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PRELIMINARY REMARKS
In keeping with our requirement that every paper
that is read at this lectern to our Club members shall
be written down, and there be no ad libbing, I begin
tonight with a few brief notices that might be more
fittingly entitled APOLOGETICA.
Over the years my gustatory habits at the groaning
board, so deliciously prepared by our faithful steward
each Monday night, have occasioned numerous comments
and subtle hints that perhaps I should eat my meals at
home rather than here at the Club's expense.
I have
refrained from calling anyone out for a duel, nor have
I felt it necessary to defend my sacred honor by formal
forensic disputation. But now I take computer in hand
to say that I do not so eat out of cheapness,
parsimony, or penury, neither gratuitously nor
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niggardly, but only out of sober, frugal, temperance.
In witness thereof I shall quote our revered former
historian, James Albert Green, who in speaking
reverently of our beloved member in perpetuity~ Dr.
Lawrence Carlos carr, said:
"It may not be amlSS to
say even though it is a trifle, that on the days the
Club met Dr. Carr ate no evening dinner. He came to
the Club' hungry and prepared to do full justice to our
late supper.,,1 The defense rests its case.
Also, to those few who have laughed, perhaps
derisively , at my appointing the Sesqui-Centennial
.
committee in 1991 to prepare for 1999, some elght years
early, I shall quote our distinguished members, the
late Mr. Walter A. Draper:
"It was in 1941 that John
D. Ellis, who was then the President of the Literary
Club, announced to the members that he believed
consideration should be given even that far ahead [to
1949] to the preparation for a proper celebration of
the one hundredth anniversary of the founding of the
club on October 29, 1849.,,2
Thirdly, we have members who frequently fail to
heed the admonitions in The Concordance of the Literary
Club to limit their papers to a maximum of 45 minutes;
list to the words of the late Joseph W. Sagmaster, our
President in 19~9, who said: "It is quite safe, of
course, to predlct that our successors, for another
hundred years, will continue to write profound studies
on such topics as fly-casting and casual essays on the
great mysteries of life. Some will continue to nourish
their pet peeves, as tenderly as ever a mother nurtured
her first-born, and they have perfect leave to do so
under the line that follows our perennial wall
inscription, taken from Love's Labor Last:
'Here comes
one with a paper. God give him grace to groanl'. And

Green, James Albert: THE HUNDRED YEARS, p. 13, The Literary Club of Cincinnati,
Centennial Book, Published for the Club by Roessler Brothers, Printers, Cincinnati, Ohio, 1949.
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Draper, Walter A.: TURNING THE CENTURY MARK, p. 24, The Literary Club of Cincinnat i,
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o f course it is entirely safe to predict that our
budgets, time vithout end, vill be too lonq.,,3 Before
the defense rests its case this time, I hasten to hope,
piously, that I do not myself fail to heed h i s words!
Lastly, I preface my further remarks b y saying
that you will be hearing Parts Three and Four of The
Li terary Flowering of Cincinnati, Parts One and Two
be ing reserved for another occasion.

J. Roger News tedt

2

The Literary Flowering o f ci

ati

Part Three
Overcome with the Sound of One 's

own

Wo rds

Cincinnati, so complacent about its material
success in the first thirty years of the nineteenth
century and proud of its development of s chool s, and
book publishing, and numerous journals a nd p eriodicals,
wa s rudely shocked by the unkind critic i s ms o f its
citizens by Frances Troll ope's book, Domesti c Manners
of the Americans. There had been some d e gree of
li terary development, both in Cincinnat i a nd in New
England, from the 182 0' s, but it did not reach its
ascendancy until t he 1830 to 1850 decades. Much of the
re sponse of Cincinnati ' s c itizens was, I believe,
ha stened by the smart '
wounds left by Mrs. Trollope's

pungent remarks.

3
Sagmaster, Joseph 101. : THE PRESI DENT'S CENTENNIAL ADDRESS , p. 33, The Literary Club of
: -c ' nnati, 1849-1949, Centennial Book, Pub l . for the Club by Roessler Brot hers, Pr i nters, Cincinnati, Ohio,
;.
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The affront was taken seriously by our citizens,
their comments upon the "vulgar woman" were bitter,
sometimes vituperative, and to a large extent
unjustified. Nonetheless, it did seem to act as what
we now speak of as a "wake-up call" to the male and
female inhabitants of the insulted city. What
intellectuals had done for decades in the parlors of
their homes, for lack of anything better to amuse
themselves, perhaps, - their participation in
discussions, the reading of essays, the composition of
poetical efforts amongst one another, - now struck them
as having been overlooked and which stood in need of
more widespread circulation by way of publication.
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Into this partial vacuum, stepped with supreme
confidence and magniloquent oratory, the Rev. Lyman
Beecher to assume the presidency of the Lane seminary
in the Walnut Hills. In 1832, he left his home in
Litchfield, Connecticut, bringing with him his wife and
a large brood of children: in tribute to this progeny,
he was to be dubbed as one who begat more brains than
any other man in the country. A Presbyterian pastor at
the Second Presbyterian Church on Fourth st., who found
no difficulty in being both a Calvinist and a New
Thought theologian, he was soon to run afoul of the
Rev. Joshua Lacey Wilson, Pastor at the First
Presbyterian Church, also on Fourth st., with whom he
had decades of controversy, including being accused of
heresy, and winning his vindication thereof. 33 Harriet
once described the theological battle between her
father and Dr. Wilson as a "spiritual Armageddon, being
the confluence of the forces of Scotch-Irish
Presbyterian, Calvinistic fatalism, meeting with the
advancing rationalism of New England new-school
theology." His daughters, Catherine and especially
Harriet, were to propel themselves from teaching young
girls into careers, the first as one of the early
militant feminists and educators, and the second as a
world-renowned author. Their sixteen years in

