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“There’s a great work wants doing,” said FLO. 
This book is dedicated to my twin sons, Dash and Theo, 
and those are words to live by.
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INTRODUCTION

Why Olmsted Matters

ON MARCH 25, 1893, a gala dinner was held in honor of Daniel Burnham, driving force behind the Columbian Exposition, a World’s Fair about to open in Chicago. Various artists and architects who had worked on the project gathered for this lavish event.

But when Burnham took the stage to be feted, he chose to deflect credit away from himself and onto someone else instead. “Each of you knows the name and genius of him who stands first in the heart and confidence of American artists, the creator of your own parks and many other city parks,” said Burnham. “He it is who has been our best adviser and our constant mentor. In the highest sense he is the planner of the Exposition—Frederick Law Olmsted.” Burnham paused to let that sink in. Then he added: “An artist, he paints with lakes and wooded slopes; with lawns and banks and forest-covered hills; with mountain sides and ocean views. He should stand where I do tonight, not for the deeds of later years alone, but for what his brain has wrought and his pen has taught for half a century.” A collective roar went up among those assembled.

Burnham’s tribute provides a sense of Olmsted’s stature and importance. But effusive as it is, it still fails to do him full justice. His life and career were just too sprawling and spectacular. Ask people today about Olmsted, and they’re likely to come back with a few stray details—best case. But his achievements are immense. Olmsted may well be the most important American historical figure that the average person knows least about.

Olmsted is best remembered as the pioneer of landscape architecture in the United States. He created New York City’s Central Park and a  number of other green spaces, often in collaboration with his sometime partner Calvert Vaux. Olmsted designed the grounds of scores of private estates, Stanford and assorted college campuses, several mental institutions, and a pair of cemeteries. For these achievements alone, Olmsted would have a measure of lasting fame. At a time when open space is at a premium, he’s left a legacy of green in city after city across America and in Canada, too.

But he was also an environmentalist. This is a separate role from landscape architect. “I was born for a traveler,” Olmsted once said, and he managed to roam most of the country in the course of his lifetime. Along the way, he became aware that some of the most striking natural landscapes were under siege. Olmsted played a crucial role in the early efforts to preserve Yosemite and Niagara Falls, for example. Over time, he began to bring environmental considerations to his park work as well. He designed Boston’s Back Bay Fens not only as a park but also as America’s very first effort at wetlands restoration.

Preserving wild places is different from crafting urban spaces, and it’s a vital Olmsted role that is often overlooked. I devoted a great deal of research time and did abundant spadework in an effort to reconstruct this aspect of his story. This biography is designed, among other things, to give Olmsted his due as a pioneering environmentalist.

But he was so much more. Olmsted was a sailor, a scientific farmer, and a late bloomer nonpareil. During the Civil War, he did a stint as the head of a battlefield relief outfit. (In the postwar years, the outfit—after many twists and convolutions—became the basis for the American Red Cross.) He also took a fascinating detour, moving out to California and managing a legendary but ill-starred gold-mining enterprise.

Olmsted was no dilettante, though. He simply did a lot of different things and did them well. It was the nineteenth century, and a younger America was in the grip of a frontier mind-set. All things seemed possible; all hands on deck. During this era, people didn’t have to carve out narrow areas of specialization. It was an ideal time for someone of Olmsted’s gifts. Seeking varied experience was his essence, as surely as Mark Twain’s essence was to turn a phrase.

At the same time, there’s a common theme that runs through many of Olmsted’s diverse endeavors. First, last, always, he was a reformer. No  disrespect to Americans who came of age in the 1940s, often called the “Greatest Generation,” but Olmsted’s cohort (those who came of age in the 1840s) was pretty great in its own right. It was an especially socially conscious period in the country’s history, and it produced people who fought for the rights of the physically disabled and the mentally ill and—in the North—for the freedom of slaves.

Olmsted was very much a part of his generation. Thus, he didn’t become a scientific farmer merely as a way to make a living. He did so because, at a time when America was a predominantly agricultural nation, the vocation represented a chance to benefit society by demonstrating the latest cutting-edge practices. He became a park maker because, at a time when cities were especially dense and teeming, it was a way to provide recreation and relief to the masses.

When it comes to reform, however, there’s no question that some of Olmsted’s most notable contributions came from yet another erstwhile vocation—journalist. That’s what Burnham alluded to when he said “his pen has taught” in the tribute to Olmsted.

During the 1850s, Olmsted traveled throughout the American South as a reporter for a brand-new paper, the New-York Daily Times. (The paper later dropped Daily from it name.) His mandate was to approach the region almost like a foreign correspondent. In the course of his travels, Olmsted interviewed both white plantation owners and black slaves and produced a series of extraordinary dispatches—balanced, penetrating, humane. As a consequence, Olmsted managed to lay bare the evils of slavery in a way that other more polemical works of the era often did not. For Northerners anxious to understand the South in the years right before the Civil War, Olmsted’s dispatches were one of the best windows.

When war finally erupted, Olmsted’s writings from the 1850s continued to furnish a vital perspective, this time to British readers. Britain was on the fence at the beginning of the conflict, uncertain whether to side with the Union or the Confederacy. In 1861, Olmsted’s The Cotton Kingdom—an updated compendium of his collected Southern writings—was published in England. The Cotton Kingdom helped sway British public opinion toward the Union cause.

Olmsted did eventually settle down as a landscape architect, exclusively. Demand for his designs was such that he really didn’t have a choice. But when finally forced to pick a career, he brought the sum of all the wildly varied experiences that had come before. That’s why Olmsted’s work is so gorgeous, so inspired, so dazzlingly set apart. It draws on the numerous disciplines to which he’d been exposed. When Olmsted created the landscape for the Biltmore Estate near Asheville, North Carolina, in the 1890s, for example, he looked to memories of his long-ago travels throughout the antebellum South. When he designed the grounds for the 1893 World’s Fair, he drew on his experiences in China, as a sailor, a half century earlier.

For this book, I also wanted to bring Olmsted’s personal life into clearer focus. Previous accounts have tilted into hagiography, casting Olmsted as a kind of radiant figure—a deeply devoted husband and sweet, gentle father. Such portrayals conflate his pastoral park creations with his personal demeanor, which is a mistake. Yes, he created beauty, but he was capable of being a very hard man.

I consulted pertinent letters from five separate archives and spent hours poring over them, deciphering the distinctive handwriting of Olmsted and various intimates, often with the aid of a magnifying glass. That furnished the grist for a more accurate and more human portrait of Olmsted. He was a great artist and a hard-driving reformer, to be sure. He also happens to have had a strained marriage and serious tension within his family. In many ways, the two things were related.

Olmsted had a big life, but also a tough one. He faced more—much more—than his share of tragedy, even by nineteenth-century standards. He contended with the untimely deaths of children, close relations, and dear friends. He suffered various physical ailments, such as the ravages of a near-fatal carriage accident. And he endured assorted forms of psychological torment: insomnia, anxiety, hysterical blindness, and depression. “When Olmsted is blue, the logic of his despondency is crushing and terrible,” a friend once said. Olmsted spent his final days in an asylum; in a great irony, it was one for which he had earlier designed the grounds.

But first he accomplished more than most people could in three lifetimes. As a park maker, environmentalist, and abolitionist, Olmsted helped shape modern America. This is his extraordinary story.






I

“An Enthusiast by Nature”

GROWING UP, 1822–1851





CHAPTER 1

So Very Young

ON APRIL 26, 1822, John and Charlotte Olmsted welcomed a baby known variously as “Fred” and “Fred-Law.” He was born in the boomtown of Hartford, Connecticut, at a time when America itself was still in its infancy.

There were twenty-four states then, Missouri being the westernmost, and the United States was still working out its border with the Canadian territories to the North. The country was so sparely populated that on average there were only about twelve people per square mile.

Fred’s father had been born in 1791, during George Washington’s first term as president. Fred’s mother was born in 1800, the dawn of a new century that would bring such innovations as the train, the telegraph, the revolver, and baseball. Fred was the first child for John, age thirty, and Charlotte, age twenty-one. He was named after Frederick Olmsted, John’s older brother who had died a few years earlier, and Jonathan Law, Charlotte’s adoptive father.

Even the notion of giving a child a middle name, as in Frederick Law Olmsted, was new in this era. Records show that virtually no one born during colonial times had received one. John Quincy Adams, America’s sixth president, was the first to have a middle name. Over time, American parents began latching onto this long-standing practice of the European gentry, whiff of pretension and all. The year 1822 produced a bumper crop of middle-named babies; Fred-Law’s exact contemporaries include Rutherford Birchard Hayes (the nineteenth president), noted explorer Edward Fitzgerald Beale, and Henry Benjamin Whipple, who  would grow up to be the first Episcopal deacon of the future state of Minnesota.

Fred was born into a comfortable household on College Street in Hartford. Circa 1822, the state’s capital was a good-size city with a population of nearly 7,000. The place was thriving, thanks to its fortunate location along the banks of the Connecticut River, which flows into Long Island Sound and onward to the Atlantic. This made Hartford perfect as an inland port for shipping traffic between the United States, Europe, and even the Far East. The American insurance industry first took root in Hartford to serve merchants looking for financial protection in the event their wares were lost in shipwrecks. During this period, Hartford also included its share of blacksmiths, saddlers, tailors, masons, and wagon makers. There were thirteen doctors and twenty-two lawyers. There were twelve churches and fourteen taverns.

