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over Europe, fear born of dread over the rebirth of the 
demons of twentieth century European history: fascism, 
class conflict, economic regression, alienation of the 
young. 

To many traditionalists, Europe is a world gone 
mad: Not only are the Belgians turning Fleming and 
Walloon; but the former East and West Germans are 
trying to figure out how to turn German; the British 
are no longer islanders; the French, that most catholic 
of peoples, are to their horror turning Islamic; and 
most implausibly of all, Italian politicians are 
turning honest. Contemporary Europe is full of 
w~nd7rs; ~ut also full of anxiety. And I returned to 
Cl~clnnatl ~- to me, for better and worse, a place 
qUln~essentlally American -- with few regrets at 
~ea~lng my half-~dopted homeland. I wish Flanders well 
ln .er new embodlment ~s a state embedded in the nearl 
chrls~ened E~rope~n U~ 1 on. Europeans may indeed y 
redeflne natlonallSm ln the twenty-first century, as 
they first defined it in the nineteenth. Let us all 
hope that they do it more peacefully this time, more 
like the Flemish, than they have done in the past. I 
will have no role in these transformations, for I now 
know that a Europhile is not a European, and I now 
appreciate how vast is the distance between the 
adoptive and the native son. 

CHARLES BOWDITCH WILBY 

October 31, 1994 John Diehl 

One of the delights of being historian of the Club 
is the excuse to browse through the old records. The 
wonderful collection of Club papers is a treasure-trove 
of information and opinion on an amazingly broad range 
of SUbjects. The minutes trace the evolution of the 
Club from the very first meeting in 1849. They not 



only document the weekly activities, but sometimes 
reveal personalities that make old, long-gone members 
seem quite real. 
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This evening I'd like to introduce you briefly to 
an older member who comes closer tha~ anyone e~se on 
our long, distinguished roster to belng "Mr. Llt~rary 
club". It's unlikely that any of you ever met hlm 
personally. He died 65 years ago. Ma~y of you have 
heard about him, particularly from Eslle A~bury, w~o 
knew him well. But all of you have seen hlm watchlng 
us attentively from his portra i t on the back wall of 
the reading room. 

Charles Bowditch Wilby, Charlie Wilby as Eslie 
affectionately called him, was born in cincinnati in 
1848, a year before the Literary Club was founded. He 
was the son of Joseph H. wilby of Massachusetts and 
Mary Hinman of Cincinnati. His father was a founder of 
Rawson, wilby and Co. prominent tobacco dealers in 
cincinnati in the mid-nineteenth century. His 
grandfather, Francis Wilby, was a Yorkshireman who came 
to Boston in 1801. 

As a child, Charlie lived with his family at what 
were very respectable residential addresses in the 
cincinnati of the 1850s and 60s -- Sixth between Vine 
and Race, Race between sixth, Seventh and then on 
Seventh between Mound and Cutter. His early education 
was at one of the most successful private schools in 
the city at the time, the Chickering Institute on 
George Street. There, he studied under Eugene Bliss, a 
member of the Literary Club and a remarkably fine 
teacher whose influence on his pupils had lasting 
impact. 

Charles entered Harvard College in 1866 and 
graduated with the class of 1870, a class that included 
at least a half-dozen other Cincinnatians some of whom 
became members of the Literary Club. Wilby's 
association with Harvard had a sUbstantial influence 
throughout his life. His acquaintance with President 
Eliot, made while in college, grew into a close 
friendship through mutual vacations in Maine and an 
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almost continuous correspondence carried on between 
them. Charlie, like our good friend and fellow member, 
George Rieveschl, had the delightful habit of sending 
Clippings of interest he chanced upon, to friends, 
usually with some provocative comment. This "kept him 
in constant touch with many men of many minds". 
Leaving Harvard, Charles studied at the Cincinnati Law 
School in the old College Building on walnut street, 
graduating in 1872. He a lso read law in the offices of 
prominent attorneys in town and, for a time, taught at 
the Chickering Institute under his old mentor, Eugene 
Bliss. 

