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For my children, who shared in this great adventure.





I think we escape something by living in the villages. In Concord here there is some milk of life, we are not so raving distracted with wind and dyspepsia. The mania takes a milder form. People go a-fishing, and know the taste of their meat. They cut their own whippletree in the woodlot, they know something practically of the sun and the east wind, of the underpinning and the roofing of the house, of the pan and mixture of the soils.

—JOURNALS OF RALPH WALDO EMERSON

There is always room and occasion enough for a true book on any subject, as there is room for more light on the brightest day, and more rays will not interfere with the first.

—THE JOURNAL OF HENRY DAVID THOREAU






A Note to the Reader



This book follows the lives of five principal characters and dozens of their friends and family members over a period of about twenty-five years from 1840 to 1868. A few final scenes take place in the 1870s and 1880s.

I have tried to find a structure that follows the story chronologically and which also gives each character a chance to experience almost every event in the narrative. The result is a series of overlapping scenes in which some incidents are repeated, sometimes more than once. An important turning point will be seen through Hawthorne’s eyes and then through Emerson’s or Louisa May Alcott’s before it is finally completely described. Each section of two to three chapters focuses on one character, and each character is at the center of the narrative four times during the book.

By this method I have tried to honor the characters, their lives, and their intimate connections with each other.








Preface



In January 2000, my agent was asked to find a writer for an introduction to a new edition of Little Women; by chance I happened to call her about something else a few minutes later. She asked if I would like to do it. Sure, I said. I thought of Little Women as one of those books I had read a long time ago that was excellent back then. It was a book that elicited a sigh of recognition from me when it came up in conversation, but which I actually did not remember very clearly. I had seen the movie. I knew very little about Louisa May Alcott, although I had faded memories of a dreary, obligatory childhood visit to the Alcott House in Concord, Massachusetts.

The book amazed me. Far from being the string of bromides I dimly recalled, it was an elegantly written family story of great poignance and skill. Alcott’s voice reached out through the century and a half since she had written, creating suspense even when I knew what was going to happen, drawing characters that seemed to come alive on the page, writing scenes of a texture and sensual detail that made them seem more real than the room where I read. Her prose style, clear and slightly, gently ironic, captivated me. I began to read about her, racing through Martha Saxton’s and Madeleine Stern’s biographies. The woman was even more interesting than her writing.

I was delighted to discover that Laurie, the boy next door in Little Women, was probably based on Henry David Thoreau, on whom Louisa had a crush, or was it Ralph Waldo Emerson, who actually lived next door to the Alcotts? The March girls’ beloved absent father was Bronson Alcott, one of the founders of alternative education. The book I had vaguely loved as a girl reading about girls was actually a rich portrait of American writers at a specific moment in history.

Soon, I was immersed in reading about the group of men and women who came to be called Transcendentalists, discovering more and more coincidences of greatness being the result of proximity to greatness. I remembered F. O. Matthiessen’s bold statement that all of American literature had been written between 1850 and 1855. What I hadn’t realized is that most of it was written in the same cluster of three houses.

I wrote my introduction to Little Women and kept on writing.








Part One
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Concord, Massachusetts




The crossroads where the swampy meadows below the Cambridge Turnpike rise steeply to the orchards on the other side of the Lexington Road looks like any New England corner; shaded by maples, it is bordered by lush grass in the summer and piles of plowed snow in the winter. On the high side, two clapboard houses sit near the road. Across from them, a white house with a columned entrance is surrounded by lawns. It’s the kind of house an ordinary merchant might have owned in the nineteenth century, but this intersection is an extraordinary place.

At various times, these three houses were home to Ralph Waldo Emerson and his family, Henry David Thoreau, Bronson Alcott and his daughter Louisa May, Nathaniel Hawthorne, and Margaret Fuller. Their neighbors were Henry James and his father, Emily Dickinson and Oliver Wendell Holmes, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow and Horace Mann. Their friends were Walt Whitman, Herman Melville, Henry Ward Beecher, and Edgar Allan Poe. From their collaborations with each other and the Concord landscape came almost every nineteenth-century American masterpiece—Walden, The Scarlet Letter, Moby-Dick, and Little Women, to name a few—as well as the ideas about men and women, nature, education, marriage, and writing that shape our world today.

