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ABSTRACT

CORNELIA WELLS WALTER
First American Woman to Edit a Daily Newspaper
BOSTON DAILY EVENING TRANSCRIPT, 1842-1847
by
Cedrith Ann Bethel
Master of Arts in Mass Communication

This thesis is a study of Cornelia Wells Walter, first
American woman to edit a daily newspaper.

She served as editor of the

Boston Daily Evening Transcript from 1842-1847.
Under her editorship, the Transcript retained the cultural and
intellectual tone established when her brother founded the paper in 1830.
Upon his death, Walter was asked by the publisher to take her brother 1 s
place as editor of the paper.

The Transcript reflected the interests of

the elite of Boston, particularly benevolent and reform issues, but it
also dealt with political issues including the rights and education of
women, the annexation of Texas, the Mexican War and Irish immigration.
This thesis includes an overview of the history of women and
their changing status in this country from colonial times to the first

v

half of the 19th century, with an emphasis on upper class Boston women.
This provides the framework in which to view the early life and education of Cornelia Walter.

Family letters, school essays and manuscripts

by Walter, diaries and other family documents on file at the
Massachusetts Historical Society in Boston are used to describe the
forces that shaped this 19th-century journalist.
As editor of the Transcript and a member of upper class society,
she wielded enormous power and influence.

In a society which held firm

ideas of woman 1 S place, she managed to transcend these barriers to
become a respected, responsible and influential member of the Boston
press.

vi

CHAPTER l
INTRODUCTION
Journalism has generally been dominated by males and it is only
recently that scholars have begun to uncover the contributions made by
women.

One of the most important results of the rebirth of feminism in

the 1960s has been the renewed interest in women and their place in
history.

As more and more studies are being conducted, journalism

historians are becoming aware that women 1 S involvement in journalism and
related fields such as printing is as old as the industry itself.
In a continuation of the effort to restore women to the pages of
journalism history, this thesis studies the life and works of a 19thcentury journalist, Cornelia Wells Walter.

As editor of the Boston

Daily Evening Transcript from 1842 until 1847, she was the first
American woman to edit a daily newspaper.l
In studying Cornelia Walter, it becomes evident that she was not
an

11

0ppressed 11 woman in the

gene1~a l

sense.

As editor of the Boston

Transcript and a member of upper class society, she wielded enormous
power and influence.
11

She was not subjected to the socially acceptable

female education 11 of the day, and while it is true that society held

firm ideas of woman 1 s place, she managed to transcend these barriers to

l

2

become a respected, responsible and influential member of the Boston
press.
In her five years as editor of the Transcript, Cornelia Walter
often reflected in her editorial columns the beliefs of women who shared
her social strata--the upper class Boston women of Puritan heritage who
accepted their assigned sphere as that surrounding husband and home.
By taking on the job as editor of the Transcript, however, she was in
the vanguard of a search by many early 19th century women for a meaningful position in a society that was increasingly restrictive.
As the first American woman to edit a daily newspaper, Walter
deserves the attention of journalism historians.

There can be little

doubt that she was an unusual woman; at a time when socially approved
outlets for intelligent, educated and talented women were little more
than extensions of traditional roles, Cornelia vlalter chose to edit a
newspaper.
In addition to her contributions to journalism history, she made
important contributions to the development of female culture.

She

represented new avenues of expression for the educated, upper class
woman who sought alternatives to the narrow confines of socially
approved activities for women of the 19th century.
Cornelia Walter was not a part, at least consciously, of the
emerging 19th-century women's rights movement.

This makes her

additionally deserving of historical study, since she is representative
of a great many women who managed to conduct their lives effectively and
on their own terms in a male-defined world.

3

Another important reason for this study is to show that in
addition to traditional methods of study, more meaningful research can
be conducted on historical figures by employing a methodology suggested
for groups of people, mostly women and minorities, who have been largely
ignored by historians.

As Chapter Three of this thesis elaborates,

precedents have been set for this kind of study.

Just as scientists

stumbled along in their first uncertain experiments, and eventually
perfected them, so must scholars stumble along as they seek to perfect
methods with which to study the obscurities of a faulty history as well.
as to improve tested methods.
It is not the intent of this study to describe Cornelia Wells
Walter, woman, but rather, Cornelia Wells Walter, journalist, who also
happened to be a woman.

However, it has been pointed out that while

women are members of families and economic producers, just as men are,
the emphasis on these roles is different.

Women must be prepared to

shift from one role to another while men usually are able to concentrate
on their economic role.

It is in this way woman 1 s function is different,
and that function pro vi des a framework in which to study her. 2
This consideration for woman 1 S different function is of special

significance in this study since roles for men and women in the 19th
century were extremely polarized.

