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1 
Historian's Paper 

A Few Random Notes About the Club 

The Literary Club is a de lightful anach~onism -- a 
charming, vibrant vestige of a hundred and flfty years 
ago. To catch a bit of its fl avo r then, let's glance 
for a moment at Cincinnati in the mid-nineteenth 
century, when the Club was launched. The city was full 
of optimistic enthusiasm - on the high-road not only to 
dominance in the Trans-Allegheny West but Nationally. 
From a scattering of cabins and modest homes close to 
the river occupied by some 700 settlers in 1800, the 
town in just two generations had grown an astonishing 
160 times to a population of 115,000, rivaling in size 
the larger cities on the East Coast. This great wave 
of expansion brought with it a wonderful diversity of 
all sorts of new Cincinnatians - lawyers, doctors, 
artists, musicians, authors, philosophers, engineers 
and a long roster of mechanics and artisans who 
manufactured everything from agricultural machinery, 
bells and books to false teeth, musical instruments, 
steamboats and wigs. Nicholas Roosevelt brought the 
very first inland-river steamboat to Cincinnati in 
1811. By 1849, some 5000 palatial steam packets 
cleared the public landing annually. The Miami canal 
was in operation all the way to Lake Erie, bringing 
tens of thousands of tons of upstate produce into the 
city and exporting tens of thousands of tons of 
Cincinnati-made merchandise toward Toledo. The Little 
Miami Railroad, already in operation, with connections 
to Sandusky and the East by mid-century, was the 
harbinger of the vast web of steel rails soon to spread 
over the country - not realized then, but a web that 
eventually would eclipse the city's meteoric rise to 
dominance. 

Many handsome residences and impressive public 
buildings graced the city. St. Peter's Cathedral. 
Nicholas Longworth's house, now the Taft Museum, and 
its smaller neighbor at 500 East Fourth Street, are 
architectural gems, as was the old Lafayette Bank. The 
Burnet House with its 340 rooms, impressive 42 foot 
dome and elegant appointments was lauded by many 
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seasoned t r ave l ers as the finest hot e l in the whole 
c ount ry. 

Cultur al, arti stic and professional progress kept 
a steady pace wi t h Cinc inna t i 's amazing economic and 
commercia l growth i n the mi d - nineteenth century. Bob 
Vitz recount s i t beautifully in his excellent book, The 
Queen a nd the Arts. In addition to physicians, 
lawyers, architect s and builders who attained no~able 
stature in their p rofessions, there were many palnters 
and scu lpt o r s p l ying their brushes and chisels, some of 
whom ach i eved i nternational recognit ~ on _ 

Musi c was in evidence early in the city with the 
Haydn Soc i e ty , the Episcopal Singing Society and 
others. The large influx of music-loving Germans (and 
they accounted for 28 percent of the city's population 
according to Charles Cist) greatly influenced 
Cincinnati's prominence in vocal and instrumental 
music. 

There were several schools in the city, including 
those which became the University of Cincinnati and 
Xavier and numerous private academies. The Young Men's 
Mercantile Library began its long illustrious career in 
1835_ Forme r president, John Quincy Adams ha d been 
here in 1 84 3 to l ay the cor ner- stone of the first 
astronomi c al observatory in the United States. 

Cincinnati was an important literary center by 
mid-centur y. Te n daily newspapers (four of them in 
German ) along with 43 other periodicals were published 
here and book publishing was a thriving business. 
Prominent authors lived in town - Timothy Flint, James 
Hall and Harriet Beecher Stowe, to name a few. 

Literary clubs were the vogue at the time. Among 
them was the Semi-Colon Club with its roster of 
prominent and talented ladies and gentlemen of the 
city. Their meet i ngs with readings, recitations and 
sometimes musi c and cake and lemonade for dessert at 
Samuel Foote's elegant house, were de finitely top 
drawer in the socio-literary circle. There was also 
the Buckeye Club founde d e arlier by Daniel Drake which 
included on its d i s ting u i shed roster Lyman Beecher his 
daughters, Catherine and Harriet, Calvin Stowe , Ja~es 
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Hall and others most of whom eventually migrated to the 
Semi - Colon Club. 

