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MRS. SAMUEL RIPLEY. 

CHAPTER I.   

  In gathering up the treasures of the last century, some record has been desired of the life of Mrs. 
Sarah Alden Ripley, of Massachusetts.  

  Mrs. Ripley was known and revered in the region where she lived, as one who combined rare and 
living knowledge of literature and science with the household skill and habits of personal labor 
needful to New England women of limited means, and with the tenderest affection and care for the 
young brothers and sisters whom her mother's delicate health and death left to her charge, and for 
the seven children of her own marriage who grew up under her eye in the country parson age at 
Waltham. To the ordinary cares of her station were added those of assisting her husband in the cares 
of a boys' boarding-school, both in housekeeping and teaching. These claims were met with 
disinterested devotion. And amid all the activity of her busy life the love and habit of acquiring 
knowledge, which was the life of her age as of her ardent youth, kept even pace.  

  To a friend has now been committed the trust of making some selections from Mrs. Ripley's letters 
written in youth, in early married life, in the later days when her children had grown up and rest 
seemed approaching, and in the last days at the "Old Manse" in Concord, her husband's paternal 
inheritance, to which they had retired in the spring of 1846, as a paradise of rest in age. The letters 
thus arrange themselves in four chapters. As a continuous history of events, they leave many gaps 
unfilled. At times of domestic changes, whether joyful or sorrowful, the family, never widely scattered, 
drew at once together, and there was no need of letters in the personal presence of filial and friendly 
sympathy. The friends also who were dearest to her youth and middle life were all within a near 
circle of residence. Thus, as to many of the most interesting events of her life, no written record from 
her hand remains.  

  No better sketch of Mrs. Ripley can be found than the memorial written by Mr. R. W. Emerson at 
the time of her death. This will be found upon a later page. Their friendship had begun early and 
lasted long. Mr. Emerson's aunt, Miss Mary [Moody] Emerson, the half-sister of Mr. Ripley, was a 
woman of genius, who had much influence in the early train ing of Mr. Emerson and his brothers. 
She had heard of the young Sarah Bradford and sought her out in the household retreat in Boston 
where she devoted to study the time unclaimed by domestic duties; and the friendship which followed 
included the Emerson children so dear to the elder lady. After Miss Bradford's marriage the claims of 
kindred also brought these boys to their uncle Ripley's house in school and college vacations, and the 
intercourse so precious to both sides was never interrupted but by death.   

  Mr. F. B. Sanborn, who in Mrs. Ripley's later years at Concord became very valuable to her as a 
companion in study and an affectionate minister to her enjoyment in many kind offices of friendship, 
wrote at the time of her death about her early studies thus:  “It should be remembered that in the 
early part of this century, when Mrs. Ripley laid the foundation of her extensive knowledge of 
languages, of philosophy and literature, the aids to study were few and imperfect in New England. A 
good dictionary of Latin or Greek did not exist in English; editions of the ancient authors were rare 
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and often very poor, while of the modern languages, except the French, scarcely anything was known 
in all this region. But the difficulties in the way did not prevent Mrs. Ripley from acquiring rapidly, 
and with sufficient correctness, a knowledge of the Latin, Greek, French, and Italian languages, and 
subsequently the German; with the literature of all which she became familiar, and kept up this 
familiarity till her failing strength made study, and even reading, irksome.” 

  Wherever it is possible, the editor will avail herself of the reminiscences of Mrs. Ripley's friends 
in giving such explanation as is necessary for connecting the different series of letters with each 
other. But the letters themselves will best report the life of the writer.  

  Sarah Alden Bradford was born in Boston, July 31, 1793, and was the eldest child of Captain 
Gamaliel Bradford. Two brothers followed her, Gamaliel, afterwards a well-known physician and 
citizen of Boston, and Daniel, who studied law, and died early in Mississippi. Then followed two 
sisters, Martha, afterwards the wife of Dr. Josiah Bartlett, of Concord, Massachusetts, and Margaret, 
the wife of Mr. Seth Ames, now one of the justices of the Supreme Judicial Court of Massachusetts. 
George, her youngest brother, whom she almost wholly educated up to the time when he entered 
Harvard College, and Hannah, her youngest sister, who was the wife and is now the widow of the 
late Mr. A. H. Fiske, a prominent lawyer in Boston, completed the number of seven children, to the 
three youngest of whom Sarah stood in the place of a mother: her own children were not nearer to 
her heart. Her father, who was a sea-captain, was often absent on voyages, and her mother's delicate 
health gave to the eldest daughter, as she grew up, a large share in the care of this numerous family. 
The youngest brother and sister still survive. 

 Sarah attended a school taught by Mr. Cummings, well known in days long past as the author of a 
school geography, of whom she speaks in one of her latest letters as "my old school-master, to whom I 
owe the foundation of all I know worth speaking of." Her teacher asked her one day if she would like 
to study Latin. It was a fortnight before she could make up her mind to ask her father's leave, but one 
day she came home and with great timidity said, "Father, may I study Latin ?" Her father laughed, 
and exclaimed, "A girl study Latin! Yes, study Latin if you want to. You may study anything you 
please.”   This, as it will be seen, was opening the door into a wide field. 

  Captain Bradford's father and other relatives lived in Duxbury, near Plymouth. In her occasional 
visits to this place Sarah had formed an intimate friendship with Abba Allyn, the daughter of Dr. 
Allyn, the minister of Duxbury. He himself took an especial interest in his daughter's young friend, 
to which she never ceased to respond in grateful acknowledgment. The girls read together, and 
explored the woods and swamps in company, looking wistfully at the flowers they gathered, longing 
for knowledge to detect the laws and secrets of nature. After one of these visits, Sarah wrote to her 
friend Abba a formal little letter proposing a correspondence. The proposal was accepted, and the 
first selection from Mrs. Ripley's letters will be a few from the earlier ones in the life-long series 
which passed between the two friends. The first letter, to which I have referred, is duly dated, "April 
15th, 1809." But this is almost the only date in the whole series: so that the editor can only guess 
at the order in which the letters followed each other by the increased freedom of the style and 
handwriting, and by the order of studies and topics, when a new book rises to mark the progress of 
the months ; as in Dante's pilgrimage the hours and seasons are marked only by the succession of the 
constellations. The correspondence, as I have said, began in 1809. The Bradford family afterwards 
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spent a year in Duxbury, returning to Boston in 1811. After that time the letters continued with 
confidence and affection unabated, and the friend ship never ceased through life. 

MISS BRADFORD TO MISS ALLYN.  
                                                                                                                             [About 1809]  
 
My dear Abba,—  
 I am sorry to perceive that you have greatly mistaken the motive which has induced 
me lately to mix less with the world than heretofore. You ascribe it to depression of 
mind, for which you entreat me to assign a reason. You are much deceived, my friend. 
God has continually blessed me since I came into this world, and I should be very 
ungrateful if I were discontented or unhappy. He has given me life, and hereafter I shall 
be accountable to him for the manner in which I have improved the time and privileges 
afforded me. At present I am favored with the means of acquiring useful knowledge. If, 
instead of employing the season of youth in improving my mind, I spend it in idle visiting, 
in preparing for balls and parties, neglecting the advantages afforded me, can I reasonably 
expect that they will always be continued to me ? I do not intend to give up all society; I 
only intend to relinquish that from which I can gain no good. Be assured I wish to conceal 
nothing from you, and if I were in affliction your participation would greatly lessen it. 
Write to me the manner in which you employ your time. Your papa informed me you 
had be come an adept in spinning. Have you begun Virgil? I must bid you good-by, my 
dearest and best friend, and it is my earnest desire that you may be happy in this world 
and that which is to come. Don't expose this letter.  

S. A. B. 
 

  As the spring advances I am more and more desirous to be with you. The grass in our 
yard begins to look green, and the lilac-trees have leaved. We consider our yard and 
garden quite a farm in comparison with the yards belonging to the new-fashioned houses, 
which are in general about as large as your back room. So that, although I am not in the 
country, I am better off than many of my neighbors. Do you find any pretty wild flowers? 
If you have never examined a dandelion flower, you will find it very curious, — the 
downy wings of the seeds, by which they are scattered far and wide, the perfect 
uniformity of the little flowers, each with its pistil and five stamens, united by the 
anthers, the filaments separate, almost too small to be distinguished with the naked eye. 
The same order, regularity, and beauty are visible in the least as in the greatest works of 
creation. Do you think a dandelion could have been the work of chance? Surely that study 
can not be entirely useless which can make even this most despised of flowers a source of 
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admiration and entertainment, a demonstration of the hand of a Creator. I saw the other 
evening in one of our neighbors' yards a Lombardy poplar in full bloom, a sight I never 
saw before; but, as my face was swollen with the ague, I could not get a blossom. I 
believe they are of the same class as the balsam poplar, which I have often seen in bloom. 
Father has frequently recommended to me a poem called Darwin's Botanic Garden.  I 1

think I can borrow it at Judge Davis's; and I am determined to bring it to Duxbury with 
me, that we may enjoy it together. 

_________________ 

  In a later letter she says, —  
 

 There are to be botanical lectures next winter in Boston, but I suppose the pine 
woods must be our lecture-room, and nature our herbalist. 

 

 
 In another letter, after analyzing for her friend the Linnaean System and Darwin's Botanic 
Garden, her last book, she ends,  

   
  But it is washing-day, and I must run and fold my clothes: so good-by. . . . The clothes 

are not quite dry, so here I come again. I thought at first I would read a little; but when I 
get in a notion of writing to you I can attend to nothing else till the rage is over. I study 
or read morning and evening, when not prevented by company. How we might improve 
these long winter evenings together! 

[1809] 
  Your letter found me in company with one of my Greek acquaintance; but he was 

obliged to yield to the superior claims of friendship. I cannot sufficiently thank you for it, 
affectionate and entertaining as it was. The poem   I have long wished to read, written, by 2

the way, by the biographer of our favorite Cowper, — our favorite, I say, for I am sure 
you cannot have read half through his life and not love him as well as I do. He is a most 
engaging character. Perhaps you may think him a little vain in making his own 
compositions so frequently the subjects of his letters, particularly his translations of 
Homer. But I can readily find in my own feelings an excuse for him. How interested I feel 
in anything you are engaged in ! How eager I am to know every step you take in Virgil, 
etc.! So anxious for the success and fame of her friend was Lady Hesketh that he well 
knew the most minute details would be interesting to her. ... A dreadful apprehension of 

 F. Erasmus Darwin, 1731-1802, grandfather of Charles Darwin.1

 Hayley's "Triumphs of Temper."2
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having forfeited the divine favor by his imperfections (when perhaps there was never a 
man who had less reason for such a fear) seems to have been the occasion of that 
melancholy which shaded the whole course of his life and especially obscured the end, 
which so strongly awakens the feeling of sympathy. Do you not relish much more his 
pleasing descriptions since you know his praise of nature most sincere, raptures not 
conjured up to serve the purpose of poetic pomp, but genuine? I am delighted to hear 
you do not desert our old friend Virgil. You need not fear I shall be jealous of any share he 
may have in your friendship. I have not read anything new since I wrote you, but jog on in 
the same old road. I have finished Homer's Odyssey, and wish to read the Iliad very 
much. Your papa has one with a Latin translation, and, if he does not use it this winter, by 
lending it to me he will add another great obligation to the many he has conferred upon 
me. You mentioned in one of your last letters an abundance of new story-books, such as ' 
Vivian,' etc. I hope Daniel will read some of them to me this long vacation, that I may be 
able in company to bear some part in the conversation, for they are the only fashionable 
topics. Dear Abba, since I wrote you I have commenced acquaintance with a Miss 
Emerson,  a sister of our minister, a pious and sensible woman, between thirty and forty 3

years of age. She was so kind as to make the first advances by calling on me ; and from 
her society I expect to derive the greatest advantages: she appears extremely interested 
in the religious improvement of the young. When I consider what a price there is put in 
my hands to gain wisdom, I am alarmed at the little progress I have made in a knowledge 
of the things that concern my eternal peace. Good-night.  

 Your friend,                          SARAH. 

______________ 

The following was marked by Miss Emerson, "First letter of her childhood in friendship. 

MISS BRADFORD TO MISS EMERSON. 
                    [About 1809J 

Dear, dear Mary, —  
 I am afraid you will hear no more about satiety and disgust of life. With every rising dawn 

your idea is associated. The day no longer presents in prospect an unvaried tasteless 
round of domestic duties. Bright gleams of hope illumine the dull perspective. The 
mellow rays of the declining sun sweep the chords of love. Oh that they ceased to vibrate 
with the gentle touch ! Your idea intrudes too often on the hallowed hours. But it will not 
be always thus. The affection whose object is so pure, so heavenly, cannot, will not, 

 Mary Moody Emerson, daughter of Phebe Bliss and the Reverend William Emerson, minister in Concord, MA. She 3

is aunt to Ralph Waldo Emerson. Phebe’s second marriage to Rev. Elzra Ripley of Concord makes Mary half-sister to 
Samuel Ripley who marries Sarah Alden Bradford.
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forever militate with devotion. Once convinced the chains are riveted, suspicion, dread 
to have disgusted or offended, will give place to calm reposing satisfaction. How 
delightful the thought that our religion sanctions friendship! How does worldliness dry 
up every spring of pure affection, chill every generous, glowing emotion ! I was bantered 
a little at tea about violent romantic attachments. I was bold in the defense of 
disinterested friendship. My mother considers it a delusion, innocent as to its object, 
rather dangerous as to its effects, making me unsteady, as she terms it. But you told me 
once you hated sentimental epistles. May everything that can make life's journey pleasant 
be yours in perfection! 

_______________ 

  I was peaceably poring over old Josephus when your affectionate letter came. Its seal 
was broken with delightful agitation. Poor Josephus ! I am afraid he will be obliged to 
suspend for to-day the tedious narrative of his countrymen's seditions. My interest in him 
increases as he draws near the illustrious era beheld in prophetic vision, ushered in with 
seraphic song. . . . The Roman annals of this period have for me an amazing interest. I 
have them from the hand of a master. I am eagerly looking on every page for some 
mention of characters enshrined on the altar of Christianity. . . . My affection for you has. 
given a new tone to my feelings and animation to my pursuits. . . , I want you to become 
better acquainted with my old friend Lactantius. He lived to a great age, and had the 
satisfaction of seeing the clouds that had so long lowered over the Christian world begin 
to break away. It was the last burst of the tempest of persecution that provoked his 
elegant defense. His style is very clear, and his standard of morality high as perfection 
itself. He has some faults, is often fanciful in his interpretation of Scripture language, and 
sometimes shows great want of candor in interpreting the moral precepts of heathen 
philosophy. He seems to have fallen into an error natural to the early age of the Church. 
— considers poverty and persecution necessary to Christian virtue. Is it art error? Do 
not many graces imply a state of suffering ? 

______________ 

MISS BRADFORD TO MISS ALLYN.  

 
 Miss Emerson has left Boston for an uncertain time. You know how I dislike writing; 
yet I have already written to her. It was the condition on which I am to expect her 
letters; and if they are of as much benefit to me as I hope her society has been, I shall be 
abundantly compensated. Do not be jealous of her, my best friend. My affection for you 
and her are very different: there is too much of reverential respect mingled with the 
former to admit of that unreserved confidence which is so strong a bond of union 
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between us. Can an acquaintance of a few months, where there is disparity of years and 
difference in pursuits, be weighed in the balance with a friend ship of years, cemented by 
union in studies as well as sentiment? 

MISS BRADFORD TO MISS EMERSON.  
[1810]  

Dear Mary, —  
  I have begun Stewart. (Oh, how you have multiplied my sources of enjoyment!) By 

bringing into view the various systems of philosophers concerning the origin of our 
knowledge, he enlarges the mind, and extends the range of our ideas, while he traces to 
their source those torrents of error, skepticism, and infidelity that have for ages 
inundated this fair field of science ; clearly distinguishing between proper objects of 
inquiry and those that must forever remain inexplicable to man in the present state of his 
faculties. Reasonings from induction are delightful. I have read but few works on these 
subjects. Oh, how I envy the scholar, the philosopher, whose business, whose profession, 
is science! Continually making new discoveries in this boundless region, where every 
object bears the impress of Divinity, Linnaeus could trace with equal wonder and delight 
the strokes of a divine, unrivaled pencil, as Newton the omnipotent arm that first gave 
motion to the planetary system. Even the humble dandelion exhibits an order and 
regularity of parts admirable as the harmony of spheres. Yet, as much as I am pleased with 
your philosophical speculations, I should not be willing to renounce for them entirely the 
poets of Greece and Rome. Opening Virgil the other night after I was in bed, his fine 
description of Æneas’s descent into the lower regions held imagination entranced for 
hours. The sombre and terrific images that throng the gloomy portal, the turbid, sedgy 
stream, the supplications of unburied shades that hover around its banks, thick as 
autumnal leaves, the grim boatman, the converse of Æneas with the spirits of departed 
heroes, the expressive look and manner of his injured mistress, described in all the 
majesty of Virgil's style, wonderfully entertain the fancy. In pathos of sentiment he is 
unrivaled: he is acquainted with every avenue to the heart. His epic abounds with the 
most affecting pictures of filial love and heroic friendship. I have almost a mind to blot 
this long eulogium. I am continually introducing you to one or another of my old friends, 
that you do not care a fig for, who meet with so much more agreeable society of your 
own age. I am afraid you will never be rid of their intrusions till you absolutely command 
them to stay at home. Do call me a good girl for writing again so soon. Good-by.  
                                                Yours with affection,                 Sarah 
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Dear Mary, —  
 I have just received your valuable letter, and would answer it while warm with gratitude 
for the affectionate interest it expresses in my welfare. Your caution against an undue 
devotion to literary pursuits is, I fear, too necessary. Perhaps not more time is allotted to 
them than conscience would permit for innocent amusements. But their dominion over the 
affec tions is the danger. I fear, if called to relinquish them entirely or desert some positive 
duty, the sacrifice would be made with reluctance. Yet, when I experience how much more 
easy is the transition to serious meditation from an evening spent in study than one spent in 
society, where vanity may have been excited or pride flattered, I am inclined to consider 
them, if not directly tending to produce, at least not unfavorable to, piety. How ready we are 
to excuse a favorite passion! It is my constant prayer that my affections may be purified, and 
with advantages for improvement my sphere of usefulness may also be enlarged. My friend, I 
should not write thus to any one but yourself. I am almost ashamed when I see that I have as 
yet been the only subject. Do tell me if you think me vain or presuming. ... You are the only 
person who ever thought me of any consequence, and I am pretty well convinced other folks 
are more than half right. I want you to love me, but you must do as you please about it. 

