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"'D

by Elise Linn Prentis

tn August, 1834, a most extraordinary and yet, in some ways, quite
ordinary Englishwoman named Harriet Martineau set sail for the United
States where she intended to travel for two years. Thirty-two years old and
already famous on both sides of the Atlantic, she was, in her own phrase,
"Lafayetted" wherever she went. Famous statesmen hastened to calion her,
six carriages were placed at her disposal, hostesses vied for her presence at
social events. But one year later, in August of 1835, a spontaneous and
courageous action on her part caused the doors which had been open to her
to be abruptly slammed shut.
Her extensive peregrinations were recorded in two books, Society in
America and Retrospect of Western Travel. Society in America is a peculiar
book in which she attempted to take the Declaration of Independence as her
yardstick and to measure against it institutions in the United States as she
actually found them. The results are highly theoretical, disorganized, and
except for certain flashes of insight, virtually unreadable today. Retrospect of
Western Travel which she herself says she wrote hurriedly, is a straight travel
book and, probably because it was a less serious endeavor, it has a quality of
ad lib freshness, particularly in the first volume.
In Harriet Martineau: A Radical Victorian, R. K. Webb has dealt
extensively with the socio-political aspects of Society in America, but Harriet
Martineau's actual travel experiences in America have failed to interest her
biographers. Her travels would have been remarkable for anyone in that era.
They were particularly remarkable for an Englishwoman who was almost
stone deaf and who, for long periods in her life, suffered from extremely poor
health.

*

*

*

*

*

Elise Linn Prentis is· a free lance writer with a special interest in nineteenth century
United States history and the relationship between France and the United States. She
attended the Syracuse University School of Information Studies.
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Harriet Martineau was born in Norwich, England, in 1802, the sixth
child of Thomas and Elizabeth Martineau, of Huguenot descent. Her father
was a manufacturer of bombasine, a heavy silk twill fabric which was almost
impervious to wear and hence dear to the hearts of Victorian dressmakers.
Unitarian by religion, the family had its roots solidly in the English middle
class which supplied so much of the substrata of the Victorian literary
tradition.
Like most Victorian childhoods, hers was unhappy. She suffered from
irrational fears, indigestion, and an unsympathetic mother. The only thing
which was unusual about all this was her growing deafness. By the time she
was fourteen she was convinced that she would eventually have to make use
of an ear trumpet. This felicitous instrument was to become so much a part
of her personality that by the time of her trip to America one gentleman in
Cincinnati went so far as to write a sonnet on it.
In the introduction to Society in America she states:
I laboured under only one peculiar disadvantage that I am aware
of; but that one is incalculable. I mean my deafness. This does
not endanger the accuracy of my information, I believe, as fat as
it goes; because I carry a trumpet of remarkable fidelity; an
instrument, moreover, which seems to exert some winning power,
by which I gain more in t~te-a-t€tes than is given to people who
hear general conversation. Probably its charm consists in the new
feeling which it imparts of ease and privacy in conversing with a
deaf person. 1
Her formal education was desultory, consisting of two years'
attendance at a mixed grammar school and a year and a haIrs study in Bristol
under a well-known Unitarian clergyman.
Between 1823 and 1826 she had a passing romance with a young
clergyman who was subsequently to suffer a mental collapse and die. During
this period her father's fortunes began to fail in the depressions following the
Napoleonic Wars, and, encouraged by her brother James, she had begun to
write. Her first works were largely devotional and not very successful outside
the family circle.
The books which she published only after the gravest difficulties and
disappointments, but which were to make her famous, were her Illustrations
of Political Economy. In two and a half years, she produced three series of
tales on political economy, on taxation, and on the Poor Laws .. .in all,
thirty-four volumes. Each of these stories was intended to illustrate a
well-known economic fact or theory. By today's standards they were full of
propaganda and moralizing, but they met a current need and they were
eagerly read.
IHarriet Martineau, Society in America, London, Saunders and Otley, 1938, VoU
p. XVIII.
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In an article in Colophon, Earnest Calkins states:
Today it is hard to understand the success of these little books,
for their success was beyond dispute. The sales reached ten
thousand. They were translated into most European languages;
Queen Adelaide was graciously pleased, and the Earl of Durham
made the Princess Victoria read the whole lot, to the acquiring of
ideas which later influenced her reign. 2
She was immediately lionized. She .enjoyed the attention but she was
still furiously producing her books and the demands. on her time were often
onerous. "I had," she observes, "an immense acquaintance, no carriage, and
no time."
She had also become politically influential. Cabinet ministers and the
Lord Chancellor himself came to her for advice about various measures they
were preparing. It was all very heady to be a sort of nineteenth century
Dorothy Thompson, but it was also exhausting. Like Dorothy Thompson a
hundred years later, she had an innate ability to meet and mingle with the
most notable men and women of her time. She never had to go to them, they
came to her.
When the series on Political Economy was finished, she decided to take
a long holiday. She originally planned to journey through Italy and
Switzerland, but Lord Henley, a relative of the Lord Chancellor, suggested
that she visit America instead:
"Whatever else mayor may not be true about the Americans," he
said to her, "it is certain that they have got at principles of justice
and mercy in their treatment of the least happy classes of society
that we should do well to understand. Will you not go, and tell us
what they are?,,3
So eloquent a plea could hardly be resisted by a nature that was both
curious and quietly militant, and so, in August of 1834, she went.