Fred’s father was part owner of Olmsted and King, which occupied a prime location, corner of Main and Pearl streets, right near the statehouse. The store specialized in fabrics that arrived by ship, such as silk from France and wool from Germany. These fabrics were used for everything from curtains to neckties to carpeting. John Olmsted had started the store during the War of 1812. By the time of Fred’s birth, it was prospering.

The senior Olmsted was a big man with broad shoulders and a kind of Abe Lincoln–like awkwardness in both dress and manner. He had a keen mind for business, despite receiving little formal education. He was extremely meticulous, too, and kept a diary of sorts, filled with crabbedscript notations on the finances of both his store and his household. Occasionally, he’d add the briefest mention of something of a more personal flavor, such as an illness or his surprise at an uncharacteristically early spring thaw.

At times, John Olmsted could appear very gruff. In social situations especially, he would often retreat to the periphery, where he’d sit quietly and uncomfortably. But the reticence masked perhaps the defining trait of Fred’s father. At heart, he was a soft man, capable of real sweetness toward those he loved. His feelings for his young family were fervent.

John Olmsted also felt an intense patriotism for his native Hartford. This he expressed through generous charitable contributions to such Hartford institutions as the nation’s first public art museum and third insane asylum. Such was his duty, as a seventh-generation descendant of one of the city’s founders, James Olmsted.

In 1632, this original Olmsted set out from Essex, England, aboard the ship Lyon, bound for America. He had buried his wife and lost four of his seven children. Anxious for a fresh start in the New World, he settled first in the colony of Massachusetts. But in 1636, he joined an expedition led by the Reverend Thomas Hooker that headed south on foot to found a new community. The group wound up in the Connecticut Valley and settled in a place they named Hertford, after a town in England. (It was later Americanized to “Hartford.”) As part of a land distribution, James Olmsted was given 70 acres along a road that became Front Street.

When Fred was a baby, James Olmsted’s colonial-era house was still standing. Generation upon generation of Olmsteds were inextricably tied up with the history of Hartford. Joseph Olmsted was the city’s first deacon. Captain Aaron Olmsted was the first in the community to own a piano. Voting records show that even into the 1800s, Olmsted remained the second most common name in Hartford after Hill. Olmsteds were everywhere: Ashbel Olmsted served a term as town clerk; George Olmsted was secretary of the local Temperance Society.

 



The Olmsted line on his father’s side may have dominated the civic life of Hartford, but Fred’s very first memory involved his mother. He was about three years old. His mother was sitting under a tree sewing while he played at her feet. It’s a hazy little reminiscence, but poignant when one considers what happened soon after.

On February 28, 1826, Charlotte Olmsted died of an overdose of laudanum. Laudanum is a tincture consisting of opiates dissolved in alcohol. It was a common patent medicine, a mainstay in many nineteenth-century American households, used to aid sleep, suppress coughs, relieve menstrual cramps, and myriad other things. Laudanum was also highly addictive and frequently lethal. Charlotte’s death happened just six  months after the birth of a new baby, John Hull Olmsted. This was her second child—Fred’s baby brother.

Supposedly, Charlotte overdosed accidentally, while battling the flu. One wonders whether she took her own life. Maybe she was suffering from postpartum depression, a syndrome entirely unrecognized in that time. Or perhaps she was reeling from the religious revival, which she had attended only a few weeks before her death. Such revivals were part of a fevered effort to stiffen religious conviction that swept across America during the first half of the 1800s. They were highly public events, in which participants were called upon to demonstrate the purity of their faith to the satisfaction of the community. Participating in a revival was known to pitch people into terrible bouts of self-doubt and recrimination.

Olmsted’s second memory is clearly from his mother’s deathbed. “I chanced to stray into a room at the crisis of a tragedy then occurring and turned and fled from it screaming in a manner adding to the horror of the household,” he later recalled. “It was long before I could be soothed and those nearby said to one another that I would never forget what I had seen.”

Even as a small boy, Fred began working to blot out the memory. For the rest of his life, his mother’s death was something he refused to discuss in any detail. Charlotte Olmsted took an accidental overdose of laudanum. That was that.

Following his wife’s death, John Olmsted briefly stopped writing in his diary, a silence that spoke volumes. Then he picked back up with: “No a/c kept of expenses from Feb 24 to March 12.” And he added the following brief notation: “Tues Feb 28 at ½ past 5 p.m. my dr wife died & was buried Sunday following.”

 



A grieving John Olmsted left the care of his two young sons to a live-in nurse. After a few months, four-year-old Fred was enrolled in a “dame school.” Dame schools offered instruction—often, very casual instruction—at the homes of women in a community. They served as a kind of nineteenth-century version of nursery school. In some cases, the schooling extended through what today would be the first few primary  grades. Fred attended Mrs. Jeffry’s dame school. There, his days consisted mostly of playing in a nearby brook, chasing frogs, and building dams to trap small fish.

John Olmsted would be a widower for a little more than a year before wedding Mary Ann Bull. His new wife—Fred’s stepmother—was twenty-six and came from a prominent Hartford family. Her father was a druggist. A contemporary account calls her a “celebrated beauty of the day” and goes on to describe her as “the leading singer in the Centre Church choir,” with a “rich soprano voice.” For John, this second marriage appears to have been more of a practical arrangement, hardly a love match. He was raising two small boys. He needed help.

Mary Ann Olmsted was organized, focused, intense. She was extremely devout, to the point of being puritanical. In fact, she and Charlotte had been friends, and together they had attended the religious revival. Apparently, John hoped that his new wife would provide a hard line, realizing all too well that he was inclined to be soft toward his two sons. Furthermore, while John Olmsted was a regular churchgoer, he had failed to experience a genuine conversion—that mysterious but undeniable signal held by Connecticut Congregationalists as proof of true faith. He seems to have hoped that Mary Ann would set an example for his boys, where he was lacking.

Two weeks after the wedding, both Fred and his brother, John, were baptized. Not long after that, Fred was moved to a school run by Naomi Rockwell, considered a more disciplined dame school. He was six now and small compared to his schoolmates. There was a shut-off quality about him that was heartrending, making others want to reach out to him. An older girl named Anne Charlotte Lynch used to pick Fred up at his house and walk him to Miss Rockwell’s. She later remembered him as having blue eyes, thick blond curls, and chubby dimpled arms, invariably dressed in a short-sleeved frock.

At Miss Rockwell’s, Fred was introduced to a curriculum that drew largely on pedagogical works by residents of Hartford. This was remarkable and rooted in Connecticut’s Puritan origins. The first Puritan settlers had been fervent about education on the theory that if they taught their children to read and reason, their principles might be passed along to  subsequent generations. As the capital and as an economic and cultural center, Hartford had a long, distinguished history of producing schoolbooks. The homegrown works that Fred studied also happened to be the standard texts adopted by teachers throughout the young nation.

To learn grammar, Fred used The American Spelling Book by Noah Webster, the trailblazing lexicographer and Hartford native. Webster’s “blue-back speller” was the text for generations of American school kids. It is arranged according to syllables, starting out with entire passages written in single-syllable words and working its way to five-syllable doozies. Webster was a very pious man, and the “blue-back speller” includes ample religious instruction, even in monosyllabic form:
The way of man is ill. 
My son, do as you are bid. 
But if you are bid, do no ill. 
See not my sin, and let me not go to the pit.





To learn what was where, Fred used A Geography and Atlas, a brand-new book by Hartford resident Jesse Olney. By introducing children first to observable details such as lakes and hills and then moving to the more abstract, such as countries and continents, Olney revolutionized the way that geography was taught. His book quickly became a mainstay in virtually every school in the United States—dame, public, private, or otherwise.

According to notations in John Olmsted’s diary, Fred also read various books featuring “Jack Halyard, the Sailor Boy” at Miss Rockwell’s school. These fictional tales packed with moral instruction were the work of Hartford’s own Samuel Goodrich, who wrote under the name Peter Parley. He was the J. K. Rowling of nineteenth-century America. Parley was mobbed by children during his frequent reading tours, and he sold millions of Jack Halyard tales.

While Miss Rockwell’s specialized in one kind of instruction, Fred was receiving equally valuable lessons from his parents. If there’s one area where John and Mary Ann Olmsted connected emotionally, it was in their shared appreciation for nature. The couple frequently took their  two young boys on horseback rambles through the Connecticut countryside. Even though the Olmsteds were city dwellers, natural splendor was very close at hand. Hartford—bustling civic center that it was—consisted of a mere thirty streets. It was possible, within a matter of minutes, to leave the town utterly behind and travel across broad meadows and over rolling hills, soaking in the beauty of the hinterlands.

Fred rode with his father, sitting on a pillow placed on the saddle. There was little conversation. John and Mary Ann preferred to take in the scenery with a kind of hushed reverence. These quiet family expeditions, devoted to appreciating the landscape and its beauty, made quite an impression on young Fred. Often, the family would stop near a stream so that Fred and his brother could bathe. Or they might have a picnic. The boys would gather wild berries while their stepmother arranged a spread beneath the shade of a tree.

