
SOME IOWA LECTURES AND CONVERSATIONS 
OF AMOS BRONSON ALCOTT 

[This is the third article by Mr. Hoeltje on the general subject of lectures 
in I owa. Notes on the History of Le<Jturing in Iowa 1855-1885 appeared in 
THE IOWA JOURNAL OF HISTORY AND POLITICS for January, 1927. Ralph Waldo 
Emerson i1i Iowa was printed in the April, 1927, issue of the same periodical. 
-The Editor] 

In 1870 Little W ome11, had al1'eady been ,vritten, and the 
famous authoress ,vas traveling in Europe upo11 the pro
ceeds of the sale of a hU11dred thousand copies of l1e1"' vari
ous ,vritings. F1,uitlands had become only a family memory 
and a classic iI1cident in the history of ideal communities. 
The Abel Lamb of ''Transcendental vVild Oats'' had turned 
his face from the ,v-all and was finding new courage in the 
career of his talented daughter. J\irs. Hope ,vas no longer 
a beast of burden.1 The year 1870 found the most beloved 
literary family in America in fai1'ly happy circ11mstances. 

THE VISIT IN 1870-1871 

It was in 1870 that some small printed cards ,vere circu
lated in several cities of Iowa. They bore this legend: 

''Mr. Alcott's Conversations for 1870-71. 
IDEAT,S 

General Course : 
I. Personal III. Political 

II. Social IV. Industrial 
V. Spi1'itual 

Occasional : 
New England Authors. East and West'' 

1 A humorous account of Fru.itlands (a proposed ideal community) and the 
part played in it by her father (Abel Lamb) and her motl1er (Mrs. Hope) 
is to be found in Miss L ouisa hl. Alcott's Silver Pitcliers in the ehapter en
titled '' Transcendental Wild Oats''. 
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nable to gaiJ.1 recognitio11 in the East, Amos B1"'onson 
Alcott ,vas seeking his fortune in the West. 2 Ralph Waldo 
E111er on, Alcott's 11eigl1bor and friend, had come to the 
\\, .... est to be accla.in1ed a g·reat lecturer and ,,Tr•iteI·, to find 
in tl1e ""\Vest tl1e higl1est point of his popularity. 3 .Alcott, 
,,1hose eastern audiences listened g·ladly ,,1hen there was 
110 financial co11 ideration 4 came ,vest and fo1md more 
liberal friends . 

.At Dubitqiie. - t Dubuque, where he was a guest of 
1I1 ... and 1Irs. Austin Adams, .Alcott spent a f 01 .. tnight du1--
ing December, 1870. He gave three parlor co11versations, 
vvith f1"om f or--ty to ixty men and women present at each. 
He add1~essed the 1·oung women of Lee Semina1·y and met 
,vith 11rs. D. N. Cooley's Palestine Sunday School class 
of some seventy young men and ,vomen. The business 
men's literary club - the Round Table - entertained him 
and vve1 .. e entertained by his conver ation. He spoke be
f 01--e the Ladies' Conve1--sation Club, and was a frequent 
visitor in the Dubuque Young Tufen's Library. Everywhere 
he ,vas greeted with lcindness and the various organiza
tions to ,vhich he had spolren vied with one another in 
claiming tl1e gr .. eatest favo1 .. in his esteem. As a philosopher 
he ,·vas 1·egarded as a compeer of Emerson; bis conversa
tions v?ere the lite1 .. ary event of the season. 5 

.At Davenport . - After a Christmas spent in Dubuque, 

2 The writer is indebted for his first knowledge of Alcott's Iowa visits to 
Mr. Ralpl1 Waldo Lamson, Fairfield, Iowa. Inasmuch as Alcott's journals are 
inaccessible to scholars, this account of the philosopher's conversations in Iowa 
is avowedly incomplete. 

3 See Halvorsen 's Growth, of the E eputation, of :Ralph Waldo Emerson. 
(Io\va City, 1925). 

4 Cheney's Louisa May Alcott, ller Life, L etters <Jina Journals, p. 273. 

G TTte Dubuque Herald, (Daily), December 16, 1870; ''Letter from Dubuque'' 
in The Davenport Da1,ly Gazette, January 9, 1871. 
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the '' age of ConcoI·d '' 6 left for Davenport, where for a 
Vleek he held conver ation at the home of Mr. and Mrs. 
George H. French. lvii s Alice French (Octave Thanet), 
their daughter, said of Alcott: ''I remember him distinctly, 
a long, lean, large-framed man with a gentle clean-shaven 
face, graying hair, \\1orn rather long, and a benignant eye. 
He had a kind of tolerant ,visdom; and he had brought out 
of many disillusions a humo1 .. ous charity .... His conversa
tions were delightful. They were held at ou1 .. house and 
a n11mber of our friends and his made up a purse of such 
generous proportions that he was vastly pleased. 'This 
will please 111 .. s. Alcott', said he, smiling; 'she will be sur
prised, too. She didn't expect so much, she is contented 
with a Ii ttle ; she knows I am not worth much.' '' 

He was ome,vhat of a problem to his liberal hostess 
when she arranged her menus. By principle he was op
posed to eating meat, or soup made from meat. ''But I 
fear'', said 11:iss F1 .. ench, '' that my mother by christening 
each oup from its predominant vegetable and never men
tioning its evil companion, rather smuggled soup past his 
scruples.' ' Ho"1eve1 .. , he was '' a gentleman as well as a 
sage; and 11ot to incommode his hostess he explained tl1at 
he ate oysters and eggs, and drank milk even if it were 
stolen £1 .. om the calf .... Certainly he won our hearts. No 
one could have shared some of his views less than my o,vn 
people, but ,ve all had both affection and admiration for 
him; and we we1 .. e all charmed by his talk.' '1 

It was Alcott's fate from the date of his first visit to 
Io,\1a to be introduced as '' the father of 1fiss Louisa ~I. 
Alcott''. He vtas not una,vare of the humor in this sit
uation, and in his letters home wrote that he was ''riding 

s The D1tb1tque H erald (Daily) , December 16, 1870. 