MISS BRADFORD TO MISS ALLYN.  
 

 I have been so busily engaged since mother has been at Duxbury in mending old 
clothes and making cambric bonnets, that I have not had time to read, write, nor scarcely 
think, except about my work. What will you say, — that I have improved or degenerated, 
if I tell you I have spent almost a fort night in making two bonnets? I am afraid if you 
knew how much anxiety and fretting they have occasioned, you would be at no loss in 
pronouncing judgment. Be that as it may, I have acquired the fame of being quite a 
tasteful milliner, and, if you regard the time and pains bestowed, I think there was never 
any fame of the kind more justly earned. 

  
 You don't want to know what I am doing, but I will tell you to plague you. I study now 
and then a little Latin. In the daytime while I sit at work Daniel reads some entertaining 
book to me, and in the evening when there is no company I usually study a chapter in the 
Greek Testament. I dare not tell you how much of my time I spend in playing with Hannah, 
who grows a fine little girl: you don't know how much we all love her. Do write to me soon 
and send me a translation of some part of the Æneid, written handsomely on a neat piece of 
paper. Have you begun the History of Rome? Remark particularly the events happening 
about Cicero's time. It is my favorite history. I expect it will afford us a fund of conversation 
when we meet again. 
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 Dear Abba, we go through the same routine of business here, — wash Monday, iron 
Tuesday, etc. The description of one week would serve for all the rest in the year ; no variety, 
except of books, of which (as is usually the case in vacation) we have abundance. Daniel 
comes home loaded with new ones, French and English. Among the former I find Voltaire's 
Age of Louis XIV, valuable both from the style in which it is written and the important 
events it relates. What would you say if I were to tell you I have begun five different books at 
once? I am afraid the little leisure I have, divided among so many objects, will not be very 
profitably employed. I am reading Juvenal, a Roman satirist, who is charming when he lashes 
those follies that are common among mankind in every age ; but when he attacks those 
grosser ones of his own which are now not so much as named among us' he is often so 
indelicate that I am obliged to pass over a great deal. No one can read the Satires of Juvenal, 
or St. Paul's picture of his age in the first chapter of Romans, and not perceive how greatly 
Christianity has refined the tone of morality, though much of her genuine influence be 
diminished by the bad passions of men. 
 I have undertaken to instruct the little ones this winter, and now begin to realize what 
has been your task for a year or two past. They hate the Latin grammar, but in geography we 
go on more smoothly: they are pleased to trace countries, rivers, etc., on the map, and 
George's eyes will sparkle when he hears any place mentioned in conversation whose 
situation he is acquainted with. To grammar they attach no kind of idea, and I cannot 
conceive that its study can be useful in any other way than forming a habit of attention. I have 
been reading today part of a charming satire where Juvenal paints glaringly the mistakes of 
men in their search after happiness.  The book lies before me, with the leaf turned down: I 
long to read it to you, it is so natural. Where do you think I am writing to you ? In my own 
chamber, which, by the means of a little shoemaker's stove fixed here this afternoon, is as 
warm as an oven. Some sweet ingredient is each day mingled in my cup. For all these 
blessings I cannot be grateful enough to kind friends, and to Him who has given me these 
friends. Good-night, says one who loves you dearly.  

 
Sarah Bradford 

 

 I have not read much this vacation, though French books have abounded, for I spent most 
of my leisure with Theocritus, an old Grecian, the father of pastoral poetry. I like many of his 
Idyllia better than Virgil's Bucolica. He is much more natural, and to him Virgil is indebted for 
many of his most beautiful ideas. There is so much of nature in the Idyllium I am now 
studying, a dialogue between two women on their way to some public show, that I long to 
recite it to you, as I do a thousand other things I meet with in the day. 
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 The comet  is running off very fast; I shall be sorry to bid him good-by forever. I seldom 4

go to bed without looking to see if the old serpent's head is still above the horizon. 
 

 I am very much interested in Tacitus at present. He has a manner so pleasant of telling his 
stories, he is as interesting as a novelist. I am impatient for the time when you shall read him. 
I am sometimes almost tempted to wish I knew nothing about Latin, and had not a taste for 
studies that subject me to so many inconveniences ; for the time I now employ in study I 
should then spend in reading books which would enable me to join in the conversation and 
partake of the pleasures of fashionable ladies, but now I am as careful to conceal my books 
and as much afraid of being detected with them as if I were committing some great crime. 

 

MISS BRADFORD TO MISS EMERSON.  

 Dear Friend, —  I spent last night with your little darling.  We vied with each other in 
telling stories: the little budget of learning and fancy was all emptied, nor were its contents 
so inconsiderable as the aunt would sometimes represent them. — I have before me a rare 
banquet of reason and taste, if I had but leisure to enjoy it, — Butler, Tasso, Sophocles, and 
Euripides. You will enjoy Butler's Analogy with me. I believe I told you I have Milton's minor 
poems. With what majesty and sublimity his old-fashioned epithets grace his style! They 
remind one of the rich brocades and substantial ornaments of our grand mothers, contrasted 

 The “Great Comet” of 1811, also known in America as Tecumseh’s Comet.4

      So this fair, fragrant lily grew up in the grass of common daily life, pure, peaceable, wise, lovely, 
of good report: "if there be any virtue, and if there be any praise," she was not found wanting. No 
desire to evade the lowliest household task which duty or affection laid upon her ever shows itself in 
her letters. And the same lowly, sincere acceptance of the daily order of Providence in life remains 
characteristic to the last.  
 The War of 1812-14, and other causes, brought such interruptions to her father's occupations 
— which were still connected with commerce, although he had left the sea about the year 1808 — 
that it became expedient for him, in 1813, to accept the office of Warden of the State Prison in 
Charlestown. After some time he removed his family from Boston to that town. But Sarah's intimacy 
with Miss Emerson and her young nephews was not broken by this new necessity of crossing a bridge. 
Their communication by letters, as will have been seen, had begun early, and it was still continued 
whenever the friends were separated.  
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with the gauze and ribbons of modern bards. In the second book of Paradise Lost, Satan's 
journey through the realms of Chaos and old Night, — one knows not which most to 
admire, the sublimity of his thoughts, or their expressive garb of diction:  

'Who shall tempt with wandering feet  
The dark, unbottomed, infinite abyss,  
And through the palpable obscure find out  
His uncouth way, or spread his aery flight,  
Upborne with indefatigable wings,  
Over the vast abrupt. 

 Every word is an idea, and an idea it seems no other word could so forcibly express. How 
could Johnson talk about blank verse being unfit for English epic? Your friend E. says he has 
colored our theology. No wonder! Poets were the mythologists of ancient days. Inspiration 
was attributed as their peculiar gift, and, in their language, for poet and prophet one word 
sufficed.  
 Why can't you be disinterested enough, after you have inhaled the fragrance of autumnal 
wild flowers, to press some of them for me? Taylor's Holy Dying will be just the book to 
entomb withering beauty. The modes of decease, too, in the vegetable world are not 
destitute of variety: the green brier which taints the gale while it lives, and loses when dry 
its offensive odor, may comment on 'the wicked cease from troubling;' the fragrance of the 
faded rose is a good name left behind; and the pappous tribe go off on gossamer wings of 
immortality. Do write, whether consistent or inconsistent with your pursuits: in the latter 
case I make the appeal to benevolence.  
Yours most affectionately,               Sarah. 

Among the letters to Miss Emerson I find one addressed to Ralph Waldo Emerson, then eleven years old, 
— beginning with a translation from Virgil, which she challenges him to finish:  

MISS BRADFORD TO RALPH WALDO EMERSON. 
 1814.  

My dear young Friend,-—  

 You love to trifle in rhyme a little now and then: why will you not continue this 
versification of the fifth bucolic? You will answer two ends, or, as the old proverb goes, kill 
two birds with one stone,— improve in your Latin, as well as indulge a taste for poetry. Why 
can't you write me a letter in Latin ? But Greek is your favorite language: epistola in lingua 
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Græca would be still better. All the honor will be on my part, to correspond with a young 
gentleman in Greek. Only think of how much importance I shall feel in the literary world. 
Tell me what most interests you in Rollin ; in the wars of contending princes, under whose 
banner you enlist, to whose cause you ardently wish success. Write me with what stories in 
Virgil you are most delighted: is not that a charming one of the friendship of Nisus and 
Euryalus ? I suppose you have a Euryalus among your companions; or don't little boys love 
each other as well as they did in Virgil's time? How beautifully he describes the morning ! Do 
write to your affectionate friend, Sarah."  

 

MISS BRADFORD TO MISS EMERSON. 

Charlestown, Nov. 9th, 1814 

Friend, —  
 You will have me write — what ? the interesting detail of mending, sweeping, teaching? 
What amusement can you reasonably require at the hand of a being secluded in a back 
chamber, with a basket of stockings on one side, and an old musty heathen on the other? 
Musty! reiterates father Homer, frowning through his gilt cover. . . . Well, dear Mary, if you 
will have aught of me this evening, you must be content to pass it with Ariosto or Tasso, for 
we are inseparable. . . . Ariosto gives free rein to an imagination luxuriant, wild, brilliant as 
his own enchanted domes with airy touch that fancy fires; Tasso's genius chastised by 
correctness of taste appears in picturesque description, accurate delineation of character, 
various and entertaining incident. Novelty bestows their charm on visions of unrestrained 
fancy, but nature pleases always. The gondoliers of Venice, their oars beating time, are heard 
nightly chanting Tasso's stanzas, — rarely Ariosto's. The poet of nature is a practical 
metaphysician, acquainted as it were by inspiration with those combinations of passions and 
affections common to our race, that form all the varieties of individual character, — skilled 
to touch those delicate strings of sentiment that find concordant notes in every soul. Our 
age, I believe, consents to place the English epic poet in the niche with Homer; Tasso dares 
not aspire so high, yet (though never in sublimity) in beauty of description he might dispute 
the palm with Milton ; and even this towering genius sometimes condescends to borrow a 
fine simile from his Italian predecessor.  
 "I dispatched a letter by post this morning: this is for a private conveyance; George 
stands waiting with his Homer; Betsey teasing to know how the meat is to be dissected ; the 
wind blowing books and papers in every direction ; but cacoethes scribendi, — I keep on.  
'Write, if consistent with your pursuits.' You will be obliged, when tired of paying postage 
and breaking seals, to explain yourself in more direct terms. 
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MISS BRADFORD TO MISS ALLYN.  

" Charlestown, April 19th, 1815.  

Dear Abba, —  
 "I had hoped our next communication would have been oral, but, as the Fates do not 
seem disposed to extend my thread to Duxbury, I come again in the form of epistle. . . . 
How is it with Greek, Latin, and French? Have you con quered Sallust? and do you meditate 
an attack on Horace next? If this is your intention, you may prepare for a tight conflict, for it 
is something more than play, even after Tacitus has nerved the arm and exercised the skill. 
This last waits your command. Your friend is listening again to the Doric muse of Theocritus, 
and anticipating the period when we shall enjoy her harmony in company. Virgil is happier 
than Thomson in the picturesque of poetry: the dazzling splendor of the latter blends his 
imagery in indistinct confusion, while Virgil's expressive diction throws a soft shade about his 

jam summa procul villarum culmina fumant  
Majoresque cadunt altis de montibus umbras,  5

and marks each object with distinctness. Theocritus excels them both in this master-art of 
description. Vivid conception of the grand and beautiful in nature, and a talent of 
discriminating selection, are the gifts of the poetic imagination. Who cannot measure a verse 
and conclude it with the jingle of rhyme ? but to see with a poet's eye and color with a poet's 
pencil — hic labor est! 

  
  
March 19th.  My dear Friend, —  
 We have been turning over the leaves of a German grammar for the last week ; have the 
promise of books, but can procure no dictionary; transition rather harsh from Italian, in 
which every word ends with a vowel, to consonant upon consonant in schramme and 
geschwult. One meets in limine primo with many words like the English, which is accounted 
for by the Teutonic derivation of both. Mme. de Stael says that it, the German, resembles the 
Greek language in its construction; which is certainly observable in the number of its 
declensions and the variations of its articles. Perhaps the similarity of structure may be 
accounted for by peculiar circumstances in the early state and progress of the two nations. 
Homer presents us with a picture of the primeval polity and manners of his country, 
numerous independent tribes, each electing its own chief, dignified in heroics with the royal 
title, frequently embroiled in petty contests with each other, all uniting for the purpose of 

 Now the high tops of the far-off villas send forth their smoke. And the shadows lengthen as they fall from the lofty 5

mountains.
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public defense or retaliation. In this state they continue to make progress in arts and 
civilization, unconquered by any foreign power, till the memorable invasion of the Persians 
serves but to exercise their military talents and confirm the national spirit of freedom. 
Tacitus gives nearly the same account of the manners of ancient Germany, which, however, is 
but a general description of the early history of every nation, the natural or rather the simple 
form of government founded on the universally acknowledged right of parental authority. 
Germany seems neither to have been civilized nor corrupted by its intercourse with the 
Roman soldiery; the regular construction of its language and the gradual refinement of its 
manners to have been its own work, — like those of Greece, the natural progress of 
society. . . . Perhaps I shall tell you when I know more of the crooked letters the analogy 
between the two languages is as imaginary as the attempt to account for it is fanciful. And 
now we come to the matter in hand, to thank you for your entertaining letter, to entreat you 
not to sit up too late nor rise too early, not to wet your feet or fatigue yourself through too 
violent exercise; in short, to take care of your health. I suppose by this time the epigæa repens 
begins to peep through the withered leaves. Do press me a bunch, as I have never examined 
it particularly.  
 Wedn. week. — A German dictionary! We begin to think our own language has the best 
claim to relationship to the German: the verb is commonly the concluding word in the 
sentence, which will make it fine for poetry. You do not tell me where to find you in Greek. 
You will probably begin the Iliad after 'Minora.' I long to hear what you think of the 
venerable (Samian or Chian) bard. Has not Tacitus yet described anything worthy of a mark ? 
In May I am to see your mother and yourself. Do not disappoint  

S. A. B  

 There is indeed a striking analogy between the German and Greek in the number of 
compounded words: abstract and general terms are composed of words expressing the 
simple ideas included, and thus explain themselves without definition. From this peculiarity 
the Greek has become the source from which every modern science has drawn its 
nomenclature; and indeed it must be a marked feature in every idiom which, without being 
indebted to foreign or ancient languages, has grown out of the necessities and improved with 
the taste and science of the age. We are now laboring at one of Klopstock's dramas, the 
subject of which is the famous destruction by the Cherusci of Varro's three legions, whose 
remains were afterward found in the sacred forests of the Germans by Germanicus's army, 
— which Tacitus finely describes, I think, in his first book. . . . My mother is very sick to-
day, and I have cake in the oven to take care of: so good-by. — Saturday. — George has been 
reciting from one of Sallust's prefaces. What a philosopher he would fain be! he has 
moralized us all to sleep. His motto, 'Nobilitas sola est atque unica virtus’ and his inference, of 
course, that it is better to be an historian than a consul. He traces with a masterly hand the 
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causes of great revolutions and events to the secret passions of the human heart. He can draw 
a striking portrait — witness Jugurtha's ; but how insufferably 
affected in style! 

 TO MISS ALLYN.  
 
 
 Do you read the Greek Testament? It will take many a rainy Sunday to exhaust the new 
ideas one may acquire by divesting one's self of the prejudices of education and the peculiar 
sanctity distant and superstitious time has thrown around the epistolary parts of these 
records of our faith ; with a distinct idea of the character of their author to place our selves 
at Corinth, Athens, or Jerusalem, as they really existed in the time of the apostle, — not as 
seen with the glass of faith through the long postern of eighteen centuries; to find full of 
interesting meaning, passages which appear obscure, extravagant, or contradictory to those 
who receive every epistle as applicable in toto to the Church at the present day. 
 