One time, Fred and his father were walking across a meadow as evening was falling, after a long day’s ramble. Fred was tired, so his father scooped him up. Fred made a few comments about their surroundings, but his father didn’t respond, carrying him in silence. Suddenly, Fred pointed to a star up in the sky. His father hugged him close and mumbled something about the “infinite love” he felt for his son.

That moment stuck with Fred, too. He’d remember it—cling to it even—for the rest of his days. It was a solid marker in a life that would be filled with so much change.

 



John Olmsted’s diary entry for February 8, 1829, was ostensibly a brief note on the weather: “Sunday rain.” Then, almost as an afterthought, he scrawled: “Miss Naomi Rockwell buried. Died Friday Eve from burns by clothes taking fire.”

Fred’s dame-school days were over, just like that. His parents packed him off to North Guilford, Connecticut, to study with the Reverend Zolva Whitmore. For nearly the next decade, from the age of seven to the age of sixteen, Fred would have a series of boarding arrangements, living with ministers who ran schools, with relatives while attending schools, serving a vocational apprenticeship. There was nothing unusual about this. It was a common practice in this era for parents of comfortable  means to send their children away for schooling. What’s more, as of 1829, John and Mary Ann had just had a new baby. In the years ahead, they would have five more. The household would grow increasingly crowded and hectic, filled with young children. It made sense to send Fred away.

Where to send him was more of an issue. Apparently, John and Mary Ann disagreed about how young Fred should be educated. She was troubled that her husband’s paltry formal schooling had been deficient on matters of faith. She didn’t wish to repeat the same mistake with Fred. Much of his schooling in the years ahead would emphasize religious training.

As for the sheer number of different schools that Fred tried out—now, that was unusual. He would prove a tough placement. As he grew, he developed a restless intelligence—hard for his teachers to channel—and became increasingly difficult to discipline. Consequently, Fred would recall: “I was strangely uneducated—miseducated. . . . I was left at the most important age to ‘run wild.’”

Off in North Guilford, Fred quickly discovered that although Whitmore was a religious man, he was far from strict. He was just a poor country parson running a one-room school for twelve boys in an effort to make a few extra dollars. Frequently, the reverend delegated the task of teaching to one of the older boys, while he attended to his parson duties. Fred soon discovered there was a lot of latitude. In fact, the boys were allowed to go barefoot at all times except for Sunday services.

Fred headed out on a series of solitary rambles throughout the countryside. He chased after rabbits and crafted figure-four traps out of sticks and string, hoping to catch quail. He paused before an open meadow to watch as a decrepit old militia regiment from the War of 1812 drilled in their faded uniforms. He peered through a window as some people who had traded pelts for rum drank themselves into a stupor.

One evening, he slipped out of the parsonage and walked to the grave of a little girl who had recently died. The death had consumed the parsonage throughout the previous days. Fred had been present when a man arrived, announcing that his little daughter was dead. The man banged three times on an iron triangle that hung by a strip of cowhide from the  belfry beams of the meetinghouse, thereby alerting the community of the sad event. Next day, lessons were canceled, and Fred tagged along with his schoolfellows to watch as the coffin was made. It was tiny, crafted from pine boards, and stained red—the smell of the varnish was overpowering. Whitmore enlisted his pupils to help with funeral preparations. He delivered the eulogy, and the boys walked in the procession.

It was during the wake that Fred had slipped out to visit the little girl’s grave. He knelt before it and prayed to God to bring her back to life. He planned to lead her to the parsonage and reunite her with her devastated parents. The night grew still, and Fred could hear whippoorwill cries. He chased fireflies for a while. Then he returned to the parsonage and went to bed—no one even asking any questions.

Free to come and go as he pleased, Fred often went to the country store, where he would sit quietly and listen as his elders talked. Sometimes, he’d pay an impromptu visit to one of the many Olmsteds who lived in the countryside surrounding Hartford. “I was under no more constraint than a man,” Fred would recall. “Every house, every room, every barn and stable, every shop, every road and byway, every field, orchard and garden was not only open to me but I was every where welcome. With all their hard working habits no one seemed to begrudge a little time to make life happy to such a bothering little chappie as I must have been.”

After a year, Fred was yanked out of Whitmore’s overlax parsonage and parked in the home of Benjamin and Content Olmsted, his paternal grandparents. The plan was for him to live with them and attend Hartford Grammar School. Benjamin Olmsted, age seventy-nine, was one of Fred’s favorite relatives. For church, the man’s Sunday best consisted of a ruffled shirt, knee breeches and stockings, and shoes with silver buckles. He’d tie back his gray hair in a pigtail. He had fought in the Revolutionary War and was like the living embodiment of history itself. About the only thing missing from the ensemble was a three-corner hat. Even that Fred discovered in the attic, gathering dust.

Fred enjoyed the society of older people, much more than a typical child. Benjamin was happy to oblige his grandson, spinning out reminiscences about marching through the Maine woods under Benedict  Arnold to lay siege to Quebec, one of the earliest and bloodiest battles of the Revolution. Fred asked whether he had ever been forced to cook and eat his own boots. His grandfather laughed and laughed.

On a warm spring day, Benjamin led Fred outside and pointed to an elm. He had helped his own father plant the tree, he explained, and it had once been a mere sapling. But just look at it: It was a tall tree. The old man stood there, leaning on his silver-topped Malacca cane, shaking his head in wonderment.

Fred was nine years old now. His blond hair had turned brown; the curls had loosed into waves. His baby fat was all gone; his chubby, dimpled arms had grown lean and sinewy. But he remained a small boy, with dark eyes and a tight-coiled nervousness about him. A report from Hartford Grammar School assessed Fred as very bright but unwilling or unable to focus on his studies.

He found other, more informal, ways to supplement his schoolwork. Fred explored his grandmother’s book collection and at a tender age waded into such dense fare as The Vicar of Wakefield by Oliver Goldsmith and Laurence Sterne’s Sentimental Journey Through France and Italy. During this time, he also made frequent visits to the Hartford Young Men’s Institute library, which his father helped fund with charitable contributions. Here, he discovered works such as William Gilpin’s Remarks on Forest Scenery and Sir Uvedale Price’s Essay on the Picturesque, as Compared with the Sublime and the Beautiful. These were rarefied texts on landscape aesthetics—highly precocious subject matter—but young Fred found himself drawn to them nonetheless.

He also felt the pull of Solitude by Johann Georg Zimmermann, a favorite book he’d return to throughout his life, but one that he read for the first time while living with his grandparents. Zimmermann, a Swiss physician, argued that it was necessary to periodically retreat from humanity into nature for the sake of spiritual replenishment.

Then, all too soon, it was good-bye Grandfather Benjamin, good-bye Grandmother Content. Fred was off to Ellington, a brand-new school that promised “strong discipline” in its ad in the Hartford Courant. Perhaps Fred simply needed a firm hand to rein him in. “I was very active, imaginative, inventive, impulsive, enterprising, trustful and heedless,”  Fred would recall. “This made what is generally called a troublesome and mischievous boy.”

At Ellington, what he got instead was a cruel hand. Shortly into his first term, a minister grabbed Fred by both ears and pulled until they bled. The event was sufficiently brutal to prompt one of the older students to write a letter describing the event to Fred’s father. Time to move yet again, this time to a school run by the Reverend Joab Brace in Newington, Connecticut.

 



Brace was a tall, severe man with coal-black eyes and an intimidating demeanor. He held a degree in divinity from Williams and spoke Latin, Greek, and Hebrew. He had a reputation for preparing his charges for both Christian conversion and college education. Despite his erudition, he was yet another poor preacher who ran a school and worked a farm, both as ways to supplement his small income. The reverend wasn’t averse to mixing his two sidelines by requiring his pupils to help out on the farm.

Fred lived with three other boys in a rickety little building that sat beside Brace’s parsonage. The building’s cellar was piled high with cabbages and roots. On the ground floor, there was a workshop for the farm, full of harnesses and other equipment. The boys’ desks for study and beds were crowded into the upper story. Winds whipped through the warped clapboards and swirled about their meager quarters.

Fred’s days were mostly given over to chores. During cold weather, for example, he would be up before dawn chopping logs. He’d haul wood into the parsonage and the school building and have to maintain fires in the heating stoves throughout the day. Fred did this every fourth day, rotating with the other three pupils. On the other days, there were other chores; there was always endless work to be done.

Nighttime was set aside for actual course work, often on the heels of a full day of farm labor. Brace’s students were required to pore over books such as Adam’s Latin Grammar and the Young Men’s Book, which offered moral instruction. Fred found that he simply couldn’t abide this regimen, especially after enjoying such freedom at Rev. Zolva Whitmore’s school and his grandparents’ home. Sometimes at night, he  would entertain his fellow pupils with made-up adventure stories. He’d spin these tales in the barest whisper because Brace was in the habit of sneaking into the little building where his pupils lived. The reverend would slip off his shoes, creep up the stairs, and stand at the threshold, silently listening. If he detected discussion of anything save for lessons, he’d burst through the door and whack the boys about the shoulders with a broom handle. Invariably, he’d shout, “Oh, the depravity of human nature!”

Hot water was provided on Saturday nights only. The boys were expected to wash their ears, necks, and feet. Twice a day, for prayers, the boys kneeled on the cold, bare floor of the parsonage kitchen.

