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membership?" without offer ing any defense, I answered.
Her silent reflection was deafening. What relief when
she observed, "I like it, my father would love thi s , a
sanctuary for common gender and interest, preserved by
tradition and good purpose."
My purpose • • . to share so e historical insight
and shed light on the too few circumstances permitting
our daughters to know the heroines.
If you don't know . . . you can't dream, if you
can't dream . • . you can't become.
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1 - A Night with Whittier .••••.•••........... John Diehl
2 - Presidential Papers .......•......... Ernest G. Muntz
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A Night with Whittier
Browsing through old minutes of club meetings is
one of the real delights of being club historian. A
clue suggesting where to look for an interesting event
in club history often comes through a chance bit of
pleasant serendipity.
Last fall, out of the blue, I had a telephone call
from Washington. Reuben Robertson III, whom I did not
know at the time, wanted to learn what he could about
his great grandfather's association with the Literary
Club. This was the spark that blazed the trail to the
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discovery
history.

t

~

. te resting facets of club

wi
19 24 diamond jubilee book at
hand , I as
him that Charles D. Robertson
was e l ected
p in 1872 and to send him the
titles of
e
ee papers his great grandfather
wrote and rea
i s years in the club. It's a
fascinat ing l · s .
originals, along with all
membe rs' papers f
18 85 on, have been preserved and
are well worth reading.
In his repl y of January 26th this year, Reuben
sent a copy of a portrait and some pertinent
biograph ical material on Charles Robertson - welcome
additions to our archives. The elder Robertson was
born in the Shetland Islands. He left his homeland at
an early age and spent five years on his own in India
working as a civil engineer or surveyor on the
construct ion of railroads. He came to America around
1863 and settled in northern Ohio.
He moved to
Cincinnati to study law at the cincinnati Law School
and earned his degree in 1872, the same year he was
elected to the Literary Club. In the late 1880's he
served as judge in the Hamilton county Court of Common
Pleas.
While he was in the city last April, I invited
Reuben to a meeting as our guest. It was a mutually
enjoyable experience. I am sure many of you remember
him. He was delighted with his cordial reception and
the opportunity to get the feel of what the Literary
Club meant to his great grandfather. In his letter of
May 3rd he wrote, "As we were leaving Monday night, I
promised I would try to document my recollection that
women were invited to at least one meeting of the club
a century or so ago.
I did succeed, and to prove it, I
enclose a copy of a paper written in 1892 which
mentions that meeting." It's paper, entitled A Talk
about Whittier, read in November 1892 before the
Un~tarian Woman's Alliance in cincinnati.
It was
wrltten by Charles Robertson's wife and Reuben's great
grandmother, Crnthia Buck Robertson. Mrs. Robertson
had a double Llterary Club connection. Her brother,
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J irah D. Buck was also a member elected in 1872, along
~ ith his brother-in-law.
In the preamble of her paper she wrote, "Some of
t he ladies present may remember that in December, 1887-nearly five years since--an unprecedented event
occurred in the gentlemen's "Literary Club" of this
c ity - an invitation to the ladies to meet at their
c lub-rooms and with the members to welcome the poet,
J ohn James Piatt, who was to give his charming lecture
on Whittier. The president of the club, Hon. Job
s tevenson, whose lips the muses surely must have kissed
i nto eloquence, said that the club had resolved itself
' nto a little 'poet's corner' for the evening. It was
a n evening never to be forgotten."
Reuben's letter went on to say, "Anyway, you are
a rmed with additional information on this important
p recedent for gender inClusion, or with a bit of
istorical trivia, depending on your point of view. I
ope you enjoy this and I hope you'll invite me back
s omeday." Now here was an intriguing clue to follow.
Browse through the old records with me to see what we
c an turn up.
The regular meeting of Saturday, December 17th