We may think of them as static daguerreotypes, but in fact these men and women fell desperately in and out of love with each other, tormented each other in a series of passionate romantic triangles, edited each other’s work, talked about ideas all night, and walked arm in arm under Concord’s great elms. They picked apples together in the autumn, struggled with horses and carts through the spring mud, and swam in the Concord River in the summer. They mourned together when the Emersons lost their nine-year-old son, and rejoiced together when Anna Alcott married John Pratt.

They campaigned together for temperance and for abolition, subjects that were explored in lectures they gave at the local Lyceum, named after Aristotle’s school outside of Athens, just one of the ways in which they expressed their admiration for Ancient Greece. They championed Greek Revival architecture, they studied and read Greek, and they adorned their living rooms and studies with busts of Plato and Socrates.

They bought and sold from each other, sometimes driving a hard bargain and sometimes failing to distinguish between a gift and a purchase. Thoreau talked Hawthorne into buying his handmade boat, the Musketaquid. The Alcotts sold the Hawthornes their house, an old pig farm fixed up by Bronson Alcott, and they moved into the wreck next door. As usual, Emerson gave them a loan. When Hawthorne babysat his five-year-old son Julian while his wife went to visit her sister, Herman Melville dropped by to help.

Louisa May Alcott was in love with Thoreau, who serenaded her on his flute, and then with Emerson. This Yankee Plato lent her books about sexy young girls and their older teachers that had been translated from the German by his good friend Margaret Fuller. Emerson, in turn, exchanged love letters with Margaret Fuller while she was staying as a guest in his house. Fuller died in a shipwreck in the waters off Fire Island, New York, which is described in a Louisa May Alcott novel. The novel, titled Moods, is about a young woman named Sylvia who falls in love simultaneously with an Emerson-like intellectual and a man at home in nature like Thoreau. When this novel was published, it got a bad review from Henry James. James later appropriated the adorable, defiant character of Jo March in Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women as a model for his headstrong and independent American woman, Isabel Archer, in Portrait of a Lady.

When Emerson went to Europe, he left Thoreau in charge of his household with his wife and children. On his return, the house seemed too small. Thoreau borrowed a piece of Emerson’s land on Walden Pond and built his own place. They all loved Concord. Hawthorne called it Eden. Emerson wrote that he spent his best days there. Her Concord days were “the happiest of my life,” Louisa May Alcott said. “Concord,” wrote Henry James, is “the biggest little place in America.”

What was it about the time and place—the mid nineteenth century in a landlocked town west of Boston—that caused this sudden outbreak of genius? Was it a political climate so heated that 80 percent of the electorate turned out to vote? Was it that most of these people drank little, ate a scant vegetarian diet, and were always terribly worried about money? Was it their devotion to family? Or was it just something in the air?

The town, with its center located just above the junction where the Sudbury and the Assabet rivers join to make the Concord River, had been settled since 1635. A community of farms and pastures, it numbered about 2,000 residents. Many Concord residents were the proud descendants of the men who had fired what Emerson called “the shot heard round the world,” the shot that began the American Revolution on April 19, 1775.

Since Ancient Rome, theories have been offered to explain why geniuses seem to be grouped together in specific times and locations. The philosopher Velleius, writing about Plato, Aristotle, Aeschylus, Aristophanes, Euripides, and Sophocles, speculated that geniuses inspired envy, which attracted younger men in two ways: they came for inspiration, and they came in the hope of equaling and surpassing those who would teach them. Modern research on genius clusters has shown that circumstances, political conditions, landscape, and community forces sometimes come together to create an unusual concentration of talent. “Genius clusters may not be random as genius may attract genius,” wrote Dr. William Foege in discussing another cluster, our founding fathers: Washington, Madison, Jefferson, and Franklin.