  
 I have found a French work on chemistry and natural history in five volumes, quite 
elementary, perfectly intelligible, and am up to the mind's elbows in carbon.  

 After comparing the style of Cicero with that of Tacitus, she says, — 

  A nation's taste as well as literature has its rise and decline. It seems to be the fate of 
humanity that, arrived at the height of eminence in any attainment, it must begin to descend 
again ere it has time to view the goodly prospect. Happily, the heights of natural science are  
'Alps on Alps.'  

 

  

My dear Friend, —  
  
 . . .Your Greek was grateful as a milestone on a long journey to mark the distance gone ; 
as to its critical merit, you are as well qualified to judge as your humble servant, who blesses 
her stars if she can by dint of digging arrive at the ideas without pretending to analyze the 
soil which covers them. Gam just enters, and calls for toast and coffee: so good-night. . . . 
Do you know it is almost three months since you have entered into the detail of books and 
business ? If Procyon,  who keeps a steady eye upon you, were but a looking-glass to reveal 6

 A binary star in the system Canis Minor.6
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your secret doings ! Do note him peeping in at your eastern window every evening between 
seven and eight. Daniel has attacked Thucydides and Juvenal ; Martha, Italian ; I distill and 
calcine with Fourcroi, smile with Voltaire at the superstitious follies of barbarous times, and 
now and then break Morpheus's head with an Italian drama, viz., Goldoni’s, which has not 
much to boast as to plot or incident, and is nevertheless entertaining from the nature ease, 
and humor of the dialogue.  
 Always obliged, dear Abba, by your affectionate sympathy. I am so happy as to be able to 
tell you that Gam  is on the recovery, has a good appetite, and appears to be free from any 7

symptoms of disease. He is, however, extremely weak, and unable to sit up more than five 
minutes at a time. ... I have had a dainty morsel in 'Eichhorn on the Apocalypse:' he 
considers the book as a drama, imagines a plot, lays the action in heaven, and adorns and 
illustrates the scenes with treasures of ingenuity and curious learning. But the hour of 
twilight in a dark chamber, where the only glimmerings are those that peep through certain 
longitudinal crevices in the window-shutters, is neither the most convenient nor inspiring 
for epistolizing, whatever it may be for friendly chat. No doubt you are as poetically 
sentimental as 'rocking winds' and 'heaven's pure expanse' can make you; while I am content 
if one vagrant ray of Phcebus makes its way by noon through my key-hole. In short, I have 
not been out of doors since the 1st November ; but of this no complaint, while I converse 
ideally — that is, not in fancy, but in black and white — with worthies both dead and • 
living; above all, since anxious suspense and distressing apprehension have been dispelled by 
returning hope. 

 MISS BRADFORD TO MISS EMERSON. 
 [1816]  

 My dear Friend, —  
 Charles's  understanding and manners do his instructress much credit, but sincerely I fear 8

the dear little boy must yet through much tribulation become initiated into the mysteries of 
hic, haec, hoc. He has not yet formed a habit of application, if I can judge from this morning's 
lesson. The labor of turning over his dictionary wearied him; and, as he came for a visit of 
pleasure, I had not the heart to tease him. Nothing but the responsibility of an interested 
instructor or the anxiety of a parent can reconcile one to the tedious labor of thoroughly 
perfecting a child in all the minutiae of a language without the aid of emulation or fear, the 
moving springs of a public school. To the last you would be unwilling to expose a darling so 
early as seven ; but I really think that unless Charles's time could be profitably occupied at 
home with the elements of some natural science, to inspire a taste for which would again 
require much time and affectionate assiduity, he ought to go to school. We will together 
make one more desperate effort for a good private one, if your ladyship shall jee fit to attend 

 Sarah’s young brother Gamaliel.  He had contracted typhus.7

 Charles Chauncey Emerson, Mary Moody Emerson’s nephew.8
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to my remonstrances. Poor little fellow, he is looking at pictures 
beside me, little imagining I am plotting against his peace; but so it is — the bitter root must 
be tasted before the sweet fruits of learning can be obtained. He has behaved perfectly well, 
and is quite contented; but I have let the children play nearly all day.  

 Yours, Sarah. 

 I shall bring this myself, but I had rather write, than talk, with the air of a counsellor.  

 Your present shall purchase a Pindar,  not a pin-cushion. I have long wanted him to fill a 9

niche on my shelf of classics, but not as a token to remember a friend who has had more 
power and influence over me than any other being who ever trod this earth or breathed this 
vital air. You have sometimes been so unjust as to impute it to pride that I have so seldom 
protested how much I loved you, while the true cause was the incredulous smile with which 
the expressions of affection were repulsed. 

 Dear Mary, —  
 The severity of your remarks drew a few tears and shed a temporary gloom over 
meditation. But you will accuse me of pride again when I tell you an emotion succeeded 
somewhat like resignation for the loss of earthly friendship at the recollection of being 
amenable alone to a higher tribunal, — though just and holy yet infinitely merciful, where 
an unguarded expression will not condemn. Have I led you to believe I consider myself 
faultless ? I am daily conscious of much offense in thought, word, and deed, but I have not 
thought it necessary to pain or disgust you by the recital of defects. I live only on the hope of 
amending. Dearest friend, remember that language of reproof much less harsh would find its 
way to the heart and conscience of your affectionate  

Sarah A. B.  
 

June I2th, 1817. 
 My dear Mary, —  
 I am on the eve of engaging myself to your brother. Your family have probably no idea 
what trouble they may be en tailing on themselves. I make no promises of good behavior, 
but, knowing my tastes and habits, they must take the consequences upon themselves. You 
will be amused if a long epistle should reach you, written a week since and lost in the street 
on its way to Boston. Said letter contained an answer to your question, and, as the chance is 
that it will be put in the office, I will not trouble you with a duplicate.  

Yours most affectionately,  

 This "Pindar" — a small Oxford edition of 1808, with the inscription "Sarah A. Bradford from her friend M. 9

Emerson" — is still in the possession of Mrs. Ripley's family. She was fond of telling an amusing story of her search 
for it. "Pindar?" the booksellers would say, one after another; "Pindar? you mean Peter Pindar, I suppose ?"
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Sarah. 

CHAPTER II.  

 In 1818 Miss Bradford was married to the Rev. Samuel Ripley, and for the next twenty-eight years 
her home was in the parsonage at Waltham. In coming there she entered at once into the labors of a house 
where fourteen boys were kept at a boarding-school, and these labors continued during all her life there: 
she was the sole matron of the establishment. Here all her children were born and all but the two 
youngest grew up ; and here one daughter was married. The first letters in my possession from her 
Waltham home are addressed to her brother Daniel, who had gone to seek his fortune in Kentucky. They 
begin in 1819, when her eldest daughter was a few weeks old, and come to an end in 1821. They 
abound, of course, in details of neighborhood and family affairs; but, like "the orange tree, that busy 
plant," even the leaves share the aroma of the flower and fruit, and the tree is never without blossoms, 
— if in this ripening season they must needs be fewer.  

MRS. RIPLEY TO DANIEL BRADFORD.  
[1819]  

 Dear Brother, —  
 The greatest difficulty in an undertaking is surmounted when you have begun, for then 
the desire to finish, which Lord Kames, who is over-fond of multiplying original principles, 
makes one of our nature, comes in to aid other reasons for doing the business. So I always 
put another letter on the stocks when I have finished and folded one.  

 Waltham, Oct. 6th, 1819. — The baby daily receives additions to her wardrobe, with 
notes which require all one's ingenuity for variety to answer. Miss L. is making an India 
muslin dress trimmed with lace, which she intended for its christening dress; but I prefer its 
making its debut before the parish in plain cambric. We decided the matter amicably, 
however, by putting it on the score of pride. The baby is crying for me. Good-evening."  
 After much lively social comment, she continues, "Nov. 13. — I have just finished 
Electra; the last scene, the murder of Clytemnestra, is very great. The Greek dramatists were 
in the right to have this business out of sight. Clytemnestra's voice in broken sentences adds 
much to the horror of the scene. Her body is brought out covered, and Ægisthus thinks it is 
Orestes till he lifts the veil and discovers. Do you recol lect Electra's lamentation when she 
receives the news of the death of Orestes? I think this is the best of Sophocles' plays that I 
have read yet. The first part of Antigone is fine, but it grows stupid toward the last. Æmon 
proses. The chorus is fine. … 
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March 31, 1820 
 We have just obtained Ivanhoe ; happier he who writes than he who dares enunciate the 
Saxon's name, which, like Giaour and Goethe of old, sticks between one's teeth till one is 
assured how the present company are minded.  
 I suppose you have devoured Ivanhoe ere this. What variety of horrors in Front-de-Bceufs 
castle, from Isaac in the dungeon to Ulrica on the flaming battlement! Front-de- Bceuf's 
death is masterly; the union of heroism in humility in Rebecca's character is admirable: 
Ivanhoe kills his giant, and that is all ; the scene in the hermitage of the clerk of 
Copmanhurst is one of the most amusing. The beau-monde are loudest in their admiration of 
the tournament; but that as well as various encounters in the book are no novelties to those 
who have read Ariosto.” 
 

June, 1820  
 We are busily engaged in preparing for commencement. One poor wight is studying for 
dear life, and trembling in his shoes, looking forward to the day that shall fix his destiny for 
four years or five; while if your old friend S. should fail, it  will not be from any distrust in 
his own qualifications. The two boys are the very antipodes to each other: one, in his efforts 
to express the force of every particle, becomes barbarous, and the other in his ambition to 
be elegant, sometimes gives any sense rather than that of the author. Oh, the misery of 
correcting Latin in which there is no indictable mistake and yet all is wrong abinitio!     
  

August, 1820.  
— It is delightful weather with us: plenty of ripe melons remind us of old times. I have made 
no accession to my stock of botanical science this summer; the wild flowers enjoy their 
retreats unmolested. Next week comes commencement. The last numbers of the Edinburgh 
and Quarterly and various other new publications lie on the table almost unopened. We are 
so much engaged in gossiping and drilling boys for college that we- find but little time for 
reading. Mr. Francis supplies me with German theology. The last author I looked at, 
Gesenius, adduces some very weighty reasons for believing that the five books ascribed to 
Moses were composed as late as the golden age of Hebrew literature, which he places in the 
reign of David and his successor. Who shall decide when doctors disagree? I wish I could read 
Hebrew and its sister dialects. 
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WALTHAM, October 5th, 1820  
Dear Brother, —  
 You allude to the popular language of the New Testament: had our Lord delivered 
discourses on abstract virtue, had he talked of the Creator of the universe being its moral 
governor, that his government was administered by general laws, that in its constitution 
virtue and happiness, vice and misery, were inseparably and eternally connected, that every 
step in the one was a step toward felicity, and in the other toward degradation and suffering, 
that consequences were connected with actions exactly proportioned to their merit or 
demerit, his words would have fallen like empty sounds upon the ears of a morally debased, 
superstitious, and ignorant multitude, who could be impressed only through the medium of 
the passions, and who had no idea of any suffering but physical suffering. In all ages and states 
of society a revelation or system of religion intended equally for the philosopher and the 
peasant must admit the greatest latitude of interpretation in its phraseology. The peasant 
needs its guidance and consolations most; it seems but fair, therefore, that its language should 
be suited to his comprehension: from the apologue and the allegory the philosopher will 
easily infer the general truth or moral. As to the passage in Isaiah, critics say ‘a mighty God, a 
father of the age' is the most correct translation of the original; and in the Hebrew idiom 
these are by no means extravagant expressions as applied to distinguished personages. The 
question at issue between trinitarians and their opponents involves such a multitude of 
others, meta physical, ethical, historical, philological, and critical, that it seems to be no easy 
day's work to determine it. One of the principal reasons why the war is protracted without 
any progress toward a conclusion appears to me to be that the disputants are continually on 
the same old ground, adducing and explaining Scripture passages, while the most important 
point, the nature of inspiration, and the degree; of it attending the sacred records, is almost 
entirely kept out of sight. — Well, I think I have given you theology enough: so I will take up 
my work. But first I will mention a curious appearance on a bough of black alder which the 
boys brought in just now: it looks verily like white down, and seems to be a collection of 
singular insects of different sizes, some with wings and some without. Dr. Dana calls them a 
species of aphis, a genus which naturalists consider a sort of anomaly, v The sweet exudation 
on plants called honeydew is supposed to be produced by them. I intend to look out for 
them next summer. I have been reading Ricardo on Political Economy, a sensible work on 
that most complicated of all sciences. He dissents from Adam Smith in some important 
points on the subject of rent, wages, and profit; and if his opinions are correct, which he 
makes out very much to the satisfaction of a reader who is blessed with no greater stock of 
general or particular knowledge in this science than myself, he has detected some errors of 
considerable importance in their practical influence on the subject of taxation and other 
questions in legislation. … 
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 . . .There is a good article in the N. A. Review on Tudor's book, by Everett.  It is curious 10

to remark the change that has taken place in sentiments and opinions since a few years. What 
would have been stigmatized some half-dozen years ago as rank democracy is now regarded 
but as the honest expression of American feeling, and a just estimation of the superior 
privileges of our own free and rising republic. 
 

 Waltham, January 12th, 1821  
Dear Brother, —  
 After many weeks of anxious expectation, to our great joy we received this evening yours 
from Greenville, a place not considerable enough to occupy a point on a map half a yard 
square, the largest we could find in the house. After reading over each other's shoulders, — 
we had hurried through the letter with breathless speed, — to our great disappointment we 
were referred for exact particulars to father, who was here yesterday and may not be here 
again this fortnight. — Omnia mutantur is my text, and the subject is so full I scarce know 
what particulars to select. If you could transport yourself to Waltham, you would perchance 
find yourself in a nursery surrounded with cribs, cradles, guards, etc., your path impeded 
with dolls and playthings, the joint property of three little girls: your second niece made her 
entree some seven weeks since; the third is little Sarah E. You have probably heard that a 
malignant fever has swept off her whole family except the three boys and this baby: she was 
named for me, and we have adopted her. The family is broken up. The two youngest boys are 
at Duxbury. The babies make so great demands on my time and attention that I have more 
excuse than ever for scraps and dry detail. Good-night: you will hear from me again when 
they are all safe in bed to-morrow evening. January 18th. — Since I wrote the above, my 
baby has been dangerously ill, and is not yet well enough to be out of my arms: so I have left 
the remainder of the paper to be filled by the younger ones. 
 

May 5th, 1821.  
 . . . Professor Stuart has been publishing some essays upon the study of the Oriental 
languages, translated from the German: he is very desirous of exciting a taste for the study of 
these languages at Andover. His enthusiasm discovered in the notes is very amusing: you feel 
on reading them as if everybody must be an ignoramus who is not versed in the crooked 
letters of the East. He would make you believe that the Arabic, for its copiousness and 
variety of inflexions and the treasures of literature to which it is a key, is infinitely more 

 North American Review (NAR) was the first literary magazine in the United States. It was founded in Boston in 1815, 10

William Tudor being one of the original founders.  Sarah is most likely alluding to his 1820 publication Letters on the 
Eastern States.  It was Tudor who described Boston as the “Athens of America”.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Magazine
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deserving the attention of the scholar than the Greek. I doubt whether the institution in 
future time will not bear away the palm before Cambridge in biblical criticism. They make 
nothing but theologians at Andover, but they make lawyers and doctors too at Cambridge. I 
have added this spring to the blank leaves of Bigelow a low species of juniper. 
 I am reading a German chemistry, in which, instead of the convenient nomenclature 
derived from the Greek, one is obliged to contend with barbarous German compounds, salz- 
sauer for muriatic acid, sauer-stoff for oxygen, and wasser-stoff for hydrogen. The German 
language must be an interesting subject in philology: it seems to be the only modern one 
which has arrived at such a point of refinement as to be the vehicle of science, — a natural 
growth without having been graffed from a foreign stock.  
 I believe I shall exceed my term of four weeks this time ; but I find very little leisure 
during the day, and you know how we gossip away summer evenings at Waltham. 

June 30th, 1821  
 You complain in your last of long silence; and I fear the complaint will be reiterated. Our 
family is so numerous that I find no time to write by daylight, and it is the fashion in Waltham 
to spend the summer evenings basking in the moon beams. . . . 
 I find some time to read yet, but little to think. Pindar, with your pencil-marks, lies on 
the table where I am writing. I wish there were more of them, though I cannot always decide 
whether they denote beauties or difficulties. I have opened at the μγρον νωτον αιωρει: it is 
certainly beautiful, but the English bard does not fall far short of it, 'with ruffled plumes and 
flagging wing,' etc. I know not what I would not give for one of our old discussions; yet we 
should not enjoy it in so much peace as we used to do, for one must have the voice of a 
Stentor to be heard above the clamor the little trio make, whether in mirth, in sorrow, or in 
anger.  
 July 5th. — Yesterday being the 4th of July, and our boys being dispersed in various 
directions, we proceeded to Boston , to do up various ceremonious visits. We went into 
town over the mill-dam, an immense work, from which the posterity' of the speculators will 
probably reap some advantage. It lands you in Beacon Street, the court end of the town, 
instead of dirty and retired lanes. The day was cool and uncommonly fine for the celebration. 
Charles Loring gave a sensible oration, and Mr. performed a performance (why not, as well 
as run a race?), miscalled a prayer, which did violence to the good taste and religious feeling 
of his audience: it was perfect histrionism, an appeal to the Deity in behalf of persecuted 
debtors, who were denied the privilege of joining in the festivities of the day. 

