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Editor’s Preface


Page vii →This volume is organized to balance editorial commentary with extended engagement with primary sources. Each chapter consists of two parts: an opening editorial introduction and an accompanying transcription of the travel writing by the woman traveler discussed. The editorial introductions offer biographical and historical background that situates the traveler and her experience within specific social, political, and technological contexts. These introductions are intended to equip the reader with sufficient context to read the accompanying primary texts both intelligently and critically. The materials are presented chronologically so that readers may gain an appreciation for the significant changes in the social and technological dimensions of travel that occurred during the years covered by the volume.

This anthology focuses specifically on Anglo-American women’s travel writing and therefore documents a historically racially exclusive discourse. The women represented here wrote from positions shaped by whiteness and by the legal and social privileges that made particular forms of mobility possible. While this volume foregrounds their experiences, it does not suggest that non-white women did not travel independently during the same period. On the contrary, women of color moved across geographic and political spaces under radically different conditions—often constrained by enslavement, dispossession, labor exploitation, or racialized violence. Their travels were frequently documented in different textual traditions, including slave narratives, abolitionist writing, missionary accounts, ethnographic writing, and political activism. These genres operated under distinct rhetorical, legal, and cultural norms from those governing the travel narratives assembled here. To incorporate those materials responsibly would require a different conceptual framework and editorial structure rather than the simple addition of further texts. The present volume therefore remains deliberately focused on a defined literary corpus, while acknowledging the broader and more complex history of women’s mobility in the period.

Page viii →Following the introductory sections, readers will find carefully selected excerpts of each traveler’s own writing. These excerpts are presented in sufficient length to allow readers to engage with the text and appreciate both the mechanisms and the lived experience of travel during the years covered by this volume. They are not merely travel “highlights” that foreground dramatic events—though readers will encounter passages that detail dangerous and harrowing experiences—but are intended to offer a fuller picture of the travel experiences of women journeying without male guardianship or escort in nineteenth-century America. These include ordinary travel experiences, such as arranging transportation, securing lodging, and interacting with fellow passengers, innkeepers, conductors, and others encountered along the way. The everyday negotiations of mobility are presented alongside moments of spectacle or danger, reflecting the conviction that routine experience is as historically revealing as the extraordinary.

Relatively little editorial intervention has been made in the primary sources. The texts appear largely as they did originally, maintaining original spelling, punctuation, grammar, and notes. Additional explanatory notes are supplied sparingly, only where necessary to clarify archaic terminology, historical and literary references, or geographic details for modern readers. The goal has been to preserve textual integrity while ensuring accessibility.

Together, the editorial introductions and primary texts are structured to be read in dialogue. The introductions frame key historical questions and developments, while the primary texts allow the women’s voices to demonstrate how travel functioned for them within their own historical circumstances. Readers are encouraged to navigate between these layers, using the editorial commentary as guidance rather than as a substitute for close engagement with the original accounts. This interplay between contextual framing and primary voice is central to the editorial philosophy of this volume.

I would be remiss to close this preface without making two major acknowledgements of major help received. The first is to my daughter, Virginia Langum. We had numerous conversations about the manuscript and her comments about style and substance were invaluable. More tangibly, she is the author and editor of the excellent scholarly excerpts on Harriet Martineau and Isabella Bird, and she contributed to the introduction. Virginia graciously consented to allow the Martineau and Bird chapters to be included in this volume, provided I acknowledge her authorship, which I am happy to do.

Page ix →The second major acknowledgement is to my wife, Grace Eskridge Langum. I am now of the age when I sometimes require a little extra help. Grace has been a marvelous helpmate to me. I quite simply could not have written this book without her numerous kindnesses. I want to thank you, Grace.



David Langum died before the book went into production. His daughter, Virginia Langum, reviewed and indexed the book and contributed a number of explanatory notes.





Introduction


Page x →Page 1 →In the first half of the nineteenth century women who undertook major travels either by themselves or with exclusively female companions were often criticized or viewed with suspicion. These women who traveled without the company of a male figure of authority, such as a father, adult son, brother, or husband, were “unprotected,” the phrase went, from the dangers that were sure to follow them, ranging from assault to catastrophes of the trip itself. If the “unprotected” female traveler were married then additional criticisms were levied. While she was away who was tending the home, the children, or for that matter her husband?

Notwithstanding its ridiculed and criticized status, some women did make journeys in early America by themselves or with only female fellow travelers. This volume is an edited collection of their diaries, books, and recollections. Wealthy, well-connected or literary women wrote most of the excerpted materials. An earnest effort was made to find sources that originated from more ordinary women, and some modest success was made. Rachael Morgan Ball was a happily married mother who lived in upstate New York. In 1847 she and her sister-in-law embarked on a two-month journey, visiting relatives and sightseeing. Leaving from Palmyra, New York, they traveled on a barge along the Erie Canal to Albany, New York and then by stagecoach across Vermont, and through New Hampshire and other Eastern states. Ball kept a detailed and interesting travel diary that is published in this volume for the first time

In 1831 Azubah Jewett, a schoolteacher, found it necessary to leave her Vermont village for fear of tuberculosis. She and her mother moved from Vermont to Michigan seeking a more healthful climate and to join up with some relatives already there. They spent a harrowing three days and nights on a steamboat crossing Lake Erie. These two women, Ball and Jewett, are more representative women.

This anthology focuses on trips made during the first half of the nineteenth century, although one is quite earlier, that of Susanna Morris, ca. Page 2 →1722. It is interesting because hers is the only example of a disaster on water and also because she was a female Quaker missionary. By the 1850s, at the other end of the focus, the American railroad system had expanded rapidly and increasingly connected major cities of the East, Midwest, and South. That made travel faster, more comfortable, and safer. The latest in time of the extracts in this volume is that of Isabella Bird whose 1854 travel confirms the generality of the impact of the railroad on the comfort and safety of travel in America.

The stories these women tell of their travel adventures, the curiosities encountered, and the obstacles overcome, are inherently fascinating. They are a rich body of human accomplishment. In addition, however, studies of these women’s travels reveal broader historical information. First, they are a commentary on female agency during the first half of the nineteenth century. Second, they cast significant light on the condition of the American transportation system during this time.

Although still not common, the number of “unprotected” women traveling by themselves increased steadily as the nineteenth century progressed. Although they faced the same dangers as all other travelers, for example from overturned stagecoaches or exploding steamboats, these women traveling by themselves, in contrast to their critics’ comments, did not face any particular physical dangers arising from their position as unescorted.

Matilda Charlotte Houston was an Englishwoman who traveled with her husband in Texas and Louisiana in the 1840s. She wrote that “it is here not unusual for ladies to travel alone, nor is it considered as contre les bienséances (improper or against propriety) for them to avail themselves of the escort of any polite stranger they may happen to meet with on the journey.”1 She warmed to the subject and continued:


It may be that America’s sons are “so good or so old,” that they are not to be tempted by “woman,” whatever they may be by “gold,” or it may be, that they are too busy for mischief to arise; however this may be, but it is an undoubted fact that a young and pretty girl may travel alone, with perfect safety, from Maine to Missouri, and will meet with nothing but with respect and attention the whole way. I wonder of what other country such a remark could be made, with any degree of truth.2



In 1834 another British traveler confirmed the “national boast” that a “woman may travel alone from Maine to Georgia without dread of any kind Page 3 →of injury.”3 Several of our travelers, especially Fredrika Bremer, noted the chivalric aid male passengers rendered to women traveling by themselves.

Most American women of the time period under consideration did not wish to travel by themselves. Many probably saw no need to. For a married woman there might be formidable hurdles with obtaining her husband’s consent and funding. However, for women determined to travel by themselves or with another woman, there was opportunity.

As the nineteenth century dawned, the American transportation system could be charitably described as very primitive. One mainstay was a very large number of narrow paths, used by those who wished to walk and by the large number who rode their horses, including these female Quaker missionaries. Then there were very crude dirt roads, some with short tree stumps, where woods had been cut to create the roadway, and all of them with potholes, both deep and broad. Stagecoaches ran scheduled service over these roads. The coaches were wooden boxes that carried 8–10 passengers who rode in various degrees of discomfort. The lack of adequate springs, if any, caused much jostling about within the coach, with much bruising and minor injuries. This was exacerbated by the potholes that caused significant jolts. Lighting was either non-existent or inadequate and on night runs, stagecoaches sometimes ran into stumps or other obstacles and could easily overturn or break an axle.

Eventually they would come to a country inn where the passengers could eat and catch some little sleep, bearing in mind that their connecting coach, if such were involved, might arrive and depart in the middle of the night. Some of these stagecoach inns were fine establishments. Others served rotting food and their bedrooms were mere hovels. The women travelers, at least those who traveled by stagecoach found much to say about these inns, usually quite negative. To be sure, male travelers experienced the same inconveniences, but the women travelers seemed to be more attentive to these temporary domestic arrangements.

The 1820s saw some slight improvement in stagecoach operations as roads began slowly to be “macadamized,” a primitive form of pavement, similar to asphalt, invented by the Scotsman John Loudon McAdam. The result was a much smoother and more comfortable ride; it was safer as well due to the absence of potholes and stumps. The new roads connected only major transportation hubs at first and rather crude roads and stagecoaches remained the predominant form of American transportation until the 1840s and the 1850s with the flourishing of the railroads.

Page 4 →Water transportation boomed in the years 1820–50. This was useful not only to those who wished to travel directly to a point on the water route, but also to those who could transfer at a way-stop to a stagecoach that could take them to their ultimate destination. Commercial steamboat service began first on the Hudson River in 1807. Over the next two decades it spread to the Mississippi and Ohio Rivers. Steamboats also appeared on the Great Lakes. The steamboats, especially those for the Mississippi River service and for the runs between New York City and Albany, were large and luxurious. Our female travelers generally commented favorably upon the steamboats, although some questioned the accommodation arrangements.

A major problem with the steamboats, both river and lake, was their safety. The riverboats frequently snagged on large logs, ripped holes in their skin, or the outer layer of the hull, and required urgent maintenance along the river where there might be no convenient place to put in for repairs. One of our writers was onboard a boat that received such a snagging, but fortunately it was not severe. Both river and lake steamers suffered from blowups of their boilers, often resulting in severe injuries and demolition of the boat. It is estimated that approximately 4,000 passengers died from steamboat accidents during the years 1810–50.

Canals, another form of water transportation, appeared all over the United States in the late 1820s and early 1830s. The preeminent canal was the Erie Canal, a 363-mile constructed waterway, completed in 1825, that ran from the Hudson River near Albany, New York, to Buffalo that connected directly with Lake Erie. This facilitated all-water transportation between New York City and Detroit and the Midwest. It opened up vast stretches of western New York and the Midwest for settlement and direct commerce with the eastern coast, and through New York to Europe. The Erie Canal accommodated barges for freight and packet boats for passengers, both pulled very slowly by horses and mules from a towpath running alongside the canal.

The passenger packet boats provided a very smooth method of transportation. The packets were 78 feet long by 14 feet wide and generally had a large interior room that was used for socializing and dining during the daytime. In the evening, beds were lowered in tiers from the sides of the room, and a curtain drawn in the room to separate men from women. This meant that families could not remain together at night. There were numerous locks along the Erie Canal, and as the barges and packets crowded together at the locks to await their turn at the single-boat chambers, they often bumped Page 5 →into each other, causing noise and jostling that produced the single largest inconvenience the passengers experienced. Those who rode on the tops of the packets to admire the scenery had to frequently duck so as to not collide with the frequent low-lying bridges serving adjacent farms and small towns. New York State had several other canals, many of which connected with the mainstream Erie Canal.

Motives varied for the women who traveled by themselves. Some traveled for health concerns. The most obvious of these is Azubah Jewett, alluded to above, who fled her Vermont village with her mother to avoid tuberculosis. Some journeyed for pecuniary gain. The European women all had books in mind when they set out for America, although they might deny this. A typical trope of nineteenth century literature, especially women’s literature, was for an author to deny the intent to write a book and to ultimately publish only at the urgings of her friends, with the claim that the author’s letters from America were too interesting not to be shared with the general public. The most entrepreneurial of the women traveling by themselves, however, was an American, Anne Newport Royall. She traveled extensively throughout the United States, entirely by herself, making detailed notes and commentary about its cities and inhabitants. She turned these into nine volumes, organized by region, and she sold these, some personally and some by subscription. In her later years she published newspapers in Washington, DC. Royall was a very controversial figure and often acerbic in her manner and conversation. She probably has the distinction of being the last woman ever tried, and convicted, of the common law crime of being a common scold.

Other women traveled to sightsee and visit relatives. A primary example of this is the Rachael Morgan Ball diary mentioned earlier. Other women traveling by themselves had more exotic reasons, such as the conversions and the strengthening of the church sought by the Quaker missionaries.



Notes



	1. Houstoun, Hesperos, 77.—Ed.

	2. Houstoun, Hesperos, 185–86.—Ed.

	3. See “Harriet Martineau” in this volume.—Ed.
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Chapter 1 Susanna Morris


Page 7 →Susanna Morris (1682–1755) was an early American Quaker minister.1 Female ministers, like their male counterparts, were expected to receive divine callings to travel to nearby meetings, and then, as they increased in maturity and skills, to travel out of their home region and even to foreign countries. Their local meeting was obliged to find a suitable and willing female companion to accompany the female minister. If the traveling minister were married, the consent of the spouse was required.

As a general matter in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, female Quaker ministers and their female companions traveled by horseback. In this way they avoided the dangers of breakdowns and discomforts of jolting through potholes that accompanied travel by stagecoach. Traveling by horseback also facilitated travel to the private homes, preferably Quaker, where they found accommodation.

Female ministerial travel was a common practice in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Yet very few accounts of their travel have survived, and in those that have survived, there is much discussion of religion and very little discussion of their actual travel.

Susanna Morris began her religious travels after the birth of her twelfth child (she would ultimately bear thirteen) and when she was approximately forty years old. She became an inveterate traveler, making trips to England and Ireland, and continuing on in her religious travels until she was in her seventies, a great age in her time. Her first trip was a more modest one, to visit Friends in the Carolinas, Virginia, and Maryland. She set out from her Abington, Pennsylvania home and she and her companion would cross the Chesapeake Bay to continue their travels by horseback. However, on the Bay they were met, “with hard and boisterous winds and thereby drove us out to sea and had not the Lord favored us by an outstretched arm we had likely perished all of us that were in that vessel, for it was an open boat, the master having left the hatches at home on the other side of bay.” Following a harrowing experience that included beaching their ship on a sandbar, the two Page 8 →women, Morris and her companion, were eventually able to reach land and continued on their journey to the Quaker groups in Carolina. Morris heard that the distance was between 60 and 100 miles, yet they had a “prosperous” journey, guided only by God. Their horses, wounded in the shipwreck, did not fare as well, and Susanna’s died after their arrival.



Shipwreck at Currituck Inlet, 1722


We met with hard and boisterous winds and thereby drove us out to sea and had not the Lord favored us by an outstretched arm we had likely perished all of us that were in that vessel, for it was an open boat, the master having left the hatches at home on the other side of bay ... we were drove out to the open ocean about ten leagues.2 And it pleased the Lord our God that we drove over a dreadful sandbar into an inlet called Currituck as we understood afterwards, for our master was so lost he knew not where he was. It was betwixt Carolina and Virginia. And now let me say that the Lord our God is a God of knowledge and by him the living are preserved and sometimes helped in a wonderful manner, and my dear children it is worthy of memory to observe to you how things fared with us in that so great a trial for we were like to be lost, the sea run over us and thereby the little provision we had were soaked in salt water and we and our horses were left destitute of food and to all appearances likely to perish, for we had lost our canoe and were surrounded by great waters and no inhabitants near us, but there was a grassy place near us and we thought it best to get the master’s horse out and one of the men to ride thither at low water, that he might see whether or not it was an island. And the man went to it (and the horse ate some there) and then came back with tidings it was but an island, then we thought it best to get the poor creatures to the island, that if possible they might shift a while for themselves there, however the Lord might be pleased to do with us. Then the master got the other horses and took them about half way to the grass and there let them go, but instead of going to the grassy land they tacked contrary and I thought as foreign to land and no sign of grass there but white sand and some bushes, and when we saw their landing we were ready to think that the higher power knew best where to send our horses for so it was. And on the third day I was lying down on the deck in a still frame of mind and it there sprung into my mind to get up and look about me and I did so and as far as I could see there was coming two canoes and two men but they came not to us until evening and they informed our master what place we were in, but were not willing to put us on shore, but one of them Page 9 →said he would come tomorrow and when we took us on shore it was at the same place where our poor wounded horses landed without information or help of man. It was six miles to the first house to which we must go and the man that took us ashore was not willing to stay and go with us and the master was not able; all of our company got but little food from seventh day morning until the fourth day following in the afternoon, yet for all that I was so thankful that we were got on shore, that we, viz, Ann Roberts and I, was bent (if God willing) to set forth toward a poor widow’s house as the man had informed us which lay near the sea six miles off but when we came with half a mile of the widow’s house we were likely for to go out of way there being no path, the sea having flowed over where we should go when easterly winds blew hard, but I thought that the Lord’s mercy was greatly extended to us, his poor handmaids for the woman of the house came to the sea side to meet us and saluted us after this manner: good women, how come ye hither? Was it to do the will of God? And she, when we got to the cottage showed as kind as she could, and there we heard of our horses, after we had been there several days, for they were about a quarter of a mile from the widow’s house and that was many miles from any other; yet our horses had but one thing to hinder them from going therefore or an hundred miles away from us if (I thought) there had not been a hand of help at work it certainly would have been so for the place where they were was so haunted with mosquitoes.

Now some might say, how got you your saddles and clothes from the vessel? We got our horses and rode on them bareback the six miles again and yet got not our saddles but the master had sent by the man that was sent (as I may say from many miles to help us) to his neighborhood for people to get off the shallop, and when he came he would bring our things in his canoe. Therefore we had to ride the same way back again on the horses barebacked and that twelve miles at other times might have been a great hardship but surely the Lord makes hard things easy for those that are willing to serve him well.



Notes



	1. I am in debt to Michael Hatfield, Professor, School of Law, University of Washington, for his suggestion that I look at the travels of the women Quaker missionaries. See also, Wilt Thou Go on My Errand? Journals of Three 18th Century Quaker women Ministers: Susanna Morris, 1682–1755; Elizabeth Hudson, 1722–1783; Ann Moore, 1710–1783, ed. Margaret Hope Bacon. Wallingford, Pennsylvania: Pendle Hill Publications, 1995.—Ed.

	2. Page 10 →Excerpt from Susanna Morris diary, transcribed in Bacon, Wilt Thou Go on My Errand? 42–45.—Ed.
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Chapter 2 Frances Wright


Page 11 →Frances Wright (September 6, 1795–December 13, 1852) made several trips to the United States and eventually settled in America. Her first trip was in 1818. Frances Wright was a young 23-year-old Scotswoman (notwithstanding the title of her book) when she arrived in New York from Liverpool in the company of her younger sister, Camilla. They traveled without escort and their purpose was to make a tour of the United States, or at least some portion of it. Frances was very much the dominant sister. She was a political and social progressive and had done a considerable amount of research on the United States before her journey. She was determined to discover how a nation founded on the principles of equality and freedom had fared in practice. She was thrilled and overly enthusiastic about what she saw, at least on this first trip, and almost all historical analysis of her account has noted her naïve and extreme praise of everything American.

In New York City, Wright used a letter of introduction to make the acquaintance of Charles Wilkes, cashier and later president of the Bank of New York. He became friends with Fanny, by which name she was generally known, managed her financial affairs, and introduced Fanny and her sister into New York society. After spending the first seven months of their American sojourn in New York City, the sisters began to travel, first visiting Philadelphia, and then turning north along the Hudson River to Albany. Here they turned west through the Mohawk Valley and up to Niagara Falls. They returned east through Canada, thence through Vermont and back down the East coast to Baltimore, Washington, DC, and spent a few days in Virginia. While in Washington, she attended congressional debates and met with President Monroe. The sisters returned to England in May 1820.

Fanny wrote her observations in the form of mock letters that she turned into a book once back in England. She discusses highly political topics, but also paints verbal portraits of small farms, beautiful scenery, and other quaint scenes. She found Americans, in general, to be courteous Page 12 →and intelligent. The American system of self-governance was working, and slavery was the only significant fault. Even that, Fanny thought, could be resolved through education of the enslaved and steady emancipation. Her observations of America are not as trenchant nor as encyclopedic as those of other travelers, particularly Anne Royall, yet they still have their interest.

One topic she fails to spend much comment upon is her own travel, the trip itself. The Wright sisters began their trip early, in September 1818, before the railroads, and without the Erie Canal to travel westward from Albany. That project was then under construction, and Fanny observed a portion of the construction of the ultimately 363-mile canal later, in August 1819. She grasped its significance as “truly grand, affording a water highway from the heart of this great continent to the ocean.” They traveled from New York City to Albany on the Hudson, and she describes West Point in detail, but she makes no mention of the boat they traveled upon. At Albany they were forced to travel overland to Buffalo and then to Niagara. They had a choice—either hire a wagon and horse or take the public stagecoach or wagon. Fanny preferred the public conveyance as that gave her an opportunity to talk with fellow travelers, “to hear intelligent remarks upon the country and its inhabitants, and to understand the rapid changes that each year brings forth.” Fanny clearly enjoyed the conversations in the stagecoaches with “citizens of differing appearance and professions, country gentlemen, lawyers, members of Congress, naval officers, farmers, mechanics, &c. There were two characteristics in which these our fellow travellers generally, more or less, resembled each other—good humor and intelligence.”1

The drawback of the stagecoach was the jolting about with the subsequent bruising. One must “suffer to be driven sometimes too quickly over a rough road and sometimes too slowly over a smooth one.” On one particular occasion, the second day west of Albany, a recent storm had “scooped out the soil [of their road], now on this side and now on that, into which holes, first the right wheel of our vehicle, and anon the left making a sudden plump, did all but spill us out on the highway.” Wright then notes with her characteristic equanimity and optimism that “we bore the bruises that were in this manner most plentifully inflicted with very tolerable stoicism and unbroken good humour.” She found the passage particularly jolting when traveling on the log roads that traversed swamps and swampy forests.2

Frances Wright used other modes of transportation as well. Close to her arrival at Niagara she was forced to walk some few miles over a log causeway that could only be crossed on foot. Then when she traveled on the Canadian Page 13 →shore from Niagara to Vermont, she journeyed down the St. Lawrence “in a well-manned bateau, which brought us in four days and the better part of three nights (for we were seldom tempted by the nature of our accommodations to rest more than a few hours) to La Chine, seven miles above Montreal.”3

The seven miles from La Chine to Montreal were accomplished on horseback. When the sisters traveled to Baltimore, they first took a steamboat from Philadelphia down the Delaware River, transferred to stagecoach to cross about fifteen miles to the northern reaches of Chesapeake Bay, and then continued on by another steamboat to Baltimore. They had a rough passage on the Delaware River: “pitch and toss, pitch and toss! The wind has risen very suddenly and now blows a hurricane.” They had noted a few English travelers, but “we were too much tormented by the wind, which blew a heavy gale in our faces, to have any disposition for conversation.”4 But near sunset they transferred to stagecoaches that took them on the approximately 15 miles’ journey by land to recommencement of nautical transportation at the northern reaches of Chesapeake Bay. They more or less paralleled the route of the Chesapeake and Delaware Canal, that would be completed just a few years after the sisters’ journey and would permit through passage by ship from New York, Philadelphia, and Wilmington to Baltimore without need for any stagecoach transfer. It is clear enough that the Wrights took occasional side trips away from the main line of the stagecoaches, and there is some mention of dismissing a wagon and rejoining a stagecoach. Undoubtedly Fanny arranged these trips, hired the side conveyances, and arranged for the later continuation of the primary trip. However, she supplies no details about these matters.

When the Wrights first arrived in New York they stayed at private homes. However, Fanny soon developed a taste for boarding houses and the pair moved to one on Broadway. It provided Fanny the opportunity to mix and mingle: “We find a very pleasing society at the public table. The social mode of living here adopted in the hotels and boardinghouses offers great advantages to foreigners, who may be desirous of mixing easily with the natives and of observing the tone of the national manners. During the few days we have lived in this house, we have met with a greater variety of individuals from all parts of the Union than we could have done in as many months by visiting in half the private houses of the city.”5

When she traveled outside major metropolitan areas she had to stay at inns in small towns. Unlike the severe criticism of American inns by many Page 14 →women travelers, notably Frances Trollope and Anne Royall, Fanny Wright actually praised them. For example, in Rochester, New York, she noted:


several good inns, or taverns as they are universally styled in these states. We were very well and very civilly treated in one of them, but, indeed, I have never yet met with any incivility, though occasionally with that sort of indifference which foreigners, accustomed to the obsequiousness of European service, sometimes mistake for it ...

On arriving at a tavern in this country, you excite no kind of sensation, come how you will. The master of the house bids you good day, and you walk in. Breakfast, dinner, and supper are prepared at stated times, to which you must generally contrive to accommodate. There are seldom more hands than enough to dispatch the necessary work. You are not therefore beset by half-a-dozen menials, imagining your wants before you know them yourself; make them known, however, and, if they be rational, they are generally answered with tolerable readiness, and I have invariably found with perfect civility.6



It was not just tavern servants that Fanny praised. More generally, in her enthusiastic embrace of American democracy she wrote that “honest, trusty, and proud, such is the American in service; there is a character here which all who can appreciate it will respect.”7 When Fanny and Camilla Wright made their journey to America, they were quite young, certainly for those years, 1818–20, to be traveling on their own without any so-called “male protection.” That does raise the question of whether they experienced any unwanted attention or hassles from men. The answer is apparently no. Frances writes that “in travelling, I have myself often met with a refinement of civility from men, whose exterior promised only the roughness of the mechanic or working farmer, that I should have looked for from the polished gentleman.”8

There are relatively few accounts of Fanny’s later life. It was filled with excitement. She traveled extensively but left slim accounts of her later trips. Frances and Camilla made several more visits to America and eventually they settled here. As a result of her first book, Frances became an acquaintance of the utilitarian philosopher Jeremy Bentham and his circle. She also became a close confidant of the Marquis de Lafayette, and spent half a year living in his chateau in France. She traveled with Lafayette for much of his triumphal tour of the United States in 1825, occasioning many rumors that they were lovers. About this time, she became very interested in slave Page 15 →emancipation, founded on the principle of education of the enslaved for their eventual participation in free society. She founded a utopian society she named Nashoba, bought land in western Tennessee and purchased several enslaved individuals for the purposes of “redeeming” them through education and eventual emancipation.

Fanny returned to England to build up support for her colony, and came back to America in the company of Frances Trollope, in 1827. They traveled from England to New Orleans, then up the Mississippi to Memphis, a short distance from Nashoba. They found the colony in a condition close to collapse, and eventually Frances abandoned her utopian solution to the American slave dilemma. Wright took the enslaved of her colony to Haiti where she emancipated them. She then returned to Paris.

During this period Wright also became interested in public speaking and took to various platforms to proclaim the virtues of free love, advocate women’s sexual equality with men, and attack organized religion, along with other hot button issues that gained her little more than public outrage. She became involved on a peripheral basis with the Owenite New Harmony colony. In 1831 her sister Camilla died in Paris. Shortly thereafter Fanny married Guillaume Sylvan Casimir Phiquepal D’Arusmont, a Frenchman sixteen years her senior. They returned to America where they began to quarrel, leading to a separation. Fanny continued her public speaking, became an American citizen, and a supporter of President Andrew Jackson. She continued to travel back and forth to Europe.

Meanwhile Fanny’s husband D’Arusmont cheated her out of most of her money and turned Sylva, their only child to survive infancy, against her. She lived most of her later life in Cincinnati where she died in 1852, at age 67, after falling on some ice.

In 1848 she wrote a very short account, forty-eight printed pages, of some of her life following that first trip in 1818–20. Her second book, Biography and Notes of Frances Wright D’Arusmont, speaks a bit about her travels in connection with her public speaking. For example, in connection with a lecture tour of very late 1828 and early 1829, she wrote, in the third person:


On leaving Cincinnati she made a tour as far west as St Louis; and then crossing the Alleghany in the opening of the winter, addressed the people of Baltimore.... And, so it was, that in a seaport and populous city, armed only with the sacred character of her sex, with confidence in the cause she advocated, and in the people she addressed, Page 16 →a young woman, raised in the circles of European aristocracy, and whose habits were those of a student and a quiet observer of men and things,—encountered a mixed multitude of both sexes, of every class and profession, in an open theatre crammed from pit and stage to ceiling, without experiencing, and without apprehending, anything but silent respect and enthusiastic sympathy.... From Baltimore she proceeded to Philadelphia, and addressed a vast multitude, pressed in and around the old State House. From thence to New York, the head seat at once of popular energy, sectarian, and clerical, wealth and power, and financial and political corruption.9



There is nothing here about her trips except that she took them. Truly, Frances Wright, unfortunately, was not a very astute observer of her travels.



From the Genesee Falls to Niagara, 1819


Niagara, September 1819.

My Dear Friend,

We left Geneseo on a lovely morning that breathed the first freshness of autumn, our conveyance one of those light waggons universal in these states. Many a kind parting glance we threw back upon the fair valley and on the roofs which sheltered so much worth and seemingly so much happiness.10

Our route, after some miles, crossed the great western road and traced the course of the Genesee to within four miles of its discharge into Ontario. Here the river makes three considerable falls. At the head of the first stands the flourishing young town of Rochester, and at the head of the third one of minor fame, hight Carthage.

A singular fate seems to pursue the latter colony. A farmer with whom I fell into conversation informed me that it had first assumed the more modest appellation of Clyde, from the resemblance that some travelled settler had covered between the neighbouring fall of the Genesee and that of the Clyde-at Stone Byres, which resemblance, by-the-bye, allowing for the superior dimensions of the American river, is striking enough. After some time the new occupants received information that there existed an older settlement of that name in the same county, and, to rectify the confusion that this occasioned in the post office, the Scots changed themselves into Punicians. But now, delenda est Carthago: it is discovered that there are two more infant Carthages, claiming the right of primogeniture.11

Page 17 →There is, it must be confessed, the strangest confusion of names in the western counties of this state that ingenuity could well imagine. In one district you have all the poets from Homer to Pope, nay, for ought I know, they may come down to Byron; in another, you have a collection of Roman heroes; in a third, all the mighty cities of the world, from the great Assyrian empire downwards; and, scattered among this classic confusion, relics of the Indian vocabulary, which, I must observe, are often not the least elegant and are indisputably always the most appropriate.

For the Roman heroes, bad, good, and indifferent, who in one district are scattered so plentifully, the new population is indebted to a land surveyor and a classical dictionary. Being requested, in parcelling out the lots, to affix a name to them, the worthy citizen, more practised in mensuration than baptism, shortly found his ingenuity baffled, and in despair had recourse to the pages of Lempriere.12

There is something rather amusing in finding Cato or Regulus typified by a cluster of wooden houses, nor, perhaps, are the old worthies so much disgraced as some indignant scholars might imagine.

I met with one name on my route which somewhat surprised me and which struck me as yet more inappropriate than the sonorous titles of antiquity, nor was I ill pleased to learn that it had occasioned some demur among the settlers. I thought that I had left Waterloo on the other side of the Atlantic, in the streets, bridges, waltzes, ribands, hotels, and fly-coaches of Great Britain and Ireland. When objections were made to the founder of the little town flourishing under this appellation, the story goes that he called to his aid the stream of water which turned the wheel of his mill, gravely affirming that he had that in his eye and not the battle in his thoughts when he christened the settlement. “The name speaks for itself,” said he, with a humourous gravity peculiar to his native district of New England–“Water-loo.” If the name did not speak for itself, it was impossible not to let him speak for it, and so his neighbours turned away laughing, and the title of Waterloo stands more undisputed than that of poor Carthage.

The falls of the Genesee are well worth going fifty miles out of your way to look at. The first is a noble cascade of ninety feet. Seen from the bottom (to get to which we had to traverse a marsh and a score of mill-streams), I have since thought it a sort of miniature of Niagara, but this is woefully comparing small things to great. It is, however, a lovely sheet of water, and truly grand when you have not seen the wonder of nature that is now roaring in Page 18 →my ears. I believe we should have enjoyed the scene more, if the swamp and the slime and the mud had not suggested rattlesnakes to the fancy of my companion. The apprehension was every way groundless; at least we saw no rattlesnakes, and these reptiles, when seen, I believe are seldom seen in mud but among rocks moist with clear water.

The second fall is inconsiderable compared to that either above or below. The third, though not upwards of eighty feet, is the most picturesque of the whole. The effect is, at present; singularly heightened by a stupendous bridge, thrown across the chasm just below the basin of the fall in the manner of that over the Wear at Sunderland. The chord of the arch, as I was informed, is upwards of 300 feet, the perpendicular, from the centre to the river, 250. We were desirous of viewing it from the bottom of the chasm, but to do this it seemed necessary to go two miles farther down the river to seek a boat, which even then, we were assured, it would be but a chance if we found. To descend to this spot and wait this chance, daylight would hardly have served us. To see what we could, we scrambled a fourth of the way down, first by means of the woodwork of the bridge, and then by advancing cautiously along the shelving edge of the precipice, resting our weight on one hand until we reached an acute angle formed by the roots of a blasted pine, which afforded us a narrow footing while the broken stem yielded us support.

Having assumed this position, which had we duly considered we should perhaps not have ventured upon, we gazed up and down with a sensation of terror that I do not remember to have felt in an equal degree more than once in my life. Beneath us, on either hand, the precipice now shelved perpendicularly, or rather we were projected over it so that a pebble would have dropped into the gulf of water below. To the left, we looked upon the falling river; beneath us was the basin, broad, deep, and finely circular; opposite, the precipice answering to that we stood upon; on our right was the bridge, suspended as it were in mid-air. We were on a level with the spring of the arch, and I shuddered to observe that on the opposite side, projecting over the precipice, the beams which sustained it seemed to rest on a hair’s breadth. Tracing also the semicircle with my eye, I perceived that it was considerably strained, about 20 feet on the same side from the centre. Afterwards, on crossing the bridge, we found several heavy logs placed over the spot to prevent the springing of the arch. You cannot conceive the horror with which we gazed upwards on its tremendous span. After a while it appeared as if in motion, and the impulse was irresistible which led us to shut our eyes and Page 19 →shrink as in expectation of being crushed beneath its weight. I cannot yet recall this moment without shuddering. Our sight swimming, our ears filled with the stunning roar of the river, the smoke of whose waters rose even to this dizzy height, while the thin coating of soil which covered the rock and had once afforded a scanty nourishment to the blasted tree which sustained us seemed to shake beneath our feet. At the time I judged this to be the work of busy fancy. To restore our confused senses and save ourselves from losing balance, which had been the loss of life, we grasped the old pine with considerable energy, and it was at last, with trembling knees and eyes steadily fixed upon our footsteps, neither daring to look up nor down, that we regained the height from which we had descended. Having regained it, I thought we never looked more like fools in our lives.

Crossing the bridge (which brought us down not quite to the level we had sought by a more perilous descent on the other side), we walked round upon a fine carpet of verdure, kept always fresh by the spray from the basin beneath, till we stood above the brink of the fall and nearly facing the arch. While making this circuit, we again shuddered, perceiving for the first time that the point we had descended to on the opposite side had a concealed peril more imminent than those which had so forcibly affected our imagination, the earth beneath the old pine being completely excavated and apparently only held together by one of its roots. A young man, who the next day became our fellow traveller, told me that he had seen us take this position with such alarm that his blood ran cold for many minutes after we left it, adding that he had observed the earth crumble beneath our weight and strike in the water below. I know not if his fancy had been as busy as ours in exaggerating our perils, but I will confess that they were sufficient to startle me from sleep twenty times during the ensuing night in all the horrors of tumbling down precipices and falling through bridges in the manner of the sons of men, as seen in the vision of Mirza.13 I have heard it said that the art of swimming has lost more lives than it has saved; perhaps the art of clambering has done the same.

The flourishing town of Rochester, thus strikingly situated, is seven years old-that is to say, seven years ago the planks of which its neat white houses are built were growing in an unbroken forest. It now contains upwards of two hundred houses, well laid out in broad streets, shops, furnished with all the necessaries and with many that may be accounted the luxuries of life, several good inns, or taverns as they are universally styled in these states. We were very well and very civilly treated in one of them, but, indeed, I have Page 20 →never yet met with any incivility, though occasionally with that sort of indifference which foreigners, accustomed to the obsequiousness of European service, sometimes mistake for it.

In the country, especially, service, however well paid for, is a favour received. Every man is a farmer and a proprietor; few therefore can be procured to work for hire, and these must generally be brought from a distance. Country gentlemen complain much of this difficulty. Most things, however, have their good and their evil. I have remarked that the American gentry are possessed of much more personal activity than is common in other countries. They acquire, as children, the habit of doing for themselves what others require to be done for them, and are, besides, saved from the sin of insolence, which is often so early fixed in the young mind. Some foreigners will tell you that insolence here is with the poor. Each must speak from his own experience. I have never met with any, though I will confess that if I did it would offend me less than the insolence offered by the rich to the poor has done elsewhere. But insolence forms no characteristic of the American, whatever be his condition in life. I verily believe that you might travel from the Canada frontier to the Gulf of Mexico, or from the Atlantic to the Missouri and never receive from a nativeborn citizen a rude word, it being understood always that you never give one.

On arriving at a tavern in this country, you excite no kind of sensation, come how you will. The master of the house bids you good day, and you walk in. Breakfast, dinner, and supper are prepared at stated times, to which you must generally contrive to accommodate. There are seldom more hands than enough to dispatch the necessary work. You are not therefore beset by half-a-dozen menials, imagining your wants before you know them yourself; make them known, however, and, if they be rational, they are generally answered with tolerable readiness, and I have invariably found with perfect civility. One thing I must notice, that you are never anywhere charged for attendance. The servant is not yours but the innkeeper’s; no demands are made upon you except by the latter. This saves much trouble, and indeed is absolutely necessary in a house where the servant’s labour is commonly too valuable to be laid at the mercy of every whimsical traveller. But this arrangement originates in another cause—the republican habits and feelings of the community. I honor the pride which makes a man unwilling to sell his personal service to a fellow creature; to come and go at the beck of another—is it not natural that there should be some willingness to do this? It is the last trade to which an American, man or woman, has recourse; still some must Page 21 →be driven to it, particularly of the latter sex, but she always assumes with you the manner of an equal. I have never in this country hired the attendance of any but native Americans, and never have met with an uncivil word, but I could perceive that neither would one have been taken. Honest, trusty, and proud, such is the American in service; there is a character here which all who can appreciate it will respect.

At Rochester we dismissed our waggon, and the following morning, between three and four o’clock, once again seated in the regular stage, struck westward to the Niagara River. It was not, I assure you, without some silent alarm that, on leaving Rochester, we crossed by starlight the tremendous bridge, for the purpose of opening the mail at Carthage.

The mode in which the contents of the post bag are usually distributed through the less populous districts had often before amused me. I remember, when taking a crosscut in a queer sort of a caravan bound for some settlement on the southern shore of Lake Erie, observing, with no small surprise, the operations of our charioteer: a paper flung to the right hand, and anon a paper flung to the left, where no sight or sound bespoke the presence of human beings. I asked if the bears were curious of news, upon which I was informed that there was a settler in the neighbourhood, who ought to have been on the lookout, or some of his children for him. “But when I don’t find them ready, I throw the paper under a tree; and I warrant you they’ll look sharp enough to find it; they’re always curious of news in these wild parts”; and curious enough they seemed, for not a cabin did we pass that a newspaper was not flung from the hand of this enlightener of the wilderness. Occasionally making a halt at some solitary dwelling, the post bag and its guardian descended together, when, if the assistance of the farmer who here acted as postmaster could be obtained, the whole contents of the mail were discharged upon the ground, and all hands and eyes being put in requisition, such letters as might be addressed to the surrounding district were scrambled out from the heap, which, being then again scrambled together, was once more shaken into the leathern receptacle and thrown into the waggon. But it sometimes happened that the settler was from home. On one occasion, I remember, neither man, woman, nor child was to be found. The stage driver whistled and hallooed, walked into the dwelling, and through the dwelling, sprang the fence, traversed the field of maize, and shouted into the wood, but all to no purpose. Having resumed his station and set his horses in motion, I enquired how the letters were to find their destination, seeing that we were carrying them along with us, heaven knew where. “Oh! Page 22 →they’ll keep in the country anyhow; it is likely, indeed, they may go down the Ohio, and make a short tour of the states. This has happened sometimes, but it is a chance but they get to Washington at last, and then they’ll commence a straight course anew, and be safe here again this day twelvemonth maybe, or two years at farthest.”

At Carthage we found the postmaster, very naturally fast asleep; after much clatter against his door and wooden walls, he made his appearance with a candle, and according to custom the whole contents of the mail were charged upon the floor. The poor Carthaginian rubbed his eyes, as he took up one letter after another from the heap before him, but his dreams seemed still upon him. “Not a letter can I see,” he exclaimed, as he again rubbed his eyes, and snuffed his candle. “Friend, lend me your eyes, or you may just take the whole load away with you.” “I am none of the best at decyphering handwriting,” replied the driver. “Why then I must call my wife, for she is as sharp as a needle.” The wife was called, and in gown and cap soon made her appearance. The candle and the papers placed in the middle, wife, husband, and driver set about decyphering the hieroglyphics; but that the wife had the character of being as sharp as a needle, I should have augured ill of the labours of this triumvirate. Whether right or wrong, however, the selection was soon made, and the budget once again committed to the waggon.

The road between this and Lewiston is chiefly remarkable from its being, such as it is, the work of nature; a bed of gravel was discovered to run almost in a direct line, its breadth seldom greater than that of the road to the Niagara River, commencing four miles from the Genesee. Between Utica and the Lesser Falls of the Mohawk, the great western road strikes into a shorter ridge of the same description, but which there crosses a deep valley, while here it is scarce raised above the vegetable soil it traverses: for forty miles this natural highway, formerly the confining boundary of the waters of Ontario, remains unbroken, save now and then where it gives passage to some muddy creek, the sluggish drain of the vast swamps whose noxious exhalations breed fevers, intermitting and bilious, during the autumnal months, in the new and scanty population. Five years since there was but one log house between Rochester and Lewiston. A citizen who got into the stage during the morning for a dozen miles and who united the professions of doctor and farmer, and painter also, if I understood right, told me that he had five-and-thirty patients within the stretch of one mile. This may convey to you some idea at once of the rapid settling of the country, and the physical evils that the first occupiers of the soil have to encounter. We did not enter Page 23 →a house in which there were less than two of the family either in bed, or looking as if they ought to be there. The autumn is always the trying season, and the prolonged and extreme heats of the summer months have this year doubled its usual fatality. These evils, dreadful while they last, are, however, but temporary; as the axe and the drain advance into the forest, the mal’aria recedes. It would recede more rapidly, as well as more certainly, if the new settlers would contrive to do without, or at least with fewer, mills. The collection of the waters from the creeks and the swamps, soon brought by the action of a powerful sun to a state of putrefaction, increases tenfold the deadly air already spread by nature. I could not pass one of these reservoirs of disease without a sickness at the heart, and this was not a little increased when a young farmer was assisted by his father into the waggon, seemingly in the last stage of decline. As I placed the poor creature in the seat least uneasy of the comfortless vehicle, and arranged a buffalo skin with the addition of a great coat behind his back, he told me he was recovering from the intermitting fever and going to seek change of air at the house of a neighbour, twenty miles distant. The family had migrated from New England some two years since and had been perfectly healthy until the late erection of a mill in the close neighbourhood of their dwelling. After a stage of fifteen miles, he left us to be rattled over a causeway of logs that struck off into the forest at a right angle from the road, and which might have shattered limbs less feeble than those of this living spectre. “God help thee over it!” said I inwardly, as the poor youth was lifted half fainting into a waggon.

Forty miles from Lewiston, the ridge is broken for a considerable extent, and the log causeway, through a deep swamp that fills up the deficiency, is only to be crossed on foot. Fatigued and bruised as we by this time were, it was no easy matter to clamber over these cruel miles, which though few seemed eternal. We might have broken this heavy journey, for there were numerous dwellings which a sign, swinging upon a pole before the doors, designated as taverns, and occasionally, in the young settlements, which in the earlier section of our route already flourished under the name of towns and the appearance of villages, these “traveller’s rests” were, all things considered, of very tolerable appearance. But we were anxious to relieve our eyes from the sight of squalid faces and our ears from the eternal sound of ague and fever, which we trusted to do on emerging from these shades.

For the first forty miles, the road was, with some intermissions, bordered by a line of cultivation, or, where the plough had not absolutely turned up the soil, the axe was waging war with the trees. To this succeeded a stretch of Page 24 →forest, relieved at long intervals by the settler’s rugged patch, smoking with burning timber and encumbered with blackened logs.

A log road, or causeway, as it is denominated, is very grievous to the limbs, and when it traverses a dense and swampy forest is not very cheering to the eyes, nor always is the travelling greatly more agreeable when, in lieu of the trunks of trees, you are dragged over their roots and a soil scooped into holes. Storms had been busy here also; immense trees had been torn up from their beds, and the road, never in its best days oversmooth and delicate cut, and channelled into sevenfold ruggedness and deformity. And yet, had it been a healthier season, these heavy miles would not have been altogether without their interest. There was, indeed, neither rock, nor dale, nor hill, nor pleasant valley—nothing but the settler’s cabin, and now and then a growing village, backed by the ragged forest. But had health here dwelt with industry, the eye might have found beauty even in this monotonous landscape. As it was, all seemed sad and cheerless in this young world: the stroke of the axe fell mournfully on the ear, when the hand that lifted it seemed unnerved by past or approaching sickness, the cabin told nothing of the stir of human life, one solitary figure was sometimes the only moving creature within its walls. I shall not soon forget the aspect of a young family who were scattered over a little knoll jutting forward from the forest into the waters of a creek that came sluggishly winding through the shades. A group of urchins, some sitting, some standing, were gathered, possibly to observe our approaching vehicle; the gaze of their lustreless eyes and the hue of their sallow cheeks haunted me for many hours afterwards.

The settlers’ fires have now scared away the wolves and bears, who, not five years since, held undisputed dominion in these unbroken shades; as many more, and the noxious vapors may be dispersed also. It is possible, however, that the low tracts in the neighbourhood of the great northwestern waters may never be wholly free from autumnal sickness. We started twice or thrice in the forest a solitary deer, and once put a whole herd in motion. The wild creatures glanced at us from the covert, and, bounding over a little rivulet, were soon lost in the depths of the forest.

The moon was up ere the dull level which we had so long traversed was varied by the appearance of the ridge which is afterwards torn open by the Niagara. We ran along its base for some miles on a smooth and firm road, which would have relieved our tired limbs had they not now been too tired to be relieved by anything. The chills of an autumnal night succeeding to Page 25 →a day of summer heat had yet farther increased our discomfort, when we entered the frontier village of Lewiston.

Alighting at a little tavern, we found the only public apartment sufficiently occupied and accordingly made bold to enter a small room, which, by the cheering blaze of an oak fire, we discovered to be the kitchen and, for the time being, the peculiar residence of the family of the house. An unusual inundation of travellers had thrown all into confusion. The busy matron, nursing an infant with one arm and cooking with the other, seemed worked out of strength and almost out of temper. A tribe of young urchins, kept from their rest by the unusual stir, were lying half asleep, some on the floor and some upon a bed, which filled a third of the apartment. We were suffered to establish ourselves by the fire, and having relieved the troubled hostess from her chief incumbrance, she recovered good humour and presently prepared our supper. While rocking the infant, it was with pleasure that I observed its healthy cheeks and those of the drowsy imps scattered around. It was unnecessary to be told that we were now on healthy ground. There had, the mother said, been some fever in the neighbourhood, but the cases were few. The season probably will be a trying one everywhere.

In the night, when all was still, I heard the first rumbling of the cataract. Wakeful from overfatigue, rather than from any discomfort in the lodging, I rose more than once to listen to a sound which the dullest ears could not catch for the first time without emotion. Opening the window, the low, hoarse thunder distinctly broke the silence of the night. When, at intervals, it swelled more full and deep, you will believe that I held my breath to listen; they were solemn moments.

This mighty cataract is no longer one of nature’s secret mysteries; thousands now make their pilgrimage to it, not through

Lakes, fens, bogs, dens, and caves of death,14

but over a broad highway, none of the smoothest, it is true, but quite bereft of all difficulty or danger. This in time may somewhat lessen the awe with which this scene of grandeur is approached, and even now we were not sorry to have opened upon it by a road rather more savage and less frequented than that usually chosen.

Next morning we set off in a little waggon, under a glorious sun and a refreshing breeze. Seven miles of a pleasant road, which ran up the ridge we had observed the preceding night, brought us to the cataract. In the way we alighted to look down from a broad platform of rock, on the edge of the Page 26 →precipice, at a fine bend of the river. From hence the blue expanse of Ontario bounded a third of the horizon, Fort Niagara on the American shore, Fort George on the Canadian, guarding the mouth of the river where it opens into the lake, the banks, rising as they approached us, finely wooded and winding, now hiding and now revealing the majestic waters of the channel. Never shall I forget the moment when, throwing down my eyes, I first beheld the deep, slow, solemn tide, clear as crystal and green as the ocean, sweeping through its channel of rocks with a sullen dignity of motion and sound, far beyond all that I had heard or could ever have conceived. You saw and felt immediately that it was no river you beheld, but an imprisoned sea, for such indeed are the lakes of these regions. The velocity of the waters, after the leap, until they issue from the chasm at Queenston, flowing over a rough and shelving bed, must actually be great, but from their vast depth they move with an apparent majesty that seems to temper their vehemence, rolling onwards in heavy volumes and with a hollow sound as if labouring and groaning with their own weight. I can convey to you no idea of the solemnity of this moving ocean. Our eyes followed its waves until they ached with gazing, and had not our little guide and waggoner startled us by hurling a fragment of rock from the precipice, I know not when we should have awakened from our dream.

A mile farther, we caught a first and partial glimpse of the cataract, on which the opposing sun flashed for a moment, as on a silvery screen that hung suspended in the sky. It disappeared again behind the forest, all save the white cloud that rose far up into the air and marked the spot from whence the thunder came. We now pressed forward with increasing impatience, and after a few miles reaching a small inn, we left our rude equipage and hastened in the direction that was pointed to us.

Two footbridges have latterly been thrown, by daring and dexterous hands, from island to island, across the American side of the channel, some hundred feet above the brink of the fall. Gaining in this manner the great island which divides the cataract into two unequal parts, we made its circuit at our leisure. From its lower point, we obtained partial and imperfect views of the falling river; from the higher, we commanded a fine prospect of the upper channel. Nothing here denotes the dreadful commotion so soon about to take place; the thunder, indeed, is behind you, and the rapids are rolling and dashing on either hand, but before, the vast river comes sweeping down its broad and smooth waters between banks low and gentle as those of the Thames. Returning, we again stood long on the bridges, gazing Page 27 →on the rapids that rolled above and beneath us, the waters of the deepest sea-green, crested with silver, shooting under our feet with the velocity of lightning, till, reaching the brink, the vast waves seemed to pause as if gathering their strength for the tremendous plunge. Formerly it was not unusual for the more adventurous traveller to drop down to the island in a well-manned and well-guided boat. This was done by keeping between the currents as they rush on either side of the island, thus leaving a narrow stream, which flows gently to its point and has to the eye, contrasted with the rapidity of the tide where to right and left the water is sucked to the falls, the appearance of a strong back current.

It is but an inconsiderable portion of this imprisoned sea which flows on the American side, but even this were sufficient to fix the eye in admiration. Descending the ladder (now easy steps) and approaching to the foot of this lesser fall, we were driven away blinded, breathless, and smarting, the wind being high and blowing right against us. A young gentleman, who incautiously ventured a few steps farther, was thrown upon his back, and I had some apprehension, from the nature of the ground upon which he fell, was seriously hurt; he escaped, however, from the blast, upon hands and knees, with a few slight bruises. Turning a corner of the rock (where, descending less precipitously, it is wooded to the bottom) to recover our breath and wring the water from our hair and clothes, we saw, on lifting our eyes, a corner of the summit of this graceful division of the cataract hanging above the projecting mass of trees, as it were in mid-air, like the snowy top of a mountain. Above, the dazzling white of the shivered water was thrown into contrast with the deep blue of the unspotted heavens; below; with the living green of the summer foliage, fresh and sparkling in the eternal shower of the rising and falling spray. The wind, which for the space of an hour blew with some fury, rushing down with the river flung showers of spray from the crest of the fall. The sun’s rays glancing on these big drops, and sometimes on feathery streams thrown fantastically from the main body of the water, transformed them into silvery stars or beams of light, while the graceful rainbow, now arching over our heads and now circling in the vapor at our feet, still flew before us as we moved. The greater division of the cataract was here concealed from our sight by the dense volumes of vapor which the wind drove with fury across the immense basin directly towards us; sometimes indeed a veering gust parted for a moment the thick clouds and partially revealed the heavy columns that seemed more like fixed pillars of moving emerald than living sheets. of water. Here, seating ourselves at the brink of Page 28 →this troubled ocean beneath the gaze of the sun, we had the full advantage of a vapor bath, the fervid rays drying our garments one moment and a blast from the basin drenching them the next. The wind at length having somewhat abated, and the ferryman being willing to attempt the passage, we here crossed in a little boat to the Canada side. The nervous arm of a single rower stemmed this heavy current, just below the basin of the falls, and yet in the whirl occasioned by them, the stormy northwest at this moment chafing the waters yet more. Blinded as we were by the columns of vapor which were driven upon us, we lost the panoramic view of the cataract, which, in calmer hours or with other winds, may be seen in this passage. The angry waters and the angry winds together drove us farther down the channel than was quite agreeable, seeing that a few roods more and our shallop must have been whirled into breakers, from which ten such arms as those of its skilful conductor could not have redeemed it.

Being landed two thirds of a mile below the cataract, a scramble, at first very intricate, through and over and under huge masses of rock, which occasionally seemed to deny all passage and among which our guide often disappeared from our wandering eyes, placed us at the foot of the ladder by which the traveller descends on the Canada side. From hence a rough walk along a shelving ledge of loose stones brought us to the cavern formed by the projection of the ledge over which the water rolls and which is known by the name of the Table Rock.