Fred was soon joined at Brace’s country school by John, his younger brother. John was growing into an attractive boy—also small for his age—with tousled hair and a winningly casual demeanor. He was very smart, but he didn’t scuff against the world like Fred. Nor did he share Fred’s lack of focus. At Brace’s school, John would continue on an academic course that would take him to Yale, where he’d study medicine. In the years ahead, the bond between the two brothers was destined to grow tighter. The two of them were set apart, after all, as the only children born to Charlotte Olmsted before she died.

As for Fred’s half-siblings back home in Hartford, he knew them only fleetingly. They were more like cousins. Three of the six children born to John and Mary Ann Olmsted would die before reaching maturity. These departed half-siblings would be little more than dimly recalled shadows for Fred, whose young life was already a study in inconstancy.

 



Another big blow soon followed. At age fourteen, Fred developed a severe rash from coming in contact with the plant poison sumac. The infection spread to his eyes, and soon his vision was seriously impaired. He feared that he was going blind. Naturally, he had no choice but to withdraw from Brace’s school.

Fred was urged to pursue a course of “hydrotherapy”—then all the rage. In Fred’s case, a regimen of ocean bathing—exposing his eyes to saltwater—seemed the best approach. Off went Fred to the seaside town of Saybrook, Connecticut, where he boarded with the Reverend George  Clinton Van Vechten Eastman, who was to oversee his cure and also act as his tutor.

The better Fred’s eyesight became, the more he was required to study with Eastman. Not surprisingly, his improvement was slow. So Fred’s father took him to New York City to consult with a doctor. The doctor suggested that Fred continue with the hydrotherapy. Apparently, the man also recommended that, given Fred’s delicate eyesight, he should scrap any plans of going to college. During the 1800s, kids frequently went off to college in their midteens—at fourteen or fifteen. By now, Fred had fallen desperately behind in his studies anyhow.

Gradually, Fred regained his eyesight, thanks to the wonder of his hydrotherapy sessions in Saybrook. Or perhaps the healing was achieved by the simple passage of time, accompanied by very little stress, on a beach. Either way, Fred was done with formal schooling. He had a doctor’s orders to prove it. But if he wasn’t going to college, he needed to learn a trade. Fred selected surveying. Of course, surveying requires eaglesharp eyesight in order to spot topographical details and render precise maps. There wasn’t much logic in any of this. But his father was willing to entertain anything, anything at all, to get Fred moving again.

Fred entered into an apprenticeship with F. A. Barton, a surveyor who also happened to be studying to become a minister. This seemed an ideal combination. Fred could learn a profession under the tutelage of someone who could also look out for his spiritual development. Neither of Barton’s qualifications seems to have made an impact on Fred. John Olmsted wrote Fred a letter, gently suggesting that his son had reached an age where “we begin to feel that the time is come for us to throw off boyish notions and habits.” His father added hopefully, “Even surveying begins to have some interest in your mind.”

Fred learned the basics from Barton. But he was more interested in laying out imaginary cities. Even this activity lost out to one of the biggest draws of surveying—it was outdoor work. Under the guise of learning a useful trade, Fred engaged in the things he truly loved—hiking and swimming and hunting and fishing.

Then Fred simply returned home to live. It was an unfathomable move, the kind of thing that able-bodied young men simply did not do in  the 1840s. He was a boomerang child when the concept simply did not exist. His father was exhausted and confounded but welcomed him back. What other option was there? His stepmother was tolerant, but barely.

Fred had become a source of puzzlement to those who knew him. He was a person of such obvious intelligence, yet he was entirely adrift. He was a wastrel, yet he wasn’t a difficult person or mean-spirited. More than anything, he just seemed to lack any real sense of urgency. It was as if he was following his own private calendar, and he behaved as though he had all the time in the world. “I hear Fred’k coming (whistling),” wrote John Olmsted in a letter. “He works in the garden (with great moderation) in the morning and this P.M. has been breaking the laws of our town, shooting poor blackbirds.”

To some degree, at least, Fred’s maddening indolence appears to have been a front. During this time, his brother John was off studying in Paris, an opportunity furnished by a family friend. This seems to have secretly eaten at Fred. Here, after all, was his younger brother, leaving him behind, quite literally. “Dear brother,” begins a letter from Fred to John in Paris. “I have nothing particular to write to you about.” In another letter, Fred first offered a piece of national news. (There had been a big flood in Natchez, Mississippi.) He followed this with a piece of Connecticut news (the legislature was about to adjourn) and closed with local news from Hartford (gutter work in progress). And that was all. Signed, Fred.

In his own strange way, Fred seemed to be communicating embarrassment in this letter by not bothering to include a solitary detail about himself or his current life. Or maybe it was an act of emotional withholding: You think you’re better, away in Paris—well, I’m not even going to bother to tell you about myself, living at home, in Hartford. Certainly, there’s something off-kilter about writing such an impersonal letter to one’s brother.

 



Ultimately, John’s Paris trip may have goaded Fred back into the world. While his brother was away, Fred got a job at Benkard and Hutton, an importer of high-quality French silk located at 53 Beaver Street in Manhattan. Benkard and Hutton was a supplier to his father’s store. Fred’s father, in turn, used his connections to land the job for his son.

At age eighteen, Fred moved to Brooklyn, New York, where he took a room in Mrs. Howard’s boardinghouse on Henry Street. It was his first time living on his own. Rent, breakfast, and laundry service cost $3.50 per week. Fred was desperately lonely. After work, he’d sit by himself, slowly picking his way through dinners taken at Pine’s Coffee Rooms. Back in Brooklyn, he spent his time on the roof of his boardinghouse, looking after a pair of doves that he adopted.

He hated the job at Benkard and Hutton. He hated the twelve-hour workdays. He hated the six-day workweeks. He hated sitting at a desk. He hated the rules and regimentation. But Fred’s job required him to go onboard ships anchored in New York’s harbor to inventory their cargoes of silk, and it was while visiting these ships that he began to form an idea of something else he might do with his life.






CHAPTER 2

At Sea

FRED RESOLVED TO become a sailor. If he had to choose a trade, this made far more sense than the other professions in which he’d briefly dabbled. It was outdoor work, unlike clerking, and it promised a great deal more adventure than surveying. Besides, going to sea was in his blood. Trace his father’s line back over those many generations, and it was sailors, sailors everywhere.

Among the most notable was Aaron Olmsted, Fred’s great-uncle. As captain of the Huntress and one of the first Americans involved in the China trade, he established a shipping route to Canton, amassing a fortune along the way. Captain Gideon Olmsted was another great-uncle. As a boy, Fred sat on the captain’s knee and listened to his yarns about various ocean adventures, one of which was particularly dramatic and noteworthy. In 1777, Olmsted was one of several prisoners who staged a revolt on a British warship, where they were being held captive. Olmsted seized control, diverted the ship to the New Jersey coast, and turned it and its British crew over to American authorities. The brave feat made him a Revolutionary War hero. Years back, he’d even published a book about the episode, The Journal of Gideon Olmsted: Adventures of a Sea Captain During the American Revolution. More recently, Fred’s nautically inclined cousin Francis had written Incidents of a Whaling Voyage.

Fred had read both of these books. Despite his piecemeal schooling, Fred was—and would remain—a voracious reader. He had also recently read Two Years Before the Mast, Richard Henry Dana Jr.’s classic account  of a voyage from Boston to California, by way of Cape Horn. The book had created a sensation upon its publication just two years earlier, in 1840. The striking parallels between his own life and Dana’s were not lost on Fred. As a child, Dana had studied under a cruel schoolmaster, who one time nearly pulled off his ear. Later, complications from measles—leading to a condition called ophthalmia, characterized by temporary blindness—prompted Dana to drop out of Harvard. On recovering his vision, he decided to take an ocean journey.

Among Dana’s well-heeled peers, it was in vogue to travel to Europe as a passenger on a luxury ship and embark upon a “grand tour.” He chose instead to enlist on a merchant ship as an ordinary seaman, the better to have a genuine adventure. Fred wanted to do the same.

 



Securing a job on a ship proved a challenge. First, there was the matter of Fred’s chosen destination. Fred concluded that he wanted to sail to China. Great-uncle Aaron and his grandfather Benjamin had both made this voyage, so it was something of a family tradition. But choosing China meant that Fred had to wait some months for the timing to be right. In those days, in order to avoid the most treacherous monsoon winds, ships bound for China from ports on the East Coast of the United States tended to depart in the spring. So Fred came home to Hartford and passed some more idle months in waiting.

As spring drew nearer, Fred faced the not inconsiderable challenge of finding a ship’s captain willing to hire him on. He teamed up with Jim Goodwin, a Hartford friend who had the experience of a single voyage under his belt. With his stories of fierce storms and exotic ports, Goodwin seemed like a ship-worn veteran to Fred. The pair took a trip to New York City and visited the offices of various maritime trading companies. They stopped by the Sailor’s Home, where members of ships’ crews hung out during shore leave. Together, Fred and Jim canvassed the Manhattan waterfront, looking for leads to a job aboard a ship.

They were much encouraged by a talk with a principal at Gordon and Talbot, an outfit involved in the China trade. The man informed them that the Ronaldson, a ship operated by his firm, would be leaving within a matter of days. Some additional hands were needed, he suspected,  and he urged Fred and his friend to go meet with the captain at once.