If those men were the fathers of our politics, the men and women of Concord were certainly the mothers and fathers of our literature. They formed the first American literary community. They defined our modern beliefs about environmentalism and conservation, and they praised the glorious importance of the individual self. They believed in feelings. “The Unitarians had pronounced human nature to be excellent,” wrote Paul Brooks in The People of Concord; “the Transcendentalists pronounced it divine.” They were this country’s first professional authors, and they created a new kind of nonfiction memoir and a new kind of novel in which women and the details of domesticity have a central importance.

They lived and worked with a standard of living almost unimaginable to those of us who have grown up in the twentieth century. By all measures, standards of living stayed more or less the same for hundreds of years until the early 1900s, when they roared forward toward the comforts and opportunities we now take for granted. A world without electricity or effective medicine or dentistry, a world in which infant mortality was normal and most people did not live into middle age, a world without birth control, vaccinations, or central heating, air conditioning, and telephones, was a place where time took on a different quality than it has now. These people were closer to nature than we can ever be, of necessity—and they depended on friends and neighbors because they had to.

Physical discomfort may have added to their idealism—an idealism so ardent that it cast a shadow on good sense. They were high-minded intellectuals, men and women who—for the most part—lived according to principles that transcended things like warmth in the winter and regular dinners. But their fierceness on behalf of the causes they believed in ended by compromising their own ideals. As the Civil War approached, they were confused and divided. Their high-mindedness became self-righteousness, and they were seduced by the false authority of John Brown and others like him. Their innocence betrayed them.

This story begins in 1840 with the arrival of the Alcotts in Concord. Its chapters follow the lives of Louisa May Alcott, Emerson and Thoreau, Hawthorne and Margaret Fuller. The story will tell how Louisa May Alcott, ill and in a rage, sat down to write the book for girls that would be one of the best-selling novels of all time in 1868, and ends in 1882 with the death of Ralph Waldo Emerson. But this is not only a story about ideas and their power to form a national identity; it’s about love triangles and the difficulties of raising children, about grief and inspiration and bad advice and passionate friendships, about the ebb and flow of daily life and the New England seasons in a small town.
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The Alcotts Arrive for

the First Time




If human nature was amenable to teaching, Louisa May Alcott would have been the perfect daughter. Her father, Bronson Alcott, believed that with the right kind of direction children could be brought into a state of peaceful harmony—as long as that direction came from a high-minded thinker like himself. It was in pursuit of this kind of perfection that Bronson Alcott decided to bring his family to live in Concord, Massachusetts, where he could find intellectual companionship in general, and the admiration of Ralph Waldo Emerson in particular—that and the fact that Emerson had offered to pay the rent.

The horse-drawn stage rumbled into Concord down the turnpike from Boston at the end of a spring afternoon in 1840. The wooden cab with a family inside and bags tied onto the top was pulled into town past Walden Pond and the marshes around it, and then past the First Parish Church and through Monument Square by an exhausted team of horses. After the more than three-hour trip, the stage drew up in front of the long porch of the Middlesex Hotel. The driver tied the reins to a hitching post under a huge elm. The family that climbed down, stretched, and looked around at their new surroundings was unusual even for a New England town in the 1840s.

The father was a tall man with a sweep of blond hair and a pronounced aquiline nose under the shade of a broad-brimmed tan-colored hat. Dressed simply in worn black clothing, and swinging a gleaming walking stick, he carried himself as if he was used to being listened to, and he stooped to hear the questions his three chattering daughters asked as if he were a great teacher and they his willing students. This was Bronson Alcott, the founder of the Temple School in Boston, which had recently caused a series of local scandals and finally gone bankrupt.

Alcott’s “Conversations” in Boston, public forums in which he lectured and answered questions on subjects such as “Human Culture,” “Man,” and “Character” had attracted Emerson, who assured Alcott that in Concord he would find men with interests like his own, and a serious audience for his lectures. Emerson loved and supported Alcott, whose impractical, boyish presence always cheered him up. “I must think very ill of my age and country, if they cannot discover his extraordinary soul,” he wrote. He had written furious letters in Alcott’s defense when the press had attacked his writing, and he ascribed the loss of the Temple School to the stupidity of modern culture. Boston was a city in a kind of intellectual fever, Emerson believed. It was in the quieter precincts of Concord, calmed by the rhythms of village life, that men could think important thoughts uninterrupted by others’ opinions and obligations.