The gloom of this vast cavern, the whirlwind that ever plays in it, the deafening roar, the vast abyss of convulsed waters beneath you, the falling columns that hang over your head, all strike, not upon the ears and eyes only, but upon the heart. For the first few moments the sublime is wrought to the terrible. This position, indisputably the finest, is no longer one of safety. A part of the Table Rock fell last year, and in that still remaining the eye traces an alarming fissure, from the very summit of the projecting ledge over which the water rolls, so that the ceiling of this dark cavern seems rent from the precipice, and whatever be its hold it is evidently fast yielding to the pressure of the water. You cannot look up to this crevice and down upon the enormous masses which lately fell, with a shock mistaken by the neighbouring inhabitants for that of an earthquake, without shrinking at the dreadful possibility which might crush you beneath ruins yet more enormous than those which lie at your feet.

The cavern formed by the projection of this rock extends some feet behind the water, and, could you breathe, to stand behind the edge of the Page 29 →sheet were perfectly easy. I have seen those who have told me they have done so; for myself, when I descended within a few paces of this dark recess, I was obliged to hurry back some yards to draw breath. Mine to be sure are not the best of lungs, but theirs must be little short of miraculous that can play in the wind and foam that gush from the hidden depths of this watery cave. It is probable, however, that the late fracture of the rock has considerably narrowed this recess, and thus increased the force of the blast that meets the intruder.

From this spot (beneath the Table Rock) you feel, more than from any other, the height of the cataract and the weight of its waters. It seems a tumbling ocean, and you yourself what a helpless atom amid these vast and eternal workings of gigantic nature! The wind had now abated, and what was better, we were now under the lee and could admire its sport with the vapor, instead of being blinded by it. From the enormous basin into which the waters precipitate themselves in a clear leap of 140 feet, the clouds of smoke rose in white volumes, like the round-headed clouds you have sometimes seen in the evening horizon of a summer sky, and then shot up in pointed pinnacles, like the ice of mountain glaciers. Caught by the wind, it was now whirled in spiral columns far up into the air, then re-collecting its strength, the tremulous vapor again sought the upper air till, broken and dispersed in the blue serene, it spread against it the only silvery veil which spotted the pure azure. In the centre of the fall, where the water is the heaviest, it takes the leap in an unbroken mass of the deepest green, and in many places reaches the bottom in crystal columns of the same hue, till they meet the snow-white foam that heaves and rolls convulsedly in the enormous basin. But for the deafening roar, the darkness, and the stormy whirlwind in which we stood, I could have fancied these massy volumes the walls of some fairy palace—living emeralds chased in silver. Never surely did nature throw together so fantastically so much beauty with such terrific grandeur. Nor let me pass without notice the lovely rainbow that at this moment hung over the opposing division of the cataract as parted by the island, embracing the whole breadth in its span. Midway of this silvery screen of shivered water stretched a broad belt of blazing gold and crimson, into which the rainbow dropped its hues and seemed to have based its arch. Different from all other scenes of nature that have come under my observation, the cataract of Niagara is seen to most advantage under a powerful and opposing sun; the hues assumed by the vapor ‘are then by far the most varied and brilliant, and of the beauty of these hues I can give you no idea. The gloom of the cavern Page 30 →(for I speak always as if under the Table Rock) needs no assistance from the shade of evening, and the terrible grandeur of the whole is not felt the less for being distinctly seen. We now ascended the precipice on the Canada side, and, having taken a long gaze from the Table Rock, sought dry clothes and refreshment at a neighbouring inn.

We have again visited this wonder of nature in our return from Lake Erie, and have now gazed upon it in all lights and at all hours—under the rising, meridian, and setting sun, and under the pale moon when

riding in her highest noon.

The edge of the Table Rock is not approached without terror at the latter hour. The fairy hues are now all gone, excepting, indeed, the rainbow, which, the ghost of what it was, now spans a dark impervious abyss. The rays of the sweet planet but feebly pierce the chill dense vapor that clogs the atmosphere; they only kiss, and coldly kiss, the waters at the brink, and faintly show the upper half of the columns, now black as ebony, plunging into a storm-tossed sea of murky clouds, whose depth and boundaries are alike unseen. It is the storm of the elements in chaos. The shivering mortal stands on the brink, like the startled fiend

on the bare outside15 of this world,

Uncertain which, in ocean or in air.

La buja campagna

Tremò sì forte, che dello spavento

La mente di sudore ancor mi bagna.
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	9. Wright, Biography and Notes, 40–42.—Ed.

	10. Excerpt from Wright, Views of Society, 115–28.—Ed.

	11. “Delenda est Carthago” (“Carthage must be destroyed”) is attributed to the Roman politician Cato the Elder.

	12. Page 31 →John Lemprière (ca. 1765–1824) was an English classicist whose Classical Dictionary was a standard reference work in Wright’s day.

	13. “The Vision of Mirza” is an allegorical essay by Joseph Addison (1672–1719) that was widely read and frequently anthologized in Wright’s day.

	14. A variation on “rocks, caves, lakes, fens, bogs, dens and shades of death” from John Milton’s Paradise Lost (1667), Book 2, describing the landscape of Hell.

	15. The English lines are from Milton’s Paradise Lost, Book 2; the Italian lines are from Dante’s Inferno, Canto 3: “the dark countryside trembled so violently, that from fear, my mind is still bathed in sweat.”
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Chapter 3 Anne Newport Royall


Page 32 →Anne Newport was born in 1769 near Baltimore, Maryland. As an adult she traveled extensively throughout the United States and supported herself through the sale of numerous books she wrote describing her travels and observations. While a child she and her family moved to western Pennsylvania in 1772 and lived in a small log cabin with a poor frontier subsistence. Anne’s father died while she was still young, and her mother re-married a Mr. Butler. She was re-widowed in 1782 when an American Indian raid killed Mr. Butler. The mother moved with Anne and her half-brother to Western Virginia, where she apparently had some relations. Mrs. Butler began employment with Major William Royall, an educated former officer in the American Revolution who lived a reclusive life. Anne was about 18 years old when she first met Royall but already had a sharp and retentive intellect that Royall admired. He began tutoring her in the classics of literature and encouraged her use of his extensive library.

Affection grew between Anne and William, and they married in 1797, when she was 28 and he in his mid-50s. They had a childless but happy, quiet life, filled with their literary interests, although their home also filled with guests whenever the local court at Sweet Springs, Virginia was in session. William Royall died in 1813 and left a lifetime income from his large estate to Anne. One of Royall’s distant relatives contested the will, setting off an American Bleak House—ten years of litigation. Following her husband’s death, Anne set off to travel, at first to the South and especially to Alabama where she lived for several years. When she left Virginia, she sold the small pieces of land her husband had given her before his death, and set out in comfort, even to the extent of traveling with three enslaved people and a courier (apparently to make advance arrangements at taverns and hotels).

Since she was still enjoying a good income from her husband’s estate, there is reason to think that her sojourn in the South was equally comfortable. However, in 1823 the long litigation over her husband’s will was finally conclusively determined for the contestants and against the widow. Anne Page 33 →Royall was rendered penniless. She thought of two possible remedies. First, she could travel to Washington, DC, and claim a pension as the widow of an officer of the American Revolution. Second, she might continue on with the traveling that she had come to enjoy and write travel narratives, a popular genre in the early nineteenth century.

Actually, she tried both avenues, although her efforts to obtain a pension did not bear fruit for many years. Presumably because she lacked the funds to take a steamboat, she set out alone on horseback from St. Stephens, Alabama, in the southern part of the state, to Huntsville, Alabama, where she could continue by stagecoach. Since Huntsville is in the northern region of the state, the trip must have taken three days at a minimum. Most likely, she spent the evenings sleeping outdoors. Before her arrival at Washington she passed through Alexandria, Virginia, and arrived there at her lowest ebb: “I came to the Atlantic Country in a state of unequalled distress, a total stranger, without one cent in my pocket, or one change of raiment, badly drest, in the dreary month of December, ten o’clock at night, I entered Alexandria.”1 Her husband had told her that if she needed help she should ask a Mason. She asked for help of an H. Claggett, the owner of an excellent local hotel, doubtlessly explaining that her deceased husband had been a Mason. He not only helped her, but gave her the use of a parlor and bedroom and maid service from December 15, 1823, through April 6, 1824, when she crossed over to Washington and received the troubling news that, as the law then stood, her marriage to Major Royall had occurred too late after the Revolution to entitle her to a pension.

Then began Anne Royall’s career, at age 55, as a travel writer. From 1824 through 1831 she extensively toured the settled parts of America: the Atlantic States, New England, the South, and much of the Midwest. Her first travel book was published in 1826 and between then and 1831 a total of ten travel books came from her hand, plus one novel.

Thereafter she operated a weekly newspaper from Washington, DC, until her death in 1854. Her travel was less a set of sequential journeys, but more back and forth, a crisscross, and in so doing she visited every city, most towns, and many of the mere hamlets in America of the 1820s. She was an avid and successful interviewer of all sorts and conditions of humanity.

She met many prominent political figures, including several presidents, from John Adams (in his retirement) through Abraham Lincoln (probably while he was a congressman). On her travels she spoke with every local official she could meet, and she met most. In stature Royall was short and stout, Page 34 →and a good conversationalist. She wrote detailed descriptions of all the cities and towns through which she passed, usually staying for a day or two in every place to gather information, sometimes even statistical information, of the locale’s politics, economy, schools, churches, people, and even jails and prisons. However, her vision was more encyclopedic than analytical or insightful.

Another reason to question the insightfulness of Anne Royall, but not her factual accuracy, was that she presents herself as an extremely opinionated woman. Her writings contained many hasty judgments that appear to be based on nothing but her own subjective opinions. The most notable of her opinions was her call for the complete separation of church and state, and this in a very religious period of American history, an age when most American postmasters permitted the free mailing of religious tracts. She opposed public proselytizing and repeatedly wrote in her travel books of the dangers of mainstream Protestants and members of tract societies whom she called “missionaries” or “blue-shirts,” and especially disliked Presbyterians and Methodists. She did make some friends in her travels with Roman Catholic priests and a very few Protestant ministers. Royall herself was mildly religious, in the Unitarian Universalist strain, but praised Masonry, in a time when mainstream American society strongly condemned the Masons. Her books were popular reading, but her seemingly anti-religious sentiments gained her many opponents. Indeed, after Sketches was published, and thereafter, Royall had to face hostile crowds and many hassles as she traveled about making notes for further books.

Anne Royall made her living by the writing and sale of her travel books. She carried boxes of books with her as she traveled and sold these as well as taking subscriptions for future books. A bit of commercialism entered into her writing. Her descriptions of people, hotels, and taverns, that she called pen-portraits, had a strong tendency to be more effusive in their praise when the person or innkeeper had bought one of her books or bought a subscription for a future book. It seems a matter of shading rather than creating false facts.

Anne Royall traveled by herself, although she sometimes made short-term friendships with some of the fellow travelers she encountered. After her first book became popular, stage companies often gave her complimentary passage, perhaps in the hope that they might garner some favorable publicity, in the same manner that modern day travel writers receive a host of complimentary meals, travel, and admissions to tourist attractions. Beginning in Page 35 →1831, Royall settled in Washington, DC, and published a weekly newspaper: Paul Pry, succeeded by The Huntress. She died in 1854.

Royall’s description of a trip from Baltimore to Philadelphia in November 1824 gives a good picture of the confusing and tumultuous nature of pre-railroad transportation in America, especially for a novice to eastern intercity transport, as Royall then was:


We left Baltimore about sun-down, and arrived Philadelphia about sun-rise next morning. (Nov. 15;) the distance between ninety and an hundred miles; fare $4. The journey is performed partly by steamboats and partly by stages. You leave Baltimore in a steam-boat, and sailing down Patapsco, land at Frenchtown. Here you take the stage to Newcastle, (Delaware,) and then take the steam-boat again, and sailing up the Delaware, arrive at Philadelphia. It is very unpleasant to those who wish to see the country, to make this journey in the night: to me, it was provoking; nor can I see through the policy of such a plan, which deprives the traveller of so much pleasure. The night was dark and dismal, so much so, that it precluded the view of every object.

The steam-boats in these waters, are elegantly furnished with every article of convenience, particularly in the articles of meat and drink, (though gentlemen and ladies breakfast, dine, and sup together;) yet they are greatly inferior in size, to the steam-boats in the western-rivers.... Here, as well as there, you must choose your birth, and have it registered, or go without, as was the case with many of us to night, the passengers exceeding the number of births.2 I richly deserved my fate, as I was the first on board, and neglecting to engage one, had to sit up....

About midnight we came to shore, and here was pulling, hauling, settling bills and fare. An hundred people were in motion, men, women, children, and parrots. Here was every one running to get their ticket; “I want my ticket, give me my ticket;” they overset me several times. In short, being at a loss to comprehend the meaning of the ticket, and thinking I might in some way be concerned, I brushed the dust from clothes as well as I could, made up to my friend of Baltimore [a fellow passenger she had conversed with on the boat from Baltimore], and asked her the meaning—“Oh,” she cried, “you are undone if you don’t get one.” “Are they lottery tickets?” I asked; Page 36 →“Lottery tickets indeed! No, they are tickets to entitle you to a seat in the stage; if you don’t get one you will be left behind.” A sense of my danger inspired me with courage, and flying through the crowd, oversetting some in my turn, I gained the table where the ticket man sat, and demanded one. He gave me a bit of a card an inch square, No. 5. I hunted my friend once more to inquire what next? “Hold fast your ticket till you arrive at the stages, and call for the No, on your card; upon looking at my ticket, she said I must call for No. 5; and that after all the passengers were in stages, a man would go around and collect the tickets.” I thanked her for her friendly counsel, and was told that this was done to prevent fraud, on account of the numerous passengers. Nothing could equal the uproar and confusion which now took place; such running with porters, band-boxes, trunks, and portmanteaus, flying in all directions; such pushing, elbowing, and trampling on one’s toes; it was emphatically every one for himself. And what made the matter worse, we had but one lantern! For my part, I went by guess; seriously, I never saw a worse managed piece of business, neither order nor light. After encountering a number of disasters, we were seated in the stage, and the man came round for our tickets, but it would have been the easiest thing in life to have cheated him, it being so dark, that one could not see their hand before them. The cavalcade now set forward, in a solemn walk, without one lamp amongst seven or eight, perhaps ten stages ... All the amusement I had, was the chattering of a poll-parrot, who found great fault with the jolting of the stage, and would ask its mistress, if it was not breakfast time. It seemed an age before we arrived at Newcastle, and here we had to get out in the dark, and grope our way to the steam-boat, which we did not quit till we landed at Philadelphia.

Porters are attached to all those lines, for the purpose of conveying the baggage of the passengers from one vehicle to another, or to your quarters, when you have completed your journey.3



Royall’s 1824 journey from Baltimore to Philadelphia illustrates not only the confusion, nearly chaos, that could attend American intercity travel in the 1820s, but also illustrates how stagecoaches and steamboats worked in tandem to provide intercity services, primarily for relatively short journeys in the East. Royall describes other such bifurcated journeys. For example, Page 37 →while traveling from Philadelphia to New York City she left Philadelphia by boat, this time departing at dawn so she had a better view. Toward the end of the voyage a call summoned the passengers to pick up their tickets for the stages which would convey them across a piece of New Jersey to the Raritan River to take another voyage by steamboat to New York. She noted that the porters for this Philadelphia-New York passage understood their business much better than those of the Baltimore and Philadelphia line: “So soon as the tickets are distributed, the porters ask you for the number of your stage, and to show them your baggage; they then proceed to label your baggage with the number to which it belongs, setting the baggage of each stage by itself: every stage has its porter, and the moment the boat lands, every one to his business. I was astonished at the dispatch used in transferring the contents of the boat within the stages.”4

Royall described other passages that utilized combinations of steamboat and stage transportation. For example, the route between Providence and New York, which she labelled the “common route,” required “several stages daily to convey the travellers from Boston to Providence.” They would there take passage in steam-boats, proceeding down Providence River into the sound, reaching New York via the East River. The fare from Providence to New York was fourteen dollars, including board.5 Royall took another trip from Baltimore to Philadelphia in 1827. The route and bifurcated method of transportation, alternating between steamboats and stages, was exactly as she had described for 1824.6

Horseback riding still accounted for some intercity transportation in the 1820s, Royall does not attribute to it as much emphasis as stagecoach or steamboat. One unusual form of transportation she experienced was sleighing. On a trip from New York City to Albany in the wintertime (ca. 1825), “The Hudson river, which affords a speedy and delightful conveyance to that city [i.e., to Albany], was at this time fast locked up with ice; we, therefore, took the stage body from the wheels, and placing it upon a sleigh, took our departure at three o’clock, one clear cold morning. This was the first time I ever rode in a sleigh; it is very pleasant where the road is smooth, but this in many instances was not the case.”7

The lengths of both stagecoach and steamboat lines were quite short and were highly competitive, both in obtaining passengers and racing against each other when taking a common road or waterway. Royall describes a scene in Utica, New York, where runners for various lines solicited for customers.


Page 38 →The indispensable requisites in a runner, must be the absence of principle, light make, swift of foot, glib of tongue, and lynx-eyed ... Here [i.e., Utica] it must be observed, that about twelve stages arrive daily in the summer. The moment a stage or packet [on Erie Canal], half a dozen (at least) of these runners beset it, and by the time the passenger puts his foot on the step, “Don’t you want to go to Rochester?” “You’r going to Buffalo, my coach is going in half an hour? “No.” “To Albany?” “No.” To Blackwater; to the Springs; to—“I am going in the packet this evening to Buffalo” Oh! The packet an’t coming; won’t be here till to morrow; it’s met with an accident.” Another confirms it. Thus the traveler is deceived.8



Royall also noted the sharp competitive spirit in the lines racing one another. As she traveled from Philadelphia to New York in 1824, she was in a stagecoach crossing New Jersey before her transfer to a boat on the Raritan River that would take her to New York.


When we began to draw near the Raritan, we had a view of the other line [stagecoach], and it is probable they had a view of us, from the rate they were driving. Each line was running on elevated ground in view of each other, during some miles; but all in vain, we got to the river first, and I was almost carried to the boat by the porters, in their eagerness to conquer the other line. The foremost stage of the opposition [stagecoach company] made two desperate attempts to pass us within a few yards of the Raritan; they came so near to effecting their purpose that the fore wheel struck the hind wheel of ours, the one I was in, and nothing but the narrowness of the pass prevented their success ...

No sooner were we in the boats, (which was almost at the same instant,) than the steam was liberally plied to the wheels, and a race between the Legislator and the Olive Branch, commenced for New-York. The former was our heroine, and a stately boat she was; but although she seized upon the middle of the channel, her rival drew up alongside somewhat boldly, and sometimes had the presumption to run ahead, which her ability to sail in shoal water enabled her to do; often, however, she lagged behind. It was quite an interesting sight to see such vast machines, in all their majesty, flying as it were, their decks covered with well-dressed people, face, to face, so near to Page 39 →each other as to be able to converse. It is well calculated to amuse the traveller, were it not for a lurking fear that we might burst the boilers. I confess for one, I would rather lose the race than win it, (which we did,) under such circumstances.

Shortly after this the Legislator did burst her boiler, by which some lives were lost, and others were much injured.9



The stagecoaches in the early 1820s were usually small affairs and most were uncomfortable. Royall noted that sometimes the springs in the upholstery made her feel as though she were riding on nails, and once that she was even riding on spikes. One coach she took had no wooden sides to ward off dust or cold. Some lines had larger coaches, and she took care to lavish praise on a few companies in such extravagant tones that the cynical reader suspects may have resulted from a book sale or subscription.

The roads were poor. Some were merely uneven planks that jolted the passengers. Or worst: the road out of Huntsville, Alabama is “causewayed with huge logs, and so soon as the stage was on it, we were sadly jolted.”10 The route between Newtown and Winchester, Virginia “runs over a rock of limestone the whole route. This and the rough constructed stage in which one is conveyed, goes near to take a person’s life, unless they are made of iron.”11 She passed over this same road a few years later and “from that day [of earlier trip] to this, my poor bones remember the road! the worst I ever travelled: being a solid, stubborn, uneven rock of blue lime-stone.”12

Roads were beginning to be paved. For example, “the road from Berry’s ferry to Alexandria [Virginia] is paved the whole way; which ... is not very pleasant to travel on at the rate of seventy miles per day; it is the roughest pavement I ever was on; it would not be bad policy to have one’s life and limbs insured, before undertaking the trip.”13 But she lavishly praised the roadway leading into Hagerstown, Maryland: “The road is a great curiosity, being turnpiked with white stone, broken into small regular pieces, and laid as firm as the original rock; no floor could be more level; it was one entire smooth pavement; it appeared more like sailing or flying, rather than riding over land; not a jar or jolt the whole way; and I was proud to confirm the driver’s prediction, that I never had so pleasant a drive before nor since, excepting my return on the same pavement.”14

In general, Royall rated the steamboats much higher than the stagecoach. Not only were they smooth in passage, but one did not need to sleep sitting up overnight on an uncomfortable stagecoach, or endure being crowded Page 40 →together, or endure the heat, or endure “dust rising in such clouds, [it] almost stifles one.”15 Steamboats had separate sleeping quarters for men and women with berths on the sides. We earlier saw how she praised the food, drink, and furnishings of the steamboat that carried her from New Castle, Delaware to Philadelphia in 1824. A year later she traveled on the Hudson River between Albany and New York and wrote of the experience that “It is not in the power of the most extravagant fancy to conceive the luxury of sailing on the Hudson, to the sound of the finest music, sitting at your ease aloft in the air, on one of those spacious upper decks of the barges chatting with your friends, eating and drinking, whilst sliding steadily but swiftly through the most exuberant scenery.”16

She directed equally fulsome praise on the packet boats that plied the Erie Canal. Royall traveled on this canal from Schenectady to Utica in its very early days of operation. Her extensive discussion of the boats and the operation of the canal is worth setting out in detail.


About an hour before sun-down we were under way in the canal packet the very day after the lady was drowned in the lock. She, as the story goes, was sitting on the bow of the boat in a chair reading, and the boat as it went in the lock, struck against the side of it and pitched her forward into the water: the boat passing over her, from the nature of those locks, which puts it out of the question to move the boat readily, she was drowned before they could get the boat out of the lock and let out the water. She was from the western county, and had been recently married; her husband was on board a witness of the melancholy accident.

Those packets are very pleasant, fitted up in the inside like steamboats, with dining-rooms, and separate rooms for gentlemen and ladies, which are accommodated with births similar to the steamboats. The fare, including board, is four cents per mile, without board, three cents. The price charged for dinner, to any person wishing to dine, is thirty-seven cents and a half, twenty-five cents for breakfast or supper, and twelve cents and a half for lodging, and this fare equal to, if not superior to that of the springs [Saratoga Springs?], or any other place. The best of wines, spirts, &c.

The distance from Schenectady to Utica is seventy-nine miles and a half: the packet runs this distance in twenty-four hours, passing through twenty six locks. The packets are drawn by three stout horses Page 41 →who proceed at a brisk trot, and are relieved every ten miles by fresh-horses and a fresh driver. The packets carry the mail. This manner of travelling is extremely pleasant, much preferable either to the stage or the steamboat, being alike safe from the accidents of both; nor are you liable to be covered with dust as you are in the stages, or crowded to suffocation....

These boats are drawn, as was said, by three horses; the freight boats are drawn by two and often one. The rope (for they are drawn by ropes) is very long, an hundred yards perhaps, and the horses by this means are a considerable distance ahead of the boat, which is kept straight by a rudder; there is but one tow-path which is sometimes on one side and sometimes on the other of the canal. The first boat we met, I expected to see a combat of ropes as I could see no possible means of avoiding it, both running in the teeth of each other, but they slipt by as it were by magic, without butting, or hitting, or tangling of ropes. I had so much to engage my attention that I could not spare time to ask how one rope could directly cross another without tripping up the horses’ heels. Next morning, I watched this legerdemain, when I observed the teemsman belonging to our boat check (not stop) his horses, and the boats passed. By checking the horse the rope drops into the water and on the path, the other boat and teem therefore slipped over it in a twinkling. Boats going west must lower to those going east, this being perfectly understood by the teems-men, they pass by each other with that ease and facility, that would elude the eye of the keenest observer.

These packets have accommodations for thirty passengers, and very civil captains; the ease with which you slip along and the ever varying scenery, is very pleasing to the traveller. The only annoyance is the scraping of the boat against the locks when it is let in, the sudden rising of the boat causes it to drive from side to side, which often awakes those who are asleep; after the first night, however, one gets used to it. These boats have no decks except a small place at each end, and though a person could sit or stand with ease on the top of the boat, it would be dangerous, on account of the numerous bridges over the canal, there being a bridge at every man’s farm. These bridges occur nearly every half mile and add much to the beauty and the variety of scenery, being in the form of a crescent, neatly painted, Page 42 →with handsome railings. Over those bridges the teem-driver trots in a trice when he is obliged to change sides on the canal, but in other cases he goes under the bridge.

The freight boats are very similar to the packet boats and are of different sizes: passengers may travel in them for one cent and a half per mile, same price of freight. The canal has a neat railing outside the tow-path the whole way, this railing is painted white and about four feet high. The canal is fringed on both sides with the Canada thistle which bears a beautiful crimson flower; it must delight in poor soil, that which it has selected is nothing but gravel and clay thrown out of the canal.17



One hazard of travel, as true today as in the 1820s, is an accident or breakdown of the conveyance vehicle. But the consequences of breakdown in the 1820s were often more drastic for the traveler. For example, while traveling in Virginia from Winchester to Alexandria, Virginia, “our stage broke down about half a mile from Cob-run. The driver, by leading the horses, made out to get it to a tavern, kept at the Run, twenty-five miles from Alexandria; and here I had to stay from Saturday till Monday evening. The accommodation was wretched as words can describe.”18 Because of this breakdown, Royall lost two days waiting in a wretched tavern for the next stage to arrive. On another occasion she was traveling to Springfield, Massachusetts, when


Night overtook us long before we reached Springfield: the air was cold and piercing, and not even a star was to be seen.—To complete our misfortune, the stage broke down within eight miles of the town. Here we were in a dreadful predicament; over a mile from any house, and not a particle of light by which we might ascertain the extent of our disaster: one thing, however, was unanimously agreed upon, which was, that we should all get out of the stage, and by putting our wits together, see whether the misfortune could be remedied.

After a long groping about the stage, it was pronounced unfit to carry us; the body being completely unhinged from the wheels; otherwise it was unhurt. The passengers had now no alternative but to stay where they were, in the dark, or travel on foot, therefore they resolved to walk to town. On occasions like this, a little common sense is worth all the philosophy in the world. One of our party, Page 43 →whom we may suppose was no friend to walking, observing some fence-rails lying by the road-side, asked the driver if he had any leather straps, old lines or ropes of any sort: being answered in the affirmative, it was proposed to raise the body of the stage, and lay on a couple of rails under it, which all being mutually fastened together with a pair of old lines, it made out to carry us to Springfield, though in a slow walk, where we arrived at half past ten o’clock at night, cold and hungry.... The inn-keeper, who expected us, of course, had kept up a glowing fire, which in a few minutes so overcame me with drowsiness, that I was compelled to go supperless to bed.19



Vessels met with mishaps as well. Several years later Royall traveled from Wilmington, North Carolina to Charleston. She took a sloop, the older style sailing vessel, loaded with lumber, but with a small amount of passenger accommodation. At the town of Smithville, “at the mouth of the river, our vessel got aground, the wind not being sufficient to carry us with the tide,” but the officers of the vessel took her into the town with a smaller boat.20 There, Royall found satisfactory accommodation, and spent the next day of her accidental visit exploring the local shops, forts, gardens, and interesting characters of Smithville. The morning thereafter, a wind came up and she was able to continue her voyage in the sloop. This incident ended well, but we should recall the Legislator, a vessel on which she had traveled without incident but later had a bursting boiler that caused fatalities and many injuries.

When Anne Royall traveled by stagecoach, in addition to physical discomfort of the travel, she frequently suffered at the hands of poor taverns at which she had to eat and sleep. Rude and insolent innkeepers were a constant irritation. The food was sometimes inedible. She wrote of one breakfast in South Carolina that “the bread was black and raw, the cheese and butter had all the colors of the rainbow, and the smell would attract all the turkey-buzzards in Charleston.”21 Mentions of bad food are scattered throughout Royall’s travel books, but the most interesting, and an incident that reveals much about her character, occurred during an evening’s stay at a tavern in North Carolina.


The Tavern keeper, where we dined, is a great rogue. The only dish of meat on the table, was spoiled, and ... the odour was such, that one Page 44 →could hardly sit at the table. I pitied the General and the Captain [fellow passengers], and as they had not independence enough to speak for themselves, I ordered the waiter to take the meat from the table, and tell the Landlord “to send some milk and butter—did he think we were going to eat stinking meat”?—“I am the Landlord!” said the waiter, a double dyed Blue-skin [protestant], “and if you don’t choose to eat such as there is on the table, you may go without”—was he not spunky?—smothering a smile at the fellow’s courage, I put on my holy-day terror, and ordered him not “to give me another word of his insolence—not another word sir—a pretty fellow indeed—after travelling as far as we have, and the Stage stopping at your house—coming in famished, and must either eat stinking meat, or go without! and this is not enough—but must put up with your insolence besides, you Ruffian—begone, and bring something else, or I will have you prosecuted as a swindler—bring me some Tea.” He muttered something and went off.” Meantime, I could not forbear smiling at Gen. Owen, who was cutting the meat fairly up, as neat as though he were going to eat it. He and the Captain became so alarmed at the engagement between me and the waiter, that the one kept carving, and the other looking on, making wry faces: I cannot tell whether at me or the meat—at length, the General laid down the knife and fork, and he and the Captain had to stay their hunger upon bread and butter and sweet potatoes.22



The sleeping accommodations in the 1820s taverns were problematic. One seldom obtained a room strictly of their own. Often, there were two large sleeping rooms, one for men and the other for women. Royall had to suffer from close quarters with objectionable women. It could be worse when men tried to use the women’s quarters. At one Schenectady inn,


I had not been in bed, in a dirty chamber, more than five minutes before a great rough fellow opened the door and stalked in followed by his doxy rough as himself: they were proceeding to another bed in the chamber when I raised up, and ordered them out of the room: they walked out muttering, and meeting the bar-keeper at the door (the landlord was in bed) who had been listening all the while, they told him, “that woman would not let them sleep there.”23 The bar-keeper then put his head in at the door and asked “why I would not Page 45 →let those people sleep in the room.” My answer may be guessed. He then requested leave for a lady and a child to come in and sleep in the empty bed; to get rid of him I consented.24



Another matter that greatly perturbed Ms. Royall was the charge for room and board. Apparently, there were state statues almost everywhere in the early nineteenth century, or so Royall certainly believed, that required innkeepers to post their room charges on the wall of a bedroom and their food charges in a conspicuous place in the dining area. If innkeepers failed to do so, then they lost all legal claim for their services and the guest could pay whatever he or she wished. Royall frequently refused to pay the full charges when the rates were not posted. In an 1825 trip from Georgetown to Baltimore, the stagecoach stopped at a tavern for dinner, which by her own description was excellent:


Having dined, I asked the waiter what was to pay? “Three quarters of a dollar,” quoth he. The other passengers threw down the cash, but I sought the landlord: “and what do I owe you, sir?” “Three quarters.” “Where is [sic] your rates?” said I.—“We fix our own rates,” said mine host. “So then we stand on even ground, you fix your rates, so do I,” and handing him fifty cents, I stept into the stage—not another word passed between us. My fellow travellers, however, appeared mortified that they did not, like myself, save the odd quarter. It is nothing but an act of justice to society, to treat these pickpockets in this manner—common sense must point out to the lowest understanding, that the traveller has the same right to refuse, that the publican has to exact an exorbitant bill, unless the rates are fixed by law, and placed in public view ... It tickled the Frenchman [a fellow passenger] exceedingly, my behavior to the landlord.25



Although Royall experienced no difficulty most of the inns she encountered, and indeed went out of her way to praise a few, nevertheless this commentary as to proper rates continued on throughout her travels. Another amusing incident, among many, comes from a breakfast stop on a trip from Fredericksburg to Richmond.


After breakfasting, I looked for the rates, and finding none, I handed the bar-keeper (who, it is said, could neither read nor write) thirty-seven and a half cents, and walked towards the stage, “This a’nt Page 46 →enough,” said he; “I charge fifty cents.” “Where are your rates?” said I. “That is our rates,” said this modern Solomon—stupidity itself—“all of these paid me fifty cents” “More fools they—they ought to have paid you over the head.” He followed me to the coach; I stepped in; he got up on the step of the coach; I thought he was coming in, too. “I can’t take this.” “I can’t help it; have your rates nailed up in the room if you wish people to pay.”26



Royall’s most serious travel difficulties arose out of her relationship with the stage drivers. To be sure, she praised a few drivers, but she dismissed most as insolent or rude. Some examples of choice descriptions include one driver who was “one of the rudest, savage looking men I have seen”27 and another who was “a most insolent Ruffian, a perfect Pirate.”28

The sharpest condemnations of the drivers arose from their proclivity to use alcohol. The 1820s was probably the booziest decade in American history, and it would be only natural that stage coach drivers participated in the general American intoxication, even while on duty. One of her drivers was bold in it. “He carries his bottle in the box [by the driver’s seat]; this is soon emptied, but grog shops abound on the road, to these he has recourse. Several times to-night, has he left the stage in the road, without any one to attend it, and went, God knows where, to buy whiskey.”29 The popular approbation of drink and stagecoach driving is striking. Once near Hagerstown, Maryland, Royall transferred to a Hagerstown coach. She upbraided the driver, whom she charged was more than half drunk, and asked whether he thought he was sober enough to drive a coach. She advised the driver that she would have him arrested if he did “not act as straight as a line.” The interrogation and threatening continued for a spell, and eventually “his hat was off, and thinking, no doubt, from the firmness of tone, and the authoritative manner I assume, I could be no less than some great personage, he stood trembling to help me in the Hagerstown stage.”30 The most interesting aspect to this encounter was the attitude of observers; “The door of the tavern, before which we stopped, was crowded with people of tolerable appearance, some of whom belonged to the Hagerstown stage; it was amusing to see their silent amazement at the manner in which I addressed the driver. I dare say they would have travelled through the United States, without it ever coming into their heads to call those drunken fellows to account.”31

Page 47 →At times the passengers even participated in the drinking activities with their driver, as illustrated in an incident, somewhat amusing although totally repugnant to Royall, from an 1827 passage through New Jersey.


The weather being cold, we had to wrap up pretty warm and put on a little steam occasionally; for this purpose the young men would take it by turns to sit on the seat with the driver, and when he would discover a sign of the times (no other than a tavern or grog-shop a head,) he would notify the passengers within by exclaiming aloud “an Indian Queen,” here all the passengers, ladies excepted, would get out to take a glass of sling, after helping themselves and the driver, they very gallantly approached the coach-door with a brimming glass for the ladies, who always joined them: when they had all drank, we would proceed and the young man would mount with the driver. In the course of a mile, or perhaps less, the centinel [sic] would proclaim “another Indian Queen,” here the same thing would be repeated, thus they kept on the whole way to Baltimore, where they were bound, being about half drunk the whole way.32



In the course of her travels, Royall occasionally came across other unescorted female travelers. Typically she mentions them only briefly, yet in a context that makes it clear they were unescorted: “there were two young ladies of our party”33; “there were besides another very decent looking woman with an infant”34; “one of the passengers was a beautiful young girl.”35 One of the more fulsome descriptions of an unescorted female traveler came from a stagecoach trip through Virginia: “we left Norfolk in the evening, and took in a lady passenger, a daughter of the tavern-keeper in Light-street, Baltimore. She was a very pleasant girl, and proved to be fine company.”36 These are only anecdotes in Anne Royall’s books, and no generalization can be made from them. However, their very existence suggests that other women traveled unescorted, whose trips have been lost to history because of the lack of diary, letters, or other enduring evidence.

In North Carolina, Royall was once challenged for her assumed audacity for traveling without a man.


I walked into Mr. Alebrook’s house, when we stopped at Chapel Hill, where a laughable scene took place. Mrs. A. met me at the door, when I remarked that I had been requested, by her husband, to call Page 48 →on her. She eyed me with a scrutinizing look, and said “have you no man with you?” “No, madam, I am not so fortunate, I am too old, but I assure you it is not my fault that I have none!” Doubtless, she meant was I unattended by a gentleman; but what did she mean by asking the question at all?—I always have a bad opinion of women, when I find them suspicious of their own sex. She paid me no kind of attention, but left me standing on the floor, and went to inquire of the driver, who I was. I presume the account was quite satisfactory, as she looked very sheepish, and asked me to sit down. Had I been a young woman, she might have been jealous, but to ask such a vulgar question, “had I no man with me?”—What did I want with men? I was no missionary [Protestant religious proselytizer]; they have men. The lady’s taste and mine differ very much, if she prefers ladies who carry men with them.37



Royall booked all her travel personally. No travel agents were involved. In addition to her independence in arranging her travel, she also displayed gumption and independence to making alterations to her plans. On a rough and tiresome trip from Staunton, Virginia to Winchester, she stopped for two days at an inn in a small town to rest.38 She changed her itinerary near Utica, where she became disillusioned over the probable punctuality of a stage driver, and quickly turned to an alternative canal route.39 In a later trip in Maryland, she discovered at one stop that her intended coach had already left. Forthwith, she hired a horseman to carry her to meet the connecting stagecoach. She rode “on horse-back, riding rather unpleasantly, behind a young man.”40 However unpleasant and bouncing the ride, the incident shows great resourcefulness.

Anne Royall displayed great obstinacy in her dealings with stagecoach proprietors, drivers and innkeepers. Once in Buffalo, she was shown a coach on which she was to continue her journey. She got into it and then “jumped out, and told the man [the proprietor] I would not move an inch until he washed out the coach with soap and water, which he did.”41 Perhaps this force and disagreeable spirit was necessary for Anne Royall to travel by herself for seven years across the country, and make her livelihood from her narratives. Sometimes, however, her obdurate personality led to near ruination of her excursions. Once she visited Schenectady, New York, and after inspecting the town and calling on ex-governor Yates, it became time to Page 49 →return to her inn, collect her baggage, and continue her voyage on the Erie Canal,


when lo! No baggage was to be found! From all accounts it appeared (which I afterwards found to be true) one of those notable runners [hustlers for inns and stagecoaches] (look out travellers) had put my trunk on board one of the stages, and it was doubtless by that time in Albany.

After telling the landlord a piece of my mind, I very deliberately walked down to the packet to embark. “What, not going without your baggage? said the landlord, “you will never get it in the world. Why don’t you stay till it is sent back. I’ll write for it to be sent back on the way-bill this evening.” Now see the cunning of those sharpers! he wished to get a few more half dollars. I desired him to mind his own business, and never stop my progress to the packet, well knowing that the proprietors when they discovered who they had to deal with, would take good care the trunk should follow [but if they did not it might have ruined Mrs. Royall’s excursion, a risky business], and with a perfect unconcern I stept into the packet without a single change of raiment, and worse than all that, not one of my books.42





Journey on the Erie Canal, 1828


During my visit to Schenectady, I paid my respects to the ex-governor, Van Ness Yates, uncle to the secretary of the state of New-York.43 He is a man of plain undisguised manners, of middle age, and robust size, fair complexion, and full round face, with a blue eye, and placid countenance, He appertains to the ancient Dutch gentry, to whom the states of Holland granted New-York. He lives in princely style, and is a man of considerable wealth. I found him working his own garden, Cincinnatus-like.44 His wife, a very interesting woman, was just getting into her carriage to pay a visit for the day, and with a smile said she “would leave me to the care of Mr. Yates.” I dined at his house, in company with his daughter, a very accomplished and beautiful young lady, and another young lady who was on a visit to the Governor’s. After dinner I heard Miss Yates perform on the piana forte, after which we all took a walk through the garden, and pleasure grounds, which lie in the rear of the governor’s house, on the bank of the Mohawk, and which might be likened to the garden of Eden. At the foot of the garden he has erected a Page 50 →lofty pavilion, which overhangs the Mohawk, and affords a beautiful view of that river, for miles each way. But I must pursue my journey. The packet being about to sail, I hastened to the Inn, a vile house at the head of the city, for my baggage, when lo! no baggage was to be found! From all accounts it appeared (which I afterwards found to be true) one of those notable runners (look out travellers) had put my trunk on board one of the stages, and it was doubtless by that time in Albany.

After telling the landlord a piece of my mind, I very deliberately walked down to the packet to embark. “What, not going without your baggage? said the landlord, “you will never get it in the world. Why don’t you stay till it is sent back. I’ll write for it to be sent back on the way-bill this evening.” Now see the cunning of those sharpers! he wished to get a few more half dollars. I desired him to mind his own business, and never stop my progress to the packet, well knowing that the proprietors when they discovered who they had to deal with, would take good care the trunk should follow, and with a perfect unconcern I stept into the packet without a single change of raiment, and worse than all that, not one of my books. I warn all travellers from putting up at this house, it is a vile old smoky house where the opposition stops. There is a good tavern kept in the place, near the canal, and the proprietor, Mr. Givens, is a very gentlemanly man, worthy, thrice worthy of the public patronage, but I went in late when it would have been impossible for a stranger to have found him out, and the driver would not move an inch from his favorite tavern, this was Smith and Knight’s line. But to cap the climax, I had not been in bed, in a dirty chamber, more than five minutes before a great rough fellow opened the door and stalked in followed by his doxy rough as himself: they were proceeding to another bed in the chamber when I raised up, and ordered them out of the room: they walked out muttering, and meeting the bar-keeper at the door (the landlord was in bed) who had been listening all the while, they told him, “that woman would not let them sleep there.” The bar-keeper then put his head in at the door and asked, “why I would not let those people sleep in the room.” My answer may be guessed. He then requested leave for a lady and a child to come in and sleep in the empty bed; to get rid of him I consented. lt was now about one o’clock, and what between their stamping over the floor and stamping out of bed at three o’clock in the morning, I slept little that night.

About an hour before sun-down we were under way in the canal packet the very day after the lady was drowned in the lock. She, as the story goes, was sitting on the bow of the boat in a chair reading, and the boat as it went Page 51 →in the lock, struck against the side of it and pitched her forward into the water: the boat passing over her, from the nature of those locks, which puts it out of the question to move the boat readily, she was drowned before they could get the boat out of the lock and let out the water. She was from the western county, and had been recently married; her husband was on board a witness of the melancholy accident.

Those packets are very pleasant, fitted up in the inside like steamboats, with dining-rooms, and separate rooms for gentlemen and ladies, which are accomodated with births similar to the steamboats. The fare, including board, is four cents per mile, without board, three cents. The price charged for dinner, to any person wishing to dine, is seven cents and a half, twenty-five cents for breakfast or supper, and twelve cents and a half for lodging, and this fare equal to, if not superior to that of the springs, or any other place. The best of wines, spirits, &c.

The distance from Schenectady to Utica is seventy-nine miles and a half: the packet runs this distance in twenty-four hours, passing through twenty six locks. The packets are drawn by three stout horses who proceed at a brisk trot, and are relieved every ten miles by fresh horses, and a fresh driver. The packets carry the mail. This manner of travelling is extremely pleasant, much preferable either to the stage or the steamboat, being alike safe from the accidents of both; nor are you liable to be covered with dust as you are in the stages, or crowded to suffocation.

The evening was pleasant and the country fertile through which we sailed, rich meadows, fields of every species of grain, flocks of sheep, cows, geese, and children in abundance are seen from the canal; you often see those white-headed little urchins on the brink of the canal with a fishing rod in their hands, but what success they meet I had not the opportunity to inquire.

The horses snorted, pricked up their ears and trotted merrily on: pleased with them, pleased with the country, and pleased with myself, I was sorry that night shut out the beauty of the scene and I had to go down into the cabin. These boats are drawn, as was said, by three horses; the freight boats are drawn by two and often one. The rope (for they are drawn by ropes) is very long, an hundred yards perhaps, and the horses by this means are a considerable distance ahead of the boat which is kept straight by a rudder; there is but one tow-path which is sometimes on one side and sometimes on the other of the canal. The first boat we met, I expected to see a combat of ropes as I could see no possible means of avoiding it, both running in the teeth of each other, but they slipt by as it were by magic, without butting, Page 52 →or hitting, or tangling of ropes. I had so much to engage my attention that I could not spare time to ask how one rope could directly cross another without tripping up the horses’ heels. Next morning, I watched this legerdemain, when I observed the teemsman belonging to our boat check (not stop) his horses, and the boats passed. By checking the horse the rope drops into the water and on the path, the other boat and teem therefore slipped over it in a twinkling. Boats going west must lower to those going east, this being perfectly understood by the teems-men, they pass by each other with that ease and facility, that would elude the eye of the keenest observer.

These packets have accommodations for thirty passengers, and very civil captains; the ease with which you slip along and the ever varying scenery, is very pleasing to the traveller. The only annoyance is the scraping of the boat against the locks when it is let in, the sudden rising of the boat causes it to drive from side to side, which often awakes those who are asleep; after the first night, however, one gets used to it. These boats have no decks except a small place at each end, and though a person could sit or stand with ease on the top of the boat, it would be dangerous, on account of the numerous bridges over the canal, there being a bridge at every man’s farm. These bridges occur nearly every half mile and add much to the beauty and the variety of scenery, being in the form of a crescent, neatly painted, with handsome railings. Over those bridges the teem-driver trots in a trice when he is obliged to change sides on the canal, but in other cases he goes under the bridge.

The freight boats are very similar to the packet boats and are of different sizes: passengers may travel in them for one cent and a half per mile, same price of freight. The canal has a neat railing outside the tow-path the whole way, this railing is painted white and about four feet high. The canal is fringed on both sides with the Canada thistle which bears a beautiful crimson flower; it must delight in poor soil, that which it has selected is nothing but gravel and clay thrown out of the canal.

To one who admirest the works of nature, novelty, and art as I do, this trip is a perfect treat. The only drawback on our pleasure, not only on the canal but in most other places is the society: it is not of the last sort to be sure, but few of the passengers in all those routes are pleasant companions.

Our boat was pretty well crowded with male passengers amongst whom was the governor of Ohio, as great a clown as we had on board: I had the pleasure, the honor, if you please, of seeing this gentleman before and selling him a copy of my travels, for which I am still sorry. I was recommended to Page 53 →him by a friend of his and mine and though I belonged to his country, (and one would think he might have been proud of the honour) he had as many “why a’s” and “if a’s” as if he had been on a state trial, or making a contract for a thousand dollars. If the people of Ohio had no more taste, I should think they might expect other people had, and I would advise them to exercise their judgment with more caution next time, or not let their choice rove so far from home. Besides this distinguished personage, there were a few more uncouth, rusty looking loobies,45 co-eval with his excellency, perhaps his suite, and the balance, as usual, non-descripts, except a tolerable decent young man who lived in Utica, and though he knew I was to spend some days there, I never saw more of him. Amongst the passengers were, a Dr. B. of Virginia, a talkative, middle aged, and middle every thing, accompanied by his wife; she affected to be sick all the way, and was evidently affected by the hysterics; but the most pleasant companion was a well-educated Yankee lady who lived in Syracuse.

It is well understood that New-York is divided into Clintonians and Bucktails, and it has already appeared that the little (for it was very little) that I said of Governor Clinton, in my first book of travels, gave offence to the bucktails, though, stranger as I was when I made those remarks, I had no intention of giving offence to a party of which I was totally ignorant. Towards the evening of the second day, this Dr. B., who, having the privilege of passing in and out of the ladies’ cabin, took the liberty of bringing in a few of the knowing ones, principally bucktails. They were well charged with wine and fun, and had no doubt entered into a league, with Dr. B. at their head, to quiz the old woman, who was neither more nor less than myself. I should have been an old woman, indeed, if I had not discovered their aim before they entered our apartment, by their knowing winks and nods and suppressed grins. One of them (the most courageous, of course,) began the attack by saying to me, “These Bucktails, Mrs. R., are a very sorry set of fellows;” and was proceeding to advise me how to treat them, in his elegant way. It is hardly necessary to apprize my readers that I soon dispersed the whole squadron, and sending for the captain, gave him a sharp reprimand, for suffering them to intrude into our chamber. Those heroes were rather alarmed than convinced that other people had common sense. I was, sorry, however, for the Dr’s wife, who shed a flood of tears because said her husband was no gentleman.

The party dropped off in the course of the day, amongst whom were his Excellency and the Doctor, so that we had few when we arrived at Utica, Page 54 →about eight o’clock, P. M. In the course of this day, we passed the little falls of the Mohawk; it is twenty-two miles from Utica. The river was almost dry, leaving little for curiosity but vast piles of rocks, whether you cast your eye on the channel of the river, or to the right, left, rear, or front, all, all is rocks. The scenery is most interesting as you approach what is called the principal fall. It is difficult, however, to perceive which is the principal pitch, as the fall is gradual forty-two feet; the fall is nothing extraordinary, but the whole adjoining country is covered with terrific rocks; no house nor farm appears on the left: on the right, over the river, is Little falls village, sitting on piles of rocks. These falls happen at what I should call a slight mountain, as the height to which the canal attains, rising forty feet in one mile, would evince. Here are five locks, which, with an aqueduct and feeder; the aqueduct, supported by three arches, one of seventy, and two 50 feet each, added to what has gone before, presents a scene, not only grand, but wonderful, and almost staggers our senses. Here I got out of the boat, while it was rising the locks, and surveyed this stupendous work of art, which sets at nought the obstacles of nature.

The captain sent a servant with my baggage to the best Inn in the village, as he said, and here I am once more in a strange place; I shall soon get acquainted, I thought, and proceeded to the best tavern in the place.

Utica is a very handsome and flourishing village, on the banks of the Mohawk; it stands on the site of old Fort Schyler, on a very fertile plain. It contains two banks, three churches, a court-house, two printing-offices, and four thousand inhabitants.46 Many of the houses are built of brick, and the lines of stages and packets uniting again at this place, the village, at this season of the year, is deluged with strangers. There is a bridge over the Mohawk at this place, over which the great road leads to the Black river country.

Every one who has visited Utica, must have observed two things, viz: its gross bigotry and ignorance; two things which are often found united. It is surprising to me, that writers should bestow characters on places, which they do not deserve. It is the fashion of all tourists, and particularly those who have made the fashionable tour, as it is called, to praise every thing indiscriminately, and this same village amongst the rest. To come to the point at once, it is the most blackguard place I ever put foot in in the Atlantic states; it is a perfect commonwealth of fops; and as to the public houses, except one kept by a Mr. King, and one at the lower end of the same street, it is as much as one’s life is worth to go into them. The landlord of the one where I put up (the best tavern), is the greatest clown in the world; whether Page 55 →from nature or accident, his neck has a twist, and prevents him from looking you in the face; and as for his countenance, a criminal at the bar does not look more guilty: his domestics are as vulgar as himself. The tavern on the canal, where the packet and stage-offices are kept, is equal to it. I called at this last, to see Dr. Hosack, of New-York, and had it not been for the Dr. this ruffian would unequivocally have turned me out of doors. Mr. King, near the canal, does not keep the best tavern, but he is the best tavern-keeper I found in the place; I, however, think well of his neighbour, at the end of the same street, but as for his neighbour, across the way, he is the worst of the whole. A gentleman who boarded with me at King’s, said “the tavern-keeper would be glad if l would loan him a copy of my sketches,” which I very readily did; it was a new book. I went on to the falls, and was gone several days. When I returned to Utica, the landlord, Mr. K., showed me the book entirely spoiled; on almost every page, some blackguard sentence was written. The gentleman who borrowed it, endeavoured to make him take it, but in vain, and for shame, he paid me for the book out of his own pocket; such are the tavern-keepers of Utica: a birth in any of the freight boats is a palace to one of those dens of over-charged impudence: I am told they are mostly bucktails: let them be bucktails, or cowtails, the nether end of any animal fits them well.

But this is only a drop in the bucket, compared to our old friends of precious memory, the stage battalions, there being one at every house. The head-quarters of the whole corps are kept at Utica. Here the principals and chiefs are regularly drilled, and when properly disciplined, are sent off to regular stations, to co-operate with the main body. Every battalion has a recruiting office, who beats up for recruits, to fill vacancies occasioned by death or desertion in the ranks of the runners. The indispensable requisites in a runner, must be the absence of principle, light make, swift of foot, glib of tongue, and lynx-eyed: all this being united, a few lessons fits him for business. Some of these are sent to lie in wait at the opposition offices, others are stationed at the landing of the packets, and some again, scout through the streets. Here it must be observed, that about twelve stages arrive daily in the summer. The moment a stage or packet arrives, half a dozen (at least) of these runners beset it, and by the time the passenger puts his foot on the step, “Don’t you want to go to Rochester?” “You’r going to Buffalo, my coach is going in half an hour?” “No.” “To Albany?” “No.” “To Blackwater; to the Springs; to—“I am going in the packet, this evening, to Buffalo.” “Oh! the packet an’t coming; won’t be here till to morrow; it’s met with an accident.” Page 56 →Another confirms it. Thus the traveller is deceived, and if the fellow happens to have his stage full, he may whistle for a passage, and lose his passage in the packet by this means. They came near tearing one poor fellow to pieces; one pulled him by one arm, another by the other, each claiming him for their passenger. One of these runners, bringing my trunk to me one day (the same carried off at Schenectady), claimed me for his passenger the whole season. I shall never forget him; go where I would, I was sure to meet him with a paper in his hand filled with names: the cunning rogue cheated all the runners in Utica.

Utica is principally settled, like Troy, by the refuse of New England, who have become mixed up with the Presbyterian Dutch of New-York, presenting a mongrel breed unlike any thing else to be found. I would by no means, however, be understood to say I found no gentlemen in Utica. Messrs. Johnson and Hunt, P. of the Bank the cashiers, the post-master, are men of liberal manners and highly respectable; also a Dr. somebody. It may contain many such men, though it is rather doubtful. I called on a Judge something, whom I found rather in the rear of Judge Hale.

After resting a few days, I took the stage to Buffalo: my little runner took good care to furnish me with an elegant coach, and received his fare with uncommon satisfaction: my companions were two young men from Boston and a merry old woman, and at this moment I am rolling away to the falls of Niagara.

