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Frederick Law Olmsted, c.1885.
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FOREWORD


THE ISLAND OF MONTREAL in the St. Lawrence River is more or less flat, except for a pronounced hill roughly in the center. The French explorers christened it Mont Réal—Mount Royal. Its dark bulk is the city of Montreal’s most distinctive feature, visible from afar, and looming over the streets and buildings that surround its steep flanks. Actually, what is most distinctive about the mountain is that most of it is a public park. Not that anyone ever referred to it as a park, it was always just the “Mountain.”


I spent a year in a college dorm located high up one slope of Mount Royal; later, from the upper floor of my first apartment you could see the illuminated cross on top of the mountain. My last home in Montreal was a flat on a street called Esplanade, directly facing the east slope. All in all, I’ve lived about twenty years in Montreal, always within walking distance of the Mountain. It was where we ran our dogs, went on picnics in the summer, tobogganed in the winter. A long, winding gravel road zigzagged up the forested slope until it reached a grassy bowl overlooking a small lake. Only one city street went through the park. It was not really a shortcut, but when I was not in a hurry, I often took this route; it was like taking a drive in the country. At one point the road went through a defile. At the far end, a breathtaking vista of the whole city stretched out to the river. On a clear day you could see all the way to the Green Mountains of Vermont.


Being on the Mountain was always a surprise. One minute you were walking on a busy city street, the next you were in a landscape of dense trees and rugged outcroppings. At first, the sound of traffic was audible, but soon it was replaced by the stillness of a primeval forest.


I remember as a college student being told that the Mountain was the work of someone called Frederick Law Olmsted, the same man who designed Central Park. I was impressed that he had come all the way from New York City, but what the work consisted of I couldn’t imagine. Like most people, I took the landscape of the Mountain for granted; I thought that it was simply a nature preserve. Here was the most significant man-made object in Montreal—arguably the city’s most important cultural artifact—and I thought of it as “natural.” How wrong I was.
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I have all my life been considering distant effects and always sacrificing immediate success and applause to that of the future.


—FREDERICK LAW OLMSTED


Le génie n’est qu’une plus grande aptitude à la patience. (Genius is no more than a greater aptitude for patience.)


—GEORGE LOUIS LECLERC, Comte de Buffon
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New Haven, 1846. (from left to right) Charles Trask, Charles Loring Brace, Frederick J. Kingsbury, Frederick Law Olmsted, and John Hull Olmsted.







 


They never get disheartened. I think Fred will be one of that sort. Many of his favorite schemes will go to naught—but he’ll throw it aside and try another and spoil that and forget them both while you or I might have been blubbering over the ruins of the first.


—FREDERICK J. KINGSBURY TO JOHN HULL OLMSTED (1847)





CHAPTER ONE


“Tough as Nails”


WITH HIS HIGH FOREHEAD, wide-set blue eyes, and unruly hair, the young Frederick Olmsted made a strong impression. A boyhood friend described him as “a vigorous, manly fellow, of medium height, solidly built with rather broad shoulders and a large well formed head. If athletics had been in fashion he would have been high up in foot-ball and base-ball.” In midlife he suffered a carriage accident that left him with a pronounced limp, but he remained a skilled small-boat sailor and an experienced horseman. He was a seasoned outdoorsman who hunted and fished, though not for sport. Later photographs usually show him pensive. He rarely looks directly at the camera, which gives him an air of self-containment, almost detachment. “His face is generally very placid,” wrote his colleague Katharine Wormeley, “with all the expressive delicacy of a woman’s, and would be beautiful were it not for an expression which I cannot fathom,—something which is, perhaps, a little too severe about it.” But she added, “I think his mouth and smile and the expression of his eyes at times very beautiful . . . there is a deep, calm thoughtfulness about him which is always attractive and sometimes—provoking.”


An odd choice of word—“provoking.” Olmsted’s close friend Charles Eliot Norton likewise discerned this quality. “All the lines of his face imply refinement and sensibility to such a degree that it is not till one has looked through them to what is underneath, that the force of his will and the reserved power of his character become evident.” When I asked the landscape architect Laurie Olin how he would characterize Olmsted, his immediate answer was “Tough as nails.” Olin is right, of course. Although the modern image of Frederick Law Olmsted is of a benevolent environmentalist, a sort of Johnny Appleseed scattering beautiful city parks across the nation, he had indomitable energy and iron determination. As a mine manager in California, he once faced down a crowd of striking miners. (They were understandably upset because he had reduced their wages.) “They tried a mob but made nothing of it,” he laconically wrote to his father, “and I have lost no property only time. I shall hold out till they come to my terms and dismiss all who have been prominent in the strike.” He did just that. His obstinacy often got him in trouble. Many times he chose to resign positions rather than continue on a course of action he disapproved. His most famous resignations—there were several—occurred during the long and often frustrating construction of Central Park. But there were others. Leland Stanford, the railroad magnate, engaged him to lay out the grounds of what would become Stanford University. Olmsted prepared the plans on the understanding that, as was his practice, he would also hire his own staff to supervise the work. When Stanford, who had been governor of California and was used to getting his own way, reneged on the agreement, Olmsted walked away from the job. The university was completed without him.


Another battle of wills occurred during his tenure with the United States Sanitary Commission. The Commission, a precursor to the Red Cross, was a private organization established after the outbreak of the Civil War to administer volunteer relief efforts to the Union troops. Olmsted spent two years as its first general secretary, in charge of day-to-day operations. As fund-raising efforts intensified, hundreds of thousands of dollars flowed to the Commission, whose board felt the need to exert more direct supervision over the activities of its chief executive officer. He characteristically bridled at any attempt to curtail his freedom, and a sometimes bitter struggle ensued. One of those with whom he had run-ins was the treasurer of the Commission, George Templeton Strong. Strong, best known as the author of an exceptional set of diaries, was a prominent Wall Street lawyer and civic leader. He knew Olmsted well: both men were involved in the Union League Club and in the establishment of The Nation magazine. Some six months before Olmsted’s resignation, Strong noted in his journal: “He is an extraordinary fellow, decidedly the most remarkable specimen of human nature with whom I have been brought into close relations.” Then, in obvious exasperation, he added: “Prominent defects, a monomania for system and organization on paper (elaborate, laboriously thought out, and generally impracticable), and appetite for power. He is a lay-Hildebrand.”


The last strikes me as a shrewd characterization. Hildebrand, or Gregory VII, was an eleventh-century pope who is remembered for his lifelong attempt to establish the supremacy of the papacy within the Church—and the authority of the Church over the state. Olmsted, too, was trying to establish an ascendancy. He was doing it with what sometimes seemed to others religious zeal, but he did not seek personal aggrandizement. Strong commented on his colleague’s “absolute purity and disinterestedness”; he recognized that Olmsted wasn’t empire-building. The supremacy that Olmsted was trying to establish was that of the technician—the organizer; the authority was that of The Plan. But he was ahead of his time. His obsession with organization and planning on paper may sometimes have been clumsy, and it was certainly laborious—this was before telephones and typewriters, let alone computers and fax machines. But it was not, as Strong thought, ineffective. Olmsted successfully coordinated the operations of the Sanitary Commission, with its thousands of contributing private aid societies, and its scores of nurses and doctors. He deployed convalescent shelters, field hospitals, and hospital ships and distributed food and medical supplies over a battlefront that extended for hundreds of miles. Strong had also forgotten that it was precisely “monomania” that had enabled Olmsted to organize the labors of several thousand workers in what was then the largest public works project in the nation: Central Park.


Olmsted was one of the first people to recognize the necessity for planning in a large, industrializing country—whether in peace or war. This recognition was not yet widely shared, which is why he was often misunderstood. “He looks far ahead, & his plans & methods are sometimes mysterious,” wrote Rev. Henry Whitney Bellows, founder and president of the Sanitary Commission, of his willful protégé. “[His critics] think him impracticable, expensive, slow—when he is only long-headed, with broader, deeper notions of economy than themselves, & with no disposition to hurry what, if done satisfactorily, must be thoroughly.” Long-headed is good. It was the future that concerned him, and he had the rare patience to successfully project his plans years ahead. I think that was one of the things that finally attracted him to landscape architecture. It is a field where a long time—sometimes generations—is required for the full realization of the designer’s goal.


A small incident illustrates his foresight. Once, five years after the end of the Civil War, when he was already an established landscape architect in New York, he received a letter from the quartermaster general of the U.S. Army, Montgomery Meigs. Meigs had a high regard for Olmsted, with whom he had worked during the war. The general wrote to ask advice on the landscaping of national cemeteries, for which purpose Congress had just appropriated funds. Olmsted was preoccupied with the construction of Prospect Park in Brooklyn; nevertheless it took him less than a week to draft a careful and detailed reply. As to the general design, he wrote, “the main object should be to establish permanent dignity and tranquillity.” He warned Meigs that any attempts at elaborate gardening should be avoided. “Looking forward several generations, the greater part of all that is artificial at present in the cemeteries must be expected to have either wholly disappeared or to have become inconspicuous and unimportant in the general landscape.” Olmsted recommended doing only two things: building a simple enclosing wall, and planting trees. The effect would be of a “sacred grove” for the war dead. What a beautiful idea!


Olmsted’s artistry was always underpinned by sensible considerations, and this was no exception. Since the war cemeteries would be built in different parts of the country, he advocated using trees indigenous to each region. He also warned against the temptation to plant fast-growing species (they would be short-lived) and listed those to be avoided. Instead of buying expensive large trees, he suggested establishing nurseries next to the cemeteries where seedlings could be cultivated and transplanted after ten years or so. What if land for a nursery was unavailable? His novel suggestion: “nursery rows could be planted between the tiers of graves. They would be harmless for the time being and would disappear after a few years” as the trees matured and were relocated.





CHAPTER TWO


Frederick Goes to School


OLMSTED WAS AN ORGANIZER when organization was considered a symptom of “monomania,” and a long-range planner in a period that thought of planning as “mysterious.” He was a landscape architect before that profession was founded, designed the first large suburban community in the United States, foresaw the need for national parks, and devised one of the country’s first regional plans. Above all, he was an artist who chose to work in a medium that then—even more than now—lacked public recognition. He was an innovator and a pioneer largely by chance. But, as Louis Pasteur, an exact contemporary of Olmsted, once observed, “Chance favors only the mind that is prepared.” Olmsted’s preparation was not based on formal training or education. What laid the groundwork for his later achievements was an amalgam of sensibility and temperament, coupled with an unusual set of formative experiences.


