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To Sarah, for everything





One of the phrases… I think particularly descriptive of inspiration [is] “the newness.” Open the uncommanded doors whence the newness comes, and I truly live.

—The Journals of Ralph Waldo Emerson

There were circumstances around me which made it difficult to view the world precisely as it exists… stranger moral shapes of men than might have been encountered elsewhere in a circuit of a thousand miles.

—Nathaniel Hawthorne, “The Old Manse”

Mediocrity is obscurity.

—Timothy Fuller, letter to his daughter Margaret, age ten







A Note on Names

The members of the Emerson circle were fond of changing their names, which can cause confusion. For clarity and consistency, I refer to them by the names that are most famous or most preferred by themselves: Margaret Fuller (for Sarah Margaret), Henry Thoreau (for David Henry), Bronson Alcott (for Amos Bronson), and Waldo Emerson (for Ralph Waldo). Louisa May Alcott’s family nickname, Louey, was used only occasionally by the immediate family, so I do not use it.

Her mother and her youngest sister were both named Abigail May Alcott, until the latter’s brief marriage. Each was called Abby and sometimes Abba, until the sister reached adulthood and became known as May. Following some other biographers, I have chosen to use Abba for Mrs. Alcott throughout the text, and Abby for the daughter prior to adulthood.
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Prologue

In 1830, Concord, Massachusetts, was a small town of just over two thousand people. One of them, Henry David Thoreau, was a student at Concord Academy. His father’s pencil-making business provided the family’s modest income. Concord had two Christian churches, and many pious believers. Henry was not allowed to play games or read books on the Sabbath.

Ten years later, Concord had become the catalyst of a radical rebirth of American culture and politics. Ralph Waldo Emerson, who moved to Concord in 1834, was locally famous and on his way to national celebrity for his lectures and essays. He had gathered a close circle of friends and allies around him, some living there, others coming to stay for weeks at a time. Emerson rejected the divinity of Christ, preferring to seek deep meaning in nature and science. He and his followers were called “Transcendentalists.” His neighbor and friend Bronson Alcott, also a nonbeliever in Jesus’s divinity, was a champion of school reform. Emerson’s frequent guest, Margaret Fuller, argued for equal rights for women, and served as the editor of a trailblazing Transcendentalist journal. Nathaniel Hawthorne, who would live in two different Concord homes starting in 1842—one formerly occupied by Emerson, the other by Alcott—was a budding literary star. Thoreau was publishing his first poems and working on his masterful nature and travel writing. In 1840 he also taught at Concord Academy. One of his students was Bronson’s daughter Anna, the older sister of Louisa May Alcott.

Historians describe antebellum America as experiencing a “market revolution,” as the country expanded its manufacturing and transportation systems. That revolution—actually a long evolution, not a sudden upheaval—explains a lot, but not everything. What was truly new in the 1840s was an intellectual revolution. The many hopes and dreams of its abolitionists, freethinkers, feminists, vegetarians, animal-rights activists, teetotalers, and literary lights surround what came to be known as “the Newness.” As Emerson wrote in The Dial, the journal he cofounded with Fuller, the reformers took aim at all aspects of society: “Christianity, the laws, commerce, schools, the farm, the laboratory; and not a kingdom, town, statute, rite, calling, man, or woman, but is threatened by the new spirit.”

Transcendentalism was just one branch of the new thinking. Two generations after the Founding Fathers rejected monarchy, Americans pushed against the limits of many more institutions—the churches, government, schools, and slavery, including the Northern states’ economic and legal support of it. Utopian communities sprang up throughout the states and territories. Some banned all forms of sexual contact. Some did the opposite. Some of the ideas of the reformers would become federal law—although it took a terrible war to bring about emancipation, and the better part of a century before women could vote in every election. Some of their ideas are still debated. Animal-rights activists and their vegan allies are largely unaware that their American predecessors included Bronson Alcott and Lidian Emerson, wife of Ralph Waldo. The 1840s utopian communities mostly all failed, though they inspired many subsequent attempts at collective living.

The Concord set were as radical as any group of American visionaries before or since. They were fearless. Two of them protested against the government by refusing to pay taxes. One went to jail for it. One of them attempted to storm a Boston courthouse to free a fugitive slave. And two of them worked in war hospitals close to the front lines of two different wars. Margaret Fuller, history’s first female war correspondent, worked in Rome during the 1848–49 republican uprising. Louisa May Alcott witnessed pain, amputations, and death in a Georgetown hospital after the Battle of Fredericksburg.

That is not to say that Emerson and his neighbors were responsible for all the Newness, far from it. But Emerson was its fountainhead. Transcendentalism has been described as a religious movement. Yet Emerson, a trained minister who broke with his church, was interested in much more than religion, and his friends and followers pursued political, social, and economic experiments, both religious and secular. Examined in broader context, they were at the leading edge of an American impulse to reexamine and reinvent the world. As Emerson summarized their approach, “the nation existed for the individual,” and “the individual is the world.”