C

e

e
C

1
t
\0\1

k

w
c
N

w
B

f
m

e
a

a
C

m
W

n
a

33

Venable, William H.: BEGINNINGS OF LITERARY CULTURE IN THE OHIO VALLEY:
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cincinnati provided the initial stage for their
subsequent development.
The stern Calvinist restraints o~ early Cincinnati
exerted considerable limitations to l~tera~ efforts,
other than collections of se:mons, the~loq~cal
dissertations, and philosoph1cal tre~t1se~.
The lack
or paucity of social gatherings, mus1cal 1nterludes,
and theatrical performances was commented upon by Mrs.
Trollope and she credited this to the effects of the
religious revivals of the period. There is little
doubt that the development of literary activity in
Cincinnati was ~imited during the first three decades
of the nineteenth century.
.Anot~er additi~n

to the cultural pot-pourri in
was the ~nflux of a relatively small but
extraordinarily influential group of unitarians
erstwhi~e Congregationalists for the most part, 'from
ConnectIcut and Massachusetts. They were to help
leaven the loaf of their adopted city. A few had come
to the city even earlier, among whom was John P. Foote,
who had established the first book store in 1821, where
kindred spirits who loved books and writing had been
wont to gather. John's brother, Samuel E. Foote, had
come later, also from Litchfield, and his home,
Nutplain Farms, where the Beecher children had been
welcome, since samuel's sister, Roxanna, was Lyman
Beecher's first wife. Samuel had amassed quite a
fortune in maritime commerce, allowing him to build a
mansion in Cincinnati, at which, with brother John, he
encouraged literary evenings. These meetings began in
about 1830 and continued through most of the 1840's,
and they called their group The Semi-Colon Club. The
Club met on a biweekly basis, except during the summer
months, alternately at the homes of Samuel Foote,
William Greene, and Charles Stetson, who lived in
neighboring houses on Third street, at Foote's Row.
.

C~nc~nnat~

The attendees included non-unitarians as well,
amongst whom were Ormsby Mitchell, the astronomer,
Joseph Longworth, Sal mon P. Chase, Catherine and
Harriet Beecher, Judge James Hall, Edward D. Mansfield,
Prot. Hentz and his wife, caroline Lee Whiting Hentz,
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Calvin S~owe, and his first wife, Elizabeth Tyler
stowe, Tlmothy Walker, and Benjamin Drake.~ To these
names may be added three Blackwell sisters Nathan and
G7o:g 7 Guilford, General Edward King, amon~ others.35
Vlsltlng not~bles atten~ed the.Semi-colon meetings and
were entertalned by varlOUS Unltarian members in their
homes. Visitors included such famous names as Harriet
Martineau, Alexander Agassiz, Dorothea Dix, Margaret
Fuller, F~nny Kemb~e, Jenny L~nd, William Macready, and
Charles Dlckens, hlmself a Unltarian, who was
entertained in the home of Timothy Walker during his
visit to cincinnati in 1842. [Much of this information
was contained in a Queen City Heritage article in 1993,
written by my guest tonight, Mr. Walter Herz.]
A prominent member of this group was James
Handasyd Perkins, who had come to Cincinnati from
Boston, soon to marry Miss Sarah H. Elliott, a si~t7r
of Mrs. Samuel E. Foote. He was to become a prollflc
writer and contributor to many periodicals and
magazines in the Western country, and an active figure
in all matters of literary, philosophical, and cultural
development in his adopted city. Edmund Harrison ~ad
conducted a large school in 1816 on Walnut street ln
what was known as the Lancasterian Seminary, w~os7
.
president was Jacob Burnet; later called the.Clnclnnatl
College building, this edifice was the reposltory of.
the second public library's books for some years, belng
kept in one of the lower rooms "where access to it may
be had every saturday afternoon." After some years,
for unknown reasons the books were "boxed up and packed
away in the cellar of a book store on Main street"
(Flint's or Foote's?). Several years later, Perkins,
assumed the care of the books, and those that remained
usable were placed on the shelves of the Ohio

34

Herz, Walter P.: INFLUENCE TRANSCENDING MERE NUMBERS: The Unitarians in Nineteenth
Cincinnati. Queen City Heritage, pp. 3-22, No.4, Vol. 51, Winter 1993; Cincinnati Historical Society,
Center, 1301 Western Ave., Cincinnati, Ohio 45203-1129.
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Venable, William H.:

op. cit. p. 418.
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Mechanics' Institute, which had been incorporated on
February 9, 1829.~
The western Messenger, a magazine devoted to
religion and literature, published by th7 western
unitarian Association, had been starte~ 1n Jux: e , 1835,
and continued until April, 1841~ the f1rst e~1to: being
the Rev. Ephraim Peabody, born 1n New Hampshl.re l.n
1807 who was shortly taken ill in 1836 and had to
resign, returning to Boston. His place w~s taken by
the Rev. James Freeman Clarke, also born l.n New
.
Hampshire in 1810, who removed the magazine temporarl.ly
to Louisville, Kentucky, until 1840 when he too
returned to Boston, and William Henry Channing, with
Perkins' assistance, took over as editor in Cincinnati.
The western Messenger under Peabody and Perkins had
invited the efforts of William D. Gallagher, otway
Curry, Thomas H. Shreve, F.W. Drake, J.G. Drake, Albert
Pike, John Brown Dillon, and Mann Butler. When Clarke
was the editor, it was the first to publish any of
Emerson's poetry, and it printed a long letter from Dr.
Channing, in which he commented:
"Shall I say a word of evil of this good city
of Boston? Among all its virtues, it does not
~bound in a tolerant spirit.
The yoke of opinion
7s a heavy one, often crushing individuality of
Judgment and action. No city in the world is
governe~ so li~tle by a police and so much by
mutu~l l.nSpect1on and what is called public
sent1ment. We stand more in awe of one another
than most ~eople. Opinion is less individual, or
runs more 1nto masses, and often rules with a rod
of iron."
"You press me to come and preach in your part
of the country.
I should do it cheerfully if I
could.
It would rejoice me to bear testimony
however, feeble, to great truths in your new '
settle~ents.
I confess, however, that my
educatl.on would unfit me for great usefulness
36

Venable, William H.:

op. cit .• pp. 142, 144.
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among you. I fear the habits, rules and
criticisms under which I have grown up and almost
grown o~d have not left me the freedom and courage
which are needed in the style of address best
suited to the western people. I have fought
against these claims. I have labored to be a free
man, but in the state of ministry and of society
here, freedom is a hard acquisition. I hope the
rising generation will gain it more easily and
abundantly than their fathers."37
The Messenger published a poem by John Keats not
previously printed, The Ode to Apollo, the ?riginal
manuscript of which was presented to the edltor by
George Keats, a brother of the poet, who then was
living in Louisville. It also printed excerpts from a
journal kept by John Keats in England and Scotland; in
1 818.
Editor Clarke noted it was strange "to meet with
the original papers of Keats at the Falls of the Ohio."
Dr Oliver Wendell Holmes' poem, The Parting Word, also
appeared.
It is noteworthy that The Western Messenger
antedated the famous Boston Dial, (published by
Elizabeth Peabody, and edited by Ralph Waldo Emerson
and Margaret Fuller), James Freeman Clarke, Ephraim P.
Peabody, Timothy Dwight, (the President of Yale
College), F.H. Hodge, William Henry Channing, Edward
Pope Cranch (a member of our Literary Club, 1851), and
Jones Very were also contributors to The Western
Messenger, and all of these were born between 1803 and
1814.
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The literary ferment which had been brought to the
Western country by its many New England pioneers, of
course, continued at its home. What Van Wyck Brooks
called "The Flowering of New England, 1815-1865" had
been taking place concomitantly in the East. The
North American Review had begun in 1817 with Dr.
William Edward Channing as its Editor-in-Chief, and his
cousin, Richard Henry Dana as his assistant. They were
37
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discovering native talent such as William CUllen
Bryant, the son of a country doctor in the Berkshires,
who had just written a poem, Thanatopsis. Noah Webster
at Yale had published his monumental first American
dictionary in 1828, and by 1840 Dartmouth's George
Ticknor and Harvard's Edward Everett had returned from
their European Wanderjahre and had established their
reputations.
Dr. Nathaniel Bowditch had lent authority
to the Transcendental Club meetings. The squire of
Marshfield, Daniel Webster, had become the orator of
the Union. Nathaniel Hawthorne and Bronson Alcott were
included in the literati who gathered in Dr. Peabody's
house at 19 West street in Boston, along with his
daughters, Elizabeth, Mary, and Sophie Peabody where
the "new generation" movement had its origins.'
A~cott's Temp17 School was destined to fail, but George
R1pley had res1gned after fourteen years his Unitarian
pulpit and was already living at the farm in West
Roxbury that was to become the Utopian community known
as Brook Farm and flash briefly like a comet across
America's literary and socialistic period. The Peabody
shop was probably the liveliest spot in Boston,
although the Transcendentalists for the most part
remained a little aloof, the literary Tories of
Ticknor's circle calling it the Hospital for
Incapables.~

[A fascinating account of James Handasyd Perkins
appeared, also in Queen city Heritage, in 1995, by our
own Bob Vitz, to whom I am indebted for many details of
his life.] Perkins had come to Cincinnati in 1832,
after an emotionally troubled youth, and exposure to
education at "Horace Greeley's school in Boston, short
stints at boarding schools in Waltham and Lancaster,
Massachusetts, then several years at Phillips Academy
at Exeter, and finally the progressive Round Tree
School in Northampton, Massachusetts, where future
historian, George Bancroft, taught ... For James Perkins
education ended at age eighteen. Why he did not go on

Brooks, Van Wyck:

THE FLOUERING OF NEW ENGLAND:

1815-1865. E.P. Dutton

&Co., Inc_, 1940.
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to Harvard College as did his cousin, William Henry
Channing, is not clear ... 39
After working two years as a clerk in his Uncle
Thomas' shipping company, and a voyage to England and
the West Indies as an agent, had failed to dispel his
melancholy, he wrote to a former teacher, now a rising
lawyer in Cincinnati, Thomas Walker, for advice, and
apparently was encouraged to come try his hand in the
fastest growing city in the country. Had not a
recurrent depression led to his suicide on Dec. 14,
1849, it seems highly likely he would have been
proposed for membership in our Literary Club; as it is,
one of his five sons, and his namesake, was elected a
member in 1870. Timothy Walker, William Greene, and
Charles stetson, parenthetically, all were elected to
membership in our Literary Club in 1855. 40 How pleased
our historian, James Albert Green, would have been if
he had known about this.
John P. Foote described the club:
"There was no restriction in the rules of the
Semi-Colon Club as to the subjects offered for
discussion. Poetry and prose were equally
eligible for the expressions of opinions on
politics and literature, manners and morals,
which, together with any other subject that any
member might choose to bring forward for
discussion, were legitimate themes, and gave
opportunities for the display of the tastes and
opinions of the members. Some of those articles
which were published have been referred to, and

