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DOMESTIC MANNERS OF THE AMERICANS


FRANCES TROLLOPE, known throughout her life as Fanny to both friends and family, was born Frances Milton in 1779 and spent her childhood in Bristol. She moved with her brother to London, where she met and married the sober young barrister, Thomas Anthony Trollope, in 1809. Trollope leased a farm near Harrow, which his son, the novelist Anthony Trollope, was to call ‘the grave of all my father’s hopes, ambition and prosperity’. The price of grain collapsed and the Trollopes, then with six children, sank into debt. In an attempt to reverse the family fortunes and escape her husband’s black moods, forty-eight-year-old Fanny travelled to America with three of her children to help build a utopian community in Tennessee. Horrified by conditions there, the family fled to the frontier town of Cincinnati, Ohio, where they were to spend two miserable years. However, Fanny turned her experiences in America to good effect, and on her return to England she published the Domestic Manners of the Americans (1832), a timely look at the new republic. The book sold ‘like wildfire’ and launched Fanny’s career as a bestselling author. Despite her literary success, she continued to be dogged by misfortune. In 1834 her bankrupt husband fled with the family to Bruges, where he died a broken man, and four of Fanny’s children fell victim to consumption. The resilient Fanny supported herself and her family by her writing, producing thirty-five novels and five more travel books, for which she toured the Continent, meeting such well-known figures as King Louis Philippe, Metternich and Chateaubriand. For the next twenty years of her life, until her death in 1863, she lived with her eldest son Tom, also a writer, in Florence. The Villino Trollope became a meeting place for writers such as the Brownings and Charles Dickens. She helped her son Anthony to publish his first novel in 1847, but it was not until 1857, the year after Fanny laid down her pen, that Anthony enjoyed popular acclaim with Barchester Towers.
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INTRODUCTION

‘I do not like them. I do not like their principles, I do not like their manners, I do not like their opinions.’ So wrote Frances Trollope at the end of the Domestic Manners of the Americans. It is difficult to overstate the reaction on both sides of the Atlantic to this book, written by a middle-aged Englishwoman who had lived for two years in the frontier town of Cincinnati, Ohio. The English traveller E. T. Coke, residing in New York when the first American edition appeared in the summer of 1832, wrote:


the commotion it created amongst the good citizens is truly inconceivable. The Tariff and Bank Bill were alike forgotten, and the tug of war was hard, whether the ‘Domestic Manners,’ or the cholera, which burst upon them simultaneously, should be the more engrossing topic of conversation. At every corner of the street, at the door of every petty retailer of information for the people, a large placard met the eye with, ‘For sale here, with plates, Domestic Manners of the Americans, by Mrs Trollope.’ At every table d’hôte, on board of every steam-boat, in every stage-coach, and in all societies, the first question was, ‘Have you read Mrs Trollope?’1


In England Frances Trollope was lionized by society; before the end of 1832 the Domestic Manners had run through four editions, and the ‘Yankee’ expressions which Mrs Trollope mimics so well, such as ‘go the whole hog’, had become all the rage among the English elite. One titled lady told Frances that she ‘had quite put English out of fashion, and that everyone was talking Yankee talk’.2 To ‘trollopize’, that is ‘to abuse the American nation’, became a recognized verb in the English language. A New York publisher advised Mrs Trollope’s compatriot, Harriet Martineau, concerning her own forthcoming book on America: ‘Well! then you might Trollopize a bit, and so make a readable book. I would give you something handsome for it.’3

Although some features which Frances Trollope describes have long since disappeared from the American landscape, her account of life in a Mid-Western town – its society, its preoccupations, its attitudes – will strike today’s reader as surprisingly modern. The Domestic Manners stands out among nineteenth-century travel books on America: Frances Trollope went to the United States, not to gather material for a book, but to seek a temporary shelter from hardship and troubles at home. In trying to build a new life for herself and her family in Cincinnati, Mrs Trollope gained a rare insight into the workings of American society: those peculiar strengths and weaknesses which helped to make the United States what it was then – and what it is today. But, the Domestic Manners is not just an authentic account of America in the 1820s: it is also an extremely lively, amusing, and courageous book. To appreciate it fully, one must know something of Frances Trollope’s own story – a story which is every bit as remarkable as the book itself.

I
 Frances Trollope’s Life up to her Voyage to America

Frances Trollope, or ‘Fanny’ as she was called by her friends and family, was an unlikely literary lioness. Born in 1779 in Bristol, she was the middle child of the Reverend William Milton, the son of a Bristol saddler, and Mary Gresley Milton, whose family boasted Norman blood. Fanny’s mother died soon after the birth of their only son Henry, in 1784, and the eccentric but good-natured clergyman was left to raise the three children on his own. More interested in mechanics and gadgets than in saving souls, William Milton spent most of his time on his inventions: a floating harbour in Bristol, plates lined with silver to prevent the scraping sound of knives on porcelain, and a patent coach to make travel safer and more comfortable. The clergyman and his children enjoyed a wide circle of friends from among Bristol merchants, Heckfield neighbours (a country village where he had his living) and fellow alumni of Winchester and New College, Oxford. Many of them espoused liberal, or even radical, ideas – ideas which made a lasting impression on the young Fanny. It was probably through her father’s influence that Fanny early on developed a passion for Dante and Petrarch and was well-versed in Latin, French, and English literature.

In 1803 Henry Milton became a clerk in the War Office and his two sisters, by now in their mid-twenties, moved to the Bloomsbury area of London to keep house for their brother and, no doubt, to improve their prospects of matrimony. Bloomsbury was popular among members of the legal profession, and one of the Miltons’ neighbours in Keppel Street was a barrister, Thomas Anthony Trollope. He was five years Fanny’s senior, and a product, like William Milton, of Winchester and New College. His father was the youngest son of a baronet and, although he had a modest income, he had good prospects: he was due to inherit Julians, a large estate in Hertfordshire belonging to his uncle, Adolphus Meetkerke, an elderly gentleman with no children. The rather serious-minded Trollope was attracted to the vivacious Fanny Milton. They were married in 1809 and set up house in Keppel Street. Their courtship letters, which still survive, reveal Fanny to be practical, intelligent, witty, interested in affairs of the day, open and affectionate. Thomas Anthony’s letters are almost painful to read: equally intelligent and clever, but difficult and solicitous of Fanny’s health to the point of being overbearing. (He himself was given to incapacitating headaches, probably chronic migraine.)

In the early 1800s London, and especially Bloomsbury, was developing rapidly – it was one large building site, in fact. Thomas Anthony decided to move his growing family (Fanny bore seven children, one dying at birth) outside the metropolis; he also had pretensions to becoming a gentleman farmer. In 1813 he rented 157 acres near Harrow, within commuting distance of his chambers at Lincoln’s Inn, although it was not until 1816 that the family made the farm their sole residence. Trollope, ever mindful of his inheritance, built a spacious new house in 1818 which they christened ‘Julians’ – marking the happy coincidence that one of the fields belonging to the property had the same name as his uncle’s Hertfordshire estate. But within a year Trollope’s expectations had been dashed. His uncle Meetkerke took a young wife and produced a male heir in 1819. The Trollopes, who had already over-extended themselves financially, rented out Julians and moved back to the original farmhouse, enlarging it substantially and renaming it ‘Julian Hill’ (the model for Anthony Trollope’s Orley Farm). With the downfall of Napoleon in 1815, only two years after Trollope had signed the lease agreement with his landlord, the demand economy of wartime ended and agricultural prices fell sharply. Trollope realized that the farm would never be able to pay for itself, let alone turn a profit.4 His episodes of ‘sick’ headaches became more frequent, interfering with his law practice – and his judgement. To ease his discomfort he took more and more calomel, a mercury-based drug which when consumed in large or frequent doses led to mercury poisoning, the classic symptoms of which are irritability, unreasonableness and premature ageing.

Notwithstanding these misfortunes, Fanny made Julian Hill a cheerful home for her family. The Trollopes were able to prepare their sons for Winchester by sending them to Harrow School as non-fee-paying ‘day boys’. Their neighbours, such as Lady Milman, widow of Queen Charlotte’s physician, and the Drury clan, who effectively ran Harrow School, were to prove good and lasting friends. Fanny delighted in staging amateur theatricals to entertain children and adults alike; and in 1822 she became one of the chief protagonists in the fight to mark the grave of Allegra, the illegitimate daughter of Harrow’s most famous son, Lord Byron, in the face of fierce opposition from the local clergy.5 The Trollopes also gave ‘At Homes’, bringing together an eclectic crowd – Italian political exiles, actors, artists, writers – many of whom came with introductions from Fanny’s old childhood friends. One such visitor, who was to change the course of her life, was the reformer Frances Wright.

In 1818 the orphaned but independently wealthy, handsome, and very precocious Frances Wright, then twenty-two years old, toured America with her younger sister Camilla to gather material for a book about the new republic. One of the English immigrants whom she met and came to admire greatly was the radically inclined John Garnett, who had made the voyage to America with his wife and young children in 1797. Garnett, whose father had been a Bristol merchant, was one of William Milton’s oldest friends, and the two families had kept in touch. Fanny Wright was a guest of the Garnetts on their New Jersey farm, and she swore eternal friendship with the two daughters nearest her age, Julia and Harriet. The Garnetts apparently wrote to the Miltons, and to Fanny Trollope, urging them to meet this ‘angel’, as her female friends came to call her.

Like everyone who crossed her path, the Trollopes were enchanted by the charismatic Fanny Wright. She was a frequent guest at the Harrow farm, where she held court and received her friends and admirers. Through her they met many well-known radicals, including the utilitarian philosopher Jeremy Bentham and Robert Dale Owen, son of the utopian reformer, Robert Owen. On a trip to Paris in the autumn of 1823 the Trollopes, in the company of Fanny Wright, visited the Garnett sisters, who had recently returned to Europe after the death of their father. The Garnetts included among their circle of friends in the French capital such literati as Benjamin Constant, Stendhal, Washington Irving, James Fenimore Cooper, as well as General Lafayette, the hero of the American Revolution and Fanny Wright’s ‘adopted father’. The Trollopes were guests at Lafayette’s country residence of La Grange where, Fanny Trollope records in her journal, her husband danced with the local peasants.6

But the next year brought a double tragedy which seemed to overwhelm even the resilient Fanny. In July 1824 her eleven-year-old son Arthur, who had been staying with his maternal grandfather because of ill-health, died from consumption. Within a short time Fanny’s father had followed him to the grave. Their son’s death seemed to drive a wedge between Fanny and her husband, and they were unable to console each other. Fanny turned instead to her close female friends, in particular the Garnett sisters and Fanny Wright. She wrote to Julia Garnett and her mother that August: ‘I have indeed suffered much of late – and nothing does, or can soothe such suffering so effectually as the kindness of old and valued friends.’7

Soon a new, though less dramatic, crisis had sprung up. Her second son, Henry, the most outgoing of the Trollope boys, left Winchester in 1826 before completing his studies. His father was furious. Fanny threw herself into the problem of Henry’s future with such devotion and energy that it is hard not to see it as an attempt to overcome her sense of loss. Fanny and her husband went to Paris to set up Henry, then barely fifteen, in a counting-house. However, he was unhappy and homesick, and within a year was plotting his escape from the dreary Parisian office to that land of opportunity, America, in the entourage of his mother’s friend, Fanny Wright.

