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Prologue [image: ] The Oven Bird

 


There is a singer everyone has heard,

Loud, a mid-summer and a mid-wood bird,

Who makes the solid tree trunks sound again.

He says that leaves are old and that for flowers

Mid-summer is to spring as one to ten.

He says the early petal-fall is past

When pear and cherry bloom went down in showers

On sunny days a moment overcast;

And comes that other fall we name the fall.

He says the highway dust is over all.

The bird would cease and be as other birds

But that he knows in singing not to sing.

The question that he frames in all but words

Is what to make of a diminished thing.

—Robert Frost, “The Oven Bird”








The Dickinson House is a spacious, center-hall brick home on Main Street about three blocks east of the Amherst village center. Built in 1813 by the poet’s grandfather, it has all the grace and symmetry of the pre-Victorian American style. Yet as one of this country’s landmarks, it seems to have little to make it distinctive. By contrast, the Mark Twain House in Hartford, Connecticut, is a flamboyant emanation of Twain’s idiosyncratic imagination: shaped by its sweeping verandas and jaunty chimneys to look like a Mississippi steamboat, the Twain House bears the distinctive imprint of its illustrious owner everywhere—from the window centered defiantly in the sitting room’s chimney on the first floor to the billiard room and study on the third. Nothing in the Dickinson House is comparably revealing. Although Emily Dickinson’s bedroom has been fitted out to look very much as it did during her lifetime, with a Sheraton bureau, Franklin stove, and chaste cherry table between the two front windows—a near-duplicate of the simple stand at which she wrote—the room is unrefurbished with the lingering personality of its former occupant. It is something of a puzzle, then, that so many readers regard this House almost as a holy place, making the trek to western Massachusetts as if to a saint’s shrine, seeking some ineffable truth.

Guides at the House have become accustomed to the questions. The visitors accept the poet’s genius without question. They acknowledge that the verse is difficult, sometimes quite inaccessible; nonetheless, a great many of them know the poetry with exceptional intimacy. Yet what they ask about is seldom the work. They want to know about the woman. The well-intentioned insistence of this curiosity is something of an embarrassment, for there is little apparent substance to satisfy the pressing need. Indeed, it would be difficult to cite an American author of commensurate power whose life offers less in the way of striking occurrence. The essential narrative can be told in a few sentences.

Born on December 10, 1830, Emily Dickinson was the middle child of three: her older brother Austin had been born in April 1829, and her sister Lavinia was born in February 1833. The poet lived in Amherst for her entire life, taking no more than a dozen extended trips away from home. Even Austin and Vinnie, both of whom were fond of traveling, never settled anywhere but Amherst. The family was a tight-knit group, almost a little society unto itself, and the closeness was finally broken only by death. Emily Dickinson obtained a superb secondary-school education at the Amherst Academy right in the middle of town, and she spent most of one year at the new Mount Holyoke Female Seminary in South Hadley to finish her formal schooling. During the 1840s and 1850s, Amherst witnessed significant religious “revivals,” outpourings of evangelical piety that summoned Christians to submit to faith through conversion. Alone among the members of her family, Emily Dickinson turned away from these religious injunctions, and gradually she stopped attending church altogether. During her girlhood and young womanhood, she took an enthusiastic part in all of the usual social activities—sleigh rides, excursions in the countryside, and parties. She had beaux, and from time to time she expressed a particular preference for one or another young man; however, her youth brought her no single great love. Neither she nor her sister married, and both lived all their lives in their parents’ home. The single extraordinary happening in Dickinson’s life was a bout of severe trouble with her vision. Everyone in the family except Father suffered from some form of eye ailment, but Emily’s was by far the worst. In the fall of 1861, she experienced an episode of seriously impaired sight; she made two long journeys to Boston, one in 1864 and the other in 1865, to be treated for the illness; after 1865, the trouble seems to have subsided. For the rest, she stayed quietly at home.

The only truly remarkable thing about Emily Dickinson’s existence is that she produced a very great deal of incomparable poetry. Ironically, even the way in which her work found posthumous publication is a more striking story than the external events of the author’s life.

Her family and friends knew that she wrote poetry; however, none had an inkling of how much she had written (fewer than twenty poems were published during her lifetime). After Emily’s death in 1886, Vinnie was given the task of sorting through her sister’s effects; to her complete astonishment, she came upon a locked box that contained a vast store of verse—1,775 poems were eventually discovered, a great many neatly copied out and others in much rougher form (written on the back of a bill, for example, or inscribed on a graduation program). It was a treasure, but a treasure that presented immense problems. Emily Dickinson’s handwriting is very difficult to read, so much so that some of the products of her last years seem little more than hieroglyphics to an untutored eye. Furthermore, no easy chronology could be established, for the poems bore no dates. Mercifully for subsequent generations, Vinnie decided not to consign the work to oblivion; instead, she embarked on an almost fanatic campaign to get her sister’s verse into print. Eventually she achieved her goal; the first slim selection was issued in 1890. However, even Vinnie’s efforts were only partially successful. In the 1890 volume and in subsequent editions as well, the poetry was “corrected” by editors who feared that the irregularities of rhythm and rhyme might offend their readers. Thus a complete and fully accurate collection of Dickinson’s work was not published until Thomas Johnson’s variorum edition of 1955, almost seventy years after the poet’s death.*

The full details of the complicated path by which Emily Dickinson’s verse was brought to the public make an interesting story, and when visitors come to the Dickinson House seeking information about the poet, this is one of the distracting narratives that can be told. Yet that fact in itself tacitly acknowledges the paucity of overt drama in the life these visitors really wish to learn about. Another somewhat more useful distraction can be given by telling something about those who constituted Dickinson’s world—Austin’s family, for example, and his mistress, Mabel Loomis Todd.