1 From a lettPr from Miss French to the writer dated Mareh 31, 1926, Pass 
Christian, Mississippi. 



378 row A JOUR AL OF HISTORY AND POLITICS 

in Louisa's chariot, and a<lo1~ed as the grandfather of 
Little W 0 11ie1i .' ' 8 evertl1eless, the venerable philosophe1"' 
1nade a dj ti11ct appeal of l1is o,vn. s he sat in the par
lors ,vhere l1e held his co1iversa.zio1ii, in the center of an 
adn1i1·ing group, tl1e1·e ,vas a gentle dignity and command 
in l1i s p1·esenc . It was a pictu1·e of the ancient mode of 
tcachi11g - Plato sitti11g among his disciple , tallring, ask
ing and ans,\1 ring questions. lcott ,vas happy in such 
meetings. Ile liked to r peat that in such a group earnest 
thougl1ts a11d mutual sympathies found better" expression 
than in tl1e lecture or the sermon. In the parlor, said he, 
woman r eigned, and fo1·mality gave way to gr·ace.0 

On successive evenings in the F1·ench home he tall{ed on 
''New England Authors '','' ocial Life'', ''Culture'', and 
'' The Pagans a11d Their Doctrines '' .10 

In refc1·1·ing to bool{s, libraries and literary clubs as a 
means of cultu1 .. , Alcott spoke with feeling of the Dubuqt1e 
Round Table, tl1e Ladies Conver sation lt1b, and the un
usual lib1·ary the1·e. Ile exp1·essed the opinion that he had 
met in Dubt1que a gifted ,,1oman ,vho promised to ,vin 1·ecog-
niti on as a leader of h r sex.11 

The conve1~satio11 on '' Tl1e Pagans and Their· Doctrines '' 
brought to the ho111e of M1co. and 1\11· . Frencl1 the largest 
ntun1)er of li t e11c1·s p1·es nt at a11)T of tl1e convcr satio11s. 
The topic 111brac d a di. ct1ssion of P. l"thagoras, Socr·ates, 
and Plato, tl1eir pe1·so11al peculia1--ities, beliefs, teachings, 

s Cheney's Louisa May Alcott, 'JI.et Life, L etters, a11d J ournals, p. 275. 

o '1.'he Dn,venpoi-t Daily Gazett e, January 5, 1871. 

1 0 See pages ~93-399 for synopses of conversatio11s on ' ' New E ngland 
Au tl1ors ' ' , ''Culture' ' , and ' ' The P agans and Their Doctrines' '. 

11 T he Davenport Daily Gazette, J anuary 9, 1871. It is p rolJable that 
Alcott referred to Mrs. Austin Adams, a t whose home he had been a guest 
and ,, ith "•horn lie hacl corresponded. S110 ,vas a promi11ent ,voman of the 
State, a n1cmber of many societies and clubs, an earnest worker for equal 

suffrage. 
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a11d methods of instruction. Their teaclrings, too, ,,1ere 
compared ,vith those of tl1e J e\\TS, ,vl10 made the first direct 
affirmation of tl1e immo1·tality of the soul. 

This conve1"'sation aroused unusual interest, and many 
ql1estions '"Tere proposed "'rith reference to the origin of 
tl1e doctrine of immortality, tl1e belief in the r esurrection, 
and the chang·es talring place in tl1e religious world. There 
,\ .. as no cont1·oversy, 110,vever. With the g·race and dexte1--ity 
of a firm hand, tl1e philosopher ,vielded the scapel with 
wl1ich he amputated a prejudice he1--e, a preconceived 
01Jinion the1'e. He had appa1·ently discovered a mental 
chloroforn1 ,vhich prevented the operation from hurting·, 
for his patients awol{e to discover their antipathies gone, 
and to feel a common belief in the universal Fatherhood 
of God and the brotherhood of the race. 

Upon the occasion of the Davenport visit, Alcott also 
polce before the students of Griswcld College - on J anu

ary 6, 1871 - r elating many reminiscences of his dis
tinguished daughter. 

Those who sat at the feet of this Gan1aliel listened with 
,,rrapt attention. \Vb.en he left for the East, affection ac
companied him, and behind him r emained many happy 
memories. Still, there ,,.,ere a f e"r practical souls to whom 
Alcott's views did not seem altog·ether ,vorltable. ''His 
ideal church'', said one of these, in speaking of Alcott's 
sermon in tl1e Davenport Unitarian Chu1--ch or1 J ant1ary 
8 1871, '' is ,,.,l1at all liberal minc1s must desire, b11t which 
,,re iinagine will a1·1 .. ive '"1hen cockle shells tl1rn silver bells, 
and jewels gro,,1 on ilka tree.' ''12 

THE VISIT OF 1872-1873 

Almost tv.ro , rears nas::;ed. Fall came anrl found the • .L 

12 Th e Davenport Daily Democrat, January 9, 1871; The Da'Uenport Dai ly 
Gazette, January 9, 1871. 
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peripatetic philo opher again malcing preparations for a 
weste1"n tour. On JovembeI· 1, 1872, he WI"ote to Mrs. 
Austin Adam of Dubuque about his plans: 

I am leaving for the West soon after the elections are over, and 
hope to reach Dubuque by the 16th. 'Tis later by a whole fort
night than I wished, but a freeman is unwilling to forego his suf
frage in times like the pre ent. I shall stop a train or two at Syra
cuse, Buffalo, Detroit and Chicago, to arrange fo1' conversations 
on my return homewards. These are now fairly advertised in 
most of the we tern cities . . . . Should invitations thicken I may 
prolong my stay into the new year .... 

Should you have anything to comm11ni cate before I reach your 
city, you may address me at Detroit, where I shall stop a day with 
the Governor and his family on my way out. 

Two editions of Concord Days are nearly sold, and a third pro
posed for the holidays. Mr. Emerson and Ellen sailed for Eng
land on the 231·d to be gone till spring. [Emerson had been a 
visitor in Mrs. Adams' home early in January, 1871] . . . . Tyn
dall's lectures were fascinating. F1--oude and other Englishmen 
I have not seen. 

I am looking West with hope and interest, and shall soon ( the 
Forces permitting) be with you and yours. 

Very truly 
A. Bronson .Alcott1 3 

Louisa Alcott was now at home after her European trip. 
Her father's p1--eparations for western conversations en
gaged her interest, too. In her journal she wrote: 

November (1872) - Got Father off for the West, all neat and 
comfortable. I enjoyed every penny spent, and had a happy time 
packing his new trunk with warm flannels, neat shirts, gloves, etc., 
and seeing the dear man go off in a new suit, overcoat, hat, and 
all, like a gentleman. We both laughed over the pathetic old times 
with tears in our eyes, and I reminded him of the 'poor as poverty, 
but serene as heaven' saying.14 

1s This letter is in the collection of the Historical Department of Iowa, 
Des Moines, I owa. 

14. Cheney's Louisa May ..Alcott, H er Life, L etters, and Journals, p. 267. 
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At Dubiique. - By the middle of the month Alcott was 
in Dubuque, the guest of Mr. and Mr's. Austin Adams once 
n1ore. On r ovember 18th he spoke before tl1e members 
of the Round Table in their 1--ooms in the Facade. It was 
observed that he wore his gray hair like a t1'ue philosopher.15 

At the request of Professor Beach, he visited the high 
school the f ollo,ving morning after 1--ecess and held the at
tention of the young people for an hour. The former teach
er, whose experimental pedagogy had once shocked the 
residents of Boston, reminded his 3roung audience of his 
Dubuque visit of some montl1s ago and told them how 
pleased he ,vas to visit the chools whe1·ever he went, and 
thus rene,v his o,vn youth by association with bright su11ny 
faces, lit up with eyes bea111ing with intelligence. 