On a second visit to the United States in 1824–6 Fanny Wright had bought land in the backwoods of Tennessee in order to establish a utopian community dedicated to educating slaves in preparation for their eventual emancipation. The following year she returned to Paris to recruit volunteers for Nashoba, as her utopia was called. Since at least the 1790s the abolition of slavery and the slave trade had become an important, even fashionable, cause amongst the educated classes in England; and utopianism was in the air. Ideal communities, like Robert Owen’s New Harmony in Indiana, were springing up all over America. In fact, the United States itself was considered a utopia writ large: ‘A frame of government perfect in its principles… brought down from the airy regions of Utopia.’8 Fanny Wright tried to persuade the Garnett sisters to join in her great enterprise – she even invited Mary Shelley to emigrate – but to no avail. Henry Trollope, however, became caught up in her enthusiasm and did his best to persuade his mother that his future lay in America, ‘a country where the dream of sages, smiled at as utopian, seems distinctly realized’, as Miss Wright had written in her book, Views of Society and Manners in America (1821).9

Fanny was easily swayed. The Trollopes’ finances had gone from bad to worse. From 1825 the price of grain fell steadily; the value of livestock was also hit. Thomas Anthony had to retrench still further and move his family from Julian Hill to a gloomy old farmhouse at Harrow Weald. With every setback and failure, his temper grew worse, as did ‘its lamentable affect [sic] upon the children’, as Fanny wrote to Harriet Garnett.10 Fanny’s world seemed to be falling apart. And so she made the decision to seek refuge in America, as had the Garnetts and many other English families before her. She wrote to Harriet in Paris: ‘Does poor dear Henry still continue to dream of Fanny Wright and Nashoba? More improbable things have happened than that his wish should be listened to – but I dare not tell him so as yet – as his father has by no means made up his mind on the subject.’11

Evidently, Thomas Anthony Trollope was finally persuaded, for on 4 November 1827 Fanny and Henry boarded ship for America at Tower Bridge. She told very few friends, no doubt fearing that they would seek to dissuade her and thus weaken her resolve. (Mary Shelley was there, however, to see Frances Wright off.) Fanny wrote to Julia Garnett: ‘I have left the people making great eyes at me – but I care but little for this. I expect to be very happy, and very free from care at Nashoba – and this will more than repay me for being the object of a few “dear me’s!” ’12


II
 Mrs Trollope in America

Mrs Trollope’s travelling companions included, besides Henry and Fanny Wright, her two young daughters, Cecilia and Emily, aged eleven and nine, a manservant and a maid. The entourage also included a thirty-three-year-old French artist, Auguste Hervieu, another of the political exiles whom the Trollopes had welcomed into their drawing-room. (He had plotted to overthrow the monarchs of first France, then Spain.) Fanny had tried to promote his career as a painter in England, but without any great success. At Nashoba he was to take up the post of drawing master. The party sailed up the Mississippi in a steamboat and arrived at Nashoba in January 1828. It was very different from what they had been led to expect. Utopia consisted of three roofless log cabins in a malaria-ridden swamp, with only a handful of slaves, all poorly clothed and probably just as bewildered as the new arrivals. The distraught Hervieu fled to Memphis to earn money painting society portraits. Fanny Trollope had no money left, but fearing for her children’s health, she resolved to quit the place. The Nashoba journal records a loan of $300 ‘to Mrs Trollope to assist her in removing from Nashoba to some place in the western world better suited to her future plans for herself and her children’.13 Fanny continued up river with her family and dependants to Cincinnati, on the banks of the Ohio river. She had heard that it was a thriving new town, and she was evidently still determined to make a success of her American adventure.

Cincinnati was at this time the fastest-growing city in America. Within a period of thirty years it had been transformed from wilderness into a prosperous port city of 20,000 citizens. From its docks flour, whiskey and pork travelled to the West Indies and South America, and factories sprang up producing everything from steam-engines to hats. The city also enjoyed some cultural life, for many of its inhabitants – and institutions – were recent imports from the more refined East Coast of America. Thus by the 1820s Cincinnati could boast of music societies, theatres, a Mechanics Institute (‘for the cultivation of the arts and sciences’), a medical college and hospital, schools, churches, newspapers and circulating libraries. It had gained the sobriquets ‘Athens of the West’ and ‘Queen City’.14 For Fanny Trollope, Cincinnati was a ‘remote but very pretty nest’, where she sat ‘to hatch golden eggs for my son Henry’.15

However, until she had found a way to make ends meet, Fanny Trollope enrolled Henry at New Harmony, Indiana, another utopian community, founded by Robert Owen and subsequently taken over by the geologist William Maclure. (Fanny Trollope had met Maclure in a ‘philosophical milliner’s shop’ at New Orleans on her way up the Mississippi.) At New Harmony pupils paid for their room and board by manual labour, which they, in theory, alternated with intellectual pursuits. True to form, Henry was miserable and he did not stay more than a few weeks before he left to rejoin his mother and sisters in Cincinnati. No doubt with his mother’s help and probably at her instigation, Henry then embarked on a number of different money-making schemes, the first of which was Latin lessons for local gentlemen ‘by an improved method of teaching, now getting into general use in Europe’. Although advertised in the Cincinnati Gazette, no pupils were forthcoming. Within a month the family had hit upon another plan to utilize Henry’s talents. He was to be the main attraction at the Western Museum, playing the ‘Invisible Girl’, an oracle who spouted garbled Latin, French, German and Italian. The inspiration for this entertainment probably came from a popular London attraction: ‘The Invisible Girl: The Oracle of Leicester Square’.16 Hervieu, who had painted the whole of Memphis society within a few weeks, had by this time rejoined the Trollopes in Cincinnati and designed the stage set.

The popularity of the ‘Invisible Girl’ led Joseph Dorfeuille, the curator of the museum, to back a second, even more spectacular show conceived by the Trollopes. The ‘Infernal Regions’ portrayed scenes from the Divina Commedia of Dante, long Fanny Trollope’s favourite author, with transparencies painted by Hervieu and mechanical wax figures sculpted by a young local artist, Hiram Powers. (Powers, virtually unknown at this time, went on to become one of the most celebrated sculptors of his generation.) The show was a huge hit, and it continued to draw crowds at the Western Museum for at least another thirty years. W. H. Venable, writing in 1891, remembers going to see the ‘Infernal Regions’ as a boy: ‘I recall even yet the feeling of terror with which I beheld the glaring eyes of the frightful female named Sin, who sat hard by the infernal gates, and who jumped at me with a horrid cry.’17

In September 1828 Fanny’s entire family (except for Anthony, who was still at Winchester) was reunited when Thomas Anthony Trollope together with their son Tom came out to Cincinnati to see how Henry’s career was progressing. Tom found his mother, sisters and brother established in a ‘roomy, bright-looking’ white clapboard house just outside the city, with green Venetian blinds and kindly neighbours.18 In this comfortable home Mrs Trollope entertained as far as her modest budget would allow and organized theatricals. One contemporary describes a party given by Fanny for about a hundred guests, ‘and a handsome one it was’, during which Henry played Falstaff in a performance of The Merry Wives of Windsor. ‘Falstaff’s good, round belly was found to be lined with sack instead of capon, and the play was incredibly funny, for he was very drunk, and had a small feather-bed tucked under his waistcoat.’19 One of the high points of Fanny’s experience in America must have been when her husband and two sons joined the ranks of Cincinnati’s most prominent citizens to shake hands with the newly-elected President, Andrew Jackson.

Although Fanny had had some success with the ‘Invisible Girl’ and the ‘Infernal Regions’, these amusements had done nothing to advance Henry’s career prospects in the New World. While her husband was in Cincinnati, she suggested to him a scheme which she believed would set up Henry – and Hervieu as his partner – for many years to come: an arcade, or ‘bazaar’, providing exhibition, lecture and reading rooms, a theatre, rotunda, coffee house, and stalls to sell miscellaneous goods. The very design of the building and its interior was intended to divert and entertain visitors. On the façade Greek columns framed ‘arabesque’ windows below a scalloped Gothic battlement topped by a large Turkish dome or rotunda. The rear elevation was predominantly Egyptian in style. The interior was to be along similar lines, with Hervieu providing most of the decoration. Although this design may sound outlandish, such an eclectic mix of architectural styles could be seen in many buildings in Regency England, notably the Royal Pavilion at Brighton. Fanny’s idea for the Bazaar may have been directly inspired by two London attractions, both located on Piccadilly: the Burlington Arcade, built as a bazaar in 1819 by Lord George Cavendish (afterwards Earl of Burlington), and the immensely popular Egyptian Hall, an exhibition space which had opened in 1812. The Egyptian Hall’s creator, the English collector William Bullock, had recently settled in the Ohio Valley with plans to build his own utopia, to be called Hygeia. He entertained Mrs Trollope at his mansion soon after her arrival, and it is entirely possible that over dinner someone said, merely in passing or even in jest, that a building like the Egyptian Hall would be an ornament to the ‘Queen City’.20

In January 1829 the Trollopes, husband and wife, decided to locate the Bazaar on the site of the original town fort and paid over $1,500 for the land. Mr Trollope agreed to send a consignment of goods from England to fill the Bazaar stalls. Henry and his father were to split the profits from the venture, and Fanny promised her son that she would remain in Cincinnati for another two or, at the most, three years.21 Construction soon began, but nothing went according to plan. According to one observer, ‘every brick in her Babel cost her three prices’ and the man, ‘a countryman of her own, by the by’ whom she paid in advance to lay the gas pipes (the Bazaar was to have the first gas lights in Cincinnati), ‘evaporated with the cash’. She hired another ‘cowboy builder’ who completed the job but ‘instead of gas, his apparatus produced nothing but smoke’ and oil lamps finally had to be installed.22 In August Fanny Trollope fell gravely ill with malaria while the bills piled up. The final blow came when she discovered, as she later confided to Julia Garnett, that her husband had sent out ‘4000 dollars worth of the most trumpery goods that probably ever were shipped’ to America. The goods were unsaleable; the building, meanwhile, had to be finished on credit. The workmen became ‘clamorous for payment… every thing was seized by the creditors, and had not Hervieu’s labours enabled him to furnish us with money to live upon – I know not how we should have escaped starving in that land of plenty. – When Mr Trollope heard all this, he declared he had no more money to send – that he was ruined by the transaction which we had managed wretchedly.’23

Even after the Bazaar was open for business, from November 1829, it continued to lose money. The location, on the edge of town and a quarter of a mile from the city’s commercial centre, was blamed. The exotic architecture, no doubt badly executed, seemed to attract only ridicule from locals and visitors alike. One of Cincinnati’s most distinguished citizens, the Harvard-educated Timothy Flint, described the Bazaar as a ‘Turkish Babel’; Fanny’s compatriots, Harriet Martineau and Captain Marryat, were to call it ‘the great deformity of the city’ and ‘preposterous’. One architectural historian has pointed out that ‘in such a city of brick boxes with Neo-classical trim, Mrs Trollope’s Bazaar was indeed an architectural monster’; ‘it stood out like a belly dancer in a procession of Greek maidens’.24

But the principal reason for the failure of ‘Trollope’s Folly’, as it came to be called, was Cincinnati’s attitude towards its creator.

Timothy Flint, whose friendship Fanny Trollope had greatly valued, later wrote that the Englishwoman had owed her ‘uncurteous’ reception in Cincinnati to ‘the habit of the ladies there of estimating people according to their show and dress. Had she come with numerous letters [of introduction], and been an elegant figure dressed in the most approving fashion, there is no doubt, that she would have made her way in every circle.’ Instead, she struck the curious Cincinnati residents as ‘a short plump figure, with a ruddy, round Saxon face of bright complexion, … of appearance singularly unladylike, a misfortune heightened by her want of taste and female intelligence in regard to dress, or her holding herself utterly above such considerations’. ‘My dear,’ one woman is reported to have said, ‘she never could get in. Her manners were bad and she had no refinement. After seeing how she behaved in market no one could think of asking her inside a drawing-room.’ Cincinnati society, so desperate to be thought refined and fashionable by the world at large, could not abide anyone who did not strictly conform. Perhaps most damaging of all, Mrs Trollope’s exact relationship to the French artist Hervieu ‘naturally furnished much tea table conversation’.25 Despite the whispers, there was no truth to the rumour. Fanny had tried her best to advance Hervieu’s career back in England and the grateful artist, a political exile with no family of his own, was devoted to the whole Trollope family. In Cincinnati he and Henry had become inseparable friends as well as business partners.