 Another Saturday night finds my page unfinished ; it is twelve o'clock, and I have just 
made the last preparation for the Sabbath, that I, as well as my four-footed brethren, may 
enjoy comparative leisure for one day at least, — if it can be called leisure to rise at half-past 
six, wash three babies before breakfast, look after the tidiness of fifteen boys, and walk half a 
mile to meeting under a burning sun.  
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 We were amused in looking over Mather's Magnalia to find the words of one Dr. 
Arrowsmith, to this effect: 'Faxit Deus Optimus, Maximus, tenacem adeo veritatis hanc Academiam 
(scil.  Almam Matrem) ut deinceps in Anglia lupum, in Hibcrnia bitfonem invenire facilins sit, quam aut 
Socinianum nut Arminianum in Cantabrigia! The reckless winds, alas! must have dispersed in 
empty air the pious wishes of the godly-man.  
 I have been reading old Izaak Walton's Complete Angler, one of the most calm and placid 
books I ever looked into. 
 

MRS. RIPLEY TO MISS ALLYN.  
Waltham, New Year's Eve, 1822  

My dear Abba, —  
 My husband and Margaret [Sarah’s sister] have gone to a party, and I have been amusing 
myself with the senseless, superstitious dreams of the Jewish Talmudists about the advent of 
the Messiah, resurrection, etc., and, having fairly nodded, I was awaked by the idea of 
yourself flitting before the fancy: so I will e'en throw by the drowsy book and wish you a 
happy new year; and never, surely, did one open with brighter auspices for you. We 
sympathize in the ‘predisposition to low spirits' of which you speak, and of which we can 
give scarce a better account than the modern sons of Esculapius who so often use the term. 
Whatever may be the cause of said low spirits, one thing is certain as to their removal, they 
vanish at the shadow of a real evil. Elizabeth [Sarah’s three year old first child] has been quite 
unwell for two or three days, and the bare thought that death may have set his eye upon her 
would in a trice exorcise a legion of demons that might have possessed the imagination.  
 Jan. 8th. — I am again alone, if it can be called alone with half a score of boys and three 
babies ; the babies have already yielded to the influence of the dull god who 'on the high and 
giddy mast seals up the ship-boy's eyes and rocks his brains in cradle of the rude imperious 
surge,'  and I have been balancing between Ned Search  and yourself, but the later 11 12

acquaintance has kicked the beam: so now enlarge the circle of your fireside and make room 
for a visitor. You need not polish up the Lares, sweep the hearth, adjust the ruffle: it is a 
visitor who asks nought but the flattery of a friendly shake and brightened eye. Oh that there 
were no other intercourse than that of perfect confidence ! Sophia sent me word to-day 
when you were to be married ; I put on an air of incredulity, which mightily amused Martha, 

 Sarah is quoting King Henry from Henry IV Part 2, Act 3 Scene 1.  “Wilt thou upon the high and giddy mast  Seal 11

up the ship boy’s eyes, and rock his brains In grade of the rude imperious surge.”

 Abraham Tucker (September 2, 1705 – November 20, 1774) was an English country gentleman, who devoted 12

himself to the study of philosophy. He wrote The Light of Nature Pursued (1768–77) under the name of Edward Search. 
From Wikipedia
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that I should appear so jealous lest any one should know more of your arcana than myself. I 
shall not see Mr. Francis again before you see him.  
 Have you read Valerius?  It gives you a picturesque view of the great city, and a lively one 13

of Roman manners ; but I think there are few fine touches in character: some appear to me 
strained, and others tame. I have not finished it, however. Read Juvenal's fourteenth satire. I 
just went to the table to see what was the number of the one I was reading last evening, and 
it produced such a burst of ridicule that I should be obliged to have recourse to the Roman 
satirist to study out an epistle, that I dare not make an extract. There is such an agreeable 
buzz on the other side of the room that my mind is abstracted from my fingers, and I must 
bid you good-evening and bear my part. So we shall not see you at Martha's wedding ?  

Your most affectionate friend,              S. A. R. 
 

 In 1822 Mrs. Ripley's sister Martha was married to Dr. Josiah Bartlett, of Concord, Massachusetts, 
— ten miles from Waltham. Dr. Bartlett still lives in that town, respected and beloved by all. Her friend 
Miss Allyn in the same year was married to the Rev. Convers Francis, then minister of Watertown, a town 
adjoining Waltham, and afterwards a professor in the divinity school of Harvard University. Mr. Francis, 
an eminent scholar, took equal delight with his wife in the society of her friend, and their names recur 
often in the record of visitors who were always welcome. It is greatly to be regretted that Mrs. Ripley's 
letters  
furnish so slight material for any record of her life during the greater part of her residence at Waltham. 
For twenty years after the date of her latest letters to her brother Daniel there are but few of which I have 
any knowledge. This period of her life was full of arduous labors in the rearing of her family, the care of 
her household, and the teaching of pupils in her husband's school, or private pupils of her own, both boys 
and girls. During these years two sons and four daughters succeeded the "little trio" in the nursery, while 
those elder children grew up to share, each according to her gifts, the cares and labors and friendships of 
the busy house. One of the younger daughters, born in 1822, died very young. A letter dated in 1835, 
from a friend who had passed a night at the Waltham parsonage, says, "The children in this house, — 
what a charm there is in their naturalness! Mary is a sort of household fairy; a temper hers and a wit 
that raise and make light the daily bread of housewifery. Elizabeth walks aloof, pleased with still hours 
and books. Gore lives in an ideal world, and very comic in the boy is the occasional crazed look with 
which he suddenly re-enters the actual upon compulsion. The rest time must marshal." And again he 
says, "Sitting down with Mrs. Ripley, — ' leaped the live thought,' and two noble hours of genuine 
conversation had we, quite alone. Never did I love her so well, for never did I see her so nearly. It is good 
to find the contrarieties of fortune fused, as it were, by the genius of the individual, — the ' Deus in 
nobis' asserted and returned to continually. 

 Possibly Valerius Maximus, a Latin writer and author of a collection of historical anecdotes. He worked during the 13

reign of Tiberius (14 AD to 37 AD).
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 Mrs. Ripley was little of a traveler. She went once with her husband to Waterford, in Maine, where her 
friend Miss Mary Emerson lived, and once, for her health, to Burlington, in Vermont. It was probably on 
occasion of this last journey that she went as far as the city of New York, where she saw La Fayette. The 
journey, therefore, must have been in 1824 or 1825. 
  The transcriber of these letters first saw Mrs. Ripley in 1834, when she was about forty years old; 
but I had heard of her all through my youth, as a lady who united all house hold and motherly virtues 
to very uncommon learning.  Looking back to my visits at the Waltham house, I recall with pleasure that 
pure atmosphere of intelligence and sincerity, where the flowers of thought opened, and the circle of 
friends brought their best to a mind so quick to appreciate and so eager to learn, — to a heart so ready 
to sympathize with any genuine experience.  
 The house was pleasant and well ordered. With entire simplicity in the household details, no guest 
ever missed any comfort or refinement; while at times of unusual festivity, as the wedding of a daughter, 
or a party given by the young people, it was the delight of their wealthier neighbors to send graceful and 
abundant offerings of rare fruits and flowers to decorate the occasion. The mother's dress was as simple as 
possible, in so far as her own hand was concerned in the arrangement of it; and one might well be 
ashamed of the anxieties of the toilet who saw how distinguished and attractive, in the absence of all 
that belonged to changing fashion, was the nobility of form and radiance of expression which made 
ornament superfluous.  
 Her scholars and children have pleasant pictures of her, sitting in summer under the shade of trees 
near the house, — the boys, with their books, about her, reciting in the open air.  Her hands were often 
busy with some household task while the Virgil or Homer was set up open before her: "she did not," says 
one of her scholars, "keep her eyes upon the book ; she seemed to know it by heart, and always set us 
right, or asked us questions, or pointed out her favorite passages with enthusiasm, without interrupting 
the sewing, or the shelling of peas;" and he adds, "she was always sweet and serene."  
 I remember going with Mrs. Ripley and Mr. and Mrs. Emerson from Concord to Cambridge, to meet 
some distinguished foreigners at a party where many eminent persons were present. I had never before 
seen her in society except in her own house or in family meetings surrounded by intimate friends. I 
was struck by the marked and joyful attention shown her, as one person after another eagerly recognized 
her presence ; and also with her own animated and responsive enjoyment. It seemed to me that to old 
and young the meeting with Mrs. Ripley was the crown of the occasion. I remember thinking, too, that no 
one was so lovely, or, with whatever aid of wealth or fashion, so becomingly dressed, as she, in her plain 
black robe, and the simple lace cap which marked in delicate outline her beautiful silver hair and noble 
face.  
 There is hardly any satisfactory portrait of Mrs. Ripley. Her family have a picture by Alexander, 
taken when she was about thirty years old, which is liked by some persons who knew her then. Cheney 
took a crayon likeness of her in the year 1845, but he was dissatisfied with it and refused to allow it to 
go out. It is, however, still in existence. Another small portrait, in oil, is in possession of the family, which 
was painted in 1857. It is, in most respects, a good likeness. There are also several photographs taken 
within a few years of her death ; but they would give to a stranger small means of forming any accurate 
impression of the original. A lady who was one of the most dear and valued friends of Mrs. Ripley during 
her life in Waltham writes, —  
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 My most intimate associations with Mrs. Ripley are with her Waltham life,—associations with the 
most gifted woman, morally and intellectually, it has ever been my happiness to enjoy. But they were of so 
intimate and private a nature that it seems almost a breach of trust to speak of them openly. All of her 
was seen through a veil of modesty such as I have never seen in any other. We would not say that she was 
unselfish; she never thought of self; it was real unconsciousness; goodness and kindness were so natural to 
her that she seemed only to breathe it. I do not think I was capable of estimating her intellectual power 
or her attainments ; but when I saw her in communion with persons of superior intellect I was quite 
aware of her gifts. She would say to me — I always thought, to comfort me, — 'One ounce of good 
feeling is worth all the learning in the world.'  
 But to see her in her daily life was an education. She accomplished more than any other, but it was 
the subtle influence of her sweet, loving, unconscious nature that gave her the place in our hearts and 
lives. I know I owe her more than I can ever express. In all the annoyances of an over taxed life I never 
saw her temper touched. She did not know resentment ; she seemed always living in a sphere far above us 
all, yet in perfect sympathy. Go to her, and, at the name of some wild flower found in a walk, every care 
was forgotten, — the occasion was entirely yours. The next moment she was attending to family matters, 
or, in summer, was under the trees surrounded by a bevy of boys, fitting them for col lege, — boys who 
were full of the spirit of boyhood, but who never forgot what they owed to her; and when she found them 
in danger of incurring censure, a loving word of caution or suggestion would be spoken, or perhaps 
quietly conveyed into a mended pocket.  
 You will perceive how unworthy of the public eye are all these recollections of her. I give them to you 
as they rise before me. I have not spoken of her great social attraction. Nearly all have passed away that, 
could testify to that, but none of those who are still alive can forget it. She was the centre and soul of a 
small circle who could appreciate and enjoy. Never shall we look upon her like again."  

 I may properly find a place here for the following sketch, which has been kindly sent me by another 
highly valued friend of Mrs. Ripley, the Rev. Dr. Hedge. I give it with the heading which he himself 
affixed.  

A REMINISCENCE OF MRS. SARAH RIPLEY. 
 BY F. H. HEDGE.  14

 The first impression she made on me and on all who came near, her was one of rich 
promise, which awakened the desire of a nearer acquaintance. A wonderful attraction she 
was, independently of her rare acquirements, which might draw the scholar to seek the 
converse of so learned a woman, — an attraction proceeding from no personal charms, but 

 Frederic Henry Hedge (December 12, 1805 – August 21, 1890) was a New England Unitarian minister and 14

Transcendentalist. He was a founder of the Transcendental Club, originally called Hedge's Club,[1] and active in the 
development of Transcendentalism. He was one of the foremost scholars of German literature in the United States. 
From Wikipedia.
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due to the astonishing vivacity, the all-aliveness, of her presence, which made it impossible to 
imagine her otherwise than wide awake and active in word or work.  
 A figure somewhat exceeding in height the average stature of woman, motions quick and 
angular without being exactly awkward, a face not physically fair nor yet plain, but radiant 
with intellectual and moral beauty, a constant play of expression, eyes charged with 
intelligence, quick glancing from speaker to speaker as the cup of social converse went 
round, — such is the image she has left in my memory.  
 The charm of her society to me was her perfect naturalness, the utter unconsciousness of 
any special claim to attention based on her superior learning, which was never intruded, and 
only came to light when some student or savant wished to compare notes with her or she 
with him. Otherwise, the woman entirely absorbed and concealed the scholar. It was the 
woman, not the scholar, that attracted, that edified, and, — joined with the generous 
hospitality and manly qualities of her husband, — made their house at Waltham so delightful 
a place to visit for all who were privileged to be their guests.  
 In that house, between the years 1825 and 1840, I was a frequent visitor, and had 
abundant opportunity of seeing Mrs. Ripley in her domestic character, as mother and 
housewife, as well as of listening to her converse with literary men. I wondered at her 
indefatigable industry. With a large family and scholars at board, with pupils whom she fitted 
for college, or instructed as 'suspended' students in their college studies, with imperfect 
health suffering through life from severe head aches, she performed an amount of work 
which might have taxed the combined strength of a professional school-teacher and two 
ordinary women, — and yet had always time to spare for her guests, and never, unless 
prevented by sickness, refused to see her numerous visitors.  
 It would be difficult to say to what branch of knowledge or what class of studies she most 
inclined. In science and in languages she was equally at home. Greek she especially delighted 
to read and to teach; but in her latter days botany, I think, was her favorite pursuit. 
 Some of her friends have expressed a regret that she was not a writer and has left behind 
no published work to give proof of her powers. It was quite in keeping with her character 
that she did not rush into print and call the world to witness her intellectual attainments. It 
did not seem to her that she had anything to communicate which was not known to the 
learned, and which the studious might not find already in print. But in the hearts of those 
who knew her she wrote a book whose substance they will remember as long as they 
remember anything, and whose contents are a commentary on the text, — 

 'A perfect woman nobly planned.' 

 At Waltham the cares of the parish and the rule of the school occupied the busy days of her husband, 
who writes from time to time to his sister "out of the thick of the fight;" and a word or two from these 
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letters may be given here as illustrative of the place the wife held in house and heart. The letter which 
follows begins with a few lines from Mrs. Ripley herself. 

MRS. RIPLEY TO MISS EMERSON. 
 Feb. 8th, 1828  

Dear Mary,—  
 We have another addition to the family, of four pounds and a half, [Sarah Caroline] which 
has been struggling for existence for a fortnight, and it appears that the vital power is near 
gaining the victory over the tendency to decomposition. It is, in truth, a respectable little 
girl with very proper eyes, nose and mouth, not to mention the organ of mind, all 
comprised in a compass not larger than a middling-sized apple. My husband has to do double 
duty while custom confines me to the great chair. I generally improve these weeks to rub up 
the intellectual and clothe the outer man ; but anxiety for the life of that before-mentioned 
speck of mortality has hurried away most of the two last. Do write; — a letter of 
congratulation will be expected, of course. 
 

REV. SAMUEL RIPLEY TO MISS EMERSON.  

 Yes, my dear sister,"adds the husband," do write a letter of congratulation; not so much 
on account of the 'afore mentioned speck of mortality,' which, by the way, is well worth a 
few thoughts and words, seeing it is a part of her who is above all praise. But, if you do 
condescend to write in the congratulatory style, let it be that Providence has given me such a 
wife as no other man has, or ever had, a woman sui generis, the glory of her sex. But I must 
not write all I feel, even to you who know the subject of my praise. If Sarah had thought I 
would write thus, she would not have bid me fill up her paper; but sometimes I take the 
liberty of doing what I please, albeit usually under pretty good management. Wife is 
uncommonly well: as for her outer man I cannot say much ; her dress is not very comely, for 
you know she never paid much attention to appearance, and her hair is gray, but the fire of 
her eye is not diminished, and the inner man grows brighter and purer and soars higher 
daily."  

1837 
 My dear sister, — Yesterday was my birthday, and what has become of fifty-four years I 
know not. ... I have much to be thankful for, many in whom to rejoice, and one, the richest 
and choicest blessing that God ever gave to man, to aid and bless and sustain me, — a pure, 
noble, exalted being, whose light gladdens and cheers and at the same time guides all about 
her. But I need not tell you of one whom you know so well. 
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1839- 
 Wife is very well this winter, but has much to do with boys and men, in the way of 
recitations, etc. We all have to work hard. Lizzy says she has no time to read, and Mary, that 
she has no dancing or riding. But they enjoy themselves, and make all around them cheerful 
and glad. 
 