On meeting Captain Warren Fox, Jim Goodwin was immediately hired. The captain wasn’t so sure about Fred. He expressed concern about taking on a “green boy,” someone who had never before been to sea. Now pushing twenty-one, Fred was hardly the typical green boy. In response, Fred pulled out all the stops. He explained that although he lacked experience, he came by his yen to sail honestly, as one of the seafaring Olmsteds of Hartford. And he promised to work hard and to follow orders. Presently, he wore down Captain Fox and was hired as an apprentice sailor. Salary: roughly $5 a month.

During their interview, Captain Fox impressed Fred as immensely capable. He seemed to have thought of everything. The Ronaldson was a bark, a medium-size vessel with three masts, and for the voyage to China it would have a crew of about twenty men. Captain Fox explained that he did not like the seasoned sailors to mix with the younger, less experienced hands. They could be a corrupting influence. In fact, one of his primary rules was that no cursing was allowed on his ship. He planned to set aside separate sleeping quarters for the voyage’s four youngest sailors. To Fred, Captain Fox gave the appearance of a deeply honorable man.

Fred was elated. After being hired, he remained on the dock on Manhattan’s East River where the Ronaldson was anchored to get a good, long look at the ship that would be conveying him to China. Standing there, he dashed off a letter to John, who was back from his Europe trip and enrolled at Yale. At last, Fred had some news of himself to share with his brother: “Now’s the time, as I have a sailor with me, to describe the ship. Bark, I should say. She is of about 330 plus tons, pretty good form, but nothing clipper. Rakish rigging, long black yards (main royal up).” Fred carried on for several more paragraphs, breathlessly cataloging the features of the Ronaldson: “[The ship] has a long boat, quarter boat & whale boat. Carries two bulldogs (6 lb. carronades or so), wheel of the best construction under cover (when wanted) & is about two years old, having been but two voyages to Valparaiso or thereabouts. Mr. Coghlin [the first mate] says she is the best calculated for Canton of any ship he ever saw except the ‘Morrison.’”

The Ronaldson was scheduled to depart in two weeks for a journey that would last eight months, minimum. Fred made a whirlwind visit back to Hartford to say good-bye to his family and prepare for his voyage. He bought an almanac, a sea chest, cloth pants, and three flannel shirts. From a Hartford doctor, he obtained a homeopathic remedy for seasickness. His spinster aunt Maria voiced concern that Fred might be “drowndered,” as she termed it. So he also bought a life preserver. As a final touch, a local artist was hired to sketch Fred in his sailor’s uniform.

 



On April 24, 1843, the Ronaldson set sail from New York. Fred’s father and brother, who had accompanied him down from Hartford to see him off, stood on the Pike Street wharf, waving.

It was a perfect day for sailing, sunny with a light breeze. As a result, nearly thirty other ships departed at the same time as the Ronaldson. It was like a flotilla, heading out of New York Harbor. For a while, the Ronaldson sailed alongside a packet called the Albany. The crews yelled back and forth, and Fred learned that the other boat was sailing to Havre. When they pulled up beside another ship, the Pilot, he learned that this one was bound for Batavia. All these ships, sailing to all these different destinations—it seemed very glamorous. Fred noticed a spout in the distance. It turned out to be a whale.

The Ronaldson was packed with fur pelts, machine-spun cloth, and other “Yankee notions,” as Fred termed them. These were to be sold in China, though specific buyers had not been lined up. Rather, the Ronaldson planned to anchor in China and open up for business to whomever came onboard. That was the standard practice. Fred’s ship was like an amphibious Wal-Mart.

Of course, the fuller the ship, the more goods one could hawk. Prior to embarking, Captain Fox had stuffed every available spot, even sleeping quarters, with saleable wares. The Ronaldson was almost comically overloaded. Once the ship hit open water, when it was safely away from the prying eyes of the captains and crews of ships such as the Albany and Pilot, a kind of rejiggering of the cargo took place under the direction of Captain Fox. To shed some weight, he ordered the men to toss overboard barrel after barrel of salt beef and other rations. Food was getting jettisoned  in preference for saleable merchandise. Never mind that U.S. maritime law prescribed that a ship must carry a certain allotment of rations to feed the crew.

As for the separate quarters Captain Fox had promised Fred, meant to keep impressionable young sailors away from morally suspect veterans, this proved quite a comedown. Even following the food toss, the Ronaldson remained incredibly overloaded. Many of the cabins, while designed for human habitation, were actually filled up with China-bound wares. Fred and three other young hands were crammed into a tiny, foulsmelling space deep belowdecks.

Fred was put to work on a head pump. Hours before dawn, he was out on the ship’s undulating deck, squatting low to open a spigot, filling a bucket with bilge water, closing the spigot, walking a few teetering steps to dump the water into a tub, where it was used to clean the decks. Repeat. By 8:00 a.m., he was already exhausted. The ship’s carpenter was working nearby, and Fred asked if any kind of break was in sight. The carpenter simply laughed.

Fred kept going. His hands grew raw and blistered from opening the spigot and carrying the bucket. His clothes were soaked through with spray. And then the nausea began to set in. Now, he really was a green boy. His discomfort grew over the next couple days, until it got so bad that he was ordered to leave off work and go below deck.

But he couldn’t get to his sea chest. During the cargo shuffle, his chest—containing his seasickness remedy, changes of clothes, everything—had gotten wedged somewhere deep in the bowels of the ship, completely inaccessible.

Fred staggered into his tiny quarters and vomited. Then he lay down and tried to shut out the ship’s agonizing pitch and yaw. Fortunately, Fred’s Hartford friend Jim Goodwin was there to look after him. When Fred was well enough to eat again, Jim brought a tin pot of food, specially prepared by the ship’s cook.

Fred took a bite. “Bah!”

“What’s the matter?”

Fred explained that the food tasted really sour. But Jim assured him that the bad taste was in his own mouth from being sick.

“It will taste better in a minute,” Jim said. “You must get it down. It will do you a great deal of good.”

So Fred tried again. But the food still tasted awful. Had it maybe been prepared with saltwater? No, said Jim, the cook had most certainly used fresh rainwater collected in the ship’s scuttlebutt. Fred tried one more time. But it was so repulsive that he couldn’t choke down a single bite. So Jim decided to give it a try. The moment the spoon reached his mouth, he made a horrible grimace.

“Why, there is something wrong,” he said.

“I knew there was,” said Fred, and then he joked: “Try a little more; perhaps it will taste better.”

Turns out, the cook had viewed Fred’s “special” dinner as an opportunity to unload some old meal that had gone sour. In fact, it was left over from the Ronaldson’s previous voyage.

While he recouped, Fred was put on light duty, filing rust off the ship’s cutlasses and blunderbusses. Encountering pirates was always a possibility; the ship’s crew might have to use these weapons. Meanwhile, Jim separated out the palatable parts of meals—things like beans—and brought them to Fred. When Fred could keep down scouse, a thin stew made with cod and chunks of hard biscuit, the worst was finally behind him.

Fred had gotten his sea legs—or sea stomach, rather. He began to get into the flow of life on a ship. Water was forever collecting in the hull, and this bilge water had to be pumped. The decks were forever getting dirty and had to be swabbed. Fred took his turns on watch and was initiated into one of the great sailor’s arts, learning to tie and splice various knots.

Fred soon gleaned that the crew of the Ronaldson worked hard, harder than crews aboard other ships. The weather had been calm so far, and Captain Fox was keen to take advantage by quickly covering as much distance as possible. As a result, the men were placed on extralong shifts, putting in eighteen-hour days, six days a week.

As the days bled one into another, Fred found that the thing he craved most, more even than a decent meal, was sleep. The vast unbroken sky, the sea stretching endlessly in all directions, the ceaseless rocking motion—it was like the ultimate soporific. As he worked, Fred constantly caught himself nodding off. But the lure of sleep was balanced by a powerful  disincentive. He’d snap to instantly. Two of the younger sailors dozed off while on duty and had been “rope’s ended” as in: flogged.

A month into the journey, the Ronaldson crossed the equator. By now, Fred was growing comfortable going aloft, shimmying up ropes and edging out along narrow wooden spars, squaring the sails to catch the wind. Sometimes he’d climb more than one hundred feet above the deck. He was learning the lingo—“set the lee foretopmast stud’n sail” and “clew up main-royal” and “haul down flying jib,” directions for positioning the ship’s twenty or so sails.

 



Part of the flow of life on a ship is sudden change. As the Ronaldson rounded the tip of Africa, it encountered a stretch of dreaded “Cape weather.” There was driving rain and wind so fierce that the main topsail was ripped to ribbons. This gave way to a blinding snowstorm. Because weather in the Southern Hemisphere is the reverse of weather in the Northern, the crew spent the day of July 4, 1843, battling a blizzard at sea.

The sleep-deprived men soon grew woozy. A sailor lost his purchase on a spar and pitched to the deck. It wasn’t such a long fall, and his trajectory was fortunate. Had the sailor fallen a few feet farther over, he would have plunged directly into the roiling, frigid sea—and certain death.

Then Fred fell. He lost his grip on an icy rope and tumbled to the deck. He actually fell farther than the other sailor; he, too, could easily have been killed, had it not been for a piece of luck. His impact was cushioned when he landed on a coil of manila rope. Fred got right up, sustaining only an injury to his hand. In the biting cold, the hand soon stiffened and was useless.