The ''grandfather of Little Women'' concluded his talk, 
,vhich to11ched on various phases of education, ,vith a 
modest reference to the ,vorks of his daughter, of the many 
admirers of her work in this country and abroad, and of 
the additional writings she was then preparing· for the 
press.16 

On the evening of November 23, 1872, 111·s. R. A. Babbage 
entertained the members of the Round Table at her home. 
Invitations had been extended, al o, to a large number of 
ladies and gentlemen ,vho were not members of this club, 
among these being Bishop Alf1·ed Lee, Hon. vV. B. Allison, 
and Majo1-- G. L. Torbert. The occasion ,,ras a conversation 
on ''Character'' led by Alcott. The guests included 1nany 
of the leading people of Dubuque. 

The gracious hostess made the entertainment a pleasant 
and agreeable st1ccess. There was one man present, l1ow
eve1--, vlho l1ad his o,vn thoughts about the views of the 

1s The Dubuque H erald (Daily), November 19, 1872. 

1s The Dub1.UJ.ue H erald (Daily), November 20, 1872. See pages 399-401 for 
a synopsis of this talk. 
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pl1ilo ophic conver· ationalist, and that man r eported the 
e,Tent for-- 011e of tl1c Dubuque papers and gave hi opinion 
of the pl1ilosopl1 .. of Alcott. 

Tlli 1nan ,,-ra acc1.1 to1ned to the in1mediate 1~ealities of 
life. Ile la1e,,-r ne,,-rspape1· tl1ougl1t, he ,-va acquainted with 
politic ,vitl1 bu ine s ·vrith the motives that move the world 
aro1.111d £1 .. 0111 clay to da r . ifist and moonshine " ·ere not in 

• 

l1is fielcl. Yet l1e ,,·a 11ot l11tlcind, and he 1 .. e pected the lead-
e1·s of l1i co111111l1nity. Alcott n1u t have 1·ead l1i r evie,v 

• 

,~litl1 n1L'(ed feelings. 

We do not propo e an~y· r eport of ,~that ,vas said, fo1 .. tl1e general 
pllblic are 11ot 11p to that elc,,.atcd plane ,,here tl1ey ,,ould appre
ciate it· nor co11ld ,,Te st1cceed in a report did ,ve attempt it, for 
lilre tl1e rest of tl1e pt1blic ,vc l1ave not )·et arri·ved at tl1at place 
\rl1ere ,,·e co11ld appreciate it. Tl1e charactc1· tl1at was discussed 
,,·as not the cl1aracter of ordi11ar:f men, men ,vl10 live in tl1i Vtrorld, 
cat and drirlk, a11d get ricl1 and poor, and are bor11, and die, who 
lo,'e a11d l1atc, la1.1gl1 and ,veep, l'eal men of fie h and bone, men 
lil~e ~"Oll and I , reader; bl1t it was an able and lear11ed disqllisition 
11po11 some imagi11ary character) Sl1cl1 a ,,;-,as 11e,rer seen upon tl1is 
earth a11d ne,,e1· \vill be. Tl1e cl1aracter disc11ssed ,,as not tl1a t 
,,·l1icl1 ,,re call good, bad 01~ indifferent, and Sllch as ,, .. e meet ,·vitl1 
e1;rcry da)r; b11t ,vas traced back to a somewhere or a Something; 
of the most ethereal 11at11re Sllch as could 11ot be to11ched, tasted 
11or l1a11dlcd bs' people of tl1is ,, .. orld 01· a11)T other wo1·ld, 11ot of 
the earth art 11}", 11or of tl1c l1ea-ve11s l1cavenl~-. Ir. lcott is 011c 
of t l1osc g·e11 tlemc11 '" l1osc con, .. crsa tion ..: oars i11to tl1c r egions of 
t l1c 1111attai11ablc a11d div·es into the d l)tl1 of tl1e unfatl1omablc, 
bllt is 11ot of tl1c 1~i11d that ever malccs two blades of gras to gro,, 
,rl1erc bl1t 011e grc,v before . ... 

Still l\Ir. ...\lcott is a plea~ant tall{er and a genial ge11tleman, 
pc1·l1a1)s al1cad of l1is day i11 tl1ol1gl1t, mi11d and c11ltt1re, b11t t11at 
1s l1is good fortl1ne and the misfort11ne of tl1e rest of manki11d.11 

On 
of tl1e 

1111cla~" mor11ing· Alcott attended the 
Fi1-- t lT11ive1·sali t hurch of ,, .. l1ich 

11 Tlic D ubuqur Ile1 ald (Daily ), N ovember ~4. 1 72. 

unda}T cl1ool 
J. J. T . Pardee 

• 
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was pastor. His address to the children that morning is 
unrecorded.18 

It must 11ot be i111agined that the Alcott conver ations 
'\\

7ere stiff, formal affai1--s at ,vhich people solemnly gathered 
to sit in a strained sile11ce to listen to Wisdom. Not only 
ethereal food ,vas eaten; frequently there was cake and 
coffee, a11d such other refreshments as a.re grossly craved 
b3r men ,vho ''love a11d hate, laugh and weep''. If the con
versations now a11d then ran to monologue, that was not 
Alcott's purpose. He encouraged lively con1ments and 
questions . 

.And questions ,vere often proposed that required con
siderable tact and ingenuity in the answering. ""\Vben Mr's. 
D. N. Cooley invited her Palestine Sunday School class to 
her home on ~Ionday evening, November 25, 1872, to meet 
tl1e Concord sag·e, one of the ''press gang'' was present. 
This guest listened eagerly ,vhen the query was asked 
''vV11at do you thinlc, 1{r. Alcott, of newspaper r eading1'' 

.Alcott ,,ras a philosopl1e1·, and he answered ,~risely. He 
could not entir .. ely r efrain fr·on1 speaking ironically of the 
moral tone and literaI·y valt1e of ne,vspapers; nevertheless, 
he tl1ought it advisable to read 11ewspapers if the reader 
,vere careful in rnal{ing· his choice of papers. It vvould be 
well, dt11·i11g political contests, st1cl1 as the 011e jl1st past, 
to read a numbe1' of papers to g·et a vie,v of various sides 
of public questions. N e,vspapers had been useful in malr
ing lmowledge g·eneral; they had made pulpit orator·y 
rnigr,atory. Perhaps ne,~.rspaper·s after all could not be 
blamed for the tone of their publications, since they but 
r epresented the thought and sentiment of the ag·e. If ne,"1s
papers did not present the kind of reading matter people 
,vanted, the;r could not very well exist. It has not been the 

1a The Ditbuque Daily Times, N ovember 24, 1872. 
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disposition of men of judgment to run contra1'y to public 
sentiment if they l1ave desired success. Doubtless many 
editor's were personally dissati fled with their papers. 

On the question of reading in general, Mr. Alcott thought 
it well to limit one's reading. Great reader's were general
ly great dunces, and boolnvorms intolerable. He did not 
condemn novel I'eading, for young· ladies ioould read novels 
in spite of wl1at old folks might say. 