1840.  
 Sarah is now reading Spinoza's Tractatus Theologians. She lives in the society of Plato and 
others of the, same school, ' and her spirituality raises her above all the poor mortals around 
her. 

March, 1841.  
 Sarah is very well, and so high in the spiritual world that nothing disturbs her serenity. 
She looks with perfect calm ness upon everything around her, and is the sun that moves and 
warms and animates all within her sphere, which is not very narrow.  

 I return again to the letters of Mrs. Ripley, going back to a date some years earlier than those of her 
husband last given.  

MRS. RIPLEY TO MISS EMERSON.  
Dear Mary, —  
 I believe you do not know me: I would not weaken the faith of the poorest, the most 
contemptible, the most hateful fanatic that bears with me a common nature. God forbid that 
I should be the fiend in the paradise of a soul so pure, so elevated, so spiritual, as Waldo's! 
[Ralph Waldo Emerson]  I shall weep with him in silence, sit humbly at his feet if so I may 
catch a spark of the holy inspiration that glows within his bosom. Have I no admiration for 
the pure, the beautiful, the good? Has the pride of intellect raised its altar in my soul, and 
sent forth into the highway for its worshipers? Are my ears closed to the music of heaven? 
No, you cannot believe that it is the mist of earthly passions which dims my spiritual vision. 
There are moments when I would exchange minds with the humblest being that calls for his 
Father and has never doubted. Without faith, creation is a blank, its wonders and its glories a 
cipher without a key, and I will not say man, but thinking, feeling man, is of all beings most 
miserable. Humanity, if nothing else, would keep me on the lookout to avoid making ship 
wreck of 's faith, or that of any other of the young ones. You are fixed on a rock, and I talk 
with you to find its basis.  

Yours through existence, finite or infinite. 
"S. A. R.” 
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"Waltham, Sept. 4th, 1833. 

Dear Mary, —  
 I came home from Concord last night with an ague and a troublesome blister; but when 
Mr. R. told me there was a letter from you I darted forward for it, and the privileges of an 
invalid have given me time to respond to it. Since you rest your claim on feeling, it will soon 
be acknowledged. On that altar I sacrifice my vanity, and sit down to give you a dry detail of 
facts. The journal of one day would serve for all: the morning spent in hearing recitations, 
the afternoon in the labors of the needle or the horrors of digestion, — in the evening the 
old machine refuses any farther service, unless it be to take a part in the village gossip. When 
you ask for a letter, you expect communion with a soul penetrated with reverence for the 
true in itself, warmed through and glowing with admiration for the beautiful and good. 
These, alas! are the visions of the lake and mountain, not of the school-room and parlor. ... I 
too was disappointed in Sir James.  The only question to me of philosophical interest in 15

ethics is whether the moral element be original or acquired: he has done little to settle that 
question, though it is evident to which side he leans. Could he possibly have persuaded 
himself or have supposed he could persuade any one else that he had lifted by so much as the 
weight of a finger the stumbling-stone of necessity? The only able advocates for the liberty 
side are those who, like the Germans, boldly assume it on the evidence of pure reason. To 
some parts of the book my heart warms. He deserves a crown of gold for the justice he does 
to the good David  and the minds of his stamp. The metaphysics of the heart and head are 16

equally unsatisfying: the soul of the universe is the only conception which satisfies my 
imagination; but what have the conceptions of a finite mind to do with the essence of the 
infinite? I would give a great deal to see you for a little while ; but a visit from you is like a 
bewitching romance which leaves the reader a dreaming and unfits him for the humdrum 
cares and labors of real life. If I might only see you when what the writer of 'Characteristics' 
calls the 'disease of thought' comes on!  
 "We have put Elizabeth into a class with two boys who are fitting for college next 
commencement, and she keeps up with them very well. In a year or two she will be able to 
assist her father. We have lately had a delightful visit of two days from Waldo. We feel about 
him as you no doubt do. While we regard him still more than ever as the apostle of the 
eternal reason, we do not like to hear the crows, as Pindar says, caw at the bird of Jove; 
nevertheless he has some stout advocates. A lady was mourning the other day to Mr. Francis 

  Sir James Mackintosh's Progress of Ethical Philosophy.  Mackintosh (1765-1832) was born in Scotland and moved 15

to England in 1787, where he became a prominent Whig member of Parliament, a lawyer, a moral philosopher, and a 
historian of England. 

 David Hume.16
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about Mr. Emerson's insanity. ' Madam, I wish I were half as sane,' he answered, with warm 
indignation.” 

CHAPTER III.  

 In 1840 the Rev. George F. Simmons was settled over the parish in Waltham as colleague to Mr. 
Ripley.  
 Both Mr. and Mrs. Ripley became warmly attached to Mr. Simmons, and when, after two years, he 
resigned his post in Waltham and went to Europe for two years or more of study, their whole hearts 
followed him with love and longing for his return. The unreserved intercourse of friendship was kept up 
by letters, and a selection from these gives material for this chapter.  
 The "mother" so often spoken of in these letters, and "Charles," are the mother and young brother 
of Mr. Simmons, — then residing in Boston. Between them and the Ripley family a friendship had 
already grown up, which was never interrupted while they lived.  

MRS. RIPLEY TO MR. SIMMONS.  
Waltham, Oct. 8th, 1843.   

 I cannot help fastening the thread now which is to be spun across the ocean. We bore the 
farewell courageously, but we all felt as if the cloud which had been gathering so long had at 
last closed round our horizon. . . .  
 Mr. Russell  came the very day you left Boston, and the next morning we set out for 17

Prospect,  on which we spent most of the day, searching every shady corner for mosses. The 18

lichens he does not so much regard at present: nevertheless many were his revelations 
concerning the lower world of vegetation. How much I thought of you, it would take one to 
tell who has lost the friend with whom for two years all that has crossed their path, beautiful 
in nature, new in science, spiritual in thought, or true and pure and noble in life, has been 
shared, and thereby doubled. But to return to Russell. He went up the hill, looking along the 
ground and calling out now at the sight of the reindeer moss, and then again at the variegated 
leaves of the Pyrola maculata, which he said was rare in this vicinity, and so on, till we reached 
the top of the hill, when he turned round, and, without expecting it, saw the extensive view 
which we used to look at last winter. He exclaimed with admiration enough to satisfy any 
lover of Waltham and its beauties. The lichen which you told me the farmers used for dyeing 
he calls Parmelia saxatilis. It is in color between lead and ashes, and grows everywhere on the 

 John Lewis Russell (2 December 1808 – 7 June 1873) was an American botanist and Unitarian minister. Russel had 17

an interest in cryptogams (plants that reproduce using spores), and he was Professor of Botany and Horticultural 
Physiology for the Massachusetts Horticultural Society from 1831 until his death in 1873. From Wikipedia

 Prospect Hill, in Waltham, — a little less than five hundred feet high, and about a mile and a quarter from Mrs. 18

Ripley's house.
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walls, mingling with the light-green P. caperata, which I trust will often catch your eye on a 
Prussian or German rock and transport you back to the village where you live in many a 
heart. But I will not fill my paper with botany and Mr. Russell. I will only tell you that he 
showed me in his microscope the circulation of the sap in the cells of a small transparent 
plant. You could see the current of little globules passing up one side and down the other of 
the magnified cell. This is the Eureka of modern botany: nothing was detected before so like 
the circulation of the blood in the animal economy. . . . 
 I fear the secular will quite crowd out the theological, so I give up the pen to Mr. Ripley. 

 And Mr. Ripley continues: 
  
 Wife has given up the pen to me, and a villainous pen it is; I must mend it before I can 
make a mark. 
  
 Then follows a statement of parish affairs and prospects, ending with warm expressions of affection 
and desire for the return of the friend "in the hope of seeing whom again so many live"  
  
 Darby-and-Joan-like,  wife and I fix out a letter for you. It is like the old clergyman and 19

his wife of whom Madam E. told me that they passed a night at her house, — both in the 
habit of smoking. The minister would smoke a few whiffs, then give the pipe to his better 
half, who would do the same and hand it back again. In our case, however, wife begins and 
almost ends the work, so that little remains for me. 
 

MRS. RIPLEY TO MR. SIMMONS.  
Waltham, Nov. 5th, 1843. 

  
 You are by this time in London. How does Babylon the great look to you ? I should think 
that men as they swarm in the streets of a strange city would look to one like phantoms: one 
almost loses sight of the undying spirit even on Waltham plain. If it were not for the fireside 
and the closet we should get to regard it as a matter of very little importance whether the 
demons fought or the brownies labored.  

 A popular 18th century British poetic conceit concerning a happily married couple. “Old Darby, with Joan by his 19

side,  You’ve often regarded with wonder. He's dropsical, she is sore-eyed,  Yet they're ever uneasy asunder.”  Henry 
Woodfall in 1735, original title The Joys of Love never forgot. A Song.  From Wikipedia
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 Sat. ev'g, Nov. I1th. — The rain is descending in torrents. I have just put the finishing 
stitch to Rufus's  socks. The boys, all but two, are safe at their own firesides. The whistle of 20

the wind is mingling in soft harmony with that of the Fitchburg railroad. Gore has just 
arrived, with all the dignity of a voter, to attend a Whig meeting. I don't know nor care on 
whose head the honors of the republic fall ; but one thing I know, — that I am quite weary of 
railroad men, and men that play whist and drink wine. I have a stronger feeling of 
brotherhood with the poor Irish fellow that came to the study window where I was sitting 
yesterday to beg for work. We begin to talk of Concord again; but I suppose it will end as it 
begins. Day before yesterday the girls and I, in council in the dining-room, decided to strike, 
turn every boy out of the house, and trust for bread to the one or two private scholars which 
I have. The plan was all made out, notice was to be given to the parents at the Thanksgiving 
vacation, and the house was to be cleared the first of January of boys and servants ; no more 
roasted turkeys, no ' more sponge cake, no more entry stoves, — the dinner of herbs with 
love was all be fore us. But alas! when at the tea-table we proposed our reform, the cheerful 
face with which papa had returned from Lincoln was so changed that our spirits fell at once. 
Ezra to leave college, bills at Earle's unpaid, the pleasant wood fire extinguished forever, and 
an air-tight reigning in its stead, — these, with other phantoms of labor and privation, 
stalked in grim array past the love-feast of the dining-room, and here we are, just as we were 
before, girding ourselves each morning for the battle of the day. The association is to meet 
here next Tuesday. Mr. Ripley has been trying to smoke the poor bees out of the chimney this 
afternoon, lest they with their treasures should make part of the company; from the buzzing, 
there seems to be disturbance in the commonwealth. 
 There came a letter from, asking to make an arrangement for an exchange; such a letter 
as a genial, good-humored person would write. It reminded me of what the Unitarians all 
were in my young days. They had come out from the dry bones of cant and formalism, with a 
message to the understanding. The goodness of God and man's comfortable position in this 
bright and convenient world were their constant theme. They sat secure under their own fig-
tree, with a competence for life, free from the petty jealousies which competition engenders 
in the other professions; and their social affections in general, and especially toward their 
own fraternity, blossomed out in great luxuriance. But times are changed. The priest can no 
longer stand in the portico, calling out to those who are passing by, blinded by superstition 
or hood winked by authority. The understanding has had its day; the soul is hungering for 
food, and he that ministers at the altar must enter into the holy of holies himself, and bring it 
forth from thence. When the poor bees were buzzing yesterday with terror and dismay to 
find their foundations suddenly undermined with sulphur smoke, the doubt occurred 
whether superior beings might not regard the earthquakes and vol canoes which lay waste 
the face of our insignificant planet with as much indifference as we do the smoking of a bee-
hive; whether the waste of individual life and happiness might not be as unimportant in the 
economy of the great whole. But the soul answers, no. It declares that its interests are 

 Rufus was the Ripley’s hired man.20
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eternal; that its intuitions come directly from the centre of all life. — I am reading Timaeus 
the Locrian, concerning the soul of the world and of nature, the work of an old Pythagorean 
philosopher supposed to have been contemporary with Socrates. I am refreshed by the 
utterances of these primitive worshipers of truth. They relieve me from the doubt whether 
the eyes of the soul, turned by Christian culture in one direction, may not see universal 
truths where it would have dreamed of no such thing if it had lived eighteen centuries ago. I 
return with deepened convictions to the simpler and sublimer teachings of Him to whom 
the Spirit was given without measure.  
 Yesterday, being Sunday, Mr. preached, and I felt more than ever how fast I am receding 
from the church of which Unitarianism is the exponent, and that is the only manifestation of 
its power with which I am familiar. We must have the life of God in the soul. If we find it in 
the church, how venerable in its environment of olden time! but we eschew the church 
when it is only a mask to cover the want of it. Mr. preached from the text 'O wretched man,' 
etc. How the bucket of the gentleman danced up and down on the surface of that deep well 
of spiritual life from which the saints have in all ages drawn living water! But he is a pleasant 
fellow, with warm and quick sympathies, and by these I suppose enters largely into the joys 
and sorrows of his flock. I have just returned from a walk: wind blowing cold enough, but it 
is good to get out beneath God's pure and open heaven even this wintry evening, — the 
moon riding in mid-heaven in pure splendor, and Venus with Jupiter set like two diamonds in 
the front of night. Does not such a canopy seem a fit cover only for believing, loving souls? 
Still sliding into the homiletic; some spell surround me. 

January 9th, 1844.  

 I was walking the other morning with Waldo Emerson in Concord, and I told him I 
thought the soul's serenity was at best nothing more than resignation to what could not be 
helped. He answered,  ‘Oh, no ; not resignation, aspiration is the soul's true state! What have 
we knees for, what have we hands for? Peace is victory!’ 
 Still in the faith that home detail interests you, I enter into the minutiae of New Year's 
presents. . . . But what is much better than presents from the boys is the fact that William 
Lyman takes interest enough in Greek and Latin to ride out to Waltham these frosty 
mornings, thermometer below zero, to read Xenophon and Tacitus to me.  
 February 23, 1844. — To-morrow evening Mr. Emerson lectures at the Rumford . He 21

has promised to bring a lecture ' which has legs.' But I fear, after all, wings will be sprouting 
out at the heels. The community at Brook Farm has changed its internal organization and 
adopted the Fourier system. I do not understand the nature of the change, but only the fact 
that some of the original settlers, finding the new system too mechanical for their taste, 
prefer to stand on their own legs as individuals, to being merged in a 'dormitory' or 
'refectory' group. 

 A probable reference to a Rumford stove, oven, or fireplace.21
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 May 22. 1844 — I have left a heap of stockings, — for stockings will wear out even in 
vacations, — to spend a few moments with you. I am writing in the girls' room. The fir-tree 
at the window is covered with little red sparrows picking the seeds from the cones: what 
preachers of faith they are ! Last Saturday Mr. Ripley and myself, with the two youngest 
girls, went to Duxbury to pass Sunday. Duxbury is the Arcadia of my youth: the sand hills 
and pine forests, the moss-covered grave-stone of my grandfather, the very boards I used to 
tread on the way to church, now half buried in sand, are there still, but they tell me of that 
which can never return ; they reveal to me what I was and what I am. All of them  

'speak of something that is gone.  
The pansy at my feet  
Doth the same tale repeat.  

Whither is fled the visionary gleam ?  
Where is it now, the glory and the dream ?  

What though the radiance which was once so bright  
Be now forever taken from my sight,  

Though nothing can bring back the hour  
Of splendor in the grass, of glory in the flower ; 

We will grieve not, rather find  
Strength in what remains behind ;  
In the primal sympathy  
Which having been must ever be ; I 
n the soothing thoughts that spring  
Out of human suffering ; I 
n the faith that looks through death,  

In years that bring the philosophic mind.'  

 When we came home, we found mother assisting Mary to dress for a wedding. The 
wedding, — don't you wish you knew whose it was ? No other than your young brother in 
the faith, J. W.   Amiable, affectionate, domestic young people, looking forward to a quiet life 
of duty and love in the bosom of their parish, — poor things ! they little know what is in 
store for them. But through trial come strength and wisdom. Mother went into Boston ; 
Charles to walk with me, and so missed the train, but bore it tranquilly, and we sat down to 
study Virgil's description of the plough, and went out to realize our guesses with Rufus and 
his model. 



!37

"June, 1844.  
 Charles whets his logic weapons and tries their temper on me. He takes the side of the ' 
Utile,' I the 'Honestum! The other morning I was picking to pieces an old mattress in the barn, 
and was making a most disagreeable dust. Charles came from under the tree where he had 
been reading, and, seating himself on the hay-mow, began to discuss the subject of the 
dissolution of the Union. He has a clear head, and gives me much light on questions of 
popular debate.  
 Mr. Ripley suffers from the old enemy; he has taken a new post in the knee, and is not to 
be driven away by cotton or colchicum. So it is time I was in bed; for I must rise at five and 
work till five waiting on the boys. I have two youths to drag through Cicero and Caesar into 
college in eight weeks ; but it is not a disagreeable task, as they know the value of 
instruction, and there is something like disinterestedness in working for those from whom 
you hope to receive little in return. The youths with money give me shawls and caps, but 
very little satisfaction.  