In July 1856, Austin married Susan Gilbert. Sue was darkly attractive—exotic or handsome rather than conventionally pretty. She had a strong character and a powerful intellect, and for a number of years she was Emily Dickinson’s closest confidante. After a stormy courtship, Sue and Austin settled into what appeared to be a happy marriage; they had three children—Ned (born 1861), Mattie (born 1866), and Gilbert (born 1875). Austin was genial and easygoing, but Sue, who was witty and opinionated, made enemies among the townspeople. Still, few suspected serious trouble in the family. In 1881, David Peck Todd joined the faculty at Amherst College, and when he moved to town, he brought his twenty-six-year-old wife, Mabel Loomis Todd, and their infant daughter Millicent. The Austin Dickinsons “took up” the young couple, and for a while Sue and Mabel were good friends. However, Austin found himself more than liking this beautiful, talented newcomer, and in the fall of 1882 he and Mabel became lovers. There is little doubt that the couple was sincerely in love, but late-nineteenth-century New England mores did not sanction divorce and remarriage. Thus although both spouses knew of the affair (which did not end until Austin’s death in 1895), no easy resolution was available. Professor Todd seems to have accepted things without much comment; Sue, on the other hand, was deeply hurt and profoundly angry, and the two women, once friends, became implacable enemies. Susan let it be known that she considered Mrs. Todd entirely devoid of moral scruple; for her part, Mabel intimated that Austin’s marriage had never been happy, that Sue had always had an aversion to sexual relations and such a morbid fear of childbirth that she had submitted to several abortions rather than risk pregnancy and delivery. There was, then, a sordid and vicious strain at work among these unhappy people.

Such antique gossip would be entirely irrelevant save for one fact: Mabel Loomis Todd played a crucial role in getting Emily Dickinson’s poems into print.

After Vinnie discovered the cache of poetry, she appealed first to Susan Dickinson. Yet Sue did not share Vinnie’s passion for publication, and after a while Vinnie enlisted Mabel Loomis Todd’s help. Working with a few poems at a time, Mrs. Todd made scrupulously accurate and readable copies of the verse; eventually, she transcribed 665 poems, and without her devoted labor, Emily Dickinson’s work probably would never have been published. Mrs. Todd collaborated in the publication of three short volumes of Dickinson poetry (1890, 1891, and 1896) and two volumes of letters (1894) before Vinnie’s death in 1899. Yet the enmity that had begun between mothers was continued by their children: after Susan Dickinson’s death in 1913, her daughter Mattie began issuing her own editions of the poetry and letters (for the manuscripts had now become divided between the Dickinson and Todd families); and Millicent Todd Bingham, having been her mother’s co-worker, eventually became her successor as author and editor. The ancient feud has still not been settled. Each side has its champions and its enemies, and even the legal agreement that permitted the eventual variorum edition was not reached until the era of the Second World War.

This all-too-well documented love affair between Austin and Mabel is of such vivid human interest that it occasionally threatens to obscure the cold truth: Mrs. Todd never met Emily Dickinson face to face; she did not even move to Amherst until the last five years of the poet’s life; and although she played a central role in preserving Dickinson’s work for future readers, neither her character nor her relationship with Austin had any bearing on his sister’s poetry. Indeed, others among Emily Dickinson’s circle are more worthy of attention (though they do not trail such an interesting train of gossip).

Despite the fact that her work was largely unpublished, Emily Dickinson was on close terms with three distinguished literary men: Thomas Wentworth Higginson, Samuel Bowles, and Josiah Holland. The last two, Bowles and Holland, were both connected with the Springfield Daily Republican. The paper had been owned by Samuel Bowles’s father; when the elder Bowles died in 1851, his son became part-owner and editor, and Josiah Holland also became a part-owner, retaining his control over the “cultural and social departments” of the paper. Emily Dickinson met Josiah Holland and his wife in the early 1850s, and both Vinnie and Emily became very fond of Mrs. Holland, who was but a few years their senior. In 1853 and again in 1854, the two sisters visited the Hollands in Springfield. Throughout the poet’s lifetime, Elizabeth Holland remained Emily’s closest female friend outside the small family circle. It is perhaps surprising that although Josiah Holland had literary interests (he moved to New York to take over Scribner’s Monthly in 1866), Emily Dickinson seems never to have been particularly interested in him except as the husband of her beloved friend.

Sam Bowles was a different matter. Bowles and his wife were close friends of Austin and Sue, and Emily Dickinson’s friendship with them began in the late 1850s. Bowles was strikingly handsome, with a vigorous, impassioned personality; under his guidance, the Republican became one of the most influential papers in America. He soon attained national prominence—to a modest extent as a literary man, but more as a liberal Republican political commentator and wheeler-dealer. Dickinson valued him chiefly for his wit and his ready intelligence. More than once she attempted to engage him in a serious consideration of the concerns that informed her poetry, but each time she failed; in the end, she was content to have his friendship, for Sam Bowles was a favorite with the entire Dickinson family.

Thomas Wentworth Higginson occupies a privileged place in this group; without any personal introduction at all, Emily Dickinson initiated a correspondence with him in 1862 after having read one of his essays in The Atlantic Monthly. Like Bowles, Higginson was a man of national prominence (although the two occupied different ends of the political spectrum). He took a degree in divinity from Harvard in 1847 and served as a Unitarian minister until 1861. All the while a prolific essayist, he campaigned actively for women’s rights and for abolition; when the Civil War broke out, he resigned his ministry to lead a Negro regiment for the Union Army. He saw Emily Dickinson in person only twice; nonetheless, he corresponded with her extensively, and more than one hundred of her poems were included in various letters to him. Although Higginson did not appreciate the quality of Dickinson’s work during her lifetime, after the poet’s death Mabel Loomis Todd managed to convince him of its worth, and he helped to get the verse into print.

Higginson was also instrumental in bringing Emily Dickinson together with Helen Hunt Jackson, one of America’s leading women writers. Jackson, who was the same age as Dickinson, had known the poet when they were both girls growing up in Amherst; however, the two women had lost touch with each other and were not reunited until the mid-1870s. In the meantime, Helen Hunt Jackson had won great acclaim as a writer and a crusader in behalf of American Indians; today she is perhaps best known as the author of Ramona (1884).