It was on a fine afternoon in the month of July, the road good, and the glow of nature imparting cheerfulness and good humour, I determined to go by land to Buffalo, see the falls, and take the canal back to Utica, then take the stage again, by which means I would see both the country and the canal. The road, upon leaving Utica, passes through a beautiful country, as regards soil and improvement: from Utica to New Hartford, the buildings on the road are elegant, the farms highly improved, and the soil rich. New Hartford is a handsome village on our left, four miles from Utica; and through a country rich in land and scenery, we came to Clinton village, the seat of Hamilton college, four miles from New Hartford; this is also on the left: the college stands on an eminence and is seen at a great distance. It is a new building of stone. We are hardly out of sight of the college till we are in view of Vernon, but I cannot keep pace with these villages. In New England, the villages are called towns; in New-York, towns are called villages; this sounds strange to one from the west. In New-York, the villages are built Page 57 →close and compact, and mostly elegant brick houses; in New England, they are mostly scattering, miles in length. Night at length deprived us of two interesting objects; a view of the country and the old lady. She was very lively and talkative, and suited the Bostonians well, they being all frolick and life. They were men of wealth, and though not of the first circle, were excellent company. One of them observed that he had set out from home determined to enjoy himself, and had fixed it in mind to be pleased at every thing, and displeased at nothing: though in bad health, he was of a gay disposition, and kept us all in high spirits. But to return, he had resolved, he said, to keep his temper, come what would, but the people of Utica had put his resolutions to flight (I should wonder if they did not). He had paid his fare the preceding evening, as they will not put your name on the way-bill without, and was to set out at nine o’clock in the morning; nine o’clock came, and twelve o’clock, and even five, before he got off. They would have served the same sauce to me, but I was broad awake to the practice of these runners. His friend, however, made several good natured remarks on the overthrow of his philosophy, and I must say, it was a shame to ruffle so fine a temper.

It was 5 o’clock when we set out, ·and the coach was to proceed night and day without stopping to Buffalo, except to change horses, &c. A little after dark, however, our fine coach was taken from us: so much for these honourable stage proprietors. We were now stowed into an old greasy, black, hard-going coach, the cushions of which, my Boston friends said, were stuffed with nails. We all scolded the driver, but the driver had been scolded before for the very same thing, and all the comfort he gave us was, that “the opposition was a great deal worse;” believe this who may.

We arrived at Canandagua about nine o’clock where the Bostonians quitted the stage in displeasure, trusting to providence for the rest; and I, poor I, proceeded alone, as I had not four dollars more (the fare) to spare. I travelled all that night, the next day, and the following night, without sleep or rest, and at one o’clock, P.M., on Sunday, arrived at Buffalo, nearly spent—upwards of two hundred miles from five o’clock, P.M., Friday.

But the coaches, aye, you shall hear of the coaches: I kept the old coach stuffed with nails, to Auburn, where I found one of the proprietors, and remonstrated with him on such conduct. He gave us (we had taken up several genteel travellers) another coach, but upon getting into it, I found it more filthy than the other: I jumped out, and told the man I would not move an inch until he washed out the coach with soap and water, which he Page 58 →did. But this is nothing to what is to come next. That night, we had even this coach taken from us, and were forced to get into another old coach, stuffed with spikes, compared to the other, and no door on one side, and no glass on the other; and having no cloak or shawl, I suffered every thing from the cold. But the beauty of the country compensated for all those evils.

This highly favoured state is one continued representation of beautiful and interesting objects. Its fertile fields and meadows, its flourishing villages, but above all, its numerous silver lakes, rivers and cascades, affords a feast to the senses, of which it is impossible to give an adequate description. Besides the villages mentioned, we passed through twelve large villages, but the lakes and the Genesee country excel. We crossed Cayuga lake, by a bridge, one of the greatest treats on the route. Besides this, we passed the lake of Geneva, which is unrivalled: it spreads itself out in front of the beautiful village of Geneva, but I must pause. Intending to call at all those villages on my return, I shall notice them in order. Auburn is the seat of a state prison, which usually contains from four to five hundred prisoners; also a Presbyterian Theological Seminary, and fifteen hundred inhabitants. A word on the Genesee country. The road to Buffalo passes through the celebrated Genesee country, a large body of land, seventy miles in length, on the Genesee river. This is the handsomest body of land in the United States. Little did I think, when l first read a description of this country by the Duke of Rochefoucault, I should ever see it. Its beauty consists in its even surface, perfectly free from every impediment of cultivation, its fertility, and its natural growth. In none of the western states, so celebrated for richness of soil, does there appear any comparison for beauty. As respects the natural growth of Genesee, the forests consist of beautiful trees from 50 to 10 feet without a single limb or protuberance, the tree is not remarkable in diameter, but nearly of the same size from top to bottom, and as straight as an arrow; on the top sits a large umbrella of luxuriant green, exactly proportioned to the height and size of the tree. Those majestic trees rear their lofty heads far beyond the height of other trees, or any trees I have seen in America, and must attract the attention of our traveller: I am told they are a species of elm. The fields, the people, and the houses, as we diverge from the old settlement, look more natural, at least to me, the common people more kind and less abrupt in their manners. In cities, the common people are more like machines than men. The farmers of the Genesee grow great quantities of wheat and hops.—Buffalo. All those things, however, are swallowed up by the appearance of the great Erie: at Buffalo, this vast sea of water to which you can see no end, transfixes the Page 59 →traveller in astonishment! On every part of it is seen the white sails, while its limpid waters, moved by the wind, sparkle in the sunbeams like diamonds. After resting a few hours, I walked down to the lake, to say “I had touched its waters.” Hail! to thee, New-York: thy genius was worthy this gift of heaven. How well proportioned are thy lakes and thy canals to thyself? Roll on fair state, thou pride of Columbia; “erect new wonders, and the old repair;” “and roll obedient rivers through the land.”47

At Buffalo, the canal ends, being three hundred and sixty-two miles in length. This stupendous work of art has scarcely a parallel on the globe, taking all things into view; but more of it after viewing the falls. Buffalo village takes its name from a large bold stream, at the mouth of which it stands. It is a flourishing village with many fine brick buildings and two thousand inhabitants. It has a fresh and thriving appearance from being recently built, since the last war, at which time it was burnt by the British. This is the grand rendezvous of all who make the fashionable tour: the taverns are crowded during the summer season. Here may be seen almost every day, people from every part of the world. I observed many foreigners, who could not speak one word of English. Here travellers from all points meet, and it would seem that this is the true Saratoga: but the charges are high. and the tavern-keepers resemble those of Utica in impudence and insolence, rather, at least, the lower tavern, where I put up; for the rest, I would be sorry to say what I do not know of my own knowledge. I heard much complaint, but that would not justify a sweeping remark to the injury of the innocent. But a greater swindler I never met with than the fellow with whom I put up; or a more insolent ruffian. The great fault of all those towns, is the want of obliging men at the head of those taverns. One would think a matter of so much importance ought to engage the attention of the citizens, particularly as so great a quantity of money is annually left in them by strangers: these taverns are kept by low men—satiated with money, they become insolent. As to the manners of the people of Buffalo, it is little better than Utica; insolence and ignorance are peculiar traits. There are, however, very few, but very decided exceptions: Mr. Everett, the Universallist clergyman, is one of the most finished gentlemen I have met with in any part of the United States, so, also, is the Episcopalian clergyman, and one or two others; but the young men of Buffalo are the most conceited ignoramusses (except Utica) of any town or village I ever visited. It would be doing, not only injustice to the public, but to themselves, to attempt to paliate a truth so obvious.
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Chapter 4 Azubah Jewett


Page 62 →Azubah Jewett (1806–1889) was a schoolteacher in Hartland, Vermont who, in 1830, found herself ill and worried about tuberculosis. The following year she and her mother moved to Stony Run, Michigan to seek a better climate and to join friends and relatives already there.

No extended travel narrative by Jewett is known to survive. Her account of the journey was published as a brief historical sketch in 1884, a portion of which is transcribed below. Jewett’s account is one of the few of our traveling women made by an “ordinary” woman without literary or commercial motive for observation or comment about their trip.



Lake Erie to Grand Blanc, 1831


I have been solicited by my brother, Judge Albert Miller, of Bay City, to write something of my pioneer life in what was in 1830 called the far west, and will give a sketch of my journey to Michigan, beginning from my starting place in Vermont, and stating the design of my undertaking.1 I was a school teacher, had kept a large school at Hartland through the winter 1830 and 1831. At the finishing of my school, the last of March, found myself in very poor health, a violent cough, and every indication of consumption which was so prevalent in that climate. Each one of my friends recommended the physician I should employ; but I had never known any one to recover from all the medical skill that could be obtained, and was bound to take a different course from those that were almost daily falling victims to the fatal disease. I had only to mention that change of climate might benefit my health. My mother, then a widow over fifty years of age, readily complied with my wish, and Michigan was the place designated as we had friends located there. My mother sold her property and got ready for the long and tedious journey the first of May, 1831. We came over the Green Mountain with horse teams; when we arrived at Whitehall where we had to wait three days for the Northern canal to be ready for the boats—two days took us to the Erie canal, then one of the wonders of the world.

Page 63 →Three weeks from the time we started from Vermont we arrived in Buffalo, waited one day for a steamboat; took passage on the Ohio; were three days and three nights on Lake Erie; the wind was blowing fearfully all the while,—made up my mind that I had better have stayed in Vermont and taken my chances there than to be cast away on Lake Erie. But few of the five hundred passengers that were on the boat expected to see land. At last we reached Detroit, where we stayed over one day, and were met there by my brother who had previously gone to Michigan. Teams were hired to take us to our place of destination. Grand Blanc was where our friends had settled at that time. The roads were passable five miles out from Detroit; after going that distance we put up at Young’s Hotel and stayed over Sunday on May 28, 1831....

Monday morning we left Mr. Young’s for Grand Blanc; we found the roads almost impassable—the mud was so deep one span of horses could not draw the wagon through; would often take two and sometimes a yoke of oxen besides. The worst part of the road was between Detroit and Pontiac. A few miles from there we went by a trail where there had been no roads made and got along passably well.

We arrived at Stony Run the third day of June. We were very cordially received at the residence of Mr. Ewing and wife who had left Vermont two years before. We remained with them till my brother could build a log house two miles from any other residence. The inhabitants were few and far between at that time....



Note



	1. Excerpt from Mrs. Azubah Jewett, “Pioneer Life in 1830.” Michigan Historical Collections 6 (1884).—Ed.
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Chapter 5 Harriet Martineau


Page 64 →Harriet Martineau (1802–1876) was a British writer of reviews, social and economic commentary, and travel accounts.1 Unlike more published travel writers of privilege, such as Emmeline Stuart Wortley, Martineau wrote to support herself. She is often considered the first female sociologist and sets up her methodology in How to Observe Morals and Manners (1838). Her books on the United States include the three-volume Society in America (1837) and the three-volume Retrospect of Western Travel (Retrospect) (1838). While Society in America is a sociological account of the United States, Retrospect is more of a “personal narrative, and of the lighter characteristics of men, and incidents of travel.”2

In an account of her early years, Martineau describes herself as a sickly and nervous child, who nonetheless received a remarkable education for a woman. Martineau was forced to find an income for herself when the family business collapsed and her father died. Owing to hearing loss, she could not turn to the more obvious path of a woman of her education: a governess. She turned to writing for an income:


The simplicity and independence of this vocation first suited my infirm and ill-developed nature, and then sufficed for my needs, together with family ties and domestic duties ... I am not only entirely satisfied with my lot, but think it the very best for me,—under my constitution and circumstances: and I long ago came to the conclusion that, without meddling with the case of the wives and mothers, I am probably the happiest single woman in England.3



Martineau never married. Although engaged once in her youth to a man who died, Martineau states in her Autobiography that she is “very thankful for not having married at all.”4

Martineau traveled to the United States on the heels of publishing Illustrations of Political Economy (1832–34). Given her prolific authorship, many expected that Martineau would write about her experience in the United Page 65 →States. Publishers offered her advances, yet she refused. She gives her reason for the voyage to “obtain rest and recreation.”5 She elaborates in her Autobiography that “my first desire was for rest. My next was to break through any selfish ‘particularity’ that might be growing on me with years, and any love of ease and indulgence that might have arisen out of success, flattery, or the devoted kindness of my friends. I believed that it would be good for me to ‘rough it’ for a while, before I grew too old and fixed in my habits for such an experiment.”6

Martineau was in need of a companion to the United States. She details the various possibilities in her Autobiography. She dismisses the idea of taking a servant as “it would never do ... to suffer from the proud Yankees on the on the one hand and the debased slaves on the other.”7 Eventually, Martineau alights on an appropriate female companion: Louisa Jeffrey. While she is never mentioned by name in Retrospect, Martineau outlines her choice of companion and the role she played in her Autobiography:


Happily for me a lady of very superior qualifications, who was eager to travel, but not rich enough to indulge her desire, offered to go with me, as companion and helper, if I would bear the expenses. She paid her own voyages, and I the rest: and most capitally she fulfilled her share of the compact. Not only well educated but remarkably clever, and, above all, supremely rational, and with a faultless temper, she was an extraordinary boon as a companion. She was as conscientious as able and amiable. She toiled incessantly, to spare my time, strength, and faculties. She managed the business of travel, and was, for ever on the watch to supply my want of ears,—and, I may add, my defects of memory.8



As Martineau describes her, “Miss J” was a woman of slender means but a strong desire to travel. Referred to in the above passage, Martineau faced increasing deafness throughout her life. She used a large ear trumpet, which she makes only brief mention of in Retrospect. However, in her Autobiography she explains that the device has some advantages. She can shut down conversation she does not wish to hear.

Martineau thought that being a woman traveler had its advantages in terms of access to “more of domestic life than could possibly have been exhibited to any gentleman travelling through the country.”9 In her Autobiography, she confirmed that “the national boast being a perfectly true one,—that a woman may travel alone from Maine to Georgia without dread Page 66 →of any kind of injury. For two ladies who feared nothing, there was certainly nothing to fear.”10

Beyond the usual difficulties of travel, Martineau also had to contend with politics. Martineau was a fierce abolitionist who was warned repeatedly about visiting the South. Even before setting foot on American shores, her politics raises suspicion and concern. The captain on the boat to America asks after Martineau’s opinions “in order to know whether he might safely land [her].”11 Throughout Retrospect, Martineau is warned against traveling south, advice which she ignores. When she is about to leave Philadelphia, her former shipmate tells her, “That I must not go a step further south; that he had learned on all hands, within two hours of his arrival, that I was an amalgamationist, and that my having published a story against slavery would be fatal to me in the slave states. I did not give much credit to the latter part of this news; and saw plainly that all I had to do was to go straight on.”12

Having already published her views on slavery, Martineau claims a certain liberty in not being caught out as a “spy.”13 Later when Martineau plans for a trip in the South, she consults her companion about her feelings. As she writes in her Autobiography:


In our own room at Washington, I spread out our large map, showed the great extent of Southern States through which would have to pass, probably for the most part without an escort; and always, where we were known at all, with my anti-slavery reputation uppermost in every body’s mind.—“Now, Louisa,” said I, “does it not look awful? If you have the slightest fear, say so now, and we will change our route.” “Not the slightest,” said she. “If you are not afraid, I am not.” This was all she ever heard from me of danger.14

Ultimately, “the threats proved idle, as I suspected they would. Throughout the South I met with very candid and kind treatment.”15



Martineau’s voyage to the United States began in Liverpool on the 8 August 1834. The opening part of Retrospect lingers on the voyage: her observations, her tips for fellow travelers, and some illustrative incidents. As she reminds the reader in her Autobiography, her trip in 1834 came before steam travel to America began in 1838; the voyage took 42 days.

On board, Martineau presents herself as not only a seasoned traveler but as someone who enjoys travel. Particularly, she relishes being cut off from letters or newspapers. “The gliding on thus, in a calm, with time to think and be still, was all that I wanted.” Her attitude contrasts with those “who Page 67 →complain of the monotony of the ocean.”16 Martineau is happy to observe and write.

One episode marks her out in particular. During a great storm, while her fellow passengers are sick in their berths, Martineau puts on her cloak, rushes to the deck and asks to be tied to the binnacle, a waist-high compass stand. The image evokes Odysseus being tied to the mast to experience the Sirens. There she experiences what she learns later is a hurricane. She rhapsodizes about the seascapes, the billowing mountains of the waves and the colors. It also gives her an opportunity to distinguish herself not only from the female, but also, the male passengers:


In the excitement of such an hour, one feels that one would as soon go down in those magnificent waters as die any other death; but there was nothing present which impressed me with the idea of danger but the terrors of two of the passengers. Of the poor ladies I can give no account; but one gentleman pulled his travelling cap forward over his eyes, clasped his hands on his knees, and sat visibly shaking in a corner of the round-house, looking shrunk to half his size. The fears of another I regarded with more respect, because he tried hard to hide them.17



Martineau “can give no account” of the “poor ladies” as they are all below deck. Throughout, Martineau represents herself as solitary and singular in terms of her endurance. It is difficult to remember that she has a traveling companion without her occasional use of “we.”

Throughout the sea voyage, Martineau depicts herself as someone who enjoys travel for its own sake. She enjoys reading, writing and observing, so much so that she claims to have forgotten her destination (New York) “and losing sight of all I expected to see beyond it, in the pleasures of the sea.”18

She makes a list of ten perceived annoyances at sea and their remedies, which are practical and humorous:


Next to the sickness,—an annoyance scarcely to be exaggerated while it lasts, there is, first, the damp, clammy feel of everything you touch. Remedy, to wear gloves constantly, and clothes which are too bad to be spoiled. In this latter device, nearly the whole company were so accomplished, that it was hard to say who excelled.

Next, want of room. The remedy for this is a light, orderly putting away of everything; for which there is plenty of time.

Thirdly, the candles flare, and look untidy from running down Page 68 →twice as fast as they burn. Remedy, to go out of the way of them, to the stern, for instance, where there are far better lights to be seen.

Fourthly, the seats and beds are all as hard as boards, a grievance where one cannot always walk when one’s limbs want resting with exercise. Remedy, patience. Perhaps air-cushions may be better still.

Fifthly, warning is given to be careful in the use of water. Remedy, to bathe in sea-water, and drink cider at dinner.

Sixthly, the cider is apt to get low. Remedy, take to soda water, ale, hock, or claret.

Seventhly, the scraping of the deck sets one’s teeth on edge. For this I know of no remedy but patience; for the deck must be scraped.

Eighthly, the rattling, stamping, and clattering overhead, when the sails are shifted in the night. Remedy, to go to sleep again.

Ninthly, sour bread. Remedy, to eat biscuit instead.

Tenthly, getting sunburnt. Remedy, not to look in the glass.19



Martineau’s dismay at female fragility continues after she arrives in the United States and travels along the Hudson. “The greater number of ladies on board the steamboat remained in the close cabin, among the crying babies, even while we were passing the finest scenery of the river.”20

Upon arriving at Catskill, New York, she is conveyed by stagecoach to Pine Orchard House which boasts panoramic views of the Hudson Valley. Yet she cannot help criticizing another female traveler who complains about the journey.


A lady in the stage said with a yawn, “I hope we shall find something at the top to pay us for all this.” Truly the philosophy of recompense seems to be little understood. In moral affairs, people seem to expect recompense for privileges; as when children, grown and ungrown, are told that they will be rewarded for doing their duty: and here was a lady hoping for recompense for being carried up a glorious mountain side, in ease, coolness, leisure, and society, all at once. If it was recompense for the evil of inborn ennui that she wanted, she was not likely to find it where she was going to look for it.21



Here and elsewhere Martineau is a traveler who enjoys the journey itself. The next day, she observes a lady (unclear whether the same one) who “glancing over the landscape, brings her chair into the piazza, and, turning Page 69 →her back to the champaign, and her face to the wooden walls of the hotel, begins the study ... of her lapful of newspapers.”22 Women are not the only travelers singled out by Martineau. On the same trip, she remarks upon a man who seems to think that once a landscape is seen, it is seen, rather than noting the different effects of the sun on the landscape as Martineau had.

While Martineau is generally a robust traveler, she advises against canal boats, particularly for female travelers. Bound on one for Utica, she describes “the horrors of night and of wet days more than compensate for all the advantages these vehicles can boast.”23 She describes the crowded conditions, with passengers “lying packed like herrings in a barrel, the bumping against the sides of the locks, and the hissing of the water therein like an inundation, startling one from sleep.”24 She is further annoyed by the company of sixteen Presbyterian clergymen who monopolize the cabin for their devotions.

What the canal boats lack, the quality of American drivers make up for. According to Martineau, American drivers “are a class of men marked by that merciful temper which naturally accompanies genius. They are men who command admiration equally by their perfection in their art, their fertility of resource, and their patience with their passengers. I was never upset in a stage but once during all my travels; and the worse the roads were, the more I was amused at the variety of devices by which we got on, through difficulties which appeared unsurmountable, and the more I was edified at the gentleness with which our drivers treated female fears and fretfulness.”25

Although Martineau seems at pains to remark on the safety she feels traveling in the United States, she makes an exception for the outskirts of Buffalo. Here she notes the transient population of escaped enslaved individuals, American Indian traders, and poor immigrants.


No influence that the mass of respectable inhabitants can exert can neutralize the bad effects of a floating population like this; and the place is unavoidably a very vicious one. A sufficient proof of this is, that ladies cannot walk beyond the streets without the protection of a gentleman. Some excellent English ladies opened a school in Buffalo, and, not being aware of the peculiarities of the place, followed, with their pupils, the English practice of taking country walks. They persevered for some time, hoping to obtain countenance for the wholesome practice; but were compelled, after a time, not only to give up walking, but to quit the place.26



Page 70 →This is one of the rare instances where Martineau states the need for a male escort.

From Buffalo, Martineau travels onward to Niagara, one of the major travel destinations in nineteenth-century American travel. Here, again, she downplays any danger: “Much has been said of the danger of the enterprise of ascending the ravine; but I saw no peril to persons who are neither rash nor nervous. The two accidents which have happened have, I believe, been owing, the one to extreme rashness, and the other to sudden terror.”27

Instead, she strikes her own path against the guidance of her guide at one point. She does this to visit Termination Rock, the rock behind Horseshoe Falls:


Our guide, by a motion of his hand (for speaking was out of the question), forbade my advancing further. But it was no time and place to be stopped by anything but impossibilities. I saw that though there was no regular path on the other side of the guide, there were two pieces of rock wide enough for my feet, by standing on which I might touch the wall which limited our walk. I made the guide press himself back against the rock, and crossed between him and the cauldron, and easily gained by my object—laying my hand on Termination Rock.28



Throughout Martineau collects impressions of fellow English travelers whom she sees and meets. In New York, she remarks upon “the extreme insolence and vulgarity of certain young Englishmen, who thus make themselves very conspicuous. Well-mannered Englishmen are scarcely distinguishable from the natives, and thus escape observation; while every commercial traveller who sneers at republicanism all day long, and every impertinent boy, leaving home for the first time, with no understanding or sympathy for anything but what he has been accustomed to see at home, obtrudes upon the notice, and challenges the congeniality of such countrymen and countrywomen as he can contrive to put himself in the way of.”29

In the Catskills, she complains about a materialist foreign tourist.


When we were departing, a foreign tourist was heard to complain of the high charges! High charges! As if we were to be supplied for nothing on a perch where the wonder is if any but the young ravens get fed! When I considered what a drawback it is in visiting mountain-tops that one is driven down again almost immediately Page 71 →by one’s bodily wants, I was ready to thank the people devoutly for harbouring us on any terms, so that we might think out our thoughts and compose our emotions, an take our fill of that portion of our universal and eternal inheritance.30



Martineau’s use of “tourist” here is telling. Now as then there is a connotative difference between a traveler and a tourist.

While at Niagara Falls, she encounters another unpleasant English man:


The gentleman was so anxious about where he should settle, so incessantly pettish, so resolutely miserable, as to bespeak the compassion of all the guests for the ladies of his family, one of whom told me that she had forgotten all about the Falls in her domestic anxieties. As this gentleman found fault with every body and every thing, and ostentatiously proved that nothing could give him any pleasure, it was not surprising that the cataract itself failed to meet his approbation: yet I was not prepared for the question he put to me across the table, in the presence of both Canadians and Americans, whether I did not think the natives made a very silly fuss about the Falls, and whether the Falls of the Clyde were not much finer. Such are the persons by whom foreigners suppose themselves made acquainted with the English character. Such is the way in which not a few English study to mortify the inhabitants, and then come home and complain of American conceit. I told this gentleman that I perceived he was speaking of the rapids, and had not seen the Falls.31



The Falls of Clyde mentioned are in central Scotland. They consist of four waterfalls, the largest drops about 90 feet. Niagara Falls consists of three drops of 167 feet, 70–110 feet, and 181 feet. Other badly behaving English tourists are said to have thrown a hotelier’s telescope down Brock’s Monument at Niagara-on-the-Lake in Ontario. When embarking on their journey along the Mississippi, Martineau and other passengers are forced to wait for “dilatory passengers, who did not seem to be aware of the inconvenience they had occasioned. They were English.”32 Such observations serve to distinguish Martineau from other travelers.

Martineau notes that she was warned against traveling to the American South, not only because of her views on slavery “but because of the badness of roads and the poverty of wayside accommodations.”33 She makes the journey from Richmond to Charleston with a “party of friends,” during which Page 72 →“I do not remember a single difficulty that occurred, all the way. There was much fatigue, of course.”34 This fatigue owed to the awkward hours of travel: “Throughout the journey we were obliged to accommodate ourselves to the stage hours, setting off sometimes in the evening, sometimes at midnight; or, of all uncomfortable seasons, at two or three in the morning. On a journey of many days, we had to inform ourselves of the longest time that the stage would stop at a supping or breakfasting place, so that we might manage to snatch an hour’s sleep.”35

Sleep was not to be found on the road itself: “the being waked up at two, when I had lain down at midnight, was the greatest discomfort I experienced. But little sleep can be obtained in the stage from the badness of the roads.”36 Despite the discomforts, Martineau still represents herself as a good and hardy traveler: “Yet I was fond of these long journeys. The traveller (if he be not an abolitionist) is perfectly secured of good treatment; and fatigue and indifferent fare are the only evils which need be anticipated.”37

The Mississippi River was and still is a dangerous river to travel upon owing to fast currents. Martineau was well aware of the river’s reputation. On top of the perilous waters without lurked a danger within: potential pirates among the passengers: “There are always companies of gamblers in these boats, who, being awake and dressed during the hours of darkness, are able to seize the boats on the first alarm of an accident in the night, and are apt to leave the rest of the passengers behind.”38

There was also the threat of disease and its rapid transmission in the close and crowded quarters of a steamboat. Martineau learns of someone who dies of cholera on board. The captain hides the fact “as he was anxious that there should be no alarm about the disease on board the boat.”39 Cholera is mentioned by Martineau elsewhere as a threat on board other boats and on land in other cities, such as Memphis.

Despite all these potential dangers, Martineau once again focuses on the women who do not admire the scenery around them: “Nothing surprised me more than to see that very few of the ladies looked out of the boat unless their attention was particularly called. All the morning the greater number sat in their own cabin, working collars, netting purses, or doing nothing: all the evening they amused themselves in the other cabin, dancing or talking. And such scenery as we were passing! I was in perpetual amazement that, with all that has been said of the grandeur of this mighty river, so little testimony has been borne to its beauty!”40

Page 73 →In New Orleans, Martineau and Miss J. face an unusual incident of terror. They are well aware that “New Orleans is, of all cities in the civilized world, the most renowned for night robbery and murder.”41 With this knowledge and the added problem of shutting their balcony window, they are primed to misinterpret a dog for an intruder in the night. Martineau uses the New Orleans incident to mock both “fine lady” travelers and her reputation as a fearless traveler: “Safe as we were from ill usage, our friends in America rather wondered at our fearlessness about the perils of the mere travel. We were supposed, before we were known, to be fine ladies; and fine ladies are full of terrors in America, as elsewhere.”42



Country Life in the South, 1835


For Nature here Wantoned as in her prime, and played at will Her virgin fancies.

—Milton

These views of the degradation of the Southern States receive a melancholy and impressive confirmation from the general aspect and condition of the country, viewed in contrast with its former prosperity. With natural advantages more bountiful than were ever dispensed by a kind Providence to any other people upon the surface of the globe, there is, from the mountains to the sea-coast, one unbroken scene of cheerless stagnation and premature decay.

—Southern Review, vol. ii., p. 513.

There was no end to the kind cautions given me against travelling through the Southern States; not only on account of my opinions on slavery, but because of the badness of the roads, and the poverty of the wayside accommodations.43 There was so much of this, that my companion and I held a consultation one day, in our room at Washington, spreading out the map, and surveying the vast extent of country we proposed to traverse before meeting my relatives at New Orleans. We found that neither was afraid; and afterwards that there was no cause for fear, except to persons who are annoyed by irregularity and the absence of comfort. The evil prognostications went on multiplying as we advanced: but we learned to consider them as mere voices on’ the mountain of our enterprise, which must not deter us Page 74 →from accomplishing it. We had friends to visit at Charleston and Columbia, South Carolina; Augusta, Georgia; Montgomery, Alabama; and Mobile. At Richmond we were cautioned about the journey into South Carolina: at Charleston we were met with dreadful reports of travelling in Georgia: in Georgia people spoke of the horrors of Alabama, and so on: and, after all, nothing could well be easier than the whole undertaking. I do not remember a single difficulty that occurred, all the way. There was much fatigue, of course. In going down from Richmond to Charleston with a party of friends, we were nine days on the road, and had only three nights’ rest. Throughout the journey, we were obliged to accommodate ourselves to the stage hours, setting off sometimes in the evening, sometimes at midnight; or, of all uncomfortable seasons, at two or three in the morning. On a journey of many days, we had to form ourselves of the longest time that the stage would stop at a supping or breakfasting place, so that we might manage to snatch an hour’s sleep. While the meal was preparing, it was my wont to lie down and doze, in spite of hunger: if I could find a bed or sofa, it was well: if not, I could wrap myself in my cloak, and make a pillow on the floor of my carpetbag. I found that a sleep somewhat longer than this, when I could go to bed for two hours, was more fatiguing than refreshing. The being waked up at two, when I had lain down at midnight, was the greatest discomfort I experienced. But little sleep can be obtained in the stage, from the badness of the roads. It was only when quite wearied out that I could forget myself for an hour or two, amidst the joltings and rollings of the vehicle. In Alabama, some of the passengers in the stage were Southern gentlemen, coming from New York, in comparison with whose fatigues ours were nothing. I think they had then travelled eleven days and nights, with very short intervals of rest; and the badness of the roads at the end of a severe winter had obliged them to walk a good deal. They looked dreadfully haggard and nervous; and we heard afterwards that one of them had become incessantly convulsed in the face, after we had left them. It is not necessary, of course, to proceed without stopping, in such a way as this; but it is necessary to be patient of fatigue to travel in the South at all.

Yet I was very fond of these long journeys. The traveller (if he be not an abolitionist) is perfectly secure of good treatment; and fatigue and indifferent fare are the only evils which need be anticipated. The toils of society in the cities were so great to me that I generally felt my spirits rise when our packing began; and, the sorrow of parting with kind hosts once over, the Page 75 →prospect of a journey of many, days was a very cheerful one. The novelty and the beauty of the scenery seemed inexhaustible; and the delightful American stages, open or closed all round at the will of the traveller, allow of everything being seen.

The American can conceive of nothing more dismal than a pine-barren, on a rainy day: but the profound tranquillity made it beautiful to me, whose rainy days have been most all spent in cities, amidst the rumbling of hackney-coaches, the clink of pattens, the gurgle of spouts, and the flitting by of umbrellas. It is very different in the pine-barrens. The sandy soil absorbs the rain, so that there is no mud: the pines stand meekly drooping, as if waiting to be fed: the drip is noiseless; and the brooks and pools are seen bubbling clear, or quietly filling, while not a wing cleaves the air, each bird nestling in the covert of its domestic tree. When the rain ceases, towards evening, the whole region undergoes a change. If a parting ray from the west pierces the woods, the stems look lilach in the moist light; the vines glitter before they shake off their last drops; the redbird startles the eye; the butterflies come abroad in clouds; the frogs grow noisy, and all nature wakens up fresh as from her siesta. The planter may be seen on his pacing white horse in a glade of the wood, or superintending the negroes who are repairing the fence of his estate. One black holds the large dibble, with which the holes for the stakes are made; others are warming their hands at the fire which blazes on the ground;—many hands to do slovenly work. While any light is left, the driver is apt to shorten his road by cutting across a knoll, instead of winding round it: and then the wheels are noiseless on the turf; the branches crash as the vehicle is forced between the trees; and the wood-pigeons, frightened from their roost, flutter abroad.

When the sun has gone down all is still within the stage; the passengers grow drowsy, unless hunger keeps them awake. Each one nods upon his neighbour’s shoulder, till a red light, gradually illuminating all the faces, and every moment growing brighter, rouses the dullest. Each tells somebody else that we are coming to a fire in the woods. First there are lines of little yellow flames on each side the path;—the blazing up of twigs too dry to have been made incombustible by the morning’s rain. Then there is a pond of red fire on either hand; and pillars of light rising from it,—tall burning stems, throwing out jets of flame on all sides, or emitting a flood of sparks when touched by the night breeze. The succeeding darkness is intense. The horses seem to feel it; for they slacken to a foot-pace, and the grazing of a wheel Page 76 →against a pine-stem, or the zigzag motion of the vehicle, intimates that the driver’s eyes have been dazzled. Presently the horses set off again; and the passengers sink once more into silence. They are next roused by the discordant horn of the driver, sending out as many distinct blasts as there are passengers; each blast more of a screech than the last; and the final flourish causing a shout of laughter in the coach; laughter animated a little, perhaps, by the prospect of supper. Right or left, soon appears the log-house, its open shutters and door giving token that a large fire is blazing within. The gentlemen hand out the ladies at the door, and then stand yawning and stretching, or draw to the fire while they can,—before the ladies take possession of the best places. The hostess, who is busy cooking, points to a lamp, with which the ladies light themselves to her chamber, to put up their hair under their bonnets for the night. Little impish blacks peep and grin from behind the stove, or shine in the heat of the chimney-corner. If any one of them has ever received a compliment on his dexterity, he serves with most ostentatious bustle, his eyes wide open, his row of white teeth all in sight, and his little body twisting about with every affectation of activity. An observer may see some fun going on behind the mistress’s back; a whisk of the carving-knife across a companion’s throat; or a flourish of two plates like cymbals over the head.

At last supper is ready;—the broiled venison, the ham collops and eggs, and apple-sauce; the infusion which is called tea or coffee; and the reeking corn-bread. Before the clatter of knives has ceased, the stage, with its fresh horses, is at the door: the ladies snatch a final warming, while the driver finishes his protracted meal, their eyes being now at liberty to study the apartment, looking round for some other object than the old story,—the six presidents who smile from the walls of almost every log-house in America, and the great map of the United States, with a thumb-mark, amounting to an erasure, on the spot of the very territory where this particular log-house happens to be. If we wanted to consult a map in a hurry, in such places as these, we never had to hunt out our present situation. There was always the worn spot, to serve as the centre to our investigations. The passengers, however wearily they might have descended from the stage, are pretty sure to enter it again with a spring,—warm and satisfied, with a joke on their tongues, and a good supper to sleep or muse upon.

The sleep seldom lasts long, however. You are sure to come to a creek, where nobody has ever erected a bridge, or where a freshet has carried one away, and no measures have been taken to rebuild it. With drowsy groans, Page 77 →the passengers rouse themselves, and get out at the driver’s bidding under the cold stars or the drifting clouds. The ladies slip on their India-rubber shoes; for their first step may be into soft mud. They stand upon a bank, if there be one, in order not to be run over in the dark; while the scow shows by the reflection of the light at her bow where the river is. When she touches the bank, the driver calls to everybody to keep out of the way, cracks his whip, and drives his lumbering carriage down the bank, and into the scow: the passengers follow; the scow is unchained, and the whole load is pushed across the stream, or pulled, if it happens to be a rope-ferry. When the expected shock tells you that you have arrived at the other side, the driver again cracks his whip, and the horses scramble. If they should refuse to mount the steep bank, and back a step upon the passengers instead, every one would infallibly be driven into the river. A delicate coaxing is therefore employed; and I imagine animals must be aware what a ticklish thing any freak of theirs would be in such a situation; for I never knew them decline mounting the bank, without a single back step.

If the team bolt, or other fastening of equal consequence should happen to break, there is a chance of two hours’ rest or so. Something snaps; the vehicle stops; the gentlemen get out; the ladies gaze from the windows, while somebody half-dressed comes out with a lantern from any dwelling that may be in sight, and goes back again for hammer and nail, or, at worst, a piece of cord; and you proceed at a slow foot-pace to the nearest hotel. There, the slaves, roused from the floor, where they are lying like dogs, go winking about, putting fresh logs on the smouldering fire, and lighting a lamp or two. After repeated inquiries on the part of the ladies, who feel the first minutes of their two hours slipping away without any promise of rest, a female slave at last appears, staring as if she had never seen any body before. The ladies have already taken out nightcap, soap and towel from their carpetbags. They motion the woman up-stairs, and follow her. They find the water-jug, if there be one, empty, of course. With infinite coaxing, they get the attendant to fill it. Long after they are undressed, it comes, clear or “sort o’ muddy,” as may be. If there are no sheets, or yellow ones, the ladies spread their dressing-gowns over the bed, and use their cloaks for a covering. As soon as they have lain down, a draught begins to blow in the strangest way on the top of their heads. They examine, and find a broken window behind the bed. They wrap up their heads, and lie down again. As soon as they are fairly dreaming that they are at home, and need not get up till they please, the horn startles them, they raise their heads, see a light under the door, and Page 78 →the black woman looks in to drawl out that they must please to make haste. It seems like a week since they lay down; but they are not rested, and turn away sick and dizzy from the flickering light.

In the morning, you wonder where your fatigue is gone. As the day steals through the forest, kindling up beauty as it goes, the traveller’s whole being is refreshed. The young aloes under the fallen trunks glitter with dew; the grey moss, dangling from the trees, waves in the breath of the morning. The busy little chameleons run along the fences, and the squirrel erects his brush as you pass, While the crescent moon and the morning star glittered low down in the sky, you had longed to stay the sun beneath the horizon; but now that he is come, fresh vigour and enjoyment seem to be shed down with his rays.

At such an hour, you often come up with a family departing from the spot where they had “camped out” for the night. I never had the pleasure of camping out: but I know exactly what it must be like; for I have seen establishments of this sort in every stage of the process—from the searching out a spot blessed with a running stream, a shelter to windward, a dry soil, and plenty of fuel,—to the piling the wagon with the pots, pans, and children, previous to starting at dawn. There is a striking air of cheer about the family when beginning their new day; leaving behind the desolation they have made; the scorched turf, the scattered brushwood, chips, and meat bones, and setting forth in renewed strength in the fresh morning. I owe to these people many a picture such as will never meet my eye in the galleries of art.

Our stationary rural life in the South was various and pleasant enough: all shaded with the presence of slavery; but without any other drawback. There is something in the make-shift irregular mode of life which exists where there are slaves that is amusing when the cause is forgotten.

The waking in the morning is accomplished by two or three black women staring at you from the bed-posts. Then it is five minutes’ work to get them out of the room. Perhaps before you are half dressed, you are summoned to breakfast. You look at your watch, and listen whether it has stopped; for it seems not to be seven o’clock yet. You hasten, however, and find your hostess making the coffee. The young people drop in when the meal is half done, and then it is discovered that breakfast has been served an hour too early, because the clock has stopped, and cook has ordered affairs according to her own conjectures. Every body laughs, and nothing ensues. After breakfast, a farmer in homespun—blue trousers and an orange-brown coat,—or all over grey,—comes to speak with your host. A drunken white has shot one Page 79 →of his negroes, and he fears no punishment can be obtained, because there were no witnesses of the deed but blacks. A consultation is held whether the affair shall go into court; and, before the farmer departs, he is offered cake and liqueur.

Your hostess, meantime, has given her orders, and is now engaged in a back room, or out in the piazza behind the house, cutting out clothes for her slaves; very laborious work in warm weather. There may be a pretence of lessons among the young people; and something more than pretence, if they happen to have a tutor or governess: but the probability is that their occupations are as various as their tempers. Rosa cannot be found: she is lying on the bed in her own room, reading a novel: Clara is weeping for her canary, which has flown away while she was playing with it: Alfred is trying to ascertain how soon we may all go out to ride; and the little ones are lounging about the court, with their arms round the necks of blacks, of their own size. You sit down to the piano, or to read; and one slave or another enters every half hour to ask what is o’clock. Your hostess comes in, at length; and you sit down to work with her: she gratifies your curiosity about her “people;” telling you how soon they burn out their shoes at the toes, and wear out their winter woollens, and tear up their summer cottons; and how impossible it is to get black women to learn to cut out clothes without waste; and how she never inquires when and where the whipping is done, as it is the overseer’s business, and not hers. She has not been seated many minutes when she is called away, and returns saying how babyish these people are, that they will not take medicine unless she gives it to them; and how careless of each other, so that she has been obliged to stand by and see Diana put clean linen upon her infant, and to compel Bet to get her sick husband some breakfast.

Morning visiters next arrive. It may be the clergyman, with some new book that you want to look at and inquiries whether your host sees any prospect of getting the requisite number of professors for the new college; or whether the present head of the institution is to continue to fill all the chairs. It may be a lank judge from some raw district, with a quid in his cheek, a sword cane in his hand, and a legal doubt in his mind which he wants your host to resolve. It may be a sensible woman, with courtesy in her countenance, and decision in her air, who is accustomed really to rule her household, and to make the most of such human material and such a human lot as are pressing around and upon her. If so, the conversation between her and your hostess becomes rapid and interesting,—full of tales of perplexity and trouble, of droll anecdotes, and serious and benevolent plans. Or it Page 80 →may be a lady of a different cast, who is delighted at the prospect of seeing you soon again. You look perplexed, and mention that you fear you shall be unable to return this way. O, but you will come and live here. You plead family, friends, and occupation in England,—to say nothing of England being your home. O, but you can bring your family and friends with you. You laughingly ask why. She draws up and replies, “for the honour and glory of living in a republic.”

Meantime, Clara has dried her tears, for some one has recovered her canary, and the door of the cage is shut. The carriage and saddle-horses are scrambling on the gravel before the door, and the children run in to know if they may ride with you. Cake, fruit and liqueurs, or perhaps tea, are brought in; and then the ladies depart. The clergyman thinks he will ride round with your party, hearing that you are going to inspect Mr. A.’s plantation. He warns you that it will not be “pleasant to see even the best plantations;” and your trembling heart fully agrees.

You admire the horsemanship of your host on his white horse, and the boys on their black ponies. The carriage goes at good speed, and yet the fast pace of the saddle-horses enables the party to keep together. While you are looking out upon a picturesque loghouse, peeping forth from a blossomy thicket, or admiring a splendid hedge of the Cherokee rose in straggling bloom, Rosa rouses herself from a reverie, and asks you to tell her all about Victoria.

“What shall I tell you?”

“What religion is she? A Unitarian, I suppose, like you.”

Church of Englandism and dissent being explained, Rosa resumes, in a plaintive voice, “Is she betrothed yet?”

“Not that I know of.”

“O, I hope she is! I wish I knew! When will she be queen? When she is eighteen, won’t she?—O, I thought she was to be of age, and be made queen at eighteen. How long will she be a queen?”

“As long as she lives.”

“As long as she lives! Why I thought—”

Rosa has no idea of rulers not being changed every four or eight years. Even her imagination is almost overpowered at the idea of being set above everybody else for life.

The carriage stops, and you are invited to step out, and view the ravages of a tornado a season or two ago; you see how clear a path it made for itself in the forest; and how it swept across the river, tearing down an answering Page 81 →gap through the tall cane-brake on the opposite bank. The prostrated trees lie sunk in swamp, half hidden by flowering reeds and bright mosses; while their stumps, twice as tall as yourself, are all cropped off, whatever may be their thickness, precisely at the same height; and so wrenched and twisted as to convince you that you never before conceived of the power of the winds. The boys show you a dry path down to the river side, that you may see the fishtraps that are laid in the stream, and watch the couples of shad fishers—dark figures amidst the flashing waters—who are pursuing their occupation in the glare of noon. The girls tell you how father remembers the time when there were bears in that cane-brake, and there was great trouble in getting them to come out of their thick covert to be killed. When father first came here, this side of the river was all cane-brake too. Is not a cane-brake very ugly?—It may not have any picturesque beauty; but your eye rests upon it with satisfaction, as a tropical feature in the scene.

You proceed, and point out with admiration a beautifully situated dwelling, which you declare takes your fancy more than any you have seen. The children are amused that you should suppose any one lives there, overshadowed with trees as it is, so that its inhabitants would be devoured by mosquitoes. Your hostess tells you that it is called Mr. B.’s Folly. He spent a good deal of money, and much taste upon it; but it is uninhabitable from being rather too near the river. The fever appeared so immediately and decisively that the family had to leave it in three months; and there it stands, to be called B.’s Folly.

Your host paces up to the carriage window to tell you that you are now on A.’s plantation. You are overtaking a long train of negroes going to their work from dinner. They look all over the colour of the soil they are walking on: dusky in clothing, dusky in complexion. An old man, blacker than the rest, is indicated to you as a native African; and you point out a child so light as to make you doubt whether he be a slave. A glance at the long heel settles the matter. You feel that it would be a relief to be assured that this was a troop of monkeys dressed up for sport, rather than that these dull, shuffling animals should be human.

There is something inexpressibly disgusting in the sight of a slave woman in the field. I do not share in the horror of the Americans at the idea of women being employed in out-door labour. It did not particularly gratify me to see the cows always milked by men (where there were no slaves); and the hay and harvest fields would have looked brighter in my eyes if women had been there to share the wholesome and cheerful toil. But a negro woman behind the plough presents a very different object from the English mother Page 82 →with her children in the turnip field, or the Scotch lassie among the reapers. In her pre-eminently ugly costume, the long, scanty, dirty woollen garment, with the shabby large bonnet at the back of her head, the perspiration streaming down her dull face, the heavy tread of the splay foot, the slovenly air with which she guides her plough,—a more hideous object cannot well be conceived; unless it be the same woman at home, in the negro quarter, as the cluster of slave dwellings is called.

You are now taken to the cotton-gin, the building to your left, where you are shown how the cotton, as picked from the pods, is drawn between cylinders, so as to leave the seeds behind; and how it is afterward packed, by hard pressure, into bales. The neighbouring creek is dammed up to supply the water-wheel by which this gin is worked. You afterward see the cotton-seed laid in handfuls round the stalks of the young springing corn, and used in the cotton field as manure.

Meantime, you attempt to talk with the slaves. You ask how old that very aged man is, or that boy they will give you no intelligible answer. Slaves never know, or never will tell, their ages; and this is the reason why the census presents such extraordinary reports on this point; declaring a great number to be above a hundred years old. If they have a kind master, they will boast to you of how much he gave for each of them, and what sums he has refused for them. If they have a hard master, they will tell you that they would have more to eat, and be less flogged, but that massa is busy, and has no time to come down, and see that they have enough to eat. Your hostess is well known on this plantation, and her kind face bas been recognised from a distance; and already a negro woman has come to her with seven or eight eggs, for which she knows she shall receive a quarter dollar. You follow her to the negro quarter, where you see a tidy woman knitting, while the little children who are left in her charge are basking in the sun, or playing all kinds of antics in the road; little shining, plump, clear-eyed children, whose mirth makes you sad, when you look round upon their parents, and see what these bright creatures are to come to. You enter one of the dwellings, where every thing seems to be of the same dusky hue: the crib against the wall, the walls themselves, and the floor, all look one yellow. More children are crouched round the wood fire, lying almost in the embers. You see a woman pressing up against the wall, like an idiot, with her shoulder turned towards you, and her apron held up to her face. You ask what is the matter with her, and are told that she is shy. You see a woman rolling herself about in a crib, with her head tied up. You ask if she is ill, and are told that she has not a good temper; Page 83 →that she struck at a girl she was jealous of with an axe; and the weapon being taken from her, she threw herself into the well, and was nearly drowned before she was taken out, with her head much hurt.

The overseer has, meantime, been telling your host about the fever having been more or less severe last season, and how well off he shall think himself if he has no more than so many days’ illness this summer: how the vegetation has suffered from the late frosts, pointing out how many of the oranges have been cut off, but that the great magnolia in the centre of the court is safe. You are then invited to see the house, learning by the way the extent and value of the estate you are visiting, and of the “force” upon it. You admire the lofty, cool rooms, with their green blinds, and the width of the piazzas on both sides the house, built to compensate for the want of shade from trees, which cannot be allowed near the dwelling, for fear of mosquitoes. You visit the ice-house, and find it pretty full, the last winter having been a severe one. You learn that for three or four seasons after this ice-house was built, there was not a spike of ice in the State; and a cargo had to be imported from Massachusetts.

When you have walked in the field as long as the heat will allow, you step into the overseer’s bare dwelling, within its bare enclosure, where fowls are strutting about, and refresh yourself with a small tumbler of milk,—a great luxury, which has been ordered for the party. The overseer’s fishing tackle and rifle are on the wall: and there is a medicine chest, and a shelf of books. He is tall, sallow, and nonchalant, dropping nothing more about himself and his situation than that he does not know that he has had more than his share of sickness and trouble in his vocation, and so he is pretty well satisfied.

Your hostess reminds the party that they are going out to dinner, and that it is quite time to be returning to dress. So you go straight home by a shorter road, stopping no more, but looking out, now at a glorious trumpet honeysuckle dangling from a branch; now at a lofty, spreading green tree, red hot close to the ground, while a sheet of flame is spreading all about its roots, the flames looking orange and blue in the bright sunshine.

You are glad to find, on arriving at home, that you have half an hour to lie down before you dress, and are surprised, on rising, to feel how you are refreshed. You have not very far to go to dinner,—only to Mr. E.’s cottage on the Sand Hills. The E.’s have just come for the summer; the distant city being their winter residence. If you find the accommodations poor, you must excuse it, in consideration of their recent removal. The E.’s live in very good style in the city. The cottage is half way up a gentle ascent, with a deep, sandy Page 84 →road leading to the wooden steps of the front piazza, and pine forests in the rear. The entertainment today is not solely on your account: it is a parting dinner to young Mr. and Mrs. F., who are going to reside further West. They are leaving their parents and friends, and the family estate, and are to live in a loghouse till a proper dwelling can be built. Mrs. F. is rather low in spirits, but her mother means to send the old family nurse with her; so that she will have one comfort, at any rate, and will be able to trust her infant out of her sight now and then. As for Mrs. E., she informs you that she has come out to the cottage sooner than she usually does, as she is expecting her confinement. She has all her five children in her presence always; and as she cannot trust them for an hour with her “people,” their noise and the heat would be intolerable in town; but here, where her room opens upon the piazza, she can have the children always in her sight or hearing, with less fatigue than in the city. You ask whether such a charge be not too much for her. Certainly; but there is no use in complaining, for it cannot be helped. She never had a nurse that was not more plague than use. It is not only that the servants tell the children improper things, and teach them falsehood, but it is impossible to get the little boys’ faces washed without seeing it done; and the infant may, as likely as not, be dropped into the fire or out of the window. Ladies must make the best of their lot, for they cannot help themselves.

The dinner is plentiful, including, of course, turkey, ham, and sweet potatoes; excellent claret, and large blocks of ice-cream. A slave makes gentle war against the flies with the enormous bunch of peacocks’ feathers: and the agitation of the air is pleasant, while the ladies are engaged in eating, so that they cannot use their own fans, which are hung by loops on the backs of their chairs. The afternoon is spent in the piazza, where coffee is served. There the ladies sit, whisking their feather fans, jesting with the children, and talking over the last English poem, or American novel; or complaining bitterly of the dreadful incendiary publications which Mr. E. heard from Mr. H., who had heard it from Mr. M., that Judge R. had said that somebody had seen circulated among the negroes, by some vile agent of the horrid abolitionists of the North.

You go in to tea, and find the table strewed with prints, and the piano open; and Mrs. F. plays and sings. The gentlemen have done discussing the French war and the currency, and are praising the conduct of the Committee of Vigilance; frankly informing you, as a stranger, of the reasons of its formation, and the modes of its operation in deterring abolitionists from coming into the neighbourhood, in arresting them on any suspicion Page 85 →of tampering with the negroes, and in punishing them summarily, if any facts are established against them. While you are endeavouring to learn the nature of the crime and its evidence, you are summoned. There is going to be a storm, and your party must get home, if possible, before it comes on. In such a case, Mrs. E. will say nothing in opposition to your leaving her so early. She would not be the means of exposing you to the storm. You hasten away, and reach home during the first explosion of thunder.

You find there a bouquet, sent to you with Miss G.’s compliments; a splendid bunch of quince, yellow jessamine, arbor vitae, hyacinths, cherry, and other blossoms. It is not nearly bed-time yet; and you sit on the sofa, fanning yourself, with the table-lamp dimmed by the momentary glare of blue lightning. Your hostess learns from the servants that poor Miss Clara went to bed in great grief; the cat having killed her canary in the afternoon. It has been a sad day for poor Clara, from the adventures of her bird: but she is now fast asleep.

Your host amuses you with anecdotes of South country life. He asks you how you were struck with Mrs. L., whose call you returned yesterday. You reply that she seems a cheerful, hearty personage, who makes the best of a poor lot; and you relate how pleased you were at the frankness with which she owned, pointing to the stocking she was darning, that she knew little of books now-a-days, or of music, as she was making shirts and darning stockings for her sons, all the year round. You were sorry to see such evidences of poverty; chairs with broken backs, and a piano with three legs, and a cracked flute: but glad that Mrs. L. seemed able to look on the bright side of things. Your host throws himself back, and laughs for three minutes: and when he recovers, informs you that Mrs. L. is the wealthiest widow in the State. You protest that you looked upon her with respect as a meritorious widow, doing her best for a large family. Your host repeats that she is the richest widow in the State; and that she and all her family are odd about money. She has a sister in a neighbouring State, Mrs. M., who is even more bent upon economy. Last year Mrs. L. visited this sister, who lives in a country town. The sisters went out in Mrs. M.’s carriage, to make calls and do shopping. Mrs. L. observed that her sister’s carriage was attended by a little mulatto girl, who let down the steps, and put them up, and mounted behind very dexterously. “The child is clever enough,” said Mrs. L.: “but, sister, your carriage should have a proper footman. You should not be seen in town with a girl behind your carriage.” Mrs. M. promised to consider the matter. The next day, a spruce mulatto lad was in waiting, of whom Mrs. L. Page 86 →fully approved. When she looked in his face, however, as he was letting down the steps at the entrance of a store, she was struck by his remarkable likeness to the girl of yesterday, and observed upon it. Mrs. M. laughed, and owned she had got a suit of boy’s clothes made since yesterday for the girl to wear during morning drives: and she thought this an excellent plan. Many such a story does your host amuse you with; observing that, though America has fewer humourists than England, they may be met with in abundance in rare settlements and retired districts, where they can indulge their fancies without much suffering from public opinion.