He was born in Hartford, Connecticut, on April 26, 1822. His family circumstances were comfortable. His father, John Olmsted, a local dry-goods merchant, and his mother, Charlotte Hull, a farmer’s daughter, had married the year before. John was thirty-one, she was twenty-two. They christened their first child Frederick, in memory of John’s older brother who had died a few years earlier. Following the new fashion among genteel Americans in the early nineteenth century, the infant was given a middle name—Law—after Jonathan Law, who was married to Charlotte’s older sister, Stella.


Three years later, Charlotte bore a second son, named John Hull. The Olmsteds lived in a rented house on College Street, not the best part of town, but conveniently close to the store. The household help consisted of a cook, a handyman, and two maids. The little family seemed well on its way, but fate—which was to play a big role in Olmsted’s life—had it otherwise. “When I was three years old I chanced to stray into a room at the crisis of a tragedy therein occurring,” Olmsted later recalled, “and turned and fled from it screaming in a manner adding to the horror of the household. 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 an adult, he could not bring himself to specify the nature of the tragedy he had witnessed. When Frederick was three, Charlotte accidentally took an overdose of laudanum while suffering from a toothache and died. It would be hard to pick a worse age to lose one’s mother. One can only imagine the feelings that roiled in the boy’s head: loss, pain, fear, guilt, anxiety. It was the pivotal event of his childhood.


John Olmsted grieved, but with his business to attend to and two young children to rear, he needed a spouse. Fourteen months later he married Mary Ann Bull, the daughter of a prominent Hartford druggist, and a close friend of Charlotte’s. The union turned out to be solid, lasting forty-seven years until John’s death. They would have six children together. Many years later, reminiscing about his father, Olmsted recalled a loving parent but a reserved and even taciturn man. “He was at bottom a rarely meek, modest, affectionate and amiable man. He had also a strong sense of justice. He was very nervous, impulsive and in a way ambitious but was crippled by . . . a very meager & unsuitable education, and mainly by excessive shyness.” Frederick’s tall, broad-shouldered father was a self-made man without formal education, which probably contributed to his closemouthedness. But one thing was certain: he had a good head for business. He was one of seven children, raised on a farm in East Hartford—his father had been a ship’s captain. At sixteen he was apprenticed to a relative who was a merchant in Hartford. After only eight years with H. B. Olmsted & Company, he opened his own store. The prominent location on Main Street was opposite the State House and near the Congregational church and Hartford’s old burying ground. The store carried a wide variety of dry goods: woolens, cottons, silks, so-called fancy goods, and carpeting. (Dry-goods stores were the immediate ancestors of the large “departmentalized” stores that opened in the 1860s.) Despite formidable competition (in 1825 Hartford had more than twenty dry-goods emporia) he prospered.


To call John Olmsted a successful storekeeper gives only a partial description of his position in Hartford society. His roots were deep. A modern commemorative pylon in the old burying ground on Main Street lists the town founders, among them three Olmsteds. These Puritans arrived in New England from Essex in 1632. The seven generations that followed were farmers, merchants, traders, shipowners—and patriots. John Olmsted’s father, Benjamin, took part in Benedict Arnold’s grueling march on Quebec City; one of John’s uncles served under George Washington during the 1775 siege of Boston; another, Gideon, was a naval hero who commanded several privateers during the Revolutionary War. John Olmsted served in the Hartford militia, was a director of the Hartford Retreat for the Insane and the Hartford Female Seminary, and became a trustee of the local athenaeum. Like Jonathan Law, who was a lawyer and the town’s postmaster, he was a local eminence in an age when local eminence mattered. During the early nineteenth century, status and influence in the United States were not yet concentrated among the wealthy few. Nor had the metropolis gained ascendancy. This was still chiefly a nation of towns, and of local, rather than national, institutions. Men of John Olmsted’s class—lawyers, clergymen, merchants—were pillars of these small communities.


Naturally, such an individual would want to ensure that his sons received a good education. To that end, John Hull was sent to the Hartford Grammar School. Frederick’s education took a different turn. Two months after his mother’s death he was sent to a “dame’s school” in Hartford; he was shifted around and would attend three in all. When he was seven years old, he boarded with Zolva Whitmore, a Congregational minister who lived in the hamlet of North Guilford, thirty-five miles away. From this kindly country parson he received religious instruction, attending the local one-room school with twelve other pupils. He was a good-hearted boy. Once after the death of a little girl, when her family was still grieving at the parsonage, Frederick went to the fresh grave and “prayed to God for Christ’s sake to raise the girl, intending to lead her over to our house that she might be sent home to her mother.” Nothing happened. “My attention was probably called off by a whippoorwill, and by night-hawks and fireflies. . . . I seldom hear the swoop of a night-hawk without thinking of it.”


By his own later account the boy ran wild in the rustic surroundings, which must have been reflected in his letters home, for less than a year later he was returned to Hartford and was enrolled at a nearby grammar school. Six months passed and he was sent off again, this time to a boarding school run by a clergyman in the village of Ellington. He attended what was still a relatively newfangled institution: a high school (the first high school in the United States had been started in Boston only ten years earlier). This lasted only half a year—his father took him out of the school after the boy was cruelly punished by a teacher. From there he was sent to Newington, five miles from Hartford, to board with Rev. Joab Brace, who took in a small number of boys whom he personally tutored. Young Frederick would spend the next five and a half years with him. He was finally sent home after contracting a severe case of sumac poisoning. The following summer he studied with an Episcopalian clergyman in the village of Saybrook, on Long Island Sound. His schooling ended with Mr. Perkins’s academy in East Hartford.


Here, then, is a second remarkable biographical note: between the ages of seven and fifteen, Olmsted spent only two extended periods at home, other than vacations. His stepmother was probably responsible for banishing the boy from her household: Olmsted’s first extended absence from home—the spring and summer of 1828—occurred only a year after his father’s remarriage. The six-year-old was sent to stay with an uncle in upstate New York for four months. Nine months after the birth of his half sister Charlotte, he was sent away to North Guilford. Having the youngster out of the house undoubtedly made it easier for Mary Ann to look after little John Hull, who was not a healthy child, and to take care of baby Charlotte, who was also sickly and would not live beyond infancy. After that, there were babies in the house for several years—Mary Ann would bear three more children while Frederick was in school. Deeply devout, she was probably the one who suggested that Frederick be sent to board with the Reverend Mr. Brace, who was reputed to be particularly effective in fostering religious conversions in young boys.


One biographer has suggested that John Olmsted’s own lack of education made him especially eager to find the perfect tutor for his son. But the merchant’s practical nature would surely have alerted him to the drawbacks of such haphazard schooling. Nor was John Olmsted heartless. He was careful and shrewd in business, and upright in his public dealings, but with his family—and especially the sons of his first marriage—he was exceptionally loving and indulgent. He frequently took his children on extended trips, for example. He generously and uncomplainingly supported both sons financially for many years.


Children of prosperous families were often sent away from home to further their educations. The sixteen-year-old John Hull, for example, boarded with Joab Brace for two terms and was later dispatched to Paris with a tutor for six months to improve his French. But he received almost his entire formal schooling in Hartford; his elder brother did not. He had already started dame’s school in Hartford when he was sent to upstate New York. On his return, he was reenrolled in Miss Rockwell’s school before being sent away to North Guilford. A year later he was back home attending Hartford Grammar School for six months before being sent to the Reverend Mr. Brace. One more period at home follows his recuperative summer in Saybrook. He returned to Hartford to the Hopkins Grammar School, which his brother was also attending, but after only four months he was moved again. This time it was only across the Connecticut River to East Hartford, where he attended a local academy and lived with his grandmother.


Some of the boy’s perambulating may be explained by simple mischance—the cruel teacher, the sumac poisoning. But I see a pattern. It is of a difficult child whose parents have trouble dealing with him, and who is sent away, as such children often are, “for his own good.” First one school is tried, and then another. It is no coincidence that the school in Ellington was known for its strong discipline. So was the Reverend Mr. Brace. Olmsted himself would write of his childhood: “I was active, imaginative, impulsive, enterprising, trustful and heedless. This made me what is generally called a troublesome and mischievous boy.” That was hardly surprising. Olmsted had lost his mother at an impressionable age and, instead of being provided with maternal love, had been sent away, first to his uncle, then to a series of rural boarding schools. The sense of abandonment and guilt—his brother, after all, was allowed to stay home—manifested themselves as intransigence. His unsympathetic stepmother was more interested in her own family than in this unruly lad. His father was loving, but did not know what to do—except to commit him to the care of distant clergymen. Frederick’s childhood was one of leaving home and being left with strangers. It was not an auspicious start.





CHAPTER THREE


Hartford


“SOAP AND EDUCATION are not as sudden as a massacre,” observed Mark Twain, who left school at the age of twelve, “but they are more deadly in the long run.” Still, I find it difficult to judge the deadliness of Olmsted’s education.1 Its religious objective was not realized. Not only did he not experience a conversion, he developed what would eventually harden into an aversion for all organized religion. The disciplinary results were equally unimpressive. His high spirits remained unaffected, and he continued to be, as we will see, an energetic and intemperate enthusiast. Yet the years away from home did not sour him or spoil his relations with his father—he remained a loving and dutiful son his entire life. His haphazard education did leave him with a lingering sense of inadequacy. Many years later, in a letter to his friend and early sweetheart Elizabeth Baldwin Whitney, he admitted ruefully, “I was strangely uneducated,—miseducated . . . when at school, mostly as a private pupil in families of country parsons of small, poor parishes, it seems to me that I was chiefly taught how not to study,—how not to think for myself.”


Like most people, Olmsted shaded his adult memories of childhood. In fact, he did learn to think for himself, as his various later intellectual pursuits would show. The Reverend Zolva Whitmore, with whom he spent his first year away from home, was not a demanding teacher, but the committed abolitionist planted the seeds of what were his student’s later antislavery views. He also passed on his love of flowers and gardening. Olmsted, who recalled Whitmore with affection, looked back less fondly on his five years with Brace. But to call that clergyman a country parson was misleading. He was a learned man, a Yale graduate who knew Latin, Greek, and Hebrew, and who later received a doctor of divinity degree from Williams College—hardly an unqualified tutor.