The Emerson circle also wanted to give new voices to their world. The writings of the Concord set inspired and endure as some of our greatest works of literature. These men and women thought of themselves as poets, and they all wrote poetry. But they are famous today for their prose. Emerson’s Essays, Thoreau’s Walden, Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women, Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter, and Fuller’s Woman in the Nineteenth Century are just a few of their famous works. The larger literary movement that came to be known as the American Renaissance included writers connected to them: Melville, Whitman, and Poe. But it was the close interactions of the Concord set that lit the fire at the core of the Newness. Their friendships, rivalries, disagreements, and mutual support drove each of them to their highest achievements.

Their personalities ranged widely. Hawthorne was painfully shy. Fuller was overwhelmingly charismatic. Emerson was a generous catalyst who kept everyone at arm’s length. His close friend, Bronson Alcott, was an enigma. He was hopeless at making his way in the world, yet he inspired deep affection among several members of the group. He was among the first of them to embrace abolitionism and a vegan diet. His controversial teaching methods have transformed into common practice today.

The youngest members, Thoreau and Louisa May Alcott, dedicated themselves to their work. Neither married. Both died young. Each wrote a masterpiece.



The Emerson Circle is the story of this small group and the movements it inspired. It is not a comprehensive group biography—there are wonderful books about each member that go into far more detail than this book can afford. Yet their collective work represents a crucial cultural moment in American history.

That moment did not last long. The looming crisis of the Civil War brought an end to the Newness. Utopian thinking, including nonviolence, largely evaporated as the conflict over slavery burst into flames. Emerson’s radical idealism became more tempered as he engaged in politics, and he himself began a long mental decline. Thus, this book’s story is divided into two sections: the Newness and the Crisis. Transcendentalism and most of the utopian movements failed to survive for long. Yet Emerson and his followers left a lasting mark on the world we know today.





Book I The Newness
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A great soul will be strong to live, as well as strong to think.

—Ralph Waldo Emerson



For more than four decades, they came to hear him talk. They came in towns throughout New England. They came in New York, in Philadelphia, in Cleveland, in Cincinnati. They came in Rochester, Buffalo, Syracuse, Pittsburgh; in Montreal, St. Louis, Detroit, Toledo, Dixon, Galena, Beloit, and Peoria. They came in Chicago, Jersey City, Toronto, Baltimore, Madison, Ann Arbor, Kalamazoo, Zanesville, Washington, Milwaukee, Indianapolis; in Davenport, Dubuque, Minneapolis, Cedar Falls, Des Moines, Bloomington, Kansas City, and Columbus. They came in San Francisco. They came in Richmond. Most often of all, they came in Concord, where he spoke for free.

He arranged many of these appearances himself, acting as his own producer and manager, a rarity in the crowded world of public speakers at the time. Sometimes he gave a series of lectures—twelve on the philosophy of history, ten on human life, ten on human culture. Over his life he delivered around fifteen hundred lectures in 283 towns in the United States and Canada.

His listeners, by the dozens and hundreds, saw a six-foot, slender, handsome man who stood nearly motionless at the lectern, reading from some forty pages of script in an even, measured tone. Some of those listeners may have read one of his books, or a few of his poems; but for the vast majority, to experience Ralph Waldo Emerson was to hear him in person.

There was no ad-libbing, except when he rearranged his pages and paragraphs on the spot. There was no thundering. His topics touched on almost everything: great men, natural history, Elizabethan poets, art, politics, religion, manners, ethics, prudence, heroism, the hand, the head, the heart, education, domestic life.
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1 Emerson in his lecture stance, 1860.

Not everyone could understand him clearly. An admirer looking back from near the end of Emerson’s life noted that he “always draws” a crowd, thanks to “the charm of his voice, his manner, and his matter, woven into enchanting meshes. What they do not fully understand they take on trust.” Some reviewers objected to his style—one wrote that he would rather “see a perpendicular coffin behind a lecture-desk as Emerson.” And some detested his philosophy. Once, after giving a talk to students at Wesleyan University, “there arose a Massachusetts minister, who stepped into the pulpit Mr. Emerson had just left, and uttered a remarkable prayer, of which this was one sentence: ‘We beseech Thee, O Lord, to deliver us from ever hearing any more such transcendental nonsense as we have just listened to from this sacred desk.’ ”

And yet he drew crowds. He spoke to all classes and types of listeners. As one reviewer put it, “There is the saintly woman, the adored beauty, the polished gentleman, and beside them the brown-faced farmer, the rustic maiden, and the shy stripling from the Maine woods, to whom a single evening at one of these lectures is the event of the year.”

Emerson was not just a towering celebrity in his own right. He was also an inspiration to a generation of radical thinkers. He urged them to cast off the bonds of tradition and think for themselves. He believed they could be the heroes and saints of a new age. He was a relentless optimist who convinced them that their own possibilities were limitless.
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2 Henry Clay Folger’s ticket to an 1879 Emerson lecture titled “The Superlative, or Mental Temperance,” one of the last he gave.

Socially, he was a connector who brought them together and forged a community. He encouraged several of them to move to Concord. He cofounded a journal to publish their essays and poems. He cofounded a discussion group where they could share their ideas. To some of them, he was a source of frustration—he began as a mentor but then he drew back, keeping them at a remove. Yet he was generous to a fault, always ready to lend them money or help them find employment.