This was the worst storm that anyone onboard had ever seen. Every man was needed; Fred was placed on watch, duty that could be performed by a one-handed sailor. Because the Ronaldson was so grossly overloaded, with each swell, huge volumes of frigid saltwater washed across the deck. Wind pelted the sailors with snow. When even the most hardened crewman began to show anxiety, Fred became alarmed. It looked like the Ronaldson might sink.

Captain Fox gave the order to furl the sails. The Ronaldson was nearly impossible to control at this point anyway. The sails had become useless,  a detriment even, simply catching the wild winds and driving the ship this way and that. For several terrifying days, the crew huddled below deck and waited while the naked-masted Ronaldson contended with the elements without any human guidance whatsoever. The ship was like a tiny cork bobbing on an infinite turbulent sea.

 



Then the storm lifted as suddenly as it had come on. The Ronaldson completed its turn around the Cape of Good Hope and started north through the warm waters of the Indian Ocean.

Traveling through the Sunda Strait, between the Indonesian islands of Java and Sumatra, Fred was thrilled to spot land. It was literally the first time he had seen land since leaving New York. The Ronaldson anchored at Anjer, but Fred and most of the crew were required to stay onboard. It was to be the briefest of port calls, as Captain Fox was in a hurry to reach China.

The sailors pooled some money from their small wages and chose a couple of their number to go ashore on a supply run. One sailor came back with rum. But Fred was more interested in food. For weeks now, the crew had been subsisting on wormy bread and the odd scrap of meat. Fresh vegetables and fruit had run out long ago. In fact, much of the supply of such items had been tossed overboard at the beginning of the voyage to make room for saleable merchandise. When the sailors returned to the Ronaldson bearing rice, fowl, coconuts, plantains, and tamarinds, Fred prepared for a feast. The centerpiece was to be two live green turtles.

But Fox seized the best of these items, claiming captain’s-table prerogative. He and his top lieutenants ate the coconuts, leaving the husks for the lowly crewmen to pick over. And they ate one of the turtles. The other, they tossed overboard, claiming it was sickly. Fred watched in famished horror as the supposedly ailing turtle swam away at a very healthy clip.

By now, Fred had spent enough time with Captain Fox to form an opinion of the man. In the close confines of the Ronaldson, he’d learned to fear and despise him. Not only was the captain cruel, but he was a hypocrite to boot. During their first meeting in New York, Fox had taken pains to convey to Fred that he was deeply involved in the welfare  of his crewmen, even down to their moral health. Clearly, he didn’t care a whit.

About the only thing that had remained consistent was Captain Fox’s aversion to swearing. Even this practice he tolerated among the seasoned hands. They swore like, well, sailors. Among the younger hands, however, it was wholly unacceptable and drew immediate and severe punishment. Strangely, Captain Fox did not swear himself. He perceived himself as a very pious man, and even aboard a ship in the middle of the sea, he knelt down every Sunday to utter a lengthy prayer. The rest of the week, Fred noted, appeared devoted to lunging at his men, striking them, flogging them, and, in casually sadistic moments, Fox seemed to delight in heaping on the verbal abuse.

Yet through it all, he never uttered a profanity. He was capable of acts of intense brutality while saying nothing saltier than “blast ye,” “old granny,” “oh, you marine,” and “want your petticoats?” His gravest insult was “infernal soger”—soger being slang for someone who is shirking duty. “Well, he’s a most incomprehensible man, truly,” Fred concluded in a letter to his brother. Letters, by the way, were handed off to ships the Ronaldson encountered that were sailing west, headed for America. Such correspondence had to survive a treacherous ocean passage, followed by dispatch over land, to reach their intended recipients.

 



The Ronaldson passed through the Sunda Strait and continued on to the South China Sea. The ship had now entered some of the world’s most pirate-infested waters, a legendary and terrifying stretch for sailors. Given everything that had happened so far on the voyage, it would have been only fitting if those well-burnished blunderbusses were needed to fend off an attack.

Instead, the crew had to contend with the other thing the South China Sea was known for during the maritime era: some of the world’s most treacherous and confounding wind patterns. The Ronaldson’s voyage had been timed to avoid the worst of the monsoons, but what the crew encountered was challenge enough. The wind would whip one way. Then it would abruptly change course, blowing from the complete opposite direction. Navigating in such conditions—making any kind of  forward progress—required skill and endurance. Fred and the other sailors scampered over the rigging, setting and resetting sails to take advantage of whatever winds prevailed at the moment. Balanced high on a spar, way in the distance, Fred could see waterspouts, deadly seafaring tornadoes. Fortunately, none came too close to the ship.

The Ronaldson spent nearly a month crossing the South China Sea. Then it left the ocean and headed up the Pearl River, weighing anchor at a place called Whampoa Reach. Beyond this point, the river was too shallow to accommodate a large seagoing vessel. The Ronaldson was now roughly a dozen miles south of the city of Canton (now known as Guangzhou). Captain Fox hired a translator, who in turn helped hire a team of local laborers. The laborers unloaded goods purchased from the ship onto smaller boats, which transported the merchandise up to Canton.

The Ronaldson had arrived in China at a time of heightened suspicion toward the West. The first opium war between China and Britain had only just ended in 1842, the year before. The opium wars—another would start in 1856—were clashes with Britain, which was using its colony in India as a base to ship opium into China. This trade continued, despite China’s prohibition against the drug. Captain Fox had to hire a comprador to help navigate the maze of bureaucratic and customs issues that confronted a foreign ship in China at this most delicate time.

Fred was itching to go ashore. But he soon discovered that Captain Fox expected a green boy, such as he, to continue working onboard even while the ship was anchored. Fred had been cooped up in the ship for months, had sailed thousands of miles enduring much hardship, and the only possible compensation was the opportunity to visit an exotic land. Now he found himself patching the sails and slushing the masts—that is, coating the wooden poles in goopy pine tar to prevent rot from setting in.

All the while, China was in plain view. Anchored at Whampoa Reach, he could see people working in a rice paddy, tantalizingly close. But all he got of China was mosquitoes, which swarmed onto the ship and ate him alive. “My opportunities of observation & investigation are very similar to those enjoyed by Mr. Pickwick while a resident in his Majesty’s Fleet Prison,” he wrote his father.

The reference is to the Pickwick Papers, Dickens’s first novel. For now, Fred had to content himself with trying to learn something about China from the many natives who came aboard the Ronaldson. In a letter to his brother John, he wrote: “I’ve heard much more than I’ve seen, to be sure.”

The Ronaldson’s oversized load of merchandise sold quickly. But there were delays in purchasing the tea that the ship would haul back to America to sell on the other end of the voyage. Still, there was plenty to keep Fred busy. He was put to work going over sales invoices and preparing the ship’s books. What a nightmare: It was as if Benkard and Hutton, the Manhattan desk job that Fred had so despised, had pursued him to the other side of the world.

An entire month ticked by before Fred was allowed to set foot in China. Even then, he was able to make only three very brief visits. He made the most of them. He soaked up every sight, sound—and taste. He dined on fresh ham and eggs, tried such novel fare as ginger and loaf sugar. He visited various shops, where he purchased souvenirs to bring home such as a mandarin cap, a sword, and a pair of chopsticks. He even wandered into a schoolroom while class was in session and paused for a long while watching the children as they recited from their textbooks in an impenetrable language.

Most of all, Fred appears to have been intrigued by the people he saw as he wandered around. The letters that he wrote for the benefit of his family are full of descriptions of merchants in their silk robes and blacksatin skullcaps and little boys, their black hair pulled into tight queues, their fingernails surprisingly long. When three Chinese ladies passed him on the street, he noted their footwear: “But I was glad enough to have an opportunity of seeing ’em hobbling (exactly as if with wooden legs) on their tiny peg tops—what would you call ’em—not feet certainly—about three inches long.”

During these visits ashore, Fred proved a keen observer with an insatiable curiosity. He noticed vivid details, which he communicated in exuberant letters that were also characterized by curious syntax and curiouser spellings—the result, no doubt, of his idiosyncratic education. He also showed an unusual sensitivity to the culture of China. At one point, he visited a temple in the company of some of his fellow sailors.

The sailors milled about, talking loudly. Fred stood quietly, even took off his hat. “What are you taking your hat off for in a heathen temple?” sneered one of his shipmates.

Because Fred was behaving so differently from the others, an old man singled him out and, after bowing deeply, walked up to him. The man spoke only a few words of pigeon English, but he beckoned Fred to follow. He led the way into a little room where he opened up various religious texts and invited Fred to look at them. He pointed out the decorative banners on the walls and showed Fred various implements used in the temple’s services. Meanwhile, Fred’s shipmates wandered about, tugging on lanterns and mindlessly banging on a ceremonial gong.

 



Fred spent Thanksgiving on the Ronaldson, still anchored at Whampoa Reach. He was ill once again, this time suffering from fever, chills, and exhaustion. Whatever the ailment was, Jim Goodwin had it even worse. Fred was able to return a favor, caring for the friend who had looked out for him during his earlier bout with seasickness.