*

*

*

*

*

In the opening paragraph of his chapter on Harriet Martineau in
America, R.K. Webb gives the following explanation of the British interest in
America during this period.
As Western observers streamed to Russia in the twenties and
thirties of this century, so European observers traveled to the
United States in the nineteenth century. They went to see a great
experiment in action, and, as in the parallel case a century later,
their intentions and conclusions were determined less by the
2Earn~st Elmo Calkins, "Harriet Martineau; Deaf Blue-Stocking," Colophon, New
YOrK~ c

1933, pt. 14, no. 2.

3John Cranstoun Nevill, Harriet Martineau, London, F. Muller, Ltd., 1943, p. 64.

5

country they visited than by their hopes and fears for society at
home. The literature of nineteenth-century travel in America is
immense, and almost without exception it angered the Americans. Americans, then as now, were painfully concerned about
what the rest of the world thought about them, and the visitors
seemed condescending, hasty, stuffy, malicious, prejudiced, or
blind.4
The British came expecting to find an England in macrocosm and when
they found something quite different they felt surprised and rebuffed. Small
differences in custom and manners which would have been passed off
graciously in Persia, say, or the Far East, seemed ridiculously irritating in a
people so newly evolved from the mother country.
The general offense was, of course, the egalitarian tone of American
manners, the absence of domestic help except in the south, and the complete
lack of subservience everywhere.
But the small things seemed to be even more annoying. Chief among
these was the ubiquitous American habit of chewing tobacco and spitting out
the juice. Spitting was no respecter of classes. Congressman spat, judges spat,
as well as stagecoach drivers and the ordinary fellow guests at one's hotel.
Washington dignitaries spat into marble fireplaces, commercial travelers spat
on the decks of river steamboats: it was all one and the same, a sort of
national disease.
Miss Martineau, usually tolerant, was adamant in this case:
I will say nothing but the practice is at too bad a pass to leave
hope that anything that could be said in books would work a
cure. If the floors of boarding houses, and decks of steamboats
and the carpets of the Capitol do not sicken the Americans into a
reform; if the warnings of physicians are of no avail. what remains
to be said?5
Another foible of American life which grated on Miss Martineau's nerves
was the rocking chair.
In these small inns the disagreeable practice of rocking in the
chair is seen in its excess. In the inn parlour are three or four
rocking-chairs, in which sit ladies who are vibrating in different
directions, and at various velocities, so as to try the head of a
stranger almost as severely as the tobacco-chewer his stomach.
How this lazy and ungraceful indulgence ever became general I
cannot imagine; but the nation seems so wedded to it, I see little
chance of its being forsaken. When American ladies come to live
in Europe they frequently send home for a rocking cnair .. .It is
4 R. K. Webb, Harriet Martineau: A Radical Victorian, New York, Columbia University
Press, 1960, p. 134.
5Martineau, Society in America, Vol. II, p. 200.
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well that the gentleman can be satisfied to sit still, or the world
might be treated with the spectacle of the sublime American
Senate in a new position; its fifty-two senators see-sawing in full
deliberation, like the wise birds of a rookery in a breeze. 6
Such habits were petty annoyances. The burning issue which really
aroused the sympathies and concern of the English, was, of course, slavery.
This curious anomaly of a large servile class in the midst of a population
whose most cherished ideas had to do with freedom and equality, interested
and puzzled the foreigner, and set him to wondering just what the outcome
would be. A great deal was said and written about slavery in these years; no
one seems to have taken it lightly, though the question had by no means
assumed the menacing proportions that it assumed a few years later.
It is difficult for anyone who has not studied the period to realize that
there were only a handful of abolitionists in the United States at this time
and these were regarded as dangerous crackpots. They were subject to all
sorts of indignities from the better as well as the lower orders of society as
Harriet was to witness.
Unsure of her reception as an Englishwoman, Harriet thought the
Americans might think it ostentatious of her to travel with a rpaid. However,
because of her deafness, she felt she should have some companion. A solution
was found in the person of Miss Louisa Jeffrey, a lady of "superior
qualifications," anxious to travel but not rich enough to do so. In return for
her expenses she agreed to go along as companion and to take care of the
business arrangements of the trip. Of all the personages to be encountered on
this safari, none remains so shadowy as Miss Jeffrey. She was apparently a
paragon of every virtue, but no one has any more to say than that. She was to
return home before the end of the two years without any ill feelings on either
side.
The moment of first landing in a foreign city is commonly spoken
of as a perfect realization of forlorness. My entrance upon
American life was anything but this. The spirits of my companions and myself were in a holy-day dance while we were
receiving our first impressions; and New York always afterward
bore an air of gayety to me from the association of the early
pleasures of foreign travel.
Apartments had been secured for us at a boarding-house in
Broadway, and a hackney-coach was in waiting at the wharf. The
moonlight was flickering through the trees of the Battery, the
insects were buzzing all about us, the catydids were grinding, and
all the sounds, except human voices, were quite unlike all we had
heard for six weeks. 7
6Haniet Martineau, Retrospect of Western Travel, London, Saunders and Otley, New
York, Harper Brothers, 1838, Vol. I, p. 72.