One of his closest and longest friendships was with a man who, in many ways, was his opposite. A man who failed when Emerson succeeded and eventually succeeded when Emerson failed. Each recognized the faults of the other and looked past them.

Amos Bronson Alcott, who changed his last name from Alcox and was known by his middle name, and Ralph Waldo Emerson—who was known as Waldo—became friends and allies despite differences in their backgrounds, personalities, and careers. Alcott was born and raised on a farm in rural Woolcott, Connecticut. Emerson came from Boston. Alcott received barely any education. At thirteen, his uncle tried enrolling him at Cheshire Academy, but he lasted only a month—his better-educated classmates ridiculed him. As he wrote later, “I was homesick, and soon returned to my father’s, affected by the becoming [behavior] of the students.” He educated himself from then on, devouring every book he could find.

Emerson, four years younger, was a graduate of Boston Latin School, Harvard College, and Harvard Divinity School. He was the son and grandson of ministers. As his aunt Mary said of Waldo and his brothers, “They were born to be educated.”

Emerson and Alcott did share one childhood condition: financial struggle. Emerson’s father died in 1811 just before Emerson turned eight, leaving the family in debt. Waldo was only able to attend Harvard thanks to a scholarship and a work-study position as the “President’s Freshman” in his first year, running errands for President John Kirkland. Alcott’s parents were, like so many rural Americans, subsistence farmers.

Alcott and Emerson also shared one career phase: They floundered before they found their callings. Emerson tried teaching and preaching. Alcott, before him, earned a teaching certificate at seventeen but couldn’t find a job. He became a Yankee peddler in the South, buying and selling household goods that he carried door-to-door. He said he was learning about geography and mankind. Yet as he would prove again and again, he had no knack for business.

Eventually, Alcott returned to Connecticut and took on a series of jobs running local schools. At some point he discovered a set of six pamphlets, Hints to Parents, based on the theories of a Swiss education reformer named Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi. Pestalozzi believed children to be innately intelligent and moral. The parent’s and educator’s task was to help them uncover these natural traits, to help them flourish socially as well as intellectually.

The pamphlet series included many specific suggestions. A mother must encourage “gratitude, faith, and love” in her children, along with “unconditional, prompt, and cheerful obedience.” Above all, she must bring out their intuitive moral sense and treat them as “beings holding a high rank in creation; endowed with the heavenly spark of reason.”

In other words: Engage children in conversation, treat them as wise, and gently lead them to articulate what they know instinctively. Yet prompt and cheerful obedience is easier to describe than achieve. Bronson would face that problem with his second daughter, Louisa May.

Alcott’s approach was a departure from the typical schooling of the day. In many schools, pupils sat silently reading at their desks until they were called to stand before the schoolmaster to recite a passage from memory. There was little conversation. Ideas went unexplored. Yet Pestalozzi’s theories were gaining adherents. In 1829 in Concord, a young man named Lemuel Shattuck joined the school committee and helped reorganize the town’s school along Pestalozzian lines.
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3 Pencil sketch of young Bronson Alcott.

Horace Mann, the founding father of American education, described the many problems of public schooling when he became secretary of the Massachusetts Board of Education in 1837: lack of funding, lack of consistent attendance due to child labor demands, lack of standardized texts, and above all, lack of skilled teachers. As he wrote, “The business of school-keeping fell more and more into the hands of youth and inexperience.” Teacher turnover was a constant problem, and many teachers struggled to maintain discipline in the classroom, using wooden rods to slap the palms of misbehaving students. Mann viewed corporal punishment as a last resort, “a relic of barbarism.” Bronson joined a growing chorus arguing that it should be banned entirely.

His teaching methods were radically different from the usual. In some ways, Bronson was a pioneer of the modern technique of peer learning, by way of the Socratic method.

Perhaps because his methods were so new and strange, or perhaps because he failed to connect with his students, one after another of his postings proved a failure: four schools and five jobs in Connecticut, two schools in Boston, and two in Pennsylvania. The failures only made Bronson want to try harder. In his journal he blamed a reactionary public who considered anything new and unusual as “anarchy and confusion.”

The answer to that problem? Move back to Boston and start all over again. (He would later scoff in his journal: “I have but limited faith in the moral intelligence of the Philadelphians as efficient patrons of early education.”)

Fortunately, his decade of professional struggles brought great domestic happiness. In 1828, as he was preparing to launch the Salem Street Infant School in Boston, he needed an assistant. The prior year, Bronson had visited a fellow reformer named Samuel May and had been taken with his sister, Abigail, called Abba. “There was nothing of artifice, of affectation of manners; all was openness, simplicity, nature herself. There was intelligence, sympathy, piety, exemplified in the tenderness of the eye, in the beauty of moral countenance, in the joyousness of domestic performance…. How could we but be in love with them—with their possessor?” He was tall, with flowing hair, piercing blue eyes, and serene self-confidence. Abba, too, was smitten.