After only a few months trying to make a go of the Bazaar, the following notice, almost certainly drafted by Fanny, appeared in the local paper (Hervieu’s English would not have been up to it):


Mr. A. Hervieu presents his respectful compliments to the Ladies & Gentlemen of Cincinnati. It was his earnest wish to have offered to them such an entertainment on every Thursday evening as might have obtained patronage. Painting, poetry, and music were put in requisition at the great room of the Bazaar to gratify their taste and to win their favor – but he has failed. On Thursday evening last, half a dozen gentlemen from a steam boat were all who presented themselves. He therefore respectfully withdraws the attempt.26


In the spring of 1830 Henry, like his mother some months before, fell gravely ill with malaria. He could not shake off the disease, and the American doctors finally recommended that the boy return to his native air. Thomas Anthony Trollope, becoming every day more morose and incapacitated, wrote from Harrow Weald that, following the Bazaar débâcle, there was no money left to pay for the return passage. Fortunately, the ever faithful Hervieu raised enough through his paintings to send Henry back to England that spring. The rest of the party travelled east to stay in Stonington, Maryland with Anna Garnett Stone, Julia and Harriet’s oldest sister who had stayed behind in America. Meanwhile, in nearby Washington Hervieu planned to exhibit Lafayette’s Landing in Cincinnati, an historical painting recently completed with which he hoped (in vain) to make his reputation.27

Fanny Trollope looked back on those two long years spent in Cincinnati with painful regret. She wrote to Julia Garnett: ‘Guess what I must have suffered at finding that all the pecuniary efforts poor Trollope had been making to place [Henry] well, and permanently, at Cincinnati, were utterly thrown away!’ In the same letter she explained that ‘As soon as I had decided that Henry could not continue in Cincinnati, I determined to leave it myself, as soon as possible; it is in no respect [an] agreeable residence, and I have long ago written every thing about it that I think worth putting in my book – And most rejoiced am I to have left it, for every thing I have seen since I began to climb the Alleghany mountains has delighted me – and to confess the truth it is the first time I have been delighted since I came to America [original italics].’28


III
 The Writing of the Domestic Manners of the Americans

Fanny Trollope had been gathering material for what was to become the Domestic Manners of the Americans since at least June 1828, when the Bazaar was still no more than a building site. She wrote to her son Tom at this time: ‘I amuse myself by making notes, and hope some day to manufacture them into a volume. This is a remote corner of the world, and but seldom visited, and I think that if Hervieu could find time to furnish sketches of scenery, and groups, a very taking little volume might be produced.’29 She borrowed her sons’ notebooks (two have Tom’s initials and one is inscribed ‘H. Trollope’ with the words ‘Noli me tangere, Nemo me Impune Accessit’ on the cover) to jot down American descriptions, scenes and conversations in between remedies for dysentery, snake bites and malarial fever. (The latter was for Henry’s benefit: ‘One spoonful every 2 hours when the fever is on him.’) Fanny also had some help with her research: in a rounded, childish script someone, probably her daughter Cecilia, copied down a description of an Indian summer while Hervieu contributed comments such as ‘Jamais les parens américains ne réprimandent leurs enfans.’30

By the spring of 1830, when all her hopes and dreams had been dashed, writing had clearly become a source of comfort. ‘You know enough of composition,’ she wrote to Tom from Stonington, ‘to be aware that nothing more completely occupies the mind; and Hope – that quits us the last, perhaps, of all our friends – tells me that it is possible my book may succeed.’31 After a year travelling up and down the East Coast, from Washington D.C. to Niagara Falls, with a view to collecting more anecdotes and observations for her work, Fanny, with the help of Hervieu and possibly her husband, scraped together enough money to return to England. She disembarked at Woolwich in August 1831, after an absence of nearly four years. On her return to Harrow she locked herself away in what was to become known among her family as ‘the Sacred Den’ to finish writing and revising the Domestic Manners. In the first half of the two-volume work Fanny planned to give a detailed picture of Cincinnati and its citizens; the second half would be more like a conventional travel book, with descriptions of the cities and scenery she visited after her departure from Cincinnati. Auguste Hervieu was to contribute twenty-four lithographs which Fanny thought would ‘help the book greatly’.32 The need to make money from the Domestic Manners had become even more imperative, for she had not quite realized how desperate her husband’s situation had become. He had given up the law altogether and for some months their landlord’s bailiff had been calling on Mr Trollope, who was more often than not in bed with a headache, to demand rent arrears.33

Soon after her return to England Fanny, through an introduction from the writer Mary Russell Mitford, an old friend from Heckfield days, approached the publisher Whittaker, who agreed to consider her manuscript. For a second opinion he sent it to the travel writer Captain Basil Hall, who wholeheartedly recommended the book for publication and lent his full support to its author. Fanny knew of Hall: she had read his Travels in North America in the summer of 1830, and had written to Miss Mitford that it ‘has put the Union in a blaze from one end to the other. I never on any occasion heard so general an expression of contempt and detestation as that which follows his name.’ Needless to say, Hall had not written a very flattering account of the United States. She continued: ‘This hubbub made me very desirous of seeing his book, but I am glad to say I did not succeed till after my first volume was finished, and most of the notes for the second collected. I thus escaped influence of any kind from the perusal.’34

Although she had already decided on the basic structure of the Domestic Manners, as is clear from the rough draft, Hall’s volumes – and the public’s reaction to them – nevertheless helped her to realize her own book’s weaknesses, and more importantly, its strengths. In a letter to Miss Mitford she is critical of Hall’s volumes. Her censure, however, is not aimed at Hall’s general points, with which she had much sympathy, but with the shallowness of his account. In her discussion of his book in the Domestic Manners (ch. XXXI) she points out that Hall, armed with those all-important letters of introduction as well as his reputation as an author, ‘was received in full drawing-room style’. She continues: ‘He saw the country in full dress, and had little or no opportunity of judging of it unhouseled, unanointed, unannealed, with all its imperfections on its head, as I and my family too often had.’

Thus, unlike the more distinguished travel writers such as Hall, Fanny does not collect statistics, but domestic detail and personal anecdotes. She does not dine with U.S. senators but visits the humble home of a backwoodsman and his wife. Frances Eleanor Trollope (neé Ternan) was later to say of her mother-in-law that she possessed that ‘ “deep-seated habit of direct fellow-feeling with individual fellow-men,” which George Eliot says is so indispensable to our morality.’35 It was this quality which allowed Fanny to cut through the layers of prejudice and commonly held beliefs in America and go straight to the heart of the matter, often illustrating the point with a single, telling anecdote – one might even say a ‘snapshot’ of the society which she viewed. Fanny came to realize that this was her great skill: to describe the minutiae of life in America. In an early draft of her preface to the Domestic Manners she mused, with Hall in mind: ‘How is a man whose thoughts are fixed on the philosophy of government to find time for such tiny observations as my notes are filled with? And yet the world is made up of atoms, and though I may dole them out one by one, they are still part and parcel of the great machine we are all so fond of examining’ (Appendix A).

These ‘atoms’ could be rather unflattering. In Cincinnati, Fanny Trollope states, there is no proper sanitation so that filth accumulates even in the streets; the city’s only method of garbage collection was to leave all refuse in the middle of the streets for the pigs to dispose of. (Cincinnati was known not only as the ‘Queen City’ but also as ‘Porkopolis’. Even today, as one reaches the outskirts of Cincinnati, the first billboard one sees on the freeway reads ‘Pork, the other white meat’.) ‘In truth,’ remarks Fanny, ‘the pigs are constantly seen doing Herculean service in this way through every quarter of the city’ (ch. IV). However, she adds, ‘if I determined upon a walk up Main-street, the chances were five hundred to one against my reaching the shady side without brushing by a snout fresh dripping from the kennel’ (ch. IX). Aboard a Mississippi steamboat Fanny encounters the full horror of American male behaviour: ‘The total want of all the usual courtesies of the table, the voracious rapidity with which the viands were seized and devoured, the strange uncouth phrases and pronunciation; the loathsome spitting, from the contamination of which it was absolutely impossible to protect our dresses; the frightful manner of feeding with their knives, till the whole blade seemed to enter into the mouth; and the still more frightful manner of cleaning the teeth afterwards with a pocket knife’ (ch. III). These coarse table manners contrast comically with the Americans’ extremely prudish attitude towards literature. During a discussion about English literature, a ‘man of reading’ expresses a dislike of Pope. Fanny persists, asking his opinion of ‘The Rape of the Lock’: the gentleman became ‘strongly agitated’ and muttered, ‘The very title!’ (ch. IX).

Fanny attributes the lack of refinement in American society to the low esteem in which women are held, guarded, as they are, ‘by a seven-fold shield of habitual insignificance’ (ch. VII). Girls may attend ‘collegiate institutions’ and even obtain ‘academic degrees’, but they invariably marry early, and ‘It is after marriage, and when these young attempts upon all the sciences are forgotten, that the lamentable insignificance of the American women appears, and till this be remedied, I venture to prophesy that the tone of their drawing-rooms will not improve’ (ch. XXVI). Fanny’s description of a day in the life of a well-to-do lady in Philadelphia, although it offers no explicit criticism, is a devastating commentary – skilfully written – on the role of women in America. ‘She has a very handsome house, with white marble steps and door-posts, and a delicate silver knocker and door-handle; she has very handsome drawing-rooms,… she is always very handsomely dressed; and, moreover, she is very handsome herself.’ But she cannot escape the daily, incessant tedium of her existence. At about three o’clock she begins to await her husband’s return: ‘He comes, shakes hands with her, spits, and dines. The conversation is not much, and ten minutes suffices for the dinner.’ The husband then goes off to his club for the rest of the evening – ‘And so ends her day’ (ch. XXVI).

Religion in America, according to Fanny Trollope, did nothing to relieve the oppression of women but in fact contributed to it. She remarks on the unusual ‘influence which the ministers of all the innumerable religious sects throughout America, have on the females of their respective congregations’: ‘it is from the clergy only that the women of America receive that sort of attention which is so dearly valued by every female heart throughout the world’ (ch. VIII). Fanny describes both a revival meeting in Cincinnati itself and a ‘camp-meeting’ in the wilds of Indiana. The revival meeting was more typical (and not unfamiliar today). After a fire-and-brimstone sermon, a number of young girls ‘came tottering out, their hands clasped, their heads hanging on their bosoms, and every limb trembling… Young creatures, with features pale and distorted, fell on their knees on the pavement, and soon sunk forward on their faces; the most violent cries and shrieks followed, while from time to time a voice was heard in convulsive accents, exclaiming, “Oh Lord!” “Oh Lord Jesus!” “Help me, Jesus!” and the like.’ The preachers walked among these girls, offering them ‘whispered comfortings, and from time to time a mystic caress. More than once I saw a young neck encircled by a reverend arm’ (ch. VIII). Fanny noted that few men were in the congregation during these meetings. She wonders how American men ‘can leave those they love best on earth, bound in the iron chains of a most tyrannical fanaticism… do they deem their hebdomadal freedom more complete, because their wives and daughters are shut up four or five times in the day at church or chapel?’ (ch. XXX). Freedom of religion was hailed as one of the most enlightened principles of the Constitution. However, Fanny has a different view: ‘a religious tyranny may be exerted very effectually without the aid of the government, in a way much more oppressive than the paying of tithe’ (ch. XI).

In Fanny’s eyes, these evangelical clergymen were guilty of a sin far greater than a lack of refinement, and that was an excess of hypocrisy. Indeed, this is the fundamental criticism which she extends to the whole of American society. And nothing to her illustrated the hypocrisy pervading ‘the land of the free’ more clearly than the institution of slavery. One incident in particular which Fanny recounts conveys, in a way that no abstract argument could, the devastating effect which slavery had on the hearts and minds of Americans, even children. On a farm in Virginia where she was boarding for a time, a very young slave girl had unwittingly eaten a biscuit which had been sprinkled with arsenic and left (irresponsibly) on a shelf to dispose of some rats. Fanny immediately mixed some mustard and water and made the girl swallow it to expel the poison. She then sat down and ‘took the little sufferer in my lap’, observing ‘a general titter among the white members of the family’. ‘The youngest of the family, a little girl about the age of the young slave, after gazing at me for a few moments in utter astonishment, exclaimed, “My! If Mrs. Trollope has not taken her in her lap, and wiped her nasty mouth! Why I would not have touched her mouth for two hundred dollars!” ’ When Fanny later inquired after the slave girl, who was still in great pain, ‘another young lady of the family, the one by whose imprudence the accident had occurred, met my anxious enquiries with ill-suppressed mirth – told me they had sent for the doctor – and then burst into uncontrollable laughter’ (ch. XXII).