7Ibid., p. .35-36.
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This is Harriet at her best and liveliest, quite the opposite of the weighty
political thinker of Society in America.
On her first walk down Broadway she was so busy looking around she
was nearly run down by the fire-engines. Fires in New York were a nightly, or
for that matter, daily affair. Captain Basil Hall, traveling in 1827, was so
appalled that he asked the city of Edinburgh to send the city of New York a
recently invented trough-like apparatus by which a stream of water could be
sent directly at the flames. On May 10, 1834, the following "Notice to
Firemen" was issued:
The large bell on the City Hall has, under the direction of the
committee of Public Buildings and Repairs, been so fixed that it
will be rung for fires, and the city laid out, or divided into
districts for the purpose of informing firemen of the direction of
the fires. 8
She was to witness the great New York fire of December 16, 1835,
which destroyed nearly seven hundred houses in seventeen blocks, mainly
large shipping and wholesale drygoods and grocery houses. It was the section
which contained the banks, the stock exchange, and the post office, the very
heart of the city.
She went to the Unitarian Church in Chamber Street where she was
greatly impressed by the devotional part of the service. When it was over, the
minister came down from his pulpit, addressed her as an old friend and, since
he was a guest pastor and not from New York City, requested her to accept
the hospitality of his home when she should visit Philadelphia. It was typical
of the reception she was to meet everywhere she went. People simply
couldn't do enough for her.
She was soon receiving distinguished visitors such as General Mason, the
father of the young governor of Michigan, and Governor Cass, then Secretary
of War. The man who impressed her most was Albert Gallatin, who as the
first Secretary of the Treasury was largely responsible for the monetary
structure of the United States. A native of Switzerland who had served
extensively abroad, he was able to speak from a European as well as an
American point of view. He was the ideal person to provide Miss Martineau
with background information on a number of wide-reaching subjects which
interested her.
On an excursion to an estate at "High Wood" two miles beyond
Hoboken, she was shown the spot where Hamilton had fought his fatal duel
with Aaron Burr. This provoked some reflections on dueling, a subject she
was to return to when she visited New Orleans.
The chapter closes with one of the few criticisms of British manners to
be found in all the vast bulk of travelers' reports of the period.
81. N. Phelps Stokes, The Iconography ofManhattan Island, 1498-1909, VI Vois., New
York, Amos Press, 1967, Vol. V, p. 1727.
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One of the first impressions of a foreigner in New York is of the
extreme insolence and vulgarity of certain young Englishmen,
who thus make themselves very conspicuous. Well-mannered
Englishmen are scarcely distinguishable from the natives, and thus
escape observation; while every commercial traveller who sneers
at republicanism all day long, and every impertinent boy, leaving
home for the first time, with no understanding or sympathy for
anything but what he has been accustomed to see at home,
obtrudes himself upon the notice, and challenges the congeniality
of such countrymen and countrywomen as he can contrive to put
himself in the way of. 9
The other side of the coin.
It is difficult to establish the exact chronology of Harriet's travels
because she contradicted herself slightly between the introduction to Society
in America and Retrospect of Western Travel. This is further complicated by
a chronology published by William Seat in 1959. 10 This is in error in at least
one respect when he states that she did not meet Dr. Hosack until 1835. Dr.
Hosack died in December of 1835 just after the great New York fire. Since
Harriet refers to his death as having taken place sometime after her stay at his
estate at Hyde Park, it is almost incontrovertible that she met him when she
says she did, on her first trip up the Hudson in the early fall of 1834.
Everyone rhapsodized over the Hudson and Harriet is no exception.
I went three times up the Hudson; and, if I lived at New York,
should be tempted to ascend it three times a week during
summer. Yet the greater number ofladies on board the steamboat
remained in the close cabin among the crying babies, even while
we were passing the finest scenery of the river. They do not share
the taste of a gentleman who, when I was there, actually made
the steamboat his place of abode during the entire summer
season, sleeping on board at Albany and New York on alternate
nights, and gazing at the shores all the day long with apparently
undiminishing delight. 11
At West Point she had one of her most intriguing encounters. She had
gotten up early in the morning and walked down to Kosciusko's Garden.
Kosciusko was, of course, General Kosciusko, the Polish patriot who served
with such distinction during the revolution. The garden had been his favourite
retreat. Here she stayed for some time, thinking herself alone, until she
chanced to meet a solitary cadet coming down the steps. The cadet accosted
9 Martineau, Retrospect of Western Travel, Vol. I, p. 42.
10William Seat, Jr., "Harriet Martineau in America," Notes and Queries, 1959, 204:6,
p. 207-208.
11Martineau, Retrospect of Western Travel, Vol. I, p. 43.
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her and offered to show her the points of interest of the Academy. "We had,"