Helen Hunt Jackson, Thomas Wentworth Higginson, Samuel Bowles—even Josiah Holland—these were distinguished and influential people during their own day. It is a peculiar and ironic twist of fate, then, that as time has passed, they have become remembered primarily as the friends of Emily Dickinson. Like insects suspended in the rich amber of her poetry (preserved equally with such humble creatures as Fanny and Loo Norcross, two cousins with whom the poet conducted a long, confiding correspondence), they retain their compelling interest by virtue of the almost accidental fact that their lives came into contact with Emily Dickinson’s genius. When visitors arrive at the Dickinson House with their inquiries and their often urgent desire to discover “Emily Dickinson,” it is temptingly easy to deflect their interest in the direction of these nineteenth-century luminaries. Helen Hunt Jackson led an active, varied, and relatively public life; so did Higginson, Bowles, and Holland. Thus there are details, dates, statistics to give about such people. One can tell a coherent “story”—albeit not the story most of these visitors have come to hear. In order to tell that story, one must confront the obstinate paradoxes that attend Emily Dickinson’s legend, for it is a far from simple tale.

Unlike some honored authors (Pound and Stevens, for example), Emily Dickinson wrote poetry that appeals to an unusually diverse readership: her work is taught in American grade schools and American graduate schools; her verse is treasured by modest men and women of limited education and by learned professors in distinguished universities. Few would disagree with the judgment that she is a great poet—one of America’s greatest, perhaps even the greatest. Yet there are those among her admirers who confess not only that her work is very difficult, but also that there is a general uncertainty at the most literal or elementary level as to what some of the major poems are “about.” And there is a similar confusion or disagreement concerning her poetic mission. Here are two paradoxes, then: a poet whose work defies understanding, but who readers nonetheless agree was an artist of the highest order; and an undeniably cryptic author who nonetheless addresses some deep need in a very wide variety of readers.

The relationship between life and work simply adds to these puzzles. Many readers feel that they have been in touch with Emily-Dickinson-the-woman when they have read her work; further, they have an intuitive conviction that if they could only learn the “truth” about Dickinson’s life, this knowledge would allow them to understand her verse. And some such impulse surely lies behind the persistent curiosity that is expressed by visitors to the Dickinson House. The paradox here is that the need to know seems to be inversely proportional to the amount to be known: to be sure, readers are interested in the lives of authors like Herman Melville and Ralph Waldo Emerson; yet there does not seem to be the urgency in these cases (where, ironically, the author in question led an active, varied life that was full of incident) that there is in the case of Emily Dickinson. It cannot be the external life, then, that is in question—not the day-by-day round of events—but some dynamic of Dickinson’s interior life that infuses her poetry with power and passes through the verse to readers, touching so many with intimate appeal. Elusive though it may be, this compelling interior drama is a story worth pursuing, for somehow it seems to have become central to American life as we understand it.

Occasionally, the intensely felt, essential concerns of one individual’s life coincide with the overriding concerns of an epoch and a nation. It is difficult to estimate how often this happens, for when the conjunction occurs, none save the individual in question can know of it unless the personal flows into some larger, public role. However, in those extraordinary cases when the public and the private do intersect in significant ways and the individual is willing to accept the burden of a role that will translate the private into meaningful communal terms, such a person stands above the ordinary run of humankind. These people become our saints, our heroes, and our poets. In the first chapter of Representative Men, Emerson discusses this phenomenon. “We have social strengths,” he argues. “I can do that by another which I cannot do alone.… Other men are lenses through which we read our own minds.” Emily Dickinson has become the lens through which Americans can read their fate as men and women whose national identity was born out of an errand into the wilderness.

She lived in a time and place when God’s grandeur still glimmered in the panorama of New England. Yet she never knew the dawning or even the noon of America’s heroic age, but only the long shadows of its twilight; and later, she knew the darkness of the merely commercial, instrumental society that was to follow hard upon heroism’s end, a society that led to modern times. It was the end of our glory and the beginning of our sorrow that Emily Dickinson could see in Amherst, Massachusetts, during those years surrounding our Civil War.

She did not study the issues of her time analytically, as a philosopher might—sifting evidence and testing arguments. Possessed of supreme intelligence, she was capable of such work; however, her strength lay elsewhere. For Emily Dickinson, the pressing concerns that would loom large in America’s sense of communal identity were experienced internally: for Emily Dickinson, these were not public issues, but questions of existential importance. How best to “be” was the strenuous and informing concern of her life, and it is this concern—transformed and divested of the merely personal—that finds passionate expression in her poetry. Thus it is that readers quite rightly suppose themselves to be in touch with Emily Dickinson the woman when they read her work: in her case, all the art of being was invested in the verse. Many years after Dickinson’s death, Robert Frost would write a sobering poem about the “Oven Bird”: Frost’s verse celebrates a courageous songster who can make music even as it acknowledges the fading of transcendence from the world. Emily Dickinson was America’s Oven Bird, confronting the unthinkable dilemma: “what to make of a diminished thing.”

Dickinson’s concerns were inclusive, reaching backward to a mythic past and soaring forward toward eternity. Thus the “story” of her life and work is no quotidian chronicle that can be narrated on a summer’s afternoon to patient visitors assembled in the hushed and shadowed parlor of the Dickinson House in Amherst. Still, there is an intuitive truth in the pilgrimage they have made to this unexceptional yet hallowed house, for it is here that Emily Dickinson’s story begins and ends.