She offered to join Alcott at the new school and openly expressed her love and admiration. She had turned down a suitor approved by her parents; now she pursued a man they might not so readily accept. Yet she struggled to interpret his feelings for her. At one point, she was “convinced… of his indifference.” He visited her. As she recorded: “I walked with him to give him an opportunity to express his opinion of my communication. His conversation was mystical. It seemed to me that the more he tried to explain the more mysterious every thing appeared to me. Did Mr. Alcott really love me?” At last, he made his feelings clear.

On May 23, 1830, they married. They would have four daughters in the following decade: Anna (1831), Louisa May (1832), Elizabeth (1835), and Abby May (1840).

Abba soon discovered that their life would not be an easy one. After losing one post in Boston in 1830 and preparing to try again in Germantown, Pennsylvania, she wrote to her brother, “My husband is the perfect personification of modesty and moderation. I am not sure that we shall not blush into obscurity and contemplate into starvation.”

Two years later, when the Germantown school was failing, she wrote to her mother, “The vicissitudes of life seem to lift our principles in proportion as they disappoint our hopes and baffle our plans…. The harmony and symmetry of my husband’s character is more and more exemplified by the pressure of adverse circumstances.”

Parenthood was a chance for Bronson to test his theories. He kept journals of his daughters’ progress. He hoped they would lead to a book. He drafted one manuscript based on Anna’s and Louisa’s first few years—“Observations on the Spiritual Nurture of My Children”—and a second after Lizzie was born: “Psyche: or the Breath of Childhood.”

He would work hard on “Psyche,” hoping to publish it. He called it a “prose poem… not a formal treatise on grave and profound topics, but a simple, unpremeditated work.” It is pompous and abstract, with only occasional noteworthy anecdotes about the girls. (A taste: Spirit “fortelleth and remembereth all… She buildeth up around herself a lady of flesh… while she keepeth, as ever, the general hold on the universal.” Or, just to note that it is wintertime: “Winter reigneth. External nature hath now enrobed herself in white, and sendeth man into his inner dwelling, to find the general warmth that she now refuseth him.”)

Nonetheless, there are telling nuggets about his daughters in the manuscripts and in his journals. He discovered what every parent learns: Children have their own personalities. They cannot be forced into any mold. Anna was an obedient, easy child. Louisa May was not. After describing one incident when he resorted to spanking her, he noted, “Obedience has never been enforced against her determinations…. She resists with all her might.”



Emerson, like his future friend Alcott, struggled to find his calling. Back when Alcott was traveling throughout the South, Emerson was at first a middling student at Harvard, then a teacher at the School for Young Ladies run by his brother, William, at their mother’s house. They closed the school in 1824, and he entered Harvard Divinity School that fall. Nobody would have predicted that the Yankee peddler and this Harvard divinity student would cross paths, much less arrive at similar views about the world of the Spirit, the humanity of Christ, or the need to seek radical change and individual perfection.

Alcott’s marriage and growing family contrast with a series of tragedies for Emerson. His father had died of stomach cancer when Waldo was young. His younger brother Edward, a standout student who went to work in Daniel Webster’s law office, suffered a mental breakdown at twenty-five. He would die of tuberculosis six years later. That disease, known at the time as consumption, killed more nineteenth-century Americans than any other. Waldo and Edward’s younger brother Charles would also die of it. And Waldo’s first wife, Ellen Louisa Tucker, died of the disease on February 8, 1831, less than two years after their wedding.

She was already ill when they met. In late December 1828, Waldo had written, “I have now been four days engaged to Ellen Louisa Tucker. Will my Father in Heaven regard us with kindness, and… will he be pleased to strengthen and purify and prosper and eternize our affection!” Yet she declined steadily. Emerson’s journals were mainly devoted to intellectual topics, with only occasional personal comments. On the day she died, he made one terse note: “Ellen Tucker Emerson died, 8th February, Tuesday morning, 9 o’clock.”

It was a terrible blow. Later that week, he wrote of his “miserable apathy,” expecting that he would only ever partially recover from it. “I shall… forget the graveyard. But will the dead be restored to me?”

Every day for the rest of that year and into the next while working as a pastor for Boston’s Second Church, he walked to her grave in Roxbury. Once, on March 29, 1832, he opened the coffin. He wasn’t ready to forget the graveyard.

Yet, as he had predicted, old duties reclaimed his energy. He continued to preach, and his thinking evolved away from church doctrine. In his journal in May, Emerson asked, “For what has imagination created to compare with the science of astronomy?… Who can be a Calvinist, or who an atheist? God has opened this knowledge to us to correct our theology and educate the mind.” He was beginning to doubt the dogma of received religion and seek meaning directly from the natural world. And then: “The irresistible effect of Copernican Astronomy has been to make the great scheme for the Salvation of man absolutely incredible.” In other words, as dorm-room discussions still question, if science has shown that we inhabit just one planet out of many others, rotating around one sun out of many others, if there is nothing in the design of the universe that suggests it was especially created for us, how can we believe that God singled us out for salvation?

At the time, the dominant religion of Boston and much of New England was Unitarianism. It was a relatively new Protestant sect: the American Unitarian Association had formed in 1825 out of a schism within the Congregational Church, one of the last “established” state churches in the country (meaning that towns were allowed to tax their residents to pay for a local Congregational church and minister). Only in 1833 would the state amend its constitution to eliminate its established church. Voters approved that amendment by a ten-to-one margin, thanks to the growing number of Unitarians, Methodists, Baptists, Quakers, and Catholics.