Emerson would soon lure Nathaniel Hawthorne away from the nearby experimental Utopian community of Brook Farm in Roxbury and help install Hawthorne and his new wife Sophia Peabody in another Emerson house, the Old Manse on the other side of town near the Old North Bridge over the Concord River. That house, built by Emerson’s grandfather William, had been lived in for almost sixty years by the Reverend Ezra Ripley, who died in 1839, leaving ownership of the house to his son Samuel, a minister in Waltham. Emerson had often stayed there, and he had written his famous essay Nature in its upstairs study. To welcome the newlyweds, Emerson would send his friend Henry David Thoreau to plant a flower and vegetable garden so that it would be flourishing on their arrival.

In the meantime, Emerson was entertaining Sophia Peabody—not yet married to Hawthorne—whose sister Elizabeth’s bookshop on West Street in Boston had become a center of intellectual buzz. Sophia, who was an accomplished artist, had done a bas-relief of Emerson’s beloved brother Charles, who had died in 1836. After that, Emerson had invited her to stay with his family in Concord. When Sophia had written that she looked forward to long conversations with Emerson when she moved to Concord, he had written back keeping her at a distance and instead offering up Bronson Alcott. “Mr. Alcott, the prince of conversers, lives little more than a mile from our house, and we will call on his aid as we often do,” he wrote.

Lizzie Peabody’s bookshop was also the setting for Margaret Fuller’s first “Conversations,” set up by Fuller with the intention of compensating for the lack of education for women in a world where they were not admitted to college, not allowed to vote, and not often permitted to own property. Fuller’s first series on Greek mythology, including discussions of Prometheus, Bacchus, and Venus as the “paradigm of instinctive womanhood,” had been a huge success. She planned a second series, on the fine arts. Margaret Fuller was also in the midst of publishing the first issue of The Dial, a magazine with lilac covers that would become the mouthpiece for Emerson and his friends for its two years of existence.

Emerson and Alcott, Fuller and their neighbor Henry David Thoreau, who lived in town with his family, were all part of a movement that was beginning to be called Transcendentalism. Transcendentalism officially began with meetings organized by Frederic Henry Hedge, whose father was a Harvard professor and whose essay on Coleridge had delighted Emerson.

Hedge, a minister, had moved to Bangor, Maine, but he missed Concord. To keep himself in touch with his old community, he organized a series of meetings beginning in 1836 in Cambridge. Hedge’s Club, as it was originally called, included James Freeman Clarke, Emerson, and Bronson Alcott among others and was later joined by Thoreau, Theodore Parker, Margaret Fuller, and Elizabeth Peabody. The Transcendentalists who met in Hedge’s Club were the original hippies—young, smart, and dedicated to the overthrow of the stuffy existing authorities.

These authorities included the old Calvinism of the Puritans and the practical humanism of New England Unitarianism. Transcendentalism deified nature and dealt in the kinds of marvels and wonders that sometimes even transcended things like having enough to eat or making a living. It replaced the literalness of Locke with the moral imperatives of Kant. “A wonderless age is Godless,” Alcott had written with his typical contempt for clarity. He sometimes called Transcendentalism “the newness.” Alcott embraced the idea of Concord, which he insisted on calling Concordia.

The Concord group of Transcendentalists was part of a wave of liberalism and a passion for freedom that seemed to be sweeping through the new United States. After decades of Puritan striving and dour farmers rising at dawn to tend to the necessities of crops and barns, after new governments creating hierarchies of necessary rules and regulatory structures, the battle for survival had been won.

The wilderness had once been a dangerous place that had to be tamed; now nature was a friendly environment to be enjoyed. The world was shifting. It was time to kick up our heels. In many ways, the period of the late 1830s and ’40s was a time like the 1960s when individual adventure was prized and all the old rules suddenly seemed corrupt. “The new mood spread like the flowers of May,” Van Wyck Brooks has written in his account of this in The Flowering of New England. “One heard the flute in the fields. Farmers and village tailors stopped to watch the birds building their nests. They went on woodland walks. They recorded the days when the wildflowers opened. They observed the little tragedies of nature that no one had noticed before…. They gathered the first hepaticas, the trailing arbutus that had bled unseen under the boots of their fathers.”