Fanny’s aversion to slavery became, if anything, even stronger after the publication of the Domestic Manners, as attitudes grew more and more polarized not only in America but also in Europe. Only a few weeks after Mrs Trollope’s departure Nat Turner’s slave rebellion occurred, striking fear into Southerners’ hearts; a year later the American position became even more isolated following the abolition of slavery throughout the British Empire. In 1836 – fifteen years before Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin – Fanny Trollope produced a powerful anti-slavery novel, The Life and Adventures of Jonathan Jefferson Whitlaw: Or Scenes from the Mississippi. (In the hope of capitalizing on the popularity of Stowe’s novel, Jonathan Jefferson Whitlaw was reissued in 1857 as The Lynch Law.) 36 When the fifth edition of the Domestic Manners of the Americans appeared in 1839, Fanny added a new preface as well as footnotes, highlighting and strengthening her opposition to slavery in America (Appendix B).37

The clarity and humanity of Fanny Trollope’s observations appear all the more refreshing when compared with Miss Wright’s views: for all her radical liberality, the great reformer showed a tendency to assume the prejudices of her American friends. For example, in her Views of Society and Manners in America she says of the free blacks in domestic service, no doubt repeating hearsay: ‘Their faults are indolence and an occasional tendency to intemperance and petty dishonesty.’38 Concerning the plight of the native Indians she showed no compassion whatsoever. There is no reason to regret their annihilation, she states, for ‘the savage, with all his virtues, and he has some virtues, is still a savage, … holding a lower place in creation than men who, to the proud spirit of independence, unite the softer feelings that spring only within the pale of civilized life. The increase and spread of the white population at the expense of the red is, as it were, the triumph of peace over violence.’ With breathtaking ignorance she then talks of the ‘wise and humane’ treaties between the federal government and the Indians, which ‘have never been violated’.39 In fact, the newly-established nation was greedy for land: treaties were disregarded and both Washington and Jefferson, as governor of Virginia, had sent out troops to exterminate the Indians.40 Unlike her compatriot, Fanny Trollope was not fooled, and found the American government to be ‘treacherous and false almost beyond belief in their intercourse with the unhappy Indians’. She goes on to make one of the most powerful and outspoken declarations in the Domestic Manners:


Had I, during my residence in the United States, observed any single feature in their national character that could justify their eternal boast of liberality and the love of freedom, I might have respected them, however much my taste might have been offended by what was peculiar in their manners and customs. But it is impossible for any mind of common honesty not to be revolted by the contradictions in their principles and practice… you will see them with one hand hoisting the cap of liberty, and with the other flogging their slaves. You will see them one hour lecturing their mob on the indefeasible rights of man, and the next driving from their homes the children of the soil, whom they have bound themselves to protect by the most solemn treaties. (ch. XX)


For Fanny Trollope that sacred American phrase ‘All men are created equal’ was merely ‘mischievous sophistry’ (ch. VII). She was clear-sighted enough to perceive that true equality was simply an impossibility in the United States of the 1820s: deep-seated prejudice barred racial equality, and economic equality was simply a nonsense. In her notebooks she had commented that the really poor ‘are constantly kept in a state of irritation by feeling that their boasted equality is a falsehood. It is a delusion which their pride leads them to wish at while their penury goads them to hate the solid reality of inequality which exists in America exactly as much as it does elsewhere.’41 She does, however, acknowledge the equality of opportunity which was open to Americans. Indeed, ‘This is the only feature in American society that I recognise as indicative of the equality they profess. Any man’s son may become the equal of any other man’s son, and the consciousness of this is certainly a spur to exertion; on the other hand, it is also a spur to that coarse familiarity, untempered by any shadow of respect.’ Fanny concludes that, on the whole, ‘This is a positive evil, and, I think, more than balances its advantages’ (ch. XII).

Mrs Trollope had gone out to America something of a liberal; she returned to England very much a conservative. She wrote the following passage no doubt with Frances Wright’s visits to her beloved Harrow home in mind: ‘the theory of equality may be very daintily discussed by English gentlemen in a London dining-room, when the servant, having placed a fresh bottle of cool wine on the table, respectfully shuts the door, and leaves them to their walnuts and their wisdom; but it will be found less palatable when it presents itself in the shape of a hard, greasy paw, and is claimed in accents that breathe less of freedom than of onions and whiskey. Strong, indeed, must be the love of equality in an English breast if it can survive a tour through the Union’ (ch. XII). ‘Were I an English legislator,’ Fanny comments earlier in the book, ‘instead of sending sedition to the Tower, I would send her to make a tour of the United States. I had a little leaning towards sedition myself when I set out, but before I had half completed my tour I was quite cured’ (ch. V).


IV
 The Reception of the Domestic Manners

When Mrs Trollope returned to England in August 1831 with her half-completed manuscript, the issues of democracy and equality were very much in the air. The entire country was obsessed with the Reform Bill, an attempt to introduce democratic reforms to the parliamentary system by extending the franchise and abolishing the ‘Rotten Boroughs’. Radicals had been agitating for change since the late eighteenth century, but it was not until the Napoleonic Wars had ended in 1815 that their cause picked up real momentum. Arguments for and against the Bill were put forward in an atmosphere of intense political crisis, lasting over a year. After the House of Lords had thrown out an early version of the Bill, radical newspapers appeared with the black edges of mourning and at Bristol, Fanny’s birthplace, the mob ran riot for two days.42

The Bill’s supporters held up America as a beacon of democracy and an example to be followed. The United States had long been regarded as the great democratic experiment, and every travel book about America was received as if it were a ‘party pamphlet’, as John Stuart Mill remarked.43 British periodicals had been fuelling the controversy since the 1810s, with the conservative Quarterly Review and the liberal Westminster Review predictably taking opposing views on the virtues and vices of the American republic. Even works intended as practical guidebooks entered the fray, such as Henry Fearon’s Sketches of America (1818), originally undertaken to advise thirty-nine English families thinking of emigrating to the New World. His suggestion that America was not ‘that political Elysium… which the imaginations of many have fondly anticipated’ had deeply offended its citizens.44

It was in this politically charged atmosphere that Fanny Trollope sat down in her ‘Sacred Den’ to write the final version of her preface (dated ‘Harrow, March, 1832’) to the Domestic Manners of the Americans. The book was published on 19 March 1832, just three days before the Reform Bill had its third and final reading in the House of Commons. Mrs Trollope begins:


Although much has already been written on the great experiment, as it has been called, now making in government, on the other side of the Atlantic, there appears to be still room for many interesting details on the influence which the political system of the country has produced on the principles, tastes, and manners, of its domestic life… by describing, faithfully, the daily aspect of ordinary life, she [Fanny writes in the third person] has endeavoured to shew how greatly the advantage is on the side of those who are governed by the few, instead of the many. The chief object she has had in view is to encourage her countrymen to hold fast by a constitution that ensures all the blessings which flow from established habits and solid principles.


The liberal Edinburgh Review suspected that Mrs Trollope had conspired with Basil Hall and the London booksellers to make her preface to the Domestic Manners ‘an express advertisement against the Reform Bill’.45 This is probably for the most part true. Fanny felt very strongly that American democracy was seriously flawed and should not be hailed as a paradigm of government, and she was happy to lend support to the Tory cause. But, more importantly, Fanny needed this first book, which was, after all, from the pen of an unknown woman writer, to be a financial success. Therefore, encouraged and guided by Basil Hall and her publisher, she deliberately threw the Domestic Manners into the political fray with her inflammatory preface, hoping that the ensuing hubbub would make it a bestseller. The Tories, unlike the radicals, did not have much effective propaganda at their disposal, and they had only to read Mrs Trollope’s opening words to know that this was the ammunition they needed for their final assault on the Bill. Her strategy worked brilliantly.

In an anonymous 42-page article for the Tory Quarterly Review, Basil Hall proclaimed Mrs Trollope to be ‘an English lady of sense and acuteness’ and her book to be very timely, ‘when so much trash and falsehood pass current respecting that “terrestrial paradise of the west” ’.46 Not only the Tory press, but also the whole of the Tory establishment regaled the Domestic Manners and its author. The publisher of the Quarterly Review, John Murray, told Mr Trollope that his wife’s book ‘will sell like wildfire!’47 Fanny wrote to her eldest son Tom – echoing Byron – ‘I awoke one morning and found myself famous.’ ‘The Countess of Morley told me she was certain that if I drove through London proclaiming who I was, I should have the horses taken off and be drawn in triumph from one end of town to the other! The Honorable Mr Somebody declared that my thunder storm was the finest thing in prose or verse. Lady Charlotte Lindsay implored me to go on writing – never was anything so delightful.’48

In America too, Mrs Trollope’s provocative tone ensured that everyone was talking about – and buying – her book. As E. T. Coke wrote (quoted above), the commotion the Domestic Manners ‘created amongst the good citizens [was] truly inconceivable’. Fanny Trollope had written that ‘Other nations had been called thin-skinned, but the citizens of the Union have, apparently, no skins at all’ (ch. XXXI); they also proved to have long memories. For years the book’s author was caricatured in print and pictures: wax figures of Mrs Trollope appeared in the form of a goblin; she was portrayed as an ugly harridan talking to a black devil in D. C. Johnston’s Trollopiana: Scraps for the Year 1833, and satirized in the poem The Trollopiad by ‘Nil Admirari, Esq.’ (1837). One American reviewer commented on the ‘curious coincidence of her name’ and suggested that it was, in fact, a ‘soubriquet bestowed upon her, for the purpose of expressing, with the greatest brevity possible, the precise idea that was entertained of her character’.49 The New York Mirror declared that her name had become a ‘by-word in taverns and in the pit of the theatres, which, we doubt not, pleases her vastly… Spitters and chewers, look to it; and ye indolent beings, who lounge on two chairs with your feet on the mantel-piece, remember Mr Herview’s [sic] sketches, and be no more guilty of a Trollope!’ (In fact, one American commentator confessed that ‘this best abused writer on America was a beneficent, practical reformer’, and Henry Wadsworth Longfellow remarked that he would forgive Mrs Trollope everything if the Domestic Manners helped to put a stop to spitting.) 50

Fanny’s critics on both sides of the Atlantic, however begrudgingly, gave her credit for a lively and witty style, but they doubted her method and judgement (‘Mrs Trollope describes better than she thinks’).51 In the Domestic Manners Fanny admits that she had travelled to America in the company of Frances Wright to watch ‘the success of her experiment’ in Tennessee but soon realized her mistake. One reviewer mused that if this ‘female Quixote’ ‘was deceived in the character of her bosom friend – with what chance does she now venture on the character of a people?’ They questioned the validity of her approach. Cincinnati, one reviewer stated, is about as representative of the United States as the Orkneys of Britain.52 And, in any case, another wrote, ‘Over manners and tastes… governments exercise little if any control.’53 One American journal thought Mrs Trollope’s whole premise false: the only fair comparison to be made in relation to the American people is not with the whole of British society but with the British labouring classes.54 All her critics thought her unladylike and ‘vulgar’, for she ‘saw many things which no refined Englishwoman would have seen, or seeing would have understood – still less have written and published’.55

And, finally, the charge of ‘sour grapes’ was made against Mrs Trollope: she ‘sets off for America, expecting to find it a complete Utopia. Of course these expectations – like all air-castles, of which imagination, not reason, is the architect – are disappointed; and then off flies the castle-builder to the other extreme and can see no advantages, and make no allowances.’56 This criticism was unavoidable, for in the Domestic Manners Fanny not only admits her disillusionment with Frances Wright but also confesses that, as regards her two years in Cincinnati, ‘the only regret was, that we had ever entered it; for we had wasted health, time, and money there’ (ch. XVII). However, she is clearly concerned to avoid this particular accusation as well as any scandal and ridicule. With this in mind, she makes no mention of her various money-making schemes in Cincinnati. The Bazaar is never named though she does refer cryptically to ‘our Cincinnati speculation’ and ‘domestic embarrassments’ (chs. XII, XVI). Furthermore, although she discusses the utopian community at New Harmony, she does not mention that her son Henry had been an ‘inmate’. She refers to Hervieu only once, describing him as ‘our friend Mr. H., who had accompanied Miss Wright to America’ (ch. VII). And it is apparent from her rough draft that when she wrote of her initial decision to go to Cincinnati she added, as an afterthought, the phrase ‘to await the arrival of Mr. Trollope’ (ch. III), thus lending an air of respectability to her adventure.