 Hermann, and Werther's Charlotte are a proof that the man (Goethe) had an 
apprehension of true love and the dignity of virtue. The scene at the fountain is excellent, — 
and the Pfarrherr. The dignity with which Charlotte dismisses for the last time the love-
distracted youth is peculiarly noble. It is virtue acting, not canting. 

Waltham, June 20th, 1844.  
 Day before yesterday I went to Cambridge to meet a pleasant party at Dr. Francis's, — 
Miss Fuller, Sarah Clarke, Mrs. Farrar, the Whites, James Lowell, an artist by the name of 
Page with his very beautiful wife, Dr. Gray, etc. The party was for the Clarkes, who are soon 
to leave for the West. S. was quiet and intelligent as usual. William White and James Lowell 
kept the ball going in the way of conversation. There was nothing said to be remembered, 
but the talk was free and easy; no one felt any responsibility, but all were cheered and 
electrified by the atmosphere of wit and intelligence. William Tiffany's drawings were shown, 
who receives many compliments from connoisseurs. I know you take an interest in the fine 
boy, and will be glad to hear that on the same day he had read in public a dissertation on the 
effect of Christianity on the fine arts, for which he received the first prize. I hope he will not 
be too much elated with success; he seems very modest still. The drawings we looked at 
were illustrations of the Ancient Mariner, and some from Goethe. I do not understand such 
matters, but they seemed to me full of life, especially the spirit of the storm in a cloud. ... I 
returned in the morning cars. The engineer, a brother of Professor Felton, and the 
contractor, Mr. Belknap, attracted my attention. It makes one feel alive to see the workers in 
the world, efficient men, and believers too, though it be but in railroads ; not wholly selfish 
either, and looking no farther than their own pockets, but working cheerfully and hopefully 
for others as well as themselves. When I saw the two aforesaid specimens of humanity 
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conferring together, with an expression that showed life was a reality to them, I sympathized 
for the moment with them, and thought that the champions of ideas, who talk and talk while 
the cars fly by with bell and whistle, if they would be heard must keep serene and look 
benevolent, and not complain if the loaves and fishes fall to those whose rightful wages they 
are. J. W. and his pretty bride took tea with us this evening, looking as satisfied and happy as 
if they had just entered into rest instead of warfare. 

August 16th, 1844.  
 Last Saturday, thermometer nearly eighty, Ezra and I set out for Duxbury at four o'clock 
in the morning, to follow Uncle Gershom to the grave. I believe you saw enough of him to 
be interested in the circumstances of his death. He had gathered a basket of his early corn, in 
which he took much pride, and was in the act of handing it to Mrs. Weston with a smile, 
when his knees sank under him, and he fell at the doorstep and never breathed again. A death 
beautiful, because in keeping with his life. A man most self-dependent, hating all pretension 
and display, and living so much out of doors as to be almost as much a part of nature as the 
trees whose fruit he gathered. I loved him like a father, for he was part and parcel of my 
childish joys. In his youth he was the very embodiment of fun. You never could calculate on 
what he would do or say. And in his manhood, the staunch supporter of every good cause, he 
lived a silent but most efficient life, walking in his own path without fear or favor. Long 
before the temperance movement began, he had banished all liquors, even wine and cider, 
from his table. The evening after his funeral, being Sunday, there was a temperance meeting 
in the woods; and I should rather have been the subject of the tribute paid to his memory by 
those whom he had saved, than to have been crowned in the Capitol with the laurel or the 
oak. The grief of his children is worth all the sermons on immortality I ever heard. 
Everything is sacred which belonged to him. The old chair in which he sat beneath a tree has 
a large stone placed in it, that it may not be removed. They rejoice that the clothes he 
preferred to wear are too old to give away. Aug. 22d. — Last Sunday, Mr. and Mrs. Ames, 
Uncle George, and Charles with us. The evening better still, by the addition of Dr. and Mrs. 
Francis, who passed the night likewise; so there was no need to look at watches to see how 
time wagged. George told me an anecdote of Uncle Gershom so characteristic that I must 
repeat it. He was walking in his woods, and saw a man cutting down a tree; he concealed 
himself, that the man might not see him, and went home. When asked why he did not put a 
stop to the man's proceedings, he said, ' Could not the poor man have a tree ?' 

 On the mountain one feels like a man and not a member. I would there were more of the 
mountain in life, — its faith and freedom. You have so often taken up the gauntlet against 
conventions that I do not fear bondage after this manner for you. But if perchance the pride 
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of learning should fence you in any theological pen, I pray that the fence may never be close 
enough or high enough to hide the mountain. 

Waltham, Oct. 6th, 1844.  
Dear Friend, —  
 It is several weeks since I have spoken to you, not because you have been absent from my 
mind, — oh, no ! but because these fine days have brought many friends, and many boys 
have brought cares. It is no longer, ' mother and Charles came out one day and returned the 
next,' — for mother is one of us: she has entered the penetralia, been initiated into the 
mystery of the household gods, comes to breakfast with the girls after the boys have retired, 
and so on. Then her divertissement is to mend the stockings and roll them up in the neatest 
manner, whiten sheets and napkins on the grass, watch the robins as they come in flocks for 
the berries on the mountain-ash tree at the west window, and take a stroll at evening with 
me, to talk of our children, to compare our experiences, what we have learned and what we 
have suffered, and, last of all, to complete with pears and melons the cheerful circle about 
the solar lamp these chill autumn evenings. Just now, how ever, she has gone, and the day 
that she went into the city, Mary Emerson, a sister of Mr. Ripley, who has not visited us 
before for many years, came at evening and has been with us till to-day. She is seventy years 
old, and still retains all the oddities and enthusiasms of her youth, — a person at war with 
society as to all its decorums ; she eats and drinks what others do not, and when they do not; 
dresses in a white robe such days as these ; enters into conversation with everybody, and 
talks on every subject; is sharp as a razor in her satire, and sees you through and through in a 
moment. She has read, all her life, in the most miscellaneous way, and her appetite for 
metaphysics is insatiable. Alas for the victim in whose intellect she sees any promise! 
Descartes and his vortices, Leibnitz and his monads, Spinoza and his unica substantia, will 
prove it to the very core. But, notwithstanding all this, her power over the minds of her 
young friends was once almost despotic. She heard of me when I was sixteen years old as a 
person devoted to books and a sick mother, sought me out in my garret without any 
introduction, and, though received at first with sufficient coldness, she did not give up till 
she had enchained me entirely in her magic circle. . . . We took Miss Emerson to Brook 
Farm, Mr. and Mrs. Ripley   being old friends of hers. Things looked comfortless to me, in 22

spite of the new buildings. Mr. and Mrs. Ripley, who were once the centre about which 
persons united by common intellectual and moral sympathies revolved, now seem to be 
units lost in a crowd. 

 George Ripley (October 3, 1802 – July 4, 1880) was an American social reformer, Unitarian minister, and 22

journalist associated with Transcendentalism. He was the founder of the short-lived Utopian community Brook Farm 
in West Roxbury, Massachusetts. George was Samuel Ripley’s cousin.  From Wikipedia.
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  I talked with J. S. D. , and asked him what he was doing. He said his business was to 23

arrange juvenile industry, and that he found it quite difficult and disagreeable. Poor man ! I 
cannot make one child work ; I don't know what I should do with fifty. . . . Ezra is deep in 
metaphysics, and brings me many a case in casuistry to settle; tells me how Dr. Walker 
decides, and sometimes we venture to dissent from the oracle when the response is for a 
limit instead of a great principle. 

Jan. 27th, 1845.  
 A few days since came the packet by the Slow Dutchman, full of interesting matter. I 
should hesitate about what I have to write in return, if it were not that the parts of your 
letters are devoured with most eagerness which assure us that you love and think of us 
always. We heard they were in Boston and hesitated about a ride to Cambridge, lest they 
should arrive while we were gone; home at half-past ten; found Mr. R. reading his share with 
a look of triumph over us; time left before bed only to read, or rather glance over, the latest 
and most loving parts. Next day all daylight swallowed up in school and household; evening, 
Dr. Francis. Next day, Mr. Ripley absent, additional burden of boys; evening, in bed with 
headache; Saturday morning, boy's again, with cookery added ; one hour after dinner at last 
gained, or rather snatched, for the Alps. Anna Margaretta and the flowers most pleasing, — 
the map a great help. Evening brought divinity student, Mr. White, son of Judge White of 
Salem; very gentlemanly, with much literary culture; been at Calcutta, Alexandria, Grand 
Cairo, passed fourteen months in Europe. Sunday morning took him to Lincoln ; brought in 
his place Dr. and Mrs. Francis and their son, and Mrs. Locke with an impetuous little curly-
haired fellow three years old. The divinity student so agreeable that we were glad of him for 
a second night. William White, of Watertown, at tea, oozing out at every pore for the slaves. 

Feb'y, 1845-.  
 You write to Mr. Ripley of the preaching in Switzerland. I am more and more convinced 
that the past is, as the boys say, 'no go' for the pulpit, any more than abstractions. The 
philosopher finds in its facts material for induction where with to verify the principles which 
lie at the foundation of human society; but living, feeling, acting man must be seized through 
the present. The past can affect him only when in the cycle of human experience it stands by 
the side of the present in similitude or contrast. Galilee and Jerusalem will fill the mind 
when they are acted over again in Waltham or Boston. I think the only efficient preachers 

 John Sullivan Dwight was a Unitarian minister, transcendentalist, and America's first influential classical music 23

critic.  He served as director of the school at the Brook Farm commune, where he also taught music and organized 
musical and theatrical events.  From Wikipedia.
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(though not at all to my taste) are those who lift up their voice and spare not, in spite of 
public opinion, against licensed violations of truth and right and mercy in Church and State. 
The lyceum may enlighten the intellect and feed the imagination, but life is the province of 
the pulpit. I believe you will think I have usurped it; but when thoughts occur as I read your 
letter, I naturally say them to you."Uncle George came, and a divinity student, Thomas 
Hill,  a distinguished mathematician, such as nature turns out of her mould only now and 24

then. Talked of La Place's theory of creation, and how they used to try to find the parallax of 
fixed stars and did not succeed, and how they tried nowadays and did succeed. 

April 22d, 1845.  
 As to the theology of your last, I cannot reply to it, because I have forgotten the 
provocation that called it forth*. The charge of inconsistency I think I could disprove ; but I 
will leave it for some brighter hour. I will only say that when I was eighteen, my appetite for 
theology was so intense that I learned German without the aid of grammar, and by means of 
a dictionary with one French word and one Russian, — because I thought the store-house of 
its treasures was there. It was an era in my life when my father gave me leave to buy a 
Griesbach, the dry critical preface to which was far more exciting than any reading can ever 
be to me again. And now I am so changed. Religion has become so simple a matter to me, — 
a yearning after God, an earnest desire for the peace that flows from the consciousness of 
union with him. It is the last thought that floats through my mind as I sleep, the first that 
comes when I wake. It forms the basis of my present life, saddened by past experience. It 
bedims my eyes with tears when I walk out into the beautiful nature, where love is all around 
me. And yet no direct ray comes to my soul. Perhaps it is God's peace instead of God I seek: 
so I sit and wait in patience for his grace, and will still wait. Earnests and foretastes come ; 
but humble waiting in days of darkness will, I trust, bring better fruits. You say we shall fight. 
The war will, I think, be one of words. Yet how can we look at things alike? You must 
increase, but I must decrease; you are just entering the fullness of being, I have proved and 
found it vain. I intended to have filled this page with other matters, but to-night I do not feel 
like talking about persons and things; to-morrow we will meet perhaps in the phenomenal 
world. April 23d. — I feel half inclined to draw my pen over last night's page: an experience 
seems untrue as soon as uttered. Both seeking truth, we shall beckon each other onward to 
the same centre, if by different paths. And now for details. To begin with the parish, the first 
act of the new administration was to secure Mr. Hedge for the month of April. It is fine, you 
will know, for us to have him with us every Saturday night and Sunday. Parish affairs bring 
me to Mr. Ripley, who has had a long reprieve from his enemy in the foot, but on whose 
forehead eighteen months have left many a wrinkle and gray hair. Mr. Hedge remarks that he 
looks careworn, much changed to him; no wonder, for his days are a constant fight. Oh, if 

 President Harvard College, 1862-1868.24
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we ever live to see these seven great boys into college! He warms up with pleasure whenever 
you are mentioned, and especially whenever you mention him. . . . Mother, I believe, has 
won Lizzy's heart from me, but I am not jealous: I ask nothing from the young ones but that 
they should be good and happy. Ezra is still exemplary for diligence and economy. He is to 
appear on the stage in a Greek dialogue the coming May exhibition. The girls are intolerant 
of what they call his self-conceit; they cannot stand the air with which he swings his cane and 
shakes his hair away from his eyes ; but I am his firm ally. They may smile and jeer, but he has 
the satisfaction of an innocent life and virtuous industry. 

May 13th, 1845. 
 My chances to write are few, for you know at this season my day is devoted to boys ; and 
mother and Charles, who are with us now, monopolize the evening by their agreeable 
conversation. Besides, the trees are all bursting into life and beauty, and the moon is just 
entering her second quarter, and for the last two days the thermometer has stood at 8o°: so 
of course we are under the trees and on the stone wall all the play-time. ... A voice from 
below summoned me to welcome Mr. Hedge, whom Mr. R. brought with him from the 
association. The evening conversation easy and genial, springing from friendship without a 
shade of distrust. I say, with Horace, 'nil ego contulerim jucundo sanus amico!  I have no private 25

scholars, and so spend my days in the noisy school-room, aiding Mr. Ripley and ripening my 
plans of life for Concord. I went to see Dr. Gray the other day, and he showed me a splendid 
microscope mounted like a telescope, and some very pretty phenomena of crystals seen by 
polarized light; and told me of a beautiful work on Euro pean mosses, with magnified 
engravings, just received at the Cambridge Library, and that I should have it next after him 
self. 

June 22d.  
 The books that I have, speak most respectfully of German lichenologists and 
muscologists. If you find any treatise on these commoners of nature, get it for me. — It is a 
delightful summer day, the lawn covered with hay-cocks. We are spending it alone. We 
looked out for George, Charles, and Gore till bedtime, but in vain: we must eat our cherries 
which the girls picked amidst the wet leaves, without them. The great cherry-pie, too, on 
which I expended my strength and sugar, they will not taste, — that is, if the noon train do 
not bring them. 25th. — The noon train brought the youths ; the evening, Uncle George. We 
had music, the piano with accompaniment on the flute, plenty of cherries and plenty of wit. 
G. and C. act on each other magnetically, as they say nowadays. C. described with all his 
powers of satire the style of debate at the abolition meetings he attended on election week, 

 As long as I have my senses, there is nothing I would prefer to an agreeable friend.25
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with an evident undercurrent of delicate respect for the state of mind of the debaters. At last 
they got upon the White Mountains, so fertile a source of travelers' difficulties and dangers. 
But who can tell of the seasoning of successful jokes and amusing anecdotes! You know the 
genial times when each loses himself in the free spontaneous flow of thought and fancy. We 
work hard, to be sure, but 'noctes caenaeque deorum’ like these will offset much. The other 
evening I met C. C, who told me 'a large man with a carpet-bag had inquired the way to our 
house.' I hurried home, and found Russell seated in the dark, in the parlor, with Mr. R. We 
soon had a light, the box of mosses and lichens and microscopes all, and he told me ever so 
much in answer to the questions I had laid up to ask him. In my last visit to Duxbury I had 
found a lichen composed almost altogether of net-work. I searched in vain for a description 
of it, and he tells me that it has not been described, and that Tuckerman in his catalogue will 
call it Cladonia Russellii. We walked at five o'clock this morning, and you would be well bored 
with barbarous names, if I did not fear that these humble denizens of the forest would stand 
but a poor chance against Neander and the fine arts. Did I tell you about a beautiful scarlet-
cup mother and I picked up in a rich spot near the spring on Prospect? I could not tell 
whether it was fungus or lichen, but my botanist decided for the first. He had not seen your 
powdery lichen, and said they were all valuable on account of their ' habitat.' Don't forget to 
pick more: there is no knowing what you may do for science. Apropos of fungi, I must quote 
Linnaius's description of them, it is so poetic, — and you are in a region where there is faith 
in the trinity of Philosophy, Poetry, and Religion. He characterizes the little fellows as 
nomades, autumnales, barbari, denudati, putridi, voraces. Hi, Fiord reducente plantas hiematum, legunt 
relictas eamm quisquilias sordesque!  
 Excuse, as before, all errors in spelling, and let the super abundance of letters in some 
words make up for the deficiencies in others. 