1 ~87, fell on John Greenleaf Whittier's eightieth

'
b lrthday.
It seems to have been the custom in those
days, for the club to note and celebrate anniversaries
of famous events and people. In the few meetings I
~hecked ~ear this date, there was a spate of such
7lebratl0ns. At the meeting of February 11, 1888
Llncoln was remembered. The next week February 18th
Charles Lamb's birthday was celebrated: A month late~
on March 17th, the praises of St. Patrick were sung
The 7th of Apr1'I b elng
.
the lOoth anniversary of the .
settlement of the state of Ohio th
'
speeches from the older memb
'
e chalr called for
responded includi
ers. Twelve of them
this orat~r
1
ng.Judge,Charles Robertson. All of
length a e~ ~no~g w1th MaJor Harlan P. Lloyd's fullthe Fed~r~l union~h;u:~o~~~ed A~mi~sion,of Utah into
evening.--- So t t
rna e It qulte a long
club, in its com!emohraet~veetlngdof December 17th, the
,
• e moo reSolved to t 1
congratulatlons to Whittier on th~ h' b '
e egraph
.s ~s lrthday.

7
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J ohn J. Piatt attended tne
y
ap~
__
~_h-r~
.'
Elected to member,ship in
meeting of ~
1B7B, he was in the city on furlough from h~s post as
American Consul at Cork. He WQ~ Q peroon~l friend of
Whittier , a nd a publi s h ed poet in his own right. After
Chester Merrill finished his regular paper for the
evening Mr. Piatt was called to the chair. He
deliver~d a s hort a dd ress on Whittier. His talk
apparently so impress 7d t~e club th~t on the,20th Of,
Decembe r a formal inv 1tat 1on was ma1led to P1att ask1ng
him to de live r a full -scale lecture on Whittier at a
time of h i s own choosing and to which the public would
be invited . P i att graciously accepted on the 23rd.
The date selec ted was Thursday, January 5th, 1BBB, not
a regular meeting night.

B hYco '