In this regard, the Domestic Manners is a very carefully constructed work. Fanny emphasizes throughout that she has accurately related all the conversations, anecdotes and incidents in her book just as she heard or experienced them. However, the accusation of most of her critics, that her portrayal of America and its citizens was coloured by her own failure, is of course true. And those who had known Fanny Trollope in Cincinnati, like Timothy Flint, were happy to enlighten the rest of the nation as to the lady’s various activities in his fair city. It would, in any case, have been impossible to keep something so extraordinary as the Bazaar a secret. But her experience of the ‘American Dream’ had given her a very personal insight into perhaps that most fundamental of American principles, the ‘pursuit of happiness’. Although in the Domestic Manners she is reluctant to tell the whole story, Fanny was to turn it to good use in a fictional setting. In her second published work, The Refugee, the Frenchwoman Madame de Clairville’s career mirrors that of its author. Madame de Clairville had left France to join the utopian community of ‘Perfect Bliss’ in the American wilderness; but after a disastrous business venture she ends up stranded, broke and disillusioned in Rochester, New York.57

Although Fanny Trollope had not been the first English traveller to write about America, her book, with its insights and, above all, humour, became the touchstone against which all subsequent accounts of that country were tested. Charles Dickens knew the Domestic Manners well: indeed, a visitor to Charles Dickens’s house on the eve of his departure for the United States in 1841 found the writer’s study stacked with travel books on America, including Mrs Trollope’s.58 The radical Dickens was determined to like the new, burgeoning democracy and to produce his own account, proving Mrs Trollope and others wrong. He wrote to Andrew Bell, author of Men and Things in America, ‘I think you are rather hard on the Americans and that your dedication like Mrs Trolloppe’s [sic] preface seems to denote a foregone conclusion.’59

Of course, like Basil Hall, Dickens was ‘received in full drawing-room style’ on his relatively brief tour of America, but as with both Hall and Mrs Trollope, the reality did not live up to expectations. Dickens wrote to the actor William Charles Macready: ‘I am disappointed. This is not the Republic I came to see. This is not the Republic of my imagination.’ ‘I cannot change, my dear Macready – my secret opinion of this country; its follies, vices, grievous disappointments. I have said to Forster that I believe the heaviest blow ever dealt at Liberty’s Head, will be dealt by this nation in the ultimate failure of its example to the Earth.’ And Dickens came to the same conclusion as Fanny Trollope: if a radical were to come to the United States, he writes to Forster, unless a radical ‘on principle, by reason and reflection, and from the sense of right’, ‘he would return home a tory’.60 Dickens’s expectations of America were, in their way, as great as Fanny Trollope’s had been, and the disappointment was just as deeply felt. He confided to Forster from America: ‘I think it impossible, utterly impossible, for any Englishman to live here, and be happy.’61

When it was published, his American Notes were judged by the critics in terms of the Domestic Manners. One American journalist had been ‘happy to see that the sycophants of Dickens… are to be well Trollopized before they escape his claws’. The Morning Chronicle, on the other hand, commended him because ‘he never twaddles… but, which is better praise, he never Trollopizes’.62 There are some striking similarities between the two accounts of America by Dickens and by Mrs Trollope. As he travelled around the United States, especially the Mississippi and Ohio Valleys, Dickens found Fanny Trollope’s observations to be extraordinarily accurate and perceptive. He also discovered that they shared a sense of humour that was quick-witted and sometimes wicked, as well as a fascination with the ‘Yankee’ language and dialect. Dickens paid tribute to the importance of the Domestic Manners when he wrote in reply to Mrs Trollope’s letter of congratulations on the publication of his American Notes: ‘I am convinced that there is no Writer who has so well and accurately (I need not add, so entertainingly) described [America], in many of its aspects, as you have done, and this renders your praise the more valuable to me.’63


V
 Fanny Trollope’s Life following the Publication of the Domestic Manners

The Domestic Manners of the Americans did, indeed, sell ‘like wildfire’: it went through four English and four American editions in the first year and it was translated into French, Spanish, German and Dutch. Overall Fanny earned around £600 from her first book – enough to allow the Trollopes to move back to their beloved Julian Hill and to entertain friends. It also paid ‘for all the coal and candles’ which Fanny burned in the ‘Sacred Den’ over the winter, for her writing was now the family’s only source of income.64 Nevertheless, it was not enough to dig them out of the debts incurred by the Harrow farm and Cincinnati Bazaar. In the spring of 1834, despite three successful books from her pen in two years, money was, as Fanny confessed, ‘oozing fast’, and the bailiffs swooped down upon the house.65 In an almost comic scene, Fanny sent her girls over the back hedge with valuables in hand to the safety of a loyal neighbour and smuggled her husband out of the country to escape arrest. Their residence abroad in Bruges was to be a period of death and sadness for the family: within a year, her husband and son Henry were dead – the latter from tuberculosis, the former no doubt from a broken spirit. Consumption was to be the family curse: Fanny’s youngest, Emily, soon fell victim to it, as did eventually Cecilia. The mother nursed each one of them in turn, continuing with the help of strong black coffee to fill her quota of words for the publisher by snatching moments when her patients were asleep. As Anthony later wrote, ‘The doctor’s vials and the ink-bottle held equal places in my mother’s rooms… Her power of dividing herself into two parts, and keeping her intellect by itself clear from the world, and fit for the duty it had to do, I never saw equalled.’66

Fanny returned to England after her husband’s death but did not stay long. Harrow had been the only place she had considered home, and women writers did not fit comfortably into British society. As she said of one of her characters: ‘Circumstances… had rendered her own country less dear to her than it is to most others; and she therefore not only determined to plant herself elsewhere, but to do so in such a manner as would enable her to make her new abode her home in the best sense of the word.’67 She and her eldest son Tom took up residence in Florence and the ‘Villino Trollope’ became a gathering-place for English expatriates and visitors such as Elizabeth Barrett Browning, the sculptor Hiram Powers (her collaborator on the ‘Infernal Regions’ in Cincinnati), and Harriet Beecher Stowe, who had moved to Cincinnati as a young girl soon after the Trollopes’ departure. Dickens was also a welcome visitor and introduced Tom to his second wife, Frances Eleanor Ternan, the sister of Dickens’s mistress, Nelly Ternan. Fanny Trollope continued to write all the while: she finally laid down her pen at the age of seventy-seven, having written six travel books and thirty-five novels. Some of her stories are light-hearted, others are serious social critiques, such as The Life and Adventures of Michael Armstrong (1840), condemning child labour, and Jessie Phillips (1843), exposing the inequity of the new Poor Laws. She also contributed pieces to journals and periodicals, including the New Monthly Magazine. Dickens’s friend Percy Fitzgerald wrote:


As a child I can recall the amazing popularity of Frances [Trollope]. In the forties she was the one and only ‘fashionable’ story-teller to be read, and certainly her ‘Widow Barnaby’ and other jovial tales gave great entertainment, and was the pattern for a whole school of such things. To the Italian Trollopes, as they may be called, Dickens was most partial.68


Fanny Trollope died in Florence in 1863. She had written four novels with an American setting: The Refugee (1832), Jonathan Jefferson Whitlaw (1836), The Barnabys in America (1843) and The Old World and the New (1849). By the time she sat down to write this last work, she had to some extent made her peace with America. Since the publication of the Domestic Manners she had seen and written about injustices in her own country, and in that tumultuous year of 1848, when revolution swept across the Old World, the great experiment of the New World looked much more attractive. Fanny was, to some extent, also rewriting her own history in The Old World and the New: the English family who emigrate to the United States and settle in the Ohio Valley make a success of their farming venture and come to be valued members of Cincinnati society.


The publication of the Domestic Manners of the Americans not only established Fanny Trollope as a writer, it also launched a literary dynasty. Her example clearly inspired her sons Tom and Anthony to take up writing as their chosen profession. Anthony, although often begrudgingly, was none the less very conscious of his mother’s influence. He even followed in her footsteps to America in 1861–2 and saw the infamous Cincinnati Bazaar. Anthony noted the proprietor’s opinion: ‘I believe, sir, no man or woman ever yet made a dollar in that building.’69 Anthony also discovered on his travels that not only the Bazaar but also his mother’s reputation had remained intact. A citizen of Rolla, Missouri declared, when he had ascertained that Anthony was Mrs Trollope’s son, ‘Then, sir, you are an accession to Rolla’; and an American lady, when she saw the name on the luggage, insisted that Rose, Anthony’s wife, must be the Mrs Trollope who wrote ‘that book’.70

Anthony judged the Domestic Manners and its author harshly: ‘No observer was certainly less qualified to judge of the prospects or even the happiness of a young people. No one could have been worse adapted by nature for the task of learning whether a nation was in a way to thrive. Whatever she saw she judged, as most women do, from her own standing-point.’71 But perhaps Mark Twain, who knew the Mississippi and its environs so well, is the better judge. He carried a copy of the Domestic Manners of the Americans with him up the river. His marginal notes show that he thought Mrs Trollope’s ‘snapshots’ of American society were true to life:


She lived three years in this civilization of ours; in the body of it – not on the surface of it, as was the case with most of the foreign tourists of her day. She knew her subject well, and she set it forth fairly and squarely, without any weak ifs and ands and buts… She did not gild us; and neither did she, whitewash us… It was for this sort of photography that poor candid Mrs Trollope was so handsomely cursed and reviled by this nation. Yet she was merely telling the truth, and this indignant nation knew it. She was painting a state of things which did not disappear at once. It lasted to well along in my youth, and I remember it.72


Indeed, reading her comments on the Americans’ love of electioneering, the prevalence of religious fanaticism, social conformity and prudery, and the tendency of American cities ‘to spread rather than to rise’ (ch. XXXIII), it is difficult not to conclude that her portrait of America – and the Americans – still rings true today.
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When it first appeared in March 1832 the Domestic Manners of the Americans created a sensation on both sides of the Atlantic. Three more editions quickly followed in the same year. For the fifth edition of the book, which appeared in 1839 as part of ‘Bentley’s Standard Library of Popular Modern Literature’, Mrs Trollope prepared a new preface and added a number of substantial notes to the text, as well as ‘A Fragment’ illustrating the use of American colloquialisms and excerpts from her 1832 novel The Refugee, set in America. However, as these later additions make the work rather cumbersome, the text reprinted here is the original impression of March 1832, as it first appeared before the reading public. Frances Trollope’s sometimes erratic spelling of names and places has been retained and, where appropriate, corrected in the editor’s notes at the back. Otherwise, only a few errors in spelling and grammar have been corrected. The original footnotes to the first edition are indicated by an asterisk and appear at the bottom of the page. Appendix A presents an early, unpublished version of the preface transcribed from the author’s rough draft, Appendix B comprises the preface to the fifth edition, and Appendix C reprints the ‘Fragment’ of American colloquialisms appended to the fifth edition. The excerpts from The Refugee have not been included here since they are better read in the context of the novel.
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PREFACE 1

In offering to the public these volumes on America, their author would rather be considered as endeavouring to excite fresh attention on a very important subject, than as pretending to furnish complete information upon it.

Although much has already been written on the great experiment, as it has been called, now making in government, on the other side of the Atlantic, there appears to be still room for many interesting details on the influence which the political system of the country has produced on the principles, tastes, and manners, of its domestic life.

The author of the following pages has endeavoured, in some degree, to supply this deficiency, by carefully recording the observations she had an opportunity of making during a residence of three years and six months in different parts of the United States.