Nineteenth-century education consisted chiefly of book learning. One thing that Olmsted did receive during his early schooling was an exposure to books. His father’s diary noted that when his son attended Miss Rockwell’s school at the age of six, he read the Testament, Noah Webster’s Spelling Book, a primer called Juvenile Instructor, and Peter Parley’s Tales. The habit of reading is rarely the result of the classroom alone—it is usually nurtured in the home. Frederick Olmsted grew up surrounded by books; his father’s obituary would describe him as “a cultivated gentleman, of large and varied reading.” The young Olmsted read voraciously and widely. He found a copy of On Solitude, by the Swiss doctor Johann Georg ritter von Zimmerman, in his grandmother’s garret. He read fiction, too: Oliver Goldsmith’s The Vicar of Wakefield and Laurence Sterne’s A Sentimental Journey.


The public library provided other opportunities. It was there, he recalled, that he had his first introduction to the art of landscape gardening in the Reverend William Gilpin’s Remarks on Forest Scenery and Sir Uvedale Price’s Essay on the Picturesque. Both British authors were important figures in the evolution of the cult of the scenic and picturesque landscape that developed during the eighteenth century and continued to flourish during the early nineteenth century. In later life, Olmsted considered Essay on the Picturesque one of the most important books in the history of landscape architecture. That the boy read these relatively specialized books so early attests to both his intellectual curiosity and to the excellence of the Hartford Public Library.


In fact, the casual supervision afforded by the “country parsons” stimulated his curiosity, as well as his sense of independence. Not everyone finds his own way in an atmosphere of freedom—Olmsted did. Always the “new boy” at school, he spent much time alone, usually out-of-doors. His solitary rambles gave him a lifelong love of the countryside and of outdoor activities. Years later, in a letter to his close friend Frederick Newman Knapp, who was principal of Eagleswood Military Academy in New Jersey, where Olmsted’s stepsons were both enrolled, he wrote: “I see certain advantages which I enjoyed that your boys do not. These latter came to me chiefly not by systematic arrangement or deliberate and intelligent forethought on the part of my educational superintendents but through opportunities incidentally or accidentally presented to me & which I used with good will.” Olmsted was on Knapp’s advisory board, and his letter characteristically listed in great detail a variety of nonacademic skills that he felt young boys should acquire. Among them were bridling a horse, handling a boat, shooting, and woodcraft—all skills that he had learned early. He also stressed the importance of physical exercise. Not organized sports and gymnastics, however, but daily outdoor hikes. “A boy . . . who would not in any weather & under all ordinary circumstances, rather take a walk of ten to twelve miles some time in the course of every day than stay quietly about a house all day, must be suffering from disease or a defective education” was his slightly pompous advice to Knapp.2


When he was boarding at village schools, Olmsted hiked in the fields and forests of rural Connecticut; when he was home, he walked about Hartford. Hartford, midway between New York and Boston, had grown into a manufacturing and commercial center during the eighteenth century. The town continued to prosper during the early nineteenth century, but it remained compact enough so that everything was within easy walking distance. One of Hartford’s attractions to a boy was its busy port. The Connecticut River accommodated oceangoing vessels, and international maritime trade had always been an aspect of Hartford commerce (it had occupied several of Olmsted’s shipowning forebears). The variety of goods that the Connecticut Courant recorded as arriving in Hartford’s harbor is impressive: hides from Buenos Aires, India-rubber overshoes, almonds from the south of France and nuts from Brazil, and bales of wool from Bilbao. In the Hartford Times, under the rubric “New And Rich Goods,” are listed German and English woolens, Parisian embroidery, and Italian cravats—all available from John Olmsted, who invited “the attention of his friends and customers to his Stock of Dry Goods. now opening. being the best assortment of GOOD goods he has ever offered.”


There is an advertisement in the Hartford Times for a “Writing School,” which was conducted in Union Hall by a Mr. Strong. It must have been popular, for Strong was announcing a second term, “his present classes being full.” These classes were for adults, not children. They were intended to improve the penmanship of aspiring ladies and gentlemen, elegant handwriting then being considered a requirement for the genteel correspondent. Olmsted’s childhood coincided with the beginning of the second phase of what one historian has called the “refinement of America.” During the nineteenth century gentility spread from the upper to the middle class. Gentility meant self-improvement. People collected books. They formed scientific societies. They attended reading clubs, literary circles, and musical evenings. They hired dancing masters, fencing instructors, and French tutors for their children. They built more elaborate houses, new civic buildings, and beautiful churches. They established libraries, teaching academies, and athenaeums. “They” meant the families of the prosperous merchants and professionals. In the case of Hartford, this burgeoning elite, to which John Olmsted belonged, was exceptionally active and influential. As a result, the city, whose population in 1820 was less than seven thousand, was no provincial backwater but a place of some intellectual consequence.


There were three daily newspapers: not only the Connecticut Courant and the Times, but also the Connecticut Mirror. There were two religious periodicals: the Congregationalist and the Churchman. The Bouquet was a literary journal with the charming masthead “Flowers of Polite Literature.” While many of the stories, essays, and poems in the Bouquet were reprinted from elsewhere, there was also original work by local writers. An early issue contained an endorsement from one of the most popular and prolific authors of her day, Lydia Hunt Sigourney, who was a Hartford resident. So was Noah Webster, whose first dictionary was published here. Another local literary figure was the bookseller and publisher Samuel Goodrich, author of the phenomenally successful Peter Parley series of schoolbooks. Hartford society was enriched by prominent public figures such as Catharine E. Beecher, educational reformer and principal of the Hartford Female Seminary, the Reverend Thomas Hopkins Gallaudet, founder of the American Asylum for the Deaf and Dumb, the country’s first free public school of this kind, as well as Horace Bushnell, theologian and celebrated divine.3 The town’s literary tradition was an old one. During the late eighteenth century, Hartford had been the home of a group of Federalist poets who came to be widely known as the Hartford Wits.


Of course, Hartford was not Boston or New York. By 1830, Boston had a population of more than one hundred thousand, and New York twice that. Urbanization was a mixed blessing. Cities were dangerously unhealthy, with no effective trash removal. New York was notorious for the pigs that freely wandered the streets in search of slops. A lack of clean water and poor sanitation brought on regular outbreaks of yellow fever. The first American case of cholera was reported in New York in June 1832, and the disease quickly assumed epidemic proportions, ravaging the country as far south as New Orleans. Even Hartford was affected. There were advantages to being small, however. By September, although people were still dying in New York, Baltimore, and Washington, the Connecticut Courant was proud to report, “It is highly gratifying to be able to state that no case of cholera has occurred here during the past week, the city is now as healthy as usual at this session of the year.” Large cities were also less peaceable. They were often the sites of civil disturbances, usually centered on slavery and abolition. In October of 1834, for example, proslavery riots swept Philadelphia; the following year a Boston mob almost lynched the abolitionist editor William Lloyd Garrison. There was no police to enforce order.4


Today Hartford is not a beautiful city. The interstate highway separates the city from the river, and although the state capitol is handsome, the downtown is an ill-assorted collection of undistinguished modern office buildings. But in the midnineteenth century, Hartford was widely recognized as an attractive town. It was surrounded by rolling countryside and preserved many of the charms of the New England village it had once been. “The town is beautifully situated in a basin of green hills . . . it is a lovely place,” observed Charles Dickens, who spent three days there during his 1842 tour of the United States. People lived in neat, white-painted wooden houses with gardens surrounded by picket fences. Main Street was a broad, unpaved thoroughfare, lined by wooden sidewalks and three- and four-story brick buildings with stores below and offices and rented rooms above. Like all the streets, it was shaded by large trees. The leafy canopy spread over the town like a green blanket, pierced at regular intervals by the steeples of devout Hartford’s many churches. “Of all the beautiful towns it has been my fortune to see, this is the chief,” wrote Mark Twain upon his first visit in 1868. “Everywhere the eye turns it is blessed with visions of refreshing green. You do not know what beauty is if you have not been here.” Twain liked Hartford so much he moved there shortly after.


Olmsted’s rambles took him to one or another of his scores of uncles and cousins, as well as to his grandmother Content Olmsted, whose husband, Benjamin, had died when Frederick was ten. Benjamin Olmsted had been a strong influence on the boy and had left him with a valuable memory. One day the normally closemouthed old man noticed that his grandson had climbed a tall elm that grew near the house. He told Frederick that as a boy he had planted this very tree, some seventy years earlier. “It came to me after a time as he went on talking about it,” Olmsted recalled, “that there had been nothing in all his long life of which he was so frankly proud and in which he took such complete pleasure as the planting and the beautiful growth of this tree.”


Olmsted’s favorite relation seems to have been his namesake, Uncle Law, whom he singled out as having had “a notable influence in my education.” Jonathan Law, a friend of the poet John Greenleaf Whittier, was a scholarly man, whom Olmsted recalled as reciting Latin poetry (Frederick evidently had a good grasp of Latin thanks, probably, to Brace’s teaching). Charlotte Olmsted had grown up with her older sister, Stella, and Jonathan Law, so they had particularly warm feelings for their nephew. Moreover, they had no children of their own. Olmsted visited the Laws during his summer holidays. The couple encouraged his interest in plants, and he was given his own garden beds to cultivate. He also frequented the house of his bachelor first cousin Charles Hyde Olmsted, whose shipowner father had left him with a modest fortune. Charles, then about thirty years old, was a Yale graduate, but had been “brought up to no regular calling,” in Olmsted’s words. Charles shared his interest in nature with the boy, whom he later introduced into the Hartford Natural History Society. Like Jonathan Law, Charles was a retiring, bookish man, and he allowed his young cousin the run of his “notable library.” His relations with the Laws and with his cousin underline an attractive trait of Olmsted’s character, here described by a boyhood friend. “He was very fond of society, not only of young people both boys and girls but of elderly people of whom there was anything to learn—and there were few from whom he could not learn something.” It was kindly elderly people such as the Laws and Charles Hyde Olmsted who helped the boy through his sometimes difficult childhood.


The landscape of Connecticut consists chiefly of gently undulating hills. The main feature is the valley of the Connecticut River, but there are many smaller rivers, and thousands of ponds and lakes. The relatively temperate climate lacks the extremes of neighboring states. The mild winters and humid summers allow the cultivation of a wide variety of trees and shrubs. This was, and is, a countryside of undramatic but exceptional beauty. Olmsted took his surroundings for granted, but they undoubtedly had an important influence on his sensibilities. The landscape of Connecticut is unusual in another way. It is, by North American standards, modestly scaled. There are no great lakes, vast prairies, thundering rivers, or craggy mountains. Even the shoreline, protected by Long Island Sound, has a benign air. Settled early, it has a tamed look that would have been apparent even in the nineteenth century, perhaps even more so then since the state was more rural, and more agricultural, than it is today. Of all New England, it is this picturesque countryside that most closely recalls that of old England. No wonder that the writing of the British landscape gardeners immediately appealed to the young Olmsted. The countryside they described was not exotic—it was familiar.