The conversation, the coffee and the cake, and the gen
eral stirring about, occupied the evening. It was eleven 
o 'clocl{ when Mr . Cooley's guests took their departure.19 

November 29, 1 72, was probably the happiest day that 
Alcott spent in the West. In her jou1·nal Louisa ,vrote: 
''December (1872) - Father very busy and happy. On 
his birthday had a gold-headed cane given himA He is ap
preciated out there.' '20 

This cane was inscribed '' A Birtl1day Gift to A. Bronso11 
Alcott - From His Dubuque Friends, 1872' ' . It was pre
sented with an apology that "v\7as a compliment, that ''the 
cane was intended not as a stay for his declining year , 
but as an appreciable invitation to journey westward 
again. '' This present ,vas 011e of a number ... 

The birthday was observed by a party of friends v,rl10 

gathe1"ed at the Adams home in the evening. Alcott was 
in a mood of elation. Many of his seventy-tl1ree anniver
saries had not been so happy as this one. Across his mind 
perhaps, flitted a memory of his ea1"'ly ventures in conver·
sations - a pich1re of a half-f1 .. ozen wanderer retur11i11g 
home at night to 1:>e embraced by five white-gowned female 
figures, all longing to ask if he had made a11y money yet 
f earf11l of the 1·eply. All that he had had to b1"'ing tnem 

19 The D ubuq_ue llerald (Daily) , Novembe1 26, 1872. 

20 Cheney's Louisa May .d.lcott, H er L ife, Letters, and Journals, p. 268. 
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"~as a single dolla1-- - that and the news that his overcoat 
had been stolen, and that they were even poorer than be
fore.21 Ho"\\r da1'k the world had seemed then, and how 
bright it see1ned now! 

After coffee, the company being seated, it ,vas suggested 
to 1\Ir. Alcott that many of those p1'esent would like to hear 
his estimate of the "\Vest as compa1·ed with the East. Only 
Fate could have made tl1at sugg·estion then and there! 

11r. Alcott first thanked his friends for their remem
brances and the11 complimented Dubuque, as in his estima
tion, the choicest part of the \\7 est. 

We are ju t beginning to find out in the East that we 
are slow, he said. In the ,vest a young man gains a position 
for his talents ten or tvvelve years sooner than he does in 
the East. In the \Vest people tlrinl{ more independently 
than in the East. The East is more learned, perhaps, but 
the West is doing more for civilization. In the West people 
are more ready to listen to the diviner minds. 

M1·. Alcott praised the West for its evidences of thought 
and learning, and mentioned specifically the Plato Club at 
Jackson, the Woman's Club at Qtrincy, and the Journal 
of Speculative Philosophy at St. Louis, which had at first 
startled the East but which was soon recognized in Eng·
land and Germany as a publication of national character. 

The cle1·gymen of Dubuque, he thought, manifested a 
large, broad, catholic spirit in going beneath their creeds 
for the underlying strata of common truth. The West was 
famous for its clergymen - it had trained the most in
f:lue11tial preacher of the East. 22 

When this birthday conversation was reported the next 
day, the review contained this comment: 

21 Cheney's Louisa May Alcott, H er Life, L etters, and Joitrnals, pp. 69-70. 
2

2 The writer who reported this conversation thoug·ht Alcott referred to 
James Freeman Clarke. It is possible that H. W. Beecher was meant. 

• 
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Such a character as i1r. Alcott's - though he may not have made 
''two blades of grass gro,v where but one grew before'' - by show
ing men and ,vomen ho,v mt1ch the:{ believe in common; how easy 
it is for them to unite in the cl1oicest fello,vship, while disagree
ing on intellectual propositions, is doing as great a worlr as he who 
stimt1lates the productions of the soil, or inc1--eases the wealth of 
the nations. Tl1is life of ours cannot be made so rich in material 
things that "re can afford to lose an opporttmity for improving 
the quality of 011r minds, or the conditions of our social natures. 23 

On Sunday e ening, December 1, 1872, Alcott lectured 
in the Univcrsalist l1urch, speaking' to a very large audi
ence on '' The Relig·io11s Tendencies of tl1e Times''. All 
peoples i11 all ages, l1e asserted in this lect11re, have had 
thei1-- inca1·nations, of "\vhich Jesus, the son of 11ary, was 
one. Ile rejoiced in the progress of the liberal spil·it in 
1--eligion and tl1e oneness of spi1--it toward "\Vhich r eligious 
tendencies '"Tere worlring·. He hoped for tl1e time when 
cl1urcl1 edifices vvould be ar1·anged '\\rith mo1"e intelligent 
ref e1~ence to the special needs of tl1e people.2* 

At l!1 ort Dodge. - After lris conve1·sations in Dubuque, 
Alcott ,,,.e11t to Fort Dodge. There, on S1mday afternoon, 
December-- 9th, he addressed the children of tl1e P1--og1--essive 
L rceu1n. 1fa11y 1nen a11d "'romen, beside those r egula1·ly 
attending to ,\"·itness tl1e children's exe1~cises, " 1er e p1 .. esent, 
attracted by the opportu11ity to l1ear the noted visitor. His 
conversatio11s i11 Fo1·t Doclge created an inc1·easing interest 
as tl1e evenings passed. He was frankly admired. His 
vie,¥s ,,Tere thougl1t b1--oad, and his spirit Cl11--istian and 
benevolent. Tl1e n1etl1ods employed in his conversations, 
although 1--ega1·ded as novel, were heartily app1·oved. 25 

23 Tlie Dubuque Daily News, December 1, 1872. 

2~ See Co1icord Days, pp. 266, 267, £or Alcott's elaboration of this idea; 
The Dubuque Daily News, December 3, 1872. 

2s The Fort Dodge Messenger, December 12, 1872. 
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At Iowa City. - On tl1e morning· of December 24, 1872, 
Alcott arrived in I o,,ra City. He ,vas announced as the 
literary associate of Longfello,v and IIa,\rthorne, in philos
opl1y the peer of Eme1 .. son. It ,vas observed that he had 
1·ece11tl)' been i11 Dubuque entertaining the people of that 
city " rith his conversations. 

His first appearance in Iowa City was at the home of 
P1·ofes~o1"' and 1Irs. James Edmunds, where he gave a con
ve1~satio11 on '' Cha1"acter''. This was on Wednesday, 
Christmas Day, December 25tl1. Satur·day evening· a for
mal reception ,, .. as given l1in1 at the Edmunds home, to 
,\.,.hich prof esso1·s and their ,vives and students had been 
invited. Charles H. Presto11, then a student in tl1e meclical 
college of the University, a fe,v days later entered tl1is in 
l1is diary: ''Last Sunday 11r. Alcott, fathe1-- of the author 
of Little vV 011ie1i) lectured in Rev. Ijam 's pulpit on 'Tl1e 
Ideal Church'. I had conversed with hun a little while the 
evening before at tl1e reception given fo1"' him by irr. and 
Mrs. J as. Edml1nds. Alcott is a cu1"ious ancient. Believes 
in evolution do,vnwards. Transcendentalist.' ' 26 

On Friday evening, December 27th, Alcott spolre on 
'' ew E11gland Authors'' in Irving (South) I-Iall.21 Tl1e 
attcnda11ce ,,Tas larg·e. Tallring ,,,itl1out £or1nal introclt1c
tion, tl1e spcalrer aslred to be pardo11ed if he sl1ov,red so111e 
partialit)r in d,\1elling· 1~atl1e1 .. lovi11gly upon tl1e at1tho1·s 
1·esident in Conco1·d, l1is home toW11, since he had a p1'ic1e 
in the place and its people. There occurred the first battle 
of the R evol11tion; there, to quote E1nerson, '' "Tas fired tl1e 
shot hearcl round the '\\7 01·ld.'' At the close of his talk he 
,,,as requested, as he frequently was, to t ell some,,,hat of 
the author of Little W 011ien. 

