallowed halls of Harvard, or out on the town in Cambridge or Boston. They vowed their work would not bespeak the scrupulous consciousness of John Bunyan's Puritan Pilgrim, but rather the doubting scrutiny of William Dean Howells' Silas Lapham who, in Howells’ story, prevails over the empty, hypocritical norms of proper Boston society.
We yearned to be romantic and aesthetic, Santayana reminisced in later years, and became pessimistic.
In Concord, late in 1885, an ailing Louisa Alcott was bedridden in rustic Concord for ten days. Pa is rather feeble, she wrote, but likes his new quarters and old friends and, Oh be joyful! We dont see much of Franklin Sanborn.
I suppose Miss Alcott is the most widely read of the Concord authors, Sanborn admitted reluctantly, showing just how strained had become his friendship with his sagacious, jolly mentor’s feisty, brilliant daughter. Nobody can say how long the vogue of her books will continue. Ten years before her serious illness in Washington, she had tried various things and found herself unequal to her tasks. She tried teaching and was unsuccessful. She had written tales, but without much fame. She was incapable of a successful novel. She tried twice, and the books had many readers, but they could not be regarded as successful. Only in dealing with the long story of her family life was she successful, inimitable.
Sanborn’s own domestic situation, whatever else it may have been, was built around his being, as often as possible, at his writing desk. He did not write about his family life or, if he did, there is no record of it.
In 1886, Sanborn quietly helped usher into print another of William Ellery Channing’s quixotic little books, John Brown and the Heroes of Harper's Ferry, even as Ticknor & Company added to their list another tome raising Sanborn’s viability and respectability in the world of letters a notch, a collection of essays on The Life and Genius of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe edited by Sanborn from lectures delivered at the Concord School of Philosophy.
Elliot Cabot’s Life of Ralph Waldo Emerson was nearing completion, his helper Ellen Emerson informed her sister Edith on April 2nd. We have reached the year 1872. We read the work aloud together and criticize and enjoy it at our leisure. When we have finished, Mr. Cabot means to revise it all by the light of the notes he takes on these occasions, and then it will be ready to publish. It is all bright and readable, and its absolute exactness is a great charm in my eyes, for it is my constant trouble in books and newspapers that a true account of anything is so rare that I have come to regard it as hardly possible to writers.
Tom Sanborn, upon graduating from Harvard in the spring, moved home. His friend George Santayana went overseas, undertaking graduate studies in Germany. In Concord, Tom wrote. His family hardly saw him, as if the young man were quarantined or hiding in the least corner of the family’s splendid and enormous, well-appointed house. His famous father was hardly more visible, ever preparing his lectures and reports and column notes, never losing sight of his many and assorted obligations to the several respectable associations he commandeered or in which his distinguished presence and influence were important.
On July 21st came a celebration of the 25th Anniversary of the Battle of Bull Run, with the Concord Artillery accompanying a procession of every available veteran from Captain Prescott's Company. A glum and silent Tom could not reconcile himself to the obviously meaningless, however relentless, swirl of local activity. He declined to join in the fun at the Poor Children's Picnic on the banks of Walden Pond. He preferred his room and the quiet work of perfecting his poems.
In the fall, on September 23rd, Tom's parents asked him and his brothers to join them in going over to see old Mrs. Emerson, whose birthday it was. His aunt Alice Leavitt, Mrs. Emerson's personal nurse, had asked they they all come over, the more the merrier. Victor and Francis accepted cheerfully, but Tom could not be interested. They arrived to find Mrs. Emerson dressed in an exotic Imperial Mandarin outfit, cheerfully reigning over tea-time, flowers filling the room.
In the dead of winter, in January, 1886, Ellen wrote her sister of Mrs. Sanborn's arriving at the Emerson home at the request of herself and Mrs. Emerson's helper, Mrs. Sanborn's sister, Miss Leavitt. Once again she'd been invited to help with the project of interesting Mrs. Emerson in joining them in visiting Boston. I had tried by myself once before, Ellen wrote, and had failed.
Mrs. Sanborn brought with her a copy of Little Lord Fauntleroy, Ellen remembered, and she read it aloud. Miss Leavitt dressed Mother for her journey and prepared her bag. Only then did we tell her our design. Mother refused to go. I put on her gaiters and rubbers while Miss Leavitt dressed her with jacket and bonnet, and Mrs. Sanborn rushed to put on her things. At 12:27 we were merrily seated at the depot waiting for the train which was only a minute or two late. In Boston, Mother first asked Mrs. Sanborn, and then me, to choose a dress and stockings for her. After we'd gone back and forth a while, till I feared the salesman was exhausted and disgusted, Mother finally decided, I think in desperation. Flannel was the next subject, and this roused her a little more, and by half past three she began to take an interest in it. After that, we had a delightful afternoon.
A year later, in January, 1887, Ellen told her sister Edith of their brother Edward's having delivered, at Miss Alice Leavitt's Saturday Club, a paper he had written on General George McClellan. I think you know how affectionately Edward feels toward McClellan, she wrote. Mr. Sanborn, on the other hand, looks on him as a very poor sort of general and patriot, and at every pause made his criticism, which drew Bob James out to defend McClellan, and Edward had plenty of answers ready. This made Edward's paper last till quarter of ten, so there was little time for any other general discussion.
In June she wrote her her sister of her having had a blissful time with Mrs. Sanborn and her son Francis. They’d been out rose-gathering, after which they’d arranged the roses for placement in the ailing Mrs. Emerson's room.
On July 27th Ellen wrote about the Concord School, again in full swing. Mother goes to the School both mornings and evenings, she noted, and enjoys it, even thrives upon it.
In the fall she wrote her sister to tell of Mrs. Sanborn’s having brought flowers from her garden to Mrs. Emerson. Mrs. Sanborn was lovely, Ellen wrote. Her sister Caroline also sent a great bunch of nasturtiums. The house was as well lighted up with flowers as with lamps.
In the spring of 1888, on March 4th, Bronson Alcott died in his daughter Louisa's house in Louisburg Square in Boston.
Sanborn found this hit him harder than even he would ever have guessed. This he truly had to wrestle with, him finding a huge, gaping hole in his world which wise old Alcott for so long, and so lovingly, had kept so filled up. The tears came fast and hard, not only for his losing his dearest mentor, but also for his losing his closest, most trusted friend.
Words did not come to him until he learned of the death of Alcott's daughter, Louisa, only two days after the death of her father. Pondering this, he slowly reached over the blank piece of paper before him on his desk, to take a pen in hand:
Bronson Alcott was one of the last living monuments of that great epoch of thought and will in New England which, in its various manifestations of religion, philosophy, politics, literature and art, gave birth to our present national condition, just as the Revolutionary epoch fifty or sixty years earlier gave birth to our national existence. In the first period, Virginia took the lead, and provided America with great men fitted for any exigency of war and peace. In the second period New England took the lead and provided America with great ideas, presented by great men which Virginia and the South could not control, nor scarcely moderate, the onward movement of New England thought. The new West came in as the hand of this movement, of which Massachusetts was the head. From Emerson, Garrison, Theodore Parker, Charles Sumner, and other Massachusetts minds proceeded the impulse toward the new order of things. In their company, from first to last, stood Alcott, older than any yet surviving them all, having helped Garrison form the first the first anti-slavery society in Massachusetts, and joined with Emerson, a few years later, in that Transcendental crusade, which had such feeble immediate, but unmeasured ultimate, results.
In this changed new world in which Sanborn now found himself, he knew he was no more what he had long been: indefatigable. His clothes seemed now to hang from him like some old coat on a hook on the wall. He marvelled at the lines he only lately had come to see, etched deep into his long, drawn face. His Buffalo Bill style Vandyke beard now looked to him more like old Don Quixote's, him tilting at windmills.
Gazing at his worn and weathered face in the mirror, pulling his fingers through the valleys gouged into his cheeks, Sanborn felt weary. He had worked tirelessly through nearly three decades for prison reform and improved care for the insane and the abandoned; he felt he had witnessed, among the dozens of thousands of men, women, and children placed in his care, the deepest bottom of mankind's anguish, affliction, malady, misery, poverty, oppression; he had campaigned ceaselessly for social improvements, drafting and shepherding into law an abundance of previously unheard-of, progressive welfare measures; he had served on the Massachusetts Board of State Charities through twenty-five consecutive years; and he had been the sole, and only, lonely Inspector of State Charities through nineteen years. He decided it was time to let these go. There were others waiting, he knew, wanting to take the reigns from him.
This sadness would pass, he knew. Bracing himself over the paper piles strewn across his broad and strong oak desk, he took a freshly sharpened pencil in hand, and jotted on a loose paperscrap a long sentence that had just come, fully formed, into his mind: Insanity, so little understood by most of us, has certain features by which it is differentiated from those passing moods of enthusiasm, grief, ambition, or desire, with which the shallow confound it.
Who could know this better than me? Sanborn queried the silent air.
To get herself through this long and somber spring, after what was called the Great Blizzard of 1888, snowdrifts having risen to as high as fifteen feet, Louisa Sanborn gave her husband ample room for grieving. She had already adjusted herself to the general cheerlessness of her most serious, mysterious son, Tom. She got on with her business, doing chores and running errands, taking tea with Concord's poor and rich alike, learning all the latest news and never stopping, not for a moment, except for a nap in the afternoon or a deserved night of deep sleep.
In July 1888, the Concord School of Philosophy came quietly to a close, with as little fanfare as when it had opened. William T. Harris moved with his wife to Washington D.C., the professor having in the meantime been appointed U.S. Commissioner of Education. As the school's treasurer, Sanborn reported closing the operating books with a balance of .31¢, which he said he put in his pocket as payment for his services:
Our school had opened July 15, 1879, without funds. Its first year's expenses were $739, its receipts $733. I paid the small deficit. Early in 1880 Mrs. Elizabeth Thompson of New York gave us $1000, on condition that Professor W.T. Harris should emigrate from St. Louis to Concord, which he gladly did. I then, for the first and last time, speculated in railway securities, and increased this thousand to $1185 in three months. Out of this was paid the cost of the Hillside Chapel, just built upon land and by plans of Mr. Alcott (Now removed to the Wayside Estate, near by), for a cost of $512. The Thompson fund-balance of $673 served, from 1880-1888, to keep the Chapel in repair and furniture, pay a small ground-rent to Mr. Alcott, and meet any deficit that might occur. The receipts of the second year were $680, the expenses $650; but in the following years the rate of payment for each lecture (originally $10, with an occasional addition for travel) was raised to $15, which gradually consumed both the annual receipts and the fund-balance. But this would not have happened if we had not given away many admission and course tickets each year, to the value of one or two hundred dollars. It was not our purpose to make money from the enterprise, and we closed in July, 1888, with a balance of 31 cents. This I pocketed as my treasurer's salary for ten years.