* A large part of Johnson’s effort went into dating the poems, an exceedingly difficult business because Dickinson left so little evidence about her method of composition. Johnson used two major criteria: Dickinson’s handwriting varied a good deal from year to year, and the variations in handwriting can be tracked by the letters (many of which are dated); occasionally a poem was included in a letter, and when it was, a date could be assigned if the date of the letter was known. There are many difficulties and uncertainties presented by using such evidence, but one seems of overriding significance. If a copy of a poem can be assigned a year with some certainty, the only thing we can infer is that the poem was not written after that time: it may have been written in the year when the copy was made, or it may have been written at any time before that year (the earlier draft having been lost or destroyed). Johnson’s dating has never been seriously disputed; however, it locates an astonishing concentration of poems in three years, and many scholars have labored to explain this oddity. Before 1858, no year has more than one poem; the years 1858–66 offer the following array.


1858 — 52 poems

1859 — 94 poems

1860 — 64 poems

1861 — 86 poems

1862 — 366 poems

1863 — 141 poems

1864 — 174 poems

1865 — 85 poems

1866 — 36 poems



After 1866, no single year has more than fifty poems.





Part One [image: ] My Father’s House

 


  9 After this manner therefore pray ye:
Our Father which art in heaven,
Hallowed be thy name.

10 Thy kingdom come.
Thy will be done in earth, as it is in heaven.

11 Give us this day our daily bread.

12 And forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors.

13 And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil: For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, for ever.

Amen.

—Matthew, ch. 6






I [image: ] Samuel and Edward: The Last Jerusalem

“When a little Girl,” Emily Dickinson wrote in her thirty-ninth year, “I remember hearing that remarkable passage and preferring the ‘Power,’ not knowing at the time that ‘Kingdom’ and ‘Glory’ were included.”1 Dickinson envisioned an heroic victory to be won in those final years of New England’s supremacy—and a Power commensurate with her capacity for contention. Perhaps she suffered from the sin of pride: certainly she conjured a colossal destiny for herself. Nonetheless, there is something poignantly American about her vaulting ambition, for the nation itself had been conceived out of the prodigious dreams of those first New Englanders—men and women who made the long journey west to establish a New Jerusalem, supposing that they really might be able to make God’s “Kingdom” come into being here, on the shores of a New World wilderness.

The Dickinson family was of ancient and honorable stock. In the distant, fabled past of the mother country, the original English ancestor had “been cited on the battle-roll of Hastings.”2 Nathaniel, the first New World ancestor, had crossed the ocean in 1630 with John Winthrop in the Great Migration, and when Winthrop issued his call to glory in the subsequently famous address “A Model of Christian Charity,” a Dickinson was among the crowd that heard it. “We must delight in each other, make others’ conditions our own,” Winthrop had enjoined: “… the Lord will be our God and delight to dwell among us, as his own people.… He shall make us a praise and glory, that men shall say of succeeding plantations: ‘the Lord make it like that of New England.’ For we must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill, the eyes of all people are upon us.”

Later, when God’s people were assaulted by heathens with red skins, Nathaniel’s son and grandson, Samuel and Ebenezer Dickinson, had been there to fend them off. Their descendants Nathan and Nathan, Jr., carried the tradition on into the French and Indian War and the Revolution. “Nathan, Jr., who was Emily’s great-grandfather, also went so hotly into Shay’s Rebellion that he was obliged to take the oath of allegiance—a stately form of being bound over to keep the peace.”3 Fighting for God, fighting for independence, fighting (in Shay’s Rebellion) to save farm lands mortgaged during the Revolutionary War, the men of the Dickinson family constituted a microcosm of the American experience as it sprang from the Puritan roots of New England. Emily Dickinson’s poetry was a conclusion to that tradition, and the vision of the kingdom of God on earth that had been summoned in Winthrop’s invocation of a “city upon a hill” was the precondition for her art.

The township of Amherst had its own “city upon a hill” in Emily Dickinson’s day—Amherst College, located on the rise of ground at the southern end of the Common. It had been established to train missionaries and uphold the Puritan virtues in an age when old-fashioned religion was beginning to fail. Samuel Fowler Dickinson, Emily’s paternal grandfather, was the moving force behind this idealistic endeavor, deliberately and self-consciously attempting to revive and reassert the fervor of John Winthrop’s generation. If Grandfather had failed in his efforts to establish the College, his granddaughter would not have had the tools needed for her craft; thus, in a direct and explicit way, he played a necessary role in her development. Yet his indirect influence upon her may have been even greater. Samuel Fowler Dickinson was not an uncomplicated, straightforwardly pious man; his life was a series of heady triumphs, desperate fanaticisms, extravagant generosities, dubious schemes, and abject humiliations. The notion of a “Father” in the Dickinson household—particularly as it related to “Kingdom” and “Power” and “Glory”—was complex and fraught with conflicting emotions. The character of Samuel Fowler Dickinson’s oldest son, Edward (Emily’s father), was crucially shaped by his reactions to his own father’s motley career. Thus despite the fact that Emily Dickinson had personal contact with Grandfather for only the first three years of her life, the reflected force of his influence extended throughout her lifetime. Perhaps no one can fully understand Dickinson’s poetry without knowing something of her ambiguous inheritance from Grandfather Dickinson; certainly no one can understand the life that gave birth to that poetry without starting here—two generations before she was born.

In 1813, Samuel Fowler Dickinson built the first brick house in Amherst. The large lot on which it was set had originally contained a modest frame dwelling that was dismantled and moved three blocks away to make room for it. Many features of the new home had been included merely to satisfy the demands of taste: high ceilings, double parlors, an expansive front-to-back central hallway with the transverse hall set at a right angle to it, bedchambers the size of sitting rooms. Indeed, the residents of Amherst would have been justified in surmising that the house was a gracious but explicit assertion of money and success.4

For generations, the Dickinson family had been an exceptionally hardy breed: during a period of high infant mortality and perilous childbirth, the Dickinson wives lived to grow old and their numerous children survived. Samuel Fowler Dickinson seemed the very embodiment of this vigorous heritage:


He allowed himself but four hours of sleep, studying and reading till midnight, and rising at four o’clock he often walked to Pelham or some other town before breakfast. Going to court at Northampton, he would catch up his green bag and walk the whole seven miles. “I cannot wait to ride,” he would say to those who suggested that many horses in his stable would be idle, and outwalked the stage, with its four-in-hand, to Northampton. Bread, cheese and coffee, apples and cold cider before breakfast were almost his sole diet. No man could outwork him, mentally or physically. He was ill but once in many years, till his last sickness of one week.5



For many years, whatever he did, he did with all his might. Tyler, the great chronicler of the early years of Amherst College, writes that “he was ranked among the best lawyers—perhaps he was the very best lawyer in Hampshire County, and might doubtless have had a seat on the bench, if he had continued in the practice of his profession.”6 And yet, successful as he was in his various professions, lawyering and doing business were not sufficient to contain the intensities and aspirations of this man. Long before the era of the Brick House, he had already begun to turn large portions of his energy to politics, education, and religion.