2
6 This diary entry from lier husband's diary was given by Mrs. Ruth Irish 

Preston, Davenport, I owa. 

21 Admission to this lecture " 'as :fifty cents. 



3 row A JOUR AL OF HISTORY AND POLITICS 

The student publication at the University considered 
Alcott '' a suggestive and ve1--y pleasing speaker'' and his 
lectu1--e on ew England or Co11cord authors was especially 
rega1~ded as a '' rich treat''. 28 

On Sunday mor·ning, December 29th, the pl1ilosopher oc
cupied the pulpit of the Cong1--egational hurch.29 

At Dave1ipo1rt. - Once more the '' age of Concord'' 
turned his steps towa1 .. d Davenport, ,vhe1,e he arrived on 
December 31, 1 72. The foil owing evening, ,vhen a number 
of the members of the Unitarian Church gathe1,ed at the 
home of their pasto1"', Rev. N. S. Seaver, Alcott's host, to 
tender the ministe1-- a N e,v Year's gift, the occasion was 
taken to invite Mr. Alcott to give one of his conve1--sations, 
a reqt1est ,vith which the sage kindly complied ,vith a 
seasonable discou1--se on ''Time''. 

Two conversations, on ''Culture'' and '' Characte1"'' ', 
,vere held at the home of Richard B. Hill, o. 1 Clinto11 
Place. Cards of admission had been obtainable from 
Geor·ge H. French, John C. Bills, and from Mr. Hill. 

On Sunday evening, January 5, 1873, Alcott spoke in 
the Unitarian Church on '' The Aspect and Tendencies of 
11odern Religious Thought''. The foil owing Wednesday 
this chur·cl1 was the scene of a lecture on '' Brook Far'm 
and tl1e Conco1--d Literati'' .30 

At ]}J iiscati1ie. - The cientific Club of 1Iuscatine met 
on January 10th to consider inviting· :1fr. Alcott to come 
to their-- city, and it was agreed to ask him to deliver a lec
ture and to give a conver ation as soon as he might find 
it convenient to do so.3 1 

is The Universit y B eporter (I owa City), January, 1873. 

29 Daily P ress ( I owa Cit)r), December 24-28, 1 72. 

so Th e Davenport Daily Gazet te, J anuary 1-3, 1 73. To the last lecture, 
single adn1ission was 50c, g·entleman and lady, 75c. 

s1 M uscatine W eekly J oiirnal, J anuary 17, 1873. 
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Accordingly on January 18th a conversation was held 
at the home of M1 ... Musser. The follo1'ri.ng evening Alcott 
lectured in Tremont Hall. This conversation was on '' Cul
ture'' and had been given in Iowa before, but the event was 
significant, for in his opening remarks Alcott spoke more 
highly of the West than he had done upon any previous 
occasion. He asserted now that the West was in advance 
of the East in everything constituting American culture. 
He spoke of the West's mo1 .. e liberal thought, its freedom 
from shackling traditions - women as teachers in its 
schools, the admission of both sexes to its colleges and uni
versities. 32 

Alcott's 1872-1873 Iowa conversations, it seems, ended 
at Burlington, where, among other places, he spoke at the 
Public Library on Friday evening, January 24th.33 He had 
been in Iowa two and one-half months. 

The happiness of Bronson Alcott in his success in the 
West was not without alloy. Mi's. Alcott was failing in 
health. The darkening shadow hung over the family and 
cast its gloom into the heart of the philosopher. Louisa 
confided in her diary: 

November and December (1873). -Decided that it was best 
not to try a cold, lonely winter in C ( oncord), but to go to B ( oston ) 
with Mother, Nan, and boys, and leave Fathe1" free for the West. 

Took sunny rooms at the South End, near the Park, so the lads 
could play out and Marmee walk. She enjoyed the change, and 
sat at her window watching people, horse-cars, and sparrows with 
great interest . . .. 

January, 187 4. Mother quite ill this month .... The slow decline 
has begun, and she knows it, having nursed her mother to the same 
end. 

Father disappointed and rather sad, to be left out of so much 
that he could enjoy and should be asked to help and adorn. A 

32 Muscatine Weekly Journal, January 24, 1873. 

ss Daily Press (Iowa City), January 29, 1873. 
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little more money, a pleasant house and time to attend it, and I'd 
bring all the best people to see and entertain him. 34 

THE VISIT OF 1874 

To entertai11 others, however, \Vas still Alcott's fate. In 
nlid-December, 187 4, he arrived in Davenport, made ar
rangements for .. several conversations, and on January 18th 
,,ras registe1--ed at the Lorin1ier House, Dubuque.35 

Two days later - unday - he ,vas again in Davenport 
to speak at the nita1--ian Church, of ,vhich the Reverend 
S. . Hunting ,vas now pasto1--. The Tuesday evening fol
lo\ving, he once more lectured in this church on ''New Eng
land Autho1--s' '.36 On the inte1·vening evening·, December 
21st, Alcott ,vas the guest of the Davenpo1"t Academy of 
Sciences. To members of th.is organization he addressed 
a half hour's talk on ''Reading''. Many questions were 
asked after his address. His ans,vers showed '' an extreme 
familiarity with the leading authors and a depth and clear
ness of philosophical reasoning seldom met with in a life
time.' ' 37 

The hu1--ried journey to Dubuque had been made to p1·e
pare for a more extended visit. Christmas "ras again spent 
in Dubuque. Ag~ain in his lectl1res and conversations Alcott 
was the admi1 .. ed of many .friends. 

THE VISIT OF 1881 

v\7bat was, perhaps, Alcott's last visit to Iowa was made 
in 1iarch, 1881, ,vhen, according to his own voluminous 
diary, 38 l1e seems to l1ave visited Bl11·lington, 1ft. Pleasant, 

34 Cheney's Louisa May Alcott, Her Life, Letters, and J ourna'ls, p. 272. 

s5 The Dubuque Daily News, December 19, 1874. 

36 The Davenport Daily Democrat, December 22, 187 4. 

s1 The Da1Jenport Daily Gazette, December 22, 1874. 

ss Consulted for me by its present owner, Mrs. F. Alcott Pratt, Concord, 
Massachusetts. 
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Des Moines, Ames, Cedar Rapids, and Dubuque. .Although 
Alcott was at this time eighty-two yea1--s old, and though 
he ,,ralked with '' the unce1--tain step of age'', his presence 
,vas possibly more attractive and imposing tha11 ever before. 
His tall, spare figure, dressed in clerical black, at once made 
him conspicuous. A high collar and black satin stoclr of 
a mode of a past generation suggested a pleasing remote
ness. Any intimation of austerity, however, vvas r elieved 
by the softened outline of his long ,vhite hair, and by the 
lcind and r estful expression of his face. His auditors at
test to a not unfreque11t quiet laughter that put them at 
their ease and gave evidence of Alcott's o,.vn repose. 

