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Preface
MICHAEL O'BRIEN

CHARLESTON

offers intellectual h istorians an opportunity. A zeal
ous population has not only restored the most beautiful of antebellum
American cities; it has busied itself with generations of antiquarian
and historical inquiry. The prominence of C harleston in the political
and social h istory of South Carol ina and the South has meant much
research and reflection by outsiders. Historians of the South are rewrit
ing the region's intellectual h istory; to this reassessment Charleston,
a publishing center, a molder of literary and political ideology, must
be central. Social historians have been looking to Charleston as the
home of a planting elite, of free blacks and slaves, of women and the
Irish. Urban historians are suspecting that the influence of cities upon
Southern culture, even before the twentieth century, has been under
estimated, and Charleston, one of the region's most important entre
pots, is proving worth an examination. Literary historians, weary of
the dog-eared pages of Emerson and restless w ith the narrative prescrip
tions of the novel, h ave widened their definition of texts worthy of
scrutiny, and Charleston, possessed of an abundance of gratefully mis
cellaneous literature, offers opportunities of explication. Political histo
rians have rediscovered ideology and the legacy of civic humanism, and
Charleston, the city state, is drawing their eye . 1 So it is natural that
a vol ume of essays upon the intellectual culture of Charleston should
have been comm issioned and is hazarded, to survey and to sample.
A preface should not anticipate the discrete arguments of the essayists,
who are capable of speaking for themselves and properly wary of let
ting anyone else speak for them, but it is useful to establish a few per
spectives and indicate a few limitations of this book.
It is assumed that it makes sense to focus an intellectual h istory upon
a city. As Thomas Bender has persuasively argued, after the decline
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of monasteries and medieval universities, with the shrinking of aristo
cratic patronage, and before the rise of the academic professions, the
city was "the place of intellect," the object of patriotism and the occa
sion for effort.2 That tradition was much alive in early nineteenth
century America, nurtured by those who reflected upon Athens and
admired Edinburgh. Few places were more anxiously civic than Charles
ton, the minds of whose citizens were delicately implicated in the so
cial condition and fortunes of the city. William G ilmore S imms once
observed, ''To account for the successes of individual minds, will go
far to account for those of the community; and the history of a com
munity, will, in turn, measurably illustrate the progress of its individual
minds."3 That dialectic has ceased to have much meaning for the mod
ern alienated intellectual, whose c ity is a profession or university, but
between the early eighteenth and mid-nineteenth century this inter
mingling of self and city had great force.
It can be concluded that Charleston's antebellum economic crisis
offers the surest clue to the c ity's evolution, j ust as slavery is the firmest
explanation of its nature. At the heart of the city's social life and mind
was a change in fortune. In 1 790, Charleston was one of the new re
public's great cities, ambitious for yet more wealth and power, confi
dent of achieving it and, for a full decade and more, rewarded in that
optimism. But the early nineteenth century brought difficulties. The
city went into relative though not absolute decline, its population growth
drained away westward, its wealth dwarfed by the prosperi ties of N ew
York and Boston. Yet the fact that decline was only relative added con
fusion, subtlety, and ambivalence to Charleston's perspective. Matters
before 1860 were fluctuating, not yet irrevocably dismal, and the city
had not become that place of shy misfortune and faded pretension,
defended by the same "ancient shallow crones who guard the locked
portals and the fallen pride of provincial palazzini," visited by Henry
James in 1905.4 The guess of declension was balanced by the vigors
of hope and, between the two, emerged a special Charlestonian voice.
«What is hope itself but a happy sort of discontent?" Simms once asked
in a spirit, characteristic of his place and time, that the revolutionaries
of 1 776, whom he delighted to celebrate, would have found unintelli
gible.s Yet, it is crucial to observe, the city did grow and acquire in
stitutions of V ictorian solidity. Its eighteenth century was, by the civic
standards of 1860, almost formless, shifting, expedient. Later Charles-
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ton gained more churches, schools, newspapers, periodicals, societies
- more public things. Since the population did not grow at the same
pace, it might be said that the city not only expanded but differen
tiated itself. Organization offered hope of stability and recovery but,
more significantly for this volume, encouraged articulation. David Ram
say's generation published very little or composed for the moment of
fugitive influence. By the 1850s Charlestonians, like other Americans,
were a more systematic, if still doggedly amateur, scribbling people. In
deed the weakness of the city's intellectual life lay less in barrenness
of thought or self-awareness than in an excess of producers over con
sumers. In intellectuality, as in politics, the city and the state encour
aged ambition and promised reward, but too many entered the race,
and there were insufficient prizes to go around.
It is apparent that slavery, the great fact of Charleston's life, is not
omnicompetent as an explanation of the city's intellectual life. The
institution did constrict communication with the outside world, even
as it strengthened links with the South. It was not that Charleston
was less open to new influences, suitably inspected, for her citizens were
no less travelers and readers in 1 860 than they had been in 1 7 90. The
increasing privateness of the city's discourse lay not just in a recoiling
from an antislavery world. In the eighteenth century the colonial, and
then lately colonial, city had thought that intellectual prestige was earned
abroad, in London or Edinburgh, and brought back like a trophy. Cos
mopolitanism was a function of dependent provincialism. David Ram
say saw Charleston as the world in microcosm, the two analytically
indistinguishable. But by 1860 the city had consolidated its own cul
tural institutions. To be heard, the Charlestonian no longer needed
to travel to Edinburgh or send h is botanical specimens to L innaeus;
he could stroll down the street to be published. Being more robust and
developed, Charleston became idiosyncratic and focused more reso
lutely upon itself, by a reasoning familiar and natural to cultural na
tionalists everywhere. The later writers of the city grew sociological,
determined to know themselves and to preserve themselves. Charles
tonians, once other-directed, grew Burkean. They might have chosen,
in an instantly rational world, a different Charleston, but they came
to realize they were stuck with the one they had, knew more closely
than in 1790 what it was they had, and were outraged that outsiders
should be so intellectually infirm as to defy the logic of historicism for
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the paltry consideration of a Haitian morality. The city did not, as
George Rogers has elegantly suggested, become closed so much as it
undertook the characteristic intellectual venture of the romantic Vic
torian, the consolidation of the local within the recti tudes of the un i
versa\.6 It has always been an awkward business, even w ithout the
ramifications of slavery.
It is evident that the estrangement of Charleston and the non
Southern world did not extinguish argument and alienation. Charles
tonians came to understand the strategic virtue of solidarity in an
ominous world; they preferred that their talent for polemic not be con
strued as an ethic; they chose "rounded edges." An equal constraint
on contention lay in the social amenities of a small city, which sug
gested indirection and tact. But still they argued with one another, the
more so for impoverishment. The city's American Revolution had been
a civil war, the most brutal of debates. Nullification was a controversy
in Charleston before it was a contention with the nation. C harlestoni
ans disputed over racial anthropology, over religion, over politics, over
art, over constitutional theory, over the necessity of the classics, over
agricultural policy. Much of the interest of this volume lies in its re
covery and contemplation of these debates. As slavery was a consen
sus, it is a direction-finder for the historian because a tautology, since
"consensus extends only to the principles about which there is agree
ment, and deep disagreement may be concealed by different readings
of the same sacred texts." 7 Here, as with much Southern h istory, a de
sire to define the shared should not blind historians to things unshared
that generated a need for community.
It may be speculated that by its compensating relevance to the slave
holding South, Charleston became an ideological entrepot, rather like
New York in the 1920s. The city imported foreign ideas, redefined and
domesticated them, to reexport them westward. The Southern Review
found its way to Alabama. J,D.B. DeBow of the College of Charleston
migrated to New Orleans. William G ilmore Simms became a regional
luminary. Charles Pinckney articulated a vision of domestic social har
mony being threatened by external forces that, generalized to the South,
later secessionists were to find reson ant. Hugh Swinton Legare trans
mitted sentiments of loss that were to mutate into the themes of the
Lost Cause. The Victorian boosters and reformers of C harleston ex
pressed mythic ambitions that a N ew South could adopt. Much of this
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influence was accidental. Charleston had the fate of anticipating in
its antebellum years the strategic problem of the whole South after 1865:
how to cope ideologically with past wealth, present dearth, and antici
pated prosperity. But a transition was necessary. Ideas shaped for a civic
culture had to be translated into concepts for a region, that vaguer,
more metaphysical, more flexible construct. Within the origins of the
modern Southern idea was the memory of an older form, the city, a
real place.
These are a few perspectives. A few limitations need to be sketched.
It is not to be expected of an exploratory volume that synthesis be
instant or complete, for contributors are properly truculent. Synthe
sis has difficulty, both in coping with the lines that C harlestonians
themselves drew - between black and white, men and women - and in
reconciling the differing methodologies of urban hisrorians, literary
students, political historians, classical scholars, social hisrorians. The
reader will find m uch omitted. While care has been taken to consider
the three major figures of Charleston's formal intellectual life - Ram
say, Legare, Simms - many are scanted, though most are mentioned.
With a plethora of subjects available for analysis, there are gaps- science,
artisans, theology, historiography, art, economics- due to lack of space
or of h istorians. In general, the editors preferred to find interesting
writers, rather than to plan the perfect volume only to see it executed
very unevenly. We are conscious that a city, though a serviceable cate
gory, is not a tidy one, so it has seemed right to deal with the inter
action of city and country, and occasionally to permit scrutiny of some
one like Louisa McCord who, though she was born, published, and
died in Charleston, might have placed her pretium affectionis elsewhere.
Nor can this volume deal only with the distinctive qualities of Charles
ton, for the city shared much with elsewhere. A history that excluded
the characteristic, because it is not peculiar, would distort. Even shar
ing themes with New York or Edinburgh, Charleston embodied them
in particular individuals and a specific location, a room with a view.
While it is hoped that this book will help to comprehend the intellec
tual life of the city, it does not disdain intellectual activity in the city.
Thus the reader will discern two strands of historiographical preoc
cupation, the traditional h istory of ideas and that intellectual history
which wishes to effect a rapprochement with the "new" social history.
Both have their place and utility. While this volume is obdurate in
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finding serviceable the study of individuals, it is happy to see intellec
tual history broadened by anthropology to encompass community. It
is in community that one can scrutinize the interpenetrations of ideas
and social structure, the leading and vexatious task of this generation
of intellectual historians.

XIV

Charleston, S.c., and lcs Vicinity, C>:,' J. Wells (New York, 1863). Courtesy 0/ the South Carolina
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Charleston, J 85 J: View from the Ashley River at White Point Gardens, by William Hill. Co"ncsy
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The Expansion of Intellectual Life:
A Prospectus
DAVID MOLTKE HANSEN

IN

1868 an ill and tired W illiam Gilmore Simms st arted jotting notes

on literary life before the Civil War. "Well nigh [as] desperate as destitute,"
he hoped to sell his "personal anecdotes" to a magazine. They appeared
in the XIX Century over the next two years under titles such as "In
tellectual Growth in the Southern States" and "Intellectual Progress
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i n the South." The regional scope suggested b y the titles notwithstand
ing, each essay focused on Charleston, the city where Simms had been
born sixty-two years earlier and w here he had established himself as
the late antebellum South's preeminent man of letters. All were intended
to illustrate the same thesis, that Charleston's i ntellectual life had ex
panded throughout the antebellum period. I
In reminiscing before the Conversation Club fifteen years earlier,
in the halcyon days before war had salted Charleston's l iterary soil,
septuagenarian artist Charles Fraser had come to the same conclusion.
Like Simms, he had h ad good reason. The development of education
at every level, expansion of the periodical press, multiplication of learned
organizations and institutions, and increase in the number of profes
sionals over the first half of the nineteenth century had been dramatic.
So had the extension in range, recognition , and influence and the in
crease in volume of Charlestonians' writings. By these measures, Charles
ton clearly was a much b igger, richer, more important intellectual
community in ]850 or 1860 than s ixty years earlier.2
That Charleston had d isplayed such signs of growth should not sur
prise, as they had appeared concurrently in c ities all along the North
Atlantic littoral and were at the heart of the Victorian justification
for belief in progress. Yet outside t he c ircle of Southern a pologists and
ancestor worshippers, historians h ave turned a blind eye to these signs
in Charleston. Their reason: Charleston had failed to keep pace with
Boston, New York, and Philadelphia, the only cities bigger than she
at the birth of the nation. In addition to having fallen to twenty-second
in population among American cities by 1860, she had not fostered
a H arvard, Columbia, or American P hilosophical Society; had not be
come the base for a Ticknor & Fields, Carey & H art, or Harper Broth
ers publishing house; and would not garner the acclaim given to the
writers of K nickerbocker New York and Transcendentalist Boston. Per
haps even more importantly, Charlestonians had not followed Bos
tonians, New Yorkers, and Philadelphians from use to abolition of slav
ery. A s a result, it has been easy to conclude that Charleston not only
had failed to experience the moral and i ntellectual progress of her North
ern sisters, but actually had become a center of resistance to progress. 3
Yet recent studies have shown that even ardent abolitionists could
be ambivalent or hostile towards industrialization and other aspects
of "progress," while slavery's most vehement defenders were often con
cerned to modernize and improve their society.4 Despite the polarities
4
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in their views, then, pro- and antislavery writers shared a range of
responses to the social and economic changes transforming their world.
And as is reflected in the similar contents of their intellectual journals,
in their intellectual and personal friendships, and in common efforts
for a variety of causes from temperance to the restoration of George
Washington's home as a n ational monument, the sharing did not stop
there.s
It is such connections and correspondences which were to make
the evolving differences between the cotton-growing and cotton
manufacturing sections important and bitter. Had South Carolina and
Massachusetts not been united by ideology and interest, blood and
business, they could not have been divided. Bonds between them grew
strained as they tightened; differences became momentous. I n the pro
cess, Charleston and Boston became centers of growing sectional feeling.
I t is this Charleston, the Southern cultural and ideological center,
that has attracted the most historiographical attention. Yet the city
became a regional center only well into the nineteenth century. In 1800
her intellectuals still had more ties and affinities with Philadelphia and
New York, Edinburgh and London than with the Chesapeake or even
the South Carolina backcountry. A provincial center of metropolitan
society and culture, Charleston could not become a focus and symbol
of sectionalism until several things had happened. The rise to domi
nance in national political life of North-South over East-West divisions
is perhaps the factor that has most concerned h istorians since the days
of Frederick Jackson Turner. However, recently t here has been increas
ing interest in the development of regional cultural identity and self
consciousness under the impact of romantic nationalism. The simul
taneous building of sectionally concentrated social, economic, and
communication networks also deserves further study.6
These were necessary, not sufficient, causes of Charleston's develop
ment as a regional cultural center. The city also had to expand her
intellectual production sufficiently to meet at least some of the South's
growing consumer demands, and in so doing, she had to attract enough
diversity and depth of talent to give her journals and books wide ap
peaL That Charleston finally did these things more or less successfully
is clear;7 why and how are not. Charlestonians' motives for expanding
their intellectual life have yet to be determined; the influence of a chang
ing demographic, social, economic, political, and cultural environment
still has to be assessed; the sequence or stages of intellectual expansion
5
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have to be established, and the place of individuals and institutions
within this sequence h as to be fi xed. This essay offers a prospectus.
*

*

*

Motivating expansion in Charleston's intellectual life were a strong
tradition of scientific observation and collection and such preoccupa
tions as national, sectional, and civic development, the advance and
preservation of democracy and religion, and the cultivation of gentil
ity and p rofessionalism.
At the end of the colonial period, South Carolina's natural history
was better known than that of a ny other British mainland colony
even before an explosion in knowledge about the state in the last two
decades of the eighteenth and the first decades of the n ineteenth cen
tury. Charlestonian Thomas Walter's Flora Caroliniana (1 788) and Penn
sylvanian William Bartram's Travels through North and South Carolina
(179 1 ) were early manifestations. Following in quick succession were
surveys of the state by Charlestonians David Ramsay ( 1 796) and John
Drayton ( 1802), Dr. ].L.E.W. Shecut's Flora Carolinaensis ( 1 806), Ram
say's and Shecut's studies of fevers in Charleston (issued by the former
between 1 7 97 and 1808, by the latter between 1 8 1 7 and 1 819), Stephen
Elliott's two-volume Sketch of the Botany of South Carolina and Georgia
( 18 1 1 and 1 8 24), and Robert Mills' Atlas and Statistics of South Caro
lina (1825 and 1 826). At the same time, Charleston p hysicians such
as Ramsay, Shecut, Philip Tidyman, and Joseph Johnson were follow
ing the example of earlier practitioners by contributing to professional
journals. However, it is the work of these men's successors in Charles
ton's scientific circles that looms largest in retrospect and shows most
clearly the community's expanding scientific ambition and competence.
John Bachman and John James Audubon's Viviparous Quadrupeds of
North America (1845-49), John Holbrook's North American Herpetology
(1836-42) and Ichthyology of South Carolina ( 1855 and 1 860), Edmund
Ravenel's Echinidae, Recent and Fossil of South Carolina ( 1848), Henty
William R avenel's Fungi Caroliniani Exsiccati (1853-60), and Michael
Tuomey and Francis S. Holmes' Pleiocene Fos sils of South Carolina (1857)
are particularly notable examples.8
Illustrating at once international recognition and Charleston's pride
is the 1836 report on the "Contributions of Charleston to N atural Sci
ence" in the Southern Literary Journal. Consisting of an "encomium upon
two natives" quoted "from a work of the loftiest reputation in Europe,"
.
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Cuvler and Valenciennes' Histoire Naturelle des POiS50ns, it reads: "M. M.
Holbroock [sic!] et Ravenel, de C harleston, nous ont addresse deux
envois, qui nous ont mis a meme d'enricher et d'[e]claircir, l'histoire
des lomotis et des genres voisins, seulement ebauchee, si I'on peut s'ex
primer ainsi, d ans notre troisieme volume." In conclusion, the report
notes that Holbrook's and Ravenel's "zeal and qualifications promise
[to add] not a little to the literary name of Char leston."9 That conclu
sion points to the preoccupation with and pursuit of intellectual repu
tation and progress in Charleston, both stemming from community
cultural values and ambitions.
These values and ambitions were colored by Charlestonians' belief
that ethnicity, geography, and history together should define culture.
An element in the perceptions and heritage of most Westerners in the
nineteenth century, what this cultural nationalism meant to Charles
tonians yet was distinctive. Local experience gave special meaning to
the common ideal. As South Caroli nians frequently noted, they had
of any
fought and suffered more in the Revolution than the
other state. Moreover, they lived in the only state that had been pre
dominantly black (and slave) for generations. The juxtaposition of these
two facts made liberty and civil order peculiarly precious to white Caro
linians. It also fortified the equation both of slavery with community
interests and of the maintenance of those interests with the commu
nity's hard-won liberty. l O
These equations were coupled with a nother. "The highest glory of a
nation," College of Charleston students argued in 1 830, "is oftener the
result of its intellectual culture and of the splendor, dignity and learn
commis
ing of its writers, than of its warlike achievements." In a
sioned by the American Lyceum and published in the American Monthly
Magazine, Charles Fraser agreed. "The patriot and the p hilanthropist,"
observed, take the "existence and success" of the arts "as the evi
dence of social improvement and national prosperity." Another sup
porter of the South Carolina Academy of Fine Arts, Joel Roberts Poin
sett, made a related point in an address six years later, on t he occasion
of the first anniversary of the National Institute, which he had helped
to create in 1840. "The literature of a country," he maintained, "is the
vehicle of science, and upon its cha racter the d ignity and reputation
of a nation depend." William Gilmore Simms would have added - in
would repeat tirelessly - that a national literature also helps a coun
try to define itself to itself and to the rest of the world, and that lack
7
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o f a national literature i s an indication o f a nation's a s yet unformed
character. Political independence, he argued, was just America's first
step towards national-that is, cultural- maturity; only with the flower
ing of American letters would the United States achieve complete na
tionhood. 11
Charleston intellectuals, then, not only saw themselves reaping
and preserving-the rewards of slavery and t he Revolution but, in ad
dition, were committed to advanc ing culturally the nation their ances
tors had helped create. With time, they also became convinced of and
committed to their own region's cultural character and future. As New
England-reared Daniel K. Whitaker reasoned in the i na ugural issue
of his Southern Quarterly Review, "The North . . . has acted as the North,"
so it behooves the South to contribute to "our country's literature . . .
as the South." Whitaker believed, as did Simms, that sectionalism re
flected nationalism, as it was based on the same combination of dis
t inguishing ethnic, geogra phic, and h istorical factors. With this prem
ise, it followed that sectionalism, l ike nationalism, should be expressed
in and developed through literature and the arts. Charlestonians in
creasingly sought to do so as their sectional awareness grew in the years
following t he nullification controversy. 12
Even on the eve of the Civil War, however, Charlestonians had energy
for other concerns. The work of extending education and disseminat
ing publications to ever larger segments of the population received in
creased attention with each passing decade. One sign was the dramatic
expansion of public schooling in the 1850s, when renewed economic
growth gave Charlestonians as well as other Southerners reason to plan
for an optimistic corporate future. This beginning was at once
a commitment to that future and a culmination of long-term trends.
As early as 1 7 1 2, when the colonial legislature had ordered "the print
ing of one copy of the laws of South Carolina for every third or fourth
white man in the colony," it had been widely assumed t hat books and
k nowledge should be generally accessible to those men. A century later,
the assumption was being extended to include w h ite women. "In noth
ing is the advancement of civilizat ion in our country more strikingly
exhibited," Charles Fraser wrote in 1854, than in "the enlarged means
of female education." 13
This expansion of women's education was only one of many signs
of growth: the opening of Fraser's alma mater, the College of Charles
ton, in 1 790, the same year the Charleston Orphan House was estab8

The Expansion of Intellectual Life: A Prospectus

lishedj the passage of a state free school act in 181 1 ; the establishment
of t he South C arolina Academy of Fine Arts, a medical school, the
South Carolina Society Academy, and the Apprentices Library Society
in t he 1 820s; t he addition of a children's library and magazine in the
1830s; the establishment of both the Military College of South Caro
lina and the South Carolina Institute in the 1 840s; and the organiza
tion of the Elliott Natural History and South Carolina Historical So
cieties in the 1850s. 14 There was also develop ment of black education.
Despite laws and prejudices to the contrary, missionaries to blacks in
the city t au ght their flocks to read the Bible. At the same time, free
blacks j oined together to employ white teachers for their children, and
so Francis Asbury Mood and his older brothers were able to work their
way through the College of Charleston. IS
Aside from employment or profit, there were five principal motives
behind these developments: democratic or republican ideals, religious
beliefs, and ambitions for community development, a genteel culture,
and professional growth. "The 'people of the United States,' Charles
Pinckney approvingly told the delegates to the Federal Convention i n
Philadelphia in June 1 787, were 'more equal i n their circu mstances than
the people of any other Country.'" Eleven and a half years later, in
the last days of his third term as governor of South Carolina, the Charles
ton planter and lawyer drew one of the corollaries of this belief: the
state should establish public schools, because "general information is
the only solid foundation upon which true republicanism can ever rest."
Agreeing, and at the same time extending this analysis, a writer in the
Charleston City Gazette for 1 8 1 2 commended t he passage in the pre
vious year of the free school act. Knowledge , h e argued, puts a
shield of defence and weapons of punishment into the ha nds of the
people, where they ought to be. They [the people] feel that they stand
in the erect posture of freemen, when they have the capacity of judging
of the correctness of the conduct of the stewards with whom they have
entrusted the management of the estate, as well as the power of displac
i ng them from their posts, if they abuse their trusts. It binds all citizens
by a lasting tie to their country, by the supervision they are enabled
thus to exercise over the public functionaries.16

this democratic hope, other Charlestonians added a conserva
tive caution: the popular mind needs to be led. This was part of the
reasoning behind much support of Charleston periodicals. As College
9
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of Charleston students put it i n 1 830: "Reviews constitute a large por
tion of the standing literature of the day and, as most of t hem are re
garded as of some authority, they w ill have weight i n directing public
opinion." Simms also hoped that reviews would serve to elevate public
taste and discourse. Though at times he doubted the common man's
interest in being elevated, in 1 858 he professed excitement at the "local
signs . . . in belles lettres" of a "general stir of the popular, as well as the
individual intellect," and he urged Charleston's encouragement of the
ferment by subscriptions to Russell's Magazine.17
An earlier writer gave a different reason to encourage and hope for
popular awakening. H is argument was religious: "A person must wear
the armour that fit s him as may be seen from t he example of David
and Saul; the offspring of Southern dimes need the reins of reason
strengthened with arithmetic and geometry, history and laws of God
and m an , and with the study of true philosophy; the edu cation of
Washington was of this k ind." A more immediate point in the eyes of
many religious leaders was t he old Protestant one that had led the So
ciety for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts to establish
schools and libraries in South Carolina as early as the beginning of the
eighteenth century. Literacy is the first step to Biblical k nowledge and
by the 1820s was a basis for participation in religious community through
the growing n umber of denominational newspapers and journals. 18
Education and publications had other uses. They helped dissemi
nate practical k nowledge and encourage both individual and commu
nity development. Urging this point on an audience of local appren
tices, Charleston lawyer and legislator William D. Porter reasoned: "You
have before you every motive for exertion . . . . Respectability, fortune,
influence - all the prizes of the social state, lie within the reach of your
well directed efforts." However, he continued, "you must first serve an
apprenticeship to books as well as tools, to science as well as art. It
was thus that Watt, the humble m athematical instrument maker, be
came one of the greatest benefactors of his country and t he world."
Believing what he preached, Porter, like other Charleston leaders, sup
ported the Apprentices Library Society, the exhibitions of fine and ap
plied arts there in 1842, 1843, and 1845, and the annual South Caro
lina Institute fairs in 1 849-52 and 1 8 5 5-59. Similarly, C ha rlestonians
began the Southern Agriculturist in 1828, the Commercial Review of the
South and Southwest in 1 846, and the Selnnstructor in 1853 to do for
agriculture and commerce what the Apprentices Library was designed
10
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to do for mechanical arts: spread knowledge and encourage advance
ment. 1 9
One rationale for these efforts in an aristocratically toned society
(however democratic in principle) was noblesse oblige. Others were the
almost universal assumptions among intellectuals that their learning
should have practical uses, and that mercantile, industrial, and agri
cultural growth would make possible a more cultured and so more sat
isfying life than the community could otherwise afford. As Samuel
Henry Dickson maintained, quoting German historian Arnold Heeren,
"Exchange of merchandise led to exchange of ideas; and by this mu
tual friction was kindled the sacred flame of humanity."2o
The corollary belief, fed by images of the life led by European cos
mopolitans, by local aristocratic and intellectual ambitions, and by
Enlightenment traditions, was that "civilization is PROGRESSIVE INTELLEC
TUAL DEVELOPMENT." It followed that intellectual activities should be
fostered and placed at the center of the civilized man's life. Even leisure
should be devoted to pleasures of the mind; even avocations should
be intellectual or artistic. As Dickson put it, "The progress of man in
civilization, his advancement in k nowledge, will be found as distinctly
impressed upon the character of his recreations, his favorite amusements,
as upon his occupations and serious pursuits."2 1 He and fellow Charles
tonians, then, were fortifying images of themselves and the good life
while pursuing intellectual avocations. This gave added keenness
and meaning - to the pursuit.
The same keenness fed professional development. Charleston's doc
tors, lawyers, and ministers as well as teachers, architects, and artists
identified themselves in terms not only of their social and cultural milieu
but of their professions, and they worked hard to expand their profes
sional opportunities, facilities, standing, and n umbers as the nineteenth
century advanced. Thus medical and law schools and journals began
to appear (albeit often to fail) in the 1820s; seminaries and denomi
national journals were established or supported by Charleston clergy
from the decade before; the number of schools and students expanded
at a faster rate than the population; the standards of teachers, accord
ing to various observers, improved; several professional architects came
to compete in the 1840s and 18508 where, at the beginning of the cen
tury, only amateurs, carpenters, and visitors had worked; local artists
had increasing opportunities to exhibit their work and began to re
ceive recognition and commissions from over the entire East Coast.22
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These and other signs - for instance, the number of work s by Charles
tonians receiving reviews in national and international journals, and
the participation of Charlestonians in national and international learned
societies-suggest both the extent to which and the ways in which
Charleston's intellectual l ife expanded throughout the first half of the
nineteenth century.23
However impressive, these achievements did not satisfy Charles
tonians, aware of the even more rapid expansion of Philadelphia, New
York, and Boston. In their eyes, Charleston, despite her extraordinary
per capita wealth (three and a half times the northern mean in 1860),
did not offer as favorable an environment for intellectual growth as
did these Northern cities.
Abolitionists blamed slavery's influence, as have later historians.
Sometime Charleston residents such as Mary Boykin Chesnut and
Helena Wells, South Carolina's first novelist, also thought that the
peculiar institution corrupted morals, while lowcountry planters such
as William Elliott and Frederick Porcher decried the sloth - intellectual
as well as moral and physical
many slaveowners. The great major
ity of slaveowners in antebellum Charleston's sphere of influence, how
ever, even those agreeing with such criticisms, considered slavery the
very foundation of their culture. In their eyes it allowed those who
profited from it the necessary income and leisure for genteel pursuits.
If it also let some people sink into mindless and irresponsible self
indulgence, that seemed to them a small enough price. As the argu
ment went, the necessary evil produced (and so became) the positive
good. 2 4
This favorable evaluation o f slavery did not mean that Charlesto
nians were uncritical either of their society or of themselves. Indeed,
their criticism was often pointed. A particularly sore point was a short
age of contributors and subscribers to local journals and books. In hind
sight, the most obvious reason is not that the area's population growth
rate slowed after 1 830 but that Charleston society was substantially
illiterate. Throughout the century before 1860, half or more of the city's
and three-quarters or more of the lowcountry's population was made
up of unschooled slaves. Subtract from the population slaves, young
children, the poor, white illiterates, immigrants unable to read English
well, and the intellectually uninterested, and it becomes clear that
Charleston's writers had to find local audiences and contributors among
just a few thousand people. 2 5
12

The Expansion of Intellectual Life: A Prospectus

In the c ity itself, the number may never have gone much over a
thousand. Among 3,777 white males of twenty-one years or older in
Charleston in 1830, less than a fifth (689) have been identified as politi
cally active in that year's heated campaign. Almost every resident adult
male who has been identified as a contributor to local publications
or a participant in local cultural organizations for that year and the
decades immediately before and after was among these activists. So
were the great majority of planters resident in the city and approxi
mately half of the city's professional men, governmental officeholders,
and large merchants and factors, the pool from which came almost
all of the c ity's adult male periodical contributors and supporters of
cultural organizations. Add to this pool the women with the educa
tion, money, and inclination for buying, reading, and contributing to
local publications independently of adult males in their households,
and one still comes up shy of a thousand people. Assuming a com
parable ratio (one culturally active person in every fifteen to twenty
white inhabitants), the 1861 total would still h ave been well under two
thousand, although the city's white population had more than dou
bled since 1830. 26
Develop ing pools of contributors and readers was still harder be
cause the population to which Ch arleston periodicals catered and on
which they drew was largely rural and widely scattered. In 1 790 only
8,089 (just over a quarter) of the 28,644 white people in the coastal
districts lived in Charleston. In 1830 the story was much the same:
1 2 ,828 of the seven lowcountry counties' 47,433 whites lived in the city.
The rest were sprinkled less than four to a square mile over an area
larger than the state of Massachusetts (which, by comparison, had over
fifty rural i nhabitants per square mile). There were no other centers
of substantial white population. The largest towns outside of Charleston
- Beaufort and Georgetown - were scarcely more than villages and after
about 1830 "remarkable," according to William Grayson, "for the con
servative property of standing still." Observing that the rhythms and
demands of country life are different from those of city life, Simms con
cluded: "Country Life [is] Incompatible with Literary Labor"; "Reflec
tion comes from provocation rather than repose ," and "literature . . . is
the growth of the city." As he had noted before, the corollary was that
planters, like most men of affairs everywhere, did not find much time
for literature and other intellectual pursuits.27
Frederick Porcher concurred. His memory was that his fellow plant13
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ers, though college educated almost to a man, "seemed desirous of for
getting and of having it forgotten that [they might have] ever been
greedy of academic honours." In his neighborhood there were only "two
exceptions, perhaps . . . three, to this general rule; instances of men
cultivating their intellectual powers without at the same time neglect
ing their material interests." Bearing out this analysis is the 1832 cen
sus of Pineville, where Porcher summered. Though a number of people
in the village took two, four, or more newspapers, and all but one
household in eight took at least one, over h alf the households failed
to subscribe to any periodicals or journals, and only two took more
than two. One of these, the household of Charles Stevens (singled
out by Porcher as that rara avis, a planter-intellectual), was among the
30 percent in the village that collectively accounted for over three
quarters of all periodical and over h alf of all newspaper subscriptions
(but under two-fifths of all slaves and not even one-third of the car
riages and livestock). Stevens was, then, distinctly in the minority. Ac
cording to Porcher, the m ajority were preoccupied with "field sports"
and how "to make a pound more of cotton . . . or to get half a cent
a pound more for . . . cotton."28
Charleston-reared planter Will iam Henry Trescot was defining his
priorities very differently when he argued that to write while on his
plantation helped him both "avoid being idle . . . and avoid the repu
tation of idleness." His values- wh ich he shared with Simms, Porcher,
and others-were not those of his planter neighbors, who saw themselves
as country gentry; rather, they were those of cosmopolitan literati.
Therefore, it was inevitable that, despite his pleasure in his plantation
also found the isolation of rural life debilitating and longed
study,
for "the intense throbbing life of a great capital - the grace of that ex
quisite refinement which belongs only to the combination of culture,
wealth and power . . . the conversation of all that is famous in the
world of men and fascinating in the world of women - the unrivalled
opportunity for observation which is . . . the great pleasure of life."29
To this complaint, Simms added another: politics took too m uch
of the time and attention of Charlestonians. "The attractions of what
is called public life," he wrote in 1 842, "have perverted many a fine in
tellect in our Southern country, from its true design." Poet-editor Paul
Hamilton Hayne agreed. "One great danger which has threatened our
country, from the beginning," he wrote in the i n augural issue of Rus
sell's Magazine, "lies in the ardent, inconsiderate haste with which our
14

The Expans ion of Intellectual Life: A Prospectus

young men of talent rush into politics." The fault stemmed from the
rule of a "despotic custom," under which "every youth of independent
fortune who . . . possessed . . . cleverness, thought it his duty - his
mission - to adopt some party badge ."30
In this planter-dominated and politicized atmosphere, Simms ob
served, authorship was slighted as "the work of the amateur, a labor
of stealth or recreation, employed as a relief from other tasks and duties."
This attitude, he continued, inhibited support of and participation in
l iterary activity and accomplishment. Poet Henry Timrod was harsher.
In the twilight days of Russell's Magazine, he wrote that "in no coun
try in which literature has ever flourished has an author obtained so
limited an audience. . . . It would scarcely be too extravagant to entitle
the Southern author the Pariah of modern literature."3 1
Such debilitating feelings of isolation and frustration were com
pounded by popular romantic notions of the artist's lonely genius, by
the social isolation periodically experienced by many Charlestonians
on their plantations, and by the geographic isolation of Charleston
herself.32 Though located, according to the old conceit, w here the Ash
ley and Cooper Rivers join to form the Atlantic Ocean, Charleston
had no rivers giving her access deep into the hinterland. The Santee
Canal, the longest in America when it was completed in 1800, and
the Hamburg Railroad, the longest in the world when it was completed
in 1833, extended Charleston's reach only to the South Carolina pied
mont. Southern rivals such as Memphis, New Orleans, Mobile, and
Savannah all developed longer reaches, as did such Northern cities as
New York, putting Charleston at a considerable disadvantage in the
competition for trade and i nfluence in the American interior. As a
result, the city's trade declined - absolutely in the short term and rela
tively in the long term -rather than growing with the opening of trans
Appalachia. 32
Cut off to a great degree from the burgeoning West, Charleston was
also substantially isolated even from the interior of South Carolina
by sparsely peopled pine barrens, miasmic swamps, and the peculiar
demands and regimen of rice and long-staple, or sea-island, cotton cul
ture. Such agriculture, too, made for economic and political interests
distinct from those of every other Southern (and American) city ex
cept Savannah, with whom Charleston was in intense rivalry.
In many ways then, Charleston was a city state inside, but sepa
rated from, the larger state of South Carolina and the South beyond.
15
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Her closest ties outside her service area, the lower part o f South Caro
lina, were outside of her region; Charleston fou nd herself more and
more a satellite of New York and other Northern cities. The fact galled,
yet Charleston merchants could not raise the money "to invest in proj
ects to establish trade between Charleston and European firms, or in
packet services to foreign ports." Neither were they able to finish the
Louisville, Cincinnati, and Charleston Railroad, which started with
great expectations in 1 83 5 only to fold in 1 843. The Blueridge Railroad
Company, begun nine years later, also collapsed, as did the Northeast
ern Railroad.33
Local industry fared no better. Only 2.5 percent of Charleston's
population were engaged in industry in 1840, compared with 1 3 .8 per
cent of New York's, 8.3 percent of Baltimore's, and 5.7 percent of Bos
ton's populations. Furthermore, Charleston's industrial population re
mained roughly static, even though the total grew. Thus, "in 1860,
Charleston ranked twenty-second among American cities in popula
tion and eighty-fifth in manufacturing (as determined from a compos
ite measure ment of capital invested, number of employees, and value of
product), and was surpassed by New Yor k and Philadelphia (respec
tively first and second in both categories), Boston (fifth in population
and fourth in manufacturing), and Mobile, Richmond, and New Or
leans." The consequence was that C harleston had to buy Northern
goods, as well as import and export through Northern commercial
centers.34
This satellite status directly impinged upon intellectual activity. As
Hayne bitterly noted in an 1859 letter to a fellow poet in New York:
The position of a literary man at the South is anomalous, & by no means
agreeable . . . . [the) condition of things amongst us . . . is such, as to com
pel a poet (for example), to publish abroad [that is, outside the South),
if he desires his vol to receive the slightest degree of attention . . . . In 1857,
(of course, at my own expense), I published a small book (chiefly Son
nets) .

.

. . Three hundred copies, were issued by Messr. Harper & Calvo

of this city, more than 100 of whic h, now burden the shelves of my
library. 35

Poetry, as a rule, sells badly, but Simms had an additional explana
tion for Hayne's and others' failure: there was "not a single publisher
in the whole South!" Rather, he argued, there were "booksellers and
printers, who occasionally issue[q] books" which they could not mar16
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ket, as did Philadelphia, New York, and Boston publishing houses.36
The sad corollary for Southern authors, Simms concluded, was that
all persons, even when most eminently endowed for letters, were com
pelled to turn to quasi m echanical professions rather than those, how
ever native to their special faculties, which promised neither distinc
tion nor aggrandisement; nay, which were allowed no opportu nity for
utterance, since in l iteratu re there was no publisher, and in art, no acad
emy; and the very publication of a book (which might hardly sell) could
not b e unde rtaken save at the expense of the author, himself,

or

by

a humiliating subscription of the fu nds of unwilling friends.37

All the more trying for Simms was his e.xaggerated notion that friends
in the North were earning their livelihoods by writing and, moreover,
were being read in the t housands of copies. Timrod and Hayne saw
the same disparity; so did Whitaker. Yet there was no need for them
to dwell solely on this question of money and readers. Any number
of other reasons for finding Charleston's intellectual life comparatively
limited and limiting suggested themselves. Boston, New York, Phila
delphia, Edinburgh, London, and Paris had colleges and universities
that attracted students from everywhere, but tbe College of Ch arles
ton served principally as a school for those local boys who could not
afford to go to Harvard, Yale, and the like. Rather than import stu
dents, Charleston exported them. In this, too, she was a satellite city,
not a center. Likewise, writers and artists living in Philadelphia, New
York, Edinburgh, Paris, and Rome found themselves in the midst of
high concentrations of college, professional, and intellectual friends,
whereas Charleston literati and artists often had m any of their most
rewarding college friendships and professional contacts o utside of
Charleston. As a consequence, Ch arlestonians frequently felt the lack
of the density of intellectual relationships available to their Northern
and European counterparts.38
That deficiency meant both a relative lack of intellectual stimula
tion and a heightened sense among Charlestonians of living on the
fringe, in the midst of provincial complacency and stolidity. "We are
a provincial, and not a highly cultivated people," Timrod wrote in 1859
(though he and many of his closest friends obviously belied, or limited
the validity of, the remark):
There is scarcely a city of any size in the South which has not its clique
of amateur critics, poets and philosophers, the regular business of whom
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i s t o demonstrate truisms, settle questions w hich nobody else would
think of discussing, to confirm themselves in opinions which have been
picked up from the rubbish of seventy years agone, and above all to
persuade each other that together they constitute a society not much
inferior to that in w hich figured Burke and Johnson, Goldsmith and
Sir Joshua [Rey noldsl.39

The portrait is much the same as that painted by New York jour
nalist and actor Louis Tasistro in 1842. His conclusion then was that
Charleston's "literary class differed from every learned body since the
days of Noah, though possibly not w ithout some antediluvian proto
type." The satire had bite. Indeed, Timrod saw satire as "the best weapon,
because against vanity it is the only effective one."40
The irritating vanity of Charleston's amateur belletrists dampened
aspiring professionals. In Timrod's analysis, members of the amateur
cliques were "unwilling to acknowledge the claims of a professional writer,
lest in doing so they should disparage their own authority." By defini
tion, too, the cliques were exclusive. As Simms complained in an 1858
letter to his friend James Henry H ammond, newly elected U.S. senator
from South Carolina, "A Lecturer, or orator, or mountebank, foreign
count, or foreign fiddler all require to be introduced by Mess'rs. Peti
gru , King, Dixon, Pringle et id omne genus," all born in the eighteenth
century, all attorneys, and all prominent figures in the Literary and
Philosophical Society or Conversation Club. 4 1
Ironically, S imms, Timrod, and Hayne, although younger, had also
read law and also were joined together in a clique. They dined in one
another's houses and met informally with members of the Literary and
Philosophical Society in "Lord" John Russell's bookstore. There, in the
avuncular guise of "Father Abbot," Simms held forth as benign dic
tator, dispensing praise, encouragement, criticism, and an endless stream
of rotund opinions from an armchair by the fire in the shop's back
room. Hayne figured as the organizing spirit of the group's publication,
Russell's Magazine.42
Other circles or groups formed and reformed throughout the ante
bellum years. Writing in 1866, octogenarian Jacob Cardozo recalled
pleasantly the Philomathean Society in which he, journalist Isaac Harby,
attorneys Langdon Cheves, William Lowndes, and Charles Fraser, the
Rev. Mr. Charles Snowden and the Rev. Dr. Gallagher, merchant Chris
topher Gadsden, and physician David Ramsay had joined in weekly
debate. Fraser and Simms remembered numerous additional clubs.43
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Whether fond like Cardozds or jaundiced like Timrod's and Tasis
trds, memories and portraits make the same points: antebellum Charles
ton was conservative, sharply divided socially, and yet very intimate
in tone and conduct. These were the principal, intellectually limiting
characteristics of the society. All three derived from Charleston's rela
tive smallness, her geographic isolation, and her plantation culture.
As eager for and open to intellectual discourse and new fashions
in art, society, and thought as individual Charlestonians were, collec
tively they were conservative. Their pleasure in modern ideas and
developments was offset by concern for the stability and integrity of
their small city and its supporting plantation culture. Illustrating the
point, a British traveler repeated an observation he had heard in Charles
ton in 1 816: Charlestonians who had celebrated the French Revolu
tion's outbreak in a democratic frenzy had, after the Terror, suddenly
increased their church attendance and construction in "very serious
alarm at the danger to which religion and social order were exposed."44
Social order was a constant preoccupation of Charleston. It seemed
threatened on every h and - not j ust by ideas of class upheaval and ra
cial equality but by the wild allure of the frontier, severe economic and
demographic shifts, and the heat of politics. When S imms spoke of
The Social Principle in 1842, he was voicing a common concern, not
only by defining the principle in terms of domesticity and deference
but by assuming that this ideal of order was continually being u nder
mined by America's pell-mell rush westward. While a national phe
nomenon, the rush was felt particularly acutely in South Carolina. Free
South Carolinians were nearly 80 percent more likely than the average
American to have left their native state in the first half of the nine
teenth century. By 1850, when 1 2 ,653 people from other states were
living in South Carolina, 186,479 free South Carolinians- 41 percent
were living outside of their state at the same time. In reviewing this
"moving off en masse to the West," Charleston attorney, diplomat, and
politician Hugh Swinton Legan� wrote in 183 5: "Not only is it truly
afflicting, for one so much under the influence of local attachment as
I am, to think of the old families of the State leaving their homes in
it forever, but . . . [IJt shews, what I have always felt, how terribly un
certain our whole existence in the South is." Becoming apocalyptic, he
predicted that "society must be supplanted by complete anarchy." Then,
with a rhetorical flour ish, he asked: "And is it wonderful that we, the
haughtiest of the free,- the most enthusiastic lovers of the blessed order
19
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o f things u nder which w e were born and educated,- that we should
feel our hearts breaking as we survey the appalling prospect around
us?" Legare was writing to Charleston postmaster Alfred Huger, but
all his Charleston friends shared the same heartbreak and were fearful
for the same "blessed order" and the liberties i t protected.45
The shared fear heightened the community's sense of itself, fostered
suspicions of outside influences, and encouraged attachment to local
traditions and associations, thus giving added force to convention. Re
membering fellow planters in St. John's, Berkeley, Parish, not far from
Charleston, Frederick Porcher commented: "Society had formed all
nearly on the same model, and the description of one would answer
very nearly for another."46
G iving further strength to conventions were class d istinctions.
Charleston's was a hierarchical society, the hierarchy defining the chan
nels of intercourse, the conventions of discourse, and, to a great degree,
cultural expectations and values. "Talents, education, morals, with the
adventitious advantages of fortune," Charles Fraser explained, "formed
the true basis of social distinction." Even those who did not enjoy the
distinction were obligated to it. Not only were the hierarchs in Charles
ton the chief patrons of publications, schools, cultural organizations,
and learned societies in the community, but they had many times more
money and a considerably l arger share of local wealth per capita than
other urban elites in the United States. While they did not rub shoul
ders with hoi polloi (except at stump meetings, fire fights, and militia
musters), their ranks were open to all whites who combined talent,
education, and morals; partly from noblesse oblige and partly out of
democratic principles, talent from below was often co-opted and cul
tivated. This process so strengthened the hold of h ierarchy on com
munity culture that few visitors noticed the diversity of ethnic sub
cultures in the city. At most they recognized that poet William Henry
Timrod and naturalist-theologian John Bachman were of German Lu
theran extraction; dramatist and critic Isaac Harby and poet Penina
Moise were Jews; and theologian-philosopher Bishop John England was
an Irish Catholic. For community culture, however, this diversity mat
tered less than that such people participated actively in a literary so
ciety dominated by Episcopalians and Presbyterians of British and
Huguenot extraction, plantation heritage, cosmopolitan education
and prejudice.47
That dominance extended to (and so delim ited the range of) values
20

The Expansion of Intellectual Life: A Prospectus

and their rhetorical expression. Even outlanders who lived in Charles
ton came to speak and t hink in terms that were comfortable to the
city's hierarchy. Habitual association was one reason: Charleston was
an intimate society. Built o n a n interlocking network of fam ilies, it
became extraordinarily homogeneous despite the diverse ethnic heri
tages and cosmopolitan education of its members. Lying behind that
homogeneity was a sh ared set of values. Frederick Porcher's observa
tion upon the Literary and Philosophical Society has general appli
cability: "The Club," Porcher wrote, "did not require learned men, or
eloquent men, but it did require genial men, social men, men who
would take a n interest in it." Th is dampened intellectual ardor and
cooled, as well as controlled, debate. While Simms and Hayne might
resent the fact, they and their Saturday night club were equally par
ticipant. Intellectual discourse in Ch arleston was preeminently a nd in
evitably a social occasion: everyone knew everyone; as a result, ideas
often assumed the personalities of their propagators, and debates were
conducted according to the rules of social intercourse. To criticize or
disagree was permissible; to attack directly or disparage (though done
often enough) was not. In attacking ideas, it was understood, one could
not help attacking their spokesmen - often one's friends or one's friends'
friends. This being the case, decorum, grace, delicacy, a nd diplomacy
often were valued more highly than directness, rigor, forcefulness, and
cogency. While originality was permitted, it was not applauded.48
U nder such constraints some Charlestonians gave up literary pur
suits. Simms' "old friend" Joseph Dukes is a case in point: "a fine gen
tleman, of fine ability, a young man of excellent Charleston family,"
he abandoned poetry for "more lucrative employments"- in this in
stance, the law. Another example is planter William Soramo Hasell,
in Charles Fraser's opinion "a very worthy and excellent fellow"; he
lived for forty-five years after writing his one noted poem, "Alfred," which
he delivered upon graduating from Yale in 1 799.49
Other Charlestonians did not outgrow their intellectual interests
and identities. Yet to assert and maintain them in the face of Charles
ton's ruling ethos, some became rebellious, others eccentric. The Grimke
fam ily illustrates the two processes. Sarah and A ngelina Grimke went
North in the 1 820s, becoming Quakers and advocates of women's rights
and abolition. Their brother Thomas remained in Charleston and the
Episcopal Church, becoming a successful lawyer but also an ardent
promoter of temperance, educational reforms, and world peace. At his
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death i n 1834, the Charleston bar wore mourning for thirty days, while
his eulogists explained how peculiar were his ideas. To Grimke, this
perception might not h ave mattered or, what i s more likely, might have
been a source of pride. However, a Ramsay, Simms, Trescot, or Hayne
had a very different attitude. Not one of these men was w i lling either
to see himself or to be seen as marginal because eccentric; they wanted
to formulate community thought, not stand outside it. Their dilemma
was to combine their personal intellectual ambitions with this public
one. None ever felt h imself entirely successful.50
The antebellum years saw numerous other Charlestonians either
give up or not try. Rather than t urn their backs on their intellectual
and artistic ambitions or accept status as eccentrics, however, they left
the city. Art collector Joseph Allen Smith was never more than a sea
sonal visitor in Charleston after h is fourteen years in Europe; classical
archaeologist John Izard M iddleton deserted Ch arleston for Rome and
Paris, and artist Washington Allston for London, then Boston. Jour
nalist J.D.B. DeBow sought opportunity in New Orleans, as had editor
D.K. Whitaker, while journalists Isaac Harby and James Wright Sim
mons went to New York. Even H ugh Swinton Legare, who anguished
so over the decline of the Charleston he loved, spent his last years largely
in Brussels, then Washi ngton, where architect Robert Mills h ad gone
before him. 5 1
Unlike the Grimke sisters, such men were not rebels , and their loss
was felt keenly in Charleston. Nothing spoke more forcefully of the
community's limitations or made clearer the dilemma of those Charles
tonians who were ambitious for both personal and community intel
lectual development.
*

*

*

Ambition for intellectual development was shared by Charleston's
Revolutionary and secession generations and by the generations in be
tween. Yet to the extent that there was development, different genera
tions necessarily led different intellectual lives. N ot only did new men
and women come to the fore, but new institutions at once multiplied
and divided, restructuring and refocusing the community's intellectual
activity. Complicating the plotting and the evalu ation of these changes
is the fact that there were concurrent changes in people's beliefs and
values, attitudes and aspirations - changes often, though not always,
influencing Bostonians and Parisians as well as Charlestonians. Then,
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too, there were local as well as national and international political and
economic developments with profound consequences for C harleston's
intellectual life.
One fact dominated the intellectual careers of the Revolutionary
generation, "those men young enough in 1776 to have been deeply in
fluenced by the crisis and old enough to have taken some part in it."52
That fact was the serious disruption of the old intellectual order in
the city signaled by 1 7 76. As loyalists, many of Charleston's leading
prewar intellectuals - many of them also physicians - fled: Dr. Alexan
der Garden (the correspondent of Linnaeus), poet George Ogilvie,
bookseller-poet-publisher Robert Wells, Robert's son William Charles
(another physician and a future member of the Royal Society), Dr. James
Clitheral, Dr. George Milligen, Dr. Hugh Rose, the Rev. Alexander
Hewat, Lt. Gov. William Bull, and the Crown's cosmopolitan placemen.
Never again would British-reared people play the large part in Charleston
culture that these mostly Scottish- and English-born men had played.
Neither would Charleston ever again give the same relative importance
to intellectual correspondence and connections with Britain. 5 3
The Revolution also directed intellectual energy towards politics and
away from science and literature. Not until after the ratification of both
the state and national constitutions did Charlestonians write or pub
lish as much in natural h istory, medicine, law, and poetry as before
the war. Individual lives illustrate the pattern. Both patriot David Ram
say and loyalist William Charles Wells neglected science for politics dur
ing and immediately after the Revolution; both later returned to medi
cine, the subject in which each had been trainedY
Despite such disruptions, there also were continuities. The Charles
ton Library Society still functioned as the chief intellectual institution
in the city. Men still met informally at one another's houses, in private
tavern rooms, and at bookshops to discuss recent issues and publica
tions and to play music. Religious and political meetings were still the
principal occasions for public discourse. Music was still a principal staple
of public culture. Aside from memorial and patriotic addresses, reli
gion and politics were still the mainstays of the pamphlet press. Few
people were ambitious enough to write whole books, and few volumes
were published. London books and booksellers still dominated library
collecting. 5 5
These continuities do not in any sense imply stasis. The Methodist
Church was beginning ro challenge the recently disestablished Epis-
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copal Church. The new Agricultural Society o f South Carolina was
organized in 1 785. Four years later the Medical Society of South Caro
lina began to meet and to publish p apers. The College of Charleston
finally opened its doors in the following year. Then, in January 1 793,
a new theater opened, proving "quite an event in the history of Charles
ton. Theatricals had been so long discontinued . . . that the rising gen
emtion [Charles Fraser among them] were stmngers to the fascinations
of the stage."56
Emerging with these new organizations and institutions was a new
generation of intellectual and political leaders filling places that loyal
ists had left vacant and that older men - the fathers of the Revolution,
such as Henry Laurens - were relinquishing. These new men were ap
proximately thirteen to thirty-five years old when the Revolu tion
gan, twenty to forty-two when the Treaty of Paris was signed. Among
their number were lawyer-politicians Charles Pinckney, C harles Cotes
worth Pinckney, and Thomas Pinckney, Thomas Bee, Richard Beresford,
Major Alexander Garden (son of the loyalist doctor), Ralph Izard, Fmncis
Kinloch, William Loughton Smith, and Robert Tharin; amateur archi
tect Gabriel Manigault; jurists John Faucheraud Grimke, Elihu Hall
Bay, and John Julius Pringle; printer-publishers Peter Freneau, William
Primrose H arrison, and Henry Jackson; clerics George Buist, Richard
Furman, William Hollinshead, Isaac Keith. and William Percy ; physi
cians Alexander Baron, Peter Fayssoux, Tucker Harris, Matthew Irvine,
George Logan, David Ramsay, and Thomas Tudor Tucker; and planter
botanist Thomas Walter. Most were British educated; were comfortable
with the religious thought of}ames Harvey and John Tillotson; recog
nized echoes from Shakespeare, Milton, the Augustans, Vergil, and
Horace; went for definitions to Nathan Bailey's and Abel Boyer's as
well as Samuel Johnson's dictionaries; and kept up with recent ideas,
fashions, and events through such London journals as the Universal
Magazine, the London Magazine, and the Gentleman's Magazine. Though
American-born for the most part, these young Revolutionaries still lived
in Britain's intellectual sphere. As before the war, newspapers gave many
of their columns to news of European - especially British personages
and events; only gradually did a more American emphasis in news selec
tion emerge. 57
The first generation to h ave its education influenced by this emerg
ing Americanism was that born between the end of the French and
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Indian Wars and the British occupation of C harleston in 1 780 - the
children of the Revolution. By the time the older members of this co
hort were ready to start university and professional studies, the Revolu
tion was well u nderway. In the circumstances, few could - or would 
go to Britain for their educations. Furthermore, with the war's end,
there was no point for prospective lawyers in going to the Inns of Court
to read law; neither, in the immediate postwar economy, was there as
much money for European education. As a result, some Charlestoni
ans had their educations cut short or delayed; many others, instead
of going abroad, when north to Princeton, Yale, Harvard, and, for medi
cine, the College of Pennsylvania. Those preparing for the bar stayed
at home, reading law with Charles Cotesworth Pinckney or John Julius
Pringle.
Because of this Americanization of Charlestonians' education, new
patterns in intellectual relationships started to form. Where ties with
London and Edinburgh had once dominated, Boston and - above all
Philadelphia connections began to gain in importance. With this shift
and the dramatic takeoff of the New York and Philadelphia presses at
the turn of the century, Charlestonians also began buying and con
tributing to more American, and so relatively fewer British, books and
magazines. Trade, too, started fun neling through these Northern cen
ters instead of running directly between Charleston and Britain.
While not instant, these transitions did cluster at about the turn
of the century. Symbolizing the passing of the Revolutionary genera
tion and the emergence to intellectual prominence and political power
of the next generation in South Carolina were the deaths of Edward
and John Rutledge and the succession of John Drayton to the governor
ship in 1 800. The transition in trade followed after 180 1 , the peak year
for antebellum Charleston's direct shipping to Europe, and was hastened
by the embargo of 1807. Other transitions came in the decade before
1800 - for instance, the emergence of large-scale cotton culture, the com
pletion of the shift from inland to tidal rice farming, and the final de
mise of indigo as a major crop. 5 8
In the decade before 1 800, too, the children of the Revolutionary
era began to e nter adult life and a world of novel uncertainties and
unprecedented prosperity. The turmoil of Revolutionary childhoods
and the economic and political instability of the period of reconstruc
tion were followed by both the portentous era of the French Revolu-

25

D A V I D M O LTKE-HANSEN

don and a boom in cotton and rice production (and in profits). The
latter fostered optimism about South Carolina's and the nation's fu
ture. The former encouraged increasing political and social caution,
particularly with regard to slavery and mobocracy.
The new wealth ushered in an era of more conspicuous (because
more ostentatious) consumption. Dozens of homes of u nprecedented
splendor were contructed on the ruins of houses destroyed in the great
fire of 1 796, o n fil l land, and on the still unbuilt portions of the
Charleston Neck. Specialty merchants began to cater to a growing de
sire to indulge. Leisure became a more pronounced pursuit. Planters
and merchants began to build summer homes on Sullivan's Island and
at Pineville. Local magazines of "entertainment and intelligence" ap
peared. Newspapers multiplied, as did theatrical and m usical produc
tions. Cabinetmakers, silversmiths, and portraitists flourished as they
never had (and never would again). With the opening of the Washing
ton race course in February 1793, the long popular sport gave rise to
a new social season, race week. New ornamental gardens began to bloom
- not only Vaux Hall, the public pleasure ground in Charleston, but
the elaborate walks around "the rural retreats" that "dotted the Neck
above the c ity . . . lined the Ashley River, and . . . were sprinkled over
the neighboring sea islands."59
In these new gardens at the beginning of a new century, new books
were being read. Swift, Fielding, and Smollett were making room for
Walter Scott; Pope and Gray for Byron, Coleridge, Southey, and Words
worth; Voltaire for Goethe. Moreover, the Edinburgh Review and, in
its wake, the North American Review were beginning to suggest new
possibilities for, and kinds of, intellectual discourse. Forms of logic and
expression and topics of discussion inherited from Addison and Steele
were gradually being supplanted. In the process, Charlestonians were
coming to define intellectual life not as private conversation or Spec
tator sport, but as organized, extended, and public debate: witness the
growth in the number and popularity of debating clubs.60
The Pinckneys and Rutledges, David Ramsay, and others from the
Revolutionary generation were active in the fou nding of these clubs,
but it was the children of the Revolution who dominated the rolls al
most from the outset: physician-naturalist-banker Stephen Elliott, a
founder of the Literary and Philosophical Society in 1813; physician
cleric-editor Frederick Dalcho; U.S. Supreme Court Justice William
Johnson and his physician-brother Joseph. Then there were physicians
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J,L.E.W. Shecut, Joseph G lover, S tubbins Ffirth, George Logan, and
Philip Prioleau, all of whom studied at the medical school of the Col
lege of Pennsylvania and wrote on scientific a nd medical topics. Physi
cian Philip Tidyman, after several years at Edinburgh, became the first
of a long line of Charlestonians to study in G ermany and the first
American to take a degree at Gottingen. Samuel and Robert Wilson
and Benjamin Bonneau S imons also went to Edinburgh, as most ear
lier university-trained physicians in Charleston had done . Other au
thors of this generation in Charleston's medical community included
poet Joseph Brown Ladd, mathematician John Mackey, and playwright
William loor.
Joining these physicians in debate were their contemporaries at the
bar and pulpit. In addition to William Johnson, there were Langdon
Cheves (who eventually became president of the Bank of the U nited
States), Chancellor Henry William DeSaussure and his partner Timo
thy Ford, John Drayton, John Geddes, Daniel Elliott H uger, Keating
Simons, and Robert Turnbull among publishing lawyers; N athaniel
Bowen, Andrew Flinn, and Theodore Dehon among intellectual clerics.
Add to these Charles Cotesworth Pinckney's politically m inded daugh
ter Maria, and journalists Stephen Carpenter and Thomas R. Shep
pard. The days when Charleston's intellectuals could all meet in the
rooms of the Charleston Library Society were over; so were the days
when one institution could serve as the central focus of intellectual
life in the city. Not only had the intellectually engaged population bur
geoned, but its needs and activities had multiplied.
Charlestonians were taking more time for intellectual pursuits. Hav
ing more money, they could afford to spend more on the life of the
mind. A case in point is that of Joseph Allen Smith, wealthy scion
of a planter family, who spent his adulthood in travel and art collect
ing and was rewarded by election as an honorary member (and, later,
director) of the Pen nsylvania Academy of Fine Arts. Joel Roberts
Poinsett - though he h ad training in medicine, law, and military science
as well as a brilliant, if episodic , career in diplomacy and politics 
similarly devoted years to travel and art patronage. Neither he nor Smith,
however, went to the extreme of William Brisbane and Washington
Allston, who actually sold much of their estates to fund European trav
els and art studies. 6 1
Not many Charlestonians would b e a s single-minded i n their de
votion to the arts and travel, though there were some. Of the last
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generation born in the eighteenth century- the cohort born in the
twenty years after the British occupation of Charleston - artist-classicist
John Izard Middleton spent his adult life in the salons of Paris and
among the classical ruins of Italy; Robert Mills m anaged a professional
architectural career but, like Allston, left Charleston to study his craft
and pursue his ambition; Charles Fraser made enough at the bar to
retire to his painting. Most of their contemporaries, however, found
it necessary or desirable to have a more mundane profession as a source
of income a nd social identity. Thus painter Henry Bounetheau, once
a banker, later became an accountant; sculptor John Stevens Cogdell
and artist-dramatist John Blake White practiced law. Other intellec
tual lawyers of the same generation i ncluded poets William Crafts and
William Grayson; John Lyde Wilson, editor, duelist, and translator of
Cupid and Psyche: from the Golden A ss of Apuleius ( 1842); political es
sayists and orators William Harper, Robert Y. Hayne, Henry Laurens
Pinckney, and J ames Ham ilton, Jr.; Hugh Swinton Legare, coeditor of
the Southern Review ( 1828-32); reformer Thomas Smith Grimke; and
J ames Louis Petigru, who revived the Literary and Philosophical So
ciety after S tephen Elliott's death . Attorney William Lowndes was re
puted both to have "one of the best" libraries "in the Southern States"
and to delight "in the pursuit of letters and general knowledge." Fellow
attorney Benjamin Elliott was another "ever c urious and diligent in
research upon literary and scientific subjects, and always endeavoring,
by every means in his power, to add to his stock, not only of useful
information, but of mental embellishment"; he was a frequent speaker
before local organizations, author of pamphlets and articles, and a stu
dent of the classics. Like Legare and Lowndes, attorney Isaac Holmes
served as a congressman, but he first gained local renown for Recrea
tions of George Taletell (1822), an imitation of Washington Irving's Sketch
Book (1819).62
Edward McCrady vividly sketched this legal community in a
memorial address: "the so norous voice, the graceful fancy, the beauti
ful language, and the deep pathos of Crafts"; the "smooth sentences"
and "smoother propositions" of H ayne; Grimke's mingling of "the trea
sures of our ancient legal lore . . . with figures and imagery . . . poured
forth in one continuous stream of rapid elocution"; King, who was un
excelled in "drawing from the fou ntains of the Civil Law, and present
ing illustrations from its principles"; Petigru, who "could . . . rouse and
attract the flagging attention with sprightly wit, pungent satire, or
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trenchant sarcasm" and was preeminent "in his scientific explorations
of our common law from which to derive his arguments"; Legare, who
knew best where and how "to delve into the rich deposits of other ages
and languages, and bring forth thoughts to be clothed and arrayed
in gorgeous words and sentences . . . when he prepared himself for
some great occasion, as for some literary and intellectual tournament,
in which, if his argument shivered against his adversary's proof, his
glittering array dazzled the lookers on"; Benjamin Faneu il Hunt, who,
"gifted with the power of stirring the passions - arousing the anger and
provoking the indignation - and without nice discrimination between
law and right and justice - combining common sense, common senti
ment, and too often common prejudice - all together in strong and
pointed and burning utterances, [could] take the common heart and
mould it to his purpose"; and finally, his kinsman, Benjamin Faneuil
Dunkin, who "had too clear a perception of what law was" to imitate
Hunt and, so, in w.o. Porter's estimate, "approved himself one of the
noblest Romans of them all."63
The medical and religious communities also boasted savants and
literati. Worth noting among the physicians are Jacob De La Motte,
Samuel Henry Dickson, Henry Tudor Farmer, Henry Rutledge Frost,
Eli Geddings, and John Holbrook, as well as James McBride, James
Moultrie, Jr., Thomas Grimball Prioleau, Edmund Ravenel, William
Hayne Simmons, Thomas Y. Simons, John Wagner, and Joshua Whit
ridge. All wrote on science and medicine. Dickson, Farmer, and
Simmons also achieved recognition as poets. So did clerics Samuel
Gilman and Albert Muller, though other ministers tended to prose.
Lutheran minister John Bachman's writings in science and theology
have already been mentioned. The Rev. Jasper Adams presided at the
College of Charleston and wrote on education. Fellow Episcopalian
Christian Hanckel taught at South Carolina College before coming
to St. Paul's (the so-called planters') Church in Charleston. The Rev.
Christopher Gadsden, longtime editor of The Gospel Messenger, be
came a bishop in 1840. Gadsden's counterparts among religious edi
tors in the Presbyterian community were Benjamin Palmer of the South
ern Christian Intelligencer and Benjamin Gildersleeve of the Charleston
Observer. For much the same period ( 1822-42), South Carolina's first
Roman Catholic Bishop, John England, edited the United States Catho
lic Miscellany. Methodist William Capers started first the Wesleyan Jour
nal (182 5-26) and then the Southern Christian Advocate ( 1837- ) , before
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becoming t he founding bishop of the Methodist Episcopal Church
South in 1846. Basil Manly, Sr., went in 1837 from the pastorship of
the First Baptist Church to the presidency of the University of Ala
bama after having declined a similar post at South Carolina College
two years earlier. His successor in Charleston was his former teacher
at Beaufort College, William T. Brantly, Sr., who became president of
the College of Charleston in 1838, following the example of an earlier
pastor of the First (Scots) Presbyterian Church, George Buist, and Epis
copalian clerics Robert Smith and Nathaniel Bowen, former rectors
of St. Philip's and St. Michael's, respectively. Brantly also assisted in
editing the Southern Baptist from its founding i n 1839 through 1847.
There were numerous other editors. Caroline Gilman edited the Rose
Bud, a children's magazine, during the 1830s. A decade earlier, Isaac
Harby, though a layman, pioneered Reform Judaism in the midst of
a career in journalism and drama criticism, and fellow newspaper editor
Henry Laurens Pinckney edited a selection of Harby's writings while
successfully gaining the speakership of the state House of Representa
tives. In turn, James Wright Simmons, brother of William Hayne Sim
mons, wrote more than twenty volumes of poetry, essays, and travel
accounts while managing stints as an editor, j ournalist, and politician
in Charleston, New York, and Texas. John D. Legare founded and
edited the Southern Agriculturist between episodes as a failed business
man. Edwin C. Holland was an editor of the paper founded by Thomas
R. Sheppard, the Times, and wrote for the Courier. Bookbinder-poet
William Henry Timrod reportedly edited the Evening Spy, a weekly,
while bookseller Ebenezer Smith Thomas succeeded Peter Freneau &
Co. as editor-publisher of the Carolina Gazette in 1810, to be succeeded
in 1816 by Samuel Skinner and Joseph Whilden. Four years later, Skin
ner became editor of the Times. In 1822, Edmund Morford founded
the Mercury , which Henry Laurens Pinckney took over the next year.
Jacob Cardozo edited H arby's old paper, the Southern Patriot, from 1817
to 1845, when he established the Evening News; through these he first
developed the free trade principles also propagated in his Notes on Po
litical Economy (1826) and subsequent articles i n the Southern Review
and Southern Quarterly Review. "Goggles, Spectacles, & Co." edited the
Charleston Spectator and Ladies' Literary Portfolio in 1806, ostensibly for
an audience of women like Elizabeth Poyas, later author of numerous
local histories; Eliza Murden, author of Poems by a Young Lady of Charles-
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ton (1808) and Miscellaneous Poems (1827); and young Penina Moise, later
poet and hymn writer for the new Reform Jewish synagogue.
Factor William Christopher Dukes also was a poet. Planter William
Elliott advised his son against a career in poetry yet himself wrote plays,
stories of Carolina Sports by Land and Water, pieces on agriculture and,
occasionally, on politics. Fellow planters Joseph E. Jenkins, Francis 0.
Quash, and John Townsend had less time for letters but, like Elliott,
wrote on agriculture in the midst of managing their hundred or more
slaves each.64
These planters belonged to the first generation to be educated in
an independent United States, and the last before World War II to grow
up in an era of sustained prosperity. Starting school after the post
Revolutionary reconstruction of South Carolina's economy and soci
ety, the generation's members either had entered or were nearing adult
hood by the time of the dislocations of the War of 1812. Against the
background of such prosperity, ambitions were formed, career choices
made, and hopes assumed.
Ambitions, careers, and hopes would all be frustrated by changes
in Charleston's fortunes in the 1 820s. However, first this generation
added dramatically to Charleston's cultural landscape and, in the pro
cess, further changed intellectual life in the city. Starting to appear in
print about 1800, they were the first cohort in Charleston to write and
publish poetry, fiction, a nd drama in profusion; the first to publish
medical, legal, agricultural, children's, women's, and religious journals
and critical reviews; and the first to establish medical and law schools,
institutes for applied arts, and academies for fine arts in the city. Given
these accomplishments, it was an all the more b itter irony that the
generation's intellectual life was j ust coming to full bloom when eco
nomic drought and political storms arose.
This drastic change in the intellectual climate had contradictory con
sequences. Intellectual activity and production actually increased as
Charlestonians sought to reform and to modernize their c ity, to make
it more competitive, and to restore growth. On the other hand, many
aspects of intellectual life suffered attenuation or politicization in the
highly charged air of the nullification controversy; intellectuals saw their
horizons darkened and constricted by that controversy and recession,
and social relations were strained by political partisanship. People be
gan to feel embattled, thwarted. Optimism began to sour into bitter-
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ness and even despair; expectations of a bright future gradually gave
way in many minds to longing for a golden past. Art for art's sake be
gan to lose ground to pursuit of the practical. Ways of making a living
began to preoccupy many who had once deemed leisure the crown of
l ife. Planters began to place their sons in merchant houses again, as
they had in the days before the Revolution.65
These shifts in attitudes and behavior were only part of the legacy
of the next generation, the first born in the nineteenth century. Aware
ness of slavery and sectionalism was heightened. New Southern col
leges reduced the relative number of students going north to schoo1.66
The West loomed. Many Charlestonians were moving there; most had
family emigrating; and all saw the production of new cotton lands in
Alabama and M ississippi cutting into Carolina markets and forcing
down prices under the weight of a growing oversupply. In a l iteral sense
that took on symbolic significance, the childhoods of such youths were
the most auspicious days of their lives. Never again in the antebellum
years would C harleston provide either the aura or the reality of con
tinually expanding opportunities on the same scale as between 1 790
and the 1820s .
While having nothing to do with local conditions per se, another
change would leave as great a legacy. Rooted in the late eighteenth cen
tury, the change yet was - and is - identified with the sense of propri
ety of Queen Victoria. Because of it, the eighteenth-century custom
of wealthy men drinking each other under the table on good madeira
and port gave way to more decorous dining, and the language of gen
tlemen was gradually pruned of the oaths freely used by the Revolu
tionary generation. Thus chastened, gentlemen became more suitable
company for ladies. A salon society emerged. Ideas and books entered
the drawing room, and lectures became suitable entertainment for both
men and women. The sexes went together to Samuel Hart's fashion
able circulating library on King Street, and publications aimed specifi
cally at women (although edited by men) appeared.
Simultaneously, society developed reform impulses. Temperance and
penal reform grew in popularity and influence, and again women played
a new and prominent role in these and in forming aid societies for
the deserving poor. Those born in the late eighteenth century were
early leaders. John Blake White and Robert Mills pioneered in penal
reform; White, Mills, and Crafts pursued care far the insane. White,
along with Thomas Smith Grimke and Samuel Henry Dickson, also
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was an early proponent of temperance; Caroline G ilman was a founder
of women's aid societies.67
It was not this generation, however, but the next, born in the first
decades of the nineteenth century, that grew up with such reform ideas
and organizations. Its older members entered adulthood just as the crises
of the 1 820s broke: the depression of 1 819, the 1822 Denmark Vesey
slave rebellion, the Missouri and tariff fights i n Congress , the 1824 and
1827 depressions, and finally, the nullification question, which domi
nated the years 1828-34. As for the youngest of this generation, they
were entering adulthood ten years later, between the depression of 1837
and the Mexican War. Under the impact of t hese crises and increasing
Western competition, Charleston stopped growing in many sectors; in
deed, by some measures, it began to decline. Opportunities for wealth,
power, and influence diminished; pastures looked greener in areas of
the North and West that were still expanding at the pace of Charles
ton before the 1820s. Furthermore, there leadership positions were open,
and there younger men could rise more rap idly than in Charleston.
Yet Charleston's intellectual life continued to expand and change.
New journals, cast in the more m odern mold of a Blackwood's Maga
zine, competed with those modeled on the Edinburgh Review. A surge
of building, following the terrible fires of 1 83 5 and 1838, capitalized
on new styles and materials. Artists emulated the recent successes of
the German romanticism flourishing in Leutze's Dusseldorf studios.
Hegel and Mill became staples of philosophical discussion, succeeding
Kant, Hume, and Sismondi. Guizat, Ranke, and Macaulay were the
new models of historicism. Cooper, Irving, Scott, and Wordsworth, as
well as Byron, Goethe, Schiller, and the Schlegels, were increasingly
being treated as precursors, not contemporaries. Bancroft, Emerson,
and Hawthorne in America; Europeans Manzoni, Lamartine, Michelet,
and Sue; E nglishmen Thomas Arnold, Robert Browning, Carlyle,
Dickens, Tennyson, and Trollope were the contemporaries. Charles
tonians read, translated, i mitated them, quarreled with their ideas, and
in the p rocess learned the realism and pudency shaping the aesthetics
of m idcentury. Current ideas of the role of the arts, race and ethnicity,
the dynamics of civilization, social order, psychology, and political econ
omy were absorbed in the same way. Phrenology became a fashion.
Sir Charles Lyell, Louis Agassiz, and Thackeray found acute audiences
in Charleston, as did an actor like Edwin Forrest.68
These audiences had all ages, b ut the majority by 1840 were from
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the generation born between 1800 and 1820. This was Simms' genera
tion. Its artists included Solomon Carvalho, James DeVeaux, and George
Whiting Flagg; its architects and engineers Abbot Hall Brisbane, Ed
ward C Jones , and Edward Brickell White. Brisbane also was author
of a political novel, Ralphten, or the Young Carolinian in 1 776. Other
fiction writers included S imms, lawyer Charles Carroll and his teacher
brother Bartholomew, planter William Wragg Smith, newspaper edi
tor John A. Stuart, and Mary Elizabeth Lee. Poets were legion, not
only Simms, Smith and Lee but lawyers George S. Bryan, Joseph H.
Dukes, and Stephen Augustus Hurlbut, Episcopal minister Edward
Phillips, essayist and newspaper editor Maynard Davis Richardson, Ed
ward Young, Mary Dana, and Anna Dinnies. Much of their poetry
appeared in literary journals edited by local contemporaries: Simms,
the Carroll brothers, journalist John Milton Clapp, Dr. John Beaufain
Irving, and Daniel K. Whitaker. S imms, the Carrolls, Irving, Lee,
Catherine Poyas, and planters David Flavel J amison, Frederick A.
Porcher, and Plowden Weston also wrote or edited historical works.
In addition, Simms was a frequent public speaker, as were Citadel pro
fessor EW. Capers, College of Ch arleston professor Nathaniel Russell
Middleton, and lawyers Christopher Memminger and William Denni
son Porter. They and many others availed themselves of the bookshops
of two other contemporaries, Samuel Hart, Sr., and John Russell. 69
Irving and Capers also belong on lists of the generation's scientists
and medical writers, as do D.J.C Cain , Henry W. DeSaussure, Sr. , Elias
Harry Deas, Lewis R. Gibbes, P.C Gaillard, and Francis G lover; also
Andrew Hasell, Francis S. Holmes, James Postell Jervey, J. Lawrence
Smith, Benjamin R. Strobel, Ch arles Upham Shephard, and J.G.F.
Wurdeman. Like Porcher and Carvalho, Wurdeman wrote travel ac
counts. Like Brisbane, Charles Carroll, and Porcher, m any physicians
taught intermittently. In addition, several edited professional journals,
and Albert Mackey edited a masonic journal and newspapers.
The generation's clergy included teachers and editors as well. Far
instance, William Wightman edited the Southern Christian Advocate from
1840 until after the Civil War, and W.C Dana the Southern Christian
Sentinel; James Warley Miles taught at the College of Charleston; Miles,
Dana, and John B. Adger were all philologists. Other intellectual min
isters included Thomas Frederick Davis, Richard Fuller, G ustavus Poz
nanski, James L. Reynolds, Thomas Smyth, William Daniel Strobel,
and Paul and Richard Trapier.70
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Simms did not dom inate these contemporaries as he has subsequent
scholarship on the genera tion. However, his reputation as antebellum
Charleston's - and the South's - man of letters par excellence et sans pareil
does come from his contemporaries, and despite his singularity he re
flects his generation well. Like other members of it, he spent consider
able energy trying to establish and legitimate letters as a profession. 71
The ambition was not new: Isaac Harby had had it, and his contem
porary, James W. Simmons, may have helped foster it in Simms when
they edited the first Southern L iterary Gazette in 1828. However, the
ambition, a leitmotif to Harby's generation , became a major theme
only in the next. The paying successes of Cooper and Irving in Amer
ica, of Scott and Byron in Britain, a nd of Northern and British jour
nals had fed expectations and provided models.
This expansion of l iterary ambitions in Ch arleston led to greater
demands on the community for support of local writers and their writing.
One literary journal after another appeared: while not properly a jour
nal , the Cosmopolitan was issued occasionally in 1833; the monthly
Southern Literary Journal began in 1835; the m onthly Magnolia in 1840;
the Southern Quarterly Review, the weekly Chicora, and the monthly
Orion in 1842; the tri-weekly Rambler in 184 3 ; the bi-weekly Interpreter
and the monthly Floral Wreath in 1844; the monthly Southern and West
ern in 1845; the weekly Southern Literary Gazette (the second journal
by this name) in 1 849; the monthly Whitaker's Magazine in 1 850. As
these journals proliferated, the gap between expectation and realiza
tion also grew. Charleston was not expanding as fast as her press. Yet
no sooner would one editor decide that his "attempt at reviving the
dying energies of Southern Literature" was "the last" than another edi
tor would step forward, determined to make Charleston a literary cen
ter to rival Boston or New York. 72
The frustrating effort fueled both a growing criticism of Charles
ton's deficiencies and an aggressive modernism. It is no surprise that
Columbian Edwin De Leon's 1 845 call for a Young America movement
was picked up and repeated by many of his Charleston contemporaries.
After the 1820s, Hugh Legare's generation ofte n harked back to the
golden past in the face of a diminished future, but Simms' did not.
Under its leadership, improvements in public facilities, local govern
ment, police, fire protection, and public education followed quickly
after each other. 73
These efforts did less for Charleston's situation than did im proved
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international market conditions, which halted Charleston's downward
slide and turned her economy around; the city began to grow again_
Coincidentally, a new generation was reaching maturity, and the con
clusion of the Mexican War resulted in the country's adding large
amounts of territory for the first time since the Louisiana Purchase.
With this new land came renewed strife over the extension of slavery.
Emboldened by growing prosperity - as, ironically, their nullifying
predecessors had been made rash by mounting economic problems 
the new generation often spoke and wrote of secession as a foregone
conclusion. Though Simms' and Legare's generations had begun to see
secession as inevitable , they were more reluctant to act on their vision,
h aving spent many years to preserve the union. The new generation
lacked such a history but saw an opportunity to reenact and so pre
serve the Revolution. That vision and the realiz ation of a comity with
an increasing number of fellow Southerners were exciting.74
No longer was Charleston isolated, as she had been in n ullification.
Then, Alabama and Mississippi had been sparsely settled Western states,
at war off and on with native Indians. Twenty years later, they sup
ported maturing plantation cultures. By 1 850, too, Virginia, Georgia,
Alabama, Louisiana, and Tennessee all had urban centers nearly as
big as or larger than Charleston; twenty years before they had not.
These centers served as foci for new commercia l and cultural connec
tions which helped bond a region that in 1830 had, quite rightly, seen
urban Charleston as eccentric. Furthermore, by 18 50 large minorities
in Alabama and other recently established Southern states were from
South Carolina. I n fact, nearly as m any free persons of South Caro
lina birth were outside as inside their native state, and for every two
South Carolinians in their own state legislature, there was one in an
other Southern state legislature.75
These bonds of blood, business, and power helped to establish a
sense of and growing commitment to a regio nal culture. Heightening
sectionalism in turn increased the urgency with which Charlestonians
sought to make their city a center, to support and encourage regional
cultural life independently of the North. Legare's generation had ac
quired this sense in maturity; the next generation - Simms'-was schooled
in it; the one after that - H ayne's - was born into it. No wonder that
secession came to seem natural and inevitable to this last, as to their
brothers and cousins scattered across the lower South .
While preoccupation with regional development gave purpose and
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direction to the new generation's collective life , it was not definitive
of that life. A c haracteristic scient ism also touched every aspect of cul
ture, from poetry to theology. Young poets advocated a new rigor in
literary criticism and attention to prosody. Science students clamored
more and more loudly for a change in orientation from natural history
to experimental laboratory work; medical students similarly sought in
creased clinical training. In turn, students of the classics were aspiring
to scientific precision, not just the acquisition of culture. In the same
spirit, theological students addressed issues being raised by Renan and
others abounhe significant relationship of h istory to myth and belief,
and young historians used comparable critical techniques in the ac
quisition and treatment of documentary evidence for political and dip
lomatic studies.76
In retrospect, this generation saw itself, and has since been portrayed,
as coming to maturity in the twilight hours of the Old South. Its mem
bers spent the last part of their lives memorializing the old order and
explaining, excusing, or condemning the weaknesses that had resulted
in defeat, while constructing new lives out of the rubble of h istory.
Yet the youth of this generation was not passed in twilight; indeed,
the period was one of growth and promise. Whatever shadows dark
ened intellectual Charlestonians' collective life on the eve of the Civil
War were not those of a culture thought to be entering its senectitude
but those looming over intellectuals of the same generation through
out Western cultures generally. It was the age of Darwin, Ruskin, Marx,
Wagner, Verdi, Baudelaire, and Dostoevski. Whitman and various boost
ers to the contrary notwithstanding, dark v isions of the world were
pandemic and popular. Henry Adams, Henry James, Jr., Charles Eliot
Norton, Mark Twain, Theodore Mommsen, N ietzsche, Ibsen, Tchai
kovsky, and Toistoi were coming of age. Like them, young Charles
tonians saw the Christian world changing at an accelerating pace.
The perception had contradictory results in Charleston, as else
where. It fueled anomie, a sense that the world was coming apart, to
be transformed into something alien. It fed a desire among many to
keep pace with progress and a concomitant anxiety about being left
behind. Indeed, Charleston was not keeping up. Though her prospects
were brighter by the 1850s than they had been for a generation, she
was being outpaced by Southern as well as N orthern rivals. In 1 845,
when John C. Calhoun and Joel Roberts Poinsett urged J,D.B. DeBow
to establish a commercial review, they suggested he move to New Or37
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leans from his native Charleston, where he had recently graduated
from the College of Charleston and been assisting in the editing of
the Southern Quarterly Review. DeBow took the advice. Shortly there
after, Daniel Whitaker, who had started the Review in New Orleans,
transferred his new journal, Whitaker's, to Columbia from Charleston.77
National political developments provided additional evidence that
C harleston was losing ground. The days were over when the South
had nearly equaled the North in Congress, and Charleston represen
tatives such as the Pinckneys, Cheves, Robert Y. Hayne, and Legare
had been preeminent a mong Southern delegates. Charleston was fail
ing to keep pace, not only in population but in political influence. Se
cession temporarily reversed the trend, putting the city and the state
again at the center of national and regional affairs and laying anomie
and anxiety to rest, for by taking action, C harlestonians were at once
satisfying the desire to change and the desire to maintain the old or
der. The city's feeling - however temporarily- was one of relief, joy, and
confidence. British journalist William Howard Russell called it "elation."
Though apprehending a "black cloud ahead," Mary Boykin Chesnut
described t he atmosphere as "phospherescent" and added several days
later: "1 did not know that one could live such days of excitement."78
Her husband James, US. senator from South Caroli n a on the eve
of secession, was of Simms' generati on, but Mrs. Chesnut belonged
to the next, which largely filled the ranks of the Confederate military
and so lost m a ny of its most productive members and year to war and
defeat. Despite the brevity of its antebellum career, however, it pro
duced nineteenth-century Charleston's most acclaimed poets, most scin
tillating women writers, most important historians s i nce Ramsay, and,
in Russell's Magazine, most celebrated literary journal. Joining older
writers and journals in the 1850s, they made the decade the most bril
liant i n Charleston's intellectual life since the ten years preceding
nullification.
The poets of Mrs. Chesnut's generation included, most notably,
Timrod, Hayne, and James M. Legare, but also lawyer-pla nter Joseph
Blyth Allston, Dr. John Dickson Bruns, Caroline Augusta Rutledge
Ball, teachers Joseph Brownlee Brown and William J ames Rivers, and
Mary (wife of Daniel K.) Whitaker. Brown, i n addition, was a classicist,
a translator of Homer. Fellow classicists included William Porcher Miles
and Basil Lanneau Gildersleeve, the greatest American classical scholar
of his day. Both Miles and Gildersleeve also wrote essays on histori38
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cal and literary subjects for the intellectual journals. Other writers on
these subjects included John Peyre Thomas, teacher Gabriel E. Mani
gault, mathem atician-teacher John McCrady, bookman-politician
industrialist William Ashmead Courtenay, the Rev. Henry Allen Tupper,
the Rev. Elliso n Capers, the Rev. John Johnson, and l awyers Wilmot
Gibbes DeSaussure, Thomas Middleton Hanckel, Arthur Mazyck, and
James Johnston Pettigrew. However, it was William Henry Trescot, pio
neering historian of American diplomacy; Edward McCrady and
William James Rivers, historians of colonial and Revolutionary South
Carolina; and Harriott Horry Ravenel, biographer and historian of
Charleston, whose historical works would receive the widest acclaim. 79
Mrs. Ravenel was also a fictionist and in this typical of her contem
poraries: Mary Chesnut, Essie Cheesborough, Susan Petigru King, Caro
line Howard G ilman Jervey, and Ada (McElhen ney) Clare , the actress.
Economist-editor J.D.B. DeBow, too, belonged to this generation, as
did theologians and educators James P. Boyce, c.P. Gadsden, John L.
Girardeau, A. Toomer Porter, and Edwin Winkler; artists John Beau
fain Irving, Jr. and William Aiken Walker; architects and engineers
Louis Barbot, Edward Benjamin Bryan, and Francis D. Lee; student
editor and later diplomat Julian M itchell, and lawyers Thomas Caute
Reynolds and Henry Laurens Pinckney, Jr. Joining them were a score
or more of physicians, the more prominent medical writers and edi
tors among them including Bruns, S imon Baruch, John Somers Buist,
Julian John C hisolm, C hristopher Happoldt, Alexander Kinloch,
Samuel Logan, Thomas Jefferson McKie, Joseph Hinson Mellichamp,
and Richard and William Michel; also Francis Turquand Miles, Fran
cis LeJau Parker, Francis Peyre Porcher, Jacob Ford Prioleau, Theodore
Thomas, and Octavius Augustus White. Mellichamp, William Michel,
and Porcher in addition made contributions to botany - which, with al
lied fields in natural history, was almost the only area where Charleston
based scientists could still make their mark, given the city's lack of
facilities for the physical sciences.8o
Many of these physicians did postgraduate work in Europe, especially
in France. Others of their contemporaries studied art, law, and philology
in Germany. Many without European education had the grand tour
or diplomatic posting in Europe. In the wake of the failed revolutions
of 1848, this cosmopolitan experience gave Charlestonians reason to
be at once grateful and apprehensive for their own Revolutionary heri
tage. In the midst of the subsequent nationalist struggles, they also
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had reason to pause and consider where and h ow t o place their own
allegiance. Charlestonians, like other Southerners, began to concen
trate those attachments more narrowly and specifically, restricting them
increasingly to their own region and culture. Their cosmopolitan ex
periences thus encouraged them to elevate this provincial identity to
the central place it had for them at the outbreak of the Civil War. By
this elevation, they became provincial in a way that their colonial an
cestors could not have imagined.
*

*

*

Ardent to maintain the Revolution as well as develop a Southern
nation, the Civil War generation in Charleston yet was intellectually
far removed from the Founding Fathers. Not only had intellectual life
expanded, but its content and structure had changed. The Revolution
ary generation had treated their community as an intellectual outpost
of London and Edinburgh. Eighty years later, she had more business
ties with Liverpool, more collegiate ones with Boston and Columbia,
and more subscriptions to New York and Ph iladelphia journals; more
over, her intellectuals were now mostly native- not immigrant, as for
merly. Perforce, then, Charleston's intellectual population by 1860 was
substantially less diverse, less cosmopolitan than in 1 760. It was also
less representative of the U nited States: while many of the most promi
nent Charleston intellectuals of Legare's generation - Bac hman and
the Gilmans, for instance - were from the North, most of Hayne's in
tellectual contemporaries in the city were Charlestonians by birth; in
deed, this generation did not even have the same infusions from the
South Carolina upcountry as Legare's generation. Instead of following
Langdon Cheves and James Louis Petigru to Charleston, ambitious
countrymen were moving west or to Columbia.
Yet while Charleston's intellectual population was increasingly
parochial and homogeneous in its origins, with each passing genera
tion its members had more cultural enterprises in which to participate.
The result was that a Charlestonian of 1860 could share more special
ized, focused, and varied interests and activities than could his Revo
lutionary ancestors and could do so at more levels. Yet he had more
competition and, as knowledge expanded, his contributions declined
in relative value. It followed that o ne had to master more knowledge,
spend more time, become more specialized to contribute at all. While
in 1760, or even 1820, the gap between amateur and professional was
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relatively s mall in many fields, by 1860 it was becoming a rift. But
Charleston was not large enough to support a substantial community
of specialized i ntellectuals. The infrastructure of universities, art acade
mies, laboratories, seminaries, and publishing houses was not there.
To function within Charleston, intellectuals could specialize more than
their ancestors, but not as much as their contemporaries in Boston
and New York. The city's intellectual life had expanded, but at a slower
rate: hence historians' and literary scholars' persistent, if misleading,
perception of antebellum Charleston's intel lectual decline.
This perception notwithstanding, the city was regionally a much
more influential intellectual center in 1 860 than in 1 760 or 1830. On
the eve of the Revolution, Charleston was a remote and isolated out
post: the periodicals received or p ublished over any month could be
read easily in a day; her largest library was as easily housed in a private
residence; the nearest college was four hundred miles away and the
nearest medical school almost twice as far.81 By the time of the nullifica
tion crisis, the situation h ad improved dramatically. Charleston h ad
both a college (of sorts) and a medical school. The Char leston Library
Society's quarters had expanded, as had its h oldings. There were cor
responding schools and learned institutions in piedmont South Carolina
as well as neighboring North Carolina and Georgia, so C harleston in
tellectuals had nearby counterparts with whom to share interests and
activities. This, in turn, made subscription publications such as Elliott
and Legare's Southern Review appear possib le.82
Gradually the intellectual outpost had become a productive center.
By the 18405, Simms and other Charlestonians were being invited to
address colleges and learned societies in the Southwest as well as the
East. Charleston periodicals were circulating beyond the Mississippi
and were receiving contributions fro m St. Louis and N ew Orleans as
well as Baltimore and New York, and Charlestonians were helping to
found n ational professional and c ultural institutions.83
Until recently, these aspects of the city's intellectual expansion have
been neglected by scholarship because of Charleston's role in the elabora
tion of Southern cultural identity. Most leading Southern nationalists
were not Chariestonians, but no other community devoted as much
print and talent over as lo ng a time to the idea of a Southern culture.
Consequently, North and South alike would th ink it fitting that the
first secession ordinance was signed in Charleston and that the first
shots of the Civil War were fired there. The city's press and writers
41

DAVID MOLTKE-HANSEN

had made her the region's symbolic a s well a s actual cultural center,
the "capital of Southern Civilization."84
But this development hid paradoxes. By almost any standard, Charles
ton was not typical of the South. Throughout colonial h istory, she was
the only relatively populous urban center i n her region. After inde
pendence she still based her economy on crops that were raised nowhere
else in the South. The percentage of slaves in her hinterland's popula
tion was greater than in most comparable areas within the region, and
the average size of slaveholdings was correspondingly higher. As Mi
c hael Johnson has observed, in 1860 "the wealth of the Charleston
planters put them in the top 2 percent of the adult male population"
in the South, "which contained by far the largest share of t he nation's
economic elite."85
In these respects, Charleston represented an extreme - not the norm
- even within the plantation South, and so is deemed the epitome of
plantation culture. But C harleston not only steadily lost economic and
political power to the Southwest; she also saw a shrinking of planta
tion production and slave population in her immediate hinterland.
Moreover, planters never dominated the city, whether intellectually,
economically, or politically; in 1 8 60 as in 1 7 60, the richest men were
principally merchants and factors, and there were as many wealthy
lawyers as pla nters. Most people who contributed to Charleston peri
odicals defined themselves as lawyers, doctors , ministers, teachers,
journalists, editors not planters, although many owned plantations.
Similarly, the professional classes held the great majority of Charles
ton's political offices. 86
This anomaly of urban professionals representing the plantocracy
cannot be explained entirely by genealogy. M any Charleston intellec
tuals came from or became allied with planter families, but others did
not. Nor, as the nullification controversy showed, did the mere social
dominance of the planter class explain the anomaly. Planters, like others,
were divided in their perceptions of their interests.87
A now classic essay by Robert Redfield and Milton Singer, "The
Cultural Role of C ities," suggests a resolution of this paradox. Cities,
the essay argues, have had two cultural roles, serving either as centers
of local culture or as foci of metropolitan culture. In the former case,
urban intellectuals have sought to elaborate a nd codify the local tradi
tions and norms shared w ith a city's hinterland. In the latter case, the
urban intellectual has cast h imself as a bearer of foreign or ecumenical
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standards and often acted as "the reformer, the agitator . . . the mis
sionary and the imported school teacher."88
Antebellum Charleston saw many such actors, but their relative
n umber and influence declined over time, as did the volume and im
portance of Charleston's international trade. Following independence,
and spurred by emerging romantic notions of culture and community,
Charleston consciously turned her back on her colonial, metropolitan
heritage and sought to develop as a center of indigenous civilization.
I mpelled thus by the nationalist and sectionalist ambitions of her citi
zens and aided by demographic and economic changes, the once het
erodox imperial enclave became a center, and perhaps the principal
focus, of regional culture and orthodoxy.
From this perspective, Simms appears justified in having given such
titles as "Intellectual Growth in the Southern States" and "Intellectual
Progress in the South" to h is reminiscences of antebellum Charleston's
literary life. Expansion in this sector had made possible, as it had re
flected, his and others' belief in Southern civilization. Progress towards
realizing that belief, in turn, had fundamentally altered Charleston's
intellectual life and significance. Ironically, by codifying and elaborat
ing their culture, Charlestonians had transformed it. To the extent that
they had given voice to the plantation South, they had urbanized 
civilized - the planter regime. To the same extent, however, they had
also become provincial in their own and others' eyes.
There was a further tradeoff. As the city came to see herself and
be seen as a sectional intellectual center, her intellectuals gained in local
and regional recognition, but at a price. Intent on reaching the develop
ing Southern audiences, they emphasized Southern interests, adopted
a m ore consciously Southern point of view, thus reducing their appeal
to national and international audiences.89 This was not because Charles
tonians did not care about these more distant audiences. Rather their
first priority was to escape colonial dependence on distant metropolises
for intellectual succor. They wanted to develop a full intellectual life
of their own and, faced with negotiating the rising tide of antislavery
sentiment, thought they had found in sectionalism an appropriate vesseL
Had the vessel not fou ndered, Charleston's intellectuals might not
have sunk into virtual oblivion. As it is, however, historians often
want to know little more of them than why i t was they were intent
on such a misguided voyage in such an unseaworthy craft. So long
as the presuppositions behind this question shape scholars' interests,
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the Charleston of the essays in this volume will rema in submerged.
To change metaphors, the city's sectionalism will continue to upstage
her other interests, and so the majority of the preoccupations of ante
bellum Charleston's intellectuals will continue to be ignored or dis
paraged.
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David Ramsay and the Limits
of Revolutionary Nationalism
ARTHUR H. SHAFFER

IT

was early Saturday afternoon, 6 May 1815. Dr. David Ramsay, born

in Lancaster County, Pennsy lvania, but long a resident of Charleston,
was strolling down Broad Street. Within sight of his residence, he was
passed by William Linnen, a tailor who nursed grudges against law
yers, judges, and juries in his unsuccessful lawsuits and against Drs.
Ramsay and Benjamin Simons for having declared him legally insane.
As Ramsay passed, Linnen took "a large horseman's p istol out of a hand
kerchief ... [and] shot the doctor in the back." Friends carried the
wounded man home where he declared that he was "not afraid to die;
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but should that b e my fate, I call on all here present t o bear witness,
that I consider the unfortunate perpetrator of this deed a lunatic, and
free from guilt." After lingering two days, on Monday the 8th at about
seven in the morning, David Ramsay, aged sixty-six, died. The socie
ties of which he was a member resolved "to wear mourning for thirty
days; a funeral sermon was preached by the Rev. Mr. Palmer; and a
public eulogium was delivered by Robert Y. Hayne, Esq. by appoint
ment of The Literary and Philosophical Society of South Carolina."l
Best known as historian, Ramsay can be said without exaggeration
to have created American history. Among his contemporaries he stands
out, singular not only for his productivit y - six major and several mi
nor historical works- but for having been the first to compose histories
designed to "rub off asperities and mould us into a homogeneous peo
ple."2 If any one work marked the beginnings of American national
historiography, it was Ramsay's History of the American Revolution (1789),
the major event in the development of a distinctly national historical
consciousness. It stood as a prototype for scholars of his generation,
and he quickly became the nation's most respected historian. '�mer
ica has produced a Ramsay," exulted James K. Polk, who read Ramsay's
history as a student at the University of North Carolina. He is "the
Tacitus of this western hemisphere to transmit to posterity in the un
polished language of truth, the spirit of liberty which actuated the first
founders of our republic."}
By the day of his death Ramsay was loved and respected, the grand
old man of Charleston's c ultural life, the recognized leader of the town's
intellectual elite, a proud symbol of the commun ity's achievements and
ambitions. A newer, younger group stood ready to fill the void left by
his death and that of many of his colleagues. Their world was rapidly
changing and would be very different from his: romanticism and sec
tionalism were replacing Enlightenment ideals and the nationalism of
his generation. Ramsay's death, then, marked not only the passing of
a generation, but the end of an era. Perhaps he understood. In his own
time he had symbolized the birth of a new era. The Revolution had
virtually shattered the old intellectual order. There was, to be sure, much
continuity with the past in both ideas and personnel, but indepen
dence necessitated a new political and intellectual agenda: to define
an American identity, culture, political ideology, and institutions within
the framework of something entirely new - an A merican nation-state.
Entering the cosmopolitan world of Charleston on the eve of indepen48
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dence, Ramsay was well suited by background, education, experience,
and philosophical commitment to embody that new man of the Revo
lution, a nationalist. Eager to promote a sense of common cultural and
political identity out of thirteen disparate colonies, it was Ramsay the
ardent nationalist who became a leading American and the chief
Charleston spokesman for his generation of intellectuals.
The brave new world of cultural and political unity that Ramsay
labored to create would elude him. Increasingly he would feel the stric
tures imposed by reality on his revolutionary vision. Despite real strides
toward creating a national life, particularism would remain a stumbling
block. Paradoxically, as the next generation would discover, sectional
and national sentiment seemed to grow proportionately. Seen in this
perspective, Ramsay's assassin may h ave done him a favor. Although
Ramsay already had come to terms with the ethic of particularism 
indeed, had attempted to absorb it within a nationalist framework 
he still would have been deeply disturbed by the Missouri controversy
and the nullification crisis. Undoubtedly he would have despaired over
the demise of his revolutionary nationalist dream.
At his death, then, Ramsay's intellectual world was past. Yet the
development and transformation of his ideas exemplify the patterns
of thought common to less prolific but no less thoughtful contemporaries
in Charleston. Ramsay's life spanned three of the five antebellum genera
tions defined by David Moltke-Hansen in the foregoing essay.4 A scholar
of national and international renown from the 1 7805 until 1815, he
was the town's most respected intellectual during the second and third.
This is not to say that h e is that elusive representative man, or that
all educated Charlestonians can be conveniently categorized. But within
the boundaries of his individual creativity and personality, he closely
approximated the most salient characteristics of the Charleston intel
lectual com munity that he came to lead.
*

*

*

The David Ramsay who arrived in Charleston in 1774 was a Prince
ton graduate ( 1 765), fresh from medical school at the College of Phila
delphia, eager to succeed professionally and to make his mark in the
world of intellect. Apparently he was pleased with the prospects; within
a few months he reported to Benjamin Rush, "1 am disposed to be
thankful both to God & man for settling me in Charleston where I
hope 1 shall be able to be of some good to the public, & especially
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myself."5 He was "of some good" to both i n a city a s cosmopolitan as
the Philadelphia he had just left. While Charleston could not boast
a Franklin or a Rush, the intellectually active there included a higher
percentage of British-bor n and European- and British-educated than
in any other American city. That statistic and t he nature of the Caro
lina economy set the tone for the cultural life of pre-independence
Charleston. An important provincial center and an integral part of
a larger imperial economy, the city had ties throughout the empire - in
England and Scotland, in North America and the West Indies.
Charleston's most intellectually dynamic element was the medical
profession. Few among them became wealthy, and the state of medicine
in the eighteenth century offered little satisfaction or sense of achieve
ment to practitioners, who were therefore eager to pursue a more stimu
lating career in science and letters. Fortifying this zeal, at least for the
privileged who had studied at Leyden or Edinburgh, was training in
natural history. Since the more talented and educated among physi
cians sought the stimulation of intellectual achievement, they looked
for recognition from the intellectual centers of Great Britain and the
North.6 Consequently, some kept up their contacts with European and
American medical centers and joined what Brooke Hindle has called
"an international c ircle devoted to the cultivation of natural History,
which was one of the most dynamic intellectual forces in Europe and
America."7
From the days of Mark Catesby to Andre Michaux, South Caro
linians corresponded with those in England, Scotland, Holland, Swe
den, Germany, France, Philadelphia, and New York who were interested
in natural history. Dr. John Lining, a pupil of the legendary Boer
haave at Leyden, conducted experiments to establish the connection
between weather conditions and diseases. Dr. Lionel Chalmers of St.
Andrews U niversity, who worked closely with Lining, wrote An Ac
count of the Weather and Diseases of South Carolina. Chalmers' best known
work, Essay on Fevers, was published in Charleston in 1 767, in London
in 1 768, and in Riga in 1 773. In 1 774 the town's most renowned scien
tist was Dr. Alexander G arden, a botanist trained in Aberdeen and
at Edinburgh and a member of the Royal Society of London. Otranto,
his plantation at Goose Creek, was a botanical laboratory whose re
sults were published in the proceedings of the Royal Society. Garden
regularly corresponded as well with t he Royal Society of Arts in Lon
don and such individuals as Cadwallader Colden of New York, Peter
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Collinson of London, and Carolus Linnaeus of Sweden , the most cele
b rated naturalist of the eighteenth century. 8
was the world Ramsay entered and helped change through his
native ability, learning, energy, and zeal. The change says as much about
Charleston's Revolutionary generation and the circumstances of intel
lectual life in Revolutionary America as it does about Ramsay's con
siderable talent. Independence took its tolL Many of the community's
intellectuals, especially physicians, were loyalists, who departed. Among
the Whigs who remained, most had been educated abroad. The sons
of Carolina merchants and planters formed the largest group of Ameri
can students abroad on the eve of the Revolution. Though American
born for the most part, the Revolutionaries still resided in Britain's
i ntellectual sphere.9 Yet never again would the British-oriented pre
dominate as they had before the Revolution, and i n time their influ
ence would virtually disappear. As the political focus shifted from Britain
to America, so did the cultural center of gravity. Ramsay was ideally
suited to exploit that shift, to help reorient Charleston to a new cos
mopolitanism. That this cosmopolitanism encouraged a nationalistic
bias in a community still wedded to the universal ideal of the Enlight
enment is one of the paradoxes of the early national period.
Ramsay was neither educated in nor personally tied to Britain and
Europe. Schooled in Radical Whig ideology, revolutionary republicanism,
and reformist idealism at Princeton, in Philadelphia, and at the side of
his friend and medical mentor, Dr. Benjamin Rush, he developed an en
thusiasm for independence, dreams of liberating the creative energies of
a republican society, and an almost mystical conviction that events in
America were a turning point in world history. It was during those for
mative years that the seeds of his nationalism were planted. The founders
of the College of New Jersey had e nvisioned and partially succeeded in
creating a broadly based institution that would draw students from
throughout North America. The philosophical basis of the curriculum
reflected a desire to produce selfless rulers for a reformed colonial society.
While they had no precise political program ro fulfill their vision, they
did promote a sense of a common American destiny. These ideals and
the experience of fellowship with young men from all over the conti
nent laid the foundation for Ramsay's sense of national identity. lo
What had been largely visionary at Princeton took on more con
crete reality during Ramsay's years in Philadelphia as a medical stu
dent (1770-73), later as a visitor ( 1 7 8 1 -82, 1 789) , and as a member of
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the Continental Congress ( 1 782-83, 1 785-86). Philadelphia came close
to being an American intellectual capital where something akin to a
prov incial American culture was already emerging. It provided him
with a model for a n American republic of letters. There he associated
with medical students fro m throughout the colonies whose i ntellec
tual interests and ties of professional identity transcended territorial
boundaries. There he also formed friendships w ith political national
ists and men who joined in a campaign to foster an American culture.
Even before independence, Ramsay predicted that "America will even
tually prove the asylum for liberty learning religion & et [sic] . . A
case to figh t for - to bleed for - to die for." l 1
With his American orientation and his ardent Whiggism, Ramsay
was well p laced to help fill the vacuum created by the departure of the
loyalist intellectuals, to assume Garden's role as an intellectual go-between
with the outside world. But where Garden had served m ai nly to tie
Charleston to Europe, Ramsay served to tie her to the North. Not that
he was the only Charlestonian with extensive contacts: the Revolu
tion had broadened Charleston's economic and political ties with the
North; moreover, Ramsay's own church, the Independent or Congre
gational (probably more consequential to the town's intellectual life
than the Established C hurch), consisted mainly of Northerners - espe
cially New Englanders - and a h andful of Princeton graduates, m any
of whom actively continued t heir connections with the North. But
no other Charlestonian h ad so many contacts i n the world of intellect
as Ramsay; neither could anyone else equal the influence he achieved
by his writing. His extensive network included individuals with wide
ranging interests from every part of the union : Thomas Jefferson of
Virginia , John Jay of New York, and Hugh Williamson of N orth Caro
lina were o nly a few of the more prominent individuals. Ramsay also
had ties with whole intellectual communities. Princeton was his spiritual
home; he kept in touch with alumni and faculty, especially John Wither
spoon, its internationally renowned president (to whom he was related
by marriage), and Samuel Stanhope Smith, a close friend. ll Ramsay's
connections with New England, especially Boston, began ironically
through his church in Charleston; they were extended by friendships
formed in Philadelphia during the 1 7808 with N oah Webster and John
Eliot, and by correspondence resulting from his scholarly reputation.
The historian Jeremy Belknap and the geographer-historian Jedidiah
Morse became particularly close friends, as did some other members
.
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of the Massachusetts Historical Society, of which Ramsay was a cor
responding member. 1 3 Most important were h is intimate associations
in Philadelphia. His closest friends there were the painter Charles Willson
Peale, the publisher Mathew Carey, and the physician Benjamin Rush,
leaders in the several interlocking cultural communities of medicine,
literature, and science in which Ramsay participated - becoming, for
instance, a member of the American Philosophical Society. 14
Most of Ramsay's intellectual friends were also cultural nationalists
exhilarated by the prospect that political independence would result
in cultural independence. They were equally convinced, too, that the
latter was essential to secure the former- sentiments that were well ex
pressed in 1 787 by the Society for Political Inquiries, a group dedicated
to freeing the country fro m the "intellectual imperialism of Europe."
In having effected a separate government, we have as yet accomplished
but a partial independence. The revolution can only be said to be com
pleat, when we shall have freed ourselves, no less from the influence
of foreign prejudices than from the letters of foreign powers. When break
ing through the bounds, in which a dependent people have been ac
customed to think, and act, we shall properly comprehend the charac
ter we have assumed and adopt those maxims of policy, which are suited
to our new situation.

