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I herewith submit to the British Public a work principally intended
for the benefit of the American. Both people, however, are so
intimately connected by the ties of friendship and consanguinity, and
so many errors and faults of the Americans—as, indeed, most of their
virtues—are so clearly and distinctly to be traced to their British
origin, that the perusal of the following pages may, perhaps, be not
altogether uninteresting to the readers of both countries.

As individuals may study their own character by carefully examining and
observing that of their fellow-creatures,—for it is only in comparing
ourselves with others that we become acquainted with ourselves,—so
may a correct knowledge of one nation, and the tendencies of its
institutions, enable another to form a proper estimate of itself, and
to set a right value on its own laws and government.

Such is the object of the following publication; the Public must decide
whether it has been attained.

THE EDITOR.



London, May 10th, 1839.
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ARISTOCRACY IN AMERICA.


PART I.




CONTAINING THE ADVENTURES OF A DAY SPENT
AMONG THE BLOODS IN NEW YORK.






INTRODUCTION.

Character of the Author.
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The following sketches of “American Aristocracy” were written in a
desultory manner during a journey the Author took some time ago from
Boston to Washington, after having sojourned a number of years in the
country.

The Author, now residing in New York, not having sufficient
courage to publish them, I undertook that task for him; not with a view
to pecuniary profit, but in order to render a service to truth, which
ought to be acceptable at all times, and cannot but benefit a young,
aspiring, prosperous country like the United States.

Numerous works have already been published on “American Society;”
but its peculiar tendency towards Aristocracy, its talents,
resources, and prospects, have never been more than generally and
superficially dwelt upon, even by the best writers. This is a great
fault. The Americans have, as they repeatedly assure Europeans, “a
great deal of Aristocracy,” and, in general, a very nice taste for
artificial distinctions; a circumstance which, as yet, is but little
known to the great bulk of the European public, who still imagine them
to be a set of savages.

The Author of these pages seems to have made it his study to bring
those hidden gems to light, in order to vindicate his adopted
country from the reproach of equality and barbarism,
indiscriminately heaped upon it by the Tories of all countries, and
especially by the great Tories of England.

Before entering on the task assigned me, it is, however, necessary
first to acquaint the reader with the personage of the Author, who was
once a sporting character; but is now a sedate, moral, religious man,
scarcely to be told from a real American. Although of noble extraction,
being the seventh son of the Westphalian Baron Von K—pfsch—rtz,
whose family dates back to the eighth century, he has, while in the
United States, sunk the nobleman in the man of business; in consequence
of which he now passes generally for “a sensible man.” Had he been
born and bred in America, and inherited or acquired a
large fortune, his being descended from a noble family might have
added to his other accomplishments; but the pedigree of a poor German
nobleman without a rent-roll could not possibly do him any good, and
might have done him much harm in raising the jealousy of his employers.

For a time he devoted himself to politics, in which he was a great
enthusiast, but soon discovered his error; and, finding winds and
waves more steady than the favours of the public, became supercargo
of an American East Indiaman. He stayed three years in Canton,
and on his return married the daughter of the president of an
insurance office—the young lady having fallen in love with him at
a party,—notwithstanding the remonstrances of the family, who
considered the match a poor one. He has since had two children by his
wife, and a clerkship by his father in-law; all which, taken together,
has done much to attach him to the country, and will, I doubt not, in
due time make him “a patriot.”

I must yet observe that the following “sketches” were written during
the Author’s political career, and shortly after; it being agreed
between him and his father-in-law, at the time of his marriage, that
he should never again use a pen except for the benefit of the office,
or to write a letter to his beau-père, provided he be willing
to frank it. This promise I understood him to have religiously kept,
as indeed every other he made at that time; but, feeling all the while
some lurking desire to see himself in print, he thought it no harm to
touch up an old manuscript, which he was determined secretly to
put into my hands, in order that I might select from it what I judged
fit for publication. The way in which he accomplished his design, and
the charge he gave me, are important items; which, as they are brief, I
shall not withhold from the public.

It was in the month of August last year, that, early in the morning of
a sultry day, while sauntering along the wide and dirty streets of New
York, I was, just at the corner of Chamber Street and Broadway, struck
by the singular appearance of a male figure, which I at once recognised
as European, though the individual in question had apparently taken the
most studied pains to disguise his origin. His stature was straight
and erect; his neck, already thin and stiff, was, by the aid of a
black cravat, reduced to a still narrower compass; and his hat was
sunk down his neck so as to expose half his forehead. His frock-coat,
despite the heat of the day, was buttoned up to the chin, and yet of
such diminutive dimensions as scarcely to cover any one part of his
body. His trowsers were of the same tight fit as his coat, and the
heels of his boots added at least an inch and a half to his natural
height. His steps were short and quick, deviating neither to the right
nor left from a straight line; and his head, which was thrown back,
seemed to act as a rudder in directing his motion. Thus far, his
appearance differed in nothing from a genuine New-Yorker, except that
his shoulders were very much broader, and his legs much more stout,
than one generally meets with on the borders of the Atlantic.