1888 saw the publication of Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward. Bellamy, born and raised at Chicopee Falls, Massachusetts, educated in Schenectady, New York and Europe, had been admitted to the bar in 1871, the year he’d abandoned his law practice in order to become an associate editor at the Springfield Union. His book was not only a sensational best-seller, it also inspired a political mass movement. Bellamy's ideas eventually made their way from radical Bellimism into a more moderate Populist Party platform.
In 1888 Franklin Sanborn reached out to his Springfield connections, pulled a few strings, and the next thing the twenty-five year-old poet Tom Sanborn knew, he was on his way to Springfield to be an assistant editor of The Springfield Republican.
Late in the fall of 1888, Ellen Emerson informed a family friend of the death, in August, of Edith and Will Forbes' 4th son, John Murray Forbes, called Don. It seemed beyond belief, too sudden a breaking of the family circle for us even to contemplate, much less accept as fact. I went to Naushon that afternoon. Our dear Sunday-child died on a Sunday, just one day before his seventeenth birthday. On Tuesday morning the brothers helped to carry him out to the wagon, the Forbes plaid was wrapped round the box, they went down to the boat, we followed on foot. Don was placed forward, we sat aft, the flag was at half-mast in the stern, and so we came to the mainland. Mother, Annie, Cousin Sarah, Aunt Susan, Lidian, Lizzy Bartlettt, Mrs. Sanborn, Miss Leavitt, and Charley Emerson all went from Concord to the funeral.
Upon his return from the Dakota Badlands in 1886, Theodore Roosevelt had run as a Republican for mayor of New York City. Upon losing, he had sailed for England, had married for a second time, and had returned to the U.S. to live with his bride in a 22-room house he'd had built on Sagamore Hill in Oyster Bay, Long Island. When the Republican Benjamin Harrison would take office as President in 1889, Roosevelt would be made U.S. Civil Service Commissioner, an excellent post for a fast-rising social reformer.
In November, 1888, Frank Sanborn relinquished his post as Massachusetts' General Inspector of Charities. When I took office at the State House in Boston in early October 1863, Sanborn remembered, I was approaching thirty-two in age. When I finally left State service and returned to private life, I was nearly fifty-seven.
As Chairman of the Massachusetts State Board of Charities, my father conducted in 1888 a legislative inquiry into the mismanagement of the almshouse at Tewksbury, Sanborn's son Victor wrote years afterward. Another inquiry investigated the lunatic asylum at Danvers. Both resulted in a better system of caring for the insane and pauper classes.
A person cannot spend so many years of his life as I have, devoted to an observation and study of the insane, the epileptic and imbecile of mankind, in so many countries, without learning much of this painful but deeply interesting subject, Sanborn wrote in summing up his years of public service. I doubtless conversed, sometimes for years together, with two thousand patients in my visits of inspection to some fifty first-class hospitals for the insane, and as many or more asylums, large and small, for those esteemed incurable.
I was removed from my last office, Sanborn wrote, Inspector of Charities, at the suggestion of the then Governor, Oliver Ames, who did not wish the responsibility of removing me directly, but appointed members of the Board (from whom I held my appointment), with the understanding that they should find some pretext for the removal. It was a year or two before the pretext was found.
I had been in some State office most of the time for twenty-five years, Sanborn wrote, when I was causelessly (except for personal animosity) removed. The pretext for my removal came, at last, by the Board's reversing its own fixed and successful policy regarding the Family Care of the harmless and chronic insane. This was a policy long practiced in Europe, notably in Belgium and Scotland, and had been early recommended by the Chairman of the old Board of State Charities, Dr. Howe, in 1866. During his last visit to Europe in 1867, he had visited the ancient example of this practice at Gheel in Belgium, and, after inspecting it in its reformed condition, Howe had definitely commended it as an example for us to follow. I shared his views on that point, as did the most enlightened and progressive managers of the insane in Europe and the United States.
Our State Board had not been quite ready to try the experiment until after Dr. Howe's death, Sanborn recalled. In 1885 the new consolidated Board of Health, Lunacy and Charity, created at the suggestion of Governor Talbot, and of which he had been chairman for some years, obtained the needful legislation. The Governor instructed me, Deputy Commissioner in Lunacy, to find families suitable to receive such boarders and to obtain, from the hospitals and asylums, patients suitable for such families. This was done in 1886-7, until the number placed out in this way was about 180. The nine members of the Board either approved or ratified this action, and no serious fault was found with it, although occasionally a patient was found on trial to be unsuitable.
The harmless and chronic patients were found most numerous at the asylums, to which they had been removed from the hospitals at Worcester and Danvers, to make room for the recent and curable patients, Sanborn wrote. Many had been taken from the Tewksbury Asylum, which was then a separate department of the State Almshouse, now called the State Infirmary. Three women selected by the Tewksbury Superintendent, were placed with a trained nurse, Miss Alice Cooke, in her mother's house at Sandwich, where for $3.50 a week they received the best possible care and board, living on the same good country fare which the family used, and which I often shared with them.
Nevertheless, Sanborn remembered bitterly, the Board came to the inhuman, and in their case unlawful, conclusion that these three poor women, who owed their poverty solely to their insanity, had no claim on the State as patients, but only as paupers, and must go back to the almshouse wards as paupers, and be treated as such. The Board therefore directed me as their officer to return them as paupers to Tewksbury, to be shut up there, without occupation, and on the footing of sane or imbecile paupers. This would have been to violate the State's contract with their nurses.
I next pointed out to the Board, Sanborn wrote, that by their own action they had placed these women in the class of legally insane persons, removing them from the mere status of paupers, and so long as their insanity manifestly continued the Board could not themselves release the three from that condition of patients and wards of the State. I declined to be an accomplice in this unlawful and inhuman act.
It was clear, Sanborn recalled, that the only way the Board could get these women, and two others who were boarding with Miss Cooke, back into the poorhouse, was to get the Overseers of the poor of Sandwich to ask to have them admitted at Tewksbury. The Board was mean enough to attempt this evasion of the law.
Hearing of this purpose, I requested a citizen of Sandwich to go to an Overseer of the Poor, Sanborn confided, and to inform him, requesting him as a citizen not to comply with this fraud upon the town, since the women were there without expense to the town. This he did, and the Overseers, very properly, refused to act in the matter.
I then made application to the probate court in Barnstable County, Sanborn reported, to have the women committed to Miss Cooke as their guardian. At the same time I raised money among her friends and mine, with which I paid the board of the women when the State sneaked out of its bargain, which I had been authorized to make, and in which Miss Cooke had committed no fault. About the same time (the affair becoming public), I received from a hand then to me unknown, the sum of $500, to meet such expenses in future, should it be needed. The Board then removed me from office, and attempted to break up the advanced, economical and humane system of Family Care, which Mrs. Leonard of Springfield and I had put in practice under State authority. All this was in the year 1888.
Here's the Moral, Sanborn wrote: Do your duty in the interest of honesty and humanity, and you may safely leave the God of the widows and the fatherless, to do justice and grant mercy.
In the March, 1889 issue of the Harvard Monthly, Volume eight, Number One, appeared George Santayana's obituary notice for his good friend Thomas Parker Sanborn, in which Santayana reported the poet's having cut his throat in his bath with a razor.
Thomas Sanborn was a poet of lyric and modest flights, Santayana would recall in his 1943 memoirs. His poems showed genuine feeling, not naturally in harmony with the over-intellectualized transcendentalism of Concord, Massachusetts, where his father was a conspicuous member of the Emersonian circle. There was more of Chaucer in him than of Emerson or Wordsworth. He was not in the least conceited. On the contrary, he felt he was a misfit, shy and ungainly in appearance, and at a disadvantage in the give and take of conversation or action. These maladjustments, a few years later, led to a tragic end. His father had found him a place in the office of The Springfield Republican. That town offered little to keep up his spirits. He fell into rather undesirable company, as at College he had sometimes succumbed to drink, though not often, yet ungracefully. I think I understand the secret of these failings, gross as they may seem for a man of such delicate sensibility. He was unhappy, he was poor, he was helpless. The sparkle of a glass, the glitter of a smile, the magic of a touch could suddenly transport him out of this world, with all its stubborn hindrances and dreary conventions, into the Auberge Verte, the green paradise, of his dreams. Yet this escape from reality was necessarily shortlived, and the awakening bitter and remorseful. The strain was too much for Sanborn. His discouragement became melancholia and began to breed hallucinations. He knew only too much about madness, as everybody did in old New England, and he feared it. He cut his throat in his bath with a razor, and we buried him in Concord, in sight of the optimistic Emerson's grave, after a parlor funeral, with the corpse visible, at which his father read a few not very pertinent passages from the Upanishads and the Psalms.
In 1943, in editing Santayana's autobiography Persons and Places, John Hall Wheelock of Scribner's would admit to having his hands full. A Sanborn family friend would hire an attorney to intercede, holding up publication of the book until Santayana agreed to modify his account of the life and death of Tom Sanborn, who Santayana had come to regard as a doomed flower among only too efficient cabbages.
I refer particularly to the reference to Loose Women and Disgraceful Drinking, the lawyer would write. Santayana would be instructed to water down the overzealous passage to read thus: He fell into rather undesirable company, as at College he had sometimes succumbed to drink, not often, yet ungracefully.
Mother and I visited Mrs. Sanborn yesterday, Ellen Emerson wrote her sister Edith on March 12, 1889. She said you had written her a lovely letter, and that many such had been received, and that this was very sweet and helpful, showing still much kindness is in the world.
Miss Helen Sanborn has come to stay with Mrs. Sanborn, Ellen wrote her sister on the 15th. Yesterday a great many people called, and she saw them. Today she is not well. They are looking over and putting away Tom's clothes.
Chapter Twenty-Four
Mrs. Sanborn is to come next week to board with us, Ellen Emerson wrote in June, 1889. She will take charge of her own room, and Mr. Sanborn will make us his headquarters. His desk is to arrive Saturday, Mrs. Sanborn sometime next week, and he later. The arrangement to continue while their house is let, till September 15th. We are very much pleased.
By August, the Sanborns had become an integral presence in the Emerson home, Louisa shedding her mourning clothes, dressing again in her trademark white dresses, Frank coming and going in his long black coat at all hours, even in warm weather, occasionally stopping long enough through an evening to regale the household with stories of the diversity of the people, some sane and some not, that he was still prone to meet in his journey on life’s way.
Mrs. Sanborn and I do our errands and housekeeping in the morning, till eleven, Ellen reported to her sister on August 5th. Then we repair to Mother's room to stay till dinner-time. We read chapters from the Prophet Ezekiel first, and then the day's letters or a book. After dinner we go out to Brown's Carryall store, or go in search of roadside blackberries. The law appropriates to a householder all berries which grow along the road close to him. The house is always there, as sure as fate. We may not have seen a house for half a mile, but where the berries hang thick and black, always there appears a house. Mrs. Sanborn is convinced that farmers always build where they see a blackberry bush.