She leaves to abler pens the more ambitious task of commenting on the democratic form of the American government; while, by describing, faithfully, the daily aspect of ordinary life, she has endeavoured to shew how greatly the advantage is on the side of those who are governed by the few, instead of the many. The chief object she has had in view is to encourage her countrymen to hold fast by a constitution that ensures all the blessings which flow from established habits and solid principles. If they forego these, they will incur the fearful risk of breaking up their repose by introducing the jarring tumult and universal degradation which invariably follow the wild scheme of placing all the power of the state in the hands of the populace.

The United States of America contain a considerable variety of interesting objects in most branches of natural science, besides much that is new, a good deal that is beautiful, and some things that are wonderful. Nevertheless, as it is the moral and religious condition of the people which, beyond every thing else, demands the attention of the philosophical enquirer, the author would consider her work as completely successful, could she but awaken a more general interest on this subject.

HARROW,
March, 1832.


DOMESTIC MANNERS OF THE AMERICANS.

CHAPTER I
  Entrance of the Mississippi – Balize

On the 4th of November, 1827, I sailed from London, accompanied by my son and two daughters; and after a favourable, though somewhat tedious voyage, arrived on Christmas-day at the mouth of the Mississippi.

The first indication of our approach to land was the appearance of this mighty river pouring forth its muddy mass of waters, and mingling with the deep blue of the Mexican Gulf. The shores of this river are so utterly flat, that no object upon them is perceptible at sea, and we gazed with pleasure on the muddy ocean that met us, for it told us we were arrived, and seven weeks of sailing had wearied us; yet it was not without a feeling like regret that we passed from the bright blue waves, whose varying aspect had so long furnished our chief amusement, into the murky stream which now received us.

Large flights of pelicans were seen standing upon the long masses of mud which rose above the surface of the waters, and a pilot came to guide us over the bar, long before any other indication of land was visible.

I never beheld a scene so utterly desolate as this entrance of the Mississippi. Had Dante seen it, he might have drawn images of another Bolgia1 from its horrors. One only object rears itself above the eddying waters; this is the mast of a vessel long since wrecked in attempting to cross the bar, and it still stands, a dismal witness of the destruction that has been, and a boding prophet of that which is to come.

By degrees bulrushes of enormous growth become visible, and a few more miles of mud brought us within sight of a cluster of huts called the Balize, by far the most miserable station that I ever saw made the dwelling of man, but I was told that many families of pilots and fishermen lived there.

For several miles above its mouth, the Mississippi presents no objects more interesting than mud banks, monstrous bulrushes, and now and then a huge crocodile luxuriating in the slime. Another circumstance that gives to this dreary scene an aspect of desolation, is the incessant appearance of vast quantities of drift wood, which is ever finding its way to the different mouths of the Mississippi. Trees of enormous length, sometimes still bearing their branches, and still oftener their uptorn roots entire, the victims of the frequent hurricane, come floating down the stream. Sometimes several of these, entangled together, collect among their boughs a quantity of floating rubbish, that gives the mass the appearance of a moving island, bearing a forest, with its roots mocking the heavens; while the dishonoured branches lash the tide in idle vengeance: this, as it approaches the vessel, and glides swiftly past, looks like the fragment of a world in ruins.

As we advanced, however, we were cheered, notwithstanding the season, by the bright tints of southern vegetation. The banks continue invariably flat, but a succession of planless villas, sometimes merely a residence, and sometimes surrounded by their sugar grounds and negro huts, varied the scene. At no one point was there an inch of what painters call a second distance; and for the length of one hundred and twenty miles, from the Balize to New Orleans, and one hundred miles above the town, the land is defended from the encroachments of the river by a high embankment which is called the Levée; without which the dwellings would speedily disappear, as the river is evidently higher than the banks would be without it. When we arrived, there had been constant rains, and of long continuance, and this appearance was, therefore, unusually striking, giving to “this great natural feature” the most unnatural appearance imaginable; and making evident, not only that man had been busy there, but that even the mightiest works of nature might be made to bear his impress; it recalled, literally, Swift’s mock heroic, 



“Nature must give way to art; ”2


yet, she was looking so mighty, and so unsubdued all the time, that I could not help fancying she would some day take the matter into her own hands again, and if so, farewell to New Orleans.

It is easy to imagine the total want of beauty in such a landscape; but yet the form and hue of the trees and plants, so new to us, added to the long privation we had endured of all sights and sounds of land, made even these swampy shores seem beautiful. We were, however, impatient to touch as well as see the land; but the navigation from the Balize to New Orleans is difficult and tedious, and the two days that it occupied appeared longer than any we had passed on board.

In truth, to those who have pleasure in contemplating the phenomena of nature, a sea voyage may endure many weeks without wearying. Perhaps some may think that the first glance of ocean and of sky shew all they have to offer; nay, even that that first glance may suggest more of dreariness than sublimity; but to me, their variety appeared endless, and their beauty unfailing. The attempt to describe scenery, even where the objects are prominent and tangible, is very rarely successful; but where the effect is so subtile and so varying, it must be vain. The impression, nevertheless, is perhaps deeper than any other; I think it possible I may forget the sensations with which I watched the long course of the gigantic Mississippi; the Ohio and the Potomac may mingle and be confounded with other streams in my memory, I may even recall with difficulty the blue outline of the Alleghany mountains, but never, while I remember any thing, can I forget the first and last hour of light on the Atlantic.

The ocean, however, and all its indescribable charm, no longer surrounded us; we began to feel that our walk on the quarter-deck was very like the exercise of an ass in a mill; that our books had lost half their pages, and that the other half were known by rote; that our beef was very salt, and our biscuits very hard; in short, that having studied the good ship, Edward, from stem to stern till we knew the name of every sail, and the use of every pulley, we had had enough of her, and as we laid down, head to head, in our tiny beds for the last time, I exclaimed with no small pleasure,



“To-morrow to fresh fields and pastures new.”3




CHAPTER II
 New Orleans – Society – Creoles and Quadroons – Voyage up the Mississippi

On first touching the soil of a new land, of a new continent, of a new world, it is impossible not to feel considerable excitement and deep interest in almost every object that meets us. New Orleans presents very little that can gratify the eye of taste, but nevertheless there is much of novelty and interest for a newly arrived European. The large proportion of blacks seen in the streets, all labour being performed by them; the grace and beauty of the elegant Quadroons,1 the occasional groups of wild and savage looking Indians, the unwonted aspect of the vegetation, the huge and turbid river, with its low and slimy shore, all help to afford that species of amusement which proceeds from looking at what we never saw before.

The town has much the appearance of a French Ville de Province, and is, in fact, an old French colony taken from Spain by France. The names of the streets are French, and the language about equally French and English. The market is handsome and well supplied, all produce being conveyed by the river. We were much pleased by the chant with which the Negro boatmen regulate and beguile their labour on the river; it consists but of very few notes, but they are sweetly harmonious, and the Negro voice is almost always rich and powerful.

By far the most agreeable hours I passed at New Orleans were those in which I explored with my children the forest near the town. It was our first walk in “the eternal forests of the western world,” and we felt rather sublime and poetical. The trees, generally speaking, are much too close to be either large or well grown; and, moreover, their growth is often stunted by a parasitical plant, for which I could learn no other name than “Spanish moss;” it hangs gracefully from the boughs, converting the outline of all the trees it hangs upon into that of weeping willows. The chief beauty of the forest in this region is from the luxuriant under-growth of palmetos, which is decidedly the loveliest coloured and most graceful plant I know. The pawpaw, too, is a splendid shrub, and in great abundance. We here, for the first time, saw the wild vine, which we afterwards found growing so profusely in every part of America, as naturally to suggest the idea that the natives ought to add wine to the numerous productions of their plenty-teeming soil.2 The strong pendant festoons made safe and commodious swings, which some of our party enjoyed, despite the sublime temperament above-mentioned.

Notwithstanding it was mid-winter when we were at New Orleans, the heat was much more than agreeable, and the attacks of the mosquitoes incessant, and most tormenting; yet I suspect that, for a short time, we would rather have endured it, than not have seen oranges, green peas, and red pepper, growing in the open air at Christmas. In one of our rambles we ventured to enter a garden, whose bright orange hedge attracted our attention; here we saw green peas fit for the table, and a fine crop of red pepper ripening in the sun. A young Negress was employed on the steps of the house; that she was a slave made her an object of interest to us. She was the first slave we had ever spoken to, and I believe we all felt that we could hardly address her with sufficient gentleness. She little dreamed, poor girl, what deep sympathy she excited; she answered us civilly and gaily, and seemed amused at our fancying there was something unusual in red pepper pods; she gave us several of them, and I felt fearful lest a hard mistress might blame her for it. How very childish does ignorance make us! and how very ignorant we are upon almost every subject, where hear-say evidence is all we can get!

I left England with feelings so strongly opposed to slavery, that it was not without pain I witnessed its effects around me. At the sight of every Negro man, woman, and child that passed, my fancy wove some little romance of misery, as belonging to each of them; since I have known more on the subject, and become better acquainted with their real situation in America, I have often smiled at recalling what I then felt.

The first symptom of American equality that I perceived, was my being introduced in form to a milliner; it was not at a boarding-house, under the indistinct outline of “Miss C*****,”3 nor in the street through the veil of a fashionable toilette, but in the very penetralia of her temple, standing behind her counter, giving laws to ribbon and to wire, and ushering caps and bonnets into existence. She was an English woman, and I was told that she possessed great intellectual endowments, and much information; I really believe this was true. Her manner was easy and graceful, with a good deal of French tournure; and the gentleness with which her fine eyes and sweet voice directed the movements of a young female slave, was really touching: the way, too, in which she blended her French talk of modes with her customers, and her English talk of metaphysics with her friends, had a pretty air of indifference in it, that gave her a superiority with both.

I found with her the daughter of a judge, eminent, it was said, both for legal and literary ability, and I heard from many quarters, after I had left New Orleans, that the society of this lady was highly valued by all persons of talent. Yet were I, traveller-like, to stop here, and set it down as a national peculiarity, or republican custom, that milliners took the lead in the best society, I should greatly falsify facts. I do not remember the same thing happening to me again, and this is one instance among a thousand, of the impression every circumstance makes on entering a new country, and of the propensity, so irresistible, to class all things, however accidental, as national and peculiar. On the other hand, however, it is certain that if similar anomalies are unfrequent in America, they are nearly impossible elsewhere.

In the shop of Miss C***** I was introduced to Mr. M’Clure,4 a venerable personage, of gentlemanlike appearance, who in the course of five minutes propounded as many axioms, as “Ignorance is the only devil:” “Man makes his own existence;” and the like. He was of the New Harmony school, or rather the New Harmony school was of him. He was a man of good fortune, (a Scotchman, I believe), who after living a tolerably gay life, had “conceived high thoughts, such as Lycurgus5 loved, who bade flog the little Spartans,” and determined to benefit the species, and immortalize himself, by founding a philosophical school at New Harmony. There was something in the hollow square legislations of Mr. Owen, that struck him as admirable, and he seems, as far as I can understand, to have intended aiding his views, by a sort of incipient hollow square drilling; teaching the young ideas of all he could catch, to shoot into parallelogramic form and order.6 This venerable philosopher, like all of his school that I ever heard of, loved better to originate lofty imaginings of faultless systems, than to watch their application to practice. With much liberality he purchased and conveyed to the wilderness a very noble collection of books and scientific instruments; but not finding among men one whose views were liberal and enlarged as his own, he selected a woman to put into action the machine he had organized. As his acquaintance with this lady had been of long standing, and, as it was said, very intimate, he felt sure that no violation of his rules would have place under her sway; they would act together as one being: he was to perform the functions of the soul, and will every thing; she, those of the body, and perform every thing.