I seldom saw an European imitate exactly the particular business-dress
and gait of an American; and in this instance the copy appeared to me
so burlesque, that I felt curious to see the full face of a man whose
body bore such evident imprints of two worlds. I therefore stepped
quickly forward a few paces, and, leaning against the window of a
print-shop, endeavoured to take a front view of my hero. He seemed to
guess my intention, and, desirous of avoiding observation, turned his
head towards the opposite side; which, however, did not prevent me from
recognising at once my friend the Author, with a large roll of
paper in his hand.

“Ah!” exclaimed he, grasping my arm, “I am glad to meet you,—the very
man I wanted to see. Whither are you now going?”

“To breakfast.”

“Are you invited?”

“Not that I know of.”

“Then I shall accompany you. I have to speak to you on a very important
subject.”

“I am going to the Turkish divan.”

“The very place I like,—it’s private, snug, genteel; one can be there
without meeting a reporter.”

It was now seven o’clock. The sun had risen over an infinite canopy
of dense vapours, through which his rays of burning light were
dissolved into a dark lurid hue which hung like smoke on the red
walls of the buildings. The thermometer stood 98° in the shade. After
a short walk, which, owing to the excessive sultriness of the air,
proved sufficiently fatiguing, we arrived at the coffee-house. The
entrée was somewhat dérobée, for the evident purpose
of concealing it from the eyes of the vulgar; and the establishment
being on the second floor, and the staircase dark and narrow, none
but one initiated into the secret could have found the way to it.
We ascended the stairs, opened the folding-doors, and in another
moment found ourselves in an elegant apartment, studded with marble
tables and stuffed couches, in which a sort of chiaroscuro—the
window-shutters being but half opened, and the windows concealed by a
rich damask drapery,—gave full effect to the numerous oil-paintings
that covered the walls. Some of these, we were told by the waiter, were
of high value, being “genuine originals;” but my friend, who
passed for a connoisseur in these matters, merely tossed up his head,
and said he knew all about them.

“Have you seen the invoice?” demanded the waiter.

“It’s no matter,” replied my friend; “you had better give us some
coffee.”

We stretched ourselves each on an ottoman (chairs being entirely
banished from the establishment), and “the Author” at once came to the
point.

“I wanted to hand you my sketch-book,” said he, after heaving a deep
sigh, “containing the journal of a tour through the principal Atlantic
cities, and a few memorandums of my stay in Washington.”

“Ah! have you finally resolved to publish it?”

“Not I. I am a married man, related to one of the most aristocratic
families in town, with the prospect of inheriting a fortune. I must not
quarrel with my bread and butter.”

“Oh! I understand you: you wish me to publish it for you; that’s more
than I can promise to do without seeing the manuscript.”

“But you may omit what you do not like, or soften down what is likely
to give offence.”

“That you know is useless. The Americans do not like to be spoken of in
any way. They are so thin-skinned as not even to bear praise;
they take it for irony.”

“I know it. Our first people are like the Venetian senators, who
would not allow the government to be praised; because, if one
man bestowed praise, another might be guilty of censure. There is no
knowing where matters will end when once in the mouth of the people.”

“All this ought to put me the more on my guard: yet, out of friendship
for you, I will make myself a martyr. If you had the courage
to write the truth, I will have the boldness to
publish it.”

“Bravo!” cried my friend, embracing me in a Continental manner, “I see
you are a real German; and, if ever I inherit——”

“Pray don’t mention it. It will be as much as you can do to pay your
wife’s mantua-maker. You cannot count your father-in-law’s money until
after his death. There are bank liabilities, insurance liabilities, and
Heaven knows what other mercantile and private liabilities! Just give
me the manuscript, and trust the rest to my affection.”

“You are too kind—too generous!” cried he; “but I must, nevertheless,
give you a few hints. I think you had better omit the account of my
flirtations entirely. It is not in good taste. All such things
are necessarily insipid; and, if Mrs. K—pfsch—rtz should by accident
learn——”

“She would never forgive you.”