Unitarianism was “congregational”; each church ran its own affairs. It was also liberal, emphasizing God’s benevolence and discarding the wrathful God of Puritan Calvinists. Under traditional Calvinism, God chose whom He saved and left everyone else to suffer for their sins. Under liberal Protestantism, salvation was available to anyone who embraced Jesus as their Lord. Yet the proliferating number of Protestant sects overlapped in many beliefs and practices: Most Unitarians of the 1830s still accepted the miracles of the Bible as true. Some of them questioned the divinity of Jesus, but they still believed he was God’s messenger. Unitarian services typically included the reiteration of the Last Supper known as Communion. Above all, Protestants and Catholics all agreed that God sent Jesus to save mankind.

Emerson no longer accepted that orthodoxy. There were plenty of other Americans for whom religion played a minor (or no) role in their lives, but very few of them articulated an alternative path to truth and higher wisdom, as he did. He was a radical individualist who believed in spiritual truth with no need of any church or minister to help find it.

He could no longer serve the church. He created something of a crisis when he stopped offering Communion. (One parishioner said to him, “You have taken my Lord away and I know not where you have laid him.”) He hailed from generations of Protestant clergy, yet he felt he had to go his own way. His aunt, Mary Moody Emerson, a major influence on him and a sharp-thinking precursor of the Transcendentalists, tried her best to argue with him, writing, “Without a personal God you are on an ocean mast unrigged for any port or object.” She failed to change his mind.

Emerson’s new thinking bears a relationship to Alcott’s educational philosophy. Alcott believed each student had a divine spark of innate wisdom for the teacher to help develop. Emerson believed that each adult had a divine spark and could access higher truths directly. The young republic of the United States was fertile ground for these two individualists.

That summer, Emerson decided to quit. He gave a parting sermon where he tried to defend his position—the so-called Last Supper sermon—but his days of full-time ministry were over. He sold his house and furniture and in December sailed to Europe, where he spent most of 1833 traveling and meeting such writers as John Stuart Mill, William Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and Thomas Carlyle. The last would become a lifelong friend.

In Paris, visiting the Jardin des Plantes and its extensive collection of plant and animal specimens, he sensed more wisdom than in any pages of scripture:


Here we are impressed with the inexhaustible riches of nature. The Universe is a more amazing puzzle than ever, as you glance along this bewildering series of animated forms,—the hazy butterflies, the carved shells, the birds, beasts, fishes, insects, snakes, and the upheaving principle of life everywhere incipient…. Not a form so grotesque, so savage, nor so beautiful but is an expression of some property inherent in man the observer,—an occult relation between the very scorpions and man. I feel the centipede in me,—cayman, carp, eagle, and fox. I am moved by strange sympathies; I say continually, “I will be a naturalist.”



Darwin’s On the Origin of Species was twenty-six years in the future, yet Emerson grasped that all branches on the tree of life are connected. He wanted to pursue the spiritual truths expressed in nature rather than preach the gospel.

Upon his return to Massachusetts, a new career path opened. There were lyceums springing up in the Northeast and Midwest, organized lecture series for traveling orators. The first one, in Milbury, Massachusetts, launched in 1826. Initially, they focused on scientific and practical topics, but they quickly expanded to intellectual and ethical questions. They would soon be widespread in Massachusetts, in Boston, Cambridge, Concord, Salem, and Nantucket, and elsewhere, seventy-eight of them by 1830; and then elsewhere in the Northeast, and then beyond—some three thousand by 1845. In addition to lecturing, he could publish books and essays. He could be something new in America: a public intellectual.
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[Alcott’s] book is his school, in which he writes all his thoughts.

—Journals of Ralph Waldo Emerson



Elizabeth Palmer Peabody met Emerson in 1822. She was eighteen, living in Boston and trying to launch a school for girls—one of the few employment options for women like her. She was the oldest of six children (a seventh died in infancy), and one of three Peabody sisters to become famous. The other two, Mary and Sophia, would marry prominent men—Horace Mann and Nathaniel Hawthorne. Yet Elizabeth was the most intellectually precocious of them all. At thirteen she read the New Testament thirty times in just a few months, considering different points of view on the divinity of Jesus. (One year younger than Emerson, she was far ahead of him in her theological explorations.) At seventeen, when the family moved to Lancaster, Massachusetts, she opened a school for girls and joined a series of informal gatherings of local intellectuals to discuss, among other topics, education reform. She threw herself into teaching, trying out many of the same innovations that Bronson Alcott would soon employ. She spurned one suitor—she would never marry—before moving to Boston.

She would become one of the spark plugs of the new thinking of the 1830s and ’40s. She seemed to know everyone, and she helped connect and introduce them to one another, and helped them find employment when they needed it. She would stay at the Emersons’ on her Concord visits, finding that Waldo “feels my infinite capacity just as I do myself.” She would open a bookstore on West Street in Boston, quite possibly the first woman-founded bookstore in the country. The shop offered many American and British books alongside European texts by Goethe and others, and hosted key gatherings of what would become the Emerson circle.