The youngest of seven children, Samuel Fowler Dickinson entered Dartmouth College at the age of sixteen and graduated at the age of twenty (the youngest graduate that year) as second scholar of the class of 1795. The family’s choice of Dartmouth had almost certainly grown out of religious convictions rather than more broadly defined intellectual concerns. As the eighteenth century drew to a close, religion in New England had become increasingly polarized: the liberal Unitarian interest centered in Boston at Harvard; the conservative Trinitarians—inheritors of Jonathan Edwards’s latter-day Puritanism—were gathered in the west. Harvard’s defection from the faith was formalized in 1805, when a Unitarian was appointed to the Hollis Chair of Divinity. Standing against Harvard were the staunch Trinitarian bastions of Yale, Dartmouth, Williams—and, eventually, Amherst College. Though Dartmouth was not quite so conservative as Yale, deciding to send a boy to Dartmouth was nevertheless an act of religious piety. He would receive orthodox Congregationalist instruction; if he were lucky, he would undergo a conversion experience.

Samuel Fowler Dickinson was not blessed with a personal awakening during his years at Dartmouth. He left college uncertain about the direction his life would take and spent the year following graduation as a teacher in New Salem, Massachusetts. This was in 1795–96, during a period of great religious ferment. Two decades later, the president of Williams College would describe the feeling that had swept through New England at the end of the eighteenth century: “The year 1792 … ushered a new era into the world.… In that year commenced that series of revivals in America, which has never been interrupted, night or day, and which never will be until the earth is as full of the glory of the Lord as the waters cover the sea.”7 In this climate of raging evangelical piety, Samuel Fowler Dickinson fell seriously ill; when he recovered, the mortal terror that had been inspired by that illness brought him to his knees in conversion.

Almost immediately, he joined the West Church of Amherst and became, at the age of only twenty-one, deacon of the church, a position he held for nearly forty years. In the first heady rush of religious excitement, he decided to become a clergyman and began the study of theology with an older brother, the Reverend Timothy Dickinson of Holliston. But his nature was not suited to the ministry: his restless ambition chafed under the scholarly, contemplative mode of life, and he soon abandoned it to study law with Judge Strong in Amherst. Here, in due course, he set up his own office and established his practice. On March 31, 1802, he married Lucretia Gunn of Montague, and they settled down to rear a family.

If his career had continued uninterruptedly in law and in the business he conducted as a side line, Samuel Fowler Dickinson’s life would be remarkable only for his monetary success: after only a few years, he had made a small fortune by local standards. But merely earning money appears not to have satisfied his complex nature. Those who have recorded his life reach for extravagant phrases to capture the convolutions of his driving ambition, and he eventually became a legend in the family. His great-granddaughter Martha Dickinson Bianchi called him “a flaming zealot for education and religion.… [He ached with the desire] to hasten the conversion of the whole world. His passion for the accomplishment of this audacious end burned with true missionary fire. Like some of the other early saints, ‘he believed like fury,’ and acted on his belief.”8 Tyler’s language is more restrained, but his image of the man comports with Madame Bianchi’s: “The conversion of the world often pressed heavily on his mind.… [In his educational and religious work he thought to] hasten that promised event; … he was as certainly fulfilling the command to ‘preach the gospel to every creature,’ as if he had himself gone in person to the heathen.”9 Unfit by nature for the ministry, he had nonetheless internalized the most radical injunctions of evangelical Puritanism. To the end he was painfully divided in his commitment to vocation: a businessman and lawyer by trade and by natural proclivities, he gradually gave his soul over to the work of Christ in this world.

At first, Samuel Fowler Dickinson’s zeal was channeled into political activity. His affinity for the melodramatic element of the American heritage can be heard in even his earliest public statements. The prose of these is not yet elegant—for in the full pride of his manhood, Samuel Fowler Dickinson was celebrated as the most eloquent orator in the county, a county with more than its share of polished preachers of the gospel—however, the grandiosity of his thinking is already embedded in his language.10 He did nothing by halves. He was town clerk continuously from 1804 (when he was only twenty-nine) until 1818; he was representative from his district to the state legislature in 1805–9, 1813, 1816–18, 1827–29; he was active in the Whig Party; he served on town committees; he gave uncounted public orations. In the beginning he was merely a lawyer who took a public-spirited interest in his community. But little by little, the tempo of his activities outside the limits imposed by his business quickened. Eventually it reached a dizzying blur, and he entirely lost the capacity for moderation and control.11

Nowhere is the pulsating, contradictory force of his nature more clearly articulated than in his visionary exertions in behalf of Christian education. Before 1814, the provisions for education in Amherst were dismal; the village had only a one-room school. For reasons both of piety and of prudence, the prosperous men of Amherst decided to offer “higher advantages” to their children. They wanted to be certain that their sons could make their way successfully through one of the great Trinitarian colleges; surprisingly enough, they also wanted their daughters taught the more advanced branches of education so that they could be good Christians and mothers. Several preliminary meetings were held, and in July 1812 Samuel Fowler Dickinson began the original subscription to finance the Amherst Academy. When the Academy opened its doors in December 1814, a superb religious school was available as an alternative to the township’s inadequate educational facilities.12

Except for a few years, Amherst Academy was regularly open to both male and female students; and despite the belief of its founders and teachers that an orthodox religious education took precedence over all other learning, the range of secular learning in the curriculum was comprehensive by any standard, even at the very beginning.