As upon previous occasions, Alcott's conversations were 
in part concerned with Hawthorne, Thoreau, Margaret 
Fuller, and Eme1--son. Certai1tly he did much to spread 
tl1e fame of those ew England celebrities. In his tallrs 
on Emerson, Alcott aclmowledged bis indebtedness to his 
friend and neighbor with a gratifying forthrightness. 

There was, howeve1--, a ne,v note in what Alcott had to 
say. He 1nade his appearance no,,r not merely as one who 
could testify concerning· the N e,v Eng·land authors, no1-
merely as the father of Louisa Alcott, but in his o,vn right 
as the founder of the Concord School of Philosophy. His 
listeners were intere ted ii1 this venture, which was, of 
cot11'se, dear to Alcott's heart - the c1-tlmination of many 
dreams. Alcott spol{e with great respect of Professor 
I-Iarris of St. Louis, editor of the J oii1·1ial of Speciilative 
Pliilosopliy, who had lJeen prominent in tl1e Concord School. 
H e pointed out as a major advantage of the School the op
portunity it provided for discussion, a method of learning, 
he tl1ought 111uch st11Je1·io1· to tl1at of acqui1--ing· kno,vledg·e 
f ro1n the p1"i11ted pag·e. 39 

39 l o·wa State Register (Des Aiioines), March 27, 29, 1881. 
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This empha i upon the oral "\\"Ord, it might be said in 
pa sing, was at once the cause of Alcott's succes in in
formal g1--oups and the reason f 01" his almost total neglect 
today. He V{rote but little ( ave in his journal ) , and, if 
we are to believe Emerson, did not appear at his best in 
his ,vritings. It is evident from his o,vn Concord Days40 

that he hiin elf ,vas convinced that the conversation was 
his f 01·te. Unless we a1--e to a sume that the leading people 
in the communities in which Alcott spoke " 1ere dupes, we 
must believe that as a conversationalist he was fascinating 
and inspiring. Unfortunately he lacked the repo1"ter en
joyed by Socrates and Docter Johnson; consequently his 
reputation has depended largely upon unsympathetic listen
ers who have stres ed only the odditie of his character. 

In the history of Iowa lecturing, certainly, no speaker 
more thoroughly won the affection of his listeners. Wen
dell Phillips and Frederick Douglass were heroes, but their 
popularity was not of the heart; John B. Gough touched 
chords of sentiment, yet he merely spoke and moved on, 
memories of his oratory, not of his personality, lingering; 
Ralph Waldo Emerson, rese1"ved, detached, admittedly the 
leading litera1"y figure of America, whom all ,vanted to see 
and hear, for the n10 t part pursued a lonely way. Alcott, 
gracious, benign, moved familiarly among those to whom 
he spoke. He was a congenial person as well as a philos
opher, and if his vie,,ts so1netimes seemed too ethereal ever 
to become e1nbodied, he was none the le admi1--ed, the 
cha1--m of his conve1,.sation quite compensating his tempo
rary departu1--es into the regions of the unattainable or in
to the depths of the unfathomable. 

His conve1--sations ,,rere seldom fully I'epo1--ted, but frag
ments of these talks may be found in local pape1 .. s. Some 
of these are given belo,v. 

40 Concord Days (1888 Edition) , p. 177. 
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REPORTS OF ALCOTT'S CON VERS.A.TION ON 
NEW ENGL.A.ND .AUTHORS4t 

The fact tl1at a11 author is born in America is not neces
saril3r evidence tl1a t he is American. Most of us, authors 
and all, are only very slightly r emoved f1 .. om European 
as ociation . Thoreau, with ms intensity of democratic 
feeling, ,vas pe1 .. haps tl1e only one t1 .. uly American; bl1t per
haps it would be best to have only one Thoreau in the 
world, constituted as it is at present.42 Distinctive Amer
icanism began ,vith the nineteenth century; it is only since 
then that American genius appeared in Ol1r literature and 
life. Doctor Channing first developed it through his fresh 
ideas in theology. It ,,1as his belief that there was in the 
soul of man something that tl1eology had not before re
g·arded or represented. 

After Channing~ came Emerson, a man with a certain 
f emi11ine grace, a gentleness which one expects in a woman 
and is the strength of genius. He is a tall, slender man, 
,,~th a remarl{able head, of ,vhich phrenology can make 
nothing, since he contradicts all its theories. His power, 
perhaps, lies in the quality rather than in the quantity of 
his brain. 

Emerson's church consists of one member - himself. He 
,vaits for the world to agree ,vi.th him. He is not a pro
selyter, he presses his opinions upon no one, not even upon 
his children, for Ellen, his daughter, is a pillar of Concord 
church, as is his s011, both believe1's in the Everlasting Word 
-with thejr o,,,n inte1 .. pretation. 

Emerson is an idealist, the prince of idealists. An ideal-

41 Except where references to other sources have been made, the material 
bearing upon the conversation on ''New England .Authors'' is taken from the 
Daily Press (Iowa City), December 27, 1872, where the conversation is re
viewed with a fair degree of fu1Jness. 

4 2 
The Davenport Daily Gazette, January 5-9, 1871; The Davenport Da,ily 

Democrat, January 7-9, 1871. 
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i, t is one who sits in the clouds on a motmtain top, "There 
l1e can ,vhat passe in the valle s lJelow bette1,. than those 
in the valleys the1n elves. His idea must 1--un the galmtlet 
of time and experienc . If tl1ey ,vin, they are true; if the)T 
lose, tl1ey mu t pa s a d1--eams and vision . 

Tl1e literature and ma1111ers of An1erica, it institutio11 , 
almo t, have been influenced by tl1e idea of Emerson. He 
liv s to think. "\V11e11 a thought occl1rs to hin1 he 1--ecord 
it in }1is commonplace boolr. Prese11tly he a sembles the 
1·ecorded tl1ought relating to one idea and 1·eads them as 
a lecture. That page ,,,,l1ich is read first today may be read 
last tomorrow, and the next day's beginning may be what 
,,ras in the middle the day before. Finall:y· he cry tallize 
the ,,rhole into a pri11ted e a}r, ,,1hich one 1nay read baclc
,va1·d or forward - no matte1". Doe it n1ake a11y diffe1--ence 
where one b gins to look at the firn1ament1 Doe one earch 
for the logic of the ta1' 1 A1--e 11ot the Heave11s all and 
in each constellation, beautiful, 

No danger that his e say ,,,ill not sl1cceed. He has tried 
it in the 1 cture room before fifty audiences. If tl1ey have 
not app1--oved, it is not printed. 