Sensitive to the claims of many English and European writers that the
United States had not been nor was likely to be the scene of important
cultural achievements, these nationalist intellectuals were anxious to
expound their country's virtues, "to ascertain what there is peculiar
and distinguishing in the state of society in the federal union." "It is
now full time," wrote James Sullivan , "that we should assume a na
tional character, and opinions of our own; and convince the world,
that we have some true philosophy on this side of the globe."! 5 Dreams
of a cultural renaissance were one reason w hy Ramsay joined others
around the nation in a self-conscious effort to create a national cul
ture. What Peale attempted for painting, H ugh Henty Brackenridge
for the novel, William Dunlap for the theater, Webster for language,
and Rush for medicine, Ramsay did for history. 1 6
In Charleston, Ramsay aggressively promoted a national intellec
tual life - in p ublic orations, in discussions at the Library Society and
other intellectual wateringholes, and by serving as a conduit and dis
penser of the ideas, scientific experiments, medical theories, and writ
ings of American intellectuals. When Jeremy Belknap published his
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History of New Hampshire, Ramsay acted as his agent in Charleston;
he did the same for other authors. As a disciple of Rush, he helped
spread his friend's unitary theory of disease and therapy, which both
men regarded as particularly suited to a republican society. l7 He regu
larly informed his correspondents about the h istory, politics, social
conditions, health, and economy of South Carolina. Conversely, he
attempted to explain Northern perspectives to Charlestonians and in
troduced South Carolinians to his N orthern friends and contacts. He
aided in redirecting the flow of young men from British and European
to N orthern colleges, especially Princeton, and he encouraged numer
ous Charlestonians to study medicine with Rush at the University of
Pennsylvania. 18
This is not to suggest that Charleston was divided into intellectual
camps: one American (consisting of Ramsay and such allies as his
fellow Princetonians at the city's Congregational Churc h - Richard
Hutson, James Hampden Thomson, and the Rev. William Tennent
III), the other British oriented. Ramsay's influence was broad precisely
because Charlestonians perceived that with independence his way rep
resented the future. Nor would they have joined him if they had iden
tified him with a narrow provincialism. His goal was to replace an im
perial with an American cosmopolitanism without wholly rejecting
British culture or withdrawing into a national shell. The patterns of
Enlightenment and religious thought in Britain and the U nited States,
North and South, created areas of compatibility and a sense of shared
heritage. The curriculum at colonial colleges differed little from that
at British institutions. Ramsay was a man of learning, a product of
the Enlightenment who was connected with and committed to a trans
atlantic European c ulture and who proclaimed that "learned men of
every clime constitute but one republic."19 His veneration for British
cultural achievements, if not British society, is evident from his writ
ings. At Princeton he received a British education and his medical men
tors were British-trained physicians teaching at an institution designed
to replicate the University of Edinburgh. He was not rejecting Britain
or Europe. It was his outlook and experience that were American, his
passionate commitment to fostering an American culture that would
take its place in the unfolding tapestry of Western civilization. In Ram
say's dream, and that of other cultural nationalists, London and Edin
burgh would be replaced as the intellectual capitals of America by the
new nation's own cities, and Americans would no longer regard Brit54
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ain as the source of new ideas and fashions and as the arbiter of what
was worthy.
Whatever services Ramsay performed as a go-between with the North,
his contacts, like Garden's before him and those of Hugh Swinton Le
gare and William Gilmore Simms in s ucceeding generations, were prin
cipally a consequence of his literary activities and reputation. In this
respect he differed markedly from his generation of Charleston intellec
tuals. They eschewed science and literature for politics. The choice was
understandable; the disruptions of revolution and war had redirected
energies and made politics paramount. What Charlestonians did pub
lish was usually devoted to immediate and concrete public issues. Not
until 1 790, with the ratification of both the state and national con
stitutions, did Charlestonians write or publish as much natural his
tory, medicine, law, and poetry as they had done before the war. Z () Even
then the output was not prodigious; the town's intellectuals were more
consumers than producers of knowledge. Much of the intellectual com
munity consisted of lawyers, physicians, merchants, and planters who
were deeply involved in politics. While they took great pleasure in learn
ing, they were also committed to the social usefulness of knowledge.
The South Carolina members of the American Philosophical Society
during the eighteenth century were almost all learned but practical men
of affairs. Henry Laurens, Thomas and Charles Cotesworth Pinckney,
and John Deas, for instance, were public figures whose intellectual
activities - however personally satisfying-were invariably directed at
some perceived p ublic need. The C ountry Whig ideology so popular
in South Carolina demanded vows of civic virtue that made it difficult
for Charlestonians to appreciate the intellectual who sought only pri
vate moments of creativity unrelated to a communal purpose. The
"proper channel" for ambition, wrote John Laurens, should lead to "the
advancement of public good."2 1
The modern division between intellectual and practical men of af
fairs was hardly evident in the early national period. To a remarkable
degree the nation's leading intellectuals were also its leading political
figures, as the careers of Franklin, Jefferson, Joh n Adams, and Madi
son so eloquently testify. What was true of the republic as a whole was
also true of Charleston, as Moltke-Hansen's list of the town's leading
intellectuals illustrates.22 Charles Pinckney, Charles Cotes worth Pinck
ney, Thomas Pinckney, Ralph Izard, and William Loughton Smith were
important not only to the politics of South Carolina, but to the na55
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tion: Charles a s the leader of the state's Republicans and later a s gov
ernor and congressman, Charles Cotesworth as a Federalist candidate
for President, and Thomas as a diplomat; Izard as a U.S. senator, and
Smith as a Federalist congressman. The physician Thomas Tudor Tucker
served as a congressman; John Faucheraud Grimke, Elihu Hall Bay,
and John Julius Pringle were prominent jurists, and Thomas Bee a
Charleston intendant (or mayor). The list could also have included
Henry Laurens and Christopher Gadsden, the town's Revolutionary
leaders, the intendant Richard H utson, or the wartime governor and
later Supreme Court justice, John Rutledge. Ramsay belonged in this
group of influential political figures, especially in the 1 780s. Like his
colleagues, he was preoccupied with politics a nd did not publish scien
tific treatises u ntil the 1 790s. History, which in his conception had di
rect bearing on politics, was another m atter; between 1 785 and 1 789
he published two m ajor studies of the Revolution. Yet Ramsay had not
taken a divergent path. He had, to be sure, an almost obsessive per
sonal commitment to scholarship, but its purpose and content flowed
naturally from his political and civic preoccupations; he made no clear
distinction between his private and public goals. His writings - whether
historical, political, or medical - were designed as instruments of pub
lic policy.
In the 1 7 80s the public goal that absorbed Ramsay was strengthen
ing the national state; as early as 1 778 he had advocated an even stronger
federal government than the one that emerged in 1 788.23 Charleston's
leading political figures were also nationalists; i ndeed, until the 1 820s
South Carolina was noted for its political nationalism. The South
Carolina delegation to the federal convention was convinced that the
state's interests would be served best within the framework of a stronger
national government, and the C harleston delegates to the state rati
fying convention unanimously endorsed the result.Z4 Ramsay's loose
coalition of cultural nationalists intersected with a network of political
unionists, often the same people. His activities, then, were the l iterary
counterpart of the campaign of such South Carolinians as the three
Pinckneys (Charles, Charles Cotesworth, and Thomas), William Lough
ton Smith, and John Rutledge to strengthen union. That the campaign
to promote a n ational culture had political as well as literary purposes
is evident from the writings of the cultural nationalists. "Every engine
should be employed to render the people of the country national," wrote
Noah Web ster, "to call their attachment home to their country; and
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to inspire them with the pride of national character." Ramsay, Jeremy
Belknap, M ercy Otis Warren, and John Marshall fashioned histories
that would "promote the union and harmony of the d ifferent states."
Though he had completed his History of the American Revolution by late
1 787, Ramsay delayed its publication in order to include an account
of the new federal constitution. "The Revolution," he declared, "can
not be said to be completed" until the federal constitution "or some
thing equivalent is established."2 5
There is no question that Ramsay's histories were popular in Charles
ton. He stood on common ground with the community's political and
intellectual leadership. He knew these men well from family ties, pro
fessional service, the legislature, the Library Society (the hub of the
town's intellectual life), and the taverns and coffeehouses where
Charlestonians read newspapers and magazines. He discussed his work
with them; indeed, his manuscripts became a kind of community proj
ect, with the participants in the Revolution and other events being
consulted.26 One attractive quality of his histories is that they convey
a sense of personal involvement and the judgment of the insider. No
doubt Charlestonians were pleased that Ramsay had assured the state's
place in the national past with his History of the Revolution of South
Carolina (17 85), the first major study of the Revolution. The national
and international acclaim from that work and the later History of the
American Revolution were a source of pride.
Beyond the satisfactions of local p ride, the intellectual premises in
herent in Ramsay's writings found easy acceptance. True, Ramsay and
other cultural nationalists preached a brand of revolutionary national
ism that went beyond what most Charlestonians envisioned: even amidst
the furor of the Revol utionary War, Ramsay proposed a national uni
versity and a uniform system of criminal laws, hoping that both mea
sures would unify the states and encourage national loyalties. Charles
ton's nationalists were too preoccupied with such practical difficulties
as national defense, trade, debt, and disorder to be impressed by the
prospect of a n ational legal system (which in any event did not appear
in Ramsay's histories), but they could be moved by appeals to national
pride and a h istoric sense of the importance of the Revolution, the
heart of the h istories. Although the various strands of Ramsay's in
tellectual personality and nationalism preceded and transcended his
connection with Charleston, he did live there for most of his adult
life, and all his publications were composed there; it was there, too,
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that h e experienced the most profound events o f his public existence 
revolution, independence, and war. Much of what he perceived as "Amer
ican" was influenced by h is h aving lived there; South Caroli na and
Charleston served as laboratories for many of h is assumptions about
American society and republicanism.
This said, it is also true that Ramsay's paradigm for a national his
tory made few concessions to local differences. Anxious to use the na
tional past to establish the existence of a common identity, Ramsay
did not deny so much as he deliberately glossed over local and sec
tional variety, almost to the point of losing sight altogether of the di
versity of American life . Social and economic differences, whether in
farming methods, commerce, urbanization, or political and social struc
ture, received little attention. In this, too, Ramsay was in agreement
with other Charlestonians, although they and he recognized the one
special difference most important to the city: s lavery. With allowances
for individual ability, personal idiosyncrasies, and experience, however,
Ramsay's p icture of American society, past and present, could have
been presented by any number of his political and intellectual colleagues
in Charleston.
The difficulty lay in finding a basis for nationality. Nineteenth-century
European nationalists would proclaim national independence by refer
ring to their old or unique civilizations, common religion and descent,
or ancestral soil. No such traditions could unite Americans or differen
tiate them from other people; they had no roots in a semimythical past,
common descent, or mystical attachment to an ancestral soil. While
Protestantism imparted a certain uniformity in values, it was too di
verse to provide unity. Independence had discredited the self-image of
Americans as Englishmen, but language, law, culture, even sentiment
still tied Charlestonians and Bostonians alike to the mother country.
Publicly, Ramsay proclaimed the existence of an American nationality
and the expectation that the Revolution would trigger "a vast expan
sion of the human mind" to produce a national culture. Privately, the
nagging problem remained that among the few genuine cultural achieve
ments, there were none that reflected a uniquely American society, and
Ramsay had to concede the obvious: "We are too widely disseminated
over an extensive country & too much diversified by different customs
& forms of government to feel as one people." Even so, he insisted
publicly and privately that "we really are" one people. 2 7
But i f being "one people" did not mean ethnic, cultural, or even po58
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litical homogeneity, what did it mean? Ramsay embraced a practical
alternative: he defined national identity in abstract terms , as the in
terplay of two basic ideas: the republicanism of the national character,
and the nation's special destiny "to enlarge the h appiness of mankind,
by regenerating the principles of government in every quarter of the
world." In this light, the term ''America'' meant more than geography,
a territorial state, or nationality. ''America'' represented a way of life,
an ideology, a new society less bound by the customs and values of
the past than other nations. The interaction between the environment
and the ideas brought to the New World by the first settlers had led
to the development of the "short but substantial" political "creed of
an American Colonist":
He believed that God made all mankind originally equal: that he en
dowed them with the rights of life, property, and as much liberty as
was consistent with the rights of others. That he had bestowed on his
vast family of the human race, the earth for their support, and that
all government was a political institution between men naturally equal,
not for the aggrandizement of one, or a few, but for the general hap
piness of the whole community.2 s

If the nation lacked cultural and ethnic uniformity, Americans were
one people by virtue of their loyalty to a common set of ideals and
values. With American society itself as the standard of achievement,
Ramsay could abandon the premises of high culture. If the nation had
yet to produce outstanding literary artists, scientists, or philosophers,
ordinary men had constructed the kind of society of which British and
European philosophers could only dream. Yet the debt of Ramsay's
generation to British culture and to the Enlightenment made it im
perative that he express American distinctiveness without repudiating
either. Convinced of the universality of human experience, he was not
quite comfortable as a cultural chauvinist. "I am a citizen of the world,
& therefore despise national reflections," he wrote apologetically. But,
he continued, I "hope I am not inconsistent, when I express my ar
dent wish" that America be independent in "Law, Physic & Divinity."29
His solution was to broaden America's British heritage and tradition
of liberty beyond the confines of its historical-territorial limitations.
By proclaiming America's purpose "to enlarge the happiness of man
kind" by her example, he transformed an English ideal of liberty into
a supranational ideology. But being an example to the world can be
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a narrow as well as a cosmopolitan concept. Ramsay was basing the
essentially parochial ideal of nationalism upon values p resumed to be
nonparoch ial. The nation's special destiny "to prove the virtues of re
publicanism" was the one area of genuine national achievement. Em
phasizing the point, he n ationalized, even jingoized, the eighteenth
century idea of u niversal progress.
With his goals clearly in mind, Ramsay began the History of the Amer
ican Revolution with an analytical account of the colonial period, for
it was during those years that "the seeds of the revolution were sown."
What followed was an example of Ramsay's environmentalism, which
is a key to u nderstanding his interpretation of history and society. The
idea lacked rigor; it was, in fact, a hodgepodge of disparate civil and
physical factors that never quite meshed or whose relative importance
was never quite clear. There are echoes of a number of British and Euro
pean writers, some with quite different points of view- particularly Mon
tesquieu, Locke, and such Scottish scholars as David Hume, William
Robertson, Francis Hutcheson, Lord Kames, Thomas Reid, and Adam
Ferguson. Yet the overall impression is strikingly effective. The weight
and, surprisingly, the logic of argument made quite believable Ram
say's simple but eloquent thesis that "from the first settlement of this
country everything concurred to inspire its inhabitants with the love
of liberty."3o
First came the natural world: "The natural seat of freedom is among
high mountains and pathless deserts, such as abound in t he wilds of
America." Then there was geography:
The distance of America from Great-Britain generated ideas in the minds
of Colonists favourable to liberty. Three thousand miles of ocean sepa
rated them from the mother country. Seas rolled, and months passed,
between orders and their execution. In large governments the circula
tion of power is enfeebled at the extremities. This results from the na
ture of things, and is the eternal law of extensive or detached empire.
Colonists, growing up to maturity, at such an immense distance from
the seat of government, perceived the obligation of dependence much
more feebly, than the inhabitants of the parent isle, who not only saw,
but daily felt, the fangs of power.

But Ramsay was at his best when discussing civil and social matters.
The crucial factor in his paradigm was always the actions of men. The
significance of the physical environment lay more in the scope afforded
60

David Ramsay and the Limits of Revolutionary Nationalism

than in the limits given a society's character. Above all, it was the En
glish heritage that had enabled colonials to take advantage of circum
stances uniquely suited to a republican society. "The English Colonists
were from the first settlement in America, devoted to liberty, on English
ideas, and English principles. They not only conceived themselves to
inherit the privileges of Englishmen, but though in a colonial situa
tion, actually possessed them." If Englishmen in the New World came
with attitudes particularly favorable to liberty, that predisposition was
strengthened by the historical experience and doctrines common to
the period in which the colonies were founded.
The first emigrants from England . . . left the Mother Country at a time
when the dread of arbitrary power was the predominant passion of the
nation. Except the very modern charter of Georgia, in the year 1 732,
all the English Colonies obtained their charters and their greatest num
ber of European settlers between the years 1603 and 1688. In this pe
riod a remarkable struggle between prerogative and privilege commenced,
and was carried on till it terminated in a revolution highly favourable
to the liberties of the people . . . . It is remarkable that the same period
is exactly co-incident with the settlement of the English Colonies.3l

Finally, this physical environment and the E nglish heritage of the
colonists had facilitated the developmen t of a republican political and
social system.
The Colonies were communities of separate independent individuals,
under no general influence, but that of their personal feelings and opin
ions. They were not led by powerful families, nor by great officers in
church or state. Residing chiefly on lands of their own, and employed
in the wholesome labours of the field, they were in a great measure
strangers to luxury. Their wants were few, and among the great bulk
of the people, for the most part, supplied from their own grounds . . . .
Unacquainted with i deal wants, they delighted i n personal indepen
dence . . . . The great bulk of the British Colonists were farmers, or plant
ers, who were also proprietors of the soil. The merchants, mechanics,
and manufacturers, taken collectively, did not amount to o ne fifteenth
of the whole number of inhabitants.32

Here, then, was an ideal milieu: a society of small farmers, uncorrupted
by the temptations of wealth, dependent on no one but themselves,
free from the controlling influences of great families, church , and state.
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Thus, the American environment had acted as a prophy laxis against
the depravity of man.
In Ramsay's analysis of the causes and consequences of the Anglo
American conflict, it becomes apparent that the colonial period, in
his view, served as a backdrop for the Revolution. The Revolution is
represented as neither a break with the past nor a radical departure
from the basic fabric of American life. As the colonists perceived the
danger ro their liberties, they resisted because of "the high notions of
l iberty and independence, which were nurtured in the Colonies, by
their local situation, and the state of society in the new world."33 Ex
isting forms and loyalties had been altered; independence, new state
constitutions, and the successfu l implementation of a federal union
were hardly inconsequentiaL But rather than being a radical depar
ture, the Revolution served as a process of self-discovery, an opportu
nity to perfect and systematize what had already been true in practice,
and to open the way to future improvements. Having provided Ameri
can history with a unity that made the Revolution and n ationhood
appear as the logical fulfillment of a common n ational history, Ram
say then i ncorporated the culminating act of nationhood. He delib
erately minimized, though he did not ignore , internal conflict, por
traying the Constitution as the expression of a united people.
None of this conveys the full fl avor or the brilliance of Ramsay's
account, especially of the Revolution - h is subtle analysis of the grow
ing divergence on both sides of the Atlantic and the role played by
revolutionary organizations, the churches, and t he press; or his unusu
ally sensitive treatment of the loyalists. Aside from being a first-rate
piece of historical writing, Ramsay's study also contains a formula for
an American nationality that stands as an intellectual tour de force,
providing the seemingly unprovidable: a well-reasoned and plausible
paradigm for a national historical identity. By clearly e nunciating an
interpretation of the national experience that stressed natural bonds
of unity while deemphasizing internal conflict and cultural differences,
Ramsay gave to American history a coherence it otherwise lacked. Like
his "simple creed of an American," his overall interpretation was simi
larly straightforward: a sturdy, cohesive, freedom-loving American
character arose from the unique conditions of the New World, was ar
ticulated and reinforced by the Revolution, and institutionalized by
the Federal Constitution.
Ramsay's historical views were inseparable from his perception of
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the American present and his vision of the future. An assumption fun
damental to both his historical and his social philosophy was the be
lief that the biological, social, psychological, and moral relations of
humanity to its environment were so interlocked that they were all
one. Disease, political institutions, cultural life, and economic organi
zation were so interrelated that any general social change produced
changes in every aspect of human endeavor. It was self-evident that
the Revolution was such a general change. One such effect, particu
larly novel and exciting to the Revolutionary generation, was axiomatic
to republica n theory; the "emancipation from British tyranny" would
liberate the creative energies of American society and open "an illustri
ous area in the history of the world." The removal of artificial restraints
and regulations, which American nationalists identified with the Brit
ish monarchy and empire , would result not in chaos but in harmony;
religious and political health, scientific achievement, economic and
cultural productivity would increase dramatically. In short, a republi
can environment wou ld be "favourable to purity of morals, and better
calculated to promote all our important interests"; the "arts and sci
ences . . . [would] now raise their drooping heads, and spread far and
wide"; population would grow by immigration and natural increase;
and the economy would flourish as never before. 34
The idea that a republican political system would liberate human
potential was not new. It had been a common refrain in Whig litera
ture on both sides of the Atlantic at least since the early eighteenth
century. Ramsay's Charleston audience understood his premise. For
more than fifty years the writings of John Tre nchard and Thomas Gor
don enjoyed remarkable popularity in South Carolina. Many of their
Caw's Letters were reprinted in the South Carolina Gazette, while in
dividuals as well as the Library Society purchased collected editions.
According to "Cato," "Polite Arts and Learning [are] naturally produced
in Free States, and marred by such as are not free."35 With the Revolu
tion the concept took on new possibilities; for Ramsay it was what
made the Revolution revolutionary.
Ramsay's vision of an American apotheosis was not limited to arts
and letters. He first expressed these views in a speech, delivered on
4 July 1778, which was published and widely distributed. The oration
was dedicated to C harleston's famed revolutionary leader Christopher
Gadsden, Ramsay's friend and political mentor and a wealthy merchant.
In defending the boycotts raised against Britain in 1 7 69 and 1 774,
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Gadsden had argued for immediate sacrifices in return for future eco
nomic and political gains. 36 He and Ramsay contended that British
trade regulations impeded commerce, and they presumed a link be
tween economic growth and a climate of liberty. Gadsden must have
nodded approvingly when Ramsay predicted that "our change of govern
ment" would smile "upon our commerce with an aspect peculiarly be
nign and favourable" and then went on to detail the disadvantages
of British trade policy. It required "but a moment's recollection," Ram
say observed, to realize "that as we now have a free trade with all the
world, we shall obtain a more generous price for our produce, and for
eign goods on easier terms, than we could, while we were subject to
a British monopoly." Then he tied the issue of economic and cultural
liberation to Whig political theory and politics by characterizing the
Navigation Acts as "a glaring monument of the all-grasping nature of
unlimited power."37 It is doubtful whether Ramsay had given more
than passing attention to commercial policy before emigrating to South
Carolina. But under the tutelage of Gadsden and then with the ex
perience of representing a commercial constituency, he became an
expert.38
That Ramsay interpreted the Revolution as a process of liberation
was not just a matter of ideology. Personal experience reinforced ideol
ogy. "The times in which we live," he proclaimed with obvious en
thusiasm, "and the governments we have lately adopted, all conspire
to fan the spark of genius in every breast, and kindle them into a flame."39
He was describing his own circumstances; his exultation at the advent
of the Revolution was un mistakable. Independence created new possi
bilities for men like himself-zealous in the cause, talented, well-educated
but without the traditional credentials of inherited wealth and pres
tigious fam ily connections, intense in their private ambition yet genu
inely craving to channel their creative energies into public service.4o
The volatile landscape of revolutionary Ch arleston smoothed Ram
say's access to political office. With his uncompromising Whiggism, he
was chosen in 1775, only one year after his arrival, for the Committee
of Public Safety, then in 1776 for the legislature, and in 1 780 for the
powerful and prestigious state counciL All told, he served twenty-two
years in the legislature and two terms in the Confederation Congress.
While at first glance Ramsay's celebration of a liberated economic,
social, and political order could appear as a radical critique of privilege
and the class structure, his views were acceptable to the well-to-do,
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Whiggish lawyers, merchants, and planters he served as legislator and
p hysician and to the intellectual community that closely mirrored the
town's political and economic structure. Ramsay was not a leveler. Equal
ity was not directly conceived of by most Americans - in cluding de
vout republicans like Samuel Adams, Gadsden, Rush, and Ramsay 
as social leveling. Certainly most Revolutionaries had no i ntention of
destroying the gradations of social hierarchy by the introduction of
republicanism.4 1 Ramsay was content with the modest reforms of the
South Carolina Constitution of 1 778; he had been one of its most ac
tive advocates in the legislature. In a republican system, he maintained,
"no one can command the suffrages of the people, unless by his supe
rior merit and capacity." It was now possible, he exulted, that "the reins
of state m ay be held by the son of the poorest man, if possessed of
abilities equal to the important station."4Z As long as what he termed
"artificial barriers and distinctions" were removed, he was satisfied. Even
though he lived in a society where the extremes of wealth were at least
as great as in any other place in the nation, Ramsay identified South
Carolina, and by implication all of America, as a place of opportunity.
His own career offered a telling example.
Not all of this is readily discernible from the History of the American
Revolution or t he later histories. R amsay's purpose there, after all, was
to foster a consensus, not partisan discussion of contemporary issues.
While his specific views were more easily accessible in public debate
and speeches, legislative forums, and correspondence, his political phi
losophy, while masked by generalities in the H istory, is inherent in its
structure. The strong emphasis on continuity with the past- a central
theme of the History- blunts a more radical interpretation of the Revolu
tion. The l iberation he so eloquently articulated was less a call to re
structure society than an expected fulfillment, a culminating and or
derly process that naturally grew out of the past. The ingredients were
already there; what hindered American energies was not so much in
ternal barriers or divisions as external forces: the British monarchy
and empire. The sheer weight of evidence implied that while some in
ternal changes such as disestablishment were required to complete the
process, the structure of society was essentially sound.
If in colonial America the form was often less than republican, in
practice there was a unity of interests between elected officials and the
people. Ramsay strongly disapproved of the Pennsylvania Constitu
tion of 1776, with its u nicameral legislature and other u nprecedented
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features, a s a radical departure. B u t those frames o f government that
legitimized and built on past practices, that in his judgment evolved
naturally from t he American character, he celebrated as truly republi
can. He took great pains, for example, to argue and demonstrate that
the South Carolina constitutions of 1 7 76 and 1 778, while incorpo
rating some innovations, especially disestablishment, were a natural
product of the past. The results were such that the people and their
government became one: "The fa r famed social compact between the
people and their rulers did not apply to the United States," for in
America "the sovereignty was in the people," who "deputed certain in
dividuals as their agents to serve them in public stations agreeably ro
constitutions, which they prescribed for their conduct." Ramsay's po
litical friends with political views close to his own , men such as Charles
Cotesworth Pinckney and John Rutledge, wanted a republic , but an
elitist or aristocratic one. Opposed to special privileges and the trap
pings of monarchy, they accepted talented individuals into their ranks
while rejecting fundamental alterations in the distribution of political
power and wealth.4 3
J ust a s the politics of the History generally mirrored that o f the town's
political and intellectual elite, so did its basic philosophy. Revolution
ary Charleston was still an outpost of the Enlightenment, and Ram
say's writings reflect that fact, but it was a brand of Enlightenment
thought that suited modest Whig revolutionary sentiments. There were,
of course, sharply differen t Enlightenment thinkers, and each had his
partisans among educated, intellectually articulate Charlestonians. But
the Moderate Enlightenment, which p reached balance, order, mod
eration, religious compromise, and the importance of intelligent, well
educated leadership - and which so nicely complemented Country
Whig political ideology - was and would remain dominant into the nine
teenth century.44
There are hints of a more revolutionary view of the Enlightenment
in Ramsay's thought, especially in his environmentalism. At the same
time, however, Ramsay often expressed a fear of that "corruption of
human nature which wishes to exalt self at the expence & over the
rights of others."45 Believing that the love of liberty could triumph over
depravity, he still disliked the Enlightenment's more revolutionary pro
ponents: he was highly critical of the Pennsylvania Constitution of 1776,
turned against the French Revolution, denounced Paine's Age of Rea
son, and disapproved of those radical republicans of the Charleston
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Democratic Club who petitioned to be officially adopted by the Ja
cobin Club of Paris.46 Most of the social reforms he advocated - anti
slavery, medical care for the poor, an end to capital punishment, pro
motion of education - were familiar Moderate Enlightenment causes.
Indeed, Ramsay's campaigns against dueling and, especially, drinking,
and his general distaste for social amusements make him seem more
like a nineteenth-century evangelist than a radical revolutionary. Most
important, if he sometimes used the language of revolution, by per
sonal inclination and by legislative experience, he was most comfort
able with the Moderate Enlightenment's emphasis on compromise and
reform from the top.
As portrayed by Ramsay, the Revolution reads like a textbook for
the Moderate Enlightenment and Country Whig ideology: rational,
but militant in defense of liberty; men transformed more by ideas than
emotions; political institutions easily adapted to independence; and
all achieved through respect for a nd the efforts of intelligent leaders.
Above all, the achievement most typical of Moderate Enlightenment
principles was the disestablishment of the Anglican Church and the
tolerant environment of Charleston's religious l ife. What is apparent
is that fervent Protestants from George Whitefield on found the region
lukewarm and apathetic in religion. By midcentury, relations between
the easygoing Establishment and the powerful Dissenting churches,
once hostile, were cordial. The emphasis was on compromise; when
the issue of disestablisbment came to a head in 1 778, it was accomplished
with a minimum of discord. The motives were strongly political - to
win the loyalty of the Dissenting upcountry - but it was still a victory
for the Moderate Enlightenment. Moreover, t he Anglican Church tol
erated, perhaps encouraged, a variety of religious views; there were
fashionable conforming freethinkers of the English type, strictly ob
servant churchmen like Henry Laurens, and pious ladies l ike the diar
ist Eliza Pinckney. Acceptable deists and quasi-deists were read.47
Looking back , Ramsay recalled th at "among the carolinians deism
was never common."48 Perhaps it was not common, but there were
prominent deists. Charles Cotesworth Pinckney was probably a deist.
Francis Kinloch, scion and heir of a leading Carolina family, was deeply
influenced by the two great British skeptics, Hume and Gibbon. Like
wise, Thomas Tudor Tucker, who came from Bermuda to settle in
Charleston, pursue a medical career, and later become a member of
Congress, exemplified the deism of the Skeptical Enlightenment.49 If
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there was only a handful of genuine deists in Charleston, most intel
lectuals were liberal C hristians w ho saw nature as designed by a wise
creator for the use and edification of man. True science, they would
have agreed, and scripture could never be in disagreement. In Ram
say's words, C harlestonians "generally believed that a Christian church
was the best temple of reason."50
Ramsay was representative. He drew an apparent though unstated
distinction between his private religious feelings and his scholarship.
It was possible throughout the eighteenth century, indeed common,
for thoughtful persons to accept the ruling assumptions of the En
lightenment - its scientism, spirit of criticism, and humanism - and still
remain attached to traditional religious precepts. 5 ! Ramsay's Enlight
enment views and Christian faith existed side by side, as they did in
individuals like Henry Laurens and Christopher Gadsden. In his his
tories, Ramsay presented naturalistic interpretations interspersed with
an occasional acknowledgment of the role of Providence. The natural
istic version included lengthy and sometimes intricate cause-and-effect
relationships; the Providential views were only statements. He never
attempted to reconcile the two. What he u ndoubtedly had in mind
was God as the ultimate initiator of human events but working through
secondary causes. Even when Ramsay wrote specifically about religion,
he did so in terms typical of the Moderate E nlightenment, describing
the churches as useful vehicles for social control and cohesion. "Public
preaching . . . seldom fails of rendering essential service to society, by
civilizing the multitude a nd forming them to union."52
The publication of the History of the American Revolution in 1 789
represents a k ind of symbolic rite of passage for Charleston's post
independence intellectual community and for Ramsay. Its great achieve
ment was to find the common ground and limits of nationalistic thought.
Sensitive to opinion north and south, Ramsay defined a brand of revo
lutionary nationalism that was broadly acceptable throughout the na
tion and that comfortably fit into the acceptable parameters of social
and political thought among Charleston's upper-class Whig revolution
aries. It was vaguely abstract and appealed to patriotic pride, was pro
American yet did not reject the British heritage or culture, made a
case for American uniqueness while still holding to the Enlightenment
ideal of the universality of human experience, represented the Revolu
tion as the beginning of a new era and yet stressed continuity with
the past and its essentially conservative character.
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The care with which the History was constructed serves to illustrate
that its publication was as much a political as a literary event. A prod
uct of that era in Charleston of nearly exclusive interest in politics,
it appeared j ust as the intellectual community was about to change
its focus. Moltke-Hansen has already described that community's ac
tivities and interests during the several decades after 1790, when, with
the ratifications of the federal and state constitutions, the pace of in
tellectual life quickened and the range of intellectual discourse broad
ened. Ramsay was experiencing similar changes during this period. Like
his colleagues, he showed much less interest in politics.53 Like them,
he devoted considerable energy to expanding and fostering local cul
tural life. But the most fundamental aspect of that change was his move
ment from the stark nationalism of the History 0/ the American Revolu
tion, with its nearly complete disregard for local d ifferences, to an
acknowledgement of an ethic of particularism. It was, of course, only
a step, not a radical departure. Ramsay never retreated from his na
tionalistic political and cultural persuasion or his faith in the universal
significance of the American Revolution. At the time of his death he
had nearly completed two ambitious projects that confirmed those con
victions: a History 0/ the United States (1816- 1 7) and a Universal History
Americanized (1819) . When he wrote his History 0/ South Carolina (1809),
he placed the state's past within the paradigm established in his na
tional history, justifying his efforts w ith the hope that there would be
"a history of every state." "We do not know half enough of each other,"
he explained to Jeremy Belknap. "Every man who is acquainted with
the people of t he neighboring state is I observe for the most part fed
eral: narrow politics are generally the offspring of insulated local views."54
But if the rhetoric was the same and the general framework remained
intact, there was an u nmistakable shift of e mphasis that represented
a transformation in Ramsay's thinking.
The reasons for Ramsay's shift were complex and cannot be charted
with precision; they were related to a conjunction of circumstances and
influences that coalesced at roughly the same time: the changing in
terests of the town's intellectual community, his growing disillusion
ment with the prospects for a national cultural renaissance, the trauma
of a personal political defeat in 1788, and his acculturation to Charles
ton society. In the 4th of July oration of 1 778, Ramsay confidently
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predicted a prosperous future for t h e new republic. I n the more thought
fully complex History of The American Revolution, he incorporated those
upbeat predictions. Yet below the surface there was also an ambigu
ous but unmistakable gloom: the History is as much a clarion call to
fulfill the promise of t he Revolution as an account of its achievements.
During the Revolutionary War, Ramsay had grumbled over a lack of
sustained commitment, but in his History he depicts the war as a time
when Americans were more unselfish , more disciplined, more devoted
to the cause than during the postwar years. "The sober discretion of
the present age will more readily censure than admire, but can more
easily admire than imitate the fervid zeal of the patriots of 1 77 5 , who
in an idea s acrificed property in the cause of liberty, with the ease
that they now sacrifice almost every other consideration for the ac
quisition of property."55 Here were the beginnings of a national myth,
to be sure, but also rhetorical strategems calculated to shame the post
war generation.
The Charleston that Ramsay had found so promising, he now com
plained, was degenerating into frenzied pursuit of private wealth, de
clining cultural life, and provincialism. Nor were his complaints lim
ited to Charleston. The realities of the 1 780s were an inexplicable
refutation of the best calculations of philosophy and political econ
omy. "Liberty," he told John Eliot, "which ought to produce every gen
erous principle has not in our republics been attended with its usual
concomitants. Pride Luxury dissipation & a long train of unsuitable
vices have overwhelmed our coun[try]." Writers and artists were find
ing it difficult to attract large audiences, and many, like Ramsay, had
lost money on their publications. "I long to see the day," h e wrote de
spairingly, "when an author will at least be on an equal footing with
a taylor [sic] or shoemaker i n getting his living."56 The national schol
arly network faced severe limitations - poor travel conditions, erratic
postal service, political turbulence, economic uncertai nty, divisions
within as well as between states.
A number of political and economic issues were proving frustrat
ingly intractable, as the correspondence and writings of Ramsay and
his intellectual comrades reveals. O ne notable example of an issue
dividing the states and individuals, o ne particularly affecting Ramsay,
was the question of slavery. No issue better illustrates the threat to Ram
say's dreams of a republic of letters and of a cultural and political na
tionalism t hat would transcend local interests.
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Ironically, Ramsay's well-known doubts about slavery and his con
nections with Northern antislavery circles did not prove a political
liability u ntil after his position had undergone revision. In the fall of
1 788, Ramsay ran a poor t hird in a race for a seat in the United States
House of Representatives: the victor, William Loughton Smith, had
accused him of being "principled against the true political interests of
this country" for "it is well known that he is principled against slavery."57
Whether or not Ramsay would have won if his views on slavery and
the slave trade had not become an issue, he firmly believed that his
ideals had led to h is defeat. "I was a candidate and lost my election
on two grounds. One was that 1 was a northward man and the other
that I was represented as favoring the abolition of slavery."58 Only a
few months earlier the ratification of the federal constitution had, i n
unanticipated ways, exposed a weakness in h i s position within South
Carolina's political society. Precisely because it was an effective instru
ment of federal power, it had kindled a distrust of Northerners, espe
cially the fear of commercial domination and of the new government's
power to threaten slavery. It is hardly surprising that Ramsay, as a man
who had forcefu lly expressed sympathy for Northern interests during
the ratification debate and who had a reputation as an abolitionist,
would be rejected for national office. 59
Charleston in the 1 780s and 1 790s was not a closed society on the
question of slavery. Ramsay did not become a political or social pariah;
not in his bitterest moments did he even hint at such a possibility.
What he faced was the d iscomfort of standing against the cherished
beliefs of friends and neighbors. H is suitability for office, even his loy
alty, was being questioned. The community pressure was irresistible.
Never again would he d irectly or indirectly oppose slavery or even refer
to it in his private correspondence. Twenty years later, when he pub
lished his H istory of South Carolina (1809), Ramsay began with a de
tailed mosaic of the state's population but ignored the African. The
omission could not have been accidentaL Perhaps his studious silence
on race and slavery was an early example of t h at Charleston style of
intellectual discourse described by Jane and William Pease as "rounded
edges." The Peases are referring to t he 1830s, but one reason for the
emergence of that style was a fear about racial balance that dated back
to the 1 780s. By then, with black chattels in some parishes outnum
bering w hites by as many as seven to one and with the removal of
British authority, the Africans' presence tended to unify whites and
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promote the beginning of a communal conformity o n the issue o f slav
ery.60 Ramsay was not intimidated, but having become a Charlestonian,
he began to empathize with his neighbors' yearn ing for solidarity on
so fundamental a question. If he could not positively endorse it, he
could remain silent.
Chagrined as he was by his chastisement at the polls, Ramsay did
not interpret his defeat as merely a personal repudiation. He equated
his own circumstances with the fate of the republic; it focused for him
in a personal fashion the fears he had been expressing about the na
tion throughout the 1 780s. The shock was t hat, unexpectedly, the ful
fillment of t he political side of the nationalist program - the acceptance
of a new federal constitution - had, in his opinion, aroused fears and
reinforced provincial perspectives that poisoned the political process.
If men like himself-patriots, nationalists, devoted public servants, trans
plants from one section to another - were disqualified for federal office
for parochial reasons, what hope was there for forging a cohesive, na
tional society? His resulting pessimism led him to concede the persistence
of local loyalties and distinctions.
His grudging admission that p olitical nationalism could not be eas
ily translated into a cohesive sense of common nationality did not nec
essarily mean that Ramsay himself had to adapt to particularism. A
more positive and more enduring reason for his tilt in that direction
predated the election of 1 788. Before his arrival in Charleston, he had
apparently not regarded any one place as "home." Evidently he had
retained little contact with family and childhood friends. Friendships
with Philadelphians such as Rush and Peale and an admiration for the
city's cultural tradition seemed to constitute the extent of his personal
interest in his native state. No doubt the absence of an emotional home
land explains why he came closer than any of his contemporaries to
writing a national history relatively free of local or sectional bias. The
problem for other historians was that despite an intellectual commit
ment to an American nationality, emotionally they were Virginians,
New Yorkers, or New Englanders. Yet for reasons that cannot be charted
exactly, just as he was composing his national h istory during the dec
ade of the 1 780s, the rootless Ramsay was gradually transformed into
a Charlesronian. In the beginning he referred to Carolinians as "them";
in time, they became "US."61
Again, no issue better illustrates Ramsay's encounter w ith Charles-
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ton society and his transformation from transplanted Northerner to
Charlestonian than his c hanging views on slavery. Ramsay brought
to South Carolina a genuine moral anguish over slavery. "Oh that it
had been my lot to have spent my days where slavery was unknown,"
he complained shortly after his arrival. "To speak as a Christian, 1 re
ally fear some heavy j udgement awaits us o n that very score." To the
abolitionist Rush, his friend and teacher, he wrote, "I t hink with you
in respect of our enslaving the Africans and h ave a firm belief that
there will not be a slave in these states fifty years hence." It is clear
from their correspondence that they agreed on basics, understood each
other's views, and thought of themselves as compatriots in t he struggle
against slavery. When Ramsay announced that he was contemplating
marriage to a young Charleston heiress, he assured Rush that "her for
tune does not consist in negroes, but is reducible to an annuity from
the rent of houses and interest of money."6 Z
Publicly Ramsay first faced the issue as one of the few state legisla
tors to support John Laurens' scheme to enlist slaves in the Continen
tal army. Though he had little faith in the military value of the plan,
he regarded it as a step toward emancipation. At the same time, he
championed a South Carolina ban on further importation of slaves
and later defended the provision in the federal constitution abolishing
the trade. Opposition to the slave trade was not necessarily antislavery;
there were good economic reasons for opposition. But given his well
known ties to Northern antislavery elements who s hared the convic
tion that destruction of the trade was a step towards abolition, it is
not surprising that Ramsay's critics distinguished between his and a
merchant's or planter's advocacy of prohibition.63
Yet even as Ramsay championed these causes, his attitude towards
black freedom was changing under the impact of life in a slaveholding
society. Personal experience had alerted him to the complexities of
emancipation and the d ilemma of the slaveowner, especially after he
had become a slaveowner himself. Through marriage to Martha Laurens
in 1 787, domestic slaves came into his household, a dozen or more within
a few years, and her lands in South Carolina and Georgia were worked
by slave labor. The responsibility of owning slaves and of using the
income derived from their labor must have been sobering. Perhaps Ram
say's conscience was eased by the fact that his father-in-law, Henry
Laurens, had found no way to dispense with the slave system. These
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personal circumstances must have affected his social vision. Most of
the men he knew and admired, who had befriended him and engaged
his professional services, were slaveowners.
The metamorphosis was also a co nsequence of the complexities of
slavery itself. Ramsay was grappling with the tension between an ab
stract conviction that all men were equal and therefore entitled to equal
rights, and prejudices undoubtedly dating from his earliest years but
augmented in South Carolina. Even when supporting the plan to arm
slaves, he h ad believed that "abject submission, which is inculcated on
slaves . . . tends to destroy every spark of courage in their breast. . . .
From persons so educated no military service in the way of fighting
is to be expected."64 Though blamed on the environment, this conclu
sion was still damning. To a republican, an indispensable mark of citizen
ship was a will ingness and capacity to bear arms. The African flavor
of South Carolina, more l ike that of a West Indian island than of con
tinental North America, was at first alien to Ramsay's experience. It
did not reduce his opposition to slavery, since his environmental ideol
ogy was premised on the equality of mankind and the potential for
human improvement, but this puzzling milieu sharpened the conflict
between his ideology and experience, leading to doubts about the ad
visability of abolition. It was difficult for him to imagine these Afri
cans as citizens. The result was not just a calculated reaction to diverse
pressures but a genuine ambivalence about slavery which is reflected
in his History of the American Revolution.
Ramsay affirmed his opposition to the institution and belief that
all mankind "are originally the same"; attributed the low state of blacks
to the environment of slavery, not an inherent inferiority; and be
moaned "its unhappy influence on the general state of society." Yet his
attitude toward slavery and race had been transformed. First, he vir
tually absolved slaveowners from responsibility for the introduction
of the institution or from any im mediate obligation to terminate it.
"The principal ground of d ifference . . . between the northern and south
ern provinces, arose, less from religious principles, than from climate,
and local circumstances." His slaveholding friends (and his own con
science) must have been gratified by his contention that "interest con
curs with the finer feelings of human nature, to induce slaveholders
to treat with humanity and kindness those who are subject to their
will and power . . . and life is often more pleasantly enjoyed by slave
than master." Most revealing, the environmentalism that Ramsay had
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used to attack slavery now became a vehicle to justify its existence.
"Such is the force of habit, and the pliancy of human nature, that . . .
negroes who have been born and bred in habits of slavery, are so well
satisfied with their condition, that several have been known to reject
proffered freedom, and . . . emancipation does not appear to be the wish
of the generality of them." Moreover, h is reputation for experience with
infectious diseases gave a scientific legitimacy to his assertion that the
Southern colonies used black labor because "there is a p hysical differ
ence in the constitution of these varieties of the human species." Ironi
cally, in 1 7 80 he used the argument that the lowcountry "cannot be
cultivated by white men" to promote the idea that the area should be
farmed by communities of free blacks. Now, the same argument was
used to justify "domesticated slavery."65
Ramsay had come a long way from his 1 7 79 complaint that "White
Pride and Avarice are great obstacles in the way of Black liberty." Now,
the determining causes were the impersonal forces of climate, geog
raphy, African and European physiology, and h istorical circumstance
- factors beyond the control of individuals. Just as he explained the
existence and the necessity of slavery as the consequence of an imper
sonal physical environment, he rested his case for the Africans' un
suitability on the happenstance of the social environment.66 In corre
spondence, in public orations, and i n his h istories he spoke eloquently
of the transforming effect of a republican environment. Logically, then,
he could have maintained that liberty would have a positive effect on
blacks as well; presumably that was why he could denigrate their mar
tial spirit in 1 7 79 and still support arming them. But after that time
he had revised his views. His implicit assumption was that a republi
can system could thrive only amongst a population conditioned by
the right physical, social, and civic environment. Ramsay's Africans
were so degraded that they had not acquired the qualities of character
to benefit from and contribute to a free society.
What Ramsay could not bring himself to state explicitly in so visi
ble a publication - that slavery was ineradicable and the African un
suited for citizenship he said privately in a letter to his Boston friend
John Eliot: "You speak feelingly for the poor negroes. I have long con
sidered their situation, but such is our h ard case here to the South
ward that we cannot do without them." He now conceded that "our
land cannot be cultivated by white men," only by black men bound
by the discipline of slavery. Once he arrived at that conclusion, the
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abandonment of his antislavery s tance was irresistible. "The negroes
are here and in a state of slavery. Experience proves that they are in
capable of the blessings of freedom."67 The point is worth repeating:
Ramsay's acculturation involved much more than his adapting to slav
ery. It involved the merging of a rootless man into the life of a close
knit community where neither his religion nor social origin was a
barrier to professional, political, or financial success, where he could
even marry into one of the state's most distinguished fam ilies. Though
important in itself, the slavery question is a lso a convenient index of
how and why that change took place. Ramsay h ad, in fact, changed
his mind before November 1788, not because of coercion or intimida
tion, but because he was being molded by a social environment.
So the paradigmatic national history, with its implications of a mal
leable civil environment that had melded Americans into one people,
contained a little noted but important caveat: the environment of the
slave and the economy of the Southern states were distinguished by
impersonal forces of climate, geography, and even physiology beyond
the control of individuals. Originally, Ramsa y formulated this under
standing to explain what he regarded as an exception to a general rule.
In the end, however, he came to see the exception as a rule: localism
was a more intractable force than he had anticipated. H aving arrived
at this conclusion, Ramsay began to examine his surroundings with
a new urgency. The resul t was a shift in emphasis toward the physical
and away from civil or cultural factors in his environmenta l ideology.
If personal factors nudged Ramsay in
direction of a greater appreciation of the local environment, the agenda of issues he discussed
within that framework reflected the concerns of the Charleston intel
lectual community. Having lived through the economic and political
instability of the Revolution and the period of reconstruction, Charles
tonians were now experiencing both the portentous era of the French
Revolution and an economic boom.68The latter encouraged optimism
about the future, which Ramsay would eventually share, a lthough his
initial reaction was to bemoan what he regarded as a mad pursuit of
luxury. The former encouraged political and social caution, which he
endorsed. So there is a unifying theme in Ramsay's post-1 790 writings
that is consistent with these concerns: the problem of social control
in a republic and how men can be induced to obey both informa l and
formal law.
South Carolina became Ramsay's test case in a new book. As in
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the History of the American Revolution, he spoke with pride of the
Americans' (now the South Carolinians') "love of liberty." But experi
ence had tempered optimism, and he now drew a more sober, ambigu
ous picture. Once he had tipped the scales from civil to physical causes
as prime determinants of social behavior, the result was a more fatal
istic view of human possibilities. After all, civil factors lend themselves
more to human engineering than the seemingly intractable elements
of weather and geography. Not that Ramsay denied the good effects
of religion, government, and moral leadership; indeed, he emphasized
them. But he attributed many of South Carolina's problems to climate.
"Drunkenness," for example, "may be called an endemic vice of Caro
lina. The climate disposes to it, and the combined influence of religion
and education, too often fail to restrain it."69
What Ramsay had once praised as wholly admirable, then, took on
a different hue: the instinctive "love of liberty" is at once desirable and
dangerous. "Though this disposition nourishes freedom, and is highly
deserving of praise, yet it has sometimes been carried too far; espe
cially since the revolution, and by the younger part of the commu
nity." While a "repugnance to subjection . . . affords a guarantee to re
publican institution," it "too often transcends the temperate medium
which as cheerfully submits to proper authority as it manfully opposes
what is improper and degrading." To ensure the maximum dramatic
effect, Ramsay used the practice of dueling in South Carolina to illus
trate his point. A signator to a legislative petition opposing the prac
tice, he still c haracterized that strong sense of honor, general in all
classes of Carolinians, as exemplify ing both the virtues and the liabili
ties of Carolinian (or national) character. Demands for satisfaction,
even for trifling affronts, he noted, resulted in "a respectful behavior
of the citizens reciprocally to each other. The licentiousness of the
tongue and press is seldom indulged in Carolina. . . . There is such a
general respect for propriety of behavior, that rude attacks on the char
acter of individuals meet with no countenance." This was a trait es
sential to republican stability: namely, restraint in the conduct of pub
lic and private business. But that sense of honor "carried to extremes,"
as in South Carolina, "degenera':es into a vice odious in its motive,
mischievous in its consequences . . . . Mistaken views of honor give
rise to duels."7o
The challenge was to achieve a proper balance between individual
initiat ive and the needs of society. Right behavior in a republic should
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be the consequence o f internal compulsion with little external con
trol. In this country, Ramsay declared, "the blessings of society are en
joyed with the least possible relinquishment of personal liberty."71 Too
much control would undermine republicanism. He hoped to bridge
the gap between public and private virtue, to have a citizenry with
a built-in warning system that was as effective against public transgres
sion as it was against private misconduct. In short, a citizen would judge
his public acts by an internalized code of moral behavior and would
seek to reform society j ust as the individual was expected to reform
himself. The need, then, was for public and private institutions that
would function like a family - to teach the citizen to perform his duties
voluntarily and with an inner compulsion to serve the best interests
of society. It is no coincidence that Ramsay was an ardent advocate
of and contributor to the many private organ izations - educational,
charitable, medical, and religious - that played such a prominent part
in Charleston's public life.
Living in a society where a heavy concentration of slaves kept the
necessity of maintaining order constantly on people's minds was rea
son enough for a preoccupation with social order and cohesion. But
Ramsay was also echoing the sentiments of Federalists like Hamilton,
who feared that a too ardent zeal for liberty would destroy the people's
capacity for government.72 Ramsay was himself a Federalist, but of
a moderate, independent variety. His loyalty was based on the belief
that the party's program would promote n ational u nity and a respect
for contracts t hat he thought essential to republican virtue. But he
never joined in the more extreme forms of Federalism, and he counted
among his friends such Republicans as Rush, Jefferson, and Charles
Pinckney. He could write of the parties with detachmenr and concluded
that "both did injustice to the other." ? 3 America in the 1 790s was still
a deferential society, and these men believed that the people should,
in the words of Pinckney, look to leaders "of merits and talents" for
guidance.14 For all his rhetoric about the American's "love of liberty,"
his more sober political philosophy was premised on the assumption
"that all men have hearts to feel, but few have heads to reason." So
Ramsay emphasized the educative example of natural leaders. He
blended the principle of v irtuous exertion, learned from his New Side
teachers at Princeton, with South Carolina's Country Whig ideology.
He wrote sketches of prominent men such as Christopher Gadsden
and Henry Laurens as public spirited and self-sacrificing. Cast as moral
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homilies, they read like the sermons of Finley and Davies at Prince
ton and appeared to describe the "virtuous citizen" of Radical Whig
l iterature. 75
The best example of Ramsay's post-1790 perspective can be seen in
his medical writing, which provided n ot only an outlet for his renewed
interest in natural history, and his growing preoccupation with climate
and geography as determinants of social behavior, but a vehicle for
integrating his interest in the particular with more universal concerns.
Moreover, it illustrated his belief in the interconnectedness of human
experience. Troubled by other aspects of national life - the failure to
achieve a strong sense of national identity or to create a national
culture - he at least retained with colleagues around the country, such
as Rush and John Warren, the hope that freedom and independence
would bring a revolution in medicine.76 He genuinely believed that
there was reason to be optimistic: America had produced such out
standing theorists as Rush and William Shippen, had trained practi
tioners in its own medical schools, had curtailed the incidence of
smallpox with inoculation (a process to which Ramsay had been a ma
jor contributor), and curbed cholera and "autumnal fevers."77
Reflecting new pride in his local identity, Ramsay proclaimed
Charleston a leader in medical progress: a "change has taken place much
for the better," and as proof he calculated "a great reformation" in in
fant mortality rates between 1750 and 1800. The reason, he concluded,
was that mothers now knew how to care better for their infants, and
he estimated that the average number of living children per family had
advanced from the four to five of colonial days to seven or eight by 1800.
Bilious, remitting autumnal fevers have, for some years past, evidently
decreased. The small-pox is now a trifling disorder, compared with what
it was in 1 760 and 1 763 . Pleurisies, which were formerly common and
dangerous, are now comparatively rare , and so easily cured, as often
to require no medical aid. The dry belly-ache has , in a great measure,
disappeared . . . the diseases, which thirty years ago occasioned great
mortality among children in the spring, have, for some years past, been
less frequent and less mortal. Charleston is now more healthy than for
merly, and likely to be more so.78

Like Jefferson, Rush, and other republican theorists, Ramsay assumed
that health was a logical consequence of good government. But the
introduction of the federal and reformed state constitutions had still
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not eradicated yellow fever, "more or less epidemic almost every year
in nearly all the seaports of the U nited States." Strangers were more
susceptible than longtime residents, though Ramsay did not know
why. Stagnant water and putrefaction of vegetable matters seemed to
be related, but he could demonstrate no correlation between urban
"filth" and yellow fever epidemics: "In '98 we had none of it, in '99 we
lost 269 strangers i n four sickly months, and no obvious reason has
been discovered why we should escape in the first year and suffer so
much in the last."79
Puzzled by conflicting evidence and unaware that it was an acute
i nfectious disease caused by a filterable virus transmitted by the female
Aedes aegypti mosquito, by the late 1 790s Ramsay had dismissed yellow
fever's contagious qualities. That decision may h ave been a medical
determination, but no issue - medical, political, or social - was separa
ble from his general philosophy. During the Philadelphia yellow fever
epidemic of 1 793, an acriminous debate had raged over its origins. Fed
eralist physicians and politicians agreed that the disease had been im
ported by refugees from the Haitian revolution, while Republicans led
by Rush insisted that "miasmata" from local swamps and "effluvia" from
unsanitary docks bred the fever.8o The moderate Federalist Ramsay sided
with the Republican Rush. The local-cause t hesis fit comfortably into
his doctrine of localism and cultural voluntarism. The cure would be
communal, local, and individual discipline.
The direction of Ramsay's thought was strongly influenced by his
respect for Rush, whose general theory of the oneness of all d isease
was given definite form by the epidemic of 1 793. Rush announced that
yellow fever fed on the strength and vigor of the body; therefore, the
disease could be curbed only by robbi ng the body of its vigor through
intense bleeding, purges induced by mercurous chloride, and a nutrient
free diet. Ramsay adopted the cure and reported its success (somehow
there were patients who survived both the disease and the treatment),
yet yellow fever outbreaks continued.
So Ramsay turned to cultural voluntarism; the Charleston answer
could also be the nation's. Rush had argued that to avert fever, people
would have to curtail its "predisposing" causes: "effluvia" in the air from
exposed refuse and sewage. Once contagion was present in the body,
the "excit ing" causes that induced sickness - overexertion and aroused
passions - must also be avoided.8l
To combat the predisposing causes, community action was required.
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Ramsay urged the medical society and city officials to instruct and,
if necessary, pressure local residents to keep their houses, yards, streets,
and harbor clean. They should be induced to b urn or at least remove
"all offensive and putrifying substances." Only if the town's inhabitants
drained bogs, filled ponds, widened streets, improved drainage, cleaned
stables and yards, and eliminated "effluvia" could they prevent future
outbreaks. But to secure support, Ramsay realized that the leading
citizens and the major civic and religious associations would have to
apply moral and legal pressures. Only through the leadership and ex
ample of their "betters" would citizens voluntarily join the crusade against
"effluvia." U nless "an active, energetic policy pervades every part of our
city, the inhabitants as well as strangers have reason to fear the sum
mer and autumn," Ramsay warned. "Whoever builds a house, fills a
pond, or drains a bog deserves well of his country."82
The "exciting" causes of yellow fever could be restrained by self
discipline. Even in the presence of "predisposing" causes, a citizen
could avoid the disease by self-compulsion and a virtuous personal life:
shunning excessive drinking and eating; living prudently in clean, airy
rooms; avoiding night air, "depressing passions, hard ciders, long walks,
a great fatigue, and excesses of all kinds."83
Moderation induced by inner compulsion , then, was the key to in
dividual health even if collective action failed - and if yellow fever raged
on despite these doctrines, Ramsay had an explanation: there had been
insufficient pressure on citizens to behave properly. Yellow fever would
continue to threaten the land until citizens policed their own behavior.
Ramsay's struggle with yellow fever illustrates his subordination of
occupational to ideological considerations. The battle against the yellow
scourge fitted well the mold of his unitary thought; it was the medical
counterpart of h is political and h istorical ideology. An epidemic was
a test of many things that influenced community life: the physical en
vironment, prevailing customs, and lifestyle. What Rush in Philadel
phia and Ramsay in Charleston were calling for was reform of certain
aspects of community life to fight disease, a program that closely re
sembled Ramsay's concept of cultural voluntarism to cure the political
and social ills of the individual and the community. In short, Ramsay's
doctrine of cultural voluntarism is similar in both instances and can
be seen as part of the same struggle. As physician, he insisted that both
"predisposing" and "exciting" causes of disease could be eradicated if
citizens were voluntarily induced to police their behavior in the inter81
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ests o f community health. A s a politician, h e tried to frame city ordi
nances and medical society proclamations to put pressure on people
voluntarily to behave "rightly." And as a historian, he ascribed the per
sistence of yellow fever outbreaks to the fact that cultural voluntarism
had not yet become ascendant in national life .
Ramsay's discussions of these issues, though set in South Carolina,
were not inconsistent with his nationalist ideology. For years he had
been encouraging the publication of state histories as a way of illumi
nating the national past. Yet his History of South Carolina (1809) goes
beyond defining the state as a piece of the w hole; there is an intrinsic
interest in place that is wholly absent from his earlier work. Meticu
lously, he gathered and presented in loving detail innumerable facts
and figures about the state's past and present: its ethnic and religious
composition, its geography, its medical practices and traditions, social
customs, lists of its organizations, names of its towns. The portrait is
not always flattering but, even when he used t he state as representa
tive, evidences pride of personal identification and hope for the future
of the republic. Ramsay's South Carolina was a microcosm of Ameri
ca's geographic, religious, economic, and ethnic diversity. As intracta
ble as those divisions were, the state and, by implication, the nation
were beginning to work, to become more unified. In South Carolina
the religious settlements of 1 7 78 and 1 790 had all but elim inated sec
tarian antagonisms; a diverse population was becoming socially inte
grated; and the spread of cotton and slavery was creating a unity of
economic interests. These achievements had eased political tensions
between low- and upcountry, symbolized by the moving of the state
capital to Columbia and the creation of a college there to train a re
sponsible upcountry leadership.84 "Them" h ad certainly become "us."
*

*

*

David Ramsay's career was in some senses paradigmatic. His experi
ence as a Northerner in Charleston anticipated that of others, John
Bachman and Samuel and Caroline Gilman being perhaps the most
notable examples. These Northerners, too, would serve to bond Charles
ton to the North through school ties and intellectual contacts and,
so, to foster nationalism in the face of particularism. At the same time,
they also adopted the point of view of native Charlestonians on slav
ery and many other issues, and spent a great part of their energy creat
ing and participating in local cu lture.
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Ramsay's achievement was to define a revolutionary nationalism
within a historical context. It made him famous in America and abroad;
the History of the American Revolution went through numerous editions
and translations, although it brought him little monetary reward, and
his dream of a national culture proved illusory. Of course, he under
stood the limits of cultural nationalism, so he defined what is Ameri
can vaguely in a set of abstract ideals. But that very vagueness, which
had the virtue of encompassing the mass of people who called them
selves republican and who had been partisans of the Revolution, was
politically sensible precisely because the bonds of nationality were so
weak. Ramsay accepted the limits of American cultural nationalism,
and that realization, combined with his personal acculturation, led him
to chart Charleston's particularities and promote its culture -without,
of course, repudiating the ideal of a national culture.
Still, Ramsay's shift of focus marked the beginnings of an ethic of
particularism that would flower in the next generation. By the 1820s,
fonner nationalists like Ramsay's contemporary Charles Pinckney would
turn to a political particularism. The republicanism that Ramsay had
defined in t he History of the American Revolution was broad enough to
include Pinckney, although the two had important differences.85 What
separated Ramsay and Pinckney was motivation. Pinckney's overrid
ing commitment was to South Carolina; Ramsay's was to the nation.
When circumstances changed, Pinckney's republicanism could be
adapted to protect local interests. Ramsay did not live through the
Missouri controversy or nullification, but it is difficult to imagine a
similar response on his part. His nationalism, although it had been
tempered by his acculturation to Charleston, was fundamental. His
nod to an ethic of particularism was personal and cultural, not politi
cal. Like so many in the generations to follow, Ramsay's turn inward
was influenced but not determined by slavery. As Michael O'Brien and
David Moltke-Hansen have shown, having developed a more indige
nous understanding of itself and having acquired a more various in
stitutional structure, Charleston could define a more peculiar culture.86
Perhaps this was inevitable. There was no countervailing influence from
an American London or Paris, a national center rooted in a long
established, centralized court culture.
What the decentralization of American life fostered and the expan
sion of Charleston society promoted was given more precise form by
romanticism. If Ramsay took pride in Charleston's achiev�ments, it was
83

ARTH U R H . SHAFFER

for him a world i n microcosm, not something entirely unique. It would
take the perspective of the romantic to reveal the city's unique quali
ties; a preoccupation with the rare attributes of locality was part of the
romantic temperament. The basic doctrine of the romantic school was
a belief in the gradual development of a distinct and unique spirit, a
unified and organic development of traditions, customs, laws, and cul
ture that formed the peculiar essence (or Zeitgeist) of a people.87 Al
though he was an Enlightenment man, initially more concerned with
the unity than the variety of nature and history, Ramsay contributed
to this particularism. His writings provided material and perhaps in
spiration for historical and dramatic representation of South Carolina's
past. His greatest achievement was to lay the groundwork for a new
kind of history, one preoccupied with a distinctly national experience.
From the notion that only the fundamental passions are uniform and
universal, he went on to a definition of the distinctive character of
American society. Romantic historians like George Bancroft built on
these perceptions, adopting Ramsay's ardent nationalism but employ
ing a different style.88 It was only a few short steps from the provin
cialism of nationalism to that of sectionalism. Ramsay himself had gone
part of the way; the romantic's fascination with the unique and the
particular would do the rest.
If Ramsay could have been present to hear Hugh Swinton Legare's
1823 4th of July oration, he would not have felt entirely out of place.
The language was often different, and even when it was the same, the
meaning could differ; the two men were products of disparate eras and
intellectual training. Yet t he message was remarkably similar. Ramsay
would have agreed with Legare that "the Revolution was altogether the
work of principle," that it was a "striking peculiarity . . . that it occurred
in a New World," that it was appropriate to contrast the despotism of
Europe with the freedom of America, and that "our institutions have
sprung up naturally in the progress of society."89
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IT

was a striking performance. Speaking in 1821 at the height of the

congressional debate on the Missouri question, Congressman Charles
Pinckney of South Carolina held forth for over an hour in a forceful
defense of Southern rights. With relentless eloquence, he attacked
Northern political aggression; he defended slavery by appeals to the
Bible and to experience; and he argued that the Constitution forbade
any interference with slaveholders' rights. Continued agitation on the
subject might well lead to "the division of this Union, and a civil war."l
So impressive were his arguments that his speech was one of three pub
lished by the authorit ative national journal Niles' Weekly Register to
illustrate the Southern position in the debate. Z When the issue came
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u p once more a year later, Pinckney spoke again, making a n even more
powerful defense of slavery and attack upon the Nort h.3 There was
no turning back; South Carolina's congressmen were committed to a
stance of extreme Southern sectionalism which Carolinians would main
tain until the Civil War. Pinckney was one of the first to articulate
their arguments.
While c ontemporaries listening to the Missouri debates were sur
prised (and sometimes horrified) by South Carolina's aggressiveness,
historians have seen it as a part of three important, long-term ch anges.
Most obviously, South Carolina was assuming a new role in national
politics. Previously the state had taken a strongly nationalist line; now
it was comm itted to a new and vigorous defense of Southern rights.4
Internally the state had changed as well, and its new stance in national
politics reflected its own internal development as the spread of the cot
ton economy a nd a process of political accommodation h ad brought
about internal harmony a nd self-confidence.5 Finally, the relationship
between South Carolina and the rest of the South was beginning to
alter. At the time of the Missouri controversy, Carolinians went fur
ther than most Southerners cared to, but over the years the Carolinian
argument linking the defense of slavery with Southern rights gained
adherents and allowed the state to assume a new prominence within
the South as a whole. 6 As one historian has put it, the Missouri de
bates "marked the dividing line between the Virginia-oriented con
servatism of the Old Republicans and the development of Southern
sectionalism under the leadership of South Carolina in the 1 8205."7
Charles Pinckney himself was an important actor in all these
changes.s He came to his nationalism early. Born in 1 757, he served
as a young officer in the Revolution. He sat in the Continental Con
gress and the Constitutional Convention at Philadelphia in 1 787, and
fought consistently for a stronger national government. In the late 1 7905
as a US. senator he led South Carolina's Jeffersonian Republican move
ment, yet in the next decade there was an estrangement between him
and the Jefferson administration; by 1821 he enunciated an extreme
suspicion of federal interference and made a strong defense of South
ern rights. His career within South Carolina was equally important.
Born into one of the state's wealthiest families, he was among the first
men of the old rice-planting oligarchy of the seacoast to diversify into
the new cotton economy of the inter ior. Pinckney served as governor
of South Carolina from 1 789 to 1791, 1 796 to 1 798, and 1806 to 1808;
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he was elected twelve times to the state legislature; and he was a con
sistent and effective reformer in state politics. Finally, even after his
death in 1824, he continued to have an important place in South Caro
linian thought, and Carolinians remembered him with p roprietorial
pride. His obituary claimed that he illustrated the best of "what can
be effected by a Charleston education"; forty years later it was recalled
that "no man of his generation surpassed Charles Pinckney in all those
elegant and courtly accomplishments which so much adorned the Caro
lina gentleman. Few, certainly, from this State, if any, have filled with
distinction so many public offices; none floated longer on the people's
praise, or sank deeper into the people's heart."9
Nor were his ideas forgotten; Carolinians constantly returned to them
at times of crisis. During nullification they insisted that they still con
tended for the Jeffersonian principles of '98 - p rinciples preeminently
enunciated within the state by Charles Pinckney- and even during the
Civil War, he was remembered as one of the founders and exemplars
of the Carolinian political tradition. 10 Charles Pinckney acted as South
Carolina's spokesman at a turning point and, in a sense, continued
to act as a spokesman for her afterwards. By studying his career and
the formation of his thought, it is possible to see not only how he came
to say what he said, but also where South Carolina was going, and
even why the state would have such a disruptive impact.
Pinckney's speeches on Missouri contained a strikingly full elabora
tion of Southern sectionalist arguments to which his successors would
have little to add. He began with allegations of blatant Northern ag
gression. The attempt to interfere with slavery in Missouri was a viola
tion of states' rights, which, if permitted, would be a precedent for
Congress to dictate all local laws; sarcastically, he asked, "If you say
there shall be no slavery, may you not say there shall be no marriage?"1 1
So clear to him was the constitutional position and so worthwhile the
institution of slavery t hat Pinckney could only conclude that North
erners hid behind pretended motives "of religion, humanity, and love
of liberty" while actually launching a sinister plot against the South. 1 2
The Northern and Eastern states, "who are always much more alive
to their interests than the Southern," had gained an unfair advantage
by insisting upon the three-fifths clause in the Constitution and now
sought the means of "regaining an ascendancy on both the floors of
Congress; of regaining the possession of the honors and offices of our
Government, and of, through this measure, laying the foundation of
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forever securing their ascendancy, and the powers o f the Government."13
Nor was the threat merely a question of lust for political office; in an
anticipation of later Carolinian arguments, Pinckney declared that once
Northern power was assured, "we shall soon see a system established
which, if it did not even go the length gradually to mould our republi
can institutions into forms much less democratic than the present, would
at any rate soon make the interest of the South subservient on all oc
casions to the North, by protecting duties." 1 4
But the crux of the matter was slavery, a question that Congress
had no right to touch and a property that the Constitution guaran
teed "was to be as sacredly preserved . . . as that of land, or any other
kind of property in the Eastern states." 1 5 He h ad nO doubt that slavery
was a positive good. There was not "a single line in the Old or New
Testament, either censuring it or forbidding i t . . . but there are hun
dreds speaking of and recognising it."16 Slavery had been known through
out the ages, but American slavery was a particularly beneficent kind.
One had but to consider the condition of the laborers of the Old World:
"Let those acquainted with the situation of the people of Asia and Af
rica, where not one man in ten can be called a freeman, or whose situa
tion can be compared with the comforts of our slaves, throw their eyes
over them . . . . Let him then go to England; the comforts, if they have
any, of the lower classes of whose inhabitants are far inferior to those
of our slaves."1 7 The racial inferiority of blacks was recognized through
out the world: "The African man is still as savage as ever- he is as un
changed as the lion or tiger which roams in the same forests with him
self."18 In freedom, even in the New World, he sank into degradation;
only in slavery was he productive (the labor of two or three slaves, Pinck
ney maintained, was more valuable than that of five inhabitants in
the free states) and contented. 1 9
In other ways, too, Pinckney anticipated later issues and events.
He argued that Congress had no power to restrict slavery even in the
territories, that there was no such thing as a black or colored citi
zen, and indeed that differences about slavery constituted "the only
question which might produce a dissolution of the Union, as it was
the only one on which ambitious and artful men might play, not only
upon the bigotry and fanaticism, but the honest feeli ngs and prej
udices of their unsuspecting countrymen . . . to create new parties,
and to give them dangerous directions and irritating names."20 These
speeches in 1820 and 1821 contained a remarkably complete enumera88

Charles Pinckney and the American Republican Tradition

tion of the argument that Southerners would use right up to the Civil
War.
Yet Pinckney himself constantly looked backwards; drawing on h is
own extensive experience of public affairs, he reviewed American h is
tory to show how the North and South had joined together in a por
tentous and mutually beneficial experiment in republican government.
During the Revolution the two sections "nobly toiled and bled together,
really like brethren."2 1 The Constitution was a work of disinterested
compromise.n With its valuable p roduction of staples, the South was
proud to contribute to the revenues of government, to help to pay for
Western expansion, to finance America's balance of trade, and to offer
employment for Northern shipping. 2 3 Repeatedly, Pinckney emphasized
the South's participation in America's formative experiences and alle
giance to Americans' most fundamental shared principles. Southern
ers had distinguished themselves by their valor, wisdom, and patrio
tism during the Revolution. 2 4 It was the South that insisted, "On the
subject of the Constitution, no compromise ought ever to be made."25
Above all, the South was committed to republicanism. The allegation
that slavery made Southerners "less manly and republican" was so base
that it hardly bore repetition.26 The South h ad d isproved that charge
by its patriotism; now - in a threat he took so seriously that he repeated
it three times - agitation about slavery threatened to u ndermine the
government of "the only free Republic . . . in existence" and to destroy
thereby the hopes of all mankind. 2 7
Republicanism was t h e h inge o f P inckney's thought. It allowed him
to square his fervent nationalism with his aggressive sectionalism. It
allowed him ro connect his allegiance to the union and his loyalty to
h is state. It allowed him to speak about Missouri in 1821 as if he were
saying the same things that he had said as a Federalist in the 1 780s
or a Jeffersonian Republican in the 1 790s. Of course, that was not en
tirely true, but it was by no means entirely false. Moreover, although
his speech on Missouri seemed s hocking and new, the actual things
he said about slavery and sectionalism, about economics and economic
policy, and about politics in general all reiterated claims that he had
been making for years. What had happened was that he had shaped
h is thought by considering conventional problems in unconventional
circumstances. In the 1 780s his concerns and their application allowed
him to reach conclusions l ike those of a great many nationalists North
and South. He continued to ask the same questions, but over the years
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his own experience and that of South Carolina allowed h im to reach
conclusions particular to a statesman from that state.
Yet he continued to present his conclusions in the common lan
guage of American republicanism, and that is a clue to solving another
important historical problem. Historians have long recognized South
Carolina's leadership in developing Southern sectionalism throughout
the antebellum period, but they have also noted South Carolina's po
litical oddities and isolation, even within the South.28 How, then, did
South Carolina lead? The answer lies in the ideas that Carolinians
upheld. Pol itics within the state remained stable, and from Pinckney's
time, Carolinians continued to proclaim a variety of republicanism in
tegrated with a defense of slavery, an assertion of Southern rights, and
a presentation of their own harmonious political system as a republi
can ideal. In other Southern states there were partisan political battles,
and party conflicts ultim ately built up unresolvable tensions. As the
stress increased, Southerners responded more and more to Carolinian
ideals, to the republican argument fashioned by Carolinians like Pinck
ney. It did not seem that they were betraying their patriotic traditions
the Carolinian argument was phrased in terms of common American
words and symbols -but the argument spoke to specific Southern self
interest and presented an ideal to which Southerners particularly could
respond. It was South Carolina that led the other Southern states out
of the union in the winter of 1860-61 , but as they left, Southerners
maintained that they alone preserved the principles of the American
Revolution and American republicanism in their pure form. Ultimately,
differing interpretations of the common American republican tradi
tion led - as Pinckney had foretold - to disunion and C ivil War.
*

*

*

From the time of the Revolution, the Founders disagreed about the
appropriate economy and economic policy for a republic. Traditional
political theory assumed that republics had to be simple, p recommer
cial societies. A few American thinkers clung to this view, but it was
generally abandoned during the 1780s. By 1787 most of the framers
of the new Constitution agreed that some economic development was
necessary lest the people sink into indolence and savagery. They could
not, however, agree on the sort of development they wanted. One group,
for whom James Madison acted as able spokesman, advocated a trade
policy to open markets for American agricultural exports so that Amer90
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icans could afford to purchase foreign manufactures, while avoiding
the avarice, luxury, and dangerous inequalities among men consequent
upon the development of m anufactures at home. Another group, led
by Alexander Hamilron, sought an aggressive government policy ro
encourage precisely the sort of advanced, nonagricultural development
that Madison sought to avoid, advocating it on the grounds that this
was the surest way to national wealth and power.29 The quarrel over
policy continued into the early years of the nineteenth century, but
the result was ironic. Hamilton failed to effect the specific transforma
tions he envisioned but fostered a prosperity that began other broad
ranging economic transformations. Madison's defense of American ex
ports led finally to a war that demonstrated federal weakness, sparked
intense internal divisions, and encouraged manufactures. At the end
of the War of 1812, America was a m uch more complicated country
than it had been in 1 788 - its economy more developed and diverse,
sectionalism more intense, and the demands on its government con
tradictory and confused. Again politicians divided. At one extreme a
group led by Henry Clay advocated the enactment of the American
System, a bold scheme of federal action to foster advanced economic
development, strengthen the government, and knit the union together.
Another group, of whom Virginians were the most prominent spokes
men, saw both the program and the forms of economic development
it was designed to foster as threats. Linking suspicions of such new
organizations of economic activity as banks and corporations with fears
of encroaching federal power, they saw in events a concerted attack
upon individual liberty, state and sectional rights, and republican gov
ernment itself. 30
Throughout his long career Pinckney participated fully in these de
bates, yet his thought developed in unusual ways. He worried about
the economic base for a republic; he discoursed upon the necessity of
advanced economic development; he thought about the limits of govern
ment intervention in the economy; and he discussed the nature and
dangers of economic sectionalism. His conclusions on individual ques
tions were shared by other national politicians, but ultimately, the way
he put them together was h is own. Partly, this was a matter of how
his thought developed. In the 1 780s Pinckney worked well within the
parameters of national debate, moving from a position close to Hamil
ton's to one closer to, although not exactly like, Madison's. By 1821
he shared neither the Virginians' defensive agrarianism nor the na91
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tionalist vision of Clay and his followers. What set Pinckney off from
the contemporary debate about economics was his optimism; he did
not feel that advanced economic change was a danger, nor did he feel
that it depended upon extraordinary exertions by the government. For
other national politicians, economic development was a problem. To
some it was a process to be feared and resisted; to others it was some
thing America had to struggle for. To Pinckney, economic development
was natural, easy, and unthreatening, and the reasons for h is optimism
were peculiarly Carolinian.
Pinckney's commitment to economic development was apparent early,
and most of his subsequent concerns were already present during the
1 780s. In h is first pamphlet, published in 1 783, he scorned conven
tional fears about advanced economic development and advocated an
aggressive national policy to foster it. «Placed along the banks of an
immense ocean," the United States was compelled to become a mari
time power: "We can grow great only by commerce." Instead of worry
ing about the corrupting effects of luxury, he saw it as a spur to useful
industry. He was also eager to encourage industry in other ways. Higher
taxes would foster productive labor and could support a stronger na
tional government, which would protect foreign trade and even im
pose tariffs to encourage manufactures. 3! Soon, however, he learned
the dangers of government economic policy perverted by narrow, sec
tional interests. In the abortive ] ay-Gardoqui treaty of 1 786, Ameri
cans' rights of navigation on the Mississippi were to be sacrificed for
concessions for American shipping to Spanish ports. To Pinckney this
was a clear example of sacrificing national (and Southern and Western)
interests for trifling benefits for a handful of selfish Eastern merchants,
and he spoke bitterly against the treaty in the Continental Congress. 32
By 1 787 and 1 788 his wholehearted advocacy of government sup
port for advanced economic development had been qualified some
what, but in drafting the Constitution at Philadelphia and in the South
Carolina ratifying convention, he still spoke up as an economic na
tionalist. At Philadelphia he recognized that there were five distinct
commercial interests in the United States, as well as "the two great divi
sions of Northern & Southern interests," and proposed that any act
regulating foreign commerce should require a two-thirds majority in
each house of Congress.33 In recognition of South Carolina's particu
lar interests, he insisted upon the primary importance of agriculture
among economic activities and fought against any restrictions on the
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slave trade. 34 On the other h and, he cheerfully accepted the Constitu
tion as finally drafted, argued that commerce and agriculture were in
extricably linked, and even admitted that some kinds of commerce ought
to be encouraged by the government.3 5 Moreover, in a famous exchange
with Madison at Philadelp hia, he denied the dangers of economic growth
in general and maintained that in America's situation development
would sustain equality rather than foster dependence. 36 By the end
of the 1 780s, Pinckney had addressed all the questions of economics
and economic policy that would concern him over his lifetime; although
his emphases would shift in important ways, most of his basic ideas
were formed- as was his overriding optimism.
If anything, Pinckney's enthusiastic support for economic develop
ment became even more pronounced over the years. Occasionally he
made statements that appeared to take a narrowly agrarian position.
In the South Carolina convention to ratify the U.S. Constitution, for
example, he warned, "Foreign trade is one of the enemies against which
we must be extremely guarded," and declared that "all the great objects
of government should be subservient to t he i ncrease of agriculture and
the support of the landed interest, and that commerce should only
be so far attended to, as it may serve to improve and strengthen them:
that the object of a republic is to render its citizens virtuous and happy;
and that an unlimited foreign commerce can seldom fail to have a
contrary tendency."37 Periodically, he continued to make ritual affir
mations of the importance of agricu lture, but they gradually became
less common while his support for other developments became more
noticeable. 38
He had always recognized that agricultural progress depended upon
access to markets, including export markets. He realized that farmers
needed ships and sailors to transport their crops, and traders to buy
their produce; indeed, he argued, merchants "are of such consequence
to our commerce and revenue, t hat it is impossible to separate their
interests from that of the owners of the soil, or indeed from the govern
ment i tself."39 After the 1 780s he no longer expressed general doubts
about commerce; his few reservations seem to have been restricted
to the "trifling, insecure, and unprofitable" re-export trade in which
Americans acted merely as middlemen, shipping foreign produce from
one foreign country to another.40 This he saw as an activity of limited
use in fostering America's own economic development, a trade involv
ing the government in great exertions favoring only a few selfish trad93
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ers, and one that ultimately threatened to entangle America in foreign
quarrels.
Still, this was the only small cloud Pinckney perceived on the hori
zon; unlike some of his Virginian contemporaries, he was not suspicious
of the manifestations and forms of advanced economic growth or even
of government policies that fostered it. Pinckney never expressed the
slightest hesitation about banking or the system of funding the na
tional debt; his complaints about fiscal policy were limited to specific
grievances about heavy and unequal taxes on land from 1 798 to 1800.41
He applauded the growth of cities and rejoiced in America's attraction
for immigrants - and not just immigrant farmers: "Al l foreigners of in
dustrious h abits should be welcome; and none more so than men of
science, and such as m ay bring to us arts with which we are unac
quainted; or the means of perfecting those in which we are not suffi
ciently skilled - capitalists whose wealth may add to our commerce or
domestic improvements."42 He supported the development of manu
factures without hesitation, and he was even willing to accept a mod
erate protective tariff to foster infant industries.43 Pinckney witnessed
little economic development during his lifetime that he did not welcome.
Pinckney did, however, recognize that economic diversity and de
velopment might lead to sectional problems within the United States,
but he was able to treat the dangers of sectionalism with equanimity.
Even in his most nationalist period during the 1 780s, he acknowledged
the importance of separate regional commercial interests as well as the
great division between North and South. By the 1 820s things had grown
more complex with the rise of a new interest in manufacturing and
a new section in the West. Men like Henry Clay also recognized Amer
ica's growth and growing diversity and sought to erect the American
System, a scheme for federally sponsored economic development to knit
the union closer together. Pinckney, however, reached precisely the op
posite conclusion: the crucial thing was to limit federal activity in the
economy. The real danger he saw was not in sectionalism per se but
in the interaction of sectionalism and government policy. The model
to which he constantly referred was the J ay-Gardoqui treaty in which,
according to Pinckney, New England sought selfish gain at the expense
of national interests.H Pinckney saw the same sort of threatening folly
in the Jay Treaty, in the commercial measures taken by the Adams ad
m inistration against France, and in New England opposition to the
Embargo of 1807.45 Yet though the threat was constant, Pinckney
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thought it containable. For one thing, although he did recognize the
need of a federal government with the necessary powers to keep open
world markets, he did not see much necessity for government action
to encourage internal economic development. America was in a strong
position in international trade: "Countries possessing within themselves
the means of a growing and extensive commerce, particularly where
they consisted of articles of the first necessity, s uch as provisions and
raw materials necessary to the support and m anufactures of other na
tions, ought not, except in very particular cases, to form treaties of
commerce."46 America need not engage in the sordid commercial bar
gaining of O ld World nations. With some fir mness (and Pinckney was
willing even to contemplate force), America could capitalize upon her
advantageous economic position to break through once and for all
into a world of free trade in which the American economy would de
velop naturally.47
Finally, with the danger of partial government policy minimized,
Pinckney found a natural complementarity in sectional economic di
versity. Even during the Missouri debates, when his sense of sectional
antagonism was at its h ighest, he outlined the mutually beneficial rela
tions between regions. The West p rovided new land and new opportu
nities as Eastern areas became crowded. The South, with its economy
based upon agricultural exports, provided work for Northern shippers,
merchants, and manufacturers as well as more than her share of the
revenue for the national treasury.48 For Pinckney, an American system
of linked economic development depended not upon aggressive govern
ment action but upon government inaction, w hich would allow the
natural development of America's advantages in world trade and of
the complementary interchanges w ithin her domestic economy.
If Pinckney's faith in natural economic development set him off from
economic interventionists like H amilton and Clay, it also set him off
from the Virginians, who were t he most prominent critics of federal
schemes for economic management.49 The ultimate worry of these men
was that advanced economic development withi n America would lead
to enervating l ux ury, avaricious behavior, and dangerous economic de
pendencies that would u ndermine the social order necessary to sus
tain a republic. At the end of the 1 780s, men like Madison had hoped
that the new Constitution, the open lands to the west, and a mutually
beneficial trade with Europe might avert these dangers, but problems
continued to arise. In the 1 790s, Jeffersonian Republicans worried that
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Hamilton's fiscal measures would distort America's natural economic
growth by diverting resources from agriculture and creating dangerous
p arasitical groups of stockjobbers and placemen. The Republican as
cendancy after 1800 calmed these fears briefly, but by the end of the
War of 1812 it was clear that the economy had changed in ways that
many Virginian leaders found threatening. Even Jefferson and Madi
son became more pessimistic and joined with more narrowly agrarian
figures like John Randolph and John Taylor of Caroline to attack the
developments of the day. Some saw corporations as a form of threaten
ing aristocracy, the illegitimate usurpation of public power for private
purposes. M any warned about the corruption and constitutional lax
ity attendant upon federal support for economic development. Others
worried that limited world demand for agricultural products and the
pressure of a growing population on land within America would force
Americans to turn to manufacturing and other dangerous economic
activities that would introduce ominous social inequalities and con
flicts into the United States. All agreed that advanced economic de
velopment was threatening to undermine republican government and
a republican social order.
Pinckney shared neither these fears of the 1 820s nor the anxieties
that had anticipated them earlier. In the 1 780s, for example, many had
worried that a taste for luxury was undermining the austere manners
necessary to support a republic. Pinckney saw things differently; as he
put it in discussing the impost: "Taxes upon imported, manufactured
articles generally fall upon the rich, who can afford to purchase luxu
ries, and it encourages the poor to learn useful arts, and supply by in
genuity, and industry, what they have not money to purchase. It would
compel idle and dissolute people to labour, and introduce into all ranks
a desire for gain, which luxury never fails to inspire, and which is ever
proportioned to it."50 In 1 787, in a major speech at the Philadelphia
convention, Pinckney described the situation of the Americans, among
whom "there are fewer distinctions of fortune & less of rank, than among
the inhabitants of any other nation." He contrasted American equal
ity with the social divisions in England and the peculiar situation of
the nobility, and declared "that such a body cannot exist in this Coun
try for ages."5 1 His speech provoked an acerbic reply from James Madi
son, who insisted that America was already a fairly complex, stratified
society and that the growth of population would rapidly make divi
sions and dangers more acute.52 But Pinckney remained unpersuaded;
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to the end of his career he insisted that American equality could be
preserved without difficulty. 53
One reason for Pinckney's lack of apprehension was his faith that
America's abundant supply of open land guaranteed economic oppor
tunity and the possibility of economic independence for ordinary Amer
icans. As h e put it in 1787: "That vast extent of unpeopled territory
which opens to the frugal & industrious a sure road to competency
& independence will effectually prevent for a considerable time the
increase of the poor or discontented, and be the means of preserving
that equality of condition which so eminently distinguishes us."54 This
was a conventional idea, and one s hared by M adison and Jefferson,
but it developed differently in Pinckney's thinking. The Virginians had
emphasized this argument during the 1 780s and 1 790s, but by 1 82 0
they were beginning t o h ave their doubts about t h e efficacy o f open
lands in maintaining American innocence. Pinckney's thought devel
oped in the reverse d irection. In the 1 780s, in fact, he believed that
it would be some time before the West was surveyed and settled, and
h is own vision was an Atlantic one: "placed along the banks of an im
mense ocea n," the Un ited States must grow great by commerce. 55 His
real concentration on Western expansion developed only in the early
years of the nineteenth century after the Louisiana Purchase. By 1 8 1 6,
however, he h ad found peculiar virtues in the West:
The rapid and unexampled rise in population in the southern, and par
ticularly the western States (while the eastern stand still) will give an
over whelming m ajority in the House of Representatives . . . and this in
crease, it is to be recollected, comes from quarters which have never
known any form of government but the Republican . . . . The mind is
almost lost in calculating the prodigious nation of freemen that must
soon occupy them. A nation, whose mountain air, and Republican hab
its, will equally nerve their bodies and their minds, and whose remote
ness from the seats of commerce and luxury, will always keep them un
tainted by the vices they produce. 56

When he spoke in the M issouri debates at the e nd of his career about
protecting the "rising empire of free men" in t he West, it was not a
rhetorical flourish; Pinckney had come to see Western expansion as
deeply connected with the preservation of American freedom.
Ironically, the other thing that preserved freedom was slavery, and
on this point Pinckney's thought never changed. Here too he was un
like the Virginians. While they h esitated about slavery, cursed history
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for saddling them with it, and hoped that westward diffusion might
ameliorate or even end it, Pinckney always defended
As governor
of South Carolina in 1 798, he recommended a tightening of the slave
code in the following terms:
As most of us are planters, and deeply concerned in giving all the secu
rity and protection in our power to this species of property, I am sure
you will excuse the anxiety I feel in recommending the subject to your
early and correct attention. As they are the instruments of our cultiva
tion, and of the first importance to our wealth and commercial conse
quence . . . t here can be no subject which calls more powerfully on you
for attention, nor none I t hink to which you will more promptly reply. 58

Nor was this message reserved for Carolinian audiences. At the Phila
delphia convention, where he was an ardent nationalist, Pinckney was
quick to oppose any potential threat that the new federal government
might interfere with the slave system , and to defend slavery itself: "If
slavery be wrong, it is justified by the example of all the world. He
cited the case of Greece Rome & other antient [sic] States; the sanc
tion given by France England, Holland & other modern States. In all
ages one half mankind have been slaves."59
In an abbreviated form, that speech outlined one argument behind
a moral defense of slavery - that it did not bear heavily on the blacks.
But there was another argument as well - that slavery was good be
cause it preserved equality among whites. In order to make sense of
Pinckney's position, it is necessary to understand two things about his
concept of equality. First of all, what mattered most was equality of
opportunity rather than equality of result. It was vital that advance
ment be open to the industrious; there was no expectation that all men
would seize upon it or even that the industrious would all win the same
rewards. Second, the condition opposite to equality was not so much
inequality as dependence; the danger was that unequal wealth would
allow some men unfair power over others. But it was precisely this dan
ger that slavery obviated. At the Philadelphia convention, a few days
after his exchange with Madison about the prospects of American equal
ity, Pinckney made a revealing remark when he observed that "the blacks
are the labourers, the peasants of the Southern States."60 Others wor
ried about the prospect of the formation of a landless, dependent group
of laborers i n America; Pinckney lived in a society where this role was
already filled by men who could never be citizens and whom God, in
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Pinckney's opinion, had made little better than brutes. On this point,
that slavery supported independence and republicanism, Pinckney would
brook no criticism. In his first speech on Missouri, some of h is most
vitriolic comments were reserved to refute the proposition "that one of
the evils of slavery is, the lessening and depreciating the character of the
whites in the slaveholding States, and rendering it less manly and
republican."61 For Pinckney, the slaveholders were more republican, and
he had no difficulty in talking about a "rising empire of free men" while
fighting to keep Missouri open for slaves. Just like Western expansion,
slavery was one of the guarantees of equality and republicanism.
Clearly, Pinckney's perspective on economics changed over his life
time. By the early 1820s he had witnessed and applauded varieties of
economic development that he had thought unlikely in the 17808. Over
the same period he generally abandoned his early idea that federal help
might be necessary to promote economic growth, and his own gaze
shifted from the Atlantic to the West. Yet at the same time his eye re
mained firmly fixed on South Carolina, and the particular experience
of his own state did much to account for t he shifts in his thinking
and for h is enduring optimism.
Between the early 1 780s and the early 1820s, South Carolina was
a remarkable economic success story.6Z At the end of the Revolution,
the state's p rospects had looked doubtfuL Coastal planters like Pinck
ney found their produce excluded from familiar markets: one of their
two traditional crops, indigo, was now valueless; the other, rice, was
dependent upon expensive new capital investment for continued pro
duction. Inland, new settlers poured into the state, but they moved
into a separate and markedly poorer area with l ittle commercial develop
ment, no staple crop, and little commitment to slavery. Over the next
decades all this changed. Coastal planters successfully switched to new
forms of rice production and a new crop, sea-island cotton, which pro
vided them with fabulous profits and lasting prosperity until the Civil
War. The invention of the cotton gin allowed the interior to develop
a staple crop, short-staple cotton, and men like Pinckney were quick
to diversify from the coastal planting economy into this new inland
one as well. By the first decade of the nineteenth century, the state
was knit together by prosperity, investment, and a wholehearted com
mitment to plantation slavery. Nor d id development stop at the state
border. In 1 803 the Louisiana Purchase gave the United States a vast
amount of prime cotton land. If Pinckney himself did not actively in99
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vest in the new Western territories, many of his friends and associates
did. This became South Carolina's new frontier: Carolinians rushed
west; cotton cultivation pushed all before it; and the Un ited States
witnessed an enormous geographical expansion of plantation slavery
in a very short period of time. As it turned out, Western competition
would undercut Carolinian cotton planters, but the signs were not ap
parent to observers at the time of the Missouri crisis. I nstead, South
Carolina seemed to be riding the crest of an economic wave.
Pinckney's own pride in Carolinian achievements was obvious. In
his speeches on Missouri, he carefully reminded his listeners of South
Carolina's success, noting that outsiders were always surprised at "the
richness, order, and soil" of the state.63 Pinckney boasted that he
represented one of the leading commercial cities in the country, that
South Carolina produced more domestic exports than any other state,
and that the agriculture of the slave plantation was more efficient than
that of the Northern free farm.64 Taunting Northerners who complained
about the three-fifths rule in federal representation, Pinckney proclaimed:
"By this, I suppose, Mr. Chairman, is meant, that they would have
had no idea that the Western and Southern States would have grown
with the rapidity they have, and filled so many seats in the House."65
His perception of South Carolina's success also allowed him to take
an aggressive and unusual position in national debate, and this was
not limited to the question of Missouri. Others worried about Ameri
ca's economic prospects; Pinckney rejoiced. South Carolina had expe
rienced growth without pain, and an abundant supply of open land
to the west along with apparently limitless world demand for her crops
appeared to promise the same in the future. Moreover, slavery was what
made the system beneficent. It was good for the slaves; it was the basis
of efficient production; and it shielded white men from the possible
dangers of economic growth. In other states men worried about the
growth of a dependent proletariat; in South Carolina that role was
filled by slaves, and all w hite men were independent. Far from foster
ing a narrow agrarianism, the success of plantation agriculture in South
Carolina allowed a planter like Pinckney to treat economic develop
ment of all kinds with a tolerant and expansive attitude.
*

*

*

In politics, too, Pinckney was pleased with South Carolina's experi
ence and optimistic about the lessons to be drawn from it, but he was
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never able to be as relaxed in his political thought as he was in his
economics. Like his contemporaries, he was always concerned with con
ventional problems of republican theory - how to maintain a well
directed and effective government without allowing governmental
power to corrupt the rulers or to impinge upon popular liberty - and
Pinckney thought that it would take a sustained effort to cope with
these problems.66 In the 1 780s he worried about the weakness of gov
ernment and the selfishness of the people; like many others, Pinckney
sought the answer to these worries in the creation of the new federal
government. Soon, however, he became alienated by w hat he saw as
the high-handed and partial administration of the new government,
and during the 1 790s he began to advocate strict limits on federal
power, increased popular participation in politics, and most important,
the preservation of states' rights. For the rest of his life he argued that
these were the safeguards necessary to defend republicanism. He was
not obsessed by them, but he never forgot them or the dangers that
they alone could forestall, and his extreme stance in the Missouri de
bates showed the depth of his fears and the lengths to w hich he would
go if those fears were aroused.
The development of Pinckney's thought was similar to that of many
of his contemporaries who moved from Federalism in 1787-88 to Jeffer
sonian Republicanism in the 1 790s, and his individual principles were
like those of many other Republicans, yet the overall cast of Pinckney's
thought differed from that of many contemporaries. For one thing, most
Americans in the early nineteenth century who strongly espoused states'
rights also advocated limited government, but Pinckney did not agree;67
he consistently advocated extensive governmental activity along with
the preservation of states' rights. For another thing, some of the more
active democratic politicians at the time were beginning to argue that
party competition - previously considered a sign of danger and decay 
was a necessary mechanism for full popular involvement in represen
tative government.68 Pinckney disagreed passionately. Although he took
an advanced democratic position about popular participation in poli
tics, he saw party development as a dangerous and corrupting influence.
The particular development of Pinckney's political thought can be
explained by examining how he drew upon his own political experi
ence. Throughout his life Pinckney believed t hat it was possible to
achieve a specific vision of republican government - a government in
which popular participation was consistent with internal harmony,
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which was l e d by men of distinction and wisdom, and which was ener
getic and p rogressive in its policies. This is what he hoped to secure
from the national government in the 1 780s, but thereafter his attention
was primarily directed elsewhere. After 1787 he held national office
only briefiy,69 he was much more involved in government and politics
within South Carolina, where he was able to find practical satisfaction
as a popular leader and progressive reformer without resorting to party
development. His experiences in national politics were much less posi
tive. It would be wrong to depict him as alienated from the federal
government or obsessed with its supposed errors; as the leader of the
Jeffersonian Republican movement in an important state, Pinckney
always had ties with national leaders and a role in national politics.
Still, he maintained a certain distance; he quarreled with important
Republican leaders; and most significantly, on the two occasions when
national politics did become the focus of his attention - in the late 17905
and at the time of the Missouri debate- he did not like what h e saw.
Within South Carolina, Pinckney and his associates fashioned a politi
cal system very close to his ideal; in national politics, on the other hand,
he perceived disharmony, corruption, and obvious mistakes in policy.
Moreover, in the end he saw a distinct danger that national politics
might begin to threaten what had been achieved in South Carolina.
There is little difficulty, then, in explaining the development of Pinck
ney's political thought. His ideals did not change, but h is conception
of how and where to achieve them d id. In the 1780s he sought to pur
sue his ideal of republicanism by linking the states closely into a new
system of federal government; by 1821 he sought to preserve the same
vision by insulating South Carolina from the dangers of national politics.
In the 1 780s Pinckney took quite an extreme Federalist position and
consistently fought for a stronger national government. His first pam
phlet, published in 1783, argued in favor of granting customs revenues
to the Continental Congress, maintained that the revolutionary debt
must be paid off in full at face value, and suggested that Congress be
given the power to place an interdict on the trade of any state that
did not pay its share of national financial requisitionsJo In Congress,
Pinckney kept up the fight for sounder national finances.71 In the Phila
delphia convention he even proposed that Congress be given a veto
on state laws!72 Behind t hese positions lay a body of high Federalist
theory justifying a powerful central government under able leadership
and insulated from popular pressure. Like other Federalists, Pinckney
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inverted traditional maxims of republicanism and argued that a vir
tuous people, small area, and strictly limited government were precisely
not the conditions that could sustain an American republic. It was
foolish, he claimed, to confide too much in the virtue of the people.
Americans had already seen their government paralyzed by selfish sec
tional jealousies. Political leadership had fallen into disrep ute. But a
solution was at h and in t he new government, and Pinckney carefully
went through the structure, showing how it would subordinate con
flicting interests to the national good. He defended the powers of the
proposed government a nd - going further than most Federalists - argued
that republican government must be particularly strong government:
"In a system founded upon republican principles, where the powers
of government are properly distributed . . . a greater degree of force and
energy will always be fou nd necessary than even in a monarchy." In
a monarchy, t he king provided a natural focu s of national unity; in
a republic, unity came naturally only from a popular commitment to
the general welfare at the expense of sacrificing private interest- "and
it will only prevail in moments of enthusiasm." The answer was power:
"With respect to the Union, this can only be remedied by a strong gov
ernment, w hich, while it collects its powers to a point, will prevent
that spirit of disunion from which the most serious consequences are
to be apprehended."73 In his early years Pinckney was clearly some
thing of a Federalist hotspur.
Pinckney never abandoned his commitment to vigorous government
he developed it over his life and accommodated it to much more
relaxed notions about popular participation in politics - but he devel
oped it almost entirely within South Carolina. During his several terms
as governor of the state, he made continual proposals for government
action, advocating the creation of a public school system, the founda
tion of a state board of agriculture, the construction of better roads
and lighthouses, the improvement of inland navigation, judicial reform,
and the erection of a penitentiary.74 Not only were these specific pro
posals depicted as practical and useful, but they were part of a larger
process. "The object of a republic," he said, "is to render its citizens
virtuous and h appy"; by t he power of its laws and the force of its exam
ple, government could literally s hape the m anners of the people.75 Pub
lic support for education was one means to this end, and Pinckney
consistently campaigned for public schools in South Carolina. As he
put it in his 1 797 governor's message to the South Carolina legislature:
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I n governments, truly formed for the happiness and freedom of their
Citizens, springing from t heir authority and depending upon their opin
ions, it is of the highest importance, that the means of knowledge and
information should be generally diffused. However favourable republi
can governments certainly are to equal liberty, justice and order, no
real stability can be expected, unless the minds of their citizens are en
lightened, and sufficiently impressed with the importance of the prinfrom whence the blessings proceed . . . . It is among the beauties
of Republics that they are fou nded in the affections and knowledge of
their Citizens. 76

Nor did learning stop after men left school. Politics itself was a form
of education; conducted properly, it could lead to remarkable progress
and enlightenment.
Indeed, t his was what Pinckney thought was happening. Abandon
ing his doubts of the 1780s, he soon rediscovered the virtue of the
people. The comparison with benighted Europeans raised u nder mon
archical government was particularly revealing: Americans were "the
most immaculate, and easily governed, and at the same time the best
intentioned people in the world."7 7 With these presuppositions, Pinck
ney had no hesitation about popular participation in politics. Repre
sentation was the fundamental basis of republicanism, and Pinckney
emphasized the importance of free elections, of freely selected j uries
(which he conceived of as part of popular representation in govern
ment), and of the directly representative branches of government. 78
Within South Carolina he urged on the successful movement to repeal
property qualifications for suffrage. 1 9 In national politics he saw the
struggle against the Federalists in 1800 as a struggle against a selfish
clique who sought "to prevent the 'officious and giddy multitude: as a
ministerial hireling has impudently called them, from presuming to in
terfere with questions of state."80 Yet popular participation in politics
was not inconsistent with an exalted conception of political leader
ship; Pinckney always insisted that leaders should be men "of merits
and talents," and he assumed that the selection of selfish and undistin
guished leaders was a sign of too little popular involvement in politics
rather than too much . 8 1 To the end of his career, Pinckney maintained
a remarkably harmonious vision of what was possible in politics - a
virtuous people would elect wise leaders to carry out progressive poli
cies. It was a vision containing the best of Federalism, ideas of the pro
gressive potential of government and the possibility of disinterested
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leadership, along with a new commitment to popular participation in
politics. But in another way, Pinckney's thought diverged dramatically
from his initial Federalism. In the 1 780s he had concentrated on reform
ing national government, but it was remarkable how his perspective
changed afterwards. The positive developments he saw and advocated
came in state politics; the national connection seemed increasingly
threatening to internal state harmony.
Pinckney attached increasing importance to the role of the states
in American government. Originally he saw the states as an answer
to the problem of how government could work in a large territory {in
terestingly, Pinckney turned the conventional problem of the large re
public upside down: instead of worrying how such a government could
be responsive to the people, he was interested in how such a govern
ment could be effective),8 Z and was eager to refute the conventional
argument:
that in a democratic constitution, the mechanism is too complicated,
the motions too slow, for the operations of a great empire, whose de
fence and government require execution and despatch in proportion
to the magnitude, extent, and variety of its concerns . . . . Much of the
objection, he thought would be done away by the continuance of a
federal republic, which, distributing the country into districts, or states,
of a commodious extent, and leaving to each state its internal legisla
tion, reserves unto a superintending government the adjustment of their
general claims, the complete direction of the common force and trea
sure of the empire.s3

As Americans pushe d ever farther west, Pinckney argued that state
governments were necessary to encourage and regulate expansion.84
Moreover, he had always been ready to concede that states had broad
powers. In 1 783, in his first published pamphlet, Pinckney declared:
"There are two distinct sovereignties in the U nited State s -That which
is for the purpose of public safety, and that wh ich is calculated more
particularly to promote private happiness." The central government,
he wrote, shou ld deal with "the conduct of war, treaties, politics, and
the necessary revenue"; state legislatures should decide upon "laws, po
lice, order, justice, the cultivation and improvement of the social vir
tues."B5 Pinckney reiterated several times th is particular scheme of a
division between state and federal competence, and he seems to h ave
maintained it consistently.86 He was not opposed to the exercise of power
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by the national government when it was operating within its proper
sphere. Pinckney did not fear federal power in the way that many Jef
fersonians d id: he never complained about the fiscal system; he always
recognized the need for an effective army and navy, and was even rather
eager to go to war in the troubled days before 1 8 1 2.87 But it is notable
how limited a conception he held of the sphere of federal competence
and the action necessary within that sphere. Meanwhile, h is estima
tion of the importance of state governments was steadily increasing.
Not only did he advocate that states undertake new activities on their
own; he saw a new role for them within national politics as peculiarly
able to perceive and represent the view of t heir people , to judge the
limits of constitutionality, and ultimately to set the federal government
right when it overstepped its bounds.
One danger in federal government of which Pinckney was always
aware was, of course, sectionalism - one region taking an unfair ad
vantage of the others. He thought it an avoidable danger in economic
policy, but as a broader political problem, it was one that would not
go away. During the Missouri debates, when he remarked that "the
Northern and Eastern States . . . are always much more alive to their
interests than the Southern," his charge was based on the grievances
of a lifetime.88 For Pinckney, the threats came always from New England,
which to him was the odd, isolated, and dangerous region that con
stantly sought a moral and political domination over the union.89 Con
tinually, it threatened to u ndermine American democracy: by spon
soring Alien and Sedition laws, instituting religious establishments,
succumbing to foreign blandishments during the Embargo crisis, or
seeking unfair political advantage by antislavery agitation.9o Fortunately,
state governments could c heck sectionalism in two ways. For one, they
could remove a great deal of controversy from national politics: "By
the individual States exercising, as they do, all the powers necessary
for municipal or individual purposes . . . it eases them [the federal gov
ernment] of a vast quantity of business that would very much disturb
the exercise of their general powers."9 1 Moreover, the number of states
and their varying interests made it difficult for any one narrow interest
to control the government. As Pinckney put it in one of his rare lapses
from prescience, "With twenty or twenty-two governments, we s hall
be much more secure from disunion than w ith twelve, and ten times
more so than if we were a single or consolidated one."9Z
The other dangers Pinckney saw in national politics were more in106
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sidious. Sectionalism was visible, difficult to j ustify, and pitted each
region against the others. Other threatening developments were less
obvious. They could be justified on principled grounds. Moreover, they
could spread from national politics to affect and corrupt the internal
affairs of the states. Nonetheless, Pinckney still thought that the states
were the best defense and maintained that they could triumph.
One fear that Pinckney developed about national government was a
fear of corruption - a fear that some selfish group would gain power,
evade constitutional checks, cause the government to overstep its bounds,
and pervert the whole American experiment. These were conventional
ideas, of course, going back to the pre-Revolutionary radical tradition;
they were at the heart of Jeffersonian opposition to Hamilton and his
followers in the 1790s.93 For some Southern Jeffersonians, particularly
in Virginia, these fears became the basis of a deeply rooted and pro
foundly frightened view of politics: they saw never-ending conspiracies
to give illegitimate powers to the national government; they became
suspicious of political power in general; and they worried that political
corruption could pervert economic and social development as well.94
It took Pinckney some time to learn these fears, and he learned them
only in the specific context of the federal government; but when the
time came, he learned his lesson well. During the 1 780s he several times
dismissed conventional warnings about these threats as "childish chi
meras." Americans need not worry, because "we have no hereditary
monarchy or nobles, with all their train of influence or corruption to
contend with; nor is it possible to form a Federal Aristocracy."95 In
deed, at the Philadelphia convention he argued against the proposal
to make congressmen ineligible for other offices of profit under the new
government.96 It was not until the days of the Adams administration
that Pinckney saw any danger-but what dangers he then saw. Speak
ing in the Senate in February 1800, on a measure to delegate power
to the President to suspend trade with France if the necessity arose while
Congress was in recess, Pinckney declared:
I consider it as springing from the same source with most of the mea

sures which have been agitated for the last two years, particularly the
provisional army, and as going to establish the precedent of granting to
the executive, powers, in my judgment, unwarranted by the constitution
-of paving the way to that executive and ministerial influence in the af
fairs of our government, which may hereafter render the representative
part of i t . . . more a name than anything else.97

1 07

MARK D. KAPLANOFF

At that time Pinckney perceived a great many threats t o l iberty, and
in all these warnings he cited the dangers of influence and corruption
time and time again.98 The President had undermined the indepen
dence of the judiciary, attacked freedom of the press, assumed despotic
power over aliens, and now threatened even to tamper with elections.99
The President was also guilty of political corruption in the modern
sense; he had handed out offices with "no view but to enrich family
connection, or reward the sycophants and supporters of particular
interests." lOO
Pinckney had seen what could happen when the federal government
was abused. It did not destroy his faith in government in general, nor
did he share the Virginians' continuing fears about federal activity. But
when the time came, he was ready to apply the lessons he had learned
in 1 799 and 1 800. 1 0 1 What finally reawakened his fears was the threat
of federal interference w ith slavery in Missouri. All at once the old
worries about corruption were back in their most extreme form, along
with a strengthened conviction that federal corruption might spill over
and destroy much of what ordinary Americans held dear. He saw the
whole affair as a Northern plot to gain "a fixed ascendancy" in the
representation in Congress. 1 02 The motives were clear -"the love of
power, and the never-ceasing wish to regain the honors and offices of
the Government"-and so was an ultimate tendency "to mould our re
publican institutions into forms much less democratic than at present."103
Fortunately, the remedy was apparent as well: state governments were
the proper organs through which the people could express their dis
approval of improper actions by the federal government. 1 04 The wis
dom and alertness of state legislatures could guard against any attempts
to violate the Constitution ; the proliferation of states mitigated against
faction in national government. l O S Pinckney expressed his final posi
tion in his first speech on Missouri:
It is well k nown that faction is always much more easy and dangerous
in small than large countries; and when we consider that, to the secu
rity afforded by the extent of our territory are to be added, the guards
of the State legislatures, which being selected as they are, and always
the most proper organs of their citizens' opinions as to the measures
of the General Government, stand as alert and faithful sentinels to dis
prove . . . such acts as appear impolitic or unconstitutionaL . . . With
such guards it is impossible for any serious opposition to be made to
the Federal Government on slight or trivial grounds; nOf, through such
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an extent of territory or number of States, would any but the most tyran
nical or corrupt acts claim serious attention.106

It was up to the states to save the nation. This was a classic statement
of the states' r ights position that Southerners would maintain right
to the Civil War.
In addition to sectional combinations i n Congress, however, fac�
tion also took the form of party organization generally, and this was
the final danger that Pinckney saw in national politics. The question
whether sustained party organization and competition were legitimate
was, of course, a common one among Pinckney's contemporaries, and
it is possible to trace a gradual shift in opinion from a complete rejec
tion of party to a gradual and grudging theoretical acceptance, 107 Pinck
ney, on the other hand, moved the opposite way: early on, he was
relatively tolerant of party; by the end of his career he was much more
dogmatically opposed. His few comments on the subject during the
1 780s expressed a conventional dislike of party in a perfunctory way,
but during the debate over the ratification of the Constitution, he de
clared, "The only remedy against despotism [ is] to form a party against
those who are obnoxious, and turn them out." I 08 This was, of course,
exactly what h appened in the 1 790s; when the Federalists seemed in
tent upon introducing despotic measures, Pinckney and the other Jef
fersonian Republicans gradually b uilt up a national movement to turn
them out of p ower. Nor was Pinckney shy to admit what was going
on; as he said in the Senate in 1800, "No man can say , . , that strong
contending parties do not divide our councils and citizens, as well with
respect to foreign politics, as to him who is hereafter to fill the execu
tive department." l o9
Pinckney never altogether abandoned his notion of the utility of
party, because he continued to consider the Federalists as a threat to
republican government, but he increasingly began to emphasize the
dangers of party politics generally, 1 1 0 He did this most v ividly in 1 800
when he spoke about the necessity of combatting any form of execu
tive influence over the courts; u nless things were changed, Pinckney
declared, people had reason to fear "that faction or corruption may
mount your bench of j ustice, fill the seats of your jurors, or stain the
annals of your judiciary w ith innocent blood, sacrificed at the shrine
of party or ambition,"1 1 l Over the years h is fears about party became
less lurid but more precise. "The conduct of a few violent partisans"
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sabotaged American policy a t the time of the Embargo and threatened
national honor. 1 12 Party impugned leaders of talents and decision. 1 l 3
Party could bring "not only the name of a n American, but what is
worse of a republican, into contempt."1 l 4
Pinckney's vision of the dangers of party soon spread beyond the
national government. In his final speech on the Missouri question, he
examined state politics throughout the union and catalogued the bane
ful affects of party in state after state. In Maryland, a state "as equally
torn by the near division of parties as any other," there was "a scene
of perpetual hostility . . . adverse to the harmony which is always so
essential to good government."l l5 In Pennsylvania, in an astonishing
"departure from the democratic principles w hich ought to prevail in
the constitution of every State," the governor could appoint officers 
including judges - without restriction, "just as his own unchecked will,
or the influence of his partisans may please."1 1 6 But worst of all was
New York (where local Republicans were incidentally developing the
first fully elaborated defense of party competition): there the legisla
ture was elected annually and "as in this State parties are nearly equally
balanced, the inconvenience, confusion, and injury arising to the pub
lic by this annual struggle, are inconceivable."1 17 The legislature, more
over, had an indirect but effective power to remove men from office
and to appoint the successors whom they pleased; the result was dis
graceful: "Who of us belonging to other States can witness the com
plete and general removal of every officer in their government . . . with
out rejoicing that in our own State we are at least exempt from the
effect of so wavering and fickle a system." 1 18 When Pinckney finally
condemned party as the means whereby slavery agitation might de
stroy the union, he was not talking about an imaginary danger; he
was talking about something he had observed himself. 1 19
As Pinckney grew older, he witnessed many political changes that
he found distasteful and some that he found profoundly alarming, but
this did not mean that he was becoming an alienated old man, op
posed to change and hankering for an idealized past. He remained an
active and successful politician until a few years before his death, still
optimistic about what politics could accomplish, and - in spite of a grow
ing dislike for national and northern politics satisfied with things in
South Carolina. This is not surprising, for politics within the state had
evolved very much in accordance with Pinckney's ideals and indeed
to a considerable extent under Pinckney's direction. In order to un1 10
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derstand the optimism in Pinckney's political thought, it is necessary
finaIly to consider South Carolina's development and Pi nckney's role
in it.
*