Sunday morning, July 20th.  
 J 
 Just returned from a walk with ____ . He talked of the religious state of several of his 
friends, those who assert and feel the soul's want of a mediator, — that it cannot be saved 
but by Christ; he disposed to consider it not an accidental but a genuine part of the religious 
history of the soul, I not entirely assenting. Whenever we talk together, you come naturally 
to my mind. Believing in your truth as I do, I cannot but look with interest to the 
development of your religious thought, in relation to your intellectual experience in its 
other aspects. . . . The intellect is so apt to run across the path of religious thought, or rather 
of Christian theory, and to shroud its aberrations in a mist of mysticism or untruth, imposing 
on itself or others, and the bias is so strong on the side of the position which we have taken 
in life, or into which we have been drawn, that I am apt to distrust appeals to intuitions and 
ultimate facts, which do not reveal themselves to my differently constituted mind. The road 
to the Father has always seemed to me direct, and, though constantly forsaken, always open, 
always shone upon by a light from above, — the guiding, helping hand ever extended to the 
wanderer.  
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 Elizabeth has gone to Lowell to watch with Mrs. Ames's sick child, a dear little creature 
about two years old, whose case the physicians have pronounced incurable. . . . We should be 
able to endure our own troubles, if it were not for sympathy with others. Poor Margaret 
herself, with every thing about her to make her happy, is marked with the seal of death. She 
seems to me like one of my own children, for I had almost the whole care of her in her 
infancy. I was her only teacher, she came with me to Waltham, and was married at our house. 
Who can call life tame when it is so full of wonder and sorrow and love ? . . . You realize that 
it was wise not to have early entangled yourself in relations that would have made your 
present impracticable. I once thought a solitary life the true one, and, contrary to my theory, 
was moved to give up the independence of an attic covered with books for the 
responsibilities and perplexities of a parish and  a family. Yet I have never regretted the 
change. Though I have suffered much, yet I have enjoyed much and learned more. The 
affections as they multiply, spread out in rays to the circumference, but the soul returns, not 
driven back by desertion, but willingly, to its true centre, the God within.  
 The time draws nigh when we are to look for mother. The beans are growing finely, and 
we are looking forward to the time when we shall gather and shell them together. She will be 
with us at our commencement holidays, the brightest days to us of all the year. I like your 
letters to mother much: you tell her little things that transport us at once to the place where 
you are: we meet the passengers on the road, carry their bundles, and learn the secret of 
their life. We stroke the rosy cheeks of the children as they prattle to you of the flowers, and 
we think of Werther. Apropos of Werther, you express astonishment that it should interest 
me. Remember that I have come to the age when a piece of psychology interests me as much 
as a new and curious subject for dissection does the doctor. . . . Continue your laudable 
practice of gathering and preserving specimens for your friends this side of the ocean. The 
blue pond-weed is now in blossom, with many an asclepias of divers hues. The large blue 
flowers of the succory grace the corners of the road, and the spirasas and eupatoria are just 
about to unfold their blossoms. I am at my usual seat on the benches under the locust-trees 
every morning, listening also as usual to Horace and Virgil. This morning I took the letters 
with me, to read and enjoy during the intervals of the going and coming of the youth. 
William L. takes an interest: so I read to him the story about the peasant with the bundle, 
etc., that he might have something to tell his mother, and explained to him what I thought 
were the true objects of traveling. How much your interest in the battle-marked fields must 
have been increased by having so lately read Alison!  
 I have just received a beautiful edition of a French work on botany according to the 
present mode of analysis, from Dr. Gray. As far as I have read, the author has introduced me 
to nothing new, but yet there is great pleasure in getting at the mind of a man of genius 
through his scientific method. The way in which he holds up his subject and unfolds its 
wonders to your view is always his own. The French are remarkable in this line. Their 
mathematics and chemistry and botany are well worth reading as specimens of genius.  
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 The twilight has closed in upon me, so I close the book, the ' Samson Agonistes,' the 
noble poem, so classic in its form that it transports you to the grove of the avenging deities 
in front of Athens, while its holy music and exalted sentiment descend from Zion's hill, or 
flow from Siloa's brook, ' fast by the oracle of God.' ...:  
 I recognize my obligations to Christianity as the chief factor in the product of my present 
mind. The germ of intuition lies buried in every soul; the inspired man speaks, and it 
responds. Watered in youth by the silent dews of his divine utterances, warmed by his image 
or the faint reflection of it in the lives of those we love and trust, holy intuitions unfold in 
foliage, too often unconscious of the secret source by which they live. A miracle in the 
popular sense my mind rejects. Cannot we love and disagree? I can not only love but respect 
in you the different phases. 
 

CHAPTER IV.  

 Mr. Simmons returned from Europe in the autumn of 1845. Very soon afterward he was married to 
Miss Mary Emerson Ripley, Mrs. Ripley's second daughter.  
 In the spring of 1846 the Ripley family left behind them the cares of parish and boarding-school, 
and removed to the "Old Manse" in Concord, on the right bank of the Concord River, and within sight 
of the spot where the first repulse was given to the British troops in the war of our independence. Their 
return was the event which caused the removal of Hawthorne , who had occupied the manse for a time 26

after the death of Mr. Ripley's father, the Rev. Dr. Ezra Ripley. Dr. Ripley had lived there for more than 
sixty years, as the minister of the town. The mother of Mr. Ripley, [Samuel] at the time of her marriage to 
Dr. [Ezra]  Ripley, was the widow of his predecessor, the Rev. William Emerson, for whom the manse was 
built. This lady was also the daughter of a former minister, Rev. Daniel Bliss, and granddaughter and 
great-granddaughter of the two Bulkeleys, still earlier pastors of the old town. Thus the family came with 
every hereditary claim to the respect and affection of their neighbors in Concord.  
 The presence of Mrs. Ripley's sister Mrs. Bartlett and her family and the neighborhood of her 
kinsman Mr. Emerson, were a great pleasure to her. Her youngest son, Ezra, was in his senior year at 
Harvard College, and the two youngest girls were at school in Boston. The elder children were busy else 
where with the tasks of life, but flitted in and out from time to time with news of the world and of 
friends. The simple but complete hospitality of the house was not less than in Waltham, nor did "due feet 
ever fail" to seek the blessed threshold where so cordial a welcome and such inspiring society awaited 

 In 1842, the American writer Nathaniel Hawthorne rented the Old Manse for $100 a year. He moved in with his 26

wife, transcendentalist Sophia Peabody, on July 9, 1842, as newlyweds and stayed three years. From Wikipedia.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sophia_Hawthorne
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Old_Manse
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them. Mr. Ripley writes to his sister at this time, "We have a quiet and industrious life in this pleasant 
spot. I enjoy it more and more every day, and Sarah is perfectly happy. She works hard all the time, but 
has nothing to trouble or vex her." Gathering currants and raspberries, or peas and asparagus, from the 
garden, or in the house, cooking, dusting, or mending, — her mind and heart were free while her hands 
worked; and her friends were at liberty to follow her in household tasks of which she never made any 
secret or any boast. It was in this way that she simplified very much the problems of social intercourse 
and hospitality. 
 She still received scholars, one or two at a time, — but not as members of her family, — to fit for 
college, or to carry them on in advanced studies when exiled for a season from college for idleness or 
misdemeanor. It may have been the desire or the necessity of teaching others that drew her to the study of 
mathematics and the exact sciences, of which we find little mention in her early letters ; but it is certain 
that she was a capable and inspiring teacher of these subjects, and sent her youths back to college with 
new insight and inspiration, and fit to take their places in the higher classes.  
 On the evening of the 24th November, 1847, the family circle was gathering for the next day's 
Thanksgiving festival. It was dark and stormy. The father had gone for the third time with his carriage to 
bring the last installment of children and kindred from the railroad, when he suddenly fell back in the 
carriage upon the shoulder of his eldest daughter, and never spoke again. "His own affectionate heart" 
said Mrs, Ripley, "was spared the pain of parting.”  
 The following letter to Mrs. Ripley from Mr. Emerson, then in England, will show what a cordial 
affection her husband had inspired in his friends: 
  

MR. R. W. EMERSON TO MRS. RIPLEY.  
Manchester, England, 26th December, 1847.  

My dear Friend, —  
 I heard with surprise and grief of your loss, and the shock with which it came, — the 
greatest loss to you and to all your household, — without repair ; the loss to me also of a 
dear old friend, like whom I have now few or none. He was the hoop that held us all staunch, 
with his sympathies of family and with that disinterestedness which we have hardly witnessed 
in any other person. What rare devotion to his friends! What a cloud of witnesses I recall 
who will thankfully and affectionately press his claims to almost the first place among faithful 
and efficient benefactors! I may well say benefactor, for in will and in act he was both early 
and late one of mine, — and never otherwise. ... I know not where we shall find in a man of 
his station and experience a heart so large, or a spirit so blameless and of a childlike 
innocence. L. writes me very truly of the 'opportunity' of his death at a moment and in an 
act so characteristic.  Yes, it is so; and yet he was never out of character, and, at any time, 
would have been found in his place. How sad it is, and will be! He had reached his chosen 
place, and all things were taking happiest form and order under his care. Tis sorrowful that 
such a felicity should be broken up, and that you should be forced now to reconstruct your 
home. But he has not withdrawn far. He has identified himself so much with life and the 
living that we shall find him everywhere a presence of good omen. My love to Elizabeth, and 
Mary, and Gore, and to all the children. He has stood by them until they were sufficient to 
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themselves, and has enjoyed their security and success. — And now that he has gone who 
bound us by blood, I think we must draw a little nearer together, for at this time of day we 
cannot afford to spare any friends. I wonder to think — here, with the ocean betwixt us — 
that I have suffered you to live so near me and have not won from the weeks and months 
more frequent intercourse. I hope L. has cheered you by communicating her hearty affection 
for all she beheld in your husband To my mother he is an irreparable loss. As I look 
homeward now, I miss a friend who constituted much of its worth and attraction for me. But 
I must write you again with more hope.  

Most affectionately yours,  
Waldo E.  

  
 In 1852, Anne, the youngest but one of Mrs. Ripley's children, who had been married about three 
years before to Mr George Loring, then of Concord, died in her mother's house, where she was taken ill on 
a visit, leaving a little boy of less than two years old to her mother's and sisters' care. The next break in 
the circle was the death of her beloved friend and son-in-law, Mr. [George] Simmons, who after leaving 
Waltham had been settled successively in Springfield and Albany, and who came home to die of 
consumption, in the house which his mother had built, next to the "Old Manse."  Mrs. Simmons had 27

been drawn thither from Boston by the friendship which had grown up between the two mothers and 
their families. After his death his wife and children lived with Mrs. Ripley in the manse, the declining 
health of the elder Mrs. Simmons requiring quiet and freedom from the noisy life of young children. In a 
few years Mrs. Simmons died. After this the younger Mrs. Simmons removed to the house which her 
children inherited from their grandmother. But this was so near to the manse that it was hardly a 
separation. In the year 1860 the youngest of these children [Lucia Simmons], a beautiful girl of five 
years, was taken away from the little group by death, — another sorrow for that sympathizing heart 
which more than ever lived in the life of her children. The death of Mrs. [Martha] Bartlett, the sister of 
Mrs. Ripley, soon followed. And then came the war, which laid such a load upon the hearts of parents, 
and of those who, loving their country as one, could not be at peace while she Was divided, or while other 
hearts bled. Many of Mrs. Ripley's former pupils and the sons of her friends and pupils, the flower of our 
youth, were in the army. Her own youngest son, Ezra, was there, and died in 1863, on the Mississippi, 
near Vicksburg, in the service of the Union, leaving a young wife tenderly loved by his family. 
 All these events and anxieties laid a most heavy burden upon her loving and tender heart. Her 
youngest daughter [Sophia], married  just before the beginning of the war, still remains, however, "a 28

star of hope," "a haven of rest," amid the sad forebodings and sorrows of the times. The young pair 
settled at Milton, and after a time assumed the care of the little orphan boy, their sister Annie's child, 
who had grown too old to be left solely to feminine guidance; an arrangement for which Mrs. Ripley's 
satisfaction and gratitude find continual expression in her letters. With her daughter Mrs. Simmons at the 
next door, the life of growing children was still a constant spring of interest and hope. Elizabeth, the 
eldest daughter, now the housekeeper of the manse, gave always the same hospitable welcome to old and 

 George Simmons had contracted typhus while in Albany, NY.27

 To Mr. James B. Thayer, then a lawyer in Boston, now a professor in th« Law School of Harvard University.28
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newer friends which had distinguished the Waltham home, and many were the cordial gatherings that 
kept alive the social flame — where each brought some contribution of fragrant wood or spice to cast 
upon the fire. Visits to her daughter at Milton, and the hopes and joys that came into her life with the 
birth of her daughter's two boys, of whom the grandmamma now made herself the playfellow, varied her 
life with scenes in which no sad associations bore a part.  

 Among the letters belonging to the period following Mrs. Ripley's removal to Concord, there are two 
or three to Mrs. Francis [Abba] which may be inserted here:  

MRS. RIPLEY TO MRS. FRANCIS.  
1849.  

 I received, dear friend, your affectionate note and invitation, but cannot accept, as I have 
engaged to prepare two youths for college, and cannot leave them any day but Saturday. So, 
on some Saturday when baking and other cares do not prevent, I shall see you, I hope. But 
why not come and see me ? I do wish you would. It seems so long since we have walked and 
talked together, and compared notes of experience as we have been wont to do from earliest 
days. Your form and face the first time I saw you are as vivid at this moment as at that. How 
long a piece we have traveled together! Ere long we shall be called to set our houses in order 
and go, we know not whither. But death is an event as natural as birth, and faith makes it as 
full of promise. But faith, alas! is denied to certain minds, and submission must take its place. 
The Unknown, which lighted the morning of life, will hallow and make serene its evening. 
Conscious or unconscious, we shall rest in the lap of the Infinite. 

Concord, January 21st, 1850.  
Dear Friend, —  
 I am grieved to learn that you are not in good spirits. Now that you know where the seat 
of the evil is, why not come to Concord to refit? Here is the solid day. 'Hic focus, et tadce 
pingues, hic plurimus ignis! — 'Sunt nobis mitia poma.' — ' Pocida * * novo spumantia lade.' 
Come, let us have a revival in friendship; let us realize the dreams of our youth. I know you 
will think your place at home cannot be supplied; but, dear Abba, this is the form the fiend 
takes when the pressure of the responsibilities of life is breaking down the conscientious, 
self-devoted spirit. The balance between soul and body must be restored, if you would 
effectually help those you love, and I know they must be ready to make any sacrifices which 
your absence from home may require. Come, not for days or weeks, but till the tabernacle of 
flesh is in thorough repair. I cannot say how much I should enjoy your presence, dear friend 
of my earliest and best days. Did not your father then smile on our union? Let us live for a 
while in the past.  

Yours with undying love, 
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S. A. R. 

Concord, October 28th, 1850.  
Dear Friend, —  
 The yearly offering of the Old Manse comes this year in the shape of early apples, the 
russets not being in eating yet. John L. Russell made me a visit yesterday with his 
microscope, and showed me the internal structure of mosses and lichens. I had seen 
engravings of the same before, but never the beautiful and curious organization itself. How I 
wished you were here, you, the one among many, who have eyes and ears for such things! 
Dearest friend, I hope we shall see you before winter shuts us in; ever welcome will your 
presence be to us. 

MRS. RIPLEY TO HER DAUGHTER MRS. THAYER.  [Sophia] 

Dear Sophy, —  
 I cannot let Lizzie go to you empty-handed, though the week's stockings from both 
houses are staring me in the face. The asparagus bed, with its endless weeds, takes great part 
of my mornings, but neither fruits, flowers, nor weeds can vie with you. I am picking up 
some strength in the asparagus bed, wrestling with the weeds. I charge you, as Dr. Allyn did 
the old minister at his ordination, to set out an asparagus bed. You can't think how little I 
know of what is going on in the penetralia of the establishment. As I am relieved from its 
duties, I am secure from its labors and vexations, which I hope you have escaped forever, 
though there are al ways recruits enough in the march of life. May heaven send you a niggard 
share and give you strength to wrestle with them! If you have no more stumbling-blocks than 
how thick to make flour starch, I fear you have not gone far in the march.  
 I want all the family to see how pleasantly you are situated. I do not remember 
particulars enough to be a satisfactory narrator. It is sad to think that I am so fast becoming 
good for nothing for society, but, thank heaven, I led a lonely life of study in my youth, and 
return to it as rest with satisfaction. Thank heaven, the flowers still bloom, the birds sing, the 
Greek tragedies have floated down the stream of time, I can love and dream still of those 
who are dear to me, till absorbed into the bosom of the Infinite from which I came.  
 You do not know how much I miss you, not only when I struggle in and out of my mortal 
envelopes, and pump my nightly potation, and no longer pour into your sympathizing ear my 
senile gossip; but all the day I muse away, almost unconscious that I am a member still of this 
busy house, since the sound of your voice no longer rouses me to sympathy with your joys or 
sorrows."          
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 G.’s letter of yesterday shows that he is disabused of his first notion, — that the war is to 
be set down to some mistake or mismanagement on the part of the President. It is strange to 
hear him talk of joining the army. The Northern enthusiasm gives me a new idea of the love 
of country as an idea realized. Who could have dreamed a year ago of political cabals, private 
interests, 'hunkerdom,' as Carlyle would call it, merged in one grand stream of men and 
money uniting to preserve the Union? I neither know nor care for politics in any form, and 
yet I am drawn into the vortex.” 