Despite the live, oinking pigs in tile ~Lreets and 
the derision of a few mild cranks like Frances 
Trollope, Cincinnati was recognized for its promise and 
stature in the nation. When he was here in 1842, 
Charles Dickens, who looked with utter disdain on most 
of the country, wrote in his American Notes, 
"Cincinnati is a beautiful city, cheerful, animated. I 
have not often seen a place that commends itself so 
favorably and pleasantly to a stranger at the first 
glance as this does." Another British author, Harriet 
Martineau, who visited the city in 1835, wrote in her 
Retrospect of Western Travel, "For more reasons than 
one, I should prefer Cincinnati to any other large city 
of the United States." 

In this briefest of thumbnail sketches, I hope we 
have an inkling of the Cincinnati of 1849. On the 29 th 

of October of that year, twelve young men climbed the 
steps to Nelson Cross' second floor office at the 
northeast corner of Third and Hammond streets to 
establish The Literary Club and eventually to become 
what we've called 'The Immortals' of the club. To give 
you an idea of the sort of men they were, let me 
introduce them briefly. 

Isaac Collins was born in upstate New York in 1824 
and was graduated from Yale in the class of 1846. He 
studied law in New York and came to Cincinnati in 1848. 
While waiting for legal Ohio residence, he read law and 
taught mathematics and classics at St. John's College 
on Broadway between Third and Congress streets. He was 
elected judge of the Court of Common Pleas in 1859. 
Nelson Cross, who lived at Mrs. Mary Keating's boarding 
house at the time, later was elected judge of the 
Hamilton County Court of Common Pleas. During the 
Civil War he served as Lieutenant Colonel of the 
Seventy-seventh New York volunteers. Stanley Matthews, 
was educated at Woodward High School and Kenyon College 
and read law in Judge Worthington's office. Listed as 
an editor in the 1849 Cincinnati Directory, he went on 
to a brilliant career in law and politics. He served 
for three years during the Civil War as Colonel of the 
23th Ohio Volunteer Infantry. President Buchanan 
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appointed him U. S. Attorney for the Southern District 
of Ohio. He served in the Ohio Senate and in 1877 was 
e lected to the United States Senate. In 1881 he was 
appo~nted a justice of the United States Supreme Court. 
Martln L. Sheldon was an attorney in 1849 with an 
office at 149 Wa lnut Street and lived on the south side 
of Sixth Street between Mound and Park. 

Reuben H. Stephenson was born in Lancaster New 
Hampshire in 18 23. He was graduated wi th the class of 
1845 from Dartmouth . After heading west in 1848, he 
became a partner with Otis Wright in a short-lived 
school, the Col legiate Institute. When Mr. Wright died 
in the cholera epidemic of 1849, Stephenson struggled 
alone with the school until he closed it in 1853 and 
became librarian of the Mercantile Library. Peyton 
Wyeth was a portrait painter. His studio was in the 
old Art Union Bui ding at the northwest corner of 
Fourth and Sycamore . H.G. Wade worked as a clerk in 
the wholes~le drug firm of W.H. Harrison and Co. at 23 
West Fourth Stree . 

Algernon Sullivan was a lawyer with an office on 
Main Street betwee Thi rd and Fourth. He lived at the 
Burnet House and by 185 9 had moved to New York. Little 
can be found abo t J. D. Buchanan except that Ainsworth 
Spofford wrote, . e "was a printer by profession and a 
hater of aristocra s and capitalists by instinct". He 
might have been he black sheep of the flock if there 
was one. Hazen White, at thirty- two, was the senior of 
the group by f ive r six years. He conducted a Young 
Ladies Seminary 0 Walnut Street near Sixth. He served 
in the Civil Wa r for four years and was a major in the 
Fourth Arkansas Ca aIry when he was mustered out in 
1865. Back in town in civilian clothes, White became 
librarian of t he ercantile Library, serving until 
1876. With two of our founding members having been 
Mercantile Librarians, it's appropriate and fortunate 
that we have t he present very able Mercantile 
Librarian, Al Pyle, on our roster today. 