The storm abates. You are the oracle as to what o’clock it is; and, as you are confident that it is near eleven, the chamber lights are brought. You dismiss your dusky attendants, and throw yourself on your ample sofa for half an hour, to recal what you have seen and heard this day, and meditate on the scope and tendencies of Country Life in the Southern States.
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Chapter 6 Anna Brownell Jameson


Page 88 →Anna Brownell Jameson (1794–1860) was an Irish woman, born into a modest middle-class family, who spent most of her life in England. She supported herself as a governess, then married a successful barrister, Robert Jameson in 1825. Anna had already begun to write children’s books, and with the encouragement of her husband she branched out into biography, travel literature, novels, and feminist discourses on the status of women. She published about 20 books between 1826 and 1864. Her first book, The Diary of an Ennuyée (1826), was her only work of fiction. However, the strongest passages are non-fictional and point the way to her non-fictional writing career. The Diary and her later analysis of Shakespearean female characters, Characteristics of Women (1832), were Jameson’s best-known works during her lifetime.

Anna’s marriage to Robert Jameson was not a happy one. When her husband was appointed to be a judge of the island of Dominica, she stayed behind in London and pursued her travels and made her name as an author. Then Mr. Jameson became attorney general for Upper Canada. He aspired to be appointed Vice-Chancellor of the Court of Chancery, the highest legal post in the province. He built a new house and probably because he wanted the respectability of a married couple, he summoned Anna in 1836 to join him in Toronto, notwithstanding they had been separated in fact for over four years. She went grudgingly, both for social and financial reasons. By now Anna had heavy financial responsibilities to care for her ailing parents and unmarried sisters. She needed her husband’s good will because he could, by law, have claimed her earnings.

She hated Toronto and its people. She arrived in winter, on December 20, 1836, making her way alone from New York where she had been celebrated for her writings, to Toronto. She found Toronto a little ill-built town on low land, at the bottom of a frozen bay, with one very ugly church, without tower or steeple; some government offices, built of staring red brick, in the most tasteless, vulgar style imaginable; three feet of snow all around ... I did not Page 89 →expect much; but for this I was not prepared.... If I look into my own heart, I find that it is regret for what I have left and lost—the absent, not the present—which throws over all around me a chill, colder than that of the wintry day—a gloom, deeper than that of the wintry night.1

She endured the winter and spring seasons in Toronto, and then left for two months for her rambles entirely by herself. She had a few letters of introduction to some American Indian agents and missionaries but her travel arrangements were of her own choice. Most of her travels were in Canada and therefore outside our bounds. However, she did visit Buffalo, Detroit, and spent considerable time on Mackinac Island, Michigan, plus she traveled on the Great Lakes. This editor found her numerous observations and comments quite interesting and has included many that go beyond her actual travel.

These rambles are in the summer of 1837 (apparently her trip from New York to Toronto went unwritten or at least unpublished). That autumn Anna and Robert reached a separation agreement, and she immediately returned to England to finish the writing and editing of Winter Studies and Summer Rambles in Canada (Rambles) that was published the following year in 1838.

In her feminist comments Anna Jameson could be alternatively clever and deadly serious. She references the poet Coleridge as saying that the perfection of a woman’s character is to be characterless, and that every man would like to have an Ophelia or a Desdemona for his wife. Jameson rejoins “No doubt; the sentiment is truly a masculine one: and what was their fate? What would now be the fate of such unresisting and confiding angels?”2 Much more seriously she goes on to write:


women need in these times character beyond anything else; the qualities which will enable them to endure and to resist evil; the self-governed, the cultivated, active mind, to protect and to maintain ourselves.... Surely, it is dangerous, it is wicked, in these days, to follow the old saw, to bring up women to be “happy wives and mothers;” that is to say, to let all her accomplishments, her sentiments, her views of life, take one direction, as if for women there existed only one destiny—one hope, one blessing, one object, one passion in existence; some people say it ought to be so, but we know that it is not so; we know that hundreds, that thousands of women are not happy wives and mothers—are never either wives or mothers at all. The cultivation of the moral strength and the active energies of a Page 90 →woman’s mind, together with the intellectual faculties and tastes, will not make a woman a less good and less happy wife and mother, and will enable her to find content and independence when denied love and happiness.3



Her “rambles” in the United States began on June 19, 1837 by taking a steamer from Toronto to Buffalo. “A sudden whim seized me to go to Buffalo for a day or two.”4 There she checked into a hotel. Some friends she had made, a married couple, continued on their journey. “I was now again alone, in a vast inn swarming with dirty, lazy, smoking men—the rain was falling in a deluge, and no books—no companions.”5 Yet, in a more cheerful mood, she found her hotel “most splendid” and admired the bookstores as well as the clothing and millinery shops, but thought less well of a performance of Romeo and Juliet at a local theater.6

Buffalo permitted her first opportunity to make comparison between Canada and the United States.


The season is unusually dull and dead, and I hear nothing but complaints around me; but compared to our sleepy Canadian shore, where a lethargic spell seems to bind up the energies of the people, all here is bustle, animation, activity. In the port I counted about fifty vessels, sloops, schooners and steam-boats; the crowds of people buying, selling, talking, bawling; the Indians lounging by in their blankets, the men looking so dark and indifferent, and lazy; the women so busy, care-worn, and eager; the quantities of sturdy children, squalling, frisking among the feet of busy sailors,—formed altogether a strange and amusing scene.7



Jameson made her way from Buffalo westward by bad stagecoaches and bad roads through the southern peninsula of Ontario until she came to Lake St. Claire, just north and east of Detroit. She wanted to see Detroit and also from there take a large steamboat to Mackinac Island. To reach Detroit she had to take a small steamboat across Lake St. Claire. She writes, “I should introduce you to our party on board the little steam-boat, which is now puffing, and snorting, and gliding at no rapid rate over the blue tranquil waters of Lake St. Clair.... Most of the small steam-boats on the American lakes have high-pressure engines, which make a horrible and perpetual snorting like the engine on a railroad....”8 Jameson took note of the immigrants on board, German Moravians, “a great number of poor Scotch and Irish of the Page 91 →lowest grade, and also one large family of American emigrants, who have taken up their station on the deck, and whose operations amuse me exceedingly.”9


They are from Vermont, and on their way to the Illinois, having been already eleven weeks travelling through New York and Upper Canada. They have two wagons covered in with canvass, a yoke of oxen, and a pair of horses. The chief or patriarch of the set is an old Vermont farmer, upwards of sixty at least, whose thin shrewd face has been burnt to a deep brickdust colour by the sun and travel, and wrinkled by age or care into a texture like that of tanned sail-canvass,—(the simile nearest to me at this moment.) The sinews of his neck and hands are like knotted whipcord; his turned-up nose, with large nostrils, snuffs the wind, and his small light blue eyes have a most keen, cunning expression. He wears a smockfrock over a flannel shirt, blue woollen stockings, and a broken pipe stuck in his straw hat, and all day long he smokes or chews tobacco. He has with him fifteen children of different ages by three wives. The present wife, a delicate, intelligent, care-worn looking woman, seems about thirty years younger than her helpmate. She sits on the shaft of one of the wagons I have mentioned, a baby in her lap, and two of the three younger children crawling about her feet. Her time and attention are completely taken up in dispensing to the whole brood, young and old, rations of food, consisting of lard, bread of Indian corn, and pieces of sassafras root. The appearance of all (except of the poor anxious mother) is equally robust and cheerful, half-civilized, coarse, and by no means clean; all are barefooted except the two eldest girls, who are uncommonly handsome, with fine dark eyes.10



Jameson became ill in Detroit and spent three days confined to her hotel room. This forced her to rearrange her travel schedule. “This mal-apropos indisposition has prevented me from taking my passage in the great steamer which has just gone up Lake Huron; and I must now wait here six days longer, till the next boat, bound for Mackinac and Chicago, comes up Lake Erie, from Buffalo.”11 She used her time to make local explorations on both the Canadian and American side of the Detroit River, visiting several small communities, once riding in a cherry cart driven by a French Canadian, “a perfect specimen of an old-fashioned Norman peasant—all bows, courtesy, and good-humour.”12

Page 92 →At Detroit, the breadth of the Detroit River, separating the British and American shores is less than a mile. She was able to go back and forth because:


A pretty little steamer, gaily painted, with streamers flying, and shaded by an awning, is continually passing and repassing from shore to shore. I have sometimes sat in this ferry-boat for a couple of hours together, pleased to remain still, and enjoy, without exertion, the cool air, the sparkling redundant waters, and green islands:—amused, meantime, by the variety and conversation of the passengers, English emigrants, and French Canadians; brisk Americans; dark, sad-looking Indians folded in their blankets; farmers, storekeepers, speculators in wheat; artisans; trim girls with black eyes and short petticoats, speaking a Norman patois, and bringing baskets of fruit to the Detroit market; over-dressed, long-waisted, damsels of the city, attended by their beaux, going to make merry on the opposite shore.13



This back and forth across the Detroit River, together with her many hours riding about on the British shore and visiting several communities there, led her to a melancholy conclusion, contrasting the prosperity of the American shore and the doldrums of the British-Canadian:


I hardly know how to convey to you an idea of the difference between the two shores; it will appear to you as incredible as it is to me incomprehensible. Our shore is said to be the most fertile, and has been the longest settled; but to float between them (as I did to-day in a little canoe, made of a hollow tree, and paddled by a half-breed imp of a boy)—to behold on one side a city, with its towers and spires and animated population, with villas and handsome houses stretching along the shore, and a hundred vessels or more, gigantic steamers, brigs, schooners, crowding the port, loading and unloading; all the bustle, in short, of prosperity and commerce;—and, on the other side, a little straggling hamlet, one schooner, one little wretched steam-boat, some windmills, a catholic chapel or two, a supine ignorant peasantry, all the symptoms of apathy, indolence, mistrust, hopelessness! —can I, can any one, help wondering at the difference, and asking whence it arises? There must be a cause for it surely—but what is it? Does it lie in past or in present—in natural or accidental circumstances?—in the institutions of the government, or the character of Page 93 →the people? Is it remediable? is it a necessity? is it a mystery? what and whence is it?—Can you tell? or can you send some of our colonial officials across the Atlantic to behold and solve the difficulty?14



She finally found a steamer, the Thomas Jefferson, coming from Buffalo and bound for Chicago, on which she booked passage to Mackinac Island, leaving July 19, 1837. There was considerable uncertainty in her travel that she discussed adroitly.


When once there [Mackinac Island], I must trust to Providence for some opportunity of going up Lake Huron to the Sault Ste. Marie to visit my friends the MacMurrays; or down the lake to the Great Manitoolin Island, where the annual distribution of presents to the Indians is to take place under the auspices of the governor. If both these plans—wild plans as they are, I am told—should fail, I have only to retrace my way and come down the lake, as I went up, in a steamer; but this were horridly tedious and prosaic, and I hope better things. So evviva la speranza! [Long live hope!] And Westward Ho! ...

The captain told me that last season he had never gone up the lakes with less than four or five hundred passengers. This year, fortunately for my individual comfort, the case is greatly altered: we have not more than one hundred and eighty passengers, consequently an abundance of accommodation, and air, and space—inestimable blessings in this sultry weather.15

She described her steamer as:

really a little world, a little social system in itself, where a near observer of faces and manners may find endless subjects of observation, amusement, and interest. At the other end of the vessel we have about one hundred emigrants on their way to the Illinois and the settlements to the west of Lake Michigan. Among them I find a large party of Germans and Norwegians, with their wives and families, a very respectable, orderly community, consisting of some farmers and some artisans, having with them a large quantity of stock and utensils—just the sort of people best calculated to improve and enrich their adopted country, wherever that may be. Then we have twenty or thirty poor ragged Irish emigrants, with good-natured potato-faces and strong arms and willing hearts....

Page 94 →The ladies’ saloon and upper deck exhibit a very different scene: there are about twenty ladies and children in the cabin and staterooms, which are beautifully furnished and carpeted, with draperies of blue silk, &c. On the upper deck, shaded by an awning, we have sofas, rocking-chairs, and people lounging up and down; some reading, some chattering, some sleeping; there are missionaries and missionaries’ wives, and officers on their way to the garrisons on the Indian frontier; and settlers, and traders, and some few nondescripts—like myself.16



Upon entering into the river St. Clair, to the north of Lake St. Clair and the connection between Lake St. Clair and Lake Huron, she writes


the shores on either side, though low and bounded always by the line of forest, were broken into bays and little promontories, or diversified by islands, richly wooded, and of every variety of form. The bateaux of the Canadians, or the canoes of the Indians, were perpetually seen gliding among these winding channels, or shooting across the river from side to side, as if playing at hide-and-seek among the leafy recesses. Now and then a beautiful schooner, with white sails relieved against the green masses of foliage, passed us, gracefully curtseying and sidling along. Innumerable flocks of wild fowl were disporting among the reedy islets, and here and there the great black loon was seen diving and dipping, or skimming over the waters ...

Before I went down to my rest yesterday evening, I beheld a strange and beautiful scene. The night was coming on, the moon had risen round and full like an enormous globe of fire, we were still in the channel of the river, when to the right I saw a crowd of Indians on a projecting point of land ... They were encamping for the night, some hauling up their canoes, some building up their wigwams; there were numerous fires blazing amid the thick foliage, and the dusky figures of the Indians were seen glancing to and fro, and I heard loud laughs and shouts as our huge steamer swept past them. In another moment we turned a point, and all was dark; the whole had vanished like a scene in a melodrama. I rubbed my eyes, and began to think I was already dreaming.17



Jameson arrived at Mackinac Island early in the morning of June 21, 1837, too early to present herself to Mr. Schoolcraft, the American Indian agent to Page 95 →whom her friends, the MacMurrays, were to speak of Jameson’s anticipated arrival. While waiting for a fitting hour to present herself, Jameson had another attack of anxiety. The exuberance with which she overcame these fears demonstrates her tremendous aptitude for the uncertainties of travel.


Suddenly the thought of my extreme loneliness came over me—a momentary wonder and alarm to find myself so far from any human being who took the least interest about my fate. I had no letter to Mr. Schoolcraft, and if Mr. and Mrs. MacMurray had not passed this way, or had forgotten to mention me, what would be my reception? what should I do? Here I must stay for some days at least. All the accommodation that could be afforded [the small local inn] ... had already been secured, and ... there was not even a room for me. These thoughts and many others, some natural doubts, and fears, came across my mind, but I cannot say that they remained there long, or that they had the effect of rendering me uneasy and anxious for more than half a minute. With a sense of enjoyment keen and unanticipative as that of a child—looking neither before nor after—I soon abandoned myself to the present, and all its delicious exciting novelty, leaving the future to take care of itself,—which I am more and more convinced is the truest wisdom, the most real philosophy, after all.18



On her peregrinations on the beach of Mackinac Island, waiting for a suitable hour to call on Mr. Schoolcraft, she noticed an American Indian family preparing to embark and made a careful observation of the scene.


The most striking personage in this group was a very old man, seated on a log of wood, close upon the edge of the water ... and he smoked away, never stirring, nor taking the slightest interest in anything which was going on. Then there were two fine young men, and three women, one old and hideous, with matted grizzled hair, the youngest really a beautiful girl about fifteen. There were also three children ... The men were examining the canoes, and preparing to launch them; the women were taking down their wigwams, and as they uncovered them, I had an opportunity of observing the whole interior economy of their dwellings.

The ground within was spread over with mats, two or three deep, and skins and blankets, so as to form a general couch; then all around the internal circle of the wigwam were ranged their goods and Page 96 →chattels in very tidy order; I observed wooden chests of European make, bags of woven grass, baskets and cases of birch bark (called mokkuk,)[mocock], also brass kettles, pans, and, to my surprise, a large coffee-pot of queen’s metal.

When all was arranged, and the canoes afloat, the poles of the wigwams were first placed at the bottom, then the mats and bundles, which served apparently to sit on, and the kettles and chests were stowed in the middle; the old man was assisted by the others into the largest canoe; women, children, and dogs followed; the young men stood in the stern with their paddles as steersmen; the women and boys squatted down, each with a paddle;—with all this weight, the elegant buoyant little canoes scarcely sank an inch deeper in the water—and in this guise away they glided with surprising swiftness over the sparkling waters ... The whole process of preparation and embarkation did not occupy an hour.19



She was well-received by the Schoolcrafts, and became a friend of the wife, an American Indian woman who spoke perfect English and understood both worlds. Jameson attended a council with a delegation of American Indians meeting with their agent, Mr. Schoolcraft, to try to settle some differences. The council lasted two hours but Jameson could not stay the entire time.


I must needs confess it to you—I cannot overcome one disagreeable obstacle to a near communion with these people. The genuine Indian has a very peculiar odour, unlike anything of the kind that ever annoyed my fastidious senses. One ought to get over these things; and after all it is not so offensive as it is peculiar.... You can imagine, therefore, that fifty of them in one room, added to the smell of their tobacco, which is detestable, and the smoking and all its unmentionable consequences, [probably a reference to tobacco spitting, a common practice in early America and one that our female authors, each and every one of them, thought disgusting] drove me from the spot. The truth is, that a woman of very delicate and fastidious habits must learn to endure some very disagreeable things, or she had best stay at home.20



Apparently, Jameson did “get over” any objection to odor, and she spent more and more time with American Indians. Furthermore, she was very Page 97 →approving of their culture, even to the apparent drudgery of women, for which she felt they were otherwise compensated by their social structure. And she found underlying value even in some of the mystical machinations of the medicine men: “Generally speaking, the men who practice medicine among the Indians make a great mystery of their art, and of the herbs and nostrums they are in the habit of using; and it were to be wished that one of these converted medicine-men [i.e., converted to Christianity] could be prevailed on to disclose some of their medical arcana; for of the efficacy of some of their prescriptions, apart from the mummery with which they are accompanied, there can be no doubt.”21

It was Jameson’s intention, following a good stay on Mackinac Island, to proceed to Sault Ste. Marie to meet up with her friends, the MacMurrays. One day a small schooner, a little Canadian bateau that could be rowed or sailed, arrived bound for Sault Ste. Marie, and it could give her passage. Within a very short time she discovered that Mrs. Schoolcraft and her children were leaving on that boat to the same destination to visit her mother and family. Jameson was delighted that she and her friend could travel together. The boat’s crew consisted of five “voyageurs, or Canadian boatmen” with an eighteen-year-old captain elected by his crew. They left Mackinac Island at three o’clock in the afternoon, July 25, 1837, and landed at Goose Island at seven o’clock for dinner. Mrs. Schoolcraft undertook the general management “and I did my best in my new vocation—dragged one or two blasted boughs to the fire—the least of them twice as big as myself—and I laid the cloth upon the pebbly beach.”22 The purpose of the enormous fire was to ward off mosquitoes. “We then returned to the boat, spread a bed for the children ... and disposed our own, on the lockers on each side, with buffalo skins, blankets, shawls, cloaks, and whatever was available, with my writing case for a pillow.”23

They continued their voyage, but after sunset the breeze fell. The men were urged to row, but they pleaded fatigue and that they had been hired for the day and not the night. The men sunk to sleep under their blankets with the exception of the young captain who remained at the helm and took advantage of better wind and favorable current, and conversed with the women. It was not until after midnight that they stopped for the evening, mooring the boat to a tree and kept offshore for fear of the mosquitoes.

The next morning, they passed around the conspicuous cape on the mainland of Upper Peninsula Michigan just off Drummond Island and headed northwest along the west side of St. Joseph Island. Here the boatmen Page 98 →had to work harder at their oars, as the wind was dead against them. The upper part of Lake Huron, through which the travelers were now passing is dotted with small islands, “all uninhabited, yet clothed with the richest, loveliest, most fantastic vegetation, and no doubt swarming with animal life.”24 Here, Jameson reflected on absolute wilderness and: “the strange sensation one has, thus thrown for a time beyond the bounds of civilized humanity, or indeed any humanity.” She wrote of “wild yet solemn reveries which come over one in the midst of this wilderness of woods and waters. All was so solitary, so grand in its solitude, as if nature unviolated sufficed to herself. Two days and nights the solitude was unbroken; not a trace of social life, not a human being, not a canoe, not even a deserted wigwam, met our view.”25

Lunchtime apparently passed without stopping because “all the islands we passed were so woody, and so infested with mosquitoes, that we could not land and light our fire.” “We were too hot and too languid to converse. Nothing disrupted the deep noon-tide stillness, but the dip of the oars, or the spring and splash of a sturgeon as he leapt from the surface of the lake, leaving a circle of little wavelets spreading around.”26 Eventually they stopped at a flat shore near Nebish Island in extreme eastern Upper Peninsula, Michigan. There they were attacked.


The moment our boat touched the shore, we were enveloped in a cloud of mosquitoes. Fires were lighted instantly, six were burning in a circle at once ... all in vain. At last we left the voyageurs to boil the kettle, and retreated to our boat, desiring them to make us fast to a tree by a long rope; then, each of us taking an oar—I only wish you could have seen us—we pushed off from the land, while the children were sweeping away the enemy with green boughs. This being done, we commenced supper, really half famished, and were too much engrossed to look about us. Suddenly we were again surrounded by our adversaries; they came upon us in swarms, in clouds, in myriads, entering our eyes, our noses, our mouths, stinging till the blood followed. We had, unawares, and while absorbed in our culinary operations, drifted into the shore, got entangled among the roots of trees, and were with difficulty extricated, presenting all the time a fair mark and a rich banquet for our detested tormentors. The dear children cried with agony and impatience, and but for shame I could almost have cried too.27



Page 99 →Jameson offered an extra gratuity to the crew “if they would keep to their oars without interruption,” and in the morning they reached Sault Ste. Marie.28 Jameson was welcomed by her friends the MacMurrays, and enjoyed socializing with them and Mrs. Schoolcraft and Mrs. Schoolcraft’s mother. She also sat still in a canoe and was piloted over the rather dangerous rapids, the sault of Sault Ste. Marie. She was told that she was the first European woman to have done so. Eventually Jameson returned to Toronto and her disapproving husband through British Canada, leaving Sault Ste. Marie on August 1, 1837. She traveled on two canoes with a Mr. Jarvis, the chief superintendent of Indian affairs, his teenaged son, an interpreter, and seven voyageurs. Their route took them down Lake Huron, thence through Georgian Bay to Penetanguishene, Ontario, a four-day trip on the water in which she was the only female. Then she traveled overland to Toronto, having been absent on her travels for two months.

The ending portion of her three-volume book has considerable discussion of the alleged American Indian savagery in warfare and the alleged drudgery into which the women were forced. Jameson finds both accusations inaccurate, and spends considerable time discussing them. Jameson agrees with the many previous travelers who described the American Indian women as drudges and slaves. American Indian wives had their daily duties of cooking, sewing, cleaning, and caring for young children. The women were additionally required to take down and put up their wigwams on the frequent travels to follow the game on which they depended for sustenance. It was the women who carried the burdens, their few belongings and also their wigwams on their overland trips.

Jameson insisted that these burdens be considered in the context of American Indian life. The husband was the sole provider of his family’s sustenance. He had to hunt for game every day as there was no refrigerator for preservation. Hunting was a toilsome and tiring task. The wife controlled all of the interior of the wigwam, the clothing, mats, cooking implements, and even the hunting apparatus. If she gardened, any produce, corn, maple sugar, for example, belonged to her alone and she could dispose of it as she thought fit. Women, in general, received affection and good treatment from their husbands. Marriage itself was not forced, but subject to a formal proposal to which both the bride and her family must agree. Perhaps because Jameson came from a class-based society and had worked as a governess, she was impressed by the equality of the American Indian woman’s work. “There is no class of women privileged to sit still while others work. Every Page 100 →squaw makes the clothing, mats, moccasins, and boils the kettle for her own family.”29

Jameson acknowledged that many women and children were slain in American Indian warfare, but attributed much of that to their mode of warfare. American Indians avoided pitched battles in favor of skirmishes, ambushes, and sudden attacks on an enemy’s villages. “The usual practice is to creep stealthily on the enemy’s village or hunting-encampment, and wait until just after the dawn; then, at the moment the sleepers in the lodges are rising, the ambushed warriors stoop and level their pieces about two feet from the ground, which thus slaughter indiscriminately.”30 She writes that this is the cause for the death of so many women and children. The enemy women and children who survived were taken captive.31 American Indians had a taboo against rape of female captives, believing that would be unmanly and would destroy their luck in hunting. Jameson did acknowledge that if an enemy’s lodges were undefended, they might murder all of its remaining occupants, who would be largely women and children.

Jameson is forceful in her critique of the hypocrisy behind European thought that Indian warfare is barbarous: “Look into the motives and causes of our bloodiest European wars as revealed in the private history of courts:—the miserable, puerile, degrading intrigues which set man against man—so horridly disproportioned to the horrid result! and then see the Indian take up his war-hatchet in vengeance for some personal injury, or from motives that rouse all the natural feelings of the natural man within him!”32

She analyzes the disproportionate effect of warfare amongst American Indians compared with Europeans: “A war-party of Indians ... go out and burn a village, and bring back twenty or thirty scalps. They are savages and heathens. We Europeans fight a battle, leave fifty thousand dead or dying by inches on the field, and a hundred thousand to mourn them, desolate; but we are civilized and Christians.” She rejects the notion that “an Indian warrior, flourishing his tomahawk, and smeared with his enemy’s blood, is so very much a greater savage than the pipe-clayed, padded, embroidered personage, [i.e., the modern European soldier], who, without cause or motive, has sold himself [i.e., enlistment] to slay or be slain.”33

Jameson is quick to advise her readers that she does not at all “disparage the blessings of civilization! I am a woman, and to the progress of civilization alone can we women look for release from many pains and penalties and liabilities which now lie heavily upon us.” She simply wishes less Page 101 →hypocrisy among Europeans. The American Indians “are what they profess to be, and we are not what we profess to be. They profess to be warriors and hunters, and are so; we profess to be Christians, and civilized—are we so?”34



Summer Travel on the American-Canadian Border, 1837


In vain sedate reflections we would make

When half our knowledge we must snatch, not take.

—Pope

Detroit

When the intolerable heat of the day has subsided, I sometimes take a languid stroll through the streets of the city, not unamused, not altogether unobserving, though unable to profit much by what I see and hear.35 There are many new houses building, and many new streets laid out. In the principal street, called the Jefferson Avenue, there are rows of large and handsome brick houses; the others are generally of wood, painted white, with bright green doors. and windows. The footway in many of the streets is, like that of Toronto, of planks, which for my own part I like better than the burning brick or stone pavé. The crowd of emigrants constantly pouring through this little city on their way to the back settlements of the west, and the number of steamers, brigs, and schooners always passing up and down the lakes, occasion a perpetual bustle, variety, and animation on the shore and in the streets. Forty-two steamers touch at the port. In one of the Detroit papers (there are five or six published here either daily or weekly) I found a long column, headed Marine Intelligence, giving an account of the arrival and departure of the shipping. Last year the profits of the steamboats averaged seventy or eighty per cent., one with another: this year it is supposed that many will lose. There are several boats which ply regularly between Detroit and some of the new-born cities on the south shore of Lake Erie—Sandusky, Cleveland, Port Clinton, Monroe, &c. The navigation of the Detroit river is generally open from the beginning of April to the end of November. In the depth of winter they pass and repass from the British to the American shore on the ice.

There are some excellent shops in the town, a theatre, and a great number of taverns and gaming-houses. There is also a great number of booksellers’ shops; and I read in the papers long lists of books, newly arrived and unpacked, which the public are invited to inspect.

Page 102 →Wishing to borrow some books, to while away the long solitary hours in which I am obliged to rest, I asked for a circulating library, and was directed to the only one in the place. I had to ascend a steep staircase—so disgustingly dirty, that it was necessary to draw my drapery fully round me to escape pollution. On entering a large room, unfurnished except with bookshelves, I found several men sitting or rather sprawling upon chairs, and reading the papers. The collection of books was small; but they were not of a common or vulgar description. I found some of the best modern publications in French and English. The man—gentleman I should say, for all are gentlemen here—who stood behind the counter, neither moved his hat from his head, nor bowed on my entrance, nor showed any officious anxiety to serve or oblige; but, with this want of what we English consider due courtesy, there was no deficiency of real civility—far from it. When I inquired on what terms I might have some books to read, this gentleman desired I would take any books I pleased, and not think about payment or deposit. I remonstrated, and represented that I was a stranger at an inn—that my stay was uncertain, &c.; and the reply was, that from a lady and a stranger he could not think of receiving remuneration: and then gave himself some trouble to look out the books I wished for, which I took away with me. He did not even· ask the name of the hotel at which I was staying; and when I returned the books, persisted in declining all payment from “a lady and a stranger.”

Whatever attention and politeness may be tendered to me, in either character, as a lady or as a stranger, I am always glad to receive from any one, in any shape. In the present instance, I could indeed have dispensed with the form: a pecuniary obligation, small or large, not being much to my taste; but what was meant for courtesy, I accepted courteously—and so the matter ended.

Nations differ in their idea of good manners, as they do on the subject of beauty—a far less conventional thing. But there exists luckily a standard for each, in reference to which we cannot err, and to which the progress of civilisation will, it is to be hoped, bring us all nearer and nearer still. For the type of perfection in physical beauty we go to Greece, and for that of politeness we go to the gospel. As it is written in a charming little book I have just bought here,—“He who should embody and manifest the virtues taught in Christ’s sermon on the Mount, would, though he had never seen a drawingroom, nor ever heard of the artificial usages of society, commend himself to all nations, the most refined as well as the most simple.”36

Page 103 →If you look upon the map, you will find that the Detroit River, so called, is rather a strait or channel about thirty miles in length, and in breadth from one to two or three miles, dividing the British from the American shore. Through this channel all the waters of the upper lakes, Michigan, Superior, and Huron, come pouring down on their way to the ocean. Here, at Detroit, the breadth of the river does not exceed a mile. A pretty little steamer, gaily painted, with streamers flying, and shade by an awning, is continually passing and repassing from shore to shore. I have sometimes sat in this ferry-boat for a couple of hours together, pleased to remain still, and enjoy, without exertion, the cool air, the sparkling redundant waters, and green islands:—amused, meantime, by the variety and conversation of the passengers, English emigrants, and French Canadians; brisk Americans; dark, sad-looking Indians folded in their blankets; farmers, storekeepers, speculators in wheat; artisans; trim girls with black eyes and short petticoats, speaking a Norman patois, and bringing baskets of fruit to the Detroit market; over-dressed, long-waisted, damsels of the city, attended by their beaux, going to make merry on the opposite shore. The passage is not of more than ten minutes duration, yet there is a tavern bar on the lower deck, and a constant demand for cigars, liquors, and mint julep—by the men only, I pray you to observe, and the Americans chiefly; I never saw the French peasants ask for drink.

———————

Yesterday and to-day, feeling better, I have passed some hours straying or driving about on the British shore.

I hardly know how to convey to you an idea of the difference between the two shores; it will appear to you as incredible as it is to me incomprehensible. Our shore is said to be the most fertile, and has been the longest settled; but to float between them (as I did to-day in a little canoe made of a hollow tree, and paddled by a half-breed imp of a boy)—to behold on one side a city, with its towers and spires and animated population, with villas and handsome houses stretching along the shore, and a hundred vessels or more, gigantic steamers, brigs, schooners, crowding the port, loading and unloading; all the bustle, in short, of prosperity and commerce and;—on the other side, a little straggling hamlet, one schooner, one little wretched steam-boat, some windmills, a catholic chapel or two, a supine ignorant peasantry, all the symptoms of apathy, indolence, mistrust, hopelessness!—can I, can any Page 104 →one, help wondering at the difference, and asking whence it arises? There must be a cause for it surely—but what is it? Does it lie in past or in presentin natural or accidental circumstances?—in the institutions of the government, or the character of the people? Is it remediable? is it a necessity? is it a mystery? what and whence is it?—Can you tell? or can you send some of our colonial officials across the Atlantic to behold and solve the difficulty?

The little hamlet opposite to Detroit is called Richmond. I was sitting there to-day on the grassy bank above the river, resting in the shade of a tree, and speculating on all these things, when an old French Canadian stopped near me to arrange something about his cart. We entered forthwith into conversation; and though I had some difficulty in making out his patois, he understood my French, and we got on very well. If you would see the two extremes of manner brought into near comparison, you should turn from a Yankee storekeeper to a French Canadian! It was quite curious to find in this remote region such a perfect specimen of an old-fashioned Norman peasant—all bows, courtesy, and good-humour. He was carrying a cart load of cherries to Sandwich, and when I begged for a ride, the little old man bowed and smiled, and poured forth a voluble speech, in which the words enchanté! honneur! and madame! were all I could understand; but these were enough. I mounted the cart, seated myself in an old chair surrounded with baskets heaped with ripe cherries, lovely as those of Shenstone—

“Scattering like blooming maid their glances round,

And must be bought, though penury betide!”

No occasion, however, to risk penury here; for after permission asked, and granted with a pleasant smile and a hundredth removal of the ragged hat, I failed not to profit by my situation, and dipped my hand pretty frequently into these tempting baskets. When the French penetrated into these regions a century ago, they brought with them not only their national courtesy, but some of their finest national fruits,—plums, cherries, apples, pears, of the best quality—excellent grapes, too, I am told—and all these are now grown in such abundance as to be almost valueless. For his cart-load of cherries my old man expected a sum not exceeding two shillings.

Sandwich is about two miles below Detroit. It is the chief place in the Western District, the county town; yet the population does not much exceed four hundred.

I had to regret much the absence of Mr. Prince, the great proprietor of the place, and a distinguished member of our house of assembly, both for ability and eloquence; but I saw sufficient to convince me that Sandwich Page 105 →makes no progress. The appearance of the place and people, so different from all I had left on the opposite side of the river, made me melancholy, or rather thoughtful. What can be the reason that all flourishes there, and all languishes here?

Amherstberg, another village about ten miles farther, contains about six hundred inhabitants, has a good harbour, and all natural capabilities; but here also no progress is making. There is a wretched little useless fort, commanding, or rather not commanding, the entrance to the Detroit river on our side, and memorable in the history of the last American war as Fort Malden. There are here a few idle soldiers, detached from the garrison at Toronto; and it is said that even these will be removed. In case of an attack or sudden outbreak, all this exposed and important line of shore is absolutely without defence.37

Near Amherstberg there is a block of reserved land, about seven miles square, the property of a tribe of Huron or Wyandot Indians: it extends along the banks of the Detroit river, and is one of the finest regions for climate, soil, and advantages of every kind, in the whole province; of great importance too, as lying opposite to the American shore, and literally a stumbling-block in the way of the white settlements, diminishing very considerably the value and eligibility of the lands around. Our government has been frequently in negociation with these Indians to induce them to dispose of their lands, and I understood that fifteen thousand acres have lately been purchased from them. It is most certain, however, that in all these transactions they consider themselves aggrieved.
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Chapter 7 Margaret Fuller


Page 108 →Sarah Margaret Fuller Ossoli (1810–1850) was a notable American feminist, more generally known as Margaret Fuller. She was a prolific author and traveler. Fuller was highly educated by her father and became a member of the Transcendentalist group, engaging in conversations with Ralph Waldo Emerson, Thomas Carlyle, and with other well-educated women such as Lidian Jackson Emerson, Sarah Ripley, Lydia Maria Child, and Sophia Hawthorne.

Fuller published Woman in the Nineteenth Century (1845), which became a highly influential feminist classic. Many consider it the first major feminist work published in the United States. The New York Tribune sent her to Rome to work as a foreign correspondent, where she met and married Marchese Giovanni Ossoli, and embraced his struggle for Italian independence. When the revolt failed, Ossoli and Fuller, together with their son, born in 1849, sailed for America. Their ship was wrecked off Fire Island in New York, and Margaret Fuller drowned. Her American travel accounts were published as Summer on the Lakes, in 1843.

Fuller traveled throughout the Midwest in the summer of 1843, from Chicago by a covered wagon along the Fox River, then down to Springfield, Illinois. She also spent time on Mackinac Island. Summer on the Lakes (1844) is not a diary but recollections of the trip, quite recent, and her observations of the people, social conditions, American Indians, and so on. Sometimes she traveled in a group but with a guide, as on her trip from Chicago into the middle of Illinois, sometimes she traveled with a female friend, Mrs. Clarke, and sometimes she was alone.

On the trip by wagon south from Chicago, one night “we rested, or rather tarried at a grove ... and there partook of the miseries so often jocosely portrayed, of bedchambers for twelve, a milk dish for universal handbasin, and expectations that you would use and lend your ‘hankercher’ for a towel. But this was the only night, thanks to the hospitality of private families, that we passed thus.”1

Page 109 →Another night the traveling company stayed at a primitive inn: “We ladies were to sleep in the bar-room, from which its drinking visiters could be ejected only at a late hour. The outer door had no fastening to prevent their return. However, our host kindly requested we would call him, if they did, as he had ‘conquered them for us,’ and would do the same again. We had rather hard couches; (mine was the supper table,) but we yankees, born to rove, were altogether too much fatigued to stand upon trifles....”2


Another time at a different lodging:

the master of the house proposed to show us a “short cut,” by which we might, to especial advantage, pursue our journey. This proved to be almost perpendicular down a hill, studded with young trees and stumps. From these he proposed, with a hospitality of service worthy an Oriental, to free our wheels whenever they should get entangled, also, to be himself the drag, to prevent our too rapid descent. Such generosity deserved trust; however, we women could not be persuaded to render it. We got out and admired, from afar, the process. Left by our guide—and prop! We found ourselves in a wide field, where, by playful quips and turns, an endless ‘creek,’ seemed to divert itself with our attempts to cross it. Failing in this, the next best was to whirl down a steep bank.... / At last, after wasting some two or three hours on the “short cut,” we got out by following an Indian trail....3





Summer on the Upper Great Lakes, 1843


Sault St. Marie

Nine days I passed alone at Mackinaw, except for occasional visits from kind and agreeable residents at the fort, and Mr. and Mrs. A. Mr. A., long engaged in the fur-trade, is gratefully remembered by many travellers. From Mrs. A., also, I received kind attentions, paid in the vivacious and graceful manner of her nation.4

The society at the boarding house entertained, being of a kind entirely new to me. There were many traders from the remote stations, such as La Pointe, Arbre Croche,—men who had become half wild and wholly rude, by living in the wild; but good-humored, observing, and with a store of knowledge to impart, of the kind proper to their place.

There were two little girls here, that were pleasant companions for me. One gay, frank, impetuous, but sweet and winning. She was an American, fair, and with bright brown hair. The other, a little French Canadian, used Page 110 →to join me in my walks, silently take my hand, and sit at my feet when I stopped in beautiful places. She seemed to understand without a word; and I never shall forget her little figure, with its light, but pensive motion, and her delicate, grave features, with the pale, clear complexion and soft eye. She was motherless, and much left alone by her father and brothers, who were boatmen. The two little girls were as pretty representatives of Allegro and Penseroso, as one would wish to see.5

I had been wishing that a boat would come in to take me to the Sault St. Marie, and several times started to the window at night in hopes that the pant and dusky-red light crossing the waters belonged to such a one; but they were always boats for Chicago or Buffalo, till, on the 28th of August, Allegro, who shared my plans and wishes, rushed in to tell me that the General Scott had come, and, in this little steamer; accordingly, I set off the next morning.

I was the only lady, and attended in the cabin by a Dutch girl and an Indian woman. They both spoke English fluently, and entertained me much by accounts of their different experiences.

The Dutch girl told me of a dance among the common people at Amsterdam, called the shepherd’s dance. The two leaders are dressed as shepherd and shepherdess; they invent to the music all kinds of movements, descriptive of things that may happen in the field, and the rest were obliged to follow. I have never heard of any dance which gave such free play to the fancy as this. French dances merely describe the polite movements of society; Spanish and Neapolitan, love; the beautiful Mazurkas, &c., are war-like or expressive of wild scenery. But in this one is great room both for fun and fancy.

The Indian was married, when young, by her parents, to a man she did not love. He became dissipated, and did not maintain her. She left him, taking with her their child; for whom and herself she earns a subsistence by going as chambermaid in these boats. Now and then, she said, her husband called on her, and asked if he might live with her again; but she always answered, no. Here she was far freer than she would have been in civilized life.

I was pleased by the nonchalance of this woman, and the perfectly national manner she had preserved after so many years of contact with all kinds of people. The two women, when I left the boat, made me presents of Indian work, such as travellers value, and the manner of the two was characteristic of their different nations. The Indian brought me hers, when I was Page 111 →alone, looked bashfully down when she gave it, and made an almost sentimental little speech. The Dutch girl brought hers in public, and, bridling her short chin with a self-complacent air, observed she had bought it for me. But the feeling of affectionate regard was the same in the minds of both.

Island after island we passed, all fairly shaped and clustering friendly, but with little variety of vegetation.

In the afternoon the weather became foggy, and we could not proceed after dark. That was as dull an evening as ever fell.

The next morning the fog still lay heavy, but the captain took me out in his boat on an exploring expedition, and we found the remains of the old English fort on Point St. Joseph’s. All around was so wholly unmarked by anything but stress of wind and weather, the shores of these islands and their woods so like one another, wild and lonely, but nowhere rich and majestic, that there was some charm in the remains of the garden, the remains even of chimneys and a pier. They gave feature to the scene.

Here I gathered many flowers, but they were the same as at Mackinaw.

The captain, though he had been on this trip hundreds of times, had never seen this spot, and never would, but for this fog, and his desire to entertain me. He presented a striking instance how men, for the sake of getting a living, forget to live. It is just the same in the most romantic as the most dull and vulgar places. Men get the harness on so fast, that they can never shake it off, unless they guard against this danger from the very first. In Chicago, how many men, who never found time to see the prairies or learn anything unconnected with the business of the day, or about the country they were living in!

So this captain, a man of strong sense and good eyesight, rarely found time to go off the track or look about him on it. He lamented, too, that there had been no call which induced him to develop his powers of expression, so that he might communicate what he had seen, for the enjoyment or instruction of others.

This is a common fault among the active men, the truly living, who could tell what life is. It should not be so. Literature should not be left to the mere literati—eloquence to the mere orator. Every Caesar should be able to write his own commentary. We want a more equal, more thorough, more harmonious development, and there is nothing to hinder from it the men of this country, except their own supineness, or sordid views.

When the weather did clear, our course up the river was delightful. Long stretched before us the island of St. Joseph’s, with its fair woods of sugar Page 112 →maple. A gentleman on board, who belongs to the Fort at the Sault, said their pastime was to come in the season of making sugar, and pass some time on this island,—the days at work, and the evening in dancing and other amusements.

I wished to extract here Henry’s account of this, for it was just the same sixty years ago as now, but have already occupied too much room with extracts. Work of this kind done in the open air, where every thing is temporary, and every utensil prepared on the spot, gives life a truly festive air. At such times, there is labor and no care—energy with gaiety, gaiety of the heart.

I think with the same pleasure of the Italian vintage, the Scotch harvest-home, with its evening dance in the barn, the Russian cabbage-feast even, and our huskings and hop-gatherings—the hop-gatherings where the groups of men and girls are pulling down and filling baskets with the gay festoons, present as graceful pictures as the Italian vintage.

I should also like to insert Henry’s descriptions of the method of catching trout and white fish, the delicacies of this region, for the same reason as I want his account of the Gens de Terre, the savages among savages, and his tales, dramatic, if not true, of cannibalism.

I have no less grieved to omit Carver’s account of the devotion of a Winnebago prince at the Falls of St. Anthony, which he describes with a simplicity and intelligence, that are very pleasing.

I take the more pleasure in both Carver and Henry’s power of appreciating what is good in the Indian character, that both had run the greatest risk of losing their lives during their intercourse with the Indians, and had seen them in their utmost exasperation, with all its revolting circumstances.6

I wish I had a thread long enough to string on it all these beads that take my fancy; but, as I have not, I can only refer the reader to the books themselves, which may be found in the library of Harvard College, if not elsewhere.

How pleasant is the course along a new river, the sight of new shores; like a life, would but life flow as fast, and upbear us with as full a stream. I hoped we should come in sight of the rapids by daylight; but the beautiful sunset was quite gone, and only a young moon trembling over the scene, when we came within hearing of them.

I sat up long to hear them merely. It was a thoughtful hour. These two days, the 29th and 30th August, are memorable in my life; the latter is the Page 113 →birth-day of a near friend. I pass them alone, approaching Lake Superior; but I shall not enter into that truly wild and free region; shall not have the canoe voyage, whose daily adventure, with the camping out at night beneath the stars, would have given an interlude of such value to my existence. I shall not see the Pictured Rocks, their chapels and urns. It did not depend on me; it never has, whether such things shall be done or not.

My friends! may they see, and do, and be more, especially those who have before them a greater number of birthdays, and of a more healthy and unfettered existence:

To Edith, on Her Birthday

If the same star our fates together bind,

Why are we thus divided, mind from mind?

If the same law one grief to both impart,

How could’st thou grieve a trusting mother’s heart?

Our aspiration seeks a common aim,

Why were we tempered of such differing frame?

—But ’tis too late to turn this wrong to right;

Too cold, too damp, too deep, has fallen the night.

And yet, the angel of my life replies,

Upon that night a Morning Star shall rise,

Fairer than that which ruled the temporal birth,

Undimmed by vapors of the dreamy earth;

It says, that, where a heart thy claim denies,

Genius shall read its secret ere it flies;

The earthly form may vanish from thy side,

Pure love will make thee still the spirit’s bride.

And thou, ungentle, yet much loving child,

Whose heart still shows the “untamed haggard wild,”

A heart which justly makes the highest claim,

Too easily is checked by transient blame;

Ere such an orb can ascertain its sphere,

The ordeal must be various and severe;

My prayers attend thee, though the feet may fly,

I hear thy music in the silent sky.

Page 114 →I should like, however, to hear some notes of earthly music to-night. By the faint moonshine I can hardly see the banks; how they look I have no guess, except that there are trees, and, now and then, a light lets me know there are homes with their various interests. I should like to hear some strains of the flute from beneath those trees, just to break the sound of the rapids.

When no gentle eyebeam charms;

No fond hope the bosom warms;

Of thinking the lone mind is tired—

Nought seems bright to be desired;

Music, be thy sails unfurled,

Bear me to thy better world;

O’er a cold and weltering sea,

Blow thy breezes warm and free;

By sad sighs they ne’er were chilled,

By sceptic spell were never stilled;

Take me to that far-off shore,

Where lovers meet to part no more;

There doubt, and fear and sin are o’er,

The star of love shall set no more.

With the first light of dawn I was up and out, and then was glad I had not seen all the night before; it came upon me with such power in its dewy freshness. O! they are beautiful indeed, these rapids! The grace is so much more obvious than the power. I went up through the old Chippeway burying ground to their head, and sat down on a large stone to look. A little way off was one of the home lodges, unlike in shape to the temporary ones at Mackinaw, but these have been described by Mrs. Jameson. Women, too, I saw coming home from the woods, stooping under great loads of cedar boughs, that were strapped upon their backs. But in many European countries women carry great loads, even of wood, upon their backs. I used to hear the girls singing and laughing as they were cutting down boughs at Mackinaw; this part of their employment, though laborious, gives them the pleasure of being a great deal in the free woods.

I had ordered a canoe to take me down the rapids, and presently I saw it coming, with the two Indian canoe-men in pink calico shirts, moving it about with their long poles, with a grace and dexterity worthy fairy land. Page 115 →Now and then they cast the scoop-net; all looked just as I had fancied, only far prettier.

When they came to me, they spread a mat in the middle of the canoe; I sat down, and in less than four minutes we had descended the rapids, a distance of more than three quarters of a mile. I was somewhat disappointed in this being no more of an exploit than I found it. Having heard such expressions used as of “darting,” or, “shooting down,” these rapids, I had fancied there was a wall of rock somewhere, where descent would somehow be accomplished, and that there would come some one gasp of terror and delight, some sensation entirely new to me; but I found myself in smooth water, before I had time to feel anything but the buoyant pleasure of being carried so lightly through this surf amid the breakers. Now and then the Indians spoke to one another in a vehement jabber, which, however, had no tone that expressed other than pleasant excitement. It is, no doubt, an act of wonderful dexterity to steer amid these jagged rocks, when one rude touch would tear a hole in the birch canoe; but these men are evidently so used to doing it, and so adroit, that the silliest person could not feel afraid. I should like to have come down twenty times, that I might have had leisure to realize the pleasure. But the fog which had detained us on the way, shortened the boat’s stay at the Sault, and I wanted my time to walk about.

While coming down the rapids, the Indians caught a white-fish for my breakfast; and certainly it was the best of breakfasts. The white-fish I found quite another thing caught on this spot, and cooked immediately, from what I had found it at Chicago or Mackinaw. Before, I had had the bad taste to prefer the trout, despite the solemn and eloquent remonstrances of the Habitués, to whom the superiority of white-fish seemed a cardinal point of faith.

I am here reminded that I have omitted that indispensable part of a travelling journal, the account of what we found to eat. I cannot hope to make up, by one bold stroke, all my omissions of daily record; but that I may show myself not destitute of the common feelings of humanity, I will observe that he whose affections turn in summer towards vegetables, should not come to this region, till the subject of diet be better understood; that of fruit, too, there is little yet, even at the best hotel tables; that the prairie chickens require no praise from me, and that the trout and white-fish are worthy the transparency of the lake waters.

In this brief mention I by no means mean to give myself an air of superiority to the subject. If a dinner in the Illinois woods, on dry bread and drier Page 116 →meat, with water from the stream that flowed hard by, pleased me best of all, yet at one time, when living at a house where nothing was prepared for the table fit to touch, and· even the bread could not be partaken of without a headache in consequence, I learnt to understand and sympathize with the anxious tone in which fathers of families, about to take their innocent children into some scene of wild beauty, ask first of all, “Is there a good table?” I shall ask just so in future. Only those whom the Powers have furnished small travelling cases of ambrosia, can take exercise all day, and be happy without even bread morning or night.

Our voyage back was all pleasure. It was the fairest day. I saw the river, the islands, the clouds to the greatest advantage.

On board was an old man, an Illinois farmer, whom I found a most agreeable companion. He had just been with his son, and eleven other young men, on an exploring expedition to the shores of lake Superior. He was the only old man of the party, but he had enjoyed, most of any, the journey. He had been the counsellor and playmate, too, of the young ones. He was one of those parents,—why so rare?—who understand and live a new life in that of their children, instead of wasting time and young happiness in trying to make them conform to an object and standard of their own. The character and history of each child may be a new and poetic experience to the parent, if he will let it. Our farmer was domestic, judicious, solid; the son, inventive, enterprising, superficial, full of follies, full of resources, always liable to failure, sure to rise above it. The father conformed to, and learnt from, a character he could not change, and won the sweet from the bitter.

His account of his life at home, and of his late adventures among the Indians, was very amusing, but I want talent to write it down. I have not heard the slang of these people intimately enough. There is a good book about Indiana, called the New Purchase, written by a person who knows the people of the country well enough to describe them in their own way.7 It is not witty, but penetrating, valuable for its practical wisdom and good-humored fun.

There were many sportsman stories told, too, by those from Illinois and Wisconsin. I do not retain any of these well enough, nor any that I heard earlier, to write them down, though they always interested me from bringing wild, natural scenes before the mind. It is pleasant for the sportsman to be in countries so alive with game; yet it is so plenty that one would think shooting pigeons or grouse would seem more like slaughter, than the excitement Page 117 →of skill to a good sportsman. Hunting the deer is full of adventure, and needs only a Scrope to describe it to invest the western woods with historic associations.8

How pleasant it was to sit and hear rough men tell pieces out of their own common lives, in place of the frippery talk of some fine circle with its conventional sentiment, and timid, second-hand criticism. Free blew the wind, and boldly flowed the stream, named for Mary mother mild.

A fine thunder shower came on in the afternoon. It cleared at sunset, just as we came in sight of beautiful Mackinaw, over which a rainbow bent in promise of peace.

I have always wondered, in reading travels, at the childish joy travellers felt at meeting people they knew, and their sense of loneliness when they did not, in places where there was everything new to occupy the attention. So childish, I thought, always to be longing for the new in the old, and the old in the new. Yet just such sadness I felt, when I looked on the island, glittering in the sunset, canopied by the rainbow, and thought no friend would welcome me there; just such childish joy I felt, to see unexpectedly on the landing, the face of one whom I called friend.

The remaining two or three days were delightfully spent, in walking or boating, or sitting at the window to see the Indians go. This was not quite so pleasant as their coming in, though accomplished with the same rapidity; a family not taking half an hour to prepare for departure, and the departing canoe a beautiful object. But they left behind, on all the shore, the blemishes of their stay—old rags, dried boughs, fragments of food, the marks of their fires. Nature likes to cover up and gloss over spots and scars, but it would take her some time to restore that beach to the state it was in before they came.

S. and I had a mind for a canoe excursion, and we asked one of the traders to engage us two good Indians, that would not only take us out, but be sure and bring us back, as we could not hold converse with them. Two others offered their aid, beside the chief’s son, a fine looking youth of about sixteen, richly dressed in blue broadcloth, scarlet sash and leggins, with a scarf of brighter red than the rest, tied around his head, its ends falling gracefully on one shoulder. They thought it, apparently, fine amusement to be attending two white women; they carried us into the path of the steamboat, which was going out, and paddled with all their force,—rather too fast, indeed, for there was something of a swell on the lake, and they sometimes threw water Page 118 →into the canoe. However, it flew over the waves, light as a sea-gull. They would say, “Pull away,” and “Ver’ warm,” and, after these words, would laugh gaily. They enjoyed the hour, I believe, as much as we.

The house where we lived belonged to the widow of a French trader, an Indian by birth, and wearing the dress of her country. She spoke French fluently, and was very ladylike in her manners. She is a great character among them. They were all the time coming to pay her homage, or to get her aid and advice; for she is, I am told, a shrewd woman of business. My companion carried about her sketch-book with her, and the Indians were interested when they saw her using her pencil, though less so than about the sun-shade. This lady of the tribe wanted to borrow the sketches of the beach, with its lodges and wild groups, “to show to the savages,” she said.