Even the dour, handsome Nathaniel Hawthorne was not immune to this exuberant mood. “I want my place, my own place, my true place in the world,” he wrote; “I want my proper sphere, my thing.”

Suddenly, poetry, once a frivolous conceit, took center stage with its literary importance. Houses once built as simply as possible against the elements bloomed with the porticoes and columns of Greek Revival. In many villages, groups assembled in awe to watch the night-blooming cereus—a nocturnal flower recently imported from Mexico—slowly open its magical, languid petals.

The new energy generated by the escape from the Puritan dicta and the hard facts of New England life encouraged a reaching abroad for ideas and writing unprecedented in this country. Germany, as well as Greece, was raided by Emerson and his colleagues for new and exciting ideas. The great Thomas Carlyle, a Scottish writer living in London, was as much an inspiration as if he had been living in nearby Lexington.

Enchanted by Carlyle and his orphic questions—“Did the upholsterers make this universe? Were you created by the tailor?”—the new generation of Concord intellectuals was intoxicated with freedom, with leisure, and with the possibilities of a life devoted to thought and pleasure. In rejecting Unitarianism, the Transcendentalists were also trying to introduce a revolutionary new populism into the already hierarchical American democratic system. Emerson in particular hoped to help overthrow the existing intellectual elite, as represented by the Harvard community, and open the doors of American thought to anyone who had the largeness of heart and intellect required. “Man has encumbered himself with aged errors,” Emerson wrote, “with usages and ceremonies, with law, property, church, customs, and books until he is almost smothered under his own institutions.”

Influenced by Immanuel Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, Emerson, Thoreau, Alcott, and their followers believed in the power of intuition. They thought every man and even some women harbored a divine spark—every man including the poor and the rich, the hermit and the railroad worker and the landowner. They called this divine spark “reason.” Sometimes this was an inner light; sometimes it was the voice of God. For others it was more direct—Thoreau’s friend Jones Very thought that he himself was the new Messiah. “The all is in each particle,” Emerson wrote. In a lecture in 1842, he explained Kant’s belief that “there was a very important class of ideas, or imperative forms, which did not come by experience, but through which experience was acquired: that these were intuitions of the mind itself; and he denominated them Transcendental forms…whatever belongs to the class of intuitive thought is popularly called at the present day Transcendental.”

All this new freedom didn’t go unnoticed by the Old Guard. John Quincy Adams and Andrews Norton at Harvard agreed with their colleague Edward Everett, who found Emerson’s fresh writing “conceited, laborious nonsense.”
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Louisa, Girl

Interrupted




Mrs. Bronson Alcott, who stepped down from the stage after her husband and children that spring afternoon, was an aristocratic woman whose fine bearing and light step had been worn down by life with a great man. In June, she would give birth to the Alcotts’ fourth daughter. She wore an old-fashioned bonnet with a flaring wide brim, and a long muslin dress. As a young girl, Abigail May, known as Abba, had been the earnest daughter of a romantic, erratic father. Colonel Joseph May had won his rank in the Revolution. Abba’s Boston upbringing had offered no attractive suitors, and she fell in love with Bronson Alcott, a visiting teacher, months before he returned her passion. At first, Alcott didn’t seem to be the marrying kind. He had been a peddler before he was a teacher, and there was something about him that suggested the lightness of wandering, the ability to sleep on a stranger’s floor or in the hay in an alien barn, and the quiet willingness to do without domestic comforts.

Nevertheless, after a long courtship, often veiled in plans for the education of the young or the relieving of the suffering of the poor, Abba and Bronson had been married in 1830 in a world where a woman’s deference to her domestic duties and to her husband’s wishes went unquestioned. Even the idea that women were more than possessions or able to think for themselves was heresy. There were already some rogue political voices questioning the morality of men owning slaves, but no one had yet thought to question the morality of men owning their wives. Although Bronson would dominate his family for a few more years, Abba Alcott already found herself making up for his deficiencies, always excused by high-mindedness, both in practical ways and with money borrowed from her family.