she says, "a long conversation about his academical life." It paints a rather
charming picture, this chance encounter between an English lady with an ear
trumpet, and a lone cadet, at five in the morning. Among the sights he
showed her was the library which at this time was housed on the third floor
of one of the older buildings. It consisted of several thousand volumes mostly
on military history and engineering. (The building was destroyed by fire in
1838, but the cadets managed to carry out most of the books.)12
After Harriet had ferreted out every detail of the administrative and
daily life of the Academy, they engaged in a dialogue on the ill-use of
tobacco. The cadet admitted that it had "extensively and irreparably injured
his health." Harriet asked him if he did not mean to leave it off. He replied
that he did not, as it would take him three weeks to cure himself, and he
could not learn his lessons without it. Tobacco in one form or another seems
to be a problem as old as the United States itself.
Aboard the boat, which unfortunately she never described, she found
that Mr. Edward Livingston was one of the passengers. Her letters of
introduction. were at the bottom of her trunk, but they did not hesitate to
make themselves known to each other. Mr. Livingston, of one of the great
Hudson River families, had served several terms in Congress, as Secretary of
State in 1831, and as Minister to France in 1833. However, the achievement
which most recommended him to Miss Martineau was his reform of the
Louisiana penal laws into the famous Louisiana Code. Prison reform was, as
we shall see, one of Harriet's pet hobbyhorses. They were seated on the top
deck, deep in a discussion of the government of Louis Philippe when a great
hissing of steam made them look up to see that they were at Hyde Park and
Dr. Hosack and a party ofladies were waiting on the wharf.
Dr. Hosack was another one of the remarkable characters of the period,
combining the practice and teaching of medicine with a deep interest in
botany. He had occupied the chairs of both Botany and Materia Medica at
Columbia College. He had also had the sad honour of acting as Hamilton's
second at the time of his fatal duel with Aaron Burr. Dr. Hosack had married
a wealthy widow and her fortune enabled him to buy a seven hundred acre
estate at Hyde Park. He made extensive changes and additions to the house
which included an extra wing to house his library. The library numbered
between four and five thousand volumes, many of them autographed
presentation copies. 13 Good private libraries were extremely rare in the
United States at this time, the era of the great private collectors was yet to
come. English visitors usually commented on the poor reading habits of the
Americans, which they attributed, as usual, to the national preoccupation
with making money.
12Letter from Egon A. Weiss, Librarian, United States Military Academy at West Point,
February 19, 1967.
13Christine Chapman Robbins, David Hosack: Citizen of New York, Philadelphia, The
American Philosophical Society, 1964, p. 177.
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After an enjoyable visit with the hospitable Dr. Hosack, Miss Martineau
and Miss Jeffrey spent a few days at Pine Orchard House near Catskill, high in
the mountains, commanding an unsurpassed view of the river. Pine Orchard
House was typical of the hotels which were being built during this period,
spacious by European standards because of the plentiful supply of lumber but
often lacking in the amenities to which the foreign traveler was accustomed.
They were situated, not as the old frontier taverns were situated, on the main
avenues of travel, but near spots of scenic beauty where the visitor could be
expected to l~nger for days or even weeks.
After this she left New York State to pay a visit to the Sedgewick
family in Stockbridge, Massachusetts. Catherine Sedgewick was a prominent
novelist of the period and she and Harriet became great friends, a friendship
to be marred after Harriet's return to England when she made a rather
unfortunate comment about Miss Sedgewick's writing.
She had previously arranged to meet with a party of shipmates at
Albany, for the purpose of, as she put it, "traversing the State of New York."
New York State in the 1830's was in a ferment of rapid transition and
change. The successful conclusion of the War of 1812 had made the interior
once more safe for settlers and new towns were springing up literally out of
the forest in the central and western portion of the state. The famous
Genesee road which still survives in the Genesee Street of several cities such as
Utica and Syracuse, was built westward from Fort Schuyler, or Utica, in 1794
and was extended to Buffalo in 1798. The usefulness of this road, which at its
best was very poor, was much diminished by the building of the Erie Canal.
So cheaply was freight carried and so popular was canal travel that by 1836,
the waterway had turned into the state treasury more than its costs. Few
British visitors escaped a stretch on a canal boat, and most, including the
usually intrepid Miss Martineau, made unfavorable remarks.
Before leaving Albany she had an interview with Mr. Van Buren, with
whom she was not impressed, and visited the Van Rensselaer Manor House of
1765, erected by Stephen Van Rensselaer, II, third Lord of the Manor. (In
1893 it was removed to the campus of Williams College.)14 After barely a
glimpse of the shrubbery, she returned to breakfast and then proceeded by
railroad to Schenectady. The line from Albany to Schenectady was the first
railroad to be completed in New York State. At Schenectady Miss Martineau