The principal feature of the scheme was, that (the first liberal outfit of the institution having been furnished by Mr. M'Clure,) the expense of keeping it up should be defrayed by the profits arising from the labours of the pupils, male and female, which was to be performed at stated intervals of each day, in regular rotation with learned study and scientific research. But unfortunately the soul of the system found the climate of Indiana uncongenial to its peculiar formation, and, therefore, took its flight to Mexico, leaving the body to perform the operations of both, in whatever manner it liked best; and the body, being a French body, found no difficulty in setting actively to work without troubling the soul about it; and soon becoming conscious that the more simple was a machine, the more perfect were its operations, she threw out all that related to the intellectual part of the business, (which to do poor soul justice, it had laid great stress upon), and stirred herself as effectually as ever body did, to draw wealth from the thews and sinews of the youths they had collected. When last I heard of this philosophical establishment, she, and a nephew-son were said to be reaping a golden harvest, as many of the lads had been sent from a distance by indigent parents, for gratuitous education, and possessed no means of leaving it.7

Our stay in New Orleans was not long enough to permit our entering into society, but I was told that it contained two distinct sets of people, both celebrated, in their way, for their social meetings and elegant entertainments. The first of these is composed of Creole families, who are chiefly planters and merchants, with their wives and daughters; these meet together, eat together, and are very grand and aristocratic; each of their balls is a little Almack’s,8 and every portly dame of the set is as exclusive in her principles as a lady patroness. The other set consists of the excluded but amiable Quadroons, and such of the gentlemen of the former class as can by any means escape from the high places, where pure Creole blood swells the veins at the bare mention of any being tainted in the remotest degree with the Negro stain.

Of all the prejudices I have ever witnessed, this appears to me the most violent, and the most inveterate. Quadroon girls, the acknowledged daughters of wealthy American or Creole fathers, educated with all of style and accomplishments which money can procure at New Orleans, and with all the decorum that care and affection can give; exquisitely beautiful, graceful, gentle, and amiable, these are not admitted, nay, are not on any terms admissible, into the society of the Creole families of Louisiana. They cannot marry; that is to say, no ceremony can render an union with them legal or binding; yet such is the powerful effect of their very peculiar grace, beauty, and sweetness of manner, that unfortunately they perpetually become the objects of choice and affection. If the Creole ladies have privilege to exercise the awful power of repulsion, the gentle Quadroon has the sweet but dangerous vengeance of possessing that of attraction. The unions formed with this unfortunate race are said to be often lasting and happy, as far as any unions can be so, to which a certain degree of disgrace is attached.

There is a French and an English theatre in the town; but we were too fresh from Europe to care much for either; or, indeed, for any other of the town delights of this city, and we soon became eager to commence our voyage up the Mississippi.

Miss Wright,9 then less known (though the author of more than one clever volume) than she has since become, was the companion of our voyage from Europe; and it was my purpose to have passed some months with her and her sister at the estate she had purchased in Tennessee. This lady, since become so celebrated as the advocate of opinions that make millions shudder, and some half-score admire, was, at the time of my leaving England with her, dedicated to a pursuit widely different from her subsequent occupations. Instead of becoming a public orator in every town throughout America, she was about, as she said, to seclude herself for life in the deepest forests of the western world, that her fortune, her time, and her talents might be exclusively devoted to aid the cause of the suffering Africans. Her first object was to shew that nature had made no difference between blacks and whites, excepting in complexion; and this she expected to prove by giving an education perfectly equal to a class of black and white children. Could this fact be once fully established, she conceived that the Negro cause would stand on firmer ground than it had yet done, and the degraded rank which they have ever held amongst civilized nations would be proved to be a gross injustice.

This question of the mental equality, or inequality between us, and the Negro race, is one of great interest, and has certainly never yet been fairly tried; and I expected for my children and myself both pleasure and information from visiting her establishment, and watching the success of her experiment.

The innumerable steam boats, which are the stage coaches and fly waggons of this land of lakes and rivers, are totally unlike any I had seen in Europe, and greatly superior to them. The fabrics which I think they most resemble in appearance, are the floating baths (les bains Vigier) at Paris. The annexed drawing10 will give a correct idea of their form. The room to which the double line of windows belongs, is a very handsome apartment; before each window a neat little cot is arranged in such a manner as to give its drapery the air of a window curtain. This room is called the gentlemen’s cabin, and their exclusive right to it is somewhat uncourteously insisted upon. The breakfast, dinner, and supper are laid in this apartment, and the lady passengers are permitted to take their meals there.

On the first of January, 1828, we embarked on board the Belvidere, a large and handsome boat; though not the largest or handsomest of the many which displayed themselves along the wharfs; but she was going to stop at Memphis, the point of the river nearest to Miss Wright’s residence, and she was the first that departed after we had got through the custom-house, and finished our sight-seeing. We found the room destined for the use of the ladies dismal enough, as its only windows were below the stern gallery; but both this and the gentlemen’s cabin were handsomely fitted up, and the former well carpeted; but oh! that carpet! I will not, I may not describe its condition; indeed it requires the pen of a Swift to do it justice. Let no one who wishes to receive agreeable impressions of American manners, commence their travels in a Mississippi steam boat; for myself, it is with all sincerity I declare, that I would infinitely prefer sharing the apartment of a party of well conditioned pigs to the being confined to its cabin.

I hardly know any annoyance so deeply repugnant to English feelings, as the incessant, remorseless spitting of Americans. I feel that I owe my readers an apology for the repeated use of this, and several other odious words; but I cannot avoid them, without suffering the fidelity of description to escape me. It is possible that in this phrase, “Americans,” I may be too general. The United States form a continent of almost distinct nations, and I must now, and always, be understood to speak only of that portion of them which I have seen. In conversing with Americans I have constantly found that if I alluded to any thing which they thought I considered as uncouth, they would assure me it was local, and not national; the accidental peculiarity of a very small part, and by no means a specimen of the whole. “That is because you know so little of America,” is a phrase I have listened to a thousand times, and in nearly as many different places. It may be so – and having made this concession, I protest against the charge of injustice in relating what I have seen.


CHAPTER III
 Company on board the Steam Boat – Scenery of the Mississippi Crocodiles – Arrival at Memphis – Nashoba

The weather was warm and bright, and we found the guard of the boat, as they call the gallery that runs round the cabins, a very agreeable station; here we all sat as long as light lasted, and sometimes wrapped in our shawls, we enjoyed the clear bright beauty of American moonlight long after every passenger but ourselves had retired. We had a full complement of passengers on board. The deck, as is usual, was occupied by the Kentucky flat-boat men, returning from New Orleans, after having disposed of the boat and cargo which they had conveyed thither, with no other labour than that of steering her, the current bringing her down at the rate of four miles an hour. We had about two hundred of these men on board, but the part of the vessel occupied by them is so distinct from the cabins, that we never saw them, except when we stopped to take in wood; and then they ran, or rather sprung and vaulted over each other’s heads to the shore, whence they all assisted in carrying wood to supply the steam engine; the performance of this duty being a stipulated part of the payment of their passage.

From the account given by a man servant we had on board,1 who shared their quarters, they are a most disorderly set of persons, constantly gambling and wrangling, very seldom sober, and never suffering a night to pass without giving practical proof of the respect in which they hold the doctrines of equality, and community of property. The clerk of the vessel was kind enough to take our man under his protection, and assigned him a berth in his own little nook; but as this was not inaccessible, he told him by no means to detach his watch or money from his person during the night. Whatever their moral characteristics may be, these Kentuckians are a very noble-looking race of men; their average height considerably exceeds that of Europeans, and their countenances, excepting when disfigured by red hair, which is not unfrequent, extremely handsome.

The gentlemen in the cabin (we had no ladies) would certainly neither, from their language, manners, nor appearance, have received that designation in Europe; but we soon found their claim to it rested on more substantial ground, for we heard them nearly all addressed by the titles of general, colonel, and major. On mentioning these military dignities to an English friend some time afterwards, he told me that he too had made the voyage with the same description of company, but remarking that there was not a single captain among them; he made the observation to a fellow-passenger, and asked how he accounted for it. “Oh, sir, the captains are all on deck,” was the reply.

Our honours, however, were not all military, for we had a judge among us. I know it is equally easy and invidious to ridicule the peculiarities of appearance and manner in people of a different nation from ourselves; we may, too, at the same moment, be undergoing the same ordeal in their estimation; and, moreover, I am by no means disposed to consider whatever is new to me as therefore objectionable; but, nevertheless, it was impossible not to feel repugnance to many of the novelties that now surrounded me.

The total want of all the usual courtesies of the table, the voracious rapidity with which the viands were seized and devoured, the strange uncouth phrases and pronunciation; the loathsome spitting, from the contamination of which it was absolutely impossible to protect our dresses; the frightful manner of feeding with their knives, till the whole blade seemed to enter into the mouth; and the still more frightful manner of cleaning the teeth afterwards with a pocket knife, soon forced us to feel that we were not surrounded by the generals, colonels, and majors of the old world; and that the dinner hour was to be any thing rather than an hour of enjoyment.

The little conversation that went forward while we remained in the room, was entirely political, and the respective claims of Adams and Jackson to the presidency2 were argued with more oaths and more vehemence than it had ever been my lot to hear. Once a colonel appeared on the verge of assaulting a major, when a huge seven-foot Kentuckian gentleman horse-dealer, asked of the heavens to confound them both, and bade them sit still and be d–d. We too thought we should share this sentence; at least sitting still in the cabin seemed very nearly to include the rest of it, and we never tarried there a moment longer than was absolutely necessary to eat.

The unbroken flatness of the banks of the Mississippi continued unvaried for many miles above New Orleans; but the graceful and luxuriant palmetto, the dark and noble ilex, and the bright orange, were every where to be seen, and it was many days before we were weary of looking at them. We occasionally used the opportunity of the boat’s stopping to take in wood for a ten minutes’ visit to the shore; we in this manner explored a field of sugar canes, and loaded ourselves with as much of the sweet spoil as we could carry. Many of the passengers seemed fond of the luscious juice that is easily expressed from the canes, but it was too sweet for my palate. We also visited, in the same rapid manner, a cotton plantation. A handsome spacious building was pointed out to us as a convent, where a considerable number of young ladies were educated by the nuns.

At one or two points the wearisome level line of forest is relieved by bluffs, as they call the short intervals of high ground. The town of Natches is beautifully situated on one of these high spots; the climate here, in the warm season, is as fatal as that of New Orleans; were it not for this, Natches would have great attractions to new settlers. The beautiful contrast that its bright green hill forms with the dismal line of black forest that stretches on every side, the abundant growth of pawpaw, palmetto and orange, the copious variety of sweet-scented flowers that flourish there, all make it appear like an oasis in the desert. Natches is the furthest point to the north at which oranges ripen in the open air, or endure the winter without shelter. With the exception of this sweet spot, I thought all the little towns and villages we passed, wretched looking, in the extreme. As the distance from New Orleans increased, the air of wealth and comfort exhibited in its immediate neighbourhood disappeared, and but for one or two clusters of wooden houses, calling themselves towns, and borrowing some pompous name, generally from Greece or Rome, we might have thought ourselves the first of the human race who had ever penetrated into this territory of bears and alligators. But still from time to time appeared the hut of the wood-cutter, who supplies the steam-boats with fuel, at the risk, or rather with the assurance of early death, in exchange for dollars and whiskey. These sad dwellings are nearly all of them inundated during the winter, and the best of them are constructed on piles, which permit the water to reach its highest level without drowning the wretched inhabitants. These unhappy beings are invariably the victims of ague, which they meet recklessly, sustained by the incessant use of ardent spirits. The squalid look of the miserable wives and children of these men was dreadful, and often as the spectacle was renewed I could never look at it with indifference. Their complexion is of a blueish white, that suggests the idea of dropsy; this is invariable, and the poor little ones wear exactly the same ghastly hue. A miserable cow and a few pigs standing knee-deep in water, distinguish the more prosperous of these dwellings, and on the whole I should say that I never witnessed human nature reduced so low, as it appeared in the wood-cutters’ huts on the unwholesome banks of the Mississippi.