Fred wrote a plaintive letter, describing the Thanksgiving dinner he pictured in progress, 8,000 miles away in Hartford. “It’s just about the right time of day, & I am imagining you just about well to work on the turkeys & cranberry,” he scrawled. “I suppose Mother has the ‘boiled & oyster,’ as usual, while Father performs on the roast & criticizes the dressing.” Then he added, “Take care, Bertha,” a nod to his half-sister. “That’s a big drum stick, but I guess you’ll manage it with one hand.”

Fred had been away for nearly seven months now. He was ready to head home. On Thanksgiving Day, his father wrote the following brief entry in his diary: “Fred’s company much wanted.”

 



On December 30, 1843, the Ronaldson finally set sail for America, preposterously laden with a huge load of Chinese tea.

Among sailors, convention holds that return voyages are easier: Spirits are buoyed by the promise of familiar shores; discipline grows laxer. Certainly, that’s what Fred expected.

It didn’t happen. Thanks to market forces—the fresher the tea, the higher the price it would command—Captain Fox was hell-bent on making  incredible time. Ordinarily, passage from China to the United States took about 120 days. He was aiming for 100 days. If anything, the crew would suffer greater privations during the trip home.

Food was scarce, as always. That was a given on a Captain Fox-piloted ship. But the lack of fresh water became the bigger issue. The captain grew concerned that he didn’t have a sufficient supply onboard to last the entire voyage. At the same time, he didn’t want to lose so much as a minute by stopping at a port to take on fresh water. So Captain Fox simply cut the sailors’ ration of water severely, leaving them with minuscule amounts for drinking, making coffee, washing their clothes, and other needs.

By midjourney, the Ronaldson’s crew was hungry, thirsty, tired, and enraged. An episode occurred that brought them to the brink of mutiny.

Captain Fox ordered one of the young hands punished for that offense of offenses—cursing. The captain held the sailor while the first mate flogged him repeatedly. Fred looked on in horror, and one of his shipmates counted aloud: “Twenty-three, twenty-four . . . ”

Another crewman yelled: “We are no men if we stand it longer!”

Suddenly, all around him, sailors took up handspikes and knives. Fred fully expected the crew to kill Captain Fox and the first mate.

Likely they would have, had one of the ship’s most experienced hands not begun yelling: “Avast! Avast! . . . what do you want to run your head into a halter for? Can’t you wait till we get home and let the law serve them out?”

His argument was simple: Engaging in mutiny was a foolish and selfdestructive act that would surely result in the crew members being hung. Better to wait until the ship reached port and exact revenge on Captain Fox in a court of law. With his plea, the man managed to stop the uprising, and order was restored.

 



On April 20, 1844, the Ronaldson arrived in New York. The voyage had taken 104 days.

The crewman who had urged legal recourse over violence immediately set off for the Sailor’s Home. There, he requested a voluntary lockdown to prevent himself from going on one of the alcoholic benders that  usually accompanied his shore leaves. He wanted to maintain a clear head so that he could testify at the trial of Captain Fox.

The trial would happen surprisingly quickly. Fox would be convicted of using excessive force and ordered to pay $1,000 to the sailor that he had flogged.

As for Fred, he arrived home just shy of his twenty-second birthday, looking yellow and skeletal, racked by scurvy. His head was shaved. At first, his father didn’t even recognize him.

“Well, how do you like the sea?” Fred had asked rhetorically in one of his letters. Now, he had an answer: not very bloody much.

He’d endured seasickness, illness, and a fall from a spar; he’d battled wind and water and snow; he’d been hungry, thirsty, and weary beyond imagining. Unlike some other notable Olmsteds, sailor was not a vocation for Fred. The sea didn’t call to him, and he’d never again consider a life aboard a ship.

Yet, hard as it was, the voyage aboard the Ronaldson also changed something essential about Fred. He’d faced a formidable challenge and, for once, had stuck with something to completion. He may have appeared a gaunt and diminished figure on the wharf that April day. But he was larger somehow, too, having perhaps bulked up in terms of inner strength. He still had a long way to go; plenty of dead ends lay ahead, and settling into adulthood was going to be drastically more difficult for him than for most people. But Fred had taken the first steps toward filling out that grand name, Frederick Law Olmsted, and all the ambition that it implied.






CHAPTER 3

Uncommon Friends

THE VERY FIRST PHOTOS of Olmsted date from 1846, during the period after he returned from his ocean voyage. There’s a pair of pictures from the same sitting. Both are group shots featuring the same cast of characters: Olmsted, his brother John, and three other young men.

Photography was brand-new at this point, having been invented in France less than a decade earlier. Getting one’s portrait taken was a fad then sweeping across America. In fact, this same year, 1846, marks the first time a photo was ever taken of a young congressman from Illinois—Abraham Lincoln. These earliest photographic images are known as daguerreotypes, and the process for creating them was painstaking. It required bulky camera equipment and tiresomely long sittings by subjects, spent coaxing an exposure to appear on a copper plate spread with a thin film of chemicals.

In Olmsted’s case, the daguerreotypes were created in New Haven, where John was repeating his sophomore year at Yale after withdrawing for a time to recover from a mysterious respiratory ailment. Home from the sea, Olmsted had taken to hanging out on the college campus with his younger brother. The three other men in the picture were Yale students and friends of John who became Fred’s friends as well. Olmsted and his companions sat nearly an entire day in order to obtain a small array of images, a pair of which—both very similar—have survived.

The daguerreotypes capture the five young men in dark suits, vests, and cravats. There’s a table in front of them on which an open book has  been placed—a prop of sorts, intended to communicate that these are substantial persons committed to serious scholastic endeavors. The composition is extremely formal, yet these two images manage to capture key attributes of each of the subjects’ characters with uncanny accuracy.

Brother John is dark-eyed and handsome. He’s the only one smiling, but it’s an enigmatic smile, ever so slight, and seems calculated to convey an air of nonchalance. Charles Loring Brace, by contrast, comes across as straightforward in the most literal sense. The photos find him staring directly ahead with a burning and thoughtful intensity. Meanwhile, Olmsted isn’t even looking at the camera. Instead, his head is turned to the side, and he’s peering off in a different direction from the others. Typical. His hair sweeps off his forehead in a wave, and his features are small and fine, lending him an almost ethereal quality.

In one of these existing takes, while Olmsted gazes off into the mysterious middle distance, he also has an arm thrown around Charley Brace’s shoulders. This, too, is fitting. Growing up, Olmsted was passingly acquainted with Brace (no relation to his old teacher Joab Brace). When Brace became his brother’s roommate at Yale, Olmsted got to know him even better. And in the years ahead, Brace would become one of Olmsted’s own closest friends and would play a big role in his life.

Like the Olmsted brothers, Brace came from a family that traced its Connecticut roots back for many generations. Brace also lost his mother at an early age, a circumstance that certainly helped forge a bond between him and the Olmsted brothers. There, the similarities ended. Where the senior Olmsted was a well-to-do merchant with only a smattering of education, Brace’s father was a Williams graduate, known for his erudition. He was a teacher by trade and had gained renown in Connecticut as a pioneering educator of women. Teaching was noble work, but it didn’t bring in much money. Brace grew up in a household that was both less financially secure and more formally intellectual than Olmsted’s. Where John Olmsted Sr. took his sons on hushed rides through the countryside, John Brace read to young Charles from the classics of literature or works about history. Then he would quiz his son on the passages. By the time he entered Yale, Charley Brace was proficient in five languages.

Olmsted and Brace quickly fell into a rapport that would characterize their friendship forever onward. Something about their particular chemistry drew them into fevered intellectual argument. They were a kind of closed two-man debating society. The pair argued with one another endlessly on topics such as religion and politics, while the other members of the circle—brother John, particularly—looked on in bemusement.

Olmsted and Brace came at subjects from very different angles. Olmsted tended to be idiosyncratic, drawing on the books he’d read in the course of a haphazard education, along with real-life experience such as his brief clerkship in New York. Brace, four years his junior, was far more doctrinaire. Brace could work his way up to a kind of moral mandate that was hard to refute. “Intense earnestness in whatever he undertook was the characteristic and, one might say, the keynote of his life,” Frederick Kingsbury, another of the five friends, would recall of Brace.

Kingsbury, for his part, was the pragmatist of the group. In the years after the photo was taken, he would become first a lawyer and then a businessman. John Olmsted and Fred Kingsbury had a special wink-wink friendship, rooted partly in observing the excesses of the other two. John would frequently turn to Kingsbury for perspective when his brother’s idiosyncrasy or Brace’s idealism simply grew too ridiculous.

Last and least, there was Charley Trask. Every odd-numbered group needs someone to fill Trask’s inglorious role: he was the fifth wheel. Even in the old daguerreotypes, he seems aware of his station, standing off to the side. Besides being credited with a genial manner, Trask appears to have made little impression on Olmsted and the others. Maybe he simply acted as a kind of social lightning rod, necessary to disperse the energy created by the other four. “We are a most uncommon set of common friends” is how Brace described this group.

 



While Olmsted managed to fall in with a vibrant social circle, he did not yet have a profession, or even a fixed address. During visits to New Haven he stayed with his brother John or others in the group, all of whom were several years younger. Olmsted visited so often that they dubbed him an “honorary member of the Class of ’47.” He also served a couple of brief  apprenticeships on nearby Connecticut farms, one run by an uncle, David Brooks, the other by Joseph Welton, a friend of the Kingsbury family. Otherwise, he continued to live at home in Hartford—downright bizarre for a man now in his mid-twenties. Olmsted’s lax father accepted the arrangement, reminding himself that at least his son was good-natured and full of enthusiasm. Mary Ann Olmsted gritted her teeth and prayed for her stepson to find his way in the world.