and her shipmates immediately stepped into a canalboat for Utica.
It is typical of her eclectic taste in people that her party aboard ship
consisted of a German and a Dutch gentleman, a Prussian physician and a
young South Carolinian. Usually, English travelers traveled only with other
English travelers. At the Congress Hall Hotel in Albany on October 6, before
starting the trip, they had agreed to a division of labor among gentlemen: one
to arrange lodgings, one to take care of the eating department, one to pay the
14Codman Hislop, Albany, Dutch, English, and American, Albany, Argus Press, 1936,
p.163.
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bills, and one to take care of the luggage. Each was adorned with an
appropriate badge of office, a corncob, a bankbill, etc. It is hard to believe
that the Victorians had their lighter moments, but they did.
In addition to dirt, noise, low bridges, etc., aboard the canal boat, Miss
Martineau and her party were subjected to another annoyance in the form of
sixteen Presbyterian clergymen.
These sixteen gentlemen, on their way to a Convention at Utica,
could not wait til they got there to begin their devotional
observances, but obtruded them upon the passengers in a most
unjustifiable manner. They were not satisfied with saying an
almost interminable grace before and after each meal, but shut up
the cabin for prayers before dinner; for missionary conversation
in the afternoon, and for scripture reading and prayers quite late
into the night, keeping tired travellers from their rest, and
everyone from his fair allowance of fresh air .15
This was a far from unusual occurence. Many English travelers
complained of the ignorance and bigotry of the clergymen who forced
themselves upon their acquaintance.
Utica, she thought the most "extempore" place she had yet seen,
looking as though it had "sprung up out of some sudden need." After a night
at Bagg's hotel they were able to secure a neat, clean stage to take them to
Trenton Falls, a distance of fourteen miles.
Throughout most of the Nineteenth Century the falls at Trenton were
considered second only to Niagara in scenic importance and few foreign
travelers missed them.
"We clapped our hands at the sight of the 'Rural Retreat,' the
comfortable, hospitable house of entertainment at Trenton, standing in its
garden on the edge of the forest, so unlike hotels on the high road."
It is no wonder that she found the "Rural Retreat" hospitable. It was
built and owned by John Sherman, pastor of the first Unitarian church to be
built in New York State, at Olden-Barneveld. Since she was an ardent
Unitarian she must have indeed been in a congenial atmosphere and much
regretted having to leave early the next morning for Syracuse.
The falls she described so extensively that it is possible to quote only in
part:
From the edge of the ravine the black water, speckled with white
foam, is seen rushing below with a swiftness which already half
turns the head of the stranger. We descended five flights of
wooden steps fixed against the steep face of the rock, and at the
bottom found ourselves at the brink of the torrent. I never was in
so dark and chill a place in the open air; yet the sun was shining
15Martineau, Retrospect of Western Travel, Vol. I, p. 77 ,78.
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on the opposite face of the rock, lighting the one scarlet maple
which stood out from among the black cedars and dark green
elms. 16
Even today, marred by a series of dams, the Trenton gorge retains much
of the wild beauty which bemused visitors a century or more ago.
Returning to Utica, they engaged an "exclusive extra" to carry them to
Buffalo for eighty dollars. The "exclusive extra" was simply a coach hired to
be at the convenience of one particular party. They reached Syracuse just
after dark, in time for the common supper. Miss Martineau was surprised at
the size and style of the hotel, undoubtedly the Mansion House at the
northwest corner of West Genesee and North Salina Streets. 17
Land and building material being cheap, and there being no
window tax, there is little inducement to economize space in the
American houses, and the new hotels have the ambitious air
which is given by spaciousness. The deficiency lies in furniture,
and yet more in attendance; but I really think, that if travellers
will trouble themselves to learn a little the ways of the house, so
as not to run into opposition to other people's convenience,
much more comfort may be enjoyed in these places than
unaccommodating tourists will believe. Our chambers were quite
sufficiently furnished here; and I never in any place found
difficulty in obtaining as large a supply of water as I wished by
simply asking for it in good time. 1S
She commented on the panoramic wall papers to be found in hotel
parlours in various parts of the country, often defaced by scribbled speeches
put into the mouths of painted personages, a sort of precursor of the comic
strip.
Like many another visitor to this part of upstate New York, she was
appalled by the neo-classic place names, "Syracuse in the State of New
York!" indeed.
The party proceeded to Skaneateles and then to the village of Geneva
which she found particularly captivating.
A long row of handsome white and red houses, each with its
sloping garden, fronts the lake; and behind the dwellings the road
is bordered with locust-trees, which seem to embower the place.
The gardens are more carefully cultivated then is at all common
in America and they well repay the trouble bestowed on them.
There is a college standing on high ground above the lake, to
16Ibid., p.. SO.