Minutes of the meeting of December 31st, 1887,
solve another minor mystery of club history. Some of
you have wondered, as I have, the significance of the
framed note and envelope on the top of the bookcase in
the library. After four short budget papers were read
at that year-end meeting, Job stevenson, the president,
read Mr. Whittier's response to the club's message of
congratulations on his Both birthday. It was ordered
that it be framed between two sheets of glass so it
could be read on both sides. I'm glad to be able to
report that after 108 years and a number of moves, it
has survived quite well. Charles Greve, the secretary,
goes on to report of this meeting, "This being watch
night many members remained to see the old year out and
the new yea~ in. The welcome was a hearty one and
lasted far lnto 1888, the time being occupied with
speeches and discussion of them over hot scotch
prepared by Johnson," the Giovanni of that day.
Rather elaborate preparations were made for
Piatt's lecture. Tickets were printed and offered at
one dollar each, along with a program that included the
club's letter of invitation to Piatt and Piatt's letter
of response. It evolved into a major event. A notice
appeared i~ the Cincinnati Gazette on the morning of
the 5th wh~ch read, "Mr. Piatt speaks this evening at
the Literary Club rooms, 24 West Fourth st., the
sub j ect being John G. Whittier. Mr. Piatt is a poet of
recogn ized ability, and his intimacy with Mr. Whittier
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enables him to prepare a lecture full of interest.
It
i s hoped our lecture-loving public will give Mr. Piatt
a warm welcome, as he is about concluding his leave of
absence, and returning to his Consulate at Cork, --t he lecture will being at 8 o'clock. Tickets can be
p rocured at Robert Clarke & Co."
The lecture was a great success. Next morning the
Gazette devoted a full column singing its praises.
It
r eads in part, "In the bright, warm and cheerful
a partments of the Literary Club on west Fourth st. last
n ight, --- one of the finest compliments ever paid to
anybody in cincinnati, or anywhere for that matter, was
i n the audience that assembled in the Literary Clubr ooms, to hear a lecture from John James Piatt.---Mr.
s tevenson's introductory words were a poem, and it was
so original, so different from the usual introductory
r emarks with which one is so often bored, that it
evoked warm and well-merited applause from his critical
h earers. Mr. Piatt received a warm greeting when he
a rose to acknowledge Mr. stevenson's graceful
i ntroduction. Mr. Piatt's 'lecture' (as it was
a dvertised) was scarcely a lecture.
It was more
c harming, more entertaining than a lecture per se could
be."
Our old friend, Charles Wilby attended the lecture
and only two days later had a short budget paper ready
for the next regular meeting of the club on January
7th. He corroborates the high praise of Cynthia Buck
Robertson and the Cincinnati Gazette for Job
stevenson's introduction and John Piatt's lecture.
with his sharp perception and keen sense of humor he
reports also on a few lighter aspects of the evening.
He wrote, "No better audience of its size ever greeted
any lecturer than that which applauded President
stevenson's happy and eloquent introduction of Mr.
Piatt in these rooms on last Thursday evening. Those
members of the club who were here will confirm my
statement.
I'm going to tell those who stayed away
some of the things they missed. To begin with, Mr.
stevenson's introduction was alone worth the price of
two tickets.
Its dazzling brightness made the task of
the lecturer a rather difficult one at first, but Mr.
Piatt went at it bravely and using his shining subject
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as a torch soo
pe ed the darkness that threatened
to settle upon us after Hr . stevenson sat down. The
lectu r e wa s ost excell e nt . It gave an admirable
picture of Whittier drawn by one whose close friendship
and int imate association with the subject gave him
great adv a n tag es . The text of the discourse twined
about or st rung upon a series of well selected
quotat i ons f r om the poet's works which must have taught
those to l o v e hi who were not his lovers before."
"Almost be f ore he left the platform, Mr. Piatt was
drenched with a n unusually heavy shower of applause,
after which we a l l had coffee and a feeble punch which
Johnson had also thoroughly drenched, no doubt out of
respect for the number of ladies in the audience.
It
was indeed a female punch. However in spite of this
damper, our president was again equal to the occasion
and called Donn Piatt to the rostrum".
(I should add
here that Donn Piatt was John J. Piatt's second cousin
and had been a member of the Literary Club since 1852.
He was a man of many talents - a lawyer and judge, an
author and editor. Greve tells us that he became noted
as one of the wittiest of American journalists.
Apparently he was also an unrepenting punster. He
spent his later years at his well-known residence, Maca-Chee, where he enjoyed being called the Postmaster of
Mac-O-Chee.) Wilby goes on about Donn piatt, "He led
off by remarking that we had too much Piatt already and
that the other Piatt was the Whittier of the two. Then
he, of course told us about his dog and of his
predecessor in office who could not read but who
carried the post office in his hat. When a letter was
called for, he would empty the contents of his hat onto
the ground and say to the Enquirer, 'I don't know
whether there's anything for you or not, but there's
the mail, look for yourself.'"
"Then Governor Noyes took the stump and his rich
unctuous voice told us a very pretty anecdote of his '
first meeting by chance with the poet Whittier and
their subsequent warm friendship by the cool sea-shore.
As a mo~t happy close to this very happy evening's
enterta~nment gotten up for the gentleman from Cork
Judge Mallon was prevailed upon to give us "The Birth
of Erin", which he did in his best style and everybody
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went home in good humor in spite of the villainous
weather and the starved punch."
Nothing is mentioned in the annual treasurer's
report for 1888 about what happened ~o the money from
the sale of tickets, but at the meetlng of May 26th,
Johnson apparently forgiven for concocting the
watered:down punch for the Whittier lecture, was
authorized to purchase a dress suit at the expense of
the club not to cost more than $50.
I believe I can report to Reuben Robertson that
the lecture attended by his great-grandparents on
January 5th, 1888 was not a regular, official meeting
of the club. Though he can't claim his greatgrandmother as a feminine invader of the Literary Club,
it was a pleasure to follow his clue about the event in
the records.
John Diehl
2

Presidential Papers
One evening a few months back, I was leafing
through that fascinating volume produced by the HiltonAllen-Caldwell committee, A Literary Club Sampler,
1939-1992.
I have fallen into the habit of so doing
when, late at night, a book or an article finished and
too late to begin something new, I pick up the Sampler
to read one of your papers--just enough to finish the
evening before toddling off to bed. On this particular
evening the book fell open to page 220 and John Diehl's
1983 presidential address, the one that gave us a
biographical sketch of our patron saint, Lawrence C.
Carr. The very first sentence caught my eye--that
surely is a sign of quality writing! Therein John said
"It has become a tradition at the anniversary meeting
each October, that in addition to the historian'S
paper, which is always received with great relish and
pleasure, the president also devote his paper to some
historic facet of the Club."