*

*

At first glance, it is somewhat surprising to speak of the develop
ment of Carolinian politics at all; many have assumed that it was a
state in which time stood still, which preserved idiosyncratic and ar
chaic political practices until the end of the C ivil War. I I O Behind those
political arrangements lay the reality of planter power; as one historian
has put it: "Throughout the pre-Civil War era, South Carolina's po
litical order reflected the high-toned conservation of an entrenched
landed aristocracy. . . . Nowhere else in America did the wealthy class
so successfully conspire to keep power away from the common man." lll
As a result many historians have mistakenly concluded that there was
simply a continuity in the Carolinian political system from the colo
nial period to secession. l 2 l The fact is, though, that the later stability
of Carolinian politics was secured only as a result of important changes
at the beginning of the nineteenth century. N ationally, the Federalists
of the 1 780s sought to fashion political arrangements that would en
dure relatively unchanged, despite America's growing complexity. In
most places they failed; at the national capital and in most states, po
litical practices changed continually. Within South Carolina, however,
a settlement was achieved, not by the Federalists in the 1 780s but a
few years later by Charles Pinckney and the Jeffersonian Republicans.
As in most states, the changes in politics in South Carolina started
in the last years of the eighteenth century when an established local
elite began to be challenged by political outsiders.1 2 3 The first signs
of a conflict appeared in the 17805 w hen a sh ifting coalition of Charles
ton artisans, backcountry farmers, and idealistic radicals challenged
the power of the "nabob phalanx" in the state legislature, but the na
bobs held on. 114 At the beginning of the 1790s, South Carolinian poli
tics was dominated by a small, tightly knit group of well-to-do plant
ers, merchants, and professional men (the South Carolina Federalists)
from the coastal areas near Charleston -probably the most wealthy
and assertive such group in any state. They monopolized political of
fices and did not hesitate to profit from them, legally or otherwise; they
were, as an opponent later remembered, among "the greediest of the
'Treasury Squad.m I I S They treated outsiders w ith contempt; they de111
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rided Westerners i n the legislature as "yahoos" and "a parcel of illiterate
second rate fellows"; when they went to public meetings in their own
beloved city of Charleston, they encountered "demagogues & block
heads."126 Indeed, explicit elitism and fear of social upheaval lay at the
heart of Federalist electioneering in South Carolina during the 1 7905.
Federalists dismissed their political opponents as "little petty insurgents,
the mere journeymen of sedition" who used "the pretended factitious
rights of man" to assert "th e rights of a few noisy demagogues over the
rights of the people."127 Constantly they termed their opponents la
cobins; for an illustration of the horrors of Jacobinism, they turned
not to France but to an example closer at hand and nearer to white
Carolinians' worst fears - t hey turned to Saint Domingue . 128
To their disgusted opponents, the assertion of the South Carolina
Federalists was an arrant and arrogant example of aristocracy and
oligarchy. 129 Arguments for freedom and tree speech took on urgency
in a situation where "a man becomes the subject of obloquy and ridicule
who only pronounces the name of liberty. Utter it, and you are im
mediately denounced as an anarchist, a jacobin, a disorganizer, an
atheist."130 Many different Carolinians took offense. Some were promi
nent men with connections to the Federalist elite who quarreled with
their friends and kinsmen, sometimes simply over personal affairs. l 3 l
More, however, were complete o utsiders. Charleston artisans chafed
against the economic power and political pretensions of their planter
patrons. 132 Westerners agitated against a system of unchanging rep
resentation in the legislature which unfairly preserved an eastern
stranglehold on power. 1 33 Ordinary men throughout the state resented
arrogance and corruption in political office. 1 34 Linking their internal
grievances to the cause of national Jeffersonian Republicanism, they
put together a coalition that finally defeated the Federalist planter oli
garchy in 1 800. 1 3 5
O n the face o f it, Charles Pinckney was a n improbable leader for
this reform-minded coalition of outsiders, but lead it h e did, and his
leadership revealed much about the nature and limits of Jeffersonian
Republicanism in South Carolina. Pinckney h imself had been born
in the heart of the coastal planter elite. His wealth was fabled: "he was
the fortunate owner of seven plantations, and near two thousand ne
groes, with an income annually of about eighty thousand dollars."1 36
His l ifestyle was luxurious. His farm outside Charleston "was a villa
in such as which Hortensius or Cicero would have felt at horne, with
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its cellars of highly-flavored Madeira, its fountains, its shrubbery, its
artificial lake, and its fish-ponds"; his magnificent townhouse in Charles
ton boasted elegant furnishings, the finest European paintings, and a
library of nearly 20,000 of the rarest and choicest books. 137 But behind
this ornate facade there were always hints of scandal. Pinckney was
p rodigal with his money; he borrowed heavily; he had difficulty pay
ing his debts at times; and there were persistent reports that he took
improper advantage of public monies and private trusts committed to
his care. 138 After his wife died in 1 7 94, he openly flaunted his affairs
with wome n. 1 39 He was known for his personal vanity and his persis
tent political ambition.14o Pinckney's initial alienation from the local
Federalists resulted from their denying him - perhaps because they de
spised him for his loose moral standards - the political preferment h e
thought he deserved. 1 4 1
Yet there was more to it than that. There were other members of
the Carolinian establishment known for their vanity, ambition, and
questionable personal lives who were not treated with such contempt
and public vituperation.142 Pinckney's own cousins would not speak
to him, and he was held in such "universal abhorrance [sic] and con
tempt," one of his opponents remarked, that "nothing from him could
produce much effect."143 His personal life was paraded in the Charles
ton press, and he was parodied as "Charley, the Speech-writer."144 In
that parody lay hidden t he real reasons for the intense resentment,
for Pinckney had committed the unpardonable crime of taking his griev
ances to the people and trying to create a new style of popular politics.
He was seen as a traitor to his class, Blackguard C harlie, driving around
town in his old chariot "to receive the grateful tribute of bows from
the sans culotte & other low fellows." 1 45
Pinckney would have been amused by this distaste; he would have
accepted their charges and gloried in them. There was no doubt that
he was a tireless campaigner and that he enjoyed electioneering; at the
height of the campaign in 1800, when he l ater boasted that he had
been on his feet for two w hole days, he found time to write, "I always
loved Politics and I find as I grow older I become more fond of them."146
But his appeal went deeper than his dedication to politicking. In his
personal career as well as his public rhetoric, h e exhibited an enthusi
asm for popular politics, a demand for more open access to political
office, an aggressive pursuit of economic opportunity, and a reckless
desire for freedom from social constraint. It was an attractive message,
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and the people of South Carolina responded. The Federalists were
decisively defeated in 1800 and effectively eliminated from state poli
tics thereafter; Pinckney himself continued his long political career
without losing an election.
The South Carolina Federalists were quite right to realize that their
defeat entailed more than a simple transfer of power; fundamental
changes were taking place in Carolinian l ife. Most of the old elite chose
to drop out of politics altogether. 147 The victorious Jeffersonian Re
publicans made constitutional changes that settled sectional quarrels
about repre sentation in the state legislature and eliminated property
requirements for the franchise. Moreover, although planter power re
mained a reality in Carolinian life, both the composition of the planter
class and the nature of its power were changing. No longer was it sim
ply a small group of interrelated families around Charleston; it broad
ened to include planters throughout the state and men who had achieved
wealth from more humble beginnings. 1 48 No longer did wealthy plant
ers maintain such a stranglehold on political office or exploit it so sel
fishly. 149 Some Carolinian leaders continued to express an arrogant
political elitism, but they did so privately. No longer was elitism part
of public electioneering as it had been for the Federalists. I S O Few whites
were economically dependent on their richer neighbors; indeed, rich
and poor appear to have had few dealings. l S I In ordinary social life
the planters did not demand visible signs of deference from their poorer
neighbors; if anything, social life emphasized the equality and neigh
borliness of all white men . 1 S 2 In other words, elite rule persisted but
became in many ways less overt and less manipulative. Beneath the
h igh-level leadership of the planters, ordinary white Carolinians had
won personal and political independence.
Clearly t he Federalists' fears of complete social and political upheaval
were exaggerated. Pinckney's own role in the Republican victory indi
cated that there was still a place for gentlemen in Carolinian politics,
and it turned out that Republican ascendancy secured a conservative
political settlement. By themselves popular groups seeking power ap
peared selfish and self-interested; popular leaders seemed unskilled and
presumptuous. Pinckney gave the people vital assistance. His sophis
ticated use of republican rhetoric offered a coherence and legitimacy
to the aims of diverse, unsophisticated groups; his personal standing
furnished them with a sort of legitimate leadership that they could not
find among themselves. But he wanted to go only so far; Pinckney never
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approved of the process of democratization in the Northern states with
its raucous quarrels and new-style political managers. His vision of poli
tics was one of broad but harmonious participation, independent leader
ship, and principled discussion; the development of South Carolina's
internal politics showed how successful Pinckney and his associates were
at fixing the long-term contours of the state's political life.
Pinckney advocated popular participation but condem ned political
parties, and this was how things developed within South Carolina. The
people began turning out to vote in record numbers. l s 3 But Pinckney
and his allies explicitly sought to avoid the formation of institutionalized
parties and, with the major local grievances being attended to and the
principal opposition group withdrawing from politics, were able to do
so. 154 I ndeed, over the years it was the lack of party that most visibly
separated Carolinian political life from that in other states, and the
difference had profound implications. I S S In states where party politics
provided the means and legitimacy for all sorts of gro ups to pursue
self-interest, conflict persisted and became the norm. Without parties,
these things did not happen in South Carolina. The periodic outbursts
of popular excitement were not translated into independent, sustained,
and articulated political demands. 156 South Carolina's antebellum har
mony was a political construct. There were real divisions within the
state, even among the whites, but as they did not lead to lasting po
litical conflict, the state appeared to enjoy an unparalleled unity.
South Carolina also enjoyed a uniq ue style of political leadership,
and here too the influence of Pinckney was felt. Contemptuous of mere
politicians, Carolinian leaders sought to conform to more elevated
standards of statesmanship, emphasizing personal gentility, political in
dependence, and principle. 157 For this Pinckney provided both a jus
tification and an important example. He constantly emphasized the
importance of filling offices with men of talent and respectability. 1 5 8
He proudly asserted his own gentility in the heat of congressional de
bate, and he exemplified a particular style of gentlemanly leadership
with his wealth, his learning, his political independence, and his ex
traordinary personal assurance. 159 Elsewhere this old-fashioned style
gradually disappeared as new-style political managers arose; within South
Carolina it survived and blossomed, and Pinckney continued to be
remembered as one of its leading exemplars. Moreover, Pinckney and
his contemporaries had also done practical things that allowed the ideal
of the Carolinian statesman to flourish. To begin with, their discour1 15
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agement of political parties meant that there did not exist in South
Carolina the mechanism which elsewhere worked to promote and legiti
mate a new kind of leader. Likewise, they worked out justifications for
political leadership unlike those advanced before or those developed
elsewhere. The Federalists had claimed that rule by the wise and well
born was necessary to avert ever-threatening anarchy and social disorder.
During the early nineteenth century this sort of arrogant elitism died
out throughout the United States, most often to be replaced by new
ideas about the nature of representative leadership: politicians boasted
of their humble origins; they appealed to specific elements within the
electorate; and they sought to further the interests of specific interest
groups. In South Carolina, leadership was conceived of in very different
terms. Denying the existence of divisions within t he state, Carolinian
thinkers like Pinckney advanced an ideal of political leadership in which
men of talent and independence exercised their own superior judgment
to defend the liberty and shared principles of all white Carolinians.
This brings up a final point about the idiosyncratic nature of South
Carolina's antebellu m politics - the importance of ideas; here too Pinck
ney's efforts bore lasting fruit. 1 6o Without parties, without the com
petition of interest groups, and with an elevated conception of politi
cal leadership, politics continued to be about principles. In no other
state did political debate continue at such an elevated level of discourse;
in no other state were abstract theories so important in practical poli
tics. And in ideas as well as practice, it was those fashioned by Pinck
ney and his generation that continued to dominate Carolinian politics
up to the Civil War; it was remarkable how Carolinians clu ng to them
even in changed circumstances and with changed leaders after Pinck
ney's death. Pinckney's ideas certainly anticipated Calhoun's. Calhoun
also worked in an old-fashioned republican tradition in which he de
picted Carolinian politics as an ideal, worried about degeneration in
the federal government, and warned that national corruption might
spread into South Carolina. 1 6 1 Calhoun acknowledged his debt to the
earlier Jeffersonians, of w hom Pinckney had been the principal Caro
linian spokesman. At the height of the nullification crisis, he insisted,
"Mine are the opinions of the Republican party of '98, beyond which
I do not go an inch." 1 6 2 In fact, Calhoun went considerably further,
but even within South Carolina, few followed; his novel doctrines of
nullification and the concurrent majority were forgotten after his death
in 1850. Carolinians had listened to Calhoun, but they might as well
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have been hearing Pinckney. Indeed, the rhetoric of the 1850s in the
state returned to old-fashioned republican arguments in their classical
form, and it was by these that Carolinians justified secession in 1860. 163
At the height of the Civil War, it was appropriate that a leading Charles
ton magazine recalled Charles Pinckney as the first to formulate the
state's political theories.l64
The relationship between Pinckney's thought and Carolinian prac
tice worked in two ways; Pinckney's optimistic view of what was pos
sible in politics evolved from his experience and achievements in South
Carolina, and later Carolinians continued to draw upon his ideals.
Elsewhere in America, men worried that economic development would
lead to dependency and social antagonisms, which could undermine
republican government; in South Carolina, open land, world demand
for cotton, and black slavery apparently guaranteed independence and
-'pportunity for white Carolinians. In other states, political parties en
couraged group conflict and provided opportunities for a new sort of
political leader; within South Carolina, popular participation was sup
portive of respectable leadership and inimical to interest group poli
tics. Pinckney's optimistic vision was an attractive way of depicting
Carolinian reality, and Carolinians continued to picture themselves
as he had done. Also like him, however, they tempered their optimism
with a sense of separation and even threat from the outside; at a time
of crisis, this theory would j ustify cutting the ties that bound South
Carolina to the Union. Despite its overall optimism, Pinckney's thought
contained the seeds of the outcome he feared most-"the division of
this Union, and civil war."165
*

*

*

In the end, though, South Carolina did not secede alone; her ideals
had a broader impact, and an explanation must begin by remember
ing how men like Pinckney had fashioned them. Although Pinckney
was a Carolinian through and through, he worked in a common Amer
ican tradition of republican thought. Some historians have seen this
tradition as a straitjacket, a fully worked-out, inflexible world view that
gave men little chance to develop or to express their individuality. The
opposite was true in Pinckney's case, at least: working within this tradi
tion gave his thought its flexibility and its ability to meet changing
circumstances. For Pinckney, republicanism connected things that might
appear unbridgeable. His thought did change over his lifetime, most
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notably from nationalism to sectionalism, b u t he did not see any in
consistency. The point is that republicanism connected h is initial ideals
and his later career; early on, he formulated a body of questions and
continued consistently to test them against his experience. Likewise,
republicanism bridged Pinckney's loyalty to the n ation and to his state.
He asked the same fundamental question in national and s tate politics
- how to perfect and preserve republicanism - and if he fin ally found
the answer in South Carolina, he continued to present it in a national
language. This is the clue to how one final gap was bridged, for Pinck
ney's Carolinian ideology ulitmately commanded a considerable audi
ence outside South Carolina. It did so because Pinckney addressed com
mon American problems and paid allegiance to common American
symbols. The example he worked from was unique and his conclusions
his own, but because the words and worries were widely recognizable.
Carolinian thought achieved a broader audience.
,
Pinckney and the South Carolinians were not the only Americans
who drew upon the republican tradition to suit their particular needs .
During Pinckney's lifetime Northern Republicans were slowly working
out a theory of the legitimacy of party organization and continuing
party contests. 166 In the North m any local Republicans took the tradi
tional opposition to an aristocracy of special legal privilege, and
developed it into an attack on social and economic privilege as wel l . 1 6i
Others began to abandon the traditional Republican aversion to fed
eral power and to advocate projects involving great increases in federal
activity. 168 There were continuing quarrels in the North, and these ideas
did not develop unchallenged, but they ultimately triumphed. In 1 860
a majority of the voters in the free states supported a new Republican
party, proudly partisan, egalitarian and even populistic, and commit
ted to a struggle against aristocracy. Moreover, it was in the South,
in slavery and consequent Southern political arrangements, that the
new party saw the soutce of the threat of aristocracy, and it was in
the struggle against the South that the Republicans were finally will
ing to extend the powers of the federal government in unprecedented
ways. 169
This anti-Southernism , of course, worked to unite the South in
1 860-61 , but it is important to realize that the South had not always
been united. Although most Southerners h ad always agreed on posi
tions such as opposition to increasing federal power, the republican
tradition developed differently in different Southern areas. From the
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time of the Missouri crisis, Virginians had shared a perception of the
threat, articulated by Pinckney, that encroaching federal government
would initiate economic and political changes, which would damage
the pure republicanism of the Southern states. l 7° But they were also
anxious about internal developments and uneasy about slavery. 1 7 1 They
worried that commercial expansion and greedy acquisitiveness would
undermine republican virtue and simplicity within the Old Domin
ion. 1 7 2 They hesitated about political reform and popular politics, and
used republican political theory to defend an existing state political
system under attack for perceived inequalities in suffrage and legisla
tive apportionment. 173 In the newer states of the cotton South, on the
other hand, people did not share Virginians' hesitations. In these areas
men were agreed in their defense of sl avery, their pursuit of economic
development, and their assertive democracy. l 74 Like other Southern
ers they were keenly aware of any threat by the federal government
to interfere with local rights, but they were more worried about threats
from within. In these states lively two-party systems developed, with
both parties attacking aristocracy and dependence, and vying to de
fend equality and freedom from various perceived threats within the
workings of state political systems. 1 7 5 But South Carolina was differ
ent from both the Old Dominion and the New South. She combined
the optimism of the newer states with the developed republicanism of
the Old Dominion, but what South Carolinians did not share with
other Southerners was a sense of internal threat. As far as they were
concerned, their own political and social arrangements were stable and
ideal; they were free to concentrate their worries on external threats.
Over the years this set South Carolina off from the rest of the South;
there were many times when Carolinians urged action against federal
encroachments while other Southerners held back. Yet in 1860-61 it
was these traditional Carolinian arguments that enabled South Caro
lina to lead the rest of the Southern states out of the union.
The opportunity arose because of the ultimate instability of South
ern politics. Beneath the apparently successful development of well
established party politics, there were unresolved tensions; when they
provoked a crisis, the Carolinians were able to offer a way to resolve
them. During the 1830s and 1840s, party contests in Southern states
appeared very much like those in Northern states. Party machinery
was fully developed, and there were high turnouts in elections, fixed
party loyalties over time, and close contests. 1 7 6 Local Whig and Demo1 19
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cratic parties fought not only over national issues b u t also over local
ones. The Democrats sought to preserve freedom by using government
to curb any prospect of reducing men to economic dependence; the
Whigs sought to use government to promote economic development
so that men would have opportunities to amass sufficient wealth for
economic independence. l 77 But even at the height of these contests,
there was evidence of a long-term instability in Southern politics. His
torians h ave been u nable to find marked economic or social divisions,
like the ethnocultural divisions in the North, to account for mass voter
loyalties. 178 The one division they have perceived - a division, broadly,
between more and less commercially developed areas is difficult to
pinpoint precisely, and meant that men of fixed party loyalties would
find their social and economic circumstances changing as commercial
development advanced. 179 Moreover, this division does not explain the
persistence of party loyalties over time, for party allegiance remained
fixed even in areas where economic circumstances changed. Southern
ers continually attacked aristocracy, but planters and well-to-do men
held office much more in the South than in the North. l so Tensions
between leaders and voters and between different elements in party
constituencies meant that it was difficult for parties to come up with
concrete local programs. 1 8 1 Govern ment activities were u nderfinanced
and often badly managed. 182 With these problems in local affairs, South
ern electioneering tended to concentrate much more on national is
sues than did Northern, and it particularly emphasized issues of slav
ery and sectionalism.183
Moreover, things got m arkedly worse in the 1 850s. Sectional antago
nism became more bitter in national politics. In the lower South the
Whig party collapsed, and no new party arose to continue the contest. 184
Within the South generally, more and more planters came into public
office despite the reiteration of democratic rhetoric. I SS Southern gov
ernments e mbarked on elaborate schemes of economic development
that seemed only to favor special i nterests and often proved to be costly
failures. ls6 The consequent popular alienation from politics was com
pounded by a sense of social and economic malaise; it seemed that
the prosperity of the 1850s offered few opportunities for the small men,
while forcing u nwelcome economic changes upon them. I S7 One result
was the growth of populist movements, but they lacked the skill or
staying power effectively to challenge existing political arrangements. I SS
Instead, the crisis was resolved by changes with i n the Democratic party.
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The situation was one that Southern extremists were able brilliantly
to exploit, and to do so, they used the arguments that Pinckney and
his successors in South Carolina had long articulated.
These showed Southerners a way out of their difficulties; they ex
p lained and justified things that had seemed troublesome within the
South and offered a course of action that would remove other threats.
Ordinary Southerners were worried about economic development;
the radicals argued that expansion and keeping new territories open
for slavery was the best way to defuse social tensions and to maintain
independence and eq uality. 189 Southerners were worried about aris
tocracy and impending government activity ; the radicals presented a
vision of a harmonious society, of respectable leadership, and of vigor
ous government. 190 The threat they saw came not from within the South
but from outside, from an avaricious and despotic North. That region
had betrayed the ideals of the American nation; the South alone upheld
the principles of the American Revolution and American republican
ism.191 The radicals were able to invoke familiar arguments about the
defe nse of Southern rights and to fuse them with deeper beliefs about
American principles and ideals. Chained to the North, the South was
doomed to corruption and decay; by itself, the South could be an ideal
republic. These were the arguments used by the Breckinridge Demo
crats in the election of 1860 and by the secessionists in the winter of
1860-6l . l92
Significantly, South Carolina was in the vanguard, and the dramatic
first decision for secession was taken in Charles Pinckney's own city
of Charleston. Moreover, Southerners did not forget Pinckney himself
at the time of t he final crisis. DeBow's Review, which claimed to speak
for all the South, published a eulogistic piece on Pinckney in 1864,
remembering him as a Carolinian but also as a Southerner, a pioneer
defender of Southern rights who had fought to maintain a pure inter
pretation of the Constitution untainted by "Yankee notions." He had
been one of the most eminent founders "of the true patriarchal Repub
lican party."193 There could have been no more eloquent testimony to
the importance of Pinckney's republicanism and where it led.
This, then, was the final importance of Charles Pinckney's thought.
It was more than the thought of one man at one time, although it
was clear that he shaped h is thinking in a brilliant response to his own
experience and his own circumstances. It became the thought of one
state for a long time, and ultimately of the whole South at a crucial
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time. Pinckney's republicanism can b e seen a s a bridge between the
eighteenth century and the nineteenth, between South Carolina and
the other Southern states, but also something that destroyed other
bridges. Pinckney and those who followed him used common Ameri
can symbols in a way that would ultimately justify leading the South
out of the Union.
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"The Fondness of Disappointed Love"
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that addresses the echo chamber of social and intellec

tual life in the histor y of Charleston has a special responsibility: to
consider the bonds connecting Charleston to the imagination of its
citizens. Rootedness is a vex atious and prominent issue in the escha
tology of Southern history. In the legend of Southern place, Charles
ton has loomed large, oddly for a city in a myth so agrarian. In that
same legend Hugh Swinton Legare has held a small but strategic place.
He is a prime witness for the debilitations of excessive and unreflecting
loyalty, "the great cham of Charleston literature,"l planted in a bro
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caded drawing room with a full glass of Old Carolina Madeira in one
hand, a volume of Dryden in the other, declaiming pompously and
obscurely to unreflecting admirers, a bar to younger doubting voices.
For the plausibility of this Augustan nightmare, one assumption has
been vital, the loyalty of legare to Charleston and C harleston to le
gare. And there is evidence to the effect. Almost the first critical assess
ment of legare, that by William Campbell Preston less than five months
after Legare's death in 1 843, declares it: "Though his bosom was in
spired by a real love of country, in the broadest sense of patriotism,
yet it was warmed with a more genial glow for his own State, and cher
ished a romantic passion for his native city of Charleston. It was to
him a dear and beloved impersonation, of which he never spoke but
with a sort of filial devotion. All its inanimate objects h ad a living in
terest to him. He felt its rebukes as those of a parent, and cherished
its manifold kindnesses with the most grateful affection."2 The impres
sion was strengthened by legare's own letters, printed by his sister Mary
in the collected Writings of 1846, where he could be found to observe
Charleston as "a happy state of things - a society so charming and so
accomplished," even though ravaged by the divisions of nullification,
that he had to pray, "I ask of heaven only that the little circle I am
intimate with in Charleston should be kept together w hile I live , - in
health, harmony and competence; and that, on my return [he was writ
ing from Brussels], I may myself be enabled to enjoy the same happi
ness, in my intercourse with it, with which I have been hitherto blessed."3
Legare's first postbellum biographer, Paul Hamilton Hayne, intensi
fied this belief in the complicity of legare and Charleston. He remarked,
for example, that legare, upon leaving the South Carolina College in
1814, "repaired without delay to his mother's home in Charleston, then,
as always, both to his eyes and to his heart, the brightest spot on earth.
About the city itself his deepest affections were entwined. Wherever
the needs or duties of his subsequent career carried him, he would
watch from afar its progress, and the progress of the S tate, with an
almost painful solicitude." But it was William P. Trent, in his 1892 biog
raphy of William Gilmore Simms, who most ful ly articulated Charles
ton's reciprocal reverence. "The death of Crafts," he observed, "had left
an especially good opening [for a new Southern writer] . . . . But in
the opinion of the Charlestonians, this opening could be filled by one
man only,- Hugh Swinton legare, whose prodigious performances at
the new state college were still remembered."4
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The evidence seems solid: from the man himself, from his friend,
from his heirs, from scholarship. Yet look more closely. Preston spoke
in the final paragraph of a eulogy, commissioned by and delivered to
the city of Charleston. Was it not fitting that, in honoring a son of
the city, Preston should link the two in amity, and where better or
more inescapably than in a peroration? Legare's own letters seem an
u nimpeachable source. Yet note that his Writings contain a bare and
bizarre sampling of his correspondence, edited watchfully by a sister,
eager to memorialize her adored brother and excise passages incon
venient to his reputation in Charleston. As for Hayne, he wrote of
Legare in filiopietistic vein, when Hayne himself had been driven by
war, illness, and penury to rusticate in the nether regions of Georgia,
there to mislay his prewar discontent with Charleston and invent a
vanished Eden with Legare at its center. "A brief half century ago," Hayne
had imagined, "and culture, refinement, hospitality, wit, genius, and
social virtue, seemed to have taken up their lasting abode therein. A
constellation of distinguished men - writers, politicians, lawyers, and
divines - gave tone to the whole society, brightened and elevated the
general discourse of men with men, and threw over the dull routine
of professional and commercial labor, the lustre of art, and the graces
of a fastidious scholarship."5 And William Trent, as is well known, was
intent upon proving the rejection of Simms by a snobbish and Cice
ronian CharLeston.6 Legare, a snob and a student of Cicero, was more
than convenient to the thesis.
So there are circumstantial doubts, attachable to the case for Le
gare's rootedness, which turn to certainty of a contrary thesis for any
one surveying the whole corpus of his letters and essays. In fact. Legare
was alienated from his birthplace, the more so the older he grew.7 The
character of that alienation is especially illuminating, not only of Le
gare himself but of the social dynamics of the city's intellectual life in
his generation, which came of age during the crisis of nullification, and
of the legacy of those years.
As a young man, he had been close to the city and the city to him.
He came from a good, if not splendid, Huguenot family, impoverished
by his father's early death and aided by the beneficence of his grand
father, Thomas Legare. He was educated first at the College of Charles
ton, then upcountry at the Willington Academy and the South Caro
lina College, last at the University of Edinburgh. His social position
in Charleston was solid, without being brilliant, sufficient to gain ac-
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cess to the hest circles without effort. His prominence came chiefly from
his intellectual eminence, first at college, later as a lawyer, eventually as
the most prolific and accomplished contributor to the Southern Review.
This was m atched by political advancement: a term in the state legisla
ture from St. John's, Colleton, from 1820 to 182 2 ; removal to Charles
ton that led to three terms for St. Philip's and St. Michael's Parish from
1824 to 1830; a prominent place upon legislative committees, first as
an ally of G eorge McDuffie, later as a spokesman for the William Smith
faction, catalyst for budging South Carolina politics from nationalism
to states' rights criticism of the American system; election as attorney
general of the state in 1830. All this was almost by acclamation. With
this rise came a deepening engagement with the city's affairs: as attor
ney for Stephen Elliott's Bank of South Carolina, as a member of the
City Council for the Fourth Ward in 1825 , as a lecturer before the
Charleston Forensic Club, as a member of the Book Committee of the
Charleston Library Society, as a lawyer upon B road Street.s Born in
the city's u pper class, h e h ad made himself one of its elite.9
All this was satisfactory, especially as h e seemed to move in sym
pathy with his times, nationalist turning sectional. He had always been
ambitious for fame and influence. "I have been as deliberate, in em
bracing my pursuits in life ," he h ad told Francis Walker G ilmer in 1816,
when just nineteen, "as if it were really a matter of consequence to the
public." lO It was the more satisfactory because he l abored u nder physi
cal disadvantages. As a child he h ad been inoculated for smallpox; the
virus had turned virulent and confluent, nearly killing him. Recover
ing, he grew very little between the ages of five and twelve, then shot
up suddenly but chiefly in the torso and head, less in the legs and arms.
Benjamin F. Perry was to remember: "His b ust was a noble one, and
he appeared to a great advantage seated in his chair in the House of
Representatives, but when he rose to speak, his legs were so short that
h e seemed dwarfed. . . . His head and face were very fine and striking.
But in walking he was u ngainly, and I noticed that he seldom walked
to or from the State House in company with any one. He never mar
ried. He was very sensitive and morbid on the subject of h is personal
appearance. I h ave understood that he said he would give all his learn
ing and talents for the m anly and gracefu l form of Preston."! l Thus
sensitive, he warmed at the applause of his estate. While it was never
quite enough ro satisfy him, it came closest in the crescent years of
his early m anhood, honors sanctifying honor.
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Turn to the mid-1830s, and one finds a very different Legare. Re
moved to Brussels, where he was American charge d'affaires between
1832 and 1836, he was advising his mother to sell her South Carolina
property and h imself toyed with abandoning the state permanently. 1 2
He developed a lament: Charleston was going to the dogs, its manners
were deranged, its weather sultry and detestable, its streets dirty, its
harvests unreliable, its cotton prices unremunerative.D By the late 1830s
the lament was become a dirge. "My home [isJ untenable," he observed
in 1838. "I am disgusted with this place & must try my adverse for
tunes elsewhere," he said in 1840. Charleston had become but "this
hot & out of the way spot."14 Seeing malaise, friends advised him vari
ously. James Louis Petigru cautiously suggested the wisdom of leaving
South Carolina. The younger Stephen Elliott tried to woo his staying
with flattering offers of an undemanding professorship at the South
Carolina College and the editorship of a revived Southern Review, de
funct since 1832, while noting that Legare was but "lingering upon the
threshold of . . . [hisJ Fathers."1 5
For the last eleven years of his life, Legare was - more often than
not, and by design - a nonresident of Charleston. Going to Brussels,
he had intended to stay only eighteen months to two years. Yet he re
mained for four years, perplexed about his probable fortunes in Charles
ton. "What should I do in Charleston, for heaven's sake?" he asked
in 1833.16 The answer, when he did return in 1836, was an unsolicited
election to the House of Representatives. Duty in Washington neatly
served his ambivalence, as he stood formally for the city yet was obliged
to be much out of it. He traveled incessantly, in the winters to Wash
ington, in the summers to Boston and New York and spas like Sara
toga and W hite Sulphur Springs. Indeed, he was defeated for Congress
in 1838 partly because he had spent so little time in his constituency.
His friends were discouraged by a candidate who dallied irritatingly
in New England and Virginia, reading Manfred to ladies, when he should
have been upon the hustings,17 Defeat returned him to the bar and
Charleston between 1839 and 184 1 , but he stayed away from society,
rusticating on a John's Island plantation and still traveling, both for
private amusement and to further the political ambitions of the Whigs
and his own splinter Conservative party. When he received news of
his appointment by John Tyler as Attorney-G eneral in 184 1 he was
not in Charleston but in Newport, Rhode Island. IS
Cabinet office, in the insecure tented camp of Washington, implied
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but did not mandate removal from home. U nlike many federal offi
cials, however, Legare made his residence permanently in the District,
even moving his mother and sister to a house there in the spring of
1 842. He looked, it might be inferred, to a life as a well-remunerated
Washington and Baltimore lawyer, with a practice based upon h is de
served reputation in cases before the Supreme Court; a life dotted with
further spells of federal office, in perhaps the Paris or London embassy,
upon which he had long had an eye. It is a rhythm not unknown ro
day along the Beltway and in Georgetown, though less common before
the Civil War.
As with his political life, so with his intellectual. Writing i n the last
decade of his life, the old mainstay of the Southern Review wrote not
for Charleston or Southern periodicals -offers from which he spurned 
but for the New York Review. 19 Even in death, he was migrant and ex
patriate. Dying in Boston, he was buried in Mou nt Auburn Cemetery.
Not until 1858 were his remains exhumed and transferred to Charles
ton, where they were placed in Magnolia C emetery beneath a white
marble monument that proclaims his U nionism. When Preston de
claimed his eulogy in Charleston in 1843, testifying to the amity of
city and so n, Legare was a thousand miles absent.
What had propelled Legare away? What had happened to a man
who once had dubbed h imself a "thorough-faced Charlestonian"Fo
There were a variety of reasons, a few idiosyncratic, many characteris
tic of his generation.
There was economics. The crisis of the South Carolina economy,
apparent since the 1 820s, had made many expatriate and left a deep
impression upon Legare, not assuaged by the improvement of the 1830s.
His essays for the Southern Review referred to Charleston as a city
"mouldering away, in s ilence, amidst the unavailing fertility of nature,"
and were consistently gloomy about the intrinsic unprofit ab ility of a
slave economy.2 1 His own financial situation, though never desperate,
required constant effort a nd vigilance. He had a small estate from h is
grandfathers, but by no means equal to Legare's needs and wants, and
paltry beside the fortunes of many of the friends with whom he shared
power but not magnificence. Apart from himself, he was obliged to
sustain his mother, his unmarried sister Mary, and his elder sister Eliza 
who required subvention, though married, but to a man as unsound
financially as he was otherwise energetic, giving her twenty-one chil
dren and an early grave. Financial exigencies drove Legare to the bar,
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a business he found tiresome, and to a "dusty, abominable" Broad Street
office.22 While he took pleasure in the rhetorical challenge of the court
room, much of being a lawyer was tedious minutiae, and Legare's pas
sion for the law was philosophical, the contemplation of the elegance
of the civil law or the devious sociology of the common law. As for
the bench, promotion to which was often suggested, economics again
forbade. Money lay in the fees of advocacy and conveyance; judges
earned nothing exorbitant but dignity.23 And Legare practiced law most
when politics drove h im from office. Thus the Charleston bar grew
into a melancholy symbol, of political defeat and the vulgar pursuit
of money for its own sake. To flee Charleston was to embrace success
and advancement, in Brussels or Washington or New York, where such
things had been his.
There were intimate concerns and tastes. Legare was never to marry,
which might have bound him irrevocably into Charleston society. The
reasons are only partly clear. His sensitivity about a smallpox-distorted
body and constant ill health were significant factors. Equally, his very
suspension between Charleston and the world beyond made marriage
problematical. If he married a Northern girl, could he take her to
Charleston? If he married a Charleston girl, could he take her northF4
Whatever the cause of his bachelorhood, the consequence was the free
dom to travel, restrained only by the call of sisters and mother, press
ing but not sovereign. And he did love to travel. As early as 1 819, in
Edinburgh, he spoke of h is "restless d isposition". In 1832 he confessed
himself a "great rambler."25 He was to see much of the United States
east of the Appalachians, England, Scotland, France, Holland, Bel
gium, the Austrian Empire, Prussia, Bavaria, and many of the lesser
German states. He traveled for edification and amusement, but also
for his health, to watering places like Aix-la-Chapelle, Saratoga Springs,
and Spa itself, to imbibe sulphurous liquids and placate the ravaged
bowels that were eventually to k ill him. One of his chief delights in
a modernizing world was the increased ease of communications. He
would praise Macadam for leveling roads that, in youth, had battered
his weakened frame. He would dwell fondly upon the steam engine,
which rushed him so astonishingly from Charleston to Columbia, or
from Washington to New York.26
There was the matter of friends. He had written to Isaac Holmes
of his "little circle," whose survival he craved. By the late 1 830s so many
had died or become estranged. He had, no doubt, as a prodigy min1 29
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gled with men his senior, and their deaths were to be expected: Ste
phen Elliott, whom Legare revered, found dead with an unfinished
contribution of the Southern Review on his desk; Samuel Prioleau, who
had written so engagingly upon the ravages of dyspepsia; Edward Rut
ledge, who beguiled the holidays of a sickly and half-orph aned child;
Thomas Pinckney, who had introduced Legare to the intricacies and
cadences of Greek.27 But others, Legare's contemporaries, went pre
maturely, as he himself was to go: Henry Junius Nott, Edward Pringle,
Elizabeth Pringle, all drowned at sea; Thomas Grimke, intellectual op
ponent, eccentric and much loved; Joshua Toomer, who took his own
life with unnerving deliberation and rationality; John Gadsden; Jen
nings Waring; Robert Hayne. By 1 840, amid this wreckage, Legare ob
served, ''Another of my best friends gone! Charleston i s becoming a
dismal solitude to me."28 To friends dead, he had to add friends lost:
William Drayton, who left South Carolina in the wake of nullification;
William Campbell Preston , the companion of Legare's student days in
Paris and Edinburgh, estranged by the politics of the 1830s,29 whom
Mary Legare was offended to see her brother's eulogist;30 above all,
most poignantly, Isaac Holmes, the very man to whom Legare had
spoken in 1 833 of his "little circle" and the closest of friends, to whom
Legare had addressed letters of unwonted gaiety and intimacy: dear
dim "Ikey" Holmes, enlisted at the last moment by the improbable co
alition of Calhoun, Poinsett, and Van Buren to defeat Legare in 1 838,
poor Holmes who thought it might be nice to have a political standing
equal to h is wealth, poor Holmes who lisped that the Sub-Treasury was
"wital," poor Holmes the foot soldier- who crushed Legare at the polls.
"He has been," Legare explained to his Virginian political ally, William
Cabell Rives, "for twenty years one of my most confidential & devoted
friends, and contributed very much to place me where I am. I should
have regarded his opposing me, u nder any circumstances, as a moral
impossibility -but is there in this sinful world, any such thing? . . . I
have felt this opposition very much. I am a being, you know, of ex
clusive habits & so condemned to few intimates at best, on whom I
very much depend for sympathy & support. A cruel death - a double
shipwreck -deprived me in poor Nott & Pringle of two of these, men
who had grown up with me in perfect intimacy from childhood. Holmes
was one of the survivors on whom I most counted, & here he is lend
ing himself to my capital enemies . . . . You see that my griefs are not
merely those of a politician."31
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To friends lost in Charleston, he could add friends gained elsewhere,
the harvest of his travels. George Ticknor, w hom Legare had known
since Edinburgh, urged that he come to Boston, "our Western Florence,"
where nothing would be easier than to make his fortune at the bar
or in the lecture hall, nothing more congenial than dinner with Wil
liam Prescott and Jared Sparks, no su mmers less sultry than those upon
Cape Cod.32 Joseph Cogswell, also known from Edinburgh, pleaded
the opportunities of New York, and certainly Legare had there many
friends, up and down the Hudson, so many rich and getting richer.33
Legare, the economist , the friend of Nassau Senior, knew that New
York was crescent and Charleston faltering. He had seen it for twenty
years, at least since he had urged his mother in 1 820 to buy property
in New York or Philadelphia. And then Baltimore was pleasant, with
friends like John Pendleton Kennedy and the baronial Carrolls, the
city's bar prosperous and inviting.34 Legare would visit them all, com
plain of the vexations of Charleston, and they would sm ile and say,
come to us. And he would be very tempted, when he picked up a copy
of the Charleston Mercury and saw himself damned at home. The
Charleston press, in the heat of polemic, accused him of overrefine
ment, of too much learning, of being an overelaborate j urist, of dally
ing in the salons of Europe during the crisis of his times, of anything
that came to hand, and Legare would find himself saying that Charles
ton "never loved me," that his own class had proscribed him in 1 838,
that "they" had once chained him to the Southern Review. "You know
how many nights & days of laborious thought I have given gratuitously
to what they represented to me as a work necessary to the interests &
honor of So. Carolina," he grumbled. "My sight was & is seriously im
paired by those thankless vigils - & now they ask me tauntingly with
what usefu l undertaking my name has ever been associated."35 It was
very hard, when he received a letter from Cogswell that spoke of Le
gare's "glowing pen" and flattered with, "If we could secure the aid of
such men as yourself, if there are any more such in our country, we
would make the New York Review every way equal to the London Quar
terly & I think a good deal better," and offered, what was more than
Charleston ever did, a handsome stipend per page. Little wonder that
Legare would complain, not with entire accuracy, "I have found my
studies in Europe impede me at every step of my progress. They have
hung round my neck like a dead weight, - and do so to this very day.
Our people have a fixed aversion to every thing that looks like foreign
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education. They never give credit to any one for being one of them,
who does not take his post in life early, and do and live as they do."36
Lastly, most importantly, there was politics. The political world of
Legare in 1830, of Legare the acclaimed and rising man, was broken
by the crisis of nullification. From the ideologue of a consensus, he
became the orator of a Unionist party, badly organized, harassed from
power, futile. From the tidy world that had advanced him so evenly,
so pleasantly, he passed into another, slippery, ominous, apocalyptic.
Friends split from friends, houses from houses. Conversations grew
strained and divisive. The elite of Charleston, to which as politician
and lawyer he belonged, found itself diminished of influence by mobi
lizing nullifier voters and politicians. Legare, opposing Calhoun, com
mended himself thereby to a Jackson administration eager to patronize
the opponents of an erring former Vice-President, and found himself
offered the mission ro Belgium. Seeing little prospect of advancement
in a nullifying state, Legare accepted exile. State politics became pro
gressively closed to him. He would not go back to a state legislature
he despised as a pandemonium. He had already been state attorney
general, a position good enough for a rising man, but not one risen.
Governor was unlikely and uninviting. He could not afford to be a
judge. No Unionist could expect to be senator in Calhoun's South
Carolina. For much of Legare's political course was p lotted in reaction
to the mysterious ways of Calhoun, who helped to drive Legare out
in 183 2 , assisted his election in 1836 to chastise Henry Pinckney for
straying on the abolition petition issue, struck him down in 1838 when
Legare orchestrated opposition to the Sub-Treasury scheme and dis
pleased the fleeting alliance of Calhoun and Van Buren. Calhoun's firm
grip upon state politics, combined with erratic and whirling political
schemes, bred a high mortality rate among the state's many ambitious
politicians, created a centrifugal disillusionment that drove many, among
them Legare, to seek a political constituency beyond Calhoun's depre
dations. In Legare's case, the refuge lay in federal officeholding. After
1838 a sanctuary was contrived by a venture into national presidential
politics, by an alliance with William Cabell Rives of Virginia in sup
port of the small but not unimportant Conservative party and, even
tually, into the Tyler Cabinet, that refuge of the political misfit.
For a man so dedicated to public affairs, Legare labored under the
disadvantage of being an indifferent politician. He had received prefer
ment when it was convenient for others that he be preferred. He never
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commanded events. He understood, in the abstract, how politics worked,
and few Carolinians analyzed it more acutely or better understood how
it could be deflected by unreasoning accident and angular passion. But
Legare could not bring himself to labor day in and day out, to ferret
out information, to influence, to cajole, to intimate patronage, to use
the propaganda of the press, to set loose plug-uglies and bullyboys. He
had been genteelly appalled in 1831 when his brother-in-law had boasted
of keeping gentlemen drunk for days in order to ensure their votes.
Studying oratory, excited by its tense achievement, he conflated the
power of words with the power of politics. Meeting opposition, he bridled
and delivered a long, erudite, grand and subtle speech, which annihi
lated his opponents i ntellectually but changed little politically. Seeing
this, witnessing intellectual superiority u ntranslated into advancement,
he limped back to h is solitary learning, wrote acid letters, and waited
in discontent u ntil events, at the will of others, turned smiling upon
him again. Gouverneur Kemble of New York, a real politician in a Jack
sonian age that perfected the American craft, was to remember Legare
to Joel Poinsett and deliver the professional's verdict: "But for his in
ordinate vanity, he would have been a very useful man, but this ren
dered him continually the dupe of others."31 He was the victim of nul
lification's transformation of South Carolina politics, and he knew it.
He wrote in 1839, "The S outh Carolina in which & for which I was
educated has some how or other disappeared, & left a simulacrum be
hind of a very different k ind -which I don't u nderstand, neither am
understood by it."38
Such was his alienation, deeper because incomplete. Legare did, after
all, love Charleston and never ceased to do so. Preston was intention
ally fudging when he observed that Legare never spoke of Charleston
but with "a sort of filial devotion," but shrewd to add, "He felt its re
bukes as those of a parent." The Legare who complained of Charleston
was the same who, hearing of the great fire of 1 838, wept. Toying with
moving to New York, he hesitated and hedged that he might go, "if
I did not see many reasons for loving Charleston."39 He never did for
mally make a break, as William Drayton had done. There was much
to hold him, the accumulated attachments of family and friends, how
ever depleted. Molded by Charleston, he was never quite at ease else
where. Legare was a m arked victim of the truth that powerful cultures
denote themselves by the capacity to make t heir citizens dislike them
or love them, yet be held. Charleston society had a tone he had ab1 33
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sorbed in youth, enjoyed i n early manhood, and grieved for in matu
rity. Even in decline, it seemed sweeter than society elsewhere. And
he had a taste for decline, a proneness to elegy. Hearing in Brussels
in 1 836 of the death of an old patron , he wrote, "You know some of
our earliest childish recollections relate to Christmas holidays spent
at St. Johns. They have been haunting me for some weeks past. The
smallest incidents come back upon me with all that is sacred in the
innocence & simplicity of childish thoughts and feelings. Mr. Rutledge
& Richmond were so very characteristic of poor dear Carolina. Such
a person and such a place could have existed no where else, & can't
exist, even there, long. That is always the burthen of the song with
me, you know." The bonds of Charleston snapped one by one, but
there were many strands, and the thinning left still a formidable con
nection. For Legare had that worst of loves: he did not love Charleston
and South Carolina for t hemselves; he loved the idea of them. Com
menting in 1833 upon the nullification convention, he shrewdly ob
served to himself, "For my own part, I do confess that the insolent &
mad conduct of the convention h as almost entirely alienated me from
the state -which I do believe I loved more than any body in it."40
Much in this estrangement was personal, but much was social, the
plight of his generation. His alienation had its intellectual sources, to
which I shall turn, but its main rhythm was political. Here is an im
portant general truth. Many of the Old South's intellectuals were en
gaged in politics; just as conversely and not often distinguishably, many
of its politicians were interested in ideas. It has been argued that the
necessary alienation of the intellectual life led to a self-conscious at
tempt to use the politics of slavery as a way to establish intellectual
and social legitimacy. 4 1 This may be only half of the equation between
politics and thought, and perhaps not the most important half. Poli
tics could engender alienated intellect as much as alienated intellect
engendered politics. In a small social world l ike Charleston and South
Carolina, crowded with intelligent men ambitious for office and esteem,
estrangement was intrinsic. In a culture that prized male friendship
but faced politically divisive, volatile, and whirling tensions, aliena
tion that cut to the marrow was everywhere. It was not just the politi
cally dispossessed who felt it. William Campbell Preston, successful
nullifier, senator, perhaps the most important man in South Carolina
politics after Calhoun ( the lid on this seething mass of self-consciousness),
felt it too. In old age, Preston was to muse to his old ally, Waddy Thomp134
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son, on the cost: "Amidst the struggle of life wh He it was intense I met
with many and most agreeable men at the barr,] in the Senate, in the
court, Scholars, orators, men of talents and of spirit, men with whom
I thought I had contracted friendship. Where are they[?l lt was seed sown
by the wayside. I ask not of the dead but of the living, where are they?
The fowls came and devoured them up. Where is Pettigrew and Butler,
whom I met at the barr,] Mangum and Crittenden whom I met in the
Senate gone glimmering and off."42
*

*

*

Political change created the conditions for alienation, without com
prehending it. If thought and politics danced together, one must pause
to consider the intellectual presuppositions that Legare brought to the
vexations of his world. For thought mutated with society, with implica
tions for our understanding of both Legare and Charleston. Legare
had a poised sensibility, divided between the convictions of fixity and
change; part of him believed in the stability of things, part in their
mutability; part was classic, part romantic. This was a dilemma char
acteristic of his times, which gave him ample resources from which to
ponder the tension. Legare had been young in a South Carolina versed
in the sensibility of the eighteenth century, but he was m ature in a
world that tampered, albeit gingerly, with that sensibility.
Romanticism was a new intellectual order of things, to which Le
gare committed himself very gingerly, giving much, holding back much.
One can, for exposition's sake, isolate five areas of his commitment 
historicism, nationality, law, religion, and language - before making the
caveats Legare himself was careful to elaborate.
He possessed a marked historicist sensibility, caring how time and
place varied, how context mattered. "There is not a more common error,"
he once observed of commentators upon M agna Carta, "than to as
cribe our own notions to those who have gone before us, and to sup
pose that in politics, the same words always mean precisely the same
thing."43 The virtue of studying original texts lay not in asserting the
similarities of ancient and modern but in measuring the distance.
"Compare the knowledge," he asked, "which a scholar acquires, not
only of the policy and the res gestae of the Roman emperors, but of
the minutest shades and inmost recesses of their character, and that
of the times in which they reigned, from the living pictures of Tacitus
and Suetonius, with the cold, general, feeble, and what is worse, far
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from just and precise idea of the same thing, communicated by mod
ern authors. The difference is incalculable. It is that between the true
Homeric Achilles, and the Monsieur or Monseigneur Achille of the
Theatre Fran<;ais, at the beginning of the last century, w ith his bob
wig and small sword. When we read of those times in English, we at
tach modern meanings to ancient words, and associate the ideas of our
own age and country, with objects altogether foreign from them."44
So Legare went to great pains to j ar his reader, in essays for the South
ern Review, out of a modern complacent understanding, instead to see
the past without anachronism. "We are quite in a new world," he wrote
of ancient Greece. "Manners and customs, education, religion, national
character, every thing is original and peculiar. Consider the priest and
the temple, the altar and the sacrifice, the chorus and the festal pomp,
the gymnastic exercises, and those O lympic games, whither universal
Greece repaired with aU her wealth, her strength, her genius and taste
where the greatest cities and kings, and the other first men of their
day, partook with an enthusiastic rivalry, scarcely conceivable to us."
Here he dissented from those eighteenth-century Scots, influential upon
Legare both at South Carolina College and the University of Edin
burgh, who, though they spoke of and wrote much history, were too
absorbed in defining the principles of human sympathy to seek out
and celebrate the discontinuities of time and cultures. On the other
hand, it is not unsurprising that a man versed in the scholarship of
the civil law should have had an instinct for h istoricism. The legal
scholars of the French Renaissance, men such as Jacques Cujas and
Fran<;:ois Hotman, by meditating upon the mutations of Roman law
in medieval France, by struggling with texts by ingenious philology,
by adapting the traditions of Italian humanism, had arrived at an in
timation of historicism , flawed less by theory than by weak technical
accomplishment. With these, Legare was very familiar, and he consis
tently paid tribute to their improvement and critical reinterpretation
of a corrupted civilian tradition. The Abbe Terrasson, a later expo
nent, he had occasion to observe, had been among the first to attempt
a reconstruction of the Law of the XII Tables, an attempt to be per
fected by Barthold Niebuhr in the nineteenth century. 4 5
Changing between time and place was national character, the spirit
of culture, whether expressed in literature, jurisprudence, or politics.
Literature, especially among the G reeks, "springing out of their most
touching interests and associations - out of what would be called, by
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German critics, their 'inward life' " was itself a social force, not the inert
classical learning of bookworms, but interwoven into the very frame
and constitution of society.46 For Legare the chief recommendation of
recent scholarship was to transcend pedantic antiquarianism and come
to terms with the "true genius and s pirit of laws and institutions," in
a way more satisfactory than "the random epigrams" of Montesquieu
because more systema tic and philosophical. 4 7 Political forms and sys
tems were indeed influential and more than worthy of analysis, but
they meant little beside the spirit that created meaning. For example,
"Magna Charta was the means of bringing b ack the feodal aristocracy
to its first principles - one of the worst governments upon the whole,
as a practical system, that ever existed-yet, Selden and Coke and
Hampden, regenerated the government of England by bringing it back
to the principles of Magna Charta, as explained in an enlightened
age. So pliable are all political forms - so absolutely do they depend
upon the spirit which animates them, and the sense in which they
are interpreted."48
So powerful was the spirit of national ch aracter that it could be
expected to remold and reform political institutions, even after con
stitutional debacle. The civil compact should be distinguished from
the constitutional compact.49 Once, contemplating the possible breakup
of the United States, he speculated that while the Union was perhaps
"the cause of all our liberties" and "its dissolution would make their
duration far more uncertain," all would not be lost. New England would
retain its popular institutions; in other sections, given the "peculiari
ties in their situation," matters would be less clear. "But we have no
reason to despair of any. The first, almost t he only qu estion in such
matters is are the people prepared for free institutions. It is the national
character t hat is to be looked to when we talk of constitutions- it is
the national history that is to regulate our conjectures about the fu
ture."5 0 So crucial was national spirit that patriotism amounted to a
moral obligation. That Byron had been disloyal to England was one
of the gravest charges Legare could think to bring. "Except the admir
able lines in C hilde Harold, in which he describes England as the 'in
violate island of the sage and free: we do not, at present, remember
one syllable in all his works, from the spirit of which, it could be fairly
inferred that he was even a citizen, much less a hereditary counsellor,
lawgiver and judge -one of the privileged and honoured few - of that
famous commonwealth." True to this, Legare mistrusted his own plea1 37
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sure in visiting Europe and reminded himself that expatriation was no
virtue, and Byron's self-characterization as "citizen of the world" be
trayed vice. 5 1
Legare was most distinguished as a lawyer for his interest i n the civil
law. He had studied it at Edinburgh, where the structure of Scottish
jurisprudence had long mingled the civil with the common law. From
Lord Stair to Dugald Stewart, law in Edinburgh had been construed
in the spirit of the rational philosophe, a thing grounded in the logics
of human nature and social necessity, largely independent of time and
place. fur Scottish law, like the Scottish Enlightenment, had sprung
from the Latin cosmopolitanism of humanism, transmitted from ley
den to the Canongate , its elementary text for generations the works
of the Halle scholar, Johann Heineccius.5 2 Legare had been aware even
in 1818, sufficient to have planned to study at G6ttingen, that such
an approach was under challenge from German scholars, from N ie
buhr, from Savigny, from a swarm resurrecting and editing Justinian,
Gaius, Ulpian, the Salic Law, the niceties of the Witenagemot, j ust
as another swarm were presenting new and surprising critical editions
of the classics. In the 1 830s, by learning German, by visits to Germany,
by private reading, Legare had measured the challenge and found it
just. In 1 83 7 he cited w ith sympathetic approval an observation by one
of the older generation of German scholars: "Hugo quotes a letter from
a friend . . . in which, congratulating the present generation upon the
change, he declares, that he had taken his degree of Doctor, before
he knew who Gaius or Ulpian was -writers now familiar to all his hear
ers; and Hugo confesses as much of himself, in regard to U lpian and
Theophilus. Our own experience, fortunately for us, is not quite so
extensive, and yet it is difficult to imagine a greater contrast than that
which presents itself to us, in comparing this Lehr-Buch of G6ttingen
lecturer [Legare was reviewing Hugds lectures] with what we remem
'
ber was the course of professor of the Civil Law in the University of
Edinburgh, just twenty years ago. One who was initiated into this study,
as we happened to be , under the old plan of the eighteenth century,
with Heineccius for a guide, will find himself in the schools of the pre
sent day, in almost another world - new doctrines, new h istory, new
methods, new text-books, and, above all, new views and a new spirit."
The import of the new doctrine was to make the law a historical and
relativist study. "The great dogma . . . of the historical school, that, in
the matter of government, 'whatever is, is right,' for the time being,
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and nothing so for all times; that positive institutions are merely pro
visional; and that every people h as, ipso facto, precisely those which
are best adapted to its character and condition" was accepted by Legare
as a "great fundamental truth, without a distinct perception of which,
history becomes a riddle, and government impossible."53 Thus Hei
neccius, who had sought to import reason into the law by metaphys
ics, was displaced by Savigny, who sought reason through history. In
turn, it became Legare's mission and interest as a lawyer- as Joseph
Story was to remark- to engraft on to the common-law roots of Ameri
can jurisprudence the historical relativism of a reconsidered civilian
tradition, to set up a dialectic between civil and common law within
the delicate balance of English precedent and reasoned invention that
was American constitutional law. 54
Interwoven with the law was Legare's view of the imagination and
man's capacity for access to the sublime, which it was not the business
of education to stunt by narrow concentration upon utility. Education
was meant not mainly to produce "druggists and apothecaries, or navi
gators and mechanists" but "to form the moral character"; not to kill
with "barren precepts" but to fashion the sensibility by "heroical mod
els of excellence," warmly inspiriting. For what was the object of a lib
eral education but "to make accomplished, elegant and learned men 
to chasten and to discipline genius, to refine the taste, to quicken the
perceptions of decorum and propriety, to purify and exalt the moral
sentiments, to fill the soul with a deep love of the beautiful both in
moral and material nature, to lift up the aspirations of man to objects
that are worthy of his noble faculties and his immortal destiny"? And
what was poetry but "an abridged name for the sublime and beautiful,
and for high wrought pathos[?l It is, as Coleridge quaintly, yet, we think,
felicitously expresses it, 'the blossom and the fragrance of all human
knowledge.'" Such poetry was pantheist, "spread over the whole face
of nature." It lay in every human deed or passion that created "the deep,
the strictly moral feeling, which, when it is affected by chance or change
in human life , as at a tragedy, we call sympathy - but as it appears in
the still more mysterious connection between the heart of man and
the forms and beauties of inanimate nature, as if they were instinct
with a soul and a sensibility like our own, has no appropriate appella
tion in our language, but is not the less real or the less familiar to our
experience on that account."55 These mysteries were important because
moral, instructive by making man conscious of smallness in the scheme
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of things: they taught resignation and submission; they expressed am
bition and made failure tolerable; they served, in short, many of the
usual purposes of religion.
Religion itself played a small part in Legare's cosmogony, an offshoot
of these mysteries rather than their cause. Religion was poetry, and
so Legare preferred Milton, whose verse he carried vade mecum, to the
scriptures. The Bible was of use in discussing whether Hebrew poetry
could be made to fit modern critical theories, but theology was Whig
gishly useful if intellectually limited: "Take this very principle of utility
for an example. In the hands of Paley, it is quite harmless - it is even,
in one point of view, a beneficent and consoling principle. It presup
poses the perfect goodness and w isdom of God; for the rule of moral
conduct, according to that Divine, is His will, collected from expedi
ency. This - whatever we may think of its p hilosophical correctness 
is a truly christian doctrine, christian in its spirit and its i nfluences,
no less than its origin and theory." Thomas Grimke had i nsisted that
Christianity, especially that of the Reformation, h ad rendered the eth
ics of the ancients supererogatory, but Legare was cagey. He quoted
Grimke with sly parenthesis: " 'that in every department of knowledge,
whether theoretical or practical, w here think ing and reasoning are the
means and the criterion of excellence, our country must, if there be
truth and power in the principles of the Reformation, (and that there
is, no man entertains so little doubt as Mr. Grimke) surpass every peo
ple that ever existed'''; and he could suggest that disquisitions on the
Garden of Eden were less than riveting, though they were becoming
the stock-in-trade for rom antics for whom the Fall was a potent alle
gory of man's alienation. The Huguenot could not cry havoc on Christ,
nor would he have wished to. Did he not politely note that revealed
religion was "by far the most serious and engrossing concern of man"?
So Legare conceded the point, with irony sufficient to indicate that
the concession was something to keep his mother and sister happy.
"We have always been accustomed to think, that if those [ancient) re
fined ages have left us anything, in any department of knowledge, of
which the excellence is beyond dispute, it is (after the Greek geometry,
perhaps,) their moral philosophy. We presume it will not be considered
as derogating from their merit in this particular, that they did not by
mere dint of reasoning, a priori, make themselves partakers in the bene
fits of the Christian Revelation. Neither do we conceive o urselves re
sponsible for certain strange customs and heathenish p ractices, into
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which they occasionally fell, in their conduct and way of living. . . .
We concede, therefore, to save trouble, that their morality- that for
instance of Rome in the time of the first Punic war - would not be good
enough to stand the severe censure of London, of Paris, or of NewYork."
"The grand idea of Religion," Alexander Everett was to marvel, "which
lies at the bottom of the whole, does not seem . . . to have made any
impression upon him."56
Yet religion hinted at mystery, as did poetry and the music of
Meyerbeer and Gothic cathedrals and great waterfalls, the more sub
lime for being inexplicit.57 So Legare found deism, the solution of the
eighteenth century to the inadequacies of Christianity, not intellec
tually mistaken but emotionally thin. He spoke partly of h imself
though only partly - when he wrote to the editor of the Southern Liter
ary Messenger i n 1 83 8 and commented on a shared quality of modern
writers: "They almost all feel the want of faith, as they love to call it
faith in religion, faith in morals - faith in political doctrine, faith in
men & women. There are proud blasphemies, there are wild ravings,
there is demoniac phrenzy & moonstruck m adness, but they believe
& tremble- or what comes to nearly the same thing, they tremble that
they do not believe. There is a craving void left aching in the hearts
of the present generation. They are rebuilding the temple which the
'march of mind' had demolished, & p utting away their proud philoso
phy to become as little ch ildren before their long desecrated altars . . . .
The age of sciolists, called Age of Reason, is past with them."58
This sense that reason merged emotion with rationality gave Le
gare's social understanding an instability. Emotion, being mobilized,
could be wayward. Politics could not, as David Hume had hoped, be
reduced to a science. "The springs and causes which operate in human
events are so mysterious, so multifarious, so modified by the slightest
circumstances, the most subtile and shadowy influences, that nothing
is more unsafe than a political theory. The test of accurate knowledge
in matters of inductive science, is to be able to predict the effect of
any given cause . . . . But a politician should avoid prophecy as much
as possible. Hume exemplified this in the instance of Harrington, who
thought he had found out the secret of all government in the arrange
ments of property, and, on the strength of his discovery, ventured to
affirm most confidently that monarchy could never be re-established
in England. The words were scarcely written before the prediction was
falsified by the restoration." Little wonder that Legare was fond of Ed141
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mund Burke and, like so many of h is contemporaries, used the French
Revolution as a great fund, illustrating the d angers of speculation and
the vagaries of life. 59
Legare's intellectual generation gave him a great controversy on which
to make these perspectives turn: the dispute between classicism and
romanticism. He followed the controversy with care and interest, not
ing both its origin and usefulness. He judged that its chief source was
Germany, in those days w hen one could with justice say (August von
Schlegel h ad immodestly made the claim himself), "The Germans are,
of all nations that ever existed, the fairest in their criticism upon oth
ers. Their studies are too enlarged for bigotry, and excessive national
ity h as never, we believe, been nu mbered among their faults." And he
judged correctly both the motive and the nature of these studies in
a passage worth extensive quotation: "Since the begi{ming of that strug
gle, which resulted in the deliverance of German literature from the
bondage of French authority and a servile imitation of foreign models,
a new order of researches, and almost a new theory of criticism h ave
been proposed by scholars. It has been discovered that there is no genu
ine, living beauty of composition which springs not spontaneously, if
we may so express it, out of the very soil of a country; which is not
connected with the history, animated by the spirit, and in perfect h ar
mony with the character and opinions of its people. It h as been found
that all imitative or derivative literatures are in comparison of the truly
primitive and national, tame, vapid and feeble - th at Rom an genius,
for instance, did but dimly reflect the glories of the Attic muse, and
that, even in the chefs d'oeuvre of the Augustan age of France, replete
as they are in other respects with the h ighest graces of composition,
the want of this native sweetness, this 'color of primeval beauty,' is
universally complained of by foreigners. The German critics, there
fore, and, after their example, many others have, within the present
century, busily employed themselves in tracing the history of modern
literature up to its sources, with a view to show its connection with
national history and manners. The repositories of antiquarian lore have
been ransacked for forgotten MSS. The oldest monuments - the most
scattered and mutilated fragments h ave been bro ught to light, and col
lated and compared. The simplest traditions, the wildest fictions, the
superstitions of the common people , the tales of the nursery and the
fireside, legend and lay, and love-ditty and heroic ballad, have all been
laid under contribution, to furnish forth such pictures of national man142
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ners, and 'to show the very age and body of the times' which produced
them, 'its form and pressure.'" This was to discriminate against the not
inconsiderable claim of the Scots to have been the progenitors of
historicism.6 o
He read and pondered the latest l iterature and scholarship: Goethe,
Herder, the Schlegels, Savigny, Niebuhr, Wordsworth, Coleridge - these
and many others. He pondered as far as his taste would take him, which
was short of the most abstruse of German metaphysics; Schelling, Fichte,
and Hegel, even the precedent Kant, were too cloudy for him. "Noth
ing is more possible," he confessed, "than that we are ignorant of the
understanding of these writers, i nstead of understanding their igno
rance, according to the distinction of an ingenious adm irer of the phi
losophy of Kant [Coleridge, in the Biographia Literarial. Be it so. We
do, however, for our own part, cheerfully resign these thorny and un
profitable studies to those who profess to comprehend and to read with
edification such things as the Theaetetus of Plato or the cloudy tran
scendentalism of the German schooL" And he added, in rueful foot
note, "We really debated with ourselves a long time whether we should
venture to encounter those awful personages, the Metaphysicians,"
and, by way of commentary, quoted from the Aeneid about the U nder
world, of "Gods whose dominion is over the Souls, Shades without
sound, Void, and you, Burning River, and you, broad spaces, voiceless
beneath the night." This indifference to epistemology extended even
to Legare's discrimination of the Scottish Enlightenment, for he was
as uninterested in the formal psychology of common sense philosophy,
exemplified by Thomas Reid, as he was absorbed by the social medita
tions of David Hume and Dugald Stewart. He was to react with irrita
tion when the American legal commentator, David Hoffman, felt it
necessary to preface law with metaphysics, a discipline "in the last de
gree unprofitable as a science." Yet this indifference, since it scanted
an epistemology that struggled mightily with the problem of man's place
in nature, meant also a neglect by Legare of the racist anthropology
that was sketched in the speculations of Lord Monboddo and Lord
Kames and became so vital in Southern thought.6 1
The critic he heeded most was August von Schlegel, the accessible
popularizer of German romanticism. The poet he wrestled with, as
casting most l ight upon modern times and upon himself, Legare, was
Byron. It is in an essay upon Byron, with a digression upon Schlegel,
that Legare most considered the controversy.
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"The distinction," he began, " . . . originated i n Germany. It was seized
by Madame de Stael with avidity, as well adapted to her purposes of
metaphysical, mystical and ambitious declamation, and it has since been
entertained, with more respect than we conceive it deserves, in the
literary circles of Europe. A.W. Schlegel, in his valuable Lectures upon
Dramatic Poetry, makes it the basis of all his comparisons between the
ancients and the moderns in that art." Both accuracy of scholarship
and the German philosophical temperament in Schlegel induced, by
the comparison of the Greek and the modern drama, a belief that "in
all the arts of taste, the genius of modern times is essentially different
from that of the Greeks, and requires, for its gratification, works of a
structure totally distinct from those which he admits to have been the
best imaginable models of the classic style." Schlegel explained the
distinction by religion. The "gay, sensual and elegant mythology" of
the Greeks "addressed itself exclusively to the senses, exacted of the wor
shipper only forms and oblations, and confirmed him in the tranquil
self-complacency or the joyous spirit which the face of nature and the
circumstances of his own condition inspired." But in Christianity, to
quote Schlegel, "every thing finite and mortal is lost in the contempla
tion of infinity; life has become shadow and darkness, and the first
dawning of our real existence is beyond the grave. Such a religion must
awaken the foreboding, w hich slumbers in every feeling heart, to the
most thorough consciousness that the happiness after which we strive
we can never here obtain . . . . Hence the poetry of the ancients was
the poetry of enjoyment, and ours is that of desire; the former has its
foundation in the scene which is present, while the latter hovers be
tween recollection and hope . . . . The feeling of the moderns is, upon the
whole, more intense, their fancy more incorporeal, and their thoughts more
contemplative."62
With much of this, Legare was "disposed to assent. . . . We think that
modern Literature does differ from that of the Greeks in its complexion
and spirit that it is more pensive, sombre and melancholy, perhaps,
we may add, more abstract, and metaphysical - and it has , no doubt,
been 'sickled o'er' with this sad hue, by the influence of a religious faith
which connects morality with worship, and teaches men to consider
every thought , word and action of their l ives as involving, in some
degree, the tremendous issues of eternity." But this was as far as Legare
was willing to go. "The spirit . . is changed . . . but does this a lter, in
any essential degree, the forms of beauty? Does it affect the proportions
-
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which the parts of a work of art ought to bear to each other and to
the whole? Does it so far modify the relations of things that what would
be fit and proper in a poem, or oration, a colonnade, a p icture, if it
were ancient, is misplaced and incongruous now? In short, has the phi
losophy of literature and the arts, the reason, the logic . . . undergone
any serious revolution?" Schlegel was convinced that i t had, but Le
gare was unsure.63
For one thing, Schlegel was inclined to compare like with unlike,
ancient sculpture with modern painting, or ancient melody with mod
ern harmony. In architecture, for instance, modern taste hinted at a
preference for the Gothic. No doubt, Legare admitted, "A Gothic
cathedral has its beauties . . . . The origin of the style was in a dark age;
but it has taken root, nor is it at all probable that, so long as Chris
tianity shall endure, the modern world will ever be brought to think
as meanly of these huge piles, as a Greek architect (if one were sud
denly revived) possibly might. Still, there are very few builders of the
present age who do not prefer the orders of Greece- and, even if they
did not, how would that prove that future ages would nod" In so argu
ing, Legare was disdaining to accept a central point of Schlegel, that
the classic h ad separated genres, while the romantic had mingled them. 64
One needed to distinguish between essential and accidental, form
and associations: "Suppose the object described to be twilight. If the
pictures were confined to the sensible phenomena, it is obvious there
could not be any variety in them, as any one who doubts what is ob
vious to reason, may convince himself by comparing parallel passages
in the ancient and modern classics- e.g., M ilton's lines, 'Now came
still evening on, and twilight gray', Virgil's beautiful verses on midnight,
in the fourth Aeneid, Homer's on moonlight in the eighth Iliad. The
exquisite sketches . . . are all in precisely the same style, and if they were
i n the same language, might easily be ascribed to the same age of po
etry." This was essence. There were, to be sure, contingent associations
of ideas or circumstances that would make a very material difference.
"For instance, Dante's famous lines on the evening describe it, not as
the period of the day when nature exhibits such or such phenomena
. . . but by certain casual circumstances, which may or may not ac
company that hour-the vesper bell, tolling the knell of the dying day,
the lonely traveller looking back, with a heart oppressed with fond re
grets, to the home which he has j ust left-very touching circumstances
no doubt to those who have a home or have lived in Catholic coun145
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tries, but still extraneous, and it may be, transitory circumstances." Thus
spirit and associations could vary, but "ideal beauty, with which hu
man nature, that never changes, will rest forever satisfied," could not.65
Yet it was a historical fact that the ancient and classical differed from
the modern and romantic. The classical had unity of purpose, simplicity
of style and ease of execution. The romantic was the less as art for
not having these qualities. "The superiority in their exquisite logic of
literature and the arts . . . is, we fear, a lamentable truth, nor will it
help us much to call our deformities, peculiarities, and to dignify what
is only not art with the specious title of the 'romantic.'" In short, le
gare conceded the historical point to Schlegel but bridled at the im
plication that classic and romantic might be coequal, or the romantic
superior.66
This discussion Legare applied to Byron. For "Lord Byron's specula
tive opinions in literature, were . . . all in favour of the classical mod
els. His preference to Pope is owing to this . . . . But," and this was a
crucial but, for Legare as for Byron, "theory and practice are unfortu
nately not more inseparable in literature than in other matters, and
of this truth there is no more striking example than the author of Childe
Harold." N othing more exemplified the conflict between theory and
practice, classic and romantic, than Byron's Manfred, which Legare
deemed to be the poet's fl awed masterpiece. Manfred's situation was
classic, the lone hero struggling with the Fates. Yet the treatment was
romantic, for the burden of Manfred's anguish was the internal demons
of h is moral imagination. "The spirit of Manfred is strictly modern or
romantic. The air of abstract reflection, the moral musing, the pensive
woe, which pervade it, are a contrast to the sensible imagery and the
lively personifications of the Greek play [the Eumenides of Aeschylus].
Yet its frame and structure are strictly 'c1assical."'67
As he confessed, Manfred's special interest, for Legare as for Goethe,
lay in Byron's "conception of Manfred's character and situation." The
effect was religious: "We never take it up but with some such feeling
as we conceive to have possessed of old the pilgrims of Delphi and
Dodona, or those anxious mortals, who, like Count Manfred himself,
have sought to learn the secrets of their own destiny, by dealing with
evil spirits. The book contains a spell for us, and we lay our hands
upon it with awe." What satisfied Legare's aesthetic ambitions about
Manfred was classical. Yet what drew him to the poem was romantic:
the internal monologue, the tangle of remorse, "not self-condemnation
1 46

Politics, Romanticism, and Hugh Legare: "The Fondness of Disappointed Love"

for a mere crime or sin committed," but the exemplification of Byron's
ruling idea. "That idea is that, without a deep and engrossing passion,
without love, in short, intense, devoted love, no power, nor influence
in the world, nor genius, nor knowledge, nor Epicurean bliss, can
'bestead or fill the fixed m ind with all their toys'; and that a man may
be completely m iserable for want of such a passion, though blessed,
to all appearance, with whatever can make life desirable." In this defini
tion lay m uch of Legare's melancholy, his struggles with ennui, his
dissatisfaction with h is own ambition even when fulfilled, his sense
of "that dreariest of all solitudes, the utter loneliness of the blighted
heart." And why should Manfred be more evocative for Legare than
ChiIde Harold? "The style of Manfred is more sober and subdued . . .
is, indeed, remarkable for a degree of austere and rugged force."68 It
embodied a spirit of resignation and submission to untoward forces,
which Legare felt himself to possess. For Byron usually lacked the moral
ity of the disciplined and impartial spectator, that lauded by Adam
Smith, which, "instead of consecrating the absurd conceits of vanity,
the bitter moodiness of despite, the wild sallies of vengeance, the spirit
of rebellion against restraint; the pride, envy, hatred, and all unchari
tableness, w hich are the accursed brood of this concentrated egoisme
. . inculcates upon the aspirant that there can be neither h appiness
nor virtue w here there is not resignation, and that it is not more the
lot, than it is the duty and the interest of man, to acquiesce in the
order of nature and of society."6 9
Lastly, even in his aesthetic of style did Legare flirt with romanti
cism, particularly in the h istoricist typology that he adopted from
Schlegel and Sismondi: "The first efforts of genius are . . . the spon
taneous effusions of nature, uttered without any idea of rules, or pre
tensions to elegance, or fear of criticism . . . . This is the w hole sum and
substance of the rhetoric and poetry of rude ages." A little learning
thereafter i nduces inhibition, formality, and pedantry. Later yet, "a
still more advanced age generally brings back the simplicity of nature,
because it restores the confidence of genius - the Ariostos and Mac
chiavellis take the place of the Dantes and Boccaccios, and, making
allowance for improvement in minuter matters, extremes in literature
- the perfection of discipline and the total absence of it - may be said
to meet." This is the archetypal Romantic rhythm: simplicity, over
refinement, restored but complex simplicity. It is the rhythm that jus
tified the Whiggish medieval romances of Walter Scott and Legare's
.
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own interest i n the likes of Amadis of Gaul, E l Cid, Geoffrey of Mon
mouth, the Troubadours, and the romances that surrounded Charle
magne, whose tomb Legare never failed to visit when in Aix-la-Chapelle.
It is the rhythm by which the Germans had medievalized the classics,
making Homer the Beowulf of the antique, the Greeks primitive Ger
mans who chanced to live in a warmer climate, the Romans pedantic
imitators and militarists.7o
Yet balanced with, and in tension against, Legare's romanticism was
his training in the suppositions of the eighteenth century. He admired
not j ust Adam Smith's political economy but the Theory of Moral Sen
timents. He echoed Hume in thinking human nature " the same in all
ages." He owned of morality that "we are content to explain the phe
nomenon after the manner of the Scottish school of metaphysicians,
in which we learned the little that we profess to know of t hat depart
ment of p hilosophy." He found the concept of "an original law of na
ture" appealing.7 1 Hence, an attempt to explai n Legare by reference to
Dugald Stewart, as Preston once h inted, wou ld be almost as persuasive
as a try by means of SchlegeL n In tellectual worlds collided in Legare's
mind, as is best exemplified in his straining attempts to come to grips
with Byron. In this, he was a ch ild of his times. Legare was of that
generation, occurring at different times in d ifferent countries, of first
footing roma.ntics. Byron, Coleridge, the Schlegels gave such rapt at
tention to alienation, sketched it so laboriously in their verse and
philosophy, because it was so fresh to them, astonished as they were
by the French Revolution or the younger Pitt or Hume's cheerful ex
plosion of rational belief. So it was for Legare. To be born in Charles
ton in 1 797 was to inherit a stately pleasure dome, or so it seemed.
Did it seem likely that Legare would find himself propelled towards
exile? Did it then seem probable t hat the Charlesron of the Pinckneys
would grow little? Yet limbs were stunted, friends died, politics was de
ranged, and romanticism grew necessary and plausible.
*

*

*

Intellectual life often flourishes past the moment of power. The
Charleston of the Pinck neys was powerful without being subtle. The
Charleston of Hugh Legare was subtle without being powerful, com
pelled by doubts into self-awareness. His city had grown paradoxicaL
It h ad come to build railroads and canals and to pronounce boldly
upon the potentialities of a dizzy economic and political future. This
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is Charles Fraser, Legare's friend, writing in the early 18505: ''Amply
has she [Charleston] realized the advantages to which her enterprize
entitles her; for to the agency of steam is mainly attributable the pros
perity she now enjoys. Since its introduction her local manufactures
have been improved, her business relations have been extended, her
educational, professional and charitable institutions enlarged, her mu
nicipal structures repaired or rebuilt with great architectural beauty,
new streets opened and former ones improved, her limits enlarged, her
banking and commercial capital increased, new business ventures es
tablished." And this is Henry Cruger, Legare's friend, reviewing James
Fenimore Cooper's Venetian novel, The Bravo, in the Southern Review
twenty years earlier: "Beneath a southern climate and sunny skies, in
a champain country, and with a choice harbour, the structures of . . .
[Ch arleston], as you approach from the water of Sullivan's Island, cor
responding to the Lido, forcibly induce a mutual recollection- and when
the moon has thrown its light around, as the solitary passenger, through
the deserted and sepulchral streets of Charleston, meditates upon her
time-worn, rusty and mouldering edifices, he is gloomily reminded of
the blank, icy and desolate aspect of that other city afar; now mani
festly 'expiring into the slime of h er own canals.' " Each of these voices
taken singly, is unexceptionaL Together, mingled as they often were
in one mind, the texture was Charlestonian, later erected by William
Gilmore Simms into a Social Principle, denoting "the vast importance
to civilization of a community, at once stationary, yet susceptible of
progress." Th is was robust elegy, energetic melancholy.73
No one better defined this ambivalent tone than Legare. At the
meeting place of politics and intellectual sensibility, he had fashioned
an image of Charleston, interwoven with South Carolina. The image
is best known from a letter of Legare to Isaac Holmes in 1833, quoted
by Paul Hamilton Hayne and Vernon Parrington later, and used by
William Freehling as a motto.14 Legare wrote, "We are (I am quite sure)
the last of the race of South-Carolina; I see noth ing before us but decay
and downfall, - but, on that account, I cherish its precious relics the
more."75 lt is a famous sentiment, antediluvian in the midst of the freshet
of nullification and before the flood of civil war. From the standpoint
of 1865 and Hayne, it came to seem prophecy, its subtle unease trans
formed into the sentiment of the Lost Cause, the leitmotif of the city's
history. Yet its pain was that of a special mom ent and a particular part
of Charleston society, latterly annexed to a greater moment and wider
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c ulture. Its original context, apart from the special tension o f nullifi
cation, was a sense of declension from the Revolutionary generation.
As early as 1828, Legare was writing to Jesse Burton Harrison, "You
complain of the downfall of Virginian prosperity & reputation. Alas!
Sir, I know how to sympathize with you & have the very same sort
of objects to excite my feelings: decaying chateauxs, once m agnificent
gardens & groves dilapidated & grown up in weeds & festive old ele
gance & hospitality departing. We have j ust this morning committed
to the grave the most delightful specimen of our old Carolina gentle
men a scholar worthy of the name - th e mirror of all social virtues
& accomplishments - Gen: Thomas Pinckney."76 It was elegy drawn
not only from Goldsmith's "The Deserted Village" but from Words
worth's sonnet, "London, 1802": "Milton! thou shouldst be living at
this hour: / England hath need of thee: she is a fen / Of stagnant wa
ters: altar, sword, and pen, / Fireside, the hero ic wealth of h all and
bower, / Have forfeited their ancient English dower / Of inward happi
ness. We are selfish men; / OhI raise us up, return to us again; / And
give us manners, virtue, freedom, power." It was the cry of the roman
tic conservative.77
It is crucial to observe that whatever the standing of such elegy as
prophecy or social criticism, it was unquestionably the product of the
two themes, alienation a nd romanticism, the occasion and the for
mative language. The city h ad, after all, been beautiful and vexed by
politics and economics in the eighteenth century, without producing
such an image. But by the 18305 Charleston had an intoxicating chem
istry: beauty, intimatable decline, rancorous dispute, and a generation
literate in the new language of alienation. Ch arleston became an educa
tion in moral awareness, the occasion for and example of the Bildungs
roman, the embodiment of graced childhood evolving into pained self
consciousness and migrant alienation. The city became the archetype
of the romantic spiral, though downwards not upwards.
That such an image was not idiosyncratic to Legare is apparent from
others of his generation. This is Preston, writing in 185 5 , after the death
of his wife, in the same letter in which
had spoken to Waddy Thomp
son of the decay of friendsh ips, the price of politics: "Things have much
changed here. Poor Carrington is in his grave. My sister is a widow.
There is an old dead tree in the field near which does not seem to have
changed since I saw the sun glinting on it last year. It is still naked
and lifeless but does not seem nearer to falling. The w ind does not
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shake it, the l ightning does not strike it, There is no other limb to
drop from it but near it is green grass and a few flowers."78 It is the
romantic language of organic change applied to society. And here is
Legare, in a letter which, when published in 1846, the Charleston Courier
found especially evocative, "impossible ro read w ithout emotion." It is
in a letter to Alfred Huger in 1 834, after Legare had heard of rhe death
of Thomas Grimke and had paused to reflect, in his exile, upon the
passing of Stephen Ell iott and Joh n Gadsden: "The worst of it is that,
as such persons have never been produced a ny w here else in America
than in the low country of South-Carolina, so that soil is now worn
out, and, instead of these oaks of the forest, its noble original growth,
is sending up, like its old fields left to run to waste, thickets of stunted
loblolly pine, half choked with broom grass and dog fen nel. Take it
all together, there are few spectacles so affecting as the decay of our
poor parish country, which I often think of, even at this distance, with
the fondness of disappointed love."79
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James Louis Petigru:
The Last South Carolina Federalist
LACY FORD

ON

13 December 1861, a fire raged in the heart of Charleston, leav

ing one part of the city almost utterly destroyed and consuming such
important landmarks as St. Andrews Hall, home of the St. Cecilia balls,
St. Finbar's Cathedral, and the residence of James Louis Petigru, South
Carolina's most distinguished Unionist. To a few obser vers the fire
seemed an ominous portent, a sign that Providence might not wait
on the Union army to avenge the sins of the birthplace of secession.
Mary Boykin Chesnut, however, visiting in Charleston at the time of
fire, took a somewhat different view of the tragedy. T he entry in her
diary on December 14 contained a touch of the wry sarcasm that has
made Mrs. Chesnut the most quoted Southern woman of the Civil
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War generation: "Carolina Institute, where secession was signed, burned
down. From East Bay - along Broad St. down to the r iver- Mr. Peti
gru's house. So being anti-secessionist does not save. The fire, as the
rain, falls on the j ust and the unjust." l
Mary Chesnut was fond of James Petigru: she found his wit charm
ing and his honesty disarming; she admired his political courage. Un
doubtedly the remark in her diary was meant as nothing more than
a comment on fate's disregard for virtue and as a mild jab at the
sometimes sanctimonious Petigru, whose own fondness for sarcasm was
well known. Unwittingly, however, the famous diarist had written a
fitting epitaph for Petigru. Petigru's real home was the Union, a house
of many mansions built by patriots like his father and grandfather,
Scotch-Irish immigrants who served the Whig cause in South Caro
lina during the Revolution. When South Carolina seceded from the
Union in 1860, and other states joined her in a new Southern Con
federacy shortly thereafter, Petigru felt that his pol itical home had liter
ally been destroyed by the fire-eating politicians of his native state.2
Indeed, when the bells of Charleston began to peal in celebration of
the passage of the secession ordinance, Petigru rushed out of his Broad
Street office and asked his friend J.n Pope the whereabouts of the fire.
Pope answered, "Mr. Petigru, there is no fire; those are the joy bells
ringing in honor of the passage of the Ordinance of Secession." Peti
gru, growing livid, retorted, "I tell you there is a fire; they have this
day set a blazing torch to the temple of constitutional liberty and, please
God, we shall have no more peace forever."3 The Constitution was,
for Petigru, the ark of the covenant where the cherished principles of
liberty and order handed down by the Founding Fathers were preserved,
and the Union was the political Holy of Holies built by the same men
to protect liberty from its many enemies. Interpreted in light of this
biblical metaphor, one suggested by Petigru's own words, the historian
can see secession as Petigru saw it, as an act of sacrilege and parricide
destined to bring suffering, bloodshed, and ultimately destruction to
the South as well as to the Union.4
Petigru, who died in 1863, did not live to see his prophecies fulfilled,
or to see his beloved Union reconstructed, yet his dogged Unionism,
and the depth of the convictions behind his political stance, insured
Petigru a reputation among the historians of sectional conflict. The
search for indigenous Southern dissenters, for voices who urged the
road not taken, has been one of the many staples of Civil War his-
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toriography for decades. Petigru, the intelligent and respected Union
ist from the Hotspur state, has always received at least an obligatory
mention in these studies, which usually declare t hat he was a brilliant
but eccentric political maverick who had almost no following in South
Carolina at the end of his career. 5 Indeed, it is difficult to quarrel with
Carl Degler's assessment of Petigru as a Unionist whose views were
"tolerated rather than influential."6 After the nullification episode, Peti
gru held only one elective office, but he remained active in the cam
paigns of his allies, especially Charleston congressman H ugh Swinton
Legare. When the Compromise of 1850 precipitated an active seces
sionist movement in South Carolina, B.E Perry, h imself a long-time
Unionist, advised Petigru that there were no more than five uncondi
tional Unionists in the South Carolina legislature; in 1860, when South
Carolina seceded, Petigru was the only well-known figure in the state
who refused to shift his loyalty to the newly formed Confederacy. Try
as he might, Petrigru was unable to win converts to Unio nism or to
slow the drift of the Palmetto State toward secession.7
Yet the most productive aspects of Petigru's life, and probably his
most significant contributions to public life, came outside of the po
litical arena. Throughout his adult life, Petigru was a busy and suc
cessful lawyer. After a brief stint as a teacher following h is own educa
tion at Moses Waddell's log academy, Willington, and South Carolina
College, Petigru devoted his entire professional life to the study and
practice of law. First as a young attorney in the ramshackle rural vil
lage of Coosawhatchie and later as a distinguished leader of the vener
able Charleston bar, Petigru earned a reputation as a tireless and skillful
advocate and a painstaking legal scholar. A hard worker, Petigru usu
ally carried one of the heaviest case loads in Charleston, did m uch
of his own research, and frequently worked twelve-hour days. Early
in his career Petigru served as state attorney-general for eight years be
fore resigning in 1830 to take an active role in the fight against nullifica
tion, and late in his life, Petigru served for two years as U nited States
District Attorney in Charleston, when President Fillmore could 'find
no other South Carolinian willing to accept a federal appointment.
Moreover, Petigru often ha ndled controversial and politically sensitive
cases. He defended a man accused of being a Negro trying to "pass"
as white, and in the 18508 represented a Northern emigrant to Goose
Creek who was accused of preaching abolitionist doctrines. In politi
cally motivated litigation, Petigru challenged the "test oath" passed by
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the nullifiers, and in 1 86 1 he disputed the legal authority of the Con
federate government to sequester the property of i\s domestic enemies.
His legal career was also highlighted by active int�est in legal reform,
and at the age of seventy he was chosen by the South Carolina leg
islature, a body dominated by his political opponents, to codify the
massive body of state laws.8
While attaining distinction as a lawyer, Petigru also enjoyed a pro
ductive career as something of a "professional Charlestonian," serving
in a number of official and unofficial capacities to help promote the
cultural, educational, and intellectual life of the city. Indeed, as Petigru
grew less and less influential in politics, he seemed to loom larger and
larger in the civic life of his adopted Charleston. Always a popular
guest in the drawing rooms and at the dinner tables of Charleston's
most prominent families, Petigru was an intimate of Legare, William
John Grayson, William Elliott, the H eyward family, the Huger family,
and many other members of South Carolina's parish "aristocracy."9
In his early years in the city, Petigru acquired a reputation as a poor
dancer that he was never able to live down, but his other reputation,
as a brilliant conversationalist, made h im a central figure at most
C harleston galas. Smart, well-informed, humorous, and capable of bit
ing political satire, Petigru became the most quoted man in antebellum
Charleston. Yet Petigru's public reputation grew not only out of his
high standing in Charleston society but also out of a long record of
service to the c ity. During his lifetime, Petigru served as an intendant
for the city, as a vestryman for St. Michael's Episcopal C hurch, and
as one of the agents officially appointed by the city to help negotiate
loans to rebuild after the disastrous fire of 1838, in addition to his two
terms in the state legislature. Petigru was also a strong supporter of
groups and institutions that fostered the intellectual development of
the city. He was a patron of the old and famous Charleston Library
Society, one of the fou nders of the South Carolina Historical Society,
and a regular at the semiofficial gatherings of Charleston's literati in
the back room of John Russell's noted bookstore. All of this public
service and work on behalf of c ivic improvement made Petigru one
of C harleston's most respected public figures despite the unpopularity
of his political views. Throughout most of his life, Petigru was a fa
miliar figure on the streets of downtown Charleston, a man whose stat
ure in the large urban community had somehow risen taller than the
s ignificance of h is achievements would seem to have dictated. It is not
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surprising, then, but certainly ironic, that n o public figure's memory
was more cherished by postbellum Charleston, that cradle of the Con
federacy, than that of James Louis Petigru, the diehard Unionist and
devoted Charlestonian. l o
For all his gifts, his learning, his industry, his wit, Petigru left -except
for his legal briefs and private correspondence- no substantial corpus
of work. He wrote no novels, no memorable proslavery or antislavery
tracts, and no systematic statement of his political theory. U nlike many
of his peers, he was not a prolific writer of political essays for the
Charleston newspapers. As a result, it is difficult for the historian to
assess Petigru's considerable intellectual gifts apart from his legal and
political activities. Petigru once told his grandchildren that if history
remembered him at all, it would be as a "good lawyer" and little more.
Distinguished attorneys, no matter how lofty their reputation as ju
rists, seldom attract much attention from cultural or even intellectual
historians, and Petigru has been no exception. Ultimately, therefore,
it is his notoriety as a principled political maverick in a state known
for its internal harmony that has m ade him a figure of enduring in
terest to students of the antebellum South. l l
Petigru, I think, left historians a clue to understanding the intellec
tual and psychological underpinnings of his persistent Unionism in
an anecdote he liked to tell about his early political career. While he
was serving as a young attorney in Coosawhatchie, Petigru's political
views were attacked by a rowdy young man outside the village court
house. After hurling as many foul epithets as he could think of, the
man finally called Petigru "a damned Federal"- at which point Petigru
leveled his abuser with a hard punch to the jaw. Later, William Hut
son, an old Federalist himself, asked why he had responded so violently
to being called a Federalist while enduring being called "a rogue and
a rascal" so calmly. "Certainly," Petigru replied, "I incurred no injury
by being called a rogue, for nobody believes the charge; but when he
said I was a Federalist he came too near the truth." 12 Well over thirty
years later, after the South had seceded from the Union, Petigru ad
mitted that he had never lost those sympathies, declaring that "any
one who thinks that it w ill help his argument may say that I was one
[a Federalist]."13 Thus, in a very real sense, Petigru's singular political
views can be best understood as those of the last South Carolina fed
eralist, a man who tenaciously embraced Federalist principles long after
the party was defunct in South Carolina and long after the dramatic
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social and economic changes of the so-called "Age of Jackson" had
shattered neo-Federalist hopes of preserving the old order. Petigru was,
to borrow a phrase from George Fredrickson's study of New England
Federalists who survived their party's demise, a "conservative in a radi
cal age." 14
Petigru's devotion to Federalism was rather curious for reasons other
than the political isolation that it was certain to produce. In the late
eighteenth century, Federalism thrived in South Carolina, just as it
did throughout the rest of the new nation; it was especially virulent
among the wealthy rice and sea-island cotton planters of the coastal
region and in the large and influential Charleston mercantile community.
Both lowcountry planters and Charleston merchants were deeply in
tegrated into the transatlantic economy and generally desired the con
tinued security of trade under the British mercantile umbrella. Mem
bers of this Federalist elite helped ratify the Constitution despite active
opposition in the backcountry and played important roles in the Fed
eralist administrations of Washington and Adams. By the early 18005,
however, a series of political embarrassments, including the extremely
unpopular Alien and Sedition Acts, and the rapidly growing popula
tion of the overwhelmingly Republican backcountry first placed South
Carolina Federalists on the defensive and eventually routed them al
together. By 1810, Federalism was essentially confined to the city of
Charleston and a few other tidewater strongholds, where it became
the creed of an aging and embattled aristocracy that was losing power
and influence to the burgeoning class of short-staple cotton planters
in the upcountry. 15
Petigru, of course, was a product of the upcountry, born on a mod
est farm in the Flatwood section of the Abbeville District, and edu
cated by Waddell at Willington, an academy only ten miles from his
home. Thus he spent his formative years in the upper Savannah River
valley, an area that enjoyed great prosperity during the first short-staple
cotton boom of the early 1800s a nd became a veritable Mesopotamia
for the "country-repubUcan" ideology which did so much to shape South
Carolina's response to the political crises of the antebellum period. In
the upper Savannah valley on the South Carolina side of the river were
the homes ofJohn C. Calhoun and his brothers, Patrick Noble (a South
Carolina governor), and G eorge McDuffie's plantation at Cherry Hill,
as well as the birthplaces of Petigru and Langdon Cheves. On the
Georgia side of the river, in the same general vicinity, were the homes
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of four prominent Old South politicians: William H. Crawford, Alex
ander H. Stephens, Robert A. Toombs, and Howell Cobb, Jr. In a very
real sense, the Savannah R iver valley was a fertile breeding ground for
Southern Rights politicians of varying stripes, a nd probably the ideo
logical birthplace of the Confederacy. 1 6
Despite h is humble upcountry origins, however, a mature Petigru
was impressed, indeed almost enthralled, by the rich and cultured plan
tation and mercantile aristocracy of the coastal parishes. At Willing
ton, where he got his first taste of the world beyond h is family's farm,
Petigru met Hugh Swinton Legare , William John Grayson, and other
scions of the lowcountry elite. Their elegant attire and their breadth
of interest intrigued him and made his own provincialism seem like
a curse, until he proved that he could hold his own in Latin and G reek
against the adolescent tidewater gentry. Petigru later remembered his
education at Willington with great fondness, calling the day when "a
Latin grammer as a substitute for the plough was placed in my hands"
as "an important epoch in my life."17
The young upcountry prodigy excelled at Willington and was of
fered a position on the staff there when he graduated, but turned down
the offer in order to continue his education at South Carolina Col
lege. In Columbia, Petigru studied the usual classical curriculum and
was active in the Clariosophic Society, one of the college's two pres
tigious debate clubs. He graduated from South Carolina College in 1809
with the highest scholastic honors of his class. Upon returning to Abbe
ville after graduation, however, the young honor pupil's smoldering
resentment of his father, William Pettigrew, exploded. James found the
family farm deteriorating and fam ily debt mounting, and blamed the
problems on his father's laziness and legendary fondness for horseracing.
Full of scorn for h is father's earthiness and lack of ambition, James
adopted the French spelling of the family name, in a considered effort
to identify himself with the Huguenot tradit ion of his mother's family,
and accepted a teaching position in the coastal district of Beaufort,
near the home of his schoolmate, Grayson. 18
Once settled in the lowcountry, Petigru's efforts to cloak h imself with
the desirable qualities, in particular the refinement and sophistica
tion, of the lowcountry gentry surprised even his friends and sponsors
within the gentry itself. When Grayson introduced Petigru to the Hey
ward family in Beaufort, the young upcountryman quickly threw him
self into the orbit of the old, wealthy Federalist family and read law in
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the magnificent library of the deceased Thomas Heyward, a signer of
the Declaration of Independence. 19 Petigru compensated for his lack
of wealth and social rank with intellect and ambition, and by the time
he moved to Charleston in 1 8 19, the young lawyer was already a favorite
of the lowcountry gentry. Not only were they flattered by h is eagerness
to join their ranks but also genuinely impressed with the young up
countryman's genius, a trait that was too often lacking in the second,
third, and fourth generation sons of the old tidewater chivalry. Young
Tom Heyward acknowledged Peti gru's ability and gave a n air of legiti
macy to the ambitious attorney's aristocratic pretensions when he told
Petigru, "Wha tever parties may exist in a country and under whatever
name they may go, there are always two aristocracies - the aristocracy
of talent and the aristocracy of wealth. You belong to the one and I
belong to the other."2 0
If Petigru was an eager aristocrat, blessed with the energy of an arri
viste, the lowcountry gentry were anxious to receive an i nfusion of new
talent and i ndustry. As George C. Rogers has noted, the coastal aristo
crats "were not without fears." Aware of their own decline and frightened
by the "democracy tending to rear its ugly head in the sphere of politics,"
the aristocrats, according to Rogers, were determined to find a refuge for
order and authority. 2 1 Petigru, the newcomer, shared that determination
and believed that the foundation of any such refuge had to be the preser
vation of the U nion and the running of the government along Federalist
lines. In New E ngland, such views were common throughout the Jack
sonian era. Francis Parkman, the Brah min historian who believed that
the American aristocracy had to first redeem itself and then redeem
America, explored the Oregon trail in 1846 in order to find models
of manliness among the frontiersmen to hold up as examples to the
effete Boston aristocracy. In the South, Petigru, a self-styled aristocrat,
simply brought the robust energy of rough-and-tumble rural Abbeville
with him as he moved into the ranks of lowcountry elite.22 Petigru
loved his adopted Charles ton more than his native Abbeville and threw
himself behind the cause of declining Federalist chivalry with the zeal
that only a convert can m uster. It mattered little to him that the Fed
eralist party was dead or that the citizens of the republic appeared to
have repudiated Federalist policies; as long as the Union endured and
as long as a n aristocracy committed to the n urture of Federalist sympa
thies survived, the possibility remained th at the nation might once
again be guided by that elite and by its neo-Federalist vision. Z3
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Like so many o f h i s generation, Petigru saw the Founding Fathers
as heroic and noble statesmen, men worthy of wearing the grand re
publican togas of the ancient Roman senators. Moreover, he believed
that the Union, the fruit of the Founders' labor, would be the vehicle
of national glory and greatness. Petigru's emphasis on the role of the
Union as an instrument for preserving liberty and ensuring progress
was reminiscent of Daniel Webster's emotional attachment and typical
of neo-Federalist sentiment.24 For all his ability as a legal scholar, Peri
gru always based his U nionism more on the psychological appeal of
an ennobling and uplifting force than on closely reasoned constitu
tional principles. The logic behind his constitutional reasoning, when
he did attempt it, was relatively straightforward and, again, relatively
typical of conventional Federalist thinking. Petigru argued that sover
eignty was divisible and that once they had ratified the Constitution,
the states had irreversibly surrendered part of their sovereignty to the
federal government. The Union was not, as Calhoun argued, a condi
tional compact among sovereign states, but a once-and-for-all contract
binding all parties in perpetuity.2 5 Nullification, Petigru contended, was
unconstitutional because the Constitution guaranteed the general gov
ernment the "power to execute its own laws," which were to have prece
dence over state laws."26 Without the power to execute its own laws,
Petigru argued, the U nion would cease to exist.
These arguments were neither original nor, for the most part, par
ticularly sophisticated. They were the garden-variety objections to state
interposition and nothing more. Certainly Petigru's plenary statement
on divisible sovereignty, "I am for . . . the semi-sovereignty of the u.s.
and the quasi-sovereignty of the State," was hardly a satisfactory re
buttal to the carefully reasoned argu ments of Calhoun, the consum
mate 10gicianP Petigru's most effective pleas for the U nion were, like
those of Webster, emotional appeals to the greater glory of the nation.
"The glorious inheritance is at stake," Petigru asserted in one such ap
peal. "The same blow which destroys the U n ion, levels to the ground
the defences of liberty. Under the Federal Constitution we have en
joyed all which the patriots of the American Revolution desired to see.
Our country has increased in riches, in knowledge, and in honor." Grow
ing even more eloquent, he continued:
And those who offered up their lives in the cause of America would
have closed their eyes in peace if they could have been blessed with
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a vision of that future which we h ave enjoyed. The happiness of our
citizens h as formed the admiration of the wise and good; and now when
the scene is changed, and discontents created by the acts of Govern
ment, h ave brought the Constitution itself i n to danger, it depends on
the moderation and wisdom of the sons of liberty, to repay in some de
gree the debt of gratitude, by transmitting the same inheritance to their
posterity.28

In private, Petigru seldom hesitated to admit his undeniable Federal
ist sympathies, opinions shared in South Carolina by only a smaIl band
of parish aristocrats. As a practical politician, Petigru championed the
causes he believed in while remaining quiet about his latent Federal
ism. He praised the conservative Ba nk of the U nited States as a bas
tion of financial stability but eyed the proliferation of state and private
banks in the 1830s with alarm, fearing that rapid expansion of the cur
rency would fuel reckless speculation. Always a nationalist, Petigru
favored internal improvements, especially canals and railroads, but de
tested the crass pork-barrel politics that always accompanied state aid
to such projects.29 As a Federalist, he endorsed the intentions of the
Northwest Ordinance, which forbade the expansion of slavery into free
territory, and opposed every Southern effort to promote the expan
sion of slavery westward. "So much am I a disciple of Locke and Mon
tesquieu," he wrote, "that my mind does not balance between freedom
and slavery."3o Yet if Petigru was a p recocious "free-soiler," he was no
abolitionist. H is respect for established institutions predisposed him
to oppose radical attacks on slavery; more importantly, his own posi
tion as a slaveholder made him sensitive to th e requirements of Chris
tian stewardship. On the whole, Petigru fou n d Southern p l a n ters l ack
ing i n the q ualities needed by humane masters, but congratulated him
self on the condition of the slaves at his own Savannah River plan
tation in 1835. "The only thing to flatter my vanity as a proprietor,"
he observed, "is the evidence and striking improvement in the moral
and physical condition of the negroes since they have been under my
administration. When I took them they were naked and destitute. Now
there is hardly one that has not a pig, at least, and with few exceptions
they can kill their own poultry when they please."31 Apparently, noth
ing was so good for slaves as a little Federalism, or Tory paternalism,
in their master.
By 1830, however, Petigru had little fear of being branded a Federal
ist in politics, because the political labels in vogue in South Carolina
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were "Nullifier" and "Unionist." A s a Southerner, Petigru was opposed
to h igh tariffs and freely admitted that "there is no tariff party in South
Carolina; we agree on every side that the tariff should be resisted by
all constitutional means."32 Privately, however, Petigru was astonished
at the radicalism of the antitariff leaders in the Palmetto State. In a
letter to his close friend Grayson, who had reluctantly sided with the
Nullifiers, Petigru revealed his scorn of the radicals and his amazement
at the hyperbolic rhetoric of the nullification campaign:
I am devilishly puzzled to know whether my friends are mad, or I beside
myself. . . . That we are treated like slaves, that we are slaves in fact ,
that we are worse than slaves and made t o g o on a l l fours, are stories
that seem

to

me very odd, and make me doubt whether I am not under

some mental eclipse, since I can't see what is so plain to others. But
I am not surprised that the people have been persuaded they are ill used
by the government. Old Hooker says, "If any man will go about to
persuade the people that they are badly governed, he will not fail to
have plenty of followers." And I am inclined to think that the better
the polity under which men live, the easier it is to persuade them they
are cruelly oppressed. 3 3

To his friend and fellow Unionist William Elliott, Petigru branded Beau
fort planters who favored nullification as "Jacobins"-a term of oppro
brium Federalists loved to use. "They are fon d of two things together,"
Petigru argued, "power and liberty. In every strife we find them against
the established order of things and it always must be SO."34
The nullification crisis brought Petigru to the crowded center stage
of South Carolina politics. In 1830 he ran as a Unionist candidate for
the state legislature, touted by the anti-Nullifier Charleston Courier
as "no Aristocrat" but a man "sprung from the body of the people,
to a nobly earned d istinction."35 Petigru won a seat by polling about
55 percent of the votes cast, and proceeded to spend most of the next
two and a half years wor king for the Union cause. Although there
were many local cliques that opposed nullification loosely united under
the Union banner, the bulk of Unionist support came essentially from
two factions. The largest was that of the true Jackson Democrats, loyal
followers of Old Hickory who would have felt quite at home among
the wildly pro-Jackson m ajorities in other Southern states. In South
Carolina, this faction was led in the upcountry by Benjamin E Perry,
the favorite of mountaineers and backwoodsmen, and in the low162
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country by Joel Poinsett, a former diplomat and loyal Jacksonian; it
received most of its popular support from yeomen in the upcountry
and Pee Dee who were only marginally involved with commercial agri
culture. The second Unionist faction, though smaller, supplied most
of the leaders, the bulk of the polemical talent, and almost all the
wealth required by the Union cause. Its adherents were essentially
conservative in the broadest sense of the term: great planters, bankers,
powerful Charleston merchants, scholars - many of them members of
prominent colonial families with lingering Federalist sympathies. As
representatives of a refined, self-conscious, parish elite, these Union
ists were cautious and cosmopolitan and turned to cautious and cos
mopolitan men like Petigru, Legare, the Hugers, the Draytons, and
William Elliott for leadership. 36
Petigru plunged into the campaign against nullification with a vigor
and optimism that he would never again demonstrate in politics. Once
the battle lines were drawn, however, the Unionists quickly proved no
match for the Nullifiers in the art of rallying the voters to their cause.
As polemicists, debaters, and authors of political tracts, the Unionists
excelled, but on the stump and at the militia musters, only Perry could
rival a score ofleading Nullifiers in wooing the crowd. The endless stream
of political rallies, public dinners, gala balls, and military exercises orga
nized by the N ullifiers almost literally tur ned South Carolina, in
Grayson's words, "into a great talking and eating machine," and won
broad support for nullification from the state's citizens.37 William Freeh
ling has laid a large part of the blame for the failure of the Unionist
party on the shoulders of the conservative lowcountry Unionists whose
own scorn for democracy left them poorly equipped to take their case
to the people.38 Petigru, who was critical of the way the Nullifiers played
on popular passions during the campaign, was frustrated by the dis
dain many of his Unionist allies showed for the electorate and viewed
the tidewater gentry's attitude toward the campaign as hopelessly prig
gish. "If we had missionaries to traverse the country as they [the Nulli
fiers] do," Petigru observed during the heat of the campaign, "I believe
we could dispute the ground with them successfully. But we have none."39
When the Unionists were crushed at the polls in the fall of 1832,
Petigru was bitter. His complaint to the trusted Legare was typical: "The
majority of our folks are such citizens as Rome had in her worst days.
No republic ever had worse as far as their d uty to the United States
is concerned. Here is one of the anomalies produced by our strange
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system: A s citizens of the United States they are traitors, but a s citi
zens of the State they are true men."40
Although the stigma of his support for a doomed Unionist cause
probably ruined Petigru's political future in South Carolina, he remained
reasonably active in politics for another dozen years. After the tariff
question was temporarily compromised and nullification became moot,
Petigru worked closely with his old law partner, James Hamilton, a
leading Nullifier, to avert civil strife between Nullifiers and Unionists
in South Carolina over the requirement that all militia officers swear
a test oath promising paramount loyalty to the state.41 During the pe
riod of relative calm that followed the compromise settlement of the
test oath controversy, Petigru remained doggedly loyal to his neo
Federalist views. Virtually alone among South Carolinians, he eulo
gized John Marshall when the powerful Chief Justice died in 1836.
Nevertheless, when Calhoun and his followers decided to oppose the
incumbent congressman from Charleston, former Nullifier Henry L
Pinckney, for breaking with other Calhounites on the question of how
Congress should dispose of incoming abolitionist petitions, Petigru
agreed to make common cause with the despised Calhoun faction in
support of the Unionist Legare, a reconciliation candidate. With the
help of a cadre of Calhoun lieutenants, Petigru engineered a narrow
victory for the effete and foppish Legare, while remaining skeptical of
Calhoun's true interest in affecting a reconciliation with U nionists.42
In 183 7, both Petigru and Legare were again involved in a disagree
ment with Calhoun. Long a supporter of vigorous commercial activity
and often a champion of Charleston's mercantile interests, Petigru
favored a strong, stable , and conservative banking system. He also be
lieved that the second Bank of the United States had provided the
perfect foundation for such a system until Jac kson began what Petigru
felt were demagogic attacks on the national bank.43 Thus when Cal
houn announced his support for Martin Van Buren's Sub;rreasury
scheme, a system designed to effect a separation of the government
and the banks, Petigru tried to use the issue to undermine Calhoun's
position in the state. Knowing the heavy commercial involvement of
many South Carolina planters and the strong support of such promi
nent Nullifiers as George McDuffie , William Preston, and Waddy
Thompson for a national bank of some type, Petigru thought the bank
issue might prove to be Calhoun's undoing.44 During a visit to
Washington in September of 1837, Petigru commented, "I have just heard
1 64

James Louis Petrigru: The Last South Carolina Federalist

Mr. Calhoun on the Divorce of Bank and State, but it is in reality
a divorce of Calhoun from his little party."45 Along with h is old friend
Legare, Petigru joined a small band of South Carolina politicians, in
cluding the popular Nullifiers Preston and Thompson, who sought to
build a strong Whig opposition in South Carolina while Calhoun re
turned to the Democratic fold. By December of 1837, however, Cal
houn had pushed through the state legislature by decisive margins a
series of resolutions endorsing his position on the SubTreasury. A
disgusted Petigru offered a sarcastic summation of Calhoun's success:
"The unan imity of the Legislature and of the people is unnatural. It
is a forced and unsettled state of things. Mr. Calhoun's triumph is com
plete and even too great, for he has crushed his l ieutenants."46
Despite Calhoun's victory, Petigru remained active in South Caro
l ina's small Whig party and continued to be a loyal supporter of the
party's national leader, Henry Clay. Petigru saw the Whigs as the best
hope for orderly economic progress and social stability. Although they
sought popularity by tailoring their rhetoric to fit the prevailing demo
cratic distemper, they were, Petigru believed, comfortable with the idea
of returning the mantle of leadership to a cohesive aristocracy, includ
ing men of talent as well as social rank.47 Petigru admitted that mem
bers of the old South Carolina aristocracy had either abdicated their
leadership roles to Calhoun and other upcountry parvenus, or attempted
to rescue their old declining positions by joining the newcomers in
ceaseless agitation against the national government. Before the South
Carolina chivalry could reform the state, it had to rejuvenate itself and
purge its ranks of pretenders. At a Whig political rally in the early 1840s,
Petigru used a parable to describe his view of South Carolina's political
dilemma. "This dear old State of ours," he observed, "reminds me of
a refined, rich, fat, lazy old planter who took his w ine at dinner and
his nap in the afternoon. He employed an overseer of unsurpassed
abilities and turned over the management of the large estates to him.
One morning the planter woke up and found the overseer master of
the plantation."48 Petigru's story was but one more example of the satiri
cal anecdotes for which he had become so widely noted; at the same
time, it revealed h is belief that a smug and self-satisfied coastal aristoc
racy had yielded the stewardship of South Carolina to a new genera
tion of politicians, composed largely if not entirely of upcountry plant
ers, whose ambition would ultimately bring the state to ruin.
After Henry Clay's failure in 1 844, Petigru's hopes for a rebirth of
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the Whig party i n South Carolina died, and he virtually abandoned
politics. He did remain loyal to Whig principles and offered quiet but
solid support for Whig presidential nominee Zachary Tay lor in 1848,
but he spurned overtures from prominent young Charleston politicos
who were organizing a group of "Taylor Democrats" in the city because
he believed that the faction was dominated by crass opportunists. 49
Petigru was convinced that nothing short of d isunion would satisfy
hot-headed Palmetto politicians. "Tired of New England," he complained,
"they [S.c.J desire divorce and a second marriage."so By 1850, Petigru
had essentially withdrawn from active politics and was content simply
to sally forth on occasion and jab his opponents with wit and satire, to
become what one foreign journalist would later call "a bumblebee in
everyone's bonnet."s l Ultimately, Petigru summarized his feelings about
the state and its politics in a letter to his fellow Unionist B.E Perry:
If all our countrymen were as lost to respect for the difference between
Right and Wrong as South Carolina, it would be time for Hell to enlarge
its borders . . . . The truth is, my friend, I have contracted a disinclina
tion to write or speak when truth i s in question. For I look upon my
countrymen with the despair of old Fontenelle who said that if he had
the truth in his closed h a nd he would not open it. And why should
one put himself to the pains of speaking to the insane if h e has not
the power of commanding a strait jacket for them?5 2

Unable to command a straitjacket for South Carolina, Petigru found
politics futile. In his profession and in the active role he played in the
civic life of his adopted Charleston, however, Petigru was better able
to practice the stewardship demanded by his Federalist world view.
*