On that afternoon in 1840, she got down wearily from the stage with their three daughters—Anna, the eldest, whose behavior was the subject of some of her father’s most positive essays on education; Lizzie, the youngest sister, whose sweetness had also captured her father’s attention, and the eight-year-

old Louy, or Louisa May, who had always been the rebel in the family, the least pretty sister, and the one whose energy and imagination sometimes seemed untamable. Bronson Alcott actually believed that a blond, blue-eyed complexion like his own went with a pureness of heart and goodness of soul, while dark hair and dark eyes often reflected an inner darkness.

Of the three sisters, Louisa was the dark one, and she had a “deep-seated obstinacy of temper,” her father wrote in his long-winded and thorough Observations on the Spiritual Nurture of My Children, one of his many Transcendentalist tracts on the education of children. “She is still the undisciplined subject of her own instincts.” At the time, she was one year old. This particular essay was written when the infant Louisa slapped the two-year-old Anna, leaving, as Bronson wrote with horror, “the mark of her sister’s hand…on her cheek.” As she grew older, Louisa was so boisterous that she believed she had been a horse in a previous life, a conviction that was not popular with her father. By the time she was ten, her role as the bad girl in the family was already set. “I have tried to be contented and I think I have been more so,” she wrote to her mother in a mortified tone, nevertheless complaining about sharing a room with her sisters. “I have been thinking about my little room which I suppose I shall never have.” She signed it “from your trying daughter, Louy.”

Louisa’s journals, kept daily, became a room of her own in a way—both her parents read them and commented on their contents. Naturally, in the journals Louisa is always failing and her parents are forgiving and utterly perfect. “Did my lessons, and in the P.M. mother read Kenilworth to us while we sewed,” reads one typical entry. “It is splendid! I got angry and called Anna mean. Father told me to look out the word in the Dic., and it meant ‘base’, ‘contemptible.’ I was so ashamed to have called my dear sister that, and I cried over my bad tongue and temper.” In a list of vices she wants to get rid of, Louisa lists idleness, willfulness, impudence, pride, and love of cats.

But it was springtime in Concord, the lilacs perfumed the air, and grapevines dripped from the broad white porches on Main Street, where a row of shops had been built along the Milldam, a bridge over the Mill Brook where it joined the Sudbury River. The apples were in bloom, and the slow curves of the river flowed between soft grassy banks spattered with jewelweed and purple loosestrife where willows leaned down to make delightful watery hiding places. In the woods under the pines, there were carpets of needles, striped with lichens and tiny red mushrooms. Hedges of berries lined the paths, and great shady elms stood in rows along the dirt streets. White picket fences bordered Main Street where the town’s two main roads forked: one toward the Old North Bridge, where the colonial militia had halted the British redcoats on an April morning in 1775, and the other toward Boston. Concord, Massachusetts, was already at the center of American history. The first democratic constitution had been written by the Concord town fathers in the eighteenth century, and it was to Concord that Paul Revere was headed on his famous ride.

The next day, the Alcotts unpacked their trunks and settled into Dovecote Cottage, owned by Emerson’s friends the Hosmer family, a long white house facing a picket fence with a gate that separated it from the road. The Alcott family began the day as their father deemed healthy with a breakfast of unleavened bread, water, and porridge. Poverty and Bronson Alcott’s ideas about nutrition led the Alcotts to a severely restricted diet that included rice and graham meal, boiled squash and potatoes—all usually grown in a carefully tended plot in the back of the house. Alcott believed that manual labor and its resulting connection with nature was a way of building character.

In Concord, he immediately took a job as a woodcutter, work for which he was spectacularly unsuited. Not a strong man, his genius was in fanciful gardens and buildings, not in the necessary basics. He didn’t cut much wood, but he reaped a harvest of good opinion in acting out what others saw as the role of philosopher and farmer, citizen and woodsman. Sixty-year-old William Ellery Channing, the Unitarian minister whose sons both became part of the Concord community, wrote to Elizabeth Peabody that “Alcott’s combination of manual labor and intellectual energy made him the most interesting object in our Commonwealth.”