John Zachos was a public lecturer and co - principal 
of the Cincinnat i Female Seminary a t Nint h and Walnut 
Streets. He taught English and lectured on Wordsworth. 
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I saved Ainsworth Rand Spofford until last. He 
was a man of sterling character and outstanding energy 
and ability. His brilliant career and importance to 
the Literary Club deserve a separate paper I hope to 
write another time. Born in Gilmanton, New Hampshire 
in 1825, he eventually came to Cincinnati and in 1849 
is listed in the directory as a clerk in the store of 
E.D. Truman, bookseller and publisher at 111 Main 
Street. He lived at the Henrie House on Third near 
Hamn~rld street. Mr. Truman died in late 1849 and the 
business was continued by his wife, Elizabeth. A year 
later the store went under the name, Truman and 
Spofford. Spofford spent ten or twelve fruitful years 
in Cincinnati before his career took him East. 
President Lincoln appointed him Librarian of the 
Congressional Library. Through his ability and arduous 
effort it rose from its dingy quarters in the Capitol 
well on the way to the magnificent institution it is 
today. 

But back to 1849 and the Truman and Spofford 
store. The bookstore had become the mecca for a group 
of alert young men interested in books, literature and 
intelligent conversation. I'm sure fascinating, lively 
discussions took place there. Small , friendly 
bookstores, before the days of Barnes and Noble and 
Amazon were a real delight. They were staffed by the 
proprietor, invariably a book-lover himself, who knew 
his stock and all sorts of fascinating stories about 
books. 

To imagine what the Truman and Spofford shop might 
have been like, I recall fond memories, and some of you 
may have them too, of the old James Book Store, founded 
in 1831. In the 1940s and early 50s, it was located at 
516 Main Street and run by Roberta James and Doug 
Magee. What a charming shop to visit! Roberta James 
like Elizabeth Truman, took over operation of the ' 
business from her husband. In her early fifties, she 
dressed fastidiously in well tailored suits, smoked 
Chestp-rfields in a long PDR - style cigarette holder and 
spoke in a deep, resonant voice. Doug Magee, like 
Spofford was a delightful fellow barely thirty. He 
smoked a pipe, dressed casually, spoke softly and had 
an engaging personality. He loved books had an 
intimate knowledge of the stock and prob~bly actually 
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d t of the books in it. Around closing time, 
rea mos , f' d d Doug and Roberta and a few lingerlng rlen s an 
customers would congregate in the ra:e book ,room at the 
back of the store to c hat, and sometlmes enJoy a shor t 
snifter if Roberta f elt like breaking out her b~ttle of 
scotch. To mention a couple of the :egulars, B1ll 
Smith, long-t ime Amer icana dealer, mlght be ~here. He 
was a short roly-po l y man full of good storles. He 
wrote an am~s ing litt le book, Queen City Yesterdays, , 
Sketches of Cincinnat i in the Eighties - 1880s that lS. 
His catalogues always bore the legend - "Rare books are 
getting scarce", He c losed his shop i n the ,Union 
Central Building in 1855 at age 84 but contlnued 
dealing from his home in Fort Thomas. My last visit to 
his shop there was i n 1961. He was ninety years old 
and really trying to close his business, offering some 
irresistible bargains. He still smoked his pipe, was 
as fully of good humor as ever and served bourbon 
instead of scotch. George art, the book - binder also 
might be at one of the James' little conclaves. He 
collected fine bindings and books with fore-edge 
paintings. I re ember his making us drool over a 
double f ore - e dge painting he found. Flipping the fore
edge one way disp ayed a view of early Cincinnati, the 
other, a picture of ear l y Louisville. If there 
happened to be 0 e of the occasional book-signings that 
day, Jesse Stuart or Christopher Morley might be there 
to make the gather ' g very special. 