She had one other suitor, this one more worthy of her: Nathaniel Hawthorne, who, in the end, chose her quieter, artistic, illness-prone sister. Elizabeth chose to live a life of the mind.

In 1822, driven to continue her self-education, she sought a tutor to help her with her Greek. Emerson, who was teaching with his brother at the time, stepped into the role. As she later wrote: “It is true that both of us were very shy (Mr. Emerson then nineteen and I eighteen years old), and we did not get into a chatting acquaintance, but sat opposite each other at the study table, not lifting our eyes from our books.” When she was preparing to move to Maine to take a new teaching position and asked what she owed him, Emerson told her “he had no bill to render, for he found he could teach me nothing.”
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4 Elizabeth Palmer Peabody, near the end of her life.

Somewhat like Alcott, she struggled with different school posts, spending two years in Maine before moving to Brookline, Massachusetts. (Teaching was one of the only vocations available to women, yet it was not yet a highly institutionalized profession—many teachers moved frequently.) Also like him, she aroused opposition. In 1826, just as Alcott was beginning his series of teaching experiments, Peabody held a series of Saturday conversations on theology with her older students in Brookline. She was presenting Unitarian and other radical ideas. Some of the girls, and some of their parents, were outraged. She responded with the same decision Alcott would make eight years later: move to Boston and try teaching there.

She succeeded this time. She won over her occasional critics. Her school’s enrollment was strong. She also flourished personally. She had already befriended William Ellery Channing, the leading Unitarian minister who preached at Boston’s Federal Street Church. She began to spend time with him. He was forty-six in 1826. Since he was an older man of the cloth, she could safely spend time alone with him. She attended every sermon and then went to his house for weekly conversations. He became her intellectual mentor, introducing her to the works of Wordsworth and Coleridge. She also began writing essays. She called her new philosophy “transcendentalism,” the first time anyone used the term.

She was a fountain of energy who mastered multiple languages. She proposed to Channing that they work together on publishing his sermons, with Peabody doing most of the work. She began to translate French texts, working with a printer and selling subscriptions. Yet she continued to struggle financially. She met Alcott in 1828 and wrote an admiring description of his teaching in William Russell’s American Journal of Education. She concluded that “elementary education needs, and is receiving, great improvement in an intellectual point of view. But little, comparatively, has been done for its moral renovation. Even infant schools are too generally taught on arbitrary and mechanical methods.”

Alcott shared some of his students’ journals with her and she was impressed. By 1832 she was no longer teaching; she couldn’t afford it. She had closed her school. She and her sister Mary were living at a boardinghouse in Boston, whose visitors included Emerson and his brother Charles. (Their aunt, Mary Moody Emerson, had urged Charles to meet Elizabeth in hopes of making a match.) Horace Mann, Mary’s eventual husband, moved into the house near the end of that year.

By the spring of 1834, Elizabeth was struggling to afford her rent, so she moved to a private family home as a governess. She held semiweekly “Historical Conferences” for adult students. Yet she longed to teach children. Years later, she would found the first English-language kindergarten in America. When Alcott made plans to open yet another institution, the Temple School at the Masonic Temple on Tremont Street, she eagerly joined him to teach Latin, arithmetic, and geography. Generously, she gave him the students she had been gathering for a new school of her own.

The Temple School would prove to be the biggest success and most public failure of Alcott’s teaching career. It would also prove a key turning point in the lives of several of the Concord radicals.



The school opened that fall, an early experiment in coeducation. Elizabeth described it in detail in Record of a School: Exhibiting the General Principles of Spiritual Culture, published in 1835. They began with thirty students, mostly young boys who were “creatures of instinct more than any thing else, with undeveloped consciences and minds… overflowing with animal spirits, and all but intoxicated with play.”

They met in a large upstairs room at the Masonic Temple. The students sat in a semicircle facing Alcott’s ten-foot custom-made desk. Behind him on top of a tall bookshelf was a large bas-relief head of Jesus. The four corners of the room featured busts of Socrates, Shakespeare, Milton, and Sir Walter Scott.

Peabody explained how Alcott achieved “cheerful obedience” among all those students, intoxicated with play. He, or the students themselves, put one student each day in charge of the children’s behavior. That student decided all punishments for misbehavior, not Alcott. As she wrote, “The worst boys, when put into that office, become scrupulously just, and get an idea of superintending themselves, which nothing else can give them.”


[image: Sketch of the Masonic Temple classroom shows Bronson Alcott at his desk with visitors on couches and students’ desks arranged along the walls.]
5 A sketch of the upstairs room of the Masonic Temple, Bronson’s classroom. He sits at his desk on the right, with visitors on the couches, front right and far left center. Normally, the students’ desks would face him in a semicircle, but here they have been shifted to the walls.