Sometimes at dinner at the Alcott table, there was apple pudding with brown sugar for dessert. When the girls misbehaved, their father sent them to bed without dinner; when their misbehavior was more severe, he punished them by going without dinner himself.

At first, Bronson taught his girls a basic curriculum enhanced by large doses of Transcendental theory. “Vain is the hope of confirming a child in good habits,” Alcott wrote, “while he is the subject of various influences over which the parent has no control.”

Soon it was summertime. Louisa awoke to the sounds of a small New England village coming through the wide-open windows, a dog barking, the ping of the blacksmith’s hammer, the clipping of horse’s hooves as a carriage drove past, men’s voices. We were fighting the Indians in Florida, and President Van Buren had sent troops to Maine to defend the frontier against the Aroostook Indians and the Canadians.

One morning, the bugles, drums, and fifes of the Townsend Light Infantry marched through Concord Center after a twenty-six-gun salute for the Fourth of July. Louisa watched the parade with her sisters, shouting as a log cabin drawn by oxen came rolling through Monument Square and along the Milldam, past Shattuck’s store, which is now the Colonial Inn, and past banker Samuel Hoar’s house and the store where J. W. Walcott sold coffee, tea, and sugar from the West Indies, past the dry-goods store and the bank and the Concord Gun Manufactory, where you could get everything from fowling pieces to six-barreled pistols. Banners and “Tippecanoe and Tyler Too” flags waved for the Whig Party candidacy of William Henry Harrison, called Old Tippecanoe for a battle he had won as a soldier fighting the Indians, and his vice president, John Tyler. Harrison and Tyler would win the election in November of 1840, but Harrison would be dead of pneumonia before he had served two months of his term, leaving Tyler to fill out his presidency.
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Louisa in Love…

Henry David Thoreau




One day the glamorous Margaret Fuller, dressed in chic Boston clothes, dropped by the Dovecote Cottage with Mr. Emerson. Miss Fuller was starting a new magazine, The Dial, and Alcott and Emerson were to be contributors. Fuller was staying at the Emersons’, but when Emerson went around town on visits with Miss Fuller, Louisa noticed, his wife Lidian Emerson always stayed home. Fuller said she had come to see “Mr. Alcott’s model children,” but of course the moment she came was the moment that Louisa was galloping and stamping around the house and pawing the grass, doing one of her best horse imitations, allowing herself to be hitched up to little Anna’s imaginary cart and then knocking them both down in a heap with their shoes off and their skirts flying.

“Here are the model children,” Abba Alcott said to her guests with an edge to her voice that had become more and more pronounced. The adults were all talking about Miss Fuller’s plans to go and live in nearby West Roxbury at the minister George Ripley’s Brook Farm, the Utopian community. The idea of communities where everyone would share the labor and live in intellectual harmony was very much in the air of mid-century New England. Louisa could tell that her father didn’t quite approve of Brook Farm.

As summer turned to autumn, Louisa found an adult who seemed to share her view of the world. Henry David Thoreau and his older brother John had started a small school in the town that was much like her father’s old Temple School in Boston. Louisa and her sisters were enrolled. Louisa had often seen the Thoreau brothers, who seemed to spend a lot of time with a pretty adult named Ellen Sewall that summer. Now Ellen Sewall was gone, and the brothers had returned to expanding their teaching. Like the Alcotts, Thoreau was already dependent on Emerson, and Emerson urged Alcott to rely on Thoreau’s teaching. Unlike Bronson, Thoreau used the natural world as his classroom, teaching his students about birdsong and flowers, about the cardinals and the finches and the way Indian pipe grew at the edge of the swamp. He would announce in the morning that he was taking his class to “heaven,” and as Louisa and her classmates wandered behind him along the old Marlborough Road past the swamp or watched as Mr. Thoreau stripped some birch bark from a tree to make a basket for lichens they gathered, Louisa thought he had fulfilled his promise. Thoreau looked and moved as if he were still a child even though he was twenty-three years old and had already written a lot and graduated from Harvard. He had given a lecture on “Society” at the Concord Lyceum that Bronson Alcott had thought was good. But he was agile, short, and slight like a child. The only big things about Henry David Thoreau were his nose and his ideas.