In general the branches taught comprised reading, grammar, declamation, rhetoric and composition,… ancient and modern geography,… sacred geography, general history,… history of the United States,… intellectual and written arithmetic,… algebra,… conversations on natural philosophy, conversations on chymistry [sic],… moral philosophy,… intellectual philosophy,… practical mathematics—comprehending navigation, surveying, mensuration, and astronomical calculations.



After only a few years, Latin, Greek, French, and German were added to the course of study; and after the arrival of the distinguished botanist and geologist Edward Hitchcock, students taking one of the expanded number of science courses could receive instruction from him—either at the Academy or (later) at Amherst College, where they were regularly allowed to sit in on classes.13

Samuel Fowler Dickinson’s oldest son, Edward, was nearly twelve in December 1814 when the school offered its first term, and it is probable that the father’s initial interest in the Academy was quickened by his desire to have all of his own children provided with the best possible schooling. Yet whatever exclusively personal interest he had quickly fell away, and the messianic fervor that twenty years earlier had led him to suppose he might want to join the ministry soon insinuated itself into his dream of education. The beginning of this transformation was deceptively small. In November 1817, the Board of Trustees of the Amherst Academy voted to raise a fund for the “gratuitous instruction of ‘indigent young men of promising talents and hopeful piety, who shall manifest a desire to obtain a liberal education with a sole view to the Christian ministry.’ ” In the service of this project, a committee of five men (one of them Samuel Fowler Dickinson) undertook to solicit “donations, contributions, grants and bequests” to support a professorship of languages.14 However, once the committee members began their work, they found that they could not raise the full amount needed; they would have been obliged to report failure if they had been content to rest with the project as originally defined. Instead, they came to a paradoxical conclusion: “ ‘The establishment of a single professorship was too limited an object to induce men to subscribe. To engage public patronage, it was found necessary to form a plan for the education of young men for the ministry on a more extensive scale.’ ”15 Unable to raise the money for a single professorship, they decided instead to raise the money for the establishment of yet another great Trinitarian college. Thus what they presented to the Board in August 1818 was not a statement of failure, but a lengthy and complex plan for “ ‘an Institution … for the Christian ministry.’ ”16 It would be created for the purpose of training missionaries to preach among the heathens, and it would be free of cost to young men who could not afford to pay the tuition. It was to be called Amherst College.

Whether or not the audacious undertaking originated with Samuel Fowler Dickinson, as some claim, the important fact remains: here at last was a vision commensurate with his imagination, and he pledged his entire future to its success.

The Trustees responded enthusiastically. A meeting was called for the next month, and the Congregational and Presbyterian clergymen throughout New England were urged to come vote their support for the proposed college. The Trustees evidently expected little opposition and an enthusiastic endorsement of the plan. Yet as soon as word began to get around, challenges were raised to urge that the new college be located not in Amherst, but in the larger, more accessible city of nearby Northampton. There was an exceptionally large turnout for the September meeting, and the air was heavy with dissension. The hot, humid church of the West Parish in Amherst was packed with impassioned men: ministers from forty different parishes, teachers from Amherst Academy, and distinguished laity from both sides of the Connecticut River. When the first day’s session adjourned in the late afternoon with the issue still unresolved, the argument was merely carried into the streets and the local inns, and even into private homes that had given over bedrooms to accommodate the crowd of visitors. The dispute raged on until well after midnight. The Amherst contingent had been relying on Squire Dickinson to stand and make their case with his usual oratorical skill; however, with the cunning of a practiced lawyer, he hung back, waiting until the most vulnerable moment. Finally, in the afternoon of the second day, he took his position in the aisle with deliberation and launched into “one of the most powerful and telling speeches” of the entire convention; as he spoke, the men who had filled the church gradually ceased talking among themselves and fell silent. He gained first their full attention and then, slowly but decisively, their support. It was the turning point of the debate. After but little further discussion, the plan was approved, and the arduous task of raising money could begin.17

The undertaking was of heroic proportions, and there were two initial barriers to cross. First, the complex plan that had been approved stipulated that subscribers must be found to pledge “at least fifty thousand dollars, as the basis of a Charity Fund for the proposed Institution,” a princely sum in those days; it further stipulated that in case the sums subscribed “shall not amount to the full sum of fifty thousand dollars, then the whole, or any part, shall be void according to the will of any subscriber on giving three months’ notice.”18 Thus if the backers failed to secure the entire fifty thousand, they stood to lose even the money they had managed to get, and the enterprise would fail entirely. Second, after the money was raised, the new college would have to obtain a charter from the Commonwealth of Massachusetts.

The Unitarians in Boston (a powerful force in the legislature) opposed every effort to preserve the old-fashioned Puritan strain in religious education. However, Trinitarians from other parts of the state were also hostile to the proposal because the newly established Williams College had discovered that its isolated situation behind the barrier of the Hoosac Mountains was a serious discouragement to prospective students. There had been talk of relocating Williams to a more central part of the state; however, if a Trinitarian college were to be established in Amherst, relocation of Williams would become impossible.19 The little band of Trustees seems pitifully weak by contrast with their opponents. They had no wealthy backers. The list of original donations still exists: few were sizable, and many were very small; pledges on the order of fifty cents annually for five years are scattered throughout.20

What the backers of the new college did have was a remarkable unity of feeling within the community. The town of Amherst and the neighboring villages worked cooperatively in this enterprise as they never would again. Before the state legislature had granted a charter to the proposed institution, even before the Charity Fund had been accumulated, ground was broken for the first structure. Everyone helped, for the dream of a “city upon a hill” once again swelled New England hearts and gladdened their souls.