The Sanborns returned to their own home in the fall, piecing their life back together as best they could. Frank made arrangements in the spring for them to travel overseas, ostensibly for him to tour poorhouses, asylums, and prisons, and to collect information for his Life of Dr. Samuel Gridley Howe, Philanthropist, which would be published in New York in 1891. Upon Howe’s death in 1876, Dr. Michael Anagnos had been appointed to head up the Perkins Institution for the Blind, which post he would retain until his own death in 1906. Born in Epirus, Greece, and graduated from the University of Athens, Anagnos had been regaling Sanborn for years with his captivating tales of Greece, insisting the ancient hub of the universe, Delphi by Mount Parnassus, home to the world’s most important oracle, was the first city-state ever to make a serious attempt at abolishing slavery. Anagnos convinced Sanborn he must make the journey overseas.
The Arabs have a proverb, Sanborn noted, which says that though a hundred deserts separate the heart of the Faithful from the Kaaba of Mecca, yet there opens a window from its sanctuary into the soul. For those who have the true inward illumination, a pilgrimage is not needful. Yet to all it is agreeable, and it has been the practice of mankind for ages, and will be, so long as we remain ourselves but pilgrims and wayfarers on this earth.
Aboard the ship, Sanborn searched the Atlantic's depths, and darkness. Approaching Europe, he felt the nearness of eternity, and destiny, and folly. He reflected on the countless medieval ships traveling these same waters, filled with village fools, outcasts, petty criminals, beggars, the debauched, the deformed, the delirious, and the deranged, their every embarkation a potential final exile. Everywhere were laws, police, institutions, trustees, misunderstandings, walls, asylums, prisons, convicts, madness. At every port could come a cure, release, a further curse, confinement, or death. There was lunacy, mania, furor, melancholia all the world over, through all time.
Sanborn toured assorted institutions, studying the circumstances of patients, inmates, guardians. He stayed five weeks in Greece where S.G. Howe had, beyond engaging in glorious battle in his youth, obtained a gold-inlaid plumed helmet Lord Byron had reputedly worn when he'd fought in the war for Greek independence.
Sanborn would again travel to Europe in 1893, this time alone, staying five months. As he had in 1890, Sanborn would travel to Greece and to Belgium. The town of Gheel had been an important landmark in Howe's world, because home care for the chronic insane had long been practiced there, providing Howe with a tried-and-true prototype for his recommending to the Board of State Charities, in 1866, a comparable program for Massachusetts.
Family Care for the chronic insane has been successful, Sanborn could declare in 1916. Three Boards in succession have taken the place of those men and women who, in 1888, demeaned themselves to carry out the grudge of a Governor, and have been in favor of what Dr. Howe and I took the responsibility to test and implement.
Upon returning to Concord after his 1890 European sojourn, new trouble came to Sanborn in the form of one Dr. S. A. Jones, a combative Michigan professor and homoeopathist who had set himself up, at least in his own mind, as Henry David Thoreau's only rightful interpreter and defender, beyond his being the sole rightful interpreter and defender of homoeopathy.
Samuel Arthur Jones knew Franklin Benjamin Sanborn couldn't hold a candle to his own understanding of Thoreau. Such a man as Sanborn could never know the great naturalist-scientist so well as he did, said S.A. Jones, though he hadn't actually ever met Thoreau. He nevertheless knew himself to be the only man alive who really had the character, the insight, and the intuition needed to illuminate Thoreau's life and work, to protect his reputation, and to keep his memory alive.
In August 1890, Dr. Jones showed up in Concord, going first to the Concord Free Library to copy out longhand Thoreau's manuscript, Walking. He then went out in search of Thoreau's contemporaries. Concordians seemed interested in speaking only of Emerson. I don't care a damn about Emerson, Jones told them. What I came here for was to do honor to Thoreau. Emerson is a tallow dip compared with that man.
Jones found Sam Staples, who was only too happy to regale him with his jailer's tales. Then Jones showed up at Franklin Sanborn's door, kindly asking if he might see the distinguished biographer's collection of Thoreauviana. Sanborn welcomed him, showing Jones unpublished manuscripts and the several reminiscences he'd contributed to assorted journals through the years. Though much preoccupied with his usual slate of simultaneous project, still Sanborn gave of his time and treasures to Dr. Jones. Having laid his bounty before his guest, the gaunt, tall master of the manse stalked to and fro in silence, staring at the book-lined walls and curtained windows. In responding to Dr. Jones' inquiries, Sanborn would answer deliberately, his brows furrowed, carefully composing each sentence. Now and again he would extend his long arms, in enigmatic and emphatic silence, reaching for a particular book or manuscript, finding at once what he sought, or something very like it, pointing with his index finger to the private scribblings or printed page. Much of what Sanborn showed the doctor that day would find its way into a Thoreau bibliography prepared by none other than one Dr. S.A. Jones.
I have no personal feeling in regard to Mr. Sanborn, the severe Dr. Jones wrote amicable Daniel Ricketson. I cannot say I like him, as you do. I met him in Concord with eager anticipation. On first seeing him, at his house, I told him that, for my father's sake, I was glad to meet him and to pay my respects to him as an abolitionist. A peculiar expression in his face told me that I had put my foot in it. Yet never in my life had I ever spoken more sincerely.
In 1895 one of Dr. Jones' Concord correspondents, Fred Hosmer, would curse Sanborn soundly in a letter to Henry S. Salt, noting that Sanborn had no authentic love for Thoreau, caring only about money jingling in his pockets. He feared Sanborn would get his hands on the Thoreau manuscripts held in Worcester by H.G.O. Blake. When that same year Dr. Jones would learn that Salt hadn't received any particular help from Sanborn in preparing the text for a posthumous collection of Thoreau's verse, Poems of Nature, he would write Hosmer, Drat Franklin Benjamin Sanborn! I'd like to pull his nose.
Having departed the home of his generous and gracious host, Sanborn, the brazen homeopathist bragged to Thoreau's old friend Ricketson in 1889: I remembered to Sanborn Emerson's having asked him why he did not participate in the war he had done so so much to precipitate. I tell you, God's sunlight shone through all the man's disguises. I saw he was a sham. He may pose in whatsoever attitude he can devise, but he can be only and always an Insincerity, Jones trumpeted. Such an one is not fit to deal with Henry Thoreau.
For Sanborn, Samuel Arthur Jones was not even a scoundrel. When he got word of what mischief Jones had been up to, Sanborn had a place for him. The doctor was consigned to a hell just under the floorboards of the insane asylum Sanborn carried with him in his head. There the belligerent homeopathist would find no peace, have no satisfaction, enjoy no happiness. He'd contend only with his own malevolence and emptiness, that much Sanborn knew.
It was not widely known that Franklin B. Sanborn had only lately lost a son to suicide. People close to him could see it had changed him. The tall, gaunt, proud Sanborn now ventured forth from his house slightly stooped, burdened, vulnerable.
He came under fire not only from nose-pulling quacks, but from literary critics as well, some saying publicly they disliked or distrusted Sanborn, or both. Credited by many for his vivid chronicles of Concord, he'd be condemned by others for over-inventiveness, and carelessness. Sanborn's insertions and stretches were denounced by assorted historians, scholars, and pedants. He was charged with having no qualms at all about altering punctuation, grammar, spelling. But Sanborn knew where he'd come from; he knew what tradition he was in; and he knew what the rules were.
It was widely understood that an editor might leave out words, or lines, or entire stanzas or paragraphs. One might rewrite entire passages, deleting personal names while altering dates, occasionally disregarding chronological time altogether. Sanborn knew that the works of Thoreau, for example, were riddled with alterations, omissions, and adaptions. The familiar territory of the the biographer included occasional misquoting, corrections, deletions, false attributions. Even Emerson had felt entirely free to transpose, change tenses, paraphrase, purloin, simplify. In Sanborn's time the author had the freedom to use any device or convention that came to mind, so long as it made the writing more striking.
I have had my share of controversy, Sanborn would write, but seldom in personal quarrels; usually in behalf of others, for whom I sought to present the case as they could not, or would not; and I am never so well pleased as when truthfully corrected, as I often have been and expect to be.
Sanborn was dropped from Concord's Social Circle, a club he had helped form. He is a stubborn man who will not hear any opinion not his own, people said. The man listens only to dead or dying people, to put them in his books.
When Ellery Channing had fallen ill in the summer of 1889, Sanborn had gone to him straightaway to ask if Channing would come and stay with his wife and himself in their home. They'd take good care of him. Channing agreed to it, not as a guest but as a paying boarder.
My talks with Channing took place in his room in my house, warmed through winters by an open fire burning in my grandfather Leavitt's Franklin stove, Sanborn said. Channing related numerous anecdotes and stories about assorted Concordians, these mingled with other revelations on a variety of topics, all told me in evening conversations through the ten years he lived in my house, from 1891 to his death in 1901.
Keeping warm by the fire that winter, cantankerous old Channing, then seventy-four, sat in his chair, waving his hands at the ceiling or at the stove as he spoke, stern Sanborn, then sixty, standing over him through the interviews, or leaning against one of the walls, always careful no to bang his head on the attic's low woodbeam. Pacing back and forth through the tiny room, listening intently to the old poet's tales, like clockwork, Sanborn's left hand would reach to his furrowed brow, as if to wipe away sweat. This, the loquacious Channing knew, meant Sanborn was concentrating, and daydreaming. He knew that every word he said was being registered and saved by the younger man for God only knew what future use.
In Mother's room last night, Ellen Emerson wrote her sister Edith on November 20, 1890, she spoke of her will, and of leaving something for the boy. I asked, Which one? She said, The youngest, I suppose. Then, after a while, she said, Do you think that beautiful boy that I fell so much in love with would like his share? Just before she fell asleep she said, Do you think Mr. and Mrs. Sanborn will be pleased that the wonderful child has his rights?
I have invited Mr. Sanborn to come read to Mother, Ellen Emerson wrote her sister Edith on January 11, 1892. He has chosen to come this evening, to share with us his lecture about Father, which he has read throughout the West this winter. We are all, of course, electrified by news of your West India plans. Mother has been well. I feel thankful for every day, for she is so old, and every week someone dies in Concord.
I have seen Sanborn this summer, Horace Hosmer wrote in the fall from Acton, Massachusetts to Dr. S. A. Jones. He looks old and careworn. He is writing for a Boston paper, and his short papers are well received, but they will be soon forgotten, and he will drop out of sight unless some one kicks him to keep him alive.