Mr. Thoreau knew all the best places in the woods that Louisa had explored with what now seemed like blind eyes. He introduced his students to a family of chipmunks, coaxing one of the tiny creatures to take an acorn from his hand, and showed them how the chipmunks’ underground house had a front and a back door hidden in the tall grass. He halted a daddy longlegs on its stilted way across a log, and showed them the ideal proportion of legs to body. Then he took them to the flat ponds in the swamp called Fairyland to see the water skaters. He pointed out a fox den at the side of an embankment and deer tracks in the mud near the turnpike and otter tracks along the riverbank. Following him, she found the best blackberries and blueberries, and even Indian arrowheads.

Sometimes he took them farther afield in an old hay wagon with a blanket spread over the hay for the children. He showed her a sparkling cobweb which he said was a handkerchief dropped by a fairy. He said that a birdsong was as wise as any philosophy. When her parents or her father and Emerson talked about Mr. Thoreau, they made him sound like an adult, obsessed with ideas and ways of making their idealism a daily practice. Louisa thought she knew him better.

Thoreau’s boat the Musketaquid, which he and his brother had built with two masts for sailing and two sets of oars and a blue bottom to reflect the water and a green hull to mirror the trees, was another heavenly place. With Louisa in the front where she could see everything, Thoreau would push off into the river, and then they would just drift with the slow current, past Egg Rock, where the Sudbury River met the Assabet to make the Concord River, and under the willows and the place where the hemlocks swept down into the water. Mr. Thoreau explained that both the Sudbury and the Assabet rivers flowed into the Concord, which in turn flowed into the Merrimack farther north. He and his brother John were planning a trip in their boat from Concord, Massachusetts, north to Concord, New Hampshire, in August, he said. Louisa knew that the waters of the Merrimack had been tamed to give energy to the textile mills north of Concord, and that the young girls who worked in the mills came from all over the country. Her father had told the family about new laws protecting the young women under eighteen with minimum hour and wage regulations.

Louisa loved the way the still water reflected the maple and pin oaks along the bank as well as the passing clouds in the summer blue sky. When the sun went behind a cloud, she could see into the depths of the river, where fish beat slowly against the lazy current and green pondweed and fanwort waved against the sandy bottom. They passed the Old Manse, looking dark and forbidding above the meadow next to the river, which Thoreau explained was really a battlefield; and they slipped silently between the foundations of the Old North Bridge, which had been washed away. Pigeons were nesting in the crumbling abutments, and a family of wood ducks swirled around the boat. A line of turtles napped on a fallen log that jutted out into the silky water. Thoreau made the first shots of the Revolutionary War come to life as he explained where the farmer soldiers had stood to defend their freedom. He showed her how the white pond lilies clustered near the shore near the duckweed and water shield. He leaned out of the boat and caught a small trout in his hands, let the sun shimmer against its scales, and then let it go. In Mr. Thoreau’s company, the world seemed alive with animals; he pointed out kingfishers and herons she would never have seen and showed her how a pile of logs at the side of the river was really a huge beaver dam. What had at first seemed bunches of twigs were the nests of the great blue herons.

The boat glided along the glassy surface, pushed along by Mr. Thoreau’s flowing pull against the narrow paddle, which made a slight, musical sucking sound as he slid it in and out of the still water. He would fall into a special silence, and Louisa knew she should keep her eyes open for a heron, a huge prehistoric-looking bird, standing on one impossibly long stick of a leg, or a great horned owl lurking in the weeds near the water. In the romantic, enclosed world of the little boat, Louisa gathered impressions so vivid and passionate that they would appear and reappear in her work. Boat trips on the river are the narrative thread of Thoreau’s first work—A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers—and of the novel Louisa May Alcott considered her best work, the now-forgotten Moods.
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