Living away from home, being moved from one school to another, gave Frederick the opportunity to experience the variety of the Connecticut landscape. But it also limited his circle of friends. Though he was warm and outgoing, not until later did he make friends—often lifelong friends—easily. During his childhood, his closest companion was his younger brother, John. As the size of the Olmsted household increased through the arrival of new half sisters and half brothers, Frederick and John, separated by only three years, naturally became fast friends. The bond was strengthened by the two terms that the boys spent together in Newington under the sober eye of the Reverend Mr. Brace.


Years later, Olmsted recalled a hike with his brother to his aunt’s house in Cheshire. “I was but nine when I once walked sixteen miles over a strange country with my brother who was but six, to reach it. We were two days on the road, spent the night at a rural inn which I saw still standing a few years ago, and were so tired when we arrived that, after sitting before that great fireplace and being feasted, we found that our legs would not support us and were carried off to bed. It was a beautiful region of rocky glens and trout brooks.”5 I imagine their adventure. It is a sunny day. The dusty road outside Hartford winds its way through rolling meadows. Olmsted is in the lead, probably talking, pointing out birds and trees in the hedgerows along the verge. He is excited about the prospect of adventure. He holds his younger brother by the hand. John is less sure about the outing. He is thinking that perhaps they should go home before it gets too late. But he goes along, trusting that Frederick will find the way, as he always seems to do.





1. One should certainly not judge it by modern standards. Formal education was neither commonplace nor a prerequisite for future accomplishments. Abraham Lincoln, born thirteen years earlier than Olmsted (in much poorer circumstances), learned to read and write at home and attended school less than a year. Nevertheless, he was able to study law on his own and obtain a license.


2. Evidently Olmsted did not look back on his extended absences from home with bad feelings since he sent his own boys to a boarding school.


3. Bushnell was the Olmsteds’ next-door neighbor. He was considered radical, however, and the Olmsted family did not attend his church.


4. In 1829, Sir Robert Peel organized the first regular police force in London. Philadelphia followed suit five years later, but most American cities lacked regular policing until the 1840s.


5. It does not say much for Mary Ann Olmsted’s mothering that she allowed the two young boys to make such an excursion alone.





CHAPTER FOUR


“I Have No Objection”


NOVEMBER 1837 FOUND the fifteen-year-old Olmsted on the road again, but not for pleasure. He was traveling to Andover, Massachusetts, to board and study with Frederick A. Barton. Unlike the boy’s other tutors, Barton was not a clergyman, at least not yet—he was studying for the ministry at Andover Theological Seminary. He taught mathematics at Phillips Academy. But Olmsted was not to attend classes at Phillips, nor to study mathematics. Barton was by profession a surveyor, and although Olmsted later referred to himself as having been “the pupil of a topographical engineer,” the reality was more mundane. He was to learn a trade.


There was no dishonor in that. No less a man than George Washington terminated his formal schooling at fifteen to be apprenticed to a surveyor. Although Washington’s contemporaries Madison, Jefferson, and Hamilton were college graduates, higher education was a rarity, and it remained so in Olmsted’s day. A college diploma may have been required to be a doctor or a clergyman, but most professions were still learned through apprenticeship. Still, Olmsted might have been expected to go to college. His mentors, Jonathan Law and Charles Hyde Olmsted, were both college men, Yale was nearby, and John Olmsted could afford to send his son to college. There was even a relation on the Yale faculty, Olmsted’s second cousin Dennison. He was a professor of mathematics and natural history and would certainly have facilitated the boy’s acceptance.1


Olmsted himself explained his lack of a college education this way: “When fourteen I was laid up by an extremely virulent sumach poisoning, making me for some time partially blind, after which, and possibly as a result, I was troubled for several years with a disorder of the eyes and the oculists advised that I should be kept from studying.” In a letter to Elizabeth Baldwin he wrote: “Because of an accident putting my eyes in some peril, I was at the most important age left to ‘run wild.’ . . . While my mates were fitting for college, I was allowed to indulge my strong natural propensity for roaming afield and day dreaming under a tree.” The sumac story sounds far-fetched. Contact with the resin of poison sumac, as with poison ivy and poison oak, can cause inflammation of the skin, but is not known to cause ocular disorders. Olmsted’s eyesight problem may have been some form of conjunctivitis. It is unclear exactly when Olmsted first experienced problems with his eyes, but it seems to have occurred in the spring when he was either fourteen or fifteen. One form of conjunctivitis—vernal keratoconjunctivitis—occurs precisely in the spring and is a disease of late childhood or early adulthood.


Medicine in 1836 was, of course, primitive. Whatever the cause of the eye affliction, there was not much a doctor could do. The typical physician’s bag contained a syringe for enemas, and a lancet, a scarificator, and a cupping glass, for bleeding the patient. There was a pitifully small number of drugs: laudanum for pain, calomel for purging, sarsaparilla to induce sweating, and various compounds containing alcohol that were given as tonics to combat fever. Other than that, doctors could only prescribe rest and fresh air. In the early 1800s, there was a fad for hydrotherapy, and the treatment that was recommended for Olmsted’s malady was seawater bathing (hence, presumably, his summers in Saybrook). Since modern remedies for conjunctivitis include washing the eyes with a weak saline solution, this may, in fact, have helped reduce the inflammation.


Conjunctivitis can be acute or chronic. It may last for several months, disappear entirely, and then reappear. The following year—again, in the spring—Olmsted suffered a recurrence of his eye disorder. His father took him to New York, to consult a Dr. Wallace, who recommended continuing the sea bathing. The doctor also made another prescription: “Advised to give up college on account of eyes.” This statement appears in an excerpt from John Olmsted’s journal that was included in a compilation of Frederick Law Olmsted’s writings, published in 1922. The excerpt supposedly was based on a summary of John Olmsted’s journal; however, it does not appear in the original journal. John Olmsted noted only that on June 14, 1837, he “went to NYK with Fredk by river returned Monday 19th via New Haven” and that Dr. Wallace charged four dollars to examine the boy’s eyes. The 1922 compilation also includes a comment that when Frederick was with the Reverend Mr. Brace, he was “fitting for college,” and quotes John Olmsted as noting that after going to school in East Hartford, the boy was “now ready to enter college.” Neither statement appears in the original journal.


Someone altered the historical record to support Olmsted’s contention that he would have gone to college had it not been for his poor eyesight. That does not make the contention untrue, but it does cast doubt on it. There are other questions. Would a boy with faulty vision really have been sent to learn surveying? Sighting through transits, recording columns of figures, and preparing detailed maps requires excellent eyesight. If he was headed for college, why not wait a year or two before aborting such an important decision? Finally, if only weak eyesight prevented him from entering college, why didn’t he apply when the disorder cleared up?


None of Olmsted’s correspondence from the period of his apprenticeship to Barton has survived, but the Olmsted collection at the Library of Congress does contain several letters written to him at the time by his father. In one letter, dated less than a year after his son arrived in Andover, John Olmsted advised him: “If you will not go back in your surveying by giving it up this term & pursuing other studies . . . I have no objection.” But he quickly added, “I am sorry however to have your mind unsettled on the subject of your studies.” He then counseled him, “Be desirous of pursuing such studies as will most tend to your intellectual and moral improvement & to fit you for the usefulness & employment when you take your place in the great theatre of life & throw everything from you that tends to distract from this pursuit.” He also reminded his son not to study in the evenings, unless he felt that his eyes were up to it.


This reference to evening study makes it clear that weak eyesight was still a concern. On the other hand, the disorder was evidently not serious enough to have been considered a major impediment to the boy’s present—or future—studies. Equally revealing is the use of the term “your surveying.” It suggests that the decision to become a surveyor was not the father’s but the son’s. Indeed, at the end of the letter, John Olmsted makes it clear that he would be happy if his son chose a different course of study, something that would lead to greater “intellectual and moral improvement.”


What really discouraged Olmsted from attending college was probably his irregular schooling and the amount of cramming he would have had to do to prepare himself. He had had enough of book learning—he was never, in fact, a strong student. In any case, surveying would have appealed to his love of the outdoors. It is not difficult to imagine the impetuous boy announcing one day, “I’m going to be a surveyor.” He was certainly stubborn enough to defy his father. The choice seems impulsive because not so long after arriving at Barton’s, Olmsted was ready to throw in the towel.


Although his father’s letter was characteristically uncoercive and left the door open for him to abandon his surveying should he so decide, the boy resolved otherwise. He would stick it out. That was a part of his stubbornness, too. Only two weeks later (father and son corresponded frequently), his father wrote to him: “I am very pleased with the account of your studies . . . & very glad to learn that you are now getting so much interested in them—I thought it could not be otherwise—At 16 or 17, if ever, we begin to feel that the time is come for us to throw off boyish notions & habits.”


Olmsted would spend more than two years learning to be a surveyor. After twelve months, the now Reverend Mr. Barton moved to Collinsville, Connecticut, some fifteen miles from Hartford, to his first parish. Olmsted accompanied his tutor, despite his father’s hope that his son might remain in Andover and follow a more intellectual course of study. Olmsted was intent on continuing his surveying training. He later downplayed his apprenticeship with Barton and described it as a “decently restrained vagabond life, generally pursued under the guise of an angler, a fowler or a dabbler on the shallowest shores of the deep sea of the natural sciences.” Olmsted certainly would have spent a lot of time out-of-doors, for surveying is literally learned in the field. The student is assigned practice runs across difficult terrain and required to establish the distance between predetermined points and the elevation of different landmarks, and to prepare the contour plans based on these measurements. It is not demanding work. I once spent several weeks in a summer surveying course as part of my architectural training. I remember not unpleasant days spent outdoors in the Quebec countryside, and long, boring evenings when we were obliged to document the day’s observations and make the detailed calculations that never quite—in my case—added up. I can imagine Olmsted enjoyed the paperwork, and he could certainly indulge his love of nature and natural scenery as he trudged across the fields, carrying his transit from one station point to another.