In mid-October Ellen Emerson wrote of a family Columbus festival, which was followed by Mrs. Emerson's birthday, Ellen inviting Mrs. Sanborn and others to tea. To my joy every soul came. The Town's Columbus Celebration is coming this week. The children have been learning songs at school and are to march with banners behind the Company to the music of a brass band from the schoolhouse to the square.
In mid-November Ellen reported her mother's lately breathing as if she had merely a heavy cold. Before we went to bed Miss Leavitt was seriously alarmed. I asked Mother if I should read to her. She asked what. I said father's letters to Mr. Carlyle, and she said, By all means. I read and she slept. At about seven I tried to give her some hot milk from the sprout-cup. She said, I can't. The rattling in her throat stopped, she opened her eyes, I saw she was dying for they were dead. At 7:35 I think she breathed her last. I sent for Miss Leavitt, who smoothed her hair. Edward was a wise and skillful hand, and a great comfort.
In December, 1892, Sanborn again journeyed to Europe, visiting a dozen different countries, perusing their prisons and asylums. He stayed five months in Greece, well-stocked with pencils and writing paper, mid-December to early May.
In April, while Sanborn was still in Greece, Ellen Emerson rented out her family home and went abroad with Edith Forbes and her youngest sons, visiting England and Scotland in the summer. In the winter Ellen and Edith were joined in Antibes, France by their brother Edward and his children. The next summer would bring further Forbes children. All would be back home again by October, 1894.
In the fall of 1893, the ten-volume collection of Thoreau's works was published, edited by Horace E. Scudder of Houghton, Mifflin & Company, printed by the Riverside Press. Sanborn had collaborated with the man Bronson Alcott had called his Western Friend, William Torrey Harris, in writing A. Bronson Alcott: His Life and Philosophy, which was published that year.
In the first week of January, 1894, ninety year-old Elizabeth Peabody died. Beyond her decades of advocating for the abolition of slavery, improved education for children, increased rights for orphans, and the emancipation of women, she was a passionate advocate for international peace. The previous year, though she couldn't be present at the Universal Peace Congress which had met at the Chicago World's Fair, Elizabeth had proposed the convention seize the opportunity and organize an International Board of Arbitration for World Peace.
The funeral service was held in the Church of the Disciples, the church that had come of James Freeman Clarke's having set his mind to it, having envisioned it, so many years before his death, and before Elizabeth's, back in the days of her busy Boston bookshop on West Street.
The liberal church let a woman speak an eulogy for Miss Peabody, the biographer, novelist, and educator, Ednah Cheney. All of the the other eulogies came from men, and among these men was Franklin Sanborn.
Late that summer the long dead John Brown again was big news in Virginia. Over an article by one D. H. Panhill, which appeared in the August 7, 1894 edition of The Richmond Dispatch, ran the headline, John Brown's Raid: The Atrocious Proposition to Erect a Monument to the Outlaw. The outrage was not only over the monument's design, a proposed $12,000 dollar granite shaft soaring skyward, but also the proposed site: Harper's Ferry. The Baltimore and Ohio Railroad Company had donated the land expressly for the purpose. This we can only regard as an atrocious proposition, Panhill wrote, against which we owe it to ourselves, to the memory of our fathers, to the gallant Confederate soldiers, living and dead, to protest in a manner that cannot be mistaken.
A friend of mine has sent me your interesting article, Sanborn wrote Panhill directly after reading it. It contains a long and angry protest, mingled with many historical errors, against the proposed monument to my noble old friend, John Brown, the fearless emancipator of negro slaves, of whom several millions for whom he died were set free within four years of his martyrdom. Another correspondent of yours, in the same issue, proposes a monument at Harpers Ferry to Governor Wise, a brave and passionate Virginian whose name will be preserved from oblivion chiefly by his connection with the legal murder of John Brown.
Sanborn proposed that a monument be built at Harper's Ferry that honored neither Wise nor Brown, but Thomas Jefferson instead. This ought to be welcomed by every Virginian, whether living in the old eastern portion or in the new State of West Virginia. Jefferson would be holding a scroll, and the scroll would be inscribed his words: I tremble for my country when I reflect that God is just; that his justice can not sleep forever. The Almighty has no attribute which can take side with us in such a contest. The way, I hope, is preparing for the total emancipation; and this is disposed to be with the consent of the masters, rather than by their extirpation.
The prophecy of your far-seeing Virginian has been accomplished, Sanborn told Panhill. John Brown was a Jeffersonian, willing to give his life for its fulfillment, as he did. A monument to Jefferson, bearing this inscription, and nothing more, will be a better recognition of Brown's services than any that may recall his name; and I can hardly suppose that any Virginian will oppose such a tribute to your greatest political philosopher.
Sanborn suggested Panhill read his Life and Letters of John Brown, or his 1891 biography of Dr. S. G. Howe, the Philanthropist: -- There you'll find the truth about Brown and his friends, accurately stated, and without fear, favor, or hope of reward.
Sanborn grew irritated in September when, with each passing day, there came back no response from Panhill. I have heard nothing from The Richmond Dispatch, Sanborn wrote to Samuel May, Jr. on September 21st. I infer from this that my letter was not published. I will write to the editor and inquire. I should have supposed that a Virginian, in whose newspaper a gentleman and a stranger has been attacked, would allow him to say a word moderately on the issues raised; and perhaps it is merely inadvertence on the part of the editor, in not sending me the paper, as I requested, and as is customary. I kept no copy of my letter, but sent several to friends, among others to John Brown, Jr., at Put-in-Bay, Ohio, so that it may see the light in some Western newspaper. If you still have the copy I sent you, and will send it to me, I will perhaps publish it in the N.Y. Sun, which has a considerable Southern circulation, and the editor of which has lately asked me to write something for him.
Sanborn, in rebounding from his losses and grieving, did so with characteristic enthusiasm. But with the re-emergence of this familiar trait came a short-fused, infuriated cantankerousness, the likes of which, he noticed, had apparently done his eccentric, short-tempered, ornery curmudgeon friend Channing no harm.
Having shed what seemed like hundreds of affiliations as either a contributing member or the chairman of a panoply of associations, Sanborn only reluctantly succeded Frank Bird, in 1894, as the President of The Bird Club, which he had joined in 1854.
Dissatisfied with Emerson's selections for his book, Thoreau's Letters to Various Persons, Sanborn brought out his own edition, The Familiar Letters, published as the 11th volume in what had been the 10-volume Riverside edition of Thoreau's works. Sanborn's critics would have a hey-dey with this one, declaring Sanborn had edited the letters with a reckless abandon tantamount to penning the letters himself.
Meanwhile, in New York City, a far more voluble writer-reformer had emerged onto the national scene, one of three new commissioners elected to the New York City Board of Police Commissioners, Theodore Roosevelt. Within a month he would be Board President. The man began almost immediately to alienate New Yorkers, campaigning to enforce a law against drinking in saloons on Sundays. Though he had nothing against drinking, he insisted any laws on the books ought to be enforced. Non-enforcement of laws led only to increased police corruption. He was not going to look the other way. This sounded good, but still it did not sit well with the working class, who experienced Roosevelt's campaign as a direct assault on one of their most cherished traditions. In the coming years the outspoken and occasionally antagonistic Roosevelt would become one of the nation's foremost reform proponents.
In these years Americans would be outraged by a flood of news reports regarding rising violence, malevolence, corruption, destruction. The journalists Lincoln Steffens and Jacob Riis stood in the forefront of a crusade, tearing away every veil that might be keeping from the public eye any of the nation's multitude of ills and disgraces, to which the poor and disenfranchised were daily subjected. Like Bronson Alcott and Sanborn before him, Roosevelt would dip into Bunyan's Pilgrim's Progress in search of the just right phrase or word. Roosevelt would come away with a pejorative that would do nicely, labelling the whole vile, slough-loving, scandal-mongering bunch of reporters muck-rakers.
In 1895, the year Frederick Douglass died at seventy-eight, Houghton Mifflin published, in collaboration with the London firm of John Lane, Henry David Thoreau: Poems of Nature, edited by Sanborn in collaboration with Henry S. Salt.
H.G.O. Blake of Worcester helped Sanborn supply original poems in manuscript, which would be edited primarily by Salt, who had no patience for Sanborn's exuberant, errant alterations of original texts. Blake urged Sanborn not to print Thoreau's poems in their entirety, suspecting Sanborn would probably have a go at them, altering the poems beyond recognition. He felt Sanborn's creative urges could best be restrained through printing straight, unedited excerpts from the poems. In the end he would defer to Sanborn.
In the summer of 1895, Sanborn traveled north from Massachusetts to New Hampshire, first to his birthplace, Hampton Falls, then to Portsmouth, and then over the border into Kittery, Maine, to visit nearby Green Acre in Eliot, on the banks of the Piscataqua. The wealthy but pretenseless founder of Green Acre, Sarah Jane Farmer, had made extensive arrangements for what she envisioned as being the second of annual gatherings, or conferences, at her expansive home and grounds. This year there was to be a reunion, perhaps a revival, of the Concord School of Philosophy and Literature, right there along the calm Piscataqua river, on Green Acre's broad lawns.
Stately, long-legged, high-rising Sanborn arrived in a long black frock coat and a beige velvet hat with a brown satin band. He looked every bit the proud man who had gone among gods atop Mount Olympus, but who was not so vain he could not occasionally stroll among mere mortal women and men. As a co-founder of the legendary Concord School and an intimate of the vegetarian founder of Fruitlands, Bronson Alcott, Sanborn was welcomed as a venerated and estimable dignitary. This was a role he played well, and he noticed that he, like his mentors Alcott and Channing before him, liked it better and better the older he got. Sarah Farmer, who would come to be known by her many admirers as Mother Heart, rolled out the red carpet for him. He had agreed to come peruse the campus, review the curriculum, and to lead his hostess and her students, admirers, or guests, in lofty conversations on Transcendentalism, with lectures and conversations on Alcott, Emerson, Channing, Thoreau, and Sanborn.
He had a fine time. The providential, which happens in Greenacre oftener than anywhere else, Sanborn elegantly deigned, fills up all vacancies here with singular fitness, and so introduces that delightful element of the unexpected which is a part of the celebrated Greenacre spirit.
The ideal which I have for Green Acre is to free it from obligation of all kinds, Sarah Farmer would write of her vision for Green Acre. I would put its cottages, tents, and all else at the service of men and women who are searching after righteousness, relying upon their voluntary co-operation to meet the needful expense. We need an experienced and scientific farmer to cultivate the land, to raise fruits and vegetables, and milk and eggs. When this is attained and in working order, when roads have been built to Monsalvat, the hill crowned with cottages for the homes of the teachers, we shall be ready to build the Monsalvat School for the Comparative Study of Religion. I would have in this school the most consecrated Christians I could find; the most devout Catholic; the most simple, learned Jew; the most devoted Swami. I would build schools for boys and girls. From alleys and basements I would bring here poor mothers, burdened with cares, their thoughts full of murder. I would open to them a school for Motherhood. I would build cottages in the orchard, each housing at least one aged person to teach children reverance for age. And I would bring music into the lives of all of these.
