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THE JOINT MEETING OF THE LITERARY CLUB 
WITH THE INDIANAPOLIS LITERARY CLUB 

APRIL 27, 1984 

This is an historic event. It is the first 
time The Literary Club has met with another organiza
tion. I was selected to tell you a bit about our club 
because I am the designated historian . Actually, 
I was selected because of my age. This is obvious. 
If I had not reached my 89th year, I would not be here. 
During dinner, someone said I looked younger than my 
age. "Why is it." I replied that it was due to the 
right genes, the right amount of Kentucky whiskey 
and the right hair dye. Another member asked how 
I felt when I woke up on my 88th birthday . "Sur
prised," I said. My pioneer Kentucky aunt had a 
different version. When I was ten years old, I asked 
her how she lived to be 96 years old. "Son," she 
said, "I stuff the cracks around the windows to 
keep out the night air. I eat a piece of fat meat 
every day to grease my gut. 1I 

This joint meeting is felicitous. Charles 
Dickins stayed at the Golden Lamb. This occasion 
also brings back memories of Tom Corwin and the 
many relations of The Literary Club and The Indianapolis 
Literary Club. Indiana also was the birthplace of 
a number of our distinguished members mentioned later. 
At our fiftieth anniversary dinner in 1899, you sent 
George T. Porter and H. J. Milligan to officially 
represent your club. At our seventy-fifth anniversary 
dinner in 1924, Demarchus Brown represented you. We 
have no written record of their addresses but James 
Albert Green, who preceded me as historian and. was 
present at both dinners, said your representat~v~s 
were highly complimentary, thaiu~o:~t~~ ~~~e~~~~ge~:et
~ot inspiration to formc~~~~ ~ Literary Club definitely 
~ngs of our c~ub .. ~~e cl~b. Frederick poole, 
had a connect~on w~ ~urthe foundation for the 
one of our memb~rs, .la~d then went to Chicago to 
Cincinnati ~ubl~C Llbbl~ar~~Wberry Library and was a 
head the Chlcago Pu ~c 
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leader in founding The Chicago Literary Club. 
William H. Venable and John J. Piatt, our members, 
were very close to Col. Reuben Durrett when he founded 
the Filson Club of Louisville . ~~yway, your club 
and the Chicago club were founded for the same 
purpose as our club and with the same diverse member
ship, differing in only one way. Your club and most 
clubs of this kind mee t once a month. Except for a 
recess of sixteen months during the Civil War, our 
club has met once a week , nine months of each year 
since it was founde d in 1849. 

It was named literary because the members 
read essays. It was called a club rather than a 
society because a club usually exists for the sole 
benefit of the group. In those days many societies 
were organized for causes. The Literary Club has never 
taken a stand for any cause. At first we had both 
debates and essays. After the Civil War, the debates 
and formal discussions of the papers were discon
tinued to preserve the neutral atmosphere of the 
club. The results of the debates got in the news
papers. When the debate was on "Is slavery constitu
tional?", the ayes won on the merits of their argu
ment. The Constitution did condone slavery . But 
the vote was not on the merits of slavery. The club 
was anti-slavery. The newspaper headline read, "The 
Literary Club favors slavery." 

The main purpose of our founders was to 
inst7uct o~e another. Entertainment was a secondary 
cons~dcrat~on . The longevity and health of the cl b 
~re dlue ~o undeviation from the original purpo~e a~d 

o e ect1ng the type of m m.b h' , 
I:>=~l?~ , - ,,~,t~ the. , _,,,,, Ly . ~ e ers lp whlch would 
lHeznber:ship has been .... ;L':' .pu.rpose. Sin.ce 1875 th 
turn is a ' ~m~ted to lao E ' e h' h' SSlgned to read a • ach member in 
l8 c Olce about once ever paper on a SUbject of 

heard about 8 000 pap y two years. The club has 
Only one nonm~mber ha:r!v

at around 5,000 meetings. 
was Prof. Frederick Putnaer read a paper. That 
Museum in 1882 on the d' m of ~he ~arvard Peabody 
I'-1?unds along the Li ttle l~f~~~r~~s ~n the Indian 
~lstingUished guests hav b 1. Rlver. However , many 
lnformally after the re ~l een asked to speak 
were Ralph Waldo E g ar paper. Among them 

Jrnerson Mark T . 
, waln, George Cable, 



584 

Oscar Wilde, Booker T. Washington, Dr. W. J. Mayo, 
Joe Jefferson (the most famous 19th century actor) 
and several members of the Indianapolis Literary 
Club. In 1854 Cassius Clay was the guest of 
Rutherford B. Hayes after Mr. Clay had moved the 
publication of his "True American" paper from, 
Lexington to Cincinnati. When Robert Frost slgned 
the guest book, he wrote: 

I never dared to be radical when 
young 

For fear I would become conservative 
when old. 