*

*

Wealth, political success, and literary fame all eluded Petigru. Either
his ambition was insufficient (as in the case of moneymaking), his tal
ent lacking (as with literary achievement), or the circumstances forbid
ding (as in politics). Fame and elevated reputation did, however, come
his way in the field of law, his reluctantly chosen profession. The young
upcountryman, fresh from the almost obligatory stint of duty in the
rural courthouse village of Coosawhatchie, rose quickly to the top of
the Charleston bar after beginning practice there in 181 7. By 1822,
Petigru's legal ability was so widely respected that the state legislature
elected the young barrister to the office of attorney-generaL By the 18508
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the office of attorney-general was frequently handed out by the legisla
ture as a reward for a long record of public service, but earlier in the
century the office was more often used as a proving ground for keen
young legal minds who were perceived as future political chieftains of
the state. At age thirty-three, Petigru had already earned the confi
dence of South Carolina's legal community and no doubt thought him
self well-positioned for future political prominence. 5 3
While serving a s attorney-general, Petigru s howed his first signs of
interest in legal reform , a subject to which he would devote consider
able time and attention for the rest of h is life. As Charles M. Cook
has pointed out, the spirit of legal reform was abroad throughout the
nation during the 1 820s, and it was only natural that Petigru, one of
the preeminent gentlemen of the South Carolina bar, would play an
active role in the reform movement in his native state. South Carolina
participated vigorously, and with less than its usual idiosyncrasy, in
the movement to "republicanize" American jurisprudence and stamp
the legal system of the young republic with a distinctly American im
primatur. S ince the founding of the republic, American thinkers had
shown a desire to declare their intellectual as well as political indepen
dence from Great Britain. Legal reformers of the Jeffersonian era yearned
to declare their own professional i ndependence from Westminster Hall.
American law - that bulwark of liberty in a young and dynamic re
public still very self-conscious about its experimental nature - should
not be burdened, legal reformers argued, by the dead weight of the
British past, with all of its useless feudal precedents and flagrant ac
commodations to monarchy and aristocratic privilege. Instead, Ameri
can jurisprudence should embody republican v irtues, including sim
plicity and rationality, and as a group, legal reformers vowed to do
whatever professional housekeeping was necessary to accomplish these
goals.54
In South Carolina, Petigru was part of a small but extremely ca
pable band of legal reformers who used their legal and polemical tal
ents and their political influence to keep various reform proposals be
fore the state legislature throughout the 1 820s. A number of the foremost
members of the South Carolina bar - Petigru, Legare, Thomas Smith
Grimke, Henry W. DeSaussure, and Benj amin E Perry - joined noted
scholar and j urist Thomas Cooper on behalf of legal reform. Legal re
formers in South Carolina, however, frequently disagreed vehemently
among themselves, and out of these disagreements came many of ante1 67
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bellum South Carolina's finest moments of legal discourse. 5 5 Some,
such as Thomas Cooper and John Lyde Wilson, advocated a radical
transformation of the state's legal system, centered on the elimination
of equity courts and the codification of the massive body of l aws. Oth
ers, like Petigru, were cautious reformers, desirous of changing only
what was absolutely in need of refinement. Petigru was eager to re
make the bloated and confused South Carolina legal system into a lean
and rational one that could function effectively, efficiently, and quietly,
and would smooth the path of the capable practicing attorney in his
day-to-day endeavors. At the same time, however, Petigru maintained
a deep and abiding respect for the law, with all its complexity and tra
dition. He had little use for legal panaceas and proffered a stern re
buke to all those inclined to prostrate the law before narrow and sel
fish purposes. 5 6
Petigru's guarded endorsement o f functional legal reform eventually
drew him into a heated debate with other reformers over the future
of equity courts in South Carolina. Attacks on the equity court system
proceeded along three different but related lines. First, legal reformers
criticized the tendency of equity courts to assume jurisdiction over mat
ters that properly belonged in the common law courts. In South
Carolina, a certain vagueness in the definition of equity jurisdiction
was compounded by the existence , prior to 1824, of separate and par
allel appellate courts for equity and common law. This parallel system
allowed equity appellate courts to issue rulings contrary to common
law decisions but failed to provide any mechanism, such as a single
supreme court with final authority over all cases in both common law
and equity, to resolve such conflicts. 5 7 The second complaint against
the equity system was that it took far too long for cases to reach their
final disposition. Thomas Cooper, a vocal opponent, compared its long
delays and tedious proceedings to the convoluted operations of the
British Chancery Court, which Charles Dickens caricatured in his novel
Bleak House. A playwright, Cooper wrote, was once badgered by a critic
who suggested that the "hero and heroine are in such profound distress
in the fourth act, that you have left no misery to inflict in the fifth."
The dramatist, according to Cooper, did not hesitate for even an in
stant before replying, "Pardon me, l will throw them into Chancery."58
The third and most serious complaint against equity courts had noth
ing to do with jurisdictional ambiguities or agonizing slowness but with
the danger posed to republican values by the very existence of equity
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courts. The primary evil, critics charged, was the broad discretionary
power concentrated in the hands of individual equity chancellors, each
of w hom handed down dozens of decisions yearly without the benefit
of juries and usually with but a small, uncertain, and poorly docu
mented body of precedent to guide them. To good American republi
cans, dedicated to preserving the right of trial by jury and fearful of
unchecked power, the evils of the "judge-made law" of the equity sys
tem were clear. 59 John Lyde Wilson, governor of South Carolina dur
ing the mid-1820s and a leading critic of equity j urisprudence, charged
that "the Courts of Equity go on to legislate at will, and the citizen
is wholly u nable to say by what tenure he holds anything that is his."
In an obvious overstatement designed for polemical impact, Wilson
compared the excesses of the equity chancellors to those of the French
Directory, and warned, "Their Prerogatives can not be defined by any
one. They decide the same case, according to different rules, and no
precedent governs them, when they choose to be untrammeled."60
Thomas Cooper was equally harsh. The coexistence of common law
courts and equity courts created he said, "a bungling intermixture" of
"Saxon law, and feudal law, and Roman law, and anomalous bench
made law" that reduced South Carolina jurisprudence to "a system of
ignorance and incongruity" and left the state with one set of courts
(equity) for "quibbles" and another (common law) for "common sense."61
Petigru, well aware that the equity system in South Carolina was
in need of a major overhaul, nevertheless responded to the criticism
with a spirited defense of equity jurisprudence in an essay published
in Legare's Southern Review in 1829. In this closely reasoned essay, Peti
gru acknowledged that the distinction between common law and eq
uity was "a great anomaly in English jurisprudence" but insisted that
equity was nothing more than "a regular consequence of a still greater
anomaly -Trial by Jury." According to Petigru, trial by jury, the chief
virtue of Anglo-American jurisprudence and a cornerstone of the Bill
of Rights, would remain practical only so long as the question before
the courts could be resolved by "the simple affirmation or negative of
the jury." "The whole procedure of the common law," Petigru pointed
out, "has a reference to t he functions of the j ury; everything is done
to bring the matter to such a state, that the jury may have nothing
more to do, than to give a precise answer." In the equity courts, few
matters lent themselves to such straightforward resolution. Equity j u
risprudence had evolved, Petigru argued, to allow the legal system
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enough flexibility to handle complex business and commercial mat
ters - including property settlements, partnership arrangements, and
trusteeship s - whose resolution often involved complicated directives
from the bench. "If the courts of Common Law were opened to the
subjects which require the long and minute decrees of a Court of Chan
cery," Petigru maintained , "the jury would be perplexed with duties
for which they are not prepared by education or habit. In this state
of things they would soon sink into neglect, and with the loss of their
usefulness, they would lose popularity, and be gradually abolished."62
Thus Petigru linked the need for equity jurisprudence directly to
the need to maintain the integrity of jury trials in common law. Eq
uity courts prevented the common law courts from becoming cluttered,
encumbered, and eventually overwhelmed w ith much of what might
be referred as "lawyers' law," the endless tedium of trusts, estates, part
nerships, and other property matters whose sheer complexity would
have confused juries and placed a grave strain on the common law
courts. "As we consider the trial by j ury to be every way inestimable,
and particularly as connected with t he spirit of liberty," Petigru wrote,
"we regard the Chancery as an admirable regulation for preserving
that institution in its usefulness and vigour."63 To Petigru's mind, eq
uity jurisprudence had the residual benefit of fostering creativity in
the area of business and property. The economy of the young repub
lic was both expanding rapidly and becoming increasingly complex.
Common law, based heavily on precedent, was by its very nature ill
equipped to deal with this economic expansion, and statutory law was
far too rigid and difficult to change to accommodate a burgeoning
economy. Particularly troublesome to South Carolinians was the natu
ral silence of common law, with its British heritage, on a variety of
legal questions surrounding the existence of slave property. Equity ju
risprudence was far better suited for smooth accommodations to rapid
economic change, and for the easy adjustment to peculiar forms of
property, such as chattels personal. Indeed, in South Carolina, Peti
gru's close friend and political ally, Chancellor Henry William DeSaus
sure, headed one of the most creative and flexible equity systems in
the United States, allowing equity jurisprudence to expand rapidly
enough to handle the demands on the legal system made by the ex
pansion of slavery and the sea-island and short-staple cotton booms
that occurred in the state between 1 790 and 1830.64 "In the earlier
stages of society, when personal property was of small account," Peti1 70
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gru noted, there was "little call" for the services of equity courts, but
"in time, the great increase of personal property and new modes of in
dustry gave rise to cases" that called for the sort of relief that could
be provided only through equity.65
Having offered what he believed to be an irrefutable legal and prac
tical justification of equity jurisprudence, Petigru went on to suggest
sweeping reforms of the existing equity system in South Carolina.
While he believed equity to be a necessary complement to the com
mon law, he also agreed with its critics' charge that equity was expand
ing its scope at the expense of common law and to the detriment of
republican values. Equity courts, Petigru warned, were becoming "like
Aaron's rod, that swallowed up all the others." As a remedy, Petigru
proposed that the General Assembly quickly enact legislation clearly
defining the j urisdiction of equity and strictly limiting that j urisdic
tion to matters which common law was totally unprepared to han
dle. Moreover, once the number of questions handled by the equity
courts was sharply reduced, Petigru argued, it would be possible to ad
dress the problems of confusion and delay that plagued the system.
Limiting eq uity's jurisdiction would allow the number of equity chan
cellors in the state to be reduced from five to one. If a s ingle chancel
lor presided over all equity cases in South Carolina, Petigru maintained,
the discretion exercised by equity chancellors would then be bounded
not only by the suggested new legislation but also by the j udge's own
personal requirements of consistency. It was hardly a firm restriction
on j udicial latitude, Petigru admitted, but it was better than none
at all. 66
On the whole, Petigru's ideas about equity jurisprudence and the
equity system in South Carolina reflected h is general attitude toward
law and society. He was a lawyer talking about reforming the legal sys
tem for the sake of lawyers as well as for the benefit of society. He had
the professional's respect for the utility, even the necessity, of equity
jurisprudence. He knew that equity existed not to rival common law
or, worse, to insult and threaten it, but to help preserve the integrity
of common law by saving it from unbearable strains. At the same time,
Petigru's later Whiggish procommercial proclivities were clearly evident
in his "Court of Chancery" essay. He believed that the law should be
a tool to foster business and encourage commercial activity, and to do
so in an orderly fashion, rather than an intractable hindrance to an
expanding economy. The reforms he suggested were to limit equity's
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excesses, t o improve its efficiency, and to demand higher degrees of
professionalism from lawyers and judges who p racticed in the equity
courts. There was no trace of iconoclasm or lack of reverence for legal
tradition in his argument.
Despite Petigru's plea on behalf of equity, the cries against the system
continued. Thomas Cooper still favored a radical solution to the prob
lems besett ing the equity system. "Abolish your Court of Chancery,"
he insisted. "Give chancery powers to common law courts, and make
a court of law what it ought to be, a court of justice."67 The South
Carolina legislature, however, ignored both Petigru's plea for a restruc
turing of the state's equity system and Cooper's appeal for its elimi
nation, and soon the nullification crisis diverted the legislature's atten
tion away from such arcane matters as legal reform. Despite continued
clamor, equity courts in South Carolina survived until 1 868, when a
new state constitution, written largely by Radical Republicans, elimi
nated the existing equity system and replaced it with a Court of
Common Pleas, which had jurisdiction over civil and probate cases,
including all matters of equity.68
On the codification of the law, the other major issue raised by legal
reformers d uring the 1 820s, Petigru had little to say in public, leaving
the serious debate to others. Petigru's reticence on the issue is puzzling,
since he was a lifelong supporter of codification and was seldom re
luctant to make his views, even unpopular ones, public. Perhaps he
felt his position as attorney-general required a public neutrality, or per
haps he was reluctant to m ake common cause with his persistent neme
sis, Cooper, against his dearest friend, Legare.69 Aided by Thomas
Smith Grimke, John Belton O'Neall, and others, Thomas Cooper waged
a strong campaign in favor of codification. The existing body of laws,
Cooper maintained, was so voluminous, wordy, and unintelligible
that "they serve only to bring, not the law, but the lawyer home to
every man's door."7o Praising the Napoleonic Code, Cooper called for
a codification of state law that would be simple enough for the average
citizen to understand. Many in the state's legal community, however,
opposed codification, and Hugh Swinton Legare, a lawyer and the
state's most versatile scholar, took up the cudgels against Cooper and
perceived codification not as reform necessary to sim
his allies.
plify matters for practicing attorneys but as a panacea. "In short," le
gare observed, "codification is to make every man his own counsellor
and every j udge infallible - or rather, it is to supersede, in a good de172
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gree, the necessity of both."71 Legare was quick to ridicule such vi
sions, pointing out that no code, no matter how perfect, could ever
make every man his own lawyer, and warning of the futility and even
danger of trying to diminish the role played by professionals in the
state's legal system.
Petigru's support of codification actually grew out of the latter half
of Legare's objection to it. The inadequacy of the various legal digests
available in the early decades of the nineteenth century, and the in
ability of a simple compilation to provide the necessary clarification
of apparent conflicts within the constantly expanding body of com
mon and statute law, convinced Petigru that some sort of code was
necessary to prevent the lawyer's task from becoming impossible or,
differently phrased, to save the experts from drowning in the law's own
quagmire. By the late 1820s, however, the codification movement had
been infused with the fire of Jacksonian democracy; for Jacksonians
like upcountry reformer B.E Perry, codification was a means of demys
tifying the law and revealing its shrouded wisdom to the common man.
Petigru, naturally, had little sympathy with such arguments, and un
doubtedly shared Legare's cynicism about reducing something so es
sentially complex to a form accessible to all citizens. Petigru's support
of codification, like his advocacy of equity reform, was in the interest
of procedural reform, smoothing the path for dedicated professionals
rather than changing the role of law in society.72
The campaign for codification in the 1820s was defeated by the state
legislature - largely, according to John Lyde Wilson, a proponent of
codification, because "lawyers are averse to reform, and they have always
had in our legislature a strong, if not prevailing, influence."73 Yet the
issue was revived frequently during the antebellum period, and in the
late 1850s, more than thirty years after the first codification campaign,
the legislature agreed to proceed with a codification of the state's stat
ute law - and selected Petigru for the task. When appointed Commis
sioner for the new South Carolina Code in 1859, Petigru had already
lived a full three score and ten, but despite his age and political isola
tion, he was the consensus choice. U ndoubtedly, a few of h is political
adversaries thought of the assignment as a way of keeping the old Union
ist too busy for politics, but most political leaders knew by 1859 that
Petigru's following was small and h is influence slight.74 He was chosen
because his qualifications were widely recognized and his ability widely
respected. Given a salary of $5,000, a budget that allowed him to h ire
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two assistants, and access to the needed libraries, archives, and court
records, Petigru plunged into the work with a vigor that belied his years.
Temperamentally unable to delegate anything other than clerical tasks
to his aides, he l abored d ay and night at his obligation for more than
a year. In October of 1860, as talk of secession ebbed and flowed about
h im, even the industrious Petigru seemed exasperated by his work. "My
task proceeds slowly," he complained to h is sister. "It is extremely te
dious to pick out the meaning of various Acts and weave them into
something like a consistent discourse."75
In 186 1 , Petigru submitted a preliminary report on his work to the
legislature, where the Judiciary Committees of both House and Sen
ate failed to lodge any major objections. Late in 1862, t herefore, after
more than three years of arduous work, Petigru presented a completed
three-volume draft to the General Assembly. He planned to appear be
fore the select commission appointed to examine the code and was
twice invited to do so, but his final illness prevented it. The commis
sion did not formally review the code until after Petigru's death in
1863; when it did, a majority recommended that it be rejected and that
a new task force be appointed to draft another. The majority report
praised the brevity of Petigru's code but criticized its organization
which was patterned after that of Blackstone's Commentaries - contend
ing that it did little "to m ake the law ready and accessible to the peo
ple." The commission minority, led by Henry D. Lesesne, a Charles
tonian and former law partner of Petigru, recommended that the code
be adopted as drafted by Petigru, claiming that a rejection was an af
front to his memory. B.E Perry, Petigru's old friend, added h is endorse
ment to that of the minority, but the legislature found friendship and
respect for the deceased author to be poor reasons for adopting a code
of law, and the painstaking work of Petigru's last years never became
official. 76
Yet his labor was not entirely in vain. The Republican administra
tions of Reconstruction used the discarded Petigru code as a basis for
drafting their own, which appeared in one volume in 1872. There was
little or no pol itical malice involved in the legislature's refusal to accept
Petigru's version in 1 863; indeed, there was genuine regret among Peti
gru's old foes, as well as among his friends, that his memory and his
professional reputation could not be honored by the adoption of the
code. 7 7 Still, it was somehow fitting that this final diligent l abor, in
which Petigru almost literally worked himself into the grave, was not
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rewarded by the elected representatives of Confederate South Caro
lina: by rejecting the code, the crowning achievement of a long and
distinguished legal career, the state rejected Petigru posthumously just
as it had rejected his counsel during h is lifetime. His work on the code,
like his earlier efforts to balance equity and the common law, was part
of his lifelong desire to bring an elegant republican symmetry to Ameri
can jurisprudence. The law, in Petigru's mind, was the very foundation
of the American republic, and h is faith in the efficacy and virtue of
that republic never wavered, even as his opinion of his own state slowly
soured.
*

*

*

Petigru's tireless work as a lawyer, legal reformer, and scholar was
matched by his dedication to civic improvement and his determina
tion that Charleston maintain and encourage vigorous cultural and
intellectual life. It was the very urbanity of Charleston that had so at
tracted him to Charleston in the first place, and he was relentless in
his effort to enrich the cultural aspects of the patrician society that
had drawn him away from his plebeian upbringing among the stark
red hills and sandy bottomlands of the upcountry. To say that Petigru,
accepted by the gentry but not born to it, ultimately became a "profes
sional Charlestonian" is not to raise disparaging images of the man as
an insecure backcountry parvenu vigorously aping the refined habits
of one of the Old South's most proud and self-conscious elites, but
simply to note that although initially an outsider, he threw himself
headlong into the cultural, intellectual, and institutional life of the city.
A pious man in many ways, though hardly willing to accept the
personal asceticism required as proof of piety by the evangelicals who
flourished in the upcountry, Petigru was a devoted Episcopalian and
a regular supporter of St. Michael's Church in Charleston, where he
served as a member of the vestry. He was never a supporter of the clergy's
efforts to command "rigid obedience" among laity on such matters as
the keeping of the Sabbath, but he did support the Charleston clergy's
efforts to prevent a grand ball honoring Henry Clay, during h is visit
to the city in 1844, from being held on Maundy Thursday. Petigru him
self was a Clay supporter and an arranger of the Whig presidential can
didate's visit; when it became clear th at plans for the Clay celebration
would not be changed, however, Petigru "retired from connexion" with
the festivities, since "there could be no greater contempt of the disci175
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pline of t h e Church than the converting of a day of mourning into
one of revelry and feasting."78 Still, despite the occasions on which it
was not possible to be both devout and popular, Petigru's standing as
an Episcopalian expanded his influence in a city where the local elite
was so predominantly Anglican.
Petigru was also an important and influential member of a number
of local societies. He was an avid patron and prominent member of
the Charleston Library Society. The Library Society, founded in 1 748,
provided those who supported it by fees and endowments with the
best reading material available in antebellum South Carolina. Of all
the institutions in the city, the Library Society was perhaps the most
successful in enhancing local intellectual life and development, serv
ing as a musty oasis for local scholars, theologians, and other assorted
characters with academic and literary interests.79 On the occasion of
its first centennial anniversary in 1848, the Charleston Library Society
asked Petigru to deliver the plenary oration, and he, though badly over
worked by h is practice, considered the honor too great to refuse. Peti
gru's oration was in large part a detailed sketch of the world political
situation during the era in which the Library Society was founded,
but his deep attachment to the society and his faith that cultivation
of the intellect was one of the first duties of a progressive civilization
dominated both the introduction and conclusion. Praising the found
ers, Petigru noted, "They planted the tree which invites our noon-day
steps from the cares of business, to its cool, refreshing shade." The
Library's collection of 25 ,000 volumes, he maintained, tended "to ele
vate the taste of the city," and placed the Library among Charleston's
"flourishing institutions."8o
Also, Petigru was one of the founders of the Charleston-based South
Carolina Historical Society; he was chosen as its first president and
served several terms. He and Frederick A. Porcher of the College of
Charleston , Dr. J ames Moultrie, Mitchell King, and several others or
ganized the society in 1855 , and beginning in 1856 the state legislature
made a small appropriation annually to defray part of the expenses.
The Historical Society flourished under Petigru's leadership until its
operations were interrupted by the Civil War. In 1875, it was reorga
nized chiefly through the efforts of Porcher, who became the society's
first postbellum president.8 1
Perhaps the most famous among the "organizations" of which Peti
gru was a "member" was the so-called Russell's Bookstore Group, a
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literary set that held informal gatherings in the back room of Rus
sell's Bookstore and - along with the smaller coterie of mostly literary
figures who gathered at "the Wigwam," the Charleston residence of
William Gilmore Simms, for suppers and conversation - made up the
inner circle of the Charleston intellectual community. At Russell's, Peti
gru enjoyed intellectual discourse not only w ith Simms and Porcher
but also with Basil Gildersleeve, a young student back from G6ttingen
who was destined to become a famous classical scholar; James Warley
Miles, the skeptical Episcopalian theologian; Dr. Samuel Henry Dick
son, a noted pathologist at the Charleston Medical College; Father
Patrick Lynch, the Roman Catholic bishop of Charleston and a classi
cal scholar; and William R. Tabor, editor of the Charleston M ercury.
Moreover, William John G rayson, author of The Hireling and the Slave;
promising young poets Paul Hamilton Hayne and Henry Timrod; Pres
byterian minister Thomas Smyth; miniaturist and scholar Charles
Fraser; and many other prominent Charlestonians joined the others
on occasion. 8 2 Little is known about the inner workings of the group,
which was very active in the late 1840s and 1850s, and even less about
exactly what role Petigru played in its discussions. In his postwar remi
niscences of the bookstore meetings, however, Paul Hamilton Hayne
ascribed a prominent place to Petigru. In 1856, Petigru and other
members were instrumental in initiating Russell's Magazine, the last of
the literary magazines in the Old South. Published by bookstore owner
John Russell and edited by Hayne, Russell's first appeared in April of
1857 and included the work of William Elliott, Grayson, Simms, Henry
Timrod, and Hayne himself among many others. The importance of
the bookstore group to Petigru, h owever, was chiefly the opportunity
it provided for intellectual exchange, for developing a sense of collegial
ity with like-minded men in his community. No place in South Caro
lina and few, if any, in the entire South offered as much in this regard
as Charleston, and Petigru adored Charleston for it. 8 3
Out of these efforts to maintain and enhance the role of the church,
local institutions, and the i ntellectual elite in defining the tone of pub
lic discourse and the ambience of civic life in antebellum Charleston,
Petigru earned a far-flung reputation as one of the principal stewards
of civic virtue and proponents of improvement in the city. These con
cerns, of course, were part and parcel of his neo-Federalist outlook. In
Petigru's view, the elite, the aristocracies of both wealth and talent,
was responsible not only for the preservation of order and authority
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in society but also for the cultivation o f the civilized passions- art,
literature, m usic, and scholarship. It was the duty of the elite not only
to rule and rule wisely but also to work for moral uplift and the public
good. Like most good Federalists, Petigru wanted to accomplish his good
works through institutions, as evidenced by h is vigorous support of
Charleston's major religious, educational, and cultural establishments.
Moreover, he never spared the Charleston elite from the sting of his
sharp criticism when he found it lacking; indeed, perhaps his position
as a one-time outsider, a critical arriviste, sharpened his perception of
flaccidity and decadence among the gentry.
The more than occasional barb directed to friend as well as foe height
ened the awareness among those closest to Petigru of his many frustra
tions. That most of his political and literary ambitions were unfulfilled
gave sustenance to what was probably Petigru's worst quality, a ten
dency toward pettiness in his assessment of other people's motives and
a certain temperamental peevishness that surfaced in unflattering ways.
The peevishness appeared even in his relationship with Legare during
the campaign of 1836. Petigru repeatedly rebuked Legare for not re
turning quickly from Europe to begin the campaign, and also admon
ished him - wisely but still testily - to sport "no whiskers, no rings, no
chain, no foppery, nothing but civility and common sense till the elec
tion is over."84 Pettiness was even more blatant in Petigru's account of
a visit with John C. Calhoun in 1848, when a mutual friend, Barnard
Bee, arranged for Calhoun to invite him to dinner at Fort Hill. After
enjoying, as did so many o thers, the Calhoun table and drawing room,
Petigru did not emphasize Calhoun's hospitality but instead gloated
over how he was able to dominate the great Carolinian in conversa
tion.8 s Such p layful denigration of peers and rivals, however, pales be
side examples of real intolerance. Normally able to separate personal
from political differences, Petigru worked behind the scenes to have
Thomas Cooper ousted from South Carolina College in 1 831 for his
deism, probably as much because of Cooper's advocacy of nullifica
tion as for his religious heresy. Petigru was also given to speaking with
considerable disdain of the Charleston Irish, or "Pat" as he preferred
to call them.86
More often, however, an eye for the weaknesses of his fellowman
transformed pettiness into stinging satire. Petigru's rapier wit was his
finest weapon ; much of the reputation he acquired beyond Charles
ton, certainly beyond South Carolina, he owed to that wit. Petigru,
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like his friend Grayson, was well-schooled in romanticism but never
much taken by it; here, too, he was anachronistic, preferring-as a good
Federalist should - the neoclassical idiom of E nlightenment rational
ism. His own style was clearly and self-consciously patterned after that
of the grand old Tory satirists, Pope, Dryden, a nd Swift, all of whom
he admired. U ndoubtedly, part of Petigru's attachment to these figures
was simply a felt kinship with other satirists, but much of it arose as
a result of his continued search for a lost Augustan age. Petigru was
a child of the Enlightenment, imbued heavily with an Enlightenment
faith in orderly and rational progress; small wonder that the contor
tions of South Carolina politics shook his faith. Yet Petigru remained
convinced of the rightness of his own ideas, the clarity of his vision.
Confident in the strength of his own armory of virtue, his loyalty to
the Constitu tion, and his vast and growing stockpile of civic good
deeds, he used his skill as a satirist to create an adversarial relationship
between himself, speaking with the clear and sensible voice of reason
and tradition, and the rest of the state, that ship of fools and lunatics
demented by hyperbolic fears of enslavement and led by politicians
crazed with ambition and vanity. In this conflict Petigru could use his
wit as a rapier to keep h is objectionable foe at a safe distance and, from
time to time, even to draw blood. Much to his chagrin, however, the
state seldom even noticed the wound.
Petigru's best piece of work was not satire. It was a serious, and quite
diplomatic, oration given at the third annual meeting of the South
Carolina Historical Society in 1 8 58, while he was its president.
Throughout his career, Petigru's reputation as an orator had grown so
steadily that he was forced to refuse all but the most interesting offers
to speak. Before 1858, he had delivered the Charleston 4th oOuly ora
tion, given graduation speeches at Erskine College and the University
of Georgia, spoken at t he Semi-Centennial of South Carolina College,
and addressed the C harleston Library Society, among m a ny others.88
His Historical Society oration, however, was the best summary and most
elegant statement of his sentiments, his personal tour de force.
In the speec h, Petigru turned to the twin guides, reason and history,
that had influenced his thinking throughout his life, and heralded them
as still the best hopes for the future of the republic. "It is the province
of Reason to d istinguish between right and wrong," he began, "and to
deduce from that distinction rules for the conduct of life." Yet reason,
Petigru admitted, "is not exempt fro m error." The "disturbing influence
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of i nterest and passion" force reason t o "lean o n the authority of Ex
perience." "It is History that comes to the relief of conscience when
perplexed by the conflict of opinion," he maintained, "and furnishes
a guide for conduct and j udgment when reason is at fault. It is to the
human family what experience is to the individuaL" Aside from ascribing
to the historian an almost sacred duty as keeper of the received wis
dom, Petigru's argument was clearly an affirmation of the philosophi
cal underpinnings of Federalism, a faith in the utility of reason and
the necessity of tradition. In all societies, he declared, "the adherents
of antiquity, under the name of Conservatives, and the partisans of
progress, under the banner of Reform, wage an endless war." The les
sons of History, however, allow free people a way of choosing the best
from both parties and finding an Augustan golden mean in the equi
poise of progress and tradition.89
The body of the speech was dominated by Petigru's skillfu I and imagi
native sketch of the broad outlines of South Carolina's history, from
the first voyages of Ribault through the American Revolution. It was
from the Revolution that Petigru wished to make his point. The "bit
terness of c ivil strife" that characterized the struggle between Whigs
and Tories had left deep scars. With an obvious eye on the crisis of
the 1850s, Petigru spoke about the Revolution: "Zeal in behalf of our
country and our country's friends is commendable, and patriotism de
servedly ranks among the highest virtues. But even virtue may be pushed
to excess, and the narrow patriotism that fosters an overweening van
ity and is blind to all merit except its own, stands in need of the cor
rection of reason."90
The "correction of reason," of course, was what Petigru had long
desired for South Carolina. Moreover, and again with an eye on the
epithets hurled against him by the fire-eaters, he cautioned against a
dangerous oversimplification of h istory. "It i s not true," he said, "that
all the virtue of the country was in the Whig camp, or that the Tories
were a horde of ruffians." Then he leveled an overt warning to those
who would taunt h im as a "Tory" or "submissionist":
And let it be remembered by those who are influenced by a name,
and pin their faith upon party ; - for the instruction of those writers
who, like unskilful painters, daub their pictures with glaring colors;
that it was after the epithet of Tory had become perfectly detestable
that it was freely bestowed on the Federalists, their most redoubted
enemies.9 1
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Having sounded his cautionary notes, Petigru closed with an elo
quent and heartfelt plea for peace and unity. South Carolina had, de
spite the civil strife of the Revolution, eventually "become the most
united of all the political communities on this continent." Petigru urged
that "that union be consecrated to peace, and the future h istory of
the State contain the record of its steady advance in all the arts of
life, and all the virtues that dignify humanity."92
The irony of his concluding remarks could hardly have escaped Peti
gru. Standing before a society he had helped found and in front of
an audience which, on the whole, disapproved of his politics, he had
taken to the defense of loyalists, or Tories, the hated enemies of the
men he admired most, the Founding Fathers. It was ludicrous to Peti
gru that he could be branded a Tory by his opponents when he was
so obviously an eighteenth-century Whig. He must also have noted
the irony in the fact that he now placed his hopes for moderation on
the state's peculiar unity, which was first and foremost the product of
the labors of his arch-nemesis, the departed Calhoun. Yet the final irony,
which Petigru noted in his later correspondence if he had not already
sensed it by 1858, was the sad fate that lay ahead for Charleston. "Time,
which is the destroyer of the works of men," he declared in his oration,
"gives them History in return for what it takes away." Time seemed
to be driving Petigru's beloved Charleston, and all that he had worked
for there, inexorably towards secession and willful self-destruction. Out
of the ruins would rise sh ared memories and shared grief colored by
the blood of fallen Confederates. The History that time gave to Charles
ton in place of her antebellum glory was the inchoate myth of the Lost
Cause, and enough true heroism and sacrifice to make that myth viable.
Petigru would have considered it paltry compensation.93
*

*

*

Only once in his latter years did Petigru show any gl immer of op
timism about South Carolina's political future, and that was in the
immediate aftermath of Calhoun's death in 1850. Petigru agreed with
B.H Perry's assessment th at the death of Calhoun "relieved South
Carolina of political despotism." "Every man," Perry contended, "may
now breathe more freely as England did after the death of Henry the
Eighth. There will be divisions amongst us and I am glad of it."94 Yet
shortly after Calhoun's death, a strong secession campaign was waged
in South Carolina, and Perry advised Petigru that "the whole legisla18 1
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ture, with very few exceptions, are disunionists."95 Petigru did, how
ever, take some consolation from the fact that most legislators found
Robert Barnwell Rhett, the leading fire-eater, "too radical." He was also
hopeful that the efforts of Perry and James L. Orr to align South Caro
lina Democrats more closely with the national party would revive party
politics in South Carolina.9 6 On the whole, however, the political de
velopments of the 1 850s offered Petigru little reason for optimism. The
demise of the Whig party, and the marriage of Northern antislavery
sentiment with the democratic "free-soil" ethos of the rural Midwest
in the new Republican party, convinced Petigru that the Union was
in great peril. "The Constitution is only two months older than 1," he
wrote to his daughter Susan in 1 860, and, "My life will probably be
prolonged till I am older than it is."97 In the final days of the seces
sion crisis, Petigru was relat ively quiet, perhaps recognizing his lack of
influence among the citizens of Charleston. Nevertheless, he took oc
casion to pronounce one final malediction on the whole drama of
disunion: addressing a body of secessionists, he warned that "South
Carolina is too small to be a Republic, and too large to be an insane
asylum."98
Bitter over the dissolution of h is beloved Union, an aging and in
firm Petigru became e mbroiled in one unexpected controversy that
caused him as much embarrassment as any in his long and controver
sial career. William H. Russell of the London Times, visiting Charles
ton shortly after the fall of Port Sumter, was guest of honor at a dinner
party given by Petigru. More than a month later, R.B. Rhett, Jr., of
the Charleston Mercury, penned an editorial strongly implying that
Petigru had admitted to Russell that he was a monarchist. J. Johnston
Pettigrew, James' cousin, attacked Rhett for dragging private conversa
tions into the public realm with the sole intent of subjecting the old
Unionist to public ridicule. Rhett defended his actions and claimed
that Petigru's views on monarchy were well-known.99 Petigru refused
to respond to the charges in public, but privately observed that "Rhett,
Jr. is fool enough to call me a monarchist because I am a Union man,"
and that his "attachment to popular government would outlast that
of a whole brigade of Secessionists."IOO It is unlikely that Petigru was
a monarchist; more likely, thoroughgoing distrust of the generation of
demagogues which he believed had been bred by the democratic revolu
tion in American politics convinced Russell th at Petigru had given up
on the American experiment in republicanism. l o r
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As the C ivil War began to rage around him, Petigru explained his
disappointment and confusion in a long letter to J. Johnston Pettigrew,
who was to command the division to Pickett's left during the ill-fated
charge at Gettysburg:
It is very well for the common soldier to despise his enemy, for probably
he has no better reason for fighting than that he hates him. But why
should we (you and I) despise the Yankees. Is it because they are below
the people that we admit are fellow-citizens in civilization . . . . Your fa
ther was a Federalist and your grandfather, as well as I. They were church
men, as well as I. Certainly there were ten Federalists at the North to
one in the South , and, even including New England, we would find
more brethren in the North than at home. I take it that we are fighting
the Yankees, not from personal animosity, but an opinion that it is the
true interest of the South to erect a separate Government . . . . Whether
that opinion was the result of sound reason or passion, history will judge.
Perhaps the regard which the North profess for the old flag is a super
stition, but it is the same sort of sentiment which has led men to shed
their blood for a fallen dy nasty, and I don't think it is visited with con
tempt by posterity. I 0 2

A member of a fading aristocracy, Petigru lived j ust long enough
to see his worst fears realized. With the Union dissolved, the North
and South at war, and Charleston under seige by the U nion army,
Petigru died on 9 March 1 863. His death was mourned in Charles
ton as if he h ad died a Confederate war hero rather than as a loyal
Unionist. 103 In a real sense, though, Petigru's world was not destroyed
by secession and Civil War but had vanished with the rise of Jack
sonian democracy. Petigru was most at home in a political culture
where cautious, conservative Federalist lions defended the republic
from cunning Jeffersonian foxes. lo4 Even Calhoun, in his later years,
yearned, as Clyde Wilson has noted, to "lock horns" once again with
his old Federalist adversaries, men who were at least willing to live up
to the terms of the bargains they made. I D S Petigru was, in some ways,
an unlikely Federalist, an upwardly mobile upcountryman who admired
the refined coastal gentry and who lived to become as thorough an
aristocrat and a more dogged Federalist than any of them. Clearly the
most rewarding friendships of his life were those he made with Gray
son, Legare, William Elliott, and the Hugers, all like-minded men with
persistent Federalist sympathies. To some observers, however, Petigru's
aristocratic pretensions seemed to be essentially a deliberate, and some1 83
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what superficial, posture. As Mary Chesnut noted, Petigru "Hugue
not ted his name but could not tie up h is lrish."I06 There was no single
moment of revelation, no "road to Damascus" experience, that called
Petigru to Federalism. It was, instead, a decision made by an ambitious
young man, temperamentally inclined to elitism, who was confronted
with a hard choice. As G eorge Fredrickson has argued, an intellectual
of Petigru's era "could admit that he had no special claim to promi
nence and sink anonymously into the democratic ranks," or "he could
wage an apparently hopeless battle against the new forces, attempting
to shore up the collapsing institutions that formerly provided positions
of prestige and authority."107 Petigru, of course, chose the latter, at the
price of eventual isolation. Why then is this man who lived in political
exile among his own people significant? To what larger issues does the
example of James Petigru speak?
In recent years, historians have increasingly come to view the Civil
War as a product of the rapid economic expansion and social tensions
associated with the process of modernization. ! Os Modernization, how
ever, also generated intellectual tensions, which are now beginning to
garner some historiographical attention. 109 As Bertram Wyatt-Brown
has noted, the rapidity of the social and economic change during the
Jacksonian era first strained and ultimately exceeded the capacity of
the republic's institutional structure to contain them. The nation, ex
panding economically and being revolutionized by the spirit of social
and political democracy, was literally bursting at its seams in 1860. 110
In this turbulent and sometimes frightening world, intellectual and
other elites looked for ways ro avoid being displaced by democratic
upheavals. Some Southern intellectuals, according to David Donald,
developed the proslavery argument largely as an effort to prove their
continued usefulness to Southern society. I l l Developing a related ar
gument, Drew Faust has suggested that beleaguered Southern intellec
tuals saw themselves as stewards of virtue in a corrupt society and at
tempted to apply the principles of Tory paternalism to the wilds of the
backwoods South . l l2
like so many other intellectuals, Petigru recoiled from the uncon
trolled fury of the Age of Jackson, yet he rejected the glorification of
Southern society and the encouragement of Southern nationalism as
romantic and visionary. l 13 His own response to the crisis of the old
order was to seek a restoration, and he turned to the security of a tested
set of values, those of Federalism, to bring order to a chaotic world.
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Petigru's response to crisis was not predetermined by social or economic
factors, but was rather an intellectual choice, suggesting that perhaps
the study of intellect, ideology, and (to borrow the term Henry Adams
loved to use when referring to Southerners) temperament can still tell
historians much about the coming of the Civil War. 1 1 4 For Petigru,
however, the search for stability was futile. He ended his life convinced
that he was the only sane man in a state gone crazy, affected in spite
of himself with the paranoia and disorientation that became a col,
lective phenomenon as the crisis of Jacksonian America reached its
denouement. l I S
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William Gilmore Simms, engraving, 1861, Johnson,
Fry, & Co. Courtesy of [he Library of Congress.

Poetry and the Practical:
William Gilmore Simms
JOHN McCARDELL

He look'd beyond
His own horizon, bounded to a span,
And long'd for other regions, unknown lands,
Deeming imprisonment, the close confine,
Of his first birth-place.
(The

"IT

WAS A LIFE

Vision of Cortes, 60)

affording few opportunities to t alents that did not lie

in certain beaten grooves. It was a life gaining its intellectual nourish
ment ... largely from abroad,-a life that choked all thought and in
vestigation that did not tend to conserve existing institutions and opin
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ions." Such, according to William Peterfield Trent, was the nature of
intellectual life in antebellum Charleston at the time that William Gil
more Simms reached maturity. Trent's judgment, published in 1892,
has proved surprisingly durable. Young, brash , and overly reconstructed
Trent may h ave been, yet to this day h is is the only full-scale biography
of antebellum South Carolina's leading man of letters. Vigorous, if oc
casionally tendentious, correctives h ave appeared, usually in obscure
academic journals; but in the m ain, for almost a century, the most
visible scholarship has deviated only slightly from the trail blazed by
Trent. As a result, for far too long both antebellum Charleston and
her greatest literary light have been misunderstood; most of Simms'
work remains inaccessible because out of print; and such important
recent studies as Larzer Ziff's Literary Democracy, which examines the
emergence of American l iterature in the mid-nineteenth century (and
which a New York Times reviewer claimed "deserves all the awards
they give"), dismisses Simms in two paragraphs. "Simms . . . within a
static frame was unable to start a resonant action because all human
and social issues had been settled," writes Ziff, citing only a 1954 pub
lication written by one of Trent's former graduate students. "Simms
lacks," he continues, "the dynamic sense of social issues" possessed by
such non-Southern contemporaries as James Fenimore Cooper. The
spirit of Trent persists. After ninety years it is time to reconsider. l
Generations of scholars since Trent have been misled i n part, per
haps, by a too literal reading of Simms' laments, expressed only in his
private correspondence, that his native city did not appreciate him or
his work. These complaints were echoed long after Simms' death in
1870 by both his family and his friends, upon whom the devastations
of war and Reconstruction had fallen especially hard. Picked up by Trent
on a visit to Charleston in December 1 890, at the very moment when
the "sanctity of Confederate grey" was being challenged by a new gen
eration of politicians, these resentments, acutely perceived by the em
battled remnant of the antebellum days, formed the basis of the 1 892
biography. 2
Such apparently impeccable sources doubtless account for Trent's
interpretive durability and make the reality of Simms' relationship with
Charleston far more difficult to penetrate. Nevertheless, there are angles
of vision, some new, others not so new, that force a reassessment. "Life,"
wrote William Gilmore Simms in 1841, "is an ordeal, in which our pow
ers of endurance, and our capacities of achievement are to be tested,
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i n order that our future rank may be determined."3 Fo r the author,
who at that moment was thirty-five years old, th is little maxim seemed
especially appropriate. It s tated what appeared to him to be the trouble
some truths of the literary vocation in mid-nineteenth century America;
it contained what for later readers would be a theme around which
Simms' own life and achievement might profitably by organized and
reconsidered; and it offered a plausible explanation of S imms' feelings
about Charleston, the city of his birth. For m uch of the "ordeal" that
was Simms' life took place in Charleston, and even more of what we
today know - or think we know - about his "powers" and "capacities"
and "rank" is rooted in our understanding of his lifelong and complex
relationship with the city by the sea.
*

*

*

If ever a city can be said to have shaped a m an , Charleston shaped
Simms. It could hardly have begun any earlier than it did. Simms' mother
died in childbirth when young William was but an infant. His father,
emotionally prostrated by Mrs. Simms' death and financially bankrupted
by the failure of his mercantile enterprise, decided to move west, to
Mississippi, leaving his son in the care of a widowed maternal grand
mother. The child was sickly and lonely, but he read omnivorously,
and his fertile imagination, undoubtedly enriched by tales of Revolu
tionary Charleston told by his grandmother, more than made up for
h is lack of childhood friends.4
Just how close a tie had been established between the young boy
and the only blood relative he ever truly knew became apparent in
1 8 1 8. His father returned to Charleston in that year and demanded
custody of h is twelve-year-old son. After failing to remove the lad forcibly
(such a scene was created on the streets of Charleston that the father
had to resort to other means), the elder Simms took the m atter to court.
In what must have been an incredibly bizarre trial, a judge who was
terribly hard of hearing a nd who had a reputation for being sympa
thetic to feminine entreaties (as well as for making wrong decisions)
told the twelve-year-old boy to decide for himself. Charleston or Mis
sissippi? Grandmother or father? In the biggest decision of his l ife, the
child chose Charleston, as the man would again and again through
out his sixty-four years.5
Thus forced at an early age to choose between the k nown and the
unknown, the maternal and the paternal, the venerable old city and
1 88

Poetry and the Practical: William Gilmore Simms

the dynamic frontier, S imms ever after possessed-and expressed- strong
feelings about C harleston. His native city he regarded perhaps as the
mother he had never known, always seeking her approval, jealous of
the claims of competitors for her affection, and at once protective and
critical in that special way only a son may display. In a very literal sense,
Simms saw in C harleston a maternal aspect. This concern was particu
larly evident when the subject was emigration. For example , in his His
tory of South Carolina, written in 1840, Simms admonished: "One les
son, in c hief, may be gleaned, among many others from this imperfect
story of the past. It is that which teaches t he citizen to cling to the
soil of his birth in the day of its d ifficulty, w it h the resolution of a son
who stands above the grave of a mother and protects it from violation"
[emphasis addedJ.6
If, in this particular formulation, Charleston was maternal, it also
stood in contrast to the alternative - emigration elsewhere, most likely
to the frontier, the "border," perhaps to Mississippi. Or so he seemed
to think in 1 836:
Ought we then to emigrate? . . . No! N o! To him, then, and to all, would
we say, be content, and remain where you are. Remain amid old in
fluences, and the strong and strengthening power of old associations.
Remain where education, and all the comforts, conveniences, and cir
cumstances of life, render life a blessing, and where no avaricious pas
sion, no grasping spirit, no wild speculation, no selfish, sordid feeling
touch and taint society. 7

Charleston clearly represented the antithesis of what the emigrant
would find in the western South, the South of Simms' father, the South
of "avaricious passion" and "wild speculation." Much to be preferred
were the "old associations," the refinement and security of maternal
Charleston.
To so sensitive a m an as Simms, Charleston was surely a symbol
of his own experience of familial separation. Years later, in 1839, he
recalled the custody trial and admitted, "Had I gone with my father,
I should have shown less feeling, but more world wisdom." His father,
he remembered, was "a discontented & forever wandering man . . . of
great energy & enthusiasm of character, a lively & playful temper."8
Two visits to see his father and tour the frontier South provided Simms
ample evidence for the opinions he later ventured on the wisdom of
emigration. Always curious about the road not taken, Simms natu1 89
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rally enough ascribed, to both that road and to the one more traveled,
certain absolute qualities. Clearly, in his mind t here was a frontier/pa
ternal association that evoked a wide range of images. Equally clearly,
there was a Charleston/maternal connection that offered a sharply con
trasting alternative. Most important, as t ime went on, Simms saw these
two roads diverging, in his own life and in that of his country. Repeat
edly he addressed the need to reconcile what he identified in the title
of a public lecture, frequently given, as "Poetry and the Practical." This
notion, central to an understanding of both Simms and Charleston,
lay at the heart of Simms' thought. Explored , it throws new light upon
those "powers," "capacities," and "rank" to which he referred in 1841.9
*

*

*

Fully ro understand the place of Charleston in Simms' thought,
however, one must first probe more deeply the dynamic tension
tween "poetry" and "the practical" that shaped h is world view. In sens
ing the interplay between the two, Simms was hardly u nique. Indeed,
the tension - variously defined as poetry/practical, head/heart, ideal!
real-was central to the thinking of the best minds in this romantic
era. The romantics felt themselves increasingly alienated from the main
stream of life in mid-nineteenth-century America. The rapid and ac
celerating pace of change both attracted and repelled, bringing w ith
it both the promise of reform and the threat of upheaval. Not surpris
ingly, intellectuals responded ambivalently, simultaneously desiring to
separate themselves from the coarse, leveling, often violent, and usu
ally disorienting effects of "progress" and to play a guiding, usually re
straining, role in managing and directing change. The result was frustra
tion and seemingly inconsistent behavior: the pose and language of
the isolated genius alongside a persistent belief that the man of mind
had a central social and political function he must serve. One answer,
a common answer, was that arrived at by Simms: namely, a wish to
restore a sort of social equilibrium through the mediating agency of
the intellectual, whose acute sense of "poetry," the sublime, the tran
scendent, might balance the dislocating tendencies of modern life. 1 O
To be sure, this was an outlook more easily described than acted
upon, as Simms and others, to their dismay, would discover. But it
also afforded comfort and made sense of things otherwise incompre
hensible. For Simms, "poetry" and "the practical" meant much more
than the simple j uxtaposition of Charleston and Mississippi, or even
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seaboard and interior. The terms defined the boundaries of society's
behavior and thus, offering succor to the romantic artist who often
felt himself to be in the world though not of it, helped Simms to achieve
a fuller understanding of himself. M oreover, they helped explain the
patterns of daily life, and so they provided a model for the literary as
well as the social critic. Finally, they represented a broad view of the
nature and progress of civilization, and as such they informed Simms'
comprehension of historical processes. All of these diverse intellectual
strands would meet at a crucial moment in 1849, when Simms would
reveal, in a series of penetrating essays, the extent to which "poetry"
and "the practical," as they related explicitly to Charleston, figured in
his thinking about his life and art. But it took time for those strands,
originating in his earliest years, to become plaited into a fabric of thought,
and each deserves a closer look.
Simms viewed himself as a poet. By this he meant not simply a com
poser of verse but rather a man of letters, whose purpose was to give
"winged thought" to "present impulse."I l The poet, Simms believed,
must be "an original thinker . . . a seer . . . inspired." 1 2 Indeed, the best
poetry should "denote a high order of thinking" by expressing "the pro
foundest of human philosophies." Poetry, he continued, was "the
mysterious voice of the deeper nature lying in the heart."13 Such a voice
could find expression in verse - Simms himself composed some 1 ,800
such poems - but it might also find other outlets in prose, and these,
too, Simms frequently sought. What mattered most to Simms was not
the medium of poetic expression but the constant application of the
poet to h is craft. He loathed nothing so much as the "elegant trifles"
produced by "amateur authorship" and revealing "dilettantism, affecta
tion, pretence [sic], and the most miserable conceit." 1 4 In short, he de
spised most of what passed for serious poetry not only in Charleston
but everywhere in America. Such work was the product of minds pri
marily engaged in other pursuits and of men to whom works of the
mind were acceptable only to the extent that they did not penetrate
very far below surface appearances or feelings.
The true poet, Simms believed, did not- could not- engage merely
in "occasional dalliance" with the poetic muse. IS The result of true po
etry must be "not to tickle a fancy, but to penetrate a sou1." And the
role of the poet must therefore be "to think & feel . . observe closely,
think earnestly, & sing boldly, not wantonly or diffusely, but with reso
lute purpose."16 Thus, he who would create "that sort of Poetry which
.
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i s the only sort that i s ever transmitted through the ages," namely po
etry of thought rather than fancy, must be a "professional author
surrendering life to this one object."!7
Not surprisingly, then, a subject in which Simms had a great in
terest (and the title of another of h is frequently given public lectures)
was the choice of a profession and , more specifically, the role of the
professional man of letters. Simms believed that the profession in fact
chose the poet rather than the poet the profession. The poet "is called,
as Samuel was in the night-time, by a voice whose summons he does
not understand, but dares not disobey. It is the voice of his own nature 
of a special endowment, which tasks him wholly. It demands not only
all his obedience, but all his faculties." This inner voice promised no
earthly rewards or fame, as Simms well knew; the poet's work was a
labor of love alone. "He b uilds," Simms wrote, "not for the shelter, not
for the recompense, scarcely for the fame and the praise."18 Poetry's
"cravings are of another sort. It asks for consideration. Possessed of great
truths, its first and only care is to procure a hearing. It demands an
audience, attention, appreciation - and, these accorded, there is no more
humble creature in all God's creation."!9
Few, however, even of Simms' strongest admirers, then or now, would
choose the adjective "humble" to describe him; his personality was such
as to belie all claims of humility. No one realized this more clearly than
Simms himself. "I am a very unconventional sort of person," he con
fessed in 1 84 1 , "very ardent in my temperament, very earnest in my
object; express myself usually in the first words that come uppermost;
write usually as I talk; and as the world goes, am accounted a some
what rude, blunt man. An unamiable character, enough, but one which,
perhaps, is not without its virtues."2o Contemporaries as well as later
Simms scholars often overlooked the virtues because they misunder
stood the "ardent temperament," not only of the man but also of his
work. Bandying such terms as "romantic" and "realistic," criticizing Simms
for producing too much too swiftly, and U ustly, for the most part) re
garding most of his work as second rate at best, they mostly missed
the larger point. They neglected the qualifying clause in Simms' shrewdly
accurate self-portrait: "I am a very u nconventional sort of person."2 1
For Simms' time and p lace, this remark was perhaps an understate
ment, and Simms scholars ignore it at their peril. In t his statement
lies an explanation of much that has for so long baffled the casual reader
as well as the specialist. It contains the key to Simms' own view of his
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life and art. It suggests why he was so preoccupied with such matters
as choosing a profession. It amplifies the interplay of "poetry" and the
"practical." And, as a result, it goes to the heart of Simms' feelings about
intellectual life in antebellum Charleston.
To attempt to be a professional man of letters in antebellum America
- that is, to attempt to make one's living by the pen - was about as
unconventional as one could be. No American author had success
fully attempted the feat before Simms determ ined to try. The difficul
ties were many and, to a less energetic spirit, would h ave seemed in
superable. For one thing, there were certain economic realities. The
professional writer could not count on a steady income. Nor could
he depend upon a very widespread or soph isticated network for the
marketing, promotion, and review of his work. The fledgling publish
ing industry in Jacksonian America was still taking shape, and its
workings were, in Simms' time, primitive. Finally, the absence of an
international copyright accord allowed overseas publishers to pirate
American authors, reprint their works cheaply, and flood the market.
Authors, competing with themselves, received not a cent in royalties
from the pirated editions. Add to all these difficulties the uncertainty
of the national economy, which only slowly recovered from the Panic
of 1837, and the prospects for the professional author seemed bleak
indeed. z z That all these vicissitudes affected Simms at one time or an
other during h is professional career is certain. He was chronically short
of cash, frequently in debt, and forced to make ends meet with the
equally uncertain profits of the dubiously managed plantation "Wood
lands," which belonged to his father-in-law. He complained about the
unavailability of many of h is works, and continued these laments de
spite almost annual trips to New York to maintain his ties with pub
lishers. He led the campaign for an international copyright law.
But very little changed. By December 1847, Simms was pouring out
his troubles to James Henry Hammond, his c losest friend: "Our plant
ing interests barely pay expenses and my income from Literature which
in 1 835 was $6000 per annum, is scarce $ 1 500 now, owing to the opera
tion of cheap reprints which pay p ublishers & printers profits only
& yield the author little or nothing. To earn this $ 1 500 I have to labor
constantly."Z3 Such was the price of unconventionality, and such was
Simms' response.
To these economic realities must be added the social consequences
of professional authorship. Simms surely was aware of the self-imposed
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isolation experienced by the man who answered the call o f poetry. In
deed, he was obsessed by it, repeatedly explaining the hazards of genius.
Society would not always fully appreciate the poet. "As he stands alone
in his objects," Simms wrote, "he is soon isolated among his associates.
. . . Directly, and upon the time in which he lives, the mere man of
letters, whatever his degree of endowment, does not exercise much,
if any, apparent influence."Z4 This lack of attention in Jacksonian Amer
ica was due in part to the widespread belief that a man should "dd'
something with h is life. The man of letters had little to show for his
efforts. What was a book measured against a canal or a turnpike or
a factory or a plantation? The sense of isolation was deepened further
by the general thinness of American literature at the time Simms m ade
his crucial choice of a profession. Simms' indictment of the state of
poetry was all too close to the mark.
The two problems - the dearth of professional writers and the con
comitant dearth of American literature - were of course related, but
few at the time recognized that fact. Thus to choose as S imms had
chosen was to flout convention and to court hardship. This Simms
knew. But for one "called" as he felt himself called, there was no other
choice.
In mid-nineteenth-century America, it mattered little where one chose
thus to be u nconventional; such were the prevailing sentiments against
professional writers and such was the general state of American letters.
Charleston, South Carolina, was no different from Boston, Massachu
setts.25 But Simms, harboring another unconventional idea, believed
that might be changed: the man of letters in antebellum America could
also, in his own way, be a useful member of society. It is striking how
often the term "useful" appears in S imms' writings in the 18405. "Po
etry" and the "practical" might be yoked.
In this belief Simms was not alone. In fact, the notion of the useful
poet inspired in the mid-1840s a movement, based in New York and
involving Simms' generation of writers, which called itself "Young
America."2 6 The creed of Young America was deceptively simple, and
Simms subscribed to it wholly. Poetry, Young America believed, em
braced all forms of literature, even the noveL The poet must pursue
his art relentlessly, fully, and employ his imagination with vigor and
virility, as befitted a rugged new nation. In this pursuit lay the artist's
usefulness. In the magazines they founded to advance these uncon
ventional ideas, Young America trumpeted the contention, as in the
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Literary World in 1 849, that American literature must be "practical as
well as poetic."27
These allies and their ideas reinforced and strengthened Simms as
he waged the campaign for them in the South. The battle was not easy,
in Charleston or i n Boston. "God damn them all," implored the Bos
ton Brahmin George Sumner. To him the ideas of Young America were
radical indeed, threatening as they did the sterile conventions of po
lite literature.2s New York periodicals engaged in vicious editorial as
saults upon one another. These l i terary wars, in which Simms at one
time or another during the 1 840s was both participant and victim, put
the ideas of Young America repeatedly to the test. The result was a
thorough, if seldom dispassionate , airing of a wide range of views con
cerning literature in America. An equally important byproduct was
a honed critical sensibility on the part of editors and a remarkably di
verse outpouring of works from increasingly d aring publishers.29
The difficulties encountered by S imms in Charleston were no less
serious but of a different sort. There is little evidence to suggest either
the fearful negativism that characterized the reaction of provincial Bos
ton or the stimulating engagement that punctuated the diatribes in
the New York press. What evidence there is, however, rather forcefully
indicates that rowdy New York, not sedate Boston, was the exception
and, further, that whatever attitude the C harleston press may have
exhibited, w hether toward Simms or toward Northern authors, was
more nearly in keeping with a national literary consensus than some
scholars may have supposed. Returning to Charleston after a lively an
nual summer sojourn in New York may well have affected Simms' judg
ments about intellectual l ife in both places. The accuracy of such
judgments, uncritically accepted by many Sim ms scholars, must be
measured anew.
The vigor of "Young America," indeed its very name, bespoke a ris
ing clamor among American intellectuals for the creation of a distinc
tive national literature. Simms, like most literary nationalists, would
have found little fault with Edward Tyrrell C hanning's call as early as
1818 for "a domestic literature [baseq] upon what is peculiarly our own 
our scenery, our institutions, our modes of life , our history, and the
antiquities of our country." Simms put it somewhat differently; "To be
national in literature," he wrote, "one must needs be sectional"- but his
impulse was the same. And it had its counterpart in other sections
of the country. "New England," wrote Nathaniel Hawthorne, "is quite
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as large a l ump of earth a s m y h eart can take in." I n Ohio, William
Coggeshall added, "It is required of a nation which combines wide dif
ferences of c haracteristics, that each shall h ave its own representation.
A Republic of letters may be a confederacy of individualities."3o
With great enthusiasm, Simms and his intellectual peers waged
their campaign. Only in New York did the campaign encounter seri
ous intellectual challenge or debate. Almost eve rywhere else - Boston,
Cincinnati, Charleston - a different pattern appeared, usually in the
form of a total and uncritical embrace of native sons and their works
by editors of chauvinistic and frequently short-lived sectional publica
tions. Despite his incredible productivity during the first decade of his
professional career - poetry, border tales, h istorical romances - and de
spite the controversy aroused in other quarters by his unconventional
ideas and unconventional associates, Simms by the early 1 840s found
himself either ignored or, more often , superficially praised. This sort
of puffery was typical of the numerous notices of his work in South
ern literary periodicals. The Charleston-based Southern L iterary Jour
nal, to which Simms was a frequent contributor, regularly offered re
views of his latest efforts. It called The Partisan a "perfect picture of the
revolutionary times in South Carolina." It did dare to criticize Richard
Hurdis, which was p ub lished pseudonymously, because it believed the
work inferior to that of Simms.3 ! The Southern Quarterly Review, suc
cessor to the Journal and established in 1 842, reviewed Simms' History
of South Carolina and concluded that this was by far his most impor
tant contribution to his state.32 The Charleston Mercury, meanwhile,
daringly said of the History, "The work indeed seems to us to be in
its kind perfect."33
Such uncritical praise likewise emanated from other aspiring liter
ary centers outside New York. Accusations of puffery directed against
Boston periodicals are familiar enough. Less well known are parallel
developments in the Western states, where one scholar h as discovered
that "comm ents on books by local authors were so universally favor
able as to become stereotyped."34 In short, if writers such as Simms
had a grieva nce, it pointed not toward a neglect of things literary (in
deed most daily newspapers around the country had regular literary
columns) but rather toward an unwillingness, easy enough to under
stand in a country still seeking its cultural definition, to indulge i n
serious literary criticism.
It was thus perhaps less than coincidental that Simms in the mid1 96
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18405 pondered a new approach to poetic usefulness. The first decision
was to abandon fiction, at least temporarily, for other fields. If South
ern literary periodicals lacked critical backbone , then Simms himself
would become an editor, a duty with which he was familiar but to
which he now turned with new determination. If the Southern mind
lacked a serious appreciation of the new national l iterature he was help
ing to create, then Simms would devote much of his time to literary
and social criticism. And if Southern reviewers deemed works other
than fiction or verse to be more useful, then Simms would develop
new skills. If history was what they wanted, then history they would
have, and it would be history that combined "poetry" and the "prac
tica1" - or as Simms, echoing Thucydides, put it, it would be "philoso
phy teaching by example." 35
Thus Charleston, which had seemed to Simms in his early years
the maternal e mbodiment of what he meant by the term "poetry" and
which had provided a foc us for his romantic formulation of the intel
lectual's dilemma, now took on a th ird trait, which was rooted in his
literary nationalism. The city became for him in mid-career the target
of unrelenting efforts to be usefuL Nor was it conceivable that he could
leave his n ative ci ty, though he occasionally contempl ated removaL
The city generally, and this city in particular, was the only place where
l iterature h ad a chance to flourish. "Literature, indeed, is the growt h
of the city only," Simms h a d written in 1837. "Types would never b e
made in the country, or in any other than a com mercial city. The vari
ous classes of the mart afford more material for thought than all the
mountains and woods and vallies put together that ever man saw or
fancy dreamed of."36 Simms the romantic literary nationalist would abide
with mother Charleston while seeking to introduce more paternal prac
ticality into its intellectual life. So long as that life was stimulated, as
it was in New York, Simms would ask for no more.
*

*

*

The first step was to take stock of the state of Charleston's l iterary
art. The result was the publication, in the autumn of 1844, of The
Charleston Book, a compendium of Charleston literature from the pens
of its most able minds. Simms wrote the preface to the volume in a
tone at once explanatory, apologetic, and damning. A portion of that
preface points both forward and backward at this pivotal moment in
Simms' l ife:
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The sources of t he compilation are not those of professional author
ship. The writers of the South are persons, generally, of other profes
sions and pursuits. What is done among us, in a l i terary point of view,
is the work of the amateur, a labor of stealth or recreation, employed
as a relief from other tasks and duties. From this fact the reader will
be able to account for that air of didactic gravity, that absence of va
riety, and of the study of artistical attributes, which would not strike
him

so

obviously had the sources of the collection been found in the

more various fields of a national literature. 37

Perhaps because this was a subscription volume, or perhaps because
it was a collection comprising wholly the work of amateurs (though
edited by a professional), or perhaps (more likely) because the book
was a none too subtle barb aimed at Charleston, it proved for Simms
to be another labor of love only. The Charleston press ignored the
volume; few of the literary magazines noticed it. The New York Morn
ing News, however, gave a lukewarm recommendation, concluding, "No
one else could have been more courteous and liberal to his brethren
in making up the book than this gentleman [SimmsJ." 38
But Simms' one-man literary reform movement continued to advance
on all fronts. "I am shortly to have a magazine of my own," he confided to
one of his Young America colleagues in New York.39 The new journal,
officially titled the Southern and Western Magazine and Review, was based
in Charleston and quickly became known as "Simms's Magazine." To
his friend George Frederick Holmes, Simms explained, "My chief mo
tive for consenting to this editorship is based upon the mutual desire
we entertain to establish a manly & proper organ of literature and
criticism in the South."40 The first number appeared in January 1845,
and for the rest of the year Simms labored to make his magazine pros
per. Often this meant, as in the case of the March, April, and May is
sues, supplying most of the copy himself: essays, reviews, and short
stories. The grueling pace was more than any man could sustain, and it
was not often mitigated by frequent notices in the local press. Only the
Southern Quarterly Review gave even the briefest mention. By year's end
Simms welcomed the decision to merge his magazine with the established
Southern Literary Messenger in Richmond. 'The works thus blended,"
Simms announced in the December number, "will be eminently useful
in concentrating and forming public opinion among us, in all those
things, particularly, which belong to Belles Lettres and the Arts."H More
useful, it would appear, than editor Simms had managed to be.
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Editing, however, was only one of Simms' occupations in 1 845. I n
preparing so much of the copy that appeared in his magazine, Simms
also found occasion to amplify many of his social and literary opinions.
The ideas that constituted the essays did not of course originate in
1 845. But in h is desperation for publishable m aterial, Simms was in
spired to reconsider, refine, and develop them so that readers of such
pieces as "Our Agricultural Condition," "Weems the Historian," and
especially "Epochs and Events of American H istory" were treated to
incisive analyses of life and letters.
Simms had three major criticisms of mid-nineteenth-century life in
the South.42 The first was that the South was intellectually lazy. This
shortcoming was especially glaring, Simms believed, in Southerners'
ignorance of their own history. "Satisfied, each man, with his individual
supply of mental food, [the Southerner] gives himself no concern to
ask whence it comes, and thus leaves it to strangers . . . to furnish the
means of knowledge and of opinion to his neighbors and his children."43
Thus Southerners permitted such falsehoods as their disloyalty during
the American Revolution to be perpetrated by non-Southern histori
ans. "For Heaven's sake," Simms pleaded, "let us no longer continue
insensible . . . . Our responsibilities to the race and to the world, are
in due proportion to the degree of civilization which we claim."44 He
left no doubt in his readers' minds as to the type of intellect he de
plored. Though the specific context of the following statement was a
criticism of New England, it was written for a Charleston audience,
and Charlestonians might profit by the example:
They are a people who suffer their tastes to get the better of their
energies - who, in their solicitude to be nice, sometimes cease

to

be

manly- who delight in neat little pretti nesses of style and manner . . .
and, i n due degree as they are deligh ted with these, will revolt at the
rude expression, the coarse or clumsy phrase - the slightest inelegancy
making them heedless of the just claims of the work.45

Readers with long memories might, reading this indictment of effete
ness in New England, have recalled Simms' likening of Boston to Charles
ton in an essay published in 1844. "The character may be found in
Boston and in Charleston," he had written then, "individuals who would
have been victim of the circumstances which they should have mastered
- the victim to [sic] organization and education - to a temperament the
energies of which are naturally feeble."46
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This feebleness was attributable, i n Charleston a t least, t o another
feature of Southern life t h at Simms deplored. The South, he argued,
was agriculturally backward, its chief weakness being its reliance upon
a single staple crop. "Staple cultivation must always, in the end, be fatal,"
he declared. '1\ nation which makes but one t hing, to exchange for
everything else . . . will always be at the mercy of her neighbors." Dis
missing the canard that soil exhaustion was to blame for Southern
economic woes, Simms argued that "the paralysis of our fortune is not
so much because of t he inferior condition of our soil, as because of
the peculiar fate of the commodity which we cultivate," namely, cotton. 47
Worse, t hough, than economic retardation was the effect of agricul
tural backwardness upon intellectual life. Citizens in such circumstances
lacked "most of those means of moral strength which are desirable"
for removing "the provincial feeling of dependence [that] is too strong
upon us."48 Simms had long held the position, which he articulated
as early as 1 8 4 1 , that "the Good Farmer feels the importance of
knowledge for his children, to be far greater now than it was in his
boyhood."49 This was the more im portant because "agriculture, being
expressly a divine institution, [has] the natural effect of subduing the
passions of men, of regulating their appetites, promoting gentleness,
harmony, and universal peace among them."50 But the South seemed
to possess fewer and fewer "Good Farmers."
And the result was not simply intellectual decline but economic
weakness. Simms emphatically did not oppose economic diversifica
tionj indeed, he saw increased reliance upon industry as one of the
keys to the South's survival. The "age of iron" was coming, he recog
nized, and the South, especially C harleston, must adapt. Adaptation
included agricultural reform - moving away from staples, sharing agri
cultural information, adopting more scientific technique s - but it also
included acceptance of the fact that "change naturally follows . . . even
as the stronger appetites and desires of the m an overgrow and absorb
those, more gentle and l i mited, which prevail in the bosom of the
child."51 The South could accept this change, could encourage reform
and progress simultaneously, and in so doing could restore that balance
of "poetry" (agriculture, the "age of gold") and the "practical" (industry,
the "age of iron") necessary for happiness and prosperity. Or it could
continue along the path it seemed thus far to have followed, simulta
neously suffering agricultural decline and general economic and intel
lectual stagnation.
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Simms went on at such length and in such detail because of what
h is study of history revealed to him. He knew civilized Charleston; he
knew equally well the less civilized frontier South. And from this
knowledge he had derived what he termed the "Social Principle," which
was in essence an explanation of history based upon the interplay of
"poetry" and the "practical" or civilizat ion and the frontier. On the one
hand, Simms believed that "the first requisite to the civilization of any
people is to make them stationary."52 Emigration cost the settled re
gions "the resources of genius and talent which they might have com
manded."53 On the other hand, westward movement was inevitable
and not entirely bad, since the frontier "tends to break down most of
the barriers which a strict convention establishes for the protection
. . . of its own tastes and prejudices."54 The "Social Principle" represented
the careful balance between permanence, stability, polish, and devo
tion to horne, and innovation, exploration, and the crude, disorderly
realities that accompany the progress of a people. The "Social Princi
ple" envisioned a society that embraced both "poetry" and the "prac
tical." The message for Charleston was clear, and Simms delivered it
explicitly in the pages of the Charleston Southern Patriot: "There are
others in your venerable city, who need but two things, enterprise and
industry . . . to become famous and do credit to that which sends them
forth . . . . Old established comm unities, whose population is stationary, thus always refine themselves at the expense of their energies; and,
in the great im provement of their tastes, lose their virility." 5 5 Not sur
prisingly, this diatribe was written from New York.
Human and social issues, then, were far from settled for Simms. At
the same time that he was refining his ideas about social and intellec
rual life in 1845, he was also beginning to publish those works deemed
most useful by his Southern readership, works of American history.
Simms believed strongly that history must be instructive and that the
historian "must have a purpose." History "implies art, system, arrange
ment, grouping, great discrimination, [and] the severe judgment of the
critic."56 If philosophy were successfully to teach by example, then the
most appropriate medium would be biography. Accordingly, between
1844 and 1 849 Simms brought out four biographies of, respectively,
Francis Marion (1844), Captain John Smith ( 1 846), the Chevalier Bayard
( 1847), and N a thanael Greene ( 1849).
These biographical forays represented a response to matters both
professional and personaL By the mid-1840s the reading public's in20 1
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satiable desire for historical writing was quite clear. A long line of writ
ers, Simms included, had touched the public's yearning in the age of
Jackson for heroic tales of the nation's past. As the l ast of the Revolu
tionary generation passed from the scene, a sense of cultural indirec
tion, to which literary nationalism was one response, seemed to make
the imaginative re-creation of the cou ntry's short history an urgent pri
ority. By the mid-1840s S imms recognized that the rendering of the
past through fiction might have reached the limits of profitability but
that biography would still sell.57 The figures Simms chose to study had,
in almost every case, a lready been the subjects of earlier biograph ies,
so there was certainly a commercial dimension to his decision. 58
Still, the specific choices seemed to have very little in common. Be
yond romanticism, beyond nationalism, even beyond immediate finan
cial prospects, a careful reading of these four b iographies reveals the
way in which Simms again returned to his longstanding concerns about
poetry and the practical. Through these four works he reexamined the
role of the intellectual in society. What most united them , in other
words, was the way in w hich they allowed Simms to speak out in a
personal way about himself as a writer in Charleston.
The connections were subtle but undeniable. Bayard's grandfather,
like Simms' maternal grandfather Singleto n , "acquired great credit in
the wars with the English." Greene's mother, like Simms', "died when he
was yet a child, and his father was something of a Spartan." Marion,
like Simms, h ad no formal schooling in his youth. Rather, he "drew
from the great mother-sources of nature . . . his want of education neither
lessened his energies, his confidence in himself, nor baffled any of his
natural endowments. On the contrary, it left his talents free to their
natural direction." Likewise, Greene's "natural ascendency [sic} of mind
was felt in spite of the deficiencies of education." Only after Greene's
"intimacy with a man named Giles" (Simms' first wife's maiden name)
did he "begin to direct his attention to the acquisition of books. The
shelves of h is friends were ransacked with the view to the satiation of
this newly-aroused appetite." But "this habit was not grateful to his fa
ther. He regarded it as a form if idleness."59
Choosing a profession posed difficulties. Greene, reared in a "new
settlement" realized that "the distinguishing merit of the citizen must
be his usefulness." Bayard chose a profession at once poetic and useful.
"He obeyed an instinct. It was not that he chose war as his vocation -
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the vocatio n had chosen him. His natural endowments required that
he go and be a soldier."60
Perhaps the closest parallel lay in the life of Smith. Smith's "talents
were all certainly of his own acquisition. They did not come from the
free schools." Apprenticed at an early age, as Simms had been, Smith
felt stifled. Travel to distant regions beckoned, and as a young man
he "lived rapidly" and saw "so much of the world" that "there could
have been no condition so well calculated to pall upon his tastes as
the tame and monotonous movement of daily life." To one who was
in no way "indebted to his parents," his remedy against the "apathy
into which he was in danger of falling from his intercourse with a society
which to him could afford no nourishment, was of a kind to denote
the impatience and independence of his mind." Smith craved adven
ture; he also sought recognition. Yet, once placed in charge of the set
tlement in Jamestown, Smith ran up against "the vanity, the worth
lessness, and the utter selfishness of t hose to whom much of the power
had been intrusted." This natural man, confident, self-assured, gifted,
able to grasp intuitively a situation, was also a man whose merits were
frequently envied. "Thus indefatigable, our hero [was] yet doomed to
discover that his toil consists in drawing water in a sieve. He toils for
the worthless and the ungrateful."6 1
This last remark accurately portrays the state of Simms' mind by
the end of the 1 840s, for all his efforts seemed to have gone for naught
in Charleston. Neither the M ercury nor the Courier reviewed any of
the biographies, though the Mercury did at least note the publication
of Marion. The Southern Literary M essenger was silent. The Southern
Quarterly Review not ice d only the life of Smith, which it praised.6l
Personal difficulties further blackened Simms' mood. After serving
a term in the South Carolina legislature in 1844-46, he failed to win
reelection. He hoped for a political appointment by President James
Polk but was passed over. His plantation continued to struggle finan
cially. He was forced to borrow $ 1 ,000 from h is friend H ammond with
no promise that it would ever be repaid.6J G loomily, he composed a
poem, suggestively entitled "The Struggle of Endowment with Fortune":
When thou shalt put my name upon the tomb,
Write under it, "here lies the weariest man
That ever struggled with a wayward ban,
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The victim from his birth-hour to a doom
That made all nature war against his will,
Made profitless his toil, its fruits denied
To patient courage and a mbition still,
His tasks decreed, his industry decried,
And left him weary of the sun, whose flight,
Brought him the gloom without the peace of night.
His toilsome pathway ever was uphill,
A hill forever growing, - still his draught
Was water in a sieve that could not fill
And bitter was his cup, or drunk, or left unquaff'd."
[italics added]M

So bitter was Simms that he contemplated removal from Charleston to the North. Again, he expressed his longings in verse:
Hopeless of place, of chance, to try his strength,
He yields the field, and quits the soil at length,
Mournful retires, in Western woods to find ,
That freedom for his spirit a n d his mind,
Which his own home, by cunning tribes o'erru n,
Hath shown him there he never could have won!
And what remains, the native mind expell'd,
But vile debasement from the rank we held? 65

Yet he could never quite bring h imself to l eave mother Charleston.
Instead, he decided once again to attempt to reform the city he still
found beautiful. Perhaps he inwardly believed what he would put into
words in 1 849: "What is hope itself but a happy sort of discontent?
It tells us of unattained objects and conditions, and so paints their
attractions to our mind, that we naturally yearn and strive for their
acquisition; and hence our best performance." Discontented but yearn
ing, hopeful and thus still striving despite many setbacks, Simms by
1849 had not yet surrendered his hope of poetic usefulness; it remained
his ideal. "And the pursuit of [a man's] ideal," Simms wrote, "affords
the clue to h is existence. It is thus that he works out his deliverance.
It is thus that he finds out and exercises his powers."66
*

*

*

"1 am weary and weak," Simms confided to Hammond in Septem
ber 1849. "My head is all in commotion and confusion." The preceding
six months had been unusually grueling, even for a man of his robust

204

Poetry and the Practical: William Gilmore Simms

constitution. In February he had assumed the editorship of the South
ern Quarterly Review in Charleston, an assignment a practical poet could
not refuse but also an obligation that, by September, was keeping him
"scrawling and scribbling throughout the day, in vain seeking to lessen
the pile before me."67 Moreover, at one time or another during 1849,
he had a volume of poetry and a colonial romance in press in Charles
ton, and his l ife of Greene in press in New York; he was putting the
finishing touches on a Revolutionary romance for serialization in Godey's
beginning i n February 1850; and he was about to begin a series of ar
ticles for the Charleston Mercury. And as if these exertions weren't
enough, Simms somehow managed to spend almost the entire month
of August, as he was fond of putting it, "on the wing," touring the Geor
gia mountains and then visiting Sullivan's Island.
Simms' weariness was not simply physical; it was also pecuniary and
psychologicaL Confronted on all sides by demands for yet more of his
time, more of his energy, more of his resources, his thinking turned
inward and homeward; and he focused his attention on Charleston,
the city that had shaped him. His native c ity in 1849 afforded him
a convenient target for all of the social, literary, and political ideas it
had subtly influenced since his birth. In the articles for the Mercury,
running between 18 September and 3 November 1849 under the re
vealing title "The Home Tourist," Simms reexamined himself, his home,
and his art. For a brief moment the patterns of a lifetime were thrown
into sharp relief. The result was a clear and complete statement by the
Old South's leading man of letters on the condition and the prospects
of intellectual life.
To a great extent the series was an intensely personal statement.
"Father Abbot," from whose oracular lips most of the weightiest pro
nouncements fall, is meant to be Simms himself. Like S imms, Father
Abbot had been orphaned at a young age. "The habits of my boyhood
were the fru its of a neglect, which . . . it would not become me to
deplore," Abbot explains. "1 had no parents to be troubled at my ab
sence, or to chide and chasten me at my return." Like Simms, Abbot
knew not only Charleston society but also frontier life, "travelling . . .
among the wildest regions of the South and West, at periods when
they were a thousand time wilder than now." Like Simms, Abbot en
joyed the company of others. "I can enjoy no pleasure," Abbot states,
"unless I share it."68
Finally, like Simms, Abbot had feelings about Charleston so strong
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that h e could revel i n its "thousand attractions" while yet remaining
sensitive to its "thousand deficiencies." Among those attractions were
"our graces of society, our frank hospitality; the elegance of our women,
the high character of our gentlemen; [and] . . . the physical beauty
of our home." But undue emphasis on these good qualities had pro
duced, among the "thousand deficiencies," a type of "city-bred gentle
man, full of his conventional laws and not able to overcome old hab
its," cherishing "his old strut and h is new waistcoat."69
Thus, by 1849, there was not one Charleston but two, which, Simms
believed, were in "deadly conflict." One community was practical, in
dustrious, striving. It comprised "a people coerced by the necessities
of life, devoted to toil and business, and bringing to their work the
capital of fresh energies, eager hopes and sleepless enterprise." The other
"had acquired a certain permanence of position." The former "had no
acknowledged place in society"; the latter "had, in various ways, reached
a very high distinction . . . . Its people could boast of a past. They could
look back with pride to their ancestry."70
The results of this social division, Simms concluded, were unsatis
factory on every count. "Society's" polish was "of a sort that rendered
it feeble and effeminate . . . . In the perfection of [its] tastes," Charles
ton had lost "some of [its] necessary energies," becoming at once "fash
ionable and foolish." The "man of manners and refinements," Simms
argued,
is apt to make them especial objects of pride; and in so doing, emascu
lates his mental energies. He perpetually contrasts his quiet, graceful
manner, with the wide hurry of the working man; and in proportion
as the rough energy of the other offends his tastes, will he then turn
away equally disgusted with, or unobservant of, the vigor and power
which are coupled with the roughness that offends him. In rejecting
what is evil, or inferior, i n the manners, he makes the m istake of re
jecting also the virtues of that manhood which is the secret of safety
i n all communities.

In consequence, the community had lost "enthusiasm . . . one of the
most sovereign of virtues. . . . Without this virtue, society languishes
everywhere; the energies lie prostrate . . . the community lacks cour
age; trade and commerce wither . . . while cold-blooded and soulless
self-conceit sniggers and sneers at every appeal to patriotism, and every
sentiment which seeks to encourage the resurrection of the nobler vir206
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tues." Worst of all, "the arts abandon the soil in loathing, or bury
themselves from sight."71 Simms could hardly have made a more force
ful statement of how he perceived h is relationship with C harleston.
And yet this society's division and decline were not irreversible; the
conflict was neither inevitable nor permanent:
When society shall recognize the necessity of coupling manhood always
with its refinements; not suffering taste to degenerate into fastidious
ness, or good manners into feebleness; -but honoring these only as they
are tributary to manly performance; - and when, on the other hand,
the performing and the business men shall recognize the j ust c laims of
a social organization;-shall recognize what is due to good taste, social
refinement, delicacy and propriety of manners . . . then shall the two
branches of society work together. n

The agent of reconciliation was to be the literary artist, the profes
sional writer, who was at once mediator and advocate, poet and prophet.
"Art . . . tutors the sensibilities," wrote Simms, "and civilizes the rude
humanity." The writer-or "poet," to use his term "conducts us out
of the present. That is something. He lifts us from the earth. That is
something more. He thus weans us from the pleasures of the sense,
a nd raises us up from the wallow into which the brutal part of our
nature would constantly conduct us." In this very act lay the poet's
"usefulness," w hich once again Simms thought the most appropriate
word to explain the poet's role. A divided society, a society where poets
and practical men seemed further apart than ever before , should pay
heed to the literary man, who was in fact "the world's great benefactor."73
This assessment of Charleston was far more than a simple exercise
in social criticism. Rooted in a t a ngle of emotions, experiences, and
impulses that had marked Simms' personal and professional life from
its earliest years, "The Home Tourist" represented Simms's fullest state
ment ever about his life and work in Charleston. For him, Charleston
was symbolic of what was right with mid-nineteenth-century Ameri
can and also of what was wrong. The city needed to reestablish that
balance between "poetry" and the "practical" in order to advance. The
lessons of history taught that civilization made its greatest progress when
"poetry" and the "practical" were reconciled. This was the "Social Prin
ciple" for w hich C harleston must strive.
*

*

*
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I f the publication of "The Home Tourist" and its subsequent reissue,
in December 1 849, as Father Abbot was not in itself a cathartic exercise
for Simms, it was at least part of a transformation that he must have
considered salutary. To some extent, his own continued exertions were
responsible for a renewed sense of self-esteem that paralleled his grow
ing prominence in the South; perhaps to a greater extent, national
political developments effected a change in attitude both in Simms and
in the Southern mind. Whatever the case, during the 1 850s Simms
increasingly felt himself to be playing the role of the prac tical poet that
he had for so long desired to play.
As the South's growing sense of alienation from n ational trends
fostered an ever more acute consciousness of its minority st atus in the
Union and an ever more widely expressed sense of a separate national
destiny for itself, Simms found himself speaking to the condition of
his fellow Sou therners as never before. He resumed his series, inter
rupted in 1 84 1 , of Revolut ionary romances with the publication of four
new volumes between 1851 and 1 856, and the reissue, in New York,
of these and revised versions of earlier works that had been out of print.
A central theme of the Revolutionary cycle was the conflict of loyal
ties, which surely was a preoccupation of many Southerners during
the 1 850s. A second t heme concerned character; the heroes of these
works, without exception , combined "poetry" and the "practical" in
order to succeed. From Singleton in The Partisan through Porgy in
Woodcraft and down to Colonel Sinclair in Eutaw, the "poetic" aris
tocratic hero possesses also a "prac tical" side - often in the form of a
sidekick - t hat serves the patriot cause.
By the m id-1850s, moreover, there were hopeful signs of a dawning
critical awareness in Charleston that owed much to the influence of
Simms. A young coterie of aspiring writers began to hold regular meet
ings in the back rooms of Russell's bookstore in C h arleston, there to
discuss the latest currents in books and ideas. With Simms' encourage
ment, this group, led by t he able young poet Paul Hamilton Hayne,
established Russell's Magazine in 1857.
And as never before, Simms received extended treatment i n the
Southern press. The Men::ury and the Courier devoted considerable space
to reviews of his new romances; other Southern papers and magazines
conferred long overdue recognition. "No other man," declared the Mer
cury, "has done so much to illustrate our own country, and to embody
the elements of poetry in our present and past history."74 By decade's
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end Simms even found himself in the midst of a "literary war," much
like those that had raged in New York in the 1 840s. During the sum
mer of 1 859, editors in New Orleans and Charleston debated the merits
of his work in such detail and with such language as to suggest the
dawning of a livelier critical age upon the field of Southern letters.
Though Simms held his critics in low regard, and though he appar
ently complained in private about the severity of their attacks, by 1859
he had achieved recognition unmatched in the South by any other
writer. 75
Increasingly, too, Simms became a spokesman for the secession of
the South. The practical poet carried the war into the North in the
autumn of 1 8 56 when he commenced a lecture tour in Buffalo, New
York, on the subject of "South Carolina in the Revolution." So hostile
were the reviews and so small was the turnout that he ended the tour
abruptly, concluding, "Forgive me, my friends, if ! have spoken warmly;
but you would not, surely, have me speak coldly in the assertion of
a Mother's honourl"7 6
To the very end of his life, Simms was ardent in his loyalty to that
mother. After the war, homeless and penniless, Simms nevertheless
continued to edit, to research, and to write. He died in 1870 in Charles
ton; as his body was laid to rest on a rainy J une day in Magnolia
Cemetery, Paul Hamilto n Hayne - to whom Simms had given such en
couragement and who now, at Simms' passing, was probably the South's
leading poet - lovingly bade farewell to the fallen giant: "Gallant old
man! whatever his faults I, for one, loved h im with all my heart . . . .
He had fought a good fight and kept the faith, at least the faith he
had plighted to his own genius and wilL" Simms would have appre
c iated the tribute. Shaped by Ch arleston to view the world in a spe·
cial way, Simms had devoted his life to becoming a practical poet and
urging his fellow Charlestonians and Southerners to do likewise. At
the end of the "ordeal" he considered his life to be, the "powers of en
durance" to which he had referred thirty years before had revealed tre
mendous "capacities" and secured a high "rank." But at the bottom of
his creative, romantic soul, Simms always knew that the true poet could
never be satisfied; the struggle goes on:
It is the study of a life . . . and the end of it may leave us still i n doubt
whether we h ave pursued the true vocation. But t here can be no doubt
that the search is still decreed. . . . The genius which conceives the truth
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passes o n to other discoveries. The true worker never rests. The seeker
is never satisfied with the found,-for the forms of truth are infinite,
and the tasks of search are strictly set for each succeeding generation.77

In his pursuit of the "true vocation," William Gilmore Simms was re
lentless. To grasp that simple truth is to recalculate the liveliness and
complexity of intellectual life in Simms' Charleston.
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CG. Memminger, Watercolor on ivory by Charles
Fraser (J 823) Collection 0/ [he Carolina Arc
Association-Gibbes Arc Gallery.

Schemes of Usefulness:
Christopher Gustavus Memminger
LAYLON W. JORDAN

HE

WAS BORN

in an age of revolution when America and Europe

had begun to experience a profound unsettlement and alteration under
the impact of the ideas and process of "modernization"-rationalism,
urbanization, industrialism, mechanized agriculture, expansionist fi
nance, vastly improved transportation systems, a more democratic poli
tics, nationalism, socialism, "big" government-and, complicating all,
a contagion of benevolence, moral perfectionism, and social activism.!
"In all the history of the world," declared an acute observer from the
perspective of Concord, Massachusetts, in 1841, "the doctrine of Re
form had never such scope as at the present hour ... all things ...
hear the trumpet, and must rush to judgment-Christianity, the laws,

L AY L O N

W.

J O RDAN

commerce, schools, the farm, the laboratory; and not a kingdom, town,
statute, rite, calling, man, or woman" but fee ls "the new spirit."2
Students of American society and politics, faced with the neces
sity of explaining a seemingly aberrant Southern provincialism, racial
prejudice, economic backwardness, and political conservatism in re
cent times, have generally assumed that an intrinsic antithesis between
the South and the rest of the nation predated t he Civil War and that
the Southern experience of the new attitudes and practices of the early
nineteenth century was expressed largely, or even entirely, in shrill
tones of adamant opposition, a refusal to confront the present, and
a dread of the future.} The Old South was fundamentally backward
looking, writes C. Vann Woodward. "The utopian schemes and the
gospel of progress that flourished above the M ason a nd Dixon line
never found very wide acceptance below the Potomac. . . . In that
most optimistic of centuries in the most optimistic part of the world,
the South remained basically pessimistic in its social outlook and its
moral philosophy."4 John Hope Franklin's j udgment is still more se
vere. He insists that "there was no communal l ife, no civic responsi
bility, and no interest in various programs for the improvement of
mankind" in all the antebellum South, and opines t hat the plan
tation system, by preserving primitive frontier individualism, was at
fault.s
While the theme of Southern exceptionalism arose out of the real
cultural differences that have divided Americans, it m ay be asked
whether it pushes oversimplification beyond reasonable limits. There
were, of course, social environments in the antebellum South rather
far removed from the plantation. Charleston, while "premodern and
largely preindustrial in both its economic and social configuration,"
was an urban center undergoing significant change: cotton factories
along the Cooper riverfront, a multiplication of railroad tracks, and
a rising crescendo of registrations in local Irish and German ethnic
societies, were visible signs.6 And if the city still existed primarily as
a crossroads of maritime transport and commercial exchange, such ur
ban centers predicted the future. Habitues of Southern towns, wrote
Fanny Kemble (an Englishwoman who in the 18305 sojourned in coastal
Georgia and South Carolina before offering the world her impressions
of urban Southerners), were in terms of morality and vision and rheto
ric much like urbanites in the world at l arge. They were "softened and
enlightened by many influences- the action of city life itself, where
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human sympathy and human respect, stimulated by n eighborhood,
produce salutary social restraint."
They travel to the Northern states and to Europe, and Europe and the
Northern states travel to them, and, in spite of themselves, their pecu
liar conditions receive modifications from foreign intercourse. The in
fluence, too, of commercial enterprise, which in these days is becoming
the agent of civilization all over t he earth, affects even the uncommer
cial residents of the Southern cities, and, however cordially they may
dislike or despise the mercantile tendencies of [North) Atlantic Ameri
cans or trans-atlantic Englishmen, their frequent contact with them
breaks down some of the barriers of difference between them.?

Kemble was making the point by hyperbole, but the point itself is
valid enough to suggest a fundamental truth that h istorians are begin
ning to recognize. In cities and towns of the Old South, Clement Eaton
has written, "could be discerned . . . s igns of the breaking down of slav
ery, particularly as the result of the hiring system and the greater so
p histication of town slaves. The introduction of factories and railroads
was subtly modifying typical agrarian attitudes, even to the point of
relaxing opposition to a protective tariff."8 Southern municipalities were
wavering opponents of extreme state action and precipitate secession
in defense of the "Southern interest."9 Some of their leading citizens
were emphatic instances of the South's continuous involvement in a
modernizing passion for rationalism, technology, humanitarian reform,
and material success, which transcended political boundaries and re
gional tradition. 10
In the 1840s and 1850s, a circle of business and professional men
in Charleston, including William James Rivers, an academic historian,
and John Bachman, a clergyman and scientist, spent occasional eve
nings together over dinner at Christopher Memminger's residence, dis
cussing, among other things, the "social systems most conducive to
human happiness." G eorge C. Rogers, Jr., who relates this fact in his
Charleston in the Age of the Pinckneys, goes on to say that the conclu
sion "they obviously reached was that their own was such." l l No doubt
this is true, to a point. On "matters of last importance," the great de
siderata of Southern life, slavery and the staple crop-based economy,
a general consensus of support (if not absolute unanimity) prevailed
among white people of the city, the state of South Carolina, and the
Southern region after, say, 1830.
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The commitment was not necessarily exclusive, however. To b e sure,
historians have said that the fundamental choice confronting South
erners of this generation was clear-cut: "land and slaves or commercial
diversification, Southern distinctiveness or Southern self-sufficiency,"
affluence, prestige, a nd power. 12 But for some Southerners, including
Memminger and his friends, the decision was not easily made. Their
special regional context did interpose barriers to modernization, but
not, they believed, absolute barriers. Why not have the best of both
worlds? Why not treat ideas and things in a purely expedient manner?
Too astute not to perceive the elements of bravado in Southern pa
triotism and pride in culture, they understood that modernization had
brought the Northern states a great new vigor; the South was outstripped
in almost every measurable category -economic, social, demographic,
and cultural. Charlesron, which in the later eighteenth century was
the fourth city and third seaport in the nation, had become, as a North
ern editor acidly observed, a minor port and a "tenth-rate city in size."13
In the circumstances, it seemed madness to these reasonable men to
restate old truths and hold tightly to the status quo. Rather, the for
mative principle should be guided change, change carried on by estab
lished leaders and through means determined by their utility, change
reconciled to continuity and order, change leading directly to specific
goals: prosperity, political efficacy, social cohesion, self-identity, and
cultural exce llence. 1 4
Memminger, at least, had reason to believe that persevering effort
would result in achievement: his life was an American success story.
An emigre from Wiirtemberg, Germany, he landed at Charleston in
1 806, aged three years, and was orphaned and institutionalized soon
after. But at the age of seven he was plucked from the Charleston Or
phan House by Thomas Bennett, an industrial and mercantile entre
preneur newly sprung from artisans. From the time of his adoption,
Memminger lived a life not much different from the lives of gentlefolk
"of the best calibers" in Charleston and mixed familiarly in their so
ciety. He was educated at a private school for boys; took a degree from
South Carolina College; studied law in the office of a foster uncle; mar
ried Mary Wilkinson, the daughter of a Georgetown physician of Vir
ginia background and English descent; and was admitted to the prac
tice of law in the same year he was naturalized an American citizen,
1 824. His legal practice was large, intimately related to local and state
business enterprise, and no doubt profitable, although he was never
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a truly wealthy man: in 1860 at age 5 7 he h ad real property worth
$25,000, personal property worth $ 150,000, and fifteen slaves. In his
early thirties he gravitated into politics, his adoptive father - a Jeffer
sonian Democra t - having paved the way by rising to the office of state
governor in 1 8 20. Memminger served briefly in the Charleston city
council and for twenty-five years in the state legislature, exerting some
influence on many of the major public events of Southern and South
Carolina history in the middle decades of the nineteenth century. He
seldom looked back on his lowly origins, and indeed would be criti
cized by ethn ic Germans for a llegedly disowning them. But one of the
major impulses that made him a reformer was the desire to harmonize
differences between the class called "poor whites" from which he came
and the upper class of merchants, great planters, and well-educated
professional men into which he moved from the Orphan House. l s
An able but not original intellect, Memminger left his attitudes and
reflections scattered through a busy life without regard for system. How
ever, deep continuities in his ideas disclose a mind at o nce intimately,
if sometimes ambiguously, related to major Western and American tradi
tions and main currents of the era of Jefferson and Jackson, as well
as doubts and hopes peculiarly Southern, and encompassing fragments
of an agenda for a new nation, a new world. In his pragmatism and
ideological pluralism - motifs shared by a larger or smaller segment of,
a t least, the upper levels of Charleston society - he was in some ways
a universal nineteenth-century type. 1 6
"Memminger had five major interests in life," suggests an editorial
of two decades ago in the Advertiser-Journal of Montgomery, Alabama,
where he was Secretary of the Treasury of the Confederate States of
America during the early days of the Civil War. These were "educa
tion, law, finance, children, and religion. Above all, came religion." l?
Although t his dogmatic appraisa l requires careful qual ification, any
one who would understand Memminger might well begin with his piety.
By tradition, Wurtembergers were Lutherans, and a church based
on the Augsburg Confession had been formed in Charleston about
1 750. But Memminger as easily adopted the church as the lifestyle of
his foster family. The Bennetts were Protestant Episcopalians, and of
a part of that denomination much affected by the Second Great Awak
ening which swept the United States in the early nineteenth century.
This explosion of religious energy spawned Adventist sects, Mormon
ism, and John H. Noyes' perfectionism. It also inspired in more ortho215
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dox Christians a new moral intensity and a new commitment to social
activism. The enthusiasm and contention it engendered m ay h ave in
fluenced the splintering of St. Philip's Episcopal church and the crea
tion of St. Paul's, the congregation to which the Bennetts adhered, in
1810. In any event, the new church in suburban Charleston was "evan
gelical" in that it laid powerful and equal stress on the idea of God's
active sovereignty and the idea of personal responsibility; assumed that
man's ability to be saved is, on one level, a matter of h is own will, al
though actual conversion is the work of the Holy Spirit; and acted
on the belief that a Christian is at once an agent in the prosecution
of divine p l ans, a productive member of society, and a brother and
servant of men. ls
The household in which young Memminger found himself at age
eleven felt an impelling impulse to j u st this sort of vital piety. "Around
the fireside or in the councils of the nursery, at the dinner table, or
in the drawing room, there were no associations but those of the Chris
tian gentleman, the devoted Patriot, and the upright c itizen."19 After
he left the Bennett hearth, Mem minger did not deviate from the pat
tern. He read the Bible regularly and knew it welL Biblical allusions
occupied an important place in his public and private utterances: in
the pamphlet that may be said to have launched him into politics dur
ing 1832, he used biblical parody to lambast both the federal tariff and
the doctrine of nullification.2o And the momentousness of religion in
his life did not diminish as he grew older. He was constantly involved
in religious business, his n ame appearing frequently in the annals of
St. Paul's as being in the forefront of those who gave their time and
resources for the advancement of Christian work. He took a leading
role in an extensive effort by lower-state churches to build and main
tain churches for unchurched free Negroes and chapels for the reli
gious instruction of black slaves. Two of his sons became clergymen;
one of them would write and publish a number of theological treatises.21
On occasion, in middle and later life, Memminger professed a "feel
ing of disappointment" with the vanity of human wishes, and he made
the public argument that the Bible, as the revelation of the mighty
acts of the absolute Creator and master of history, is the most impor
tant study, and that true melioration in a fallen world is accomplished
by divine Providence or not at al1.22 In this mood, he tended to see
Christianity as a panacea, applicable and efficacious in all the ills of
life, and to press the importance of moral training over education of
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the mind. As he said, "If superior intelligence be directed to evil ends,
it becomes only a more efficient instrument of evil. . . . The same gifts
and genius which have corrupted the moral sense of the world with
a Don Juan . . . might, if directed by true moral principle, have blessed
mankind with a fitting sequel to Paradise Lost, or [Locke's] Essay on the
Human Understanding."23 Yet he rem ained confident that "Physical Sci
ence, as well as mere Mental Philosophy," has its place. And he ever
adhered to the doctrine that society, though ordained in principle, is
man's own creation, sustained and alterable by human beings. "It has
pleased the great Creater to place us in the midst of facts, and to leave
us to build up systems from those facts, by the operations of inductive
reasoning." "The Providence of God cares for the future; our business
is with the present." ''It is the law of God, that everyth ing valuable
must be attained by effort." '� great ancient poet has well said -'For
they can conquer, who but think they can."'H These are not the ex
pressions of an obsessively religious and passive man but one deeply
involved in the physical, tangible world.2 5
Memminger's concern for salutary activism, deriving i n part from
evangelical Christianity, had further j ustification in doctrines of "civic
idealism." Although not original to it, civic idealism was central to the
l iberal Whig tradition which, emerging first in seventeenth-century
England, supplied potent ideological ammunition in the thirteen colo
nies' fight for independence and subsequent efforts at state-building.
At the center was a conception of relationships among liberty, author
ity, and virtue. The relationships are delicate: wielders of authority,
whether one or a few or a majority, forever menace liberty and right.
The best safeguards are a written constitution and public virtue, which
induces individuals to subordinate private desires to the good of the
whole, or res publica. 26 These doctrines constituted the central motif
in David Ramsay's pioneer account of the American Revolution, a stan
dard schoolboy text in the years of Memminger's youth, and in The
Columbian Orator, a widely used primer of rhetoric. The same themes
were regular fare in courses in moral philosophy, the pivotal educa
tional discipline at South Carolina College, w ith illustrations drawn
from "great books" traced through two millennia to the Enlightenment,27
Enlightenment ideas - cognizance of cosmic design, of a world sys
tem directed by natural law and/or K ature's God; trust in the com
petence of men to plumb the meaning of those laws and of the human
will to be guided by them; commitment to free inquiry; and assurance
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that man is intended for happiness- balanced out the element of Chris
tian pessimism in Memminger's thought, forming an enduring theme
in his speeches and writings. One of his very first efforts as an orator,
in 1819 when he wa.s but sixteen, sounded the motif in a burst of flowery
rhetoric. It described approvingly the efforts of the natural philosopher,
applying the methods of inductive reasoning that Locke had hallowed,
to discover new truths; it lauded the presumed concomitants of the
growth of knowledge - the improvement of man in the mass, the de
cay of obtrusive superstition, the softening of manners, the progressive
limitation of the tyranny of the strong over the weak, and the multi
plication of material comforts- and truly became airborne while con
templating the philosopher's-eye view of atmosphere a nd heaven:
And now the azure sky, decked with those countless myriads of con
stellations which stand like immortal lamps of effulgent splendor, round
the throne of heaven, appears in full glory before him. Gliding on an
embodied ray of light, he walks amid thousands of worlds which m ark
their regular orbits around the central sun and is astonished at the har
mony and order which prevails throughout. Like the fallen Archangel,
traversing the newly-created regions, illuminated by the lamp of day he

gazes, admires and is compelled to reverence the Author of all. 2 8

While these sentiments might have been drawn from any of a large
and diverse company of eighteenth-century rationalist humanists, the
particular turn of young Memminger's rhetoric was noteworthy. The
suggestion that the findings of science, especially astronomy, are proof
of a beneficent Creator illustrated a rationalism firmly harnessed to
piety, as it usually was in the "moderate" Enlightenment - in London
or in Charleston. And his conclusions, which touched briefly on the
mortality of the human soul, intimated an important debt to the phi
losophy of Common Sense, a late p h ase of the Enlightenment that
originated in Scotland about 1 760 as a response to the antireligious
and anti rationalist skepticism of David Hume a nd finally, just before
Memminger matriculated at South Carolina College, came to domi
nate academic philosophy in the U nited States as the last phase of
the Enlightenment in America.29 Wholly in the spirit of Common
Sense philosophers like Thomas Reid, he proclaimed the practical dem
onstration of man's immortality by "intuitive reason": "the passions and
sentiments of the soul." But as if reflecting that some of his auditors
might doubt the conclusiveness of this proof, he ended, in a Common
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Sense way, by disdaining intellectual quibbles and contending that,
in any event, belief in life after death was a social necessity. In its ab
sence, "that excellent system of ethics which is founded on a basis of
a state of future rewards and punishments would immediately crumble
and fall," and mankind would prey upon itself.3o
But that was not t he anticipated scenario. Whatever their differ
ences in emphasis, votaries of the Enlightenment looked to the future
with immense hope, not trepidation, and anticipated "a great libera
t ion" of some sort, "not from this earth but upon it."3 l Man is part
of a naturally harmonious order. Evil exists, but incident to greater
good. The crucial test of all public measures - and public reputations 
is whether and to what extent they further man's ascent. Memminger's
standard of value was utilitarian, as he forecast in an address delivered
in an exhibition of his collegiate senior class in 1819: "The labors of
a Homer and a Milton h ave justly obtained from an admiring world
the due tribute of immortal honor," he said. "But it is to actions which
in their general tendency ameliorate the conditions of millions, that
we are to ascribe the greatest praise."32 Nothing is better calculated to
elevate man than h is enlightenment. "Ignorance is the foster parent
of slavery; science the nurse of freedom . . . [and] universal happiness,"
declared young Memminger. "Knowledge is power and wealth," a ma
ture Memminger echoed the youth more than three decades later in
a document produced as justification for revolutionizing the common
school system in Charleston.33
The regnant h istorical model of the Old South posits a peculiar
Southern propensity for romanticism, and perhaps Memminger did
find reinforcement for a part of his cosmology in that movement in
literature a nd the other arts begun in Europe toward the end of the
eighteenth century, seemingly as a reaction to the Enlightenment em
phasis on reason and proportion. 34 On a tour of Europe in 1854, he
spent most of his time in the British Isles going through ancient ab
beys and castles. On the mainland of Europe, he was repelled (as he
confided to his wife) by evidence of social rigidity, political oppression,
and opaque religious ritual. But he reacted as the English romantic
Tory Samuel Taylor Coleridge had to Alpine mountains, ravines, and
glaciers -"rushing cataracts" suddenly arrested in midplunge and "made
solid." The Alpine tableau h ad for h im, as analogous scenes had for
Coleridge, a mystical effect, the capacity to open "new views of the
almighty power and glory of God."35 In fact, the romantic cult of
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"sensibility"- the notion, associated with Rousseau, that all reality is
ultimately spiritual, derivative from a living spirit, and so knowable
by the processes of the "heart" rather than the mind - was not wildly
unlike the Common Sense doctrine of "intuitive reason," w hich, as we
have seen, Memminger absorbed as a youth. 3 6 On the other hand,
Memminger was no romantic if romanticism is taken as sentimental
or softheaded. That much is suggested by a favorite lyric which he in
cluded in an important address in 1860:
Oh Freedom! thou art not, as poets dream,
A fair young girl, with light and delicate limbs,
And wavy tresses, gushing from her cap.
A bearded man
Armed to the teeth art thou; one mailed hand
Grasps the broad shield; and one the sword;
Thy brow,
Glorious in beauty thou gh it be, is scarred
With tokens of old wars.37

And his concept of nationality, an important concept for him, was
fundamentally at variance with t he romantic conventions of certain
Germans of great contemporary influence - Fichte, Schlegel, and others
whom the nation stood over and above the people who com
posed it; in their view, members had common mental and spiritual
characteristics that marked them off indelibly from other peoples, and
thus the will of individuals was irrelevant.38
Memminger's college years were a time of ripened n ationalism in
the U nited States. 39 U pwardly mobile himself, the immigrant youth
idealized American freedom and opportunity; he found his first patri
otic center in identification with the world's most successful libertarian
revolution, declared in 1776, and his political preceptors in the Found
ing Fathers, Patrick Henry, Washington, Jefferson, and Madison, "friends
of freedom" and lawgivers whose resourcefulness and virtue were legend
while the younger of them still lived, whose handiwork, the U nion
and federal constitution, were things of primary moral and practical
value.40 One of the strengths of the Founders, he believed, was their
large vision, the fact that their "love of country," in contrast to the
exclusivistic "theory of blood" of romantic nationalism, stressed rational
choice and assumed the fundamental likeness of all nations and the
possibility of international political aggregation, or at least coopera2 20
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tion, with the young United States, an "empire of liberty," serving as
a new world model.4 1 In 1817, a college sophomore, he gave salient
expression to the primary distinction. "That attachment which mankind
have in common to the place of their nativity," he said, "is nothing
more than a mere natural regard arising from local circumstances and
confirmed by habit, but which long absence and better advantages in
a foreign country may eventually eradicate." The savage tribesman has
a natural attachment to the unbounded woods where he was accus
tomed to roam. But the higher patriotism arises neither from the im
pulse uf nature nor from local partialities, but is taught -"instilled into
the mind"- and "comprehends in one vast view nations, dynasties, em
pires. It rageth in the breast an inextinguishable flame, and burns un
ceasingly and forever.4 2
For Memminger, native of a distant place and an urban man,
patriotism could not have its roots solely, or even primarily, in mem
ory or orga nic nationality or blood or the land; it must be an act of
invention and will. H is associations and interests were concentrated
in Charleston and South Carolina, and he came to identify with, and
hold real affection for, his adopted hearth and turf. But his associa
tions and affections were not parochial, were never confined to the
fragment of humanity and wedge of land situated between North Caro
lina and Georgia. He was well traveled as well as well read, and his
interregional friends included Agassiz, the Swiss naturalist who in the
1 840s settled at Harvard, and Henry Barnard, the Connecticut edu
cator.43 Until the very eve of the Civil War, he was a nationalist, de
voted to the Union and loath to see it broken. He viewed the United
States in essentially Madisonian terms, as a multiplicity of competing
interests held together in harmony by economic as well as constitu
tional and ideological threads.44 Thus his efforts in support of an in
tersectional railroad linking Charleston and towns of the Mississippi
Valley were politically as much as economically motivated. In the in
creasingly bitter sectional conflict over slavery, t he Western territories,
and the Constitution, he was an inveterate peacemaker. Even when,
"under the impulse of deep-felt wrongs," he ceased being an "uncondi
tional" Unionist - about 1 848, with t he controversy over the organiza
tion of the Mexican Cession with respect to slavery- he still rejected
hasty and separate action, most of all secession, by South Carolina.
The liberal ideas that h ad "made" the American Revolution, especially
the concept that a stable and just constitutional order depends upon
22 1
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a nice balance o f power within government as well as extraordinary
public virtue,45 now justified caution. "The great balance wheel in our
system," he declared in a pu blic address in 1 8 5 1 , "is the check of the
State and Federal Gover nments."
The great outcry in South-Carolina, against the Federal Government,
for the last twenty years, has been its tendency to consolidation. . . .
And [now] . . . we are advised by the Secessionists to set up an actual
consolidated government. . . . If we secede alone, we can, of necessity,
have but one Legislature, and one Executive. Domestic and foreign pol
icy must be guided by the same hands. Patronage and power- the sword
and the purse - must all be delivered to the same chief magistrate; and
if, under these circumstances, liberty can be preserved in South-Carolina,
it must be that every public man is an Aristides, and every citizen a
Phodon.

If secession became the proper remedy, "a Southern Confederacy" was
the "desirable mode," a union w i th all the elements of greatness and
strength.46
Memminger constantly invoked principles of the American Revolu
tion in political discourse. In a long and eventually successful campaign
against the Bank of the S tate of South Carolina, he hammered away
at that great fiscal institution's quasi-public character, long-term char
ter, and unregulated power over money a s "at variance with the spirit
of the Constitution" and an "unfit m achine for a Republican Govern
ment," given the historical tendency of unchecked power to effect its
own increase. To be sure, he also attacked the Bank as an unprogres
sive influence that utilized its hegemony over public money and invest
ment capital to maintain an economic status quO.47 On both grounds,
the "bank war" in South Carolina had close kinship with President
Andrew Jackson's struggle with the Bank of the United States a few
years earlier. And Memm inger, who was connected with local banking
as a director of the People's Bank of Charleston, fits well the pattern,
perceived by Bray Hammond in the greater struggle, of an aggressive
and forward-looking individual whose attack on "monopolistic" bank
ing was designed to open up enterprise as well as serve democracy.48
For all his civic-mindedness, he was the product of a common experi
ence in America - and the South - which put great store in individual
aspiration and private economic opportunity.49
Until the very eve of the Civil War a member of the national po222
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!itical party of Jackson and Madison and Jefferson, Memminger dif
fered from those great Democrats in that, while he had important planter
associations, his direct experience was entirely outside farm and coun
try life, and he was never attached to agrarianism or its key values,
notably the principle of noninterference by government in economic
or social affairs. On the contrary, although he liked a balanced polity
and opposed some government initiatives as harmful, he recognized
that the state, with unmatched fiscal resources and organizing power,
could do th ings individuals could not; in fact, he tended to view the
state in modern terms, as a positive and expanding force. 50 Still, the
substance and style of his working political assumptions were largely
subsumed in Jefferson's. He was capable of warm celebrations of "the
people" and public opinion. If "popular opinion" is a "dread tribunal,"
as he declaimed as a young man, he would later decide that it is also
discriminating and just at best, although subject to corruption, as in
the case of Northerners whose minds were "poisoned" against the South
by antislavery "fanatics."5 1
No more than Jefferson did Memminger accord blacks and black
slaves - about one-half of the residents of Charleston but treated by
law and custom as minors- a significant place in his political concep
tualizations. Probably at one time he regarded slavery, as Jefferson had,
as philosophically indefensible, a wrong but inveterate and even essen
tial economic and social institution. 52 We know that Governor Ben
nett, Memminger's first mentor in politics, held this view; in 1822 he
wrote:
Slavery abstractly considered would perhaps lead every mind to the same
conclusion; but the period has long since passed when a correction might
h ave been applied. The treasures of learning, the gifts of ingenuity and
the stores of experience h ave been exh austed, in the fruitless search for
a practical remedy. The institution is established - the evil is entailed
and we can do no more than steadily to pursue that course indicated
by stern necessity. 53

It is not clear whether Bennett believed that the South's "peculiar
institution" would endure indefinitely or- somehow, some way, when
the time was right - be transcended in the march of progress. However
that may be, within two decades the spread of slavery southward and
westward from South Carolina and Georgia made increasingly unten
able the idea that slavery might imperceptibly pass out of existence;
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Southerners came to admit that the only real social alternative to slav
ery, racial integration, was unacceptable. John C. Calhoun and others
popularized, if they did not create, an elaborate j ustification: not only
was black slavery not an unmitigated evil; it was "a good -a positive
good" sanctioned by divine intentions, by ancient Hebrew and Greek
usage, and by the scientific "fact" of N egro inferiority- as well as an
integral part of the Southern way of life. 54 There is no evidence that
Memminger, an owner of black men and women, did not adopt this
orthodoxy. But as a local politician in a period after its almost uni
versal acceptance in South Carolina, he was not called u pon to defend
slavery. It was a part of the air he breathed. The most interesting thing
he said about slavery was addressed to an outside audience- the gov
ernor and assembly of V irginia, in 1 860 - and suggests a contrast be
tween the vehemence of N orthern c lergymen in berating the South's
"peculiar institution" as a sin, and t he tolerance of the apostle Paul:
"The great apostle of the Gentiles," he said, "could encompass the Ro
man world, and preach to the thousands and tens of thousands of slave
holders without one word of reproach."55 S lavery was Memminger's
moral blind-spot.
Nevertheless, he was a "democrat." Like Jefferson, he assumed some
sort of hierarchy of accomplishment and prestige but demanded that
status come, for white men at least, not from ascription but from abil
ity and effort. Moreover, like the Virginian, he supported the p ropo
sition that the power of government emanates from "the people" and
should serve the general interest, and he was disposed to define "the
people" and the general interest broadly. If his thinking about blacks
and black slaves was rote and apparently unconcerned about any
thing except their religious instruction (and continued enslavement),
he was creative in his thinking about the role and condition of com
mon white people, non-slaveholders who l ived by their own labor.
In Charleston, this class was made up of mechanics, stevedores, por
ters, draymen, and the l i ke, and included a large proportion of Irish
and German immigrants. That it was beginning to develop a sense of
class consciousness was suggested at m idcentury by sporadic strikes and,
most important, by a formal and informal movement to exclude black
slaves from competing with whites for general urban employments. In
1849, when Memminger first took a real interest in these matters, it was
in the context of exploding revolutionary crises and class and ethnic
clashes abroad, and in Charleston the emergence of a vibrant public
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debate over the relative expense and economic and social impact of
free and slave labor. 56
Initially, Memminger assumed what was for h im an uncharacteristi
cally doctrinaire and conservative position. In a letter to James Henry
Hammond, who was a strong advocate of white l abor in an urban con
text because he feared that city employment permitted slaves a dan
gerous measure of freedom, Memminger expressed a strong contrary
fear of a wh ite proletariat, especially one foreign-born and unassimi
lated. This was "the only party from which danger to our institutions
is to be apprehended among us," he wrote. "Drive out negro mechan
ics and all sorts of operatives from our Cities, and who must take their
place I?l The same men who make the cry in the Northern Cities against
the tyranny of Capital . . . and would soon raise the hue and cry against
the Negro, and be hot abolitionists - and every one of those men would
have a vote."57
If Memminger's assessment were true, it would follow that Charles
ton and other Southern cities had two possible courses of action. An
assortment of nativists, radical secessionists, and proslavery extremists
suggested that the better course was to suppress further immigration
of white people, reopen the slave trade, and create city codes that fa
vored slave over free labor. 58 The conclusions Memminger came around
to after further reflection was that the fate of the city, state, and region
was inseparable from that of the common white people; that free labor
should be encouraged as more efficient than slave labor (though not
to the exclusion of the latter); and above all that the common white
people, including the worthy among the immigrants, should be given
reason to identify themselves as part of a social establishment, mem
bers of a genuine, not merely theoretical, "peerage of white men."59 And
he came to believe that- important as were railroads and steam engines
- the innovation of singular importance, if Charleston and the South
aspired to corporate unity, "strength and consideration," would be to
build up the system of education, the means by which standards of
feeling and thinking and skills of living in amenity and affluence may
be compounded and disseminated.60
O n the small stage of Charleston, Memminger and other men of
pragmatic temperament and "liberal" ideas eventually gathered the requi
site power and resources to determine public decisions and attempt
to translate their thinking into policies and programs. In 1854 , Mem
minger and h is adoptive brother, W Jefferson Bennett, were appointed
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by the state legislature Commissioners of Free Schools for Charleston,
with Memminger assuming the chairmanship. In 1855, William P. Miles,
lately a professor of mathematics at the College of Charleston, cap
tured the mayoralty, joining the great merchant Robert N . Gourdin
and other progressive spirits on a c ity council (momentarily) united
in the intention "to sweep away the remains of old fogyism" and get
on with a new order of things.61 They launched a remarkable reform
effort based on what was in that time and place a radical allocation
of power to government.62
Using ideas, administrators, and even teachers drawn from North
ern cities like Boston and New York, Memminger and Bennett made
over the old free schools (which in reality had been inadequate schools
for the poor) into modern public schools, well funded by local taxes
and designed to serve as a great cementing influence in society, the
support for culture, morality, and productivity. Although children of
color were carefully excluded, girls were for the first time admitted on
an equality with boys, and children of rich and poor without distinc
tion; thus the new system, which by 1860 had experienced a fourfold
increase in enrollment, represenred a significant, if limited, democra
tization of opportunity and association.63 At the same t ime, Memmin
ger pressed a renewed effort, based on private subscription in Charles
ton and state-subscribed bonds, to "scale" the Blue Ridge Mountains
with a railroad hookup that might bring the produce of the Ohio and
Mississippi valleys through Charleston port.64 And Miles a nd the city
council enacted laws and undertook measures to deepen the Charles
ton harbor, promote direct trade between Charleston and ports in Eu
rope, enhance public sanitation and drainage, improve streets and
park grounds, provide separate correction for juvenile delinquenrs, and
- adopting an innovation of the English create a full-time metro
politan police department (which in terms of organization, function,
routine, and even dress, would endure).65
Despite concrete achievements, the gap between the reformers' hopes
and their accomplishments was great. The Blue Ridge Railway never
reached its western terminus, Cincinnati; inrercity and interstate rival
ries, combined with conservative opposition and the disruption of the
Civil War, prevented its completion even within South Carolina.66 A
company chartered with a grant of state funds to build two steamships
to ply between Charleston and Liverpool, England, produced one
packet, built in New York; when it was discovered that the boat could
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not traverse the Charleston bar u nder load, it was sold and the enter
prise abandoned.67 The project into which Memminger put the great
est effort, the new system of public schools� symbol of a corporate com
mitment to moral uplift, efficiency, opportunity, enlightenment, and
white unity � was never effective outside the C harleston parishes and
even there did not survive the Civil War. 68 The j udgment of historians
has most often been that the result was inevitable, that the reformers'
ends and means were hopelessly confused, and that their opponents �
radical conservatives l ike Robert B. Rhett of the Charleston Mercury 
were right after all: trains and steamers and free labor and public schools
do not integrate well with slaves and plantation agriculture, "moonlight
and magnolias."69 Yet the mixed regime of free enterprise and welfare
state under w hich the m ajority of Europeans and Americans live in
the last quarter of the twentieth century shows very well that human
society may embrace apparent opposites. Of deeper significance than
their several failures were the reformers' analysis of their situation, their
methods, and their program. Unable to bequeath the postbellum South
a legacy of solid achievement, they left as a legacy the essence of the
"New South Creed."
Sometime between 1850 and 1 860, Memm inger became estranged
from the United States. "Nobody on God's earth has loved this Union
more than I," he asserted with deep regret at the time of the Wilmot
Proviso controversy in 1850.7 0 He came by degrees to accept the neces
sity of secession as the lesser of evils; the alternative was the accep
tance of a federal leviathan dominate d by interests deemed to have
become increasingly hostile.?! He was forced to admit the failure of
a policy, the m ain weapons of which had been Southern unity and
"progress," that would enable the South to demand equality with the
North in the Union. He was called upon to draft a "declaration of im
mediate causes" for the South Carolina convention that made the final
decision. The document paralleled Jefferson's great declaration of 1 7 76
in form if not in eloquence and idealism. First stating the compact the
ory of the federal constitution, it proceeded to enumerate violations
by Northern states and the federal government that justified the break
ing of ties. The tariff was not mentioned. Secession was put before the
world upon the simple matter of formal and informal sanctions against
Southern property in slaves. 72
The trial of arms precipitated by the events of 1 860 and 1 861 , w hich
left the city of Charleston, the state of South Carolina, and the South
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as a whole desperately poor and alternately ridiculed and pitied abroad,
produced a new generation of leaders, largely urban, who groped for
some kind of salvation. They seemed to find it in the "New South Creed,"
a cluster of ideas whose t ime was come, an avowed progra m of mod
ernization the necessity of which could no longer be doubted, the "prod
uct of a subtle interaction between national ideals and achievements
on the one hand and regional aspirations and fail ures on the other"
and between past and present.?3 They issued a c hallenge to the South
to finally achieve parity with the N orth and to build a superior society
in which the people were elevated to higher consideration and greater
usefulness through general education erected upon the best and most
liberal footing; a regional economic order in which modern transpor
tation networks by land and sea and diversified industry would impor
tantly supplement diversified and scientific agr iculture for the fullest
possible utilization of natural and h uman resources; and a national
reconciliation in which erstwhile enemies would write a finish to the
great political, racial, and economic issues of the Civil War and Recon
struction and find peace a nd happiness in m agnificent progress, a new
burst of national patriotism, and a formal segregation of blacks and
whites in a context of black subordination. 7 4 The design for action
was familiar to those who recalled antebellum times in Charleston, for
they fully anticipated it. 7 5
Memminger remained close t o the center of affairs i n Charleston
for two decades after Appomattox and helped give direction to the
new era. He served again, briefly, in the state assembly. But his most
important efforts were spent outside politics, as a booster of business
enterprise and as chairman of the C h arleston school commissioners.
In the first role, he led by example. As chief executive and a major
stockholder in the Spartanburg-Asheville Railroad, he took up an old
dream: the bringing together of South and West, Charleston and the
Carolinas, "a commodious seaport, a country abounding in capacity
for improve ment," and, beyond "a narrow belt of mountains," a rich
continental heartland in "a lasting union of friendship and profit." This
time the dream was not denied; ribbons of steel connected Charleston
and Chicago in the last three decades of the nineteenth century. 76 He
was a founder of a fertilizer works upon an immense bed of phosphate
rock about a m ile above Charleston on the Cooper River, "the pioneer
of a grand industry" that elicited encomia from New South publicists.7 7
He resumed his efforts in the cause o f public education, now not ex228
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eluding blacks from its benefits. He resisted racial integration in schools
as in society, for he h arbored a profound prejudice that while educa
tion was necessary to fit blacks for citizenship, it was "best for both
races that this training should be conducted at separate institutions."
As reestablished in Charleston in the 1870s and 1880s, "his" schools
fixed the late pattern for South Carolina.78
In 1885, aged eighty-two years, Memminger retired to his grand,
children, h is garden, and h is Bible. A typical Southerner? Indubitably
not. But if we may accept as valid Carlo G inzburg's assertion that a
determinate historical environment "offers ro the individual a horizon
of latent possibilities - a flexible and invisible cage in which he can ex
ercise his . . . conditional liberty, physical, moral, and ideological,"79 we
must con elude that the forms and accepted principles of antebellum
Charleston had more in common w ith America and the Occident of
Memminger's day as well as ours than has sometimes been supposed;
that there was another South besides the stereotype, Southerners who
grappled with some of the complexities of a post-Revolutionary, increas
ingly urban world and who on some issues and in some ways made
peace with modern America before the Civil War.
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Intellectual Life in the 1830s:
The Institutional Framework
and the Charleston Style
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To

ASSESS

the institutional framework of a city's intellectual life is

not necessarily to premise that without the former the latter could not
exist. Nonetheless, the life of the mind is not disembodied abstraction.
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I t i s shaped by, as it also shapes, the society of which i t is a part. Just
as time and place help define the subjects that intellect uals address,
the boundaries within which they work, and the audiences whom they
reach, so too particular societies either thwart or encourage creativity
by the institutions they foster. Because this is so, those cultural and
educational institutions t h at serve intellectuals provide a means of un
derstanding the society of which they are part. They become, in short,
lenses to magnify and clarify those underlying ideals and values that
shape the minds and attitudes of its citizens.l
Charleston is a case i n point. Not surpri singly, in the strife-filled
but economically challenging years of the 1830s, the city's cultural in
stitutions reflected those issues that shaped the lives of C harlestonians
and the style with which they met and addressed them. Twice within
a single decade, their city had been threatened by revolutionary up
heaval in crises fostered by the Vesey revolt and nullification. More
over, after 1833, increasing antislavery propaganda from England and
the North pressed citizens to make their extant institutions yet more
inclusive to assure social stabi lity. And while they sought thereby to
knit their community still more closely in an all-encompassing net
work, they also cultivated a smooth style to keep those ties binding. 2
Confined geographically to a small peninsula, this people of diverse
origins, interests, and positions opted for rounded edges. Fearful of
acrimonious debate as the prelude to blunt confrontation, Charles
tonians of power and influence perfected a language and a bearing that
dulled sharp differences; when those devices failed, they resorted to
behind-the-scenes mediation to reduce and obscure difference or, at
the very least, to muffle fractious public debate until passions had cooled.
Fam iliar as the ritual to keep gentlemen from dueling, this technique
was pervasive in a community that offered few alternatives to explosive
violence ot her than the soft style.3
There was, however, more to the Charleston style than rounded edges.
As its citizens preferred the gentleman to the Gradgrind, so they val
ued amateurism over expertise. Reflecting the demands of both patri
cian and democratic politics, they insisted that city government remain
a bastion of volunteer public service, where civic dedication was more
important than specialized training.4 The choice was a conscious re
jection of a modernization already setting new scientific and profes
sional standards, as it was also a reflection that no clear distinction
should exist between public and private life.s Thus it nourished the
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expectation that as citizens gave of themselves to city governance, so
the public purse should fund projects designed to enhance the city's
cultural amenities. Reinforced by the compulsions of a capital-short
urban economy whose profits were regularly siphoned off to buy rural
land and the slaves to farm it, the city council as readily subsidized
libraries and colleges as it did railroads and hotels, all of which else
where were more often left to pr ivate investment.
Well aware and even proud that their practices differed markedly
from those of more prosperous Northern cities, Charlestonians none
theless s uffered a quas i-colonial self-doubt. It was not only that they
shared the national sense of cultural inferiority. To the burden of being
American in a European-dominated literary a nd scientific world was
added that of being Southern in a Northern-dominated America. This
pervasive lack of self-confidence both fed and fed upon the peculiar
amalgam of broad inclusiveness and civic involvement, gentlemanly
amateurism and rounded edges. And it was their interaction that cre
ated the Ch arleston style, that special matrix within which the institu
tional framework of the city's intellectual life took on shape and meaning.
*

*

*

Of major importance were those associations that aspired to be
learned societies - first a nd foremost the Literary and Philosophical,
the Horticultural, and the Agricultural. The South Carolina Agricul
tural Society was organized in the fall of 1825. Responding, perhaps,
to the sharp fall in cotton prices that year, the society initially launched
a vigorously innovative program. Sponsoring competitive exhibitions
of stock and produce, planning an agricultural library, organizing its
members to experiment with new seeds, equipment, and cultivation
patterns, it addressed fundamental questions in a manner consonant
with scientific progress. Yet before long, society members betrayed the
attitudes of the upper-cla ss planters who spent much of their time in
Charleston. Resolutely rejecting the cash incentives that were encour
aging mechanic inventors elsewhere, the Agricultural Society voted in
1 828 to oppose patenting farm machinery. While no immediate causal
connection can be made, their action did nothing to encourage tech
nological innovation or alter South Carolina's thirteenth place among
American states in the number of patents awarded.6
Equally clear was the superficiality of the society's interest in scien
tific farming. By 1 836 its experimental farm was primarily the locale
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for elaborate monthly dinners, and its annual meetings heard more
about laying down the society's m adeira than about cattle shows, flint
corn, or caterpillars . 7 Gentlemanly amateurism had clearly defeated
scientific endeavor even where economic self-interest seemed to demand
the latter. Virtually all the club's officers owned plantations. Three
quarters of them listed planting as their primary occupation, and over
half of them either ranked among the city's wealthiest men or exerted
marked economic power in a city w hose economy rested on agricul
tural commodities.s If, as Yankees were fond of saying, "knowledge is
power," this segment of Charlesto n's economic elite did precious little
to increase the city's potential either to create or to disseminate valu
able practical information. The Agricultural Society was, in the judg
ment of planter-member Frederick Porcher, merely a "social club," and
so it remained at least u ntil the mid-1840s.9
The Horticultural Society, chartered in 1830, might have been ex
pected to address similar concerns. It had, however, a very different
membership and quite d ifferent interests. In its early years the city's
undisputed center for natural history, the society's scientifically inclined
members collected and classified local specimens. John Bachman, Lu
theran cleric by profession and competent zoologist by avocation, drew
to it visiting notables like John Audubon and eager novices like Moses
Curtis of North Carolina. There they encountered a natural history
circle composed largely of physicians but including as well such men
as farmer Philip Noisette and statesman-politician Joel Poinsett- amateur
botanists all. After he was introduced to their ranks, German-born
and Tubingen-trained Edward Leitner excitedly reported that there were
"more men in Charleston who were favorably inclined towards natural
sciences than in New York or Philadelphia." Captivated by the city's
exceptional "spirit . . . for natural history," Leitner stayed on, organiz
ing scientific expeditions into the countryside and adding significantly
to the classification of Southern flora and fauna. 1 o
More dedicated to serious science than t he members o f t h e Agri
cultural Society, the horticulturists were also more attuned to cultivat
ing broad public interest. They regularly arranged exhibits where ama
teur gardeners displayed their flowers, fruits, and vegetables and where,
year in and year out, a redoubtable Miss M uckenfuss won prizes for
her superior productions. Nor did society members' links to national
and even international natural science circles divert their attention from
their local power bases. As young Curtis observed, sometime society
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president Dr. Joseph Johnson - former bank president and Unionist
politician - fumbled badly on botanizing ventures: he "seemed . . . to
pretend to more than he really knew, but hid his ignorance under a
bad memory, never or rarely being able to give the name of a plant."
No matter. The society valued Johnson and its other officers, who were
more likely to be merchants and factors than practical farmers or dedi
cated scientists. I t For them, natural history and gardening were no more
than hobbies; nonetheless, their amateurism and their public prestige
strengthened the society, which in its early years provided an active
forum for scientific discourse. On the other hand, their dedication and
their resources were too limited to generate the long-term institutional
support needed to sustain professional scientists or even to make the
Horticultural Society a center for diffusing practical knowledge.
Of all Charleston's intellectual organizations, none outshone the
Literary and Philosophical Society. The Courier, attesting to its local
reputation, compared it to the French Institute, the British Royal So
ciety, and the American Philosophical Society. 1 2 Like them, the Lit
erary and Philosophical Society had, since its 1813 founding, embraced
all areas of knowledge- from mathematics and mechanics to l iterature
and the fine arts. After a period of decline in the 1820s, it was revived
by men active in the Unionist cause-Thomas Grimke, James Peti
gru, Joseph Johnson, and William Gilmore Simms among them. But
quickly demonstrating a determination to transcend partisanship, it
forthwith admitted those arch-nullifiers, James Hamilton, Jr., and Rob
ert y. Hayne. l 3
The society's determination to be inclusive did not stop at bridging
political differences; like the Horticultural Society, it also tried to close
the gap between a self-conscious intellectual elite and the public at large.
Although it attracted its membership primarily from the learned pro
fessions and those of high social standing, it earnestly disseminated
the substance of its meetings to the general public. It opened its mu
seum of natural history to the community at large, having first rearranged
its displays and then having moved them at mid-decade to larger and
better-located quarters in the Charleston Library Society building on
Broad Street; it published selected papers which its members had read
to each other in the society's rooms at the Depository on Chalmers
Street; and finally, perceiving the limited impact of these devices, it
transformed its meetings into a p ublic lecture series to which all were
invited - but few came. The outcome was predictable. Essaying a uni237

JANE H .