An appraisal of his long and brilliant legal 
career is best gleaned from newspaper articles and 
memorials published at the time of his death in January 
1929. All courts in the Courthouse were adjourned in 
his honor on the afternoon of his funeral. A telegram 
full of praise and condolence arrived that day from his 
old friend, Chief Justice and former president of the 
United states, William Howard Taft. A memorial with 
glowing tribute was spread on the records of our Courts 
which reads in part, "A record of Mr. Wilby's career as 
a lawyer would involve a history of our bar for the 
last half century or more. He was continuously in 
active practice, at home in every department of the 
law. He was legal adviser to a large and important 
clientele and at the same time constantly in the courts 
as a trial lawyer. It would be presumptuous to discuss 
his learning, his careful preparation and his eager 
presentation of matters before a jury. He was called 
by an admirer a lawyer of the old school. That he was 
in the sense that he felt the responsibilities of a 
lawyer's profession and the obligations he owed to the 
court as well as to his client. But he was in no sense 
of the old school in the matter of keeping abreast of 
the development of the law and its procedure. He never 
became old as a lawyer or in his interest in the 
world's affairs. It was eminently fitting that he 
should have been a president of the Bar Association, 
representing as he did the best type of lawyer." 
Despite the continuous practice of his profession for 
over fifty years, it was by no means his all-absorbing 
concern. As Charles Greve writes in Wilby's Club 
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memorial- "His conception of a true life covered much 
more. Nothing human was without his field of interest. 
There was no suggestion of the single-track or rut in 
his mind." 

In 1879 he married Harriet Mitchell, daughter of 
distinguished lawyer, Thomas G. Mitchell. It was a 
happy union that brought them two sons, both eventually 
lawyers, and two daughters. He never sought public 
office, but was vitally interested in public affairs, 
national, international and local. He lent his hand 
and his voice to causes that to him seemed right. He 
was among the first and most active in the struggle for 
reform of the administration of Civil Service. He was 
one of the organizers of the Associated Charities in 
cincinnati and served as one of its trustees for 25 
years. He took an active interest in the Mercantile 
Library Association for more than 50 years and at the 
time of his death was its president. He took great 
delight in social life. His charm and ready wit made 
him a universal favorite at gatherings throughout the 
city. Because of his extraordinary acquaintance with 
generations of cincinnatians, he was at home with those 
of his own youth and with their children and 
grandchildren. 

Charlie Wilby was elected to membership in the 
Literary Club at the tender age of 23, in 1871, a year 
before he finished law school. For Wilby, the Club 
seemed to be a perfect fit. He was elected a Trustee 
the very first year, vice president in 1872, served as 
treasurer from 1873 through 1880 and was elected 
president in 1882. Forty-two years later he was 
elected president again, honorary president to preside 
at the 75th anniversary meeting in 1924. His friend 
and,fellow member for 44 years, Charles Greve, gives a 
delIghtful account of Wilby's long association with the 
Club in the thoughtful, loving memorial he wrote at the 
time of Wilby's death. I've leaned heavily on him for 
first-hand information. He writes: "--No one was more 
devoted to the traditions (of the Club) or more 
conversant with them than Mr. Wilby. His large 
acquaintance and unusual memory made him the final 
authority in such matters. Whatever question might 
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arise to trouble the serenity of our proceed~ngs, he 
was always ready with a reminiscence that pOInted to 
the solution. None knew better than he how Emerso~ was 
received by the Club, a tradition handed down to hlm, 
Job stevenson's eloquent orations on the birthdays of 
distinguished men, the ingredients of , Will Bullock's 
Christmas punch, or Johnson's legal rlghts to two 
cigars on each meeting night: In matters of procedure, 
he was a digest of Club parllamentary law. It was 
tradition for many years, as it still is today, that 
officers should be elected without nomination, but it 
was equally a tradition that on each election night, 
Mr. Wilby should endeavor by indirection to place 
before the Club the name of the candidate for whom 
everyone knew the Club was going to vote. Certain 
traditions were made to be traditionally broken by him 
in a spirit of boyish fun so characteristic of his 
lightness of heart. He loved the Club and knew that 
the Club loved him, the playboy of our West, and in 
apparent seriousness he played up to the part, always 
sincerely jealous however of any real infraction of the 
Club's consistency with its spirit. 

"It is in the close companionship of the Club in 
' , 

the conversatlon around the table, that the Club is at 
its best and in extravagance in speaking of his charm 
in the close circle of friendly discussion, serious 
argument and delightful reminiscence. Earnest but 
kindly in argument, full of his subject important or 
even a happy trifle as it might be, the sparkle and 
gaiety of his wit and precision of expression made him 
the ideal round table companion." 