At times, the class voted on proper punishments. Alcott even sacrificed his own body to instill guilt, insisting that a misbehaving student be forced to hurt the teacher, rather than the reverse. “They declared that they would never do it. But he soon made them understand that he was serious…. There was a more complete silence, and attention, and obedience, than there had ever been.” A typical physical punishment of that era involved slapping a student’s palm with a ferule, a twelve- or eighteen-inch wooden rod. Bronson asked the misbehaving students to slap his palm, instead. Decades later, a student would be ordered to slap his teacher’s palm in Little Men by Louisa May, an act that so shamed the student that he never forgot it.

Peabody’s book describes the conversations Bronson led and reproduces some of them in detail. It presents a summary journal of some five weeks of lessons, day by day, and then adds short versions of his teachings on such topics as love, faith, conscience, imagination, and the like. Throughout, the students are engaged and interested, asking good questions and wrestling with important topics.

Bronson’s school gained fame. The main room featured a sofa for visitors. Emerson took the opportunity to observe Alcott and Peabody in action. In return, Alcott heard him give a lecture on Michelangelo in February 1835. As Alcott wrote in his journal, “Few men among us take nobler views of the mission, powers, and destinies of man than Mr. E. I hope the people of this city will go and learn of him the conditions of virtue and vision, by what self-denial, what exertion these are to be sought and won.” They were not yet friends, but they soon would be.



The year 1835 proved pivotal for the reformers. Emerson had met Lydia Jackson in February of the previous year and had begun courting his “Lydian Queen,” whom he soon renamed Lidian. In January they became engaged. In September, they married. One friend described Lidian as “almost equal to Mr. Emerson… Her movements are free and graceful, she is a soaring transcendentalist.”

The next day, on September 15, they moved to the Concord home where they would live for the rest of their lives. As Waldo wrote to his brother William, “It is in a mean place & cannot be fine until trees & flowers give it a character of its own. But we shall crowd so many books & papers, &, if possible, wise friends, into it that it shall have as much wit as it can carry.” He was prescient. The Emerson home would become a magnet for leaders and followers of the Newness.

The future author of “Self-Reliance” also now had some financial security thanks, in part, to a lawsuit against his late wife’s family in a dispute over her inheritance. He prevailed and secured a meaningful sum of money.

Peabody’s Record of a School came out in July to critical acclaim. It was the first publication that could be termed transcendentalist. Emerson recorded that he “read with great delight the Record of a School. It aims all the time to show the symbolical character of all things to the children, and it is alleged, and I doubt not, truly, that the children take the thought with delight.” When Alcott’s third daughter was born that summer, he and Abba named her Elizabeth Peabody Alcott.



Bronson had his first real conversation with Waldo in October when he visited the newlyweds and Charles Emerson in Concord. It was a three-hour ride. There was as yet no train line to Concord, so Alcott arrived on a Saturday and spent the night. They conversed all evening and much of the next day, finding a great deal of common ground. Bronson’s only caveat: “Mr. E’s fine literary taste is sometimes in the way of the clear and hearty acceptance of the spiritual.”

Emerson found Alcott wise and “simple,” completely devoted to his teaching career. “Every man, he said, is a Revelation, and ought to write his Record, but few with the pen. His book is his school, in which he writes all his thoughts.” Within a year, he would describe Alcott to his brother William as a great genius. Conversely, Alcott would believe that “Emerson is destined to be the high literary name of this age.”



The year 1835 also pointed toward another momentous meeting for Emerson in Concord, with a woman in Peabody’s mold. Six years younger, home-schooled, and self-educated to an intense degree, she would follow Peabody’s example by teaching, by holding adult-education conversations for women, and by translating key European texts both for Reverend Channing and for publication. Like Peabody, she would also connect many new thinkers to one another. She would eclipse Peabody as an author and journalist despite living less than half as long.

In the summer of 1835, she wrote to a friend that “R.W. Emerson—the reverend, and I are tottering on the verge of an acquaintance.”





3[image: ] Margaret Fuller


I now know all the people worth knowing in America, and I find no intellect comparable to my own.

—Memoirs of Margaret Fuller Ossoli



Sarah Margaret Fuller, known by all as Margaret, lived one of the most remarkable lives of anyone in antebellum America. She was born in Cambridgeport, Massachusetts, in 1810, the oldest child of a prominent lawyer and politician who held his own views on education. When it came to the first of his seven surviving children, Timothy Fuller believed in pushing her to the limit, from an early age. She would reward his theory with prodigious learning, starting with Latin at age six. Her education in the classics and in languages would go far beyond that of most Harvard graduates. But she also suffered physically and socially.


My father… instructed me himself. The effect of this was so far good that, not passing through the hands of many ignorant and weak persons as so many do at preparatory schools, I was put at once under discipline of considerable severity, and, at the same time, had a more than ordinarily high standard presented to me…. Frequently, I was sent to bed several hours too late, with nerves unnaturally stimulated. The consequence was a premature development of the brain, that made me a “youthful prodigy” by day, and by night a victim of spectral illusions, nightmare[s], and somnambulism.



She would suffer physical ailments throughout her life, and she never forgot her childhood terrors. When she was twenty-nine she wrote about them:

“For a long time I dreaded excessively going to bed for as soon as I was left alone, huge shapes… advanced from the corners of the room and pressed upon me, growing larger and larger till they seemed about to crush me.” In one recurring nightmare she was wading in a sea of blood, grabbing at twigs and rocks to save herself, causing them to stream yet more blood upon her.