17pranklin H. Chase, Syracuse and Its Environs, New York, Lewis Historical Publishing
Co., 1924, Vol. I, p. 302.
18Martineau, Retrospect of Western Travel, Vol. I, p. 83.
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which a natural lawn descends from the open space in front of
the building. 19
The college is Hobart, its buildings designed by Sir Christopher Wren.
Canandaigua, like Geneva, was a pretty village noted for its good
society. However, she had a rather gruesome tale to tell in connection with
Canandaigua and Batavia in her book, Society in America. A certain Captain
William Morgan, a southern gentleman down on his luck, had come to
Batavia. He joined the MasoniC lodge in the neighboring town of Le Roy and
began to rise in the Masonic hierarchy. However, when he and some others
signed a petition to obtain a Masonic charter for the town of Batavia he
received a sharp rebuff and his name was dropped from the petition.
Enraged, he and a friend who published the Batavia Advocate decided
to expose the secrets of Masonry. Reaction was swift and violent. About
forty masked men converged on the printing offices and set them on fire.
Morgan continued his attacks on the Masons and he was arrested on the
charge of stealing a shirt. After his arrest he was removed to the town of
Canandaigua where the additional charge was placed against him that he had
not paid his hotel bill on a previous visit. In the middle of the night three men
carne to the back door of the jail and offered to pay his fine and his
indebtedness in order to secure his release.
Outside the jail a yellow coach waited, heavily curtained. Morgan was
forced inside and the coach set off at a brisk pace for Rochester. Here, a
black coach and a fresh team of horses was waiting. So it continued all the
way to the Canadian border, one hundred thirty miles away. Here Morgan
was rowed across the Niagara river, where some Canadian Masons were
presumably waiting to receive him on the other side. However, a disagreement
ensued and he was rowed back again. He was kept a prisoner in the powder
magazine at Fort Niagara. His eventual fate was .llnknown but it was
presumed that his throat was cut, his body heavily weighted and dropped into
the deepest part of the river.
The whole storY of the murder, plus the expose was published in a
contemporary pamphlet and later found its way into Carl Carmer's Listen for
a Lonesome Drum under the title "The Curtained Carriage."
After the travelers left Batavia they found themselves on the first piece
of corduroy road that they had encountered in the country. Harriet took
pains here to convince her readers that not all American roads were corduroy.
The Ridge Road, running parallel with part of Lake Ontario, she pronounced
excellent, one of the best in the states.
We issued from the corduroy road upon one on which we could
easily have performed twelve miles an hour. Houses with porches
of Ionic pillars began to be scattered by the roadside. We were
19Ibid., p.86.
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deviously approaching Buffalo. Soon the lake was visible and then
we entered the long main street and stopped at the entrance of
the Eagle hotel. 20
She did not like Buffalo which she considered a way station for all sorts
of undesirable elements: runaway slaves and pursuing owners, Indian traders,
land speculators, poor immigrants and debased Indians.
With another lady who was a good walker, she went on a ramble to
Fort Erie. The fort was blown up by the last of its defenders during the War
of 1812 and only the ruins remained.
Anyone who has read more than one or two traveler's reports of this
period views the approach to Niagara with trepidation, knowing he will be
subjected to an avalanche of adjectives more thunderous than the waters.
Harriet was well aware of this and made a rule that "no one should ask an
opinion of the spectacle for twenty-four hours."
She explored the falls with the same thoroughness and derring-do she
had shown in the Trenton gorge. She was to return in 1836 with a party of
abolitionist friends and to spend a delightful day "dawdling" about Goat
Island.
Mter Niagara she left New York State for Northumberland, Pennsylvania where she wished to visit the fmal refuge of Joseph Priestly the
Unitarian minister who was driven out of England when an angry mob
demolished his house, church, and laboratory. He was one of Harriet's
life-long heroes.
The Victorians traveled not only to see the scenery, but to visit
institutions of all kinds and a high priority was given to prisons. The prison at
Auburn, New York was receiving international attention at this time because
of its introduction of the so-called "silent system." Each prisoner was placed
in solitary confmement and although they worked together they were not
allowed to communicate in any way. Harriet was disappointed in the Auburn
prison not only because the cells were ill-ventilated, but because the prisoners
did, indeed, manage to communicate through the air-pipes and by speaking
behind their teeth without moving their lips. This, she considered not
conducive to true reformation.
She was much more pleased with the system employed at the
Philadelphia prison, commonly known as "Cherry Hill."
On his entrance the convict is taken to the bathroom, where he is
well cleansed, and his state of health examined into and recorded
by the physician and warden. A hood is then put over his head,
and he is led to his apartment. I never met one who could in the
least tell what the form of the central part of the prison was, or
which radii his cell was placed in, though they make very
20Ibid., p. 89-90.