“It is not that I am most afraid of; but my father-in-law, and
the public——. Besides, my flirtations, as is always the case in the
United States, ended in a most sensible manner, and on that
account are not likely to interest an European reader. The first lady
sent me word by her servant not to trouble myself with writing her any
more letters, as she was determined to send them back unopened. The
second gave me a verbal warning in these terms:—‘I am sorry you should
be in love with me, because papa and mamma think it all nonsense; I
do not say this to hurt your feelings, but merely to prevent you from
taking any unnecessary steps in the matter. I shall, nevertheless, be
always happy to see you as a friend.’ And the third ended in
the most legitimate manner,—in my marriage. I think my sketches of
fashionable parties, and in general of the character and principles
of our ‘first society,’ are much more likely to give satisfaction:
only soften them down a little for the sake of Judge Lynch: it would
break my heart to see you tarred and feathered. As regards my account
of American statesmen and politicians, you must calculate your
chances of a duel. A Southerner will fight three times as quick as a
Northerner; but the Northerner will never forgive you. Be careful how
you repeat what I have said about parsons; they have more power
in the United States than in any other country. They have the power
of breaking any man they please; for they possess the most complete
control over the women. I have, in this respect, always been of Jean
Paul Richter’s opinion, who despised ‘the pater-noster globule
of piety,’ as much as ‘the empty bubbles of worldly prudence.’ But you
know my religious sentiments, and are best able to judge whether I
deserve the name of a Christian. If I have sometimes been severe upon
Unitarianism and Dr. Channing, it is because I hate cant in any shape,
and would oppose any man that would constitute himself moral pope of
the community. The Bostonians, who, according to their own confession,
are a ‘people full of notions,’ are always ready to deify a man that
‘captivates their fancy;’ and accordingly have within the narrow
confines of their city a whole Olympus of gods and goddesses, of which
the reverend Socinian is the Jupiter tonans. But you will best
know how to manage these matters: only one thing,—forgive the vanity
of an author!—you must promise me as a conditio sine quâ non.”

“And what is that?”

“Not to make such a thing of it as Fanny Kemble’s journal;—that is,
not to strike out three-fourths of the book, and then publish the rest
all dashes and stars.”

I gave him my word to leave as few stories untold as possible, and, in
general, to stick to my text as far as was consistent with prudence;
after which he quietly sneaked off to his office, leaving me to do the
best with the manuscript. And now, gentle reader, it is for you to
judge whether I have abused the confidence of my friend.
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“He cannot be a perfect man,

Not being try’d and tutor’d in the world:

Experience is by industry achiev’d,

And perfected by the swift course of time.”




Shakspeare.—Two Gentlemen of Verona, Act I. Scene 3.



Some years ago, early of a fine morning in the month of July, I was
sauntering with some Southern friends down Broadway towards the
Battery, which forms the eastern extremity of the city of New York. The
night had been most uncomfortably hot, the thermometer ranging above
90°, and the sun’s lurid glare, produced by a thick heavy mist,—the
usual companion of a sultry day in America,—gave to the sleeping city
the appearance of a general conflagration.

As long as we were in Broadway, not a breath of air was stirring, and
respiration really difficult; but, when we arrived at the Bowling
Green, a delicious sea-breeze imparted new vigour to our exhausted
frames, and increased gradually as we were approaching the Battery.
Arrived at this beautiful spot, the air was quite refreshing, and the
view one of the finest I ever beheld. The harbour was covered with
sails, a rich verdure overspread the neighbouring hills and islands,
and the mingled waters of the ocean and the Hudson, gently rippled by
the breeze, tremblingly reflected the burning orb of day.

“What a delicious spot this is!” said I; “there is nothing equal to it
in any part of the Union!”

“Certainly not,” said one of my companions, who had stopped to survey
the beauty of the landscape; “yet how many Americans do you think enjoy
it?”

“It is certainly not a very fashionable place,” said I.

“How could it be?” replied he: “all the fashionable people have moved
to the West-end of the town.”

“Where the atmosphere is not half so pure, the breeze not a quarter so
refreshing as here; and where, instead of this glorious harbour,—this
ocean, the emblem of eternity,—they see nothing but sand,—a barren
desert, interspersed here and there by a block of brick buildings,”
added the other.

“This our people imagine to be a successful imitation of English
taste,” observed the first. “They forget that the West-end of London
contains magnificent squares and public walks; and that it is in the
immediate neighbourhood of the Parks.”

“And yet,” said the other, “if to-morrow the Southwark and all the
boroughs east of the Thames were to get into fashion, our New York
aristocracy would imitate the example, and inhabit once more this
beautiful site.”