There were no pets in the house, and she had no friends her age to speak of. Her life resembled a monk’s: study and more study.

Timothy Fuller’s standards were uncompromising. For several years he served in Congress, away from the family for months at a time. He wrote her regularly and admonished her to study diligently and to practice her piano every day. He urged her to write him letters in Latin and French, and then he sent corrections to them.

His standards went beyond academic subjects and her piano skills. When she had to have part of a tooth removed, he wrote that he “should not be proud of you for my daughter, if you could not bear pain with courage, when it is necessary.” He admonished her to keep her appearance spotless. He proscribed her reading popular fiction, urging her instead “to acquire a taste for books of higher order, than tales & novels. History, travels, biography, are next in rank to fiction.” Better she should read Paradise Lost. He did not want her to read plays, especially on Sundays, but she managed to fall in love with Romeo and Juliet at age eight, on the Sabbath. Timothy, not pleased, ordered her to “Give me the book and go directly to bed.”

He memorably summarized his views in one sentence of one letter: “To excel in all things should be your constant aim; mediocrity is obscurity.” She was ten years old.

When she was fourteen, he sent her to Miss Susan Prescott’s Young Ladies’ Seminary in Groton, a finishing school. She hated the simplistic lessons but came to like Prescott herself. She lasted one year there. It marked the end of her full-time schooling. From then on, she pursued self-education with zeal, notwithstanding her headaches. As she wrote in her journals about reading some pages by Goethe, “I read them in bed for I was very ill today—I can always understand anything better when I am ill.”


[image: Margaret Fuller engraving shows her seated with a book open on her lap, wearing a dress with soft folds, her gaze thoughtful.]
6 Margaret Fuller, engraving by Henry Bryan Hall Jr.

In one letter to Prescott she described her daily routine: waking before five a.m. for an hour’s walk, then piano practice for an hour, then breakfast at seven. Then she would read French literary history, some philosophy, and work on her Greek until noon. After more music practice and an early afternoon dinner, she would spend two hours reading Italian literature, take another walk, then do some singing or play piano to help her younger siblings settle for bed. Finally, she would retire to her room at eleven p.m. to write in her journal.

Timothy Fuller served in Congress for eight years, until shortly before Margaret turned fifteen. The family then moved to a grand house in Cambridge where they would live for eight years. Timothy required Margaret to home-school her younger siblings while she continued her own reading and language study. As she would write to one friend, “I wish to study ten-thousand, thousand things this winter—Every day I become more sensible to the defects in my education—I feel so ignorant and superficial.”

The Cambridge years provided a rich social life as well as the chance to work with Channing and meet many other leading intellectuals. She was electrifying company. As one friend would later write, “She was always conspicuous by the brilliancy of her wit, which needed but little provocation to break forth in exuberant sallies, that drew around her a knot of listeners, and made her the central attraction of the hour. Rarely did she enter a company in which she was not a prominent object.”

Throughout her life she would form intense attachments to both men and women, sometimes overwhelming them. When she was nineteen she became close with George Davis, a distant cousin and newly enrolled Harvard student. Of everyone in her circle of friends, he was closest to her intellectual equal. Yet he would pull away, breaking her heart. She then became close with James Freeman Clarke—a platonic, intense, lifelong relationship. She dazzled him. “With what eagerness did she seek for knowledge! What fire, what exuberance, what reach, grasp, overflow of thought, shone in her conversation!” She also fell in love with a young woman, Anna Barker, a New Yorker whom she saw only on occasion and for whom she developed powerful feelings: “We both felt such a strange mystic thrill and knew what we had never known before.”

As she wrote in her journal, “It is so true that a woman may be in love with a woman, and a man with a man…. It is regulated by the same law as that of love between persons of different sexes; only it is purely intellectual and spiritual…. I loved [Barker], for a time, with as much passion as I was then strong enough to feel.”

She felt that she was unattractive, and some men agreed, including Emerson. They finally met in 1836 when she came to stay with him in the summer. As he recalled:


Her extreme plainness,—a trick of incessantly opening and shutting her eyelids,—the nasal tone of her voice,—all repelled; and I said to myself, we shall never get far….[Yet] she studied my tastes, piqued and amused me, challenged frankness by frankness, and did not conceal the good opinion of me she brought with her, nor her wish to please…. Of course, it was impossible long to hold out against such an urgent assault.



At the time, in his journal, he called her “quite an extraordinary person for her apprehensiveness, her acquisitions & her powers of conversation





























[image: Title page of Nature by Ralph Waldo Emerson, printed in Boston, 1836, with simple typography and aged paper texture.]
7 Title page of Nature by Ralph Waldo Emerson, 1836.







[image: Christopher Pearse Cranch caricature of Emerson’s Nature shows a figure standing outdoors, head uplifted, illustrating the “transparent eyeball” idea.]
8 Christopher Pearse Cranch’s caricature of Emerson’s Nature: “Standing on the bare ground, my head bathed by the blithe air, and uplifted into infinite space, all mean egotism vanishes. I become a transparent eyeball.”
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