Emerson lives in a plain house - but then Concord i 
a plain to"'Wll, too. Running through it i a river "rhich flo,,r 
both ~rays, it is said, after the manner of it leading genius. 
Concord has recently been enlarged by the annexation of 

Boston. 
Ha,vthorne's bool{s have becon1e widely I"ead. Hawtho1·ne 

himself ,vas in variou ways the very opposite of En1erso11. 
An olive-tinted man, hanging brow , clumsy body, but grand 
in his cl1ai1· a "\Ve bsterian head, hazel eye , and bashful a 
a maid. l{e ee1ned lik a girl ,,,hose spi1--it had be n caught 
and impri oned in hi body a11d ,,Ta t1,.3ri11g to escape f1·om 
tl1ose t1--a11ge quarte1-- . 

1-Iis ge11ius was dark and sombre. He loved to paint si11. 

• 
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Get a good st1·ong si11neI· and he " 1as the man for Haw
thorne. Appar·ently lie had a strong desi1·e to meet some
body, altl1oug~h he 11ever 1 t himself sati fy tl1is desire. A 
taste for l1is ,v·orl{s is largel5,. governed by tempe1--ament; 
da1--k complexioned people a1--e more disposed to read and 
app1·cciate his bool{s than blonds, because brunettes are 
natu.rallJ1 n1ore mela11choly.4 3 

Ha,vtho1·ne ,,r1as 1'1r. Alcott's 11ext-door neighbor, but ,vas 
in his house only twice. The first time the stove ,vas too 
l1ot, the second ti1ne the clock ticked too loud. He had but 
few intimate acqt1aintances, and v.ra fond of old wood
choppers and salts and sinne1-- . He "'1anted character·s for 
hi ,vritings, but since there ,,1 e1·e so 1na11y common people 
in the ,vo1·ld, he ,~.ranted UJ1common ones. I-Ie eldom left 
l1is home · it is said that l1e ~1as neve1~ seen on the street 
by daylight u11til afte1-- he ,v,as n1ar1·ied. On his l1ou e ,,1as 
a to~rer into which he retreated ,vhen. he wr·ote, itting t1pon 
the trapdoor to avoid intrusion by callers. 

After his consulate in England he ,vas once induced to 
meet with tl1e Atlantic Club, but never ,vent again, because, 
he aid, he cottld find better· company. One da3r he ventt1red 
to leave his home in company \\1ith his old friend and class
mate, former President FranJclin Pierce, to make a visit 
in N e"'T Hampshi1·e. The next day l1e was found dead in 
bed. 

Henry D. Thor·eau "' .. as devoted to a study of nature. In 
this he ,vas aided by eyes so large that they seen1ed to p1--o
trt1de behind hin1. True, he owed something to Harvard, 
:ret after graduating· he would not stay for his diploma, 
because he thought a dollar and a half more than it was 
,, .. orth. 

Henry said he did not know about churches and creeds 
and schools, but l1e did know something about Henry 

iS The Dubuque H erald (Daily), November 26, 1 72. 
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Thoreau and he proposed to know him bette1'. So one day 
l1e borro,,1ed l\1I·. Alcott's axe, ,,1ent into the ,voods on Emer
son's land near ,Valden pond, ancl built himself a cabin 
in ,,1hich to live tl1e life of a hermit. He studied the pond, 
the birds, and tl1e animals in the adjoining forest, and "\\TJ.'Ote 
lValderi, or Life i1i tlie vVoods. After .. eighteen months l1e 
r etu1--ned to Concord. ,Vhen he ,,Tas asked to pay his pe,v 
tax, he 1--efused, and " ras put in jail, ,vl1ere he found a n11m
be1' of pri sone1· , upon ,,1l1om he in1mediatel)r ,,1 ent to work. 
The)r liked H enr31 because }1e seemed to understand them 
o ,,1ell. H e read them a he had read the animals about 

,,r alden. A friend discl1arged the tax and H e11ry was r e
lea ed. ,Vhen a1 .. 1·e ted he was on his ,vay to get a shoe 
n1ended. ,,Then he left the jail he continued on hi way to 
the shoemaker .. , g·ot his 1--epairs, and went home and ,v·rote 
a satire on society. 

l\1a1--gar et Fuller ranlcs with Erner on. A plain " 1oman 
,,1ith aubl1rn hair .. , bll1e eyes, and a remarlcable voice full 
of po,ver, sl1e cha1--med tl1e g1·eatest n1en of her da:5.,.. H e1 .. 
boolr, W 011ia1i i 11, tlie Nir1,eteenth Ce1itury, concluded the con
trover 31 vvith ,vhich it dealt. l\fr. Greeley had the merit, 
among his n1any n1erits, to employ her on the Tribi1/1ie, 
,, .. l1er e for the first time a ,von1an 's thougl1ts ,vere g·iven to 
tl1e ,~orlcl t11rough a g1--eat journal. l\£arried in Italy to 
the 1fa1"'ql1is d Ossoli, l1e ,·va tl1e histo1~ian of the Italia11 
1;evoll1tion of 1848 and tl1e frie11d of ifazzini. On her r e
turn to America tr1c vessel on which she a11d he1' husband 
and cl1ilcl had talren pa sage ,vas ,,1r ecked. Before the ship 
anl~ she ,,ras t)1e last one seen pacing tl1e declc. l1e l1ad 

r efl1sed tl1e pos ible r escue offer ed as erting that lier hus
band and cl1ild ,ver e aboa1---d and that she chose to perish 
,,,it11 then1. ""\'v omen lo t n1ore than they knew in her. She 
has no eql1al. 

• 
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"\Vhittier is the most truly American poet44 and is likely 
to be remembered as long as any of our poets. Longfellow 
is ou1· most cultured poet, his verses follow the speech all 
over the world, and abroad he represents our poetry's great
est popularity. Doctor Oliver Wendell Holmes, eminent 
in medicine as in lite1'ature, has a reputation of trying to 
keep from being as funny as he can. 

So the philosopher chatted kindly and familiarly abo1.1t 
his neighbors and about the authors of the day. Charles 
Sumner he regarded as toweringly great in his chosen field, 
Wendell Phillips as the moving spirit in almost every re
form. He talked, too, of Lo,vell, Choate, Ga1·rison, Prescott, 
1Iiss Phelps, Ivirs. Howe, Harriet Hunt. To the West he 
g~ave credit for producing Abraham Lincoln, a truly repre
sentative American, whose intellectual and moral strength 
invalidated tl1e Boston notion that a Imowledge of Greek 
and Latin was absolutely necessary to human development.45 

At the close of his talk he was asked to say something 
about his dal1ghter Louisa, the author of Little Women. He 
responded that she had charged him not to talk about her, 
altho1.1gh he had not promised he1 .. he would not. He knew 
sometl1ing about her early history, he pres11med, and from 
this knowledge gave many inte1"esting incidents from her 
childhood, the dawning of her genius, her method of writing. 

When she set about to write l.iittle Wonien her sisters 
supplied the female characters, but they had no brother, 
and there must be a boy in the story. So four boys were 
called in who sometimes came to see them. However, since 
none of them alone ,vo1.tld suit, Louisa took the best charac
teristics of each of tl1e boys and out of these constructed 
the ideal bo)1 of the story 1vitl1 ,vhom the young ladies fall 
i11 love. 