“It is true,” resumed I, “this imitation of the English is not
a very happy one; and deserves the more to be ridiculed, as it refers
merely to forms, and not to the substance of things. I am in a habit
of taking a stroll here every evening; but have not, for the space of
two months, met with a single individual known in the higher circles.
Foreigners are the only persons who enjoy this spot.”

“And do you know why?” interrupted one of my friends: “it is because
our fashionable Americans do not wish to be seen with the people; they
dread that more than the tempest; and it is for this reason all that is
really beautiful in the United States is considered vulgar. The
people follow their inclination, and occupy that which they like; while
our exclusives are obliged to content themselves with what is abandoned
by the crowd.”

“I am not very sorry for that,” said the second; “our exclusives
deserve no better fate. As long as the aristocracy of a country
is willing to associate with the educated classes of the
bourgeoisie they set a premium on talent and the example of
good breeding. This aristocracy here is itself nothing but a wealthy
overgrown bourgeoisie, composed of a few families who have
been more successful in trade than the rest, and on that account are
now cutting their friends and relations in order to be considered
fashionable.”

Here we heard the ringing of the bell for the departure of the hourly
steam-boat for Staten Island. As we intended to join a small party
to breakfast at “the Pavilion,” we quickly hurried on board, and in
less than a minute were floating on the water. A fine brass band was
stationed on deck, and the company consisted of a great number of
pretty women with their attendant swains, who thus early escaped from
the heat of the city in order to return to it at shopping-time,—from
twelve till two o’clock. A few lonely “females,” only protected by
huge baskets filled with provisions, had also come “to enjoy the
concord of sweet sounds,” and a trip down the harbour for a quarter
of a dollar, previous to returning home from the market. The whole
company were in excellent spirits, the basket-ladies being arranged on
one side,—unfortunately, however, to windward,—and the ladies and
gentlemen on the other, the band playing involuntary variations to the
tune of “Auld lang syne.”

In precisely an hour from the time we had left the wharf we landed on
Staten Island, and proceeded at once to the place of rendezvous.
This was a large public-house fitted up in a most magnificent style by
Colonel M***, late keeper of the A*** Hotel, one of the few landlords
possessed of the talent of making people comfortable. The building was
very spacious; but its wings were a little too long, and the small
garden in front almost entirely destitute of trees,—a fault from which
no public, and hardly any private, mansion in the United States, can be
said to be entirely exempted.

The Americans have, indeed, a singular aversion to trees and shrubs
of every description: their highest idea of perfection in a landscape
being an extended plain sown with grass. They consider trees as a mark
of barbarism, and are, in their zeal for civilization, extirpating
them wherever they find them. The hills and islands in the harbour of
Boston, which were once studded with the majestic pine and the gnarled
oak, are now completely shorn: the city of Albany, built on a gentle
declivity once covered with variegated wood, is daily becoming more and
more flat and less shady; the fashionable inhabitants paying more for
levelling the ground, and felling the trees, than for the erection of
their dwellings. The beautiful trees on the shores of the Monongahela
and the Ohio are, at an enormous expense, destroyed root and branch,
to give the inhabitants of Pittsburgh the benefit of light and air;
and even the “old liberty tree” of Boston, with all its historical
associations and recollections, stands no more. How singularly this
taste of the Americans contrasts with that of the English, who, after
burning and sacking the colony of New Jersey, placed a sentinel near
the tree under which William Penn had concluded the treaty with the
Indians!

The fault of the garden apart, the Pavilion of Staten Island, or “the
Brighton Pavilion,” as it is sometimes called, offers really a fine
and healthy retreat from the noise and dirt of New York; and this the
more so, as, from its elevation, it is accessible on all sides to
the sea-breeze. We ascended a few steps, and found ourselves at once
in a capacious bar-room, fitted up in the best American style. Labels
of all sorts, and in all languages, stuck on innumerable bottles
placed at small distances from one another, and interlined with lemons
and oranges, whose bright and pale gold was again relieved by the
dark-green hock, and the silver-headed champaign bathed in ice. By the
side of these stood the grave and manly Carolina madeira, the fiery
sherry, and the sombre port. For the lovers of condensation there were
also old French cognac, Irish and Scotch whisky, and an ominous-looking
bottle, whose contents portended to be the original beverage of Van
Tromp. The favourite drink, however, seemed to be mint-julep; for a
huge mass of ice and a forest of mint, together with two large bottles
of French and peach brandy, gave, alas! but too positive proofs of the
incapability of the landlord to maintain the balance of power among
spirits so different in action and principle.
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