39

Vitz, Robert C.: THE TROUBLED LIFE OF JAMES HANDASYD PERKINS, Queen City Heritage,
No.3, Fall 1995, pp. 40-48, The Cincinnati Historical Society, Museum Center 1301 Western Ave. Cine "
Ohio 45203-1129.
"
40
The year 1855 admitted the largest number of new members in our history thirty
were William A. Adams, Charles Anderson, Larz Anderson, Sr., Frank S. Bond, Sarwel J. Broad~ell, Wil'l i_
Salmon P. Chase, ~;lliam M. Corry, Thomas Corwin, Richard M. Corwine, Thomas Ewing, Thomas Ewing, Jr .•
E. Foote, Ceorge H. Garlichs, William Greene, David Allen James, Joseph Longworth, Henry C. Lord,
Matthews, James E. Murdoch, william B. Pearce, Frederick Roelker, William S. Scarborough, John B.
Charles Stetson, Bellamy Storer, Timothy Walker, Thomas C. Ware, James D. Webb, and Joseph T. Webb.
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some others are here given as specimens of the
different subjects and styles of other members.
Two of the poetical pieces are by the l amented
J.H. Perkins, some of the others by lady members
of the club. Many excellent articles have been
'lost or mislaid', some others have been preserved
in archives of the members. II
itA renewal of the operations of the club was
proposed several years after its dissolution, and
a very pleasant and characterist ic eeting was
held at the residence of Mr. Lawler, at which some
excellent contributions were read , but the
institution had lost with many of its valuable
members the power of revivificat ' on ... " 41
The Panic of 1837 caused Samuel E. Foote to lose his
fortune, and his mansion, but he reco ped his fortune
in the insurance business, and he returned to
connecticut in the 1850's to enjoy his retirement. His
departure probably was primarily responsible for the
dissolution of the Semi-Colon meeting.
Although women were clearly sti ll subordinate to
men in this period, it is apparent t hat they were
making rapid strides in penetrating that masculine
fortress by education and literary effort s. Elizabeth
Blackwell and later her sister, Emily , were persuaded
to go to medical schools and become doctors, encouraged
by unitarian James H. Perkins. The talented ladies
were welcomed into the fabric of the Club and the
development of the literary style of Harriet Beecher
stowe, the second wife of the widower Calvin Stowe, has
been attributed to her participation in the preparation

Foote, John P.: MEMOIRS OF THE LIFE OF SAMUEL E. FOOTE, Appendix IV, pp. 242-243, Published
Clarke &Co., Cincinnati, Ohio, 1860. Public Library of Cinc innati and Hamilton County, 800 Vine St.,
- -c ' nnati, OH 45202. [RB, F 6896, C.C.J. See also Stowe, Harriet Beecher: THE HAYFL~ER, or Sketches of
~ and Characters Among the Descendants of the Pilgrims, Harper & Bros . , 82 Cliff Street, New York, 1843.
~ . ' c Li brary of Cincinnati and Hamilton county [RA 813, S 892 mJ.
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of papers for the Semi-Colon Club. 43 The papers were
apparently submitted anonymously, usually to William
Greene, and they were presented by a male reader
appointed at each of the regular meetings on Monday
evenings at 7:30 p.m., which provoked much speculation
and efforts at predicting the authorship.
Indeed, as
Mary Kelley was quoted by Hedrick, "Literary women of
the pre-civil War period were often 'secret writers'
who were reluctant to betray their domestic
socialization, even as their popular novels
increasingly defined the emerging national culture,
they adopted elaborate stratagems and pseudonyms to
avoid stepping onto the public stage." It seems
inescapable that the emancipation of women, which had
made such strides in the first half of the Nineteenth
Century, was destined to be temporarily derailed by the
coming Civil War, with the almost total focus of the
nation on the masculine participants in that conflict,
and the enormity of the morbidity and mortality of men
during it.
It was to take more than another halfcentury for the feminist movement to regain its lost
position.
A third group in the pot-pourri, drawn partially
from older residents of the city, engaged in the
professional, education, and commercial interests, but
including most of the Semi-Colon members above, met at
the home of Dr. Daniel Drake, for literary exercises in
emUlation of the similar functions he had attended in
Philadelphia at the home of Dr. Caspar Wi star back in
1816. 44 His wife had died in 1824, and as the children
had grown into their teens, their instruction in
literary and social graces had devolved upon the
widowed father. According to his biographer, Horine:

43
"
.
.
.
. Tuc~e~, LOUIS L.: THE SEMI-COLON CLUB OF CINCINNATI, pp. 13-26, Ohio History, Vol. •
1, OhIO HIstorIcal SocIety, 1964. See Also Venable, ~illiam H.: op. cit., pp. 417-420. See also Foote
P.: .ME~IRS OF THE. L1.FE OF. SAMUEL ~. FOOTE, Robert Clarke & co., CinCinnati, Ohio, 1860, (RB, F 6896, "PublIC LIbrary of CIncInnatI and HamIlton County, 800 VIne St., Cincinnati, Ohio 45202. See also Hedr ick
D.: HARRIET BEECHER ST~E, Oxford University Press, Oxford and New York, pp. 76-88, 1994.
•
44
Tucker, Louis L.: THE SEMI-COLON CLUB OF CINCINNATI, op. cit., pp. 13-26, 57-58, 1964 .
also Venable, William H.: op. cit., PP. 316-317.
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"In 1833, Drak.e inaugurated p:-ivate li~er,:"ry
parties at regular intervals to wh1ch were.1nv1ted
such local celebrities as General Edward Klng,
Judge James Hall, Professor C~lvin E. stowe~
Edward Mansfield, Misses Harr1et and Cather1ne
Beecher Mrs. Caroline Lee Hentz, and many others
inclUdi~g always the distinguished visitors to
Cincinnati. These gatherings were apparently
instituted for the benefit of his children,
45
Charles D., Elizabeth, and Harriet Echo Drake.
This group was sometimes called the Buckeye Club,
because of Dr. Drake's admiration for the buckeye or
horsechestnut tree. Such a meeting was described by
Harriet Martinaau when she visited cincinnati in 1835:
"At another party there was a great variety. An
enormous buckeye bowl of lemonade, with a ladle of
buckeye, stood on the hall table, and symbolical sprigs
of the same adorned the walls. ,,46
His close friend, Edward D. Mansfield, described
these meetings:
"We used to assemble early - about half past
seven - and, when fully collected, the doctor, who
was the acknowledged chairman, rang his little
bell for general attention. This caused no
constraint; but simply brought us to the topic of
the evening. Sometimes this was appointed
beforehand. Sometimes it arose out of what was
said or proposed on the occasion. Some evenings
essays were read on selected topics. On other
evenings nothing was read, and the time passed in
the discussion of some interesting question.
occasionally a piece of poetry or a story came in
to relieve the conversation ••• The subjects were
45
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DANIEL DRAKE, (1785 - 1852), PIONEER PHYSICIAN OF THE MIDWEST

~i v~rsit~ of Penn~Ylvania Press, pp. ~78-379, 375-376, Philadelph ia, 1961. Rare Book Room, Public Library of
. lncl nna t1 and HamIlton County, 800 V1ne St., Cincinnati, OH 45202.
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always of a suggestive and problematical kind; so
that the ideas were fresh, the debates frank and
spontaneous. There, in that little circle of
ladies and gentlemen, I have heard many of the
questions which have since occupied the public
mind, talked over with an ability and fullness of
information which is seldom possessed by larger
and more authoritative bodies ••• [Dr. Drakes']
suggestive mind furnished topics for others, and
he was ever ready to revive a flagging
conversation. He was a man of real genius whose
mind was fresh, active, ambitious, and
intellectually enterprising."

1
)
)

,
1

"These parties were continued regularly until
1839 when Drake's daughters married and he
accepted a professorship in the Louisville Medical
Institute. "~7
Dr. Drake's soirees, according to Mansfield,
ceased in 1839 when he left Cincinnati so that our
eminent historian, James Albert Green, I believe was in
error when he wrote:
"In the year 1849 Cincinnati had
a Literary Club of which the celebrated Dr. Daniel
Drake was President."~ Drake had returned to
cincinnati after resigning from the Louisville Medical
Institute in March of 1849, to accept a professorship
in the Medical College of Ohio but stayed here only for
the 1849-1850 school year, then retracing his steps to
Louisville for two years. with his daughters long
since married and his son, Charles D., a lawyer and
later a judge in Washington, D.C., it is not believed
that he resumed his evenings in 1849. Similarly, when
Green wrote:
"Of course, the reason that Dr. Drake's
society did not live was that it was a one-man affair.
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He was the whole club and when he died it died with
him," the club had ceased functioning ten years before
he was said to have been its President, and thirteen
years before his death in 1852 after his final return
to Cincinnati. 49
These two main groups interacted to produce an
effusion of literary effort by writers, journalists,
editors, and teachers in the two decades from 1830 to
1850. A veritable cornucopia of words came from the
Ohio valley in general but from Cincinnati in
particular, where even the nation's school books, and
the ubiquitous McGuffey's Readers, came to be
published.
Publishing houses such as W.M. & o.
Farnsworth, N. & G. Guilford, and Morgan, Lodge &
Fisher flourished, among many others, foreshadowing the
American Book Company of later years.

J. Roger Newstedt
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The Literary Flowering of cincinnati
Part Four
An Earlier Literary Society in Cincinnati
There was a fourth group of young men in
cincinnati who banded together in July of 1830 to form
a literary and debating club, subsequently chartered by
the State of ohio with the name The Cincinnati Literary
Society. This Society has not previously been
mentioned in our anniversary volumes nor in the
49
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available literature. Its existence was noted in the
City Directories for 1834 and 1840 but not in the 1836
one (as we learned in my previous paper read in a
budget by Louis Prince three years ago) .50 The minutes
of their meetings, dated from August, 1832 to the last
one February 15, 1840 were given to our Literary Club
in october 1899 by John D. Caldwell, formerly a member
of the earlier Society, as well as later of our own
Club. 51 Jerome A. Howard read an engaging paper on
this society to the Club on June 23rd, 1900, excerpts
from which are included in this vignette, which is
itself severely excerpted due to the constraints of
time.
The minutes for the meetings from the Society's
founding in July, 1830 to August, 1832 are not
contained in this gift. The reason for the missing
minutes may be deduced from certain internal evidence.
In November, 1832, the minutes do recount that Robert
A. Ewing was tried on charges regularly filed, and
prosecuted and found guilty of failure to perform his
duties as secretary and as a member of the Society, and
was expelled therefrom. It seems that the constitution
and by-laws were regarded with a species of reverence
bordering on idolatry, and most of the members were
great sticklers for the Society's rules. If you can
believe it, the full content of the constitution and
by-laws was solemnly read aloud every time a new member
was elected, and the neophyte was required to affirm
his allegiance to them by signing it in open meeting.
The president was vested with large powers, and he was
observed to exercise them largely, especially in
levying fines at his discretion for a number of
infractions.