, From the beg~nning of his membership in the Club, 
Wllby began to wrlte and he continued with vigor until 
the end. The list of his papers include 310 titles 
almost three times as many as the next most prolifi; 
member His papers display a marvelous variety in 
subject and treatment. Greve wrote, "He seemed to have 
no limit to his versatility and no boundaries to his 
field of interest. with a style that showed power and 
precision he discussed the topics of the day now in 
serious vein now with great humor. Papers in lighter 
vein were thrown off without apparent effort." 
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I'll finish with a few words from Charlie himself. 
He read this paper on April 24th 1886. It's probably 
not his best, by any mean. I chose it primarily for 
its brevity to avoid exceeding my time allotment. The 
story of the Carter might be even a bit more fun but 
it's three pages longer. This one is 108 years old but 
it still gives a good taste of Wilby's charm and humor. 

A Fugue in Black and White -- Not After Whistler 

They were both men past middle life, and ought to 
have known better. Mr. Black weighed two hundred and 
eighty pounds, and being self-made, was proud of his 
work. He had taken to religion late in life, and did 
it thoroughly from an expensive pew in a fashionable 
church. His rich bass voice could always be heard 
above all others leading the responses. He took a 
great interest also in the kneeling and bending part of 
the exercises. He had a fine figure, which he covered 
with well-fitting clothing, and an active participation 
in these observances displayed his shape to advantage 
and helped him to satisfy his idea that he was an 
important factor in the service. 

Among the other usual privileges and appurtenances 
of wealth, Mr. Black had a lawsuit - a bitter lawsuit -
about a party wall, I believe litigants generally will 
agree with me that, excepting patent cases, a party 
wall case is more trying to the nerves than any other 
kind of litigation. 

In a patent case the litigants are pressed on 
through all sorts of legal proceedings, motions, 
trials, appeals and rehearsings, each moved by his 
natural pride in his own invention or device. It is 
not that mere question of sending good money after bad, 
which often subdues the client's zeal in ordinary 
commercial litigation. 

So in a party-wall case, the safety of the 
building may depend upon the result, and success 
becomes therefore a matter of necessity for which no 
expense can be spared, and the parties lose their 
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temper and spend their money, and the lawyers are 
supposed to rejoice. 

Now, Mr. Black's party-wall case at this time had 
gone through all the Courts, and had recently been sent 
back for a new trial because of some incomprehensible 
error. The suit began with an injunction, which the 
other party, a Mr. White, had obtained, restraining 
Black from proceeding with some improvements which he 
proposed, of property adjoining White's lot, by 
forbidding him to disturb the dividing wall. 

On motion of Black the injunction was dissolved 
and suit was at once brought by him on the bond given 
by White. White then carried his case up and gained it 
in the General Term, and Black then took it up higher, 
and so it had dragged along for over a year, with 
auxiliary suits springing up every little while, like 
suckers around a silver poplar tree. 

Mr. White, the original plaintiff, was a quiet 
man very unlike Black in many respects, and , " . . 
particularly in that he professed no rellglous bellef, 
but nevertheless went to church regularly with his 
wife, because, as he said, he disliked to see her go 
alone. For the two hours thus spent every week he 
exchanged a great many peaceful ones at home, and he 
may have been very selfish in his church going. 

Mrs. White was a devout church woman, and shortly 
after the party-wall litigation had gained full handway 
she told Mr. white that their pew was too far back, and 
she thereupon, with his consent, arranged to take a pew 
in the main aisle nearer the chancel. 

The following Sunday the Whites occupied their new 
pew for the first time. At dinner Mr. White said, as 
his face got red over the carving, "Mary, did you 
notice that man Black with whom I have had that 
lawsuit? He sits right behind us in church. The old 
fool poked his head into the middle of my back during 
every prayer this morning. I am afraid your selection 
of a seat will be bad for his attention to his 



devotions for if he thinks he'll get me to lean over 
and make room for him he's mistaken." 
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"How disagreeable," said Mrs. White. Then, after 
a pause, "I always did think, Andrew, that you might 
observe some of the forms in church, and at least 
incline your head during the prayers; but you always 
sit up straighter than ever. Now, can't you make room 
for his head on the back of the pew, and save any 
appearance of difficulty? It would be more dignified I 
think. II 

"Not a bit of it," said her husband, "I've rented 
the seat and its all mine, and the space over it up to 
the ceiling, and he shan't have an inch of it. 
Besides, you know I never did believe in any sort of 
religious sham, and if I don't enter into the spirit of 
the service, I can't pretend to do so. If you prefer, 
I'll stay at home." 