Of the practical ability of the Indian women, a good specimen is given by McKenney, in an amusing story of one who went to Washington, and acted her part there in the “first circles,” with a tact and sustained dissimulation worthy of Cagliostro.9 She seemed to have a thorough love of intrigue for its own sake, and much dramatic talent. Like the chiefs of her nation, when on an expedition among the foe, whether for revenge or profit, no impulses of vanity or wayside seductions had power to turn her aside from carrying out her plan as she had originally projected it.

Although I have little to tell, I feel that I have learnt a great deal of the Indians, from observing them even in this broken and degraded condition, There is a language of eye and motion which cannot be put into words, and which teaches what words never can. I feel acquainted with the soul of this race; I read its nobler thought in their defaced figures. There was a greatness, unique and precious, which he who does not feel will never duly appreciate the majesty of nature in this American continent.

I have mentioned that the Indian orator, who addressed the agents on this occasion, said, the difference between the white man and the red man is this: “the white man no sooner came here, than he thought of preparing the way for his posterity; the red man never thought of this.” I was assured this was exactly his phrase; and it defines the true difference. We get the better because we do

“Look before and after.”

But, from the same cause, we

“Pine for what is not.”10

The red man, when happy, was thoroughly happy; when good, was simply good. He needed the medal, to let him know that he was good.

Page 119 →These evenings we were happy, looking over the old-fashioned garden, over the beach, over the waters and pretty island opposite, beneath the growing moon; we did not stay to see it full at Mackinaw. At two o’clock, one night, or rather morning, the Great Western came snorting in, and we must go; and Mackinaw, and all the north-west summer, is now to me no more than picture and dream;—

“A dream within a dream.”

These last days at Mackinaw have been pleasanter than the “lonesome nine,” for I have recovered the companion with whom I set out from the East, one who sees all, prizes all, enjoys much, interrupts never.

At Detroit we stopped for half a day. This place is famous in our history, and the unjust anger at its surrender is still expressed by almost every one who passes there. I had always shared the common feeling on this subject; for the indignation at a disgrace to our arms that seemed so unnecessary, has been handed down from father to child, and few of us have taken the pains to ascertain where the blame lay. But now, upon the spot, having read all the testimony, I felt convinced that it should rest solely with the government, which, by neglecting to sustain General Hull, as he had a right to expect they would, compelled him to take this step, or sacrifice many lives, and of the defenceless inhabitants, not of soldiers, to the cruelty of a savage foe, for the sake of his reputation.11

I am a woman, and unlearned in such affairs; but, to a person with common sense and good eyesight, it is clear, when viewing the location, that, under the circumstances, he had no prospect of successful defence, and that to attempt it would have been an act of vanity, not valor.

I feel that I am not biased in this judgment by my personal relations, for I have always heard both sides, and, though my feelings had been moved by the picture of the old man sitting down, in the midst of his children, to a retired and despoiled old age, after a life of honor and happy intercourse with the public, yet tranquil, always secure that justice must be done at last, I supposed, like others, that he deceived himself, and deserved to pay the penalty for failure to the responsibility he had undertaken. Now on the spot, I change, and believe the country at large must, ere long, change from this opinion. And I wish to add my testimony, however trifling its weight, before it be drowned in the voice of general assent, that I may do some justice to the feelings which possessed me here and now.

A noble boat, the Wisconsin, was to be launched this afternoon, the whole town was out in many-colored array, the band playing. Our boat Page 120 →swept round to a good position, and all was ready but—the Wisconsin, which could not be made to stir. This was quite a disappointment. It would have been an imposing sight.

In the boat many signs admonished that we were floating eastward. A shabbily dressed phrenologist laid his hand on every head which would bend, with half-conceited, half-sheepish expression, to the trial of his skill. Knots of people gathered here and there to discuss points of theology. A bereaved lover was seeking religious consolation in—Butler’s Analogy, which he had purchased for that purpose.12 However, he did not turn over many pages before his attention was drawn aside by the gay glances of certain damsels that came on board at Detroit, and, though Butler might afterwards be seen sticking from his pocket, it had not weight to impede him from many a feat of lightness and liveliness. I doubt if it went with him from the boat. Some there were, even, discussing the doctrines of Fourier. It seemed pity they were not going to, rather than from, the rich and free country where it would be so much easier, than with us, to try the great experiment of voluntary association, and show, beyond a doubt, that “an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure,” a maxim of the “wisdom of nations,” which has proved of little practical efficacy as yet.

Better to stop before landing at Buffalo, while I have yet the advantage over some of my readers.

————————

The Book to the Reader Who Opens, as American Readers Often Do, at the End, with Doggerel Submission

To see your cousin in her country home,

If at the time of blackberries you come,

“Welcome, my friends,” she cries with ready glee,

“The fruit is ripened, and the paths are free.

But, madam, you will tear that handsome gown;

The little boy be sure to tumble down;

And, in the thickets where they ripen best,

The matted ivy, too, its bower has drest.

And then, the thorns your hands are sure to rend,

Unless with heavy gloves you will defend;

Page 121 →Amid most thorns the sweetest roses blow,

Amid most thorns thee sweetest berries grow.”

If, undeterred, you to the fields must go,

You tear your dresses and you scratch your hands;

But, in the places where the berries grow,

A sweeter fruit the ready sense commands,

Of wild, gay feelings, fancies springing sweet—

Of bird-like pleasures, fluttering and fleet.

Another year, you cannot go yourself,

To win the berries from the thickets wild,

And housewife skill, instead, has filled the shelf

With blackberry jam, “by best receipts compiled,—

Not made with country sugar, for too strong

The flavors that to maple juice belong;

But foreign sugar, nicely mixed ‘to suit

The taste,’ spoils not the fragrance of the fruit.”

“’Tis pretty good,” half-tasting, you reply,

“I scarce should know it from fresh blackberry.

But the best pleasure such a fruit can yield,

Is to be gathered in the open field;

If only as an article of food,

Cherry or crab-apple are quite as good;

And, for occasions of festivity,

West India sweetmeats you had better buy.”

Thus, such a dish of homely sweets as these

In neither way may chance the taste to please.

Yet try a little with the evening-bread;

Bring a good needle for the spool of thread;

Take fact with fiction, silver with the lead,

And, at the mint, you can get gold instead;

In fine, read me, even as you would be read.



Notes



	1. Fuller, Summer on the Lakes, 40–41.—Ed.

	2. Fuller, Summer on the Lakes, 41.—Ed.

	3. Page 122 →Fuller, Summer on the Lakes, 49–50.—Ed.

	4. Excerpt from Fuller, Summer on the Lakes, 237–56.—Ed.

	5. An allusion to John Milton’s poems L’Allegro and Il Penseroso, which depict contrasting temperaments: happy and contemplative.

	6. An allusion to Jonathan Carver’s Travels Through the Interior Parts of North America (1778) and Alexander Henry’s Travels and Adventures in Canada and the Indian Territories (1809).

	7. Baynard Rush Hall’s The New Purchase; Or, Seven and a Half Years in the Far West (1843).

	8. William Scrope was a British sportsman who wrote The Art of Deer-Stalking (1838).

	9. Alessandro Cagliostro (1743–95) was an Italian adventurer, magician, and charlatan.

	10. Quoted from Percy Bysshe Shelley’s “To a Skylark” (1820).

	11. Refers to General William Hull’s surrender of Fort Detroit to the British during the War of 1812, an event widely regarded as a military disaster.

	12. Joseph Butler’s Analogy of Religion, Natural and Revealed, to the Constitution and Course of Nature (1736).
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Chapter 8 Rachael Morgan Ball


Page 123 →Rachael Morgan Ball (birth and death dates are unavailable) is the author of this 1847 travel diary of a trip, August 26, 1847–October 19, 1847, taken with Ann Ball from Palmyra, New York along the Erie Canal to Schenectady, then proceeding by railroad to Albany.1 They crossed Vermont by stagecoach, continuing on through New Hampshire. The women paused in New Hampshire for some time but then continued on by stage to Chelmsford, Massachusetts, then to Boston, and thence by boat to New York City where the diary ends. It is unclear who her companion, Ann Ball, was, but it seems likely that she was a sister of Rachael’s husband, and therefore the two women had a sister-in-law relationship. The purpose of the trip is also unclear. Rachael writes fondly of her husband and children at several points in the work and anticipates her return with pleasure. She receives a letter from her husband during the journey. Marital discord can be ruled out as a motive for the journey. From the writing itself it appears that the motives for the trip were simply to visit relatives and also enjoy some sightseeing as a vacation.

This diary has never been published before, and therefore it has not been edited to cull out any irrelevant matter. I have done some slight editing to make the manuscript conform with modern spelling and form. However, Rachael does often write in sentence fragments, rather than complete sentences. I have left those alone, except where the addition of a period or comma—much lacking throughout the diary—could turn the fragment into a plausible complete sentence. The manuscript is in the possession of the editor.

In the 1840s a sense of cultural inferiority to Europe still bedeviled Americans as it would for some time thereafter. It is not surprising that American travel accounts written by Americans of this period often cross-referenced what they saw before them to something in Europe, implying that the American version was at least equal if not superior to its European counterpart. Thus, to Rachael Ball the White Mountains of New Hampshire Page 124 →were the Switzerland of America; Lowell, Massachusetts was the Manchester of America; and the view from the top of the Boston Statehouse was not excelled by the views from the Castle Hill of Edinburgh or the Castel Saint Elmo in Naples. Rachael Ball was an intelligent and reasonably well-educated woman, yet it does not seem likely that she herself had been to Switzerland, Manchester, Edinburgh, or Naples. She was probably picking up these thoughts and comparisons from travel literature at her home or picked up locally along her course of travel. Yet she also commented on the construction-in-progress of a new railroad depot in Chelmsford. The very long granite building with beveled corners reminded her “as it now looks” of “the ruins of ancient Rome with its stone columns placed at regular distances.” This temporary condition of a train station under construction is unlikely to be found in travel literature and is undoubtedly Rachael Ball’s own comparison. However, it does appear that the diarist on rare occasion did borrow from travel literature as, for example, in portions of her descriptions of Albany and Schenectady.



By Packet, Stage, and Rail, 1847




August 26, 1847


Left Victor 9 a.m. Took leave of my husband and dear children. Seated myself in our red buggy in company with Ann Ball and Mr. Hulbard. Had a pleasant ride to Palmyra.2

Hulbard drove his little ponies with a splendid covering of 6 penny calico. Arrived at Palmyra at 12. Took dinner with Mr. Nottingham. Went out. Purchased some [illegible]. Started for the packet. Mr. Nottingham sent a gentleman to accompany us to the basin. Arrived there, seated ourselves on the back steps of the Post Office. Waited one hour. You would have been pleased to have seen Ann and myself watching our baggage. Mr. Nottingham very politely saw us on board, gave us an introduction to the captain. Spent the afternoon rather lonely thinking of home and friends. Took tea, went to bed, spent the night as usual with squalling babies and bedbugs. Awoke very little refreshed.




August 27, 1847


Morning broke lowery and unpleasant. Passed the flourishing village Syracuse about 7 in the morning. The appearance of this village as you approach it is very handsome. It is built on both sides of the canal and the stores and warehouses are substantial and lofty. On the left, as you come up the canal Page 125 →is one of the most splendid hotels in the state. It is of brick, four or five stories high and surrounded with piazzas. There are nearly 500 dwellings and several stores and churches, a bank, courthouse and jail and everything has the appearance of a commercial, bustling town. This thriving village owes its importance principally to the immense quantity of salt produced in its neighborhood; the whole adjacent country being impregnated with it [torn] from which immense quantities are manufactured. Rising in various directions a little west of Syracuse a plain of nearly 300 acres are covered with vats for the manufacture of salt by solar evaporation. The water is brought in logs from the great spring at Galina one mile distant. A light roof is constructed to each vat which can be shoved off or on at pleasure to permit the rays of the sun to act upon the water. Commenced raining about 8, rained all the forenoon. The afternoon quite pleasant. Passed the Little Falls in the evening. Regretted not seeing them, very much.




August 28, 1847


Saturday, pleasant. Left Fort Plain, beautiful country. The Foot family went ashore. They were returning to their native place. He was a surgeon of the Army. He sickened and died far from home and friends. No tender wife or children to comfort or console him. He left a wife and seven children in a strange land. Also an aged mother. They looked very sad. We entered the beautiful valley of the Mohawk. The scenery was beautiful, exceeding my powers of description. The mountains, rising in grandeur, covered with luxuriant foliage. The view afforded from the packet boat of mountain scenery on either side, with a passage for the dashing Mohawk and highway, is highly interesting and sublime. Whichever way the eye is turned it rests on huge masses of granite and limestone piled in heaps. These rocks in some places to a great height almost perpendicular, presenting a bleak dark surface crowned and overhung by dark evergreens drooping their verdure into the forming torrent below. The fissures between others of these huge piles produce hickory, maple and other trees which hang from them and with their somber shadow deepen the gloomy darkness of the rocks from which they spring whilst the scanty soil upon others gives life and nourishment to dwarf oaks and vegetation peculiar to similar inhospitable regions. Even the canal, butt upon the mighty and enduring precipice, the road entrenched upon the mountains and the substantial locks and gates all sink into comparative insignificance under the mighty shadow of the everlasting hills. Commenced raining about 12. Saw the boat William C. Dryer. Spoke with Page 126 →Captain Case, very much pleased to see him. Rained in torrents. We had to crowd into the cabin like sheep in a fold. Every variety of people, the grave and gay. By the way we had an old Irish lady on board. She said she could not stay below on account of an asthmatical difficulty. She spent the night on deck. Got knocked down by a bridge. Many of the passengers desired the old lady to go below. She could not be prevailed upon. The rain came down in torrents. We got blocked in with the boats. In making our way through, the packet received a severe shock which threw the old lady into the canal. She fell between the boats, passing before the window where I was sitting. The cry was made, a woman overboard. She went down twice.

At last a man from another boat plunged in and saved her. It was a thrilling scene. She had a niece on board. She was almost distracted until the old lady was brought in. Arrived at Schenectady about 4 in the afternoon. It never rained harder. It came down in torrents. Now for leaving the packet. No conveyance to Troy. We were obliged to make choice of two things: remain at Schenectady or go on to Albany. We decided on the latter. Now came the struggle for passengers. The runners with their babble tongues looking after our luggage, confusion on all sides. We finally succeeded in getting all matters arranged. Started for the ticket office and [railroad] cars. Fare 50c to Albany. Through the politeness of the captain, I and Ann seated ourselves in the cars. Passing through rather a sterile country.

Arrived at Albany about dusk. Now commenced the tug of war for passengers and baggage. Confusion in leaving the cars. Ann wished me to remain and guard our traveling bags whilst she went forward to look after our trunks. At last one of the runners popped in his head and sung out, the cars are a going to move off. A lady with three children were before me blocking up the passage. The cars began to move off with myself and one of the children. A gentleman came to the door and told us not to jump. When the cars got on another street, he would assist us in getting off. He did so. We ran back to the depot. Could not find Ann.

Started with the hackman and one trunk. Lost sight of him. Began to think with the old man, 10,000 around and yet alone. Soon found Ann and the hackman. Seated ourselves. Ordered to be driven to the Carlton House kept by W. D. Parsons, corner of State and Pearl Street. Weary and wayworn we went into the sitting room. Ann called for Mrs. Parsons, received. Met with a cordial reception. She was one of Ann’s old Lancaster friends, a good one too. Took Tea.

Page 127 →Went to our room No. 8, fronting Pearl Street. The room was furnished with 2 beds, table, all things requisite for our comfort.




August 29, 1847


Sabbath morning August 29. Awoke refreshed. The first bed I have rested on since I left my happy home. Prepared for breakfast. During the night a gentleman from S. Boston died near Boston. His poor wife is here alone with his remains. She has 2 children, a daughter 14 and a son 9. Mr. and Mrs. Parsons have shown her all the kindness and attention she could desire. If they had been relatives, they could not have been more attentive. I shall always remember them for their kindness to that afflicted lady and also to us. They were from the old Granite State. Sabbath morning. The day is remarkably fine. We have one other sick in the house. Chandiss V. Wilson. He occupies the next room. His sister is here nursing him. Breakfast over. Here I am alone. Ann has gone down to see Mrs. Parsons. I am left to my own reflections. My mind wanders to my home. I see in my fancy my family bustling about preparing for church. The bells are chiming here clearly now. The streets are filled with the citizens, some going to one church, some to another. Ann has gone to call on her Aunt Tracy in company with Mrs. Eliza Alinson. Returned. Found her very low in the last stages of consumption. 12. Took dinner. All well. Ann and myself stand listening to a Methodist. We can hear from our room distinctly. Went to our room, spent my time alone until tea. Took tea. Ann, Mrs. Elisa Alinson and myself went out to view the city. Albany is the capital of the state of New York and in point of wealth, population, trade and resources it is the second city in the union. We started up State Street. It is beautiful, being very broad. Fine buildings. At the corner of State and North Pearl Street stands a beautiful elm. Very stately. Could not ascertain its age. It is very much prized by the citizens for its antiquity and beauty. I went up and placed my hand upon it. We started up State Street as far as the capitol which stands at the head of State Street. It is a substantial stone edifice erected at the expense of $120,000. It is 115 feet in length, 90 in breath and 50 in height, consisting of 2 stories and a basement of 10 feet. The east front is adorned with a portico of the Ionic order having 4 magnificent columns. The public square, on the southwest of which stands the capitol, is arranged in the style of a park, surrounded by a costly iron fence which has several delightful walks and avenues. North of the capitol stands the academy, an elegantly constructed building. It is built of freestone 2 stories high Page 128 →and 90 feet in front. The City Hall fronting the foot of Washington Street and near to the capitol square is a costly edifice of white marble displaying much taste in its structure. The dome is gilded and is a conspicuous object at some distance. The State Hall on the south side of State Street. The hydraulic works are elegantly got up.




August 30, 1847


Monday Morning. Seated ourselves in the stagecoach. Between Albany and Watervliet opposite Troy, commenced a beautiful macadamized road of a width sufficient for 3 carriages to run abreast and is one of the most elegant roads on the continent. The vales and hills through which it passes have been sufficiently elevated or depressed to afford either a level or a very moderate inclination so that the speed of the carriage over the whole is uninterrupted. Crossed the Hudson, which is here about one fourth of a mile wide, in a horse ferryboat. In crossing the ferry bought some peaches of an old man, the first I had tasted. We had cows, horses, wagons, footmen, a motley crowd. Troy is exceeded by few, if any, of the towns on the Hudson. The streets running north and south converge together at the north end of the city. The buildings are principally built of brick and are shaded by rows of trees on each side of the streets, which are preserved remarkably clean by addition of slate and gravel, instead of pavements. Lansingburg, 3 miles from Troy, is principally built on a single street running parallel with the river. A high hill rises abruptly behind the village on which is seen the celebrated diamond rock, which at times emits a brilliant lustre from the reflected rays of the sun. From Lansingburg to Waterford, thence to Buskarks barge across [?] Hoosic River.

Passed through Cambridge. Dined at White Creek. Had fine dinner. The roads are fine, the country delightful. Camp meeting had commenced in this place. There was a large collection of people. White Creek is a pleasant village locate[d] on the plain surrounded by hills. We left here about 3 P.M. Had a fine ride to Salem Village. Got in about 5 in the afternoon. This is a pleasant town. There were many pleasant recollections associated in my mind on returning to this place. Here my grandparents attended church. My parents often here brought to mind many reflections, sad yet gratifying. Court was in session here. Passed through Hebron, regretted much not being able to call on Cousin Delana Lohson. Rode Monday night all night. Had very pleasant company, Doctor Huttleston. He was Surgeon of the State Page 129 →of New York, who knew everybody and could tell every farm the whole route. Mrs. Hosford and child from Aberlin [?]. She had been to Bloomfield to visit a sister. Left the child there, returns next spring. She came on board at Troy, stopped at Hanover. Passed through Castleton [Vermont] at 12 in the night. Lost the view of the medical college. The village is very pretty, having the appearance of most New England villages. Passed through Grandville. From what I could judge it is very handsomely located. Arrived at Rutland about daybreak, weary and wayworn. Rutland is 18 miles from Castleton [and] is the capital Rutland County. It is located 3 miles west of the Green Mountains and for beauty of location it is not surpassed by any village in the northern states.




August 31, 1847


Tuesday morning. Very misty, so much so the view was shut out entirely. We commenced ascending the Green Mountains with a team of 6 horses. It was one of the most grand scenes I ever beheld, the mountains rising to the clouds with rocks assuming every variety of form, representing villages, castles, tombs, and almost anything you could fancy. After ascending for a long time, the summit was attained. Here we were followed with a relay of horses. We got out of the coach, no house or anything showing signs of civilization.

Nothing but the grand old mountains. All that broke the stillness was the babbling stream broken by the rocks. It was a beautiful stream. I thought of Cousin James and Erastims seated on a large rock with fishpole in hand, drawing the fine trout from it. Commenced descending, felt some fear. Were obliged to chain our wheels [to brake] for safety. Down here we found a good house kept by Richardson. This was the first meal we had since we left White Creek.

We breakfasted on trout and hot muffins. It was about half past 10 in the forenoon. Here I saw the white birch on the mountains for the first time. In the afternoon arrived at Woodstock. The principal village called Woodstock Green is on the bank of the Quechee River. After passing through a delightful country we arrived at Hanover [New Hampshire] about 4 in the afternoon. Hanover is in Grafton County. The number of houses are upward of 70, the best of which are erected around a square level area of 12 acres. The remainder stand on different streets, leading from the green in all directions. On the north side of the green is a spacious meetinghouse. On the south, a brick [illegible, believe archaic word describing an inn or hotel] four stories Page 130 →high and 150 [feet] long. In this pleasant village is located Dartmouth College. It is of wood, a very pretty edifice. Rode this night until 2 o’clock at night arrived at Haverhill. Went to bed for the first time since we left Albany.




September 1, 1847


Wednesday morning. Ann rose and called on her cousin John Page, formerly governor of New Hampshire. He politely called at the hotel and invited us to spend the day with him. Took breakfast, went to my room, had a fine snooze. Got up refreshed, walked out, saw the snapping grasshoppers here for the first time. Went about his premises. He took us into his barns. They were in fine order, large and commodious, underpinned with granite. We went into his hog house, saw a pig weighing 500. He has three farms, one he occupies for sheep and cattle. He keeps a shepherd on this farm. The other he raises his grain. He was just cutting his wheat. He was remarkably polite, telling me the history of his country. He took us out on his farm and showed us a military storehouse. It was built in the Revolutionary War. It is built of granite, the door had gone some to decay. We entered. I procured one flint ball and a fine piece of the granite presented by his son’s wife, a very interesting lady. He then told us on the same ground where this military store stood, two men were executed. It is a very handsome field with the beautiful Connecticut [River] flowing through it. We returned to the house, took tea. His son took us a riding round town. Called on his brother Samuel Page. We had a fine view of the oxbow in the Connecticut. The natural meadows here are very handsome. There is a beautiful common in this village laid out in an oblong square around which the buildings regularly stand. Returned. Went to our room.




September 2, 1847


Started at 4 in the morning. The mist cleared away 7 in the morning. We rode to Bath. Breakfasted. Following the Ammonoosuc River. The Ammonoosuc has a very convenient fall at the village calculated to accommodate machinery. Arrived at Littleton at 11. We are obliged to remain here until 2. Littleton is a post town in Grafton County on Connecticut River. There is a large factory here. Started for Lancaster, Ann and I had the stage to ourselves. Arrived at Dalton. This is the most unpleasant township I have passed through, being rocky and rough. There is much wasteland here. Arrived at Lancaster at 4 p.m. Met Mrs. Page and Mary. We were greeted with a hearty welcome. Mr. Kent came running over to see Ann as soon as the stage Page 131 →stopped. Mrs. Page’s house is located nearly in the center of the village. It is a story and a half high, yellow on the outside. You enter the front, a small passageway, one door opens to the right, the other to the left. The parlor is on the right hand side. Our room opens to the left, both of them square rooms. Our room had a bed, table and stand, a clothespress to receive our bonnets and shawls. A small stove. All things convenient on the side. You can look into Mr. Stevenson’s garden. He has a pretty garden of flowers and a pretty house. You pass out of our room into the dining room. Mrs. Page’s bedroom opens out of the dining room on the same side of the room. Her buttery opens on eastside [as] you go to the kitchen.




September 3, 1847


Friday morning pleasant. Remained at home today. Received several calls.




September 4, 1847


Saturday pleasant. Received more calls. Spent the day at home.




September 5, 1847


Sabbath morning. Not very pleasant. Attended church all day. The forenoon at the Methodist. They have not a pleasant church. It is rather antiquated. In the afternoon I attended at the Congregational Church. That is fitted up in good style and is very pleasant. Returned. Took tea. Took a walk in the burying ground. Went to tomb of old Mr. Stockwell, one of the first settlers. The burying ground is located very handsome. It stands on a hill with a few small pines on the top.




September 6, 1847


Monday pleasant. Had calls.




September 7, 1847


Tuesday pleasant, went to Mr. Bellows. Mary Page, Ann and myself went in a one horse wagon. Mrs. Bellows has a fine farm and house. The farm consists of about 5,000 acres.3 Mrs. Fanny is a lady that feels her consequence. She received us with her handkerchief tied on her head. Full of business. The receiving room was furnished quite well. Spent the forenoon. Took dinner in the afternoon.

Visited in the afternoon at Mr. Stockwells. Had a fine visit. On this farm stands one of the first houses built in this country. Took tea. Went out. Took Page 132 →a view of his beautiful meadow. Walked over to Mr. Towns. Took a view of Ann’s homestead. It is a two story wood building, painted red, with the meadow in front, the beautiful Connecticut meandering through it. We went through the house. Took leave and returned to the village. Retired.




September 8, 1847


Wednesday morning. Cloudy. About 11 it commenced blowing. Ann and Mary went to Mr. Lovejoy’s. Set in to rain. Rained all the afternoon. They got home about candlelight. Set to the post office. Received a letter from home. Opened it, found all well, which requited my heart. Rained all night.




September 9, 1847


Thursday. Visited Mr. Kent. Rather dreary. Spent the evening at home.




September 10, 1847


Friday. At home. Received calls.




September 11, 1847


Saturday. At home.




September 12, 1847


Sabbath day. Raining. Stayed at home, not very well. Windy rainy. Kept my bed most of the day.




September 14, 1847


Tuesday. Rainy, more unwell. Ann gave me blue pills. Kept groaning. More unwell at night. Went out and got some brandy.




September 15, 1847


Wednesday. Some better. Very weak. Visited at Mr. Caydy’s. Enjoyed myself. First rate. He took us in his garden. Showed us his beautiful meadow. Issael’s River flows through it. He next took us through his barns. He was very gentlemanly. At night he sent us home in his stage.




September 17, 1847


Friday. Pleasant. Visited at Mr. Burnsides. Had a pleasant visit. Visited at Mr. Crass’s. Friday evening. Attended a party at Mr. Cargel’s. Had a fine time. Mr. Cargel accompanied us home. Met Mrs. Bartlet, a lady from Cuba. Page 133 →Was deeply interested in her. She is a Spanish lady banished from home by her husband. No one knows for why. She is prohibited seeing her children. Obliged to live with a lady by the name of Young. She reports everything Mrs. Bartlet does. He comes from Cuba and sends for Mrs. Young to meet him.

He sends $1000 a year for her support. He will not allow her to see or write to them. I sincerely pity her. One more incident—an old man by the name of Lebroke got mad and bit off his wife’s nipple. Lancaster Village is handsomely located, the street running north and south. There are two taverns, one academy, one Congregational Church, one Methodist Church, four stores, one courthouse and jail, all situated on Main Street. One printing office, one saddler’s shop, one blacksmith shop, one tannery. The village is surrounded by lofty mountains. The mountains here are beautiful. Issaels River runs through the lower part of the village. To wind up my long yarn I have been handsomely received by the villagers and warmly received.




September 23, 1847


Left Lancaster Thursday morning, September [blank] for the White Hills. Hired a private conveyance. A gentleman by the name of Wentworth drove a matched span of horses, one black, the other bay. Our wagon is called a pleasure wagon, but I should think quite the reverse. It pounded me almost to death. The morning was very cold. We required as much clothing as we should in November. The gentleman had overcoat and woolen mittens. It seemed quite strange in the month of September. There is quite a contrast in the climate. The White Mountains are now covered with snow. Soon after leaving the village we went in among the mountains. They entirely obstructed the sun until about 10 a.m. The roads in this state are remarkably fine, the scenery beautiful. It is the Switzerland of America. Mountains rising on mountains entirely shut in the roads running along the margins of rivers. Not long since a fire got into the forest and spread over the mountains, in some parts making the forest trees appear like ship-masts. We entered the little village of Whitefield, situated on a small river. After passing through Whitefield we entered Carrollton [now Carroll]. Some parts of this township is [are] very rocky, in some places the rocks assuming the appearance of villages, the mountains rearing their heads to the clouds. We stopped to water our horses, but the tavern had been burnt down. This was five miles from Fabyan’s. We had a delightful ride to the mountains. The first house as you enter is a fine 4 story building of wood. Here before the door we saw a Page 134 →dead bear just shot. We stopped and viewed him. There had been one other killed a few days previous. He followed the cattle down from the mountains. One old cow guarded the young cattle down. He came almost to the house before he was shot. I began to think we should be devoured by wild beasts. It looks as though it would afford shelter for wild animals. A short distance from this place stands a fine house kept by Mr. Fabyan. Here is a resort for city visitors. The house is built of wood. It is a house well kept and elegantly furnished, with all the luxuries of a city hotel. There is a new hall erected upon one side of 1,000 44 feet with 40 sleeping rooms all furnished just alike. Several fine parlors with a fine piano. The furniture is of the best quality. We went into all the rooms in the house. We got here about 12. They kept us waiting for dinner until 3 in the afternoon in order to get the stage passengers. We all had a severe headache. Dinner was announced. My head pained me so severely I could hardly hold my head up. I went to the table. We had a fine dinner, roast fowls and other meats. A fine assortment of vegetables, fine puddings, mince pie and all the good things. I sat but a moment and was obliged to leave the table. I went to the sitting room and lay down on the sofa. Ann was stomach troubled. She could not eat. She came in and held my head until the stage was ready. She said what shall we do, you are so sick you cannot go on. Before dinner they brought a spy glass. We had a fine view of the mountains. A short time before we got there a party consisting of three ladies, a gentleman and guide started for Mt. Washington. Whilst at Fabyan’s I had a fine view of the mountains through a glass. We started. I could not hold up my head, the motion of the coach made me deathly sick. We had three gentlemen on the inside, one a guide on the mountains, by the name of Hill. On the outside 3 ladies, one the wife of the guide. Soon as the coach started I commenced vomiting. This did not relieve me. After riding about one mile I vomited again. I could not hold up my head any longer. We had the back seat in the coach. I placed my feet against the side of the coach, Ann took my head in her lap. In this way I rode 34 miles as sick as death. Ann said the veins on my temples were swollen to the size of my little finger. We came into the mountains. What scene there presented itself to view. Nothing on the continent can compare with grandeur or magnificence of the scenery in this place. It far exceeds description. It is the Switzerland of America, the mountains here lifting themselves to the clouds. Nothing can be conceived of, neither can it enter into the mind of anyone who has not been here of the sublimity of the scenery of this place. The notch of the White Mountains is about five or six miles in length. It is composed of Page 135 →a double barrier of mountains rising very abruptly from both sides of the wild, roaring Saco [River] which frequently washes the feet of both barriers. Sometimes there is not room for a single carriage to pass between the stream and mountains and the road is cut into the mountains. This double barrier rises to the height of half a mile in perpendicular altitude and is capped with by proud castellated turrets standing high above the continued ridges. These are not straight but formed into numerous zigzag turns which frequently cut off the view and seem to imprison you in the gulch. The sides of the mountains are deeply furrowed to the depth of 30 feet, so a gentleman told us, by the tremendous effects of the memorable deluge and avalanches of 1826. We arrived at Mr. Crawford’s. Stopped a few moments. We passed on to the Willey House. Here by the assistance of Ann and the guide assisted me I entered the house. Judge of my feelings on entering the house where this unfortunate family were lost. A new house has been erected on one side of it. We entered a narrow passage. This was sealed the width of 1 board. This was painted red. It looks old and [illegible] here. It was filled with names of visitors. Not a spot for any name. We then passed into the room occupied by the family the awful night of the storm. This was a small square room. I cannot describe my feelings while here, the scene that night passing in quick review before my mind’s eye. Here stood the distracted family wild with affright, now rushing out into the storm. How can judge of their feelings as they rushed from their happy home out into the storm, the mighty rushing wind, the crashing rocks and trees all churning them on to destruction. Judge then of the feelings of the fond parents with their dear children clinging to them for protection. I went to the back window, saw where the slide started from. Saw where it parted, passing upon each side of the house, leaving it safe from the sweeping deluge passing down, chocking up the wild waters of the Saco. They passed down the hill, crossed the road a few steps. Here they were overtaken and buried amongst the rocks and earth. I saw the place where they were dug out. A stake driven into the earth with some stones piled at the base is the only monument of the spot where they were found. Three children were never found but the last trumpet will awake the sleep and bring them forth. The barn stands where it did, looks just as it did before this dreadful night. There has been a new shed erected near the barn with a fine balcony connected with it. The family that kept the house this summer left today in the stage. They had stored their furniture in the house until next summer, the travelling season being over. His name is Davis. He with his grandmother came on with us.

Page 136 →He was very kind to us rendering all possible assistance. The stage started from the door. We left this unfortunate spot, desolate and alone, to the spirit of the storm. Soon after we passed the beautiful stream called the Silver Cascade. It came dancing and leaping down the mountain, sometimes appearing like a silver thread, again angry and foaming, rushing headlong down the broken rocks, now losing itself in the rushing waters of the Saco. Here nothing can exceed the beauty and wildness of the scenery, the mountains rising to the clouds. Shut out from the world, here you can realize your inferiority. We now emerged from the mountains, entering into light and life. The country is beautiful. We passed through Bartlett. Here we began to see some fine apple trees, the soil being more productive. We next passed through North Conway, a fine little village. The country about here is fine. In this town the unfortunate Willey family were buried. Here, 2 of his brothers reside. He brought them to this town to bury them. Passing through North Conway we entered Conway. We arrived here at 9 in the evening. Stopped at Eliza Staunton’s. She lives on the bank of Saco River just as you cross the bridge. Sick and tired we entered his dwelling. They gave us a cup of tea. Soon retired. We were lulled to sleep by the rushing waters of the River Saco. It runs near our bedroom window.




September 24, 1847


Friday morning, Sept 24. The morning rather cloudy, cleared away about 12 in the morning. We took a walk soon after breakfast, passing up the hill back of the house. Here it appears like our oak openings, wintergreens break sweet from pine and oak shrubs. The morning being cool, we soon returned. I seated myself in our sleeping room to write Mary Page a letter, Ann to call on her cousin Hill’s family. Took dinner, pleasant. Took a walk down on the river, returned, went into the machine shop, then into his cabinet shop. He does his work by water power, such as planing, turning and so forth. Started to call on her cousin Hills family. We walked. It is about half a mile. It is one of the pleasantest walks I ever saw, the Saco flowing up one side and a beautiful forest on the other. I think I never saw a more delightful place. Got half way. We seated ourselves upon an old pine long under the shade of a Norway pine. Here we had fun, we sat and talked of home and enjoyed ourselves first rate. Presently we saw a man coming, I said Ann, what shall we do in this lone place? Finally said I, Ann, you hold him and I will scratch him. But we had no need to be frightened. It was Ann’s cousin Hill. We rested ourselves Page 137 →and started on. Called on old Mrs. Hill, rested ourselves and started on. Called on old Mrs. Hill, rested ourselves and started for her cousins. She met us at the door, and gave us a hearty welcome. We spent the afternoon quite pleasantly. Went to bed at 9.




September 25, 1847


Saturday, 25. Pleasant. After breakfast Ann and myself made a pair of shirt sleeves for Richard. This done we took dinner. The children started for muster [?], we for a walk and visit at old Mrs. Hill’s. Went through their meadow, then down on the beach of the river. On the bank of the stream there is a fine sugar house. We went in there. Were 2 large caldrons set in an arch, the buckets and spiles hand sheads [?] hogsheads. All things in order for sugar making. Went to old Mrs. Hill’s. Spent the afternoon at tea. We had the company of the Rev. Mr. Caruthers and grandsons. He is a Scotch man, had a fine visit. In the evening returned to Mr. Charles Hill’s. Spent the evening. Retired at 9.




September 26, 1847


Sabbath morning, Sep 26. This morning cloudy. Ann and Mrs. Hill rode over to Mr. Staunton’s. Soon returned. Commenced raining. Rained incessantly all day. The children attended church. The mountains are now shut out by the rain. The mountains in view from this house are Chocorua. On this mountain an Indian was killed by the white people. He was friendly to them. He knelt down and begged for his life, they would not grant it. The mountain is bare and rocky. It is said he pronounced a curse upon it and people. Kearsarge Mountain lies north from the house, Goat Mountains, Doublehead, Rattlesnake, Blue and Green Mountains lie off at the north. Took tea, continued to rain all day. Started at 5 in the afternoon from Mr. Charles Hill’s. Spent the evening at Mr. Staunton’s. Took leave of his family. He very kindly carried us to the public house. Here we slept until 3 in the morning.




September 27, 1847


When we arose, shivering with cold, dress ourselves and started in the stage for North Chelmsford. The morning was cold, misty and unpleasant. There was no one in the stage but Ann and myself. The driver being in a hurry drove so fast it gave us a fine shaking up. After riding some miles we heard someone sing out for the driver to stop. No house being, I could not think Page 138 →what he [sic] should want. We stopped. He sung out to know if we could take another passenger. Monday. 27 Sept. It was a young lady. Now we numbered 3. We rode on in silence. The morning had not broke. I could see by the light of the moon we were in a forest of Norway pines. They are different from any pine I ever saw, running up to a great height without any branches. A small tuft comes out on the top. Here we came in view of a beautiful sheet of water, the Lake Winnipesaukee. Nearly in the center of the state, it is about 23 miles long, 10 broad in the widest place. Its form is very irregular. It is surrounded by mountains and hills and sprinkled with a multitude of beautiful islands which are supposed to be 365 in number. This lake affords the most enchanting views and is no way inferior in beauty to Lake George. After leaving Conway we passed through Eaton, Ossipee, from thence to Center Harbor. Here we breakfasted. This house is beautifully located. The lake with its placid waters, not a ripple on its bosom. The country here is delightful, so much variety of scenery: mountains, the lake, beautiful intervales, the country ever presenting to the eye all that is beautiful. Meredith, located on the lake. A fine flourishing village. Gilford. Here we entered upon a beautiful country. Concord, the capital of New Hampshire, is the seat of the state government. It is pleasantly situated on the side of the Merrimack, along which spread some rich intervales. On an island in this river celebrated as the spot where Mr. Dunston made a desperate escape from the Indians.

Manchester, a township in Hillsboro County. It lies on the east side of the river. This is a large manufacturing city, houses of immense size are erected. Cotton goods, worsted delaines, woolen goods. It is a world of business here. There is a fine depot at this place. Nashua on the Merrimack is 32 [miles] from Concord. Its location is pleasant. It has a number of handsome buildings. From thence we passed to the pleasant town of North Chelmsford [Chelmsford, Massachusetts]. We arrived here about 5 in the afternoon. We were set down here at the depot. The sun not showing itself once today. We got the gentleman who keeps the depot to take charge of our baggage. We thence started to find Mr. Durgen’s residence. Here we were provided with a guide, a young lady kindly offering to go with us to his house. She went with us to the door, went in, introduced ourselves to Mrs. Durgen, were cordially received by this lady. She is very pleasant and intelligent, endeavoring to make our stay as pleasant as possible. Found Mr. Durgen absent—he had been absent for about two months. Took tea and retired to rest. Very weary, having rode over 100 miles today.




September 28, 1847


Page 139 →Tuesday, 28. Morning broke lowery and unpleasant—continued so through the day. We amused ourselves with books and visiting. The evening we passed quite pleasant. Mrs. Durgen entertaining us with music on the [illegible].




September 29, 1847


Wednesday, September 29. This morning the sun arose without a cloud. Everything assumes a more cheerful aspect. Done up our room work. Spent the forenoon in writing. Dinner over. This afternoon spent in visiting the factories and machine shops. The first place we entered was a factory for spinning carpet yarn. There the lower part was occupied for carding and roping the wool. The wool is brought from South America. It looks very different from our native wool, being long and more like goat’s hair. In the second story the young ladies worked. Here the yarn is spun, [illegible] and other things. The yarn goes from here to Lowell factories to be wove. The girls in this factory seemed happy. They are a fine and intelligent set of young ladies. Some of them, I am told, are out of wealthy families, preferring to work here. They get good wages and lay up money. After coming out the factory, we went to the drying ground. They clean their wool, then spread it for drying. I have seen two acres covered with wool. When dry they rack it up in windrows just as we make hay, then pitch it on wagons and draw horses [dray-horses]. The next place we entered was a machine shop, a spacious building of brick, 4 stories high. Here all kinds of machinery is cast and worked off wheels of enormous size in for steam boats and all castings of this kind. I am told work from this shop goes to all parts of the world. The next place was another furnace of the first magnitude. Here we saw them pour off. It was a fine sight. The workmen seemed polite and gentlemanly. The village is made up of mechanics. The noise from the machinery keeps one monotonous sound resembling the moaning of a winter storm. The climate in Massachusetts is much more mild. More like New York. The country beautifully diversified with hills and plains. The soil course yellow sand, much yellower than our soil. Just the color of Bristol brick. I am told in these factories they are obliged to get the sand from the State of New York to do all their molding. I was almost a mind to put my foot upon it, it looked so much like home. After viewing all the shops we started for home. On the way we Page 140 →saw a man by the name of Captain Drake. He is interested in these shops. He is said to employ a greater number of men than any man in the United States. He made a promise when young he would do it and it seems he has accomplished it. He lives in Easton4 in this state. He has but one daughter to inherit his estate. In his appearance he is perfectly plain, very ordinarily dressed and very homely. One of the greatest mechanics in the country is a gentleman by the name of Silver, residing in this place. He ships his work to Asia and all parts of the world. He is a self-taught man. I saw a curiosity in one of the shops. It was a triphammer. In this shop is carried on by water power where triphammers blowing their fire from in the forges. Even these shops are hot in winter by steam. After viewing the shops we returned. Spent the evening pleasantly and retired for the night.




September 30, 1847


Thursday the 30 Sep. This morning rather cloudy. Spent the forenoon at home reading. Mrs. Durgen is a lady of good taste, doing everything to make our stay pleasant. She has a quantity of good reading. Twelve o’clock. This afternoon Ann and myself went a walking. Had a fine walk. Passed some Irish shanties. The road here is fine, broad and hard. This is the road leading to [illegible] market. Large droves of cattle pass here almost every day. We passed on some way up the hills, the country assuming a sterile appearance. The ground appearing brown and bare. There were few stunted blue and yellow flowers, the same we have with us late in the Fall. They do not grow more than three or four inches high. Here makes the shade of an oak. We seated ourselves and commenced picking up acorns and talking. We were soon astonished by the lowering sky. A storm was approaching. We picked ourselves up and started for home, but the rain commenced pattering upon our bonnets. We walked quite fast, got in sight of the village, came to a small clump of pines. Here we stopped a few moments. The shower passed by and by the time we got to the door the sun came out as pleasant as if nothing happened. Came in and made us a flower pot of our flowers. I then placed myself on the sofa with book to rest and amuse myself until tea. Evening came. We amused ourselves until 9:00. Retired to rest.




October 1, 1847


Friday, the 31st.5 The morning awoke. It was cloudy and rainy. Rained all day. Amused ourselves indoors until evening. Went to hear the Baker family Page 141 →sing. There were four gentlemen and two ladies, their wives. The gentlemen were dressed in white pants and black coats. The ladies had on white skirts and black waists with short sleeves. Their heads were anointed with some ribbon and having quite a neat appearance. I was much pleased with them. I had another source of amusement, a young lady and gentleman seated in front of us. They had to sit, locked arms. Then the many soft things he said to her. Her name was Blood. After the concert we returned to Mr. Durgens. On entering in the dining room I opened the wrong door, the one where the elevator is. Stepped one foot on. Found my mistake in time to save me from a ride down in the cellar. [illegible] had a fine laugh at my expense. Retired about 10:00.




October 2, 1847


Saturday, October 1, 1847. North Chelmsford. The morning fine. Not one cloud. We were awoke by a heavy cannoning caused by blasting rocks. They are building a railroad and bridge here. It is to intersect the Northern Railroad heading into Vermont. The Irishmen are to work in the mud up to their knees. I think it will make this place sickly, leaving the bed of the river bare. Mr. Durgen lives in a two-story brick house located on the bank of the river. He has one of the finest bathing houses I have seen for a private gentleman. It is fitted for either a hot or cold bath. The water is constantly running through it. It is built in the cottage form with a piazza in front. The privy is connected with it, and all making a rather desirable place. There are 2 fine oaks, one on each side of the bath, the tops forming a fine shade. They both lean a little towards the river.




October 3, 1847


Sabbath morning, October 3rd, 1847. This morning the sun rose beautifully, not one cloud obscuring the face of the inn. Carlos Page came here last evening. Spent the day until 4:00, when he left for Lawrence, the new city. He is in business there. Did not attend church. Spent the day at home reading. Sabbath eve. We chatted and read until bedtime.




October 4, 1847


Monday morning, October 4. A fine pleasant day. Assisted Mrs. Durgen about house. Ann has been quite sick all day, has not sat up any. At 1:00 p.m. Mrs. Durgen ordered a one-horse carriage, a fine one lined with red plush, Page 142 →and we started for the city of Lowell, the Manchester of America. The road and scenery to this place is most delightful. On the road we passed North Chelmsford burying ground. It lies to the left. After entering the yard on a beautiful elevation there is a very handsome monument of marble erected by his wife to the memory of Mr. Gonard. It is beautifully got up with an iron door to admit you. There is a fine vault belonging to Deacon Gwert of Middlesex, about 11 [miles] from this place. Middlesex is a small but neat village situated on the Merrimack River. One church, a tavern. I think it one of the most delightful carriage drives I was ever on. The beautiful Merrimack rolling by our side and the scenery of the country is beautiful. We entered the corporation of Lowell. In the suburbs there is a fine hospital for the sick. It is of wood, looking very pleasant. The ground about is pleasant. We drove through the principal streets. The principal business street is Merrimack. Here the dry goods shops. Some of them are beautiful, the front of marble, some of them presenting nothing but the front, no roof being in view. There are twelve incorporations. It is said there are about fifty factories. They are all built of brick from five to seven stories high. The boarding houses are also of brick. It is said there are 20,000 girls employed in these establishments. We entered the carpet factory, one of the finest factories in the United States. It was one of the greatest curiosities I ever beheld. The figure is formed by holes cut in pasteboards. Every time the shuttle is thrown these pasteboards move around a cylinder. The [illegible] seems one confused snarl [?], without any order, and yet I stood and saw beautiful flowers brought out. The beam that has the yarn is in the room below. Also the manufactured cloth. I passed into another story. Here they were manufacturing cotton for the Southern Negroes. It is double and twisted, course enough for pack thread. In another story they were spooling and warping. The colors were beautiful. The next floor was where they trimmed and measured them and packed them for market. This vast quantity of machinery is propelled by steam. We took a peek into the place where the steam is generated. It was a city of arches. Here in this building you realized [that] the power of steam to serve thousands of wheels set in motion and maintained is astonishing, each part performing its own office with as much order as if it had been done with our own hands. We passed into the room where the great iron wheel moved in its majesty, the mighty propeller of the vast machinery. It is said to have cost $20,000. It is of beautiful workmanship. After gratifying our curiosity we started for North Chelmsford. I am wholly indebted to the politeness of Lady Durgen for the privilege of viewing the carpet factory. They will not Page 143 →admit her husband for fear he will find out their secrets and steal their trade. We seated ourselves in the carriage and after drive of 4 miles we found ourselves safe at home. Ann not much better. Spent the evening pleasantly and retired.




October 5, 1847


Tuesday, Oct 5, 1847. This day spent at home. Ironed our clothes. Ann not much better. In the evening cut out Maryann’s drawers and sewed on them until 10:00. Went to rest. Ann did not rest very well. Some feverish.




October 6, 1847


Wednesday, October 6. Quite pleasant. At home all day. Finished the drawers. Done our room work. Ann still remains sick. Doctor Grow feeding her his pills and porridge. The evening spent in reading and conversation. This evening Zelata Durgen is worse. She is in the last stages of a consumption. Mrs. Richard [?] sick with a fever. Her husband very feeble. No soul in the house to do anything for them except what the neighbors can do.




October 7, 1847


Thursday, the 7. Rather lowery. Ann is some better. After getting my room in order I have remained indoors. It seems rather dull.




October 8, 1847


Friday, Oct the 8, 1847. The day seemed like Fall. Flying clouds and lowery this afternoon. It set into rain. I assisted about house. Ann some better, able to sit up part of the time. The doctor giving pills through the day and assaphochia [?] at night. He is a comical old gentleman. His time is now divided between Ann and Zelata Durgen. Poor girl she is almost done with the things of this world. This afternoon Mary Ann went to Lowell to pay her priest some money. She is a Catholic. She walks four miles every Sabbath to attend church. Spent the evening, went to bed.




October 9, 1847


Saturday, 9. Pleasant. Assisted about house in the forenoon. Spent the afternoon in reading and in conversation. In the evening Mrs. Durgen and self took a walk down to the depot to meet her husband but were disappointed. Returned. Spent the evening and retired.




October 10, 1847


Page 144 →Sabbath morning, 10, 1847. This is a beautiful day. Business is suspended for the first time since I have been here. The hands on the railroad are bringing their business to a close. I took my room and my best friend, which is my book, and retired. Spent the day in my room. Mrs. D. with the sick. Washed and dressed myself for tea. After tea in the evening called on the sick and Mr. Witherels. For the first time saw Zelata. She was much wasted. I should not long to remain in this world. It seemed hard to see one so young passing away with hopes so bright. She is the betrothed of a gentleman in Maine. It must be hard news to him. I was much pleased with Mr. Witherels’s appearance. He has been sick a long time. His wife also. But one well in the house and that a child about two years old. They are an afflicted family.




October 11, 1847


Monday morn, the 11. The day has been rather dreary. High wind with scudding clouds and some rain. Ann is getting to feel quite well. Today I feel unwell, with a pain in my head. I tried to shake it off by putting on my bonnet and shawl and taking a walk, but could not. Went up into the upper part of the village for the first time since I have been in this place. This part of the village is much more pleasant, being much higher and commanding a fine view of the surrounding country. The beautiful Merrimack meandering its course to the mighty ocean. The villages dotting the landscape here and there. Return, my head continuing to pain me. I went to bed until tea was announced. Arose. Took tea. My head feeling some relieved in the evening. We were entertained with some of the old doctor’s stories and stratagems. He is quite whimsical, particularly this evening. We had some long yarns and some whimsical ones. Dr. with Zelata soon after her return. We retired for the night, slept well until the bells began their chiming to call the laborers up. I lay until the second, that being a summons for them to commence labor. I arose, found myself better, but not feeling just right. I think I never saw a more beautiful day. We had a frost last night for the first time in this place.




October 12, 1847


Tuesday, the 12 Oct, 1847. Rained incessantly through the night. It seemed that the storm spirit was abroad. At 12 Zelata Durgen closed her earthly career. It seemed very lonely. Half past one Mrs. D. and her father returned. Page 145 →The incessant pattering of the rain against our windows, the moaning of the wind, all conspired to awake a serious train of reflection. I did not get much rest. The morning was wet and unpleasant. This morning Mr. Durgen’s sister, Mrs. Wait of Walden, arrived in the cars [i.e., railroad]. They regretted very much not finding her alive. He has the western fever harder than any man I have seen. He thinks of nothing but possessing a farm in western New York. At 12 it ceased raining, but the day seemed dreary. [illegible] some in the afternoon. The sunset was bright.




October 14, 1847


Thursday, the 14. This morning at 10:00 the funeral services were attended at Mrs. Durgen’s house. The services were performed by the Presbyterian clergyman. They deposited her remains in the vault in the graveyard of North Chelmsford. The day has been uncommonly bright. My head has pained me all day. We had anticipated starting after the services, but concluded to defer it until tomorrow. I shall be very happy when my face gets set towards my native town. I shall be much rejoiced to see my husband and children.




October 15, 1847


Friday, the 15 of Oct. This morning pleasant. Sewed on Sophia’s apron until 12:00. Took our last dinner with Mr. [Mrs.?] Durgen. At half past 1:00 took our leave of Mrs. Durgen, Dr. Grow, Sophia, and Irish Mary. Walked down to the depot. Got on board. Had a fine ride to Boston. The city looks fine. As you approach it saw the monument some distance. Arrived at the depot. I must give the Bostonians the preference. No runners allowed to enter the depot, no confusion, all quiet as your own house. We procured a directory to find William Pierson, Ann’s cousin. He had moved. We had a fine ride over to the city. At last found them on Chamber Street, Winslow Place. Were cordially greeted by Mrs. Pierson. She is a pleasant lady. We had a room in the second story, a fine large room with out [our?] bed, stove, two clothes rooms, all things convenient. Went to bed at 9:00.