50
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The founding members are now known, and only eight
names are mentioned in the minutes we have:
these were
J . R. Bracken, Robert A. Ewing, James C. Hall, Samuel P.
Hall, Henry Renshaw, w.o. Shands, Daniel P. Strader,
and Isaac D. Wheeler. Hall, who achieved much fame as
a writer and editor, first in Illinois, and then later
after removing to Cincinnati in 1832, where he edited
the Western Magazine, is the same as Judge Hall, in the
Buckeye Club and the Semi-Colon Club, a member of
Burrows, Hall & Co., wholesale grocers. He boarded at
the Pearl street House.
Samuel S. Hall first appears
as a merchant, and Strader as an M.D. in 1840; the
latter had an office on the west side of Broadway, two
doors south of Yeatman Street (a by-way running from
Sycamore to Broadway between Front and Columbia [later
our former Second street]. Shands is mentioned in 1836
as a mason and briCklayer. Wheeler, a clerk, boarding
at the Dennison Hotel in 1831, had become the head of
1.0. Wheeler & co., a hardware dealer by 1836. Another
member, elected in 1833, who had a number of published
works later in life, was Samuel Yorke At Lee (sic) .52
He was first a medical student, but later an attorneyat-law at Foote's ROW, and boarded at Mrs. Rebecca C.
Bessom's boarding house on Main st., between Third and
Fourth sts.
When the minutes begin, the members were in the
process of "reorganizing the society" considering and
adopting a constitution and by-laws, certainly an
ubiquitous activity in many of the literary clubs with
which we,are,here concerned. They also heard a report
from the1r l1brarian so they were already in possession
of a collection of books. Their next meeting was set
to occur at their "own room on the corner of Main and
Fifth streets," on its,northeast corner, a building
owned by th7 Thoms fam1ly.
"In 1834, after the Society
had,become 1ncorporated by a special act of the Ohio
leg1slature and had moved to other quarters, Mr. Thoms
had to solve the disagreeable problem o~ ~ixing
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responsibility for certain arrears of rent for
occupancy enjoyed by the society during its previous
unembodied state."
During the remaining months of 1832 eleven new
members were elected, making up a total of nineteen;
they were John G. Fulton, A.E.I. Harker, D.T. Monserat,
Charles M. Phillips, Morris L. Shepherd, C.J. Smith,
A.O. Spencer, Francis W. Spencer, Samuel A. Spencer,
Richard Whetstone, and James Wiles. Monserat, who
proved to be a very active member as well as a
contentious one, was evidently a law student, appearing
in the directory of 1836 as a notary in the mayor's
office. Shepherd was the son of a drayman, and a few
years later he became the head of a firm of forwarding
and commission merchants. Smith also sought fortune in
the commission business, but by 1846 had become a
cabinet maker. Francis and Samuel Spencer were clerks
in the dry-goods store of Spencer, Strong & Blatchely,
the senior partner of which was their father. Their
older brother, Oliver M. Spencer, Jr. was not a member
of the society, but was a junior member of the law firm
of Storer & Spencer, the senior member, the Hon.
Bellamy Storer, being then a member of Congress and
later a member of our Literary Club [1855]. A.O.
Spencer did not seem to be a member of that family.
Whetstone became a lumber merchant by 1836, and later a
shoe dealer; he was elected the assistant secretary of
the society in 1840. Wiles was a dry-goods clerk.
Friday evening was the Society's night to meet,
with the regular exercises being an essay and a debate.
The essays were supposed to be produced one each
evening, the writer being assigned his task in
alphabetical order. But though the essay was given the
first place on the program, it was, as a matter of
fac~, last in ~mportance, and was usually the most
not~c7able by 1ts absence, as indeed, generally
speak~ng, was the essayist himself.
The debate
apparently held the greatest interest for the young
m7n, who,seemed to love the give and take of forensic
d1sputat1on. In these debates the Society frequently
attempted to "justify" somebody or something. On
October 12, 1832, the President selected for the next
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"Would Gen. Jackson's acts

.