The founders and early members were mostly 
Yankee Ivy League types. Very early they decided 
that to further the purpose of the club there was 
strength in diversity. Educated German, Irish and 
Jewish immigrants were added. Over the years, talented 
doctors, lawyers, businessmen, ministers, engineers, 
publishers, educators, reporters and artists have 
been elected. Only about 5% have been professional 
writers. The heads of the Library, the Art Museum 
and the University have usually been members. Ecumenisrn 
has prevailed. The ministers have been Jesuits, 
Episcopal Bishops, Rabbis and Protestants of most 
denominations. It has been an all-male club but no 
one has been barred because of his race, religion, 
ideology, ethnic origin, financial or social position 
or previous condition of academic servitude. Kenneth 
Blackwell, a distinguished Black citizen and member 
of the City Council, was recently elected. 

Among our famous members have been two 
presidents, Rutherford B. Hayes and William Howard 
Taft; three justices of the Supreme Court, Stanley 
Matthews, Salmon P. Chase and Taft; nine governors 
of states, including a governor of Indiana, Oliver P. 
Morton; six United States Senators; 21 Congressmen; 
ten Civil War generals; ten Presidents of universities; 
two Presidents of the A.H.A.; many deans and heads 
of university departments, the department of opthal
mology leading the list with seven chairmen, Dr. 
Elkanah Wil liams of Indiana the first down to Dr. 
Taylor Asbury, an active member . 
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The members love the club. Though attendance 
is voluntary, about 40 to 50 assemble each week . In 
1930, member Charles P. Taft gave us our present 
building. Dr. Lawrence Car r left the club his entire 
estate now amounting to nearly $100,000.00. These 
gifts plus other bequests enable the club to charge 
nominal dues, until recently only $100 . 00 a year for 
which the members get unlimited free beer and liquor 
and a buffet supper at each meeting . 

It is not true that The Literary Club is 
a place where once a week one old man tries to keep 
40 old men awake for 40 minutes. Well-written papers 
have kept the club alive. Stories and poetry are 
enjoyed, but the most appreciated papers have been 
on subjects the author knew more about than the 
audience. 

Many of our papers involved Indiana, some 
written by members who were natives of Indiana, 
including Daniel Hough elected in 1858, David B1ymer 
elected in 1872, Earl Knortz of Evansville elected 
in 1897, Albert Kuers teiner of Bloomington elected 
in 1891 and Nathaniel Wright Stephenson, also of 
Bloomington, elected in 1899. All of their papers 
written after 1884 are in our club archives. Previous 
papers are recorded by title only. In our club 
library we have a book on the educators of Indiana 
written by Daniel Hough . 

Several Indiana natives who achieved national 
eminence have been members of our club. Two of them 
are active members. Tom Gephardt, elected in 1973, 
born in Anderson, Indiana, attended the University 
of Chicago and received degrees from Georgetown 
and Columbia Universities. From 1951 to 1960, Tom 
was the editor of t e "Anderson (Indiana) Herald." 
Since 1960 he has been associate editor of the 
"Cincinnati Enquirer. " Tom has had several awards 
from the Freedoms Foundation ~nd has ~erve~ as 
juror in the selection of Pu11tzer ~r1ze wlnnerS. 
He has been a dedicated member and 1S now the club 
c1erk . 

Bi~l Burleigh should be the guest of 

honor tonight. He is t he only one to be a member 
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of both clubs. He was elected to the Indianapolis 
Club in 1975 and to our club in 1978. Bil l, born 
in Evansville, a graduate of Marquette, started his 
brilliant journalistic career with the "Evansville 
Press," became editor of the "Cincinnati Post" in 
1977 and is now Editor-In-Chief of all Scripps-Howard 
papers . Along the way, Bill accumulated many 
journalistic honors and an honorary degree from Indiana 
state University. 