PEASE AN D W I L L I A M

H.

PEASE

versalism that neither attracted the general public nor stimulated in
dividual effort , the society became by the 1 840s just another "literary
and social club" meeting in private homes for conversation. 14
Taken together, the Agricultural, Horticultural, and Literary and
Philosophical Societies reflected the city's dominant values. The Agri
cultural Society excepted, they were self-consciously inclusive in mem
bership and programs. Reluctant to offend any part of their constitu
encies, they skirted controversial issues and rarely provided a forum
for the discussion of unsettling new ideas. Rounded edges set unspoken
limits on the territory into which they ventured. Only the Literary and
Philosophical Society entertained social questions. And even there the
most controversial topics - such as O.K. Whitaker's essay on the right
of all to free public education, and John B. White's proposal to curtail
capital punishment - were presented tentatively as explorations from
which their authors could withdraw gracefully. I S
The gentlemanly amateurism that such a m ilieu fostered exacted
a price. If rounded edges reduced controversy, and inclusivity brought
diverse groups together, so also they frustrated those who, like William
Gilmore Simms, Samuel G ilman, and Charles Fraser, sought excellence
in matters cultural and intellectual. Simms, lamenting the demise of
the Academy of Fine Arts in 1830, saw in it evidence of Charleston's
narrow aesthetic commitment. If the state of civilization was to be "de
termined by t aking what the arts are, which are permitted to live on
and are encouraged," the city gave "but one melancholy answer." And
that answer fell hard on painter Charles Fraser, who concluded he must
find recognition "any where but in Charleston." U nitarian minister
Samuel Gilman's talent was, as his b iographer put it, "enervated by a
stifling environment" of which Gilman complained when he wrote H ar
vard professor Benjamin Peirce that he despaired of fi nding a single
person in the city "to whom I c[oulcl] apply with any hope of assistance"
to deal with errors he had discovered in a mathematics text. Thwarted
by unspoken limits, they all chafed b itterly at their inability to pursue
a creative life in Charleston - doubting their ow n resources and carp
ing at their c ity's backwardness. 16
*

*

*

Twice during the 1 830s the tranquil course of Charleston's intellec
tual institutions was disrupted in a manner that threatened the very
premises governing city life. Acrimonious debate, sharp dealing, and
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overt hostility exposed the omnipresent tensions and contradictions
underlying the ostensibly unified and unchanging city.
The College of Charleston, like similar institutions elsewhere in
America, was expected to serve a variety of goals. Educating, as they
always had, classicists, clerics, and gentlemen, the nation's colleges in
creasingly employed the country's professional scientists to teach both
the theory and the practical applications of their fields. In major cities
they offered professional education in law and medicine as welL Thus
America's colleges remained the resort of those for whom collegiate
education was a cultural accomplishment and token of status, while
they attracted also those who sought the requisite credentials to rise
economically as lawyers, doctors, and engineers.
But expectations for the College of Charleston were still more com
plex. Local citizens insisted that it be a haven of moral purity. If local
youth could attend school near the junction of St. Philips and Bound
ary Streets and live at home under parental supervision, they might
escape the riotous dissipation associated with college life elsewhere,
especially at South Carolina College.17 Moreover, the lower costs in
herent in such an arrangement enhanced opportunities for the upward
aspiring sons of modest families - an especially important considera
tion in C harleston. In this city whose population was static at best,
the alternative of encouraging her sons to go west or north to improve
their position was simply unacceptable. Faced in fact with a diminish
ing population and a lagging economy, Charleston needed to keep all
the native talent she had. The city could ill afford the risk that young
men sent away to study would stay away, but she could not promise
them, as did Yankees their sons, that hard work would open the way
to property and prestige if they stayed at home. To do so where labor
was associated with black slavery would threaten the very foundations
of the social structure. Providing the education to satisfy youthful as
pirations was thus a sine qua non of civic well-being.
When Stephen Elliott, planter, bank president, and naturalist, ad
dressed the first class of the South Carolina Medical College back in
1825, he put the issue into sharp focus. Colleges, whether publicly
aided or privately supported, he said, opened "opportunities by which
even the poor and the humble m ight attain instruction." By cultivat
ing their "intellectual powers," they could r ise "into life and [might]
have the power of guiding public opinion, not only as professional but
as public men." But if, as lawyer-painter Charles Fraser warned three
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years later, higher education were n o t available locally, those young
men who could would continue to go north to be educated. They would
lose their regional identity and be lost forever to the city. Charleston's
peculiar interests and particular culture demanded, he concluded, that
her c itizens keep their children - and their tuition - at home. 18
Committed to reenforcing clearly formulated social values- home
town prosperity, moral soundness, upward socioeconomic mobility, and
regional identity - Charlestonians revived their local college in the
mid-1820s. Originally chartered as a private collegiate institution in 1 785,
the College of Charleston had in fact been mostly a grammar schoo!.
But by 1829 it had acquired a new b uilding and an endowed professor
ship, and thereby the ability to lure back to its presidency Episcopal
clergyman Jasper Adams, who, only three years earlier, had left to be
come president of Geneva College in New York. Still, even with a staff
of three other professors, two tutors, and an instructor, Adams could
not make the college flourish. 19 While he struggled with limited finances,
suspicious faculty, and unprepared students, his dour personality and
abrasive style - utterly lacking in rounded edges - made enemies among
gown and town alike.
It was bad enough t hat the college continued to function primarily
as a grammar school, seldom having more than thirty advanced stu
dents among the two hundred pupils it enrolled each year. In addition,
its trustees, except for a few like Elias Horry and Charles Fraser, were
only minimally dedicated to the institution over which they presided
or to the goals their fellow Charlestonians set for it. Many had been
educated in the North; others sent their children to schools outside
Charleston; most showed, by deed if not word, a limited commitment
to strengthening the college, even refusing on one occasion to support
faculty discipline against rebellious students. For their part, the faculty
were increasingly alienated. They watched college funds diminish and
student numbers dwindle until at last they were driven to moonlight
ing to augment their meager salaries. As things grew ever worse, they
vented their frustration on the president, who, so one instructor claimed,
was primarily concerned "to get as m uch money as he could, and do
as little labour as [ he] could." An isolated and bookish man, Jasper
Adams saw the college fall apart until he and t hree students were all
that was left.20
Thus by the summer of 1836, faced with either reorganizing the col
lege or closing it, the trustees chose the latter course.2 1 In so doing,
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they avoided the acrimonious debate that confronting personality clashes
and incompatible values would have produced. Ironically, the most en
demic problem, shaky finances, was the most easily managed. As a
private institution, it is true, the college depended for its income on
student fees; but they had been supplemented by the gifts of public
spirited Charlestonians who had contributed generously to its revital
ization. Lawyers John Potter, Thomas Grimke, and Mitc hell King had
given substantially, while others had contributed more modestly for
the new building. English-born merchant Thomas Hanscome had, from
his $300,000 fortune, bequeathed the college over $ 12 ,000 for its gen
eral endowment, and planter-entrepreneur Elias Horry had pledged
$20,000 for endowed professorships. Nonetheless, by 1834 what remained
of the college's endowment, no more than $ 1 2,000, was sold to pay
operating costs. 2 2
The college's financial plight reflected the problems inherent in a n
agrarian society where philanthropy was circumscribed by a scarcity
of liquid capital .23 Horry's gift is a case in point. The owner of nine
plantations and nearly six hundred slaves, he could in 1829 honor only
half his $ 20 ,000 pledge to the college. The 1834 inventory of his estate
illuminates the college's as well as his own financial problems. Valued
at over $400,000, his holdings included only $10,000 in negotiable per
sonalty, while the whole was burdened with debts of over $100,000.24
On the other hand, it is not surprising, given such constraints and
the well-established practice of mingling public funds in private en
deavors, that the city had already contributed significantly to the col
lege. In 1829 the city c ouncil had voted $ 1,000 for a libraryJs At other
times they h ad appropriated funds for the college building. So in 1 8 3 5 ,
faced with financial crisis, the trustees asserted that the city was "bound
not to suffer [the college) to go down." Apparently agreeing with them,
the city fathers voted another $2 ,000 for the salaries of one or more
professors.26
Yet even with that promise of continued support, the trustees sus
pended college operations before the next term began. Clearly, access
to the public purse was not the determining factor either in the 1836
decision to close the college or the 1838 decision to reopen it as a
municipal institution. Far more critical was the still pressing need to
reshape college policy consonant with the societal role Charlestonians
expected education to play. The college, it was obvious, had to become
dedicated less to improving the community's intellectual life than to
24 1

J AN E H . PEASE AND WILLIAM H .

PEASE

providing social and economic opportunity for Charleston youth. Once
again, city council, trustees, and press rang the changes on the merits
of keeping boys under parental control and of keeping money spent
on education at home. Z ?
That the college must reinforce an inclusive society was also clear.
"All classes of our citizens," the city council argued, should have ac
cess to the classical education that promised transgenerational economic
mobility. 28 The seriousness of that commitment had already surfaced
in the 1831 tiff between trustees and faculty, representing conflicting
interests of town and gown: as a quid pro quo for the support it had
already given the college, the council requested that boys from the or
phan asylum be admitted to the school free of ch arge, and i n the spirit
of good public relations, the trustees had agreed. But the faculty balked,
arguing that the arrangement not only infringed on their p rerogatives
to admit students but reduced their incomes by the amount of fees
not paid. 29 When, however, the college became a municipal institution
in 1838, the city promptly imposed the arrangement and the broader
policy it represented. "This College belongs to Charleston," averred a
trustee anticipating the change; only if it is "established on a proper
basis" will "its advantages to our citizens . . . be inestimable."30 Con
stantly pressing the concept of broad inclusiveness, the city council
also forced a reduction of tuition for all students after the first year
of municipal operation.3 l Finally, chastened by reality, even the faculty
joined the democratizing process. Believing, as at least one of their
number did, that declining enrollment in the private college had been
a response to high academic standards, they agreed in 1840 not to fai l
students w h o had attended classes and recited regularly during the year
just because they did poorly on their examinations.32
Cenainly as obvious, though never openly discussed, was the city
council's determination to make the board of trustees more represen
tative of Charleston's diversity. From the onset of municipal control,
three aldermen had joined the sixteen trustees remaining from the old
board, and though the latter had rejected proposals for more extensive
change, within five years the council had quietly used its power to fil l
other vacancies as they occurred to achieve its goal. With but two known
exceptions - Unitarian j udge Thomas Lee and Lutheran cleric John
Bachman - only Episcopalians or the unaffiliated had sat on the old
board. The new board, on the other hand, included between 1838 and
1843 not only a Presbyterian, a Unitarian, two Congregationalists,
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and three Lutherans (two of whom were Germ an ethnics) but also a
Methodist, two Baptists, and a Catholic. Where ten years earlier Bap
tist minister Basil Manly had thought the college an unbreachable en
clave where none but an Episcopalian could be president, in 1 838 the
president was Baptist cleric William Brantley. 3 3
That the ch ange was more than denominational, Caroline Gilman
could attest. Writer and bluestocking as well as wife of U nitarian min
ister Samuel Gilman, she well u nderstood the connection between
church and social position. "Episcopacy," she had complained when
she first arrived from Boston, "takes the lead" in "fashions and aris
tocracy." Despite her husband's mild demurral, she insisted that in
Charleston "there [was] unquestionably a light feeling of contempt . . .
among [Episcopalians] for all Presby terians & Congregationalists."34
Even if Gilman was overresponding to the Episcopalians' aristocratic
tendencies, too much cannot be made of the social change that the
religious mix of the new trustees betokened. Its intellectual life sacri
ficed to more immediate goals, the College of Charleston had become
a bulwark for the city's social process, reinforc ing its inclusive network
and easing strains by reconciling diversity.
*

*

*

The upheavals that beset the college pale before those w hich, dur
ing the 1 830s, gave Charleston two medical schools. Like the poli
tics of the nullification crisis and unlike those that finally rebuilt the
College of Charleston, the conflict be tween the South Carolina Medi
cal Society and the faculty of its medical school barred no holds.
That the controversy was so singular an exception to Ch arleston's style
of conflict resolution was no accident. Clim ate, location, and - as we
now know - mosquitoes were so life-threatening that the community
accepted among physicians a professional style it welcomed nowhere
else. Displaying an expertise carefully cultivated because it was highly
valued, C harlestoris doctors were disproportionately its intellectual
leaders, ready to assert their professional standards against conflicting
social values. 35
Charleston was not unique, of course, in experiencing strains be
tween the concepts of equal opportu nity and an aristocracy of talent.
South Carolina only acted like most other American states when it
repealed its laws governing professional licensing. What m ade Charles
ton distinctive, however, was her preoccupation with high-quality
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medical training a t a time when neither doctors nor medical schools
were held to any recognized standards. Since 1822, when Thomas
Cooper, president of South Carolina College, had proposed that the
state charter a medical school, a small group of Charleston physicians
had pressed hard to make good medical training available locally. First
petitioning for a state-supported college, they were turned down by
the legislature. Then they went to the College of Charleston, request
ing that it shelter a medical school under its degree-granting power,
but the board of trustees rejected their p lea. Finally they turned to the
South Carolina Medical Society, to whom, ultimately, the legislature
granted the authority to award doctorates in medicine. 36
Other th an that, the Medical Society took little responsibility for
creating the school. It did appoint the first faculty, and its honorary
members were the school's first trustees, but the school was actually
operated by its faculty, who had contributed their own funds and gar
nered city subsidies to bu ild and equip the institution. The board of
trustees, though it was reconstituted in 1 829, never met from 1825 to
1832.37
Despite the school's autonomy, however, tensions developed between
the faculty and other society members. They were brought into the
open in 1829 by the alcoholism of James Ram say, professor of surgery.
His teaching colleagues, believing he had become incompetent from
"great physical and mental debility," voted to dismiss him. Counter
poising the etiquette of rounded edges and collegiality, the society dis
agreed, refusing to offend one of its members. Two years later, when
Ramsay finally resigned of h is own accord, the society further angered
the faculty by acting unilaterally to appoint h is successor. is
This time professional competence per se was not at stake; the so
ciety's choice had fallen on John Wagner, who was already a demon
strator of anatomy at the medical school. But the faculty insisted
that their particular qualifications entitled them to a special voice if
not to full power in m aking academic appointments. At first the cus
tomary soft style blurred the issue. Wagner, cognizant of faculty views,
quickly resigned his new appointment. The society then appointed
the faculty's choice, Eli G eddings. But Geddings, alert to the inter
nal strife, also resigned, joining instead the staff of the U niversity of
Maryland Medical School. Only then did both faculty and society
agree to reappoint John Wagner in a ritual designed to smooth ruffled
feathers.39
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Ad hoc resolutions, however, were no way to run a professional school,
and the faculty remained dissatisfied. As long as the society claimed
full power to make appointments and refused to recognize the faculty
as a body both separate from the society and enjoying special com
petence to select their colleagues, professional standards remained at
stake. Samuel Dickson's stand dramatized the faculty's position. A Yale
graduate with a medical degree from the University of Pennsylvania,
Dickson resigned his professorship of the institutes of medicine in 1832.
"The Faculty . . . have literally no share whatever" in the college's gov
ernance, he charged. They are "absolutely and without appeal under
the control of the Medical Society," which has "refused even to recog
nize the existence of the Faculty as a body."40
But even before Dickson resigned, the faculty had approached the
legislature for a change in the college charter. They sought a board
of trustees composed equally of faculty members and laymen. Faculty
would furnish professional expertise; laymen would ensure that the
school met its social obligations. Conflicting self-interest disqualified
current board members, the faculty claimed, because as nonacademic
physicians they competed with those they governed for patients and
professional prestige. Such trustees, they implied, served neither the
college's nor the community's best interests.
Stung by the challenge, the Medical Society took the offensive.
Claiming credit for having founded the college, it asserted that its
right to award medical diplomas gave it full authority to run the school
and appoint its trustees. Returning the faculty's charges, it accused
them of being "high handed," self-serving, and committed to creat
ing "an oligarchy in the Medical profession in [the] State." By chal
lenging the society's stewardship over South Carolina medicine, the
faculty were trying to seize "the power of controlling the whole Medi
cal Community; to shut the door against competition, and to monopo
lize office."41
As the language was Jacksonian, so also were the fears and the in
terests it clothed. If the faculty had the exclusive or even principal power
to appoint its own members, a self-perpetuating "two-class" structure
would develop within the profession. While the faculty for their part
admitted the distinction but argued that it reflected only expertise, other
society members chafed at the differences in emoluments. Like similar
institutions throughout the country, the Medical College of South
Carolina was a proprietary establishment. Its fees supplemented the
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income of its faculty, whose private practice was further enhanced by
their positions in the college, Nor were the faculty u naware of these
financial implications. They constantly reiterated their economic in
vestment in the college's b uilding and equipment. And their insistence
on controlling appointments and strengthening the school's reputa
tion was at least partly to guarantee their personal investment of more
than $ 1 1 ,000 in the physical plant on Queen Street.42
As society members mistrusted faculty motivation, so faculty sus
pected that society and trustee decisions were also tainted by economic
self-interest, Since 1829, when the society began electing trustees from
both its regular and honorary members, candidates previously defeated
for faculty appointments had had singular s uccess in gaining appoint
ment to the board, Among them was the politically inclined Thomas Y.
Simons, who had sought the professorship awarded to scientist-physician
Edmund Ravenel in 1825. As trustee, Simons led the campaign against
the faculty. Then in 183 2 , when Samuel Dickson resigned h is chair,
Thomas Simons was appointed in his stead.
By that time, no one was in a mood to compromise. Drawn into
the maelstrom in December 1831 by the facu lty request for charter re
vision, Cha rleston legislators intervened to mollify both factions. Fol
lowing their lead, the state legislature passed an act to reconstitute the
board of trustees, making it half society members and half laymen. But
even though Simons, acting as lobbyist for the society, agreed to the
bill, the full membership rejected it out of hand and took their case
to court. There, in short order, Judge John Belton O'Neall, relying heav
ily on John Marshall's decision in the Dartmouth College case, ruled
that the society's charter to operate the medical school was sheltered
by constitutional guarantees of the sanctity of contract. 43 Armed with
that decision and heady with vic tory, the society further stiffened its
position. Its demand that the faculty produce an exact accounting of
all college finances fro m 1825 onward was so u nusual and so strident
that the society's own attorneys urged restraint. "An enlarged and lib
eral confidence," they warned, "ought to subsist between the Society
and the faculty of the C ollege." 44
The personal insult implicit in the society's refusal to display such
confidence became overt in December 1834: in a massive blackballing
of prospective members, the society rejected nine applicants who were
known friends of the dissident faculty, who h ad by this time estab
lished a rival school. In the past, "gentlemen of merit in the Medical
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profession" who met the general requirements for practice in the state
had been almost automatically admitted.45 Never in recent history had
the society excluded anyone except on grounds of race. Here surely
was a slap with the back of the hand - an insult not assu aged by as
surances that no personal slur was intended.
Once the society had turned to the courts, the dispute degenerated
into farce. Fearing eviction from their Queen Street building after
O'Neall's decision, the faculty instructed the janitor to exclude anyone
who lacked the dean's permission to enter. The society solemnly re
sponded that the faculty lacked the power to "appoint a Janitor or Per
son to take charge and custody of the College Building" and once again
went to court to validate its claims.46
With that the faculty hired the old Broad Street theater and es
tablished there a medical school about whose control there was no
doubt. C hartered as the Medical College of the State of South Caro
lina under politically appointed lay trustees, the new school over
shadowed the society's institution from its inception. Yet from 1833
until 1839 the society 's college struggled on, seldom mustering more
than two dozen students. In its first year u nder a new faculty, when
Queen Street had hired outsiders, they were inexperienced young
Northerners. After 1834, half the faculty were former trustees of the
institution, each of whom had resigned from the board shortly before
his appointment as a professor. Meanwhile, the Broad Street school
was thriving, attracting over one hundred students each year and grad
uating between thirty and fifty young doctors annually. In 1 836, Queen
Street graduated j ust two.47
The success of the new school only exacerbated the original rancor.
Refusing to give up its 182 5 contract with the city, the society's college
co-opted use of the Alms House and the Marine Hospital for clinical
training - and incidentally gained for its members the city salaries at
tached to the physician's post in each of them.48 Cut off in this way
from their former clinical facilities, the Broad Street faculty established
their own infirmary, only to run afoul of the Medical Society once again.
By advertising low rates to ensure a sufficient clientele for clinical dem
onstration, they violated the society's fee schedule and, as members,
were ordered to stand trial before their peers, who swiftly convicted
them. Then, ironically, the society received a request from its own school
for a similar facility. With clear loss of face, it had to rescind its con
demnation of the State Medical College facu lty and vote that "the es247
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tablishment o f a n Infirmary b y either o r both o f the Medical Colleges
during the term of Lecturing, is not a violation of the obligation of
the Members to support the Fee Bi11."49
Appalled by this comic opera, James Moultrie, recently appointed
professor of physiology at the Broad Street college, struggled to recap
ture the original concern for professional expertise and to stop wasting
resources on two schools. Arguing that neither school was maintain
ing high enough standards, Moultrie urged their merger as the first
step towards improving a system that now professed to produce quali
fied doctors after only two four-month terms of training; he also called
for better clinical facilities and a faculty more specialist than general
ist. Even so, he asserted - challenging Charlestonians' proclivity to give
in to a quasi-colonial mentalit y - the city's medical education was al
ready as good as if not better than that offered elsewhere in the United
States; in some respects it even compared favorably with training of
fered in Europe. If only it would give up the duplication of effort that
two schools involved, Ch arleston's medical education could be made
still more competitive. 50
Moultrie's enthusiasm doubtless encompassed brash aspiration and
local boosterism; nonetheless, it u nmistakably challenged the practice
of excusing intellectual flaccidity as the product of place. His conten
tions, if not in themselves demonstrable, bespoke an intellectual self
confidence rare to the city and reflected the assumptions that had al
lowed the old medical faculty to break with local style, spurn inclusiv
ity, exalt professionalism, and squarely face controversial issues of
substance. Their strength also enabled the Broad Street faculty in 1839
to accept merger with their Queen Street rivals without compromising
those commitments. 5 1
That reunion did o f course involve changes - among them a return
to the Charleston style of conflict resolution. When, for instance, the
general medical fraternity insisted on a new, binding fee schedule to
curb competition in an overcrowded field, t he medical school closed
its low-fee infirmary for a year and then reopened it under a new name
suggesting more limited functions. Still, the return to rounded edges
did not render the decade's warfare meaningless, as Samuel Dickson,
stalwart leader of the faculty revolt, made clear. Addressing the 1 84 1
graduating class of the reconstituted medical school, Dickson, like
Moultrie, attacked regional defensiveness and insisted that Charles
ton's medical training could be brought up to European standards. 52
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That Charlestonians tolerated a decade of medical warfare at a time
when all other institutional l ife was hostage to a felt need for social
cohesion was a tribute to the perceived "usefulness" of medical knowl
edge. So immediately connected to individual survival, its substance
could not safely be treated as an adornment to cultivated leisure or
left to those who would use it primarily as a force for upward mobility.
The city endured both sharp controversy and threats to inclusivity be
cause, in this case, applied knowledge promised greater public utility
than did m aintaining a conservative equilibrium.
*

*

*

All other institutions shaping Charleston's intellectual life were gen
eralist in nature and unlikely to challenge the city's prevailing style.
A number of small libraries - those of the Wash ington, the Franklin,
the Young Men's, and the Mercantile societies among them-existed
during the 1830s to serve particular readersh ips. They were, however,
overshadowed by two major libraries, operated respectively by the
Charleston Library Society and the Apprentices Library Society. The
former, established in 1748 and from 1835 occupying the old Bank of
South Carolina building at Broad and Church, was more a gentle
men's preserve than a bibliophiles' retreat. Its officers were commonly
men of high social status, some of whom also exerted political and
economic power in the c ity, others of whom had gained distinction
by professional accomplishments. In the Library Society, however, they
joined together to cultivate that learning which enriched leisure. In
creasing steadily, their library grew from about 5 ,000 volumes in 1830
to 25,000 in 1848, strong in collections of literary and historical works
and well stocked with volumes on political theory, philosophy, and
natural science. During the 1830s the Library Society also turned spe
cial attention to city and state history, seeking the primary records of
the colonial and revolutionary past. Although it thus acquired the li
braries of David Ramsay and c.c. Pinckney, William Wragg Smith's
collection of diplomatic correspondence, Francis Marion's orderly books,
and a number of early city plats and land grant papers, it remained
first and foremost a gentlemen's club. There resident planters and other
men of leisure gathered to read, discuss politics, and pass their morn
ing hours. There neither knowledge nor books were j udged by utility.53
In marked contrast, the Apprentices Library Society, organized in
1824 explicitly to benefit young mechanics, was self-consciously utili249
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tar ian, and its officers as a group were neither upper class nor visibly
wealthy, although a fifth of them were economic and political leaders.
Representing many occupations, they were intent on retaining and en
larging the pool of skilled craftsmen indispensable to the city's pros
perity. Like the College of Charleston, the Apprentices Library So
ciety praised education as the instrument of upward mobility for the
artisan as well as the professionaL Taking Ben Franklin as its model,
it sought "to encourage genius, industry, and good conduct in Mechanics
and their Apprentices, and to facilitate and extend the knowledge of
Mechanism, and the improvements daily made in the Arts."54 During
the 1830s the society not only enlarged its library, already strong in
works on agriculture and technology, but also established a Mechanics
Institute, which offered instruction in subjects ranging from arithmetic
and mensuration to architecture, chemistry, and natural p hilosophy. 55
In 1837, it extended its audience by inaugurating public lectures on
similar topics, attempting to popularize science, which even then had
grown too specialized for an untutored general public. Like lyceums
elsewhere, these lectures considered subject m atter from magnetism to
mesmerism, archaeology to astronomy. More popular than the similar
series offered by the Literary and Philosophical Society, they were also
a recruiting device, attracting an older and more diverse membership
than the young mechanics the library was intended to serve. 5 6
The society did not, however, lose its original p urpose, as Dr. Samuel
Dickson once again made clear in his persistent exploration of Charles
ton's cultural life. Important as it was, the task of providing the useful
knowledge necessary for socioeconomic mobility among mechanics was
not enough. The library must also disseminate books and lectures that
would turn artisans into public-sp irited citizens committed to uphold
ing prevailing civil values. Thus the society's collection of over 600
volumes of religion and practical ethics, in addition to its textbooks
and books of science and technology, spoke to the molding of com
munity values; its 500 volumes of history and biography and 600 novels
provided uplifting examples and healthful diversion for leisure moments.
Indeed, the library was fully justified if it did no more than provide
socially acceptable amusement. From this perspective books were valued
as an antidote to booze, education as a restraint on uncontrolled emo
tion. Innocent pastimes were essential where "the nature of . . . [South
ern] domestic arrangements" dem anded "the absolute extinction of the
mob, so much and so j ustly dreaded wherever it is found."57 Whether
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to cultivate, to civilize, or just to control, libraries - like Sunday Schools
and free public education - met social as well as intellectual needs.
*

*

*

Samuel Dickson was only one of the many Americans who saw edu
cation as a means of social control and praised it accordingly. Yankee
proponents of free public schools made the p oint repeatedly. It is there
fore ironic that the questions of who should be educated and who should
be educated at public expense were answered so differently North and
South. What separated those responses was less the ideal structure of
a school system or the public value of literacy than the awareness that
education, however much it was an instrument of social control, could
also become an instrument of revolution if extended universally in a
slave society. N evertheless, in failing to support the broad-based free
school system necessary for universal literacy, Charlestonians served
social restraint at the cost of literary accomplishment. Lacking neither
talent nor printing presses, the city's authors and editors did lack the
market that only a broad readership could provide. Raw young Cin
cinnati published more magazines and newspapers in 1 839 than all of
South Carolina. At a time when 1 ,000 to 2,000 subscribers were needed
to keep a periodical alive, 400 to 500 seemed the maximum that Charles
ton could generate, with only a few hundred more obtainable elsewhere
in the state. Of the many journals that Charlestonians planned and
proposed, few ever saw the light of day, fewer still lasted beyond one
or two issues, and almost none survived for more than a year or two. 5 8
The ability to produce far exceeded the ability to consume.
How much this was a function of illiteracy can only be guessed. But
sure it is that state law prohibited anyone's teaching nearly half the
city's population either to write or ro read. And free state-supported
public education for the rest was confined to five schools - the exact
minimum required and funded by law - and served only orphans and
children of the poor. If they attended primary school at all, others paid
fees to proprietary institutions. At the secondary level, profitmaking
schools were supplemented by the academies that some churches and
the German Friendly and the South Carolina Societies sponsored. The
only schools for which city funds were expended were the Orphan
Asylum school and the city high school, the latter not established un
til 1839 and then charging $40 a year tuition. 5 9
Despite this record, Charlestonians valued education. In its pursuit
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they supported at least seventy-two local proprietary schoals,60 paid
fees to eleemosynary academies, or sent their children to distant board
ing schools.61 But their very practice betrayed ambivalence. In a com
munity where citizens looked to the public purse for so much. why
did they exclude elementary schooling from their calculations? And
why did the city fund both a classical high school and a college while
it ignored its abecedarians? Underlying the answers ta these questions
was a limited belief in the proposition that "useful knowledge" and the
functional literacy needed to diffuse it were essential to Charleston's
economic prosperity. For the children of the wealthy, education was
valued primarily as a means to enrich their leisure and adorn their
lives. For children of the middling and aspiring ranks, education was
the vehicle for individual upward social and economic mobility. But
for the children of the poor and h umble, the state and do-good socie
ties provided the rudiments of education only as they provided other
charity. No clarion caIl for universal free public education echoed
through the city - far the same reason that there was no paean of praise
for hard work as a universal social and ecanomic escalator.62
In the end, even those who benefited most from that social struc
ture and the values it promoted paid dearly for their benefits. Welcom
ing students ta the medical school in 1826 and celebrating therein a
new beginning for higher education in the South, Stephen Elliott ana
lyzed the psychological impediment to intellectual growth that faced
Southerners sent north to study. No one "who is brought up amidst
scenes of luxury, amidst the constant exhibitions of wealth," Elliott
reflected, believes "that he in time will have to labour for h is future
maintenance. . . . [At most] he will feel it a remote, perhaps uncertain
and improbable contingency. And it is under such circumstances," he
warned, "that the habits of many of our youth have been formed." Their
lassitude, he noted, was most often attributed to the warm climate.
But Elliott rejected that excuse and pointed accusingly at "our own
manners and state of society." "To form and establish habits of severe
and laborious industry in youth," he concluded, "it is, perhaps, an in
dispensable condition, that they should from i nfancy, believe labour
their inevitable allotment."63
Like Elliott, Jasper Adams, Yankee president of the College of
Charleston, knew that the imperative to display leisure burdened the
life of the m ind. In a culture "where our peculiar institutions free most
of our young men from the necessities of personal labour," he said to
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the collegians of the Euphradian Society, "the love of ease, the appetite
for frivolous amusements, the seductions of pleasure, and the impulses
of false honour, constitute obstacles . . . [most] formidable" to intellec
tual achievement.64
William G ilmore Simms, a product of that society, seemingly agreed
when he found in the fertility of Southern soil and the presence of
slavery the "true source[s]" of Southern "enervation."65 Even for those
who disciplined their m inds, the i mpedance to intellectual exertion re
mained. Simms, as a producing writer, felt isolated in his native place.
Hugh Legare and Frederick Porcher both complained that the Charles
ton style had killed the intellectual drive wh ich foreign study had
stimulated in them. Edmund Ravenel, who had made a m ark nation
ally and internationally as a conchologist, succumbed to the irresisti
ble lure of conspicuous leisure. Resigning his professorship at the state
medical college in 1835, he saddled h imself with a lifelong debt to be
come a planter and to live the life of a gentleman amateur in the land
of rounded edges.66
It is true that Ravenel did only what Charleston's successful profes
sionals and merchants customarily did. It is also true that as Charles
ton lost population or at least failed to grow, it offered fewer attractions
to professionals, little employment to scientists, and less readership for
writers. The c ity lacked the critical mass to sustain those institutions
that elsewhere promoted intellectual life. It had no equivalents for
Boston's Harvard and American Academy of Arts and Sciences, or
Philadelphia's U niversity of Pennsylvania and American Philosophi
cal Society. 67
But to stop there is to overlook the degree to which Charlestonians'
perceptions inhibited even their quest for such institutions. Their in
clusive democracy, as p hysician Samuel Dickson lamented, blurred "the
distinctions which divide the wise from the foolish . . . the well-informed
from the ignorant."68 Their preference for rounded edges and gentle
manly amateurism diverted those who might otherwise have been driven
to discover and excel. Their agricultural economy and their labor sys
tem not only made them fear the consequences of new ideas vigor
ously pursued but left them short of the resources with which to en
dow an institutional framework for a diversely creative i ntellectual life.
Finally, all these factors contributed to a quasi-colonial mentality,
to unsettling doubts about the quality of the culture. Yankees too
were stung by unfavorable comparisons with Europe, by that scorn253
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fully asked question, "Who reads an American book?" Yet viewed from
the perspective of Boston, the p rice of self-doubt that Charleston
paid for its soft style becomes even clearer. Citizens of the hub city
did not send their children south to be educated; nor did its writers
send their manuscripts to Charleston or New Orleans to be published.
When Boston's youth or books and magazines went south, it was to
teach rather than to learn, to proffer expertise rather than to seek rec
ognition. This very self-confidence was what made Northerners simul
taneously welcome and unwelcome in Charleston. At issue was a per
vasive unease. Though Charlestonians valued education, pursued
science, and admired the arts, they doubted their own ability to excel
and their society's commitment to intellectual achievement.
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"If You Ain't Got Education":
Slave Language and Slave Thought
in Antebellum Charleston
CHARLES JOYNER

H

E BEGAN softly, conversationally, almost like a white man. His voice

was cool and level. Slowly and gradually at first , in a carefully mea
sured way, he built toward a more rhythmic , more powerful progression.
o Gawd,
I know de time ain' long

C H A R L E S j O Y I': ER

When my room gwine be lak a public hall,
My face gwine be lak a lookin' glass
An' my teet'll be shet 'gainst a silence.

The slaves in the congregation did not receive his words passively. As
the rhythm rose and fel l , they became participants as well. "Amen!"
"Yes, wrd'" "Yes, Jesus!" "Yes! Yes!" They fanned themselves rhythmi
cally; a few feet began to pat. Under the influence of congregational
response, the preacher b uilt steadily.
No md breat'll heave een my breas';
My han's'l\ be col' an' empty,
An' be \ ayin folded pun-top 'em.
Dese at' feet'll be tu'n to des de wes'.
Tain' no use den fd my eyes to crack dey-se'f open.

"Preach the sermon!" someone shouted. "Yes, wrd!" "Yes, Jesus!" "Yes!"
The preacher began to pace back and forth, raising his hands. Relying
heavily on tone, on gesture, on rhythm, he preached a sermon defiant
enough to release pent-up frustrations among the slave community,
although not so incendiary as to stir hopeless revolts or so obvious
as to bring down the wrath of the masters upon their heads.
De life ob a man is same lak de pat' ob de sun.
Een de mawnin' Ie rise up bright een de east 
Ebyting look shine an' beautiful.
'E soon sta't plowin' Ie furrow 'cross de element ob de sky.

As he moved his congregation towards a crescendo of exaltation, he
broke into a chant. The response was no longer confined to antiphonal
amens but included shouts and cries, the clapping of hands and the
stamping of feet, and the indescribable sounds of religious transcen
dence. The congregation worshipped with soul and body in unison.
'E strong, 'e brabe When de cloud come sta n' een 'e way, 'e fight 'em.
'E knock (e,-'e ain' faid);
De lightnin' flash een 'e han'
Tell de cloud fall down een rain.

Someone started humming a mournful air. The humming spread
throughout the congregation. The slaves' bodies rocked , their heads
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nodded, their hands clapped, and their feet stamped a steady rhythm,
pushing the preacher onward.
But de time haffer come w'en 'e strengt' gwine fai L
'E ceasted f'om c1imbin higher.
'E sta't fo' drap to des de wes'.
'E moan tell de sky tu'n red.
But 'e haffer go to 'e res'.
'E sink.
'E gone.
'E gone down behime de hill.
De h ill whe' de pine trees is t'ick,
De h ill whe' de night be's black.

The congregational response was essential to worship, a religious re
quirement. Just as in Africa, such antiphony exemplified the solidarity
of the community while the sermon called forth the profoundest ex
pression of the individual, neither I-Thou nor I-you, but the sacred link
between the individual and the social body. The slaves had to talk back
to the sermon. The preacher had not come to give his own opinions;
he had come to preach the word of God to a people who refused to
be passive and uncritical receptors.
Dey's pine trees a waitin yonder now

Fa drap pine needles ober my grabe.
O h , Lawd! dat's de time!
My hea't git weak w'en I t'ink on 'em
Dat how-come I down on my k nees!
Fader, stan' by m e den!
Be a
Be a
Be a
Hal'

light on da da'k crooked pat'j
shade fom da' hot bunnin' sunj
bridge fo' me ober deep water;
my han' tell I git across,

Till I git Home! !

A white who might have witnessed such a religious service in ante
bellum Charleston, or on one of the nearby p lantations, would un
doubtedly have found it difficult to conceive of intellectual life among
the slaves. How could there be intellectual life among illiterates who
could not even speak proper English? Both law and custom in ante
bellu m South Carolina conspired to keep slaves illiterate. Former slave
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Elijah Green testified i n the 1930s, "An' do for God's sake don' let a
slave be catch with pencil an' paper. That was a major crime. You might
as well had kill your master or miss us." Henry Brown, another Charles
ton exslave, added that for such an offense "in slavery he would be
whip' 'til not a skin was lef' on his body."z
But not only were the slaves mostly illiterate; few of them even spoke
what the whites regarded as "proper" English. Visitors like Edward King
reported that "the lowland negro of South Carolina has a barbaric
dialect. The English words seem to tumble all at once from his mouth
and to get sadly mixed whenever he endeavors to speak." Most Charles
tonians believed that such speech represented the deterioration of
eighteenth-century English through the mental indolence of the slaves,
the imperfect result of what John Bennett called "a savage and primi
tive people's endeavor to acquire for themselves the highly organized
language of a very highly civilized race."3
It was not easy for commonsensical Charlestonians, untrained in
phenomenology, biased toward empiricism, to imagine intellectual life
among a people unable to read, write, or speak "proper" English. Writ
ten language was presumed to be the indispensable common denomi
nator in all human thought. But oral language may also serve the in
tellect; contemporary sociolinguists have discovered that vernacular
speech in oral exchanges can serve purposes of high seriousness. lit
eracy has not always been considered a defining criterion for intellec
tual activity. The discourses of Socrates were communicated to pos
terity by means of writing, but Socrates' thought was developed in oral
dialogue. In the present age of growing centralization of newspapers,
magazines, and publishing houses, it is at least arguable that literacy
has as much potential for trivializing intellectual life as for enriching
it. Intellectual life is not, after all, a matter of accumulated information
but a matter of thought. The intellectual life of Charleston's slaves should
be seen not as a canon of shared information but as a pattern of shared
meanings. To understand their consciousness and reflection, one should
begin with the distinctively human element, should see human beings
as symbolizing, conceptualizing, meaning-seeking animals. Inquiry
should be redirected from an exclusive preoccupation with erudition
and the means of its dissemination. It should a lso include analysis of
the organization and capabilities of human faculties and the services
they afford - through language - to the knowledge of ordinary people
in everyday contexts. As one black Carolinian, whose mother was born
2 58
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a slave on a lowcountry rice plantation, told me, "If you ain't got educa
tion, you h ave to use your brain."4
*

*

*

It is now understood by linguists that the language of Charleston's
slaves resulted from the convergence of a number of African languages
with English. The intricate process by which a language based on the
convergence of other languages undergoes expansion in both use and
form is called creolization. Creole languages became widespread among
slaves in the New World. Afro-Portuguese creoles developed in Brazil
and Cura�ao; Afro-Spanish creoles in Cuba, Puerto Rico, and Colom
bia; Afro-French creoles in Louisiana, French Guiana, Haiti, Guada
loupe, and Grenada; an Afro-Dutch creole in the Virgin Islands; and
Afro-English creoles in Barbados, Antigua, Guyana, Jamaica, Surinam,
Georgia, and South Carolina. By various devices of sound and syntax,
semantics and lexicon, gesture and intonation, Charleston's slaves
like their counterparts of the lowcountry plantations - combined ele
ments of their various African languages to create a new creole lan
guage. The South Carolina creole was, and is, called Gullah. The slaves
of Charleston belonged to a distinctive speech community that stretched
southward from Georgetown District through Charleston to Beaufort
District and on into coastal Georgia. 5
While the vocabulary of Gullah was largely (but not exclusively)
English, as a language Gullah did not behave like English. Its gram
matical rules were different. Gullah pronouns in antebellum Charles
ton were no respecters of person, u sing an all-purpose pronoun for
masculine, feminine, and neuter forms. In this behavior Gullah retained
a grammatical structure common to several African languages, nota
bly lbo, Ga, and Yoruba. The initial all-purpose Gullah pronoun was
e, as in the following:
"Any time any one say e hab fish it wus understood e mean cow meat."
(Any time anyone said he had fish it was understood he meant cow meat.)
"Ole hag, 'e does come in de house, en peeps et yuh, gits on yuh en
rides yuh." (Old hag, she comes in the house and peeps at you, gets
on you, and rides you [gives you nightmares].)
"My master house been beautiful -'e dey yetl" (My master's house was
beautifu l - it is there yet!)

E was also used to indicate possession.
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"One time man tek e gun gone out h untin'." (One time a man took his
gun and went out hunting.)6

Later, under the ever-present influence of English, he replaced e as the
all-purpose G ullah pronoun (although e was not completely replaced
during the slavery period, when the last generat ion of slaves was learn
ing to speak the language). The Gullah ptonoun he was not the same,
however, as the English pronoun. He served in G ullah as the form for
masculine, feminine, or neuter gender. Interchangeable with e, he could
serve as subject or indicate possession:
"I going to keep dis. He
just fits me.)

fit me." (I am going to keep this [coat]. It

"Yes, Ma'am, he name Rachel, and he lick we." (Yes, Ma'am, her name
was Rachel, and she licked us.)
"When Mosser call fer he fine likker to hand 'round, Joh n came back
and tell him all gone." (When the master called for his fine liquor to
hand around, John came back and told him it was all gone.)

Occasionally, both the older form e and the newer form he would oc
cur in the same sentence:
"He say 'e tired see colored mans wuk hard an' git nuttin'." (He said he

was tired of seeing colored men work hard and get nothing.)

Him was also sometimes used interchangeably with e and he:
"Him ain't no man, him my grand daughter, Ellen Jenkins." (She is not

a man, she is my granddaughter, Ellen Jenkins.)7

The Gullah pronoun form for the objective case in C harleston 
and throughout the lowcountry- was um (or 'em) , which served for
masculine, feminine, and neuter gender, whether singular or plural:
"Mausa t'ink uh lot of urn, 'cause he been uh good field h and." (The
master thought a lot of him, because he was a good field hand.)
"De Mausa would come and say 'Where Jennie,' tell urn to put clothes
on dat baby, I want urn. He sell de baby and de rna scream and holler."
(The master would come and say, "Where is Jennie?" He would tell her
to put clothes on that baby, I want it. He sold the baby. . . . )
"I keep muh cdn and grain nuts in yuh so mah eye can sta' on em."
(I keep my corn and grain nuts in here so my eye can stay on them.)
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"Him duh hide een de bus en see de b'ar eat urn up, hide, huf, en haiah."
(He is hiding in the bushes and sees the bear eat it up, hide, hoof,
and hair.)8

We was the all-purpose first person plural pronoun, serving as subject,
object, or possessive:
"We put urn in we pan.
"Dey give we c1abba and cow peas and t i ng out de garden." (They gave
us clabber and cow peas and thi ngs from the garden.)9

Gullah pronouns of the period were more complex than English
pronouns in one respect, however: they included a for m for second
person plural- yinneh or oona:
"I say, 'Come on yinneh boy, less we git urn out ob de groun' for bukra
riscober we." (I said, "Come on you boys, let u s get it out of the ground
before the whites discover us.)
"If Dona duh dey de dee duh no de deYi ef Dona no duh dey de dee dey
dey." (If [all of] you are there, the deer will not be there: if [all of] you
are not

the deer will be there.)

" Mausa come and he say: 'Who-na n igger take care of yourself, I must
leab to take my fambly away.'" (The master came and he said: [All of)
you Negroes take care of yourselves, I must leave to take my family away.) l 0

The slaves of Charleston and the lowcountry had two other distinc
tive features in their nominal system. One was that they marked pos
session by juxtaposition:
"I stayin here with my youngest sister chile youngest son." (1 am staying
here with my youngest sister's child- her you ngest son.)
-

"I go up to Mausa house ebery day for de milk for we." (I go up to the
master's house every day for our milk.)11

The other distinctive feature was the slave's practice of nonredundant
pluralization, which stood in sharp contrast to the English requirement
that determiners and the nouns they modify should agree in number:
"Old
been live on de place cut all dem tree down." (An old Negro
who lived on the place cut all those trees down.)
"What been more old John play fer all de dance on the plantation." (What
is more, old John played for all the dances on the plantation.)
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"Old John den gather up five ax, and go to de five tree layin down on
de ground." (Old John then gathered up five axes and went to the five
trees lying down on the ground.)
"Oat bery same hag ride me fuh thirty-t'ree night." (That very same hag
rode me for thirty-three nights.)
"My wife, she 'bout sickty-fibe year ole." (My wife is about sixty-five years
old.)IZ

The prepositions of Gullah speech in the lowcountry used the same
forms for approach prepositions (for going somewhere) and for static
locative prepositions (for already being there):
"W'en Fort Sumter was fired on mossa carried seventy of us to Green
ville, South Ca'lina." (When Fort Sumter was fired on, master carried
seventy of us to Greenville, South Carolina.)
"De fust year after freedom I gone to school on Mr. John Townsend place,
down to Rockville." (The first year after freedom I went to school on
Mr. John Townsend's place, down at Rockville.)!3

If the slaves' nominal system was somewhat simpler, their verbal
system was considerably more complex than that of English, from which
it differed in several ways. First of all, equating verbs occurred in past
tense but were usually omitted in present tense:
"It been a cold day." (It was a cold day.)
"Oem Yankee wicked kind a people, drive me from my home." (Those
Yankees were a wicked kind of people, to drive me from my home.)

The slaves of Charleston also used zero copula (the omission of an
equating verb) for verbal adjectives:
"l aid now but I ain't forgit what my missus larn me." (I am old now,
but I have not forgotten what my mistress taught me.)
"Taint many people left now kin tell 'bout dat time. Eberybody dead."
(There are not many people left now who can tell about that time. Every
body is dead.)

In this regard , Gullah retained the verbal adjective construction of
several West African languages, including Ewe, Fante, Kikongo, and
Yoruba.14
Another Gullah construction that retained West African linguistic
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forms was the combination of verbs both to take an object and to serve
as a connective:
"One gentman at de gate tell me say he Messus broder, is Messus dare
in? (A gentleman at the gate told me that he is the mistress's brother.
Is the m istress therein?)
"I hear tell my boy William been marry to a w'ite 'ooman i n England
and hab t'ree chillen." (I heard that my boy William was married to a
white woman in England and had t hree children.)

This usage retained both form and function of the construction in Ibo
and Twi. 1 5
The most distinctive feature of the verbal system of Charleston's slaves
was its sophisticated time sense. Rather than specifying the relative
time of action (tense in English), the slaves distinguished between con
tinuing actions and momentary or completed actions (or aspect), re
flecting a deeper distinction between time as duration and time as
sequence. The slaves rarely marked past tense in Gullah; when they
did they used the verb-form been:
"When dem boat come up de ribber . . . dat been de awful time." (When
those boats came up the river, that was the awful time.)
"I been right here when de Yankees come through." (I was right here
when the Yankees came through.)

Past completed actions the slaves marked with done plus the verb.
"De time done pass when dis generation hold w ith any'ting but de deb
bu\." (The time has already passed when this generation holds with any
thing but the devil.)
"But John done promise some nigger on Fenwick Island to play fer u h
dance." (But John had already promised some Negro o n Fenwick Island
to play for a dance.)

If the slaves only occasionally marked past tense, they typically marked
aspect, whether ongoing, completed, or habitual. They indicated con
tinuing actions by using the old creole form duh preceding the verb
or the newer, somewhat decreolized form-ing following the verb.
"Him duh hide een de bus en see de b'ar eat urn up, hide, huf, en haiah."
(He is hiding in the bushes and sees the bear eat it up, hide, hoof, and
hair.)
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"You getting this beating not for you task -for you flesh!" (Yo u are get
ting this beating not for [ failing to finish] your task, [butl for your flesh!)
The slaves of Charleston i ndicated continuing actions in the past by
using been plus the action verb:
"I been livin' in Beaufort when de war fust break out." (I was living i n
Beaufort when t h e war first broke out.)
"T'ing bin gain' too good." (Things were going very well.)

Habitual actions, past or present, the slaves marked with be plus the
action verb:
"You orter be carry money with you." (You ought [habitually] to carry
money with you.)

In their emphasis on aspect over tense, the slaves of Charleston re
tained the grammatical r ules of such West African languages as Ewe,
Kimbundu , Mandinka, and Yoruba. 16
Gullah speakers also distinguished between ongoing and momen
tary negation in their verbal system. Momentary negation was indi
cated by ain't:
"I ain't know cause dem as could fly flew home." (I do not know, because
those who could fly flew home.)

Charleston slaves marked ongoing negation by didn't (for past ongoing
negation) or by don't (for present o ngoing negation);
"I didn't hab nothing to boder my mind and mek me remember dose
days." (1 didn't have anything to bother my mind and make me remember
those days.)

"1 ain't know whut uh ghos' want wid obercoat cause dey don' wear no
clothes." (1 don't know w hat a ghost wants with an overcoat because
they don't wear any clothes.)

Multiple negation was often used by the slaves for additional emphasis:
"1 ain't scarcely know w'at fuh do." (l scarcely knew what to do.)
"She say she never couldn't refuse when the old people ask for a drink."
(She said she could never refuse when the old people asked for a drink.)!7

Thus the slaves of Charleston spoke a language that differed from
English in a number of fundamental features but did not lack a regular
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structure of its own. Gullah speakers distinguished neither among gen
ders in their pronouns nor between location and approach in their
prepositions. They indicated pluralization only once in a sentence, not
redundantly, but they used distinctive forms of the second person pro
noun to distinguish between singular and plural. They designated pos
session by juxtaposition. Their use of equating verbs was varied, but
they combined other verbs in distinctive ways. Both verbs and nega
tors distinguished between ongoing and momentary actions rather
than when those actions might have taken place. And negation could
be intensified by using multiple negators. These linguistic features were
quite regular.
Not only did Gullah follow a different set of gramm atical rules; it
also manifested different intonation patterns, defined eloquence dif
ferently, and placed a different valuation on the role of the "man-of
words," all of which manifested continuities w ith African linguistic
patterns creatively adapted to a new social and l inguistic environment.
Those white Charlestonians and their guests who considered Gullah
to be an imperfect imitation of English were m istaken. While English
and Gullah may have shared much of the same vocabulary, grammati
cally and sociolinguistically they were not the same language at all. 18
It is now clear that the slaves - a people of diverse linguistic back
grounds and limited opportunities - did not "fail" to adopt the lan
guage of their m asters; rather they "succeeded" in creating a creole lan
guage. Gullah represents not divergence from English but convergence
of various African and European linguistic features. A speech commu
nity, even more than a political community, implies shared culture and
shared world v iew. To understand Gullah within the context of its func
tioning social relations, one must recognize that shared categories of
thought are not only a function of but also a prerequisite for intellec
tual activity. Gullah, the shared property of everyone in the speech
community, was loaded with the symbols of that community's cultural
values. The slaves of Charleston could not communicate with one an
other without using the symbols held in common by the community
and embodied in their language. Thus Gullah became the principle
channel of intellectual activity. 19
Language was, of course, only one aspect of the transformation of
African culture into Afro-American culture, but the process of linguis
tic change provides a model for explaining other aspects of culture
change. What might be called the "creolization of culture" involves the
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unconscious "grammatical" principles of culture the "deep structure"
that generates specific cultural patterns. Such "grammatical" principles
survived the middle passage and governed the selective adaptation of
elements of both African and European cultu re.
*

*

*

The ethos of Charleston's slaves - their ethical and aesthetic style,
the quality and character of their intellectual lives -was perhaps best
synthesized in the religion they created out of the creolization of Afri
can and Eu ropean elements. Their religion shaped their world v iew
as much as reflected it. The religion of the slaves reveals both their
mental picture of the u nalterable shape of reality and their deepest,
most comprehensive concepts of cosmic order. For them religion func
tioned to portray their ethical and aesthetic preferences as normative
given the imposed conditions of reality -while at the same time it un
dergirded such preferences by invoking deeply felt ethical and aesthetic
beliefs as evidence of their truth. The African contribution to Afro
Christianity was enormous. The slaves did not simply adopt the God
and the faith of the white missionaries. In establishing a spiritual life
for themselves, they reinterpreted the elements of Christianity that they
learned from the whites in terms of deep-rooted African cognitive orien
tations. Africa was not culturally homogeneous, nor d id it bequeath
to its exiles in the African diaspora a legacy of static survivals. In fact,
religious expression in Africa was diverse, and borrowings among eth
nic groups were common . Rising above the variety of rites and prac
tices, however, was a shared bond - a concept of the sacred cosmos in
which virtually all experience, from the naming of children to beliefs
about when to plant and how to hunt and fish, was religious. Under
lying those African cultures were shared cognitive (or "grammatical")
orientation s - mental rules governing appropriate behavior - that pro
fou ndly affected the slaves' adoption, adaptation, and application of
C hristianity. 2 0 The fragmentation of a unified African religion into
separate streams was especially m arked among the slaves of Charles
ton and the lowcountry.
One stream of inherited African cosmology included ideas regard
ing polytheism, rebirth, and spirit possession in religious rituaL This
stream converged with elements of C hristianity to create an influential
new religion. Afro-Christianity was the result of the creolization of Af
rican and European religious orientations. Examination of the Chris266
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tianity evangelized to the slaves may thus provide some perspective on
the process by which Charleston s laves mixed both elements and by
which they adapted both to the realities of slave life. The originality
of Afro-Christianity, then , lies neither in its African elements nor in
its Christian elements, but in its unique and creative synthesis of both.
Early lowcountry planters had reluctantly tolerated missionary ef
forts among their slaves. A former slave described the attitudes of South
Carolina planters at the dawn of the nineteenth century: "There has
always been a strong repugnance amongst the planters, against their
slaves becoming members of any religious society," he wrote. "They
fear the slaves, by attending the meetings, and listening to the preach
ers may imbibe the morality they teach, the notions of equality and
l iberty, maintained in the gospeL" Some planters doubted that the
Charleston ministry could be depended upon to defend slavery. "The
abolition measures h ave excited such a spirit of jealousy and suspicion
that some planters will not listen to the introduction of religion on
their places," wrote one Charleston clergyman in 1836. Gradually,
however, at least some ministers won the trust of the slaveholders and
began missionary work among the s laves. Charleston ex-slave Henry
Brown recalled that his master's slaves "went to meeting two nights
a week and on Sunday they went to Church, where they had a white
preacher Dr. Rose hired to preach to them." Increasingly, slave church
going began to meet with the approval of the masters, many of whom
believed that s lavery was sustained rather than threatened by religion.
On his deathbed one C harleston m aster beseeched his children, "\
wish you also to give all the indulgence you possibly can to the ne
groes in going to Church, and making them repeat their questions,
for this reason that if neglected we will have to answer for the loss of
their souls." In late antebellum Charleston, increased attention was
given to slave religion, especially to its content. 2 1
Slaveholders supported religious instruction partly o u t o f sincere
Christian concern for the salvation of the slaves. The Christianity they
disseminated, however, was very selective, emphasizing obedience in
the here and now as much as salvation in the hereafter. Many felt that
the slaves were going to get religion whether their masters liked it or
not, so making that religion safe for slavery became a matter of high
priority. Robert E\Xl. Allston, from his palatial residence at 5 1 Meeting
Street, described his s laves as "attentive to religious instruction, and
greatly improved in intelligence and morals, in domestic relations, etc.
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.
Indeed, the degree of intelligence which as a class they are acquir
ing is worthy of deep consideration." If the planters evidenced a genu
ine concern for their slaves' spiritual welfare, they also recognized that
religion was a more subtle, more humane, and more effective means
of control than the whip.22
It would be untrue to s uggest that Charleston slaveholders cyni
cally reduced Christianity to patience, humility, and the fear of sin,
or that they were more concerned with the discipline of slaves than
with the s alvation of souls. As James Henley Thornwell insisted, "In
our philosophy, right is the highest expediency, and obedience ro God
the firmest security of communities as well as individuals . We have
not sought the protection of our property in the debasement of our
species; we have not maintained our own interests in this world, by
the deliberate sacrifice of the eternal interests of the thousands who
look to us for the way to salvation." Slaveholders were convinced,
however, that preaching had a significant effect on slave discipline,
and ministers went out of their way to appease the slaveholders by ap
proaching slave religion w ith the utmost discretion. The m asters knew
that so long as the slaves were listening to a trusted white preacher,
they could not (at least for the moment) be listening to a subversive
black one. 2 3
White p reachers had to face the dilemma that their Christianity
was - at least potentially - subversive of slavery. During the 1834 legis
lative debate over the prohibition on teaching slaves to read and write,
Whitemarsh Seabrook noted that anyone who wanted slaves to read
the entire Bible belonged in "a room in the Lunatic Asylum." To be
fair, the ministers were not mere sycophants of cynical slaveholders.
They did not select only the texts t hat promoted order and discipline
among the slaves. But they could hardly help realizing that if religion
promoted order among t he slaves, it also contained the seeds of dis
order. They certainly would not preach to their congregations that
Pharoah had enslaved the children of Israel and held them in bondage
in Egypt, that the Lord then visited plagues on the slaveholders, or
that Moses led the slaves in a m ass escape out of bondage in Egypt
to the Promised Land. 24
If the white ministers shied away from scriptural passages with clear
analogies to the condition of the slaves, t hey did preach the equality
of all in the sight of God and the equality of universal sinfulness. The
Rev. James Henley Thornwell put it thus:
.

.
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It is a pub lick testimony to our faith, that the Negro is of one blood
with ourselves- that he has sinned as we have , and that he h as an equal
interest with us in the great redemption. Science, falsely so-called, may
attempt to exclude h im from the b rotherhood of humanity. Men may
be seeking eminence and distinction by arguments which link them with
the brute; but the instinctive impulses of our nature, combined with
the plainest declarations of the word of God, lead us to recognize in
his form and lineaments - in his moral, religious, and intellectual nature
- the same humanity in which we glory as the image of God. We are
not ashamed to call him our brother.

Christianity, such ministers preached, imposed obligations not just on
the slaves but on their earthly masters as well. Both master and slave
on this earth would be held to the same account before the heavenly
master. As the Bible taught servants to obey their masters, they preached,
so it required masters to rule their servants wisely, and it required the
rich to use their riches to do good. 2 s
Thus was the dilemma posed: as Christians, slaveholders were com
m itted to the religious instruction of their slaves, but the religion
preached to the slaves also called the masters to account. Masters were
as subject as slaves to the requirements of Christianity. That created
a problem of role boundaries and emphasized tensions and anoma
lies within the institution that could not easily be ignored. Gover
nor Robert EW. Allston believed that the "best inducement to keep
the slaves both Christian and quiescent" was "example on our own
part; next a j ust, consistent, systematic administration of domestic
government." 2 6
I n Charleston, far from the African context of their sacred cos
mos, the slaves worshipped their new Christian God w ith the kind
of expressive behavior their African heritage taught them was appro
priate for an important deity. African expressive behavior persisting
in slave religion manifested itself in a high degree of emotionalism in
worship, especially the u se of dances and chants to rhythmic accom
paniment, leading to trances and spirit possession. The phenomenon
of spirit possession, one of the most significant features in African re
ligion (especially pronounced among the Bantu , the Yoruba, and the
Fante-Ashanti), was reinterpreted in Christian terms to become a cen
tral feature of expressive behavior in Afro-Christianity, a necessary
part of the conversion experience. Conversion was the climax of a
spiritual journey called "seeking." The seeker's prolonged praying and
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meditating induced an ecstatic trance without which conversion was
not considered authentic. Not until one had experienced spirit pos
session was one accepted as a church member; others were still re
garded as sinners.27
Slave families often went to one another's houses at night to hold
prayer meetings, to sing, and to "shout." The shout was often described
as a dance by white observers. Frederika Bremer, a Swedish visitor to
Charleston and the lowcountry, reported having heard that "the Meth
odist missionaries, who are the most influential and effective teachers
and preachers among the negroes, are very angry with them for their
love of dancing and music, and declare them to be sinfuL" Such hos
tility seemed to her "a very unwise proceeding on the part of the preach
ers. Are not all God's gifts good, and may they not be made use of
in His honor? And why should not this people, by nature joyous and
childlike, worship God in gladness? I would, instead, let them have
sacred dances, and let them sing to them joyful songs of praise in the
beautiful air, beneath the blossoming trees. Did not King David dance
and sing in pious rapture before the ark of God?" Exemplifying the
creative Afro-Carolinian adaptation of the West African ring "dance,"
which was performed to complex drum rhythms, the shout- after the
African saut, meaning to walk or run around - consisted of body mo
tions performed to the accompaniment of spirituals. The drums, upon
which Africans articulated their spiritual life , were mostly lost in
antebell um Charleston, but slaves improvised a substitute with poly
rhythmic hand clapping and foot-stamping. Such expressive behavior
was widespread among blacks in the Caribbean as well as in the South
Carolina lowcountry. While slave Christians typically deprecated danc
ing itself, they "shouted" with great enthusiasm.28
When slave Christians gathered for praise meetings a t one another's
quarters, the soaring rhetoric of the prayers, the antiphonal singing,
and the ecstatic shouts provided a release for pent-up emotions. The
praise-meeting style of worship led some whites to lament that slave
congregations could be moved only by black m inisters. That was not
entirely true, but the Rev. Paul Trapier admitted that "with the present
tastes of our city congregations, it would be no easy matter for any
pastor so to minister from the pulpit as to instruct and move the ser
vant at once and the master; and we agree that, until t hat is done,
the wishes and wants of the superior must be chiefly regarded, and
the inferior left, in consequence, with little to attract h im to a Gospel
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which, however congenial essentially to the yearnings of his soul, is,
in the form of its presentation, not adapted to his comprehension."
For the slaves, religious services constituted not a relationship between
a performer a nd an audience but a mutual performance. Just as the
spirituals were marked by the strong call-and-response antiphony of
African music, so prayers and sermons were punctuated by congrega
tional responses.29
A second stream of African cosmology, the ancient African distinc
tion between hags and haunts, proved less compatible with Afro
Christianity. Haunts were spirits of the dead w ho had returned to harass
the living: a modified Afro-Carolinian version of the Congo zumbi or
the Haitian zombi. Hags, or "boo h ags," were the disembodied spirits
of witches or conjure men, who were said to release their astral bodies
at night and send them about the earth to "ride" (give nightmares to)
people who had aroused their ire. Even more horrible were those ma
levolent, shape-changing spirits called "plat-eyes." Such beliefs were
neither abandoned by slave Christians nor quite incorporated into
Afro-Christianity. Hags, haunts, and plat-eyes persisted in a parallel
stream of belief. 30
Hags - or boo hags - were especially bothersome creatures; they were
believed able to fl y through the air to midnight rendezvous, and to
sail through keyholes by placing a black cat bone in their mouths. It
was said that a hag could bewitch a person merely by looking at the
victim. Slaves could take precautions, however, to keep hags from rid
ing them: conjure balls (h air balls filled with roots, herbs, and other
substances) were sometimes successful in keeping them at bay. But the
only certain preventive was to eliminate the h ag. That could best be
done by the traditional African method of salting and peppering her
skin while she had left it behind to go out "hagging."3 !
Slave opinion was divided as to whether haunts were more fearsome
creatures than hags. The slaves of C harleston seemed to agree that no
haunts ever helped people and that they returned to earth for ma
levolent purposes, frightening the good and bad alike. Still, haunts
did not physically assault humans or do them bodily harm (although
they sometimes caused humans to do themselves bodily harm). Some
slaves were said to be able to hear and feel haunts but not see them;
others could see but not hear them; still others could see, feel and
converse with the spirits. "Ghosts? I'se met plenty of urn!" recalled ex
slave Solbert Butler.
27 1
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When I wuz courtin' I met many a one- One got me in de water, once.
And another time when I wuz crossing a stream, I wuz on de butt end
of de log, an' dey wuz on de blossom end, an' we met jes' as close as
I is to you now. I say to him, same as to anybody, "I sure ain't goin' to
tum back and fall off dis log. Now de bets t'ing for you to do is to tum
'round and let me come atter you . You jes' got to talk to 'em same as
to anybody. It don't pay to be 'fraid of 'em. So he wheel 'round. (Spirits
can wheel, you know.) And when he gets to de end of de log, I say,
"now you off and I off. You kin go on cross now."

Slaves who reported having seen haunts described them as similar in
appearance. "An' when you see 'em you see a sight," Solbert Butler af
firmed. "Dey all favors, Dey all looks alike." Haunts were most likely
to appear at certain times, such as a full moon, or on Friday nights
when the moon was young, although they were believed also to show
themselves in broad daylight at certain places. Others believed that
haunts rose up in every graveyard on the stroke of twelve; one haunt - the
spirit of the oldest dead -would stay behind to guard the vacated graves
while the others roamed the roads, entered houses, and haunted vari
ous spots. Baby ghosts, however, were considered too sm all to be seen:
"De speerit od dem too weak to show -em self." At "fust fowl crow"
the spirits returned to their graves. At slave funerals efforts were made
to contain the spirits of the ancestors; the living sought to prevent
the dead from remaining behind as malign spirits. 32
The most hideous and the most malevolent of the occult spirits of
this stream of African cosmology was the plat-eye, who changed shapes
at will in order to lure victims into d anger and drive them out of their
minds. An exslave recalled one rainy night journey on Edisto Island.
Just as he reached a swamp, a little white kitten ran o ut in front of
h im. Then, to his amazement, it grew in size until it was tall as a p ine
tree, whereupon it began to tumble and roll over so rapidly that he
could scarcely follow its movements; "De t'ing fair der pitch in front
ob my eye like 'e crazy," he testified. Suddenly, the gigantic creature
rolled into a nearby pond with an enormous sp lash, which drenched
the onlooking slave; "den 'e tu'n in lee back kitney and staa't in run
'tween my leg and holler me-ow. [Then it turned into a little black
kitten and started in running between by legs and hollering meow.]
I contend wid dat cat 'most four hour and cuss 'urn good, but it 'most
been day break when 'e t'un me loose and I git home. Oat been de
wust night I eber spend on dis earth."33
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Many features of African religion either converged or coexisted with
Christianity, but voodoo or hoodoo (as African conjuration was called
in the New World) maintained a subterranean existence outside of and
inimical to Afro-Christianity. Documentation is inevitably scanty, as
such magical shamanism was practiced clandestinely. This aspect of
slave religion continues to be both largely unknown and at least partly
unknowable. Still, sufficient evidence remains to testify to the exis
tence of an underground stream of magical shamanism not only through
out the slavery period but beyond.34
Slave conjuration involved certain rituals in which voodoo priests
summoned up the spirits of the dead to offer advice or to perform cures.
The process of dying, according to West African belief, was incomplete
for up to five years. The spirits of the ancestors - the living dead - were
considered to be the closest link between the world of the living and
the world of the spirits: they were considered to straddle both worlds.
Illness was regarded as supernatural in origin; thus it was necessary,
through sorcery, to summon the spirits for protection. Voodoo, or hoo
doo, could be used for either protective or malevolent purposes: it could
cure an illness, kill an enemy, or secure someone's love. All misfortune
was regarded as the result of magical shamanism, including (presum
ably) slavery. The only way a slave could gain protection from sorcery
was by stronger countersorcery. With some variation, voodoo was known
throughout the slave societies including Charleston's - of the New
World.35
The survival of African sorcery in South C arolina seems to h ave
been most pronounced in the lowcountry, where slaves were concen
trated in significant numbers. Voodoo grew with the arrival of slaves
from the West Indies, or directly from Africa, who adapted African
snake cults to a new environment. High in the African pantheon, the
snake god of the Ewe, Fon, Bantu, Dahomey, Whydah, and Yoruba
symbolized the cosmic energy of nature, the dealer of fortune or mis
fortune. The African names for the voodoo gods were lost; their per
sonalities converged with those of Judeo-Christian prophets and saints,
demons and devils. They continued to comfort believers and to wreak
havoc on the wicked. Only the snake god's sorcerers could invoke his
protective power. Snakeskins were prominent in initiation rituals; snake
charming was featured in some rites; and all sorts of supernatural might
was attributed to serpents in the snake lore of Charleston's slaves. One
of them recalled a boy's having been shown a sorcerer's bestiary of fa273
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miliars a s part of his initiation rites: "When de ole man lif' u p de trap
door de boy look down and 'e eye fair pop out 'e haid. Dere been big
snake all quoll [coiled] up and big red-cow wid horn shaap sekker [shaped
like al needle. Dey all mix up monx [among] lizzard and toady frog.
De snake heabe up and down conder der spit, de cow moan low. De
boy nerve give way and 'e broke loose run. Ole man cuss 'um fer cow
ard, but de boy ain' cum back. 'E tak[el strong man tuh follow dem
kind of trade, yas suh."36
Voodoo in Charleston never approached the complexities of Hai
tian Vodun; nevertheless, i t would appear to have achieved a distinc
tive character above the level of s imple, unorganized sorcery. More of
Charleston's slaves took their physical or personal problems to local
conjurers - the priests of the old religion than to their masters. Such
conj urers often enjoyed considerable power within the slave commu
nity, even among some of the Christians. They were spoken of with
great awe; some were considered invulnerable; and no feat of black magic
was considered beyond their ability to perform. As one exslave com
mented, "Ain't so positive 'bout now, but de old Rebel time been awful
cunning." Conjurers gained and held their influence over the slaves
by various methods, especially by fear. Their patrons relied upon them
for both protection and relief from spells and for casting spells upon
their enemies.37
The status of sorcerers was occasionally inherited; parents liked to
pass on their arcane powers to their offspring, whom they would train
to take their place. More typically, however, a sorcerer's powers resulted
from some peculiar circumstance of birth, such as being born with a
caul. Babies born with a caul over the face were considered to be "gifted"
with second sight. Such children, for better or worse, would always
be able to see spirits and other supernatural phenomena. "You have
to be born to see 'em," an ex slave testified. "If'n you be born wrapped
in de caul, you kin see 'em. But if you ain't, you can't see 'em." Thus
"gifted" sorcerers were reputed to h ave known in advance who was com
ing to them, and to be able to read a question in the visitor's mind
and reply before it was asked. 38
The sorcerers made u se of various combinations of common and
uncommon substances believed to have magical powers, such as "con
jer balls," "green bush" (to be placed under a residence), snakeskin, crab
claws, graveyard dirt, and black cat bones. An A frican-born slave con
jurer was said to have carried a little black bag containing bat wings,
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frog livers, and h uman bones on his person at all times. He swore
that he could fly back to Africa any time he wished. A striking de
fensive charm was the use of "logfire" (phosphorus) as protection against
"conjer horses." As one story has it, j ust as a conjure-horse was bear
ing down upon a slave, ready to pound him into the earth, the slave
reached into his pocket and drew forth a piece of logfire. The horse
stood still in the air, then wheeled around and galloped off in the op
posite direction.39
Not all of the sorcerer's spells were malign. If conj urers were con
sidered the source o( most misfortunes, they were also held in high
esteem as healers. So long as the w hite man's medicine was regarded
with suspicion, the sorcerers were assured of patients; moreover, the
positive role played by the sorcerers in treating slave illnesses demon
strates the role religion played in every aspect of life among the slaves.
Voodoo allowed slaves the exalted feeling of direct contact with the
supernatural in attempting to cope with their ailments. Depending upon
their diagnosis, the conjurers might take a pharmaceutical approach
to treatment: their highly esteemed African pharmacopoeia had ac
companied slaves to Charleston as part of their oral traditions. There
they had found the semitropical environment sufficiently similar to that
of West Africa that their pharmaceutical knowledge was easily adapted
to somewhat new flora. But other ailments m ight call for a sort of psy
chotherapy, as expressed in divination. An exslave recalled his father's
experience wit h a sorcerer:
Pa axed me to go long wid him, 'ca use he been bery weak and so I go.
We gits to dis here man's house, and find h im setting down by de fire
stirring he pot. Pa and him talk and talk, and by-by he axed Pa if he
got any silver. . . . He make Pa stand up straight and place saucer by
he foot . . . and de man go to de next room and bring out one of dem
big cow horn, and place urn under Pa's arm. Den he put whiskey in
de saucer and stir u rn round wid stick, and put some i n he own mout'.
He press de horn close and tell Pa to look down at de sau cer. Yes, suh ,
1 been watching him close. He say something or todder, might be prays,

and please God a rat jump out of Pa body and r u n rou n de room!
De man pray 'gain and den a lizzard run out from Pa leg. Pa been
scare I tell you and I been scared too. "You tru," Pa holler. "No," say
de man . . . . De man take de horn and place urn on Pa belly, and great
God a toad frog hop out! I git scared den sure 'no ugh and run home .
. . . When Pa does come home, he say he feel some better and next morn-
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ing he just a s spry a s me, a nd I been young man den. Rebel time people
- no use for talk. Dey sure know dere business all right, all right.

If a sickness had been caused by sorcery, the evil spell could be removed
by countersorcery. Conj urers sometimes turned spells back upon their
perpetrators, and occasionally they even attempted to " lay a trick" on
the master or overseer.4 0
Not all of Charleston's slaves believed in m agical sham anism; the
sorcerers neither commanded universal adherence nor approached the
political power of the priests of Obeah, Myalism, or Vod un in the West
Indies. Most Christian slaves - if they did not summarily reject the ap
peal of sorcery - considered the shaman's powers to be evil, hostile to
the spirit of Christianity. Nevertheless conjurors exercised an extraor
dinary influence over the lives of other slaves that they could neither
have gained nor maintained if they had not fulfilled a real function.
Even if considered frauds and extortionists, sorcerers served their fel
low slaves in time of suffering. They were interpreters of those unob
servable spirits whose activities directed everyday life; they were awe
some beings whose supernatural p owers could be enlisted in the redress
of grievances. Gullah Jack, one of the organizers of the Denmark Vesey
plot, enlisted his occult powers in the cause of the slave revolt. One
of the rebels testified: "He gave me some dry food, consisting of parched
corn and ground nuts, and said eat that and nothing else on the morn
ing it breaks out, and wh en you j oin us as we pass put into your mouth
this crab claw and you can't then be wounded, and said he, I give the
same to the rest of my troops - if you drop the large crab-claw out of
your mouth, then put in the small one." For the slaves of Charleston
and the surrounding lowcountry, their sorcerers bridged the precari
ous life of servitude in this world and the mysteries of the spirit world.
They tuned human behavior to a perceived cosmic order and projected
images of that order onto the plane of the slaves' everyday experience.
They created a buffer against mental and emotional submission to the
slave system for even the most credulous slaves. Many-perhaps most - of
the slaves abandoned sh amanistic traditions, but those who held te
naciously to their beliefs, by helping to preserve and extend an
autonomous African heritage, made an important contribution to com
munity and survivaL 4 1
Thus was a once-unified religious cosmology fragmented into vari
ous, and sometimes di vergent, streams. As one might expect, adher276
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ence to the various components was by no means un iform. Some
Charleston slaves abandoned belief in all forms of non-Christian super
naturalism; many selectively adhered to some beliefs and abandoned
others.4z
To Charleston's Christian slaves, the slave preachers were men of
status. "My pa was a preacher why I become a Christian so early," tes
tified one. "He used to tell us of hell an' how hot it is. I was so afraid
of hell 'till I was always tryin' to do the right thing so I couldn't go
to that terrible place." The slave preachers' continuing importance as
men-of-words exemplified another adaptation of African traditions to
Afro-Christianity. Utilizing ritualized language and behavior as sym
bolic action, they transformed religious ritual through transcenden
tal ecstasy into structured meaning, renewing a nd recycling the ener
gies of the slave community. Such "gifted" men, straddling the sacred
and secular worlds, were believed to exercise sacred powers within the
secular domain. They often mediated between the slaves' Christian
beliefs and the workaday world of C harleston. The role they played
as arbiters in settling disputes among the slaves was itself a product
of their African heritage of religion's involvement in everyday life.
Through such mediation they not only promoted social order (one of
the motives of white m issionaries) but also played a major role in so
l idifying a sense of community among the slaves. In addition, as strong
cultural personalities whose identities did not depend upon their posi
tions as slaves, they served younger slaves as important role models.43
Yet slave preachers also tended to sow seeds of discontent. The
spiritual life of slaves was largely hidden from white observation; their
preachers often held religious services apart from the whites and with
out their knowledge. It was under cover of such religious associations
that the antebell u m South's major slave insurrection s - those of Ga
briel Prosser, Nat Turner, and (in Charleston itself) Denmark Vesey 
were planned. According to Charleston's official account of the Vesey
plot, "among the conspirators a m ajority of them belonged to the Afri
can church," a recently formed Methodist church described as "com
posed wholly of persons of color and almost entirely of b l acks." The
importance of the slaves' religion thus rested upon its capacity to serve
them as a source not only of cultural values, but also of an under
standing of themselves, of their world, and of the relations between
them. It served them, in other words, both as a model for behavior
and as a m odel of behavior. The power of Afro-Christianity in sup277
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porting the social values of Charleston's slaves rested upon its ability
to make plain a world in which those values, as well as the forces op
posing them, were primal elements.44
Not all of C harleston's slaves embraced Afro-Christianity. African
born slaves often maintained their traditional religions. ''At the time
I first went to Carolina, there were a great many African slaves in the
cou ntry," recalled fugitive slave Charles Ball. "Many of them believed
there were several gods; some of whom were good, and others evil."
Other African-born slaves continued to embrace Islam . "I knew sev
eral who m ust have been, from what I have since learned, Mohame
dans [sic]" Ball noted. "There was one man on this plantation who
prayed five times every day, always turning his face to the east." On
some lowcountry plantations Musli m slaves were given a ration of beef
instead of pork.45 But Afro-Christianity played a critical role in the
intellectual lives of most slaves. In their praise meetings, in their ec
static prayers and exuberant shouts, and espec ially in their transcen
dent spirituals (no less than in their masters' sermons, essays, and po
etry), the slaves of Charleston gave eloquent voice to their deepest
values.
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The Southern Agriculturist
in an Age of Reform
THEODORE ROSENGARTEN

IN

1819, the bottom fell out of the cotton market. When it became

clear to pl anters of long-staple cotton that the abrupt and calamitous
drop in prices w as "not due to temporar y conditions but to fund amen
t al change s,"l they began reducing their cotton acreage and looking
for solutions to the problem of diminished profits. Leading growers called

T H E O D OR E R O S E N G A RTEN

for reform, not only of the cotton market but of the p lanting class.
Sensing that something was wrong with their traditional agricultural
practices, and desiring to strengthen the bonds of rural life , which were
strained by the depression, several members of S outh Carolina's State
Agricultural Society proposed publishing a journal. The society inves
tigated the idea and rejected it on the grounds that such a publication
could not be self-supporting. But the society's librarian, John D. Legare,
determined to try it himself. In January 1828, the inaugu ral issue of
The Southern Agriculturist appeared in Charleston.
Legare announced ambitious goals for the journal. He aimed "to
establish the science of agriculture on a surer foundation" by encourag
ing experimentation and providing a forum for testing and reporting
innovations. He wanted to e levate the status of planting in an era of
uncertain monetary rewards by painting the charms and satisfactions
of the countryside, so that men with money might once again regard
the country as a good p lace in which to live as well as to invest. He
sought to build a sentiment of common interest among individual plant
ers who were used to conducting their business in isolation. Legare
believed his journal had the potential to become "the medium of com
munication" for gathering "a most useful Agricultural knowledge which
would be . . . the commencement of a new era among US."2
The Southern Agriculturist was the first journal south of Baltimore
devoted to farming. It lasted eighteen years, during which time some
two dozen agricultural journals flourished and failed - mostly failed
in the United States. Thus, while Legare's publication originated in
a local economic and cultural crisis, it partook of a general movement
of knowledge. Eighteen years was well above the life expectancy for
a periodical of any kind; most agricultural journals of the 1820s to 1840s
flickered out by the age of three. The Tennessee Farmer quit after six
years. The New York Farmer stuck it out for nine. The Maine Farmer
was a significant exception; it started up in the mid-1830s and pub
lished continuously for more than a century.
*

*

*

"We never thought of changes or improvement," confessed a sea-island
cotton planter, recalling the prevailing self-contentment before 1819.
"These happy times are c hanged and we must change with them,"3 he
counseled, shaken but determined to take his fate into his own hands.
But which customs needed to be cast off and which preserved? Not
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all old practices were bad, and some of the i nefficient customs had a
h idden efficiency. Breaking land w ith hoes instead of the plow, for ex
ample, required a vast expenditure of labor, but the extra hands em
ployed to plant in winter and pick in the fal l were available in other
seasons to pamper their masters on fishing, hunting, and pleasure
excursions.
The call for rural revival and the plans to carry it out came from
the city but not necessarily from city men. Many reformers who wrote
for The Southern Agriculturist were wealthy planters who maintained
second homes in Charleston or smaller lowcountry towns such as Beau
fort and Walterboro. They were joined in their attacks on agricultural
ignorance by urban merchants and cotton factors, lawyers, and other
professionals w hose standard of living was threatened by the regional
decline in cotton income. Commerce was withering away, and Charles
ton's port facilities were falling apart from neglect. Exports of sea-island
cotton from Charleston fell by 60 percent between 1821 and 1842, while
the city's share of the South's uplands cotton crop declined steadily.
New Orleans, which as late as 1 824 handled fewer bales of uplands
cotton than Charleston, was exporting more than three and a half times
as many bales by 1842. Business was so bad in Charleston, it was re
ported, that grass grew "uninterruptedly in some of her chief business
streets."4
Because plantations produced nearly all the wealth of society, every
class of people had a stake in the profitability of agriculture . The South
ern Agriculturist persistently addressed the question: how can planting
be made more profitable? The journ al encouraged two courses of ac
tion simultaneously. First, it urged planters to restrict the supply of
cotton by taking land out of production and to improve the quality
of the remaining crop by developing better seeds and applying more
efficient agricultural techniques; in consequence, argued Legare and
his friends, a small quantity of fine long-staple would fetch more money
than a large supply of inferior lint. Second, the journal exhorted plant
ers to diversify their operations, to branch out from cotton to other
crops and break their dependency on a single staple.
Many growers refused to believe that their problems were due to
overproduction. Every last bale of every long-staple crop found a buyer,
they pointed out. Some men insisted that the cry of overproduction
was a hoax perpetrated by cotton buyers to keep prices down. Even
those who agreed that the crop should be curtailed were not enthusias28 1
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tic about cutting it. William Elliott, of Beaufort and Hilton Head Island,
grandson of the William Elliott who produced South Carolina's first
successful sea-island crop, suggested in 1828 that if long-staple acreage
were reduced by a third, the remaining two-thirds would be worth as
much as the original whole. s Ten years later, however, he endorsed the
opinion that the planter's object "is to make a full crop - six hundred
pounds of clear cotton to the hand."6 Had he changed his mind? Or
was he consistent insofar as he had always looked forward to growing
more cotton on fewer acres? Whitemarsh B. Seabrook, a prosperous,
enlightened planter and governor of South Carolina from 1850 to 1852,
attributed the failures of sea-island planters to overplanting and poor
management. But a careful reading of his addresses and essays in The
Southern Agriculturist reveals that he chastised planters not for produc
ing too much cotton, but for planting more than they had the man
power to prepare correctly for market and for ignoring methods that
could increase their yields.
The disagreement over something so fundamental as the meaning
of overproduction should caution us not to think of reform as a uni
fied movement. The will to change generated conflicting ideas, though
reformers agreed on the basic goals - increased profits and security. We
should not imagine all the progressives on one side, p ushing for re
form in accordance with scientific principles, and all the philistines
on the other, setting fire to plow stocks and dumping m anure in the
woods. The actual contenders for the mantle of reform were those who
believed that planters erred in planting too much cotton, and those
who believed they did not plant enough. The cotton-minded men urged
a greater use of the plow, more acres to the hand, and the use of new
manures. They fussed at their brethren for underworking their slaves
and keeping "a floating capital of labor unemployment - a boat's crew
for pleasure excursions."7 And they pressed to open some hunting
grounds to cultivation. The diversifiers, represented by Legare and his
allies, instructed planters to grow cereals, vegetables, and fruits, and
to revive the ancient livestock industry.
In each monthly issue through the first two years, The Southern Agri
culturist featured some new crop and offered detailed instructions for
cultivating it. ''Anything but cotton," Legare seemed to be saying. Grapes,
sugar cane, indigo, silk, and sheep were all put forward as alternatives,
with no acknowledgment that all had been tried before and had been
either abandoned or kept up as secondary crops only. Indigo, an herb
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in the pea family whose leaves yield a brilliant blue dye, preceded long
staple cotton as the major money crop on the Sea Islands of South
Carolina and Georgia; it was given up during the American Revolu
tion, when Britain revoked a bounty on it and turned to the East In
dies to meet its needs. Wine grapes, tried by every generation, mature
too quickly near the coast, and the Sea Island and seaboard soils were
not hospitable to the large-scale production of sugar cane. By 1830,
The Southern Agriculturist was promoting Irish potatoes, sugar beets,
orchards, and dairy cattle, all of which were being raised in more suit
able soils and climates outside the South, and none of which needed,
or was readily adaptable to, the intensive labor system of plantations.
As substitutes for cotton they were unrealistic; that they were proposed
with vigor suggests the depth of discontent with the old staple. Mean
while the world was hungering for cotton, and the economies of west
ern Europe, particularly of England, which alone consumed the entire
crop of sea-island, could not survive without it.
Legare's principal weapon in h is campaign against cotton was the
gentle science of horticulture. He regularly p ublished the proceedings
of the Charleston Horticultural Society, using them as an instrument
of criticism and a curriculum of reform. Horticulture, the cultivation
of fruits, vegetables, flowers, and ornamental shrubs, had become a
pastime of urban gardeners. Gone from the country-side were the rich
and varied orchards established in the late colonial era. Cotton planted
right up to the doors of the slave cabins had the effect of "starving"
everything else. In the pursuit of extensive yields, planters had neglected
the perfection of individual plants. The horticultural mode of "con
stant attention and special protective guardian-ship"8 was a reproach
to plantation thinking. Horticulture held a special gift for agriculture:
the view that plants were good for more than food, fuel, or commodities.
They were good, too, for shade, fragrance, and beauty - qualities that
"refine . . . and purify the mind."9 By bringing planters into contact
with horticulturists, Legare hoped to temper utility with idealism, cus
tom with learning, and the craving for profits with an appreciation
of beauty. Horticulturists were not modest in their claims. We have
it in our power, wrote the Reverend John Bachman, one of antebellum
Charleston's great men of science, "to create a love for natural pursuits
and the beauties of nature." Horticulturists might "do much for the
sunny south," he prophesied in 1833. "We m ay form a population fit
ted to its beauty." l O
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Legare knew better than t o appeal primarily to aesthetics. I n h i s jour
nal, spokesmen for horticultural science argued that their methods could
mean money for large-scale growers. For example, melons raised early
in the season in South Carolina, using hothouse techniques, could be
sold in New York and Boston six weeks before Northern melons ma
tured. Corn, improved by seed selection procedures refined by horti
culturists, could be grown for export, as it once had been. In truth,
many cotton growers would have been pleased to grow enough corn
simply to feed their labor force. Saddled with debt and needing to plant
cotton in order to secure credit, they were forced to buy provisions to
get through the year. They bought locally, in a pinch, but they carne
to prefer sweeter and softer varieties of corn from Pen nsylvania and
Maryland. Even if they had produced surplus corn for a cash crop,
they would have faced stiff competition from the m id-Atlantic states.
By the late 1 830s, Sea Island planters had adopted many horticul
tural techniques without diversifying their crops. Toward cotton and
corn they showed a more scientific approach, while the output of other
goods for market actually declined. In 184 1 , even though the tendency
in cotton prices was steadily downward, Sea Island growers began plant
ing more acres in cotton. Legare could never demonstrate the superi
ority of any other crop. Nor had The Southern Agriculturist addressed
the practical difficulties of supplanting the old staple, such as building
a network of brokers, buyers, and processors for cotton's replacement.
Reports of phenomenal i ndividual success in the midst of the depres
sion kindled memories of the great fortunes fou nded on cotton in the
past and encouraged dreams of spectacular wealth in the future. I I Re
sistance to change was more than economic. W h ite people identified
cotton with a life of privilege and power, a sentiment felt strongly in
both country and city.
More and more, plantations on the seaboard turned into great cot
ton fields devoid of other significant agricultural uses. "Oranges are rare,"
observed Beaufort's William J. Grayson (author of The Hireling and the
Slave , the South's answer, in verse, to Uncle Tom� Cabin). "Pomegran
ates formerly seen everywhere are seldom met w ith, figs are scarce and
smalL Few planters have a good peach or strawberry."1 2 W h ile the in
tensification of cotton occurred in the 1840s and 1850s, any alterna
tive, barring the complete collapse of the cotton market, had been
precluded in the stagnant 1820s and 1830s by the inability of any food
or other fiber to seriously challenge cotton's hold on the land. The
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point of view of The Southern Agriculturist did not prevail- not in re
gard to cotton; Legare's readers were devoted to the staple of their fa
thers. Legare , an entrepreneur who had never raised a crop himself,
diverted his attack from cotton per sej after 1832, he and his journal
turned to the problem of modernizing the countryside.
*

*

*

Legare supported the work of local agricu ltural societies, which he
viewed as agencies for disseminating new ideas. He urged them to send
him copies of lectures delivered at meetings by guest speakers, and to
use The Southern Agriculturist as a means for corresponding with one
another. Once, two societies debated in print whether to pack sea-island
cotton in round bales or square bales. Two others argued the merits
of using crushed lime to sanitize the floors of Negro cabins.
Legare also invited local societies to publish the results of crop com
petition in his journal, but the published reports often obscured what
was going on in the field. In 1829 the St. Helena Agricultural Society
reported that Benjamin Chaplin had won the premium for corn with
a yield of I/Z bushels to the acre; he won again in 1830 with a y ield
of 73 bushels to the acre. The problem was that a sensational output
on a single acre concealed the miserly average yield over a whole field.
Twenty bushels to the acre was considered a good average, and 12 to
1 5 bushels was normal. A 73-bushel yield could be achieved only by
taking hands off other jobs to work the corn or having the extra hands
to work it, by unusually heavy manuring, by planting a cover crop the
winter before, and by close supervision throughout the growing season
all desirable practices, perhaps, but not within the capacity of most
p lanters. A 73-bushel yield of corn was analogous to a four-pound
tomato - mourhwatering and sensational, but also freakish and waste
ful. By the mid-1840s, the St. Helena Society had changed the stan
dard of its corn premium to the best average yield.
Just as reports of huge outputs did not tell the whole story about
production, so the charters of these rural clubs did not describe ade
quately what went on at meetings. Planters visited their clubhouses
to find camaraderie and to escape the boredom of the plantation. Sev
eral societies had formed out of older hunting and dining clubs, mod
eled on clubs of the English gentry, and eating and drinking remained
their chief activities. "As the hour for dinner comes on," wrote Jo
seph E. Jenkins, a prominent cotton planter from Colleton District,
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"the countenances which before were heavy and dull, become bright
and radiant w ith expectation." When many planters rejected this re
gime and stayed out of the clubs altogether, the membership crisis
inspired Jenkins to write a polemic on "Some of the Causes of the
Decline and Fall of Most of the Agricultural Societies of South Caro
lina" for the May 1835 issue of The Southern Agriculturist. Jenkins picked
up a line of attack begun the year before by Whitemarsh B. Seabrook. 13
With militant candor and not a trace of humor, both men blamed the
troubles of agriculture on planters who had grown intellectually lazy
and incurious from a life of wealth obtained without effort. Seabrook
called the loss of intellectual enterprise in farming "a great public ca
lamity."14 Jenkins, writing u nder the nom de plume "Colleton," charged
that a man who publicized his experiments was censured by his neigh
bors: either he had "some uncharitable motive imputed to him," or
else he came "under the ban . . . 'a writing Planter is a bad Planter."' 15
This sounds suspiciously like a personal grievance, and it is true that
Jenkins tested his friends with his penchant for exactness and an
enthusiasm for his own theories. Yet his remark suggests that Colleton
D istrict planters shared the familiar rural distrust of a person who
seeks prestige outside of his own social circle. It hints at the difficulty
The Southern Agriculturist had in soliciting articles. Social pressure
against standing out from the pack and against writing was, in fact,
a chronic prejudice that became a stock theme in urban critiques of
the countryside.
All that planters might themselves improve - their conduct and atti
tudes, their agricultural techniques and appreciation of rural pleasures
- constituted fair subjects for The Southern Agriculturist during Legare's
tenure. Politics was an exception; Legare, Seabrook, and William Elliott
agreed that political factions were turning men's minds away from their
fields and destroying the morale of the agricultural societies. Seabrook
took to task "men of enlarged and cultivated minds" who devoted "their
time and talents to the preservation of the rights of property, the security
of our civil institutions, and the promotion of the arts and ornaments
of life," but closed their minds to "the science which forms the founda
tion of our private wealth and public prosperity."1 6 First, last, and al
ways, The Southern Agriculturist was an agricultural magazine. Legare
took pride that it never became a sounding board for politics. Even
in the mid-1830s, during the nullification crisis and after Nat Turner's
rebellion in Virginia, when planters became acutely aware of belong286
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ing to a cultural entity called the South, and agricultural societies as
sumed greater policing functions, the primary motive of the journal
remained to broadcast new agricultural ideas and to combat the isola
tion and pessimism of the planting community. A reader today must
marvel at how broadly men of that t ime conceived the interests of the
planter. Medicine, astronomy, architecture, a ncient languages were all
part of a useful education; but politics, which produced nothing useful
or beautiful, was shunned.
Legare also steered clear of the slavery controversy. Many issues of
The Southern Agriculturist contain not a single reference to the system
of forced labor responsible for producing the crops of the South. If
planters had a quarrel with their slaves, it concerned nothing more
fundamental than the theft of sweet potatoes or the ill-treatment of
horses. If slaves had any quarrel with their masters, it could not be
discerned in the pages of The Southern Agriculturist. The journal gave
the impression that master and slave "always pull the same end of the
rope."1 7 Every other domain in life was governed by the principle of
change, but the relationship of whites to blacks was fixed and beyond
discussion. Still, since methods of managing slaves might be improved
and the workers' efficiency could be increased at virtually every task,
about once a year Legare would publish some planter's scheme for gov
erning Negroes: a list of rules and a phorisms covering diet, hygiene,
work loads, and personal relations. Planters were advised to make their
slaves wash themselves every day and to keep them from eating green
fruit, to allow them half of each Saturday to cultivate their own gar
dens, and to flatter the women by giving them something pretty to wear.
But peace and security were threatened by the falter ing economy.
Not that the slaves would grow restless and revolt (though that was
always an u nspoken possibility): in the view of successful cotton plant
ers like Wh itemarsh B. Seabrook and William Wigg Hazzard, the slaves,
not the masters, had the most to lose. The danger of declining profits
and rising food costs was that masters might come to feel their slaves
were a burden. IS Poor harvests could force a planter to sell some of
his "people" to meet his creditors' demands, or take some more drastic
action to cut his losses. He might even sell them all and get out of
planting entirely, thus severing them from their families and commu
nity and subjecting them, perhaps, to a harsher life should they be
sent to the Western states and territories. Or he might swallow his losses
and emancipate them - not likely, but not unheard of, either. What
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was the fulfillment of a dream for the greater part o f the slave popula
tion was the equivalent of a death sentence in the minds of whites
who believed that black people in America were doomed without the
protection of white masters.
Agricultural writers worried more about urban conspiracies led by
free people of color than about rural uprisings. Free blacks, they con
tended, posed the greater threat to the continuance of slavery. In an
address to the State Agricultural Society in 1 83 2 - ten years after the
trial and h anging of Denmark Vesey, the free black leader of a failed
rebellion in Charlesron - Edward R. Laurens, grandson of the Revolu
tionary statesman Henry Laurens, called for harsh measures to police
the free black population and to ensure that no more slaves would be
set free. Free blacks were an insurrectionary class, he warned, because
they had so tenuous a hold on the necessities of life. (Not all of them,
certainly: Denmark Vesey himself had amassed a fortune of several thou
sand dollars.) Because no one was compelled to feed them, and hard
times made it difficult for them to feed themselves, they had to be closely
watched. Laurens doubted that a black revolt could succeed; but he
feared that if the source of trouble were not eliminated, periodic con
flicts would turn a majority of w h ites in the state against all blacks,
slave and free, and could lead i n t i me to a movement to expel them
all. He urged slaveholders like h imself to move against free blacks be
fore the antiblack feelings of non-slaveholders, particularly in the West
ern districts, could be catalyzed. And he appealed to the pride, if not
the pocketbook, of planters who lived within the cultural and com
mercial orbit of Charleston by suggesting that Charleston would never
take its place among the great modern cities of the world so long as
its proletariat was black. Free blacks discouraged white working people
from living in Charleston, he alleged, referring indirectly to the pro
vocative immigration problem: Europeans arriving in America were not
settling in South Carolina, and the state's native-born whites were leav
ing at a terrific rate. Laurens did not support colonization society schemes
to remove free blacks to Africa, however, because he s uspected that
colonization was a foil for abolition. 19
Agricultural writers d istrusted city workers of any color; blacks sim
ply posed the most immediate danger. At the top as well as the bottom
of society, observed William Wigg H azzard, who had recently moved
from well-mannered Beaufort to remote St. Simons Island, Georgia,
city l ife had "failed to strengthen social virtue."zo The upper classes
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seemed to be more polished, but they had coarsened underneath their
fine manners. Yet, planters who could afford to do so flocked to the
city - to get a dab of that polish, to see new sights, and to hear new
voices. Instead of investing their profits in their plantations, complained
Francis D. Quash, planter and legislator from St. Thomas Parish,
Charleston District, they spent their money in the city and had nothing
ro show for it but "the ghost of departed city joys."Z l Values were chang
ing: the pleasures of old, savored at home in the bosom of one's family
and calculated to nourish affections ( however actual this scene might
have been) now were less sought after than ep hemeral treats consumed
with strangers. Hazzard, whose West Point Plantation was one of the
fourteen "patriarchal" plantations on St. Simons, worried that old bonds
of sympathy were giving way to new social arrangements. Where this
would lead, and how it would resound in the countryside, no one
could say. But the example of Europe was not consoling.
Even writers who lamented country dullness worried that planters
might find the city too stimulating. "I would not desire that a planter
should exchange his physical duties for mental toil," declared Seabrook
in 1832, softening his earlier judgment and assuring his fr iends of where
he stood. "In the first alone solid profit exists. The other is only an
important auxilliary to his labors."22 The writer who signed himself
"A Practical Planter" distinguished between urban science -which had
become overrefined and "committed to paper"- and the science prac
ticed by planters who learned through their own experiments. He ended
an article on the benefits of plowing with an anecdote about a slave
who explained his master's lack of success: "Ah m assa, massa plant too
much from the book."23
The country's distrust of the city is a very old tradition. Juvenal,
the Roman satirist, could have been speaking for the cotton planter
when he had a small farmer say, "What can I do in Rome? I never learnt
how to lie."24 Charleston was the planters' Rome. There they sold their
cotton and bought almost everything they did not produce on their
plantations. Rarely were they pleased with the prices their cotton re
ceived, and frequently they griped that city measures did not come
up to their own: that cotton bales weighing 3 50 pounds when they
left the plantation weighed twenty pounds less on the cotton factor's
scales, that corn purchased from the factor lacked several quarts to the
bushel. Planters felt c heated, poorer planters especially, and ones who
did not grow the finer grades of cotton. Their factors complained in
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turn: the cotton was late, o r wet, o r dirty, or the planter was living
beyond his means.
Though factors and merchants were acid-tongued critics of planters
and country living, and though nearly all of the plantation output not
consumed at home went through their hands, they played a small part
in the public discussion of agricultural reform. They kept account books
and wrote letters, but they submitted very few articles to The Southern
Agriculturist. In a rare appearance in print, "A Merchant" exhorted
planters to sample their cotton before sending it to market, to compare
samples picked from different fields, and to learn what buyers were look
ing for25 - good advice, if the object were to help planters feel more
at home at the marketplace. But the advice was given insolently, as
if by someone who was unsure of his social position and wanted to
impress upon his readers that he did not regard them as his equals.
It was one thing for planters to criticize themselves but quite another
to take criticism from men to whom the plantations were merely a means
of employing capital and producing goods for m arket, and who would
no sooner live on a plantation themselves than they would live in Africa.
*

*

*

The Southern Agriculturist can be read as a guide to farming in the
coastal region, with an emphasis on the evolution of agricultural knowl
edge. Many of the methods of tillage, of cultivating and harvesting
crops, and of increasing the efficiency of hand labor that were intro
duced to readers of the journal are still valid today. Only the crops
are gone, and the land is planted in pine. The journal documents the
first phase in the effort to modernize a sector of Southern agriculture;
it anticipated the struggle that was postponed by the return of high
cotton prices in the 18505, partially accomplished by the Civil War in
the 1860s, and set back by the social adjustments of the 1870s. People
read the journal in its own time because they found it entertaining.
News about agricultural experiments in their own and nearby parishes
was news about neighbors, and greedily consumed. Anecdotes about
extravagant harvests of honey in France or new ways of packing but
ter in New York state- culled from other agricultural publications
gave glimpses into the mysterious world beyond the limits of the low
country. While the journal criticized some customs and habits of its
readers, it always respected their intelligence. And it spoke their lan
guage- shared a vocabulary, figures of speech, and a store of allusions
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influenced by classical education and a common way of life. To quote
Greek and Roman literature in an article about a contemporary sub
ject was to send a fraternal greeting to men assumed to share a code
of behavior, a sense of breeding, and a certain moral outlook toward
agriculture. Vergil's Georgics seemed a favorite source of quotations.
"Denique apertos - Bacchus amat colles," repeated N. Hebremont, at
the beginning of an essay on grapes, the very first piece in the first
issue of The Southern Agriculturist: "The Vine delights in an airy, hilly
country." Was this practical advice to would-be vintners? Not likely,
for there are no hills to speak of in the lowcountry, home of most of
the journal's readers. Nor is the line merely decorative; it is placed too
strategically for that. Rather, the quotation invokes the authority of
an idealism sadly wanting in the depressed clim ate of the late 1820s.
The Georgics condemns petty political bickering, overeating and over
drinking, the gentlemanly distaste for work, su perstition, intellectual
inertia, and other human failings that contribute - in different times
and differen t societies to the langor of country life. The Georgics had
a quickening effect on enlightened planters in times of distress, some
thing like the appeal of Sophocles to Europeans in the middle years
of the twentieth century. Planters' concerns found striking parallels in
the themes of the old Roman poet: resting and replenishing tired soil;
tolerance for new methods and crops ; agricultural education and the
importance of hard thinking in husbandry.
Vergil was a true friend of the reform-minded planter. He himself
had been the son of a small landowner who faced eviction by authori
ties wanting to confiscate his land to resettle soldiers of the Roman
Army. There was enough land to go around - just not enough fertile
land. Vergil advocated mixed farming and gave advice on plowing,
rotating crops, selecting seeds, building fences. Some of his advice was
bad, and some of it merely transmitted conventional mythology, such
as the notion t hat bees reproduce without copulating. But the wisdom
of his critique outlived the errors of his natural science.
Horace was another ancient poet whose name was invoked in the
cause of reform. William Elliott concluded an essay on the use of tufted
cotton seeds with a greeting "to each intelligent planter . . . in the
language of Horace-'Si quid novisti, rectius istis, candidus, imperti
Si non, h is utere mecum'" (If you know any thing more correct than
this advice, be so kind as to share it - If not, then use this along with
me.)26 Dr. Samuel H. Dickson, fou nder in 1833 of the Medical College
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o f South Carolina, informed the Horticultural Society o f Charleston
that the reader of Horace who travels from Rome to Naples "to inquire
for the Falernian [wine] once so esteemed" will not find it. Instead, he
will find what a traveler in the lowcountry would find - th at the land
had weakened and soured and was no longer capable of producing the
fine crops of 01d,27 Dr. D ickson, who loved wine and hated distilled
liquors, established the first temperance society in the South. A ver
satile thinker and a specialist on febrile diseases, Dickson was also one
of the early writers on racial anthropometry. He had no agricultural
experience, but he conceived it h is duty to communicate the lesson
of his broad learning and methodical observation - that the fortu nes
of civilization are bound to the fertility of the soiL
*

*

*

In the spring of 1834, shortly before he gave up the editorship of
The Southern Agriculturist, Legare went on an extended tour of planta
tions in the coastal plain. His aims were to study the state of agricul
ture in different locales, to measure the reach and impact of his jour
nal, and to find new subscribers and writers. He made his report in
a series of articles that compared crops, yields, field practices, cultural
activities, and living conditions from place to place. Much of what he
saw astonished him, particularly the almost universal ignorance of ele
mentary science and the hold of habit on the minds of intelligent men.
He visited plantations where slaves carried corn from the fields to the
storehouse in their arms while horses and wagons stood idle. He listened
to planters swear that Negroes could not be taught to work a plow,
and he watched other planters direct slaves to open more land than
they could ever cultivate. He met more progressive planters, too, edu
cated experimenters who never h ad to buy an ear of corn; they ma
nured their fields heavily, carefully selected their seeds, and made a
profit in the worst of times. Their slaves ate good meat, slept in tightly
built, whitewashed cabins, and wore adequate clothing in all seasons.
In turn, the blacks performed a great variety of tasks; some even oper
ated machines.
Legare paid close attention to the condition of plantation buildings,
which indicated to him the morale of the people, white and black. With
a city man's appreciation for landscape, or "rural scenery," Legare pre
ferred hedged gardens, sculptured shrubs, regular walkways, tree-lined
avenues, and spaces designed for distinctive uses rather than sprawl292
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ing, promiscuous yards. He admired planters who set aside places for
nonremunerative purposes such as promenading and bird-watching.
Ifh is tour had a unifying theme, it was the search for the ideal planter,
a man who could do many things well and was equally proficient in
his fields, study, and drawing room; a conservationist who exploited
h is land and slaves without destroying them; a consumer who valued
the things money could buy more than the money itself.
The progressive planter was the hero of The Southern Agriculturist.
Legare searched hard for h im, and created him in the image of the con
tributors of h is journal. Following his tour, Legare left Charleston and
bought a health spa in Virginia called "the Gray Sulphur." At first he
was "pretty well patronized" by the many friends he had made as an
editor, but "the water of his Spring had so little of the Sulphur about
it that people could not be persuaded that it had any tonic or healing
values";28 his business fel l off as customers looked for more odiferous
water. The spa failed, and Legare returned to Charleston in 1840, where
he found his old journal being published as The Southern Cabinet. When
the editor's job was offered to him, he took it, and the first thing he
did was change the name of the journal to The Southern Agriculturist,
Horticulturist, and Register of Rural Affairs. With characteristic zeal, Le
gare confronted old problems: the general backwardness of agricultural
practices that impoverished the people and the land, and the depar
ture of white farmers from the state. Manuring, he insisted, was the
key to rejuvenating the land and stemming the tide of emigration. He
proposed banking and draining the lowlands to make new fertile farms
for industrious people who otherwise would leave. Existing farmland
could be improved, he suggested, by improving the farmers through
some sort of public agricultural education. He published the results
of numerous field experiments, particularly those involving cover crops
and grasses - thinking to raise fodder for plow beasts and to enrich the
land between plantings of food and cotton crops. He ran serialized
h istories of cotton and rice, the resilient old staples, and he borrowed
articles from a host of other agricultural journals - a sign, perhaps, that
it was difficult to obtain local writing.
Although contributors were less w illing or able than before to sup
press their political feelings, talk of Southern rights and states' rights
was subdued. Under Legare, The Southern Agriculturist defended the
South by promoting its economic well-being through a program of heal
ing and nourishing the land and expanding its yield.
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Legare left the journal for good i n 1842 and went into the seed and
farm supply business. For the second time, he was succeeded as editor
by Bartholomew R. Carroll, who stayed at the post until the journal
ceased publishing in 1846. What can we say The Southern Agriculturist
accomplished in eighteen years of publication?
In an address to the state Agricultural Society in 1831 , Francis D.
Quash, who had studied ancient languages at Cambridge University,
told how Vergil's Georgics had revolutionized Rome. Men who had
heaped up wealth and honors in the city "suddenly grew enamored
with rural life . . . the Roman villas became not seats of opulence but
of refinement in manners and elegance in literature."29
We could not begin to claim as much for The Southern Agriculturist.
The journal did not transform the countryside; its achievements were
more modest. It opened lines of communication among men engaged
in common economic activities who were facing common problems.
It kept up an energetic discussion of ideas in an era of economic stagna
tion. It fought the prevailing pessimism with a plan for personal and
occupational reform. It helped to secure, in the circles it influenced,
a conception of progress as a norm in agricu lture, although reform in
this time and place did not challenge slavery. Technological advances,
in both agriculture and manufacturing, favored the modern or indus
trial aim of raising a single large staple crop, while the history and or
ganization of the plantations, and the established commercial apparatus,
determined that that crop would be cotton.
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City, Country, and the Feminine Voice
STEVEN M. STOWE