~02

Aha--o e
int of interest. This was a
pres identia
thing I must somehow produce in
the very near
And this paper was a good one.
I remember hear ·
h en it was given, and it would
be well worth reading. But something else caught my
eye--the word tradition ." Goodness knows, this club
has tradition s. Why, prior to Roger Newstedt'sl992
publication of The Annotated Concordance of the
Literary Club, we seemed to have a tradition of not
telling new members about our traditions. Let them
find out the hard way, or by asking their sponsor; that
was the watchword. But how do you ask about something
of which you are totally unaware? I wouldn't be
surprised, even after a quarter century of club
membership, to find that there are traditions about
which I still know nothing. There may even be a
tradition that presidential papers must be dedicated to
a serious examination of an important topic.
If so, I
am in deep trouble.
But the word, "tradition," stimulated another
train of thought. How do traditions in this club
arise? What does it take to make one? What happens if
you violate one? Of more immediate interest, was John
Diehl correct in his assertion that tradition required
that presidential papers relate in some way to the
his~ory of the Club, or if by so stating, was he simply
try~ng to create an instant tradition?
Now that was an
important question. I am not one slavishly to follow
w~erever someone leads, even if that person is John
D~e~l.
Ye~ I surely didn't want to ignore tradition.
I s~mpl¥ dldn't know what would happen. Would the
chandeller fall? Would I be courtmartialed my badges
of office stripped from me, then to be cast'out onto
Fourth street, forever disgraced? I had to find out
whether John was telling the truth.
And that led to research, to an examination of the
documents--in this case the papers of former club
presidents--to see if they bore out the claim, the
hypothesis, that tradition requires that a president
" ... devote his paper to some historic facet of the
Club." Let me state at the outset, that this
examination of presidential papers did not disclose any
scandals, nor any such statement as "your president is
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not a crook." Now that does not necessarily mean that
our past presidents did not fall somewhat short of
perfection.
It simply means that they did not choose
to comment on their possible imperfections.
Bu t what
they did choose to comment on in the course o f their
presidential addresses turned out to be great fun to
e xplore.
Not being a glutton for punishment, my research
°nvolved only those papers from the past thirty years
or so. As I read them, and as I recalled other papers
that I had heard delivered by these same men, I was
f orced to the conclusion that, with only a few
e xceptions, presidential papers by and large do not
r epresent the best effort of the writer.
Parenthetically, I freely assert that is most certainly
t rue of this effort tonight.
It may be that by the
t ime seniority has elevated one of our number to the
e xalted post of president, he has, so to speak, "Shot
h is literary wad." This feeling is borne out by a
r eview of the selection of papers reprinted in A
Literary Club Sampler, referred to at the beginning of
t his paper. Since this volume was composed of papers
written between 1939 and 1992, the editors obviously
h ad the task of reviewing some fifty-three presidential
p apers. However, of the forty-eight papers presented,
only two were presidential addresses. That would seem
to indicate that such addresses, as a group, were not
h ighly regarded by the editors, or at best, were not
r egarded as truly representative of club offerings.
And one of the two presidential papers that were
reprinted was written by one of the book's editors!
But even he conceded that this paper was not one of his
best, and had been included, over his objection, only
because it related to club history and organization.
So much for the overall quality of presidential papers!
Now that I have the attention of all former living
Club presidents, who thought that their october
offerings had been safely hidden away in the seldom
opened, red-bound volumes ensconced in the Club
Library, let me return to the challenge of unearthing
tradition.
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The genesis
tradi tion of which John Diehl
spoke appears
s li e Asbury's presidential
address of 1957.
effort to make the presidential
job more' portant, As suggested " ... a partly new
custom ... that 0
i s one occasion [i.e. the
Anniversary Dinner the President be privileged to
speak his ind on so e aspect of the Club, possibly
something of its history and traditions ....... At most,
only three of you--Muff Gale, Bob Allen and Dick
vilter--were embers in 1957 and eligible to hear this
address , and thus, to use Dean Acheson's phrase, be
present at the creation of a Literary Club tradition.