16

accurate observations of the times at which the sun shines in. At
the end of two days during which the convict has neither book
nor work, the warden visits him, and has a conversation with him
about the mode of life in the institution. If he asks for work, he is
offered a choice of three or four kinds, of which weaving and
shoemaking are the chief.21
(Charles Dickens, visited this same institution ten years later and was
horrified. He painted a pathetic picture of the bleak despair of the prisoners
who frequently lost their hearing and their power of speech after long
periods qf incarceration.)22
Mter her visit to Northumberland she spent six weeks in Philadelphia,
three weeks in Baltimore, five weeks in Washington, then to Montpelier to see
Madison, to Charlottesville to see the University of Virginia, to Richmond,
and, after a nine-day journey, to Charleston, South Carolina. She crossed the
deep South: Columbia, Augusta, Montgomery, Mobile, New Orleans, steamed
up the Mississippi, visited Mammoth Cave, and stayed three weeks at
Lexington, Kentucky. Ten days in Cincinnati impressed her very deeply.
Another steamboat trip on the Ohio took her back to White Sulphur Springs
and Natural Bridge, Virgina. She returned to New York in mid-July, 1835.
All through her travels her apprehensions about the slavery issue had
been deepening, although she was careful about expressing her opinions. She
and Miss Jeffrey chanced to be passing through Boston the day William Lloyd
Garrison, the abolitionist, was dragged through the streets by a mob and very
nearly tarred and feathered. Then on August 18, 1835, she was asked to
attend a meeting of the Ladies Anti-Slavery Society in Boston. She had been
warned that there might be physical violence, which, needless to state,
deterred her not one whit, but she was unpleasantly surprised when she was
asked to speak, as she had not yet committed herself. What she said was mild
enough, merely that she felt slavery to be inconsistent with God's law and
that she was fully in agreement with the abolitionists' principles. It was
enough. For three weeks nothing happened, then she" was attacked in the
newspapers, first in New York and then in Boston. Doors slammed shut. She
was reduced more and more to the company of her abolitionist friends, the
Follens and the Lorings. Dr. Follen was an exiled German reformer who had
been dismissed from his post as a lecturer at Harvard because of his
abolitionist sympathies. The Ellis Lorings had asked her to the meeting in the
first place.
In the spring of 1836, she paid a visit to Saratoga, Glens Falls and Lake
George, arriving at Saratoga by railcar in May. She was not overly impressed