IN

a book as fine-grained and agreeable as the Charleston she de

picts, Harriott Ravenel remarks that the South Carolina planters were
"as much town folk as country gentlemen.'" It is a useful reminder. As
planters themselves frequently explained to their wives and families,
a successful man could not afford for too long a time the tucked-away
pleasures of the country_ So men came to the city offices of their law
yers and factors, to the business and political life of Meeting Street,
and to the intellectual and social pursuits of Library Society and club.
Agreements were reached, problems solved, political arguments asserted
and countered, friendships established and recalled. Much of this ac
tivity was practical and contingent; some of it was aesthetic and self
contained. But all of it , formal and informal, made sojourns to Charles
ton a time of social encounter and perhaps renewal.
If the lives of planter-class men must be thought of in terms of city
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as well as country, what of the lives of women? I n particular, what of
the intellectual experience of pla nter-class women; in what sense did
it, too, combine city and country? What meaning did each place hold
for women and how did it change in the antebellum years? I was led
to these questions by studying what the planters meant when they as
cribed social and intellectual "spheres" to each sex. I discovered that
when writing about the "woman's sphere," women themselves often
linked it to distinct experiences of city and country, tyi ng locale to
feminine sensibility. In diaries, novels, and memoirs written and read
by antebellum women, the sense of their own sphere often was ex
pressed in terms that sharply contrasted urban life to life on the plan
tation. This contrast, I hope to show, reveals important intellectual
realities characteristic of their class and sex. In exploring this theme,
I wish to suggest further that the general intellectual life of planter
class women was much occupied with portrayals of themselves and
their world, and that the meaning they made is revealed in the shared
terms and usages they employed in their writing. The relationship be
tween city and country became an important conventional way for
women to explain themselves to themselves. More than an entertain
ing rhetorical device, though it was also that, the theme of contrast
between city and country helped define the values, routines, and com
mon sense concepts that lent substance to the woman's sphere and
made it habitable.
In recent years historians have begun to take seriously the nineteenth
century belief in sexual spheres, realizing how deep and complicated
the differences between the sexes were understood to be. Education,
courtship, marriage, child-rearing all were shaped by the belief-the
conviction - that temperamental differences between the sexes were as
profound as biological ones. Indeed, the perceived distinctions between
male and female character and feeling were understood as being part
of the natural world. Culture appeared as nature; thus the social ar
rangements based on the belief in separate spheres- the division of la
bor, intense same-sex friendships, political activity for men, domestic
authority for women - seemed not o nly orderly and rich but also un
likely to be altered. 2
Flowering in the antebellum South, though elsewhere as well, this
culture had roots in the changed m arket economy that produced dif
ferent patterns of consumption and leisure between men and women,
in the organization of slavery that required a visible, h ierarchial con296
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trol, in the romanticism that exalted individual struggle and transcen
dence, and in the evangelism that contained loss and focused the
spirit. Each penetrated the woman's sphere, and women made each
their own to the degree they could. In doing so, they encountered the
restrictions of their sphere as well as its entitlements, tempering their
femininity accordingly. Caricatures are readily at hand today: the swoon
ing city belle, the all-competent plantation mistress. But beneath these,
the texture of women's lives still is traceable in the intellectual themes
that explained it, in their memories and stories.
This essay will examine the city-and-country theme from three per
spectives. First, i t will look at some of the experiences of planter-class
women that introduced them to the d ifferences between city and coun
try. The main body of the essay will then explore the contrast between
city and country in the writings of three women connected to Charleston
and acutely aware of their sphere. Finally, I will suggest- hazard might
be the word - some aspects of social change revealed in t he shifting
use of the city-and-country theme from the 18305 to the late 1850s.
In their memories of childhood, Charleston women recalled city and
country in terms of an annual m igration from one to the other. The
two places were spliced together by scenes of packing, of black people
in the yard listening to departing directions, and of hours spent riding
through miles of resinous pine broken by tilled fields at some stage of
the cycle of sowing and harvest. Plantation and city fit into the rhythms
of season and family custom. Christm astime is especially bright in the
memories of women as a time when life in the country was at its fullest
and the yearly pattern of movement began. The pattern was this: the
family came to the plantation a month before Christmas, after the frost
h ad killed t he fever. They took stock of domestic and farm necessities
and then p repared for the year-end celebration. Here they remained
until January, when older brothers and sisters went off to Charleston,
perhaps with one parent or an older sibling, for the "gay season" of
parties and courtship. You ng girls who heard talk of the "St. Cecelias,
the Dancing Assemblies, the Philharmonic Concerts, the races, and
above all the Jockey Ball" could only guess at what wonders there were
in the winter city. In late February or early March, the family came
together again in the country, where the children usually remained
until May or J une. For many families during these months, the planta
tion became a world of children and women as the men went away
in pursuit of business or political election. The onset of the sickly sea297
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son, signaled more precisely than anyone knew by J une rains and mos
quito netting, sent everyone packing again for the shore or the up
country springs. Occasionally they returned to the country in the early
fall, but not in a settled way until the frost finished the fever and an
ticipated Christmas again.3
This movement from country to c ity and back again as the climate
and social events required became part of reality itself for young girls.
In their memories, and in the images of childhood they created in their
writings, women's feeling for the plantation often seems foremost. The
fragrant quiet, the abundance of food and space, the comings and go
i ngs of servants and parents doubtless seemed to many children to be
at the fulcrum of everything else in the world. It should not be surpris
ing; the rounds of visiting neighbors and return visits, the cycle of the
crops, the absence of the father punctuated by his letters, the lines of
slaves moving to and from the quarters all fed orderly anticipation and
a sense of dependable permanence. Charleston, when it appears at all
in women's early childhood memories, is more a source of delightful
supply than a place of its own. At Wyndam plantation, in Mary How
ard Schoolcraft's idealized vision, there are many scenes of horsemen
arriving with news, or schooners "bringing some two hundred blankets,
groces of large needles, pounds of skeins of flax thread, brass thimbles,
firey red, white, and blue bandanas . . . for the women."4 If Charleston
is magically near at these times it is because it almost seems to glide
upriver itself to the center of life , the country.
This pattern changed for most young women when they became
boarding students at one of Charleston's female academies or, as often
was the case before 1 83 5 , roomed w ith a fam ily friend or a relative and
took lessons with a tutor. Now for the first time, at age thirteen or
fourteen, a girl encountered city life each day, understanding that its
quick, cobblestone rhythms existed independent of the plantation. A
girl came to the academy to learn her academic subjects, of course.
Like Susan Petigru King's character Lily, an academy girl "studied her
lessons and recited them; she kept her things in order; she read im
proving books, and pract iced music and drawing."5 She certainly did
not range freely through the streets. Institutions like Madame Tognds
school, with its cascade of gracefully curved balconies on Meeting Street,
or Madame Talvande's, surrounded by a high wall topped with cut glass,
did not establish themselves with planter families by being lax. But
in her daily walks to the Battery, in rain or sun, dressed like her com298
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panions and walking in file with Miss Mary, Miss Louisa, or Miss Eliza
at the head, a girl also became an urban phenomenon herself. She
was changed i nto an "academy girl," as familiar a city sight as slaves
at t he market or lawyers at the court. She was there both to become
educated and to grow into womanhood, purposes for which the city
was indispensable. Charleston was Society, and a young woman's self
display was all the more meaningful for being part of a group of sister
students. No matter what her singular qualities, or how much she was
the pet of her country home, a girl became a young lady by emerging
from the walls of the academy in the modest company of her sisters,
moving into some part of Charleston on an outing or for the air, and
then returning to the safety of the walls. It was a preeminently urban
style in its structured variety and self-consciousness.
Now the p lantation was distant. Its childhood solitudes were re
placed by the constant companionship of young women. Like the u r
ban setting of the academy, the daily intimacy of the students and their
teachers was a key to growing up - to being "finished off," a term ut
tered without irony. For most girls, it seems, the initial homesickness
and annoyance with close quarters usually gave way after the first term
to feelings of warmth and caring that were as much of the essence of
academy life as its recitations. Girls who complained about sleeping
two to a bed in their first term (two terms lasted four months each,
with breaks in the winter and summer) often eagerly chose their "dear
est" companion by the second term. Close friendships lasting many
years sometimes grew from academy days, rooted in trust and familiar
ity. And most women recalled with pride the security of a wholly
feminine world. Academy hierarchy and daily routine supported this
sense of collective identity. "We boasted three beauties," Elizabeth Alls
ton Pringle remembered of her school, "who were always put in the
first rank when we went to concerts or to the theater."6
Teachers, many only a few years older than their charges, were friends
and also models of a lady's accomplishments. When jealousy or con
flict arose, there was the headmistress or principal who restored order
and at least the appearance of good feeling. As Mary Boykin Chesnut
recalled of the "small, but beautifully formed" Madame Talvande: "She
had the faculty of inspiring terror, a nd by that power she ruled us ab
solutely." S he could q uite literally control a social gathering by enter
ing the room in a certain manner; she spoke subtle French and chose
favorites at will. Yet in Chesnut's recollections, Madame's private life
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was not inaccessible. Or, rather, s h e apparently wished her girls to see
her as a woman as well as obey her as a headmistress. Chesnut recalled
that "different rooms in the house looked down upon her dressing room.
So in warm weather, when open windows were a necessity, we saw her
in absolute dishabille - her head tied up in a red bandana, and her
torn and soiled dressing gown flying in the breeze. Slippers down at
the heel, or kicked off."7 This was intimacy in another form. Student
and headmistress alike were women, and in the woman's world femi
ninity was seen in all its guises.
A young woman's country life was not abandoned, of course, and
there still were times to be a girl. Sullivan's Island was not far away,
and there academy students found a place "free from conventional rules,
where you are not forced to remember 'behavior,' nor to conduct your
self with . . . stiff propriety and full-dress customs."8 But never again
would freedom and solitude be without a counterpull of the intimate
sisterhood and urban style found in the Charleston academy. For most
women, it was the first time they were conscious not only of their sex
u ality and the duties of their sex but also of the link between these
and their elite social class. When this link was forged as the academy
intended it to be, a planter-class woman lived ever after with that bond.
"Why did I think- and why do I now prefer [Charlestoniansl to the
whole world," Chesnut asked rhetorically. "One always likes the best
of its kind . . . . The fine flavor still lingers."9
After three or four years at the academy, a young woman might
return to the country for a brief time. Here she took long walks, made
handkerchiefs, played the piano for her father, and wrote longing let
ters to academy friends that held the feeling of their city days together
in a blend of playfully arch allusion and warm phrases of love. Charles
ton entered her life again at her first "gay season," a time when young
men and women measured their social standing by the number of
small embossed party invitations that collected on their parlor tables.
Charleston became another kind of stage, one on which young men
appeared for the first time in great numbers and at close range. The
gay season was a time that again mixed sexuality with social class, self
display with strict convention. The finished l ady emerged from the
closeness of academy life and the quiet of the plantation to an exhaust
ing and exhilarating time when her accomplishments in conversation,
music, dancing, and personal beauty led her through fl irtation (it was
hoped) to the serious attentions of two or more men. to The city be300
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came theater, with its illusions and realities aimed at ending the un
attached glory a young woman brought with her to town. Charleston
became charged with a brilliance and meaning that must have dimmed
many a young woman's memory of the city as only a distant dream
of a plantation child or a territory of adventure to be shared with school
sisters. But all three times in a wom an's life combined to give her a
sense of what the city held and how it differed from the country. This
emotional terrain remained for women to explore intellectually in
adulthood.
The changing experience of city and country in a woman's life was
a context for thinking about herself and her social place, but not an
exact vocabulary. The precise terms were formulated by women who
wrote about the woman's sphere in one way or another, drawing upon
common knowledge of both city and country and raising it to thematic
significance. In looking closely at the writings of the three women to
whom we now turn, it is possible to see how a city-and-country theme
was a means of sharpening exactly w hat a woman could say about her
self. Changes in feminine discourse in the antebellum South, and what
they reveal about the woman's sphere, are signaled by changes in this
and other themes. Such themes, I have suggested, stemmed from a
woman's youth, but their greater meaning lay in the way they en
abled her to make sense of her life long after. Taken together, the three
writers Caroline Howard Gilman, Susan Petigru King, Mary Boykin
Chesnut- suggest variations in a feminine voice: that is, a kind of ex
pression that characterized women's predicament and organized the
cultural resourses they commanded. Gilman, K ing, and Chesnut are
a useful trio to consider because each woman developed the city-and
country theme in a distinct way, in part teflecting the c hange that
took place over a generation of antebellum writing. These distinctions
were not only in the content of their plots and memories but also,
I hope to show, in the literary form chosen to express them. More
over, each woman had a direct tie to Charleston as a specific city. For
each of them, as for the other women already briefly quoted, Charles
ton was a place, a sensibility, and a time in their lives as a woman and
as a writer.
Before looking at their writing in detail, however, it is worthwhile
to recall the tack taken in this essay. I am most concerned wi�h explor
ing the relationship between the soc ial experience of women and the
intellectual activity of writing. I t was here that the woman's sphere was
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constructed. O f course, Chesnut, Gilman, and King all were well read
in the literature of their time, but the import of their own writing did
not primarily derive from this fact. Gilman, for example , was well ac
quainted with l iterary convention, ranging from the Bible to the stories
of Catherine Sedgwick and Sarah Hale. King clearly read widely in
the popular fiction of th e 18405 and 1850s, including the stories of
E.D.E.N. Southworth (which managed to be both hardheaded and
breathless), Caroline Lee Hentz, Susan Warner, and Lydia Sigourney.
King especially admired William Makepeace Thackeray, whom she con
s idered a consummate social observer. Chesnut read popular "women's
authors" as well as Thackeray, Dickens, Hugo, Trol1ope, Kingsley, and
Stowe. In the gallery of writers from Sedgwick to Madame de Stael,
and from Walter Scott to J ane Austen, thematic use of the differences
between city and country can be fou nd; no doubt Gilman , King, and
Chesnut drew upon what they read. But it is a premise of this essay
that their reading played only a supporting part in their activity as
writers. Their intellectual lives are most importantly seen as efforts to
make meaning in the full pattern of their experience, not as mere linear
transactions between their mature reading and their writing. The theme
of city-and-country had its deepest meaning, in this view, wherever it
was found - in the words they read or in the words they wrote- because
it was implanted in their past and present; it was not s imply a device
absorbed from their reading. I I
In the fiction of Caroline Howard Gilman, the woman's sphere plainly
coincided with domestic life , but not without the sort of difficulty that
made a story morally appropriate. G ilman's Recollections of a Southern
Matron, published in 1838, tells a story that m akes domesticity seem
all that a woman should desire, even though she may need many other
qualities as the story unfolds. G ilm an considered herself a Southerner,
though she was born in Boston in 1 794, and lived there with kin after
the death of her mother when Caroline was ten years old (her father
had died when she was three). She moved to Charleston in 1819 upon
her marriage to the Rev. Samuel Gilman, and lived there until her death
in 1 888. She bore seven children, m anaged her household, and had
an energetic literary career that included editing, founding a children's
newspaper (the Rose-Bud, which developed into an occasional maga
zine for young women), and writing verse, stories, and travel sketches.
Her first novel, Recollections of a Housekeeper (written in 1834 and later
titled Recol lections of a New-England Housekeeper) is attributed on the
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title page to "Mrs. Clarissa Packard" and has but a slight plot over
shadowed by an engaging exposition of Mrs. Packard's daily routine.
Gilman's last novel, Love's Progress (1840), is a heated melodrama of
madness and family strife, often affecting but somewhat improbable
even by the standards of the day. I2
Southern M atron falls between these works, both in time and in lit
erary style and intent. Though obviously a fictional story, neatly paced
and carefully symbolic, Southern Matron has passages devoted to a
woman's social routines and awareness. Gilman wrote that she intended
Southern Matron to be a window into "the habits of a Southern do
mestic life," and in fact it can be considered the first novel of Southern
womanhood that goes beyond stereotype and caricature. Gilman told
John S. Hart's readers that she never intended to write a novel that
was not "a mere hinge for facts," and although Southern Matron is much
more than this - and was popular for many years - G ilman certainly
saw herself as a social observer as well as a teller of stories. 13 Because
of this, there is a tension in the novel between her delight in fictional
invention, which was appropriate, and a desire to reflect on Southern
society, which might seem either unladylike or foolish. Fictional in
vention more often dominates in Southern Matron. Gilman entertained
her readers with versions of the finest sentimental and romantic con
ventions (the death of a child, the triumph of pure love), while her
effort at social commentary slipped into imperative moral scenes meant
to improve rather than report.
The story of Southern Matron concerns the coming of age of a coun
try maiden, Cornelia Wilton. The course of the novel follows a chan
nel well-worn by domestic ideals and romantic convention: Cornelia,
a beautiful, mild, yet resourceful young woman, at first suffers and then
transcends loss and peril as she grows from maiden to matron. It is
most importantly a moral journey with three different male characters
serving as milestones of Cornelia's progress. Her Christian tutor Charles
Duncan, sensitive to a young woman's hopes yet fatally consumptive,
is followed by the deceiving son of a neighboring planter who would
master Cornelia's feelings as he masters his slaves. Appearing at just
the times when he is most needed (but when Cornelia feels either com
promised or ridiculous) is the Stranger, whom we know to be the planter
Arthur Marion, who ultimately triumphs over many conspiring events
to declare his love and claim Cornelia. But the heroine's journey is
also a geographical one; her moral pilgrimage is given structure as a
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move from the country to the city and back again. Cornelia becomes
a moral woman, a true Southern matron, because she risks this transi
tion just as she tests the fortunes of love. In Gilman, as in other novel
ists, city and country are fashioned i nto a theme showing the extreme
moral contrast between the two places. Throughout, the plantation
is Home and the city is the Other - not quite the same thing as a di
chotomy between good and evil, but a sharp duality of values none
theless. It gave Gilman the moral edge to her story, sharpening her
values on a contrast that shapes Cornelia's understanding of a wom
an's place in the world.
The first place Gilman reveals to her readers -and she is always whisk
ing away veils to reveal something - is Roseland Plantation, Cornelia's
childhood home. Cornelia's life is centered in the rhythms that Gil
man's elite readers k new well. Cornelia's girlhood is enriched by the
"winters . . . passed at Roseland, with an occasional visit to Charles
ton; our summers at a Pine-land settlement."14 Emotionally growing
at the pace of the seasons, Cornelia becomes a young, golden-haired
beauty, her admirably m ild temperament implied by her faithfulness
to the yearly routine. The plantation is a place of rinsing quiet. It is
a place without extensive rules or competing interests, so that wher
ever Cornelia stands, she becomes the center: ''A plantation is solitary;
shut out from the noise of the world, surrounded by a vast amphi
theatre of trees, its occupants see little but the wide fields around, the
graduated fol iage in the distance, and the over-arching sky."15 It is a
world apart, but somehow intimate. The images are deeply peaceful,
yet complicated by a sense of anticipation. The plantation is like a stage,
a setting spread before the watcher that might be awaiting a scene but
might simply be all there is to know of life. The layers of trees, the
bright punch bowl of the sky, the sounds of insects, the feel of sun - all
this holds the young Cornelia and her story, while it absorbs the many
possible stories she daydreams.
Although in a passage or two Gilman h ints that loneliness may
threaten ("There may be danger of the aristocracy of solitude"), she
is quick to say that even loneliness is morally preferable to "the little
irritations, the paltry rivalry" of city l ife. If the plantation was a place
where Cornelia's far-reaching gaze created order and meaning, the city
was a place where the blind intrusions of others threatened to destroy
meaning. Atop a hill by her family's graves, Cornelia thanks God that
all of her dead are with her there, "that stranger-dust mingles not with
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mine! The tumult of the dty rolls not across this sanctuary; careless
curiosity treads not on these secluded graves ; nor does the idler cull
the blossoms that affection has planted. . . . No rude sound disturbs
the silence." The contrast is divisive and the images absolute: the peace
of the countryside was t he familiarity of Home, the quiet of eternal
rest; the city was rudeness, idleness, curiosity. Everything there was
movement.16
Expressions of this theme run throughout the novel and are some
what abstracted from the early action of the story; they do not further
Cornelia's fortunes as much as they define the structure of fortune it
self. But the theme of contrast between city and country is deepened
when the time comes for Cornelia, like all young women of her class,
to go to C harleston for the gay season. Her first tour is no routine
occasion, however; j ust before she is to leave, Roseland burns to the
ground, and the handsome Stranger appears to make a rescue and then
disappears in the first of several near encounters that mark Cornelia's
romance. Thus, by the time Cornelia arrives i n Charleston, readers
have been prepared for deep changes in character and scene.
In a sense, Cornelia also has been prepared for the coming contrast
between agreeable virtue and disquieting temptation. Thus far her rural
sensibility has been enough to fill the female sphere; but now she is
warned that in the city her place as a woman will be sharply redefined.
As a disappointed country suitor tells her: "You will visit Charleston,
and a thousand fools will linger near you, and catch your smile, and
l isten to your voice."! ? As a woman, Cornelia could no longer simply
enjoy gazing upon the countryside and knowing the truths of her femi
ninity; now, in the city, she must display truths about herself to the
gaze of others. Here was a very different place with a demanding if
yet unknown audience, a place of interiors i nstead of expanses. It was
a place curiously scorned by the very persons who introduced a young
woman to it. Cornelia's father, a shadowy figure before the tour of
Charleston, now comes forward in the novel on a tide of moral apho
risms: "Follow fash ion no further than fashion follows propriety," he
tells Cornelia. "Never let your mantu amaker dictate to your morals."
Cornelia, mim icking her father's values, says of the gay season: "Now
came the realization of what is termed pleasure." It was a time "which
shatters the constitution and confuses the brain. I was soon drawn into
the vortex; and, when once entered, nothing but the voice of conscience
or the sobering tie of matrimony brings us back."!8
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She speaks here for all the young women, not only for herself, who
faced the distinction that the city demanded: something like pleasure
was found there, but for a moral woman the m atronly virtues of con
science and domesticity were preferred and strengthened. In its way,
of course, this theme mirrors exactly the extensive literature that de
picts urban life as a career of sin and overexcitement. But G ilman can
not dismiss the city outright. Despite its moral dangers, the city held
a few experiences that were emblematic of what a wise woman should
know. Early in her Charleston tour, for example, Cornelia attempts
to stitch together the city and country with a social comparison, in
stead of a moral one. "The belle of the plantation is, in some sort, the
same airy creature who treads the boards of the city ballroom," she
reasons. "The respectable matron of the field has a similar range of in
fluence with her who presides and dictates in polished circles." Perhaps
the familiar sphere of country women could be superimposed over the
beauty and power that city women displayed. Airiness and influence,
two attributes prized by the finished lady, were not restricted to the
social relations of Charleston but could be exported to the country
like buttons or flax. In this and other brief reflections, G ilman suggests
that the city, even the otherwise frivolous ballroom, tightened wom
en's intellectual grasp on the culture of their sphere. Cornelia discovers
at her first ball that "one gradually finds one's own relative importance.
Mamma's plum-colored satin and feather no longer seemed to me the
ne plus ultra of dress when I observed the row of brilliant-looking ladies
who lined the room . . . and I shrivelled up into almost nothingness .
. . . [l) saw the easy, graceful, practiced forms of the city belles."19
At these times, with these insights, the negative image of the city
is not so seamless. Indeed, in looking at the structure of the novel it
is clear that while the plantation scenes establish the moral standard,
the events necessary to move Cornelia to her apotheosis as a Southern
matron must take place in Charleston. The parties, the crowded streets,
the races, and a visit to a fortuneteller give Cornelia more than a super
ficial polish: they bring her to a kind of knowledge- a knowledge of
the link between society, the woman's sphere, and her own tempera
ment. Without her tour of Charleston, she would not have learned
how to compare and to judge. The city broke society into its parts but
made them seem whole again. In a pivotal scene, Cornelia discovers
the Stranger's identity as Arthur Marion, whom she has admired from
afar, and they climb the spire of St. Michael's church, accompanied
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by another young planter couple and a rustic upcountry girl. The view
of the city - its order and beauty apparent from a distance - is their
backdrop as they discover truths about love, aspiration, and even some
thing about social class (Cornelia's lover first condescends to, then ad
mires the rustic girl). Looking about, they discover place and find
themselves centered in it. Cornelia, for a moment, forgets even Arthur
as she looks down upon Charleston, for the first time calling it "my
own fair city," and sees it set into the countryside, not apart from it.
The Ashley and Cooper Rivers flow evenly from the woods; the ships
in the harbor are like eagles and Castle Pinckney like a swan: "I felt
like a being from another sphere."2 o
In a way she is, for even though she makes a certain sense of her
sphere in the city, she cannot stay there. She returns to the country
with Arthur, now her husband, and her life as a Southern matron
is sealed. The city taught its lessons, but had to be left behind. The
contrast between the plantation as Home and the city as Other re
mained intact, despite the scene in the spire w hen it nearly became
dialectical and the differences between the two places almost carried
Cornelia to a new social awareness. There is nothing in Gilman as a
storyteller to suggest that any other outcome would have been pos
sible, given the satisfying conventions of domestic fiction. The accepted
moral values of the woman's sphere in the 1830s ultimately shaped her
storytelling, and Gilman's calm, rounded voice mirrors the vision of
the sphere that the story celebrates: though not without conflict and
risk, the experience of women led them to where they belonged. The
insight Cornelia discovered in the wide world of Charleston, and the
wisdom she showed in choosing Arthur as her mate, translated into
a domestic bond at the center of life: the plantation. Even when their
first son dies soon after birth, Cornelia and Arthur are not shaken
because they are at home, surrounded by comforting fields and shelter
ing trees obscuring the road to Charleston.
Caroline Gilman allowed that some readers felt her stories had "too
much sunshine about them," but she believed that to write in any other
way would be unfaithful to "fact."2! This may sound disingenuous to
modern ears because her novel so clearly depicts an idealized female
life. But in a sense we can take Gilman precisely: hers is, as she said,
a novel of domestic "habits," and its action and structure were meant
to bolster a typical female sensibility. Stories l ike Gilman's depicted
women's sphere as growing naturally from a woman's daily routine to
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enclose her whole life's course; in other words, a s habitual, inevitable,
and inescapably factual. In the very act of reading such novels, women
plumbed their subjectivity in order to find this meaning. The novels
thus occupied an important intellectual borderland between subjec
tive experience and wider social values. At every turn in a story at once
conventional a nd moving, a woman could feel the sphere where she
belonged. For Gilman, the country was an analogue to the female do
main, and she left the reader there, gazing like Cornelia at the silent
amphitheater of the trees.
In contrast, Susan Petigru King wrote as a woman familiar with the
social intricacies of the city who more or less preferred them to the
solitude of the plantation. Her preference for city life, however, was
problematic; her difficulties with it represent another, d ifferent motif
in the general city-and-country theme. From the first pages of her 1855
novel Lily, it is clear that Susan King was a woman whose voice took
its tone from a showy and self-conscious region of the female sphere:
from the dress and furnishings of the city drawing room, the gestures
of the dance, the expressions of confessional conversation, and the
many social obligations that accompanied ornamental womanhood.
Instead of attempting to close the circle of morals and manners, as
Gilman did, King spoke from the gap between them.
The youngest daughter of the prominent Charleston lawyer James
Louis Petigru, Susan DuPont Petigru was born in the city in 1824. Set
into the heart of elite society, she never left it; many of her detractors
(and there were many) said she never stopped abusing it. She was a
"lively" child, according to her father. She first attended Madame Tal
vande's school and then was sent by her father to Madame G iyou's
in Philadelphia for the final finish. By her own account, the young
Susan preferred conversation and reading romances to studying. Peri
gru noted h is dissatisfaction with the fifteen-year-old girl, telling her
aunt, " Sue I am afraid will after all of our pains turn out a wit . . . .
She affects to be very unhappy, but i t appears to me she is very un
reasonable." Susan returned home to marry Henry C. King, an attor
ney in her father's office. S he wrote four novels between 1854 and 1864,
all of which contain long passages of commentary on the constrictions
of an elite woman's life, the unhappiness of which seems neither af
fected nor unreasonable. In these years, she gained a reputation for
being "fast," a term that m ight mean a number of mildly objectionable
things but suggested that while she was more than "strong-minded"
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in a purely intellectual way, she stopped short of being "loose." "Like
her father," one postwar critic remarked without irony, "she was famous
for her wit and cleverness at repartee," and another recalled her "al
ways surrounded by a group." Susan King died in 1875, and her tomb
stone proclaims her mind as "gifted with genius" and, what seems closer
to the mark, her soul as " bruised, but not crushed."2 2
I n subject a n d style, S usan King's novels represent a kind o f wom
en's writing altogether different from the "sunshine" genre of Caroline
Gilman . King's expectations, if not all her prejudices, hardly ever coin
c ided with dominant social values. Lily combines city life and country
life into a theme in which the woman's sphere encircles neither life
completely. The female sensibility in King is marked by a constant state
of suspension between city and country values - a suspension that mir
rored women's physical journeyings between the two worlds and gave
a sharp edge even to King's entert aining moments.23
In Lily, King initially places her protagonist amid "the wide-spreading
lands in their Southern loveliness," but the early rural scenes serve mainly
as a foil for what is to come. King thought of herself as a social realist
(which may h ave had something to do with her being considered "fast")
and as having no interest in the "sudden surprises, mysterious secrets,
and dark horrors" dear to romantic convention. "Mine is simply a lit
tle tale which seeks neither to dazzle nor to terrify," she wrote in her
anonymous preface to Lily. "I try to write of human nature as it passes
daily beneath our windows." It is an urban image. Susan King took
up her pen in her Charleston townhouse, not in a country manor.
She hoped to pursue human nature itself, not chronicle the habits that
structured its morality. Her author's voice is not smooth but well-suited
to the drawingroom's barbed dialogue; she is restless, and one never
is sure where she is going. 24
Lily Vere is a Charleston-born girl who is given over to the care
of a planter couple at the outset of the noveL In depicting Lily's girl
hood on the banks of the Pee Dee River, K ing drew upon typical ex
periences - plantation childhood, Charleston schooling, summers at
the shore - to set her heroine firmly into the web of elite female experi
ence. As the story unfolds, however, King implies that a country life,
whatever its beauties, might not be an unmixed blessing for Lily. Early
in the story, for example, King's description of the natural beauty of
the plantation is tempered by an ironic view of the planter couple. Lily's
guardian, Mrs. Clarendon, is "an excellent, worthy Southern Matron,"
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singularly devoted to her domestic duties and to religion. She is so
devoted, in fact, that she is something of a drudge. She is wrapped
in the fabric of her domestic routine, and "though she had been quite
a belle . . . no one would have believed it, she was so plain and fusty
now." As for Mr. Clarendon, King verges on scorn when she describes
him as "an admirable judge of a horse's points" but possessing little
"discernment about an individual's qualities."25
Though made in passing, these observations openly challenge the
value of country life by suggesting its severe limitations as a truly social
world. Country people were profoundly ignorant of collective experi
ence and its appearances; worse, they were complacent in their igno
rance. Mrs. Clarendon, for example, "never saw deeper into her ac
quaintances than the outer cuticles of their s kins," as K ing's narrator
remarks. Yet Mrs. Clarendon goes about her duties as though they were
the world. Distant from the human nature passing beneath the city's
windows, the Southern matron becomes in King's novel someone to
be pitied, almost ridiculed, for the self-satisfied morality tied to her
apron strings. 2 6
Midway into Lily, then, Susan King has developed a view of the
plantation that implies the worth of living in a city among social rela
tions because only they give an obvious shape to woman's sphere. Coun
try life fills out a woman's realm, but in a deadening way that she neither
fully sees nor grasps. Once Lily goes to the city, however, the entropy
of the countryside is exchanged for an equally blind vanity.
Falseness and self-display replace rural dullness, and King's voice shifts
from irony to anger. Charleston women, for instance, push their young
daughters into the gay season, abandoning them to the temptations
of society without so much as a warning. King's narrator is emphatic:
a woman who refuses to take the trouble to explain the rituals of draw
ing room life "is casting away a privilege and disregarding an urgent
necessity." What was this necessity? Being a "watchful guard" of one's
charges as they "enter upon the stage of grown-up life" in the city. What
many Southern matrons forget, King suggests, is that a young woman's
entry into her sphere - a sphere that encompassed all that a lady could
expect of power, satisfaction, and glory- could end in personal dis
aster if rural virtue were all that she possessed. Moralisms about the
city as Other were not the point, in King's view, nor were paeans to
the country. A young woman like Lily had to be informed about her
sphere: its circumference, texture, and climate, so to say. She had to
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be told of designing men, warned of women who betrayed confidences,
and weaned from the youthful intimacy of the academy - or else she
was in danger of falling victim to the only realm she was destined
to occupy. Z7
Thus King's women cannot give outright allegiance to either city
or country. The woman's sphere never coincides, morally speaking, with
either locale. Even if properly warned, a young woman still might be
come a lovely shell of a sort well k nown in King's circles: "Nature gave
her a straight, slight figure, and art added the 'fillings in' . . . but she
was a lively, conversable girl, full of the smart phrases of society, who
made a little talk wherever she went, looked interested in what was
said, never dreaded to compromise her dignity by being seen with so
and-so, decidedly preferred her 'own set' but could chat just as gayly
in someone else's."28 A belle manque, to be sure.
How might a woman save herself from such an end, from being the
object of others' amused looks and the occasion for coyly lifted fans?
By staying in the city but staying on guard. Compelling in this respect
is the character of Angelica Purvis, Lily's older cousin. She is a figure
of intensely fel t longing for peace, yet she jus t as obviously thrives on
the seething society of the drawing room. Angelica is beautiful, of course;
she is also spiteful and world-weary. She toys with both men and women,
in order to be desired enough to receive the attention she wants and
feared enough to avoid what she does not want. But she also is the
only one who warns Lily, in a burst of confessional candor, that every
girl's sensibility is skewed by either the social ignorance or the social
ambition of her parents. Her own mother, Angelica says, "brought me
before the world early, because it was easier to do than to keep me
in; and her pride and interest in me amble at an even pace with the
admiration that I excite. Papa has grown to - what is the word? love
me? yes, that is the comprehensible syllable- love me more after every
rich offer for my hand.29 An unhappy woman, Angelica nevertheless
gives Lily a chance to see social reality. On display before the world,
the l adies of city society felt true feeling subside under the hot gaze
of all who sought them. And it seemed as though everyone did. Yet
what was the alternative to the lady of the ornamental realm ? The "plain
and fusty" matron who attended to her duties and stifled the beating
of her own heart. Susan King's female sphere, then, drifts between city
and country, borne on longing and regret. Faced with the muteness
of the plantation, King spoke in the bright, ironic voice of the bruised
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city belle who nevertheless knew. Yet country life continued to promise
her much-desired rest.
Interestingly, Charleston itself as a city did not necessarily embody
all the damaging effects of a woman's place in an urban setting. At
times, King almost seized upon Charleston to free her from her di
lemma. The middle third of Lily is set not in Carolina but in New York
and Philadelphia. Many of the scenes in which King spins out her
sense of the drifting female sphere take place in these two cities, not
in Charleston; the hardened belles and predatory rakes are more often
than not New Yorkers. Lily confronts sectional antagonisms as they
filter into New York drawing rooms: the condescension of North
ern belles, the coldness and haste of the cities of Yankeeland. These
scenes permit King to depict Charleston, despite its drawbacks, as "dear,
drowsy Charleston." When Angelica says that Charleston is "the dearest
place to love at a distance," Lily protests, "Oh, Angel! . . . it is a place
to live and to die in. I like to visit other cities, but for a home, give
me Charleston." Even allowing for the fact that Lily is still rather naive
at this point, King seems to be reaching toward Charleston as a city
in which a relatively slow pace, even its "irregular and peculiar con
struction," might be a refuge from the worst of Southern rural com
placence and Northern urban malice and therefore become a home
for female sensibility. 3 0
Still, what ultimately is striking about Susan King's fiction is its
homelessness; it seems to belong nowhere happily. Her many female
characters who yearn for peace and trustworthy social relations never
theless persist in following - even relishing - the ways of drawing room
society. Both Angelica and Lily feel the emptiness of this glittering life,
but neither escapes its risks nor fully repudiates its falseness. At just
the point when Lily's perceptions might translate into a liberating judg
ment, or when the j udgments of Angelica almost coalesce into femi
nist criticism, they succumb to either the ambitions or the attractions
of drawing room femininity. In this hothouse realm, j udgments were
turned into repartee and true feelings dragged on stage with false ones.
In a sense, the novel as a literary form did the same thing to Susan
King's intellect. The conventional usages of plot, character, and dia
logue did not seem to attract her as much as the novel's imaginative
"license" for revealing intimate detail. The novel as expressive form en
abled King to re-create the subjective pain and reward of her sex's so
cial life with almost seductive dexterity. But this often amounted to
312

City, Country, and the Feminine Voice

self-indulgence, limiting her critical powers. In turning the drawing room
inside out to her readers' view, King meant to expose its hazards; in
stead she folded herself- and the woman's sphere - inside the realm of
fashionable nuance, word play, gesture, and lamplight where subjec
tivity reigned. She wrote of manners in order to puncture them; but
she wrote a novel, and the devices of storytelling transformed her best
insights into a work only too vulnerable itself to drawing room gossip.
The novel as a form was too "fast." It was too much a part of the female
sphere to rechart what that sphere might otherwise have included, and
the novelist's voice was too close to that of the clever artist of the draw
ing room for a new tone to be heard.
The conclusion of Lily suggests how King fin ally confronted these
limitations of the novel form. She simply rang down the curtain on
the whole subjective display. With stunning, almost bathetic force,
Lily returns to Carolina, marries, and is poisoned by her new husband's
black mistress all in a few pages. There is an analogue in this sudden
ending to the way an elite woman could dictate a conversation or cut
off an admirer simply by choosing no longer to ornament the occa
sion. It is as though King closed down her protagonist's story because
Lily's youth and urban experience had been used up, and with them
the brilliance of King's own drawing room style.
Maiden, belle, matron: these were the milestones on a Southern
woman's journey through her own womanhood. For each marker there
was a set of conventional yet highly charged expectations and actions
that gathered the singularities of her life into a pattern; the pattern
made her, to that degree, typical of her sex and class. In this sense,
the city-and-country theme traced the transition from girl to woman.
Probably few women readers remained u nmoved by the clean satisfac
tions of the woman's sphere in Gilman's fiction, just as they could not
have failed to recognize King's troubled, bright-eyed heroines. In their
passage from country to city to country, the women of these stories
did what women ought: became accomplished in the ways of orna
mental femininity, encou ntered men in their various guises, felt the
boundary of their domain, and - in most of this fiction - triumphed
by attending to it and beautifying it.
This style of femininity, this particular map that guided most elite
women through their social and sexual lives, changed with the onset
of war in 1861. The change was not sudden, and it surely was not com
plete; the elevated Lost Cause tributes to women would not have been
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unfamiliar to Gilman and King, effusive though they would have seemed
to both of them. The cha nge was gradual, propelled by circumstances
of war and resisted by elite tradition: women learned to do without;
assumed even more of the management of plantation and household;
saw their men dress as generals and die like anyone else; lived alone
with the remaining slaves; discovered things about their husbands'
financial affairs that they never h ad dreamed; knew grief and obliga
tion; cursed fortune and prayed to God. In all these wartime particu
lars, women began to see certain reaches of their sphere for the first
time.3l
Mary Boykin Chesnut's postwar memoirs are interesting in this re
spect because they capture themes of antebellum feminin ity under
going scrutiny and change. The Janus-faced character of her long manu
script is precisely its historical value; to read it is to understand that
no sharp line divided "antebellum" from "postbellum" intellectual life.
Its diary form, in contrast to the novel, is especially suggestive of a
feminine voice in transition. This is not to imply, however, that Ches
nut was more perceptive t han novelists in some absolute sense. Ches
nut herself tried writing novels, and it is not altogether clear what final
shape her book would have taken had she lived to see it published.
But the diary form of h er book is significant here because its contrasts
with the novel throw into different relief the city-and-country theme,
deepening our sense of the theme's social roots and its explanatory power.
What to call the form of C hesnut's book has been the subject of much
discussion; it is not the s imple diary it was once taken to be. But it
was based on a wartime diary, and Chesnut chose to retain that lit
erary form when she w,)rked to recapture the denouement of the ante
bellum years. Whatever it is called (a memoir in diary form seems best,
if cumbersome; at most, the document is a kind of palimpsest), it is
important to consider what the form permitted Chesnut to do differ
ently as a writer before looking at how she viewed the city and the
country.3Z
More than any other woman writer of antebellum South Carolina,
Mary Chesnut has had her words studied and her biography ably told.3)
Born in 1823 to Stephen and Mary Boykin Miller, Mary grew up in
Carolina, lived briefly in Mississippi, and attended Madame Talvande's,
where she was a schoolmate of Susan King. In 1 840, Mary married
James Chesnut, Jr., a Camden planter and a spiring politician who was
to become a U ni ted States senator, a brigadier general in the Confed314
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erate Army, and an aide to Jefferson Davis. Her family h ad deep roots
in South Carolina's economic and political life, though throughout
most of her mature writing Chesnut had surprisingly little to say about
them and not much more to say about the postwar years. Clearly, the
war and the immediate antebellum decade focused her work. She tried
her hand at autobiograph ical sketches, fiction, and b iography (of her
husband), and her prose reveals her as an intelligent, opinionated woman
who loved entertaining, traveling, reading, telling stories to her advan
tage, and other satisfactions of elite life. A man who enjoyed her friend
ship once wrote to his wife, after dining at the Chesnuts': "Mrs. C.
very talkative introducing great names in her discourse as if intimate
with them & giving her husband sharp hits in a quite unprovoked
way." It is a typical glimpse of this energetic woman. Her honed re
marks often cut deep into the foibles of her class, but she just as keenly
enjoyed its rewards. For all her critic ism, she usually reined in her po
litical sense enough to avoid being called "strong-minded," and was not
sexual enough in company to be considered "fast." Even so, sufficiently
strong was her will and quick enough her mind that she stayed so
cially visible.34
Her critical sense is immediately noticeable in her book. Mary
Chesnut is present as herself, talking about what she is doing and how
she is writing. In the d iary form, she stumbled upon- seized upon - a
means that permitted her to claim the foreground o f her own literary
expression. She could be conversational yet analytic, and here the con
trast with fiction is illuminating. However deep the differences between
Gilman and K ing, both women shared a genre that forever reminded
the reader, "This is imaginary." Even though G ilman dressed her novel
as a "recollection" and King often placed a critical narrator at the cut
ting edge of her story, these devices scarcely permitted them the free
dom to speak directly to the reader as themselves. Though borh devices
served to sh arpen fictional realism, both also severed the writer from
her craft (as did the practice of omitting one's name from the title page,
severing identity from voice). Th us Gilman and King burrowed fur
ther into the tunnels of conventional women's fiction even as they tried
to say something about women's w ider realities.
Aside from calling attention to its own limitations and excesses, novel
writing had no means of permitting a woman to make a plain judg
ment or a sustained self-scrutiny - two risky, strong-minded activities.
What is so striking about Chesnut's writing is the way the diary form
315

STEVEN

M.

STOWE

enabled her to give a running commentary o n the act o f writing even
as she told her stories: it released her from the set of conventions that
trapped King in the drawing room and made Gilman "sunsh iny." Many
times in Chesnut's book, and in the portions of the original diary left
to us, she commented o n the expressive freedom that the diary gave
her simply to bear witness without elaborate art or artifice. Sometimes
this freedom was heady: "I am reckless," she remarks at one point in
her book. "Almost shameless about changing my mind." Yet at other
times she was pleased with simple accuracy, satisfied that her writing
"may some future day afford dates, facts, and prove useful to more im
portant people than I am." She gained a sense of literary mastery over
rapidly changing events that was more typical of the male sphere of
journalism or historiography.35
Moreover, the diary form convinced Chesnut that in bearing wit
ness she had to interpret events. A diary by its nature encourages an
intellectually active, organizing voice, putting the diarist legitimately
at the center of determining the meaning of things. There was no need
to be either supinely ornamental or cleverly self-deprecating and allu
sive, as novel-writing encouraged women to be. Indeed, when Ches
nut herself attempted a novel, she often slipped i nto a voice not unlike
Susan King's: arch, witty, defensive. The diary allowed her to shed some
of this drawing room style. As a form, in short, the diary was suited
to interpreting instead of moralizing; Chesnut could make an effort
to know rather than an effort to appear. 36
Her adoption of the diary form, of course, h ad its most immediate
impetus in the war, but I think her own reflections about the prewar
years reveal antebellum roots of her diarist's voice - the voice of a know
ing interpreter of events. These roots tapped her experience as the wife
of a politician and U.S. senator, a n experience that elaborated the con
trast between city and country. The political Ufe in Washington, D.c.,
allowed her to associate with a group of people whom she considered
to be clear-headed and knowledgeable as well as polished and agreeable,
urban as well as urbane. If they sometimes indulged in drawing room
games, they were also unusually self-humorous and intellectually criti
cal. In a comment reminiscent of her antebellum life, Chesnut noted
that these people could be counted upon to gather in cities. "Our world
collects here," she noted with satisfaction about wartime Richmond,
"- gravitates [here] as it did to Charleston and Montgomery." With the
war, she at first despaired of losing this life, and alluded in one of her
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earliest journal entries to her fear of leaving Washington society upon
her husband's resignation from the Senate, noting, "I am not at all
resigned." But as the crisis at Fort Sumter grew in significance, so did
the urban context she loved, and she saw that "all the agreeable people
South seemed to have flocked to Charleston at the first gun." She took
her stand, often seated, and "held a sofa against all comers" in order
to be first to hear the news. There never was such a place in the country.37
Her enjoyment of political, city life was joined to specific reasons
for disliking country life. Of course her dislike was not unmixed; in
deed, the attractions of the plantation - the "luxurious bed linen" and
the "delicious fresh cream"- made it all the more difficult for her to
organize and express her discontent. Like King and Gilman, Mary Ches
nut has passages where she invites the reader to see from her country
window a vision of the "primeval forest" and to smell the nearness of
"violets, j asmine , crab apple blossoms , roses." But almost always after
wards, Chesnut stirs u neasily; she j udges, becomes wry: ''A pleasant,
empty, easygoing life," she remarks. "If one's heart is at ease." She did
not find ease in the country; in fact, she needed ease beforehand in
order to live there at alL 38
In part, this was because of h er u nhappiness with her husband's
family- a situation far too complicated to be more than touched upon
here. Her u nease seems to h ave stemmed less from any specific ani
mosity between herself and her in-laws than from a more general dis
satisfaction with the forced intimacy that country life imposed:
My experience does not coincide with the general idea o f public life.
I mean the life of a politician or statesman. Peace, comfort, quiet, hap
piness I have found away from home. Only your own family, those
nearest and dearest, can hurt you. Wrangling, rows, heart burnings,
bitterness, envy, hatred and malice, unbrotherly love, family snarls,
neighborhood strife, and ill blood.39

The contrast between public life and private life - city and country
is seen here as also a contrast between male and female spheres. Ches
nut realized that for her, a woman, t he typically male sphere of public
life had been a release from the intrigues of intimate domesticity. This
is an almost complete reversal of what is found in Gilman and other
idealized fiction about the plantation, a reversal of what C hesnut be
gan to think of as social ideology, or in her phrase a "general idea."
Far from the harmony that a woman was supposed to cherish in the
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country, Chesnut experienced the "alive and rampant" conflicts of family
life, all the more exhausting because there was no one around other
than family. Intimate personal life became the world; the subjectivity
of family emotions spread itself across a woman's entire horizon. A
woman who permitted herself to do so could become ignorant of all
else. In Chesnut's portrait of her mother-in-law, for example, there is
something of Susan King's socially oblivious m atron. Though h ardly
fusty, the elder Mrs. Chesnut maintained an iron-clad sweetness of
temper and a controlling fastidiousness, perfected by the end of the
war into a "roseate-hued mist for her own private delusion." Mary could
admire the older woman's competence and goodness, but she believed
that her hu sband's mother had no warm friends and "is content to
dwell in proprieties forever."4o
Related to th is theme of rural discontent is a second, even more ex
tensive motif that deepens and in effect reverses the familiar depiction
of country quietude in novels: the enforced personal isolation of plan
tation life, which Chesnut expressed a number of times in m any ways.
Country life placed women "miles away from t he rest of the world."
Despite visits, despite entertainments, despite even family quarrels, the
isolation m ade "one day curiously like another" in a d isturbing way.
The plantation, Chesnut began to realize as she wrote and rewrote,
had gutted her ability to define events and desires. It made her sus
ceptible to preoccupations and to hours of useless daydreams at her
window. Clean linen and perfumed air notwithstanding, "I could sleep
upon bare boards if I could once more be amidst the stir and excite
ment of a live world." Saddened by the Southern landscape itself, Mary
Chesnut left no doubt that the live world was to be found in the cities
she knew. "I feel blue-black with melancholy," she wrote typically in
a scene at Mulberry plantation. "But I hope to be in Richmond be
fore long . . . . That is some comfort."4 1
As the war wound down, Chesnut struggled to keep from sinking
back into feminine subjectivity. It was different for her husband, per
haps for most men. James grew disgusted with the misery and bicker
ing that filled the last months of the Confederacy and suggested to
Mary that they go home and think. ''And go mad?" Mary responded.
"Catch me at it!" In her diary, she h ad mounted the beginnings of an
attack on subjectivity, and she was not about to open herself to it again.
With dismay she must have read Varina Davis' letter from t he country
asking, "What do you do all day long? I dream. I do not even sew. I
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cannot read. I dream." Even in 1861, Chesnut had written to herself
what might have served as a response to such seductive emptiness. The
country had always been the place for women to dream and to drift.
When novels d id not directly recommend this life, as G ilman's did,
they often came around to cultivating it by turning it over and over
to view, as in K ing. "This journal is intended to be entirely objective,"
Chesnut wtote that day in 1861. "My subjective days are over. No more
silent eating into my own heart."42
Holding to this resolution would prove difficult. In making it, Mary
Chesnut cut close to the heart of the woman's sphere and confronted
the profound subjectivity that pulled the i ntellectual life of women
into its orbit. Change only just began with the sort of promise Chesnut
made to herself in 1861. Similarly, our understanding of the intellec
tual lives of elite women in the antebellum South has barely begun.
Much remains to be accomplished in linking what women wrote to
the way they lived. It can be done, however, because the themes that
saturated women's writing are at once specifically personal and broadly
cultural; city and country entered into women's lives as exact places
and also as a shared literary sensibility. And as they lived in both
places, women also learned to think about both as h aving qualities
important to their common moral and social experience.
In this sense, intellectual continuity, not change, is initially most
striking in their writing. The women writers considered in this essay
each took a different tack along the same course. Each came to appre
ciate the city and the country as basic to the woman's sphere and as
orienting her temperament and thought. As a writer, each woman strug
gled with language, convention, and desire; each discovered her ver
sion of the classic dichotomies- the c ity as noise, movement, risk; the
country as quiet, stasis, security- and her discovery animated them,
inventing them anew. It is true that each woman possessed a different
degree of self-consciousness in using the theme. Only Caroline G il
man can be said to have deliberately led her heroine to the city in order
to bring her Home. Much less designedly, but no less certainly, Susan
King thrust Lily onto the city's harsh stage so that death might come
tellingly in the country. Least intentionally of all, Mary Chesnut seized
upon the contrast between country and city as she chronicled and re
chronicled events, sorting through antebellum culture and finding
autobiography. Yet for all three women, the locus of intellectual life
was not in the city alone; it was in crossing the threshold between
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city and country. Each crossing invited a woman t o take a stance in
her sphere, to take a knowledge of its many parts and fashion a sense
of what it meant to be both an individual and a lady. And so Gilman
strode calmly into the countryside; King agonized in the gaze of others;
Chesnut, not choosing a novelist's voice, stood in the gap between the
past and what came after, describing over and over again the past,
touching on polarities and subjectivities that all women would have
recognized.
The continuities are important. But as Raymond Williams has ob
served, literary themes such as the contrast between city and country
persist over long periods of time because they undergo many subtle
changes in response to a ltered soc ial circumstances. In the writings of
the three women and, I believe, also in the social experience of the
many other women who read and lived as they did, change is signaled.
Like all cultural change, it was neither succinct nor linear, and there
is no space here to do more than suggest its broad pattern.43
The observations of some of the men in Charleston's intellectual
life in the late antebellum years will help to sharpen our u nderstand
ing of the nature of this change in the woman's sphere. From the late
18205 to 1860, men w ho interested themselves in l iterary life i ncreas
ingly acknowledged women's novels in their criticism, compelled to do
so by the fiction's popularity if not by a conviction that it merited se
rious attention. Even the few friendly critics, usually from the North,
scarcely did more than condescend to the "authoresses," often judging
not the work's qualities but whether or not a woman "retained her
place in [the public's] affections" through her writing.44 Usually, South
ern male critics managed an attitude somewhere between amusement
and hostility. Reviewing S usan King's Busy Moments of an Idle Woman,
Frederick A. Porcher fol lowed up his wry understatement that the novel
"appears intended to bear directly upon our Charleston society" with
the double-edged j udgment that the book was "clever." He became se
rious on the subject of marriage, pointing out that even if a woman
married a brute, she s hould enjoy the happiness of knowing she had
done her social duty.45 Porcher may have been aiming at irony here,
too, but the l ight-and-dark tone of his review is typical of male criti
cism and suggests that even hostile men h ad d ifficulty maintaining a
critical balance bespeaking certainty. At any rate, hostile or not, most
of the increasing number of male reviewers by the late 1 8505 were care
ful to place women's novels within the confines of the female sphere.
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A novel was judged only in terms of this domain, not as freestanding
amid the writings of men, implying that whatever their specific criti
cisms, men were more and more aware of a growing division between
the sexes in this as in other pursuits. It was a division in the broad
society beyond literary interests. In the face of a rising tide of conversa
tion among women through their novels, the men of their city and
class shored up the gender boundaries that contained it.
Further signs of change between the sexes add to the picture. In
their own writings, men also explored the theme of city and country
but in notably different directions. Male writing as such deserves its
own study, but a single sharp contrast is illuminating here. Men, as
well as women, esperienced country and city as they matured to their
duties and pleasures; they, too, had childhoods in the country and their
first gay season. But the experience that seems most often to have moved
men to speak of the contrast between city and country was their im
mersion in the risky and speculative world of politics. It was a world
of almost endless fascination, thick with the images of personal glory
and mortification, memories of friends gained and lost, and strategies
for success and reputation. The city was politics, and therefore pre
eminently male. Yet struggling to master the upsets of political life, men
did not always enjoy one another's company; beneath the enjoyable
surface, male company was known to breed intrigues complicated enough
to be worthy of any woman's drawing room. A man needed a lull,
nourishment, quiet; he needed the country - the "bosom" of the coun
try as so many men tellingly phrased it.
Mary Chesnut saw the reversal in this when she took her stand
against the "rampant" conflicts of intimate country life: men were com
forted by the country, women confined by it. And James H. Hammond
gave it characteristic words in 1846 when he pleaded exhaustion with
the demands of political advancement: UOh for a snug little farm where
I could indulge my fondness for the country . . . without the anxiety
created by the idea that the 'mai n chance' depends on having every
screw tight & the whole machinery moving on clock-work principles."
In the city, as Frederick A. Porcher remarked, a man "forms a very
insignificant atom in the vast mass of humanity which surrounds him,"
while in the country he "feels he is a man of note . . . he can calcu
late the political value of his life." Much had changed since the 1830s,
Porcher reflected, when, fifty miles from Charleston at Pineville, a
family and friends might gather for the season and feel the satisfac321
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don of people "who meet together o n board ship for the purpose of
making a long voyage." Faster roads and pressing social demands had
brought Charleston too near for such enjoyments. The yearning for
country harmony was strong among such men, and one did not have
to push as far back into memory as Porcher did when he nostalgically
depicted Craven County planters as possessing "the same interests,
the same wishes, the same hopes, the same fears."46
Hammond, not a man to suffer nostalgia easily even in his youth,
was able in a few miles of travel through the backcountry of Georgia
to find, unexpectedly and against all his class bias, true feminine beauty
in a rural h omestead:
[My] hostess is a most beautiful woman, clad in striped home-made
homespun without a corset to correct the squareness of her figure - tall
& rather gangling in her gait very careless in her manners. She has one
of the sweetest of faces and softest of voices, while in everything she

says and does is inhabited one of those mild, c lear, chaste spirits so en
chanting in a female . . . . She is about 22 years old and has three chil
dren. She is a flower in the wilderness.

He was impressed enough to note the woman again on his return trip
three weeks later. This time her h usband was with her, and Hammond
thought they seemed completely happy tucked away on their farm.47
Imaginings of this sort abound in men's writing, formal and informal,
and unmistakably outline a part of the male sphere given over to a
wish for relief from the tension of being a man of affairs. Also unmis
takable i s the sharp contrast with the sense of debilitating isolation
these same country scenes held for women like Chesnut. If such men
and women had been granted their respective wishes, it seems they
would have passed each other on the Charleston road, women stream
ing into the city in search of company and conversation, men fleeing
to the country in search of respite from the consequences of their own
desire for power and position.
This division between men and women, expressed in the language
of city and country, did not suddenly happen in the 1850s, b ut it clearly
was heightened enough to attract notice and to enter more and more
into public and private discourse. William Porcher Miles, writing of
Charleston literature and manners in 1853, saw the terms of the change
as clearly as anyone. Miles, whose "perfectly modulated voice" Ches
nut admired, repeatedly carne around to women as he characterized
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Charleston society. Something had gone wrong in the past generation,
he decided ; a "social deterioration" had taken place, s ignaled by the
increasing separation of the sexes. In contrast to previous generations,
women by 1853 "no longer shared the amusements and pleasures of
their lords. They moped at home . . . gradually sunk into mere house
keepers and nurses . . . for immediately upon marriage [women] seclude
themselves." In this way '''Charleston Society' subsides into 'domestic
bliss'" in the country home. But it was not only this matronly ideal
that had sapped society; the proprieties of the city's drawing rooms
had also become ever more destructive of relations between men and
women. Fearing the grip of proprieties, women spoke either too shrilly
or not at all. Fearing a precipitous slide into marriage, men kept their
distance, sparring with the very ladies who should have enriched their
lives. "This infrequent, stiff, constrained intercourse between the sexes,
prevents their ever becoming acquainted with each others characters,"
Miles lamented.48 Neither city nor country held the rewards it had
seemed to promise. As city and country marked the division of sexual
spheres, the sexes divided their social responsibilities. Something had
gone wrong; what had been a harmonious transition between locales
and sensibilities had become a ragged contradiction.
From his vantage point at the center of C harleston's political life ,
Miles saw what Susan King perceived from t h e interiors o f drawing
rooms and what Mary Chesnut u nderstood from wartime upheaval:
instead of being parts of a single intellectual and social domain, city
and country had grown more distinct and distant; always represen
tative of different sensibilities, they represented by the 1850s a theme
of disturbing polarity. For women, it became a strong motif in their
description of their sphere and its new, problematic artificiality and
constriction. The feminine voice of Caroline Gilman that so surely
touched women's feelings and aspirations in t he 1 830s had become less
audible, less convincing in its story of the smooth road Home. The
older subjective truths locked away from the city's rush began to seem
not simply deluded but fundamentally unreal. In her diary, and in her
memoir shaped like the diary, Chesnut abandoned the moral scaffold
ing of the novel for a new set of conventions that seemed to better fit
the new alienation of city from country. The war convinced her that a
woman had to choose between what the two places had come to repre
sent; in war, as in the city, "life is so real, so utterly earnest."49 Though
never wholly free from the older feminine accents, Chesnut did not
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strive so much to touch readers with her art a s to feel the very bound
aries of the woman's sphere itself. And here, along with others, she
found another widening duality that paralleled the growing separation
of dty from country: the schism between men and women that, in
some ways, the dty-and-country theme always h ad been about. To say
that the realms of men and women were becoming ever more alienated
in the late antebellum years is not to say that the older cultural styles
of the sexes had become empty of pleasure or meaning. Nor did every
one agree that a crisis was at hand; the war soon supplied the defini
tion of crisis. But the bonds of feeling and expression between women
and men, as women's writing suggests, were stretching thinner and
more precariously across a deep misgiving about social life. It was a
misgiving about whether the separate realms of the sexes, in dividing
up sodal reality, splintered personal happiness. And perhaps these
Charlestonians began to doubt whether the separate duties and satis
factions of each sex truly strengthened the society they feared they
might soon be losing.
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Ludibria Rerum Mortalium:
Charlestonian Intellectuals
and Their Classics
RICHARD LOUNSBURY

While in Columbia we saw Cheves McCord at his mother's. He had
been badly wounded at Second Manassas, in both the head and the leg.
Mrs. McCord went at once to Richmond and found he was still at
or near Manassas Junction. She went to Mr. Miles to get her a passport
to go down for him. He said the thing was impossible. Government
had seized all trains, and no passports were given. "I let him talk," said
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Mrs. McCord, "for he does it beautifu lly. That very night I chartered
a special train. We ran down to Manassas and I brought back Cheves
in triumph. You see he is nearly well, with our home nursing."
"Mother of the Gracchi," we cried. l

It was the op inion of Thomas Grimke that ancient literature was bar
ren of female character. It seems an absurd opinion. From Helen to
Hypatia the classical record abounded in remarkable women: to ignore
a poet like Sappho, a tragic heroine like Antigone or Medea, an em
press like Livia or Agrippina, appears not sO much foolish as inexplic
able. But Grimke was neither ignorant nor a fool, and his reasons find
more explanation than only in a literary taste which pronounced that
"the wOFks of Scott, alone, exhibit a greater variety of the grand, the
pathetic, the beautiful, in female character, than all the classic writers
of antiquity." Grimke was making a moral argument. He had the high
est hopes for woman. Already, "in the best virtues of Christian per
fection she has always exceld man," nor was he disposed to deny her
equality, when the chance was given her, in "arts and arms," in lit
erature, philosophy, and politics. Antiquity could offer nothing: "The
woman of ancient Greece, if virtuous, was the slave of her parents and
the captiv of her husband", and if not - well, Grimke did not think
it necessary to exclude the beauty of Thais and the acumen of Aspasia,
in view of t he path by which these excellences had been brought to
fulfilment. There had been a momentous division , cutting off woman
from her classical past, and woman herself had most accomplished it.
Now that "the mightiest revolution which has been wrought in mod
ern literature has resulted from the universality of female character
and female influence throughout the whole of society, and from their
transfusion into every department of literature," the literature of the
ancients was exposed as an Eden without inhabitants, without any
"sublime and touching character."z
It could afford no exemplum - neither (the Latin word comprehended
both) a precedent by which present conduct might be judged, nor a
model for conduct in the future. Louisa McCord gave much thought
to the exemplum. Her catalyst was the feminist plundering of the past
for convenient models and precedents. Opposing the arguments which
the plunder was meant to support, Mrs. McCord was skeptical. Femi
nist models were, as she confronted them, not heroines from the store
of antiquity but rather queens and regents from the Middle Ages and
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thereafter. These, she reasoned, were unsuitable to prove the political
rights of modern women; on the contrary, hemmed about with chival
ric codes and other "laws and habits of society" that conferred a spe
cial prestige upon their sex, or- in the case of Joan of Arc, "decidedly
the most remarkable of heroines"- exalted above the "rights and hab
its of manhood" by community with God, such women but proved
that only by men's permission, retractable at any time, were women
able to rule. Nor were examples from literature at all persuasive: Portia
and others of that kind "require all Shakspeare's genius to cause them
to be tolerated even on the stage," and Lou isa McCord indulged her
grim glee in depicting her feminist opponents baffled "at the New.:vo rk
bar" and hissed for their pains by boys in the street. "If ladies will bor
row arguments from imaginary characters, why not take at once the
powerful Minerva springing full-armed from the brow of Jovel" Why
not, indeed? The classical world, as Grimke saw, was dubious and
treacherous material, and not only goddesses would be improper mod
els for Christian ladies. Caroline Dall's solution, to "retouch" histori
cal portraiture, could not have satisfied any standard of Mrs. McCord's:
her refurbished Aspasia, the alliance with Pericles scrubbed into re
spectability, was not less than Portia a fictional creation.3
But Louisa McCord's skepticism was of the instances, not the prin
ciple, of search ing amid an instructive and encouraging past. Grimke's
barriers troubled her as much as would William Porcher M iles' impos
sibilities in the summer of 1862. Such phantoms as Mrs. DaB's were
imaginary without the benefit of, nor yet discrediting, the imaginative:
when he declared that "the great end of the art is to strike the imagina
tion," it was of the painting of history that Sir Joshua Reynolds spoke.4
Not that the fanciful was to be excluded, when vividness came to the
argument, when an affronted nature punished some reforming quack
and "the hair-brained Phaeton, who would guide the chariot of the
sun, must perish amid the suffering he has caused," or when affronted
Southern apology, having "again and again . . . forced aside the foul
load of slander and villainous aspersion," was doomed, like Sisyphus,
to oppose again and again "the old refuted libels, vamped, remodelled,
and lumbering down upon us with all the force, or at least impudent
assumption, of new argument." Nor to be excluded were the lessons
of a legendary past, decorated with Livian elegance: separate secession
would be the sacrifice of Marcus Curtius without the rescue of the state
for which the sacrifice had been made. 5 The Roman household gods
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and guardians, the Penates, were a metaphor of woman's role, of woman
herself, who ought not to worship them but to be worshipped among
them: a bold apotheosis, but proper and easy for Mrs. McCord, at home
among the Romans. 6
"The choice of this subject, the severe classic simplicity of the play,
in plot and incident, and the author's disdain of the accompaniments
whic h have opened the way of others to a brief popularity, w ill prevent
its acquiring a sudden rep utation; yet it evinces powers of a very h igh
and uncommon order, and deserves special attention as a brilliant
anomaly in our literature."7 That Caius Gracchus was something un
usual was agreed by one who, however, unlike the critic of DeBow's
Review, did not like Mrs. McCord's play: '� tragedy by a Southron,"
concluded the Southern Quarterly Review grumpily, "and a lady, is surely
no such ordinary event, that we should pass it with indifference."8 In
difference was impossible, not for patriotic reasons only, or because
the author was a woman, but also on account of the poetic tradition
and the criteria of style (where the importance of the author's sex arose
again) which the play embraced. Hence the Quarterly's disapproval of
the play: it offended against "grace and repose," against "one essential
condition of poetry [which] is harmony, symmetry and exquisite ar
rangement." Force, rapidity, impressiveness there were i n abundance;
there were earnestness and eloquence. But these leaped from a mind
the attributes of which, excellent in analytic and polemical prose, were
deficient for poetry - were, indeed, "all masculine."9
DeBow's concurred -"she is wholly unlike any of her sisters of the
lyre, and writes with a terseness, v igor, earnestness and masculine
energy"- but DeBow's was delighted, not distraught. The modern Muse
offered to the fancy "a store of sweets" in "an air ful l of delicate har
monies" diffuse and genial, murmurous with the sensuous luxuriance
of contemporary English poetry and German philosophy, and her vo
taries were many and indistinguishable. But Mrs. McCord, schooled
in the Greek and Latin poets, had imparted to her work "a purely clas
sic tone which no unlearned writer could have given"; she had shunned
"the attractions of the romantic school"; her versification demonstrated
her "partiality to old models i n English verse"; her principles were "of
those days when there were giants of English l iterature." "A new era
in our literature, indicating a returning of taste to the old and admir
able standards," was promised in her. lo DeBow's was applying a crite
rion proper to Mrs. McCord's intention and ambition, flattening the
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wall between poetry and eloquence built by the Quarterly even as it
praised the "energy and force," the epigrams and emphasis, of that elo
quence. For S hakespeare, Louisa McCord's "great master of the hu
man mind/'l l eloquence and poetry were one; him she followed in ap
pealing, by a "sinewy strength of thought and expression," "to the in
tellect more than the fancy." lz
The vigor and polemical accuracy that the Quarterly identified and
admired in her prose, Mrs. McCord conveyed into her dramatic po
etry, rushing upon the splendid occasions that periodical writing could
but little (albeit she m ade the most of them) supply. The daughter of
Langdon Cheves (his oratory earned praise, and some antique com
parisons, from Washington Irving) and a connoisseur of eloquence, 13
she had chosen for her hero an orator whom, although he disliked
his politics, Cicero could scarcely have esteemed more generously: ecce
in manibus vir et praestantissimo ingenio et flagranti studio et doctus a
puero C. Gracchus, and much more besides. 14 His character is intro
duced into the play by his worst enemy. the consul Opimius, who is
compelled to weep where the Gracchan oratory directs him to weep,
and to feel at command, against his will and hatred. 1 s When she came
to impersonate that oratory, Louisa McCord, working from hints and
summaries in Plutarch, and placing the two speeches at the center of
her play, spoke forth an eloquence not unworthy of Gracchus and of
herself. 1 6
Gaius Gracchus was not the only eminent orator whom Rome pro
duced. The Quarterly had objections to this man who, of a great family
and assured thereby of political and m ilitary preferment, in 123 B.C.
yet followed his brother Tiberius, murdered when tribune ten years
before, into the same office and into policies similar to his and even
more outrageous to many of the most powerful of the Senate; more
successful than his brother at first, after two years he met an end as
terrible, orderi ng a slave to kill him amid the bodies of his slaughtered
friends. 17 To the Quarterly, the politics was monotonous; the herds own
character was vacillating, his wife no Lady Macbeth to drive him to
a suitably dramatic pitch, and his purposes - for the sake of a "capri
cious, selfish, timid and unworthy" people- incapable therefore of tragic
dignity. IS
Louisa McCord need not have been distressed by this, nor any of
her predecessors with the theme. Marie-Joseph Chenier's Caius Grac
chus opened in Paris in February 1 792, a time untroubled by political
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monotony: rival claques of aristocrats and "patriots" competed to in
terpret the contemporary allusions for their own p urposes, a feat re
quiring preponderant ingenuity from the aristocrats:
j'epargne du sang. Dieux protecteurs du Tibre,
Void man dernier voeu: que Ie peuple so it libreP9

Such dying words were their own interpretation. Drawing from Chenier
(and Shakespeare), Vincenzo Monti composed his Caio Gracco in 1800,
and James Sheridan Knowles his Caius Gracchus, in two versions, in
1 8 1 5 and 1823 the latter deserving well, and better, the insults often
scattered upon Louisa McCord's p lay.20 But certainly the theme is not
one immediately expected to have suited her taste. Whether for good
or ill, the Gracchi brothers were invariably k nown as promoters of so
cial upheaval for the benefit, or at least by manipulating the desires,
of the common people: quis tulerit Gracchos, said Juvenal assailing hy
pocrisy, de seditione querentes?2 1 Comparing the hotheads of separate
secession to Robespierre and h is friends -"God s hield us from such self
constituted guides and p rotectors"- Mrs. McCord showed herself no
friend to the French Revolution, the "bloody toy of the multitude,"
the intent of which, in 1792, Chenier had deemed Gaius Gracchus
excellent to promote. Scarcely less disdainful was her opinion of "Mr.
Jefferson's great humbug flourish," the free-and-equal doctrine of the
Declaration. For, at the time of writing her Caius Gracchus, there was
that confidence in the superiority of "those born in the purple, the
gentry," w hich was to be ratified by their behavior in her hospital dur
ing the war. n
But the play is more about leadership than the led. Louisa McCord,
even when her enthusiasm for political economy had induced her to
hymn "man's nature, h is soul, and instinct, alike lead[ing] him to the
light," had also been aware of the fanaticisms perverting his progress.
The masses must be taught "to think rightly."2 3 Gracchus and his
lieutenant Fulvius are made to represent two opposing opinions of
this teaching task, explicitly debated between them14 and enacted
throughout the play, as t he audacious cynicism of Fulvius drags the
hero, cautious too late, to his doom. It is the theoretical counterpoint
to sectional passion. DeBow's discovered a political cause behind the
anomaly of Caius Gracchus: from Mrs. McCord's state a splendid po
etry had been evoked by "the idea of external repression, exciting per
sonal feeling, and turning the mind to the contemplation of heroic
-
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resistance." Protesting against the insolent and indifferent depredations
of the Senate, "at once aggressor proud, and vengeful tyrant," Grac
chus was a son of Carolina.25
"Mrs. McCord is the clearest-headed, strongest-minded woman I
know, and the best and the truest." Mrs. Chesnut was not the sort
to admire a mind which she did not know: when she introduced Louisa
McCord into her journal as "she who wrote The Mother 0/ the Gracchi,"
that title was an accurate error. 26 In his catalogue of women, J uvenal
addressed te, Cornelia, mater Gracchorum: chaste, noble, devoted, and
intolerable.21 The satirical edge cut as much into the pervasiveness of
the exemplum as into its validity, for about the memory of Cornelia
accumulated elevating and tenacious anecdotes, most illustrating her
dedication to the education and eminence of her children. To a wealthy
matron boasting of the jewels glittering about her person, Cornelia
presented her two sons, saying, "These are my j ewels": this tale, pre
served in a Roman col1ection of m emorable s ayings and actions, stuck
to the European imagination, blossoming into a theme for neoclassical
art that was repeated in Italy, France, and England - by Benjamin West,
for instance, and adapted to a contemporary portrait by Reynolds 
and imitated for a salubrious witticism by Mrs. McCord herself.28 In
her Caius Gracchus, Gracchus h imself seems most obvious as the hero,
his wife and mother illustrating his tragedy as V irgilia and Volumnia
that of the Shakespearean Coriolanus; but an Aristotelian argument
backing Cornelia would be not unpersuasive, as Mrs. Chesnut sugCornelia had much to recommend her to Louisa }: :Cord, who
for her exemplum of prudent courage standing against factional rash
ness (she was defending her father against the slanders lobbed by ad
vocates of separate secession) chose Aemilius Paull us, Cornelia's grand
father. After the zealous folly of his colleague in the consulship had
mired the Roman army in a hopeless positio n , Paullus, refusing to take
an opportunity of flight, had consecrated his honor in the blood of
Cannae.29 That awesome disaster had been avenged at Zama by Cor
nelia's father, Scipio Africanus, and in the destruction of Carthage by
her cousin and son-in-law, Scipio Aemilianus; her u ncle, another
Aemilius Paullus, had conquered the last king of Macedon; her hus
band in serving the republic had gained two triumphs, the consulship
twice, and had been censor. Widowed young, Cornelia bore a magnifi
cent tradition to her so ns, but it lay not dormant in her: the excellence
of her character and understanding was recognized by a proposal of
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marriage from the king of Egypt (she refused it for the sake of her re
sponsibility to her sons) and by the admiration of such judges as Cicero,
Quintilian, and Tacitus; Juvenal's quis feret uxorem cui constant omnia?
voiced very much a minority view.3 o
This was t h e mother whom Louisa McCord placed in the play
dedicated to her own son . Cornelia speaks much that Mrs. McCord
wrote in her articles on woman's place and nature: her words to her
son Gaius recall exhortations to restraint and reason made in the es
says on politics and economic theory. Cornelia, whose doctissimus
sermo, perceived in her letters, Cicero and Quintilian had approved, 3 1
made surely a worthy mouthpiece, whether i n conversation with Lidnia,
Gracchus' w ife, or with Gracchus himself. But she was more, because
there was more. As in Cornelia Mrs. McCord discovered a dramatic
correlative to her idea of woman, so in a Gracchan world there was
a dramatic correlative to her grim apprehension of the world wherein
that idea must work its way. Woman , "the conservative power of the
world," had to appeal to a world seeming to conserve nothing. Barred
by her proper role from action, she "may counsel, she may teach, she
may uphold the weary arm of manhood - of t he husband, the brother,
or the son - and rouse him to the struggle for which nature never de
signed her"; these were anaphoras smooth i n a periodical essay, dis
rupted in the confusion of a dra ma. 3 2 Granted that Cornelia is the
orator of the home, of equal vigor to her son in the forum; granted
that she is the "home-divinity" presiding over the scene as Licinia vainly
attempts to keep her husband at home, safe fro m the death awaiting
him abroad; granted that her admonitions and adjurations can appear
to have the essayist's bland certainty: "Nay, stay within doors, daugh
ter; 'tis the place / Most meet and fitting woman";33 yet Cornelia is
also the Louisa McCord of the essays liberated by the complexity and
ambivalence with which her choice of dramatic form and tradition,
and - this was no Portia - the Roman record itself, furnished her.
The reputation of Cornelia was not wholly excellent: fragments of
a darker aspect survive. She was suspected of having goaded her sons
into excesses of ambition by reminding them that she was famous thus
far as the mother-in-law of Scipio Aemilianus, not yet as the mother
of the Gracchi; and even to have procured, in conspiracy with her
daughter, the death of j\emilianus in order to terminate his opposition
to her son's reforms.34 Chenier preferred something of this Cornelia,
exhorting Gaius, albeit always nobly, toward zeal and boldness of pur-
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pose. Louisa McCord, whose Cornelia advocates prudence in aspira
tion, restra int in perseverance, chose not to use this Cornelia, nor to
explore through the play the tensions between an ambitious mother
and the son through whom the ambitions must make their way.35
Rather, she explored the tensions w ithin the mother, testing her role
as a woman a nd struggling to evade its insufficiencies. Licinia, bold
to break out of Cornelia's rigorous code, is the occasion of demon
strating the code's workings in its author. The more she advocates con
trol, the more violent are shown the passions she would curb, even
in her first exchange with her daughter-in-law on a woman's conduct:
'Tis meek endurance, quiet fortitude,
That make her life and beauty. We may rear
Heroes, whose dauntless will shall shake the world,
Or like a moral Atlas, bear its burden,
A universe of care, upon their shoulders.
But in OUf bosoms, if too fierce the flame
That feeds such spirit-struggles, we m ust check,
Or drive it back, at least, to seeming quiet.
If hard the e ffort, it is woman's task.
Her passions, if not smothered, must be hid,
Till in their faintly-beating pulse, herself
Will scarcely know her blood the same which bounds
Through manlier veins unchecked.36

But Cornelia knows indeed her blood the same; through the play, her
knowledge breaks from her. As his doom closes around Gracchus, U
cinia, her u selessness intolerable, bursts out:
I would I were a man, with a man's soul,
And not the coward nature modelled me.

Cornelia m ust pity her the prayers as useless as herself, but she does
not rebuke her. J7 As husband parts the last time from wife, a scene
piteously described by Plutarch and (Frederick Porcher noticed) a fa
vorite with neoclassical sculpture,38 Cornelia - whom Mrs. McCord in
serts although Plutarch does not have her there - prays for, in her son,
"strength to bear / This heavy trial; parting, worse than death, / From
the heart-stricken loved ones," and, as he departs, harangues herself:
Up! up! and work !
Life yet has its duties, a nd my comfort is
Yet to fulfil them.39
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But her part is not complete, and the record of history is again revised.
Gracchus, flying before the relentless Opimius, took brief refuge i n the
temple of Diana, in despair and thinking of suicide, u ntil urged on
ward by his few surviving friends (the respite was equally brief). But
Louisa McCord represents Cornelia - flouting her first admonition, that
a woman should remain within doors -coming to Gracchus in the tem
ple. Their conversation ends:
Cor.

Rouse! For shame!
Wake up your flagging energies; be bold
To probe beneath these flutterings; you will find
Your courage sound beneath them. For the right
Man even in despair should ever strive.
The very effort, howsoever vain,
Is always something gained. l() the great work
It warms the blood of the world, which w restles on
Still against failure, like the strong man struggling,
U ntil the end of truth at last is reached.
We are the thews and sinews of the world,
And in our efforts there is nothing lost;
All work to good or ilL Go with these friends;
For life and duty strive; nor be the coward
Who, shrinking, dreads on his own heart to look,

Gr.

Cor.

And dies, to shun responsibility.
My son, I know, can never thus be brought
By fear to shirk his manhood.
Mother, I go.
�May heaven so bless you , as your son shall strive
To prove the honor and the love he bears you,
By working out the noble thoughts you teach.
Then once again farewell! These bursting tears
Now come to show the woma n's heart, whose boldness ,
Your sickly resolution to upbraid,
Usurped the man. Oh! were they tears of blood,
Feebly they'd speak my anguish.4 0

The whole of their exchange is not only without historical ground but
also structurally disproportionate to the skillful rapidity o f the trag
edy's last scenes. But it is needed for Cornelia. She h as performed
throughout the play the part of the Greek chorus. Like the chorus,
she supplies the moral context in which the action is to be understood;
like the chorus, although the action is meaningless without her, she
3 34
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herself is powerless to act. It was a role that Mrs. McCord's idea of
woman was most fitted to play, but for the mother of the Gracchi it
was a role that impelled even as it forbade escape from itself and, fi
nally, could be satisfied only within a radical ambiguity: she translates
her manhood to her son.
It is easy, because it is often right, to be suspicious of the classical
name, the classical precedent, sonorous enough, but replacing rather
than promoting awareness and analysis, of oneself and of others. Voic
ing the voiceless grief which succeeded the death of an eminent clas
sicist of Charleston, George Frederick Holmes cited Lucan - and not
inappositely, until with some discomfort it is recalled that the recipi
ent of Holmes' elegy had disliked Lucan's epic poem and had never
been able to read it through.41 For ceremonial productions could be
especially vulnerable to the allurement of classical splendors. If James
Henley Thornwell should mingle into the first paragraph of his mem
oir of Robert Henry a phrase from Cicero and the names of a couple
of ancient historians, and thereafter scarcely mention antiquity, had
he not but indulged in - as he himself said - that "richness of classical
allusion" which is one of "the ornaments, but not the essence of thought"?
Thornwell, however, knew what that essence was. Thucydides and Taci
tus were the models for Henry's spirit of inquiry and the guides to Thorn
well's appreciation of it: "He seized at once upon the principle which
pervaded the details of a subject, and the conciseness with which he
announced it, was but a reflection of the energy with which he con
ceived it." That assessment has its full meaning only when its audience
knows the antique authors behind it, how their "brief and pregnant
maxims" expose and empower their thought. Allusion is swift and in
troductory not because it is automatic but because, sufficient, it sets
the cast of mind within which the whole memoir should find its mean
ing. And the cast is emotional, also: Thornwell evokes C icero's medita
tion upon the death of Lucius Crassus, orator and mentor, upon the
"melancholy interest" of h is friends gazing upon the vacant place, where
he had last spoken, of his excellence. That meditation had appealed
to later students, wishing to embrace its authority as an emotional tes
tament and to graft that authority into their own emotion. To Tacitus
it had appealed, and now to Thornwell.42
The exemplum becomes Idea because time , through its instrument
the imaginative tradition, has been its apotheosis. Easy in the classical
adherence to Nature and Nature's God, and in the power of the in335
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tellectual conception (it is noteworthy that Gracchus deems "the popu
lar majesty an enthroned thought," and that the poem dedicating the
play "To My Son" closes in a prayer for God "to make t hee stainless,
pure, / Upright and true , e'en as my thought doth paint thee"),43 Lou
isa McCord composed her Idea of womanhood out of the exemplum
of Cornelia, and composed herself.
Who ever hopes to see a woman Shakspeare? And yet a greater than
Shakspeare may she be. It may be doubtful whether the brilliant in
tellect, which, inspiring noble thoughts, leaves still the great thinker
grovelling in the lowest v ices and slave of his passions, without the self
command to keep them i n sway, is superior to that which, knowing good
and evil, grasps almost instinctively at the first. Such, in its uncorrupted
nature, is woman's intellect- such her inspiration. While man writes,
she does; while he imagines the hero-soul, she is often performing its
task.""

Caius Gracchus had attempted at once to imagine and to perform. Cor
nelia, memorialized in the record of antiquity and to the present in
the imagination of art, transcended the opposition of duty to fame by
reaching fame through duty.45 Louisa McCord, contributing to the tradi
tion of that fame, partakes of it -and would have need of it. That amused
valor which, in the mother, rescued Cheves McCord after Second
Manassas, in the son compelled him, over her protests, back to Rich
mond before his wounds were healed, where he died.
Wolves breed not lambs, nor can the lioness
Bear fawns among her litter. You but chide
The spirit, mother, which is born from you.4 6

Plutarch concluded his life of Gaius Gracchus with praise of Cornelia,
who bore her disasters "nobly and with greatness of heart." Mary Ches
nut, knowing that her friend's anguish had been terrible, knew the
courage that bent it to duty. It was proper that the inscription on the
statue raised by the Romans in honor of Cornelia, Louisa McCord
should adapt to her own epitaph.47
*

*

*

"He returned to the bar with an earnestness of purpose, enhanced
by his short congressional career, and he came to it with surpassing
brilliancy and power. Animated by a competition which tasked all his
resources, he displayed so much learning, ability, and eloquence, that
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the courts i n which he appeared expanded i nto a forum , and became
objects of public attraction, to wh ich multitudes flocked as to a theatre,
and from which opinions, principles and emotions were propagated
through the community."48 When William Campbell Preston spoke of
a forum, it was not the dead metaphor of which such present phrases
as "the forum of public opinion" are the withered remnants. When he
thus spoke of Hugh Swinton Legare returning to Charleston after the
mission to Brussels and an interval in Congress, Preston affirmed a
conscious effort by Legare to transpose the Charlestonian courts of law
into the forum at Rome where, as Cicero describes the scene in his
dialogue the Brutus (a passage to which Preston is alluding), the courts
met in the open air, m any different ones at the same time, and the
crowds, shifting and passing between one and another, were captured
by the predominant orator and, clustered about the tribunal where
he performed, knew that a Roscius, the David Garrick of the late Re
public , was on stage; there the splendid trials of state criminals were
held; there the nobility carried out their principles or their feuds; there
Cicero made himself a senator and a consuL 49 Nor was Preston paying
but an auto matic, if allusive, compliment to Legare by comparing him
to C icero; it was, rather, part - the eulogistic counterpart - of that Cice
ronian edifice that Legare sought to raise out of h imself, learning and
ambition his often i ndistinguishable materials. Legare was a student
of the classics after whom other students, in i mitating their own clas
sic models, ought to model themselves: thus recommended Bartholo
mew Carroll in his "Sketch of the Ch aracter of the Hon. Hugh S. le
gare," published in the Southern Quarterly Review four months after
Legare's death.
"He was a classique," the "Sketch" concluded, "in every sense of the
word - in m ind, in disposition, and he would have been, in person
with a model for every thing he s aid or did derived from antiquity 
from a heroic antiquity, with its fine ideal - its forms o f beauty and
magnificenc e - its graces and doric simplicity its mighty and marvel
lous enthusiasm. When he accused, he felt like t he Athenian; when he
defended, it was with the ingenious audacity of the friend of Archias."50
That friend was Cicero, of course; and "the Athenian" was designation
enough of Demosthenes. Legare, w ith Plutarch (and Hugh Blair) his
precedent, was fond of comparing the two. Largely because he believed
that "forensic eloquence . . . cannot rise to the sublimity of the delib
erative, on such subjects and occasions as those which inspired the
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genius o f Demosthenes," upon Demosthenes h e must confer the supe
riority (and hence supremacy) as an orator, the orator of that superla
tive eloquence which subordinates itself to a practical and a patriotic
end. S l As such, Demosthenes was the model for the Legare who, as
Preston put it, had eloquence as "the chief object of his ambition."52
Chief, but not entire - or, rather, the orator comprehended "such a
singular assemblage . . . of moral, i ntellectual and physical qualities" that
"in the annals of the whole world, fewer men have been distinguished
by true eloquence than by any other gift of nature."53 This opinion
Legare derived directly from Cicero, and Cicero it was who might sat
isfy that insatiable taste for models which Legare everywhere displays
and his eulogists everywhere celebrate, a taste which Legare obeyed
in his every conception of himself. At the age of nineteen planning
his future and discussing his plans with Francis Gilmer, an aspiring
lawyer somewhat his senior, Legare sought to resolve the d ivision be
tween "the mere scholar a nd the mere man of business" by recourse to
ancient ideals of the "whole man," the "intellectually social and active
being," and in particular by recourse to the learning of Cicero, which
"can be instrumental in promoting the purposes of active life, in ele
vating the man of business into the sage, and the mere statement of
wholesome truths, into sublime and touching eloquence." The youth
ful and Ciceronian aspiration, although he might later doubt the chances
of its success, he never lost. 54 "In a word," he wrote twelve years later,
"if one were called to name the man, in all history, who h ad made the
most of great natural gifts in whom [were] the effects of that perfect
intellectual discipline, which brings out and developes and matures
every talent and 'the mind through all her powers irradiates,' he could
scarcely fail to ascribe that enviable distinction to Cicero." It is fitting
that this period in its cadence and solemnity should itself be modelled
on another, that whereby Edward Gibbon identified with the Anto
nine century the age of mankind "most happy and p rosperous."55
The necessity of models, deeply rooted in Legare, bespeaks a way
of thinking which subsumes a relevant standard of comparison, and
this standard is fecund because it u nites the historical and the unhis
toricaL A man cannot u nderstand himself or explore his capacities un
less he u nderstands the past and can use it, can absorb its lessons, its
examples, its heroes and heroic texts; he must strive to k now in order
to make h imself out of the knowledge. This was the attitude of the
rhetorical theorist of a ntiquity. It was also the attitude of Thucydides,
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whom Legare praised at length as the greatest of h istoria ns: the Greek
wrote so that later students of men, learning from his work, might the
better comprehend the causes and persons at the back of events i n
their own day. 5 6 The prescriptive and descriptive uses o f antiquity were
difficult to disentangle; it was incongruent to be anything but moral
about mores; one might wish to understand a society, a man, or a text,
but was it for the sake of, or in the way of, transposing the first, emu
lating the next, and worshipping the third?
Legare, and not he alone, was aware of the difficulty. He was aware
of it especially as an orator, not only because h is whole ideal of con
duct and glory was ille perfectus et consummatus orator, but also because
an audience, a social audience, empowers an orator; but for it he must
be nothing. Cicero lived in a Ciceronian society, and Legare had long
known what this meant. Already in his youthfu l discussion with Gil
mer, he worried that "the q uibbles of special pleading and the drudgery
of an office seem to be the farthest t hings in the world from the 'im
mensum infinitumque etc' that Tully talked of." "Even Racine, with
all his admirable talents" for tragic poetry, fell "far short of the Greeks,"
for "Greek tragedy was essentially and unchangeably Greek."57 How
much more must such a failure, for such a reason, beset the orator?
Jacob Cardozo contributed to the Southern Review an article demon
strating that the orator must be empowered or enfeebled by h is times;
that "all the peculiarities in the eloquence of a people are reflected from
its manners, h abits, and institutions"; and how "these circumstances
influence and modify the genius of the speakers." Thereupon, under
numbered heads, with estimably methodical sobriety he carries out his
task. Has eloquence, then, declined? Say, rather, that "there has been
a revolution in its style and spirit."S 8
Most of Cardozo's arguments were anticipated and some expanded
by Legare; what is noticeable is the difference in tone and, in close
relation to this, an absolute disagreement of conclusion. Everything
that Legare wrote on ancient oratory is steeped i n a regret and a resent
ment unmistakable. The achievement of Demosthenes was not only
glorious but also induplicable (even by C icero), not on account of in
dividual genius but because of a unique political environment, a par
ticular audience, and rhetorical occasions "momentous and imposing
almost beyond anything that can be imagined i n these times." Delib
erative speaking was the most splendid because it mattered the most:
hence Legare's admiration for that "immortal paper," that work of "true
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genius," the Declaration of Independence, at once called forth by, and
matching, "an occasion destined to form one of the most important
aeras in the history of nations."59 And the achievements of forensic,
too, were special: C icero was possessed of an audience urgent and
discriminating, rejoicing i n their delicacy of ear, their demanding sen
sibility "that is not to be met with even in the most cultivated assem
blies of modern times."60
Demonstrative eloquence remained, "which," he said, "circumstances
have made far more common in the United States than anywhere else."
And what did Legare think of this? The critic must be indulgent, of
course; rigor was out of place w hen transitory amusement was the
only thing at issue; after all, "a fourth of July orator finds it hard enough,
even with the assistance of a little poetry, and the whole artillery of
tropes and figures, ro say any thing that can be listened ro, or deserves
to be printed," and Legare himself had turned h is hand to that genre.
But the indulgence of the critic, and of the audience, had been abused.
"We do not suppose that it would be possible in any other country
under the sun, or at least in Christendom - not even excepting Spain - to
make such a collection of vapid bombast and rhodomantade, blended
with every vice of style for which grammar or rhetoric furnishes a name,
as might easily be got up in any single city in the United States under
the title of 'American Eloquence.'" Legare's is the passion not of a con
noisseur but of a crearor: it is not coincidental that his anger surfaces
in his judgment of William Crafts, a fellow Charlestonian not unlike
h imself, a lawyer with a taste for belles-lettres and an aspiring orator,
classically educated (though h is Latinity was "execrable") and knowl
edgeable of ancient and modern eloquence. But Crafts was debauched
by his vanity and by the wanton indulgence of his "extraordinary fa
cility" for occasional effect.61
"We have no hesitation i n repeating what Hume"- in his "excellent
Essay on Eloquence"-"says about the eloquence of Demosthenes, viz.
that could it be copied, its success would be infallible over a modern
assembly."62 But could it be copied? Hume, who had concluded an
cient eloquence to be a worthy and a just model, judged that it could;
Cardozo that it could not, in the same style and spirit. Legare despised
the new style and the new spirit. "The age of chivalry - the heroic age- of
eloquence, as of everything else i n this degenerate world, is gone." That
heroic age was, of course, the age of the Revolution, which had con
structed the reputation of Patrick Henry and the monument of the
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Declaration of Independence.63 Cardozo also, writing two years later,
spoke of "heroic ages of eloquence" and among them that "season of
general fermentation," the Revolution and the antecedent, usually fo
rensic struggle for elucidated principle. But he was willing to extend,
and so attenuate, the range of that heroic eloquence, demanding "a
complete and comprehensive collection of American oratory" down
to the present, and also allowing that even the Revolutionary Age had
not been able to restore the glories of the ancient speakers: "the real
grandeur of eloquence," its "vehemence and energy," were incompatible
with the modern "spirit of generalization" which, philosophical and
therefore abstract, and however respectable and praiseworthy the at
tendant cultural facts, must encumber even a Mirabeau or a Patrick
Henry.64 For Legare, the incompatability had a d ifferent diagnosis, be
cause the chronology was different: modernity was a portcullis dropped

after the Revolutionary generation had advanced into the past. The
eloquence of "that cultivated and heroic age" was a part, as it was a
proof, of the civilization creating and equaling it, commemorated best
in one man, "a venerable relic," "a union, in one accomplished charac
ter, of the patriot, the gentleman, and the scholar - of t he loftiest vir
tue, exercised in all the important offices and trying co nflicts of life,
with whatever is most amiable and winning in social habitudes, i n pol
ished manners and elegant taste." Representing the C harleston that
had been the home of such men, irreplaceable now that "our youth
are . . . taught to form themselves upon other models," General Thomas
Pinckney was most properly honored by a graceful echo from one of
the texts of his tradition: a phrase from the De Senectute of Cicero, art
fully condensed, placed h im among the heroes acclaimed by Cato in
that dialogue and elevated him above them.65
Chronology was a function of tone. It was not so m uch that Car
dozo differed from Legare as that the brisk an alysis of Cardozo differed
from the regretful melancholy of Legare. George Frederick Holmes ad
justed the chronology, and the tone, again. After nearly a generation,
a debater had become evidence i n the debate: if aspirants to American
eloquence were foolish enough to ignore the example of the ancients,
Legare himself was the example arraigning their folly. Already, then,
adjustment was necessary: praising Legare, Holmes could scarcely in
tern him amid a degenerate eloquence. In fact, the praise was second
ary to the scheme of modern oratory which Holmes subsumed within
his discussion of the a ncient. This scheme, i n its beginning, concurs
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with Legare's: since the development of oratory is contiguous upon that
of democracy, American eloquence had been b orn with the birth of
her free institutions. But now, with "every day the possession of popu
lar eloquence growing to be the sine qua non of popular strength and
public authority," the American orator was even better able to profit
from the ancient models. Pericles and Patrick Henry were contempo
raries, the American Demosthenes was still to come: Legare's achieve
ments, however splendid, had been of forensic art.66 Yet there was a
grim complication. Eloquence might develop in degrees of excellence;
democracy in developing was transformed into something else: itself.
A close examination into the phenomena of history will, we think,
clearly evince that true oratory can exist only under a free government,
and scarcely under any but a democracy; that the period of its use is
exactly at that stage of democratic development when the power of the
people is theoretically if not practically supreme: and that its growth
and perfection advance with the progression from temperate democracy
to turbulent mob-rule. It will, therefore, be a manifestation of intellec
tual ability, not so much desirable in itself, as necessary from its con
stituting the sole surviving check upon the rabid p assions of the multi
tude become dissolute; and even in its best form dangerous from the
uncertainty of the hand s - whether those of Demosthenes or Demades
- into which so potent an instrument of authority over the people may
fall.

Reluctant to accept "oratory to be in some measure the instrument and
the production of national decline"- it was true of Athens, yes, but
must it be true as an ax iom ?- nevertheless, Holmes could see no more
hopeful course than "w hile the State is yet sound and the people un
corrupted, [to] indulge and admire that oratory which is scarcely sec
ond to the best."67
Despite Holmes' adjustment of Legare's scheme, it is easy to suppose
the two chronologies to be of a kind. Tone, dividing Legare from Car
dozo, seems to join Holmes to Legare. Is not Legare's funereal reso
nance but little distant from Holmes' hurried savoring of oratorical
displays before the expected corruption and collapse of the n ation? Even
these display s - a poor enough salvage - Holmes was very ready to de
spise. J ust as Legare damned a discourse for being "as long and stupid
as a congressional speech" or the Belgian legislators for "their coarse
ness, gTOssierete and personality [which] beat even our C ongress - c'est
tout dire," Holmes mocked "the sops thrown to Cerberus" during 4th
342

Ludibria Rerum M ort a l iu m : Charlestonian Intellectuals and Their Classics

of July orations; listed the progressive axioms of American demagogues
which were but translations of Athenian catchwords; and, admitting
the scandalous taste of the Athenians for vituperation, added, "The
discussions in the Senate of the United States during its last session,
were characterized by equal coarseness and vulgarity, but by less point,
without the excuse of the example of either Comedy or D ionysia."68
But the concordant tone, or the concordant ill temper, is delusive.
Holmes had been concerned to postpone not the degeneracy of elo
quence oppressing Legare but the political degeneracy that would, quite
the contrary, accompany and create "the most perfect triumphs of elo
quence" still to come. His chronology is thus quite separate from Le
gare's; their i nitial agreement is coincidental. More than, something
other than, adjustment h ad occurred. Holmes founded h is chronol
ogy upon the Athenian example from Pericles to Demosthenes; Legare
had turned elsewhere.
H is assertion of degeneracy and loss was composed in 1 828. In that
year Legare depicted the consequences of nullification "in a few glow
ing sentences - brother struggling with brother, parent w ith child, and
the face of the land wrapt in conflagration and streaming with blood
while the slave, amidst the awful confusion, clanking his manacles,
leaps up to join the dreadful revelry." William Campbell Preston the
connoisseur was applying the correct context : so Cicero, in one of the
two supreme deliberative occasions of h is life, painted the destruction
of Rome, should Catiline and his fellows have their way.69 Surely now,
when events were beginning towards, as Legare said later, "the revolu
tionary p itch,"70 there was the opportunity to emulate C icero, not
only the artist of oratory but likewise the leader of a polity in danger;
to produce an achievement worthy of earlier revolutionary times, of
Patrick Henry and the Declaration. The opportunity, if it was attrac
tive as Preston testifies, was attractive very briefly. After h is death
Legare's performance in 1828 was condemned as frigid, timorous, fal
tering; and when, having quit the field, he in letters h ome bewailed
the folly of the Nullifiers, there was no mention of the stupendous
oratory whic h that folly ought to produce out of its friends and foes
both; and only impatience, now, with Revolutionary analogies, with
Mirabeau, great orator, doomed, if he had lived, to die at the hands
of "hair-brained metaphysic ians and empirical demagogues."71 Also in

1828, Legare had transferred his energies to a new arena, the Southern
Review. "1 thought I could help to shew that people did not know what
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our race was: - I felt that, in speaking its language, I should be thought
eloquent, - and I h ave not been mistaken."72 But that experiment, too,
was brief: at its very beginning Legare had identified the press as the de
stroyer of "true eloquence ," as "a mighty leveller of all distinctions, and
the means of advancing the mass at the expense of the individual."73
There was no escape. The distress and disillusionment of letters writ
ten from Brussels were there in the 1828 diagnosis of degeneracy. The
diagnosis was prescient because it looked back, to the Dialogus de
Oratoribus of Tacitus. Legare preferred a less accurate title (in fact of
a lost work by Quintilian), De Causis Corruptae Eloquentiae, and denied
to Tacitus the "admirable p iece of criticism."74 The den i al is puzzling,
but the preference m akes sense. Consciously i nvoked amid the melan
choly of 1828,75 the Dialogus supplied the chronology and the tone
for Legare's perception of modern eloquence. Like h im, it looked back
to a tumultuous and brill iant age, convulsed by revolution; like h im,
it allowed there were even now "good speakers, able and skilful debat
ers" but refused to name them eloquent; like h im , it ironically praised
current sta ndards of speaking, "quite good enough for all practical
purposes - a t least under a government of laws, and in times of order
and repose." What need of eloquence now (asked the former orator
Maternus), magna illa- Legare was fond of the phrase - et notabilis do

quentia alumna licentiae, when policy is decided not by messy liberty
but by the emperor, sapientissimus et unusF6 So, too, asked Legare, con
templating Demus, that m ass which ruled and to which the press pan
dered.77 Presto n affected to believe that the American advocate, and
especially the advocate of Carolina, h ad h is counterpart in the Roman
Republic; that, as there, eloquence , office, and honors were a harmonyJ8
Nullification, for Legare, finished all that; and in the courts there pre
vailed a bald, professionalized, bullying litigation, what had been left
to oratory u nder the Empire and now, as William Grayson observed,
p roduced an advocate in keeping: formidable because relentless, with
out respect for opponents, without scruples in feeling or language, his
only purpose "to gain his case at aU h azards"- lineaments adapted from
character of Roman imperial prosecutors.79 Legare, commemorat
ing elegantly a nd variously the "last of the race of South Carolina,"
was at home with the coll ocutors of the Dialogus, gathered, beneath
the soaring indifference of Flavian architecture, some to inter, some

to resurrect eloquence, and irrelevant to do either. 80

But the ancients, even by appealing to one among them, could not
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be appeased, nor could convictio n catch up with belief. As Legare's
eulogists knew, few who mourn decline desire to share i n it. Acknowl
edging that Legare was often charged with too great an artistry in his
speaking, with - an old charge, troubling Legare already in his letters
to Gilmer- literary attainments pernicious to legal skill, William Camp
bell Preston, in support of Legare's aspirations, went on to cite Hume,
confident that "ancient eloquence - that is, the sublime and passionate
- is of a much j uster taste than the modern, or the argumentative and
rational; and, if properly executed, will always have more command
and authority over mankind."8 1 Legare, if he erred, erred nobly. By
Bartholomew Carroll he was likened to Pericles, laboring "to make
Athens the chief city of Greece, that he might become the most il
lustrious of her citizens"; and George Frederick Holmes averred that
on account of Legare's efforts and example, in South Carolina - the
'i'\ttica of America" "there is infinitely more of classic culture than ex
ists, to our knowledge, anywhere else on this side of the Atlantic."82
Antique comparisons might expose modern collapse; antique models
ordained modern ambition, and Legare was compelled to worship even
what he could not bring himself to approve. For who could approve
"the deep and disgusting moral depravity of the ancient world"?83
Thomas Grimke could not, rejoiced that he could not, and pressed
the indictment. His Oration on the Comparativ Elements and Dutys of
Grecian and American Eloquence, delivered in 1834, promoted "the cause
of Christian American eloquence," and that cause, it seemed, had bet
ter rely largely upon abuse. A political, religious, literary, cultural jingo,
Grimke amalgamated his animosities - but little blurred by his zeal for
orthographical reform -against an enemy outrageous everywhere. The
Athenian orator had spoken out of the Athenian, and the Greek, ex
perience, and this experience was detestable, irredeemable, its politics
"stamped by fraud and violence, by rapin, ambition, and injustice"; its
political institutions "monstrous compounds of aristocracy and democ
racy"; and its democracy itself "equaly unprincipled, degrading, and
violent; equaly marked by insolence, tyranny, and ingratitude." As for
its religion, only revulsion would be the proper response to "such a
mass of the absurd and the immoral, of folly and indecency," "a scheme,
as complete as ever was devis'd to brutalize the heart, darken the con
science, and degrade the mind."84 Some respect might be allowed to
the literature of the Greeks: their tragedians, at least, "must hav con
tributed much to the dignity, vigor, and pathos of the orator," and com345
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edy supplied data about human nature. But any j ust verdict must con
demn, and involve all of classical antiquity. Its descriptive poetry, for
instance, was but "still life" in comparison to that of the moderns "full
of moving, activ l ife." Its poetry of the passions was "absurd and tri
fling," "awkward and preposterous." "Let any one compare the unlaw
ful passion of Rowena for Samor, in the Lord of the Bright City, or
that of the wife for her brother-in-law in Rimini, with the love of Dido
for Aeneas, and he will be struck by the vast superiority of Milman
and Leigh Hunt over 'the prince of Latin poets."'85 The spirit behind
such salubrious corrections to the ineptitudes of earlier taste was wor
thily injected into a tract on American education, and there expanded
in assurance and accuracy. Milman remained, of course, and in fitting
and glorious company: "There is more of the sublime, the moral, and
the beautiful, of patriotism, in the penitent, self-sacrificing Roderic, of
Southey, and in the virtuous, magnanimous Samor of Milman, than
in all the character of the Iliad and Aeneid, put together." And Scott
- arithmetic was enough to prove it-overtopped them all: "I am strangely
mistaken, if there be not more p ower, fidelity, and beauty in Walter
Scott, than in a dozen Homers and Virgils."86
Nor did that "boldness" of discourse to which a disputant demurely
animadverted8 7 conceal or discover in Grimke any discomposure be
fore the foe. It was true that ancient poetry, not merely inferior, was
also injurious: the example of Milton, otherwise "the greatest of poets,"
but confirmed Grimke's "decided conviction of the degrading, pollut
ing, deforming influence of the classics over modern poetry." It was
true, further, as Grimke confessed of himself for an example, that "it
has been my misfortune to hav spent so much time upon them that
my stock, deriv'd from other sources, is comparatively small," and that
therefore the schools m ust be cleansed of "a foreign and pagan influ
ence," and the Christian American orator, "the noblest speaker man
has ever heard," be exhorted to advance Christianity; to strengthen
religious, benevolent, and literary associations; to recommend peace
and j ustice; to admire, guard, and c hampion woman as "matron and
virgin" ; and to promote the Union, which is "a part of the divine scheme
for the moral government of the earth . . . that is destind . . . like the
ascending sun, to shed its glorious influence backward on the states
of Europe, and forward on the empires of Asia" all in defiance and
repudiation of "the narrow-minded, narrow-hearted, and therefore sel
fish, eloquence of Greece and Rome."88 But this was annoyance, albeit346
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as ever with Grimke - strenuous a nnoyance, not alarm; the superior
ity of the moderns, especially in the U nited States - "richest gift of God
to man . . . light and hope to the n ations"-was so manifest that no
claim in its interest could be excessive. For Grimke , assertion was evi
dence; he thumped his tub not only at length but also at ease.
Legare was not easy. Complexity - ambivalence - was the solvent of
ideas like Grimke's. "Plutarch h as scarcely a hero who would pass mus
ter as a gentleman now."89 Yet Demosthenes a nd Cicero are numbered
among those heroes. The former "was of that peculiar race - that chosen
people - ro whom the image of ideal beauty was first revealed, and who
cherished it ever as the highest, and holiest, and divinest of things,
with a devotion in which it is hard to tell whether deep love, or just
and exquisite discernment predominated." But this chosen people 
and Legare explicitly draws the paradox - was also "a tumultuary and
excitable mob, wayward, fitful, and refractory, alternately slave and
tyrant" of the demagogues whom they obeyed and destroyed.90 That
Ciceronian education which Legare chose as h is ideal of excellence en
abled the p leader to sh ine i n a theater of dramatic extravagance, bared
scars, weeping generals, mobs of mourners, and - as when Cicero was
about to be impeached - thousands of admirers attending him to, from,
and in the court. "What an earnest of a strict and impartial triall" was
Legare's scandalized sarcasm. Edward W. Johnston tells of a case - one,
in fact, during that very time when, as Preston said, Legare created
a forum out of C h arleston courts

in which Legare depicted the sister

of h is clients o n the deck of a foundering ship . "She called upon the
husband," Legare is quoted, "upon w hom she h ad never before called
i n vain - upon whose arm she h ad ever leaned in danger- her stay, her
rescue! She called - but he never answered: no, sir, he was dead! he
was dead!"91 It was an appeal out of the antique tradition of the pa
thetic proof; it was an appeal to bring a tear, and a wink, to Cicerds eye.
Such opportunities were not frequent; even this triumph was a fo
rensic, not a deliberative one. Nor were deliberative occasions much
more promising. Bartholomew Carroll said bitterly: "He had modelled
himself for a people such as Demosthenes and Cicero addressed, and
for occasions such as they enjoyed, not for such audiences as are pre
sented in a country court, or on such subjects as opening a street, or
cleaning out a city drain."9 2 But it would be hasty to suppose that for
Legare the experience of antiquity had been bitter, that it had l ured
h im into combats doomed to be lost with weapons whose very beauty
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and dignity but aggravated the folly and shame of the defeat. George
Frederick Holmes discovered Legare's peculiar persuasiveness as a critic
of ancient oratory, and of ancient literature in general, in his intimacy,
his sympathy, his dwelling with them. "The Greeks and the Romans
were to Legare living men - as marked in their individuality and as real
in their vitality as his own contemporaries, and as such they were ever
exhibited to him."93 From Brussels, Legare wrote to Isaac Holmes: "When
I was crossing the ocean I was in horribly low spirits, and I do not
know what I might not have been driven to by my despair, had I not
taken the precaution to buy in Philadelphia a collection of all the Greek
dramatists. I read a tragedy every day, so that, in the course of a voyage
of three weeks, I got through Aeschylus, Sophocles, and many of the
plays of Euripides." Philological dinner parties described in the Euro
pean journals manifest a literary understanding that might ingeniously
and suggestively compare Cicero and Byron, Demosthenes and Rous
seau, Manfred and the Aeschylean Orestes; but it was more than a
literary understanding: there had been cholera on board that ship.94
A warrior ought to be good for more than war, or more than one war,
and Legare never doubted, never supposed it was possible to doubt,
that the experience of antiquity made him worthy of his mind.
*