On September 2, 1895, in Saratoga, New York, the General Secretary of the American Social Science Association gave his Annual Report at the opening evening session of the annual meeting, which was reported in the Boston Evening Transcript on September 3rd: It is in the great cities, Sanborn told the assembled, that the fallacy of intrusting all property to the control of the public as landlord becomes most apparent. The hypothesis of the Socialists is that governments will deal more equitably by the citizen than private landlords do. Probably nothing has given so severe a blow to the Nationalist cause in America as the exposure and displacement of Tammany officials in New York, a squad of thieves. As Emerson once remarked to me, Immoral conclusions spare us much trouble in examining the argument.
In 1897, after editing The Journal of Social Science for thirty years, Sanborn resigned. He went at his own paper piles, discarding some, re-writing others. He concocted an essay ostensibly comparing two highly unlikely soulmates, Henry Heine and Henry Thoreau: Notwithstanding his long voluntary exile in Paris, and his Hebrew ancestry, Heine was a true German, who found his only fit estimation among Germans, Sanborn wrote. Frenzel has said that Goethe was the first, Heine the second lyric poet of Germany. Without the lyrical gift, but with an equal amount of paradox and a greater fund of humor and moral earnestness, Henry Thoreau may be set off against Henry Heine, the German Aristophanes, as Heine liked to call himself, against the Walden Zeno or Diogenes.
In Boston, Sanborn spoke at a Reunion of Anti-Slavery Men and Women, making it as clear as he could to his audience that John Brown had been nothing if not perfectly clear as to stating his aims. He came to me with a note of introduction from my Springfield kinsman, George Walker. Being Kansas committeemen, we both were working to maintain the cause of freedom in that territory. Brown's errand was straightforward: to levy war on Kansas, occasionally to carry the war into Missouri, and to make similar incursions into Virginia and other Southern States.
Brown knew the inward cancer that was feeding on this republic, Sanborn declared. He pointed to the knife and the cautery that must extirpate it; and he had the force and nerve to make the first incision.
In the summer of 1897 Ellen Emerson, having trouble with a trick knee, spent a month at Hot Springs, Virginia with her sister and brother-in-law, Edith and William Forbes. Will was burdened with a persistent cough which, when he went on to Dublin, New Hampshire for the summer, only got worse. He died there of tuberculosis of the throat in October.
In Maine that year, Phoebe Apperson Hearst, the mother of the California newspaper publisher William randolph Hearst, visited Sarah farmer at Green Acre. The two got along very well, Phoebe agreeing to provide Sarah with urgently needed funding for her school and related projects through coming years.
From the 1890s on, my father devoted himself entirely to literary and philanthropic work, Victor Sanborn would remember. He was often in demand for lectures, and he delivered addresses in many parts of the country. Brown University appointed him one of its examiners, and for several years he attended the meetings with regularity and with distinction. After a day spent in his official duties, he would write until past midnight.
Under the beautiful leafy aisle of Concord's Main Street, wrote a literary pilgrim in 1897, there moves no more remarkable a figure than that of F.B. Sanborn. As you meet him on the diurnal walk from the little post-office (where everybody meets everybody, and everybody bows to everybody, and perhaps, as in Gavarni's French vilage, 'everybody backbites everybody'), book-laden, reading as he walks, he will cast a quick, searching glance at you from under his broad-rimmed hat. What a pungent look! What an Emersonian face! A typical New England face: kind, so sympathetic and sympathy-craving, yet so keen. Mr. Sanborn's smile is a benediction, yet there is a rapier thrust latent in it. His eye twinkles and gleans at once. His lips are wreathed with lines of gentleness, yet have adaptability for a sardonic twist.
Lucky are you, continued the pilgrim, if you are received in his hospitable home down in the bend of the Sudbury, vine-clad and umbrageous, with a most peaceful outlook on the curves of the river and low embracing hills. Within are books, and books, and books. Books and talk, and that mobile, quaint, bitter-sweet flashing face, the well-considered, finished speech, full of wisdom and wit.
On February 15, 1898, an explosion ripped through a United States battleship, The Maine, anchored just outside Havana, killing 262 men. The Assistant Secretary of the Navy, Theodore Roosevelt, pushed for a declaration of war. When, on April 25th, the U.S. went to war with Spain, Roosevelt resigned as Assistant Secretary of the Navy to accept a commission as Lieutenant Colonel in the First Volunteer Cavalry regiment. In August, the thirty-nine year-old Roosevelt returned to Long Island a hero of the Spanish-American War.
In 1899, New York Republicans were on the lookout for a strong candidate to run for Governor. The biggest obstacle in the way of putting forward Theodore Roosevelt was the Republican Boss, Thomas Platt, who wanted a governor he could control. Platt knew Roosevelt was not his man, but he backed him, as he was at least a Republican. Once elected, Roosevelt saw to it that, over time, reliable and trustworthy people were appointed to important posts, replacing Platt's stooges. Infuriated, Platt saw to it that incumbent President McKinley would get the maverick New York Governor for his running mate.
In 1898, the Boston firm of Damrell & Upham published The Memoirs of Pliny Earle, M.D., Sanborn's biography of his friend and professional associate, the psychiatrist and former director of the State Lunatic Asylum in Northampton, who'd died in 1892 at the age of eighty-three.
Sanborn's son Victor, thirty-two in 1899, published his Genealogy of the Family of Samborne or Sanborn in England and America, printed at the Rumford Press in Concord, New Hampshire. His father's genealogy, The Smiths and Walkers of Peterborough, Exeter, and Springfield, was likewise issued from Concord, New Hampshire that year.
In 1900 Sanborn's close friend Edwin Morton -- Gerrit Smith's longstanding houseguest, the tutor of his children -- died in Morges, Switzerland. Sanborn’s world seemed to be shrinking.
Ten years after moving in, Ellery Channing still lived with the Sanborns. At the top of the house, in his tiny attic study, he paced back and forth, stumbling into furniture, attempting to effectively contemplate ideas and words that sprang to mind and then were lost again. When one day Channing's grandson Chilton Cabot came to call, bringing his five-year-old son Richard with him, the old poet smiled benignly at the little boy. Reluctantly, the child smiled back, unsure what to make of his great-grandfather's strange, clouded gaze, grizzled beard, and rumpled black skullcap atop a shiny dome sprouting luminous, silk-like, floating white hair.
Evenings, Sanborn would go up. The two would again and again go over the well-worn, familiar terrain, Channing recollecting his having lived in a cabin on a vast, open stretch of Illinois prairie, his hikes and coach rides through New Hampshire's White Mountains, and his walks in the woods around Walden Pond.
Occasionally Channing would rearrange his few possessions in the room, now and again jotting down a note on a paperscrap, perhaps a verse, the start of yet another poem he had no intention whatsoever of finishing.
Chapter Twenty-Five
William McKinley and Theodore Roosevelt were sworn in as President and Vice President in March, 1901. On September 6th the President was shot in Buffalo, New York, while attending the Pan-American Exposition. On September 14th, upon McKinley's death, Roosevelt took the Presidential Oath of Office. In October, Roosevelt welcomed the educator Booker T. Washington to Washngton. It did not pass unnoticed that here was the first black man or woman ever to enter the White House who was not a hired servant.
In December, two days before Christmas, Ellery Channing, eighty-five, died in the morning. I had first met Channing in the spring of 1845, Sanborn remembered. Our friendship continued unbroken, though sometimes interrupted by absence or caprice, until he died, at my Concord house.
At Channing’s passing, a weathered and reclusive Sanborn enjoyed regarding his own aging, enigmatic self, feeling confident the world would long remember this legacy: Here was Sanborn, the best friend of the country's best men.
Channing’s friends had been but few in his final years. For the most part, he had loved being out of sight, snugly ensconced away from the world up in his attic room. He had often contemplated this absence, placing a very high value on that, people wondering whatever in the world had come of the Concord poet. Channing’s children, when they learned of their father's death, felt tremendous relief. For the first time in years they could visit their eccentric, cranky father's hometown without being rebuffed by him. A few authentic mourners came to the funeral service, held at the Unitarian Church the day after Christmas, but many who attended seemed to have come mainly out of curiosity. Sanborn read an eulogy he had composed for the occasion and, after reading a few particular stanzas from two of Channing's poems, he helped bear away Channing's casket. He was buried in the Sleepy Hollow Cemetary, low on Author's Ridge. Higher up on the ridge were the graves of Emersons, Thoreaus, Hawthornes, and Alcotts. In death as in life, Channing would be close to his great neighbors, and set apart.
That summer a phonograph recording swept the nation, selling well over a million copies its first year, In the Good Old Summertime.
Channing's book on Thoreau was issued by C.E. Goodspeed, who likewise published Sanborn's Personality of Thoreau.
Channing's life of Thoreau did not treat of Emerson and his friend Thoreau together, except as they were introduced conversing in the chapters headed Walks and Talks, Sanborn explained in his recollections. These were in part the record of actual conversations in which Channing had a share, but were chiefly extracts from the diaries of Emerson and Thoreau, which had been in his hands for the purpose of editing those rambling conversations. The edition was made, though never published, and I have it. The journals were much in Channing's hands, during Thoreau's life and soon after his death; and a thousand extracts from them constitute the best part of the 1902 biography: literally 1,000.
It was also in 1902 that the Philadelphia firm of J.H. Bentley published William Ellery Channing: Poems of Sixty-five Years, edited by Sanborn, issued from Concord.
On November 21, 1902 Sanborn, as concerned for the welfare of John Brown's children and grandchildren as ever, typed a letter to his friend Higginson, sharing with him a scheme presented him by Brown's grand-daughters, Salmon Brown's daughters, Agnes and Nell. They'd struck on the idea of a road show, them traveling throughout the country, accompanied by Nell's fiance Grover, telling tales of their grandfather's exploits. -- They have all had experience in public performances, Sanborn assured Higginson. Nell, now about twenty-four years old, has been in the Salvation Army, and is a speaker and musician. Agnes thinks it will pay, and wants a loan of money to begin with. Last summer they held meetings in a number of Oregon towns, and say they were very successful. Their plan is to come East as far as New York.
Higginson would not be alone in declining to contribute to the cause. Sanborn would have no choice but to notify the Brown girls of his disappointment, him unable to assist them with their interesting plan.
Theodore Roosevelt's cowboy days in the Wild West had taught him plenty about the depletion of natural resources, versus conservation of them. Upon becoming President, he had appointed an ardent conservationist, Gifford Pinchot, to be head of the United States Forest. When Roosevelt surprised Congress by suddenly declaring millions of acres of American lands closed to business interests, he was accused of defying his powers as defined under the Constitution. When, in 1902, Roosevelt told Pennsylvania mine owners that if they did not settle a strike brought forward by an anthracite coal miner's union, he'd personally send in federal troops to settle it, an aide warned him that such intervention against big business by the government was unconstitutional, Roosevelt took the man by the collar and declared, The Constitution was made for the people and not the people for the Constitution.