[June, 1861]  
Dear Sophy, —  
 The weekly bulletin due from my den will be delayed till Monday on account of Ezra's 
patriotism. We received a message from him that on Friday he should appear at the Old 
Manse with his company, and should expect plenty of lemonade and a hearty welcome. They 
marched up, as the Fitchburg Railroad was not patriotic enough to bring them gratis; arrived 
about twelve o'clock at Concord Square, found an entertainment provided for them gratis at 
the town hall, to which the two families contributed cake and pies. Emma, as usual, was 
ready with sandwiches and other dainties. After the repast was cheering, and Ezra introduced 
John Garrison to them and explained his relation to Concord and himself, and so John got an 
extra cheer. Then they moved to the Monument, followed, of course, by men, women, and 
children. There George Brooks welcomed them with a patriotic address. We went through 
the orchard and looked over the wall. After the speech was over and a salute returned, they 
leaped over the wall and marched through the high grass, through the entry, and out of the 
front door, where they were treated to plenty of lemonade. Then Ezra showed them the 
miniatures of the fathers and grandfathers of the Revolution, and, after a tremendous noise 
which they called a military salute, they turned their faces homeward, to march as far as 
Lexington, and ride from there to Boston. Ezra expressed his gratitude for the 
entertainment, and seemed not at all disposed to give up his purpose. To me it seemed 
anything but a merry meeting. I am no Spartan mother. — I am looking forward to Phoebe's 
vacation. It is now the great event of the week to look for her on Saturday. I have not had the 
sick headache so much as usual since I gave up tea for wine, but I cannot understand why I 
am available for so little in the way of walk ing or working as I was a year ago. 

 We are sweeping and garnishing your room for Harriet.  I look forward to her coming 29

to mingle my tears with hers, for it is heresy here to be sad about the war. How undeveloped 
a race must be that cannot settle its affairs except by blood and murder! War seems to me no 

 The wife of her son Ezra.29
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better than legalized murder. But women do not know much, and their opinion is only 
worth that much. 
  I hope you will not be discouraged by hard times: the hardest seem to me to be the loss 
of great and good men. I am regarded at home as a regular ‘croak’. 

 Harriet is spending the week with us. Her cheerful self-sacrifice to Ezra's convictions 
raises her much in my esteem; he is her idol, and I shudder to think of the chances of war in 
her behalf. He seems to have enough to do for his fellow-beings, and to enjoy his work. 

  
  
 Sept. — If anything can wake me from the nightmare of war, it is a letter in your 
handwriting. I have just now escaped from my room, beneath the window of which the boys 
are gathering grapes; Will is in his dancing suit, as he makes his debut in the art so important 
to the young man when he is attracted into the magic circle of grace and beauty; he has 
resisted manfully, but is obliged to surrender at last; he has appeared in his best suit, but 
cannot resist a bite at the grapes, notwithstanding many premonitory admonitions. We are 
actually buried beneath pears and apples. We cannot find barrels or baskets to receive them; 
and our neighbors are in the same predicament. I believe Lizzy begins to see her way through 
them by her administrative and philanthropic skill. 
 I can no longer aid the household labors by paring apples, as my fingers have made a 
stand: so I withdraw my diminished head, and give myself up to study, — study, I say, for 
ordinary reading soon ends in ennui or gaping. I am now in close conflict with a Spanish 
singing girl, to whom I am often obliged to nod instead of an answer. I was right glad to 
know that you are shaking hands with your old friends again. I would quote Cicero if I could 
do it correctly, 'Haec studia, juventutem delectant,' etc., — but you can find the sentence.  How 
pleasant it must be for you that James's tendencies are in the same direction! I always count 
upon spurring up my drowsing faculties by a visit at Milton"  
 Things go on as usual. I am always anxious about events, and make mountains out of 
mole-hills. Like the philosopher in Rasselas, I shall imagine by and by that I have a 
responsibility about the motions of the heavenly bodies. To drive off hobgoblins I have taken 
to reading Spanish, and have defeated Belisarius and plunged into a real Spanish tale. What a 
vista! — a whole new language! Mrs. Goodwin likes to hear reading, so I read French novels 
to her and all the war matters, while she knits and sews for the soldiers, — and comfort my 
conscience in that way for my shortcomings..  
 This fearful, destructive war clouds my horizon, not so much for what I have at stake as 
for what seem to me the horrible results of massacre and pillage. I sit in my solitary chamber 
‘and count the ghastly phantoms as they pass’. 
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[Nov. 1861]  
 A terrific night, rain pouring, windows rattling, but Lizzie is up to all occasions, and I 
feel as safe under her patrol as if it were a regular night-guard. Uncle George and Arly still 
cry hallelujah for the war, but such a sad tale as that of young Putnam  and his desolate 30

mother breaks my heart. Oh for a lodge in some vast wilderness, far from the echo of human 
sorrow! I wish this sad topic had not darkened this page to you, for the thought of you and 
your happy home is my star by night. , . . Yesterday the boys set forth with their guns, but it 
rained, and they returned to seek entertainment, quilt ing balls in my chamber. I contributed 
old stockings, and they quilted each a ball, which destroyed two hours at least of the enemy.” 

 It is long since I have held converse with you, yet the thought of you is my Ave and my 
Vigile, — with answering letters from my army friends and mending stockings for both 
houses, not to mention the additions to Gore's outfit for Minnesota. Yesterday I bade him a 
sad adieu, for age is naturally foreboding. I cannot now imagine any errand which can bring 
him home for many a day. He left us for Washington, where he hopes to catch a glimpse of 
Charles. We get letters almost every week from Charles or Ezra. E. says, in his letter of Oct. 
22d,  Everything now looks like fighting in good earnest. In addition to some fifty ships of 
war and transports already in our harbor, today saw the arrival of ten more steamboats 
loaded down with troops, making an addition of some ten thousand to the ten thousand here 
before. And the busy signaling from ship to ship, the noise of the steam as it is constantly 
kept up on board, the frequent shrill whistle and the active plying of the tugs, all tell us that 
an expedition is soon to start in earnest.  31

 "Did you see in the report of the last defeat the familiar names of several of our old 
scholars and acquaintances? I am sad over the loss of lives of so much worth. They fill my day 
and night dreams. 

 May, 1862.  
 This fine morning is sad for those of us who sympathize with the friends of Henry 
Thoreau the philosopher and the woodman. He had his reason to the last, and talked with his 
friends pleasantly, and arranged his affairs, and at last passed in quiet sleep from this state of 
duty and responsibility to that which is behind the veil. His funeral service is to be at the 
church, and Mr. Emerson is to make an address.  

 William Lowell Putnam, killed at Ball's Bluff, October 21, 186130

 This was the expedition to Port Royal which sailed from Fortress Monroe, at the end of October, 1861.31
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 How pleasant it is to see the promise of the coming year ! The children are crazy as usual 
about anemones and violets, and glasses are filled to a surfeit. They never look so pretty as in 
their own first habitat, where nature has had the arranging of them." I have had George 
Sand's autobiography [Histoire de ma vie], — to me well worth reading. 

 Friendships which were the light of that dreary passage of constant labor and homesick 
boys. But you do not like to have me speak so of a home which health and freedom made 
happy to you, and of petty trials which now seem to me a cheap price for my Concord abode 
of freedom and rest for what remains to me of life and hope. 
 

 There is no letter of Mrs. Ripley's which makes any express reference to the death of her youngest son, 
Ezra, in the war, in the summer of 1863. Painful as that event was to her, she seemed to lose the thought 
of her own sorrow in grieving over that of her daughter-in-law, childless and now a widow. The body of 
her son was brought home, and lies buried in the Concord cemetery. … 
 Early in 1867 she began to write to her little grandson, Willy, then three years old, but had written 
only a few lines when she changed the address. The letter is as follows:  

 How we will run about and pick the fresh flowers, and Gamma will tell you their names 
and put them in the glass vases ! Now the fair days are coming, I think we shall like the 
flowers in the field better than those in the garden ; but both are beautiful in their time. If 
grandma wants a garden, you will be willing to help her, like a kind little boy. — Dear James 
and Sophy, I hope to be with you before long and finish this romance which has given me 
such pleasure. You cannot think how much I have enjoyed in my childish com positions: they 
have helped off and whiled away many a weary hour. I am afraid I shall be very jealous when 
others come to take their share.  
 
                                               

  
 Oh, how I count the days till the dear little fellows will be here ! I have plans for their 
amusement. I hope they will have a good time. Every day will bring a flower. How pleasant it 
will be to be with you and the dear ones ! I shall live another life. I may be childish, but there 
are no limits to love.  

Your affectionate mother,  
"S. A. R.”  
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 And with these beautiful words, ends her last letter. Gradually failing strength brought now a short 
eclipse. She remained at Concord, in the house of her daughter Mary, and there, in the arms of her 
children, in the summer of 1867, she fell asleep. Of these last days her friend Mr. Sanborn has 
beautifully said, "At length there came a time, after many shocks to her health and her affections given 
by bereaving age, when even such unselfish pleasures were denied to this sweetest of human souls. He who 
drops or withdraws the veil at the gates of mortal life was pleased to make her re moval hence after the 
joys of earth had ceased to touch her with delight, and when the spectacle of her affliction recon ciled 
those about her to the interposition of death. She has carried with her beyond these shores of anguish 
and doubt the love of a thousand friends and the enduring record of well-spent days."  
 Five of Mrs. Ripley's children survive her, — the three oldest daughters, Elizabeth, Mary, and 
Phcebe; her oldest son, Christopher Gore, — for many years a lawyer in Minnesota, and chief justice of 
that State at the time of his retirement from business ; and her youngest daughter, Sophia.  
 On the stone which marks Mrs. Ripley's grave in the beautiful cemetery at Concord, her children 
placed an inscription containing a part of the passage with which Tacitus ends his Life of Agricola. It 
was a passage which was specially dear to her: many of her friends will recall the fine glow of feeling 
with which she has read or quoted it ; and to these it will always be associated with her memory. I cannot 
better close this imperfect sketch of her life than by giving the whole of it: of no one was it ever more 
worthily spoken than of her. The words inclosed in brackets are those which are on her gravestone.  
  

Si quis piorum manibus locus; si, ut sapientibus placet, non cum corpore 
exstinguuntur magnae animse; [placide quiescas, nosque, domum tuam, ab infirmo 
desiderio et mulie- bribus lamentis ad contemplationem virtutum tuarum voces, 
quas neque lugeri neque plangi fas est: admiratione te potius, temporalibus 
laudibus, et, si natura suppeditet, similitudine decoremus.] Is verus honos, ea 
conjunctissimi cujusque pietas. Id filiae quoque uxorique praeceperim, sic patris, 
sic mariti memoriam venerari, ut omnia facta dictaque ejus secum revolvant ; 
famamque ac figuram animi magis quam corporis complectantur: non quia 
intercedendum putem imaginibus, quae marmore aut aere finguntur, sed ut vultus 
hominum, ita simu lacra vultus imbecilla ac mortalia sunt, forma mentis aeterna, 
quam tenere et exprimere non per alienam materiam et artem, sed tuis ipse 
moribus possis. Quidquid ex Agricola amavimus, quidquid mirati sumus, manet 
mansurumque est in animis hominum, in aeternitate temporum, fama rerum. Nam 
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multos veterum, velut inglorios et ignobiles oblivio obruet: Agricola posteritati 
narratus et traditus superstes erit.  32

 

  
 Out of a number of tender and appreciative notices of Mrs. Ripley's death which were written at the 
time, it seems well to add here one by Mr. R. W. Emerson, which has al ready been referred to, and another 
by Mr. Henry Lee, of Boston, one of her old pupils, for whom she always cherished a most cordial regard. 

Mr. Emerson's notice was printed in the Boston "Daily Advertiser" of July 31, 1867, and is as follows:  

 Died in Concord, Massachusetts, on the 26th of July, 1867, Mrs. Sarah Alden Ripley, 
aged seventy- four years. The death of this lady, widely known and beloved, will be sin cerely 
deplored by many persons scattered in distant parts of the country, who have known her rare 
accomplishments and the singular loveliness of her character. A lineal descendant of the first 
governor of Plymouth Colony, she was happily born and bred. Her father, Gamaliel 
Bradford, was a sea-captain of marked ability, with heroic traits which old men will still 
remember, and though a man of action yet adding a taste for letters. Her brothers, younger 
than herself, were scholars, but her own taste for study was even more decided. At a time 
when perhaps no other young woman read Greek, she acquired the language with ease and 
read Plato, — adding soon the advantage of German commentators.  
 After her marriage, when her husband, the well-known clergyman of Waltham, received 
boys in his house to be fitted for college, she assumed the advanced instruction in Greek and 
Latin, and did not fail to turn it to account by extending her studies in the literature of both 
languages. It soon happened that students from Cambridge were put under her private 
instruction and oversight. If the young men shared her delight in the book, she was 
interested at once to lead them to higher steps and more difficult but not less engaging 
authors, and they soon learned to prize the new world of thought and history thus opened. 
Her best pupils became her lasting friends. She became one of the best Greek scholars in the 

 If there is a place where the spirits of the just dwell, if (as the wise are fond of saying) great souls do not end with 32

the body, may you rest in peace and may you summon us, your family, from vain regrets and unmanly tears to the 
contemplation of your virtues, which to mourn and bewail is unseemly. Let us rather honour you with our admiration 
and unending praise, and (if nature gives us strength) with the will to emulate: this is the best tribute, this the true 
piety of one’s nearest kin. To your daughter and your wife alike I should presume to offer one advice: so to venerate a 
father’s and a husband’s memory as to have ever present in their minds all his words and acts and to cherish the form 
and figure of his character, rather than of his body. It is not that I am against images shaped out of marble or bronze, 
but that, like the human face, its effigies are empty and transitory, whereas the nature of the mind is eternal and such 
that it may be held and expressed not by external materials and art, but by proper conduct in our own lives. Whatever 
we loved and admired in Agricola remains and will remain in the hearts of men for all time, thanks to the record of his 
deeds. Oblivion has erased the memory of many men in the past that lacked distinction and nobility. Agricola, whose 
story is told here and passed on to posterity, will survive. 
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country, and continued, in her latest years, the habit of reading Homer, the tragedians, and 
Plato. But her studies took a wide range in mathematics, in natural philosophy, in psychology, 
in theology, as well as in ancient and modern literature. She had always a keen ear open to 
what ever new facts astronomy, chemistry, or the theories of light and heat had to furnish. 
Any knowledge, all knowledge, was welcome. Her stores increased day by day. She was 
absolutely without pedantry. Nobody ever heard of her learning until a necessity came for its 
use, and then nothing could be more simple than her solution of the problem proposed to 
her. The most intellectual gladly conversed with one whose knowledge, however rich and 
varied, was always with her only the means of new acquisition. Meantime, her mind was 
purely receptive. She had no ambition to propound a theory, or to write her own name on 
any book, or plant, or opinion. Her delight in books was not tainted by any wish to shine, or 
any appetite for praise or influence. She seldom and unwillingly used a pen, and only for 
necessity or affection.  
 But this wide and successful study was, during all the hours of middle life, only the work 
of hours stolen from sleep, or was combined with some household task which occupied the 
hands and left the eyes free. She was faithful to all the duties of wife and mother in a well-
ordered and eminently hospitable household, wherein she was dearly loved, and where  

                                
 'her heart  

Life's lowliest duties on itself did lay.’ 
  

 She was not only the most amiable, but the tenderest of women, wholly sincere, 
thoughtful for others, and, though careless of appearances, submitting with docility to the 
better arrangements with which her children or friends insisted on supplementing her own 
negligence of dress ; for her own part indulging her children in the greatest freedom, 
assured that their own reflection, as it opened, would supply all needed checks. She was 
absolutely without appetite for luxury, or display, or praise, or influence, with entire 
indifference to trifles. Not long before her marriage, one of her intimate friends in the city, 
whose family were removing, proposed to her to go with her to the new house, and, taking 
some articles in her own hand, by way of trial artfully put into her hand a broom, whilst she 
kept her in free conversation on some speculative points, and this she faithfully carried across 
Boston Common, from Summer Street to Hancock Street, without hesitation or remark.  

 Though entirely domestic in her habit and inclination, she was everywhere a welcome 
visitor, and a favorite of society, when she rarely entered it. The elegance of her tastes recom 
mended her to the elegant, who were swift to distinguish her as they found her simple 
manners faultless. With her singular simplicity and purity, such as society could not spoil, 
nor much affect, she was only entertained by it, and really went into it as children into a 
theatre, — to be diverted, — while her ready sympathy enjoyed whatever beauty of person, 
manners, or ornament it had to show. If there was conversation, if there were thought or 
learning, her interest was commanded, and she gave herself up to the happiness of the hour. 
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As she advanced in life, her personal beauty, not remarked in youth, drew the notice of all, 
and age brought no fault but the brief decay and eclipse of her intellectual powers. 

The following article, by Mr. Lee, appeared in the Boston "Evening Transcript" of August 8, 
1867:  
 "The following tribute comes from one who speaks from experiences which he treasures 
in his memory as among the richest blessings of his life. There are many with like grate ful 
remembrances who will respond with all their hearts to his every word, and thank him for 
giving expression to their esteem and love for one who, whilst she was their teacher, was 
also the truest and kindest of friends, — almost a mother in the gentleness of her 
disinterested devotion to their best welfare.  

‘Weep not; she is not dead, but sleepeth.’  

 