It is said that at some points of this dismal river, crocodiles3 are so abundant as to add the terror of their attacks to the other sufferings of a dwelling there. We were told a story of a squatter, who having “located” himself close to the river’s edge, proceeded to build his cabin. This operation is soon performed, for social feeling and the love of whiskey bring all the scanty neighbourhood round a new comer, to aid him in cutting down trees, and in rolling up the logs, till the mansion is complete. This was done; the wife and five young children were put in possession of their new home, and slept soundly after a long march. Towards day-break the husband and father was awakened by a faint cry, and looking up, beheld relics of three of his children scattered over the floor, and an enormous crocodile, with several young ones around her, occupied in devouring the remnants of their horrid meal. He looked round for a weapon, but finding none, and aware that unarmed he could do nothing, he raised himself gently on his bed, and contrived to crawl from thence through a window, hoping that his wife, whom he left sleeping, might with the remaining children rest undiscovered till his return. He flew to his nearest neighbour and besought his aid; in less than half an hour two men returned with him, all three well armed; but alas! they were too late! the wife and her two babes lay mangled on their bloody bed. The gorged reptiles fell an easy prey to their assailants, who, upon examining the place, found the hut had been constructed close to the mouth of a large hole, almost a cavern, where the monster had hatched her hateful brood.

Among other sights of desolation which mark this region, condemned of nature, the lurid glare of a burning forest was almost constantly visible after sun-set, and when the wind so willed, the smoke arising from it floated in heavy vapour over our heads. Not all the novelty of the scene, not all its vastness, could prevent its heavy horror wearying the spirits. Perhaps the dinners and suppers I have described may help to account for this; but certain it is, that when we had wondered for a week at the ceaseless continuity of forest; had first admired, and then wearied of the festooned drapery of Spanish moss; when we had learned to distinguish the different masses of timber that passed us, or that we passed, as a “snag,” a “log,” or a “sawyer;”4 when we had finally made up our minds that the gentlemen of the Kentucky and Ohio military establishments, were not of the same genus as those of the Tuilleries and St. James’s, we began to wish that we could sleep more hours away. As we advanced to the northward we were no longer cheered by the beautiful border of palmettos; and even the amusement of occasionally spying out a sleeping crocodile was over.

Just in this state, when we would have fain believed that every mile we went, carried us two towards Memphis, a sudden and violent shock startled us frightfully.

“It is a sawyer!” said one.

“It is a snag!” cried another.

“We are aground!” exclaimed the captain.

“Aground? Good heavens! and how long shall we stay here?”

“The Lord in his providence can only tell, but long enough to tire my patience, I expect.”

And the poor English ladies, how fared they the while?

Two breakfasts, two dinners, and a supper did they eat, with the Ohio and Kentucky gentlemen, before they moved an inch. Several steam-boats passed while we were thus enthralled; but some were not strong enough to attempt drawing us off, and some attempted it, but were not strong enough to succeed; at length a vast and mighty “thing of life” approached, threw out grappling irons; and in three minutes the business was done; again we saw the trees and mud slide swiftly past us; and a hearty shout from every passenger on deck declared their joy.

At length we had the pleasure of being told that we had arrived at Memphis; but this pleasure was considerably abated by the hour of our arrival, which was mid-night, and by the rain, which was falling in torrents.

Memphis stands on a high bluff, and at the time of our arrival was nearly inaccessible. The heavy rain which had been falling for many hours would have made any steep ascent difficult, but unfortunately a new road had been recently marked out, which beguiled us into its almost bottomless mud, from the firmer footing of the unbroken cliff. Shoes and gloves were lost in the mire, for we were glad to avail ourselves of all our limbs, and we reached the grand hotel in a most deplorable state.

Miss Wright was well known there, and as soon as her arrival was announced, every one seemed on the alert to receive her, and we soon found ourselves in possession of the best rooms in the hotel. The house was new, and in what appeared to me a very comfortless condition, but I was then new to Western America, and unaccustomed to their mode of “getting along,” as they term it. This phrase is eternally in use among them, and seems to mean existing with as few of the comforts of life as possible.

We slept soundly however, and rose in the hope of soon changing our mortar-smelling-quarters for Miss Wright’s Nashoba.

But we presently found that the rain which had fallen during the night would make it hazardous to venture through the forests of Tennessee in any sort of carriage; we therefore had to pass the day at our queer comfortless hotel. The steam-boat had wearied me of social meals, and I should have been thankful to have eaten our dinner of hard venison and peach-sauce in a private room; but this, Miss Wright said was impossible; the lady of the house would consider the proposal as a personal affront, and, moreover, it would be assuredly refused. This latter argument carried weight with it, and when the great bell was sounded from an upper window of the house, we proceeded to the dining-room. The table was laid for fifty persons, and was already nearly full. Our party had the honour of sitting near “the lady,” but to check the proud feelings to which such distinction might give birth, my servant, William, sat very nearly opposite to me. The company consisted of all the shop-keepers (store-keepers as they are called throughout the United States) of the little town. The mayor also, who was a friend of Miss Wright’s, was of the party; he is a pleasing gentlemanlike man, and seems strangely misplaced in a little town on the Mississippi. We were told that since the erection of this hotel, it has been the custom for all the male inhabitants of the town to dine and breakfast there. They ate in perfect silence, and with such astonishing rapidity that their dinner was over literally before our’s was began; the instant they ceased to eat, they darted from the table in the same moody silence which they had preserved since they entered the room, and a second set took their places, who performed their silent parts in the same manner. The only sounds heard were those produced by the knives and forks, with the unceasing chorus of coughing, &c. No women were present except ourselves and the hostess; the good women of Memphis being well content to let their lords partake of Mrs. Anderson’s turkeys and venison, (without their having the trouble of cooking for them), whilst they regale themselves on mush and milk at home.5

The remainder of the day passed pleasantly enough in rambling round the little town, which is situated at the most beautiful point of the Mississippi; the river is here so wide as to give it the appearance of a noble lake; an island, covered with lofty forest trees divides it, and relieves by its broad mass of shadow the uniformity of its waters. The town stretches in a rambling irregular manner along the cliff, from the Wolf River, one of the innumerable tributaries to the Mississippi, to about a mile below it. Half a mile more of the cliff beyond the town is cleared of trees, and produces good pasture for horses, cows, and pigs; sheep they had none. At either end of this space the forest again rears its dark wall, and seems to say to man, “so far shalt thou come, and no farther!” Courage and industry, however, have braved the warning. Behind this long street the town straggles back into the forest, and the rude path that leads to the more distant log dwellings becomes wilder at every step. The ground is broken by frequent water-courses, and the bridges that lead across them are formed by trunks of trees thrown over the stream, which support others of smaller growth, that are laid across them. These bridges are not very pleasant to pass, for they totter under the tread of a man, and tremble most frightfully beneath a horse or a waggon; they are, however, very picturesque. The great height of the trees, the quantity of pendant vine branches that hang amongst them; and the variety of gay plumaged birds, particularly the small green parrot, made us feel we were in a new world; and a repetition of our walk the next morning would have pleased us well, but Miss Wright was anxious to get home, and we were scarcely less so to see her Nashoba. A clumsy sort of caravan drawn by two horses was prepared for us; and we set off in high spirits for an expedition of fifteen miles through the forest. To avoid passing one of the bridges above described, which was thought insecure, our negro driver took us through a piece of water, which he assured us was not deep “to matter,” however we soon lost sight of our pole, and as we were evidently descending, we gently remonstrated with him on the danger of proceeding, but he only grinned, and flogged in reply; we soon saw the front wheels disappear, and the horses began to plunge and kick most alarmingly, but still without his looking at all disturbed. At length the splinter-bar gave way, upon which the black philosopher said very composedly, “I expect you’ll best be riding out upon the horses, as we’ve got into an unhandsome fix here.” Miss Wright, who sat composedly smiling at the scene, said, “Yes, Jacob, that is what we must do;” and with some difficulty we, in this manner, reached the shore, and soon found ourselves again assembled round Mrs. Anderson’s fire.

It was soon settled that we must delay our departure till the waters had subsided, but Miss Wright was too anxious to reach home to endure this delay, and she set off again on horseback, accompanied by our man servant, who told me afterwards that they rode through places that might have daunted the boldest hunter, but that “Miss Wright took it quite easy.”

The next day we started again, and the clear air, the bright sun, the novel wildness of the dark forest, and our keenly awakened curiosity, made the excursion delightful, and enabled us to bear without shrinking the bumps and bruises we encountered. We soon lost all trace of a road, at least so it appeared to us, for the stumps of the trees, which had been cut away to open a passage, were left standing three feet high. Over these, the high-hung Deerborn, as our carriage was called, passed safely; but it required some miles of experience to convince us that every stump would not be our last; it was amusing to watch the cool and easy skill with which the driver wound his horses and wheels among these stumps. I thought he might have been imported to Bond-street with great advantage. The forest became thicker and more dreary-looking every mile we advanced, but our ever-grinning negro declared it was a right good road, and that we should be sure to get to Nashoba.

And so we did… and one glance sufficed to convince me that every idea I had formed of the place was as far as possible from the truth. Desolation was the only feeling – the only word that presented itself; but it was not spoken. I think, however, that Miss Wright was aware of the painful impression the sight of her forest home produced on me, and I doubt not that the conviction reached us both at the same moment, that we had erred in thinking that a few months passed together at this spot could be productive of pleasure to either. But to do her justice, I believe her mind was so exclusively occupied by the object she had then in view, that all things else were worthless, or indifferent to her. I never heard or read of any enthusiasm approaching her’s, except in some few instances, in ages past, of religious fanaticism.

It must have been some feeling equally powerful which enabled Miss Wright, accustomed to all the comfort and refinement of Europe, to imagine not only that she herself could exist in this wilderness, but that her European friends could enter there, and not feel dismayed at the savage aspect of the scene. The annexed plate6 gives a faithful view of the cleared space and buildings which form the settlement. Each building consisted of two large rooms furnished in the most simple manner; nor had they as yet collected round them any of those minor comforts which ordinary minds class among the necessaries of life. But in this our philosophical friend seemed to see no evil; nor was there any mixture of affectation in this indifference; it was a circumstance really and truly beneath her notice. Her whole heart and soul were occupied by the hope of raising the African to the level of European intellect; and even now, that I have seen this favourite fabric of her imagination fall to pieces beneath her feet, I cannot recall the self-devotion with which she gave herself to it, without admiration.

The only white persons we found at Nashoba were my amiable friend, Mrs. W****,7 the sister of Miss Wright, and her husband. I think they had between thirty and forty slaves, including children, but when I was there no school had been established. Books and other materials for the great experiment had been collected, and one or two professors engaged, but nothing was yet organized. I found my friend Mrs. W**** in very bad health, which she confessed she attributed to the climate. This naturally so much alarmed me for my children, that I decided upon leaving the place with as little delay as possible, and did so at the end of ten days.

I do not exactly know what was the immediate cause which induced Miss Wright to abandon a scheme which had taken such possession of her imagination, and on which she had expended so much money; but many months had not elapsed before I learnt, with much pleasure, that she and her sister had also left it. I think it probable that she became aware upon returning to Nashoba, that the climate was too hostile to their health. All I know farther of Nashoba is, that Miss Wright having found (from some cause or other) that it was impossible to pursue her object, herself accompanied her slaves to Hayti,8 and left them there, free, and under the protection of the President.

I found no beauty in the scenery round Nashoba, nor can I conceive that it would possess any even in summer. The trees were so close to each other as not to permit the growth of underwood, the great ornament of the forest at New Orleans, and still less of our seeing any openings, where the varying effects of light and shade might atone for the absence of other objects. The clearing round the settlement appeared to me inconsiderable and imperfect; but I was told that they had grown good crops of cotton and Indian corn. The weather was dry and agreeable, and the aspect of the heavens by night surprisingly beautiful. I never saw moonlight so clear, so pure, so powerful.

We returned to Memphis on the 26th of January, 1828, and found ourselves obliged to pass five days there, awaiting a steam-boat for Cincinnati, to which metropolis of the west, I was now determined to proceed with my family to await the arrival of Mr. Trollope. We were told by every one we spoke to at Memphis, that it was in all respects the finest situation west of the Alleghanies. We found many lovely walks among the broken forest glades around Memphis, which, together with a morning and evening enjoyment of the effects of a glowing horizon on the river, enabled us to wait patiently for the boat that was to bear us away.
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