On May 25, 1903, Concord formally celebrated the centenary of the birth of Ralph Waldo Emerson, recorded in the formal proceedings, Under the Direction of The Social Circle of Concord, Printed at the Riverside Press for The Social Circle in Concord, June 1903.
The young people of the town were assembled to help celerate the day, the commemorative book recorded. To quote the correspondent of the Springfield Republican: The Social Circle could have done nothing better than by bringing the children into the event of the town, and making them perceive that it was also an occasion of the world, and that they had a proper and, indeed, a most important part in it.
In Boston, C.E. Goodspeed published a companion volume to Sanborn's earlier biography, The Personality of Thoreau. The new book, The Personality of Emerson, was harshly criticized for being much more about Sanborn than about Emerson, riddled through and through with incidental, rambling, untrustworthy recollections of Sanborn's conversations with the man.
In Washington, President Roosevelt put a halt to negotiations between Columbia and the U.S. regarding the right of way for a canal across the Isthmus of Panama, having learned Panamanian rebels were on the verge of declaring independence from Columbia. Marines were sent to Panama to suppress the revolution and, when the new Panamanian government agreed to let the U.S. proceed with the canal project, Roosevelt put the Army in charge of it.
In the summer of 1903, people waited in long lines out front of New Jersey theaters, eager to see a 12-minute movie, The Great Train Robbery. Near the end of the year, out in Kitty Hawk, North Carolina, two brothers named Wright got a contraption called Flyer to somehow lift magically from the ground.
In 1904 came the Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine, putting forward the conditions under which the United States would be compelled to intervene, diplomatically or militarily, in another country's affairs. Soon Russia and Japan were at war with one another, Roosevelt immediately inviting representatives from both countries to join him for peace talks aboard his private yacht.
In the course of the year, 1904, Sanborn released two new books. From C.E. Goodspeed came Sanborn's Biographical Tribute to President Langdon; from Houghton, Mifflin and Company came his New Hampshire: An Epitome of Popular Government.
In the 1904 elections, Roosevelt would overwhelmingly defeat his Democratic opponent, Alton Parker. In In 1906, Roosevelt would be the first American to be awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, having mediated the signing of the Russo-Japanese Peace Treaty at the Kittery, Maine Naval Shipyard in 1905. The settlement reached, the two Japanese envoys to the negotiations, Jihei Hashiguchi and K. Ochai, had accepted Sarah Jane Farmer's invitation to join her in Maine for a few days of peace and relaxation at her Green Acre estate.
In the meantime, according to The Bibliophile Society in 1905, a cult of the Simple Life was springing up, Henry Thoreau having inspired a Return to Garden Cities movement, the good Garden Citizens all armed with copies of Walden.
That news came with The Bibliophile Society’s publishing, in 1905, Thoreau's biographical notes on Sir Walter Raleigh, as well as The First and Last Journeys of Thoreau, edited, with abundant commentary, by F.B. Sanborn. Published in two volumes, The Journeys were proclaimed by The Society as being a valuable contribution to the literature of our country, and as a work that would arouse a lively interest among collectors of First Editions. There were 489 members of The Society, for whom the edition of 489 sets was printed.
Sanborn made no bones about the pleasure he took in bringing to light assorted of Thoreau's fragments and abandoned early drafts scribbled, as Sanborn noted, in boat or tent, afterwards written out more fully in his Concord home.
In mid-April, 1906, the San Francisco earthquake was worldwide news, as was the murder, late in June, of a celebrated New York architect by a New York millionaire on the rooftop theater of Madison Square Garden. Stanford White, a a partner in the firm McKim, Mead & White, was shot three times, from behind, by Harry K. Thaw. Sitting next to the dying architect was his mistress, the pale and elegant actress and artist's model, Evelyn Nesbitt, Thaw's wife.
Also from New York that year came Lincoln Steffens' controversial book, The Shame of the Cities. Like Upton Sinclair and Ida Tarbell, Steffins was denounced by Teddy Roosevelt as being among men he called muckrakers, a pack of men gone amuck in the growing slough of their own pessimistic outpourings.
The heat was turned up still a notch that year, with the publication of Upton Sinclair's outrageous, revelatory book, The Jungle. A fictional account of Chicago's meat-packing industry, Sinclair had laced his text with what his numerous political critics would label poison, which literary critics came to call Realism. To those of his readers who were revulsed by his revelations that occasionally working men fell into vats of red meat to be processed and packaged and shipped around the country, Sinclair insisted they had missed the point. He hadn't intended simply to turn their stomachs, he had hoped he could influence their minds. He had shown readers such despicable working conditions in expectation of ideological and political reform, hoping the lives of these exploited immigrant workers would be improved. In his fiery introduction to The Jungle, Jack London gave generous praise to the 28 year old Sinclair's grasp of proletarianism and the only other issue that mattered, the inevitable end of Capitalism as the march of Socialism advanced.
Though Roosevelt claimed to despise muckrakers, their crusade effectively influenced public opinion, putting pressure on him to bring immediate, reforms. Beyond backing the Hepburn Act, which enabled the Interstate Commerce Commission to set maximum rates for railroads, President Roosevelt pressed Congress to pass a Pure Food and Drug Act, via which the meat-packing and related industries would be regulated.
A flambouyant, red-faced, white-haired, wide-mustachioed Thomas Wentworth Higginson, apparently much influenced by the ebullient warrior-President, wrote early in July to Richard Watson Gilder, the editor of The Century Magazine. Declaring his remorse only for not having urged the deployment of what he called More Practical Terror in the days prior to the raid on Harper's Ferry, he summarized the botched insurrection: We did what we did. In the end, we were trying to do right. And I believe, in the greatest measure, that we did do right. The result of the attack at Harper's Ferry, the hastening of inevitable disunion and civil war, was good, healthy, positive. My one perennial wish, however, is that we would have achieved that end without the sacrifice of Brown. I persist in the belief that I, at least, could and should have realized the need to protect John Brown from himself. I should have recognized how incapable he was. I should have perceived the madness that dwelled within him, the insanity that sat stealthily beside his great, selfless nobility. A counter-proposal to his Harpers Ferry scheme should have been made: something that would have both attracted and protected Brown. In retrospect, I think the bombing of a few fine southern buildings, or a few famous southern men, with notes crediting the blasts to some choice northern abolitionist groups, would have done the job. Such action would have brought disunion quickly, and without risk to any from our side. The Russian revolutionists, who were so efficient in making the tyrant Tsar Alexander II explode, have much to teach us about practical terror.
Higginson, once a sturdy and energetic runner, boxer, and weight-lifter, felt himself cast in the same mold as the toughest Rough Rider, a crusader among the best of them, ever in fervent pursuit of righteous justice, even in old age. He wrote, in 1906, that if ever he found himself again in such circumstances as had confronted him in 1859, he again would take the law into his own hands. Had such combustibles as were now available in 1906 existed in 1859, he said, the sins of the slave-holding states would have been purged by blood far more strategically, efficiently, successfully, and anonymously. He regretted that in the 1800s he could not do what in the1900s seemed to him so easy: he would have saved John Brown from martyrdom.
Sanborn has turned every great man he's ever met into a book, Higginson grumbled in mid-August. What he wouldn't do to have another Emerson, another John Brown. My poor friend has run out of genuine heroes with which he has been personally acquainted. But still his rent must be paid. Now he is reduced to writing of himself. Soon he may sink so low as even to take me for a subject.
In 1891 Sanborn had completed his biography of his friend and mentor Samuel Gridley Howe who, after joining in the war for Greek independence from Turkey in the late 1820s, had become the foremost American advocate for prison reform and care of the feeble-minded. He had been the venerable head of the Perkins Institute for the Blind from 1832 until his death, at 75, in 1876. Immediately Sanborn had begun, as was his habit, to learn all he could about Howe’s successor at the Institute, Michael Anagnos. The American educator, born in Epirus, Greece in 1837 and graduated from the University of Athens, had arrived in America in 1867. He’d been in charge of the Perkins Institute from 1876 until his death, at 69, in 1906. It had been Anagnos who’d persuaded Sanborn to make his two 1890s pilgrimmages to Greece and Europe. Now, in 1907, Sanborn’s exhaustive biography of his obscure professional associate and friend, Anagnos, very quietly appeared.
In 1908, in the midst of Sanborn's preparing a final draft of his reflections on his own life, published the following year, there came three new Sanborn tomes: a Reminiscence and Tribute to Hawthorne and His Friends; a remembrance of The Founders and Hinderers of Dartmouth College; and Bronson Alcott at Alcott House , England, and Fruitlands, New England,1842-1844.
Having taken to heart the substantial criticism he and Professor Harris had received upon publication of their collaborative biography of Alcott, Sanborn had resolved he'd try it again, this time on his own. He had rummaged through every Alcott-related paper pile he had on hand, searching for even the least loose paper scrap. These had been put into specific anecdotal or chronological relationships with his other notes, and quotes from Alcott's journals. Obvious chinks or gaps had been filled in from memory. The critics howled when the book came out, saying it gave them exactly what they'd come to expect, another Sanbornian jumble of occasional truths adrift amid much exuberant, idolotrous invention.
At home and abroad Harry Houdini was thrilling audiences with his marvellous flair for theatrics. His stunts and escapes filled the newspapers daily. Whether handcuffed and locked in a box dropped in a river, or strapped in a straitjacket and hung upside-down from a flagpole at the top of a skyscraper, Houdini got free and people loved him.
The Westinghouse Company brought out electric irons and toasters the year President Roosevelt kept his pledge not to seek re-election. It came as no surprise to anyone when, in 1908, he threw his support to his 300 pound Secretary of War, William Howard Taft, who handily defeated his opponent, William Jennings Bryan.
Having put the Emerson house up for rental, Ellen traveled to Hot Springs, Virginia in hopes of her bad knee being healed. In the spring, 1908, she visited the Forbes family in Milton, joining them in the summer when they went to Naushon. She remained at Naushon through the autumn, and on into winter. On January 11, 1909, she slipped into unconsciousness. She died on the 14th, in the morning.
On December 15, 1908, Sanborn put to rest his intention to write a book telling of his more than 30 years in charitable work and Social Science. That story may be told hereafter, and other matters may be dealt with, Sanborn wrote in the preface to his Recollections of Seventy Years, notifying readers that the two-volume autobiography before them would deal chiefly with the life and times of himself from his birth through his fortieth year.