44 The Dooenport Daily Gazette, January 7, 1871. 

45 The Davenport Daily Ga~ette, January 7, 1871. 
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REPORTS OF ALCOTT'S CONVER ATION ON CULTURE 

Culture differ from education. ulture i " .,hat affects 
u from "ritl1out ,,1hile eclucation rep1 .. e .... ent ,,hat i dra\'\111 
£1·0111 u . Educatio11 the1·efo1·e add nothii1g. A college is 
ucces ft1l ju t in the measu1·e that it succeeds in this d1--a,,.,._ 

ing-out process. There "'"as a time ,,Then the mind was 
thought to re emble a blank piece of paper to I'eceive only 
" 7}1at \\1 a w1--itten upon it '\\iithout reco1--d of the unseen and 
impe1--isl1able. But n1an is a metaphysical being, ,,1ith in
stinct reason f anc-sr, speech, and common sense. 

ulture sl1ould be beautiful, charming, divine - 1--eligion 
in it highe t a pect. It sJ1ot1ld be remembe1--ed that the 
soul make the body and not the body the ou1. F1 .. iendship 
as an element of culture elevates us most. iianners are 
the most perfect out"1ard ign of culture, although the}r 
may deceive for a time a11d be but a foil f 01, I"eal culture. 
Tl1 art of conve1 .. sation which tl1e people of tl1e West seE11n 
bette1· to l1nder tand, probably mo1--e readily di tinguishes 
the ocia1 cl1aracter tl1an an3rthing else. 

1\Iuch has been said about culture as l"elated to the Da1"'
,vinian theory. Apehood may be a degradation of man
hood, but it is unlikely tl1at 1na11hood i a11 exaltation of 
apehood. ucl1 a theory can ha1--dl ag·ree ,, ... ith our the
olog·y. 46 

REPORT OF ALCOTT'S CONVERSATION ON THE PAGANS 
AND THEIR DOCTRINES 

A knowledge of Plato i ssential to an understanding 
of Chr·i tianity, si11ce so 1nuch Platonism i to be fot1nd in 
the e,v Te tament. Christianit;r it elf is e sentially Greek 
though it came through the J e,v . The ancient Hebre,,1s 
"'"e1~e ha1~d materialistic, standing for law and will · the 
G1 .. eel{s ,,,ere more piritt1al - more thoughtful, going deep-

46 Th e Davenport Daily Democrat, January 7, 1871; Muscatine W eekly 
Journal, January 24, 1873. 
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e1· ii1to the ID)7steries of 1·eligion. Tl1e 111other of J e us 
might "\\rell ha,;re been a G1·eek. Of the N e,v Testament 
,,

71"'iter , John a,v tl1e pi1·it of Jesus most clearly . He vvas 
a J e,v ,,rith a Greel{ mi11d. "\Vithout him the New T stament 
,vould lo e much of its pi1·ituality and become but a col
lectio11 of fact .47 

REPORT OF AT,COTT'S TALK BEFORE DUBUQUE 
HIGH SCHOOL PUPILS4s 

You can ha1--dly l"ealize ''"'hat cha11ges your school worl{ 
will bri11g to you. The day ma)r come ,vhen you will not 
recog·nize }1our p1·esent selves. Remember now tl1at virtue 
and ability ril..)e to the top, that vice a11d ignorance will clog 
the mind of man and ink him into insignificance. Only 
that ,,rhich i ,,1i e, g·ood a11d beautiful can last to the end. 

It is not those ,vho sit in palaces ,,~ho rule the world, but 
tho e, no matte1· hovv lo\·i:-11)7 tl1eir situation, who prope1·ly 
cultivate their mental faculties. 

Let me impress }Tou ,vith the importance of thinlring. 
Some co111mit their lessons to 111emory easily and repeat 
the1n without l{no,vledge · others appear dull and must spend 
much time in ponclering their studies, yet can tell what the 
le. son n1ea11s. Tl1ere is a g1·eat difference between know
ing a le son and reciting it. To l{no,v a lesson is to be able 
to give the idea. contained therein in your own language. 

The mind is not merely a bo,vl to be filled simply by pot1r
il1g 1{110,vledge into it f1,om out~ ide; rather· it is a spring 
from "rhich ideas sl1ot1ld flo,,y out. If the mind were a 
bo,,Tl ever r eceivi11g, and not lil{e a spring eve1-- flowing out
\\"a1·d, how ,vould ,, .. e reach a knowledg~e of r eligion or of 
con cience1 

Y ou1~ mental capacity is measured by the ideas you give 

4
7 The Dub1tque Daily N ews, December 1, 1872. 

4
8 Given on O'\'ember 19, 1872. 
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out. Your-- teacher does not talre a pair of calipers to meas
ure the external head and thus classify you according to 
the size of your head; he classifies you according to what 
he thinlrs your head contains. It is far better to bring 
something out of the l1ead than constantly to be cramming 
things into it. 

Concrete things are u eful only as employed to demon
strate ideas. Science consists of facts, but poetry is fancy, 
and inward. o, too, is art. The artist shuts his eyes to 
external facts, seeing the thing in his mind, throwing it 
out,vard and giving it form. He who works with ideas 
,vill make the greatest mark in the world. 

We are reasoning and imaginative beings, but there is 
another and higher faculty of vvhich we are possessed, and 
without which we should be like animals - conscience. It 
is conscience that sho,vs you the difference between right 
and wrong, that makes you ,vhat you are, that raised you 
above the animal creation. Would you be happy1 Then 
preserve a consciousness of doing right, for you ,vill always 
be unhappy "rhen you lrno,v that yo1,1 have do11e w1,ong. 

All your lessons have a purpose. If you study science, 
you are studying outwa1,d things; if you st1,1dy the mind, 
you are learning of inward things. Both studies should be 
cultivated to maintain a proper balance. Arithmetic and 
logic ,,rill help yo1,1r reasoning powers; the imagination is 
cultivated by 1--eading poetry and by studying works of art, 
paintings and statuary, or even such t1--ifling things as your 
0\\1n co tume its shapes and varied colors. 

You can see things 01tly by 1--eally using your eyes. Two 
boys go to see a picture. One ,vill see right into it, and com
prehend its lights and shade , finding beauty in every touch 
of the artist's pencil; the other will turn aside without hav
ing seen anything to adn1i1,e. Those ,vho ,,rrite lJook , as, 
for instance, the author of Little Women, first gain the 

• 
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faculty of writing by using their eyes, and then describing 
what they see around them. Let me advise you to practice 
letter writing. The more letters you write, the better. Do 
not at first choose abstract things for you1' compositions, 
but describe the things you see around you - the Missis
sippi River, for instance, or incidents of everyday occur
rence. 49 

STATE UNIVERSITY OF IOWA 

IOWA CITY IOWA 

HUBERT H. HOELTJE 

49 The Dubuque Herald (Daily), November 20, 1872. 