*

*

It might seem a little thing that challenged the death of the past.
"Humanity acknowledges no sympathy with the dead. We i nstinctively
reject the past, and cannot consent to live over again the scenes through
which we have acted . . . . Whether for good or ill, the past lies behind
us, and we may seek in vain to find it in the future which lies before
us." But Hiram Powers' statue of John C. Calhoun was no l ittle thing:
the statesman was represented dressed in a toga, and for Frederick
Porcher, who did not doubt it was for good that the past lay behind
him, that toga shouted the arrogance of a past which ins isted on sur
viving, a c lassical past, alien not only in time but in race. A sculptor
"may be capable of executing a work which Phidias would condescend
to approve, but unfortunately, he dooms himself to live only in the
approbation of the contemporaries of Phidias," and Phidias was not
of the Northern Race. Although admitting of variations within it, this
Northern Race, of which "the people of the United States are origi
nally and essentially members," possessed for Porcher a unique "moral
and mental constitution," which he defined by opposing to it the con348
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stitution of the Southern Race. The arts provided his texts. For exam
ple, "the different genius of the North and the South is strikingly ex
emplified in the art of architecture," a difference which overwhelmed
the fashion for classicism: "Now, when every one pretends to have im
bibed the spirit of the classic taste, the mind involuntarily turns from
the wonders of the Parthenon, and revels in the glorious beauty of the
ministers and old abbeys of the North."95
Classical antiquity belonged to the Southern Race, but Porcher was
no mindless jingo: the Parthenon was wonderful, and when, denying
that Greece was the birthplace of art, he said that "Greece developed
349
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art only as the illustrator of the sublime and beautiful," that did not
mean that the sublime and beautiful met with his disapproval. If George
Washington demonstrated a greatness "far superior to anything i n the
conception of the Gallic, Grecian, or Roman mind," that was more
patriotism than criticism; Porcher was willing to recognize the supe
riority of the Southern Race in painting: "The great masters of Italy
and Spain are the great masters of Europe, and none venture to con
test the palm with them." Indeed, both judgments illustrated the same
principle. Washington was great within the context and conception
of the Northern Race: he could not have been "a great Frenchman,
a great Roman, a great Grecian"; Southern painting was great, as Dutch
painting, its nearest Northern rival, was great, because it followed Na
ture: this Nature was not realism - although the Dutch detailed do
mestic life, Southern art triumphed with the opulence and energy of
Catholic legend and classical myth - but rather truth to itself.96 Con
tinuity of the race with its arts, its heroes, its morality, was in accor
dance with Nature. That was why, for Porcher, to plead for a natural
was to plead for a national literature: such a literature would fulfill the
nature of the American character. That was why Marlowe's Dr. Faus
tus demonstrated "truth to nature"; Goethe's Faust, "of the mystico
classical school," did not (except when "the Northern spirit" broke i n).
Compare poets as they perform in the regions of the imagination: "how
infinitely does the genius of Shakspeare soar above that of Milton!"
Spenser and Milton were , no doubt, men "of great learning, of high
classical attainments"- but that was attempting to be Phidias. "Milton
and Spenser drew on the classical model, and their works are con
signed to the libraries of the learned; S hakspeare drew after the old
Teutonic model of his countrymen, and finds a responsive chord vi
brating in the heart of every man of Gothic blood."97
Discontinuity was unnatural. It was the result, and the essence, of
classicism, of the imitation of classical antiquity, everywhere ruinous.98
Like French poetry after "the mighty hand of Corneille stamped it with
classicality," art that imitated was "incapable of uttering a word which
finds a response in the great heart of humanity." Like Hiram Powers,
the artist who imitated "strips himself of all personality. The man is
lost in the art, and he renounces forever the hope of living in his work."99
And what he imitates, too, is lost: he "follows antiquity without a
knowledge of the key by which, alone, the true meaning of his model
is to be deciphered. He imitates merely that wh ich is obvious, but has
350
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no conception of the thought which his model was designed to express.
Hence his productions have no vitality. Like the daguerreotype im
pressions of the face of a corpse, they present an accurate likeness of
the features, but they are images of death ."l Oo Death doomed all who
would not let the classical past die. It was the doom of Powers' statue
(the sack of Columbia had not yet executed , with sturdy literalness,
Porcher's sentence):
A great opportunity was afforded to Powers, of striking a blow in de
fence of modern art . . . . He might have made Mr. Calhou n the type
of the great man of the nineteenth century; he has preferred

to

invest

him with conventional greatness. He might h ave fou nded a school of
art, .l\orthern as well as America n ; he h as neglected his opportunity.
He might h ave made a name for himself, as enduring as we hope that
of Calhoun will he; he has condescended to swell the long list of
humble im itators of a school which is dead beyond the hope of resus

citation. I 0 I

It was not Hiram Powers whom Porcher was most concerned to con
demn but rather the high priest of classical life "which is not life but
death," of an art that prescribed for sculpture, as for everything, "the
cold and formal regularities of classical taste," dead itself and
murderous. 102 "Possessing unbounded sympathy with nature," Words
worth had innovated, had exalted the humblest material to the loftiest
poetry, victoriously had set up "the truth of nature . . . in opposition
to artistic and conventional truth." Yet Sir Joshua Reynolds was a vil
lain whom even Wordsworth cou ld not be counted upon wholly to
refute. Of course, there was the matter of the naked figure: "Modern
European c ivilization revolts at it, and will, we hope, forever continue
to do so." More than p rudery, propriety had been offended. Jacques
Louis David, "an enthusiastic admirer, and a successful imitator of the
ancients," had represented Themistocles naked. Porcher had been dis
gusted because "to a civilization formed under the influence of Chris
tianity, nakedness is revolting and humiliating." However accurate to
ancient taste and even to ancient custom, however obedient to Rey
nolds, who had cited the nakedness of Laocoon - priestly robes stripped
from him as a sacrifice to a "higher sense" of art- David had excluded
h imself from the realities of his spectators, and from the spectators
themselves. This was true even more of the English artists, upon whom
Reynolds "has hung like an incubus"; of Benjamin Wes t and his am351
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bitious works in the grand style, "all great bores": "Who brings away
with him a single sentiment which repays him for a visit?" Hogarth
alone stood apart; Hogarth alone "had the genius to appreciate and
embody the peculiar taste of his countrymen." Therefore, Reynolds was
unwilling or unable to recognize Hogarth's claims to be an artist. At
this there could be no surprise, nor at Porcher's vehemence to oppose
him: powerfully and perniciously, Reynolds advocated what he was;
"only an imitator [for whom] nature seems to have had no charms." I03
This Reynolds is a caricature - perhaps, since Porcher was capable
of clipping a quotation in order to amplify h is enemy's presumed ser
vility to earlier masters, I04 intentionally so. His reading of Reynolds'
attitude toward Hogarth is, to say the best of it, imaginative, and to
deny to Reynolds his vigilant grasp of Nature can make any sense only
if the definition is cunningly contracted. 105 A representation rather than
a representative of what Porcher called "classicality," h is Joshua Rey
nolds stood for imitation obstructing Nature, a noxious cosmopolitan
ism that trespassed upon, and so falsified, front iers of age and culture.
Noxious not to Porcher alone: laboring to deliver their l iterature "from
the bondage of French authority and a servile imitation of foreign
models," German critics and scholars had sought authority in "a new
order of researches, and almost a new theory of criticism." "Genuine,
living beauty" resided only in a literature which was n ative and na
tional, "in perfect harmony with the character and opinions of its
people"; where this harmony was lacking, even "the highest graces of
composition" could not prevent what was "tame, vapid, and feeble."
There followed a craving to discover the sources of the nation and its
literature, for theirs were common sources; and there was a rush to
"ransack" all, however trivial, that antiquarianism could provide.1 06
Whilst he might smile at the motive of the Germans in abusing the
French, or at the zeal of antiquarian burrowing, nevertheless Hugh
Legare did not blame the motive and could commend the zeal. For
German scholarship he had much admiration, and it was easy to at
tach "servile" to "imitation," to include "imitative" among a variety of
slanders imputing sterility, weakness, and frigid discord. It was as easy
to apply the slanders: "imitative mediocrity" designated the vacancy,
barrenness, pedantry that were brief in Italy, tenacious in Spain; Philip
Sidney's sonnets were lifeless and soulless, "all cold imitation and abor
tive effort"; and, confident in the example of August Wilhelm von
Schlegel, Legare scorned Roman literature, roo, for being imitative, at
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first with the utmost servility, even later starving in a "tame and pro
saical" society and humiliated by an arrogant nobility considering the
arts unworthy of their labor. It could not be a "national literature,"
pervading and quickening in artist and people alike the fabric of so
ciety, a literature such as the Greeks, without a peer, possessed; for de
spite a few exceptional cases, "Roman genius was stamped with a marked
inferiority; it was tame, servile, and imitative, even to p lagiarism - no
depth, no pathos, no originality nothing national, spontaneous, and
awakening." 107
Reverence for the Germans, contempt for the Romans, were bolder
still when J.L. Reynolds surveyed both. "Germany is emphatically the
land of scholars . . . . [Her] l iterary institutions . . . are the admiration
of the world; their professors the instructors of all civilized lands." With
"an admirable specimen of the profound and various learning which
distinguishes the productions" of the Germans, Dr. Reynolds was not
disposed to disagree: he recounted, and nowhere contested, the woeful
tale told in Johann Christian Baehr's history of Roman literature. I DS
Even in its heyday, the late Republic and the Augustan Age, that
literature was but "a reflection, however inadequate, of the literature
of Greece," and even such meager success was bought too dearly:
The introduction of G recian culture . . . was attended with at least this
evil consequence; i t eradicated the national element from [the Romans']
own literature, and introduced a false taste, wh ich, particularly during
the [post-Augustan] period, became more and more degenerate . . . .
The ancient national traditions, which might have been wrought into
forms of poetry stamped with the features of a trul y Roman literature,
were neglected and despised. The m aterials of poetry were taken, for
the most part, from the Greek; its form was determined by Grecian
models, and originality of conception was lost sight of, i n the pursuit
of a graceful and elaborate style. This proceeding was, of course, fatal
to the existence of a na tional literature . 109

But Reynolds drew back; no doubt he had read some of the literature
to which he was attributing, "as its highest merit, a successful imita
tion" of the Greeks. For, shaking himself free of his German book, finally
he recognized something else of the Romans: "The literature of this
people possesses a character of its own . . . . It is pervaded, throughout,
by a truly national spirit . . . [and] reflects , as in a mirror, the life and
spirit of the Roman character."ll o How this character, this national spirit,
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could pervade a literature which was not national, Reynolds did not
explain; still less did it occur to him that his definition of imitation
might be faulty and deceptive, like the censure adopting it for
ammunition.
"Genius may anticipate the season of maturity; but in the educa
tion of a people, as in that of an individual, memory must be exer
cised, before the powers of reason and fancy can be expanded; nor may
the artist hope to equal or surpass, till he has learned to imitate, the
works of his predecessors,"1l l The cadence is seductive: for Legare the
orator and student of oratory, it did not need to be; the sentiment ex
tracted compliance, an ineluctable compliance- not out oflove for the
home of im itation and its theories, however, the ancient rhetoric that
judged, analyzed, and dictated the practice of the orators whom Legare
revered, His opinion of that rhetoric, indeed of any rhetoric, was not
laudatory. Archbishop Richard Whately was apprehensive of the title
of his own treatise on rhetoric, because "rhetoric" was part of the title;
Edward Tyrell Channing shared his apprehensions, for the same reason:
"Rhetoric has long had an ill name in the world," and now, stripped
even of much of its villainy, was popularly but a label for tawdry de
ception or a list of tropes. l I Z Tending towards the popular verdict, Le
gare spoke of "babbling rhetoricians" incapable of deliberative excel
lence, and condemned William Crafts for sinking "the orator in the
rhetorician"; Demosthenes, in whom "there is never the least pretti
ness or rhetoric-nothing fine, or showy, or theatrical," he imagined
"would have scorned himself, if he had thought that people regarded
him as a rhetorician." Quintilian, "of all critics, perhaps, the most
enlightened and unerring," was nevertheless demoted to grammarian;
rhetoric itself was banished into the grammar school; and for Aris
totle's Rhetoric, for "all rhetorical and gramm atical studies," there was
but a scholium on Samuel Butler's couplet:
All that one learns from them is language - the names of his tools - that
what one speaks every day is prose

-

that this or that deviation from

the sermo pedestris, is a trope or figure, with this or that sou nding name.
We do not deny that every scholar would do well to learn these nameSj
but he will sadly deceive himself, if, after having done so, he mistake
them for things, and set that dow n as an acquisition of science which
is only the accomplish ment of a linguist. In these studies, however, as
in logic and metaphysics, great ingenuity and even originality and com
prehensiveness of thought, may be, and have been displayed by cele-
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brated writers - but it is all comparatively throw n away because the re
sults of such inquiries never can be any substantial addition to the stock
of human knowledge. ! ! 3

Legare spoke not from ignorance- h e knew well enough that i n the
Athens of Demosthenes "Rhetoric and Statesmanship, indeed, were
considered as synonymous terms"1 J 4 - but his frequent citations from
ancient rhetorics are critical, not prescriptive, and most frequent from
the least (so it may seem) prescriptive of them. Dionysius and Longinus,
identifying the qualities of Demosthenes, thus alert the student to the
excellence of the model after whom their own sensibilities have been
trained and accomplished: their experience of the text becomes part
of the student's experience of it. For - in Dionysius' explicit declaration
- the critic m ust seek to confront his text through a moment of in
stinctive and immediate perception, a critical inspiration, leaping rea
son, which comprehends the creative inspiration to which it is akin. u5
Legare's Longinus was the Longinus whom Gibbon knew:
Till now I was acquainted only with two ways of criticising a beautiful
passage: the one, to shew by an exact anatomy of it the distinct beauties
of it and whence they sprung; the other, an idle exclamation or a gen
eral encomium which leaves nothing behind it. Longinus has shown
me that there is a third. He tells me his own feelings upon reading it,
and tells them with such energy that he communicates them. I almost
doubt which is most sublime, Homer's Battle of the Gods or Longinus'
apostrophe to Terentianus upon it. 11 6

When a critic's text is his model, the circuit of feeling is complete. "The
Treatise of the Sublime, seems to have been as much formed upon the
practice of Demosthenes, as the rules of the Epopee were drawn from
the models presented by the Iliad and the Odyssey; and the emotion
with which we read his orations, is an experimental proof to us, that,
as that j ustly celebrated critic affirms, the effect of the highest order
of speaking is not persuasion only, but rapture and ecstasy."1 17 Homer
and the "divine" Plato, too, the tragedians, Herodotus, Thucydides,
Xenophon crowd the pages of Longinus; but Longinus and Demos
thenes are un ited by Legare, because the efficacy of the model is
guaranteed by, as it guarantees, the experience of the critic. The circuit
of feeling, though complete, is not rigid: it can expand, as it expanded
for Legare, to include a second critic within the communion; and it
must expand, for its whole reason is to prescribe excellence not to the
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critic but to the student of the modeL Identifying the inadequacy of
an earlier writer on his subject, Longinus makes this clear at once:
Two things are required of any textbook: first, that it should explain
what its subject is; second, and more important, that it should explain
how and by what methods we can achieve it. C aecilius tries at immense
length to explain to us what sort of thing "the sublime" is, as though
we did not know; b u t he has somehow passed over as unnecessary the
question how we can develop our nature to some degree of greatness.
. . . Let us then consider whether there is anything in my observations
which may be thought useful to public men. 1lS

Sublimity, for Legare, was the touchstone of admiration. " 'What
ever others do, I'll fight,' was, under the circumstances, as sublime as
the qu'il mourut of the old Horace." Patrick Henry could be no better
praised than by equating a glorious moment of his eloquence with a
citation from Corneille made famous for its sublimity by Boileau and
transferred by Hugh Blair to his definition of t he "moral sublime."1 1 9
It is i n the sublime that Legare located t h e supremacy of the deliberative
over all other branches of oratory; "a severe and sublime simplicity"
was the merit of the Declaration of Independence, immortal monu
ment of that supremacy. Deliberative occasions created speakers "of the
sublime and heroic stamp," and their object partook of their quality:
to nullification must be opposed "the really sublime institutions of a
federal jurisdiction." Supreme master of deliberative supremacy,
Demosthenes was supreme master, thus, of Blair's "moral sublime," which
"fill[s] the mind with admiration, and elevat[es] it above itself."120 No
wonder that he must be the supreme model, too.
[There is] yet another road to sublimity . . . . This is the way of imitation
and emulation of great writers of the past. Here too, my friend, is an
aim to which we must hold fast. M a ny are possessed by a spirit not
their own. I t is like what we are told of the Pythia a t Delphi: she is
in contact with the tripod near the cleft in the ground which (so they
say) exhales a divine vapour, and she is thereupon made pregnant by
the supernatural power and forthwith prophesies as one inspired. Simi
l arly, the genius of the ancients acts as a kind of oracular cavern, and
effluences flow from it into the minds of their imitators. Even those
previously not much inclined to prophesy become i nspired and share
the enthusiasm which comes from the greatness of others. I 2 l

So Winckelmann contemplated t he Apollo Belvedere, his breast ex3 56
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panded and exalted like those filled with the spirit of prophecy. So Sir
Joshua Reynolds instructed his students in the presence of the masters
of their art: "The habit of contemplating and brooding over the ideas
of great geniusses, till you find yourself warmed by the contact, is the
true method of forming an Artist-like mind ; it is impossible, in the
presence of those great men, to think, or invent in a mean manner;
a state of mind is acquired that receives those ideas only which relish
of grandeur and simplicity." "When 1 pick up a speech by Demosthenes,"
wrote Dionysius, "I feel inspired; this way and that goes my mind, caught
in the grip of a succession of emotions - incredulity, anxiety, fear, con
tempt, hatred, pity, favour, anger, jealousy, every passion that can
dominate the human mind. 1 feel just like the initiates in the rites of
the Great Mother or the Corybantes or some similar cult, who achieve
all their varied visions by being affected by smells, if that is what it
is, or sounds, or the spirit of the divinities." This was a testimony which
was properly in Legare's mind as he brought to a close h is final medi
tation upon Demosthenes. 1 21
Cicero the gentleman and the educator had molded the young man
and was thanked with ample and fond honor; but the G reek possessed
his votary. "Demosthenes: The Man, the Statesman, and the Orator"
recorded Legare's mature enthusiasm, his Pythian experience of his most
revered master.
Considering, as we do, the masterpieces of this great orator as the true
a nd only m odels of popular eloquence - as its beau id eal - not Greek,
not Attic, not ancient, not local or transitory or peculiar . . . b ut made
like the Apollo or the Parthenon for all times and all nations, and wor
thy of study and imitation wherever genius shall be called to move masses
of men by the power of the living word, we k now not how we can do
anything more profitable or more acceptible [sic] to our readers, than
to fix their attention, for a few moments, upon the excellencies [sic] which
distinguish him beyond every other orator that has ever appeared in
any period of the world's history. 1 2 3

"There can be but one form of ideal beauty, w ith which human na
ture, that never changes, will rest forever satisfied." Byron had tried
to compete with the Apollo Belvedere to express "the most perfect im
age of beauty in the mind." But the statue was created of the ideal,
as Winckelmann said; Legare thought of Sophocles, no competitor bur
corollary.l24 So was Demosthenes, so his aspirations; this was his mas357
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tery o f the sublime. U nlike Frederick Porcher, Legare was comfortable
with Joshua Reynolds, who, by his description of Raphael's grand style
(his frequent term for the ideal), had so described "the manner and
the merit" of Demosthenes that no other critic , ancient or modern,
could match him . 12 S Rey nolds knew that the sublime and the ideal
were but different names for the same aspiration, toward a perfection
of Nature which was Nature beheld by the inspired, because imitating,
perceptions of the artist. The aspiration summoned his noblest period:
The Art which we profess has beauty for its object; this it is our busi
ness to discover and to express; but the beauty of which we are in quest
is general and i ntellectual; it is an idea that subsists only in the mind;
the sight never beheld it, nor has the hand expressed it: it is an idea
residing in the breast of the artist, which he i s always labouring to im
part, and which he d ies at last wit hout imparting; but which h e is yet
so far able to communicate, as

to

raise the thoughts, and extend the

views of the spectator; and which, by a successio n of art, may be so
far diffused, that its effects may extend themselves imperceptibly into
publick benefits, and be among the means of bestowing on whole na
tions refinement of taste; which, if it does not lead d irectly to purity
of manners, obviates at least their greatest depravation, by disentan
gling the m ind from appetite, and conducting the thoughts through
successive stages of excellence, t i l l that contemplation of universal rec
titude and harmony which began by Taste, may, as it is exalted and
refined, conclude in Virtue. 12 6

"His standard was the Ideal. . . His was that deep love of ideal beauty,
that passionate pursuit of eloquence in the abstract, that insatiable thirst
after perfection in art for its own sake, without which no man ever
produced a master-piece of genius." I 27 Present to the devout, to them
Demosthenes communicated his idea of beauty; with the imitative union,
he became what he would impart, "the most exquisite model of . . . the
perfection of Greek art." In his presence all paradoxes were dissolved.
Must a great orator be a good man ? The intensity of Legare's appre
hension of his model, image of the Demosthenic intensity, was the
goodness of the orator, who "must believe in the cause he pleads":
Robespierre and Danton were thus good men .U8 There was the "shock
ing contrast ," which Legare had always recognized, between the glories
of Athenian culture and the Athenians "steeped in profligacy to the
very lips, and wholly without shame or sensibility in subjects of honor."
How then d id Demosthenes direct this multitude in the arena of Athe.
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nian eloquence, "where," as Grimke said, "the prince of orators was
but the prince of demagogues"? How could the methods proper to such
an audience satisfy the propriety of so glorious a model?
But independently of [the} immediate relation between the author and
his works, his eloquence, distinguished as it is by every excellence, is
for nothing more remarkable, than for its spirit- its living spirit - it is
full of soul, to use a familiar but expressive phrase. From its sublime
character, therefore, we may be sure, that whatever may h ave been his
practice and conduct, his natural impulses were all as high as his sen
sibility was deep and exquisite . . . . The character of Demosthenes [is]
divined from his eloquence; and so the character of h is eloquence was
a mere emanation of his own. It was the life and soul of the man, the
patriot, the statesman . . . . You see absolutely nothing of the artist; nay,
you forget the speaker altogether: it is the statesman, or the man only,
that is before yoU. 129

For Legare, intimacy with the ideal of eloquence was an exaltation
that purified of all dross. There was no need of ancient r hetorics; there
were only companions, like Longinus and D ionysius, in the Pythian
moment. Apart from critics like Hume, who believed that "a few suc
cessful attempts [to reach the heights of ancient eloquence] might rouse
the genius of the nation, excite t he emulation of the youth, and ac
custom our ears to a more sublime and more pathetic elocution," there
was no need of modern rhetorics which, with psychological, epistemo
logical, h istorical, and religious argument, were for rejecting Hume's
exhortation at all points. l 3O Imitation was mandated by him who, even
had h is own models been denied him, would h ave composed monu
ments "infa llibly hav[ing] formed an era in literature, and display[ing]
very much the same excellences that now d istinguish them." Apollo
consults no oracle . "In seeking after the ideal, grand and sublime,"
Frederick Porcher warned, an artist "loses h is own individuality."
What wonder that the unprincipled though gifted Demades, the very
personification of the witty and reckless libertinism of the age, should
deride and scoff at this strange man, living as nobody else lived, think
ing as nobody else thought; a prophet, crying from his solitude of great
troubles at hand; the apostle of the past; the preacher of an impossible
restoration; the witness to his contemporaries that their degeneracy was
incorrigible and their doom hopeless, and that another seal in the book
was broken, and a new era of calamity and downfall opened in the his
tory of nations. 1 3 I
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Legare might have bidden Porcher to recollect not only by whom but
upon whom the Delphic rapture was bestowed. The model was also
a mirror.
*

*

*

"Situations may recur, sayings may recur, but no characters come
back. Nature always breaks her mould."13 2 But some preferred the risky
business of recalling men from their antiquity. Allowing that historical
parallels were seductive and wayward, and promising to be on guard
against the artistry. while he adopted the intent, of Plutarch, George
Frederick Holmes conducted an ingenious comparison of Augustus
Caesar with Louis Napoleon, "a character which has been either over
rated or underrated, according to the temper, the theories, the preju
dices or the partialities of the judge, rather than estimated with any
intelligent reference to fixed data, recognized standard or predeter
mined landmarks." Landmarks, standard, data the history of Augus
tus could alone supply: of time and of error at once were the study
and the student purged, even as they plunged deeply into the past. 133
When such a student, fixing upon the Jugurthine War, developed his
"recurrence to the history of wars" in order to examine the war against
Mexico, pressing utility and historical philosophy were served together.
The country at war must know what it was up against: "this modern
Jugurtha," General Santa Anna; the danger of collegial commanders
fal ling out among themselves (look at Marius and Metellus); and "the
tendency of popular suffrage and the inclination of the people, in all
ages of the world, to elevate great military c hieftains." Once General
Jackson, now General Taylor, loomed behind the popular victor Marius.
"The intellectual lights of the day are deemed but of use in the sub
ordinate offices: the Calhouns, Legares and Clays, veritably do make
most excellent secretaries and attorneys! But in this . . our day is true
to her mother, antiquity: for what, but spokesmen, were Cicero and
Demosthenes? the mere equerries that held the stirrups of ambition."
Philosophy teaches by examples, however rueful; the process is history:
that is what "War and Its Incidents," while confessing the want of a
Sallust, set out to do and to be, with a stern reminder in passing that
the founding dictum sprang not from Bolingbroke but from Dionysius
of Halicarnassus. 1 34
More systematically, at greater length, but with essentially the same
presumptions at his back, Hugh Legare moved through the Roman civil
.
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law, the Athenian political economy, the Athenian democracy: yet as
the description was more exhaustive, so the prescriptive impulse
strengthened and swelled to make it so. Let Americans thank heaven,
he stated at the conclusion of a long disquisition upon the Athenian
democracy, that the turbulence of that polity cannot trouble their
own land, so long as - and be warned l - the d emagogue and the dema
gogue's arts are shunned. But this must be a trivial application of an
cient example from one who had determined to complete a thorough
analysis of Roman civil law in order to un ite it, and its "immortal
spirit" which had survived the wreck of emp ires, to the American in
heritance of English common law. u s
For antiquity was not something you received or enjoyed only; it
was something you did. It took a classicist to understand that, and
to fear it. Thomas Grimke could hardly, even with bluster, conceal his
embarrassment when, laying siege to classical education, he was asked
why in his argument and illustrations he everywhere betrayed that edu
cation within himself. 136 He need not have been embarrassed: Hugh
Legare did not remark unkindly upon the fact that Grimke could not
have attacked so forcefully had not his adversary trained him for bat
tle and supplied him his arms. That was a subtlety. Grimke was, to
Legare, a case alerting the physician to a "grievous malady rapidly grow
ing epidemical," an antagonist who declared that the Greek and Latin
languages, their literatures and civilization, "are absolutely good for
nothing"; 1 37 confronting him, Legare could not be expected to observe
in quiet that what he, too, feared was only what he understood, that
Grimke was exposed to his assault only because of a bridge of under
standing between them. The lethal foe was elsewhere, inaccessible.
Certainly the Grimkean thunder was tremendous, nor without
thought. This was no mere essay in pedagogy; its capacious title prom
ised no more than the effect. u s If Grimke did not take all knowledge
for his province, it was only because the spiritual knowledge of scrip
ture and revelation was assumed, Christian and Protestant. His prov
ince was science, all knowledge which the scriptures d id not teach, the
"fellow-labourer, with religion, in advancing the glory of God."139 Not
in its nature (he admitted that it had existed before Calvin and Luther,
even before Christ) but in excellence, this science also was Christian
and Protestant, and it had to be both together. Until the Reformation
"there had been no focal point in the regions of knowledge, no cen
tripetal force to gather into a system around that point, the scattered
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orbs o f Arts and Sciences; and constrain them b y t h e bonds of a com
mon destiny, to fulfil the prophecy of Scripture, and fit man to answer
the ends of his being." Although "the true end" of science was to im
prove the moral and political nature of man, "to bless and not to adorn"
the people, yet, until the Reformation, there had been "little or noth
ing" done for improvement; but for the Reformation, "the revival of
learning, which had commenced, would have terminated as all others
had, in public ostentation, princely patronage, and the dazzling hom
age of Genius and Taste." Without the Reformation - but Grimke no
ticed a difficulty, a point of etiquette. It was a delicate matter to speak,
as Grimke with dubious delicacy went on to speak, of Catholic Chris
tianity at the same time as of "the degraded condition of the whole
circle of knowledge, at the close of the 1 5th century," and of the in
feriority and stagnation of Catholic countries thereafter. There were
Catholics in C harleston; there were Catholics in the audience; and
an American citizen could not but remember that God had reserved
for a Catholic the "enviable distinction" of h aving survived all others
who had signed the Declaration of Independence. 140
Cicero had not assisted at that occasion; Plato, unlike John England,
was not a m ember of the Charleston Literary and Philosophical So
ciety. Restraint imposed, however imperfectly, by rudimentary good
manners need not apply to any treatment of the ancients. However
great the glories of their arts and literature (Grimke had, to say the
least, his doubts), they had produced no morally edifying polity or
philosophy, no improvement for the individual man and the society
of men. Hence their tradition was useless, its documents but clogging
the minds of the young when not actively injuring and perverting them.
This Grimke knew at first hand: educated in the classics, he had been
seduced by what he fancied to be their nobility and their beauty until,
coming to maturity as a Christian and an American, he had been com
pelled to recognize how ineradicably, how perniciously, the classics were
un-Christian and un-American.141 Rapidly there had succeeded the
further recognition that the beauty and the nobility were, if not in
themselves false, certainly but the meretricious cloak of falsehood. "The
insolent and brutal Achilles," "the mean and treacherous Aeneas" ex
posed the perils of the works wherein they were described and warned
the already apprehensive mind of wider perils. Grimke was properly
disdainful of "a clergyman, the head of a college," who had ventured
to claim that Cicero's De Officiis was essential to a moral education.
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Did not a m a n of his profession, especially, understand that the New
Testament was "a perfect code of moral duty," that Cicero, Epictetus,
and Marcus Aurelius had no more value tha n - compared with mod
ern astronomy -Aratus, Manilius, and Ptolemy? Since upon the Chris
tian Testament "stand our civil and political, and all our l iterary, be
nevolent and social institutions," th erefore, "so far as they breathe a
Christian spirit, they are worthy of the Rock of Ages on which they
rest: so far as they are unworthy, they must and will be reformd." 1 42
Grimke's logic was itself worthy of the syllogism of the caliph O mar.
It participated in a frenzy gleaming w ith the flames of Alexandria:
Whether in abstruse and comprehensive, or in refined and elegant specu
lation; in profound, energetic, logical reasoning; in powerful, command
ing, persuasive eloquence; in the intellectual and imaginative poetry,
in the descriptive and pathetic; in p ractical wisdom, moral, international,
or political, civil, social or domestic; in those arts, which employ, while
they improve and bless the people; in a word , in all that makes man
industrious and useful, virtuous and h appy, and prepares him for the
service of God, of his fellow men and of posterity - if, with a view to
these things, we contemplate the great men, who h ave arisen since the
year 1 500, we must acknowledge them, unrivalled by the Ancients. This
is my creed, I glory in it: and this, I speak it with triumphant confi
dence, this, before the close of the 19th century, will be the creed of
my country. 1 4 3

Grimke's relentless confidence could be as wearisome as his unwearied,
flat ferocity. From someone who judged himself a partaker of a Chris
tian thought as devoted, and more venerable, than Grimke's, and of
a classical h eritage enriching that thought, p ropriety demanded a tol 
erant, amused sarcasm. Affrighted by antiquity, to it Grimke had op
posed a chaste C hristianity; he h ad not thought it worthwhile even
to mention the ratio studiorum of the Catho l ic educators, the absorp
tion into their faith of the classical legacy- except in passing to assert
(copying an anti-Catholic tract) that the Jesuits, so that they might
exclude "the moral and political branches of k nowledge, which the Re
formers were reviving," h a d developed an education founded on the
classics and m athematics. H4 The mention of such bogeymen could
scarcely delight the Catholic bishop of Charleston, already affronted
by the presumptuous piety of those who affected to shrink fro m a de
praved and molesting idolatry: "1 trust," said John England, "that, with
some few at least, I shall fin d credit for the declaration, that however
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imperfect m y practice might be, there exists not an individu al who holds
[the Christian] dispensation in more high esteem than I dO." 1 4 5 N ever
theless, Bishop England refused to be much troubled by all this fuss.
How strange that "in the annals of eighteen centuries" no instance of
apostasy could be found "fairly attributable" to the classics. Indeed,
so shrilly to be menaced implied a poor opinion of the evidences of
Christian belief. As for

"immoral tendency" of ancient texts, in

part the accusation was unfounded; when not, the selection among
them always customary in schools excluded anything more dangerous,
and preserved what was much
objectionable, "than what is every
day in our tongue within the reach of every schoolboy." 1 46
And there was (shared by others) Grimke's remarkable taste. It was
not necessary to be a heathen to balk at the assertion t h at the Old
Testament included "a body of political and theological i nstitutes, of
historical, poetical, and moral literature, far beyond all that had been
accomplishd by Greece"; that Greek literature h ad been ordained by
God only to demonstrate, j uxtaposed with that of the H ebrews, that
merely secular literature "must be inferior to a literature descended from
Heaven"; that, accordingly, the Bible must, w ith its concordances and
commentaries, be the textbook "from the infant-school to the univer
sity," not only for moral instruction but for history, b iography, phi
losophy, eloquence, and poetry. 147 Objections were practical, first of
all: sectarian quarrels would be exacerbated because all reading must
be in large part interpretation. They were aesthetic, next: a lthough no
doubt (the bishop of C h arleston sounds, one supposes unintention
ally, rather like Gibbon) the writers of the Scriptures had been inspired
by God, yet they remained human, and so imperfect, instruments. Piety
masked a fashionable philistinism ; John England p referred not to be
included among "a large class of our modern writers [who] cast oblo
quy upon the genius and acquirements of from twelve to fifteen cen
turies."148 W ho could comprehend, let alone stomach , a taste that
affirmed "Mrs. Hemans h as written a greater number of charming
little pieces, than are to be found in Horace and Anacreon"?149 Hugh
Legare did not command the bishop's authority or ordnance against
pious effusions; but such a taste was impious.
"How far it is worth our while to study the writings of the ancients
as models?"- that is the question at the base of Legare's refutation of
Thomas Grimke, a refutation thought deserving to be the first article
in the first number of the new Southern Review. lso For he had been
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offended as a scholar and as a p ublic man, as a connoisseur of the
tradition and a participant in it: how not, when all were combined
in his perceptions? His ideal scholar would reconstruct the past "with
all the force and impressiveness of a sober and ascertained, yet vivid
and living reality"; this he would do "to make [the ancients] objects
of sympathy, and examples of conduct to us"- conduct and sympathy
in an active, public world. l 5 l As a connoisseur, Legare shuddered at
Grimke's apparent concession that the ancients had, at least, excelled
in style: that, of course, was very true, and the orator Legare expati
ated happily upon the nicety of taste and delicacy of ear among even
the lowest in society. But to award to the moderns, as an inevitable
corollary, preeminence in thought was ridiculous: Legare the emulator
of the tradition pointed to Demosthenes as refutation, paradigm of that
"naked simplicity of style, united with the highest degree of refinement,"
which possessed itself of the thought. 152 To divide style from thought
was the same folly that divided art from practical effort, artist from
the virtuous citizen: if that was necessary in order for Grimke to dis
regard America's want of poets, painters, sculptors, and architects, to
Legare - inspired rather than cowed by the examples of the past- i t was
a feeble and foolish necessity. "Sophocles held the rank of General along
with Thucydides and Pericles - a matchless combination!" 1 5 3
The division was everywhere destructive. I t disemboweled Grimke's
very conception of what education should do. Legare did not endeavor
to deny, he boldly and even delightfully denounced, the faults of the pres
ent instruction in the classics: the "stupid, unaspiring ignorance" of the
teachers; the "wretched, vulgar, and worthless smattering of classical lit
erature" which they taught, their manner of teaching but a butchery of
the melodious and subtle text into "uncouth or nonsensical English"
without any notion even of what was being b utchered. But the German
philology that he so admired, sensitive to the peculiarity and particularity
of another culture yet vivifying it for the imitation and inspiration of
the students, was shining ahead "the first flush of a kindling zeal and
the dawn of a brighter hope." It was this which Grimke, with h is "harsh
and crabbed philosophy" of practicality, of useful knowledge, wished
to obliterate. 1 54 What is truly useful knowledge , Legare asked, and be
rated his enemy for a crude notion of the ideals of excellence: infecting
all his arguments, it placed moral science, achieved in the i nd ividually
excellent, on a level with practical science, which could be improved
by an accumulation of hypothesis, experiment, and application.
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Our youth are to be trained up as if they were all destined to be drug
gists and apothecaries, or navigators and mechanists - or, if it sounds
better, they are to be deeply versed in the economy of the u niverse,
and the most recondite and shadowy subtleties of transcendental geom
etry, or transcendent psychology - but what, after all, ought to be the
capital object of education, to form the moral character, not by teaching
what to think but persuading to act well; not by loading the memory
with cold and barren precepts, but forming the sensibility by the ha
bitual, fervid and rapturous contemplation of high and heroical models
of excellence; not by definitions of virtue and speculations about the
principle of obligation, but by making us love the one and feel the sa
credness of the other-would, in such a system of discipline, be sadly
neglected. I S S

For Legare, education must be an individual experience, n o t t h e pro
duction of instruments for a use determined outside, even in opposi
tion to, that education. N ot only naturally but necessarily it followed
that liberty was at issue , was the issue: ''Above all," he wrote, con
templating the education that is communion w ith the ancients, "our
American youth will learn, that liberty - which is sweet to all men, but
which is the passion of proud minds that cannot stoop to less - has been
the nurse of all that is sublime in character a nd genius." By that sub
limity of character and genius, which classical learning represents and
supplies, is liberty known. I S 6
Yet Thomas Grimke, too, had spoken much of freedom: it was the
great gift of the Reformation to science and human inquiry. It had ac
counted for the superiority of Greece to Rome, of Italy to Spain, of
Germany to France and Protestant to Catholic; it accounted for the
supremacy of Britain, and because of it America would soon surpass
even her. I S 7 Here, as so often, Grimke would reject the texts, while
he retained the spirit, of the classical tradition. I n acknowledging lit
erature and the arts to form the sensibility; in assuming the orator to
be the proper culmination, substituting the C hristian American orator
for Demosthenes, of his system of instruction; in his emphasis upon
models, whether men or texts, moral and political, in the forming of
public man, Grimke showed himself the student of Ciceronian ideals.
His own education had won. Legare's defense of classical learning was
hailed at once and long in the South (Grimke's own eulogist was apolo
getic); from the North in t he same year- and with much the same frame
and, more, the same spirit of argument - the Yale Report in 1828 con-
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firmed, against certain rebellious persons, the classical curriculum in
its dominance. I S S "Mr. Grimke's speculative opinions we think utterly
erroneous - his excellent example cannot be too closely imitated -but
it is unfortunately easy for all to repeat the one, while few have the
industry and perseverance to follow the other." Those few already in
cluded Grimke himself, who had pronounced this final boast for his
nation: "We shall be the Greece of the Modern World, unrivalled by
the Literature of three thousand years." IS 9 His opponent brought thus
in submission to his own "excellent example," had not Legare every
reason to feel confident?
For Basil Gildersleeve, returning to Charleston in 1 853, and from
the perspective of a doctorate at Gottingen, confidence was radiant.
Antiquity had lived through its successor ages of arts and literature,
however much distorted to strange uses; now even that distortion was
being corrected. "The dominant authority of t he two classic nations
cannot be shaken. . . . Classical machinery is worn out, but c lassic in
spiration remains as fresh as ever." For as both natural and h istoric
necessity demonstrated, "the classics are eternal norms and present facts."
The quarrel between classicists and romanticists had been bombastic
and absurd, a mock epic, but it had compelled scrutiny of the weapons
and the ground; it had purified. Having done its duty of testing the
mettle of its opponents, romanticism was falling away, "cherished only
by a faction of modern obscurants." "A truer conception of the nature
of classicism . . . has come forth triumphant," armed with the successes
of German philology and criticism. "The science of textual criticism
may now be regarded as complete," and other aspirations of the Ger
man school - i n the collation of manuscripts, in hermeneutics, in the
history of literature and the theory of history, in comparative and ori
ental philology- were being fulfilled and lifted yet higher. 160 To this
ennobled and expansive study, transported into America, Gildersleeve
foresaw and exhorted new contributions to be made, not in the North,
prolific , commercial, and undiscriminating, but in the South:
We must wake to higher efforts, for which we are well adapted by the
quick conceptions, love of classic form and i nstinctive rej ection of ex
travagance, which are our birthright. Here, the wild political, social and
physical theories of our day, fi nd no debateable ground between those
who know too much and those who know too little. If u nited with
vigorous action, this conscious self-possession would make us the ar
biters of literary destiny. The sentences which we pass are confirmed
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by time, but they lack the weight which power confers. If we m ake the
South, where the materials abound, the centre of classical learning, we
must hold the balance. To c reate and perpetuate such a classical school,
we must have an enlarged and elevative system of education, and the
rising generation must be trained in a domestic institution, of a higher
type than the out-door schools, whither so many of youth go, seeking
knowledge, and finding a miserable succedaneum. 1 6 1

"In the American classical pantheon he sat enthroned as Zeu S." 1 6 2
Basil Gildersleeve h imself represents the fulfillment of his own exhor
tations. Yet he had dissolved a bond, a dissolution that was more than,
as it was exemplified by, his departure from Charleston. From his post
as professor of Greek at the Johns Hopkins University, to which he
had been appointed at its establishment in 1876; from his work as
founder and first editor of the American Journal of Philology, and as one
of the founders and twice the president of the American Philological
Association; from his direction of sixty-two doctorates which spread
throughout the universities of the nation, Gildersleeve looked back
upon Charleston with gratitude. It was the heart of h is love, upon
which were superimposed his affections for Carolina, then the South.
However "wider and richer"-and it was wider and richer- the life of
the scholar at Johns Hopkins, the grandeur and spaciousness "of my
native city" endured, essential qualities, not measurements of degree.
"No other names have ever made the same aristocratic music in my
ear as the names of the old Huguenot families; and when courtliness
of manner is mentioned, my memory at once recalls the ceremonious
old gentlemen who were held up to us as models of politeness."163
But that was the thing. Gildersleeve held up no models of his own.
His classics were "eternal norms and present facts," standards for inter
pretation, not models for conduct. Blockaded against new books dur
ing the war, "the Southerner, always conservative in his tastes and no
great admirer of American literature, which had become largely alien
to him, went back to his English classics, his ancient classics." So
Gildersleeve, living "in an age when [classical] allusion is under the
ban," blended his own past in that war- when, professor at the Univer
sity of Virginia, he earned "the right to teach Southern youth for nine
months . . . by sharing the fortunes of their fathers and brothers at
the front for three"- that past he blended with his past in the PeIo
ponnesian War, convertible pasts where Thucydides and Aristophanes
were his comrades, his interpreters, but neither themselves nor the source
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of "high and heroical models of excellence." 164 He accomplished much
of what Legare had desired, and accomplished it with im agination and
intimacy that Legare would have applauded, and had himself brought
to his classics. But there had been a withdrawal; the urgency was gone.
To the ancients Thomas Grimke had paid the honor of passionate hos
tility. Basil Gildersleeve looked to an innovated , a purified philology
for the saving of the classics; in this he was righ t, but they were saved
in no Periclean Carolina, no Charlestonian Forum, but i n the new pro
fessional foundation of Johns Hopkins, in the American Journal of
Philology, in doctoral dissertations, in multiplying academic departments
of multiplying u niversities.
Surveying from Brussels the antics of nullification, Hugh Legare was
reminded, as he told Isaac Holmes, of Tacitus upon ludibria rerum mOT
talium, the ironies pervading human affairs; but then the Roman had
meant a grievous derision, and "I really don't know whether I ought
to laugh or cry at the picture you draw of our poor little community." 1 65
Irony itself ambivalent is for the connoisseur of detachment. There would
be need of it, and of him. The Southern Literary Messenger was to judge
Legare's "immortal defence of the momentous cause of c lassical educa
tion" as "the most triumphant effort of his life."166 It was worthy of
Tacitus. For the M essenger had chosen to republish that ancient tri
umph, in the summer of 1862, in order that present aspirations might
have their proper ground, "seeing we are henceforth to fill a new place
among the nations of the earth."
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General M'Gowan Addressing the Abbeville Volunteers in Front of the Charleston HOIel, from

Frank Leslie's IIluscraced Newspaper, 23 Febnwry 1861, p. 218. Courtesy of the South Carolina
Historical Society.
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L The bibl iography for C h arleston will be found everywhere in the following essays, but
particularly i n Moltke-Hansen, " Th e Expansion of I ntellectual Life," infra.

L Thomas Bender, "The Cultures of Intellectual Life: The City and the Professions," in John
Higham and Pau l K. Conkin, eds., Net<' Directions in American Intellecwal History (Baltimore, 1979),
1 8 1 -95, and in an address, "The Place of Intellect," delivered to the Conference on Intellectual
Life i n Antebellum C harleston , March 1982.
3. William Gilmore Simms, The Social Principle: The True Source of National Permanence
(Tuscaloosa, Ala., 1843), 7.
4. Henry James, "Charleston," in The American Scene, ed. Leon Edel (Bloomington, Ind., 1968),
403.
5. Simms, Father Ahhot or, The Home Tourist (Charleston, S.c., 1 849), 101.
,

6. Rogers I , 1 4 1 -66.
7. J.R. Pole, "The American Past: [s It Still Usable?" in Paths to the American Past (New York,
1979), 266.

1. The Expansion of Intellectual Life: MOLTKE-HANSEN
These notes do not record the debts owed t he essays that follow; those will become appar
enr. For critical readings of earlier drafts, thanks go - in alphabetical order- to Mark Kaplanoff,
James Meriwether, MIChael O'Brien, N icholas Olsberg, Jane Pease, William Pease, George Rogers,
Theodore Rosengarten, Gene Waddell, and Clyde Wibotl.
These notes are meant not only to document sources of quotation and specific information,
but to introduce the h istoriography of antebellum Charleston's intellectuals and intellectual life
and the changing contexts of that life. Such an introduction is desirable because existing bib
liographic controls are inadequate and inconvenient. J.H. Easterby, Guide

!O

the Study and Read

ing of South Carolina History: A General Bibliography (Columbia, S.c., 1950), is out of date, and

Noel Polk's supplement, appended to the reprint (Spartanburg, S.c., 1975), n otes only books
and is itself now also dated. Richard N. Cote, Local and family History in South Carolina: A Bih
l iography (Easley, 1981), is a splendid tool, but lim ited in scope. E.L I n abinet!. A Dissertation
Bibliography: Sowh Carolina (Ann Arbor, 1980), is updated by U niversity Microfilms Interna

tional, US. History: A Catalog of Current Doctoral Dissertation Research (Ann A rbor, 1983), and
by periodic dissertation listings in the JAH and the North Carolina Historical Re'Ciew. In turn,
the ]SH and Mississippi Quarterly annually list articles i n Southern history and culture, respec
tively. Neverthe less, finding what has been written about antebellum Charleston, Charlesto
nians, and their intellectua l products and pursuits has been time-consuming and difficult.

Notes to Pages 3-4
Scholars presently a re little better served in their search for separate publications by ante
bellum Charlestonians. The bib liographies cited in n. 2 below ca n be supplemented by a series
of Catholic Un iversity of America library science masters theses on Charleston a nd South Caro
lina imprints; by the National Union Catalog of Prc-/956 Imprints, 754 vols. (Ch icago, 1968-81);
by other relevant titles noted in G. Thomas limselle, Guide to the Study of United States Imprints,
2 vols. (Cambridge, Mass., 1971); and by Mary Dunlap et aI., compilers, A Catalog of the South
Carolina Collection of J Rion McKissick (Columbia, S.c., 1977).
The major holdings of manuscripts of Charlestonians are described in the fol:owing: David
Moltkc-Hansen and Sallie Doscher, South Carolina Historical Society Manuso'ipt Guide (Charles
ron, S.c., 1979), and updates to the G,ide by Moltke-Hansen, Harlan Greene, and others in
the SCHM ( l 980- pre sen t); Allen H. Stokes, Jr., A Guide to the Manuscript Collection of the South
Caroliniana Library (Columbia, S.c., 1982); Susan S. Blosser and Clyde N. Wilson, Jr., The South
ern Historical Collection: A Guide to Manuscripts (Chapel Hill, N.C. , 1970), supplemented in a 1975
update of Everard H. Smith, Jr.; Richard C. Davis and Linda A . Miller, cds., Guide to the Cata
loged Collections in the Manuscript Department of the William R. Perkins Library, Duke Unil1ersity

(Santa Barbara, Calif., 1980); Ralph Melnick, ·College of Charleston Special Collections: A Guide
to Irs Holdings," SCHM 81 (1980): 1 3 1 -53; David Moltke-Hansen, "Charleston Library Society
Microfiche Register," SCHM 83 (1982): 1 7 5-201 , and the National Union Catalog of Manuscript
Collections (Ann Arbor, Mich., 1962 ).
Periodical contributions by antebellum Cha rlestonians arc generally not accessible through
bibliographies. More or less complete lists of contributors are available, however, for three of
the city's principal intellectual journals: Michael O'Brien, A Character of Hugh Legare (Knoxville,
Tenn., 1985), for the SRi EW. Sim pson, "William Gilmore Simms and The Southern Quarterly Re
view" (M.A. thesis, Furman University, 1946), for the review during the years of Simms' editor
ship; and William Taylor Lnftis, '\I\. Study of Russell's Magazine, Antebellum Charleston's Last
Literary Periodical" (Ph.D. diss., Duke University, 1973), for that journal. Several articles in James B.
Meriwether, ed., South Carolina Journals and Journalists (Spartanburg, S.c., 1975), also should be
consulted.
I. Simms Letters, V, [52-53. The articles appeared in six 1 869 and 1870 issues of the XIX
Century and h ave been gathered together and reprinted, with notes and an introduction by
Jim Scafidel, as Essays on the Literary and Intellectual History of South Carolina (Columbia, S.c.,
1977).
2 . Charles Fraser, Reminiscences of Charleston (Charleston, S.c., 1854). For some sense of
the scale and n ature of Chades ton's intellectual expansion, com pare institutional and occupa
tional listings i n , e.g., Joseph M illigan, The Charleston Director)' and Revenue System (Charles
ton, S.c., 1790); James Smith, The Charleston Directory; and Regis ter for 1 835-6 (C harleston, S.c.,
1835); and Mea n s and Turnbull, Charleswn Directory (Charleston, S.c., 1859). See also William S.
Hoole, A Check-List and Finding List of Charleston Periodicals, 1 732-1864 (Durham, N.c., 1936);
George A. Wauchope, Literary South Carolina (Columbia, S.c., 1923), and Joseph L Waring, A
History 0/ Medicine in South Carolina, 3 vols. (Columbia, S.c. , 1964-71); these works document
incompletely but nevertheless tellingly the expansion of Charleston's press and Charlestonians'
productivity.
3 . See Arthur A. Ekirch, Jr., The Idea of Progress in America, 1 8 1 5-1860 (New York, 1944).
Charlestonians' perceptions and definitions of p rogress are illustrated bv Samuel Henry Dickson,
An Oration Delivered at New Haven, before the Phi Beta Kappa Society, August 1 7, 1 842 (New Haven,
Conn., 1842); Henry Laurens Pinckney, "The Spirit of the Age": An Address De/i,'ered before the
Two Literary Societies 0/ the Ur.iversity of North Carolina (Raleigh, N.C., 1 836); [Frederick A. Porcher],
"Characteristics of Civilization," Russeil's Magazine 2 (1857-58): 97- 1 10. All Clever Men, 1 -2 5 ,
reviews and challenges the historiography of the South's intellectual poverty; the single most
influential statement on the case of Charleston is Rogers I, which describes Charleston on the
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lier and Yankee: The Old South and American National Character (New York, 1961), anticipated

eve of the Civil War as having become intellectually "The C l osed City." William R. Taylor,

Rogers, On more recent scholarship, see Michael O'Brien, "The N ineteenth-Century American
South: The

Historical Journal 2 4 ( 1981): 7 5 1 -6 3 , and Robert J. Brugger, ''The Mind of the Old
Virginia Quarterly Review 56 ( 1980): 277-95.
4. See David Donald, "Toward a Reconsideration of Abolitionists," in Lincoln Reconsidered:
Essays on the Civil War Era (New York, 1956), 19-36; Robert Skotheim, '� Kote o n Historical
Method: David Donald's 'Toward a Reconsideration of Abolitionists,'" JSH 25 ( l 959): 3 56-65;
Ekirch, Idea ol Progress, 2 2 5- 5 ) ; Lewis Perry and Michael Rollm a n , eds" Antislat'ery Reconsidered:
New Perspectives on the Abolitioni,1t.\ (Baton Rouge, La., 1979), esp. the essays by Ronald Walters,
South: New V iews,"

Jonathan Glickstein, and Bertram Wyatt-Brown; Bertram Wyatt-Brown, "Modernizing Southern
Sl avery: The Pros1avery Argument Reinterpreted," in J. Morgan Kousser and James M . McPher
son, eds"

Region, Race, and Reconstruction: Essays in Honor ol c. Vann Woodward (Kew York, 1982),

27-49; Drew Gilpin Faust, .� Southern Stewardship: The Intellectual and the Proslavery Argu
ment," American

Quarterly 31 (1979), 6 3-&'). Cf, J a ne H. Pease and William H . Pease, "Social Struc
Journal ol Urban

ture and the Potential for Urban C hange: Bosto n and Charleston i n the 1 8305,"

History 8 ( 1 982); 1 7 1 -95.
5. Illustrating the i ntricate networks of intellectual and personal friendships between Charles
ton and the Korth are Paul R. Weidner, cd., "The Journal ofJohn Blake White," SCHM 'i3 ( 1 942),
105ff; Arthur J. Roche 1lI, .� Literary Gentlemen in New Y<xk: Evert A . Duyckinck's Relation
ship with Nathaniel Hawthorne, Herman Melville, Edgar Allan Poe, and William Gilmore Simms·
(Ph.D. diss., Duke U niversity, 19(3); John H Moore, cd., "Jared Sparks Visits South Carolina,"

SCHM 72 (1971): 1 5 0-60; the correspondence with William Cullen Bryant in the Simms Letters;
That Ambitious Mr, Legare: The Ufe of James M, Legare ol South Carolina
(Columbia, S.c. , 1971); Daniel M. McKeithen, ed., A Collection of Hayne Letters (Austin, Tex.,
Curtis Carroll Davis,

1944), which includes correspondence with, e.g., James Russell Lowell; also Alicia H , Middleton
et aI.,

Life in South Carolina and Neu; England during the Nineteenth Century (Bristol, R.I., 1929),
Relormcd America; The Middle and Southern States, 1 783 1837 (Tuscaloosa, Ala.,

Fred J. Hood,

1980), 1 50-54, puts in compara tive perspective the actions and philosophies of the C h a rleston
Bible Society and the Charleston Roma1e Domestic Missionary Society. The temperance move
ment in Charleston is illustrated by, e,g., Henry R. Frost, An Address Delivered before the Ymmg
Men's Temperance Society (Charleston, S.c., 1 8 3 2 ), and James Tup per, Introductory Address on the
Principles and Progress ol the Temperance Reformation. Delivered be/ore the Charleston Total Ahstinence
Society, 31 March 18.51 (Charleston, S.c., 1852). I a n R. Tvrrel, "Drink and Temperance in the
Antebel lum South: An Overview and Interpretation," JSH 48 ( 1 982): 485-510, a rgues that tem
perance was relatively unimportant in the South, a much more r u ral region than !\Jew England,
but this argument does not entirely fit Charleston, whose experience was more urban than
SouthGn in t h is regard as in so many others. Cf. Stanley K. Schultz, ''Temperance Reform i n
t h e A ntebell u m South: Social Control and U rban Order,"

South Atlantic Quarterlv 8 3 (1984):

323-39. David Moltke-Hansen, "Why History Mattered: The Background of A nn Pamela C u n
ningham's In terest in the Preservation of Mount Vernon,"

Furman Studies, n.s., 26 ( 1 980): 34-42,

is only one of t he more recent discussions of the origins and development of the Mount Vernon
Ladies Association of the U nion under the leadership of South Carolinian Ann Pamela Cun
ningham, one-time roommate of a daughter of John C. Calhoun; a leading s upporter of her cause
was Edward Everett of Massachusetts. See also Paul C. Kagel,

The Union in American Political

Thought, 1 776-1 861 (New York, 1964).
6. On the hi storiography of American sectionalism, see David M , Potter, The Impending
sis, 1 848-1861 (!\Jew York. 1976), 29-55, 448-84, and David M. Potter, The South and the Sectional
Conflict (Baton Rouge, La., 1968), esp, 1 19-33. M ichael O'Brien, The Idea of the American South,
1920-1941 (Baltimore, Md" 1 979), xiv, 3-5 and passim, introduces the question of the origins
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in romanticism of nationaHst as wen as >ectionalist ideology in t h e South, as elsewhere; h is few
pages are considerably more sophisticated and informed than Rollin G. Osterweis, Romanticism
and Nationalism in the Old South (New Haven, Conn., 1942). For a third perspective, see Jay B.
Huhhell, "Literary Nationalism in the Old South," in David K. Jackson, cd., American Studies
in Honor of William Kenneth Boyd (Durham, N.C., 1940). Ulrich B. Phillips, A History of Trans·
portation in the Ea5tern Cotton Belt to 1 860 (New u)rk, 1908), remains a necessary point of de·
parture for a su hject since studied only in various details, hut see also Max M. Schreiber, "The
Development of the Southern United States: A Test for Region a l Convergence and Homoge·
neity" (Ph.D. diss., University of South Caroli n a , 1978). The evo l ution of a regional cultu re more
or less dominated hy planter in terests and ideo logy is assumed hy most h istorians of the ante
bellum South b ut "xplored in J. Mills Thornton I l l , Politics and Power in a Slave Society: Alabama,
1 800-1 860 (Baton Rouge, La., 1 978), and Mark D. Kaplanoff, "Making the South Solid: Politics
and the Structu re of Society in South Caroli n a, 1 790- 1 8 1 5 " (Ph.D. diss., U n i versity of Cam
bridge, 1979); cf. Edward Pessen, "How Different from Each Other Were the A n tebellum I'\orth
and South?" AH R 85 ( 1 980): 1 1 1 9-49, and Lee Soltow, "Socioeconomic Classes i n South Caro
lina and Massachusetts in the 1 790s and the Observations of J o h n Drayton," SCHM 81 (1980),
2 83-30 5 .
7 . See Jay B. Huhbell, The South in American literature, 1 607-1 900 (D ur h am , N .C., 1954),
568 and passim, the best informed, most judicious treatment of C harleston letters to date; Ron
ald L Nutnbers and Janet S. N u mbers, "Science in the Old South: A Reappraisal," iSH 48 ( 1982):
163-84, esp. 1 7 5 .
8 . George Frick, Introduct ion, The Natural History of Carolina . . . by the late Mark Catesby
(umdon, 1 7 7 1 ; rpt., Savannah, Ga., 1 974); Thotnas C. Johnson, Jr., Scientific Interests in the Old
South (I'\ew York, 1936), 1 26-5 1 ; Horatio Hughes, "The Elliott Society," Proceedings of the South
Carolina Historical Association, 1 938, 2 5 - 3 1 (hereafter, PSCHA); William M. Sma llwood, Natural
Histon and the American Mind (New York, 1941) , 102-19; G. Edmund G ifford, Jr., "The Charles·
ton Physician·N aturalists," Bulletin of the History of Medicine 49 ( 1 97 5): 5 56-74; Joseph Ewen, "The
Growth of Learned and Scientific Societies in t h e Southeastern United States to 1860," in Alex
andra Oleson a nd San horn C. Brown, cds., The PUTSuit of Knowledge in the Early Amencan Re·

public: America n Scientific and Learned Societies /rom Colonial Times

to

the Civil War (Baltimore,

Md., 1976), 208-18; Williatn H. Longton, "Some Aspects of Intellectual Activity in A n te-Bellum
South Carolina, 1 8 30- 1860: An Introductory Study" (Ph.D. diss., U niversity of t\ orth Caro l i na,
1969) 63-84, 1 52 -64, 2)0-45.
9. Oohn Beaufain Irving]. "Contribution of C harleston to N at ural Science," Southern Literary
}oumul 1 ( 1 8 3 5 - 36): 447-48.
1 0 . See Hans Kohn, The Idea of Nationalism (New York, 1944), and The Age of Nationalism:
The First Era of Global History (New York, 1962); John McCardell, The 1dea of a Southern Nation:
Southern ;-.Jationalists and Southern Nationalism, 1 830-1 860 (New York, 1979); A.v. Huff, Jr., "The
Eagle and the Vulture: Changing Attitudes toward Nationalism in Fourth of J ul , Orations i n
Charleston, 1 7 78- 1860," South Atlantic Quarter/v 7 3 (1974): 10-22; William Giltnore Simms, South·
Carolina In the Ret·olutionary War (Charleston, S.c., 1853); Kenneth S. G reenberg, "Revolutionary
Ideology and the Proslavery Argument: The Abolition of Slavery in Antebellum South Caro
lina," iSH 42 ( 1 9 76): 365-84; Jack P. G reene. "Slavery or Independence: Sotne Reflections on the
Relationships among Liherty, Black Bondage. a nd Equality in Revolu t ionary South Carolina,"
SCHM 80 ( 1979): 193-214; George C. Rogers, J r., "South Carolina Federalists a nd the Origins
of the N u llification Movement," SCHM 7 I ( 1 970): 28-29.
I L College {of Charleston} MagaZine 1 (]830-3 1): 25-27; C h arles Fraser, "An Essay on the Con
dition and Prospects of the Art of Painting in the U nited States of Atnerica," American Monthly
Magazine 6 (183 5): 2 1 3 ; Joel Roberts Poinsett, D iscoune, on the Objects and Importance of the Na·
tionai institution for the Promotion of Sciences, Established at Wa5hington, JP.40. Delivered at the First
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Condition, Prospects, and History," Magnolia 3 ( 1841): 3. See also James W. Simmons, ''American
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12. [Daniel K. Whitaker], "The Periodical Press," SQR 1 (1842): 5 1 -55; Guilds, "Simms's Views
on National and Sectional Literature," 393-405.
1 3 . See James L. Macleod, ''A Catalogue of References to Education in the 'South Carolina
Gazette,' Charleston, South Carolina, 1 7 3 1 to 1 770, and Commentary" (EdD. diss., Mississippi
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"Education for Community: c.G. Memminger and the Origination of Common Schools in
Antebellum Charleston," SCHM 83 (1982): 99- 1 1 5 , esp. 107ff, and ). M ills Thornton I l l , "Fiscal
Policy and the Failure of Radical Reconstruction in the Lower South," in Kousser and McPher
son, eds., Region, Race, and Reconstruction, 349-94.
14. ).H. Easterby, A History of the College of Charleston (Charleston, S.c., 1935), 27-36; Charles
S. Vedder, "Centennial Oration," Charleston Orphan House Celebration (Charleston, S.c., 1891),
27ff; Thomason, Foundations of the Public Schools, 64ff; Nita K. Pyburn, "The Public School Sys
tem of Charleston before 1860," SCHM 61 (1960): 86-98; Richard Walsh, "The South Carolina
Academy - 1800 - 1 8 1 1," PSCHA, 1955, 5- 14; Lowell Harrison, ed., "South Carolina's Educational
System in 1822," SCHM 51 (1950): 1-9; Paul Staiti, "The 1823 Exhibition of the South Carolina
Academy of Fine Arts: A Paradigm of Charleston Taste!" in David Moltke-Hansen, ed., Art in
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5 1 ; Samuel Henry Dickson, Address, Delivered at the Opening of the New Edifice of the Charleston
Apprentices Library Society on the Evening of 13 January 1841 (Charleston, S.c., 1841); Southern
Rose Bud 2 (183 3-34): 187; o.J. Bond, The Story of the Citadel (Richmond, Va., 1936), 1 7ff; Con
stitution of the South-Carolina Ins titute: For the Promotion of Art, Mechanical Ingenu ity, and Industry.
Adopted January, 1 849 (Charleston, S.c., 1849); Hughes, ''The Elliott Society," passim; Collections
of the South-Carolina Historical Society I (1857): v-vi.

1 5 . Richard C. Wade, Slavery in the Cities: The South, 1820-1860 (New York , 1964), 173-77;
Marina Wikramanayake, A World in Shadow: The Free Black in Antebellum South Carolina (Co
lumbia, S.c., 1973), 85-87, 167-68; Daniel A. Pay ne, Recollections of Seventy Years (New York, 1969),
64 and passim; Francis Asbury Mood, ''Autobiography'' (original MS dated 1875 , typescript dated
1937, photocopy of the latter in SCHS), 14ff; C1ionian Debating Society minutes (MS, 1847-51,
Charleston Library Society).
16. Charles Pinckney, "Speech," in Max Farrand, ed., The Records of the Federal Convention
of 1 787, 4 vols. (Washington, nc., 191 1-37), I, 397-407, quoted in Greene, "Slavery or Inde

pendence," 205; Message of Governor Charles Pinckney, Charleston City Gazette, 6 December
1798, quoted in Thomason, Foundations of the Public Schools, 1 17; ''A Friend of the People," Charles
ton City Gazette, 26 August 1 8 1 2 , quoted in Thomason, Foundations of the Public Schools, 1 1819.
17. College Magazine I (1830-31): 27; [William Gilmore Simms], "Literary Prospects of the South,"
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is in Dickson, Oration . . . before the Phi Beta Kappa Society, 4 1 . On southern intellectuals' ambi
tion to be usefu l, see Drew Gilpin Faust, A Sacred Circle: The D ilemma of the Intellectual in the
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inclusive) had i ncreased by at most 60, (possibly only 50) percent, according to extrapolations
from ].L. Dawson and H.W. DeSaussure, Census of the City of Charleston, S.c. . . . 1 848 (Charles
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city was . . . three and a half t i mes larger than the mean wealth i n the North and almost twice
as much as the mean wealth i n the South . . . . A much larger fraction of the C harleston free
population was rich by Northern standards; a much larger fraction of the free population of
Northern cities was poor by SOL:thern standatds." For the abolitionist perspective and its in
fluence on subsequent historiography and literary criticism, see, e.g., Edmund Quincy, "Where
Will It End?" Atlantic Monthly 1 (1857): 244; Edmund S. Morga n, review of Richard Beale Davis'
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1859), 193�21 3, a nd passim; Samuel G. Stoney, ed., "The Memoirs of Frederick Adolphus Porcher,"
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S.c., 1943).

26. Charleston City Gazette, 18 November 1 8 3 0; Jane H. Pease and William H Pease, "The

Economics and Politics of Charleston's Nullifica tion Crisis," ]SH 47 (1981): 3 38-40. Pease and
Pease indicate t h a t in 1830, 27.1 percent of the electorate of w h ite males over twenty were un
skilled or sem iskilled, while another 25 percent were "low-prestige, white collar workers." Fred
erick A. Ford, Census of the City of Charleston .

1 86 1 (Charleston, S.c., 1861), 8-9, shows a

population i ncrease of approximately 20 percent over tne 1860 federal census. The d iscrepancy
is apparently due not to a sudden flood of immigrants but to substantial undercounting in 1860.
(See Ernest M. La nder, Jr., "Cha rleston: M a nufacturing Center of the Old South: }SH 26 !l960j:
3 3 0n .) Accordi n g to a private communication of George Terry, D irector of McKissick Museums,
University of South Caroli n a, even the 1861 census underrepresents blacks i n the city; moreover,
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population count is very low, or t here was a q u i te dramatic, u n noticed, and u n explained drop
in the average number of residents per dwelling. Earlier censuses were also prone to considerable
error, as is made clear by A n ne W. Chapman, "Inadequacies of the 1848 Char leston Census,"
SCHM 81 (1980): 24-34. Clearly, census figures should be taken cum grano. That said, here are

the figures from 1790� 1861:
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WHITE

BLACK

TOTAL

1 790
1 800
1810

8,089
9,630
1 1 ,568

8,270
10,843
1 3 , 143

1 6 , 359
20,473
24,7 1 1

1 820
1 830
1 840
1 850

10,65 3
1 2 ,828
1 3 ,030

1 4 , 1 27
1 7,461
16,2 3 1

24,780
30,289
29,261

20,0 1 2 *
26,969+

22,973**
2 1 ,440+ +

42,985
48,409

1861

* Includes 4 ,570 from the Charleston Neck
** Includes 6,282 from the Charleston Neck
+ Includes 10,738 from the Charleston Neck
+ + Includes 8,672 from the Charleston Neck

The Charleston Neck was i ncorporated into the Charleston City limits in 1 849. Its popula
tion was still small in 1830, but increased rapidly thereafter. Had the Neck figures been included
in the 1 840 census, Charleston's population would have increased modestly rather than decreased
between 1830 a nd 1840. Much of the increase in white population between 1840 and 1861 was
due to immigration of Germans and Irish. See Christopher Silver, "A. New Look at Old South
Urbanization: The Irish Worker in C harleston, South Carolina, 1840-1860," South Atlantic Ur
ban Studies 3 (1979): 141 -72. According to S ilver, in 1850 there were 779 unskilled, 489 skilled,

and 852 white-collar workers from Ireland and Germany i n Charleston. By 1860 the figures were
respectively 1, 225, 902, and 971 - fully 25 percent of the white work force, accordi ng to Ira Berlin
and Herbert G. Gutman, "Natives and Immigrants, Free Men a nd Slaves: Urban Workingmen
in the Antebellum American South," AHR 88 (1983): 1 187 and passim. On literacy among whites,
see Soltow, "Socioeconomic Classes," 295-96.
27. Bureau of the Census. A Century of Population Growth ( Washington, 1909); Samuel G.

Stoney, ed., "The Autobiography of William John Grayson," SCHM 48 (1947): 12 7; Gilbert P.
Voigt, "The 'Periclean Age' of Beauforr," SCHM 58 (1957): 218-23; [William G ilmore Simms],
"Country Life Incompatible with Literary Labor," Southern Literary Journal 3 (1836-37): 297-99.
See also Adrienne Koch, ed., "A Family Crisis: Letters from John Faucherand Grim ke and Thomas
Smith Grimke to Henry Grim ke," SCHM 69 (1968): 1 7 1 -9 3 .
28 . Stoney, ed., "The Memoirs of Frederick Adolphus Porc her," SCHM 45 (1944): 80; Elise

Pinckney, ed., "Dr. Henry Ravenel of Poshee and Pineville," SCHM 81 (1980): 1 76-77. Helen R.
Watson, "A Journalistic Medley: Newspapers and Periodicals in a Small North Carolina Com
munity [Rocky Mound, 1859-1860," North Carolina Historical Review 40 (1983): 457-85, notes
that "none of the South's important periodicals- DeBow's Review, Southern Literary Messenger,

RwseU's Magaz ine" were subscribed to in Rocky Mount, although the postmaster distributed 194
-

subscriptions to 57 different journals in addition to 187 subscriptions to 36 different newspapers:
"Out-of-state periodicals out-numbered North Carolina ones by 4 7, with one in doubt, but trailed
North Carolina newspapers in popularity by 3 ." The only Ch arleston represe ntation was one
subscription to the Merrnry, though 29 of the 97 out-of-state newspaper subscriptions were to
Southern (including Washington and Maryland) papers. The ratio of Southern to Northern (and
foreign) journals, exclusive of N orth Carolina ones, was comparable: 27 to 9 1 . The N orthern
and foreign journals with the largest numbers of subscribers were of a religious cast, though
Harper's and Godey's were also well represented, as were agricultural journals, such reviews as
Blackwood's, and political papers. Clearly, if one adds the subscriptions to Nort hern religious

papers and journals, then Stroupe's estimate (Religious Pres.l, 2 7) that by 1859 there was "one sub
scriber to a religious periodical in every ninety-six persons" in the South is low. Presumably, if

382

Notes to Pages 1 4- 1 8
one subtracts t h e largely illiterate black population, there was o ne subscriber i n every fifty to
sixty persons, or one for roughly every ten to twelve households. At least in Rocky Mount, many
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Grinde, "Building the South Carolina Railroad," SCHM 77 (1976): 84-96.
34. Jaher, Urban Establishment. 3 5 3 -59; John A. Eisterhold, "Charleston: Lumber and Trade

in a Declining Southern Port," SCHM 74 (197 3 ): 6 1 -72. Because of fires and other factors. the
1860 figures arc low, failing to show the growth in industrial investment and employment that
had taken place over the preceding twenty years, according to Lander, "Charle'ton: Manufactur
ing Center of the Old South." For a review of southern perceptions of the region's colonial eco
nomic status, sec McCardell, Idea of a Southern Nation, 9 1 - 140.
3 5. McKeithan. cd., Collection of Hayne Letters, 35.
36. [Simms]. "Literary Prospects of the South," 199-200.
3 7 . Ibid.
38. [William G i lmore Simms], "Griswold's A merican Poets," Magnolia 4 (1842): 120-21 ; [Tim�

rod] , "Literature in the South," 385 95; McKeit han, cd., Collection af Hayne Letters, 127 and pas
sim; [Whitaker], "Periodical Press," 43.

39. [Timrod ], "Literature in the South," 394. See also [Simms], "Griswold's American Poets,"
120.
40. Louis Fitzgerald Tasistro, Random Shots and Southern Breezes. 2 vols, (New York. 1842).

ll, 1 19-24; [Timrod]. "Literature i n the South," 394.
4 1 . Simms Letters. IV, 67-7 3 .
4 2 . Paul Ham ilton Hayne, Ante·Bellum Charleston. rpt. from Southern Bivouac I (1885; Colum

bia. S.c.. 1978): 1 1 - 3 1 ; Loftis. '\'\ Study of Russell's Magazine"; Richard J. Calhoun, "The Ante-
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Bellum Literary 1i.vilight: Russell 's Magazine," Sot<thern Literary Journal J (1970): 102 and passim;
Rayburn Moore, "Paul Hamilton Hayne as Editor, 1852- 1 860," in Meriwether, ed ., South Carolina
Journals and Journalists, 91- 108.
43. Cardozo, Reminiscences, i3 -74; Fraser, Reminiscences, 34, 50-51; Simms, Essays on the Liter·
ary and Intellectual History of Sot<th Carolina, 49. See also Woodrow W. Harris, Jr., "The Education
of the Southern Urban Adult: Charleston, South Carolina and Savannah, Georgia, 1790- 181 2,"
(EdD. diss., Un iversity of Georgia, 1979), 225-93, 798-802.
44. Literary conservatism in Charleston is emphasized i n Hubbell, "Literary Nationalism in
the Old South," 209ff, and in Guy A. Cardwell, "The Influence of Addison on Charleston Pe
riodicals," Studies in Philology 3 5 (19 38): 456-70; i t is a notion challenged in All Clever Men. The
quotation is from Francis Hall, Travels in Canada, and the United States, in 1816 and 1 81 7 (London,
1818), 409- 1 2 . See also Fraser, Reminiscences, 39ff; Philip S. Foner, ed., The Democratic-Republican
Societies, 1 790-1800 (Westport, Conn., 1976), 3 79-86; Rogers II, 245-50, 255-59; and Kaplanoff,
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45. William Gilmore Simms, The Sodal Principle: The True Source of National Permanence; An
Oration, Delivered before the Erosophic Society of the University of Alabama, Dec. 13, 1842, rpt. with
preface by David Moltke-Hansen (Columbia, S.c., 1 980); Tommy W. Rogers, "The Great Popula
tion Exodus fro m South Carol ina, 1850- 1860," SCHM 68 (1967): 1 4-21; [Mary S. Legare, ed.],
Writings of Hugh Swinton Legare, 2 vols. (Charleston, S.c. , 1845-46), I, 221-22. See also Alfred G.
Smith, Jr., Economic Readjustment of an Old Cotton State, South Carolina, 1 820-1860 (Columbia.
S.c., 1 958). Cf. Robert M. Weir, "'The Harmony We Were Famous For': An [nterpretation of
Pre-Revolutionary South Carolina Politics," WMQ 26 (1969): 473 501; Jerome j. Nadelhaft, The
Disorders of War: The Remlution in South Carolina (Orono, Maine, 1981); Larry Darnell Watson,
"The Quest for Order: Enforcing Slave Codes in Revolutionary South Carolina, 1760-1800' (Ph.D.
diss., University o f South Carolina, 1980); Freeh l ing; John Barnwell, Love of Order: South Caro
lina's First Secession Crisis (Chapel Hill, N .c., 1982); Steven A. Channing, Crisis of Fear: Secwion
in South Corolina (New York, 1 970) - aU works e mphasizing Legare's "blessed order" bur, because
of preoccupation with party politics and slavery, slighting the im portance of the perceived threat
to t his order of the westward movement, an issue few have addressed in any detail. Important
exceptions to t his observation are Drew Gilpin Faust, "The Rhetoric and Ritual of Agriculture
in Antebellum South Carolina: JSH 45 (1979): 541-68; Kaplanoff, "Making the South Solid."
28-49; and Smith, Economic Readjustment.
46. Stoney, ed., "Memoirs of Frederick Ado lphus Porcher," SCHM 45 (1944): 95.
47. Fraser, Reminiscences, 5 1 · 52; Rogers II, 382-92. The "List of Members of t he Literary and
Philosophical Soc iety, Charleston, February 8th - 1 832" (typescript. SCHS) indicates that the
overwhelming majority of participants in the most catholic intellectual organization in the city
were professionals: thirty lawyers and judges, t wenty ministers, nineteen doctors, t hree editors,
two teachers, and a civil servant; there were also fifteen planters. twelve merchants, factors, and
bankers, and one baker. This list is more or less representative of others (e.g., the membership
rolls of the Cha rleston Library, Elliott Natural History, and South Carolina Historical Societies;
see Loftis, "Study of Russell's Magazine," 60-62). A number of the Literary and Philosophical So
ciety's members came from relatively poor eireu mstances (e.g., James L. Petigru and e.G. Mem
m inger); many more came from 10ng-establishc'C! lowcountry families (e.g., Elliott, Gadsden, Grimke,
Horry, Legan;, Manigault, Middleton, Pringle, Prioleau, Ravenel, Simons, and Smith). Ethnic
community life in Charleston is suggested by the variety o f ethnic organizations and institu tions
there: the German Friendly Society, the German Fusiliers, and the German Lutheran Church;
the Hibernian Society; the Hebrew Synagogue and the Hebrew Benevolent Society. See George J.
Congaware, The History ol the German Friendly Society of Charleston, S.c., ! 766-1 9 1 6 (Richmond,
Va. , 1935); Arthur Mitchell, The History of the Hibernian Society of Charleston, S.e., 1 799 1981
(Charleston, S.c., 1982); Charles Reznikoff, The Jews ol Charleston : A History of an American Jm'-
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ish Community (Philadelphia, 1 9 50); also Thomas J. TODias, The Hebrew Benevolent Society of
Charleston, S.C , Founded 1 784: The Oldest Jewish Charitable Society in the United States, An His·
torical Sketch (Cha rleston, S.C, 1965). On shouldeNubbing between classes, see, e.g., J. Fra nklin
Jameson, ed" "Diary of Edward Hooker, 1805� 1808," Annual Report of the American Historical Asso

ciation. 1 896, 1, 900�90 1 ; Robert G Gunderson, "The Southern Whig," in Waldo W. Braden, ed"
Oratory in the Old South (Baton Rouge, La., 1970), !3 and passim; and Jane H , Pease and Wi!·
liam H. Pease, "The BloodThirsty Tiger: Charleston and the Psychology of Fire," SCHM 79 (1978):
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48. See, e.g., Somh Carolina Genealogies, S vols, (Spartanburg, S.c, 19B3), a collection of ar·
tides culled from the pages of the SCHM. See a l so N. Louise Bailey and Elizabeth l vey Cooper,
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bia, S.C, 198!), and Bailey, Biographical Directory . . . Volume IV: 1 791-1815 (Colum bia, S.c, 1984),
where are intim ated the Namierite dimensions of the vast cousinage shaping South Carolina
politics i n the Revolution and after. The origins and evolution of this cousinage arc leitmotifs
of M , Eugene Sirmans, Colonial South Carolina: A Pol itical History, 1663�1 763 (Chapel H i l l , NC,
1966), a book drawing on Sirmans' 1959 Princeton dissertation, "Masters of A s hley Hall: A Bio
graphical Study of the Bull Family of Colonial South Carol ina"; and of Rogers

n, 24-35, 124· 29,

and passim, Recent and judicious assessments are Robert M. Weir, Colonial South Carolina: A

HistOry (Millwood, NY., 1983), 229�36, and Kaplanoff, "Making the South Sol i d ," 1 5-27. Essen
tial as a reference is Cote, Local and Family History in South Carolina, The quotation is in Stoney,
cd., "Memoirs of Frederick Adolphus Porcher," SCHM 47 (1946): 220-21. See also Cardozo, Remi·
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SOlS)

50. Gerda Lerner, The Grimke Sisters of South Carolina: Rebels against Slavery (Bosto n , 1967);
Katherine DuPre Lumpkin, The Emancipation of Angelina Grimkt' (Chapel Hill, N.c, 1974); Rob·
ert H. Abzug, Passionate Liberator: Theodore Dwight Weld and the Dilemma of Reform (New York,

1980); Adrienne Koch, "Two Charlestonians i n Pursuit of Truth: The Grimke Brothers," SCHM
69 ( 1968): 1 59-70; James H. Smith, Eulogium on the Life and Character ofThomas S. Grimke (Charles·
ton, S.C, 18 35); Faust, Sacred C i rde Another lowcountry family split between abolitionism and
,

slaveholding was the Brisbanes; the family deserves further study, but see E. Haviland Hillman,
"The Brisbanes," SCHM 1 4 ( 1 9 1 3 ) : 1 15� B and esp, 1 75-97; Blake McNulty, "William Henry Bris·
bane: South Carolina Slaveholder a n d AboHtionist," in Fraser a n d Moore, cds., Southern Enigma,

1 19�29; also Speech of Ret'. William Henry Bri.lbane ' , . Delivered B efore the Ladies' Anti·Slat'eT)' Soof Cincinnati, February 1 2 , 1840 (Hartford , Conn"

1840).

5 1 . George C Rogers, Jr., "Preliminary Thoughts on Joseph Allen Smith as the U nired States'
First Art Collector," in Moltke- Hansen, cd., Art in the Lives, essay XIII; Sarah Lytie, "Thomas
Middleton [and His Family]: At Ease WIth the A rts in Charleston," ibId" essay X V I; Gene Wad·
dell, "The Introduction of Greek Revival Architecture to Charleston," ibid" essay l ; John R, Welsh,
"Washmgton A llston: Expatriate South Carol i n ian," SCHM 67 ( 1 966): 84�98; Diane J. Strazdcs,
"Wash ington A l l ston's Early Career, 1796� 1 8 1 1" (Ph.D. diss., Ya le Un iversity, 1982); O'Brien, A

Character of Hugh Legare. See also Rogers U, 364 and passim, and Philip E Wild, "South Carolina
Politics, 1 816·· 1 8 '\3" (Ph,D, diss" U n iversity of Pennsylva nia, 1949), 68,

52. The quotation is from the Introduction to Peter Charles Hoffer, Revolution and Regenera,
tion: L Ife Cyde and the Hismriwl V,sion of the Generation of 1 776 (Athens, Ga., 1983). "Genera·
tion," in his usage and in the sense it is used in this essay, does not mean the time that sons
take to become fathers, or the relationships between parents and children. Rather, emphasis rests
on the collective experiences that create psychological cohorts. For comparable usage and its
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theoretical bases. sec Robert Wo hl, The Generation 0/ 1 9 1 4 (Cambridge, Mass

1979). 5- 3 5, 2 3940, and passim; Stanley Elkins and Eric McKitrick, "The Founding Fathers: You ng Men of the
.•

Revolution." Political Science Quarterly 76 (1961): 1 8 1 -2 1 6; Morton Keller, "Reflec tions on Politics
and Generations in America," Daedalus 107 (1978): 1 2 3-35; Karl Mannheim, "The Problem of
Generations; i n E,says on the Sociology of Knowledge (New Yt)rk, 1952), 276- 3 3 2 , and Ortega y
Gasset, "The Concept of a Generation," in The Modern Theme (New York, 1961), 50-84. By re
lating the concept of historical generations to the great events opening and closing antebellum
Charleston's history, the Revolution and the Civil War, one finds that there were seven: ( 1 ) the
fathers of the Revolution, those who achieved their power and formed their views before 1 7 76,
in the process bringing on the war; (2) the Revolu tionary generation, those who fought the war
and dominated the immediate postwar period, when state and national constitutions were rati
fied and the federal government formu lated;

(3) the children of the Revolution, thGse who were

too young to participate in, yet grew up during, t h e war and its aftermath; (4) a transitional gen
eration, too young to have experienced the Revolution or its consequences and too old to have
much influenced secession; (5) the fathers of secession, those people who shaped the policies
that led to the war fought by the next generation; (6) the Civil War generation, which fought
the war and then reconstructed their world as best they could afterwards; (7) the children of
the Civil War, t hGse born i n slavery times but too l ate to fight. From Bobby Gilme r Moss, South

Carolina Patriots in the American Rn'olution (Baltimore. Md., 1983), it is clear t h a t the Revolu
tionary generation was born between 1740 and 1 763, for relatively few born earlier or later fought
in the war. From John Amasa May and Joan Rey nolds Faunt, South Carolina Secedes (Columbia,
S.c., 1960), and Ralph WGoster, "Membership of the South Carolina Secession Convention,"
SCHM 55 (19'54): 1 85-97, it is clear that the fathers of secession were mostly over forty and under
sixty i n 1860. Similarly, from Jon L. Wakelyn, Biographical Dictionary of the Confederacy (Westport,
Conn., 1977), it appears that relatively few men, even in the ranks of senior officers, saw active
service if they were born before 1 820. By the same token, relatively few men who had not reached
nineteen or twenty by the war's end would have been of an age to fighr, though many youths
and old men saw service i n the home guard. I t a ppears that each "historical generation" i n Charles
ton was born over a fifteen- to twenty-five-year span: (I) the fathers of the Revolurion between
abGut 1 720 and 1740; (2) the RevGlutionary generation, 1 740 " no 1763: (3) the children of the
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Thomas Smyth, Autobiographical Notes, Letters and Reflections, ed. L.C Stoney (Charleston, S.c

.,

1 9 1 4); ].E Maclear, "Thomas Smyth, Frederick Douglass, and the Belfast Antislavery Campaign,"
SCHM 80 ( 1979); 286-97; Paul Trapier, Incidents in My Life, ed. George W. Williams (Charleston,
S.c, 1954); In Memoriam, Rev. Richard Sh"brick Trapier, 1 8 1 1-1895 (Charleston, S.c, 1895).
7 1 . Simms h a s been the subject of more dissertations and scholarly a rticles than all the rest
of his generation in Charleston put together. For a partial survey, see Butterworth and Kibler,
William Gilmore S,mms.
72. Hoole, Check,List; Carroll, "Valedictory," 474-75.
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7 3 . Potter, Impending Crisis, 14, discusses Young America in the South. David Donald, "The
Proslavery Argument Reconsidered," ]SH 37 ( 19 7 1 ): 3 - 18, argues that Simms's generation was
also backward-looking but is corrected by Faust, "Southern Stewardship." ror civic improvements,
see Laylon Wayne Jordan, "Police Power and Public Safety i n Antebellum C harleston: The
Emergence of a New Police, 1800- 1860," South Atlantic Urban Studies 3 (1 979): 1 2 2 -40; [William A
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of South Carolina ( Washington, D.C. , 1 885); Pease and Pease, "Blood-Thirsty Tiger"; Fraser, Remi
niscences; Jordan, "Education for Community": Ivan D. Steen, "Charleston in the 18505; As De
scribed by British Travelers," SCHM 71 ( 1970): 36-45.
74. Potter, Impending Crisis, 14ff; Rogers, "South Carolina Federalists," 19; James W Gettys,
Jr., "'To Conquer a Peace': South Carolina and the Mexican War" (Ph.D. diss., University of South
Carolina, 1974); Ernest M. Lander, Jr., Reluctant Imperialists: Calhoun, the South Carolinians, and
the Mexican War (Baton Rouge, La., 1980): McCardell, Idea of a Southern Nation, 2 27f(: Channing,
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75. Goldfield, "Pursuing the American Urban Dream"; Wooster, People in Power, 1 21 -5 3 .
76. James R. Loney, "The Poetry and Poetics of Henry Timrod, Paul Hamilton Hayne, and
Sidney Lanier: An Essay on Art and Community in the Nineteenth-Century South" (PhD. diss.,
University of Georgia, 1977); Henry Timrod, "A Theory of Poetry," i n E .W Parks, cd., The Essays
of Hemy Timrod (Athens, Ga., 1942), 103-32; n. 8 above; Fraser, Reminiscences, 87ff; ].H. Easterby,
cd., "Letters ofJames Warley Miles to David Jamcs McCord," SCHM 43 ( 1 942): 185-93; Theodore
D. Bratton, An Apostle of Reality: The Life and Thought of the Reverend William Porcher DuBose
(London, 1936): David Moltke-H ansen, "William Henry Trescot;' i n Clyde N. Wilson, cd., Ameri
can Historians, 1 607-1 865 (Detroit, 1984), a volume of the Dictionary of Literary Biography.
77. Himmelfarb, Victorian M ind.s; Isaiah Berlin, Russian Thinkers (New York, 1978); George M.
Fredrickson, The Inner Civil War: Northern intellectuals and the Crisis of ,he Union (New York,
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J.OB. DeBow, Magazinist of the Old South (Athens, Ga., 19S8).
78. William Howard Russel:, My Diary North and South, ed. Fletcher Pratt (New York, 1954),
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7 2 ; Chesnut, 4 1 , 42, 49.
79. Elizabeth Muhlenfeld, Mary Boykin Chesnut: A Biography (Baton Rouge, La., 198\); Paul
Hamilton Hayne, cd., The Poems of Henry Timrod (New York, 1873); Edd W. Parks, Henry Timrod
(New York, 1974); Rayburn S. M oore, "Paul Hamilton Hayne," Georgia Review 2 2 ( 1 968): 106�
24; Davis, That Ambitious Mr. Legare; AS. Salley, Jr., William James Rivers (Columbia, S.c., 19061;
Clarence M. Smith, "William Porcher Miles, Progressive Mayor of C harleston, 1 8 5 5 - 1 857," PSCHA,
1 942, 30-39; C.W.E. Mil ler, "Basil Lanneau Gildersleeve," American Journal of Philology 45 ( 19241:
97- 100; Albert Sidney Thomas, The Career and Character of Col. John Pe),re Thomas (n.p., 1964):
Beverley Scafidel, "A Promoter o f the Arts: Gabriel Edward Manigault," i n Moltke-Hansen, cd.,
Art in the Lives, essay Xl; Gail M . M orrison, " 'I Shall Not Pass This Way Again': The Contribu
tions of William Ashmead Courtenay," ibid. , essay XXI; Walter B. Capers, The Soldier Bishop,
Elison Capers (New York, 1 9 1 2): "Memorial [to Wilmot Gibbes DeSaussure]," Transactions of the
Huguenot Society of South Carolina 1 (1 889): 26-40; Arthur Mazyck and Gene Waddell, CharlestOn
in 1 883, rev. ed. (Eas:ey, S.c., 1983); Clyde N. Wilson, Jr., "Carolina Cavalier: The Life of James
Johnston Pettigrew" (PhD. diss., University of North Carolina, 1 9 7 1 ): Moltke-Hansen, "William
Henry Trescot"; Louis deB. McC rady, General Edward McCrady and Some of the Incidents of His
Career (Charleston, S.c., 1905).
80. Daniel E. Sutherland, "The Rise and Fal l of Esther B. C heesborough: The Battles of a
Literary Lady," SCHM 84 (1983): 22-34; J.R. Scafidel, "Susan Petigru Ki ng: An Early South Caro-
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lina Realist," in Meriwether, ed., South Carolina Women Writers, 101 � 1 5 ; correspondence of Ada
Clare, Julian Mitchell Papers, SCHS: Skipper, ].0.8. DeBow; Joh n A. Broadus, Memoir of James
Petigru Boyce (New York, 1893); James H. E l l iott, ed., In Memoriam. Tributes

w

the Memory of the

Rev. c.r. Gadsden (Charleston, S.c., 1872); George A. Blackburn, The Life \Vork of John L. Girar
deau (Columbia, S.c., 19 16); A. Toomer Porter, Led Onl Step by Step (New York, 1 898): on Irving,
see

Smyth, "The Artistic Experience of South Carolinians Abroad in the 1850s": August P. Trovaioli,

William Aiken Walker, Southern Genre Painter (Baton Rouge, La., 1972); Margaret L. Coit, Mr.
Boruch (Bosmn, 1957): James L. Carroll, Julian John Chisolm, MD. (Baltimore, 1930); Neuffer,

ed., Christopher Happoldt Journal; w.c. Coker. "Dr. Joseph H i n son M e l l ichamp,' Journal of the
Elisha Mitchell Scientific Society 27 ( 1 9 1 1 ) ; 37�64; John E Townsend, "Frand5 Peyre Porcher, M.D.,"
Annals of Medical Hi5cory, 3d ser., I ( 1 9 39): 1 77�88.

8 1 . Anne K i ng Gregorie, "The First Decade of the Charleston Library Society," PSCHA, 1 935,
3� 10. The College of William and Mary was at Williamsburg, Virginia; the Col lege of Pennsyl.
vania had a medical school i n Philadelphia.
82. McCardell, Idea of a Southern Nation, 348�4l), provides a convenient table of southern
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85. Johnson, "Planters and Patriarchy," 52.
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87. Pease and Pease, "Economics and Politics of C harleston's N ullification Crisis," 3 4 3 , 349,
and passim; Ochenkowski, "Or igin s of Null ifica tion," 1 3 1 �38, 1 48�53.
88. Robert Redfield and Milton S i nger, "The Cultura l Role of Cities," in Richard Sennett,
cd., Classic Essays on the Culture of Citie5 (New York, 1969), 206 3 3, esp. 2 2 1 .
8 9 . T h e classic illustration is Simms' disastrous speaking tour o f t h e North i n 18')6. S e e John
Hope Franklin, "The North, the South, and t he American Revolution," JAH 62 ( 1975): 5�2 3,
esp. 1 1 - 16; cf. David Moltke·Hansen, ';.\ Beaufort Planter's Rhetorical World: The Contexts and

Contents of William Henry Trescot's Orations," PSCHA, 1 98 1 , 1 20�32. 10 say, however, that
Southern writers became more sectional in their identities and writings i s not to say that their
writings were always, or even predominantly, sectional. However strident i n tone, section·
ally focused pieces never occupied more than a minority of the pages of the region's intellectual
journals. See Lo ftis, ';.\ Study of Rus5eU's Magazine," 160: McCardell, Idea of a Southern Nation,
346�47
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2 . David Ramsay: SHAfFER
1 . Robert 1. Hayne, "Biographical Memoir o f David Ramsay, M.D.," in David Ramsay, His·
tory 0/ the United States (philadelphia, 1 8 16 - 1 7), I, xxvi-xxvii, For the details of R am say's l ife and
career, see Robert L Brunhouse, ed., introduction to "David Ramsay, 1749- 1 8 1 5: Selections From
His Writings,"

American Philosophical Society Transactions, n.s" 5 5 (1965).

2 . Ramsay to John Eliot, I I August 1792, "Ramsay: Writi ngs." 101.

3. Cited i n Charles G. Sellers, Jr., "The A merican Revolution: Southern Founders of a Na
tional Tradition,"

Writing Southern History: Essays In Historiography in Honor 0/ Fletcher M, Green,

cd. Arthur S. link and Rembert W. Patrick (Baton Rouge, La"

1965), 42.

4 , David Moltke·Hansen, supra, 385-86,
5, Ramsay t o Rush, 29 July 1774, "Ramsay: Writings," 5 1 .
6, Diane Sydenham, "Practitioner and Patient: The Practice o f Medicine i n Eighteenth·Century
South Carolina" (PhD, diss" Johns Hopkins U n i versity, 1979), 128-86; Roger s I, 94-95 .

7, Brooke Hindle, The Pursuit 0/ Science in Revolutionary America, 1 735-1 789 (Chapel Hill,
NC, 1956), 17,

8, Rogers I, 95,
9, Moltke·Hanscn, supra, 23-24,

1 0, Howard Miller, The Revolutionarv Colleg e: American Presbyterian

Higher Education,

1 707-

1837 (New Yor k , 1976): 49-102.

I I . Ramsay

to

Benjamin Rush, 14 February 1 776, "Ramsay: Writi ngs," 53, For Philadelphia

on the eve of ind"pendence, sec Eric Foner,

Tom Paine and Revolutionary America (New Yor k , 1 9(6),
Age of Franklin (New York,

19-70; Carl Bridenbaugh, Rebels and Gentlemen: Philadelphia in the

1965), paSSim, and 294-95 for Ramsay's association with medical students throughout colonial
A meric(l.

1 2. Ramsay's second wife, Frances, was the daughter of Joh n Witherspoon, After her death
i n 1784, Ramsay and Witherspoon remained c lose friends,

\ 3 . For Ramsay's relmionship with his many New England friends, see "Ramsay: Writings,"

passim.

1 4. Ramsay's many Ph i l ade l ph i a friends and contacts can be c h arted in his correspondence.

1 5. The quotations can be found in Arthur H. Shaffer, The Politics of History: Writing the
Hiscorv 0/ the A merican Ret'o/urion, 1 783-181 5 (Chicago, 1975), 1 0- 1 1 .
1 6. Fo r discussions o f American cultural nationalism see Joseph J . E llis, After the Revolution:
Profiles of Earl) American Culture (New lbrk, 1979); Shaffer, Politics 0/ History; and Lawrence Fried
ma n, Int'cntors of the Promised Land (New York, 1975), passim,
1 7. Ramsay was present during the development of Rush's medical system: "In the autumn
of 1 789, I visited Dr. Rush. , , , He observed , , . that t h e system of C u l len was tottering . , , t h a t
he s a w a gleam of l i g h t before h i m leading t o a more simple a n d consistent system o f medicine
than the world had yet seen, and he pointed out some leading features: David Ramsay, An

Eulogium

upon Benjamin Rush, MD. (Philadelphia, 1 8 1 3) , 2 3 ,
1 8 , T h e names o f the students Ramsay s e n t to Philade1phi2 can b e found i n "Ramsay: Writ·
ings," and Joseph I. Waring,

A Histon 0/ Medicine in South Carolina, 1 670-1825 (Columbia, S.c.,

1964) passim,
'
1 9. David Ramsay, Fourth of July Oration ( 1 794), "Ramsay: Writi ngs," 1 9 1 .
2 0 , Molt ke-Hansen, supra, 2 6 .
2 1 . Quoted i n Gordon Wood, The Creation 0/ the American Republic, 1 776-1 787 (Chapel Hill,

KC. , 1969), 71. For discussions o f Country Whig ideology, see Robert M, Weir, '''The Harmony
We Were Famous For': An I n terpretation of Pre-Revolutionary South Carolina Politics,"

2 6 ( 1 969): 473-80; and Kapla noff, infra , 8 5 - 1 2 2 .

n, Moltke·Hansen, supra , 2 4 .
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2 3 . Ramsay, Oration on the Advantages of A merican Independence ( 1778), "Ramsay: Writings;
189.
24. Rogers II, 1 3 5-58, and "South Carolina Federalists and the Origins of the Nullification
Movement," SCHM 71 (1970): 17-32, deal with the unionist sentiments of leading South Caro
linians and new ties with Northern politicians.

25. Quoted i n Shaffer, Politics of Histor)', 1 2 ; Ramsay to Benjamin Rush, 17 February 1 788,
"Ramsay: Writings," 19.

26. Ramsay's correspondence is filled with references to individuals h e consulted about his
h i stories. Even before it was published, the specific contents of his His[()ry of the American Revo
lution ( 1 789) were common knowledge, for it was discussed during the congressional campaign
of 178B.

27. Ramsay to John E liot, I I August t792, "Ramsay: Writings," 1 3 3 .
2 8 . David Ramsay, The History of the American Revolution (London, 1793), I , 3 1 . It was first
published in Philadelphia in 1789, but the L)ndon edition w i l l be hereafter cited.

29. Ramsay to Rush, 8 A pril 1 7 77. "Ramsay: Writings," 54-55.
30. Ramsay to Rush, 1 8 A ugust 1 787, and Ramsay, An Oration, J u ly 4, 1 794, ibid., 1 1 3 , 1 9 1 ;
Ramsay, HistorY o f t h e Revolution, I , 3 2 .

3 1 . Ramsay, History o f the Revolution, I , 2 9 , 26-27.
3 2 . Ibid , 3 3 .
3 3 . Ibid. , 4 2 .

3 4 . Ramsay, Omtion o n t h e Advantages o f Am erican Independence (1778), 'Ramsay: Writings;
189; Ellis, After the Revolution, 24-38.
35. Weir, "Harmony We Were Famous For," 485-86.

36. Richard Walsh, "Christopher Gadsden: Radical o r Conservative Revolutionary?" SCHM
63 ( 1 962): 1 98 99.
37. Oration on Independence (1 778), "Ramsay: Writings," 1 85-86.
38. Throughout the 1 7805 Ramsay spoke frequently and i n telligently in the legislature on
commercial and fiscal matters. J erome ). Naddh aft, The Disorders of War: The Revolution in South
Carolina (Orono, Maine, 19S1), passim.

39. Oration on Independence, "Ramsay: Writings," 184.
40. Pauline Maier, The Old Revolutionaries; Political Lives in the Age of Samuel Adams (New
York, 1980), 101 - 3 8, 2 7 3-74; Aleine Austin, Matthew Lyon: "New Man" of the Democratic Revolu
tion, 1749-1822 (University Park, Pa., 1981), 1 -7.

41. Maier, The Old Rem/utwnaries, 275; Wood, Creation of the Republic, 70-72.
42. Oration o n Independence, "Ramsay: Writings," 186.
43. Ramsay, History of the Revolution, 1, 3 5 5-56. For his views of the Pennsylvania Constitu
tion of 1 7 76 see ibid., 3 50- 5 1 , and Ramsay to Benjamin Rush, .3 February 1 7 79, "Ramsay: Writ
ings," 58-59. For views of Pinckney and Rutledge and Ramsay's rel ationship to them, see Mar
v i n R. Zah niser, Charles Cotesworth Pinckney: Founding l'luher (Chapel H i ll , N.C., 1967), 104 -6,

1 2 1-24; and Rogers 11, 148, IS0-8 3, 26S.
44. Henry F. May, The Enlightenment in America (New Yor k , 1976), xiv-xvi, has defined the
E nlightenment in terms of all those who believed two proposi tions: first, that the present age
is more enlightened than the past; second, that we understan d nature and m a n best through
the use of our natural faculties. If rhis appears to be too inclusive a defi n ition , it does exclude
those who believed t h a t tbe surest guide for human beings is revelation, tradition, or illumina
tion, probably most people who lived in America in the eighteenth and n i neteenth centuries.
It does not, however, exclude most members of the Charleston intellectual community, those
who belonged to the Library Society and the various other cult ural organizations. Within this
general framework, May has also made distinctions between such sharply d ifferent Enl ighten
ment thinkers as Voltaire, Hume, Pa ine, Locke , J efferson, and Rousseau. He has div ided the
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Enlightenment i n to fou r categories: ( I ) the Moderate or Rational E n l ightenment, which preached
balance, order, and religious compromise; (2) t h e Skeptical Enlightenment, whose grand master
was Voltaire and which led either to the systematic epistemological skepticism of Hume or

to

the systematic materialism of Holbach; (3) the Revolutionary E n l ightenment, the belief in the
possibility of constructing a new heaven and earth out of the destruction of the old; (4) the Didac
tic Enlightenment, whose chief center was Scotland but which triumphed in America in the
to

first quarter of the nineteenth century -opposed

skepticism and revolution, its aim was to

save from what it regarded as t h e debacle of t h e E nlightenment an i n telligible universe, clear
a nd certain moral judgments, and progress. A mong educatod, intellectually articulate South
Carolinians, each of these four categories was represented.
45. Ramsay to Thomas Jefferson, 6 August 1 786, "Ramsay: Writi ngs," 1 0 1 .
46. May, Enlightenment in America, 2 4 5 .
4 7 . Ibid. , 72-7348. David Ramsay, The History of South-Carolina, 2 vols. (Ch arleston, S.c., 1809), I , 27.
49. May, Enlightenment in America, 147-49.
50. Ramsay, History of South Caro!inl! , I , 2 7.
5 1 . Donald H. Meyer, The Democratic Enl ightenment (New York, 1976). xviii.
52. Ramsay, History of the Revolution, II, 3 24.
53. Before 1 790, Ramsay's correspondence was fillod with reflections, strategy, and gossip abour
national life a n d politics; after 1 790, rarely so. Even state politics consumed less of his i n tetest,
although h e con tinued in the legislature umil 1 799.
54. Ramsay to Jeremy Belknap, 1 1 March 1 795, "Ramsay: Writings," 140.
5 5. Ramsay, His tory of the Revo/ution, I, 197.
56. Ramsay

to

Eliot, 6 August 1785, "Ramsay: Writings," 90.

57. Merrill Jensen and Robert A. Becker, cds., The Documentary History 0/ the First Federal

Elections, 1 788-1790 (M adison, Wis., 1976), I, 1 76-8 1 .
58. Ramsay t o Eliot, 2 6 November 1 788,

"

Ra m say : Writings," 1 2 3 .

5 9 . See Ramsay, "An Address t o t h e Freemen of South Carolina o n t h e Federal Constitu
tion," in Paul Leicester Ford, cd., Pamphlets on the Constitution (New )brk , 1968), 3 7 1 -80.
60. Jane H. Pease and Wil l i a m H. Pease, infra, 234; James M. Banner, Jr., "The Problem of
South Carolina: in The Ho/stadter Aegis: A Memorial, ed. Stanley Elkins and Eric McKitrick
(New York, 1974), 66-68.
6 1 . "Ramsay: Writings," 5 1 - 1 2 3 .
6 2 . Ramsay to Rush, 3 February 1 7i9, 2 9 July 1 7 74, "Ramsay: Writi n gs, 59, 51. For a thor
"

ough discussion of the slavery issue, sec Arthur H. Shaffer, " Be tween Two Worlds: David Ramsay
and the Politics of Slavery," JSH 50 (1984): 1 7 5-96.

63. Duncan ]. Macleod, Slavery, Race and the American Revolution (Cambridge, 1974), 3 1 -32.

64. Ramsay

to

Rush, 20 June 1 7 79, "Ramsay: Writings," 60.

6 5 . Ramsay, HIStory 0/ the Revolution, !, 2 3-24.
66. Ibid. , 1 -42.
67. Ramsay to Eliot, 26 November 1788, "Ramsay: Writi n gs,
68. Moltke-Hansen, supra, 2 5-26.
69. Ramsay, History 0/ South Carolina, II, 2 1 7.
70. Ibid. , 2 1 3 - 1 5 .
7 1 . Oration, J u l y 4 , 1 794, "Ramsay: Writi n gs ,

"

192.

72 . Meyer, Democratic Enlightenment, 1 7 1 -85.
73. Ramsay, History of South Camlina, II, 240.
74. K ap l anoff, infra, 104.
75. Ramsay, History of South Carolina, II, 2 5 1 -77.
76. Hindle, Science in Revolutionary America, 279.
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77. Ramsay, A Revie", of the Imprrwements, Progress and State of Medicine in the XVlIlTH Cen·
tury (1801), "Ramsay: Writings," 209� 17.
78. Ibid. , 207; Ramsay, A Sketch of the Soil, Climate, Weather, and Diseases of South Carolina
(Charleston, S.c., 1796), 2 1 .

7 9 . Ramsay t o Rush, 1 1 February 1 8 0 1 , "Ramsay: Writings," 1 5 1; Ramsay, History of South Caro
lina, II, 36, 48, 49; Medical RetJositon 4 ( 1 80 1 ): 100, 2 18; ibid., 2d Hexade, 2 ( l 805): 365�66.
80. Martin S. Pemick, "Politics, Parties and Pestilence: Epidemic Yellow Fever in Philadelphia

Sickness and Health in America: Readings in the History
of Medicine and Public Health, ed. Judith Wal zer Leavitt and Ronald L. Numbers (Madison, Wis.,
and the Rise of the First Party System," i n

1978), 241 �56.
8 1 . Chris Holmes, "Benjami n Rush and the Yellow Fever," Bulletin of the History of Medicine
40 ( 1 966): 246-50, 2 5 5.
82. Medical Repository 4 (1801): 1 0 1 , 103; Ramsay, Soil, Climate, \\'ieather, and Diseases, 26; Ram·
say,

A Dissertation on the Means of Preserving Health in Charleston, and the Adjacent Lou, CountT}·

(Charleston, S.c. , 1 790), 1 5� 16. For an overview of the health issue, see Lawrence Friedm a n and

Journal of American
Studies 1 3 ( 1 979): 3 7 56.
83. Ramsay, Dissertation on Preserving Health, 7-8, 10, 1 2- 1 3 ; Medical Repository 4 (l801): 2 19;
Arthur Shaffer, "History, Politics and Health in Early America n Thought,"
�

ibid., 2d Hexade, 2 (1805): 366.

84. Ramsay, History of South Carolina, I, 3 1 �5 3 : II, 241 -49.
8 5 . See Mark Kaplanoff, infra, 85-86.
86. O'Brien, supra, xi; Moltke-Hansen, infra, passim.
8 7 . Shaffer, Politics 0/ History, 1 75-78.
88. Ibid. , 178-80.
89. [Mary Legare, ed.l, Writings of Hugh Swinton Legare, 2 vols. (Charleston, S.c, 1 846), 1 , 2 57�69.

3 . Charles Pinckney:
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1 . Pinckney's speech can be found in The Debates and Proceedings in the Congress of the United
States . . . 1 789-1 824, 42 vols. (Washington, D.c., 1834-56), 16th Cong., 2d sess., 1 3 10-29, 1 4 Feb
ruary 1820, (Hereafter cited as Missouri 1820.) The quotation is from p. 1 328. For
comment on the speech , see

a

contemporary

Niles' Weekly Register, n.s., 5 ( 1 9 February 1820): 4 38.

2. Niles' Weeki:" Register, n.5. , 6 ( 1 5 Jul y 1820): 3 4 5 , 349-57.
3. Debmes and Pmceedings in Congress, 16th Cong., 2d sess., 1 1 29�45, 1 3 rebruary 1821. (Hereafter

cited as Missouri 182 !.)

4 . South Carolina's shift has been described i n George C. Rogers, Jr., "The South Carol ina
rederalists and the Origins of the Nullification Movement,"

SCHM 7 1 ( 1970): 1 7 - 3 2 , and Freeh

ling, 90- 1 3 3 .

5 . For a brief sketch of South Carolina's in ternal development in t h i s period, see James M.

The Ho/
sfadter Aegi5: A Memorial (New York, 1974), 60- 9 3 . [ have discussed this development i n detail
Banner, "The Problem of So uth Carolina," i n Stanley Elkins and Eric McKitrick, eds.,

in my u npublished dissertation, "Making the South Solid: Politics and the Structure of Society
in South Carol ina, 1 790- 1 8 1 5" (Cambridge U n i versity, 1980), a copy of which is in SCL.

6. George Dangerfield, The Era of Good Feelings (New Yor k , 1952), 220-2 1 ; G lover Moore,
The M issouri Controversy, 1 8 1 9-1 821 (Lexington, Ky., 1966), 125�26; and John McCardell, The
Idea of a Southern Nation: Southern Nationalists and Southern Nationalism, 1 830-1 860 (New York,
1979), 50.
7. Norman K. Risjord, The Old Republicans: Southern Conservatism in the Age of Jefferson (New
York, 1965), 2 1 3 . For similar comments see Moore,

Missouri Contnwersy, 346, and McCardel l ,

Idea of a Southern Nation, 49�50.
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8, There is no full-scale biography of Pinckney, and it is doubtful t h at (,nough sources survive
about his life for one ever to be written, The best a n d most detailed modern account of his
career is in Frances L Williams, A Founding Family: The Pinckne�s of South Carolina (New York,
1978); the most useful short biographical piece is the very full and perceptive sketch by j. Harold
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of Congress and the State Legislature," City Gazette, 25 September 1 810, a senes on 18, 19, 20,
2 1 , 2 2 , 24, 2 5 September (hereafter ci ted as Rep u blican 1810); a n d Observations to Shew the Pro'
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77. Speeches 1800, 76. For similar senriments, see Republican 1800, 3 September; Republican
1 8 1 0, 2 5 September; and Observations 1816, 4 5 -46, 5 2 .
7 8 . Three Letters 1 78 3 , 5-7, 2 3; Records 1 787. 1, 404; Debates 1 788. V , 3 2 6 ; Govemor's Messages
1 797 and 1 798; Speeches 1800, i-ii, 5, 87, 9 2 , 1 09; and Republican 1800, I 3 OctDher.
79. Governor's Message 1808.
80. Republican 1800, 16 September (italics in the origina l).
8 1 . Governor's Message, 1 798. For similar comments, see Obsert"{ltions on the Plan of Gm:em·
ment Submitted to the Federal Convention, in Philadelphia, on the 28th of May, 1 787. By Mr. Charles
Pincknc, . . . Del it'emi at Different Tim es in the COHrse of their D i.lcussions (New York, [ 1 787]), 3
(hereafter cited as Observations 1 787); Governor's Message 1 798; Repuhlican 1800, 28 August;
Republican 1 8 10 , 18 September; and Missouri 182 1 , 1 1 30.
8 2 . For conventional ideas ahout the prohl e m of the large repuhlic, see Wood, Creation of

the American Republic. 499�506.
8 3 . Debate.l 1 788, V, 262.
84. Obserwtions l i 87, 22, and Missouri 1 8 2 0 , 1 3 19.
85. Three Letters 1 78 3 , 9.
86. ''A.ccount'' 1 786, 1 54 ; Obserwtions 1 8 1 6 , 47; and Missouri 1820, 1 3 18- 1 9.
87. On the fiscal system, see Governor's Message 1 79 1 : Speeches 1800, 62-63; and Ohserva
tions 1816, 3 1 . On war and the mIlitary, see Three Letters 1 78 3, 2 2 ; "Account" 1 786. 1 56; Debate.,
1788, V, 260-6 1 ; "Speech" 1795, 1 3; and Republican 1810, 2 1 September, 2 5 .
8 8 . Missouri 1 820. 1 3 1 3.

40 1

Notes
89. On New England ., isolation, see St!eech 1 786, 3-4; Debates 1 788,

to

Pages 1 06- 1 1 1

Y, 3 2 3 ; a nd Observations

1816, 45, 4\)-50.

90. Republican 1800, 26, 29 September, I October; Republican 1 810, 1 9, 21 September; Missouri
1820, 1 3 10, 1 3 1 3 - 1 4 ; and Miswuri 1 82 1 , 1 144.
9 1 . Missouri 1820, 1 3 19.
92.

Ibid.

\) 3 . On Republican use of the con,'cpts of influence and corruption, see Banning, Jeffersonian

Persuasion,

128-Z\), ISO-52, 1 58- 59, 1 6 3 -64, 1 7 1 , 1 77, 186-207, 2 29-30, 248-50, and 286-87.

94. See Mac leod, 'Triple Crisis."

Observations 1 787, 1 5; and Debates 1 788, Y, 259. See also "Account" 1786, 1 58; and Records
I, 400.
96. Records 1 787, II, 490.

95.
1 787,

97.
98.

Speeches
Speeches

1800, 87 (italics in the original).
1800, 1 4, 20, 29, 7 3, 8 1 , 87, 89, 9 1 , 92. 101 ; Republican 1 800, 2 8 August.

S, 1 6

September, 1 3 October.
99.

Speeches

1 800, 6 7, 1 3, 20, 29, 42, 72--7 3 , 1 19; Republican 1 800, 5- 30 September.

1 00. Republican 1800, 28 August.
1 0 1 . On the Virginian position generally, See Risjord,

Old Republicans.

For a precise ana!y

sis of the ways in which they conti nued to use the concepts o f influence and corruption,

John Taylor of Caroline, 102-3, 1 25-27, 1 58-6 1 , 164- 7 1 , 190- 9 1 , 193-20Z, 207-2 1 ; and
The Educat ion of John Randolph (New York, 197'11, 174-8 3 , 189-97, 2 3 3-38, 2 59 Pinckney', more relaxed view can b e seen in Republican 1800, ) September, a n d Observations

Shalhopc,

Robert Dawidoff,
60.

1 8 1 6, 52.
1 02. Missouri 1 820, 1 3 1 4.
1 0 3 . Missouri 1 8 2 1 , 1 144.
104. "Speech" 1795, 1 7; a n d Republican 1 8 10, 18, 2 4 Septemhe�.
1 05.

Speeches

1800 65-66; and

Observations

1 8 : 6, 47-48.

1 06. Missouri 1820, 1 3 19-20.
1 07 . Sec Hnfstadter,

Idea of a Party Svstem.

1 08. For general comments on party, see "Acco unt" 1 786, 1 58;

tiom

1 787, 16; and

1 09.

Speeches

Debates

1800, 6 3 .

1 10. O n the necessity o f a n ational Repuhlican parry, see
1 1 1.

Speeches

Records 1 787, 1 1 , 298; Obsen'aDebates 1 7 88, '/, 287.

1788, V, 326-27. The quotation is from

Observations

1 81 6 , 3-4, 3 4 - 35, 4 1 -44.

1800, 1 4 .

1 1 2 . Republican 1 8 1 0 , 1 9 September.
1 1 3.

Observations

1 8 1 6, 20.

1 1 4. Republican 1 8 10, 1 9 S eptember.
1 1 5. Missouri 1820, 1 1 32 .
1 1 6.

Ibid.

1 1 7. Missouri 1 82 1 , 1 1 3 1 .
1 1 8.
1 1 9.

Ibid.,
Ibid . ,

1 1 3 1 -321 14 1 .

1 20. Sec n . 2 8 , above.
1 2 1 . Freehling, 89.
1 2 2. Sec, e.g., Robert M. Weir, "The South Caroli n i a n

Extremist," South Atlantic QuaTterl�

74 (1975): 92-93.
1 2 3 . Much o f the discussion o f South Caroli n ian politics in t h e following paragraphs is based
upon the detailed analysis in my "Making the South Solid: In gi ving citations for the following
discussion, I have tried only to identify the sourCes of quotations and to cite published work
that illustrates and confirms the points made.

402

Noces to Pages 1 1 1 - 1 1 2
1 2 4. ro r good accounts of Carolinian politics i n the 1 7805, see Jerome J . Nadelhaft, "The
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miscellaneous MSS, New York Public Library; a nd Henry Dana Ward to Artemas Ward, 6 April
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1 29. ror tbe use of these terms, see Pierce Bu tler letter book, 26 September 1 79 3 , SCL; Philip
S . roner, ed., The Democratic-Republican Societies, 1 790-1 800: A Documentary Sourcebook of Con
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SCSA; petition of the inhabitants of Lancaster County, ibid., 4 December 1797; presentments
of the Edgefield grand jury, October 179B, Senate presentments, 3 December 1798, SCSA; and
the presentments of the Charleston District grand jury. February 1 7 99, City Gazette, 4 f'eb ruary 1 799.

1 3 5. The best published account of the rise of the South Carolina Jeffersonians remains Wolfe,
Jeffersonian Democracy in South Carolina, 1 - 165.
1 36. [W.S. E l l iott], "Charles Pinckney," 377n.

137. Ibid. , 3 7 3�74.
1 38. Incidental information about Pinckney's financial affairs and difficulties can be found
i n the C ity Gazette, 3 0 September, 6 October 1800; 23 April 180 3 ; 10 December 1807; Courier,

6 January 180B; D'Oyley, Letter, Addressed to his Excellency Charles Pinckney, and "Diary of Edward
Hooker, 1805- IBOB," American H istorical Association, Annual Report .

.