Perhaps this creative was not as earth shaking as the
explosion of the first atomic bomb, but we can regard
it as pretty darned important nevertheless.
In this
1957 paper, President Asbury spoke of the reasons for
the Club's longevity and charm, of his views on the
selection of new members, of the key role played by the
Club Secretary, of the increasing quality of the papers
presented, and the importance of the absence of open
political strife within the Club walls.
Therefore President Asbury followed his own
suggestion and spoke to the history and traditions of
the Club. My question for the evening then is--did
anyone else in the years to follow, or was John Diehl
in 19B3 trying to revive a still born, or at best, a
moribund tradition? I should note at the outset that
neither President Allen or President Vilter, both of
whom probably heard the Asbury paper, followed the
alleged tradition when it came time for their own
presidential addresses. Furthermore, the presidents of
1958 and 1959 paid no attention to Asbury's suggestion.
Could they have written their papers years before they
were needed? Younger members take note--that is not an
altogether bad idea.
But the question still is--was
a~yone.present at the 1957 Anniversary Dinner really
lIstenIng?
I~ 196? President Randolph L. Wadsworth approached
com~lYlng w~th Asbury's suggestion as he presented a
serIes o~ P7rsonal reminiscences about his years of
memb 7 rshlp In the Club. But even here, and despite
show~ng knowledge of Asbury's 1957 a
.
later paragraph from it W d
th P per by quot~ng a
made no reference to
, a swor
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any tradition. The next few years showed only sporadic
and inconclusive nods to the alleged tradition. Then
in 1967 president Charles S. Adams requested that Eslie
Asbury, in his role as Club Historian, repeat his
address of a decade earlier for the edification of the
newer members. This reiteration had a much greater
impact than did the original presentation. A string of
presidential papers dealing with aspects of club
history followed this reminder, which led President
Edward W. Merkel to observe in his 1970 paper that Dr.
Eslie Asbury's " ... 'part1y new custom' has by now
ripened into a semi-tradition •••• " However, President
Merkel found something others had overlooked in that
paper and took the liberty of adding a new dimension to
the Asbury dictum.
Later on in his 1957 paper, Asbury
had further stated that "I should personally prefer
that he [i.e., the President] spoke constructively of
the future or about the past of the Club for the
benefit of the newer members." Ed latched on to the
future aspect of this expressed wish so that he could
deliver a paper in which he fantasized about the Club
seven years hence when a divorced woman was proposed
for club membership.
I don't think that was what
President Asbury had in mind, and only one president
since has accepted the challenge of looking into the
future, but it would appear that by 1970 we were at
least half way home to the creation of a tradition.
But in the next twelve years over half of the
presidential papers addressed topics other than some
aspect of the Club, its history and traditions, which
perhaps is what led President Diehl to reassert the
tradition in his paper on Lawrence Carr. And indeed,
thereafter more often than not, presidential papers
have paid deference to the tradition as enunciated by
President Diehl and have, in one way or another,
related their papers to club history and traditions.
That may show the power and influence of one president,
who by happy circumstance is now our Club Historian.
Even those presidents who chose not to follow the
Asbury stricture usually felt compelled to make some
passing reference to the Club as it celebrated another
anniversary, often using it as a lead-in to what they
really wanted to talk about.
For instance, let me
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recal l Pres id
ol fe's 1964 address. After a
coupl e of para
the beginnings of the Literary
Club , he s ays
ference t o this annually renewed
recogni t ion of 0
roots i n history leads one to a
quest into
at historians say about history in the
mak i ng , his tory leads one to a quest into what
histor ians s ay about hi story in the making, and about
our nat i o n' s p res ide n cy with brief reference to earlier
campa i gns. " How abo u t that for a neat segue!
Or ta k e 1972, when President Charles Aring
reminded h i s a ud i ence of Asbury's proposal that a
president speak on some aspect of the Club at the
anniversary dinner. The aspect of the Club that he
wished to address was the age of its membership which
led to his discussion of what could be done about the
aging process.
So even for those who chose non-Literary Club
topics for their presidential papers, there was a
consciousness of the tradition.
From whence did that
consciousness come? I suspect the answer lies in the