Tom Gephardt and Bill Burleigh came from 
the great Indiana fiction belt which included George 
Ade, Whitcomb Riley and Booth Tarkington, members 
of your club. Tom and Bill followed the Indiana 
fiction tradition. They became editorial writers. 

Morris Edwards, born in Indianapolis in 
1903, a graduate of Wabash , started as a reporter 
for the Associated Press. After serving as editor 
of the "Nations Business" in Washington, D.C., Harris 
came to Cincinnati in 1937 to head the Chamber of 
Commerce, later serving as President of the Transit 
Company and as an executive of the Thos. E. v-lood 
Insurance Company. An ardent civic worker and protege 
of Walter Draper, Morris was elected to The Literary 
Club in 1945 and was a dedicated member until his 
death in 1978. 

Dr. Elkanah Williams, born in 1822, elected 
in 1865, a graduate of Asbury College, now DePauw, 
and the University of Louisville, came to Cincinnati 
in 1855 from Lawrence County, Indiana, after spending 
three years in the eye clinics of Europe. The 
most eminent oculist of his time, the father of 
opthalmology in Cincinnati, Dr . Williams was the 
first full-time eye specialist in America. The 
leading eye men of Cincinnati were trained by him. 
The present leaders stem b ack to him. Dr. Williams 
was a devoted member and wrote a number of papers 
for the club. 

John Shaw Billings, elected in 1860, was 
born in 1838 and raised in Allensville near Vevay, 
Indiana. He graduated from Hiami of Ohio in 186l. 
After serving in the Civil War as a surgeon with 
the rank of Colonel, he founded the Index Medicus, 
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the surgeon generals' library and, with two other 
members of The Literary Club, Ainsworth R. Spofford 
and General Manning Force, developed the Congressional 
Library under President Hayes. He designed the build
ings of the new Johns Hopkins Medical College and 
Hospital and al so des igned the Peter Bent Brigham 
Hospital at Harvard. He was president of the A.M . A. 
As chairman of the organizing committee, he selected 
Sir William Osler, ~illiam Welch and other original 
members of the faculty which made Johns Hopkins 
famous. He was the fir st librarian and creator of 
the New York Public Library, his crowning achieve
ment. John Shaw Billings was one of the greatest 
men ever born in Indiana. 

Another distinguished Indianian, Oliver P. 
Horton, came to Cincinnati to study law in member 
Timothy Walker's Law Co llege and was elected to the 
club in 1851. He was not active very long but never 
forgot the club. Afte r serving as Civil War-time 
Governor of Indiana , he became a United States 
Senator and was c hairman of the Congressional Electoral 
Commission which elected President Hayes by a vote 
of eight to seven. Other Literary Club members also 
played a prominent role in the disputed election. 
George Hoadley represented Judge Tilden and 
Stanley Matthews was counsel for Hayes. Tilden 
was one of the finest men ever to run for the 
presidency but events p roved that t he election of 
Hayes was more fort unate for the country. 

We have had many more Kentuckians than 
native-born Indianians in the club. Kentucky was 
closer. Kentuckian s were hungrier. At least 
three times as many Kentuckians as Indianians migrated 
to Cincinnati. When the settlers reached Indiana, 
they were satisfied. They had f ound t he promised 
land. They saw no reason to backtrack. One of 
our members, Ducky Wadsworth, a professor at Miami 
University, now lives in Brookville, Indiana. 

August Wi llich , elected in 1867, a Prussian 
army maj or and a prominent Communist associated with 
Karl Marx in the 18 48 German revolution, made a great 
rec?rd as the general i n command of the Ninth (9th ) 
Indlana Volunteers during the Civil War. Later, 
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backed by two famous Republican members of the club, 
Alphonso Taft and Edmund Kittredge, Willich was elected 
auditor of the City of Cincinnati. 

Although we have had an ex-Communist and 
members representing all ideologies, the club, 
befitting its age and purpose, is conservative. 
The club does not change. A present member attend
ing a meeting 100 years ago would see no difference. 
Our members get old but the club stays young. I am 
in my anecdot-age. Captive audiences tempt verbosity. 
I have restrained myself. Lincoln, at Gettysburg, 
proved in eight minutes that an address, to be 
immortal, did not have to be eternal! 

Es lie Asbury 

Read at the joint meeting of The Literary Club and 
the Indianapolis Club at the Golden Lamb, Lebanon, 
Ohio, April 27, 1984. 