Since Barton had his classes at Phillips Academy, and later his parish work, to attend to, Olmsted did spend much of his time unsupervised. Hence his characterization of this as a vagabond life. At the same time, he couldn’t have helped acquiring at least some of the skills that would later prove useful: how to calculate “cut and fill” (the addition and subtraction of earth when land is reshaped), how to lay out roads and house lots, as well as an understanding of how to read—and prepare—topographic maps, subdivision plans, and other survey documents. That he learned to draw is attested to by an entry in his father’s diary, recording a payment of eleven dollars—a significant sum—to Wyeth & Ackerman in Andover for “Fredrk tuition drawing etc.”


The apprenticeship was interrupted by summer holidays. In August 1838 he accompanied his parents and his brother, John, on a two-and-a-half-week trip through the White Mountains of New Hampshire. This was the longest vacation that Olmsted had taken with his parents since he was six and they had visited his uncle Owen in upstate New York. That journey had been by steamboat and stagecoach. This time they traveled in their own carriage, up the valley of the Connecticut River and east through Franconia Notch, where they could marvel at that curious rock formation known as the Old Man of the Mountains. They continued south to Lake Winnipesaukee and visited the coastal town of Portsmouth before returning home via Boston. Olmsted’s father recorded the itinerary in his diary and also mentioned that they passed through Andover, so probably his son was dropped off with Barton.


On April 6, 1840, three weeks short of his eighteenth birthday, Olmsted returned home, his apprenticeship complete. At that age, Washington had already been working as a public surveyor for a year. Olmsted, on the other hand, seemed in no hurry to get a job. He spent most of that summer in Hartford, living in his parents’ house, helping relatives on their farms, seeing family, and sailing on the Connecticut River. Unfortunately, his dear brother wasn’t there to keep him company—that was the summer John had been sent to Paris. They wrote to each other frequently. “Please send us some French Periodicals & remember I am a curiosity hunter,” he reminded John.


Olmsted was certainly a curiosity hunter. He was bright. But his intellect was undisciplined and expressed itself in energetic but disordered enthusiasms heightened, no doubt, by the traumatic loss of his mother. His brother was the steady one, who excelled in his studies and seemed bound for a distinguished professional career. Olmsted wasn’t lazy, but his curiosity was great and his attention span lamentably short. He was also easygoing, and not too proud to bank on his father’s generosity and forbearance. As for his patient father, he was starting to realize that launching this mercurial son into “the great theatre of life” was not going to be easy.





1. Five years later, when John Hull went to Yale, he boarded with Dennison Olmsted, roughly the same time as one of Dennison’s sons, Lucius, came to Hartford to work in John Olmsted’s store as an apprentice.





CHAPTER FIVE


New York


THE MODERN CULT of prolonged adolescence did not exist in mid-nineteenth-century America. An eighteen-year-old youth was not a “teenager” but a young adult. He was expected to begin thinking of starting a family and establishing himself in the community, and unless he was one of the small number who attended college, he was expected to earn a living. This posed a problem for Olmsted. He had lost interest in surveying. Although his vision problems appear to have cleared up, he showed no more enthusiasm for studying than earlier.


In August 1840, Olmsted left Hartford for New York to work as an apprentice clerk with the house of Benkard and Hutton, an importer of French silks and dry goods. Benkard and Hutton supplied John Olmsted’s store, and he arranged the position. Poor Frederick! An outdoorsman forced into a counting house—the errant son disciplined by the exasperated father. That, at least, is the impression given by most of Olmsted’s biographers. It is based, chiefly, on Mariana Van Rensselaer’s biographical essay, which appeared in the October 1893 issue of Century Illustrated Monthly Magazine. “Placed at sixteen [sic] in a large importing-house in New York, he could not compel himself to commercial life,” she wrote. Rensselaer’s account has been widely accepted since it was based on conversations she had with Olmsted himself.


But I’m not so sure that is the way it happened. One of Olmsted’s friends recalled that “perhaps being tired of routine, he [Olmsted] persuaded his father to prepare him for a business life.” Persuaded his father—that puts a different face on it. That John Olmsted had no intention of pushing his son into a business career is confirmed by a letter that he sent to Frederick while he was studying surveying. He wrote: “I have no recollection of ever saying I wishd you to go into a store.” The idea that it was Olmsted’s own decision to enter the world of commerce is not far-fetched. The offspring of successful businessmen often inherit some of their fathers’ talents. John Olmsted had four sons, one of whom—Owen—died as an infant. Of the other three—Frederick, John, and their half brother, Albert—John showed no particular business bent, but the other two did. Albert followed in his father’s footsteps and eventually became a partner in a Hartford mercantile firm; and Frederick himself was drawn to undertake commercial activities at various times in his life. His father’s comment doesn’t suggest that Olmsted was interested in going into the dry-goods business. But at Benkard and Hutton he was going to work in international trade, a career that promised travel to exotic places and appealed to his adventurous spirit.


He also experienced New York. The city had suffered a serious decline following the British occupation during the Revolutionary War, but by 1840 it had grown to about three hundred thousand, outstripping Philadelphia and Boston as the metropolitan center of the Northeast. It must have been a revelation to someone raised in tiny Hartford. Not that New York was an elegant place. The results—as with most boomtowns—were mixed. “Bizarre and not very agreeable,” Alexis de Tocqueville had called it during his visit nine years earlier. The French aristocrat looked in vain for public architecture and found instead an individualistic, freewheeling city characterized by “commercial habits and money-conscious spirit.” There had been improvements since then—horse-drawn trolley cars were introduced on lower Fourth Avenue in 1832, and the grand buildings of New York University were completed three years later. But the city preserved its mercantile air and showed little interest in civic beautification. The chief expression of this pragmatism was the Commissioners’ Plan for platting the entire island of Manhattan as a repetitive grid of crisscrossing streets and avenues. The plan was adopted in 1811, but by the time that Olmsted arrived, it was still largely unrealized. Only about thirty-four-thousand people lived north of Fourteenth Street, and many of them were farmers. The area around City Hall, which included the luxurious Astor House hotel, was the focus of city life; the business district was still concentrated at the lower end of the island.


The house of Benkard and Hutton was located in the First Ward, on Beaver Street. Although this was the oldest part of the city, there were many new buildings. The new Custom House, an impressive Greek Revival temple of white marble, was nearing completion. So was the palatial Merchants Exchange. At the head of Wall Street, work was about to begin on a replacement for the old Trinity Church. Only five years before, New York had been devastated by the biggest fire that any American city had ever experienced. Estimates of losses ranged from fifteen to twenty-six million dollars; more than six hundred buildings were totally destroyed.


The new buildings were impressive, but they could not relieve the hemmed-in atmosphere in the bustling, narrow streets of lower Manhattan. The only relief was the view of the water from the wharves that girdled the tip of the island. Olmsted knew the harbor well since part of his job was to go aboard cargo vessels to prepare inventories of new shipments of silks. As in most American cities, the waterfront was dedicated to commerce. The one exception was the Battery, at ten acres the largest park in the city. Its tree-shaded walks along the seawall made it a popular promenade, although like City Hall Park to the north, it was poorly maintained and had a neglected air. Other attempts at creating civic open space—Tompkins Square or the Washington Parade Ground (now Washington Square)—were similarly untended. There were attractive parks such as Gramercy Park and St. John’s Park (no longer existing—near what is now the exit to the Holland Tunnel), but these were private and gated.


Olmsted didn’t live in the city. He commuted to work by ferry across the East River from Brooklyn. Brooklyn had benefited from the growth of New York. While it was larger than Hartford, it still had some of the atmosphere of a small town. Perhaps that’s why John Olmsted, who had accompanied his son to New York to make sure he was well installed, chose it. Or maybe he just wanted to make sure that the lures of Manhattan lowlife were kept at a distance. Olmsted lived in Mrs. Howard’s boarding house on Henry Street in Brooklyn Heights. This part of Brooklyn would soon become a fashionable district favored by successful businessmen, but when Olmsted lived there, its character was still largely rural, with fields, trees, and individual houses. The city, whose dramatic vista across the river was visible from the Heights, was a world away.


The idea of working in one place and living in another hardly strikes us as exceptional, but in 1840 it was unusual. Brooklyn’s position as one of the country’s first suburbs was relatively recent, dating from the inauguration of Robert Fulton’s steam ferry service in 1814. The contrast between the brick and stone city and leafy Brooklyn Heights could not have been lost on Olmsted. This introduction to suburban life is important. Suburbs would grow immensely in popularity during the second half of the nineteenth century, and Olmsted would play an important role in the process.


Brooklyn was the site of another novelty: Greenwood Cemetery. Greenwood was a so-called rural cemetery. That is, it was a cemetery for city people in a rural setting. The first rural cemetery was Boston’s Mount Auburn, situated in Cambridge and consecrated in 1831. Five years later, Philadelphia followed with Laurel Hill. Greenwood was established in 1838. At two hundred acres it was the largest of the three, and its site on Gowanus Heights overlooking New York harbor (not far from Henry Street) was undoubtedly the most dramatic. These were public cemeteries (as opposed to churchyards or rural family plots), but they were more than burial places. Mount Auburn had set the pattern. Planned with the assistance of the Massachusetts Horticultural Society, it incorporated curvilinear roads, hillocks, ponds, and plantings in the natural and picturesque manner of British landscape gardening. Mount Auburn and the other rural cemeteries became popular destinations for Sunday outings and picnics. The combination of recreation and death may seem odd, but this incongruity was less intensely felt than today. Death was no stranger to nineteenth-century families; at eighteen, Olmsted had already lost not only his mother and his half sister Charlotte, but also his two-year-old half brother, Owen.


Rural cemeteries provided fresh air and greenery—and the illusion of beautiful countryside. Olmsted would have preferred the real thing. About a year after arriving in New York, he wrote to his stepmother:


Oh, how I long to be where I was a year ago: midst two lofty mountains, pursuing the uneven course of the purling brook, gliding among the fair granite rocks, & lisping over the pebbles; meandering through the lowly valley, under the sweeping willows, & the waving elms, where nought is heard save the indistinct clank of anvils & the distant roaring of water as it passes gracefully over the half natural dam of the beautiful Farmington when the declining Phoebus gilds the snow capt hills & enlivens the venerable tower of Montevideo, then & there to be—“up to knees in mud & sand” chasing mush-squash! (Ahem!—I say; I did that, I did. That was I, & nobody else. It’s mine “par brevet de invention.” Entered according to the act of congress, &c.)