The stone for the foundation was brought chiefly from Pelham by gratuitous labor.… Donations of lime, sand, lumber materials of all kinds flowed in from every quarter. Teams for hauling and men for handling and tending, and unskilled labor of every sort, were provided in abundance.… The people not only contributed in kind but turned out in person and sometimes camped on the ground and labored day and night, for they had a mind to work like the Jews in building their temple, and they felt that they too were building the Lord’s house.21



What man in old Squire Dickinson’s place would not have felt that God was working His will among an inspired people and that He had chosen men like the Biblical patriarchs and prophets to lead them and give example? “The entire movement … looked toward the past or an imagined past, toward the so-called primitive religion of our fathers, when church and state were—or were at least said to have been—identical, when the clergy were watchmen on the towers of the New Jerusalem.”22

Somehow the fund was raised by 1823—not all of it in actual cash dollars (for that was not yet necessary), but in a combination of cash and pledges—and the charter of the College was presented to the state legislature. At this point the Unitarians and the hostile Trinitarians from Williams used quasi-legal measures to challenge the pledges, and a crisis was at hand.23 The committee met at Boltwood’s Hotel in Amherst and began going through the list of subscriptions, one by one. The ordeal lasted for two weeks as day after day, the soundness of each promise was tested. During all of this time, the members sat around a table, often with rolls of bills literally in hand. When they discovered that a pledge had been withdrawn, one or another would say, “I will cash that.” Eventually, three “of the trustees … drew up an obligation, assuming the amount of $15,000,” and Samuel Fowler Dickinson headed the list.24 The fund was made solvent, and the legislature granted preliminary approval for the new college.

Squire Dickinson was not solely responsible for the founding of Amherst College; several men contributed grandly to the enterprise. However, Samuel Fowler Dickinson’s role was unique—not because he gave more than anyone else (though he may have done so), but because he gave in a different spirit. The other men were not willing to put their entire fortunes at the disposal of the founders. Businessmen and farmers, they were a hardheaded, prudent lot in spite of their zeal. Squire Dickinson alone seemed not able to judge where generosity left off and recklessness began. Soon the “cause” took control of his life, and things that had formerly been important to him fell by the wayside. After 1818, he served as representative to the legislature for only one two-year period (1827–29), and then it was expressly to lobby for the interests of Amherst College. His time was diverted from business and the practice of law, and although he continued to pay the salaries of those who usually farmed his land, he often sent them to work on the construction site instead.


“When there was no money to pay for the teams to draw the brick or men to drive them, his own horses were sent for days and weeks till in one season two or three of them fell by the wayside. Sometimes his own laborers were sent to drive his horses, and in an emergency he went himself, rather than that the work should cease.” At the same time, he boarded more or less of the workmen, and sometimes paid their wages out of his own pocket, while his wife and daughters toiled hard to board them.



Eventually, everything, including the Brick House he had built with such pride in 1813, was consumed by the insatiable hunger of his evangelical dream. And the end came not at once, but with an excruciating protraction: “ ‘He became embarrassed and at length actually poor.’ ”25 When he failed, his entire family was swept along with him, and no one was affected more profoundly than his oldest son.

In 1818, when it began, Edward Dickinson was fifteen and in his last year at the Amherst Academy. Ready for college in 1819, he went down to Yale—Jonathan Edwards’s university, the most doctrinaire of the Trinitarian schools. The letters that the father sent to New Haven carried a mixed message. On the one hand, he worried incessantly about the state of his son’s soul, and the urgency of his concern was intensified whenever some small local tragedy was reported—as, for example, when the father’s close friend Jacob White died suddenly.


Death seems fast making inroads on this neighborhood—You must always be prepared to hear of it entering our doors. Mr. White when you left home was far more likely to live than I. May this remind you, & me, that our time here is short!… If, Edward, I could hear that you were among the number who had embraced the Savior, how joyful the news!26



Such language rang familiarly in Edward’s ear: he had witnessed at first hand the pious enthusiasm out of which Amherst College had been conceived; and he had heard revival language often enough to recognize its stately cadences. Very soon, however, a second theme emerged—perhaps eventually it even dominated—this time a consideration quite unfamiliar to the heir of the most successful lawyer in Hampshire County: panic over money. “Dec. 17, 1819 … In relation to you, I have determined to have you study in the Academy the residue of this year—I think it may be equally beneficial.… Jan. 2, 1820 … The bills of this quarter since exceed my expectations.… If you can sell your furniture without much loss, I think you had better do it.”27 The January 2 letter was written the day after Edward’s seventeenth birthday. It was a strange birthday message, all the more so since Edward had been doing excellent work at Yale. Amherst College had neither buildings nor faculty at this point, and the boy was being required to come home and do no more than resume secondary-school education. Nonetheless, come home he did—sometime in early February 1820—and he remained in Amherst until early June, when he returned to continue his education in New Haven.

To his credit, Edward adapted well to life at Yale, despite the uncertainty and the flood of depressing news from Amherst, despite even his own stringent living conditions. He was for all his life an enthusiastic alumnus; more than fifty years later, letters from his college friends—breezy notes from brash, optimistic boys who address him by the nickname “Dick”—were found among his papers. And throughout the taxing family ordeal he continued to be a superb student. His work merited praise from his father; yet not one of the surviving letters contains any congratulation for the boy’s scholastic achievements. Indeed, Samuel Dickinson did not much play the father’s role with Edward. Instead, he treated the boy as someone to lean on and confide in, someone who would give encouragement rather than seek it. Edward was left to “father” himself: Samuel Dickinson was busy founding Amherst College.

There was no relief from the burden of family worry, even after Edward took up residence in New Haven once again. His father’s letters continued in the same complaining tone as before, and the boy even began to hear about the family’s trouble from members of his own generation, as teen-aged sisters coped unhappily with the unfamiliar burden of boarders, whose number continued to increase. In 1821, Edward’s third year at Yale, Amherst College opened its doors (the new college had begun educating students even though its charter was not granted until 1823). Once more Father’s letters took on an ominously pointed tone. Why could Edward not return to Amherst to complete his schooling? Edward protested; Father backed off a bit. “As to your coming into the Institution in Amherst, I shall consider the subject fully before I make any determination—Should you come here—you will take a room in the College building, and have no connection with home, except boarding.” It is true that Father sweetened his persuasion with brave talk about the new college; but in the end, there was no subterfuge to cover the real deciding force in the matter.