October 16, 1847


Saturday, the 16. A beautiful day. Made another apron for her little daughter. Went out to see the common about 4:00 p.m. in company with Lula Banfield. [illegible] in the morning I went out with Mrs. Pierson. Went past the new depot. It is to be a fine building of granite, very long, with beveled corners. It reminded me as it now looks of the ruins of ancient Rome with its stone Page 146 →columns placed at regular distances. This is located on Causeway Street. We passed out to Warren Bridge, saw some shipping. This bridge passes over into Charlestown. Returned. Took dinner at 4:00. Started to view the common. It is one of the most delightful spots I ever visited. There are about 50 acres in it. It is beautifully laid out with a fine sheet of water with curbstones entirely enclosing it, even with the walk around it. Here the children resort for amusement. Hundreds of people are seen on the ground. A fine broad avenue leads on all sides of it, wide enough for six to walk abreast. Walks narrower lead in all directions. On the principal walks there are fine large elms. Set out nearly in the center is an enormous oak. Did not learn its age, but it is so old it is going to decay. The limbs are supported by long iron bands. It is enclosed by a picket fence. At the further extremity is a fine cemetery with vaults. Leading the whole length the entrances are fine granite gateways with iron posts set up to pass between. There are seats at convenient distances made of wood-covered sheet iron. Some are of granite. This is a place for fireworks. Returned, took tea. Went out in the evening with Mr. Pierson an [illegible]. Went into the Exchange. This is occupied for the city post office. The ladies have one part and the gentlemen another. It is a beautiful edifice built with granite pillars reaching to the attic, all one slab. Beautifully wrought over the door is a fine globe with an eagle perched on the globe. The inside or passage is arched. We then passed into the reading room, or newsroom. This is splendidly got up. The floor is of marble of two colors, white and black, in the form of a diamond. The sides are supported by fine snappy columns, round, of a yellowish color, finished at the top with stucco work. The roof is in the dome form, highly ornamented with a fine chandelier and finely lighted with gas. The desks are in the form of a roof, slanting on all sides with a railing running across the top to suspend the papers on. This building is on State Street. We then passed on[to] the market. This is a fine building of stone, with a dome rising from the center. It was on a Saturday evening. The citizens were doing their marketing for the Sabbath. It was a motley group, sailors, Irish, Dutch, Yankees, all nations, all kinds. I could hardly pass for the crowd. After viewing the market we walked on several streets to view the city. It is brilliantly lighted with gas, presenting a beautiful appearance. The rich wares exhibited in the shop windows and pictures all making a splendid appearance. We returned about 9:00. Much fatigued. Slept well, with the exception of Ann’s occasionally giving me a friendly punch and saying, Rachael, what are you dreaming about.




October 17, 1847


Page 147 →Sabbath morning, 17. This is a fine day. Took breakfast and spent the forenoon at home. After dinner, Mr. Pierson gave me an invitation to walk as he had no other time to spare. We passed over Warrens [sic] Bridge. Whilst passing the bridge, drew up for a ship to pass through. We stood and saw her pass under full sail. Then we crossed over into Charleston [Charlestown] to view the Bunker Hill Monument. The city of Charleston [Charlestown] does not present as fine an appearance as I fancied. There are some fine buildings here. We passed up the entrance. It is surrounded by a fine imported [?] iron fence. There is a fine broad walk entirely passing round the ground with a hedge upon one side.

There is a fine elevation, artificial slanting down to the path. This is finely turfed. A fine flight of granite steps leads to the top of the ground. I [illegible] twelve steps. These are conveniently located. Everything presents a very neat appearance. We ascended the steps. Here the view is fine of Chelsea and Boston. The monument is of granite nicely dressed. The stones very large. On Chelsea side a row of loop holes [illegible] to the top to admit light.

You ascend by ascending flight of steps to the top. Here is a fine room with windows on all sides to view the surrounding city and country. There is a fine pump of water to accommodate visitors. After leaving the grounds about the monument we went down to see the shipping about the navy yard. There was a British steamer lying in the harbor and a man of war and quantity of small shipping. Down about the wharf there are a great many Irish and dens of wickedness. It is one of the most filthy places I ever saw. We met an Irish funeral. A very large procession in the hacks. You would have thought by the jovial appearance they were going to some place of amusement. After viewing the city and walking four miles I returned, very much fatigued. Spent the evening.




October 18, 1847


Monday, the 18 of October. This morning fine. Went in company with Mrs. How to view the city. Passed down into the common. It is one of the most delightful spots I ever saw. It is finely laid out—fine walks, ornamented with fine shade trees. Seats conveniently arranged. The seats are of wood covered with sheet iron. There are a few seats of stone. After passing around the common we went to view the pond. It is not exactly in the form of a crescent. The Page 148 →edge is secured by a curbstone. Not far away from the pond is the large oak. It is an enormous tree. I should think very old. Some of the limbs had gone to decay. Almost all of them were supported by iron bands passing around the limbs. It is surrounded by a picket fence. Upon one side there is a fine cemetery with vaults. Running around it is a resort for the citizens. Hundreds of people are on the ground on a fine day. We passed from the common up into the Statehouse. There are three entrance gates. We ascended a fine flight of stone steps. The grounds are beautiful. You enter a fine spacious hall.

Immediately in front is a fine marble statue of Washington. After viewing this we ascended the Statehouse. The view from the dome of the Statehouse surpasses anything of the kind in this country and it is not excelled by that from the Castle Hill of Edinburgh or that of the Bay of Naples from the castle of Saint Elmo. You cast your eye about you and you view the whole city, ocean and country. Spread out before you the scene was one of grandeur. We next saw John Hancock’s house. It is quite an old building, in its time a fine house with a very pretty yard in front, with a balustrade running across the top of the house in front. There is a small balustrade over the front door. Next we visited the Masonic Temple on Tremont. It [sic] this edifice is of stone, elegantly got up. Next we viewed the Tremont House. This has been the finest public house. It is built of granite. Revere House. This is the first house in the city. It is built of brick, painted to represent stone. It is an immense house. It is Bowdoin Square.

Hornar Athenaeum on Harvard Street. This is of stone, a splendid building, in windows of small cut glass. Tremont Museum on Tremont Street of stone. Brattle St. Church. This house is of brick. In this building is lodged a cannonball thrown there by the British. I saw the church where the soldiers were quartered in the time of war. It is surrounded by a high brick wall. Benjamin Franklin’s monument [to his father] on Tremont Street. It fronts the public street. It is a fine monument of granite. Embowered among the trees here my mind turned to the time Franklin was traveling the streets with his loaf of bread under his arm.6 A poor boy. I thought if he could look about Boston he would be as much troubled to find his way about the city as I am. After running about the city as much as I could, I returned to dinner. Took dinner. Received a call from Mr. Gampson and sister. She has been teaching school in Virginia and is now on her way to Lancaster, N.H. At 3 the hack called for us. Took leave of Mrs. Pierson and started for the depot. At 5 the car started for New York. Had a delightful trip and pleasant company. The Page 149 →salt meadows to me seemed quite strange, lying a little out of Boston, being covered mostly with the water from the ocean. A coarse wild grass is all that grows on them. They tell me the farmers cut this for their horses and cattle, but it is not worth much. Our people in western New York would not use it for bedding down their cattle. We passed through a barren and wild country on our way to Norwich City [Connecticut]. New London City. It has the best harbor in Connecticut. New London is located on the River Thamas [Thames]. The scenery along the Thamas [sic] is beautiful. Very romantic long lake is a beautiful sheet of water. Norwich is an incorporated city. Its location is peculiarly romantic and it is a place of much enterprise and business. The city contains a bank, five or six churches, and several manufacturing establishments. Here was the home of the Mohicans. Here we left the cars and took the steamboat for New York.




October 19, 1847


Tuesday morning, October 19th, 1847. 6:00 o’clock a.m. We entered Long Island Sound. The morning set in raining. Had a fine view of Blackwell’s Island. The penitentiary is located on this isle and it is an immense stone edifice recently erected partly by convicts. The main building is 4 stories high surrounded by a square tower. The two wings each extend upwards of 200 feet from the center building, also 4 stories high. The orphan asylum is located on this island, two fine buildings of stone, one for the girls and one for the boys. The hospital is a fine building, has a fine appearance from the steamboat. The scenery along the sound is beautiful. Nothing prettier. The shipping exceeds anything I ever saw.

Boston Harbor bears no comparison. It has the appearance of one dense forest. No port in America before it. I had a fine view of a Chinese junk, the only one ever in this port. It was a singular appearing craft, very gay colors, painted red and highly ornamented. I should think she could not stand much sea. She is not built like any other ship. One of the crew was taken up for stealing down in the Bowery and detained. She sailed for China whilst I was in New York, the poor fellow being detained in the tombs. I think he must have felt very unhappy to have taken leave of his countrymen. The distance being so great from his native land I think it must teach him a lesson he will not soon forget. We landed near Castle Garden, it being necessary for me now to go forward and claim our luggage as Ann was quite unwell. I passed forward into the luggage room and I think of all stenches the most unwholesome and indescribable greeted my olfactories, issuing Page 150 →from a company of soldiers. They were drawn [large tear in page; based on what remains on the right side of the page, she seems to briefly describe the marching order of the soldiers, dwells on the unpleasant smell arising from their buckets. After some search she found their luggage and hired a conveyance to take her to their destination in New York.] I then went in search of a City Directory. It had been raining during the night. The streets were very dirty, it being impossible to cross them without going over them. [?] I finally succeeded in procuring one, but could not find Mr. Hull’s name. The car man growing impatient. I told him I would pay him well for it. I then went to search for Doctor Smith and family. I finally succeeded in finding the street and number. No one can know how much I underwent after I could not find any of the Hulls. Two women alone in so vast a city. I should not have been so much alarmed to have been lost in a forest as in so large a city. I cannot describe my feelings. We went into a drygoods store for someone to advise us. The gentleman very kindly offered to assist us. He went the car man for a hack and driver. He drove us to 4th Street. Here we found Doctor Smith’s family after suffering so much anxiety.




Notes



	1. Rachael Ball is a very distant cousin of the editor.—Ed.

	2. Excerpt from Rachael Morgan Ball, Unpublished travel diary, August 26, 1847–October 19, 1847.—Ed.

	3. It is highly unlikely that the farm was this large.—Ed.

	4. The author likely meant Eastham.—Ed.

	5. There are only 30 days in September, this was an error and the date was properly October 1. Ball continued the calendar error until correcting the diary entry for Sunday, October 3.—Ed.

	6. That famous story occurred in Philadelphia.—Ed.









Chapter 9 Fredrika Bremer


Page 151 →Fredrika Bremer (August 17, 1801–December 31, 1865) was a celebrated Swedish writer of the 1830s–1850s, who visited the United States and Canada during the years 1849–1851. She grew up in Stockholm, the daughter of a wealthy manufacturing father. The father died when she was 29 years old, and while the family and Fredrika always seemed to have adequate financial means, Fredrika Bremer could not be regarded as wealthy. Her excellent education came from private tutors and later her own efforts in reading and traveling.

Over her career, Bremer published nine novels, as well as sketches, shorter fiction, travel literature, and a few other miscellaneous works. Most of her novels came before her trip to America, were quite popular in Sweden, and resulted in recognition from the Swedish Academy, which awarded her a prize.

Her books were translated into English and widely available in the United States by the mid-1840s. They were reviewed in literary journals by such lights as James Russell Lowell, Ralph Waldo Emerson, John Greenleaf Whittier, and Walt Whitman. Much publicity surrounded her and her work, and she had acquired celebrity by the late 1840s. When this 48-year-old Swedish writer entered the New York harbor on October 4, 1849, she came as a solo woman traveler with a very special status.

Upon entering New York, various literary societies insisted on her attendance at dinners and receptions in her honor. Even in the privacy of her room at the Astor House, dozens of readers, mostly yet not entirely women, begged for a visit and conversation. It was so tiring to Bremer that she set up a firm schedule that she would be available to visiting only in the afternoons, and she demanded the time to do some visiting on her own during the mornings. This pattern persisted for most of her sojourn in America. During the mornings she visited civic and educational institutions, and delighted in touring schools that trained girls and young women. As was the case with Anna Jameson, this editor found Bremer’s descriptions, observations, and her other comments so compelling that many paragraphs of her Page 152 →writing have been included even though, strictly speaking, they go beyond her actual journey.

One might think that this intense interest in meeting and talking with Bremer would be an East Coast phenomenon and that there would be less interest in her in the West and South. That was really not the case, however. The newspapers in many small towns announced her arrival, and often local politicians met her on arrival. For example, when Bremer arrived by steamboat at St. Paul, the Minnesota governor and his wife met her at the dock and invited her to stay at their home while she was in Minnesota. While traveling southward on the Mississippi River she paused briefly at Rock Island, Illinois. In that Quad City area, the newspaper of Davenport, Iowa, an adjacent community, published an account of a brief interview with the Swedish traveler, and the St. Louis Intelligencer had a full account of her arrival at that city, praised her novels and advised the public what hotel she had chosen.1 Almost every town that had a newspaper and in which she spent a night, carried an article about her and her visit to their locality.

All this adulation was made for an unusual solo travel journey. Bremer was mobbed by literary admirers who insisted that she stay with them in their homes. Then too, she quickly made friends who likewise invited her to join in their household for the time of her local stay. As a result, and unlike other early women travelers, for her entire two-year sojourn she spent very little time in hotels or inns; most of her stays were in private homes.

Another budget-aiding fact is that much of her transportation was complimentary. Perhaps the steamboat lines and carriage services hoped for a favorable mention in the book that was sure to come of her travel. On one segment of her travels, however, a steamboat captain, far from providing complimentary accommodations, refused her outright. In March 1850 Fredrika wished to take a steamboat from New York City to Charleston, South Carolina. Marcus Spring, a close friend, took her to the boat, but the captain refused to take her. He had obviously heard of the severe criticisms some foreigners were making of American people and institutions, and perhaps had even read some of the most leading critics among the foreign visitors, Frances Trollope and Charles Dickens.


When he [the captain] learnt the name of the lady-passenger who wished to sail in his vessel—refused to receive her on board; and when Marcus insisted upon knowing his reason why, he replied that he did not wish to have any authors on board his ship who would Page 153 →laugh to scorn his accommodations, and who would put him in a book. Marcus laughed, and wanted to persuade him to run the risk, assuring him that I was not dangerous, and so on. But the man was immoveable. He would not take me on board; and I have now to wait until the next steamboat goes, which is eight days later. And for this I have to thank Mrs. Trollope and Dickens.2



Although Bremer did travel alone for some segments of her trip, she often was not truly unescorted. She made friends so easily that often her friends or her literary admirers wanted to travel with her. For example, on the portion of her trip from upstate New York to Buffalo, she traveled in the company of the poet James Russell Lowell and his wife, Maria. Husbands of married couples she made friends of often helped her make travel arrangements or carry her luggage to her steamboat room. Then too, on many of her trip segments, she met refined men with whom she could have reasonable conversation. She called these men her “cavaliers.” She had several over her travels, but described her “cavalier” on the riverboat from Cincinnati to New Orleans most extensively:


The ladies’ saloon is large and handsome, and the passengers few, and of an excellent class. I have my state-room to myself. I am like a princess in a fairy-tale. My cavalier for the journey, Mr. Lerner H., is one of that energetic and warm-hearted class of American men, and add to this a very agreeable fellow also, who in his behavior to “a lady intrusted to his care” has that blending of brotherly cordiality and chivalric politeness which makes the man of the New World the most agreeable companion that a lady can desire.... At meal-times Mr. H. always stands ready in the saloon to conduct me to table, and in the morning extends to me his hand with a brotherly salutation. He sits with beside me at table, mentions the various dishes to me, and tells me what I may eat, and always is right; is charming and agreeable in every way ... while he is possessed of a very excellent, acute, and sound intellect.3



In truth, Fredrika Bremer felt comfortable with and received the help of many men and women along her travels. She wrote often, and with great rapture, about the pleasure of being alone in her solitude. But these usually pertained to excursions she made by foot, quite alone, exploring a new city or following a path into some woods, not actual travel. On the other hand, Page 154 →Bremer made her own itinerary, so that in this sense her entire sojourn in America was unescorted, and indeed in some segments of her journey she was quite alone, without friends or “cavalier.”

Her travel in America was extensive and also quite convoluted. She stayed in luxury for a few days at the Astor House, then America’s largest and finest hotel, before moving into the Brooklyn home of friends, Marcus and Rebecca Spring. She was mobbed to distraction by casual visitors, but engaged in literary activities, readings, and parties, and met and visited with Washington Irving in his home. The notable historian, George Bancroft, took her and a friend of hers on a multi-hour excursion in his carriage. Catharine Sedgwick, the most prominent American female author of the day, traveled down from Massachusetts to visit with Bremer and invited her to come to her home when Bremer was in New England.

Bremer traveled to Boston with Marcus and Rebecca. She spent almost two months in New England, and while there continued her exploration of libraries, hospitals, and other civic institutions. She also spent much time in meeting and conversing with the New England literati. She visited with Henry Wadsworth Longfellow; Charles Sumner, the Senator; William Lloyd Garrison, the abolitionist; Henry Ward Beecher, the clergyman; and Laura Bridgman, the successful blind, deaf-mute pupil who was, to an extent, the precursor of Helen Keller.

Bremer was the house guest and literary conversationalist for one-week periods with both writers James Russell Lowell and his wife Maria, and separately with Ralph Waldo Emerson and his wife Lidian.

At the end of February 1850, Bremer left Boston for New York, planning to go by steamboat to Charleston, South Carolina. She originally had planned to go by way of Philadelphia and Washington, but changed her mind in light of the fatigue that mixing in society in Philadelphia and Washington would involve, and also for fear that she must get to the South sooner before the summer heat. But having made that decision, she learned that the vessel in which she planned to travel from New York had been sold to the California trade and the next steamer to Charleston would not leave for two weeks. “I had neither time nor inclination to defer my going South so long. I have therefore determined to go by a sailing vessel, and Marcus S. [Spring] has arranged for me to go by a good and safe packet. If the wind is favorable, I shall be there in from four to five days.”4 The incident shows Fredrika Bremer’s independence in setting her itinerary and also her willingness to Page 155 →accept help from trusted males. Unfortunately, it was this packet whose captain refused to permit a foreign writer to board, as described before, and Bremer ultimately had to wait for that next steamer.

During this stay in the South, she visited Charleston, then took a steamboat to Savannah, Georgia, and then traveled by railroad to Macon. She continued to visit hospitals, schools, and other civic institutions. In Macon, a teacher drove Bremer to visit a school in a carriage “on roads of which hardly too much ill can be said, as well as of a government who leaves[s] such breakneck things alone.”5

She stayed at a few inns in this phase of her travels, but the majority of her time was spent as a guest in a home.

She also visited Augusta, Georgia and Columbia, South Carolina. Obviously, with all this travel in the South, Bremer encountered slavery. She made extensive observations of the enslaved, and visited their quarters at various plantations to talk with them. Her conclusions as to slavery are deferred to a later section that deals with the major conclusions of her trip.

Bremer left Charleston on June 15, 1850, bound for Philadelphia. She stayed there for a little over a week, spent a lot of time visiting prisons, poor houses, and hospitals, and then went to Washington, DC, staying in the National Hotel for a week and then in a private home. She met Henry Clay; Daniel Webster; Horace Mann, the educator; and Dorothea Dix, the reformer. She was greatly pleased by Clay’s inquiry to her, in a private conversation, about King Oscar I of Sweden and his standing with the Swedish people. She also met President Zachary Taylor, just before his death, and was present at the inauguration of his successor, Millard Fillmore. She visited with many other Senators and Representatives, and visited Washington’s home, Mt. Vernon, still in the family’s hands.

In July 1850 Bremer made short trips back and forth between Baltimore, Philadelphia, and New Jersey. In late August she traveled with her friends Marcus and Rebecca Spring to New Lebanon in upstate New York for a leisurely visit of the Shaker colony located there. By previous arrangement James and Maria Lowell met them there, the plan being that the Lowells would travel with Bremer by rail as far west as Buffalo, New York, en route visiting the Trenton Falls and the Niagara Falls, which Maria had not yet seen. To the west of Utica, a fire broke out in their train, but the Lowells and Bremer took it in stride: “During our rapid journey, however, something took fire in the train, in consequence of the friction of wood and iron, and Page 156 →we were obliged to wait that it might be extinguished. We took it all very coolly, enjoyed ourselves sitting in our luxurious arm-chairs, with the sense of something like adventure, and watched how expertly and with how much calmness they set about to avert the danger.”6

Bremer was impressed by both the Trenton Falls, and especially the Niagara Falls. The Lowells escorted Bremer as far as Buffalo. There, she was met by an “excellent, vigorous old gentleman” who presented her a letter of introduction, and “under whose care I am to continue my journey.”7 This man escorted her on a steamboat across Lake Erie, and to Detroit and Ann Arbor. From there they took the railroad to Niles, Michigan, where the excellent old gentleman left the train and she went on to Chicago by steamboat. Bremer spent several days in Chicago, then a very small city, and its immediate environs. She thought that Chicago itself was ugly and the most miserable of cities. She concluded that people moved there only to trade and make money. Nevertheless,


I have, here in Chicago, become acquainted with some of the most agreeable and delightful people that I ever met with any where; good people, handsome and intellectual; people to live with, people to talk with, people to like and grow fond of, both men and women; people who do not ask the stranger a hundred questions, but who give him an opportunity of seeing and learning in the most agreeable manner which he can desire; rare people! And besides that, people who are not horribly pleased with themselves and their world, and their city, and their country, as is so often the case in small towns, but who see deficiencies and can speak of them properly, and can bear to hear others speak of them also.8



Anyone raised in the Chicago area, as was this editor, can take pride in this fulsome praise to midwestern character. Bremer was also taken by the hard work of the midwestern farmers, but fails to note that her observations describe accurately the general American trait to strive for the “upward and onward” of each successive generation. She sees the trees of this forest, but cannot see the larger phenomenon: “The farmers here work hard, live frugally, but well, and bring up strong, able families. The children, however, seldom follow the occupation of their fathers. They are sent to schools, and after that endeavor to raise themselves by political or public life. These small farms are the nurseries from which the Northwest States [i.e., today’s Page 157 →Midwest] obtain their best officials and teachers, both male and female. A vigorous, pious, laborious race grows up here.”9

Bremer took a steamboat to Milwaukee, from which she visited the Swedish colony at Pine Lake and many other Norwegian and Swedish farmers out in the countryside. She was realistic about the struggles and hard work facing these Scandinavian immigrants, but imagined, a bit too optimistically, that “a new Scandinavia shall one day bloom in the valley of the Mississippi.”10 She noted that the immigrant children “have a better prospect here for their future than at home [i.e., Scandinavia] They are admitted into schools for nothing; receive good education, and easily have an opportunity of maintaining themselves.”11 Good observations, but she again fails to tie this into the general American scheme for material improvement of each successive generation. For years, up until very modern times, each family’s children were expected to have a better material life than their parents.

While in Milwaukee Bremer was lionized by “an incessant stream of callers, ladies and gentlemen, [and] received from them presents of flowers, books, verses, and through all was obliged to be polite, answer the same questions over and over again, and play over and over again on the piano the same ballads and polkas.”12 Her fame had spread to the Midwest.

She then traveled from Milwaukee by way of Watertown. She had to go by means of stagecoach, and had a difficult time on the first leg of this trip. The carriage from Milwaukee to Watertown was crowded with men who squeezed together to make room for her. Then, once moving, she needed to use her umbrella as a cane to keep her equilibrium.


I was shaken, or rather hurled, unmercifully hither and thither upon the new-born roads of Wisconsin, which are no roads at all, but a succession of hills and holes, and water-pools, in which first one wheel sank and then the other, while the opposite one stood high up in the air. Sometimes the carriage came to a sudden stand-still, half overturned in a hole, and it was some time before it could be dragged out again, only to the thrown into the same position on the other side. To me that mode of traveling seemed really incredible, nor could I comprehend how, at that rate, we should ever get along at all. Sometimes we drove for a considerable distance in the water, so deep that I expected to see the whole equipage either swim or sink altogether. And when we reached dry land, it was only to take the Page 158 →most extraordinary leaps over stocks and stones. They comforted me by telling me that the diligence [i.e., carriage] was not in the habit of being upset very often!13



In Watertown Bremer received an additional dubious species of assurance by learning that the Public Conveyance Company had ordered that all her travel in Wisconsin was to be complimentary. Probably more to her pleasure was the refusal of the host of the local hotel, where she thought everything was excellent, to accept any payment for her charges there.

Bremer’s celebratory status worked for her even in the back country. She visited Madison from a private home, was impressed by the newly founded University of Wisconsin, and went from there to Galena, Illinois by a combination of carriage and stagecoach.

She then went by steamboat to St. Paul. The governor of Minnesota and his wife greeted Bremer at the dock, and invited her to stay with them at their home. She spent much of her time in Minnesota studying the American Indians, and traveled around very little due to a lack of roads. Next, she went back by steamboat to Galena for a few days, to go on then to St. Louis. While her steamboat was anchored in Rock Island, Illinois, some local merchants requested her to visit the 700–800 person Swedish colony of Bishop Hill, Illinois, and offered to convey her back and forth. The Bishop Hill colony was somewhat controversial, founded by an extremist minister, Eric Jansen. A colonist named Rooth had just recently murdered Jansen, upset by Jansen’s kidnapping and conveying Rooth’s wife to some undisclosed location.

Bremer listened with interest and respect to the progress of the colony since Jansen’s death. Bremer herself was deeply religious yet with a generally progressive and liberal world view. She concluded that the colonists continued to be bound by Jansen’s “almost demonical power over their minds,” specifically “the same religious faith in freedom from sin as during the life of their first leader. Taken abstractedly, their faith is not erroneous. The new man does not sin; but then they overlook the fact that sin is never perfectly eradicated from the human heart here on earth, and that, therefore, we must always remain sinful creatures till the time of our conversion [i.e., death] arrives. The principal error of the Swedish emigrants consists in their faith in the sinner Eric Jansen, and in sinners such as themselves.”14

Bremer concluded that her countrymen in Bishop Hill and herself “should not understand one another, although we might speak the same Page 159 →language.”15 She declined to take the trip. Two other incidents of her travel southward to St. Louis from St. Paul should be mentioned.

The company operating the steamboat had attached two large flatboats, laden with lead from Galena, to the sides of the steamboat. Ostensibly this was a safety measure, but it is not hard to see it as simply a means of revenue enhancement. For Bremer the problem was their noise and her fear of an explosion: “In the night I hear such extraordinary noises, thunderings and grindings in the vessel, as if it were panting, bellowing, and groaning under its heavy labor, and were ready to give up the ghost. These are probably occasioned by its hard work with the flat-boats. But it is not agreeable, and the sound is so dreadful at night that I always lie down dressed, ready to show myself in public in case of an explosion.”16

On November 3, 1850, the heavily-laden vessel reached a shallow in the river that their boat could not safely pass. Bremer and the other passengers were obliged to cross the Iowa plains in a wagon to Keokuk, Iowa from where they could obtain transport on a different steamboat to St. Louis. Although to some passengers this was surely an annoyance, Fredrika Bremer was a good traveler and could adapt easily to a change in plans. She enjoyed the experience: “The journey across the Iowa prairie in a half-covered wagon was very pleasant. The weather was as warm as a summer’s day [in November], and the sun shone above a fertile, billowy plain, which extended far, far into the distance. Three fourths of the land of Iowa are said to be of this billowy prairie-land. The country did not appear to be cultivated, but looked extremely beautiful and home-like, an immense pasture-meadow. The scenery of the Mississippi is of a bright, cheerful character.”17

She stayed in St. Louis for a few days, until November 9, 1850, and then took another steamboat up the Ohio River to Cincinnati, where she was met by a carriage that took her to the home of a married couple who had invited her to stay with them. She liked the scenery of the Cincinnati area with its hills and vistas.

She left Cincinnati on December 16, 1850 and reached New Orleans on December 25. She spent time in New Orleans and visited schools, prisons, and several plantations. She also saw the French Quarter, watched a slave auction that repulsed her, and enjoyed New Orleans food. She wrote that “gumbo is the crown of all the savory and remarkable soups in the world—a regular elixir of life.”18 In early January she accompanied a couple of the Swedenborgian faith, by steamboat across Lake Pontchartrain, into the Gulf of Mexico, and then to Mobile, Alabama, where Bremer had been invited Page 160 →to stay with Octavia Walton Le Vert, a prominent literary socialite. She attended some theatrical functions in Mobile, visited with a group of Choctaw people just outside the city, and thoroughly enjoyed both the activities and the people. “Beautiful quiet days! I like Mobile, and the people of Mobile, and the weather of Mobile, and every thing in Mobile; I flourish in Mobile.”19

Octavia Le Vert and Fredrika Bremer devised a plan to travel together to Cuba, and set off for New Orleans on January 14th, intending to arrive just before the departure of their ship to Cuba. It was a lively trip, with a circle of men and women formed around Octavia Le Vert “whose naturally easy and agreeable style of conversation always exercises a captivating power.”20 That evening the boat ran aground in the lake, and they would miss their boat to Cuba. They were delayed an entire day in reaching land, and by the time they had, at 10:00 pm, the trains to New Orleans had stopped. Some gentlemen conveyed them to a country house near the railway and in the morning took them to New Orleans by carriage. Considering the time needed to wait for the next steamboat to Cuba, Mrs. Le Vert felt she had to return to Mobile, but Bremer stayed on in New Orleans, exploring and poking around, as was her wont. She left New Orleans for Cuba on January 28, 1851.

Bremer stayed in several different places in Cuba, but her travel there is beyond the scope of this work. She returned to Charleston, arriving May 11, 1851. Bremer and some friends decided on an excursion to Florida, and by a small steamboat explored many of the state’s swampy rivers and bayous. One serious incident marred their excursion. A newly substituted helmsman mistook the channel of the St. John’s River and steered their boat, the Magnolia, onto a projecting point of land. At low tide the next morning the boat lay entirely on dry land. A large regiment of enslaved people hired from a nearby plantation dug around the keel, but to no avail in extricating the vessel. Everybody hoped for high tide in the evening to free them, but it did not come as high as the night before. Since the moon was not as full as it was the preceding evening, it seemed clear that the unfortunate ship would be high and dry until the moon would again be at its fullest, that is, the next month.

Hopes then turned to a steamship Gaston that was scheduled to pass by their position the next morning. Hopefully, it would give the stranded Magnolia a tow. The women all would assemble on the deck and apply handkerchiefs to their eyes to persuade the Gaston’s captain to aid them. But that good ship approached, seemed to pause to look at the grounded phenomenon, and then passed on. Now hopes centered on the St. Matthew, due the Page 161 →next day’s evening. The St. Matthew proved to be their savior, not by towing, but by ferrying the Magnolia’s passengers to the ship by row boats, and then conveying them downstream to the next village from which they could obtain transportation. This was mid-May, and the several days of being stranded in the Florida heat could not have been pleasant. Bremer managed to do a bit more touring in Florida, including a visit to St. Augustine, but by early June 1851 she had returned to Savannah for a few days, and then on to Charleston.

After a week at Charleston, she traveled North with a female friend by a combination of steamboat and rail through North Carolina and Virginia. Bremer visited the University of Virginia at Charlottesville. She continued on via Harpers Springs, Baltimore, and Philadelphia to New York. Staying once again with her friends Marcus and Rebecca Spring, she noticed the changes that had sprung up around the Springs’ beloved home, Rose Cottage. Since she was there a year earlier more than one hundred houses had been built up around it, and she concluded that “when I first came to Rose Cottage, it stood in the country; now it lies in the very middle of the city.”21

Bremer traveled back up to Boston and Concord. Primarily, she wanted to visit once more with Emerson. He drove Fredrika on a short excursion to a forest lake and then to visit his convalescent mother. She attended a dinner party hosted by Longfellow. She had opportunity to speak with the educator Horace Mann and the historian William H. Prescott. Bremer and a friend, Marianne Silsbee, made an excursion to northern New England. They first visited the Shaker community in Canterbury, New Hampshire, and then took a train to Lake Winnipesaukee. The women crossed the lake by boat, continued their tour of the White Mountains and northern New Hampshire by wagon, admired the views, and stopped at Franconia Notch. Next, they crossed through Vermont and spent several days as houseguests in Burlington, in a home overlooking Lake Champlain.

The women traveled south to Saratoga Springs, and then down to the Berkshires in Massachusetts. Mrs. Silsbee returned to her home in Salem, but Bremer remained in western Massachusetts. She spent a day with Catharine Sedgwick, and also visited Nathaniel and Sophia Hawthorne at their cottage. Then she returned to her friends, the Springs, and their Rose Cottage, in Brooklyn. It was early September 1851, and she was in the final days of her American experience. Bremer still pressed on with characteristic energy and her great desire to see and learn, and with a female friend visited several institutions on Randalls Island and the Tombs prison. They even Page 162 →toured by foot the notorious slum and vice neighborhood known as Five Points. Bremer declared that there was nothing worse at Five Points than she had already seen in Paris, London, and even Stockholm.

The press announced her imminent departure, and she set off on September 13, 1851, going to the docks in the company of numerous of the friends she had made in America.

Looking back at her itinerary, it was a tremendous accomplishment to have seen so much, and in great detail, within a two-year period. She had formed certain important impressions and conclusions about: women traveling by themselves in America, slavery, and the present conditions in and future prospects of the United States. While women traveling independently might not seem to be of such great moment and importance as the second two, it is, after all, the topic of this book, and Fredrika Bremer did have some excellent observations on that matter.

Passing through the Harper’s Ferry train station and hurrying to a connecting train, she noticed “a lady, solitary like myself, but an invalid and suffering, who did not seem able to carry her carpet-bag herself.”22 Men were passing all around her, but paid her no heed whatsoever. Bremer thought there ought to be officials at the railway stations whose entire duty would be to render assistance to travelers. It was the case that the American Travelers Aid society had its feeble beginnings in St. Louis in the very year she wrote. Reorganized in 1917, the Travelers Aid organization through the 1950s maintained booths staffed with volunteers to assist travelers at no charge in most large American train stations. Beginning in the 1960s they have almost entirely disappeared. Such officers of assistance “in America, where ladies travel so much alone [emphasis added], it is more requisite than elsewhere, and would be to them the greatest comfort; for what woman of delicacy would ask for aid which it would be considered trouble to give her?”23

She described several examples of women traveling by themselves. In Burlington, Vermont she met a “charming young lady of very intellectual character” who had once felt that she was overwhelmed by a severe and crushing affliction; she felt that she must either yield to it or—travel away from it—from it, from her own thoughts, from herself. Without any fixed plan or any other object than to get away, she seated herself in a rail-way carriage, and let the train convey her out into the wide world. The trees waved, and beckoned her on into the world; the clouds advanced before her, and she followed; and one new object exchanged itself for another; her spirits grew Page 163 →lighter, and the whole tone of her mind improved. She could think more freely; life and every thing assumed a brighter aspect. After a journey of merely a few days, she was able to return home to her parents with recovered self-possession and peace of mind.24

Traveling on the Mississippi River, Bremer met two young sisters, also from Vermont,


real rose-buds in their exterior, and with souls of the purest crystal, genuine daughters of New England even in this, that although they might live in ease in their own home, they prefer as teachers to earn their own bread, and thus obtain an independent life for themselves.... The eldest sister is twenty-five, and is now on her way to undertake the management of a ladies’ seminary in the State of Mississippi. The younger is only seventeen, and is going as a pupil in the school where her sister is teacher. Both are most charming girls.... Their parents are dead. They are here quite alone on the vessel. Sometimes they stand together on the piazza, and sing duets together very sweetly.25



However, Bremer was not naïve nor unconscious of the problems that could attend very young women traveling by themselves. On her Florida steamboat, “a couple of young and very pretty girls who are on board, without their mother or any older friend, had, by their giddiness and thoughtlessness, caused two gentlemen to pay them unbecoming attentions.”26 Two of the older female passengers gave the girls a suitable admonition, while the captain publicly reprimanded at least one of the men. Bremer asked the question “why were such young lambs sent out alone into the wilderness, among wolves and eagles, without any controlling or guiding friend? It is neither right nor well.”27 Taken together Bremer’s observations depict a fair amount about women traveling by themselves in nineteenth-century America.

Fredrika Bremer opposed slavery. She saw it as an evil institution, harmful not only to the people enslaved but in its demoralizing effect on the society that upheld it. Throughout her two books she mentions in detail numerous injustices meted out to enslaved individuals that came to her attention. Yet she also thought that some good had come to the Africans thrown into the slave system: they had become Christian and had become acquainted with agriculture, although one may doubt whether they were not already familiar with agriculture in Africa. Bremer thought the ultimate Page 164 →solution was by “uniting emancipation with the colonization of Africa by free negroes.”28 She was not clear about how this emancipation could be effected, yet clearly favored voluntary emancipation of some sort.

In the immediate situation, much of the enslaved person’s condition depended on whether he, or she, had a good master. Bremer observed slavery at close range. In the cities, she often talked with enslaved individuals on her many solitary perambulations. In the country, she made her way through slave quarters on several different plantations, always talking and listening to enslaved people. In the cities or country, she concluded that to


see these good-humored, grinning faces, the fat and portly matrons, the quantities of merry children, to go to the Negro villages and behold the Peach trees and poultry and pigs surrounding each house and belonging to the family there, with an enclosed garden ground, it is not possible to see the people there by their firesides with their pipes and their meat, to hear their merry jests and laughs when at work, and not be aware of, that even under that baneful institution, more wellbeing and happiness is possible than is commonly believed. Of course that will be different under a bad master.29



Under the system of American slavery at the time, the quality of the master was the key to the conditions experienced by enslaved people. Bremer claims that she openly exclaimed on her extensive travels throughout the South: “God bless the good Master, and God—damn the bad one!”30

Fredrika Bremer found most Americans to be friendly, helpful, and of a generous spirit. Like most visitors to early America, she noted a great energy, a great vigor for action. Yet she regretted that most of this energy was directed toward making money. Bremer would have preferred that more of the American vigor were used to improve cultural institutions, especially in the areas of education and religion.

She predicted a great future for the United States, and specifically foresaw a huge increase in population through immigration, and that these newcomers would be dispersed throughout the then-empty plains and prairies. The major impediment to progress was slavery, but Bremer was confident that the South itself would come up with a solution, perhaps a system of payment for labor through which the enslaved could buy their own freedom. She was optimistic about America’s future growth and prospects, even with the blemish of slavery to be resolved.

Page 165 →Bremer made many, many good friends in America, particularly Marcus and Rebecca Spring, and she kept in touch with many of them after she had returned to Europe. She followed the news of America through newspapers and correspondence. After her two-year sojourn, Bremer had fallen in love with America, yet she felt a pull to return to Sweden, her native land and her ancestral home to which she returned in Fall 1851.



Across the Mohawk Valley to Niagara, 1850


Niagara, Sept. 7th [1850].

I now write to you with the rivers from this grand, renowned New World’s wonderful water-fall roaring and murmuring around me. And it is grand, and worthy to be renowned and wonderfully beautiful, and yet, at the same time, so simple and comprehensible in its grandeur, that one at once receives the impression both into soul and sense, and retains it indelibly. It astonished me less than I expected, but it has become more to me. It has grown with me, and—but I shall talk to you about it another time.31

It is now evening, and dark without. And now, by lamplight, with the music of the rivers’ roar beneath my window, nay, almost beneath my feet—for we have our rooms in the hotel, “Cataract House,” above the rapids, which with the speed of lightning shoot foaming past on their way to the great fall—now then will I have a little chat with you and give you an account of the events of the last few days.

I wrote last to you from Albany. The rain kept us prisoners the whole afternoon and evening. The morning rose gray and cloudy. I looked, like a turkey-hen, up to the sky in fear of rain; but when I saw the gray clouds breaking, the blue peeping through them, I knew that all was right, and the day became glorious, and the journey was glorious through the beautiful, fertile Mohawk Valley, along the river of that name, a lively, roaring little river, with bright red-tinged waters, which went speeding along through verdant and rich meadows. The clouds had taken to themselves wings, and flown far aloft into that blue vault, and there vanished like the small wings of the cherubim, leaving the firmament brilliant in its deep blue. The fields were brilliant with sunflowers, partly wild and partly planted around the small houses. I never saw such an abundance of them, nor of such a size. Many of them had heads of flower, and were as tall as young trees. At one place I saw a little house quite surrounded by tall sunflowers as by a wood; they were higher than the house; but that, certainly, was not very tall for a Page 166 →house. On all hands the land appeared well laid out and cultivated. The sun shone brilliantly over that beautiful, rich landscape, and the landscape shone brilliantly back again after the rain; every thing looked fresh and rejoicing. And we flew along that excellent rail-road, reposing in excellent arm-chairs, flew toward the West, that rich land of promise, the evening land of the sun! Thus sped we along through many infant cities, such as Syracuse, Rome, Oswego, Auburn, Vienna, Amsterdam, Schenectady, Oneida, Seneca Falls, Genoa, and so on; all pretty, all increasing, all abounding in lovely houses and gardens, with many churches, built in a decorative style, and townhouses lording it over the cities, both in situation and character—all testifying to good order and prosperity, and each one very much like another, spite of the dissimilar character which is suggested by their appellations. I, for my part, like this appropriation of all the celebrated names of the Old World by the New, because I perceive in it an unconscious prophecy to the people of that higher metamorphosis, which is to be produced by this country and this people, through which the life of the Old World shall again come forth anew, but with a higher or more spiritual significance. In these names from all lands and all peoples, I hear the prediction of that great popular assembly of all the nations of the earth, which is to take place in this country.

We sped on, and passed many lakes with their romantic shores, Cayuga, Seneca, Canandaigua, Oneida, and many others. The scenery was not of a grand character, but was infinitely pleasing and fertile. The orchards, which rounded the well-built country houses and farms, were brilliant with their splendid apples and peaches. I had heard it said that the journey through the western valley of New York was interesting by the spectacle which it presented of luxuriant and flourishing vegetable life. And it is so. It is a rural festival from one end to the other. My young friends, James and Maria, enjoyed it as much as I did. And as the day declined, the sun descended to the western horizon toward which we were directing our course, and the lower it sunk the more glowing became its color, the more warm and the deeper at the same time, and we sped on directly toward the sun. I gazed toward it as one of the daughters of Peru might have done; I gazed toward it like the sunflowers on our way, and felt myself inwardly to stand in kinship to it.

In the evening we arrived at Utica, where we were to remain one night. And while Maria rested, and James made arrangements for our next day’s journey to Trenton Falls, I went out on an exploratory journey into the little city with the old republican name. “I will go and look after Cato,” thought I to myself; “perhaps he walks here once more.”

Page 167 →And that he does, although in the metamorphosis; that is to say, I saw upon the corners of two houses a printed placard, upon which I read, “The tailoresses of the city of Utica call a meeting at—, next Wednesday, to consider what means can be taken to remove the oppressions under which we labor, and also how we can best obtain our rights.”

Stern old advocate of the rights of the people, who wouldst not live where thou sawest them destroyed by the hands of Caesar! old magnanimous Cato, who didst die for republican freedom—thou art the victor, after all! That which thou desiredst, that for which thou foughtest, is here, in this new republic, a living reality two thousand years afterward. I see and read it here; even the lowest of the people may stand up for their rights, may make their speeches in the state’s forum, equally with the most powerful, and obtain justice. Old republican, thou hast conquered! and thy spirit lives here mightier than in that ancient Rome. “The tailoresses of the city of Utica” prove this in the city which bears the name of thy place. Pity only that they had not drawn up their advertisement better! But that is of less consequence, as its purport is clear.

Thus I returned home, glad to have met the spirit of Cato, and to have seen in Utica many pretty and tastefully-built houses surrounded by plantations. The streets in the lesser cities of America are a succession of small detached villas, with their grass plots, elegant iron palisading, and fine trees in front of the houses. It is only in those portions of the towns in which shops are to be found that the houses are built close together, and rather with an eye to the advantage of business than for beauty. Still, a handsome appearance and good proportion are never lost sight of, and every where prevail order and neatness.

“Do you live happily and contentedly here in this city?” inquired I from a young shopman, who looked particularly agreeable.

“Oh yes, indeed!” replied he, frankly and cordially; “we have good friends, good neighbors, and every thing good! We could not wish it better!”

An unusual state of happiness and contentment!

The next day we went with a carriage and horses—a mode of traveling which is beginning to be uncommon here—to Trenton, in order to see the waterfall, which is cousin to Niagara in reputation. It is a wild and violent fall, hurling itself through an immense chasm of rock directly down a height of certainly a quarter of an English mile. The water, which has the color of clear sherry, leaps from between the lofty, dark walls of rook, like a Berserk, from ledge to ledge in the wildest tumult, gleaming in the sun, tumbling Page 168 →into abysses, leaping up over masses of rock and trunks of trees, rending down and overwhelming every thing in its career, flinging forth cascades of spray right and left into the wood, which stands as if dumb and trembling while the mighty giant-hero passes by.32 It is magnificent; but too violent, too headlong. One is deafened by the thundering roar, and almost blinded by the impetuosity with which the masses of water are hurled forward. One becomes wearied by it, as one does by any thing extravagant, let it be as grand as it may; one can not hear one’s own thoughts, much less those of others, even if they are shouted into one’s ear. One is out-talked, outdone, out-maddened by the giant’s Berserker madness. Alone in its clear and glowing color could I see the divine fire, and when standing on a rocky terrace by the side of the fall, I took off my bonnet, and let the spray rain over me, as it was flung down from the water like a mist; I then felt that the mighty One could be even gentle and refreshing.

The scenery at Trenton is wild and picturesquely beautiful, but circumscribed. It is of a Berserker character. We spent the whole day at Trenton, in company with the giant and the scenery around. The inn was a good and comfortable one, as are nearly all the inns in this country, and was situated in a romantic stretch of dale scenery. We ate well and we slept well, and the next day we returned to Utica, and thence pursued our way still further West. The sun was still with us, and the country rich and fertile as before. During our rapid journey, however, something took fire in the train, in consequence of the friction of wood and iron, and we were obliged to wait that it might be extinguished. We took it all very coolly, enjoyed ourselves sitting in our luxurious arm-chairs, with the sense of something like adventure, and watched how expertly and with how much calmness they set about to avert the danger. The train had stopped just beside a large and beautiful orchard, which was separated from the rail-road by a rather low wooden fence. I had just called Maria Lowell’s attention to the really paradisaic beauty and perfection of some young apple-trees, the fruit of which was brilliant with the most vivid red and golden yellow color, when, to my astonishment—and I must confess to my grief also—I saw a number of, young men, passengers of the train, from twenty to thirty years of age, well dressed and well looking in all respects, leap over the fence into the orchard, and in the most merciless manner fall upon and despoil those beautiful fruit trees. Precisely those young, beautiful trees which I had remarked became the prey of this robber greed, were dragged down, their branches broken, plucked off amid the Page 169 →laughter and talk of the company, and then came many others from the train and leaped over the fence and into the orchard. But now a voice was heard in the distance, and that voice must have sounded to those apple-covetous sons of Adam something like the voice of the Lord when it was heard in the Garden of Eden by the first Adam after that first eating of the forbidden fruit, although not perhaps quite so awfully. Certain, however, it is, that they took to their heels, and threw over the fence, on to the road, all the apples they could snatch from the tree, and sprang, laughing, and still throwing apples before them, over the fence and into the carriages, leaving the owner of the orchard to contemplate his despoiled and injured trees. I confess that this apple-scene and the spirit in which it was done very much astonished me.

“Is it possible,” said I to James Lowell, “that gentlemen can act in this manner?”

He shook his head silently; “And yet,” said I, “these young men looked like gentlemen. Many of them were handsome besides being well dressed.”

I had many times heard of garden robberies of fruit and flowers by young fellows in the neighborhood of great cities, especially around Philadelphia, and I had even asked my friends how this might be prevented. They confessed that it was so, but excused it by saying that fruit was so plentiful and so cheap in this country, that nobody considered the taking of it as any thing very important. And yet these young men, on this occasion, had ran away at the sound of the proprietor’s voice, like any ordinary fruit thieves. The only difference between the fruit thieves of Europe and those of the New World seemed to be that the latter were not ashamed. Stealing fruit and destroying trees, as well as fleeing away from the owner of the orchard, all were equally signs of a low state of feeling.

About noon we arrived at Rochester, one of those great arteries through which the trade and traffic of the West flows into the Eastern States, and from these into the West. The city is situated between Lake Ontario and the River Genesee, the many falls of which turn its celebrated flour-mills. By means of the great lakes Rochester has communication with all the states which are situated round them, as well as with Canada; and by means of the Genesee and Hudson, the Erie Canal, and innumerable rail-roads, it is connected with the Eastern States. Rochester is one of the children of the Great West in respect to growth. It was founded in 1812 by Nathaniel Rochester, and some other emigrants from Maryland, and in the year 1820 it contained 1500 inhabitants; now, in the year 1850, it contains 40,000. That may well be Page 170 →called progress. Its staple trade is the grinding of flour: its mills are said to grind daily five thousand barrels of flour, which is said to be of a magnificent quality.

We were received at Rochester by some friends of the Lowells, kind and agreeable people, who drove us in their carriage to see the lions of the place. First, we went to the factories, which are situated upon the high banks of the Genesee River. The water which turns these wheels of labor is brought from the higher part of the river, and again flows into it from the mills after it has perfectly accomplished its labor. It rushes merrily along, in foaming cascades over the flat rocks; like wild school-boys who, now that school is over, bound forth full of the joy of life into the open air; but if they had not done their work they could not have played. The opposite banks, equally lofty with that upon which the mills stood, were laid out in pleasure-grounds by some Germans, as we were told; there were swings, a shooting ground, and other means of amusement, and as a festival for eye and mind, a landscape of prairie-like extent and character. On the verdant, open meadow, which were undivided by fences, grazed peaceful flocks and herds. The descending sun shone brilliantly over that cheerful scene. How good was the thought, or how fortunate was the accident, which introduced pleasure in the midst of labor, and furnished for both this glorious open space. Maria Lowell and I walked by the river side for an hour alone, she as much affected as I was by the peculiar beauty and significant life of the place, and I listening with delight to her intelligent remarks on the honor of labor, and the happiness which is attendant upon it. Further down we came to yet wilder falls, too wild and too beautiful to turn mills. They were neither very large nor powerful, but of great picturesque beauty, and leafy trees and shrubs grow around them. Thus we proceeded till we came to a flour-mill, which I saw from top to bottom, and shook hands with the men of the mill, and became very dusty with flour.

The streets of Rochester were animated with buyers and sellers—with those who were driving, and those who were walking; and, amid the crowd of the European race, Indians might be seen in their white blankets, and with their uncovered, long, black, shaggy hair, passing in and out of the shops.

The following day I made acquaintance with the so-called “Rochester knockings,” or that species of witchcraft which has so long revealed itself here and there in the West—the goblin of the West, as I call it—and which has now for some time been heard in Rochester, or wherever the young women of the name of Fish may chance to be. It is given out that these Page 171 →knockings are the operation of spirits who attend these sisters, and who are in communication with them. A number of persons in the city had visited the sisters, heard the knockings, seen tables walk off by themselves over the floor, and many other wonderful things performed by these spirits. Some believed in them, but the greater number did not, considering the young women to be cunning impostors, who themselves produced these noises and strange occurrences.

As these sisters, the Misses Fish, received payment for letting the public see and hear them, it appears all the more probable that this may be the case. Nevertheless, they had themselves solicited investigation, had consented to be bound hand and foot in the presence of a committee, consisting of some of the most respectable people of the city; and during the whole time the noises and knockings were heard around them, and the committee published in the newspaper a declaration, signed by their names, stating that nothing had been discovered which gave reason to suspect these young women of imposture. Since then, they have been left at peace; but the better class of townspeople seem to regard it as a proof of bad taste and want of judgment to visit these ghostly ladies. I have from my earliest youth heard so much about spectral affairs, and have myself heard such things as I can not explain by the ordinary, well-known powers of nature—and I had so frequently, during my travels in America, heard and read in the newspapers of “The Western Knockings and Rappings,” that I was very curious to hear them with my own ears. The young Lowells partook of my curiosity, and our friends in Rochester conducted us, therefore, to the place where, for the present, they were to be heard. The first glance, however, of the two sisters convinced me that, whatever spirits they might be in communication with, they were not of a spiritually respectable class. Very different must be the appearance of such persons as have communion with the higher spiritual beings. For the rest, I came to the conclusion, from what occurred during this visit, and which in certain respects was extraordinary enough, that the spirits did not understand Swedish, for they ought not in any case to have permitted themselves to be defied and threatened in Swedish as they were by me; that these wonderful knockings and tricks were either effected by these young sisters themselves—and they looked to me quite capable of it, however incomprehensible it might seem that they could manage to perform some of the tricks—or that they were the work of spirits of a similar disposition to these sisters, and in rapport with them. I may call these spirits the little Barnums of the spiritual world, who, like the great Barnum of America, Page 172 →amuse themselves with leading by the nose any persons who will be so led, and who receive their pranks in serious earnest. I do not doubt but that the spiritual world has its “humbugs,” even as our world has, and it does not seem to me extraordinary that they endeavor to make fools of us. I am, however, surprised that intelligent people can be willing to seek for intercourse with their beloved departed through the medium of these knocking spirits, as is often the case. The sorrow of my heart and doubt of my mind might do a great deal; but it seems to me that rather would I never hear upon earth any tidings of my beloved dead than hear them through those miserable knockings. The intercourse of spirits, angelic communion, is of a higher and holier kind.

From this scene, which produced a disquieting uncomfortable impression (the young Lowells were extremely angry with it), we drove to call on Frederick Douglas, a fugitive slave from Maryland, who has become celebrated by his natural genius, his talent as a public speaker, and the eloquence with which he pleads the cause of his black brethren. He is the editor of a paper called the “North Star,”33 which is published at Rochester: he was now here, but confided to the house by bronchitis, which prevented his calling on me.

I had great interest in him, principally from his biography, which I had read, and which bears evidence of a strong and profoundly sensitive spirit, as well as of truth. And this is not always the case with some other autobiographies of fugitive slaves, which are a mixture of truth and fiction, and greatly overdrawn.

There is one part of this narrative which deeply affected me by its beauty, and I will translate it for you. It will give you some idea of the man and his condition as a slave, during the severest period of his slave-life. He was then a youth of seventeen.


“I was somewhat intractable when I came first to Mr. Covey. But a few months of this discipline quite subdued me. Mr. Covey succeeded in breaking me in. I was broken both body, soul, and spirit. My natural elasticity of mind was crushed; my intelligence was dulled; the desire to read died within me; the cheerful sparkle of my eye was gone; the dark night of slavery lay heavy upon me, and—behold a human being changed into a mere chattel!

“Sunday was my only free time. I spent it in a sort of animal stupidity, between sleeping and waking, under a large tree. Sometimes I Page 173 →rose up; a flash of energetic life—the life of freedom, passed through my soul, accompanied by a gleam of hope, which lit it up for a moment, and then again vanished. And again I sank down, sorrowing over my condition. Sometimes I was tempted to put an end to my life and to Covey’s at the same time, but I was withheld by a feeling both of hope and fear.

“Our house stood merely a few steps from Chesapeake Bay, upon whose broad bosom always shone white sails from all the countries of the habitable world. These beautiful vessels, in their shining white garments, so enchanting to the eye of the freeman, seemed to me like shrouded spectres, who came to terrify and torment me with the thought of my wretched state.