. 1 896 (Washington, DC ,

1897), I, 858-59. A discussion of charges about h is dishonesty c a n be found in Ulrich B. Phillips,
"The South Carolina Federalists," AHR 14 ( l90B-1 909): 739; D ictionary

0/ American Biography,

XIV, 613; David D Wallace, History of South Carolina, 4 vols. (New York, 1934), III. 358n; and

Williams, Founding Family, 3 5 1 , 483.

139. Williams, Founding Family. 3 1 1 .
140. See the general comments i n ibid. , 270-71, 2 9 4 , 3 3 8 , 346, 3 5 1 , a n d t h e very paimed
comments by George Washington in Records 1 7B7, III, 1 3 1.

1 4 1 . On Pinckney's break w ith the Federalists, see Rogers II, 184; and Rose, Prologue to De·
mocrmy, 102-3. On his relations with his family and friends generally, see Williams, Founding
Family, 3 10- 1 1 , 328-29. 3 38, 346, 456.
1 42. For a good example of a vain and ambitious member o f the Carolinian establishment,
see the comments On Senator Jacob Read in Rogers II, 1 9 1 -9 2. 347-48.

1 4 3 . Charles Pinck ney to Thomas ]efferson, 16 October 1 800; 22 November. 3 December
1800, Jefferson Papers, Le; and Ralph Izard to J acob Read, 12 October 1 795, Iza rd Papers, SCL.
1 44 . State,Gazette, 1 7 September 1 798; 16 M a rch 1 799, 18 A pril, 2 August, 7 October 1800.
The quotation is from 2 August 1 BOO.

1 4 5 . William Read to Jacob Read, 10 September 1795, Read Family Papers, SCHS.
146. Charles Pinckney to James Madison. 26 October 1800, Madison Pape", Le.
147. See Rogers II, 363-64; and Zahniser, Charles Cotesworth Pinckney, 2 3 8-39, 2 4 1 -42, 24446, 258.
148. There is

a

useful collective portrait of the great planters (those owning 100 slaves or

more) in 1860 in Chalmers G. Davidson, The Last Foray: The South Carolina Planters of 1 860,

a Sociological Study (Columbia, S.c., 1971). Generalizations abo u t c hanges are based on a com
parison of Davidson's work with my own analysis of the great planter5 of 1790 and 1810, presented
in "Making the South Solid," 1 5-27.
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1 49. These conclusions are based upon my ow n analysis in "Making the South Solid," 1 2029. For the best published discussion of great planters and political office, see Davidson, Last
Fora\!, 54-82.
1 50. Freeh ling discusses the elitist structure of Carolinian politics and quotes some explicit
statements of political elitism by Carolinian leaders; see Freehling, 89-91, 241. But these state
ments were now made privately; publicly, Carolinian leaders continued to affir m their faith i n
democracy. For a sensitive discussion of this point, see R . Nicholas Olsberg, "A Government
of Class and Race: William Henry Trescot and the South Carolina C hivalry, 1860-1865," ( Ph.D.
diss., University of South Caroli na, 1972), 101-07. Instead of attacking democracy directly, Caro
linian leaders began to attack party.

1 5 1 . There is no good study of loeal economic and social arra ngements in a n tebellum South
Carolina. These conclusions are based o n my own studies o f l and use and plantation self-sufficiency
in "Making the South Solid," 3 3- 3 5.

1 5 2. See t h e very revealing comments i n Chesnut, 193, 205, 830-32.
1 5 3. Before 1800 the average turnout i n co ngressional elections had never exceeded 3 5 per
cent of adult w hite males; in the decade after 18 10, it never d ropped below 60 percent. For a
detailed discussion of these figures and evidence genera lly about voting, see "Making the South
Solid," 114- 16.

1 54. See J o h n H unter to James Madison, 16 April 1801, M adison Papers, LC; Pierce Butler
to Thomas J efferson, 19 September 1801, Jefferson Papers, LC; Wade Hampton

to

Thomas Sum

ter, 20 December 1801, transcript, Draper MSS, Wisconsin Historical Society; and the general
discussion in "Making the South Solid," 18"-92.

1 5 5. This point has been noticed and comm ented upon by several historians; for the most
perceptive discu ssion, see Banner, "Problem of South Carolina."

1 56. Fbr discussions of popular excitements, see Freehling, 1 2 1 ; and Olsberg, "Government
of Class and Race," 98- 100. On contempt for politicians and the prestige of pla nters, see ihid. ,

90, 240; George P. Germany, "The South Caro l i n a Governing Elite, 1820- 1860" (Ph.D. diss., Uni
versity of California, Berkeley, 19 72), 7 3-88, 222 24, 2 34-35 , 239-46; Kenneth S. Greenberg, "The
Second American Revolution: South Carolina Politics, Society, a nd Secession, 1 7 76- 1869" (PhD.
diss., University of Wisconsin, 1976), 74-76, 96- 103; and Olsberg, "Government of Class and
Race," 74-76.

1 5 7 . A good discussion of t h e style of leadership in antebellum South Carolina can be found
in Weir, "South Carolinian as Extremist," 86- 103.

1 58. Observations 1 787, 3; Governor's Message 1 798; Republican 1800, 28 August; Republican

1810, 18 Septem ber.

1 59. Speeches 1 800, 106.
160. This point is made explicitly in Pauline Maier, "The Road Not Taken: Nullification,
John C. Calhoun, and the Revo lutionary Tra dition in South Carolina," SCHM 82 (1981): 18- 19,
and implicitly i n Weir, "South Carolinian as Extremist."

1 6 1 . See William W. Freeh ling, "Spoilsmen and Interests in the Thought of John C. Cal
houn," JAB 52 ( 1965-66): 2 5-42; Greenberg, "Second American Revolution," 1 2 3 -213; Germany,
"South Carolina Governing E l ite," 236-41; Olsberg, "Government of Class and Race," 101 - 1 7 ;
a n d Weir, "South Carolinian a s Extremist," 89-95, 101-2.

162. John C. Calhoun to Samuel L . Gouverneur, 8 August 1831, i n Calhoun P"pers, XI, 4 5 3 .
For similar comments b y Calhoun, see ibid., X , 202, and XI, 4 66.

163. See Fre eh l i ng , "Spoilsmen and Interests in the Thought of Calhoun," 25-42; Greenberg,
"Second American Revolution," 1 2 3 2 1 3; Germany, "South Carolina Governing Elite," 2 36-�1;
Olsberg, "Gover nment of Class and Race," 101 - 1 7; and Weir, "South Carolinian as Extremist,"

89-95 , 101-2.
164. [Elliott], "Charles Pinckney," 63, 67, 1 7 1 .
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165. Missouri 1 820, 1 328.
1 66. Hofstadter, Idea of a Party System, 2 1 2�7!.
1 67 . There is no general study of Republican rhetoric ( including rhetoric i n state and local
politics) after 1800: one can, however, find much evidence of a u tiaristocratic rhetoric i n various
studies of local Republican politics in the North. See Alfred E Young, The Demacmtic,Republicans

afNew York: The Origins, 1 763�1 797 (Chapel H i l l , N.c., 1967), 3 i Z , 382�84, 395, 405� 1 2, 450�53,
458�59, 468 95: Howard B. Rock, Artisans of the Ne,,' Republic: The Tradesmen of New York City
in the Age of Jefferson (New York. 1 979), 45�7 1 , 80�81, 1 23-43, 279 83: Carl E. Prince, New Jme"
Jeffersonian Republicans: The Genesis of an Early Party I>fachine, 1 7139-1817 (Chapel Hill, N.c., 1964),
19, 165-68; Paul Goodman, The Democratic,Republicans of Massachusetts: Politics in a Young Rc'
public (Cambridge, Mass" 1964), 70-86, 154�81; Richard E. Ellis, The JeHersonian Crisis: Courts
and Politics in the Young Republic (New York , 1 9 7 1 ) , 1 7 1 -81.
168. Banning, Jeffersonian Persuasion, 229-30 L
169. On the Republican Party, see Eric funer, Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Men: The Ideology
of the Republican Parry before the Civil War (New York, 1970).
1 70. See Shalhope, John Taylor of Caroline, 1 38�39, 1 57�7 1 , 1 9 1-92, 193-202, 207 1 2 ; Dawi
doff, Education of John Randolph, 2 3 3- 38, 243-44: McCoy, Elusive Republic, 249-50; and Rob
ert E. Shalhopc, 'Thomas Jefferson's Republicanism and Antebellum Southern Thought," JSH

42 ( 1976), 529-56.
1 7 1 . See n . 57, above.
In Shalhope, John Taylor of Caroline, 4 3�50, 104�5, 1 29�39, I SO-51, 185�88.
1 7 3. Charles H. Ambler, Sectionalism in Virginia from 1 776 to 1861 (Chicago, 1909), 95-97,
1 37-74; Harry Ammon, "The Republican Party in Virginia 1789 to 1824" (Ph.D. diss., Univer·
sity of Virginia, 1948), 443�47; Harry Ammon, 'The Richmond Ju nto, 1800- 1824," Virginia

Magazine of History and Biography 61 (I9�3): 397; and Dawidoff, Education of John Randolph, 22529.
1 74. Rather l i t tl e has been w ritten about the thought of the neWer areas of the Old South,
but there are some suggestive hints. On proslavcry, see McCardell, Idea of a Southern Nation,

7 1 -84. On democracy, see J. M i lls Thornton I I I , Politics and Power in a Sla,'e Society: Alabama,

1 800- 1 860 (Baron Rouge, La., (978), 43--44. On

a

general commitment to economic growth,

see

Ibid., 4 3 . Certainly there were d ifferences of opinion in these states about the sort of economic
development d esired: indeed, such differences lay beneath party political divisions (see n . 1 77
below), but both parties were arguing for growth -one for growth over space, the other for growth
over time, i n Major L. Wilson's formulation: 'The Concept of Time and Political Dialogue in
the United States, 1828- 1848," American Quanerl)' 1 7 ( 1 967): 662-63.

1 7 5 . See Thornton, Politics and Power in a Sla,,� Society, 5 3� 5 8 ; Donald A. DeBars, "Elite and
Masses: Political Structure, Communication and Behavior in Ante-Bellum Georgia" <Ph.D. diss.,
U niverSity of Wisconsin, 1973), 3 02 � 1 2 : and Marc W. Kruman, "Politics and Parties in North
Carolina, 1846� 1865" (Ph.D. diss., Yale University, 1978), 19�2 2, 144-45.

176. Paul W. Brewer, "The Rise of the Second Party Syste m : M i ssouri , 181 5-1845" (Ph.D.
diss., Washington University, 1974), ! l S- 17, 1 4 1 - 209, 272�31 7, 464-95; DeBats, "Elite and Masses,"

1 9� Z I , 27, ! l0- ! l , 478··503; Thomas E. Jeffrey, "The Second Party System in I\orr h Carolina,
1836- 1860" (Ph .D. diss., Catholic U niversity of America, 1976), 74, ! l9-46; Kruman, "Politics
and Parties in N orrh Carolina," 2�9, 18; Frank M. Lowrey, "1cnnessee Voters d u ring the Second
Two�Party System, 1836- 1 860: A Study in Voter Constancy and in Socio�Economic and Demo
graphic Distinctions" (Ph.D. diss., U niversity of Alabama, 19(3). 2 3�24, 28-39; Thornton, Politics

and Power in a Slave Society, 1 1 7 62: and Henry L Watson, "Bitter Combinations of the Neigh,
borhood: The Second American Party System i n Cumberland County, North Caro lina" (PhD.
diss., Northwestern University, 1976), 2 1 -38, 3 1 9-27.

1 7 7. Thornton, Politics and Power in a Slave Society, 57; and Watson, "Bitter Combi nations,"
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266-68, Although other historians do not make this point explicitly, i t seems consistent wi th
the sor t of v ot in g patterns described i n n. 1 79, below.

1 78. Thomas B. A lexander et aI., "Who Were the Alabama W higs?" Alabama Review 16 (1963):
6- 1 1 ; Thomas B. Alexander et aI., "The Basis of Alabama's Ante-Bellum Two-Party System," Ala
bama Review 19 (1966): 265-66; DeBats, "Elite a n d Masses," 372-474; jeffrey, "Second Party Sys
tem in North Carolina," 82; K r u m a n, "Politics and Parties in North Carolina," 3 5-36; Lowrey,
"Ten nessee Voters," 200-7; and Watson, "Bitter Combinations," 2 16-18, 2 5 1 - 56.

1 79. Alexander et aI., "Basis of Alabama's A me-Bellum Two-Party System," 2 66; Brewer, "Rise
of the Second Party System in Missouri," 507 38; Michael E H o l t, The Political Crisis of the 1 8505
(New York, 1978), 2 4 5 -46; Kruman, "Politics a n d Parties in North Carolina," 36; James R. Sharp,

The }acksonians l'ersU5 the Banks: Politics in the States after the Pan ic 0/ 1 837 (New York, 1970), 881 2 2 ; and Watso n, "Bitter Combinations," 79-87, 1 3 3-36, 1 39-4 1 , 3 10-12.
180. Brewer, "Rise of the Second Party System i n Missouri," 210-71; DeBats, "Elite and Masses,"
2 17-27; Jeffrey, "Second Party System in North Carolina," 1 54-57; Kruman, "Parties and Politics
in North Carol in a," 10- 1 7 ; and Ralph A Wooster, The People in Power: Courthouse and Statehouse

in the Lower South, 1 850-1860 (Knoxville, Ten n . , 1 969).
1 8 1 . Holt, Political Crisis of the 18505, 245-46; and Watson, "Bitter Combinations," 1 52-62,
207-8, 220-25.
182. Brewer, "Rise of the Second Party System i n Missouri," 1 26-38; Jeffrey, "Second Party
System i n North Carolina," 90; and Thornton, Politics and Pawer in a Slaw Sodety, 98- 100.

1 8 3 . See particularly William J. Cooper, Jr., The South and the Politics 0/ Slavery, 1828-1856
(Baton Rouge, La., 1978), but also Kruman, "Pa rties and Politics i n North Carolina," 4 1 -75; an d
Watson, "Bitter Combinations," 48-50.

184. Holt, Political Crisis of the 1 8505, 245-48.
1 85. Ibid . , 246; Kruman, "Pa rties and Politics in North Caro l ina," Ll; and Thornton, Politics
and Power in a Sla<'c Society, 296-300.
1 86. Gene W. Boyett, "The Whigs of Arkansas, 1836 1856" (Ph .D. diss., Louisiana State Uni
versity, 1972), 3 7 2-75; David R. Goldfield, "The Triumph of Politics over Society: Virginia, 1851-

1861" (PhD. d i ss., University o f Virginia, 1970), 1 1 - 14 , 3 3, 1 38-65; Kruman, "Parties and Pol i t ics
i n North Caroli na," 2 5-26, 76- 1 15; and Thornton, Politics and Pm.ver in

Slave Society, 302-6,

308- 1 2 , 3 2 3 - 3 1 .
1 8 7 . For a sense o f t h e w a y i n which t h e rewards o f prosperity were being distributed un
equally, see Gavin Wright, "'Economic Democracy' and the Concentration of Agricultural Wealth
in the Corton South, 1850- 1860," Agricultural Hiswry 44 (1970): 63-93; for a sense of the way

in which people fel t th reatened by changes, see Thornton, Politics and Po<ver in a Slat'" Sociery, 305-21 .

[ 8 8 . Several Southern states had strong populist movements outside th e existing party sys
tem; see James H. Broussard, "Some Determinants of Know-Nothing Electoral Strength i n th e
S ou t h , [856," Louisiana Hmory 7 ( 1 966): 5-20; Do nald C . B u tts , ''A C h allenge to P l an ter Rule:
The Controversy over Ad Valorem T:� xation of S laves in Nort h Carolina, 1 8 58- 1862" (Ph.D.
diss., Duke U n iversity, 1978); and Marius M. Carriere, "The Know Nothing Movement in lou
isiana" (Ph .D. diss., Louisiana State University, 1 977). Likewise, t h ere were many states i n which
populist leaders and populist issues emerged with i n one of the existing parties; see DeBats, "Elite
and Masses," 1 7 5, 179-83; Jeffrey, "Second Party System in North Carolina," 3 3 7-54; Robert K.
Peters, 'Texas: A n nexation to Secession" (Ph.D. diss., University of Texas, 1977), 228-29, 302-4;
and Thornton, Politics and Pml'er in a Slave Society, 3 2 3 - 3 1.

189. Sec Bar ney, Road

to

Secession, 49-84.

190. See Michael P. Johnson, Toward a Patriarchal Republic: The Secession of Georgia (Baton
Rouge, La., 1977), 28-62, 1 4 3 - 78.

[ 9 1 . On the South's insistence o n its own pu re republicanism , see Holt, Political Crisis of the
1 8505, 6, 3 7 - 38, 54 · 56, 2 3 8-40, 2 4 1 - 59; for m as sive documentation o n the use of this sort of
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argument, see Walter K . Wood, "The Union of t h e States: A Study o f Radical Wh ig-Republican
Ideology and its Influence upon the Nation and the South, 1 7 76 - 1861" (Ph.D. diss., University
of South Carol ina, 1978).
192. For analyses of secess ionist rhetoric, see Barney, Road to Secession, 1 12-22, 1 24-37; Ste
ven A. Channing, Crisis of Fear: Secession in South Carolina (New York, 1970), 1 4 1 -66, 229-85;
and Joh nson, Toward a Patriarchal Republic, 28-62193. [Elliottl, "Charles Pinckney," 63, 6 7.

4. Hugh Legare:

o'BRIEN

1 . So he is described in John D. Hart, The Oxford Companion

to

American Literature, 4th ed.

(New York, 1965), 466-67; parallel is John R. Welsh's remark, "If Elliott was the city's Franklin,
Legare was its SamuelJohnson," in "An Early Pioneer: Legare's Southern Review," Southern Literary
Journal 3 (1971): 83: especially inapposite i n view of Legare's harsh opinion of Joh nson, in Writings
of Hugh Swinton Legare, ed. Mary Legare, 2 vols. (Charleston, S.c, 1845-46), I, 130.
2 . William Campbell Preston, Eulogy on Hugh Swinton Legare (Charleston, S.c, 1843), 3 1 .
3 . Legare t o Isaac E . Holmes, 8 A p r i l 183 3 , i n Writings, I, 2 1 5.
4. Paul Ham ilton Hayne, "Hugh Swinton Legare," SR 7 (1870): 133; William P. Trent, William
Gilmore Simms (Boston, 1892), 5 1 . It is worth noting that the standard and very unsatisfactory
biography of Legare was first written as a dissertation at Vanderbilt U niversity under John Don
ald Wade, who had studied with Trent at Columbia, and the book bears Trent's imprint: see
Linda Rhea, Hugh Swinton Legare: A Charleston Intellectual (Chapel Hill, N .C, 1934).
S. Hayne, "Legare," 134; cf. Hayne to James Russell Lowell, 1 1 August 1860, i n Daniel M.
McKeithan, ed.,

A Collection of Hayne Letters (Austin, Tex., 1944), lOl: "But often -, how often!

I think of the dear friends I have in Boston, & contrasting the society there, with the so
ciety of Charleston, (I mean of a literary kind),- it is impossible for me to feel otherwise than
'sad',"
6. Donald Davidson, "Introduction," in Simms Letters, t, xxxiv-xxxvi.
7 . It is proper to observe that William R Tay lor, C'.avalier and Yankee: The Old South and Ameri
can National Character (New York, 1961), 53-57, though sometimes mistaken about Legare, has
an interesting discussion o f Legare's alienation.

S. Biographical information on Legare can be found in Rhea, Legare; [E.W. Johnstonl. "Bio
graphical Notice," in \Vritings, I, v-lxxii; and, in many ways superior to Rhea, Merrill G.
Christophersen, "A Rhetorical Study of Hugh Swinton Legare: South Caroli n a U n ionist," (Ph.D
diss., U niversity of Aorida, 1954), which has more than its title implies. See also M ichael O'Brien,
A Character of Hugh Legare (Knoxville, Tenn., 1985), from which parr of this essay is drawn.
9. 1 use the distinction, derived from E. Digby Baltzell, Philadelphia Gentlemen: The Making
of a National Upper Class (Glencoe, 1958), c ited by Jane H_ Peas e and William H . Pease, "The
Economics and Politics of Charleston's Nullification Crisis," ]SH 47 (1981), 348-49, which has
influenced my understanding of hath nullification and Legare: as the Peases have it, "The elite
are those with the power and skills to establish and carry out

a

community's valuee and goals;

the upper class derives its influence from fami ly, church, and club membership as well as form
of wealth."
10. Legare to Francis Walker Gilmer, I October 1816, Gilmer Papers, U n i versity of Virginia.

I L Reminiscences of Public Men, i n The Writings of Benjamin F. Perry, ed. Stephen Meats and

Edwin T. Arnold (Spartanburg, S.c., 1980), III, 38.

12. Legare to his mother, 4 N ovember 1832, Legare Papers, SCL; all manuscripts not other
wise cited may be assumed to be i n this collection.
1 3 . For example, Legare to M ary Legare , 4 August 1833, and 19 August 1835; Legare to his
mother, 16 March 1835.
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1 4 . Legare to Judith Rives, 19 October 1838, R ives Papers, LC; Legan� to William Cabell Rives,
3 December 1840, and 5 June 1 840, Rives Papers, Le.
I S. James Louis Petigru to Legare, 17 February 1836, in Perigru, 1 8 1 ; Legare to his mother,
24/25 November 1 8 3 5 ; Stephen Elliott, Jr., to Legare, 4 December 1839.
1 6 . Legare to Mary Legare, 4 August 1 8 3 3.
1 7. Legare to Alfred Huger, 23 September 1838.
1 8 . Legare to h i s mother, 13 September 1 84 1 .
1 9 . Legare t o Thomas Wh ite, 1 0 M a y 1 8 3 8 ; Legare t o Geo rge Frederick Holmes, 1 0 December 1842, Holmes Papers, Le.
20. Legare to his mother, 24 January 1829.
2 1 . "Hall's Travels in North America," [ 1829], i n Writings, l l, 264, 288.
22. Legare to Judith Rives, 5 April 184 1 , Rives Papers, Le.
2 3 . Note his sorrowfu l condemnation of the i nsecurity of American judges i n "Kent's Com·
mentaries; ( 1 828), in Writings, 11, J 4 1 .
24. Legare to M a r y Legan�, 1 9 October 1 8 3 5 ; Legare to h i s mother, 2 Seprember 1 84 1 .
2 5 . Legare to h i s mother, n.d. [Edinburgh, 1 819J, a n d 1 3 August 1 8 3 2 .
26. Writings, I, 1 2 3, 1 2 6 ; Legare to h i s mother, 1 4 September 1 840; "Spirit of t h e Sub·Treasury"
[ 1 837J, in Wntings, I, 284-85.
27. [Legare], "Stephen Elliott," Courier, 30 M arch 1840; [Samuel PrioleauJ, "Dyspepsia; SR
4 (1829): 208-4 1 ; Legare to Mary Legare, 25 January 1836; "Classical Learning," [ 1828J, in Writings,
II, 7; Legare to Jesse Burton Harrison, 3 November 1828.
28. Legare to his mother, 25 September 1838; Legare to W.e. Rives, S October 1838, RIves
Papers, Le; Legare to Alfred Huger, 1 5 December 1834, in Writings, I, 2 16- 19; L:gare to his mother,
4 November 1832; Legare to Mary u'gare, 10 October 1839; Legare to his mother, 27 September 1840.
29. Mitchell King to Legare, 5 May 1833; Legare to we Rives, S October 1838, Rives Papers, Le.
30. Mary Legare to Paul H. H ayne, 27 July 18 78, Hayne Papers, Duke University: "I a m grati
fied & well pleased with your own original remarks on my brother's career & character but
deeply regret t h a t so eloquent & beautifu l a pe n should have been betrayed by the misrepresen
tations of Wm. e. Preston & his creature Wm. Johnson (a little grammar master) whom the Hon
Senator i n a m anner forced upon me as a proper person to write the Biogrdphy of Legare . . . .
Preston the appointed Eulogist of HSL opens h is address with the remark that H S Legare h a d
been overpraised & he meant t h e n and there t o prove t h a t h e w a s so."
3 1 . Legare ro we Rives, S October 1838, Rives Papers, Le.
32. George Ticknor to Legare, 29 December 1 839, and 9 June 1842, in Life, Letters and .Jour
nals of George Ticknor, cd. George S. Hillard, 2 vols. (Bosron , 1876), n, 191, 207; "Classical learn
ing," 7.
3 l Joseph Cogswell to Legare, ZZ December 1838.
34. Nassau Senior to Legare, 28 January 1840; Legare to Mary Legare, 12 October 1838; Legare
to Gouverneur Kemble, 9 June 1839, Char les L Chandler Papers, SHC; Legare to W.C Rives,
29 October 1839, Rives Papers, Le.
3 5 . Legare to Judith Rives, 19 October 1838, Rives Papers, LC; Legare to Mary Legan', 1 0
September 1838, a n d 1 2 October 1838.
36. Joseph Cogswell to Legare, 22 December 1838, and 24 April 1839; Legare to Thomas C
Reynolds, 6 February 1 8 4 1 , in Writings, I, 236.
37. Legare to Mary Legare, 1 5 April 1 8 3 5 ; Kemble to Poinsett, 29 June 1843, Gilpi n/Poinsett
Papers, PHS; Richard Lounsbury, on reading this characterization of Legare the politician, ob
served that it reminded him of Cicero, Legare's model: cf. Ro nald Syme, The Roman Revolution
(Oxford, 1 9 3 9), 1 3 5-48, especially Syme's remark (p. I I), parallel to Kemble's judgment, "Cicero
would have preserved both dignity and peace of m i nd had not ambition and va nity blinded
him to the true causes of his own elevation."
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38. Legare to Stephen Elliott, Jr., 14 April l a W, Legare Pape rs, Duke University.
39. Preston, Eulogy, 3 1 ; Legare to his mother, 3 May 1838.
40. Legare to M ary Legare, 2 5 January 1836; Legare to his mother, 10 May 1833.
4 1 . Drew G ilpin Faust, A Sacred Circle: The Dilemma of the Intellectual in the Old South, 18401 860 (Baltimore, Md., 1977).
42. Preston to Waddy Thompson, 28 August 1855 , Preston Papers, SCL.
4 3 . "Law of Tenures," S R 3 (1829): 18.
44. "Classical Learning," 41 -42; d. Victor H ugo, "E n ttouvant fo rt ridicules les Ncreides dont
Cambeu, obsede les compagnons de Gama, on desirerait, dans Ie cdebre Passage du Rhin de Boi.
leau, voir autre chose que des naiades craintives fU l r deva nt Louis, par la grace de Dieu, roi de
France et de Navarre, accompagne de ses marech aux-des-camps ct-armees": Preface, Nouvelles
Odes [ 1824), quoted in Basil Gildersleeve, "Necessity of the Classics," SQR n.s., 10 (1 854): 1 5 5.

45. "Classica l Learning," 42; Gladys Bryson, Man and Society: The Scottish Inquiry of the Eigh.
teenth CentuT) {princeton, N.J., 1945), 85-86, 106; Donald R. Kelley, Foundations 0/ Modem Histori
'

cal Scholar$hip: Language, Law, and History in the French Renaissance (New York, 19 70); cf. "Roman

Literature," ( 1 828), in Writings, II, 67, with "The Origin, History and Influence of Roman Legis.
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debilitating influence of Ch arleston (and South Carolina) upo n i ntellectual l ife. Variations o n
this theme appear i n most subsequent major treatments o f S imms, including Vernon L Par,
rington, The Romantic Revolution i n America, 1800-1 860 (New York, 1927), 1 1 9-30; Jay B. Hubbell,
The South in American Literature, 1607-1900 (Durham, N.C, 1 9 54), 572-601; William R. Taylor,
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more subtly in J ,Y. Ridgely, William Gilmore Simms (l'--: ew York, 1962), d. 45; and with an em·
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Man (Westport, Conn., 197 J). See also Larzer Ziff, Literary Democracy: The Declaration of Cultural
Independence in America (New York, 1981), 1 8 1 -82, whose judgment is based on Hubbell. The
laudatory review of Ziff appeared in the New York Times, 23 August 1981. For modest revisionism
on Trent, See AS. Salley, "Biographical Sketch," in Simms Letters, I , lix-lxxxix; Thomas L. Me-
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Haney, "William G i lmore Simms," in Matthew J. Bruccoli, cd., The Chief Glory of Every People
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58. Greene, Marion, and S m i t h had all been the subjects of biographies before Simms' offer
ings appeared. See Kammen, Season of Youth, 4 2 , 52, 8 1 -82.
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7. Christopher G. Memminger:
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I . See Robert R. Palmer, The Age of Democratic Revolution (New York, 1959); E.]. Hobsbawm,
The Age of Revolution, 1 789-1848 (New York, 1962); CE. Black, The Dynamics of Modernization

(New York, 1967).
2 . Ralph Waldo Emerson, quoted in CS. G riffin, The Ferment of Reform (Arlington Heights,
Ill., 1967), 1 -2.
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quent years, w h ich, as a hedge against servile ins urrection, provided for the confinement of black
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"nay" i n the Senate, Memminger's negative was due to a person a l sense of justice and constitu
tional scruple- the expulsion resolution was a legislative usurpation of judicial powers-but must
be viewed as well in the context of his longtime opposition to the Negro Seamen Acts as un
necessarily severe and tending to bring South Carolina into disrepute abroad, to heap coals on
the fires of abolitionism, and to discourage the sea commerce that was his home district's life
blood. The episode is treated in Henry D. Capers, Life and Times of CG. Memminger (Richmond,
Va., 1893), 188-91.
4. C Vann Woodward, The Burden of Southern History (New York, 1961), 2 1 .
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9. See Mercury, 13 May 1858. Cf. Michael P. Joh nson, Toward a Patriarchal Republic: The Seces
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10. David Potter, The South and the Sectional Conflict (Baton Rouge, La., 1968), 30. Cf. Ray
mond Aron, Progress and lllusion: The Dialectics of Modern Society (New York, 1968); Daniel Boor
stin, The Republic of Technology (New York, 1970).
1 1 . Rogers I, 158-59.
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1 3 . New Yor k Tribune, 1854, quoted i n Herbert Wender, Southern Commercial Connections,
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14. See, e.g., Allan McFarlane to William P. Miles, 4 February 1858, Miles Papers, SHC Clin-
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tav Memminger," Der Deutsche Pionier 7 (1875).

16. Since the final proof of belief is practice, what follows has almost as much to do with
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influence one another, but also that mind is never a simple deduction from social life, that "no
sure correlation exists between condition and attitude": Edwin M. Yoder, Jr., Foreword, in John
Shelton Reed, The Enduring South (Chapel Hill, N .c., 1972), xvi. Cf. Michael O'Brien, "The
N i neteenth-Century American South," The Historical Journal 24 (1981): 7 5 1 -63.
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20. "The Book of Nullification" (1832), appendix in Capers, Memminger.
2 1 . R .W. Memminger, What Is Religion? (Philadelphia, 1 8 (2); Capers, Memminger, 2 5 , 3 3 , 405,
508. 546-47; Thomas, Protestant EPiscopal Church, 440-42.
22. Memminger, An Oration on the Bible as a Key to the Events of Sacred and Profane History
(Columbia, S.c. , 1842).

23. Memminger address on the opening of G irls' High and Normal School, C harleston Daily
Courier, 24 M a y 1 859. See also The Duty of Combining Religious instruction with Every System of
Education -A Sermon Preached before the Convention of the Protestant Episcopal Church in the Diocese
of South Carolina February 1 1 , 1841 by Thomas ]. Young (Charleston, S.c., 1841): c.G. Memminger
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24. An Oration on the Bible, 23-25; An Address before the A ssembled Authorities of the State
of Virginia (Richmond, Va., 1 860), 42; A Speech on the Bill to Afford Aid to the Blue Ridge Railroad

(Charleston, S.c., 1859), 26.

25. This effort to reconcile spiritualism and materialism, religion and science, this stance of
fatalistic optimism, this belief in God's omnipotence combined with hope i n human striving,
was not at all unusual and indeed was a common mode of thought throughout the nineteenth
century West. For the U nited States, see Sacvan Bercovitch, The American Jeremiad (Madison,
Wis., 1978); Rush Welter, The M ind of America, 1820-1 860 (New York, 1975); and Michael Kam
men, People of Paradox (New York, 19(2). Com pare Agassiz, who described his classification of
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1949); Raimondo Luraghi , The Rise and Fall of the Plantation South (New York, (978); and the
more discriminating Faust, A Sacred Circle, 19-50.
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his earlier Speech at a Public Meeting of the Friends of Cooperation in the Cause of Southern Rights
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30,
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tionary Tradition in South Carolina," SCHM 82 (1981): 1 - 19,
45. Wood, Creation of the American Republic, esp. eh, 2.
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2 2 January 1 8 5 5 , MS in the City of Charleston Archives; Capers, Memminger, 5 3 1 . Cf. Curti,

Social Ideas of American Educators, eh. 4.
6 1 . A lfred Huger to

w.P. M i les, 8 September 1855; Miles to Huger, 10 November 1857; Rob

ert Gourdin to Mi les, 29 August and 7 November 1 8 56 ; and G. Bailey to Miles, 10 October 1 8 56;
all in the Miles Papers, SHC; a lso Courier, 29 November J 8 5 5 ; L.W. Jordan, "Education for Com·
munity: Christopher G. Memmi nger and the Origination of Common Schools i n A ntebellum
C h arle'ton," SCHM 8 3 ( 1 982): 100- l l .
62. Emory Thomas, i n The Confederate Nation, 186j-1865 (New York, 1979), suggests that
the Confederate state, which was born, l ived fitfully, and died d u ring the Civil War, was forced
by the demands of total war to become a different society and polity than the Old South had
been; that ends and means were tra nsformed and the localist, individualist, and agrarian South
denied much of its heritage in a n effort to assure national survival that introduced universal
military conscription, substantial taxation at the national level, and significa n t national social
a nd economic guida nce and regulation, including public i ncentives for industrialization. But the
public l i fe and thought of Memminger suggests that the schism between what the Confederacy
was supposed to be a n d what it became existed even before secession came.
63. Jordan, "Education for Community," 9 9 - 1 00, 109- 1 3 .
64. Courier, 8 December 1 854; Memmi nger, Speech o n the Blue Ridge Railroad, I I - I S.
6 5 . Ma�or's Report on Cit)' Affairs 1 857 (Charleston, S.c, 1 8 57); Jordan, "Police Power and
Public Safety i n A ntebellum Charleston," 1 3 1 - 3 3 .
6 6 . McCardell , Idea of a Southern Nation, 1 26-27.
67. Barney, Road to Secession, 30.

68. Jordan, "Education for Community," 1 1 3n, 1 1 4 .
69. Barney, Road to Secession, 3 1 ; McCardel l , Idea of a Southern Nation, chs. 2, 3 .
7 0 . Mercury, 4 April 1 8 50.
7 1 . Ibid. ; Capers, Memminger, 1 8 7-300.
72. Robert R. Russel, Economic Aspects of Southern Sectionalism,

1 840 1 86 1 (Urbana, Ill ., 1924),
-

2 4 3-45.
7 3 . Pa u l M. Gaston, The New South Creed (New York, 1970), 1 3.

1877-1 900 (Columbia, S.c.,
T K irby, Darknes$ at the Dawning: Race and Rejorm in the Progressive South (Philadel

74. Ibid., passim; George B. Tindall, South Carolina Negroes,
1952); Jack

phia, 1972).
75. See David R. Goldfield, "Pursuing the A merican Dream : Cities i n the Old South," in
Blaine A. Brow nell and Goldfield, cds., The City in Southern History (Port Washington, KY. , 1977),
52-92.
76. Memminger, Address to the National Grange, Charleston News and Courier, 4 February
1 8 7 5 ; Robert G . Rhett, Charleston: An EPic of Carolina (Richmond, Va., 1940), 32 2-24.
77. Capers, Memminger, 385 - 86; N.A Pratt, The Ashley River Ph05phates (Ch arleston, S.c,

1868); Charles V. Shepard, South Carolina Phosphates (Charleston, S.c., 1880); J.Y. Nielson, "Post-
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Confederate Finance in South Carolina," SCHM 56 (1955): 85-9 1 ; John E. Land, Charleston: Her

Trade, Commerce, and Industries, 1 883-1884 (Ch arleston, S.c., 1884), 1 37-38.
78. Capers, Memminger, 389; Kneece, Memminger, 54-55, 70; Courier, 7 November 1885.
79. Carlo G inzburg, The Cheese and the Wonns: The Cosmology of a Sixteenth Century M iller
(Baltimore, Md., 1980 [ 1 976]), xxi.

8. The Charleston Style:

PEASES

This essay started simply as an examination of those institutions which, in the 1 8305, served -or
disserved - Ch arlestonians aspiring to intellectual and cultural activity. But, i nformed by a larger
study of Charlestons economic , political, and social life in the Jacksonian era, it expanded its
scope to place t hose institutions within

framework presented here somewhat speculatively as

the C h arleston style. We would not argue that intellecmal life is necessarily confined to a n in
stitutional framework or that individual Charlestonians could not escape the city·s distinctive
social style. But if we are to understand Charleston as a place distinguished, inter alia, by a cui·
tural life unusual in so small and isolated a city, we must attempt a synthesis of its social institu
tions and values, to which some gave unquestioning loyalty, against w h ich others rebelled, and
by which still others generated a distinctive urbanity.
The authors wish to thank the following agencies and institutions whose assistance has helped
m a ke possible this essay: the American Philosophical Society; the U niversity of Maine Faculty
Research Fund; the National Endowment for the H u manities, Grant No. RS-1454-80; and the
National Science Foundation, Grant No. SES·8023796.
1. For discussions of the relationship between ideas and their social context, see Thomas
Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago, 1962); for the question of Jacksonian sci
ence and American culture, George Daniels, American Science in the Age of Jackson (New York,
1968), esp. 7-�8, 1 1 - 1 5.
2. On class structure, see Daniel W. Rossides, The American Class .':i),stem: An Introduction to
Social Stratification (Boston, 1976), csp. 17- 18; the question of constraints on Carolina intellectual
life is d iscussed in William R. Taylor, Cavalier and Yankee: The Old South and American National
Character (New York, 1961), 240-41; for a discussion of rhe general question of social structure
and its relationship to urban development, sec William H. Pease and Jane H. Pease, "Social Struc
ture and the Potential for Urban Change; Boston and Charleston in the 18305," Journal of Urban

HistoT) 8 (1982); 1 7 1 -96; a specific crisis in social stability, as it related to Charleston, is treated
in Jane H. Pease and William H. Pease, "The Blood-Thirsty Tiger: C harleston and the Psychology
of Fire," SCHM 79 (1978): 2 8 1 -95; for a full elaboration of Charleston's experiences of the 1830s,
C harlestonians' responses to them, and the Cha rleston style, see William H. Pease and Jane H.
Pease, The Web of Progres>: Private Values and Public Styles in Boswn and Charleston, 1 828-1 843
(New York, 1985).
3. The idea of rounded edges was suggested i n part by Bernard Barber's d iscussion of similar
issues in his Social Stratification: A Comparative Analysis of Structure and Process (New York, 1957).
4. The theme has been variously explored by Eugene D. G enovese, The Political Economy of
Slavery: Studies in the Economy and Societv of the Slave South (:-Jew York, 1967), and The World
the Slaveholders Made (New York, 1969); by Raimondo Luraghi, The Rise and Fall of the Plantation
South (New York , 1978); and in Taylor's Cavalier and Yankee.
5. Nathan Reingold, "Definitions and Speculations: The Professionalization of Science i n
America in the Nineteenth Century," i n Alexandr" Oleson a n d Sanborn C. Brown, eds., The

Pursuit of Knowledge in the Early American Republic: American Scientific and Learned Societies from
Colonial Times to the Civil War (Baltimore, Md., 1976), 3 3 -69; Reingold (p. 39) uses the ter:n
"cultivators" for the gentlemen amateurs who e ncouraged interest in science and included it as
part of "polite learning."
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6. South Carolina Agticultura l Society, Minutes (MS) 1825-60, SCHS; entries for the first
few years of the society's life show considerable i n terest in various aspects of progressive farming:
see, e.g., 2 3 February, 20 September, and 2 2 O c tober 1825, a n d 20 February 1826; opposition
to patenting appears in the mi nutes for 21 October 1828; for t he count On patents issued, sec

Courier, 20 January 1830, copyi ng the National Intelligencer, 14 January 1830. Although the South·
em Agriculturist and Register of Rural Affairs, 18 28-39, was edited by the society's librarian, the
journal was not a n organ of t he society.
7. South Carolina Agricultural Society, M i n utes, 18 July and 19 September 1 8 3 7.
8. This and other statistical analyses used in this paper were drawn from a computerized
data base of 2,292 Charlestonians who may be said to have exerted power or influence in the
city i n the 1830s. The attributes of economic power include holding office i n t he Chamber of
Commerce or the bar and medical societies; acting as director of any bank, railroad, or insurance
company; owning one hundred or more plantation slaves. The attributes by w h ich wealth was
established incl uded owning twenty urban or fifty rural slaves; owning more than ten pieces of
urban real estate or t h ree pieces of farmland; owning stock in five Or mOre corporations; leaving
an estate valued at $20,000 or m ore. Upper-class status was attributed to rhose w ho had at least
two of tne following characteristics: service o n a n Episcopal C h u rch vestry; owning two or more
plantations, or fifty or more rural slaves; having a bachelor's degree; having studied abroad or
earned professional degrees; holding office in the Hibernian Society, the South Carolina Society,
or the Charleston Library Society, or simply being a member of the Academy of Fine Arts, the
Jockey Club, the Literary and Philosophical Society, the Strawberry Club, and the South Caro
lina Agricultural Society. Exerting political power e n tailed holding office in city council, the state
legislature, or the federal congress, or holding te n or more minor but prestigious city appointive
offices. Where attributes overlap substance - e.g., giving upper-class status to Agricultural So
ciety members when belonging to that society is itself one of t he indicators - t hat overlap has
been discounted. Of twenty-one Agricultural Society officers, 7 1 -78 percent were planters; 62
percent were wealthy; 57 percen t exerted some economic power. The data and p rogramming for
this analysis is available from the University of Maine Social Science Research Institute_
9. Samuel G. Stoney, cd., "Memoirs of Frederick Adolphus Porcher," SCHM 47 ( 1946): 48.
So far as the m i nutes of the society indicate, it did not resume i ts regular exhibits and awarding
of prizes after t he late 1820s u n ti l the fal l of 1 8 4 3 , when a fair and exhibition were scheduled
for October 24: South Carolina Agricultural Society, Minutes, 18 July 184 3_
1 0, South Carolina Statutes at Large

.

.

.

, VoL 8, Acts of Incorporation (Col u m bia, S.c, 1 84 1),

369; Catherine L . Bachman, John Bachman, D.o., LL.D., PhD.: The Pastor of St. John's Lutheran

Church, Charleston (Charleston, S.c., 1 888), 1 10; William Blanding to Rachel Blanding, 1 1 and
16 April 1832, William Blanding Papers, SCL, comments on Bachman's friendship with John
Audubon; Moses Ash ley Curtis Diary, 7 May 1 8 3 2 , Moses Ashley Curtis Papers, SHC. The ma

terial ahout Edward Leitner, including the quotations from Leitner to Lewis David Schw('i nitz,
1 July 1 8 3 2 , and to Benjamin Silliman, 14 July 1 8 3 2 , is i n George E_ G i fford, Jr., "Edward Fred,
erick Leitner ( 18 1 8- 1838), Physician-Botanist," Bulletin of the History of Medicine 46 (1972): 568-90.
1 1 _ Curtis Diary, 8 May 1 8 3 2; the general m aterial on the activities of the Horticultural So
ciety contained in t h is paragraph was gleaned from the pages of tbe Cnurier a nd the Mercury,

passim; between 1828 and 184 3 , 63 percent of n ineteen known officers were in commerce and
the professions, while 24-28 percent were planters or farmers.
1 2. Courier, 9 March 1 8 3 2 .
1 3. T.c Johnson, Scientific Interests in the Old South (New York, 1 9 3 6 ) , 1 28-36; Mercury, 6
February 1 8 3 2.
14. Samuel Gilman attributed the major effort at reviving t he society to Thomas Grimkc,
who was seeking "an ample mfusion of flew members": Samuel G ilman to M.L. Hurlbut, 2 6 Janu
ary 1832, M a nuscripts and Ch ur('h Records, U nitarian Church, Archdale Street, Charleston.
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The activities of the Literary and Philosophical Society are mentioned frequently in the pages
of the Courier and Mercury, passim; for the reorganizing of the museum see, in particul ar, City

Gazette, 17 May 1830, and issues of the Mercury for 2 and 9 April and 1 6 May 1836, 2 May
1 8 3 7, and 30 May 1839; a second revival was planned in 1840, when the society tried unsuc
cessfully to buy land at Queen and Mazyck Streets for more commodious headqu arters: Charles
ton, Commissioners of the Poor House, 1 A pr i l 1840 Minutes 1834-40, SCHS. Among the re
ported and sometimes published subjects of t he society's meetings were essays on the "moral
excellence of pa i nting," the "pursuit of l iterature," the "objects of natural history," the "migration
of the birds of North America," and Spurzheim's work on education: Courier, 17 July 1 8 3 2 and
22 March 1 8 3 3 , and Mercury, 14 March 1840; john B. White's essay on the "moral excellence
of painting" is in manuscript in John Blake White Papers, SCHS. The comment on the demise
of the society is in Samuel Gilman to William Porcher Miles, 18 May 1842, William Porcher M iles
Papers, SHC; two somewhat more sanguine assessments can be found in "Agriculture in Soutrt
Carolina," Magnolia, n.s., 2 (1843), 200-.3, and Frederick von Raumer, America, and the American

People, trans. (New York, 1846), 422; 66 to 75 percent of its k nown seventy-five officers and mem
bers between 1828 and 1843 were physicians, lawyers, attorneys, or academics; 5 5 percent en
joyed moderately or very high social standing.
1 5. Mercury, 14 March 1840; Courier, 1 March 1834. Daniel W. Howe, "A Massachusetts Yan
kee in Senator Calhoun's Court: Samuel G i l m a n in South Carolina," New England Quarterly
44 (1971): 197-220, esp. 2 1 4- 1 5, explores for one of the society's most intellectually active mem
bers the "debilitating inner tension between a desire to exercise moral leadership and the h yper
conventional, placatory role thrust upon him in Charleston."
1 6 . City Gazette, 22 and 29 July 1830; C h arles Fraser to James Bowdoin, N ovember 1 8 3 1 ,
Winthrop Papers, Microfilm Reel 22, Massachusetts Historical Society; Howe, "Massachusetts
Yankee," 209; Samuel Gilman to Benjamin Peirce, 7 August 19 37, Miscellaneous Manuscripts,
SCL; Simms' letters lament the absence of a li terary fellowship, although they also respond to
local hostility to literary effort per se: see, e.g., Simms to james Lawson, 11 September 1 8 3 0, in

Simms Letters, I, 4-5.
1 7. Donie! W. Hollis, South Carolina College (Columbia, S.c., 1 9 5 1 ) , 90-92, l 16.
1 8 . Stephen Elliott, An Address Delivered at the Opening 0/ the Medical College, in Charleston,
S.c . . . the 18th oj Ntwember, 1826 (Charleston, S.c., 1826); Charles Fraser, An Address Delivered
before the Citizens of Charleston, and the Grund Lodge of South-Carolina, at the Laying of the Corner
Stone of a New College Edibce, with Masonic Ceremonies, on the 1 2th January, 1828 (Charleston,

S.c., 1828), 1 7- 18. Elliott (p. 7) also emphasized the moral dangers facing children sent away
to school: "Children were sent abroad to learn industry by lessons that did not reach them;
habits of control and self-government, by being l iberated from a l l restrai nt; virtue and wisdom,
and honor from exemplars selected at their own dIscretion."
1 9. [Jasper Adams], An Historical Sketch of the College of Charleston, South Carolina. First Pub
lished in the American Quarterly Register (n.p., [ 1 837]), passim; College of Charleston, Catalogue
of Charleston College, Febrt<ary J829 (Charleston, S.c, 1829).
20. Foe the evolution of the college, see James H. Easterby, A History aj' the College af Charles·
ton (Charleston, S.c, 1 9 3 5), 1-89; for factors i m peding the growth of the college as well as for
commentary on the inadequacy of the trustees, see Adams' Historical Sketch, 1 5 - 1 6 , and the ob
servations of "H.R." in the Caurier, 2 7 August 1 8 3 5 . The lack of trustee interest is suggested by
the fact that of the graduates of the earlier grammar school, on l y one is ;cnown

to

have served

as trustee, and that incumbent trustees Mitchell King and James Hamilton sent their children
north or to Europe for adva nced schooling; see Virginia L. Glenn, "James Hamilton, )r., of South
Carolina: A Biography" (PhD. diss., U niversity of North Carolina, 1964), 202; Mitchell King
to Hugh Swinton Legare, 5 May 1 8 3 3 , Mitchell King Papers, SCL. On the problem of student
discipline, Adams observed (in a letter to Eliza Francis, 8 November 1834, jasper Adam s \1anu-

426

Notes to Pages 2 40-242
scripts, SCL): "[ have had a 'bit of a rebellion' in the college, wh ich ended i n dismissing three
of the junior class, & which gave me much trouble." The disgruntled faculty member was
Henry M. Bruns, who later became head of the city's high school: Bruns to Joseph Milligan,
20 June 1 8 3 3 , M illigan Papers, SHC I n addition to meager pay, part of Bruns' disaffection may

have been attributable to Adams' difficult personality, about w h ic h a number of observations
are made in the letters of Alicia H . Middleton to Nathaniel R. Middleton, 1 827, passim, Na
thaniel Russell M iddleton Papers, SHC; see also 'Y\.n Enquirer" in Mera<TY, 27 M a rch 1 8 3 7, and
t he comment of William H. Spear, assistant pastor at St. Michael's Church: "Our College here
in Charleston h as been for some time at a low ebb, dependent e ntirely on the personal labours
of Dr Adams', who has been President, Professors & tutors in himself" (Spear to John DeB.
H ooper, 1 July 1 836, John DeBerniere Hooper Papers, SHC). On the day-by-day running of the
college, see College of C harleston, Board of Trustees, M i nutes, 1 817-41, passim, typescript i n Col
lege of Charleston library. Although during the early 1830s the press stressed the flourishing
condition of the college with its enrollment of nearly 200 students (Courier, 20 March 1 8 30),
graduating classes never numbered over 14 (Courier, 25 March 1 8 3 1 , 2 November 18B, and I
November 1 8 3 4), including, amusingly, John C Fremont, who was awarded both a B.A. and
a n M.A. degree in 1836 ( Mercury, 31 March 1 836).
2 1 . College of Charleston, Board of Trustees, Mi nutes, 4 August 1836.
22. Courier, I January 1829; Alicia H . Middleton to Nathaniel R. Middleton, 1 5 November
1827, Middleton Papers; College of Charleston, Board of Trustees, M i nutes, 9 April 183 3 ; Courier,
7 Ja nuary 1 8 3 2 ; College of C harleston, Board of Trustees, M inutes, 2 October 1 8 3 3 , 1 5 October
183 2 , 19 July 1 8 3 3 , and 17 October 1834. Other contributions received by the college included

nearly $7,000 from the estate of Col. Skivring a nd a legacy of about $ 1 ,200 from Sol Nathans:
College of C h a r leston, Board of Trustees, Minu tes, 15 October 1 8 3 2.
2 3 . In his Lectures on the Elements of Political Econom� (Columbia, S.C, 1829), 3 53 , president

Thomas Cooper of South Carolina College struck at the heart of the problem of available wealth
for cultural and intellectual development: "Without wealth there can be no pursuit of knowledge,
no domestic libraries, no apparatus for scientific investigation, no expensive experiments, no pub
lic improvements by means of the voluntary pursuits of individuals who dedicate themselves
to k nowledge."
24. Estate papers, estate of Elias Horry, in Edward Frost Papers, Box 2, LC
2 5 . This donation brought irate responses from some citizens who argued t h a t such a public

contribution to a private cause, n o m a tter how worthy, constituted a breach of public trust: C it,

Gazette, late August 1829, passim, and particularly "Caroliniensis" in Courier, 1 2 August 1829.
26. College of Charleston, Board of Trustees, Minutes, 3 November 1835; Ordinances of the
City of Charleston; From the 1 5th February, 1833 to the 9th May, 1837 (Charleston, S.C, 1837), 7 1 -72.
27. The city's decision to make the college a municipal institution can be followed in the
Mercury, 1 8 August 1 8 3 7, w h ic h printed the council's report on the college; see also the trustees'

minutes for 25 August 1 8 3 7. The virtues of having a local col lege were set forth from time to
time in the public press: see, e.g., Mercury, 9 August 1837, 8 March 1838, and 28 December 1838;

for notices of the college's success sec Mercury , 27 February 1840, and the comments i n "Science
and Literature in South Carolina," Magnolia, n.s., 2 (1843): 2 7 2 , which noted that although the

college was still not well e ndowed, it provided

a

good education. Indicative of its success were

the fourteen B.A.s awarded in February 1842, together with one M.A. How important the ques
tion of professional credentials was

suggested by the fact t h a t between 1 8 2 5 and 1840, forty

of the slxty-eight graduates of the college went into the learned professions (medicine 15, clergy
14, law 1 1): Nam es of the Graduates of the College of Charleston, South Carolina, from the Year 1825
to 1 870, Inclusive (Charleston, S.C, 1870).
28. The council position was stated in a resolution offered by Dr. Thomas Y. Simons and

adoptee by council, 1 8 July 1837: printed in Mercury, 21 July 183 7.
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29. College of Charleston, Board of Trustees, Min utes, 18 October 1810 through 5 March
183 1 , esp. 24 February and 5 March 1 8 3 1 .
3 0 . Mercury, 9 August 18 373 1 . MelL"Ury, 20 August, 1 7 September, and 15 October 1838.
32. Henry M. Bruns to Joseph Milligan, 7 April 1835, Milligan Papers; R.P. Johnson to Wil

liam Porcher M i les, 30 July 1840, Miles Papers.
33. The evolution of the board of trustees from its premunicipal to its m u n icipal form can
be fol lowed in t he mi nutes of the board of trustees from 1838 onward: see esp. 26 July, 15 and
19 September 1837, 12 Januaty, 5 March, and 26 September 1838, and 14 and 19 October 1840;
also Mercury, 12 January 1838, 1 1 October 1839, and 7 October 1 840, and Courier, 2 0 October
1841. Basil Man ly's observation occurs in a copy of his letter to the Rev. Dr_ Sta ughton, 7 April
1827, in h is "Diaries and Letter Books," Manly Family Papers, M icrofilm, SCL, from originals
at the University of Alabama. When Brantley made his annual report in October 1843, chere
were fifty-five students enrolled in the college, and graduates for the year numbe red ten: College
of Charleston, Board of Trustees, M inutes, January-March 1838, passim: Mercury, 8 March 1838:
('.-otIrier, 20 October 1843.
34. Caroline H. Gilman to Harriet Fay, 4 March 1821, i n Mary Scott Saint-Amand, ed., A
Balcony in Charleston (Richmond, Va., 1941), 16. Jasper Adams, h imself an Episcopal clergyman,
had strong views about the importa nce of a close relationship between state and church, a point
of view easily transferable to the college: "If the community shall ever become convinced, t hat
Christianity is not entitled to the sustaining aid of the civil Constitutions and law of the coun
try, the Outposts of the citadel w il l have been t a ken . . . . We must be a Christian nation, if we
wish to continue a free nation": The Relation of Christianity to Civil Government in the United States.
A Sermon . . . February 13th 1 833 . . . (Charleston, S.c., 1833), 1 7, 20.
35. In their s elf-conscious pursuit of professional standards and institutions, Charleston's physi
cians had little real competition from other professions. Although Unitarian Samuel Gilman,
Lutheran John Bachman, and Presbyterian Thomas Smyth were nationally recognized for their
acumen, and Ep iscopal Jasper Adams and Baptist Basil Manly, Sr., were offered college presiden
cies, there were no ministerial associations other than denominational meetings or informal social
circles. Nor was it much different with lawyers; some had been systematically e ducated to their
calling in Northern or European schools, but most had done little more tha n read law in local
offices. Efforts to found a law school in Charleston failed, and the Charleston Bar Association
played a minimally visible role in the city.
fur general background on the issue of healt h and medicine in Charleston , see Wilson G.
Smillie, Public Health: Ies Promise for the Fuwre: A Chronicle of the Development of Public Health
in the United States, 1607-1 914 (New York, 1945), 34-35, 79, 85; and Joseph loor Waring, A History
of Medicine in South Carolina, esp. Vol. II, 1825- 1900 (Columbia, S.c., 1967). All during the 1820s
and 1830s, a tremendous interest in yellow fever occupied Charlestonians' minds: see, e.g., James
De La Motta, An Oration on the Causes of Morrality among Strangers, d.uring the Late Summer and
Fall
. (Savannah, Ga., (1820)), delivered before a Savannah audience; and the debate i n the
Mercury, April-May 1840, growing out of a review of B. Strobel's study of whether yellow fever
was transmissible or not, and how. The debate involved a number of the dty's medical community.
36. [Adams], Historical Sketch, 9 ; Samuel H . Dickson, Statements in Reply to Certain Publica
tions from the Medical Society of South Carolina (Charleston, S.c., 1834).
3 7 . Dickson, Statements, 14- 1 5 .
3 8 . Medical Society of South Carolina, Minutes 182 3-58, Waring Historical Library, Medical
University of South Carol ina, 18 May-1 June 1829, and July-December 1 8 3 1 .
3 9 . This game of musical ch airs can be followed in the Couner, 4 July, 2 August, and 3 Sep
tember 1831, and i n the Mercury, 17 October 1 8 3 1 ; Geddings' resignation is recorded i n the min
utes of the Medical Society, 1 November 1 8 3 1 .
.
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40. Dickson, Statements, [8�19.
4 1 . Ibid., 1 5 � 1 6; Medical Society of South Carolina, Minutes, 5 D,'cember 1 8 3 1 .
42. Richard H. Shryock, Medicine and Society in America (New York, 1960), 1 4 1 ; Medical Col
lege of South Carolina, Broadside, Petition "To the President a nd Members of the Senate . . .
from . . . Professors of the Medical College," November 1 8 3 1 , SCHS. The story of the ensuing
struggle is compiled from several sources: Dickson, Statements; Medical Society Minutes; Medical
Society of South Carolina, An Exposition of the AffaiYs of the Medical Societ)' . . . So Far as They

A/Jpenain to the Establishment of a Medical College in Charleston, and the Subsequent Division of
the Latter

.

.

.

(Charleston, S.C., 1833): Courier, esp. 4 June 1 8 3 3 , a nd Mercury, esp. 24 March

1832. Quotations and central points are noted separately.
43. Mera.,.:>, 23 March 1832, contains the statements of three Charleston legislators that they
had u nderstood that the bill did represent a compromise agreed to by both factions; "Decision
of the Appeal Court. The State of South Carolina v. A. Heyward et al; i n the Appeal Coutt,
February Term. O'Neall, J udge," in Courier, 4 J u ne 1833.
44. Medical Society of South Carolina, Minutes, 2 3 August 1832; the attorneys for the So
ciety were Randall Hunt and Benjamin f Hunt.
4 5 . Medical Society of South Carolina, M i nutes, 2 February 1835; Medical Society of South
Carolina, Report of a Committee .

. in Reply to a Protest Signed by a M inority of the Members Con

cerning the Rejection of Several Applicants for Membership

.

.

.

(Charleston, S.c., 1835).

46. Medical Society of South Carolina, M inutes, 8 April 1833.
4 7 . For the c harter terms of the state school, see Medical Co lIege of the State of South Caro
lina, Catalogue

.

.

.

(Charleston, S.c., 1832), 5�8. Former trustees who became faculty members

of the Queen Street school included T.Y. Simons, B.B. Simons, EY. Porc her, and Andrew Hazel.
The number of graduates noted i n the city press indicates the schools' d iffering success. I n the
three years prior to the split, 1 829-31 , the soci ety's college graduated 39, 54, and 47. In 183638, the numbers were 2, 6, and 10. The Broad Street school, however, for the years 1834-38
graduated 39, 39, 46, 43, and 52.
48. Medical Society of South Carolina, M inutes, I July 1833.
49. Ibid., 5 N ovember 1834.
50. James Moultrie, Memorial on the State of Medical Education in South Carolina (Charleston,
S.c., 1836).
5 1 . The society's college had so declined that On 10 December 1838 its entire faculty resigned;
thereupon, the society moved to open negotiations with the Broad Street col lege to reunite the
medical forces of the city and create a single medical school: Medical Society of South Caro l ina,
Minutes, 7 January 1 8 .19.
52. Samuel H. Dickson, Annual Reporc

co

the President and Board of Trustees of the Medical

College of the State of South Carolina 'U ith the Valedictory Address to the Class (Charleston, S.c.,
1841): the address is excerpted in a n article i n M ercury, 7 June 184 1 . Moultrie's and Dickson's
enthusiasm was echoed by a doctor originally trained in Charleston who had gone to Alabama.
Returning for a "refresher" course at the college, h e noted the excellence of the faculty, the good
facilities, and the availability of the library

to

students; he did, h owever, point out the need for

a good teaching hospital: "Alabama" in Mercur), 29 January 184 1 . That the victory of the stare
college was not a n u nalloyed one for high standards, however, is suggested by the fact that almost
simultaneously the state d ropped its standards for licensing physicians. The issue between those
who had merely

a

license to practice and those who had a thorough medical training became

sharper than ever. Dickson poi nted out in his Annual Report and Valedictory that therefore the
Medical College had begun to give not only a diploma, but a n "Introductory Document" to each
graduate, attesting that he was a "well taught and disciplined physician." It was imperati ve that
a state medical society be organized to police medical training and practice, Dickson argued, since
at the moment n o one did

except the United States Army and Navy and of cou rse the Medi-
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cal College of the State of South Carolina. I n a n observation m2de a decade carlier, Daniel Drake
had damned the licentiate i n words that Dickson would have approved: "What

a license but

a certificate of i nferiority? A licentiate may b e a good physician, and become a great man, but
still there is an original technical difference between him and a graduate, which everybody recog
nizes; and, as far as testimonials are concerned. his is one, who has not made the attainments,
which entitled him

to

a doctorate": Daniel Drake i n Practical Essays on Medical Educa tion ( 1 8 32),

quoted i n William G. Rot hstein, American Physicians in the Nineteenth Century: From Sects to Sci
ence (Baltimore, Md., 1(72), !O6.
53. From 1828 to 184 3 , 60 percent of the C h arleston Library Society's officers were men of
high or moderately h i g h social standing; between 39 and 52 percent came from t h e learned pro
fessions; 44 percent wielded some political power, while only 24 p ercent exerted economic power
i n the city. In 1826 the approximately 4,500 books in the library contained over 1,300 volumes
of l i terature (half of them novels and romances), nearly 700 volumes of science and technology,
1 , 300 i n history, anc about 450 of religion and ethics; the library also received 93 periodicals;
by 1 8 3 1 anOther 500 volumes had been added to its collections: Charleston Library Society,
Catalogue of the Books

.

.

.

(Cha rleston, S.c., 1826) and A Supplemental Catalogue . . . (Charles

ton, S.c., 1 8 3 1 ) ; the 1 848 figure is from James L. Petigru, OwtlOn Delivered bt/ore the Charleston
Library Society . . .

(Charleston, S.c., 1848). The drive to build a collection of primary his

torical mate r i a l was headed by a committee w hose members i n 1834 included Mitchell King,
Henry A. Middleton, Benjamin F. Pepoon, Lionel Kennedy, and Benjamin Elliott: Courier, 2
July 1834, and Benjamin Elliott, Reports of the H istorical Committee of the Charleston Library So
ciety

.

.

.

(Charleston, S.c. , 1835). The very select, clublike nat u re of the sodety's membership

is detailed in its rules and regul ations; sec Charleston Library Society, Rules and By-LaU's .

.

.

( C harleston, S.c., 1840). Frederick Porcher has a deligh tful description of the amiable, conversa
tional, and not too intellectual social l ife of the "habitues" in the l ibrary during the middle 1830s;
"Memoirs," SCHM 47 (1946): 44-47.
54. COllrier, 3 July 1829. [n his address to t he society i n 1 8 4 3 , W.D. Porter, himself the son
of a grocer who had become a lawyer after attending the College of C harleston, asserted that
education as well as technical skill was essent i a l for success in the world. Citing Ben F ranklin
a s a n appropria te model, he u rged young artisans, "If you would become a native workman, in
t h e noblest sense of the word, you must first serve an apprenticeship to books as well as tools,
to science as well as art": Courier, 12 April 1843.
55. The meaning of the varied fare offered by the Apprentices Library Societv is reflected
in Article 11 of i t s new consti t u t ion, adopted in 1829: "The instruction to be fu rnished by this
Society shall be conveyed by means of a Library, of Lectureships, and hereafter, if practicable,
of a Preparatory School; and emulation shall be excited, and s k i l l and industry encouraged by
premiums, by public recom mendation and by private patronage": COllrier, 2 October 1829. When
he addressed the young apprentices a t the annual awarding of premiums for "the neatness, taste,
and elegance . . . [of] the several models" of t h e i r craftsmansh i p and skill, Dr. Joseph Joh nson
set forth the central purpose of the society i n a nutshell. "The great object . . . is, to encourage
a laudable spirit of emulation and rivalry, among the young Mec h a n ics of Charlestlln - to afford
them an opportunity of hearing and learning from the Lect u res of those, who h ave had better
means of acqui ring knowledge, and to encourage all of them i n visiting t h is Library daily and
nIghtly if they t h ink proper, for the purposes of mental improvement": Courier, 10 April 184).
56. The extended fare offered the general public through its various lyceum lectures and courses
is covered regularly in the Courier and Mercur� during t h e late 18105 and early 18405: sec, e.g.,
the series of lectures for 1 84 3 , Courier, 2 3 February 1843; and the series, which was rendered
less than effectual by fire and yellow fever, plan ned for 1818, Mercury, 1 3 March 1839. For the
role thar highly specialized k now ledge must assume through popularization and the demonstra
tion of utility in a democratic society, s<.>,-, Daniels, Science in the Age of Jackson, 41; thus Dr. Charles

430

Notes to Pages 2 50-2 5 1
Davis' twenty lectures o n chemistry (with experiments) in t h e winter o f 1 8 3 7-·38 consisted of
subjects "judiciously selected as the most useful and essential to the objects of our association,
the improvement of apprentices and others, who have no opportunities of acquiring such
knowledge": Mercury, 1 6 March 1838.
57. Samuel H. Dickson, Address Delivered at the Ope�i�g of the New Edifice of the Charleston
Apprenrices' Library Society . . 1 841 (Charleston, S.c., 1841), the quotation is on p. 26; Appren
tices Library Society, Catalogue of the Books . . . (Charleston, S.c., 1840).
58. Boston Post, 17 July 1839, reported twenty extant publications in South Carolina, twenty
seven in Cincinnati, and 164 for Ohio as a whole. In the American Quarterl) Observer 3 (1834):
1 35-49, the editor considered what city was likely

to

become America's publishing center; mak

ing no mention a t all of Charleston, he did consider both Ci ncinnati and St. Louis.
Among the various printing establishments in Charleston during the 1 8305, identified i n the
catalogue of Ch arleston imprints at the Charleston Library Society, were A.E. M i l ler, W. Riley,
Sebring and Burges, E.}. Van Brunt, William S. Blain, William Estill, JJ M'Carter, Dan J. Dow
ling, and Jenkins and Hussey. The plethora of printed matter in Charleston during the 18305
is matched only by the rapidity with which various periodicals failed. The Cit� Gazette, 6 Febru
ary 1830, listed an even dozen periodicals published in the city: nine newspapers, two monthlies,
and one quarterly, N umerous others were begun or proposed during the next dozen years
including the Southern Agriculturist, the Pleiades & Southern Lirerary Gazette, the Southern Rose,
the Southern Planter, the Southern Baptist and General Inrelligencer, and the Southern QuarteTly

Review- but the high rate of mortality of such publications (not unique to C harleston) com
promised the city's efforts to become a southern l iterary center. W h i le William Elliott was hopeful
that the prospects for the proposed Southern Review must "i ncrease, when the honest prejudices
of the South shall be e n listed in its support" ( E l l iott to Thomas Rhett Smith. 8 February 1827.
Elliott-Gonzales Papers, SHC), the prospects were fulfilled for very few. William G ilmore Simms
noted how much better his novels sold i n the North, and James E lford commented o n the rela
tive cheapness of printing in Boston as compa red to the cost in C harleston: James L. Elford
to John R. Par ker, 18 February 1 8 3 3 , James L. Elford Papers, SCL. For Simms, see John Mc
Cardell, The Idea of a Southern Nation: Sourhern Nationalists and Southern Nationalism, 1 830-1860
(New York, 1979), 147-56.
The difficulties of assembling a sustaining readership also beset Charleston writers and
publishers (though here again they had no monopoly on the problem). Simms, writing to the
founders of Magnolia, had bitter advice: "You have run up to five hundred [subscribers] so fast
that you'll almost wish you had made t h ree thousand the m i n i m u m - from five h undred to
seven hundred you'll begin to think the prospectus has not been half circulated, from seven
h u ndred to a thousand you'll begin to fret about the lack of public spirit in the South, and be
tween a thousand and fifteen h undred it will gradually ease out of notice": McCardell, 1 5 7. Caro
line Gilman also suffered doubts about her ability to make the Rose Bud, a ch i ldren's periodi
cal, successful in the face of rising costs and limited subscriptions: Caroline H. Gilman to A n n
M a r i a White, Harriet Fay, a n d Louisa Loring, 1 8 3 2-33, passim, Caroline H. Gilman Letters,
SCHS.
Despite pleas such as that of the Courier, 4 June 1835, that it was "high time that the latent
talent of OUr City and State should be called forth into vigorous and continued action," the

Mercury lamented, 12 December 1840, that C harleston was sti l l without a l iterary journal, de
pending upon the North for such fare. The sit uation was not different for nationally visible
scientific publications: of those published between 1 8 3 5 and 1 8 3 9 in the united States, Massa
chusetts and Pennsylvania boasted eleven eac h , New York had eight. and South Carolina had
but one: Daniels, American Science, 229. Yet there was, for those who could and would take ad
vantage of it, considerable reading material avail ahle in the city. Roorbach's on King Street, one
of the city's biggest booksellers, maintained a circulating library (City Gazette, 1 4 January 1 83 1),
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and the advertising columns of the Courier and Mercury regularly carried extended notices of
new books ava ilable at the several bookstores i n town.
59. Reports of the Commissioners of Free Schools, St. Philip's and St. Michael's Parishes,
1836, Green File, Education, SCSA; J.L. Dawson and H.W. DcSaussure, Census of the City of
Chorleston, South Carolina, for the Year 1 848 ,
(Charleston, S.C., 1849), 54-55. The Fe llowship
Society also offered orphans and c hildren of the poor free primary education in its school. ror
the German Friendly Society, sec Morris Goldsmith, Directory and Strangers ' Guide, for the City
of Chorleston and Its Vicinity ,
(Charleston, S.c., 1 8 31); also Courier, 8 February and 6 April
184 3 . ror the South Carolina Society, see its Rules , . Eighth Edition Revised and Altered. Ratified
1827 (Charleston, S.c., 1827), and General Plan of Education Appointed for the South Carolina So
ciety's Male Academy, July 1 82 7 (Charleston, S.c., 182 7); see also Mercury, 1 2 April 1837. For the
high school, see M ercury , 2 4 June 1839; Courier, 14 December 1843; and Jacob N ewton Cardozo,
Reminiscences of Chorleston (Charleston, S.c., 1 866), 20.
60. This figure is based on a s urvey of notices in the Mercury and Courier between 1828 and 1843.
6 1 . Among the schools that Charlestonians of means chose to educate their sons and daugh
ters were the Catholic Classical and Philosophical Academy and, late in the decade, the school
operated by St. Peter's Episcopal Church. Some parents, of course, sent their ch ildren away to
school: Moses Waddell's famous Willington Academy in the upcountry, or-fo l lowing the com
mon pattern of Northern education - Dr. Muhlenberg's Episcopal boarding school on Long Is
land. ror the more educationally adventurous t here was, until early in the 1 8 3 0s, Round Hill
school in Northampton, Massachusetts. For girls there were St. Mary's Hall in B urlington, New
Jersey, and Miss Binsse's academy in New York City. It is thus clear that Charlestonians paid
more, on average, to educate their children - reckoning both transportation and fees - than did
families of similar standing in Boston.
62. In a society in which conspicuous leisure was a principal premise and t he ennobling of
physical labor taboo, the meaning of "knowledge is power" was quite d ifferent from what it was
in Yankee New England. Bostonians harped vigorously on that theme in tracts and private let
ters, in sermons and admonitions to their young, identifying the benefits of a sound education
in thoroughly pragmatic terms; for some of the implications of this theme see William H. Pease
and Jane H. Pease, "Paternal Dilemmas: Education, Property, a nd Patric,an Persistence in Jack
sonian Boston: Nett' England Quarterly .53 ( 1 980): 14 7-67. In C harleston, on the othet hand,
while t here was a keen recognition of the utility of education in preparing the young for suitable
occupations, the emphasis lay rather on providing suitable adornment for an adult l ife centered
in a richly textured leisure.
I ndeed, the s trongest recognition that a commitment to univetsal literacy would inevitably
mean knowledge as power to blacks as well as w h ites was perhaps sounded by the Courier, 27
July 1830: "Let our City and Sta te authorities look to the evil w h ich is growing - or it will come
upon the commu nity like a th ief, in the night." A lthough Heney Midd leton's i nstructions to his
son's teacher- to eschew drawing and art, except as training for a possible engineering career,
and to emphasize science and subjects more p ractical- sounded utilitarian enough, his desire
to have his son well versed in the arts of dancing and fencing for the grace, alertness, "elas
ticity of carriage," and "self possession" t hey developed betrayed h is concern that education should
be the making of a gentleman i n "the most finished society of modern times": Henry A . Midd:e
ton to Rufus F. Stebbins, January 1842, Langdon Cheves Pape rs, SCHS.
63 . Stephen Elliott, An Address DeIin�red at the Opening of the Medical College . . 1 826
(Ch arleston, S.c., 1826), 5-6.
64. Jasper Adams, Laws of Success and Failure in Life; An Address Delwered 30th October 1 833
. before the Euphradian SoCiety (Charleston, S.c., 1 8 3 3), 14,
65. William Gilmore S imms, Slavery in America; Being a Brief Review of M iss Martineau 9n
Thot Subject (Richmond, Va., 1838), 79,
.

. .
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66. Taylor, Cavalier and Yankee, 29-31; Porcher, "Memoirs" (Apri! 1946), 95-96; Edmund Ravenel
to Messrs King and Durant, 20 November 183 5, and (for the financial arrangements) the Negro
and Land folders, all in Edmund Ravenel Papers, Ford-Ravenel Collection, SCHS.
67. The number of individuals in professional occupations in the city declined between 1830
and 1840 by about 15 percent.
68. Dickson, Annual Report

10

the President, 8.

9. Charleston Slaves:

JOYN E R

I . This i s a composite o f descriptions of slave religious services i n Frederika Bremer, Homes
in the New World: Impressions of America (New York, 1853), I, 289-90; William Wyndham M a let,
An Errand to the South in the Summer of 1862 (London, 1863), 49-50, 74; Laurence Oliphant, Patri·
ots and FilibusterS; or Incidents of Political and Exploratory Travel (Edin burgh, 1860), 140-41; Sir Charles

Lyell, A Second Visit 10 the United States of America (New York, 1849), I, 269-70, 11, 2 13 14; A.M.H.
C hristensen, "Spirituals and Shouts of the Southern Negroes," Journal of American Folk-Lore 7
( 1894): 154- 5 5 ; HG. Spaulding, " Under the Palmetto," Continental Monthly 4 ( 1863): 196-200;
Daniel E. Huger Smith, "A Plantation Boyhood," in Alice R. Huger Smith and Herbert Ravenel
Sass, cds., A Carolina Rice Plantation of the Fifties (New York, 1936), 75; Chesnut, 2 13-14; John G.
Williams, De Ole Plantation: Elder Cotenay's Sermons (Charleston, S.c., 1895), 2- 1 1 . The text is
quoted from J u l ia Peterkin, Green Thursday (New York, 1924). 188 89. I recorded a similar black
religious service at New Bethel Baptist Church on Sandy Island, S.C, 16 January 1972. William
Faulkner includes a literary description of such a service in the "Dilsey" section of The Sound
and the Fury (New York, 1929). See also W.E.B. Du Bois, "Religion of the Southern Negro," New
World 9 (1900); G race Sims Holt, "Stylin' Outta the Black Pulpit," in Thomas Kochman, ed.,
Rappin' and Stylin' Out (Urbana, Ill. , 1972), 189-95; Le Rot Jones, Blues People; Negro Music in
White America (New York, 1963), 45-46; Henry H. Mitchell, Black Preaching (Philadelphia, 1970);

Bruce A. Rosen berg, The Art of the American Folk Preacher (New York, 1970), 7, 10, 14, 1 7, 40,
47, 5 1 , 1 1 5-16; W.D. Weatherford, American Churches and the Negro: An Historical Study from Early
Slave Days to the Present (Boton, 1957), 1 1 4- 1 5; C arter G. Woodson, History of the Negro Church

(Washington, D.C, 1921), 4 1 ; Clarence E. Walker, A Rock in a Weary Land: The African Methodist
Episcopal Church during the Civil War and Reconstruction (Baton Rouge, La., 1982), 61. On the

status of the slave preachers i n the slave commu nity, see John W. Blassingame, "Status and So
cial Structure in the Slave Community," in Randall M. Miller, ed., The Afro-American Slatles;
Community Or Chaos (Malabar, Fla., 1981), 1 14, 1 20- 2 1 .

2 . David ]. McCord, ed., Statutes a t Large o f South Carolina (Columbia, S.C, 1840), V I I , 468;
Elijah Green, Charleston, i nterviewed by Augustus Ladson, in "Slave N arratives: A Folk History
of Slavery," typewritten records of i nterviews with former slaves; prepared by the Federal Writers
Project, 1936-38, microfilm 14, part ii, 197 (hereafter cited as, e.g. , SN 14, ii, 197); Henry Brown,
Charleston. interviewed by Augustus Ladson, SN 14, i, 125. Cf. Lucretia Heyward, Beaufort County,
interviewed by C h lotilde R. Martin, SN 14, ii, 279. Some slaveholders, however, defied the law
and taught their s laves to read and write. For example, Thomas Goodwater, a n cxslave in Mt.
Pleasant, told interviewer Augustus Ladson, "My pa cound read an' write cus he live' in the city
here. His missus teach him" (SN 14, ii, 166). A facsimile edition of the "Slave Narratives," edited
by George P. Rawick as The American Slave: A Composite Autobiography (Westport, Conn., 1972),
includes parts i and ii of the South Carolina i nterviews in vol. I I , and parts i i i and iv in vol.
IV; pagination is the same.
3. Edward King, The Great South: A Record of Joum€)s (Ha rtford, Conn., 1 875), 429; John
Bennett, "Gullah: A Negro Patois," South Atlantic Quarterly 7 ( 1908): 340. For similar sentiments,
see Reed Smith, Gullah (Columbia, S.C 1926), 22-23; and Ambrose E. Gonzales, The Black Border;
.•

Gullah Stories of the Carolina Coast (Columbia, S.c., 1922), 10- 1 7.
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4. Richard Hoggart, The Uses of Literacy (New York, 1970), esp. 27-32, 270-82. Hoggart em
phasizes the negative effects of literacy on twentieth-century English working-class culture as a
result of the growing consolidation of the publishing industry, with its increasing centralization
of control of available reading matter and the trivialization of mass publications. On the other
hand, sociolinguist William Labov stresses the v ibrancy of oral nonstandard English in the i n ner
city in dealing with subjects of high seriousness and at a high level of abstraction. See his "Logic
of Nonstandard English," in Pier Paolo Giglioli, ed., Language and Social Context (Harmondsworth,
1968), 191-97, and his Social Stratification of English in New York City (Washington, D.c., 1966).
Personal i nterview with Wa lter Geathers, Sandy Island, 16 January 1972. Cf. Roger D. Abrahams
and Richard A. Bauman, "Sense and Nonsense in St. Vincent: Speech Behavior and Decorum
in a Caribbean Community," in Roger D. Abrahams, The Man-oi-Words in the West Indies: Perfor
mance and the Emergence of Creole Culture (Baltimore, Md., 1983), 88-97; Mary Douglas, In the
Active Voice (Boston, 1982), and Edward Evans-Pritchard (New York, 1980), 2, 4, 1 1 , I l l , 129.
5 . On creole languages, see Robert A. Hall, Pidgin and Creole Languages (Ithaca, N .Y., 1965),
15; William A. Stewart, "Sociolinguistic Factors in the History of American Negro Dialects," Flor
ida FL Reporter 5 (1967): 12-13; Loreto Todd, Pidgins and Creoles (London, 1974), 5-6, 54, 67; J.L.
Dillard, Black English: Its History and Usage in the United States (New York, 1972), 76. On the
definition of creolization, see Dell Hymes, introduction to pt. 3 of Dell Hymes, ed., Pidginization
and Creolization of Languages (Cambridge, England, 1971), 84. That volume also contains useful
essays on the complexity of the relationships involved in the c reolization process: see esp. Sid
ney W. Mintz, "The Sociohistorical Background of Pidginization and Creolization," 1 53-68; Mer
vyn C. Alleyne, "Acculturation and the Cultural Matrix of Creolization," 169-86; and David
DeCamp, "Introduction: The Study of Pidgin and Creole Languages," 13-39. See also William A.
Stewart, "Nonstandard Speech Patterns," Baltimore Bulletin of Education 43 (1967): 52-65; J.L. Dil
lard, "Non-Standard Negro Dialects: Convergence or Divergence," in Norman E. Whitten and
John E Szwed, eds., Afro-American Anthropology: Contemporary Perspectives (New York, 1970), 1 1926; and Ralph W. Fasold, "Decreolization and Autonomous Language Change," Florida FL Reporter
10 (1972): 9. On other New World creole langu ages, see Ian E Hancock, "A Survey of Pidgins
and Creoles of the World," in Hymes, ed., Pidginization and Creolization, 512- 1 5 . On the special
case of the development of an African-English creole in Dutch Surinam, see C harles R. Boxer,

The Dutch Seaborne Empire, 1 600-1800 (New York, 1965), 241. A speech community is defined
linguistically as "a community sharing knowledge of rules for the conduct and interpretation
of speech. Such sharing comprises knowledge of at least one form of speech, and knowledge
also of its patterns of use. Both conditions are necessary": see Dell Hymes, Foundations in Socio

linguistics: An Ethnographic Approach (Philadelph ia, 1974), 51; and John Gumperz, ''The Speech
Community," in Pier Paolo Giglioli, ed., Language and Social Context (Harmondsworth, 1972),
219-31. On the development of the Gullah speech community in the South Carolina 10wcoun
try, see Peter H. Wood, Black Majority: Negroes in Colonial South Carolina from 1 670 through the

Stono Rebellion (New York, 1974), 167-91; and Charles Joyner, Down by the Riverside: a South Caro
lina Slave Community (Urbana, lll., 1984), 196-224.
6. Thomas Goodwater, Mt. Pleasant, interviewed by Augustus Ladson, SN 14, ii, 166; "Boo
Hag," collected by Dromgoole Ham, in South Carolina Folk Tales: Stories of Animals and Super

natural Beings (Columbia, S.c., 194 1 ) , 47; Jane Hollins, Charleston, interviewed by Martha S.
Pinckney, SN 14, ii, 291; "Buh Rabbit and Buh B'ar," collected by John Bennett, in John Bennett
Papers, SCHS. On interchangeable pronouns in creole languages, see Todd, Pidgins and Creoles,
17; William A. Stewart, "Continuity and Change in American Negro Dialects," Florida FL Reporter
6 (1968): 3; Irma Cunningham, "A Syntactic Analysis of Sea Island Creole ('Gullah')" (Ph.D. diss.,
University of M ichigan, 1970), 2 1 -22, 200- 1 ; Patricia C. N ichols, "Linguistic Cha nge in Gullah:
Sex, Age, and Mobility" (Ph.D. diss., Stanford University, 1976), 86- 1 1 1 , esp. 104-7.
7. Ephraim (Mike) Lawrence, Edisto Island, interviewed by Chalmers S. M urray, SN 14, iii,
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96; Maria Jenkins, Char leston, i n terviewed by Martha S. Pinckney, S N 14, iii, 27; Ephraim (Mike)
Lawrence, SN 14, i i i , 95; Joh n Hamilton, C h arleston, interviewed by Gyland H. Hamlin, SN

14, ii, 2 2 1 ; Maria Jenkins, SN 14, iii, 28.
8. Ephraim (Mike) Lawrence, S N 14, iii, 97; Susan Hamlin, C harleston, interviewed hy Jesse A.
Butler, SN 1 4 , ii, 231; David White, Charleston, i nterviewed by Laura L Midd leton, S N 14, iv,

194; Jackie

__

, Charleston, "Buh Rabbit, Buh Pa'tridge, en de B'ar," collected by John Bennett,

in Bennett Papers, SCHS.

9. Both examples are from Maria Jenkins, SN 14, ii, 27.
10. Sam Samuel, Edisto Island, collected by C h a l mers S. !vlurray, i n "Memories of an Island,"
1 1 5, MS, Chalmers S. Murray Papers, SCHS; "Why the American Negro Speaks No African,"
MS, Bennett Papers, SCHS; Maria Jenkins, SN 14, iii, 28.
1 1 . Tena W h ite, Mt. Pleasant, i n terviewed b y Martha S. Pinckney, SN 1 4, iv, 196; Maria Jen
kins, SN 14, i ii , 27.

1 2. Ephraim (Mikel Lawrence, SN 14, iii, 94-95, 97; Sam Samuel, in "Memories of an Is
l a nd," 1 16 , Mu rray Papers, SCHS; Ephraim (M ike) Lawrence, SN 14, iii, 99; A non., Edisto Is
land, collected by Chalmers S. Murray, i n South Carolina Folk Tales, 94; John Hamilton, S N 14,
ii, 2 2 1 .

1 3 . Prince S mirh, Wadmalaw Island, interviewed b y Augustus Ladson, S N 1 4 , iv, 1 16; Amy
Perry, Charleston, interviewed by Jessie A. Butler, SN 14, iii, 253. See Patricia C Nichols, "To
and From in Gullah: An Evolutionary View," paper presented at Linguistic Society of America,
San Diego, Cali f., December 1973; Nichols, "Li nguistic Change i n Gullah," 6 5 ·82.

14. Ephraim (Mike) Lawrence, SN 14, iii, 95-96; E lizabeth Collins, Memories of the Southern
States (Taunton, Eng., 1865), 1 7; Mary Frances Brown, Mr. Pleasant, interviewed by Cassels R .
Tiedman, S N 14, i, 1 34; Susan H a m l i n , SN 1 4 , i i , 223. See a l s o Charles A. Ferguson, "A,speets
of Copula and the Notion of Simplicity," in H ymes, cd., Pidgin ization and Creolization, 1 4 1 - 50;
Ralph W. Fasold , "One Hundred Years from Syntax to Phonology," i n Sanford Seever et aI., cds.,
Diachronic Syntax (Chicago, 1976), 79-87; Dillard, Black English, 49; Stewart, "Continuity and
C h ange," 3 ; Lorenzo Dow Turner, Africanisms in the Gullah D ialect, 2 16.

1 5. Coili ns, Memories of the Southern States, 19; Sam Polite, Beaufort County, interviewed
by C h lotilde R. Marrin , SN 14, iii, 275. See also Turner, Africanisms in the Gullah Dialect, 209- 1 3 .

16. Maria Jenkins, S N 14. i i i , 2 8 ; Daphney Wright, Hampton County, interviewed by Phoebe
Faucette, SN 14, iv, 267; Mary Frances Brown, S N 14. i, 1 34; E p h raim (Mike) Lawrence , SN 14,
iii, 98; Jackie

"Buh Rabbit, Buh Pa'tridgc, en de B'ar," i n Bennett Papers SCHS; Ben Horry,

Murrells I nlet, i nterviewed by G enevieve Willcox Chandler, SN 14, ii, 3 1 2 ; Daph ney Wright, SN

14, iv, 266; Simon McClair, Ed isto Island, in "Memories of a n Island," Murray Papers, SCHS;
Ben Horry, SN 14, i i , 300. See a lso Turner, Africanisms in the Gullah Dialect, 225-27; Todd. Pidgins
and Creoles, 67; Joseph H. G reenburg, "Africa as a Linguistic Area," in William R. Bascom and
Melville J. Herskovits, eds., Continuity and Change in African Cultures (Chicago, 1959), 23; Wil
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1975). More recent arc Barbara Leslie Epstei n , The Politics of Domesticity: Women, Emngelism. and
Temperance in Nineteenth-Century America (Middletown, Conn., 1981); Mary P. Ryan, Cradle of
the Middle Class: The Family in Oneida County, New York. 1 790···] 865 (Cambridge, Mass., 1981),
esp. chs. 4, 5 ; John Mack Faragher, \\'lomen and Men on the Overland Trail (New Haven, Conn.,
1979), esp. chs. 4 , 5. Interesting for the late nineteenth century a nd generally suggestive is Eliza
beth Harnpsten, Read This Only to Yourself: The Prit-ate Writings of Midwestern Women, 1<'l80-191O
(Bloomington, I nd . , 1982).

\. Ravenel, Charle5ton , 3 8 5-86. See also Lawrence Fay Brewster, The Summer Migrations and
Resorts of South Carolina Lowcountry Planters (Durham, � .c., 1947), /)alsim.
4. Mary Howard Schoolcraft, The Black Gauntlet: A Tule of Plantation Life in South Carolina
(1860), reprinted
Plantation Life: The Narrati,-es of Mrs. Henry Rou e Schoolcraft (New York, 1969),
1 1 4- 1 5.
5. Susan Petigru King, Lily (New York, 1 8 5 5) , 104.
6. Elizabeth A llston Pringle, Chronicles of Chicora Wood (New rbrk, 1922), 1 29.
7. Mary Boykin Chesnut, "Two Years - Or the Way We Lived Then" (MS ca. 1875), 3 05 ,
Williams-Chesnut-Manning collection, SCL.
8. King, Lily, 1 07-08.

9. Chesnur, "Two Years," 260-61.
1 0. For a typical description of the gay season, sec Pringle. Chronicles, 160ff.
1 1 . General reference works for reading and writing in this period are Lyle Wright, American
Fiction, 1 774-1850 (San Marino, Calif., 1969); Louis D. Rubin, ed., A Bibliographical Guide to the
Stud:v of Southern L iterature (Baton Rouge, La., 1969); Matthew J. Bruccoli , The Profession of Author
ship in America, 1 800-1870 (n.p., 1968); Mary Kelley, Private Wilman, Public Stage: Literary Domes·
ticity in Nmctecnth-Cenwrv America (New York. 1984); Nina Baym, Woman's Fiction: A Guide to
Nowls B" and About Women in America, 1820- 1 870 (Ithaca, N.Y., 1978); Helen Papashvily, All
the Happy Endings (New York, 19')6). Anne Goodwyn Jones. umwrrow Is Another Day: The Wi)man
Writer in the South. 1 859-1936 (Baton Rouge, La., 1982), has i n triguing suggestions about the
anteh..llum period as well. Helpful i n placing women writers i n a large cultural context arc Ann
Douglas, The Feminization of American Culture ( N ew Ybrk. 1977), and Susan P Conrad, Perish

the Thought. Intellectual Women in Romantic America, 1 830-1860 (New York. 1976). Older views
of Southern women writers, including selections from their work. are John S. Harr, The Female
Prose Writers of America (Philadelphia, 1 8 5 7); Julia Deane Freeman, Women of the South Distin
gr<ished in Literature (�cw York, 1 861): Mary T. Ta rdy, Southland Wntm: Biographical and Critical
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Sketches of the L iving Female Writers of the South, 2 vols. (Philadelphia, 1870); George A . Wauchope,
Writers of South Carolina (Columbia, S.c., 1910). A critical study of the city-and-country theme
in its many form s in English literature from the eighteenth century is Raymond Williams, The
Country and the City (New York, 1973).
12. For Caroline Gilman's self-assessment, see her sketch i n H art, Female Prose Writers , 49-57;
Freeman, Women of the South, 48-50; Wauchope, Writers of South Carolina, 1 6 5 ; Baym, Woman's
Fiction, 67-7 1 .
1 3 . Caroline Gilman, Recollectiom of a Southern Matron (New York, 1838), 201 ; Hart, Female
Prose Writers, 56.
1 4 . Gilman, Southern Matron , 3 1.
1 5 . Ibid. , 1 10.
16. Ibid., 57, 10. I nteresting parallels are seen i n the diary of Mary Moragne, a young woman
in the Abbeville District of South Carolina. See Delle Mullen Craven, ed., The Neglected Thread:
A Journal from the Calhoun Community, 1836-1 842 (Columbia, S.c., 1951).
17. Gilman, Southern Matron, 78.
18. Ibid. , 1 1 , 1 10.
1 9 . Ibid. , 1 08, 1 18.
20. Ibid. , 1 38-39.
2 1 . Ibid., vii.
2 2 . ].L. Petigru to Jane P. North, 21 May 18 39, i n Petigru, 204; Wauchope, Writers of South
Carolina, 2 2 3 ; Tardy, Southland Writers, II, 861 . T here are biographical notes on King in Petigru,
204n, and in J.R. Scafidel, "Susan Petigru King: An Early South Carolina Realist," in James B.
Meriwether, ed. , South Carolina Women Writers (Spartanburg, S.c., 1979), 101 - 1 5 . Petigru, per
haps to his surprise, came to appreciate and even admire his d aughter's literary efforts, even to
the point of once referring to her as a "great writer." Though hardly a reader of women's fiction,
Petigru occasionally advised h,s daughter as to style and effort, and in suggesting Jane Austen
as a writer to be emulated, he approved of novelists' attempts to "attain to the delineation of
the passions." See Scafidel, "Susan Petigru King," 102.

23 . In another novel, King has a character remark, upon hearing from her fiance that he
wished to take up planting: "I never engaged myself to a planter. . . . I vow you shall never have
me vibrating between rice-fields and pine-lands": Sylvia's World (New York, 1859), 74.
24. King, Lily, 19, 187. The title page notes only "By the Author of The Busy Moments of
an Idle Woman.'" The author's voice frequently breaks into the story, as in c h . I S , w here she
justifies the story's verisimilitude as a higher aesthetic.
2 5 . Ibid., 2 1 , 28.
26. Ibid., 28.
27. Ibid. , 24. King wrote a volume, Crimes Which the Law Does Not Reach (New York, 1859),
every sketch in whlch unmasks a drawing room "crime" (flirtation, arranged marriage, false
conversation) t h at imperiled women.
28. King, Lily, 86.
29. Ibid. , 24.
30. Ibid. , 19 1 -92, 248. King could be critical of Chariestonians, however; see, e.g., ibid., 95,
1 16- 1 7, 193.
3 1 . Illusion and reality i n th e lives of planter-class women is a theme that deserves more at
tention. See, for glimpses, Ann F. Scott, The Southern Lady: From Pedestal to Politics, 1 830-1930
(Chicago, 1970); Harriet E. Amos, " 'City Belles': Images and Realities of the Lives of White Women
in Antebellum Mobile," Alabama Review 34 (1981): 3- 19; Harland D. Hagler, 'The Ideal Woman
in the Antebellum South: Lady or Farmwife?" JSH 44 (1980): 405- 18; Steven M . Stowe, "The
Thing Not Its Vision': A Woman's Couf[ship and Her Sphere in the Southern Planter Class,"

Feminist Studies 9 ( 1 983): 1 1 3-30.
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3 2 . This is not the place to give the discussion of the Chesnut manuscripts the full attention
it merits. Cha nges i n the way the manuscripts have been viewed by historia ns, and in the
manuscripts th emselves, are an interesting cautionary story of h istorical fashion and judgment.
C. Va nn Woodward has an excellent discussion of the manuscripts and their publishing saga
in Chesnut, xv-xxix. Some of the important issues were confronted, if not resolved, at the Second
Reynolds Conference at the U n iversity o f South Carolina in 1975; see Meriwether, ed., South
Carolina Women Writers, sessions V and VI. In the citations of C h esnut's manuscripts that fol low,
I rely on my own work with them in the Willi ams·Chesnut-Manning collection, SCL. Since
then, Professor Woodward's definitive volume h a s appeared, so I include page references to it
for convenience. In my citations, "18805 MS" refers ro the memoir i n diary form; "1 860s MS"
refers to the actual diary that survives.
Diarists receive little treatment in the literary criticism directed to the form and style of women
writers. Female novelists command rhe most attention, and among the most generally useful
works of criticism are Mary Ellman, Thinking About Women (New Yor k , 1968); Elaine Showalter,
A Literature of Their Own (Princeton, N.j., 1977), and Vineta Colby, The Singular Anomaly: Women
Novelists of the Nineteenth Century (New York, 1 970), which raise important questions of literary
style and femi n i mty. Joan Kennard, Victims of Convention (Hamden, Conn., 1978), and Nina
Auerbach, Woman and the Demon (Cambridge, Mass., 1982), are two interestingly different studies
of the thematic content of fem ininity i n nineteenth-century fiction. Also suggestive i n a more
general way are Helene Roberts, 'The Inside, the Surface, the Mass: Some recurring Images of
Women," Women:" Studies 2 (1974): 289-.308; Ann Wood, "Mrs. Sigourney and th e Sensibility of
Inner Space," New England Quarterly 45 (1972): 1 6 3 ·81; Janice A. Radway, "Women Read t h e
Romance: T h e Interaction o f Text and Contexr," Feminist Studies 9 (198 3): 5 3-78.

33. ror a full biography see Elisabeth Muhle nfeld, Mary Boykin Chesnut (Baton Rouge, La.,
1981). See also C hesnut, xxx-liii.
34. John M anning to "Dearest Wife" [ 1860J, typed copy, W i l lia ms·Chesnut·Manning collec
tion, SCL. Mary Chesnut sometimes traded "pl ain talk" with Susan King but was wary of King's
public acerbity and wit, writing "I am as afrai d of her as deat h": Chesnut, 692-93 .
.3 5 . Chesnut, 1880s MS, 26 February 1865 (Chesnut, 740;; 10 March 1862 (Ches nut 301). Ches
,

nut admired the writing of William Russell, the British journalist, who may have been a model
for her new "public" voice. Eileen Gregory notes that the conventions of the diary permitted
Chesnut to ach ieve intimacy with her readers, but it seems to me that the i ntegrative power
of a diary is even more important. See G regory's i nteresting pap er, "The Formality of }'1emory:
A Study of the Literary Man uscripts of Mary Boykin Chesnut," i n Meriwether, ed., South Caro
lina Women Writers, 229-40.

36. This is not to suggest t h a t Chesnut did not want her book to be entertaining or that
she did not polish her writing; she did both. I am suggesting that the diary for m a llowed her
to do this while liberating her from the "fem inine" conventions of fiction, daybooks, and com
monplace books_ In this regard, see C. Vann Woo dward, "Mary Chesnut in Search of Her Geme:
Yal e Review 73 (1984): 1 9 9-209.

37. Chesnut, 18805 MS, ca. 24 July 1861 (Chesnut, 1 14); 1860, MS, bound book with entries
February-August 1861; 18805 MS,

ca.

23 April 1861 (Chesnut, 5 1). One woma n in Chesnut's circle

whom she both liked and admired was Louisa S. McCord, whose own l i terary work contrasted
i n terestingly with the efforts of the women i n this essay. McCord was unique among female au
thors with connections to Charleston in that she spoke from inside the male sphere of political
d iscourse and, more particularlv, literary criticism. Also a poet and dramatist, McCord was the
exceptional wom an whose strong critical voice neither betrayed femininity in the eyes of men
nor critically extended woman's sphere beyond existing conve n t ions. In this sense she might be
seen a s joining a tradition of women who, for d ifferent reasons, became accepted i n the larger
(that is, male) intellectual world. In intellectual Charleston t h i s tradition ranged from the dar-
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ing wit and good offices of Madame de Stud to rhe somber, densely argued ethics of Hannah
More. McCord, too, was learned, incisive, often engaging, but finally orthodox i n her world
view and in her support of elite imerests. She was proslavery, }}ro·South, aristocratic, and wholly
accepting of the separate, l o ng-suffering position of women. A nd though she was respected by
intellectual men (or her formu lations of these concerns, periodicals did not resist noting "the
female hand" behind her essays, thus calling attention to a fern ininity she herself neither em·
phasized nor explored; see, e.g., the editor's note in SQR, n.s., 7 ( 1853): 2 3 3 , and Lounsbury,
infra, 325- 36.
38. Chesnut, 18805 MS, 1 9 March [861 (Chesnut, 3 1 ) ; 30 November 1861 (Chesnut, 250-51).
See also 1 1 November 1 86 1 (Chesnl!! , 238).
39. Chesnut, 1 880s MS, 29 August 1861 (Chesnut, 1 76).
40. Ibid. , 1880s MS, March 1 86 5 (Chesnut, 762); 30 November 1861 (Chesnut, 248). See also,
e.g., both 1 880s and 1 860s MSS in Chesnut, 7 2 .
4 L Chesnut, 1 880s MS, October 1 8 6 1 (Chesnut, 220); 2 4 M ay 1 8 6 2 (Chesnut, 349); 3 0 No·
vember 1861 (Chesnut, 250); 10 June 1861 (Chesnut, 69).
42. Chesnut, 1880s MS, 5 January 1864 (Chesnut, 528); Va rina Davis

10

Mary Chesnut, 20

September 1865, Chesnut letter book. Williams·Clwsnur·M a n ning collection, SCL; Chesnut,
1 8605 MS, 1 1 March 1861 (Chesnut, 2 3) .
4 3 . See Williams, Country and Cit), 288-90.
44. John S. Hart's assessment of Caroline G ilman is in H a rt, Female Prose Writers, 49.
4 5 . EA. Porcher, in SQR 9 (1854): 2 1 2- 1 3 .
46. James H . Hammond t o WD. Hodgson, I January 1 846, James H. Hammond papers, Duke
University; E A . Porc her, "Historical and Social Sketch of Craven County," SQR 9 ( 1854): 378,
403-4.
47. James H. Hammond diary, 17 April 1838; see also entry for 6 May 1 838, James H . Ham
mond papers, LC.
48 . William Porcher M iles, "American Literature and CharlC'ston Society," SQR 7 ( \ 8 5 3 ) : 405,
4 18. Mary Chesnut liked Miles himself, as well as his voice; see Chesnut, 18805 MS, September
1863 (Chesnut, 444, 447-49).

49. Chesnut, 18805 MS, 3 June 1862 (Che.mut, 3 59).

12. Ludibria Rerum Mortalium:

LOUNSBURY

1 . Chesnut, 428.
2. Thomas Grimke, Oration on the Comparatlv Elements and Dutys of Grecian and American
Eloquence .

.

.

(Cincinnati, Ohio, 1834). 20- 2 1 , 2 3 , 53- 54. Orthographical oddities are Grimkc's.

3 . Louisa McCord, "E nfranchisement of Woman" [SQR, n.s., 5 ( 1 852)], in All Clever Men,
349-50: "Woman and Her Needs," DeBow's Re"iew 1 3 ( 1852): 280-82; Caroline Healey Dall,
Historical Pictures Retouched. A Volume of M iscellanies (Boston, 1860), 3 , cited in Susan P. Con·
rad, Perish the Thought: Intdlectual Women in Romantic America, 1830-1 860 (New York, 1976),
167.
4 . Di.lcotmes on Art, cd. Robert R. Wark (New Haven, Conn., 1975), 59.
5. Louisa McCord, "Woman and Her Needs," 268; "Uncle Tom's Cabin," SQR, n.s., 7 ( 18 5 3 ):
8 1 ; "Separate Secession," SQR, n.s., 4 ( l 8S !): 107; Livy 7.6.1 -5.
6 . "'wbman and Her Needs," 288. Cf. James Wood Davidson, Living Writers of the South (New
York, 1869): "Her mind is Roma n i n its cast and heroic i n its mould - she was Roman, always
Roman, and not even Corinthian, always Doric" (cited by Susan S. Bennett, ''The C heves Fam·
ily of South Carolina," SCHM 35 [ 1934J: 9 1 ). Reference to the orders na rrows the Roman na·
ture to its most austere.
7. "Mrs. M'Cord'3 Caim G racchus," DeBow's Review,
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8. Louisa S. McCord, Caius Gracchus. A Tragedy in Five Acts (New York, 1 8 5 1 ) ; "Caius G rac
c hus," SQR, n.s., 4 ( 1 8 5 1 ) : 68. As it has turned out lately, Caius Gracchu5 has attracted a very
ready indifference. The standard account of Southern l i teature mentions i t o n l y i n passing, a s
a closet drama; to a history of Charleston dramatists, i t i s b u t a tirle: Jay B . H ubbel l, T he South
in American Literature, 1 607-1900 (Durham, N.C., 1954), 607; Charles S. Watson, Antebellum
Charleston Dramatists (Tuscaloosa, A la., 1976), 48. In the biographical introduction to a recent
edition of one of her essays, M rs. McCord's play is explained in an impulse toward "sentimen
tal verse and fiction," and is co nsigned to the level of a Beerbohm parody, but with "the dis
advantage of seriousness" (a stage direction is usefully provided as evidence): All Clever Men,
3 3 7. An exception is Margaret E Thorp, Female Persuasion: Six StTOng-Minikd Women (New Haven,
Conn., 1949), 1 99- 2 0 1 ; her whole chapter on Mrs. McCord, although published more t h a n
thirty years ago, remains valuable a n d without compa ny. (Susan Conrad's discussion little
more than a paraphrase of Thorp: since she locates the subject of C..nius Gracchus i n "the early
days of the Rom an Republic" and believes the hostile SQR critique of the play to "ignore its
artistic failings," one may wonder about her fa miliarity with reviewer or reviewed, wonder in
creased when she labels a "romance" what both DeBouis and the SQR, who had troubled them
selves to read the play beforeh and, explicitly judged nothing of the k i nd: Conrad, Perish the
Thought, 194, 2 2 1 . Calling the work "ponderous" is simtlarly automatic, and sim ilarly to be diag
nosed: ibid. , 2 2 1 .)
9. "Caius G racchus," 62-63.
1 0. "Mrs. M 'Cord's Caius Gracchus," 428-29. Her own opinion of modern taste was not high:
cf. "Uncle Tom's Cabin," 83 (on romantic novels); "Woman and Her Needs," 2 7 3 (on the "nau
seous filth" of Sand, Sue, and D u mas). An edition of her poems, My Dreams, collected and printed
by her husband as a surprise (Philadelphia, 1848), was a most u npleasant one, w hich she tried
to correct by sup pressing the hook: Bennett, "Cheves Family," 9 1 . Enjoying a Joh nsonian h atred
of cant, she a lso thought little of the virruous queen who would lend ber name to the new age:
'The Right to Labor," SQR 16 ( 1849): 1 4 3-44; "Woman and Her N eeds," 2 8 1 .
I I . Louisa McCord, "Uncle Tom's Cabin," 86-87.
1 2 . "Mrs. M'Cord's Caius G racchus," 428.
1 3 . S.v. "Langdon Cheves," Dictionary of A merican B iography, IV, 63: "He was described by
Washington Irving as the first orator he ever heard who satisfied h i s idea ofDemosthenes." Thorp,
Female Persuasion , 1 8 2 , adds Cicero to the comparison. A discussion o f Cheves' oratory, though
without an antique reference, occurs in a letter to James Renwick, 8 December 1 8 1 2: Irving, Let
ters, Volume I, 1802-1823, ed. Ralph M. Aderman et al. (Boston, 1978), 346. Notice Mrs. McCord's
judgment of the oratory of separate secession: "Separate Secess ion," 305-6.
1 4. Cicero Brutus 1 2 5- 26: "But now we h ave before us a man of outstanding native intellect,
of dedicated application, and rigorously trained from childhood, Gaius Gracchus,"
1 5 . Caius Gracchus, 14- 1 5 .
in

1 6 . Ibid., 5 1 -57 (commencing with a reminiscence o f t h e first l i n e of Antony's fu neral speech
Shakespea re's .Iulius Caesar), 6 1 - 7 1 . Cf. Plutarch Gaius Gracchus ) .2�4; 5 . 2 - 3 .
1 7 . For Tiherius and Gaius Gracchus, see, most recently, David Stockton, The Gracchi (Ox

ford, 1979).
18.

"Caius G racchus," 63.

19. Caius Gracchus. Tragedie en tTOis Acles,
2 20, 2 19.

i n Oeuvres de M.J. Chenier (Paris, 1827)' II, 1 6 7 Cf. Eugene Jouffret, L e Theatre revolut ionnaire 0 788-1 799) ( 1 869; rpt., Geneva, 1970),

1 5 5-60.
20. V. Monti, Caio GraceD, in Opera , cd. M. Valgi migli and C. Muscetta, "La letteratura itali
ana. Storia e testi" (Milan, n.d.), LlV, 820-92 2 ; ].S. Knowles, Caius Gracchus: A Tragedy, in The
Dramatic Works of James ShL'Tidan Knowles (London, n.d.), I, 1- 58.
2 ! . Satire 2 . 24: "Who would tolerate the G racchi complai n ing about sed ition?"
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22. "Separate Secession," 300�2, 3 1 1 ; "Woman and Her Needs," 279; "Uncle K)m'S Cabin,"
89�90, 1 l9; "Carey on the Slave Trade," SQR, n.s., 9 (1854): 167; Chesnut, 377.
2 3 . "Ju stice and Fraternity," SQR 1 5 ( 1849): 3 56- 5 7, 370�71; "The Right to Labor," 1 3 8�40,
1 4 3.
2 4 . Caius Gracchus, 4 1 �43.
2 5 . "Mrs. M'Cord's Caius G racchus," 4 2 8; Caim Gracchus, 68. Cf. Thorp, Female Persuasion,
200: "She makes no attempt to fo rce parallels between the Roman and t h e contemporary political
situation but all the characters [except, surely, Opimius and his friends] speak the word 'Senator'
with such bitter ness t h a t one inevitably hears beside it the adjective 'Yankee.'"

26. ChesnH!, 328, 304.
27. Satire 6 . 1 6 1 �7 1 : "Yon, Cornelia, mother of the Gracchi."
28. Valerius Maximus Facta et Dicta Memorabilia 4.4

pme!;

R. Rosenblum, Transformations

in Late Eighteenth-Century Art (Princeton, N .)., 1967), 61 �62; A . Pigler, Barockthemen,

II

(Buda

pest, 1956), 367; Bennett, "Ch eves Family," 91: 'V\s mistress of a plantation . . . when asked once
why she wore no jewelry, she replied that a woman w i t h two hundred childre n could hardly
afford diamonds."

29. Livy 2 2.49; "Separate Secession," 3 1 1 .
3 0 . See Stockton, Gracchi, 2 3�26, a n d references there; }uvenal Satire 6.166: "Who c a n bear
a wife who has everything?"

3 1 . Cicero Brutus 2 1 1 ; Qu in tilian 1.1.6.
3 2 . "Woman and Her N eed s ," 289�90.

3 3 . Caius Gracchus, 20.
34. Plutarch Tiberius Gracchus 8.5; Appian Bella Cidlia 1 . 2 0 .
3 5 . Chenier, C.aius Gracchus, 1 8 1 �82, 197�99; contrast McCord, Caiu5 Gracch" s, 2 4 � 2 5 , 58�
61, 7 5�77, 88�91.
36. Caim Gracchm, 2 1 .
37. Ibid , 1 0 6 08.
38. Plutarc h Gaius Gracchus 1 5 ; Frederick Porcher, "Modern Art" [SQR, n.s., 5 ( 1 8 ')2)], i n All
Clever Men, 3 1 9�20.

39. Calm Gracchus, 1 12 � 1 3 .
4 0 . Ibid. , 1 2 0�2 1 ; contrast Plutarch Ga.us Gracchus 16.4�5.
4 1 . George Frederick Holmes, "Writings of Hugh Swinton Legare," SQR 9 (1846): 324; Mary
Legare, ed., Writings of Hugh Swinton Legare,
forth cited

vols. (Charleston, S.c., 1845-46), II, 408 (hence�

Writings). Oddities of classical allusion can yet be of interest, quite against the au

thor's i n tention. Legare, observing "with a sensation of horrorH Byron's animosity towards his
mother, thinks "involuntarily" of Nero and Agrippina: rather a shr i l l shudder, illuminating le
gare's difficult sympathy wlth that poet (Writings,

II, 394).

42. James Henley Thornwell, "Memoir of Dr. Henry" [SQR 2, n .s . , I (1856)1, in All Clever
Men, 4 2 3 ; C icero De Ora tore 3 . 1 �8; 1icICitus Agricola 4 3�·46.

4 3 . Caiu5 Gracchus, 4 2 , 7.
44. "Enfranchisement o f Woman," in All Clever Men, 3 5 3� 5 4 (italics in original). Appearing
a year after her play, these words may hint at her sense of i t s failure.

45. Cf. Louisa McCord , " Woman and Her N ee d s," 2 72 : The fem inists "forget the woman's
duty-fulfil l i ng ambition, to covet man's fa mc'gras ping ambition. Woman was maCe for duty, not
for fame; and so soon as she forgets this great law of her being, which consigns her to a l i fe
of herOIsm if she will-� but quier, unobtrusive heroism - she throws herself from her position,
and thus, of necessity, degrades herself" (italics in original).

46. Cai"s Gracchw, 58. Cf. Shakespeare, Coriolanus, 1lI, Ii, 1 2 5 - 30.
47. Plutarch Gaiw Gracchus 19; Chesnut , 4 29, 628, 787�88. The statue: Pliny Naturalis His
toria 34. 3 1; Plut arch Gaius Gracchus 4.3. The i nscription read:

446

Cornelia African; E Gracchorum

Notes to Pages 337-342
("daughter of Africanus, [mother] of the Gracchi"). Cf. Louisa S. McCord / Daughter of Lang
don Cheves / Wife of David James McCord / Born Dec. 3, ISIO / Died Nov. 2 3 , IS79 / At Rest
(cited by Bennett, "Cheves Family," 92). The echo tells the model, the omission the ruin, of her
hopes.
4S. William Campbell Preston, Eulogy on Hugh Swinton Legare (Charleston, S.c., 1843), 20.
49. Cicero Brutus 290; cf. De Ora tore 1 . 30-34; Tacitus Dialogus de Oratoribus 6.4; Hugh Swin
ton Legare, "The Roman Orators," SR 2 (182S): 504-7.
50. Bartholomew Rivers Carroll, Jr., "Sketch of the Character of the Hon. Hugh S. Legare,"

SQR 4 ( 1 843): 3 56, 360.
5 1 . Legare, "Roman Orators," 5 1 9-39; Plutarch Comparison of Demosthenes and Cicero; Hugh
Blair, Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres, ed. H arold E Harding, 2 vols. (Carbondale, I l l . , 1965),
II, 30-34.
52. William Campbell Preston, Eulogy on Legare, 26.
5 3 . Legare, "Roman Orators," 492.
54. Legare to Francis Walker Gilmer, I October ISI6; the letter is given in Richard Beale Davis,

Literature and Society in Early Virginia, 1608-1840 (Baton Rouge, La., 1973), 298-302.
55. Legare, "Roman Orators," 539; Edward Gibbon, History of the Decline and Fall of the Ro
man Empire, ed . ].B. Bury, 7 vols. (London, 1909-14), I, 85-S6. Legare also quotes Milton, Para
dise Lost, III, lines 52-53.
56. Legare, Writings, I, 3S5-88.
57. Legare to Francis Walker Gilmer, 24 August ISI6, in Davis, Literature and Society, 297;
Writings II, 84.
5S. Jacob N. Cardozo, "Ancient and Modern Oratory," SR 5 (lS30): 3 19-37, esp. 3 2 1 , 3 36.
59. Legare, "Roman Orators," 5 1 3, 5 3 2-3S.
60. Ibid., 5 1 2 .
6 1 . Legare, "Crafts' Fugitive Writings" [SR 1 (IS28)], i n Writings, I I , 1 5 7-58, 1 44, 146. Legare's
speech of 4 July IS23 is in Writ ings, I, 2 57-69. Begun by invoking the exordium of a "celebrated"
del iberative speec h, Cicero's De Imperio Cn. Pompei, it soon returns to its own generic opportu
nities, lavish of exempla, allusions, exclamations, tremendous periods, questions indignant and
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