21Ibid., p. 128.
22Charles Dickens, American Notes and Pictures from Italy, London, Oxford University
Press, 1966, Chapter VII.
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by Saratoga with its large hotels, mostly empty, since it was early in the
season. However, she showed a lively interest in the process of bottling
Congress water.
She was astonished at the splendour of Glens Falls.
The full, though narrow Hudson, rushes along amid enormous
masses of rock, and leaps sixty feet down the chasms and
precipices which occur in the passage sweeping between dark
banks of shelving rocks below, its current speckled with foam.
The noise is so tremendous that I cannot conceive how people
can fix their dwellings in the immediate neighborhood. 2 3
She remarked on the fine black marble of the place which was cut into
slabs and sent down to New York to be polished. It was the busiest scene of
water power she had encountered in America.
Arriving at Lake George, she and her party spent the morning exploring
the ground around Fort William Henry. Like Fort Erie, the fort itself was
nothing but an insignificant heap of ruins but it had been the scene of a seige
and a bloody massacre during the French and Indian Wars.
The next two days were spent in exploring the lake, on foot, on ponies,
and finally by boat. Of Tea Island, she remarked that she wished it had a
better name "for it is a delicious spot, just big enough for a very lazy hermit
to live in."
She concluded by saying that she hoped the members of her party
would be spared to visit Lake George again. Though she herself could hardly
hope to do so, "the time will never come when my memory will not be
occasionally treated with some flitting image of Lake George."
She continued West through the Mohawk Valley to visit Niagara for the
second time, then to Detroit and Chicago, and on the lakes by way of
Mackinaw to Cleveland. Her last journey was through the interior of Ohio unaccountably missing Oberlin College for which she expressed so great an
admiration - to the Rappite settlement of Economy, and through Pennsylvania to New York.
We catch one last glimpse of her from a passage in Philip Hone's diary.
Philip Hone was a bon vivant who had made a fortune early in life and settled
back to enjoy it. Like Dr. Hosack, he made a point of entertaining
distinguished foreign visitors. He had served as mayor of New York in 1827
and his extremely detailed diary provides the principle source material for the
period between 1828 and 1851.
Of Miss Martineau he wrote:
I was apprehensive, .from her high literary reputation, that I
should find her a little too blue to be agreeable. But it is not at all
the case; she is pleasant and unaffected, has great vivacity, talks
23Martineau, Retrospect of Western Travel, Vol. II, p. 233.
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well upon all subjects, and is fond of laughing; with these
qualifications she is, of course, an engaging companion. The only
difficulty in conversing with her arises from her great deafness,
which is obviated (at least, so far as one speaker at a time is
concerned) by the use of a trumpet formed of a tube of
gum-elastic, one end of which she places in her right ear, while
the mouth of the person conversing with her is applied to the
other. 24
On August 1, 1836, she sailed for England.
Harriet always insisted that she had no intention of writing a book
about her American experiences. Nobody believed her, it is doubtful that she
believed herself.
On her return to England she was besieged by publishers but refused to
make any commitments until after a round of family visit-s. She agreed on
terms with Saunders and Otley, and Society in America was published in
1838. Soon after its appearance, her publisher asked for a lighter book and
she obliged with Retrospect of Western Travel.
Society in A merica was heavy-going even by contemporary standards.
Some of her friends - notably Sydney Smith and Carlyle - refrained from
criticism until the second book appeared, and then her own good sense told
her their praise of the one was a condemnation of the other. Carlyle said he
had rather read of Webster's cavernous eyes and arm under his coattail, than
all the political speculation in the world. 25
The post from this side of the Atlantic was condemnatory as might be
expected, but she felt it her duty to receive and read the letters even when
they were weighted with stones in order to force her to pay extra postage.
Her interest in America continued until her death in 1876. Unfortunately, she had come to consider herself something of an authority, and as
the Civil War approached, she wrote long letters to her friends in the United
States full of admonitions and advice. She began to assume the status of a
garrulous great-aunt with a horde of unruly nephews and nieces who are
devoted to her but try to avoid her.
Her literary reputation was irretrievably marred by her own productivity. Even she could not remember what she had written or when. No
subject was too simple or too abstruse. She brought to her Two Letters on
Cow Keeping the same enthusiasm with which she undertook the translation
and interpretation of Auguste Comte. In middle life she requested that all her
personal correspondence be destroyed. Doubtless, she did not want to be

24Philip Hone's Diary, 1828-1851, ed. with an introduction by Bayard Tuckerman, New
York, Dodd Mead, 1889,Vol. I, p. 206.
25Vera Wheatley, The Life and Work of Harriet Martineau, London, Seeker and
Warburg, 1957, p.179.
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challenged at seventy with what she had said and thought when she was
thirty. She also wished her final estimate of herself to appear in her
Autobiography, to be published the year after her death. The Autobiography
is sometimes inconsistent and is further spoiled by the eulogies of her
American friend, Maria Weston Chapman.
Harriet W,as not infallible. In her chapter on prisons, for example, she
unwittingly endorses a system of the most refmed cruelty. Still, she was more
often right than wrong, and she approached the new world with tolerance and
freshness of viewpoint. Society in America will remain a rather heavy-handed
portrait in oils of American institutions, but Retrospect of Western Travel
retains the immediacy of a good water-colour sketch in which she captures
the colours of the United States as she found it and as it very likely was.
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