This short arcadian passage is intended to be satirical, as the final lines make clear. But it thinly masks a genuine sentiment: he misses the countryside. And—surprise—he can write. Not many high school graduates today know Phoebus, the Greek Apollo, god of the sun, or use words like purling, lisping, and meandering. Evidently, despite his miseducation—and thanks to his wide reading—he has developed a reasonable command of the English language as well as a strong visual sense. He just doesn’t yet know quite what to do with these talents.


The rest of the letter deals with family affairs. He thanks his mother for some nut cakes, inquires about his two half sisters, Mary and Bertha (to whom he has written separately), and asks to be sent a pair of suspenders and gloves. The writer sounds cheerful. There is mention neither of his work nor of his life in the city. That is likely because he had little free time to play the tourist. This was no casual apprenticeship, as had been the case with Barton; Benkard and Hutton expected its clerks to work hard and long. The typical working day was ten to twelve hours; only Sundays were free. “The business is such that I am engaged from morning to night without ceasing,” Olmsted wrote his brother shortly after arriving in New York. For someone who had never even held a summer job, it must have been a rude awakening.


Olmsted performed his work satisfactorily, for he was put in charge of handling the petty cash, an early recognition of one of his lifelong traits—scrupulous honesty. His clerical apprenticeship taught him skills that would eventually prove valuable: bookkeeping, accounting, and office organization. Because Benkard and Hutton’s business was so intimately connected with France, French was spoken in the office, and Olmsted learned the language, which would be useful to him later. But that was in the future. Right now he wasn’t satisfied. The routine of office work did not appeal to Olmsted; nor did its discipline. As an apprentice he was at everyone’s beck and call, and at eighteen, he was rather old to be an office boy. In March 1842 he decided that the business life was not for him and returned to Hartford.


Olmsted spent the spring and the following summer doing all those things he had missed in New York. He went riding, fishing, and shooting. He also socialized, going to parties and developing an interest in young women. He took music and dancing lessons. He went boating. In July he and his brother sailed down the Connecticut River to the sea in a new sailboat that their father had bought them (their previous boat had been stolen). In September John Hull began his studies at Yale. That fall, the Natural History Society, to which Cousin Charles had introduced Olmsted, had a visit from John James Audubon, who was setting out on a journey to Yellowstone and the Rocky Mountains. “Might I be there to see [them],” mused a wistful Olmsted. In October he did make a trip, but only as far as New Haven, to visit John. His brother’s roommate was an affable young man named Charles Loring Brace (no relation to Rev. Joab Brace). Brace, from Hartford, was already known to Olmsted and would, in time, become one of his closest friends.


Fall turned to winter. Olmsted seemed content with his life of leisure. John Olmsted seems to have felt that he should allow his feckless son to find his own way. It was turning out, however, to be an ineffective child-rearing strategy. More than twenty years later, Olmsted’s younger, half brother Albert found himself in a similar situation: he was working in his father’s dry-goods store, but he was unhappy with the prospect of a life in business and wanted a change. He was considering whether he should study civil engineering, learn to be a watchmaker, or join the diplomatic service (he had been offered a post in Bordeaux). He turned to his older, half brother Frederick, who strongly advised him to stay put. In a touching and revealing letter to his father, Olmsted described Albert’s condition in a way that clearly echoed his own, earlier predicament:


Ally has the difficulty which seems to me to belong to all your descendants—of an unusual slowness or feebleness in the development of his natural propensities & faculties. He does not know his own mind, and grows irregularly. He needs a mental and moral tonic, and to be freed from whatever is weakening to manly sedateness or steady vigor of character. He should on this account not allow himself to associate with persons younger than himself, but make himself the companion if possible, and if not the companion, then the apprentice or attendant of men older than himself—older in habits, as well as years. I don’t mean that he should not play, of course, for all men of every age should, but that he should look upward & not backward in the associations of his amusements as well as his work. It is better for him now, to be a confidential servant of men, than a leader of boys. I should not say this to most boys at his age [Albert was twenty-two!], but I know the family weakness at his age.





CHAPTER SIX


A Year Before the Mast


OLMSTED WAS IDLE but not unoccupied. He was concocting a plan. He would go to sea. The idea was not as outlandish as it sounds. His cousin Francis had just returned from a South Seas voyage on a whaling ship. A Hartford friend, Oliver Ellsworth, was planning a trip to the Orient. “Ol will go to China anyhow,” he informed his brother, John, “even if he has to go before the mast.” The last phrase referred to Richard Henry Dana’s Two Years Before the Mast, recently published to great acclaim. Olmsted had read this personal narrative of a young man’s introduction to seafaring. It struck a chord. Dana was a New Englander; he had a problem with his eyes, which caused him to withdraw from Harvard. The sea voyage was to improve his health. The nineteen-year-old Dana signed on as an ordinary seaman and sailed from Boston around the Horn to San Francisco and back. Two Years Before the Mast was not an ordinary travel book—it was a cri de coeur, calculated to appeal to a young man’s idealism. “We must come down from our heights and leave our straight paths,” Dana wrote, “for the byways and low places of life, if we would learn truths by strong contrasts; and in hovels, in forecastles, and among our own outcasts in foreign lands, see what has been wrought upon our fellow-creatures by accident, hardship, or vice.” It is possible that Olmsted thought his own voyage might also provide material for a book. After all, Cousin Francis was writing a travel book—Incidents of a Whaling Trip would be published the following year. So why not him?


His goal was to sail to the Orient—a natural choice. From his mentor, Cousin Charles, he heard how his great-uncle Aaron Olmsted had made his fortune in the China trade. As a young boy, he had listened to the yarns of another mariner, his grandfather Benjamin Olmsted, a colorful character who wore his hair in a pigtail and carried a silver-headed malacca cane. Benjamin made a strong impression on the young boy. (Olmsted later inherited the cane and kept it with him the rest of his life.) Though Benjamin died when Olmsted was ten, his great-uncle Gideon, the naval hero, was a living reminder of the family’s seagoing tradition.


Olmsted was lured by thoughts of adventure and the promise of seeing far-off places, but he had another incentive. He was aware that his uncomplaining parents were worried about his future. Perhaps he was even beginning to be a little ashamed of his indolence—it was almost a year since he had returned from New York. Although he definitely didn’t want to be a businessman or a surveyor, he was unable to decide which occupation to follow. Going to sea at least gave the appearance of pursuing a career, and he was half-serious. This was not a pleasure cruise. He had no intention of going as a gentleman “with his gloves on,” as Dana put it—he would sail “before the mast,” as a common seaman. Or, at least, an apprentice seaman. Merchant ships regularly took on two or three “green boys,” in addition to their regular complement. Olmsted was no longer a boy (he was almost twenty-one), but he was certainly green in seafaring.


He made up his mind before Christmas, encouraged by a chance encounter with a childhood friend, James Goodwin. Goodwin lived in New York, but he had grown up in Hartford and was visiting. Goodwin had already been to sea, and he suggested that they look for a berth together. The pair had no luck in Hartford, and at the end of March, they traveled to New York. They turned up nothing the first week. As he would so often later in life, Olmsted enlisted the help of friends and acquaintances. He turned to George and Sam Howard, whom he had met while boarding in their mother’s house in Brooklyn Heights. They introduced him to Peter Morton, a wealthy Manhattan businessman who also lived in Brooklyn. Morton, in turn, suggested that Olmsted talk to George Talbot, a partner in the tea-importing firm of Gordon & Talbot. At first Talbot was concerned that the young man might be a miscreant whose family simply wanted to get rid of him. Olmsted assured Talbot that this was not the case—although he later privately admitted that “it might almost be true in one sense”—and he provided solid references. Gordon & Talbot did have a China-bound vessel that might be willing to take a green hand. He went on board the ship, which was refitting in a dry dock on the East River. The Ronaldson was a square-rigged bark, similar to the ship that Dana had sailed on. At 320 tons she was relatively small and carried a crew of less than twenty. Olmsted thought she had “pretty good form, but nothing clipper.” He met the captain, an affable man named Warren Fox. The following day, Captain Fox informed him that he was accepted. Regular seamen were paid about twelve dollars a month; as a green hand, Olmsted would receive considerably less. But it was adventure, not money, he was after. He would be embarking for Canton in two weeks.


The Ronaldson left New York harbor on April 23, 1843. Olmsted’s father and brother had come to New York to see Frederick off. As the ship put out and the two figures standing on the Pike Street wharf grew smaller in the distance, I imagine that the affectionate Olmsted felt sad. But he must have been excited, too. After the months of inactivity, he was finally on his way. Also, he was among friends. Goodwin had been taken on as a regular hand. Jacob Braisted, a young sailor whom Olmsted had met two weeks before by chance on the Hartford ferry, was also on board. Braisted and Olmsted had taken to each other, quickly becoming “thick as pickpockets.” This was Braisted’s second China voyage with Captain Fox.


Olmsted wrote home regularly, entrusting the letters to westward-bound American or English ships that the Ronaldson encountered on its way. In a letter to his parents sent from his first landfall, Sumatra, he wrote: “It grieves me very much to tell you [the voyage] has likewise been in many respects a disagreeable & unpleasant one.”


That was putting it mildly. He had experience sailing on the Connecticut River, and he had taken steamboats down Long Island Sound to New York, but he had never been on the open sea. Like many novices, Olmsted was seasick. At first he tried to work, but eventually he was unable to leave his bunk. The four “green boys” were housed in a foul-smelling small space in steerage, deep belowdecks. He managed to get moved to the forecastle, where most of the crew lived, and shared a bunk with Goodwin, who took care of him. (Later, when Goodwin came down with dysentery, Olmsted was able to return the good deed.) It was weeks before he could eat solid food, and a full month before he recovered. But he was so weakened that he could not do his regular duties and was put to cleaning the rust from the cutlasses and pistols in the armory. This light work did not last long. Olmsted was an apprentice sailor, not a cabin boy. He was expected to perform the same tasks as the other men. These included the morning washing of the decks, as well as regular rounds of scrubbing, scraping, and painting. Bilgewater had to be pumped out daily. The rigging had to be regularly tarred. He took his turn at watch and learned to go aloft to set sails. He was soon scrambling up the ratlines, as much as a hundred feet above the deck. Here, where the swaying motion of the ship was exaggerated manyfold, he would join his mates in gingerly edging out on the yards to furl or unfurl the huge flapping canvas sails. The exhausting work made for blistered hands, cracked knuckles, and aching joints.