“Often, in the profound silence of a summer Sunday, have I stood alone upon the lofty shores of this magnificent bay, and with a heavy heart and tearful eyes followed the innumerable crowd of sail floating out toward the great ocean. The sight of these affected me powerfully. My thoughts sought for expression, and there, in the ear of the one Almightly Auditor, did my soul pour forth her lament, though in a rude and untaught manner, as if dressing the sailing ships: ‘You are released from your bonds, and are free. I am enchained by my fetters, and am a slave! You speed on joyfully before the wind. I am driven on painfully by the bloody whip. You are the swift-winged angels of freedom, who fly around the world. I am fettered by an iron chain. Oh that I were but free! Oh that I were but standing on one of your stately decks, beneath the shadow of your protecting wings. Ah! between you and me rolls the pitiless sea! Go! go! Oh that I also could go? If I could only swim. If I could but fly! Oh why was I born a man to become a chattel! That glad ship is gone; it is losing itself in the dim distance. I am left in the burning hell of endless slavery. Oh God, save me! God release me! Let me become free! Is there a God? Why am I a slave? I will fly. I will not endure it! Free or in bondage—I will attempt it—I have only one life to lose. I may as well die running as standing. Only think—one hundred miles directly north, and I am free. Attempt it! Yes! so help me God! I will do it; It can not be intended that I should die a slave. I will trust myself to the sea. This very creek shall bear me to liberty! A better day is in the future!”



Page 174 →And he became free, although several years later. Thank God, he succeeded in saving himself, in becoming free! His autobiography is one of the most interesting, books which any one can read. Douglas has entirely maintained himself for some years as a literary man, always working for his great object—the emancipation of the slaves and the improvement of the free colored people.

I found him to be a light mulatto of about thirty, with an unusually handsome exterior, such as I imagine should belong to an Arab chief. Those beautiful eyes were full of a dark fire. He suffered much from that affection of the throat, and could speak only with difficulty. Some bitter words were vehemently expressed against the custom prevalent under the system of slavery, of robbing the laborer of the wages which he earns. The case is this; slaves are hired out by their owners to work for certain wages, perhaps for a dollar a day, or seven or nine dollars a week, and this wage they must, at the end of the week or the month, whichever it may be, take to their masters. Many slaveholders maintain themselves by money thus acquired by their slaves. On the other side, the master generally provides clothes for the slaves, and is bound to take care of them in sickness and old age. Many slaves, however, earn so much by their labor that they could very well do more than maintain themselves, if they might but have that which they earn.

The wife of Douglas is very dark, stout and plain, but with a good expression; his little daughter, Rosetta, takes after her mother. The governess is a white lady, who lives in the family. I can not but admire that force of character which enables her to bear those trials which, in such circumstances, she must have to bear from the prejudiced white people; and they are legion even in the Free States. But possibly has that former slave, now the apostle-militant of freedom, that greatness of character which makes such a sacrifice easy to an ardent soul. I saw too little of him, and under circumstances too unpropitious for me to obtain a clear impression. And if, in his case, bitterness of spirit were more conspicuous than magnanimity, who can wonder?

I must now say a few words about some knockings in Rochester, which entertained me more than the so-called spiritual; these I heard in the telegraph office of the city. I wished to know whether the former American minister in Stockholm, Mr. Lay, who now lived in Batavia, a little city in western New York, was at home, in which case I wished to pay a visit to him and his wife on my way back to Niagara. Mr. Lay, who is still in a very suffering state after an apoplectic attack, had, immediately on my arrival in America, written to me very kindly, and sent a confidential person to take me to his Page 175 →house; but as I was then with the Downings, I was not able to avail myself of his kindness. Now, however, I was come into the neighbourhood of the Lays, and should be glad to see these amiable people, my former friends in Sweden, if it were merely to thank them. I wished, therefore, to send a message and make inquiries at Batavia, about sixty miles distant from Rochester.

I was taken to the telegraph office, a handsome, well-lighted room in a large, covered arcade, in which were ornamental shops like those arched bazaar-arcades in Paris and London. I gave my message to one of the gentleman officials. He immediately caused some mystical knockings to take place, by means of which my message was sent to Batavia. In a few seconds it knocked again. This was the answer from Batavia, which said, “There is no person here of that name.” I requested it to knock back again, “Yes, there certainly is. Mr. George W. Lay was two years ago American envoy in Sweden, and now lives in Batavia.” In a few seconds more it was knocked back from Batavia, “Wait a little; we will inquire.” I waited now about five minutes, when again it knocked from Batavia, and said, “Quite right. Mr. George Lay lives here, but is at the present time with his wife in New York. Miss Bremer will be gladly welcomed by such of the family as are now at home.”

As my friends saw how much I was entertained by this telegraphic conversation, a gentleman seated himself at a small harpsichord, and played for a few seconds silently upon its keys. He told me that he now sent to a city a hundred miles off the intelligence, “Miss Bremer is in the office.” The next moment I saw, upon a sort of music-desk, a strip of paper unroll itself, upon which an invisible hand had impressed these words in printed letters: “The operator at Buffalo sends his compliments to Miss Bremer, and hopes she is pleased with the experiment.” Miss Bremer replied through the harpsichord keys that she was greatly pleased.

But I was now obliged to hasten to Ontario, where we were next evening to take the steam-boat. Those amiable friends who had made our visit in Rochester so agreeable, accompanied us to the shore, after having presented us with a great number of flowers and the most beautiful fruits, really Hesperian in beauty and excellence. Rochester, with its varied scenes of mills and knockings of life and lies, its good people and beautiful fruit, left upon us an impression of vigorous life.

In a calm, dark night, with stars glimmering between the clouds above us, we sped along Lake Ontario in a splendid steam-boat, and in the dawn ascended the River Niagara, a little, but romantically lovely daughter of the great fall; and just as the sun rose we stepped on land and into a carriage to Page 176 →proceed thither. It was a glorious morning, somewhat cool, but bright and cheerful. Two hours later we were at the place; heard the mighty, thundering voice of the monster long before we saw it, and as there were now but few visitors at this advanced season, we had the best room we could desire in “Cataract House,” and then hastened out to see—the object.

It makes a grand and joyful impression, but has nothing in it which, astonishes or strikes the beholder. As you go toward the great fall, which is on the Canada side, you see a broad mass of water which falls perpendicularly from a plane in a horseshoe or crescent form. One might say that the water comes from an open embrace. The water calm and clear, and of the most beautiful smaragdus-green34 color, arches itself over the precipice that breaks it, and it is then that the fury and wild power of the fall first breaks forth, but even here rather majestically than furiously. Trenton is a young hero, drunken with youthful life and old sherry, which, in blind audacity, rushes forth on its career, violent and terrible. Niagara is a goddess, calm and majestic even in the exercise of her highest power. She is mighty, but not violent. She is calm, and leaves the spectators so. She has grand, quiet thoughts, and calls forth such in those who are able to understand her. She does not strike with astonishment, but she commands and fascinates by her clear, sublime beauty. One sits by her knee, and still can hear one’s own thoughts and the words of others, yes, even the falling water-drops from the green trees which her waters have besprinkled. She is too great to wish to silence, to wish to rule, excepting by her spiritual power. She is—ah, she is what human beings are not, and which, if they were, would make them godlike.

But those many thousand people who come hither every year—it is said that the place is visited by 60,000 persons annually—must they not grow a little greater and better by seeing this greatness, and reflecting themselves in it? I rejoice that so many people see Niagara in the year.

From the unknown fountains of the St. Lawrence, and from the four great inland lakes—Superior, Michigan, Huron, and Erie, which together are said to hold a fourth part of all the fresh water on the earth—flow the waters of the Niagara Fall. The river on its way from Lake Erie encounters, near the fall, an island called Iris, or Goat Island, which divides it into two branches; by the one is formed the Canada fall; by the other, which hurries broad and thundering past our windows, is formed the American fall. Between them are somewhat above twenty feet of flat rock, overgrown with brush-wood. The fall on the Canada side is the richest and the most beautiful. Its breadth Page 177 →is 1500 feet, its height 154 feet. The fall on the New York side is 600 feet wide and 167 feet high. The Canada fall, with its beautiful half circle, lies just in the middle of the stream. A lofty pyramid of spray-mist ascends from the foaming abyss at its feet, and rises toward heaven high above the level of the fall, like the spirit of Niagara, whose cloudy brow moves itself-hither and thither in the wind. The stream from the Canada fall soon joins that of the American side. United they form below what is called the “whirlpool.” The stream there makes a bend and the agitated water is swung round. After that it flows on more calmly as the Niagara River or Sound, twenty-five miles, pours itself through Lake Ontario into the magnificent St. Lawrence—the river of a thousand islands—and by it into the Atlantic Ocean. Trollhättan, in Sweden, has neither the mass of waters of Niagara nor its majesty, but it has more history, more romantic life. Niagara is a grand scene, a sublime action. Trollhättan is a series of scenes and actions. Niagara is a hymn. Trollhättan is a Vala-song.35

That which most surprised me in Niagara, because I had not expected it, and that which charmed me every day, was, besides the smaragdus-green color of the water, the play of the rainbows over and around the falling as the sunbeams fell, or as the wind bore the spirit’s movable pyramid. This formed a succession of brilliant scenes, continually varying and enchantingly beautiful. There is a something about it which charms and depresses me at the same time, because there is a something in it which I wish to understand better. I feel that Niagara has more to say to me than it has yet said, or more than I have yet comprehended; and nothing can perfectly delight me until it has told me its innermost thought. Even when young, dancing gave me no pleasure, until I understood the meaning of dancing; before then it had been to me an irrational hopping about.

We have been here for three days, and shall remain yet two or three days longer. In the mornings I see the fall from the American shore, that is to say, from the New York side, when the sun, in its ascent, throws hundreds of beautiful bridges over the cloud of spray; in the noon and evening it ought to be contemplated from the Canadian shore, when the sun descends on the British side. In the forenoon I bathe in the stream, in the so-called “Mammoth” stream-bath, where the river rushes with such impetuosity into the bath-house that one can with difficulty stand against it. It is very refreshing. In the afternoon, directly after dinner, I sit with my young friends in the piazza outside our room, and see the stream rushing by, and listen to its music. I often stand for a long time upon some one of the little bridges over Page 178 →the stream, merely to inhale the fragrance of the water; for the water here has the most delightful freshness, that I can compare to nothing with which I am acquainted. But it feels like the spirit of a delicious, immortal youth. Yes, here it seems to me as if one might become young again in body and in soul.

My young friends, however, do not enjoy the life here as fully as I do. James is not very lively, and Maria, who expects shortly to become a mother, dreams at night that she sees little Mabel playing with her departed sisters, Blanche and Rose; and a telegraphic message, regarding her health, which was expected yesterday, but which did not arrive, has added to the uneasiness of the affectionate parents on account of their only child, and drawn away their regards from the great Niagara.

September. My friends are in better heart. Yesterday came the telegraphic intelligence; “Mabel is well.” And after that a long letter from the amiable old father, Dr. Lowell, full of anecdotes of home, and the warm, affectionate home-life. Yes, that is more than Niagara. But Niagara is now my best beloved.

Last evening, James and I—Maria had a cold, and could not venture out in the night air—went across to the Canadian side, and walked backward and forward as the sun descended. At every new bend or movement of that misty water-spirit it presented new forms of light. Still were the rainbows arched, like the airy bridge of Bifrost,36 in the old Scandinavian mythology, the one over the other; still glowed the light like kisses of fire, brilliant with prismatic colors, upon the green waters in the abyss; it was an unceasing festival of light, perpetually changing and astonishingly beautiful. What life, what variations between earth and heaven! And as the sun sunk, those splendid bridges arched themselves higher and higher aloft in the ascending mist. The pyramidal light red cloud floated in the pale blue heaven above the green Niagara, and around it; on the lofty shores stood the forest in its brilliant autumnal pomp, such as is only seen in the forests of America, and all was silent and still excepting the thunder of the waterfall, to the voice of which all things seemed to be listening.

September 9th. In the morning of time, before man was yet created, Nature was alone with her Creator. The warmth of His love, the light of His eye awoke her to the consciousness of life; her heart throbbed with love for Him of whose life of love she had partaken, and she longed to present Him with an offering, to pour out her feeling, her life, for Him who gave it. She was young and warm, with the fullness of primeval life; but she felt, nevertheless, Page 179 →her weakness in comparison with His power. What could she give to Him from whom she received every thing? Her heart swelled with love and pain, with infinite longing, with the fullness of infinite life, swelled and swelled till it overflowed—in Niagara. And the spirit of thanksgiving arose as the smoke of an eternal sacrifice from the depth of the water toward heaven. The Lord of heaven saw it, and His spirit embraced the spirit of Nature with rainbows of light, with kisses of brilliant fire in an eternal betrothal.

Thus was it in the morning of the earth’s life. Thus we behold it to this day. Still, we behold to-day the spirit of nature ascend from Niagara toward heaven with the offering of its life, as an unspoken yearning and song of praise; and still, to-day it is embraced by the light and the flames of heaven, as by divine love.

Niagara is the betrothal of earth’s life

With the heavenly life.

That has Niagara told me to-day.

And now can I leave Niagara. She has

Told me her word of primeval being.

September 10th, in the morning. To-day we shall proceed on our journey. I am satisfied that it should be so, for I have a little headache, and the unceasing thunder of the fall, the continual restless rushing of the torrent past my window is fatiguing to the nerves. Besides, one gets accustomed to everything, even to the great; and when by the side of this great fall we begin to hear and to be occupied merely with our own little thoughts about everyday things, then we may go away.

I have not told you about the different scenes of life at Niagara, of the steam-boat, the “Maid of the Mist,” which advances up to the very fall till it is wetted with its spray, and then only turns back; nor of my botanical rambles around Iris island; nor of the Indians whom one yet meets roaming about here; nor of the great iron bridge which, strong and light at the same time, has been thrown across the stream a little below the fall; nor of many other remarkable things here; but all these are petty in comparison with that great waterfall, and that has been to me the essential thing. The Indians who live around Niagara belong to the Seneca tribe. As this is the season when the men are all out on their hunting grounds, I saw merely some squaws, who offered their work for sale. This consists of embroidery done by hand, of flowers and animals, drawn and finished in a childish manner, but yet well done with dyed fibre of porcupine quills, small mats, baskets, moccasins, Page 180 →and children’s rattles, made of a fragrant kind of grass. There are many shops around here full of their work, which is sold at a high price.

Two years ago Marcus and Rebecca S. were present at a great solemnity which took place among an Indian tribe here—the election of a new chief. They assembled in the depths of the forest. The finest incident, however, on this remarkable occasion was, that the young chief knelt down before his old mother, who laid her hands, with a benediction, upon his head. Woman, who is treated in a general way so horribly by the Indians, obtains, less, respect from them when she is the mother of a distinguished warrior; sometimes also, as among all savage people, from her mystical, witch-like attributes, when she is possessed of a powerful character. This, however, can only very seldom be the case, considering the heavy yoke which, from her very childhood, is laid upon her both spiritually and physically.
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Chapter 10 Emmeline Stuart Wortley


Page 182 →Lady Emmeline Stuart Wortley (1806–1855) traveled with her 12-year-old daughter, Victoria, and two maids. Victoria, later married as Victoria Welby, was a precocious child and published her own account of their American travels. Her book, A Young Traveller’s Journal of a Tour in North and South America During the year 1850, has been separately noticed.

Far from being a narrowly focused or snobbish aristocratic woman, Lady Emmeline was intelligent, curious about the world, and affable and engaging with all sorts and conditions of humanity. She was an experienced writer before her trip to America, and had published several volumes of poetry and drama. Lady Emmeline met the actress Frances (Fanny) Kemble and was influenced in her approach to travel writing by her conversation with Kemble as well as Kemble’s own account of travel in the United States, Journal of a Residence in America (1835). Stuart Wortley had always enjoyed travel, and traveled extensively with her husband, the Hon. Charles Stuart Wortley. Following his death, and that of their son, in 1844, her passion for travel became almost frenetic in scope and itinerary. The trip with her daughter to America in 1849–50, was continued on, in its same intensive fashion, to include Mexico, much of the Caribbean, and Peru. They traveled together to Portugal and Spain and that resulted in two books, A Visit to Portugal and Madeira (1853) and The Sweet South (1856). In 1855, before the Spanish travel book was in print, the mother and daughter set out once again, this time to Crimea, to visit Lady Emmeline’s surviving son, who was serving with the Grenadier Guards. They then continued on to Egypt, Jerusalem, Jericho, and Damascus. In their attempt to cross the desert en route from Damascus to Aleppo they encountered devastatingly fierce heat. Their guides abandoned them, and their maid died of sunstroke.

Both Lady Emmeline and her daughter Victoria came down with dysentery. Lady Emmeline died there on October 30, 1855, alone in the desert except for the company of her daughter. After Lady Emmeline died, Victoria Page 183 →was forced to crawl many miles, but eventually returned to safety and was nursed back to health.

Lady Emmeline’s initial stay in the United States was from mid-May 1849 through early February 1850, and for this relatively limited period of time her travel was extensive: New York City, by steamer to Albany and a visit to Niagara Falls, a short sojourn to visit relatives in Canada, New York City again, then Boston (where she visited with Laura Bridgman, as had Bremer), Philadelphia, Baltimore, Washington, DC, Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, Louisville, (including a two-day tour of Mammoth Cave). From Louisville, mother and daughter then traveled by steamer to St. Louis, which they explored, then to Natchez to accept the invitation of President Zachary Taylor to visit his plantation, catching a southbound steamer in the middle of the night to travel to New Orleans. When they finished their sojourn in New Orleans, they traveled to Mobile.

Although Lady Emmeline’s book tells the reader a great deal of her observations of places and persons and contains much interesting discussion of the American character, there is little in it that sheds light on the ease or difficulties of women traveling unescorted or “unprotected,” to use the Victorian term. Lady Emmeline had no significant difficulties in her travel because she was wealthy and she stayed at only the very best accommodations; she had the finest social connections because she was the daughter of an English duke; and possessed a hefty supply of letters of introduction addressed to many prominent Americans.

Using these introductions to very good effect, Lady Emmeline visited with Senator Daniel Webster and was a houseguest for several days in his home in Marshfield, Massachusetts. She met two very well-known American historians, George Bancroft and W. H. Prescott, dining with Prescott and his wife at their home. The university president, Jared Sparks, showed her around Harvard. Probably the most significant person she met with was President Zachary Taylor. She had a lengthy interview with him in the White House, during which he insisted she visit St. Louis on her way to New Orleans, Taylor calling it “the most interesting town in the United States.”1 He was very friendly to Lady Emmeline, and toward the end of their interview he invited her, her daughter, and maids to visit Cypress Grove, his plantation near Natchez. It is some testament to the independent spirit of these travelers that, after hearing the President’s suggestions, they altered their itinerary to include a short stay in St. Louis and a departure from Page 184 →their ship in Natchez to visit President Taylor’s plantation. The President’s son served as a kind host. He mustered all the plantation’s enslaved for the women to see and showed them a house in the slave quarter. Lady Emmeline concluded that the enslaved were “well fed, comfortably clothed and kindly cared for in every way as possible. The dwelling-house we went to look at was extremely nice: it was a most tastefully decorated and an excellently furnished one; the walls were covered with prints, and it was scrupulously clean and neat.... All the slaves were evidently taken the kindest care of on General Taylor’s plantation. Men, women, and children all appeared to adore Mr. Taylor [i.e., the President’s son], who seemed extremely kind to them, and affable with them.”2 Lady Emmeline was not naïve, however, and noted accounts from other sources as to the mistreatment of the enslaved. On the whole she seemed to be conflicted or perhaps even neutral on the topic of slavery.

Lady Emmeline tried to stay at the best of accommodations. In New York City she stayed for two visits at the Astor House, one of the then-largest hotels in the world, and for another sojourn she used Delmonico’s Hotel on which she lavished great praise. “Delmonico’s is a most excellent hotel, admirably conducted: it has all sorts of comforts and conveniences; charming apartments, delightful baths of all kinds, and during the whole day a number of extremely good carriages for hire by the hour, or just as you choose, are drawn up before the door.”3 Moreover, she found other hotels for which she had high praise in Albany, Mansion House; Buffalo, The Western; Baltimore, Barnum’s Hotel; Pittsburgh, Monongahela House; St. Louis, Monroe House; and New Orleans, Verandah Hotel.

Lady Emmeline did have some problems with a few hotels, and she handled those issues with dispatch and independence. In New Orleans she had intended that her party stay at the St. Charles Hotel, the largest in the city. However, it was too crowded for her taste, and upon inquiry found a quieter hotel, the Verandah, “very splendid and comfortable.”4 In Albany, New York the first hotel she tried was full, and the driver steered her to a hotel that was closed, a fact she thought the driver knew full well since the additional drive enhanced his fees. She wrote that Albany abounds in hotels and eventually she found the Mansion House where “the proprietor and people here are extremely civil and obliging, and we are very comfortable.”5

Her most significant issue with a hotel occurred on Martha’s Island in Massachusetts.


Page 185 →We stayed a few days at an unpretending neat hotel of small dimensions,—not the chief hotel, where the mistress, we found, was unaccommodating and disobliging—a very rare thing in America. On taking refuge at the other hotel, we found we had reason to congratulate ourselves, for a more kind-hearted attentive person I never found than our new hostess.... When we came away I felt it was quite a friend I was taking leave of, though we had been there so short a time, so good and kind did we find her.6



Lady Emmeline wrote few details of their methods of transportation. Probably she used mostly steamboats and railroads along the Eastern seacoast. She refers specifically to only one stagecoach journey, that involving her travel across the Allegheny Mountains. That proved to be a “very cold journey” over “rough roads.” The drivers were “frequently intoxicated and are rough and reckless, cruel to their horses, by over-urging them, and cruel to their passengers, driving often full gallop over the worst part of abominable roads, to the almost dislocation of their limbs and the bumping and thumping of their unfortunate heads against the hard roof of the vehicle.”7 She praised the steamboats which she used to travel along the Hudson, Ohio, and Mississippi Rivers, especially those plying the Hudson River: “The steamers on the Hudson are perfect palaces ... a floating island of painting, marble, gilding, stained glass, velvet hangings, satin draperies, mirrors in richly-carved frames, and sculptured ornaments, with beautiful vases of flowers, Chinese lamps of various indescribable fantastic forms, arabesques, chandeliers.”8

She much esteemed the steamboat captains. Speaking of the Hudson River, she wrote that “the captains of the steam-boats appear a remarkably gentlemanlike race of men in general, particularly courteous in their deportment, and very considerate and obliging to the passengers.”9 She found the same to be true on the western waters of the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers. “The captains of these steamers appear universally a most gentleman-like set of persons, and the clerks are always as civil and obliging as possible.”10

On the voyage between St. Louis and Natchez, floating tree trunks snagged Lady Emmeline’s steamboat several times, twice seriously. The first serious “snagging” thrust a large tree through the left-paddle box. Since the wheel could not turn, “a great deal of delay was occasioned by our having to stop for the hands to extricate the wheel from its disabling situation.”11 A more serious accident occurred at night


Page 186 →when we were suddenly woke up by an immense stunning shock, and the steamer stopped immediately, quivering, so to say, in every nerve of her huge body. There were a good number of horses and mules on board, and they became dreadfully frightened, and commenced rearing, kicking, plunging and snorting furiously, and the noise and uproar really, altogether, sounded most frightful for a time—for of course there was no lack of shouting, yelling, and rushing backwards and forwards. After a little while, on went the powerful steamer again, plunging through the thick darkness with the great blunt arrow that had struck her so sorely fast in her poor wounded side; but, this time, it had just missed the wheel.12



It was a long night for the passengers, because the boat suffered from a whole series of snags, almost the whole night. She writes, “They would not let one repose for a quarter of an hour together in peace. The vessel went, jarring and jumping along in as disagreeable a manner as it is well possible to imagine ... The poor mules and horses uttered a most vigorous kicking protest against such rough treatment, and that additional hubbub did not improve the quiet or comfort of the bipeds.”13

On her voyage from Pittsburgh to Louisville, another steamboat incident reveals Lady Emmeline’s resourceful spirit and gumption. The agent that obtained the tickets on her behalf, was mistakenly given tickets to a different boat from that she had specified. When this misunderstanding was discovered, Lady Emmeline went down to the wharf and looked at the two boats, the one for which she had tickets and the one she had wanted. Not liking the appearance of the boat for which her party was ticketed, she went to its wharf-side clerk, explained the situation, and asked if she could change. The clerk obliged, refunded her passage, and her party proceeded on their first choice of boats.

Of course, Lady Emmeline made observations as she passed through the country. They were not the nearly encyclopedic observations of Anne Royall, but rather of a more general character. No doubt having Charles Dickens and Frances Trollope in mind, she noted that “great injustice has been done to the Americans, and we have been accustomed too implicitly to believe the often unfair and unfounded reports of prejudiced travelers. Instead of discourteous and disobliging manners we find them all that is most civil and obliging.”14 Like many foreign visitors she did not approve of what she saw as America’s obsession with pecuniary pursuits: “Money-getting, which is Page 187 →certainly in most countries a great business, appears here to me almost a battle. It seems as if they must win, do or die, and the dead on the field are trodden under foot by their eager comrades and competitors, hurrying onward, and having no time to stay, however they might be disposed. That they are a very kind-hearted people, I fully believe; but to make money seems a sort of duty in America—the great object of living.”15

Notwithstanding this, she began to “like the Americans more and more.... They are particularly courteous and obliging; and seem, I think, amiably anxious that foreigners should carry away a favourable impression of them.”16 Lady Emmeline even made favorable comments about American women travelers: “What enterprising travellers American ladies sometimes are! My Atlantic-crossing performances seem very little in comparison with some of their expeditions.... American ladies, perhaps, on the whole, do not travel about as much as we do, but when they do set about it, the uttermost ends of the earth seem scarcely to alarm them.”17

Lady Emmeline seemed to have in mind American women who traveled with their husbands and families to distant frontiers in the United States, and not specifically unescorted women travelers. She specifically referred to Caroline Kirkland’s book on a new frontier community in Michigan, to which she traveled with her husband and family. It is a shame that Lady Emmeline does not provide more detail about the other American women travelers she had in mind.

All in all, Lady Emmeline Stuart Wortley found the United States a pleasant place in which to travel. “The more I see of American society, the more I like it. In general, I should say, they are a peculiarly sensitive people, and yet very forbearing and not easily offended.... In travelling, their courtesy, their good-temper, their obligingness, their utter unselfishness, are beyond all praise.”18



Steamers and Snags on the Mississippi, 1850


I am now at New Orleans. We have had a most successful and enchanting tour, and our late voyage I found extremely interesting.19

I have been most agreeably disappointed with the Mississippi, which has, in general, the reputation of being monotonous and wearisome from its usually flat banks and long lines of almost interminable, dense, unvarying forests. I am, on the contrary, quite delighted with it, and watched and gazed on it, day after day, and hour after hour, with ever-newly kindling interest and admiration. These very forests themselves were to me sources of ever-fresh Page 188 →wonder, and the mighty current of that marvellous river, sweeping on like the flow of unpausing Time, carrying all before it, I thought sublimity itself!

That the banks are flat for hundreds and hundreds of miles, I own; but those forests are so grand, so boundless—the breadth of that astounding river is so imposing—its bends and curves so glorious and beautiful—that I could not find it at all monotonous. And then its islands, creeks, bays, branches, and reaches, are so numerous and interesting, and its many magnificent tributaries are so diversified and so splendid, that it did not seem to me in the least degree wearisome or dull.

Besides these, there is the busy hum of life at various places on the shores. The landing-places, wharves, the plantations (towards the south), the rising and risen villages and towns, the scattered huts of the wood-cutters, the long rows of slaves’ habitations (called “quarters”), and all the openings—the clearings in the old mighty woods, where the settlers’ cottages are cheerfully sending up their blue smoke to the sky, the germs, probably, of future mighty cities—and then those innumerable flat-boats and rafts with small hamlets of houses on them, some wearing the look of a little nautical village; and all kinds of strange craft, from the roughest and rudest, that almost look as if the “snags” and “sawyers” had determined to join company, and had linked themselves by some natural process together,—to the magnificent steamer “Autocrat”—one of those “floating steam-palaces,” which look really like some of the wondrous fleeting creations one sees every now and then in the clouds. This “Autocrat,” they say, is the largest steamer on the Mississippi, and is about four hundred feet long, and gorgeous as an enchanted castle inside. The one we came in to this place was nearly that length, and decorated with costly magnificence. And then there arc the poor trees, twisting and twirling, and tossing about in the rapid stream (sometimes roots uppermost), which form the dreaded “snags” and “sawyers” of Mississippi voyagers; and the countless flights of birds that frequently make the air alive with their myriads of hurrying wings, sometimes looking like the moving folds of gigantic serpents.

How, then, can these stirring and wondrous scenes be insipid ? They arc certainly not; and I think any one who can find it monotonous and tiresome (unless they had pictured to themselves a totally different scene, and expected a sort of exaggerated Rhine, or magnified blue Guadalquiver), must be what devoid of heart, mind, and imagination, and especially the first time that one streams down it. I can imagine it might become a little tedious, a little wearisome or so, the one-and-twentieth voyage or thereabouts; but the Page 189 →first time! I cannot comprehend it. No! the first time it is all change, wonder, novelty, matter for speculation and food for reflection, an object of ceaseless interest, and of recurring astonishment and admiration. We saw it under a vast variety of aspects and change of climate, and even seasons; and often did its whole appearance seem altered. The captain of one of the steamboats observed to me, the other day, that after long years spent in navigating that wondrous river, he could truly say he “had never seen it in any two voyages alike.” There are so many different “stages” of water—the banks are so perpetually changing, the sand bars are so incessantly shifting their position, besides other alterations, that I could indeed readily believe him.

I have seen it up in the north-west, amid snow, hail, ice, rain, and clouds, and storm, and in the burning sunshine of the south, and under its clear and unshadowed skies, by night and by day, in the gale and in the calm, flowing through its almost interminable mighty wildernesses of forest in solitary grandeur, or watering a thousand teeming plantations with its turbid swelling waves, receiving its splendid tributaries (the Ohio, Arkansas river, &c.) as if they were so many dew-drops, and sweeping on as if with a magnificent unconcern and disdainful indifference, apparently wholly altered and unaffected by these immense and majestic accessories to its might and greatness.

The breadth of this ever-broad river is scarcely visibly changed, though the depth is of course very often greatly increased, as stream after stream rolls into its great waters. In the very absence of change here, is there not something sublime ? In every way it is unlike every other river I ever saw, and appears to be a sort of molten flowing world in itself.

By night the scene is one of startling interest and of magical splendour. Hundreds of lights are glancing in different directions, from the villages, towns, farms, and plantations on shore, and from the magnificent “floating palaces” of steamers, that frequently look like moving mountains of light and flame, so brilliantly are these enormous river-leviathans illuminated, outside and inside. Indeed, the Spectacle presented is like a dream of enchantment. Imagine steamer after steamer coming sweeping, sounding, thundering on, blazing with these thousands of lights, casting long brilliant reflections on the fast-rolling waters beneath;—(there is often a number of them, one after the other—like so many comets in Indian file)! Some of these are so marvellously and dazzlingly lighted, they really look like Aladdin’s palace on fire (which it in all likelihood would be in America), sent skurrying and dashing down the stream, while, perhaps, just then all else is darkness around it.

Page 190 →I delighted, too, in seeing, as you very frequently do, the twinkling lights in the numerous cottages and homesteads, dotted here and there; and you may often observe large wood-fires lit on the banks, looking like merry-making fires. These, I believe, are usually signals for the different steamers to stop to take up passengers, goods, and animals. I recollect, on one occasion, our captain was hard-hearted: the steamer was overflowing with passengers already, and continued on her course, not withstanding there was a perfect conflagration for a signal on shore, to induce him to pause. There must have been some person or persons narily anxious to be taken up, for the hubbub made on shore was surprising: there were furious shouts, waving of hats, a hurricane of cries and gesticulations, and people running with great perseverance along the banks yelling and squalling like maniacs. In vain—on we went, and our imaginations might fill up this mysterious outline of circumstances as they pleased. For me, I felt sure cotton was at the bottom of it, somehow.

I heard, however, afterwards, that there had been lately bands of disorderly emigrants, who had got taken on board the steamers thereabouts, and who had made themselves very disagreeable company while on board, and yet who thought the benefit of their society was sufficient payment for their passage. Some of these gentry were probably the bawlers and bonfire-makers we had left behind us, stamping and handkerchief-hoisting.

It is quite curious to see the hosts of floating trees, agitated and restless, and over-tossing about in the rapid current, and occasionally rolling and writhing in a little whirlpool. They look sometimes like a hundred sea-serpents at a blow! Who could believe that birds had ever built and sung in their branches? or that they ever were apparelled in the sweet livery of spring?—they have become such black, mummified monsters, and look so hideous and forlorn, drifting helplessly along, in the giant stream.

We were badly “snagged” twice. Once was really a very severe snagging, though we survived it; but I assure you the shock might give one a faint idea of being blown up. The first time a large tree was stuck in such a manner through the left paddle-box that the wheel couldn’t move, and a great deal of delay was occasioned by our having to stop for the hands to extricate the wheel from its disabling situation.

The most serious of all our snaggings (for we were favoured with a great variety of samples) was once in the night. We were asleep in our cabins, when we were suddenly woke up by an immense stunning shock, and the steamer stopped immediately, quivering, so to say, in every nerve of Page 191 →her huge body. There were a great number of horses and mules on board, and they became dreadfully frightened, and commenced rearing, kicking, plunging and snorting furiously, and the noise and uproar really, altogether, sounded most frightful for a time—for of course there was no lack of shouting, yelling, and rushing backward and forwards. After a little while, on went the powerful steamer again, plunging through the thick darkness with the great blunt arrow that had struck her so sorely, fast in her poor wounded side; but, this time, it had just missed the wheel.

Another snag subsequently hit her in the opposite side; but the wheel fortunately escaped that also, so away she went, something like a savage belle, of whom l have lately read, with wooden skewers in her two ears. When morning came, eager was the rush of all to see the extent of the damage inflicted. There stuck the grim snag right through the paddle-box, as fixed as fate, and there we left it when we left the steamer. I believe, however, it was then in process of extraction.

Besides these very severe hurts, the unfortunate steamer suffered a long succession of bumps and thumps (as well as her passengers) from a whole series of snags, almost through the whole night. They would not let one repose for a quarter of an hour together in peace. The vessel went, jarring and jumping along in as disagreeable a manner as it is well possible to imagine; very much as if she was playing at leap-frog, or hopping on one paddle for a wager. The poor mules and horses uttered a most vigorous kicking protest against such rough treatment, and that additional hubbub did not improve the quiet or comfort of the bipeds.

I was very glad when we arrived at Natchez (built, I suppose on the scene of Chateaubriand’s lovely work “Les Natchez”).20 From thence we availed ourselves of the President’s kind invitation, to go and see his cotton plantation, and it was a truly interesting sight to us.

The late President’s son was there, and received us with the kindest hospitality. The slaves were mustered and marshalled for us to see; cotton was picked from the few plants that had survived the late terrible overflowing of the Mississippi; and the interior of one of the slaves’ house was exhibited to us. As to the slaves themselves, they were as well fed, comfortably clothed, and kindly cared for in every way as possible, and seemed thoroughly happy and contented. The dwelling-house we went to look at was extremely nice: it was a most tastefully decorated and an excellently furnished one; the walls were covered with prints, and it was scrupulously clean and neat.

V——— expressed a great wish to see some of the small sable fry, and a Page 192 →whole regiment of little robust, rotund, black babies were fore-with paraded for her especial amusement: it was a very orderly little assemblage, and it cannot be imagined how nice and clean they all looked. Such a congregation of little smiling, good-natured, raven roly-polies, I never saw collected together before. One perfect duck of a child was only about three weeks old, but it comported itself quite in as orderly a manner as the rest—as if it had been used to give parties and assemblies, and receive any quantity of company, from every nation on earth, all its days, or rather hours. It was as black as a little image carved in polished ebony, and as plump as a partridge (in mourning). These pitchy-coloured piccaninnies differed from white children in one essential particular, for they were all perfectly quiet and silent; all wide awake, but all still and smiling.

After the main body had departed a small straggler was brought in (whose mother, perhaps, had lavished additional cares upon its state toilette); and it alone, apparently alarmed at finding itself thus unsupported and insulated, testified its disapprobation at the presence of English visitors by a very mild squall. We saw an older child afterwards, who was very nearly white, with lovely features and fair hair; the mother was a Mulatto, and the father almost white.

V——— was highly delighted with the whole company of little inky imps from first to last, nursing and fondling them in high glee; and it may be readily conceived that the mothers stood by equally enchanted at having their little darkies so appreciated,—and not a little proud; showing their splendid glittering teeth almost from ear to ear.

All the slaves were evidently taken the kindest care of on General Taylor’s plantation. Men, women, and children all appeared to adore Mr. Taylor, who seemed extremely kind to them, and affable with them. He informed us he sleeps always in his own rustic shanty, surrounded by the slaves’ quarters, without bolt, bar, or lock of any description on his doors, and that the negroes were not fastened or shut up in any way. This shanty was a very nice wooden building, with a colonnaded promenade in front, looking on the river, and had a capital sitting room, very cool and pleasant. The overseer’s house was at a little distance.

The principal mansion boasted, too, of a good and large collection of books, among which Mr. Taylor showed me an illustrated Mexican “Don Quixote.” He had brought it with him from Mexico, and added, that it was said to be the first work ever illustrated in that country. The engravings were well executed and the designs were spirited and clever.

Page 193 →We saw an aged slave, a hundred years old, and apparently quite hale and hearty. He did not seem to be the least deaf or decrepit, or to have lost his faculties in any way: he had quite polished and graceful manners, something like an old French marquis of the vieille cour [old court]. He really reminded me a little in his courteous salutations of dear old Marquis de l’ Aigle, who used to tell me at the Chateau d’O——— of his dancing minuets with poor Marie Antoinette. He came daintily forward and treated us to most Chesterfieldian bows and reverences, with multitudinous respectful inquiries after our health and well-being.

“What do I owe you for those chickens you sold to me a little while ago?” asked the President’s son of the old slave. “One dollar and five bits,” replied the centenarian with the most unhesitating accuracy and promptitude. The money was immediately paid to him. Mr. Taylor had told me before that he always bought his poultry of this old man, who was allowed to rear them on his own account, “and who, I assure you, invariably charges the very highest prices for them,” added he, laughing.

I took an opportunity of offering this sable Sir Charles Grandison a trifling back-sheesh, to reward him a little for his walk to the lodge to see us (though, by the way, we were told it was no unusual exertion for him, as he very frequently came there); the bowing creased to almost ko-tooing, and he went on his way rejoicing and bowing still, like a self-acting porcelain Chinese Mandarin, “nid-nid-nodding.”21

We brought away a tiny bale of the President’s beautiful white cotton, just as it came off the tree.

When the slaves were collected together in front of the house for our inspection, they had each, as a treat, some tobacco given them, which is what they dearly love. This they afterwards proceeded to smoke to our healths, to which I had no sort of objection, provided they did not wish me to hob and nob with them. They were generally fine stout-looking people, and had not at all a stupid air. One very remarkably intelligent-looking youth was Mr. Taylor’s valet; and the latter informed me that this young negro had taught himself to read and to write. For some time Mr. Taylor had remarked that he sat up very late, after observing this repeatedly, he resolved on watching him, to see what object he had in maintaining these lengthened vigils. He thus discovered the fact. The poor aspiring darkie had saved every candle-end he could find, and deprived himself of sleep night after night to accomplish his design. Might not such a one become a Toussaint L’Ouverture in time?22

Page 194 →Alas! there are too many interests involved-even those of the slaves themselves—to permit the immediate extinction of slavery. I am quite aware that on plantations such as the one I have been writing about, one sees entirely the couleur de rose [rose-colored view] of the business; but I believe it is very rarely the negroes are ill-treated, except, as I was told by an American, occasionally by small farmers, emigrants, who have never had such power before, and who are often led into abusing it. The French are said to be very severe masters, but I was constantly assured the worst of all are the coloured people themselves. This will appear less astonishing when it is recollected that these people are universally ignorant and uneducated, without any proper moral training to teach them to restrain and subdue their naturally violent and inflammable passions and tempers.

I cannot but think, too, that sometimes when the proprietor himself does not live much on his estate, or personally superintend his coloured labourers, they are harshly used by the overseer. One must guard against believing all the exaggerations and prejudiced statements that one hears; but I have been told some painful things relating to this, that seemed certainly from unimpeachable authority.

Mr.——— told me at New Orleans that an overseer had actually offered to flog one of the negroes under his charge to show him how it was done, and this in the most careless manner, as if it was quite a common-place proposition. I can hardly help thinking the man had been piqued by some remarks of Mr.———, and said this as a sort of bravado, to show him he defied his opinion. The other story is, I fear, more vraisemblable. An overseer was talking of the idleness and carelessness of the negroes being sometimes very irritating and provoking—as no doubt they may be—and, said he “when that rascal did so and so I shot him, that’s a fact, for I got so mad I couldn’t do nothing else.” I have heard, not overseers, but other persons say the same sort of thing frequently, as an excuse for very intemperate and inconsiderate conduct towards others, and they seem to think this exonerates them from all blame, as if they were really not responsible agents at the time. A gentleman conversing with me some time since in the West, on the subject of some new regulations on board one of the steam-boats, said that the black waiter, on bringing him some beefsteaks and hot potatoes that he had ordered for luncheon, required payment down before the savoury and smoking refection was tasted. Highly indignant, the gentleman remonstrated, nay recommended the ebony-complexioned waiter to “absquotilate,” [take himself off] without loss of time. He remarked he was above all suspicion, and while he Page 195 →was getting out his purse and counting out the coin, the beefsteaks would be very fast deteriorating in value. Poor Pompey declared the captain’s orders were absolute, and that all were required to submit, and again reiterated his request for immediate payment. “I got so mad at this,” exclaimed the narrator, “that I took up the whole tray and flung it and the contents in his ugly face.” I am afraid there is generally method in this pleaded madness of a moment, for its victims are commonly the helpless and unresisting.

Mr.——— had gone to see the jail, and he remarked some singularly ferocious-looking men, who proved to be Spaniards. “Ay, they are right desperate chaps, them,” exclaimed the jailer or turnkey who accompanied him; “I reckon them furriners ’ud think no more of murdering a man right slick, nor you would of walloping your nigger.” But I am saying more than I intended on this theme; and of all people in the world, the English have the least right to find fault with the Americans for retaining still the legacy which they had from England, that melancholy and dangerous keepsake that was her gift—a gift forced on their acceptance too.

I must confess one sees very original advertisements in their papers sometimes. The other day this one caught my eye:—“To be sold immediately, a negro woman, and a case of damaged Marseilles soap:” and often you see mules, carts, wheel-barrows, negroes, and farming utensils, all huddled up together in a comprehensive advertisement. How comprehensive, alas! They do not seem to think; but of one thing I feel quite certain, from many observations I have made, if you had the power to liberate all the slaves in the United States, you would find not a tenth, not a twentieth—a perhaps not a hundredth part of them—would accept their freedom from your hands.

I have had an almost sleepless night of mosquito torment. The housemaids assured me that the mosquitoes hardly ever bite now,—that their gay season was over, and that they were living very retired lives; occupying their leisure, I suppose, in improving their minds. If they would but learn to have a little philanthropy! But they would perhaps answer, they “already like man very much indeed.” Ah! it is quite a platter affection, a cupboard love.

Hearing the satisfactory report I have quoted above, I left my net rolled up last night, and was almost eaten up alive. I could hardly sleep a wink the whole night, and passed its long hours chiefly in the pleasant occupation of violently boxing my own ears, in ineffectual attempts to deal death and destruction at those unpitying tormentors. They are the most ubiquitous little monsters in existence, and the most unkillable: you give yourself a blow that might knock down the “Mammoth horse,” and, though sorely hurt, Page 196 →rejoice in thinking you have pulverized the foe, and you feel him instanter biting away at the very hand which hit the blow, or, laughing at you (and stabbing at you, too), perched on the top of your own nose.

These Lilliputian lancers came on like the clouds of irregular Cossack cavalry that so harassed the French in their direful Russian retreat,—they are here, there, and everywhere, their terrible “hoorah,” and deadly dreadful little war-whoops, freezing one with horror. In the day time it is hateful enough, but at night far worse. However, at night, one has the happy resource of the “bars,” as they call the net apparatus here, but none in the day. It would perchance lengthen one’s life a little, or at any rate spare oneself from sore anguish, to adopt Cromwell’s plan, and wear a coat of mail under one’s outer apparel, but soon would these clever little assassins, these “Thugs” of domestic life, find a joint in one’s armour; and then should one not be like those ancient warriors, who, by a cruel device of the enemy, found themselves closed up and imprisoned in cuirasses almost red-hot?
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Chapter 11 Victoria Welby


Page 198 →Victoria Stuart Wortley, later Lady Victoria Welby (1837–1912) was the daughter of Lady Emmeline Stuart Wortley, herself an inveterate traveler, with whom she traveled to the United States and Mexico (and very briefly Canada) in 1849–1850. This is definitely an all-female excursion, although mother and daughter each brought a maid. The father of Victoria and Lady Emmeline’s husband had died in 1844. They came from an aristocratic family and money for traveling was no problem. They also had numerous letters of introduction and were able to visit with some of the New England literati as well as the President of the United States.

Victoria was only 12 when she took this trip with her mother. Assuming all the precocity one could reasonably imagine, nonetheless it is difficult to conclude other than this twelve-year-old traveler had some significant editorial help in preparing her book. The natural suspect would be her mother, Lady Emmeline, except that mother wrote and published her own account of the same trip as Travels in the United States. It may have been that editorial advice was freely given because Victoria’s book was apparently intended for children.

We see the women acting very independently, for example hiring carriages for short excursions and even a small boat for excursions of their own choosing. Young Victoria took walks with her maid through villages and forests. Their route took them from Liverpool via Halifax to New York City, arriving in May 1849.

They then traveled to Albany, Niagara Falls, and back to New York by June 23rd. Next, they went to Boston (visiting Laura Bridgman), and traveled about the area. Then they traveled leisurely through Philadelphia (although they stayed here only one day due to concern over robberies and murders), Baltimore, and Washington. They made their way to the Pittsburgh area, leaving it by boat on November 14th for Cincinnati and Louisville, Kentucky. They went down to Mammoth Cave (it appears that Mammoth Cave was the Page 199 →second most desirable natural wonder for foreign visitors to see, second only to Niagara Falls).

They returned to Louisville and took a boat down the Ohio and then to St. Louis, arriving November 30, 1849. After a week in St. Louis, mother and daughter continued on by boat to New Orleans, then to Mobile, Alabama and in mid-January 1850 they departed the United States for Mexico, Cuba, and South America.

While in Boston they stayed at the Tremont House and had a slight fire scare, since “the gas-pipes with which the passages are lighted, by some accident, became ignited, and the wainscot began to smoulder. Fortunately, however, it was only about nine o’clock when it happened, so that as everybody was up, it was speedily extinguished.”1 In Massachusetts,


we went by small boat to Holmeshole, in the island of Martha’s Vineyard. Having arrived there, we were taken to Edgartown, the capital, in an uncomfortable and nondescript vehicle, which professed to be the regular state between Holmeshole and Edgartown. The road led through a thick forest of very ancient and moss-covered trees and brushwood, and was so narrow that there was only just room for our carriage. Unfortunately we met on the road a man in his cart, who happened to be particularly sulky and ill-natured, and would neither back out nor turn aside, though his sturdy waggon could much better stand jolting than our vehicle, notwithstanding the patient expostulations of our driver, who was the very essence of good temper. At last, however, on the plea of there being ladies in the carriage, when he could not well refuse he gave way, and, driving a little aside, he allowed us to pass on. The inn where we are now staying is exceedingly small, but the mistress and her daughter were so particularly kind and attentive, that we were more comfortable than we should have been at the best hotel in the United States. She brought us some muttonchops and a chicken for dinner.2



Traveling from Bridgeport, Connecticut to New York City, they took the train. “It rained tremendously during the whole of our journey, and the engine looked perfectly miserable, with its shrill whistle almost smothered in the damp air ... the station is quite in the outskirts of New York, and there the engine is taken off, four horses are put on, and we thus drive slowly on towards the in-town station.”3


Page 200 →From New York City to Washington:

we went on board the steamer, and were steamed quickly to South Amboy. Our course lay through a narrow strait between Staten Island and the mainland.... At Amboy we got into the cars, and in about half-an-hour (having crossed the State of New Jersey) we arrived at a pretty little village, not far from which the “extensive grounds and mansion,” says the guide-book, “formerly occupied by the late Joseph Bonaparte, the ex-king of Spain” are situated. At Camden we embarked in a pretty and exceedingly swift little boat, and ran down the East River to Philadelphia.... At Philadelphia, the city of “brotherly-love,” we only stayed one night, though we should have liked exceedingly to have remained there the next day and to have seen more of the town by daylight; but we were deterred from so doing by the dreadful accounts of robberies, murders, and riots, which were every day in the newspapers. From Philadelphia, therefore, we started the next morning, and in the evening arrived at Baltimore, which did not impress me very favorably as to its cleanliness or beauty during the short time we were there. The cars on which we travelled from Philadelphia to Baltimore were very disagreeable, being not unlike English second-class carriages—at least so we were told.... 4

From Washington to Mammoth Cave and Louisville, Kentucky:

On the 8th [of November 49] we started from Washington for Relay House. Here we slept one night, and the next morning were awakened by the shrill whistle of the train that was to take us on to Harper’s Ferry.... The scenery between Relay House and Harper’s Ferry was very beautiful. The road wound along the Potomac River, which, enclosed by hills on each side, looked almost too sequestered and too peaceful to be disturbed by the rush of the cars.... We could only catch a glimpse of it [Harper’s Ferry], however, as we only stayed there just sufficient time for dinner; but as far as I could see in a short half-hour, it was very grand and striking.... [detailed description of scenery] We arrived at Cumberland the same evening. The next morning we prepared to start across the Alleghanies. We wished, if possible, to have gone on the night before, but everybody declared that it would be very dangerous, that there were three feet of snow on the mountains, and that even the regular stage had given up the idea. Page 201 →In the morning even there was some difficulty ... but after much arranging, settling, &c. we finally started at about eight o’clock. The vehicle, called a stage-coach, into which we climbed was one worthy of description. Lined with hard leather, which hardly prevented the bare wood from intruding through the innumerable little crevices which were every day enlarging with the incessant jolting, it formed the most comfortless, uninviting seat possible, and we were obliged to stuff our cloaks and shawls underneath and at the sides to make it tolerable. The floor was scantily covered with straw; and on each side of the carriage, instead of a warm, substantial wooden wall, as one might say, cosily lined with something soft, there was merely a thin leather curtain, loosely buttoned outside, which was continually flapping to and fro, admitting a terrible draught and showers of mud.

From Cumberland to Brownsville we travelled with a Franco-American party, who occupied part of our carriage and the whole of another; whilst a third was the regular stage, ours being both extra. [N.B.—extra means that they were separately hired and the “much arranging, settling, &c.” referred to above was these women negotiating about the cost and terms of their travel in this extra carriage]. We had hardly left the town before we entered the mountain regions. The scenery was very picturesque.... Our carriage, the “Yankee,” rattled on merrily a-head of all the others, until we got to the end of the plain, where the horses were stopped in their gay career by the sudden steepness of the road. After about an half hour of slow walking, we arrived at a tiny house ... Here we changed horses ... The little post-house where we stopped was called the Boundary-house; and a boundary, indeed, it was—a complete one.... The vegetation changed from the sumach, the acacia, the sugar-maple, and the hickory, to a few stunted oaks and sombre firs. The snow was here two feet deep, and the cold was intense.... We expected to arrive in Brownsville the same evening, but a sudden thaw began, carrying rivers and avalanches of melted snow and ice down the sides of the mountains, and rendering the road a perfect quagmire. We consequently did not arrive at our destination till seven the next morning. The carriage jolted dreadfully, the roads were beyond description horrible, and my seat very hard, and yet I slept through most of the night, waking up for the first time at about five o’clock ... We now soon came to a high Page 202 →and steep bluff, round which we made a sudden turn, and came into sight of Brownsville. The landscape was beautiful, and the effect magnificent. The town lay just at our feet, on the shores of the Monongahela, which shone in the sun’s first rays; the valley stretched far, far away, richly cultivated, and studded with cottages.... Soon after this, we entered the town, and pulled up at the door of a doubtful-looking inn, called the Workmen’s Hotel. It was the only respectable one in the town, however....

The next morning we went on board a small but comfortable steamer, at nine o’clock; the master of our inn hurried us tremendously, assuring us we should be too late, but we found that we should have to wait two hours, for that the mail had not yet arrived. At last, however, we started. The scenery had too much of the sameness, although pretty; it was a very coaly country, and coal-pits were very numerous. In about six hours we were moored at the wharf of Pittsburgh.... The Monongahela House, where we are now staying, is an immense building, and looks almost as large as the famous Astor House, New York. The next day we visited ... an iron factory, where we saw them drawing the rails for railroads, which was very interesting....

We started from Pittsburgh on the morning of the 14th [November].... I think that the scenery, during the whole of the first day, far surpassed that on the Hudson River. It was a continual range of high hills and bluffs ... Sometimes, however, the bluffs would rise from the very edge of the water, and here, generally, the echoes were beautiful. When the steamer’s whistle sounded, as it did whenever we stopped at any town or village, it seemed to reverberate at least eight times through the hills, at last losing itself in the distance....

Our hotel was so bad and dirty at Cincinnati that we were very glad to get away by the first steamer that was going on to Louisville; her name was the “Fashion.” Here we were very comfortable. Our sleeping-cabins were immensely large, and particularly convenient, and a door opened upon a broad, covered promenade or piazza, where one could sit without any danger of getting wet while it rained. We had a very quick passage, and arrived here [Louisville] at nine last night.... We did not think we should have arrived last night, and were very glad when they came to tell us that we had, for we had Page 203 →found out that there was a multitude of cockroaches in our pretty cabin, which would have been very disagreeable at night.5



They left Louisville at 4:00 a.m. after they fixed their own tea but enjoyed what the people of the house had given them, “a large tray loaded with good things.”6


After a drive of sixteen miles through flat, cultivated country, we arrived at the Salt River, a tributary of the Ohio, which joins it just at the place at which we crossed. We came to the top of the high bank of the river, where they insisted upon our getting out of the carriage, and walking down to the water’s edge, in a perfect slough of mud and water. Having with no small difficulty accomplished this, we were carried across on a sort of primitive raft, which I believe is called by the Americans “a ferry.”