Upon the 1909 publication of the Recollections, a granddaughter of one of Mrs. Thoreau's borders leveled with Henry Salt, saying she wished Salt could have had access to material bought by Bixby of St. Louis and Wakeman of New York, and that H.G.O. Blake had willed his Thoreau's manuscripts to Elias Harlow Russell in order to assure that Sanborn wouldn't get them, probably stemming from the ongoing influence of Sophia Thoreau's animus toward Sanborn.
On the heels of Sanborn's Recollections came his Boston Bibliophile Society edition of Thoreau's Walden. Sanborn had learned of the existence of some 12,000 words, in manuscript scraps, culled from Walden by Thoreau himself through eight years of re-organizing, revising, and simplifying. Having got his hands on the snippings, Sanborn immediately set his sights on restoring them. In this 1909 edition of Walden,, even Thoreau's final arrangement of chapters was rejected, Sanborn having discovered a much improved accomodation for the restored material.
That summer the National Negro Committee came into being, backed by the much publicized philanthropist millionaire, Andrew Carnegie. Among thos who could offer only their moral support was the venerable Franklin Sanborn. From what he'd heard, he had every reason to feel confidence in the bright young man from Great Barrington, by Springfield, William Edward Burghard DuBois. Among the Directors on the Board were the white reformers Jane Addams and John Dewey. There was only one black on the board: W.E.B. DuBois.
In August came a small change in the nation that was noticed throughout the world. The United States Mint began to issue the Lincoln Head Cent in lieu of the Indian Head Penny.
The fiftieth Anniversary of John Brown's raid on Harper's Ferry was commemorated at Sanborn's riverside home on October 17, 1909. He was seventy-seven. The commanding Thomas Wentworth Higginson, his high forehead shining, his eyes still twinkling, was now eighty-six. When Sanborn took his elbow to lead his old friend into the sitting room, Higginson pulled his arm away, insisting he needed no assistance. Sanborn could see the elegant cane he leaned on was not just for show or decorum, but was something of which Higginson was now needful. Still, he stepped aside, and the Colonel entered the room.
Sanborn had set out chairs for each of the members of the so-called Secret Six, Captain John Brown's northeastern support group: Theodore Parker, Gerritt Smith, George Luther Stearns, Samuel Gridley Howe, Thomas Wentworth Higginson, and Franklin Sanborn. Of these, only Higginson and Sanborn were among the living.
On entering the room, Higginson was delighted to see in the chair reserved for Mr. Howe the familiar sweet smile of his cherished poetess-reformer friend, the now ninety year old Julia Ward Howe. She did not get up, but remained sitting, a shawl wrapped over her shoulders. When he took the seat next to Mrs. Howe, she reached over and gently placed her hand on Higginson's.
In a seventh chair sat a prim young news reporter, Katherine Mayo, appointed for this assignment by her boss, Oswald Garrison Villard, a grandson of William Lloyd Garrison. Villard was then wrapping up work on his own biography of John Brown. His instructions were clear: Miss Mayo was to write down with complete accuracy everything Mrs. Howe, Higginson, and Sanborn said. The raconteur Higginson waved his hand from chair to chair, illuminating the grand lives and times of men and women now dead and gone, yet so present among them, still. Higginson flourished, delighting in the bright, spellbound face of the privileged young reporter, who sat riveted at the edge of her chair, rapidly filling her notebooks with squiggles, getting it all down on paper.
When he'd first got news of the plans for this meeting, Higginson hadn't wanted any part in it, but Sanborn had urged him to reconsider, saying this might well be their last interview and final opportunity to set the record straight for posterity. Remembering Sanborn's botched attempts to write Brown's life, Higginson cringed, agreeing at last to meet with Miss Mayo, expecting she and Mr. Villard might get the story straight, portraying Brown, Higginson, and company more accurately.
Though proud of his close association with John Brown, Higginson still felt deep shame, pain, even rage, remembering the contemptible way he and others who claimed to be among Brown's nearest friends had abandoned the great man in his darkest hour. The elegant emphatic Higginson pulled no punches, making it clear to Miss Mayo that he and his friends had been entirely aware of Brown's intent to incite a slave rebellion in Virginia, and that they'd been likewise aware that his plan was as much an invitation to disaster as to success or mere defeat. They'd nevertheless stuck to their guns, so to speak, believing that Brown, even if he met with defeat, would hasten the country to civil war, the only thing any of them could see that would actually, finally, bring an end to slavery.
The writer, reformer, and women's suffrage leader, Mrs. Howe, who hadn't had a lot to say at the gathering, struggling to hear with her ear trumpet whatever was being asked or said, died the following year, 1910. Sanborn's essay, The Development of Reformatory Discipline, was published, as was Oswald Garrison Villard's formidable biography, John Brown, Fifty Years After.
My book about Brown was the biography for our generation, Sanborn had written to Higginson. Villard's is a biography for the new generation, a biography for the next thirty years.
When the cocoa brown book came out, heavier than a walkway brick, Sanborn was more than startled. Villard had portrayed Brown as a quarrelsome religious fanatic, a wandering, cold-blooded renegade madman who'd failed in everything he'd ever undertaken, excepting mayhem, murder, and massacre. His backers in the north were treated as aristocratic New England Brahmans who had come under the hypnotic influence of the Kansas terrorist and a New York philanthropist friend who, soon after Brown and his troops were either hanged or imprisoned, had committed himself to an insane asylum. Sanborn was livid.
At the end of August, 1910, Teddy Roosevelt, fresh from an extended African safari, rubbed salt into the recent wounds of abolitionists, condemning their ever having received what he called hysterical praise. Speaking at the dedication of the John Brown Battlefield at Osawatomie, Kansas, Roosevelt declared: The abolitionists are undeserving of praise. They have been credited with deeds done by other men whom they in reality hampered and opposed, rather than aided. Much of what they did was positively harmful to the cause for which they were fighting.
The former President took advantage of the bully opportunity presented him at the dedication of the Osawatomie Battlefield, Roosevelt calling for a New Nationalsim, a stronger federal government giving people a Square Deal, putting human rights before property rights. He was now at the helm of a new third party, the Progressives, having withdrawn his support of William Taft, his own handpicked successor to the Presidency. -- When I say that I am for the Square Deal, he declared, -- I mean not merely that I stand for fair play under the present rules of the game, but that I stand for having those rules changed so as to work for a more substantial equality of opportunity and of reward for equally good service.
The N.A.A.C.P., the National Association for the Advancement of Colored people, was founded on May 1, 1910, rising from the ashes of the National Negro Committee, which had been founded the previous summer. In November came the debut of the new Association's official journal, Crisis. We intend to show the danger of race prejudice, DuBois announced, and to stand for the rights of men and women irrespective of color or race.
In the summer of 1911, Sanborn undertook a speaking tour, attempting to purify the lately darkened and much marred historical record concerning the great good deeds of John Brown and His Friends. In Bellingham, Massachusetts he spoke before the Mendon Historical Society, naming the members of the so-called Secret Six, boasting of his own having been among them even as he admitted his, and their, failings: These persons aided Brown's plans with money and active support, although none of them perhaps, except Higginson, had entire confidence in their earthly wisdom or success.
In the meantime, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, a meticulous, industrious, and calculating white man, Frederick W. Taylor, had declared himself the Father of Scientific Management, which consisted of careful observation of individual laborers, eliminating from any task or operation the least moment of wasted time, weeding out any and every repetitive or unnecesssary motion. Bethlehem Steel bosses praised the many gains Taylor's principles had brought them, announcing they'd successfully cut millions of dollars from their operating budget.
On January 11, 1912, Polish mill workers in Lawrence, Massachusetts quit their looms in protest of cuts to their wages which Lawrence mill owners had unilaterally set as a result of a workers' strike that had successfully achieved a two hour reduction of their workday. Italian workers from the American Woolen Company joined the stirke the next day, parading parallel to the Merrimack River, marching from mill to mill. By evening, there were some 10,000 chanting strikers. By month's end their numbers had swollen to 50,000. Fife and drum bands accompanied the picketers as they joined their hands, circling the mills. The radical head of the Industrial Workers of the World, Big Bill Heywood, stirred the men into a furor, even as Mother Jones brought the women to pitch heat. On March 13th, the textile mill workers celebrated a jubilant victory, achieving the demanded pay increase as well as improvements in their working conditions.
The oil tycoon John D. Rockefeller mourned the Supreme Court's having ordered, under authority of the Sherman Ant-Trust Act, his Standard Oil Company's divestation of its holdings in some 300 assorted firms, the Socialist Party's Presidential candidate, Eugene V. Debs, toured the country, telling a crowd gathered in Chicago in May, 1912: Every capitalist is your enemy. Every workingman is your friend.
On June 18, 1912, Republican gathered in Chicago for their National Convention, nominating President William Howard Taft for reelection, with James Schoolcraft Sherman of New York as his running mate. An infuriated Teddy Roosevelt marched out of the Convention hall, followed by his equally indignant supporters, who formed their own third party, The Progressive Party, on August 5th. They took the Bull Moose for their emblematic mascot, a proud, ferocious, and tenacious animal they equated with their stirring presidential nominee, the toothy, grinning, winning T.R.
Near the close of his campaign, the fervent Roosevelt had been shot in the chest as he walked out of a Milwaukee hotel to make a speech. He refused to see a doctor, instead going right on ahead with delivering his speech. Revealing to the assembled throng the blood on his shirt and hands, he proceeded to regale the shocked crowd for well over an hour, after which he let himself be treated. Due to an eyeglass case and notes for his speech which he had placed in his vest pocket, the bullet had only chipped a rib, only narrowly missing his heart.
For all that, the vivacious Roosevelt had split the Republican party, and he would lose the election, as would the incument, the once bouyant President Taft.
The Democrats met in Baltimore from late June into early July, finally settled on Woodrow Wilson as the man to lead their party into what they expected would be certain victory. In the staunch Republic state of Massachusetts, Democratic Party leaders dragged a reluctant 80 year old Sanborn out of political retirement, challenging him to shed the burden of being an old guard Republican, inviting him to shine again, to be what he'd so devotedly been in the beginning, a Democrat.
In his 1909 Recollections, Sanborn had proclaimed his having been, at the age of 13, a leader among local Independent Democrats. He had written affectionately of his affiliation with what he called the party of youth, recalling how he'd received from his friends, schoolmates, and their families much encouragement in his rising aspirations as an anti-slavery Democrat. Now, in 1912, local Democrats had taken the old man at his word.
What with war erupting overseas, Americans saw in Wilson an elegant, peace-loving gentleman. Going to war with some tiny distant European country, which to Teddy Roosevelt was plainly rousing, was to most Americans then unthinkable. Though Sanborn's friend Colonel Higginson was adamant in his his support of T.R., the big man again seeking America's bulliest pulpit, Sanborn was only too happy to put distance between himself and Bull Moose New Nationalism as well as the half-baked Republican status quo. He came forward, endorsing the intellectual, Wilson, and his party's New Freedom philosophy.