For a brief spell, it looked like that might actually happen. Olmsted decided to enroll in Yale. Certainly, he was spending enough time on campus. Why not take some classes along the way? Despite his spotty academic record, Olmsted was admitted as a “special student.” He was allowed to sit in on classes on a kind of audit basis.

Olmsted approached the opportunity in his own quirky fashion. For course work that captured his interest, he proved willing to go to extraordinary lengths. Olmsted was fascinated by a class in chemistry taught by Benjamin Silliman, one of nineteenth century America’s most distinguished science professors. The class was lecture only, with no lab work required. On his own initiative, Olmsted spent hours in the lab doing self-directed experiments, even recruited John and his friends into what he dubbed the “Infantile Chemistry Association.” Other subjects such as mineralogy and architecture, strangely enough, failed to capture his interest, and he didn’t even bother to do the required reading.

The whole Yale experiment lasted just three months. Then Olmsted withdrew, citing as the reason a concern that he might be suffering from apoplexy. Apoplexy is an arcane medical term for heightened nervous excitement. No doubt, Olmsted was capable of achieving such a mental state, though as a reason for quitting something—yet again—it seems like a mere excuse.

Olmsted wrote a letter to Kingsbury summing up his piecemeal schooling: “I have a smattering education—a little scum, from most everything useful to such a man as I—learned as I took a fancy to it. Of Arithmetic, I cipher slow and without accuracy. Grammar I know nothing of—nor the rules of Rhetoric or writing. Geography, I know where I have been. History, nothing but my own country, except what I have got  incidentaly.” Referring to incidentaly, he added: “I can’t even spell such a word as that right.”

 



During this time, Olmsted began to pursue various romantic possibilities, though his approach was similarly scattershot. He accompanied a variety of different young women to a variety of different events, such as lectures, book-club meetings, hymn sing-alongs, and Sunday sociables. In Puritan New England, for someone of Olmsted’s background, these were the kind of chaste—and frequently chaperoned—activities that were available. But Olmsted made the most of it. Yale, one of his main stomping grounds, was an all-male university at this time. Between Hartford and New Haven proper, however, there seemed to be an endless stream of prospects to choose among.

Olmsted mooned over Abby Clark, a student at the Hartford Female Seminary. He went to a dance with Sarah Cook. And in New Haven, he went on a group picnic with a young woman that he identified only as Anna. “’Twas a fine day and I believe we all, particularly the girls enjoyed very much,” he wrote to his brother. “Capital dinner on the rocks. Siesta (charming with Anna’s lap for a pillow). Smoke, reading, pomp, sentiment, and ride home by moonshine.”

Of course, Olmsted wasn’t what one would call an eligible bachelor. His career prospects weren’t exactly sterling. Then again, he wasn’t really looking to get married at this point. Rather, he seemed thrilled by the opportunity to spend time with witty and cultivated young women. His various companions, in turn, seemed to appreciate that he already had some real-life experience, and his time at sea made for especially vivid stories. Maria Mounds had also been on an ocean voyage, and the pair had a “few yarns to spin,” as Olmsted termed it.

Yet another object of Olmsted’s affections was Frances Condit. At one point, he arranged to meet up with her at a social gathering at a house in Hartford. He stayed way beyond the household’s calling hours. Mary Ann Olmsted, who had accompanied him, left early and fretted that her stepson had committed a faux pas. To John Sr., she confided that Fred appeared smitten in the wake of his overlong stay: “He has dreamed about her regularly every week since. I know not whether the admiration is mutual.”

As he often would in the course of his life, Olmsted had gotten caught up in a kind of frenzy—a frenzy of courtship. He wrote to Brace: “I am desperately in love—now, and no mistake, only for the life of me I can’t tell who it’s with—the whole of ’em, I believe.”

Still, there was one particular woman who stood apart, as a special object of his affections, dispersed as they were. Elizabeth Baldwin was beautiful, refined, and deeply religious, and she came from one of the most distinguished families in Connecticut—in the whole United States, for that matter. Olmsted’s circle of friends called her “Miss B.” as a token of their awe and respect. Her great-grandfather was Roger Sherman, the only person to sign America’s four seminal documents: the Continental Association, the Declaration of Independence, the Articles of Confederation, and the Constitution. “Mr. Sherman, of Connecticut, a man who never said a foolish thing in his life,” is how Thomas Jefferson described him. Her father had until recently served as the governor of the state.

Olmsted met Elizabeth Baldwin at a literary evening held at her home in New Haven. From the outset, he recognized that he was utterly overmatched. Still, he was deeply flattered that she took him seriously. She recommended some books to him by Emerson and Lowell. Years later, Olmsted would credit her with helping to “rouse a sort of scatter-brained pride and to make me realize that my secluded life, country breeding and mis-education was not such a bar to an ‘intellectual life’ as I was in the habit of supposing.”

At one point, Olmsted happened to run into Elizabeth Baldwin in Hartford, on the street right outside his father’s store. She had traveled from New Haven to visit some friends. Olmsted went on a walk with her, which left him downright giddy. “Governor’s daughter. Excellent princess,” he wrote to Brace. “She’s a dove. Whew! I shall fill up my letter with her.”

Later in her visit, they took a long carriage ride together, under a heavy blanket, and engaged in a “thick talk,” as he put it. The experience emboldened Olmsted. He wrote a letter to John that begins by requesting that his brother mention to Miss B. that another such “private opportunity” would be possible, when next he visited New Haven. But Olmsted recognized that he needed to be careful. In the very next sentence,  thinking as he wrote, he scrawled his concern that Baldwin might take this the wrong way. He then retracted his request in the same letter. Under no circumstances was John to tell Miss B. about a private opportunity. Olmsted was all over the place. He just couldn’t help it. He was “right smack & square on dead in love with her,” he confessed to his brother, “beached & broken backed.”

As for why Olmsted included these various sentiments in letters, well, that has everything to do with the times. Olmsted, his brother, and the other friends had ample opportunity to see one another. It certainly was possible to discuss these matters in person, and they did. But letters provided a formal means of composing one’s thoughts and feelings, as well as a way to demonstrate verbal dexterity and wit. Consequently, letters were constantly exchanged among Olmsted and the other members of the “uncommon set.”

 



Meanwhile, Connecticut was swept up in one of the frequent paroxysms of faith that rolled across the nation in the first half of the nineteenth century. By this time, America was at the tail end of the so-called Second Great Awakening. The first awakening began in the 1730s and launched into prominence such firebrand preachers as Jonathan Edwards, famed for his “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” sermon. These awakenings were rooted in the notion that America provided an opportunity to cleanse Christianity, thanks to its unique circumstances. In Europe, the religion was weighted down by centuries of tradition and corruption. But America—it was a new nation. Why, even the landscape itself was pristine, Edenic. In New England, the push for a newer, purer faith also helped spur such movements as abolitionism, temperance, and calls for rights for the mentally ill.

Responses to the Second Great Awakening varied from region to region across the United States. In the South, for example, a tradition grew up of camp meetings, woolly, free-form events full of proselytizing and mass baptisms. New Englanders, by contrast, favored a more dour approach. Among Connecticut Congregationalists (an offshoot of the original Puritans), the practice was to listen silently to sermons, all the while scouring one’s soul for a sign of being “under conviction.” Had a person  legitimately and authentically accepted Christ?—that was the question. These could be agonizing events for participants.

As mentioned earlier, Charlotte Olmsted, Fred’s mother, had participated in a revival in New Haven in 1826, just three weeks before her death from an overdose of laudanum. That same revival was attended by Harriet Beecher Stowe, whose son later characterized the event as an instance where “self-examination was carried to an extreme that was calculated to drive a nervous and sensitive mind well-nigh distracted.” The bar for genuine faith was set punishingly high, he added, because “there might be something wrong in the case of a lamb that had come into the fold without being first chased all over the lot by the shepherd.”

As a fresh New Haven revival got under way, during the spring of 1846, Mary Ann Olmsted’s fondest hope was that her stepsons would take full advantage. Here, at last, was an opportunity for the young men to achieve the pure faith that their father had never managed. She dashed off a letter to Olmsted’s brother: “I think there is nothing he [John Sr.] so much desires for Frederick and yourself as to see you firmly established in religious principles. I do not doubt he regrets exceedingly that he did not take a decided stand when young, and knowing from his own experience the difficulties to be encountered at a later period of life, he is the more anxious you should improve the present most favourable opportunity for securing your present and eternal happiness.” Mary Ann Olmsted signed the letter: “The prayer of your still anxious, Mother.”

In keeping with her wishes, Olmsted attended the revival in New Haven. He sat through marathon sermons. Dutifully, he spent hours praying for the salvation of his soul, as well as for the souls of his brother and friends. They, in turn, spent hours praying for him. Elizabeth Baldwin was present at the New Haven revival. To his great pleasure, she focused her prayers intensely on him, his brother, and the others in their set—well, everyone save for Charley Brace. His faith was already confirmed as true and pure, so he joined forces with the virtuous Miss. B.
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