Olmsted was starting to settle down to the routine when they reached the Cape of Good Hope. The southern tip of Africa is always dangerous to shipping, and this time was no exception. The Ronaldson encountered terrible seas, rains, finally a snowstorm. A squall blew away the main topsail. Going aloft and handling the wet, icy lines became more dangerous than ever. He suffered a bad fall, although not as bad as Braisted, who survived a drop from the fore-topgallant yard, a distance of fifty feet or more. At one point the wind was so strong that the captain was obliged to furl all sails and drift for two days. Since the ship was overloaded with cargo, she lumbered awkwardly in the heavy sea. Everything—and everyone—was wet. One morning Olmsted awoke to find that he couldn’t move his right arm. He had another month of light duties until the paralysis wore off and he regained his strength. He was discovering the truth of Dana’s observation that “a sailor’s life is at best but a mixture of a little good with much evil, and a little pleasure with much pain.”


Sickness, accidents, debilitating work, and bad weather were coupled with cramped and uncomfortable living conditions. The food was monotonous: salt beef and biscuits daily, interrupted on Sundays by duff, a clammy pudding of boiled flour and molasses. As a special treat the cook would make lobscouse, a stew of crushed biscuits, potatoes, and codfish or more of the salt beef. Dana had described all this in Two Years Before the Mast, but it still must have come as a shock.


Twenty weeks after leaving New York, the Ronaldson finally anchored in Whampoa Reach, the port of Canton. Olmsted expected that once they got to their destination he would have a more interesting time. He had been looking forward to visiting China, an exotic foreign land, but it didn’t turn out as he’d planned. Seamen worked a six-day week, and shore liberty was a rare privilege. Earlier, the captain had discovered that Olmsted could draw, and he had him copying sea charts. After that, capitalizing on the youth’s commercial experience, he appointed him clerk and put him to work preparing invoices and writing circulars to promote the sale of trade goods. Much of the Ronaldson’s cargo was sold retail, and the ship was, in effect, turned into a floating dry-goods store. (This could hardly have thrilled Olmsted.) The trading goods were soon disposed of, but the shipment of tea that was to be loaded was delayed, and the months dragged on. The Whampoa anchorage was particularly unhealthy, and like many of the crew, Olmsted contracted typhoid. Malaria, too, was rampant.


It was more than a month before he set foot on land. He did see the city of Canton—on an abbreviated visit. He had with him a letter of introduction from the Reverend Mr. Gallaudet to Dr. Parker, an American missionary, but was able to make only a brief call. Olmsted had promised his friends at the Natural History Society to bring back information and specimens of Chinese flora and fauna, but there was no time for outings into the countryside. It was a great disappointment.


He made only three visits ashore. The second time he accompanied one of the passengers, Dr. John Green, who had befriended Olmsted when he was seasick. They stopped at Boston Jack’s—a local ship’s chandler who sold provisions to the Ronaldson. Olmsted was still recuperating from his bout with typhoid.


After resting myself some time I took a short walk with the Doctor & Chinese attendants, in the streets of Whampoa, occasionally entering the shops & stores, & seeing the Chinese in their every day life. Old gentlemen of fortune with rich dresses & robes reaching to their feet, their long tails richly interwove with silk cord, little black satin skull caps with bright turk’s heads or topknots on the unshaved part of the crowns. These “old knobs” we often saluted, which they gravely returned, each repeating “chin chin,” which like a great many of their phrases means many things.


He soon got tired again. Looking for a place to sit down and rest, he heard the sound of classroom recitation through an open door. He stepped inside.


It was a long room, not very light. The pupils generally were standing up, though there were a few desks, with books on them. I suspect they study at home mostly, as I met some boys afterwards in different places with books, who I think were going to recite. The boys all stared and generally laughed as I came in, and some young rascals [said] in a low tone “Fanqui!” [foreign devil] I suppose the master half rose & bowed to me, but coming in from the open street, I did not perceive him at first.


At any rate, the little fellow before him never once looked up or altered his tone as he followed the letters on his book (with his young nails some half inch long). He read with a kind of singsong—first high & then low—about two pages; closed his hornbook; about face, & was trotting off without taking the least notice of me, when I took the liberty of stopping him by catching hold of his tail (about eighteen inches long). He whipped round and laughed in my face! However, I gave him a bit of Mandarin cake (which I had bought for Jack [Braisted] on board) (composed, they say, of rice flour, sugar & dry lard—very delicate & nice they are, too) for saying his lesson so perfectly. He chin chin’d me & went about his business.


Olmsted described this incident in a letter to his aunt Maria. Here is a new Olmsted: a budding journalist. He was a natural—inquisitive, sociable, observant, and skeptical. He provided his correspondents with thumbnail sketches of people, dress, architecture, and local customs that are detailed, vivid, and insightful. He was also sympathetic to his surroundings. One day, he followed a group of sailors into a temple. Instinctively, he took off his hat, for which he was jeered by his rough companions. While they fooled around, he met an elderly attendant and got a guided tour of the place.


On his last visit ashore, less than a week before the ship was to weigh anchor, he did some shopping, bringing back the usual souvenirs: a mandarin cap, a sword, a pair of chopsticks. It was a modest reminder of what had turned out to be a pitifully brief encounter with the Orient. But by now he was looking forward to seeing his family again. “Home! home! The thought of seeing you once more—Oh my, I can’t sit still, to think of it,” he wrote to his father as the ship was preparing to leave.


The voyage home was, if anything, more harrowing. The provisions were as bad as ever. Many of the men had contracted dysentery; others, including Olmsted, came down with scurvy. While he was lying ill in his bunk, he overheard some sailors laying odds on how many days it would be before they threw him overboard. The captain worked his shorthanded crew harder than ever. Carrying a full load of tea, he was in a hurry to return—tea fetched a higher price the earlier it went on the market. Ninety days was considered respectable for a fast clipper ship to sail from Canton to New York. The Ronaldson made it in only 104 days and docked in New York harbor on April 16, 1844, just a week short of one year since her departure. John Olmsted was waiting on the dock. He was shocked by his son’s appearance. The jaunty youth with the brand-new sailor clothes—checked flannel shirt and bell-bottom duck trousers—had been replaced by a wretched, emaciated figure: scrawny, gaunt, and ill-nourished.


 • • • •


Though Olmsted did not see much of China and discovered that he was not cut out for seafaring, his time aboard the Ronaldson was instructive. Like Dana, Olmsted had led a sheltered existence. In Hartford, and even during his sojourn in New York, he had been chiefly among people of his own social class. On board the Ronaldson he came in close contact with ordinary workingmen. His initial impression of his less advantaged fellow citizens was not propitious. He was sorely disappointed by the behavior of the crew, chagrined at their malingering, and scandalized by their coarse language, their drinking, and their crude behavior. “A more discontented, grumbling, growling set of mortals than our men are, you can not imagine,” he wrote his parents.


His natural inclination was to side with the captain and the officers. These were men with whom he shared a common background. Moreover, Captain Fox, who had welcomed him so warmly, treated the “boys”—one of whom was his own son—decently. (Fox’s solicitous treatment of Olmsted was undoubtedly colored by his awareness of the young man’s personal acquaintance with the ship’s owners.) As the voyage continued, however, Olmsted started to have doubts. The custom in most merchant ships was “four hours on and four hours off,” which meant a twelve-hour working day. However, to take advantage of a two-week stretch of good weather, the impatient Fox required his men to work seventeen-hour days. He believed that his crew should practice what was known as the Philadelphia Catechism: “Six days shalt thou labor and do all thou art able, And on the seventh—holystone the decks and scrape the cable.” To carry more cargo, the captain reduced provisions, and only a month out of New York, potatoes and fruit ran out. To save time, he refused to put in and take on fresh water, with the result that drinking water had to be rationed. To save money, he carried rotted food left over from his earlier voyage. The bread was wormy and the cornmeal was sour.


At Whampoa, Olmsted had seen how other ships were run. He concluded that the men of the Ronaldson had “much more cause for complaint than the crews of other vessels here . . . we are worked much longer, if not harder, & have many less privileges than are customarily allowed.” “It’s perfectly ridiculous how mistaken I was in my estimation of the character of my shipmates,” he wrote to his brother, John.


It is doubtful that Captain Fox was unusually cruel. Jacob Braisted had sailed with Fox before and would have warned Olmsted if that had been the case. But the captain was single-minded in his handling of the ship. Early-nineteenth-century merchant captains were under intense pressure to shorten sailing times. The Ronaldson was no clipper, and making good time meant driving the men hard. The constant threat of mutiny also had to be considered. Harsh, preemptive discipline was customary. Olmsted, like Dana, witnessed at least one brutal flogging. The victim was a young boy whose offense was swearing. He was given more than twenty lashes. As Olmsted later described it, the incident drove the crew to the edge of mutiny.1


His year before the mast had been no lark. He had had a rough time. He had worked hard. He had been exposed to real dangers and real travails. Like Dana, he found out that going to sea was anything but good for your health. The poor diet, the overcrowded conditions, and the tropical diseases had taken their toll. This had left him with no great desire to pursue a maritime career, but he had nothing to be ashamed of. He had proven himself a competent seaman and made a valuable discovery. He had inner resources that matched his unpredictable ambitions.





1. Flogging was common—in the U. S. Navy it was not abolished until 1850. Captain Fox went too far, however. The father of the boy he flogged so excessively sued. Some of the crew, including Olmsted, testified at the trial, and the court ordered Fox to pay damages of no less than one thousand dollars.





CHAPTER SEVEN


Friends


IT TOOK OLMSTED most of the following summer to recuperate from his seafaring. Nothing came of his idea of writing a book about his maritime experiences. Once he recovered his health, he resumed his leisurely country life. He attended parties and other social events—many of them. He liked the company of women and thought of marriage, but there were no imminent prospects—or rather, there were too many. Maria Monds, the beautiful daughter of one of the members of the Natural History Society, had also been on a sea voyage, and she and Olmsted “had a few yarns to spin,” as he put it. Nothing further came of it. He liked Abby Clark, a student at the Hartford Female Seminary, but addressed her decorously as “Miss Abby.” He became close to Emma Brace, Charles’s sister, but theirs was a friendship rather than a romantic attachment. He did fall in love with Frances Condit, the pretty, youngest daughter of a Hartford neighbor. He’d fantasized about her while he was at sea: “She’s an angel.” But she paid him no mind. “I wonder if I really shall be an old bach,” he wrote in a letter to Charles Brace. He quickly added, “What a shivering idea—oh my! I tell you it’s haunted me like a nightmare since this last scrape [with Frances Condit]. No! No! Sooner would I take up with one of those country girls—six of whom kissed me—oh—before I went to sea.” That was Olmsted being melodramatic. In fact, young men did not usually marry until they were in their mid to late twenties, and he was twenty-two.