The state of Massachusetts would swing round to Wilson in the end, trailed by Roosevelt, with just a few exceptional oddball enclaves clinging to the incumbent, Taft. Concord, for example.
Chapter Twenty-Six
In 1913, in headlines across the country, with accompanying photographs and interviews, came news of a tumultuous court battle in the tiny town of Eliot, Maine. People who’d stood by through the early stages of the case now began taking a deeper interest in the nearby inn, expansive grounds, and activities of Green Acre, which its founder, Sarah Farmer, had modeled, somewhat, on The Concord School of Philosophy.
In 1907, Green Acre's Mother Heart had tripped and fallen so hard she was left an invalid for the rest of her days. Within three years she had succumbed to a total physical and emotional breakdown. Her well-meaning family and friends had committed her to a private sanatorium in nearby Portsmouth. Two legal guardians had been appointed, one in New Hampshire, and the other in Maine. A court battle had followed on the heels of that decision, each side pressing for rightful custody of the frail and ailing Mother Heart.
Sarah Farmer's generous benefactress, William Randolph Hearst's mother Phoebe, had years before established a trust fund in her friend's name, assuring that Sarah would retain ownership of the Green Acre Inn and all associated property so long as Green Acre conferences continued from year to year. But, per the terms of the Union Trust, should the annual programs lapse, the administration of the property would automatically be transferred to the fund's trustees.
It seemed highly unlikely, as the summer of 1913 approached, that there would be a conference or any other activity at Green Acre that year. Then, unexpectedly, a group of residents came forward. Attending Green Acre on a Fellowship program provided through the Union trust, the group went ahead with plans for summer activities, with or without Mother Heart's blessing. Several of the Fellows, as it happened, were followers of the Persian prophet, Bahaulla, who in 1863 had declared Himself to be The One promised by all religions, which had caused Him to be banished from Persia. When the Bahais called for a reorginization of the Executive Board of Union Trustees, as well as amendments to the Trust's by-laws, Sanborn was furiously opposed. This, he perceived, was nothing less than an attempted takeover, the Bahais moving in on susceptible territory, seizing control of Green Acre.
The case went to the Supreme Court of Maine, which ruled in favor of a new Board of Directors, which would include six Bahai members. Bahais poured into Eliot from around the globe, swelling the Green Acre Fellowship and filling Bahai coffers, enabling the purchase of neighboring properties, benefiting numerous of the town’s citizens.
Meanwhile, in Washington, D.C., the president, Wilson, was ushering in a new American era of segregated offices, restaurants, public toilets, and drinking faucets. In 1913, Wilson told a group of black leaders, Segregation is not humiliating, but is a benefit, and ought to be so regarded by you gentlemen.
In Massachusetts in 1914, after forty-six years with the Springfield Republican, Frank Sanborn retired his Associate Editor post. Salutes to his long career as a newspaperman included high praise for his Boston Letters column, which one admirer called delightfully caustic, mingled with regrets at journalism's losing Sanborn's blistering criticisms of deserving politicians.
On June 28th, a Serbian terrorist murdered the Archduke of Austria, Franz Ferdinand, heir to the throne of Austrio-Hungary, in Sarajevo, Yugoslavia, precipitating The Great War. One by one, the European nations entered into the growing conflagration.
Not quite a year later, on May 7th, 1915, over a hundred Americans died when a German submarine sank the British Ocean Liner The Lusitania. Theodore Roosevelt accused the Germans of murder, and the American President of cowardice. Woodrow Wilson wanted cooler heads to prevail, to keep America out of the war. He called for Preparedness, building up the U.S. economy and expanding America’s military and naval forces, so that a Big America, as he called it, would be a major player in World Affairs after The Great War ended.
Writing of Concord in 1915, local history buff Allen French mentioned The last of the Concord School, Frank Sanborn, easily recognized in Concord Streets by his tall, stooping figure, his white locks, and his rapid stride.
Time touched him with a gentle hand, Victor wrote proudly of his father. Though at last it bent his tall, spare form, it seemed not to diminish his physical force, nor his keen, eager mentality. In old age, he was a frequent visitor at the Boston State House, at the Public Library and at the Harvard College Library. He went often to the rooms of the Massachusetts Historical Society, of which he was a member, and to whose proceedings he was often a contributor. And it was always a delight to him to show to visitors from far or near the shrines of Old Concord, every foot of which he knew, and every field and nook and hill of which he loved.
When word came to him of the latest stirring news from Green Acre, Maine, the eighty-three year old Sanborn was unruffled, busy with the work Alcott had recommended at the end of his good long life -- tinkering in his garden. The news was that Mother Heart, Sarah Jane Farmer, was being held against her will in a Portsmouth, New Hampshire sanatorium by her doctor and legal guardian. An attempt was made to rescue her, but Sanborn had no part in that.
In 1916, though he insisted he wished only to tend to his own garden, and let the world, futurity, and all destiny unravel as they would, Sanborn was thrust into the center of another bitter entanglement, the so-called Concord Sewage Controversy.
Opposition to Concord's being the site of a public prison had ceased in the late 1870s, Sanborn remembered in 1916, when it had become a reformatory for first offenders. Its pollution of the beautiful Assabet River by its sewage was a real and tangible evil, but that mischief was partly remedied, and was so much outdone by the American Woolen Company's pollution that we no longer think of the prison as the chief offender.
The whole science of the disposal of sewage is so little understood by the town officials of Concord and Lexington, Sanborn jabbed, that our posterity will look back with surprise at the waste of public money spent in these two towns, in robbing the farmers and gardeners of the natural fertilizers of their lands. Ten years hence all this nonsense will have been dismissed to the moon, and each villager will be allowed and expected to utilize his own product on his own property as I have been doing for seven and thirty years.
He was hauled into court on charges of wrongfully using his personal sewage to fertilize his private garden. Though Sanborn lost the court battle, the headstrong, legendary old futzer went right on ahead, doing as he pleased with his sewage, his mulch, and his garden.
In 1916, guerrillas forces led by General Francisco Villa attempted to overthrow Mexico's civilian government. When Pancho Villa began raiding American border towns, killing American citizens, President Wilson sent in General John J. Pershing to investigate. The Mexican government declared the expedition an illegal invasion, mobilizing its army. War was averted only when Wilson acquiesced, calling Black Jack Pershing home.
In the second week of June, 1916, at the Republican National Convention in Chicago, Charles Evans Hughes was nominated for President, with Charles Warren Fairbanks for his running mate. That same week, likewise in Chicago, the Progressive Party nominated Teddy Roosevelt and John Milliken Parker. The following week, in St. Louis, Missouri, Democrats called on the incumbents, Wilson and Marshall, to run for a second term.
In 1916, the doctoral thesis of the teacher and critic Mark Van Doren, Thoreau: A Critical Study, was published by Houghton Mifflin. Though much influenced by Robert Louis Stevenson's essay on Thoreau, and despite his own strong opinions about Thoreau and Thoreau's contribution to literature, Van Doren included a disclaimer in his preface which posited that Thoreau's journals were to blame if any reader came to what Van Doren termed Unwelcome Conclusions. It is easy enough to point out that Thoreau's main effort came to nothing, Van Doren apologized. But the likelihood remains that Thoreau will always count for something among sophisticated persons who take him with the sufficient allowance of salt.
An infuriated Sanborn, eighty-four, scrawled angry emendations and corrections in the book's margins, condemning it as uninformed at best and, at its worst, plain stupid.
In August 1916, a warrant was issued by Portsmouth, New Hampshire's Chief of Police, ordering a search be made of the local sanatorium where Sarah Farmer, Green Acre's Mother Heart, was said to be imprisoned, against her will, by her physician and personal guardian. Chief Hurley was joined in his raid on the asylum by two of Sarah Farmer's lawyers, relatives, several Bahais, and a Judge accompanied by his chauffer. In the confusion of obtaining Sarah Farmer's release, several other inmates also escaped from the asylum. Sarah Farmer was taken back to Green Acre.
At the end of September, Sanborn traveled north to Maine to visit Sarah Farmer to try to discern, and to influence, Green Acre's future. There to meet with Sanborn was Andrew Dickson White, president of Cornell University. Both were impressed by, and wary of, the enormous influx of Bahais, then busy shaping what Greenacre would become. When on September 29th White was suddenly called back from the Maine retreat to the Ithaca campus, a disappointed Sanborn returned home. In November Sarah Farmer would die and be laid to rest with splendid, generous ceremony by her large, devoted, indebted Bahai following.
In Concord on October 7th came a testimonial celebration at the then already legendary Hillside Chapel, the general meeting and lecture hall of The School of Philosophy on the knoll just above the Orchard House, honoring Franklin Benjamin Sanborn.
Some of Sanborn's friends and neighbors delivered personal tributes. Nathaniel Hawthorne's daughter, Rose Lathrop, the prime organizer of what she had billed The Final Session of the School, proclaimed, Here is a man who unites in himself the best qualities of us all. We recognize in him the publicist, the journalist, the philosopher and the practical thinker who adapts his beliefs to the betterment of the world.
Numerous letters and telegrams from associates were read aloud. Andrew Dickson White of Cornell, having met with Sanborn in Maine, had written on October 5th from Greenfield, Massachusetts on his journey back to Ithaca, a letter of regret for not being at the event:
I would have especially rejoiced to acknowledge publicly the debt due you from Cornell University, White wrote. You were called; and your coming proved to be a blessing to us all. Since those days, the university has furnished a great number of men eminent in the public life of the State, and among them have been two Governors of New York, several Mayors of cities, a very large number of the members of the two houses of the Legislature, a considerable number of Judges, and a long array of writers for the Press. I deem it not only a pleasure, but an honor and a duty, to thank you for your admirable part in the whole work referred to. Indeed, it was wholly your work.
Victor later reported his daughter's writing of her grandfather, I couldn't help thinking how dignified and worthy he was of such an honor. I am a proud granddaughter.
At the end of January, 1917 came Germany's announcement to the world its campaign of unrestricted submarine warfare, sinking without warning any vessel approaching Britain or the coast of France, whether merchant ship or passenger liner, neutral or Allied.
Finding the Concord climate too severe in winter, Victor Sanborn recalled, my father and mother spent the inclement season with my brother, Francis, at Westfield in New Jersey.
On January 18th at the Plainfield, New Jersey train station, a baggage truck banged into him. It knocked him down. At first the haggard old man was livid, just furious. Then, bedridden with a broken hip, Sanborn eased up.
In the weeks before his death on February 24, 1917, Sanborn led his wife and son to believe he was on the mend. He scribbled new notes in the proof copy of his last work, about Thoreau. In his final days on earth, recollecting his past times from his deathbed, Sanborn seemed amused, even lighthearted.