Vice President's Book, a 1964 creation of Club Trustees
Bertrand L. smith, Charles S. Adams and Edward W.
Merkel, and designed for the instruction of Club
presidents-to-be in the mores, practices, functions,
traditions and what-all of that long-living organism
known as The Literary Club. Prior to the publication
of The Annotated Concordance which drew heavily on the
vice President's Book, this was pretty secret stuff,
and every Vice President eagerly read it in order to
find out how to do his next job. And there, for each
Vice President to see, was a reprint of Eslie Asbury'S
1957 presidential paper with its "partly new custom"
spelled out. Thus, for the president-to-be, who
already was questioning the collective wisdom that had
so recently elevated him to the high position of Vice
President, here at least was a clue as to what might be
expected of his presidential paper, as yet, presumably,
unwritten. This hypothesis is supported by the fact
that presidential papers delivered after 1964 were
related in some way or other to Club history and
traditions over twice as often as those prior to the
creation of the Vice Pres ident's Book.
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since the 1957 Asbury paper seems central to the
issue at hand, it might be instructive to see what he
really said nearly thirty years ago. The historian
knows that a return to original sources can prove
instructive and often corrective. Thus, in 1957
President Asbury said, and in somewhat greater detail
than previously quoted:
••• 1 should like to suggest a partly new custom,
always subject to the wishes of the incumbent and
the presence of guests, that on this one occasion
the President be privileged to speak his mind on
some aspect of the Club, possibly something of its
history and traditions, or if he prefers to fight
the tiger, he could comment upon the general stave
of letters in the world at large.
I do not
propose that the President usurp the prerogatives
of the historian who usually has presented annual
papers. Rather, that the President on this one
night shall, like the guest of honor at the
Gimcrack Club dinner, have the liberty, within the
realm of common sense, of speaking without fear of
reverberations.
You will note that the "history and traditions"
phrase was modified in two ways. The first:
" ... or,
if he prefers to fight the tiger, he could comment upon
the general state of letters in the world at large."
Now that option is a tough one, and not to be taken on
lightly. And so far, no president has tackled that
tiger. The second modification was better yet for
presidents-to-be.
Did you catch that tiny clause which
stated that this "partly new custom" was " ... always
subject to the wishes of the incumbent ••• ?" Now that's
a loophole anyone could drive through, especially with
the final condition that the president should " ... have
the liberty, within the realm of common sense, of
speaking without fear of reverberations." I only wish
that I had had such a protection when I served as a
university of Cincinnati Dean!
So, presidents-to-come, fear not! The "tradition"
as enunciated by Eslie Asbury, enlarged by Ed Merkel,
repeated by John Diehl, honored in one way or another
by many presidents since 1957, actually gives you
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complete fr
your views on almost any
sub j ect , bis
' ::erary, or otherwise. Thus it
would appear
e-~
resident since 1957, without
necessar ily
: , as been in the mainstream of
that broad y
traditi on surrounding
president i a
tonight I would like to offer
two codici l s 0
suggestions for presidential
papers: 1 ) that
at all possible, a touch of humor
be included; and
that considering all that has gone
before , the sbr " , the hors d'oeuvres, the
. , gourmet
dinner, the wine, the b randy, the h1stor~an s paper,
that presidential usings not be over-long.

.

And so I have come to the end of my quest into
just how binding was John Diehl's reiteration of the
Asbury dictum.
I must confess that I am pleased to be
released from the mandate to write a paper dealing with
some "historic facet of the Club." Now I can
concentrate on some other topic for tonight's paper.
Lately I have been brooding about the Great American
Novel, who wrote it and why I think it qualifies as
"Great," for just possibly a thorough examination of
all American novels will lead to the conclusion that
the Great American Novel has not yet been written.
That could make an interesting presidential paper, but
if it proved too difficult I might explore "Interior
Decorating in cincinnati." That should really be of
interest to the men of the Club. Or-----or being
mindful of my second supplement to the Asbury doctrine
that length of papers be considered perhaps I should
just stop here, hoping that by tryi~g to duck the
Asbury requirement I have in some way or other managed
to meet it.
Ernest G. Muntz