Sept. 4, 1821 … What may be my determination respecting your continuance at N[ew] H[aven], I do not know—this must be left till we see how things shall be at Amherst—One reason seems, however, almost unanswerable—necessity—inability to supply the money necessary at N.H. You may leave all as though you should return—they can be sent for afterward, if you return.… As to degrees [at the still-unchartered Amherst College]—there is no difficulty in obtaining them, if qualified—Some of the Williamstown seniors have taken degrees at Union & others … at Dartmouth.28



At this point the correspondence broke off; once more Edward went home to Amherst.

What can the son have made of his father’s behavior? The vision of 1818 had been (or had appeared to be) a purely religious one. If such were the case, the model was clear: the Old Squire was a wealthy and powerful man who had freely chosen to turn his resources unstintingly over to God; and if God deemed it necessary for him to relinquish all, he ought to be willing (as the rich young man in the Gospel had not been) to renounce all his worldly possessions and follow Christ. Moreover, provided a man did give uncomplainingly and without reservation—give and give again at God’s will—then he could not fail to achieve greatness, even in poverty. Yet in 1821, when Edward was again forced to quit Yale, his father’s letters were not filled with a sense of honor at having served the Lord. Even a year earlier, when the querulous letters began, Father had written not as a man fulfilled in God, but as a man betrayed by Him. The letters to his son seethe with resentment at his poverty and the loss of social standing; as he sank ever deeper into rage and despair, he lost confidence even in the grandeur of his celestial dream, and he began to dwell with increasing petulance upon his own hardships.

Samuel Dickinson wanted the New Jerusalem, but he wanted to keep the Brick House on Main Street, too (he spent his last years in Amherst concocting desperate schemes to keep it). Not willing to give up all his worldly success for God, he was equally unwilling to turn all his energies to the rescue of his personal fortune. Finally, he served neither God nor Mammon. And in his irresolution he became not tragic, but pathetic. The Old Squire had more than a sufficiency of time to reflect upon his place in history. And this occupation, too, filled him with bitterness. If he could not remain wealthy and socially distinguished, at least he wanted to be congratulated on the results of his sacrifice. But he was not, and his final days in Amherst were an unrelieved nightmare of despondency and humiliation. Tyler, who is generous in his judgments throughout, nonetheless identifies the Old Squire’s discomfiture with the unintentional cruelty of the unbiased historian: “In his poverty he had the additional grief of feeling that his services were forgotten, like the poor wise man in the proverb who ‘by his wisdom delivered the city, yet no man remembered that same poor man.’ ”29

The second interruption of Edward’s studies at Yale lasted five months: he left New Haven in September 1821 and returned in February 1822 for the second half of his junior year. During his senior year (all of which was spent at Yale) he evidently practiced the unwelcome economy of living off campus, away from his friends. In 1823 he graduated, at the age of twenty, valedictorian of his class. He was full of ambition and yearned to go to the city and study in a prestigious Boston law office. Father was thoroughly against such a plan. In fact, by the time of Edward’s last term in college, Samuel Dickinson’s attitudes toward both business and religion had become tangled and confused:


We may be blessed with a revival of religion, even here. There is a consistency in true religion which we find in nothing else. But we may be afraid that much now passes for piety, which will not appear so at the last day—Have you remarked, that few obtain religion after middle age—even after engaging in active business? It is true, that it is as easy for the Spirit to subdue the heart of an old sinner, as that of a young sinner: yet, the whole system of God’s dealing with men, is by means—and when a man is embarrassed with disappointments—difficulties in business & the cares of a family—he seems to have no time to think of God & duty—Serious thoughts are constantly kept out of mind—as others are continually crowding in. I mention this as a serious fact for your reflection. My own experience shows the increasing difficulties in the way of being religious, as we advance in life. I would say to all my children & to every young person, “Remember thy Creator in the days of thy youth.” “Seek the Lord when he may be found.” I hope you will make more time than I do, for serious reflection—There is an importance attached to these considerations, which is not to be estimated.30



This may have been a statement of concern for Edward’s soul; however, it may have been something else as well—a sorry confession of Father’s own wavering faith.

As Samuel Fowler Dickinson’s spirits declined, one by one his other sons deserted him. Edward’s younger brothers William and Samuel Fowler, Jr., were not willing to sacrifice the prospects of their futures to contribute to the fortunes of a failing parent. William finished Amherst Academy and left home as soon as he decently could (“at the age of fifteen ‘or thereabouts’ ”—in 1819).31 For ten years he roamed in search of opportunity, and in 1829, when he was twenty-five, he moved to Worcester, where he became a wealthy manufacturer of paper machinery. Of the five brothers, he was the most successful financially. He remained on excellent terms with his older brother, and their families visited back and forth during Emily Dickinson’s lifetime. However, he never attempted to salvage his father (or if he did, there is no record of it). Samuel Fowler, Jr., bolted before he reached the age of twenty-one. Perhaps because he bore the name of the man whose adversity was becoming more and more public, he felt that he needed distance between himself and Amherst; he did not, for instance, attend Amherst Academy, but went instead to the Monson Academy, some fifteen or twenty miles away and lived there as a boarding student. He left New England soon after graduation, migrated to the Deep South, and settled in Macon, Georgia. In early 1831, he wrote a bitter letter back home to Edward, who had been trying to get him to return: “I think yet I am not a fool although I have been sounded deeply for one in Amherst & probably should [have] thought I was a cursed fool if I had stayed in Amherst a year or two more.”32 Edward’s other two brothers were much younger than he: Timothy was born in 1816 and Frederick in 1819, after Edward was ready for college
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