We stopped for dinner [lunch] at Elizabethtown ... [and] did not arrive at Mr. Bell’s hotel till eleven o’clock: we found it was an excellent inn, with a most worthy old landlord. There was really hardly room enough on the table in our comfortable apartment for the profusion of things he sent us,—quails, partridges, Indian corn bread, molasses, coffee, &c.



They went by a stagecoach belonging to Mr. Bell to the Mammoth Cave Hotel, passing through a hilly and woody countryside with “quantities of sassafras-trees, which quite perfumed the whole wood with their sweet scent. There were some very steep hills, at which we got out in order to ease the horses.”7

The author gives a vivid and detailed description of Mammoth Cave which they spent two days exploring, then returned by Mr. Bell’s carriage (that had waited for them for “fully an hour,” to his inn. They left at 11:00 p.m. by stagecoach for Louisville. Unfortunately, “the whole of the next day it poured with rain, which was very unfortunate, as the coach was very full, and we were obligated to shut down all the windows, which rendered it close and unpleasant. It was seven o’clock [presumably p.m. the next day from their departure] before we arrived at Louisville.”8

The women traveled to St. Louis via the steamer Hindoo, a steamer of which Welby “cannot find a single thing to praise.” St. Louis was quite busy, and the women were forced to attempt to find accommodations in four different hotels, and found lodging only at the fourth they tried.9

Page 204 →In St. Louis they had to choose the steamboat they took to Natchez and then New Orleans.


The advertisements of the departure of the many steamboats on the Mississippi having announced that the “Bostona” would start for New Orleans on Tuesday morning, we prepared to go in her. As soon, however, as we arrived on board, we were told that the steamer would not sail till four in the afternoon. This delay was extremely annoying to us. Late in the afternoon, when the hour of starting had already past, we were informed that the departure of the steamer must be postponed, in consequence of a large party who had taken their passage previously, and who had not yet arrived, till the next morning. The next morning came and passed, however, and we did not start till late in the next afternoon.

The ‘Bostona,’ however, is a magnificent boat. Her ladies’ drawing-room is most richly furnished with beautifully-patterned velvet; the carpet is exceedingly handsome, and as thick as fur. At the end of the ladies’ saloon is a little alcove, almost entirely hidden by an immense looking-glass. This little room was furnished luxuriously, and costly scarlet and gold curtains shaded a great bow-window in the stern. I must not omit to mention, also, the great comfort of the little cabins, separately. They were immensely wide, and exceedingly comfortable....

There are great quantities of pigs in the vessel, which, together with oxen, sheep, goats, guinea-fowls, cocks, hens, and other musical domestic animals, set up a delightful concert of squeaking, grunting, lowing, bleating, screaming, cackling, and cock-a-doodle-dooing, night and day, for our edification and amusement.10



They arrived at Memphis at 3:00 a.m. “We ought to have arrived last night, but the fog was so thick that the captain was obliged to stop at a small village till it cleared off.”11 At Memphis “we were obliged to go on board the wharf-boat till morning, as the hotels on shore were all shut up at that early hour.”12 The women left Memphis for Natchez on the steamer Bulletin, with again a great delay from the promised departure time. “Just under our cabin are a great quantity of horses, not of the most quiet species, which do nothing all day and night but kick and struggle, and fall overboard, and break every kind of fastening.”13


Page 205 →This morning at daylight [Dec. 15, 1849] we were “snagged.” There was a crash,—the vessel shook,—the wheels staggered on for a minute—stopped—and went on again; and the bumps were violently repeated. By this time all was astir below; our friends the horses made a greater noise then ever, the ladies screamed, the men holloaed [sic], the cats whined, the dogs barked, the pigs squeaked, the cows lowed with all their might; and all these made their respective noises without in the least knowing what for. This morning I went to get a view of his worship the snag, whom I found reclining his rugged head on the paddle-box, having thrust it triumphantly through the wood-work. They say it was a narrow escape from something far worse, for had the snag touched the wheel (which was of wood), the confusion would have been far greater, to say the least.14



At Natchez the women transferred to another steam boat that took them to the Cypress Grove plantation, owned by President Taylor, who, while they had visited him in Washington, invited them to stop by the plantation. The President was not home but his son gave them a tour. Their visit concluded, “we begged Mr. Taylor to be so kind as to hail the next steamer he saw going down the river, in order that we might go on to New Orleans that evening.”15 At about 2:00 a.m. “a boat was reported to be in sight. We went on the verandah of the house to watch the approach of the ship with her hundreds of sparkling lights, and the manner of signalling it, which we had been told was very picturesque. They lighted an immense fire in a curious apparatus, which much resembled a huge saucepan stuck on the top of a greatly magnified pitchfork. This they waved to and fro with great energy, making a picturesque red glare, vividly reflected on the river. Soon a similar fiery saucepan was elevated on the signalled ship, and we soon saw her slowly turn her prow go shore. We then hurried to the bank ... [and] stepped on board the ‘Aleck Scott,’ with our luggage, bound for New Orleans.”16

In New Orleans, “We find to our horror that New Orleans is to be our first insight into the mysteries and torments of the mosquito region. They are here black, the most deadly kind, and their sting is so poisonous that five minutes after the attack the place swells tremendously, and the irritation is violently painful.”17

The women made their way over to Mobile, by a route that is not made clear. “On our arrival, we found that the best, in fact the only respectable Page 206 →hotel in Mobile, was crammed full, so our only alternative was to quarter ourselves here, which I certainly cannot call a good hotel, although it has a few virtues.”18 In Mobile the women had a choice to make of which vessel to take to Vera Cruz, a government vessel that was taking an American diplomat to Mexico but which had, they thought, poor accommodations, or another ship if they could find one. The diplomat had offered them passage, and apparently, they could not find another ship.19



From St. Louis to Natchez, 1849


November 27th, on board steamer “Hindoo.—The two days we passed at Louisville were as different, as regards atmosphere, as though the first had been in July, the second in December. There we again saw Mr. B–––, who showed us an admirable plan of the Cave, drawn up by himself. Yesterday we took a passage in the “Hindoo” for St. Louis. We are now in a steamer in which I cannot find a single thing to praise.20

28th.—This afternoon we arrived at Cairo, the junction of the Mississippi with the Ohio. It consists of some straggling houses, not very respectable in appearance, with a few lonely-looking inhabitants.

St. Louis, Friday, 30th.—Soon after we left Cairo, the deepening snow and the increasing cold told us plainly we were going northward; and the hills began to rise almost into the clouds. They were all covered with pinewoods, which, in their turn., were most brilliantly clothed in snow, which seemed to strive to hide the sombre, wintry firs, and the dark, cold earth. The river here was as broad as a lake, and as placid as a looking-glass; the lovely sunset, glowing as sunset does only in the West, tinged the hills with gold colour, and reflected itself in the blushing water. The glittering snow seemed to be clasping the golden rays, and smiling at the setting sun, unconscious of receiving its destroyer to its bosom. As we approached St. Louis, the river no longer wore the placid look which is, in general, its characteristic; the little foamy ripples seemed to be hurrying on in a tremendous bustle,—in fact, the current there was so powerful that we did not seem to be moving an inch. The streets of St. Louis look quaint, and the houses old-fashioned. It seems there is a great deal of business going on here, for we tried no less than three hotels—the Planters’ Hotel, City Hotel, and Scott’s Hotel—which were all, as their respective masters “guessed,” crammed full. At last, however, we arrived at the Monroe House, where we are now most comfortably lodged. One thing I have particularly observed here, which is, the silver spoons and forks are brighter, and seemingly more carefully kept, Page 207 →than at any other hotel we stayed at in America. Among the passengers in the “Hindoo” were a family descended from William Penn: they had several children, one of whom, a little girl, was an exceedingly beautiful child. Her blue eyes were of an immense size and of a lovely hue, and her hair was auburn; but she lacked that rosy cheek and bright complexion which are the characteristics of a healthy English child. The cause of this was too painfully evident, even while we were on board; for she was continually eating apples and sweetmeats, entirely unrestrained by her mother, who, by the way, was exceedingly handsome,—I thought the handsomest American I had seen: she was styled the “Kentucky beauty.” Miss Lucy, the little girl I spoke of, told us, in the same breath, that she was eight years old, and had only just begun to spell. There was also a quaint family of poor Kentuckians. It consisted of an old woman, her daughter, and four children. The old woman had never been on board a steam-boat, or even seen one in her life, and she felt “considerable” frightened. She was bent nearly double, and her pipe was her greatest happiness. She was continually smoking; and several times in the middle of the night we heard her, from our little cabin, get up, proceed to the fireplace, poke the coals about, light her pipe, and proceed to fill the whole cabin with smoke. Several of the ladies, we heard, complained of this to the captain; but he not troubling his head in the least about it, she went on without further interruption from the rest of the passengers. Her daughter looked very ill, and seemed to have hardly any strength; her children, who appeared to be perfect little fiends, took advantage of this, and, not contenting themselves with tormenting her almost to death, set all authority at defiance, and were the plague of everybody on board. This was evidently, however, the mother’s own fault, for even then they were spoiled to a shocking degree: she deprived herself of every comfort in order to indulge them. They were going to settle in Iowa, starting across the prairies from St. Louis in wagons, to “squat” when and where they could.

St. Louis, December 1st.—To-day we started in a very neat carriage to see the “Mirror Prairie.” We drove along very good roads, as far as the Prairie House, a sort of tavern. All around this there had been once a prairie—wild, beautiful, and unreclaimed. Now, there still was the vast, and seemingly unlimited, extent of “rolling ground,” as the Americans call it (I think there could not be a better expression); but here there were rows of hedges, red brick houses—there, there was a black foundry, with wreaths of smoke, and log-huts scattered around them. Nothing could exceed the softened loveliness of the violet colour of the distance, partly occasioned by the heath Page 208 →which grew in great quantities, and partly by the soft colour of the sky, and an almost imperceptible mist, which mixed together, as it were, the sky and the sea of grass and heath, so that one could scarcely distinguish the line of boundary of either. One part of it reminded me strongly of a gigantic racecourse. On what a mammoth scale, indeed, might one have races on those boundless prairies! Although not a bright day, the atmosphere was so remarkably clear, that at the distance of eight miles I could plainly distinguish the windows and doors of the houses!

On returning, our coachman (an Irishman) was desired to go to a certain number in Commercial Street, to make inquiries respecting the departure of the different steamboats on the Mississippi. He immediately declared that he knew there was no such street in St. Louis. He was then desired to ask, as we well knew it would not be put so conspicuously in the papers were it not in existence. The excuse he next made was, that he could not leave his horses, and still less stop “the gentlefolks on their way!” We then told him to stop at a shop, where we would ask ourselves. Upon which he pulled up at a shop in which there was not a single person. I could not help being amused at his absurd obstinacy, though it was very annoying, and he drove us at a foot’s pace nearly all round the town; at last he consented to ask a passer-by, declaring however beforehand that he was sure the man did not know, as he didn’t. However, here there was no escape, and of course he immediately received, very much against his will, the information we wanted, accompanied by a look of great astonishment, as much as to say, “This person must indeed be a green stranger, not to know where one of the most frequented streets in St. Louis is.” Afterwards we heard the man venting his wrath in no soft terms: “It’s the wust street in all St. Louis—if there ever war anythink abominable: them horrid drays a knockin’ of the carruge to pieces. I won’t go in!” The fact was, that he knew perfectly where the street was; but, being an egregious coward, he dared not go in. However, at last he drove us to the street, which we found was not really dangerous, though crowded. On arriving at the office, though we knew it was during business hours, there was not anybody there, except some people who had come, like ourselves, to inquire about the different steamers, naturally enough, grumbling.

December 6th, on board steamer “Bostona.”—The advertisements of the departure of the many steamboats on the Mississippi having announced that the “Bostona” would start for New Orleans on Tuesday morning, we prepared to go in her. As soon, however, as we arrived on board, we were told that the steamer would not sail till four in the afternoon. This delay was Page 209 →extremely annoying to us. Late in the afternoon, when the hour of starting had already past, we were informed that the departure of the steamer must be postponed, in consequence of a large party who had taken their passage previously, and who had not yet arrived, till the next morning. The next morning came and passed, however, and we did not start till late in the next afternoon. The “Bostona,” however, is a magnificent boat. Her ladies’ drawing-room is most richly furnished with beautifully-patterned velvet; the carpet is exceedingly handsome, and as thick as fur. At the end of the ladies’ saloon is a little alcove, almost entirely hidden by an immense looking-glass. This little room was furnished luxuriously, and costly scarlet and gold curtains shaded a great bow-window in the stern. I must not omit to mention, also, the great comfort of the little cabins, separately. They were immensely wide, and exceedingly comfortable. We are now going very slowly, as this is one of the most dangerous parts of the river—shallow, snaggy, and rocky. The “Bostona” does not often stop at the landings on the river, but when she does, it is generally for an hour or two. To-day, at dinner, we had some. jelly which was pronounced by mamma to be very much like the rose sherbet which she had tasted at Constantinople. The “Bostona” was alongside of the unfortunate “Louisiana” when she blew up a short time since, as she was backing out of her wharf to go to St. Louis. The “Bostona’s” captain was severely wounded (he afterwards died), and the side of our vessel nearest to the “Louisiana” was badly damaged. There are great quantities of pigs in the vessel, which, together with oxen, sheep, goats, guinea-fowls, cocks, hens, and other musical domestic animals, set up a delightful concert of squeaking, grunting, lowing., bleating, screaming, cackling, and cock-a-doodle-dooing, night and day, for our edification and amusement.

Memphis, 10th.—The day before yesterday we only progressed thirty miles, but yesterday we made little more way, and arrived here at three o’clock this morning. This was exceedingly unpleasant for us., as it was snowing fast. We ought to have arrived last night, but the fog was so thick that the captain was obliged to stop at a small village till it cleared off. We were obliged to go on board the wharf-boat till morning, as the hotels on shore were all shut up at that early hour. On the wharf-boat we found a roaring fire, and a very obliging stewardess, who bustled about, trying to make everything comfortable for us. About dawn she went to get some more wood for the fire, and came back in fits of laughter and all over snow, having been severely snow-balled by a multitude of little urchins who had gathered on the shore, delighting in the three inches of snow on the ground, which Page 210 →afforded them so much amusement at the expense of the passers-by. This poor woman (a Negress) told us she had had the rheumatism a short time since, and had not yet entirely recovered. Yesterday as we were sitting at the window of our little sitting-room, we had the good fortune to witness a very beautiful sunset over the Mississippi. The whole river reflected the most vivid scarlet and crimson glow, while the sky was one mass of the most brilliant and dazzling hues. The snow on the ground was tinged with deep rose-colour, except where some object interrupted the rosy light, when the white formed a beautiful contrast to the brilliancy of the above colour.

December 12th.—Still freezing; the old snow of the day before yesterday is still flourishing, being as deep as ever, while the air is piercingly cold. Quite a trail of emigrants’ wagons passed our window to-day; I never saw such huge awkward-looking things as they were. They were covered with mud, and I suppose had travelled thus some hundred miles; there was a curious sort of gigantic cage hung behind, in which were poultry and even sheep. Phillis, the slave-girl that waits on us, is half Negress and half Indian; she cannot, however, remember the name of her father’s tribe. She has beautiful hair, immensely thick, jet-black, and glossy as steel.

On board steamer “Bulletin,” 14th.—On the 12th we came on board this steamer in the afternoon, as they declared they intended to start precisely at five. When we had chosen our cabins, and were settled on board, after having scrambled and squeezed through bales upon bales of cotton, which were lying in hundreds on the wharf, they began, as usual, that tiresome process of delaying, and waiting, and postponing, and finally managed so that we are not an inch nearer Natchez—our destination—or warm weather, to-day than we were yesterday. What made it still more provoking was, that while lying stupidly and uselessly alongside the wharf, a most magnificent steamer went past on her way to Natchez and New Orleans. Her rows of light seemed literally to extend as far as one could see in the darkness. She backed out of the line of steamboats on the wharf and steamed off with so arrowy a swiftness that we soon lost sight of her in the darkness. She was the “St. Cloud” and we most certainly should have gone in her could we have learned the truth before she started.

Just under our cabin are a great quantity of horses, not of the most quiet species, which do nothing all day and night but kick and struggle, and fall overboard, and break every kind of fastening. As every one has his own opinion, I leave the reader to his, as to whether this fascinating din was likely to be agreeable to our English ears.

Page 211 →By-the-bye, I must not omit to mention the enormous flight of carrier-pigeons that we saw the other day when on board the “Bostona.” They were flying across the river in an enormously wide trail, which was evidently guided by a king, or a general, and his staff, a small group which piloted the way for the rest, who flew in so zigzag a direction that they looked like a huge serpent. We were told that they had an immense roost in Tennessee, which extended over a region of some miles, and that they sometimes cover the trees in such numbers as to break the branches down.

We are now at Napoleon, a village at the mouth of the Arkansas River, a large tributary of the Mississippi. The dismal, chilly line of snow that continued all yesterday has now entirely disappeared, giving place to a bright, green summer-like forest, in which were great quantities of a plant resembling gigantic fern. One of the most beautiful sights, I think, on the Mississippi, and also one of the most peculiar and characteristic, is that of the immense steamboats, which, when you pass them at night, seem almost too beautiful to be of earth. They glide past, seemingly without noise, for it is generally drowned by that of our own engines, one mass of sparkling lights from one end to the other, while from the funnel there streams a long feather of rosy sparks, extending an immense length. All this is minutely reflected on the still water, and makes the object—every part of it almost invisible except the sparks and lights—appear like a dream of magic.

15th Dec.—This morning at daylight we were “snagged.” There was a crash,—the vessel shook,—the wheels staggered on for a minute—stopped—and went on again; and the bumps were violently repeated. By this time all was astir below; our friends the horses made a greater noise than ever, the ladies screamed, the men holloaed, the cats whined, the dogs barked, the pigs squeaked, the cows lowed with all their might; and all these made their respective noises without in the least knowing what for. This morning I went to get a view of his worship the snag, whom I found reclining his rugged head on the paddle-box, having thrust it triumphantly through the woodwork. They say it was a narrow escape from something far worse, for had the snag touched the wheel (which was of wood), the confusion would have been far greater, to say the least.

Natchez, 16th.—We arrived here at six o’clock this morning, just at daybreak, and were landed, as usual, on the wharf-boat, from which we saw the “Bulletin” start off again. While on board we had not an idea how immensely it was loaded with cotton, and as we saw her now, swinging off towards New Orleans, we observed, to our astonishment, that her side, which ought to Page 212 →have been at least four or five feet out of the water, was almost under it. We were told that she actually carried 2200 bales of cotton, though a comparatively small boat. The change of temperature, which began yesterday, is perfectly wonderful. Yesterday the air was frosty, the wind keen; and to-day the sun is hot, and the atmosphere quite sultry. Natchez does not impress me so favourably as Memphis, either in cleanliness or regularity. This afternoon we saw a curious phenomenon, and one, I think, peculiar to the Western hemisphere. After a continuance of most sunny weather all day, a small cloud rose in the south, spread over the sky, and in five minutes became as black as jet, while the rain poured down in torrents, the rain-drops being at least the size of hazel-nuts. This lasted for about eight minutes, when, in a single instant, all the clouds had literally scampered off to the horizon, the sun shone more brilliantly than ever, and there was not the tiniest soupçon of a cloud on the azure sky. The President having begged us, while at Washington, to visit his plantation on the Mississippi, we are anxious to find out its location (anglicè, whereabouts). I suppose we have asked at least thirteen people the same question, where the President’s plantation was; and every one has answered us differently. We subsequently found that not one of their assertions was correct.

18th, steamer “Aleck Scott.”—We started from Natchez yesterday morning at 9 o’clock, in the “Natchez,” an excellent steamer. They landed us at Cypress Grove (our long-inquired-after destination), at about three in the afternoon. The banks of the river at this place were about fifteen feet high, an unusual height on the Lower Mississippi. Of course, except occasional clearings or plantations, it was one line of forest, chiefly of cypress. The President was not there, but his son superintended it. They were then erecting a steam saw-mill, and Mr. Taylor was not yet come home from it; so we had to wait patiently in rather a primitive, though comfortable drawing room, before a delightfully blazing fire of cypress logs. When Mr. Taylor came, he ordered all the “servants” (as they call the slaves, a sort of nom de guerre) to be collected and arranged in a semicircle before the house. They were all there in less than ten minutes; the women were all neatly dressed in white calico, while almost all had woollen shawls, as the evening was rather chilly. The men were chiefly dressed in flannel. Some tobacco was served out to them as an uncommon indulgence, on the occasion of our visit. The account the President’s son himself gave of his treatment of them seemed very favourable. He gave them, he said, milk and a pound of meat each every day, with Page 213 →as much bread as they liked to have, and plenty of vegetables. On Sunday they were given coffee, flour to make pastry, butter, &c. We expressed a wish to see some of their little “piccaninnies,” so immediately all the black ladies that had any brought them to show us. One came after another till at last we had at least twenty jet-black babies (all under fifteen months old) in the room, upon which Mr. Taylor sent word that there were enough, thereby stopping a long line of about twenty-five more black mammas with their jetty “piccaninnies,” each anxious to have the glory of being told that hers was the prettiest. Strange to say, not one of these little ebony balls ever attempted to cry, or make any sort of noise, except an occasional chuckle, intended for an attempt at a laugh. We also saw an old great-grandpapa, who was more than a hundred years old, and who, though we offered to walk to his hut, insisted upon coming himself to see “the white ladies,” though a great object was, as we afterwards learnt, that he might be paid for some chickens he had given to Mr. Taylor. On his departure, we added a little to the store already in his pocket, which elicited from this venerable gentleman a scrape and a deep bow of gratitude, accompanied by a polite and yet droll air which amused me excessively. We begged Mr. Taylor to be so kind as to hail the next steamer he saw going down the river, in order that we might go on to New Orleans that evening. Meanwhile, we went to see the cottage of Martha, who was Mr. Taylor’s housekeeper. It consisted of but one room, but that was not so very small, and was very comfortable. A large bed stood in the corner for Martha herself, whilst in every corner there was a little cot for the small branches of Martha’s family. The wall was hung round with gaily-coloured prints, and the curtains of the bed were of patchwork, prettily worked by herself. A huge fire-place, plentifully heaped up, occupied a great space, and they had a cooking-house outside. One of Martha’s daughters had a very pretty face. Unfortunately, hour after hour passed, and no boat appeared, till at last, at about eleven o’clock, I fell asleep, not waking till nearly two in the morning, when a boat was reported to be in sight. We went on the verandah of the house to watch the approach of the ship with her hundreds of sparkling lights, and the manner of signalling it, which we had been told was very picturesque. They lighted an immense fire in a curious apparatus, which much resembled a huge saucepan stuck on the top of a greatly magnified pitchfork. This they waved to and fro with great energy, making a picturesque red glare, vividly reflected on the river. Soon a similar fiery saucepan was elevated on the signalled ship, and we soon saw her Page 214 →slowly turn her prow to shore. We then hurried to the bank, under a resplendently starry sky, and having taken leave of our amiable host, we stepped on board the “Aleck Scott,” with our luggage, bound for New Orleans.
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Chapter 12 Isabella Lucy Bird


Page 215 →Isabella Lucy Bird (1831–1904) was a renowned travel writer and explorer in the second half of the nineteenth century.1 She traveled to places European men, let alone European women, rarely visited. These included Hawaii, India, Kurdistan, the Persian Gulf, Iran, Tibet, Malaysia, Korea, Japan, China and Morocco. In all, she published eleven travel books and was elected as the first female fellow of the Royal Geographical Society in 1892.

Originally published anonymously, the work extracted here is from Bird’s first foray into travel writing: The Englishwoman in America. Bird went to the United States for the first time in 1854 when she was 22 years old on the advice of her doctor. The “circumstances which it is unnecessary to dwell upon” mentioned obliquely in the initial chapter to her Englishwoman relate to her health. Later in the book, she recounts a conversation in which she states that she is traveling “for health and pleasure.” In 1850, when she was 18, she had an operation to remove a tumor from her spine. She suffered recurrent spinal problems, depression, and insomnia her entire life. Yet, she also performed tremendous feats in her travel abroad, climbing mountains, navigating rugged terrain, and sleeping rough. An obituary for the Edinburgh Medical Journal describes the popular, lay perception of Bird as “a mass of physical contradictions,” namely as “the invalid at home, the Samson abroad.”2

However, it took some time for Bird to develop into the “Samson abroad.” Bird’s father the Reverend Edward Bird was a strict clergyman. Related to the politician and abolitionist William Wilberforce, her family was deeply involved in various philanthropic causes. When Bird returned to England from her first trip to the United States, she continued to write essays for women’s publications. Owing both to her health and to her father’s interest in American religious movements, she made a second trip to the United States in 1857. This resulted in another anonymous publication, Aspects of Religion in the United States of America (1859). Previously, she had published essays on politics and religion.

Page 216 →When her father died in 1858, her mother and sister moved to Scotland. Although often bedbound, Bird continued to write essays and pursued various social causes. When Bird’s mother died, she first ventured to Australia and then Hawaii (then the Sandwich Islands) in 1872. Aware that she was feeling better, she continued on to the American West. This trip resulted in one of her most famous and perhaps controversial books: A Lady’s Life in the Rocky Mountains (1879). Some readers were outraged by her description of her riding costume and riding style: trousers (hidden beneath skirts) and astride the horse. It was customary for women to ride side saddle at the time. Bird defended herself as adopting the custom of the country. With the assistance of Jim Nugent—a rugged mountain man known as “Rocky Mountain Jim”—Bird hiked to the summit of Longs Peak on this trip. Described by Bird as “The American Matterhorn,” Longs Peak is 14,000 feet.

After the death of her sister and long-time correspondent, Henrietta, Isabella Bird married her sister’s doctor, John Bishop, when she was 50 years old in 1881. This was her first and only marriage. When he died five years later, she continued her travels and writing. She also took medical training to prepare her for her missionary work and founded two hospitals in India. Bird took her last trip in her seventies to Morocco.

While the style of her travel writing changes significantly between The Englishwoman in America and her later travel writing, there are still some traces of the fearless adventurer in this early work. The book shows her in her early twenties embarking on several thousand miles of travel completely alone. She also feels glee that she is frequently taken for a “New Englander” on her travels: “I was glad to be taken for an American, as it gave me a better opportunity of seeing things as they really are. An English person going about staring and questioning, with a note-book in his hand, is considered “fair game,” and consequently is “crammed” on all subjects; stories of petticoated table-legs, and fabulous horrors of the bowie-knife, being among the smallest of the absurdities swallowed.”3

She also reveals an interest in “avoiding the beaten track as much as possible” and a romantic idea of the few “prairie-men” she encounters on her journey, one that she will explore further in A Lady’s Life in the Rocky Mountains. We also see her aiding other more delicate women.4

Like other published travels discussed in this volume, Bird claims that the book derived from requests from her friends. She deflects criticism by stating “there is far more of a personal narrative than is likely to interest the general reader.”5

Page 217 →As to her favorable impressions of the United States, she credits the “many excellent introductions, which afforded me greater facilities of seeing the best society in the States than are usually possessed by those who travel merely to see the country.”6 While she does not name particular writers, she may have had Frances Trollope’s Domestic Manners of the Americans (1832) and Charles Dickens’ American Notes (1842) in mind. She mentions these two writers later in the book in a similar context: “I have frequently heard Americans speak of the descriptions given by Dickens and Mrs. Trollope of the slang and disagreeable practices to be met with in the States; and they never, on a single occasion, denied their truthfulness, but said that these writers mistook the perpetrators of these vulgarities for gentlemen. The gentlemen are extremely deferential and attentive in their manners to ladies, and are hardly, I think, treated with sufficient graciousness in return.”7

The deference of American gentlemen to women and particularly solo women travelers is a frequent comment in her travels. Bird refers to “unprotected females” several times in The Englishwoman in America—always in quotation marks. Like others before her, such as Harriet Martineau, she credits the United States as being safe for unaccompanied women, owing to this deference.

As Bird traveled later than our other travelers, some of the circumstances of her travel are quite different. She could take advantage of the Cunard shipping line, established in 1840, on her crossings. Also as detailed in the introduction to this book, the United States’ rail system was considerably more developed when she traveled in 1854.

Bird takes the Cunard Canada on her way out with her cousins and returns with them on the Cunard America. While she is at times with an escort when traveling within the United States, there are many unplanned passages when she is alone. While she visits friends along the way, she takes a trip (mostly by rail) from Springfield, Massachusetts, to Toronto alone. Unlike some of our other authors, Bird is clear about which portions of her travel are solo and which are not.

While she is disparaging of the drunk and “voluble” English woman with whom she shares her state-room, she states of the voyage outward that it was “very uneventful”: “the foul winds prophesied never blew, the icebergs kept far away to the northward, the excitement of flight from Russian privateers was exchanged for the sight of one harmless merchantman; even the fogs off Newfoundland turned out complete myths.”8

Once landed at Halifax, Bird proceeds to Prince Edward Island. Here Page 218 →she is detained for six weeks owing to the cholera epidemic in Canada and the United States. She then begins her travels to Boston with a male escort by steamer and stage. A couple episodes in which Bird assists unescorted, younger women portray Bird as a hardy traveler despite her own relative youth. Outside of St. John, New Brunswick, a young woman traveling alone is put into Bird’s care. However, Bird cannot see the woman all the way to her home, giving Bird the chance to remark, for the first of many times, upon the deference of American men to women:


a gentleman from New England, seeing the anxiety of the young girl to reach St. John, got out of the stage, and actually remained at the little roadside inn for one whole day and two nights, in order to accommodate a stranger. This act of kindness was performed at great personal inconvenience, and the gentleman who showed it did not appear to attach the slightest merit to it. The novelty of it made a strong impression upon me, and it fully bore out all that I had read or heard of the almost exaggerated deference to ladies which custom requires from American gentlemen.9



Bird then catches the steamer Ornevorg at St. John destined for Portland, Maine. She has a rough passage, which results in a cut head and unconsciousness. After the ordeal, she anticipates a glass of wine at her hotel. However, she is not served, as she is told it is against the law. She remarks “in my half-drowned and faint condition the refusal appeared tantamount to positive cruelty.”10 She is informed of the various code words for alcohol, such as “striped pig,” “Dusty Ben” and “sarsaparilla.” In Portland, another unaccompanied young woman asks Bird for her assistance in procuring her ticket “presuming on [Bird’s] antiquated appearance.”11

On the train to Boston, Bird reflects on the differences in train travel in America and England. Remarkable to her is the open-class travel, except for the “emigrant-car”:


An emigrant-car is attached to each train, but there is only one class: thus it may happen that you have on one side the President of the Great Republic, and on the other the gentleman who blacked your shoes in the morning. The Americans, however, have too much respect for themselves and their companions to travel except in good clothes, and this mingling of all ranks is far more being disagreeable, particularly to a stranger like myself, one of whose objects was to see Page 219 →things in their everyday dress. We must be well aware that in many parts of England it would be difficult for a lady to travel unattended in a second-class, impossible in a third-class carriage; yet I travelled several thousand miles in America, frequently alone, from the house of one friend to another’s, and never met with anything approaching to incivility; and I have often heard it stated that a lady, no matter what her youth or attractions might be, could travel through every State in the Union, and never meet with anything but attention and respect.12



However, she notes one problem with class-free travel: spitting, which she identifies as a lower-class habit. If not for the spitting, she writes that she would “greatly prefer [open-class carriages] to our own exclusive carriages.”13 Later in her journey, she enters an emigrant-car by mistake. She is “almost sickened by the smell of tobacco, spirits, dirty fustian, and old leather, which assailed [her] olfactory organs.”14 These cars transported immigrants in the United States for much reduced fees than the more comfortable cars in which Bird traveled.

In Boston, she stays at the hotel The American House. She is struck by the general busyness of the place: “Indeed, the utter absence of repose is almost the first thing which strikes a stranger. The incessant sound of bells and gongs, the rolling of hacks to and from the door, the arrivals and departures every minute, the trampling of innumerable feet, the flirting and talking in every corridor, makes these immense hotels more like a human beehive than anything else.”15

She meets the married couple, the Walrences, at the first station outside of Boston, and she intends to travel with them to Cincinnati and then on to Toronto. However, owing to cholera fears, they leave her in Springfield, Massachusetts with a plan to meet in Chicago. As she writes: “They would not go to Cincinnati; there were lions in the street; cholera and yellow fever, they said were raging; in short, they left me at Springfield, to find my way in a strange country as best I might.”16

Traveling alone by train gives Bird many occasions to remark upon the status of the solo female traveler. Just before arriving at Albany, she details her prejudice against a man who intends to assist her:


Just before we reached Albany a very respectable-looking man got into the car, and, as his manners were very quiet and civil, we Page 220 →entered into conversation about the trade and manufactures of the neighbourhood. When we got out of the cars on the east side of the river, he said he was going no farther, but, as I was alone, he would go across with me, and see me safe into the cars on the other side. He also offered to carry my reticule and umbrella, and look after my luggage. His civility so excited my suspicions of his honesty, that I did not trust my luggage or reticule out of my sight, mindful of a notice posted up at all the stations, “Beware of swindlers, pickpockets, and luggage-thieves.”

We emerged from the cars upon the side of the Hudson river, in a sea of mud, where, had not my friend offered me his arm, as Americans of every class invariably do to an “unprotected female” in a crowd, I should have been borne down and crushed by the shoals of knapsack-carrying pedestrians and truck-pushing porters who swarmed down upon the dirty wharf ... My volunteer escort took me through a crowd through which I could not have found my way alone, and put me into the cars which started from the side of a street in Albany, requesting the conductor, whose countenance instantly prepossessed me in his favour, to pay me every attention on the route. He remained with me until the cars started, and told me that when he saw ladies travelling alone he always made a point of assisting them. I shook hands with him at parting, feeling real regret at losing so kind and intelligent companion. This man was a working engineer.17



Two days later, men give up their seats so that she can make a bed. She makes a point of stating that these are working men, one a “working mechanic” and the other “in a similar grade in society.” She comments: “I met continually with these acts of hearty unostentatious good nature. I mention these in justice to the lower classes of the United States, whose rugged exteriors and uncouth vernacular render them peculiarly liable to be misunderstood.”18

As she continues her journey, she meets with a fire and a steep incline outside Cleveland. In Cincinnati, she takes a steamboat on the Ohio River. As with other travelers, she had heard of their dangers, yet has an uneventful trip. She writes, “I went upon the Ohio, lessened by long drought into a narrow stream, in a most commodious high-pressure steamboat, and deemed myself happy in returning uninjured; for beautiful and fairy-like as these Page 221 →vessels are, between their own explosive qualities and the “snags and sawyers” of the rivers, their average existence is only five years!”19

Once in Cincinnati, she meets up with friends who journey with her to the Mississippi and the prairies, heading towards Detroit. Despite her frequent refrain of the deference of American men, she does experience a theft. She is separated from her friends due to crowded carriages heading into Chicago:


In spite of my endeavours to the contrary, I soon sank into an oblivious state, from which I awoke to the consciousness that my companion was withdrawing his hand from my pocket. My first impulse was to make an exclamation, my second, which I carried into execution, to ascertain my loss; which I found to be the very alarming one of my baggage-checks; my whole property being thereby placed at this vagabond’s disposal, for I knew perfectly well, that if I claimed my trunks without checks, the acute baggage-aster would have set me down as a bold swindler ... recollecting that my checks were marked Chicago, and seeing that the thief’s ticket bore the same name, I resolved to wait the chapter of accidents, or the re-appearance of my friends.... 20

When they arrive in Chicago:

The baggage-master came to the door: “This gentleman has the checks for my baggage,” said I, pointing to the thief. Bewildered, he took them from his waistcoat-pocket, gave them to the baggage-master, and went hastily away. I had no inclination to cry “Stop thief!” and had barely time to congratulate myself on the fortunate impulse which had led me to say what I did, when my friends appeared from the next car. They were too highly amused with my recital to sympathise at all with my feelings of annoyance, and one of them, a gentleman filling a high situation in the East, laughed heartily, saying, in a thoroughly American tone, “The English ladies must be ‘cute customers, if they can outwit Yankee pickpockets.”21



The incident reveals both the perils of travel and Bird’s quick thinking.

Reunited with her friends, they make their way in Chicago. Finding the better hotels full, Bird is forced to take unpleasant accommodation. In addition to the abhorrent spit, the floor “swarmed with black beetles and ants.” Page 222 →She is shown to a dark room: “There was a small bed with a dirty buffalo-skin upon it; I took it up, and swarms of living creatures fell out of it, and the floor was literally alive with them.” There is also evidence of illness in the house, and Bird ascertains there was “a case of typhus fever in the house, also one of Asiatic cholera, and three of ague.” Bird, however, finds “the opportunity, thus accidentally given to [her], of seeing something of American society in its lowest grade.”22

Deciding against staying there for the night, Bird and her friends have dinner at the hotel. She remarks that despite the lowliness of the dinner party, she did not hear any cursing. She makes this remark after witnessing the servers’ “peculiarly disgusting” practice of cleaning the cutlery between courses. However, she notes with approval that among all Americans, cursing is not permitted in front of ladies.23

Bird then makes her way alone from Chicago to Detroit. She has the chance to observe and remark upon how American men vacate their seats for female travelers, who “took possession of them in a very ungracious manner.”24

In Detroit, where she was supposed to reunite with the Walrences, she finds that they have been called to Toronto to visit a sick relative. Bird procures a room at the full National Hotel. Once again owing to American deference, a gentleman is asked to give up his room. In Detroit, she uses her letter of introduction “to reap a rich harvest of kindness and hospitality.” In Detroit, she also witnesses a fair.

From Detroit, she takes the Mayflower steamer on Lake Erie to Buffalo. Save for the spittoons, Bird is impressed with the elegance of the steamer. On their journey, the passengers experience a powerful gale, and Bird finds herself calming nervous women. She then crosses from Buffalo to Toronto in the iron steamer Peerless on Lake Ontario. In Toronto, she finally re-joins the Walrences. After a stay in Toronto, Bird takes an excursion with the Walrences to the Canadian side of Niagara, which she finds wearying on account of the tourism touts.

Leaving the Walrences in Niagara, Bird has a Scottish gentleman for an escort. From there, she travels on to Hamilton and Quebec. From thence she travels on Lake Champlain to Burlington, Vermont. She meets with another married couple, the Aldersons, with whom she travels through Vermont and to New York.

In New York, she praises the omnibus transportation around the city. Page 223 →She again witnesses the same deference paid to women in this more local transportation:


The omnibus or stage accommodation is plentiful and excellent. A person soon becomes accustomed to, and enjoys, the occasional excitement of locked wheels or a race, and these vehicles are roomy and clean. They are sixteen inches wider than our own omnibuses, and carry a number of passengers certainly within their capabilities, and the fares are fixed and very low, 6 ½ cents for any distance. They have windows to the sides and front, and the spaces between are painted with very tolerably-executed landscapes. There is no conductor; the driver opens and closes the door with a strap, and the money is handed to him through a little hole in the roof. The lady passengers invariably give the money to a gentleman for this purpose, and no rule of etiquette is more rigidly enforced than for him to obey the request to do so, generally consisting in a haughty wave of the hand. The thousand acts of attention which gentlemen, by rigid usage, are compelled to tender to ladies, are received by them without the slightest acknowledgement, either by word or gesture. To so great an extent is this nonchalance carried on the part of the females, that two or three newspapers have seriously taken up the subject, and advise the gentlemen to withdraw from the performance of such unrequited attentions.25



Among the sights Bird sees in New York are the New York Hospital, schools, a prison, immigrant housing, and the P. T. Barnum’s American Museum.

Accompanied by her male friend, Bird returns to Boston for a proper visit. In Boston, she visits various sites, including Bunker’s Hill and the “Blind Asylum” (the Perkins School for the Blind). She meets the founder of Perkins, Samuel Gridley Howe, and the poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow.

She concludes her American tour by making her way to Halifax once again to take the ship back home. On the way back to England, she travels in the Cunard America, “reputed to the be the slowest and wettest of the whole line.”26 She writes that “some of [her] American friends, anxious to induce [her] to winter with them, had exaggerated the dangers of discomforts of a winter-passage.”27 The most uncomfortable passage is from Boston to Halifax. Crossing the Atlantic, the ship passes through a tremendous storm, Page 224 →which Bird describes with relish and expresses confusion about passengers who do not enjoy it.



Boston to Cincinnati on the Lightning Express, 1854


I rose the morning after my arrival at five, hoping to leave Boston for Cincinnati by the Lightning Express, which left at eight. But on summoning the cashier (or rather requesting his attendance, for one never summons any one in the States), and showing him my bill of exchange drawn on Barclay and Company of London, he looked at me, then at it, suspiciously, as if doubting whether the possessor of such a little wayworn manteau could be the bona fide owner of such a sum as the figures represented. “There’s so much bad paper going about, we can’t possibly accommodate you,” was the discouraging reply; so I was compelled patiently to submit to the detention.28

I breakfasted at seven in the ladies’ ordinary, without exchanging a syllable with any one, and soon after my kind friend, Mr. Amy, called upon me. He proved himself a friend indeed, and his kindness gave me at once a favourable impression of the Americans. First impressions are not always correct, but I am happy to say they were fully borne out in this instance by the uniform kindness and hospitality which I experienced during my whole tour. Mr. Amy soon procured me the money for my bill, all in five-dollar notes, and I was glad to find the exchange greatly in favour of England. He gave me much information about my route, and various cautions which I found very useful, and then drove me in a light “wagon” round the antiquated streets of Boston, crowded with the material evidences of prosperity, to his pretty villa three miles distant, in one of those villages of ornamental dwelling-houses which render the appearance of the environs of Boston peculiarly attractive. I saw a good deal of the town in my drive, but, as I returned to it before leaving the States, I shall defer my description of it, and request my readers to dash away at once with me to the “far west,” the goal alike of the traveller and the adventurer, and the El Dorado of the emigrant’s misty ideas.

Leaving American House with its hall swarming like a hive of bees, I drove to the depôt in a hack with several fellow-passengers, Mr. Amy, who was executing a mission for me in the town, having promised to meet me there, but, he being detained, I arrived alone, and was deposited among piles of luggage, in a perfect Babel of men vociferating, “Where are you for?” “Lightning Express!” “All aboard for the Western cars,” &c. Some one Page 225 →pounced upon my trunks, and was proceeding to weigh them, when the stage-driver stepped forward and said, “It’s a lady’s luggage,” upon which he relinquished his intention. He also took my ticket for me, handed me to the cars, and then withdrew, wishing me a pleasant journey, his prompt civility having assisted me greatly in the chaotic confusion which attends the departure of a train in America. The cars by which I left were guaranteed to take people to Cincinnati, a distance of 1000 miles, in 40 hours, allowing time for refreshments! I was to travel by five different lines of railway, but this part of the railway system is so well arranged that I only took a ticket once, rather a curious document—a strip of paper half a yard long, with passes for five different roads upon it; thus, whenever I came upon a fresh line, the conductor tore off a piece, giving me a ticket in change. Tickets are not only to be procured at the stations, but at several offices in every town, in all the steam-boats, and in the cars themselves. For the latter luxury, for such it must certainly be considered, as it enables one to step into the cars at the last moment without any preliminaries, one only pays five cents extra.

The engine tolled its heavy bell, and soon we were amid the beauties of New England; rocky hills, small lakes, rapid streams, and trees distorted into every variety of the picturesque. At the next station from Boston the Walrences joined me. We were to travel together, with our ulterior destination a settlement in Canada West, but they would not go to Cincinnati; there were lions in the street; cholera and yellow fever, they said, were raging; in short, they left me at Springfield, to find my way in a strange country as best I might; our rendez-vous to be Chicago.

At Springfield I obtained the first seat in the car, generally the object of most undignified elbowing, and had space to admire the beauties among which we passed. For many miles we travelled through a narrow gorge, between very high precipitous hills, clothed with wood up to their summits; those still higher rising behind them, while the track ran along the very edge of a clear rushing river. The darkness which soon came on was only enlivened by the sparks from the wood fire of the engine, so numerous and continuous as to look like a display of fireworks. Just before we reached Albany a very respectable-looking man got into the car, and, as his manners were very quiet and civil, we entered into conversation about the trade and manufactures of the neighbourhood. When we got out of the cars on the east side of the river, he said he was going no farther, but, as I was alone, he would go across with me, and see me safe into the cars on the other side. He also offered to carry my reticule and umbrella, and look after my luggage. Page 226 →His civility so excited my suspicions of his honesty, that I did not trust my luggage or reticule out of my sight, mindful of a notice posted up at all the stations, “Beware of swindlers, pickpockets, and thieves.”

We emerged from the cars upon the side of the Hudson river, in a sea of mud, where, had not my friend offered me his arm, as Americans of every class invariably do to an “unprotected female” in a crowd, I should have been borne down and crushed by the shoals of knapsack-carrying pedestrians and truck-pushing porters who swarmed down upon the dirty wharf. The transit across occupied fully ten minutes, in consequence of the numerous times the engine had to be reversed, to avoid running over the small craft which infest this stream. My volunteer escort took me through a crowd through which I could not have found my way alone, and put me into the cars which started from the side of a street in Albany, requesting the conductor, whose countenance instantly prepossessed me in his favour, to pay me every attention on the route. He remained with me until the cars started, and told me that when he saw ladies travelling alone he always made a point of assisting them. I shook hands with him at parting, feeling real regret at losing so kind and intelligent a companion. This man was a working engineer.

Some time afterward, while travelling for two successive days and nights in an unsettled district in the west, on the second night, fairly overcome with fatigue, and unable, from the crowded state of the car, to rest my feet on the seat in front, I tried unsuccessfully to make a pillow for my head by rolling up my cloak, which attempts being perceived by a working mechanic, he accosted me thus: “Stranger, I guess you’re almost used up? Maybe you’d be more comfortable if you could rest your head.” Without further parley he spoke to his companion, a man in a similar grade in society; they both gave up their seats, and rolled a coat round the arm of the chair, which formed a very comfortable sofa; and these two men stood for an hour and a half, to give me the advantage of it, apparently without any idea that they were performing a deed of kindness. I met continually with these acts of hearty unostentatious good nature. I mention these in justice to the lower classes of the United States, whose rugged exteriors and uncouth vernacular render them peculiarly liable to be misunderstood.

The conductor quite verified the good opinion which I had formed of him. He turned a chair into a sofa, and lent me a buffalo robe (for, hot though the day had been, the night was intensely cold), and several times brought me a cup of tea. We were talking on the peculiarities and amount of the breakage power on the American lines as compared with ours, and the Page 227 →interest of the subject made him forget to signal the engine-driver to stop at a station. The conversation concluded, he looked out of the window. “Dear me,” he said, “we ought to have stopped three miles back; likely there was no one to get out!”

At midnight I awoke shivering with cold, having taken nothing for twelve hours; but at two we stopped at something called by courtesy a station, and the announcement was made, “Cars stop three minutes for refreshments.” I got out; it was pitch dark; but I, with a young lady, followed a lantern into a frame-shed floored by the bare earth. Visions of Swindon and Wolverton rose before me, as I saw a long table supported on rude trestles, bearing several cups of steaming tea, while a dirty boy was opening and frizzling oysters by a wood fire on the floor. I swallowed a cup of scalding tea; some oysters were put upon my plate; “Six cents” was shouted by a nasal voice in my ear, and, while hunting for the required sum, “All aboard” warned me to be quick; and, jumping into the cars just as they were in motion, I left my untasted supper on my plate. After “Show your tickets,” frequently accompanied by a shake, had roused me several times from a sound sleep, we arrived at Rochester, an important town on the Gennessee Falls, surrounded by extensive clearings, then covered with hoar frost.

Here we were told to get out, as there were twenty minutes for breakfast. But whither should we go when we had got out? We were at the junction of several streets, and five. engines, with cars attached, were snorting and moving about. After we had run the gauntlet of all these, I found men ringing bells, and negroes rushing about, tumbling over each other, striking gongs, and all shouting “The cheapest house in all the world—house for all nations—a splenderiferous breakfast for 20 cents!” and the like. At length, seeing an unassuming placard, “Hot breakfast, 25 cents,” I ventured in, but an infusion of mint was served instead of the China leaf; and I should be afraid to pronounce upon the antecedents of the steaks. The next place of importance we reached was Buffalo, a large thriving town on the south shore of Lake Erie. There had been an election for Congress at some neighbouring place the day before, and my vis-à-vis, the editor of a Buffalo paper, was arguing vociferously with a man on my right.

At length he began to talk to me very vivaciously on politics, and concluded by asking me what I thought of the late elections. Wishing to put an end to the conversation, which had become tedious, I replied that I was from England. “English! you surprise me!” he said; “you’ve not the English accent at all.” “What do you think of our government?” was his next question. Page 228 →“Considering that you started free, and had to form your institutions in an enlightened age, that you had the estimable parts of our constitution to copy from, while its faults were before you to serve as beacons, I think your constitution ought to be nearer perfection than it is.” “I think our constitution is as near perfection as anything human can be; we are the most free, enlightened, and progressive people under the sun,” he answered, rather hotly; but in a few minutes resuming the conversation with his former companion, I overheard him say, “I think I shall give up politics altogether; I don’t believe we have a single public man who is not corrupt.” “A melancholy result of a perfect constitution, and a humiliating confession for an American,” I observed.

The conversations in the cars are well worth a traveller’s attention. They are very frequently on politics, but often one hears stories such as the world has become familiarised with from the early pages of Barnum’s Autobiography, abounding in racy anecdote, broad humour, and cunning imposition. At Erie we changed cars, and I saw numerous emigrants sitting on large blue boxes, looking disconsolately about them; the Irish physiognomy being the most predominant. They are generally so dirty that they travel by themselves in a partially lighted van, called the Emigrants’ car, for a most trifling payment. I once got into one by mistake, and was almost sickened by the smell of tobacco, spirits, dirty fustian, and old leather, which assailed my olfactory organs. Leaving Erie, beyond which the lake of the same name stretched to the distant horizon, blue and calm like a tideless sea, we entered the huge forests on the south shore, through which we passed, I suppose, for more than 100 miles. My next neighbour was a stalwart, bronzed Kentucky farmer, in a palm-leaf hat, who, strange to say, never made any demonstrations with his bowie-knife, and, having been a lumberer in these forests, pointed out all the objects of interest.

The monotonous sublimity of these primeval woods far exceeded my preconceived ideas. We were locked in among gigantic trees of all descriptions, their huge stems frequently rising without a branch for a hundred feet; then breaking into a crown of the most luxuriant foliage. There were walnut, hickory, elm, maple, beech, oak, pine, and hemlock trees, with many others which I did not know, and the only undergrowth, a tropical-looking plant, with huge leaves, and berries like bunches of purple grapes. Though it was the noon of an unclouded sun, all was dark, and still, and lonely; no birds twittered from the branches; no animals enlivened the gloomy shades; no trace of man or of his works was there, except the two iron rails on which Page 229 →we flew along, unfenced from the forest, and those trembling electric wires, which will only cease to speak with the extinction of man himself.

Very occasionally we would come upon a log shanty, that most picturesque of human habitations; the walls formed of large logs, with the interstices filled up with clay, and the roof of rudely sawn boards, projecting one or two feet, and kept in their places by logs placed upon them. Windows and doors there were none, but, where a door was not, I generally saw four or five shoeless, ragged urchins, whose light tangled hair and general aspect were sufficient to denote their nationality. Sometimes these cabins would be surrounded by a little patch of cleared land, prolific in Indian corn and pumpkins; the brilliant orange of the latter contrasting with the charred stumps among which they grew; but more frequently the lumberer supported himself solely by his axe. These dwellings are suggestive, for they are erected by the pioneers of civilization; and if the future progress of America be equal in rapidity to its past, in another fifty years the forests will have been converted into lumber and firewood—rich and populous cities will have replaced the cabins and shanties—and the children of the urchins who gazed vacantly upon the cars will have asserted their claims to a voice in the councils of the nation.

The rays of the sun never penetrate the forest, and evening was deepening the gloom of the artificial twilight, when gradually we became enveloped in a glare, redder, fiercer, than that of moonlight; and looking a head I saw the forest on fire, and that we were rushing into the flames. “Close the windows, there’s a fire a-head,” said the conductor; and after obeying this commonplace direction, many of the passengers returned to the slumbers which had been so unseasonably disturbed. On, on we rushed—the flames encircled us round—we were enveloped in clouds of stifling smoke—crack, crash went the trees—a blazing stem fell across the line—the fender of the engine pushed it aside—the flames hissed like tongues of fire, and then, leaping like serpents, would rush up to the top of the largest tree, and it would blaze like a pine-knot. There seemed no egress; but in a few minutes the raging, roaring conflagration was left behind. A forest on fire from a distance looks very much like ‘Punch’s’ picture of a naval review; a near view is the height of sublimity.29

The dangers of the cars, to my inexperience, seemed by no means over with the escape from being roasted alive. A few miles from Cleveland they rushed down a steep incline, apparently into Lake Erie; but in reality upon a platform supported on piles, so narrow that the edges of the cars hung over Page 230 →it, so that I saw nothing but water. A gale was blowing, and drove the surf upon the platform, and the spray against the windows, giving such a feeling of insecurity, that for a moment I wished myself in one of our “‘coon sentry-boxes.” The cars were very full after leaving Cleveland, but I contrived to sleep soundly till awakened by the intense cold which attends dawn.

It was a glorious morning. The rosy light streamed over hills covered with gigantic trees, and park-like glades watered by the fair Ohio. There were bowers of myrtle, and vineyards ready for the vintage, and the rich aromatic scent wafted from groves of blossoming magnolias told me that we were in a different clime, and had reached the sunny south. And before us, placed within a perfect amphitheatre of swelling hills, reposed a huge city, whose countless spires reflected the beams of the morning sun—the creation of yesterday—Cincinnati, the “Queen City of the West.” I drove straight to Burnet House, almost the finest edifice in the town, and after travelling a thousand miles in forty-two hours, without either water or a hair-brush, it was the greatest possible luxury to be able to remove the accumulations of soot, dust, and cinders of two days and nights. I spent three days at Clifton, a romantic village three miles from Cincinnati, at the hospitable house of Dr. M’llvaine, the Bishop of Ohio; but it would be an ill return for the kindness which I there experienced to give details of my visit, or gratify curiosity by describing family life in one of “the homes of the New World.”
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