~eba~e the que~ti~n~f the united states in re-elect~ng

J';1st~fY ~~:n~;"P When the question came up f<;>r
h1m p r e s 1 .
,
k it was on mot1on
discussion the fOlloW1ngdwe~ that week it was postponed
postponed for a week, an a
reat
indefinitely
The members seemed to have a gt'
•
kl th t question
The ques ~on
reluctance to tac e
a th h
Ja~ksOn was "justified"
became moot the next mon
w en
by the popular vote.
f the year 1833 twenty-three new
In the course 0 but five resignations and one
memb~r~ weI:f~l~~;e~~tal at the end of the year at
~~l~t~:~~x. These new men were Samuel Yorke At LMee~
Isaac Baker J.G. Bray, Dr. Chapman, aJor
~~~~sA~~r~~nover, Char~~s D. Drake [th 7 Doct?r's son],
William E. Dunbar, John Frazer, J.P. G1~les~1e, J.
Johnston, C. Jones, Talbot Jones, jr., DennlS McHenry,
James F. Meline, William Parry, J.S. Patterson, Isaac
stevens, Jr., Edward F. Test, Dr . George B. Walker,
I.P. Whiteman, W. Woodruff, and C.J. Wright.
Major Conover was probably a bit older, and was
looked up to by his fellow-members, both because he was
the editor and proprietor of the Cincinnati Daily Whig,
and he had obtained from the Ohio legislature the
charter which began the corporate existence of what
later became the Cincinnati Gas Light & Coke Co. He
was an attorney with offices on Third st., between Main
and Sycamore sts., and he boarded at the Pearl street
House, at the northwest corner of Pearl and Walnut sts.
By 1836 McHendy was mentioned as a silversmith, Johnson
as a grocer and commission merchant, Parry and C. Jones
as drygoods dealers, and Wright as a lawyer. Talbot
Jones was a practicing lawyer as early as 1833 [check
this date]. James F. Meline was a member only for
three months, but is of interest to us because twentythree years later he became a member of our Literary
Club [1859].
Among the essays read in 1833, one by McHenry on
The utility and origin or Banks occasioned a motion by
t he testy Monserat "to request Mr . McHenry to retain
t he paper, termed an essay, read by him, as the society
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does not consider it directly in accordance with the
intention of such papers." The motion was seconded by
Mr. Wheeler and carried. The Society apparently had
second thoughts about such action and tried to make
amends by having him read it again on December 27th,
this time as it is recorded "at the request of the
Society." perhaps some of the divisive thoughts on
banks may be explained by recalling that in July of the
preceding year, President Jackson had vetoed the bill
to re-establish the united States Bank.
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The president's predilection to levy fines wa~
first recorded when Wheeler neglected to prepare h~s
essay and for that offense, he was fined twelve and a
half cents. The inadequacy of this punishment soon
being manifest, the fine was increased to twenty-f~ve
cents, and later in the year to one dollar.
It st111
did not seem to produce more essays.
On February 1, 1833, the minutes tell us "Present,
Messrs Shands, Wiles, and S.P. Hall. There not having
been a quorum, the present members exercised the powers
vested in them by the by-laws and fined the absent
members. S.P. Hall, secretary." At the next meeting a
motion was made "that the fines for absence February 1
by a less number of members than a quorum be
rescinded." This motion was declared out of order by
the president, who clung to his prerogative, stating
that the power of rescinding fines was vested solely in
the president, and he then took it upon himself to
rescind the fines.
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Also in February of 1833, the prosecutor again had
important duties. An impeachment was presented by S.P.
Hall and Monserat against the committee on ways and
means for neglect of duty. There was hardly any
deviltry of this sort, as Howard tells us, but that
Monserat was in it, if not at the bottom of it. He
must have had a perfect passion for litigation. At
this meeting, at which he had earlier been elected
president, he was so perturbed when his point of view
was not upheld that he resigned his membership in high
dudgeon. Of course, he returned soon after and was reelected - by the members in quorum all in the same
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.
then had the
ten
even1~g. H:stion whether
1sh
tick1
qu d ' t reverted
stock, or ha_m~mberShiP?
minutes' non
.
were levied as ruthlessly as
AS time went on f~nes
t ~nto it in this to us
go ... "for an evaS1ve
.
n ;ng McHenry
ever. one eve.....
'
cents
ans wer"
hilarious ~ash~on.
f~f~YbY the president; then tw~nty
to a quest~on propc;>un e t
f order;" then twenty-f1ve
five cents "for l?e~ng ou 0
order when called upon:"
cents "for re~us~ng to ~om~ ;~fUsing to take his ~eat
then twenty-f1ve cents f~he president:" his even~ng
b
when ordered to do ~~ ~1 50 in five different fines.
entertainment cost ~~
. it with true Celtic pluck
But he seems to havde tory~~ by the society to the last.
and good nature an s a
'1 1833 the committees on ways and means,
In
Apr1
. repor t s, the
d n library" not having presented t h e~r
anmb°
f both' committees were fined one dollar each.
me
ers 10,
0
"of
b
.
t 00 k P1 ~ ce .
on May
1833 the elect10n
l~ rar~an
and on counting the votes, Mr. J.G. Bray had a ma)Or1ty
and was declared duly elected Librarian of th~
cincinnati Literary society. Mr. Bray, refus1ng to
serve, was fined the sum of three dollars. A second
election took place and Mr. Fulton was elected. Under
the circumstances, Mr. Fulton seems to have found
discretion the better part of valor and accepted the
honor.
At the meeting on october 25, 1833, the subject of
the debate was, Are Theatrical Representations
Injurious to Society? The question was "discussed with
animation" and decided by the president in the
affirmative, "whereupon a resolution was introduced by
Messrs. Parry and Bracken was read:
'Resolved that any
me~er a~senting himself from any regular meeting of
th~s Soc1ety for the purpose of attending a theatre
shall be fined in any sum not exceeding ten dollars and
not less than five dollars, at the discretion of the