That's a quick glimpse of delightful experiences 
at James Book S ore . I'm sure it was much the same at 
Truman and Spoff rd' s shop in 1849. I believe the seed 
which grew into 0 r wonderful Literary Club was planted 
there at 111 Ma ' Street and that if anyone of 'The 
Immortals' can be singled out as the founding father of 
the Club, it is unque stionably Ainsworth Rand Spofford. 
The preliminary ee i ng was held at Truman and 
Spofford's. Co ee s were appointed to draft a 
constitution and to suggest a topic for the first 
debate to be held by t he new society. 

The meeting a Nelson Cross' office took place a 
few days later . T e constitution was r atified and the 
subject for t he debate for the first r egular meeting on 
Monday Novembe r 5, 1849, was approved - Ought a system 
of universal a nd liberal education be conduc ted at 
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public expense in this country? . The Literary Club 
was launched and under way! Except for a few rather 
insignificant changes it's much the same today as it 
was at the beginning, a century and a half ago. Let's 
look at a few of the changes. 

Average age of members has gone up, of course. 
Most members who love the Club stay on as long as 
theY're physically able. So, from an average age of 
twenty-six for the initial twelve, it's now close to 
seventy. With aging, we've become much more staid in 
our ways. No one dances on the table anymore. We 
don't have anyone who sings "The Widow Machree" nor do 
we have an Edward Cranch, mentioned by Spofford, who 
when persuaded , sang "a comic song so unutterably droll 
that some of us rolled off our seats". Our Christmas 
music now is a carefully rehearsed concert under the 
very able baton of Bob Kalthoff. 

Debates, which sometimes became a bit 
cantankerous, soon gave way to essays and 'informals' 
or 'budgets'. Our custom of shaking hands every week 
is a reminder of the debating days when members shook 
hands to show that no animosity remained after the 
sometimes heated argument of the week before. 

As the Club became known and appreciated in town, 
limits on membership rose from the original twelve to 
twenty-five, then to thirty by 1851 and to fifty in 
1853. The limit was set at eighty in 1873 and finally 
in 1878 reached one hundred which has been the rule 
ever since. 

The Club was quite peripatetic in the early days, 
meeting in ten or eleven different locations for the 
first forty - seven years until 1896 when the Club 
acquired its own quarters in the handsome house at 25 
East ~ighth Street. We moved into our present, 
beautlful house, here on Lytle Park, in June 1930. It 
was purchased from fellow Club member Charles P. Taft 
under a very generous agreement . 

. ?ver the year~, the club has carefully avoided 
offlclally sponsorlng any social or political causes. 
T~e.one exception is our unanimous turnout during the 
C1V11 War. All of you know about the Club's hiatus 
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from October 1862 to Febr ary 1864 - and the formation 
of the Burnet Rifles - a d ' ts tattered flag that still 
graces our wall - a d f t e fifty-one members who 
enlisted , of whom f ifcy became officers, including six 
generals and eight c ne s. But, I've wondered, as 
I'm sure some of yo a e, about that lone member of 
the fifty-one who ne er advanced in rank above a 
private. I found his a e i s Andrew Jackson Rickoff. 
He was elected a member ~ 1861 . He lived on Mt. Adams 
and was busy running h~s Cincinnati English and 
Classical School at i th and Elm. It was one of the 
better private col lege preparatory academies in town. 
Cist, in his Cincin a i in 18 59, describes it in 
detail. It was quite sophisticated for the time. In 
addition to classroo 5 , it inc luded a gymnasium and one 
of the rooms was "f 1m ' s ed with a large Barlow's 
Planetarium". Ricko:: bviously had the qualifications 
to become an officer as well as his fifty other fellow 
members, but apparent: chose not to. He enlisted late 
in the war. He joined he 138 th OVI when it was formed 
on May 14, 1864. The _38 t was a 100 - day Regiment. 
After serving its t ' € , ostly on picket and fatigue 
duty in the Washing area, the regiment returned to 
Ohio and was mustered at Camp Dennison on September 
1 st 1864. 