To this his wife deigned no answer and the subject 
was dropped. 

The following Sunday as the Black family settled 
down to their dinner, Mr. Black observed to his wife, 
"Did you see how that heathen White flaunts his 
unbelief in the eyes of everyone by sitting bolt 
upright during the whole servi ce? He actually 
interferes with those who sit about him and I'm going 
to see one of the wardens about his conduct. He should 
be put out of the church. 

"Talk about an easement in a wall, I think I've an 
easement in the back of his pew and I mean to use it. 
I shall take proper advice and do something about it at 
once. such people ought not to be permitted to rent 
pews in any church." 

But the poor man apparently got no aid from the 
warden or elsewhere, for sunday morning still found Mr. 
White's back as straight as a soldier's and Mr. Black 
uneasily balancing his portly form on his knees, and 
vainly trying all sorts of positions in search of 
something like his wonted comfort and dignity. 
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The next Sunday, as Black took his seat in the 
outside corner of his pew, there was something unusual 
in his appearance. His eyes flashed with a look of 
determination, and his forelock of thick, black hair, 
which was usually brushed carefully off his face, now 
seemed to be pasted down over his forehead, and 
glistened with a profuse dressing, which diffused a 
barber-like odor about him. During the responses and 
prayers White sat as usual, but Black, balancing no 
more on his knees, buried his forehead in the back of 
White's best black coat, and now and then, slowly moved 
his head from side to side. 

On his way out of church, Black walked behind 
White and seemed to be much pleased with the result of 
a long look at his back. 

When Mr. White was preparing for his usual walk 
with his wife that afternoon, she suddenly exclaimed 
"Why, Andrew, there's a large grease spot on your co~t 
right in the middle of the back," and as he twisted ' 
himself to see it, she went up, and putting her face 
down to it, added, "Yes, it is grease; and it has the 
same smell I noticed in church today. Didn't you 
notice it?" white took off the coat and examined the 
spot, and held it to his nose. He had noticed the 
smell in church, and in an instant the cause of the 
spot was clear to him, but he did not make an 
explanation to his wife, saying only, "Very strange," 
and putting on another coat took his walk. 

The next morning he declined Mrs. White's offer to 
have the grease spot removed, saying that he would 
attend to it himself. 

On Saturday evening, as he went home, White 
stopped at a chemist shop and bought half an ounce of 
strong cantharidene ointment. 

As they set out for church the following.morni~g, 
which, by the way, was Easter sunday, Mrs. Whlte sald 
"Andrew you've made that spot on your coat worse than 

, ., t? " ever; what have you been putt1ng on 1 . 
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d . t' " "oh it's a preparation I got at a ruggls s, 
said Mr. ' white, "It's something particularly g<:lOd. for 
this kind of a spot; I believe it will remove lt ln a 
little while." However, the spot looked so fresh, and 
was so very noticeable that Mrs. white begged him to 
wear another coat, but he put on a top coat, remarking, 
"now, it can't be seen," and to church they went. 

Just before the confession White took off the top 
coat, Black soon after leaned forward, his forelock 
again redolent with pomade, and, burying his fore~ead 
in White's back, gave himself up to that enumeratl0n of 
his sins which he found in his prayer-book. All 
through the litany he rubbed his head into White's 
stiff back as hard as he could. During the first 
lesson he felt an itching sensation on his forehead, 
and putting up his hand, a dark, greasy substance, with 
a faint but peculiar smell, came off on to his fingers. 
Then the itching on his forehead became gradually a 
burning. He mopped and wiped it with his handkerchief, 
but the burning increased to such a degree that at last 
he could scarcely sit still. At the collection he did 
not disturb White, but leaned forward with his smarting 
head in his hands. As he walked down the aisle out of 
the church after the benediction, his wife said, 
"Peter, what on earth is the matter with your forehead? 
It's as red as fire." 

"It's the heat, I think," groaned poor Black, but 
he clapped his hat on as soon as he could decently do 
so, and by the time he got home his forehead was almost 
a running sore. 

After that day White possessed his seat in church 
undisturbed but he and Black never speak as they pass 
by. 

So there you have an all too brief sketch of a 
wonderful old member, Charles Wilby. I hope it will 
help you to know him better and appreciate him more 
and that you will agree that he richly deserves an 
honored place on our reading room wall for his portrait 
and a warm spot in our hearts. 