president.'" The resolution was laid on the table and
the same evening its prime mover Parry was fined
"f'ft
,
1
for making use of an' expression
which the
president considered improper." Mr. Parry appealed
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from the decision of the president to the Society, and
while the appeal was under consideration the hour for
adjournment arrived and the subject was laid over to
the next meeting. Some weeks later the matter was
revived by Mr. parry, who supported his appeal in a
speech of some length, and this was replied to by Mr.
Strader, the president-pro-tem who had fined Mr. Parry,
in support of the fine. The minutes tel us that "the
floor was occupied by different members until a late
hour" and when the question was taken by ayes and nays,
the fine was annulled by eight to five. "A motion was
made that Mr. Strader either apologize to Mr. Parry for
remarks made concerning him or pay a fine of fifty
cents. [The apology apparently not being forthcoming]
the president imposed a fine of fifty cents on him and
the society adjourned."
When the Cincinnati Literary Society appeared in
the 1834 city Directory, the President was James F.
Conover, Isaac Baker was the Vice-President, and James
C. Hall occupied the position of Prosecutor. Dr.
George B. Walker served as Treasurer, and Samuel Yorke
At Lee was now the Librarian. Samuel P. Hall had been
elected Secretary, with Isaac Stevens, Jr., as the
Assistant Secretary. Conover, James Hall, and Walker
were the Directors. Their meetings up to this time had
been held in "their Hall on Pearl st every Friday
evening." On the occasion of the Fourth Anniversary
Celebration in 1834, an Oration on the History of the
First Discovery and Settlement of the New World, with
eSP7 cial reference to the Mississippi Valley, Etc., was
del~vered before the Cincinnati,Literary Society, by
James F. Conover, Esq., along w~th an Ode by Mr. Thomas
H. Shreve, and published by the Society and Josiah
Drake, in the following year. 53 Isaac B~ker was listed
as a coal dealer, on Canal above Twelfth. Dr. Walker
53
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was a physician at the corner of Ludlow and Front sts.
Isaac stevens could not be identified from three
Isaacs, a clerk, an engineer, and a carpenter.
There seems to have been much activity in 1834,
with no less than thirty-one new members being taken
in, nearly doubling the membership. However, the
average attendance did not improve, and the largest
attendance, nineteen, was reached on February 20 at the
time of their first meeting in their new hall in the
"college residence on Walnut street," presumably the
old cincinnati College. Among those elected in 1834,
five later were to become members of our Club: William
N. Corry, I.S. Dodge, Robert Hosea, Jr., David A.
James, and Joseph Longworth. Others who were elected
were Herman J. Groesbeck, W.S. Groesbeck a year later,
Richard L'Hommedieu, one of the proprietors and
publishers of the Daily Gazette, James J. Farran,
attorney-at-law, Milton M. McLean, attorney-at-law, Dr.
James M. Mason, Dr. Richard Eberle, Jr., Alfred S.
Reeder, pork merchant, and Henry Vallette, merchant.
In 1835 meetings began to be irregular, and were
even more so in 1836.
In the latter year, the society
began to feel financial straits and their library seems
to have been sold. When the society did meet again
after a six months' hiatus, they met in a new location
"in the hall of the Mercantile Library Association,"
then on Fourth Street, having been founded the previous
year. The books of the Society may have been placed in
that young library.
In three months the society was
again in arrears of rent to the Library, and after that
several meetings were held in the law offices of
Caswell & Rankin on the southeast corner of Fourth and
Main streets.
After another long interval without meetings from
Ap ril to December 1837, a temporary revival of interest
la sted until April of 1838, after which no further
me etings in 1838 and none at all in 1839 were recorded.
evertheless, the society appeared in the 1840 City
0 " rectory, with a slate of officers, probabl y elected
the previous year as it indicated they were meeting at
the ·co l ege residence;" it listed I.D. Wheeler as
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president, W. Parry, vice president, J.W. Yost,
H.L. Reeder, secretary, R. Whetstone,
asslstant secretary, Alfred S. Reeder Librarian and
Mineralogist. The directors were H.S: Groesbeck, W.S.
GrOesbef4k, J. Trevor, L.M. Gwynne, and Dr. George B.
Walker.
Issac D. Wheeler boarded at Mrs. Elizabeth
Selman's boarding house on the corner of Broadway and
Third st. william Parry was a dry goods merchant at w.
& E. Parry, on Fifth st. between Main and Walnut sts.
James W. Yost was a partner in Yost & Moore, an auction
and commission store on Main st., north of Fifth.
Richard A. Whetstone was a lumber merchant in J.
Whetstone & Son, who boarded at John Whetstone's at the
corner of Gano and Vine sts. No listing was found for
H.L. Reeder or Alfred S. Reeder, and the only Trevor
listed was Samuel, a dry goods merchant with S.T. &
Co., on Pearl st., with his horne on Fourth st. between
Walnut and Vine sts. The only Gwynne listed was
Llewellyn, an attorney-at-law, on Main st., one door
above Sixth st.
Tre~surer,

An effort at resuscitation was made in 1840, when
five meetings were held; at the first no quorum was
present, and at the second nine new members were
proposed and six were elected, among them one Mr.
Caldwell, whom we presume to be our John Day Caldwell.
On the night of February 15, 1840, the doughty society
finally expired in harness; the minutes read:
"The
society met.
Present--Caldwell, Frazer, Gardner,
Hilton, McHenry and Parry. The question selected on
the last evening (Should the united States discontinue
a protective tariff?) was discussed by all members and
decided in the affirmative." So ended the brief and
lively existence of the fourth of our predecessors, one
which seems to have had less effect than the others,
but memorable in its way.

J. Roger Newstedt
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