There have bee a :ew minor technological and 
social changes over ~e years. When it came time to 
switch from gas to e_e :~:c lights, some of the members 
objected and said ' i: ~e . ave lightning rods to keep 
electricity out of t e ~ se, why should we wire it 
in? ' 

The use of tobacc :.as a I but disappeared. We 
few die-hards who ignore ~ he propaganda about the evils 
of tobacco smoke now h dd_e in the library for a few 
puff~ . I~ you look at he picture in the library of 
the lnterlor of our old ~~a~~ers on Fourth between Main 
and Walnut ,in 1887, you ' : see no t only ash trays, but 
brass cuspldors placed stra~e~~cally around the reading 
room. You don't see any Ma~: ?ouch packets on the 
ta~les with the wine bott es , b t I'm sure the 
splttoons on ~he floor were _ots for houseplants. 
There was a tlme when the C . spent more on cigars 
than on food. 



The food served at meetings has changed , 
dramatically too. Dan Thew Wright waxed poetl~ about 
the scanty rations in his minutes for th~ meet~n$ of 
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31 1852 He wrote: "The Executlve Commlttee January, . d 
made a descent upon the Secretary of the Tr~asury an 
violently, with force and arms, took from , h~s vest 
pocket the sum of nine dollars. The Commlttee came 
back but the nine dollars didn't and: 

The board was spread 
With butter and bread, 

And all that the heart could wish, 
The ale was new, 
The oysters few, 

Say two to every dish." 

Many of you can remember how our supper menu only 
recently has escalated from the crackers and cheese of 
steward Russell Cook to the groaning, gourmet buffet of 
the Ranieri brothers . We also appreciate our very 
ample bar. Prohibition in the 20s and early 30s put a 
serious damper on our traditional beverages. The live 
in steward at the time asked permission to make home 
brew here in the basement. The minutes of September 
29 t h 1930 report that "after due consideration, the 
Board of Management denied his request". 

Despite the inconsequential changes I've 
mentioned, the Literary Club has not only survived but 
remained in robust health longer than any other club of 
its kind in the country - probably in the world. We 
owe our remarkable longevity to our adherence to the 
goals and traditions set down by our forebears. We've 
always had a solid core of members who love the Club 
for the intellectually stimulating conversation and the 
pleasant camaraderie they find here. Their titles and 
social and financial statUG are left at the door. They 
enjoy the challenge to produce a well - written paper on 
any subject that strikes their fancy and the generous 
'king-for-the - night' adulation they receive after 
reading it. 

As to the future, I like the way Joe Sagmaster 
expressed it in his excellent Centennial Address in 
1949 - "The Literary Club will live as long as 
Cincinnati remains an abiding place for the enduringly 
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good t hings of l ife, as long as conversation remains a 
living a rt and as long as men retain a love for books 
and a desire to write." 

John Diehl 

2 
Presidential remarks presented at 
~5~st Annive r sary Dinner of 
The Lite r a ry Club o f Cincinnati 

Th e Moral Obligation of Intelligence 

Simon Winchester, in his remarkable telling of the 
story of t he making of the Oxford English Dictionary 
and the ext r aordina ry collaboration between the 
confined, mad Ameri c an murderer, Dr. Worthington C. 
Minor and Professor Sir James Augustus Henry Murray of 
Oxford, also describe s the glittering, great dictionary 
dinner held 1 03 years ago, on October 12, 1897 . 

Dr. Minor was, in the language of the British 
judicial s y s tem - a "certifiable criminal lunatic" 
incarcerated for urder at Crowthorne, less than forty 
miles from Oxford. Professor Murray, on the other 
hand, was an a uthentic genius, having ended his formal 
schooling at a ge fo rteen as did so many others at the 
time, because of p erty . By that time, however, he 
had a working knowledge o f French, Italian, German, 
Gr eek and, of c ourse , Lat i n. The latter found 
expression in a charming eccentricity that must have 
p e rpl exed the fa rmers near Hawick, a town n e ar the 
Scottish border where Murr ay grew up. Sir James, as a 
youth, reportedly ta ght the cows he tended to respond 
to Latin. This, I . agine, may have led to some 
confusion at milking ime . 

But, back t o the gala dinner of October 12, 1897. 
This 'slap-up', as it was termed by the vice chancellor 