His father continued to be indulgent, due not only to his patience and kindness but also to his son’s temperament. It was difficult to get angry with Frederick Olmsted. He did not mope around the house, getting underfoot; he was helpful, invariably good-natured and cheerful. In short, he had become a pleasure to have around. He was also carefree. He headed one of his letters to Brace: Hartford. “I keep no note of time.” He appeared completely unworried by the apparent lack of a settled future.


And now, I feel myself becoming impatient with Olmsted. Why can’t he just get on with it? We expect the lives of people—especially people who achieve great things—to neatly follow a grand design. I think of Michelangelo or Mozart or Cézanne. Their lives resemble a game of building blocks. The blocks at the bottom are arranged first and not haphazardly, since they will support the upper levels. As the construction progresses, and more blocks are added, the structure gets taller and taller. It is carefully assembled so as not to topple. Following Olmsted’s life is more like putting together a picture puzzle. All sorts of odd-shaped pieces are lying on the table. Two or three form a bit of sky, others a fragment of foliage. Here is something that might—or might not—be water. It’s not yet clear how these fragments come together. Some pieces don’t seem to fit anywhere. Yet all the pieces of the jigsaw are necessary. Only when the last piece is in place—when the puzzle is complete—does the design make itself evident.


I should be able to sympathize with Olmsted’s situation. When I was his age—twenty-two—I had just graduated from college with a degree in architecture. Some of my friends were planning to go to graduate school, some were getting married, most were intent on starting their careers. After working briefly in an architect’s office, I went to Europe. I didn’t seek out a famous architect or visit celebrated buildings or settle down in one of the two centers of great architecture, Paris or Rome. Instead, I spent an entire spring on one of the Spanish Balearic Islands, where I sketched, wrote poems, fell in and out of love, and taught myself sculpture. I remember it as a short, happy chapter of my life.


 • • • •


While Olmsted was resting in Hartford, his brother, John, was back at Yale, repeating his sophomore year because a persistent respiratory ailment had forced him to skip classes the previous fall. That winter, his father had sent John on a three-month trip to the warm West Indies; he returned to Hartford two weeks after the Ronaldson berthed. Olmsted scolded his brother about studying too hard and not allowing himself more time for relaxation: “It’s no wonder you got Consumption. Lord bless—’twould give a cat ‘fits’ to be mewed up in the style you propose.” Olmsted went on to parody his brother’s pedantic schedule: “After breakfast study and read (your selection’l do) ten or fifteen minutes, or from that to a couple of hours. Then make your calls—till twelve. Take an observation, square the yards, & write up your log. Bear a hand with it, so as to have time to write a few pages (of postscript) to Fred. Then go to soup—(‘Soup’s ready sir!’ Steward) with a clear conscience.”


Olmsted’s letters to his brother and his friends were larded with nautical language. It’s obvious that he relished his romantic and adventurous seafaring image, and he was dining out on his year before the mast. But playing at being a retired sailor was hardly an occupation. He still didn’t know what he was going to do with himself. Here is a self-portrait of the period—characteristically disparaging, but also characteristically unsentimental.


In study I am wonderfully lazy or weak and very soon get tired out. I am romantic—fanciful—jump at conclusions and yet always find headaches or convenient excuses when I want them. I have a smattering education—a little sum, from most everything useful to such a man as I—learned as I took a fancy to it. Of Arithmetic, I cypher 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 of my own country—except what I have got incidently [sic]. I can’t even spell such a word as that right.


He wasn’t cut out to be a scholar, that seemed clear. He didn’t like taking orders and he valued his independence. Working under others, whether in a trading house or aboard ship, didn’t appeal to him. He did like the outdoors and he was not averse to manual work. But what, exactly, was he suited for?


His next career choice was less dramatic than going to sea, and less ambitious than making his way in the hurly-burly of New York. He thought he might try farming. This time, he proceeded cautiously. Was he really wiser, or was he encouraged to be prudent? I can imagine his father advising him: “I’ll help you, Frederick, but this time don’t rush into it. Spend a few months on a farm. See how you like it. Then decide.” There was no shortage of relatives who were farmers. His mother’s sister Linda had married David Brooks, whose farm, in nearby Cheshire, Frederick and John had walked to as children. He decided to start by working on his uncle’s farm.


He spent the fall and winter of 1844—almost five months—in Cheshire. Once the harvest was in, he had plenty of free time and resumed his social life. Undoubtedly, the Cheshire girls were even more susceptible to the charms of the young “sailor.” There was gossip—unfounded, he assured his father—of an engagement to one of Judge Basset’s daughters. I’m not sure how seriously Olmsted took his apprenticeship. Probably not very seriously. “I like Cheshire pretty well,” he wrote Abby Clark, but he made no mention of his farming activities. Instead, he recounted local news—an upcoming Valentine’s Day tea party—and maudlin gossip. The letter comes alive in one beautiful descriptive passage.


The effect of the ice on the evergreens is peculiarly rich. There are half a dozen young hemlocks, which I set out by the window here in the fall, and they do appear magnificent. Two of them (as I address you) have bowed their beautiful heads crown’d with fleecy light to the very ground. But where they stretch up out of the shade of the house, how splendidly their dark green feathery spray, waving and trembling with its load of twinkling brilliants, shivers and glistens in the clear bright moonlight—like the green tresses of a mermaid toss’d in the foam of a breaking wave.


This is the earliest writing I have come across in which Olmsted describes not merely a landscape, but a landscape that he has had a hand in creating.


In March he was back in Hartford. Apparently, he didn’t feel that there was much more to learn from his uncle, though he was still interested in farming. Frederick Kingsbury, a classmate of John’s, had a suggestion. One of his father’s neighbors, Joseph Welton, was a young farmer of whom Kingsbury thought highly. Why didn’t Frederick spend a few months with the Weltons? Olmsted agreed—he liked Kingsbury and valued his opinion.


Olmsted spent only three months on the Welton farm. Though not a long time, it convinced him that this was indeed the life for him. Farm-work agreed with him. He felt fit. He found he could keep up with “the boss,” working all day hoeing potatoes. (He was not a hired hand; John Olmsted paid for his son’s apprenticeships.) He boasted to his brother of regularly boxing with one of Welton’s men. It was a cheerful household. Joseph and his wife, Mary, were good people, active in community affairs, happy in their marriage. Olmsted confessed to his brother that he would put off his own marriage for another two or three years, until he had a farm of his own. He thought it would be a good idea to be engaged sooner, however, since once he was settled down he would have “no good opportunity of selection.” In any event, he hoped to be married before he was twenty-eight. This was a new side of Frederick Olmsted: enthusiasm tempered by planning.


His time on the Welton farm exposed him to a different approach to agriculture. He discovered that there was more to farming than merely outdoor work. Joseph Welton was an educated man—he had taught school before becoming a farmer. Running his farm and nursery business according to the latest principles, many of which he read about in the monthly magazine The Cultivator, he was, in the language of the times, a “scientific farmer.”


According to the 1840 census, almost 90 percent of Americans lived in rural areas. The majority of these people were farmers. But between 1810 and 1840 agriculture in the northeast United States underwent a major change. As cities and towns provided new markets for foodstuffs, subsistence farming was being replaced by commercial agriculture. At the same time, the traditional farms of the Northeast faced new competition from the more productive farms of the Midwest. Midwestern farmers could ship their grains and livestock to Eastern cities by railroad and canal. Perishable products, however, could not be shipped such distances. So, farmers in New York and New England began to specialize in milk, butter, cheese, vegetables, and fruits, establishing dairy herds and planting orchards. Commercialization and specialization required new knowledge of fertilizers, plant nutrition, and field drainage, a knowledge based not on traditional practice but on science. Scientific farming was pioneered in Britain, but thanks to horticultural societies—and to magazines like The Cultivator—it spread rapidly in the United States. This type of farming, based on learning and investment capital, required a different kind of farmer: part businessman, part applied scientist.


Olmsted understood business, and applied science suited him to a tee. He became an avid reader of The Cultivator. Although he didn’t see himself as a scholar, in fact his active intellect demanded to be engaged. Scientific farming provided the right blend of theory and practice. He confessed to Charles Brace:


For myself, I have every reason to be satisfied with my prospects. I grow more contented—or more fond of my business every day. Really, for a man that has any inclination for Agriculture the occupation is very interesting. And if you look closely, you will be surprised to see how much honorable attention and investigation is being connected with it.


If he wanted to be a scientific farmer, he would need some formal training. In the fall of 1845 he left Welton’s farm and, after a brief sojourn in Hartford, traveled to New Haven. He intended to sit in on classes at Yale, although since he was not a regular student there is no record of which lectures he attended. Yale offered a chance to spend some time with his brother and his circle of friends. The latter included, in particular, Charles Loring Brace, Frederick Kingsbury, and Charles Trask. In a contemporary studio photograph of the whole group, Brace, a rawboned youth, stares intently at the camera. Trask and Kingsbury have noncommittal looks. John Olmsted leans on Kingsbury, with his arm cocked on his hip and a coy half-smile on his face. He is strikingly handsome, with dark hair and large eyes. Frederick sits next to Brace, with his hand around his shoulder and his head turned away from the camera as he looks toward his friend. Unaccountably, Frederick alone is wearing leather gloves. Like the others, his hair is fashionably long. The photographer has placed an open book and a newspaper in the foreground. The five are dressed alike, in dark suits. But their patterned vests and floppy cravats give them a romantic air.


“A most uncommon set of common friends,” Brace called them. Their similar costumes masked different backgrounds, and different futures. Trask, whose father was a sea captain, was intending to be a minister. Brace, four years younger than Olmsted, was a formidable athlete. His father was a teacher who became head of the Hartford Female Seminary and later edited the Courant. His aunt was married to Lyman Beecher, a well-known clergyman. Brace’s family was poorer than that of the Olmsted brothers, but his intellectual background was more sophisticated. He was intensely religious and would eventually go on to Yale Divinity School and Union Theological Seminary. Kingsbury was more easygoing. Like Olmsted, he had received little formal education, but he made up for it with his quick and lively intelligence. He eventually became a local politician and a banker. If Brace was an idealist, Kingsbury was a pragmatist. It is easy to see how both would become Olmsted’s close friends—they reflected his own dual propensities.
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