Since it is not possible to separate

individuals 1 personal lives from their professional lives, it is
important to understand the position of women in society during the
time Cornelia Walter lived and worked.

From this understanding will

come a more meaningful framework in which to study and evaluate her
accomplishments as a journalist.
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Chapters Two and Three are a standard review of the literature
and statement of methodology, respectively.
Chapter Four looks briefly at the history of women in this
country before and during the life of Cornelia Walter, beginning with
events in colonial America which affected women.

Upper class women,

and 19th-century Boston women in particular, are studied to determine
their roles in society.

This chapter shows how the American social

views toward women changed from colonial times to the 19th century, and
not always progressively.

For the majority of American women, the first

half of this century, on which this study focuses, reflected a regression of social and economic norms from a comparatively liberal stance in
colonial times regarding women's right to participate in the mainstream
of life.

This chapter describes some of the major events and conditions

leading to this regression.
This chapter serves two purposes.

First, it provides a social

backdrop against which to place Cornelia Walter.

Second, it shows that

even though during the first half of the 19th century Boston enjoyed
unprecedented economic and intellectual prosperity, it was a period of
great social restriction for the majority of women, who had to conform
to narrowly defined roles.

However, in spite of these strict social

sanctions, especially against women in public roles, Cornelia Walter
conducted the daily business of the Transcript in such a manner that she
won acclaim from her newspaper peers upon her retirement.
gives insight into the personality of this

Again, this

~'loman.

Chapter Five deals with the early life of Cornelia Walter up
until the time she became editor.

Using letters exchanged between her
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and family members--primarily with her older brother, who founded the
Transcript--an attempt is made to discover the early forces which shaped
her life and prepared her to take over the paper after her brother's
death.

From her school notebooks, a glimpse at her literary skills at

age 10 gives a clue to the talent that she would possess as a young
woman.

Her relationships with her mother and father, her sisters, her

brother and her suitors are also examined.
This chapter also describes her family background and social
status, including the occupations and historical importance of these
family members beginning with the first vJa lter who came to this country
in 1679.
Chapter Six is a descriptive analysis of the five years of the
Boston Transcript during which Cornelia Walter served as editor.

This

includes a brief history of the origin of the newspaper by her brother,
Lynde M. vJalter.

Utilizing background information about Boston, this

chapter analyzes how accurately her newspaper reflected the social,
cultural, and political attitudes of the time.

With the advantage of

historical hindsight, it is possible to examine these attitudes for
their accurate representation of the era, and more specifically, for
their accuracy in representing that portion of society she considered to
be her newspaper's audience:

upper class "proper" Bostonians.

Finally, conclusions will be drawn regarding Cornelia Wells
Walter as a journalist.

The thesis ends with a statement of implica-

tions related to the study of women and other historically important
minority figures.
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CHAPTER 1 FOOTNOTES
lwinsor, Justin ed., The Memorial History of Boston, Vol. 4
(Boston: James R. Osgood &Co., 1881), p. 351. To substantiate
Cornelia Wells Walter's claim as the first American woman to edit a
daily newspaper, the account in this history states: "
. it is
believed that this is the first instance of the successful conduct of a
daily journal by a woman."
Leon Stein and Annette K. Baxter, t~omen in America: From
Colonial Times to the 20th Century (New York: Arno Press, 1974) p. 107.
In this account, an operative at the Lowell Mills noted in her diary:
"There were only three women editors in this country besides Miss Curtis
and Miss Farley [they edited the periodical, The Lowell Offering].
These were Mrs. Green of the Fall River Wampanoag, Lydia Marie Child of
the Anti-Slavery Standard, and Cornelia W. Walter of the Boston
Transcript."
lhe journalism histories reviewed in this study contained no
mention of women who edited an American daily newspaper earlier than
1842, when Cornelia Walter became editor of the Transcript. Frank
Luther Mott, American Journalism, 3rd ed. (New York: The Macmillan
Company, 1962), p. 312, states that Cornelia W. Walter was the first
woman to edit "an important daily paper."
In addition, at the time of her retirement from the Transcript
in August 1847, several newspapers commenting on her retirement expressed
the belief that this was the first time a woman had ever edited a daily
newspaper. These papers included the N.Y. Express, Springfield
Republican, the Utica Gazette, and the Pawtucket Chronicle. These
undated newspaper clippings were in a scrapbook in the Richards,
~~inshull & Walter Papers, ~1assachusetts Historical Society, Boston,
Massachusetts.
2Gerda Lerner, The Woman in American History (~1enlo Park, Calif.:
Addison-Wesley Publishing Co., 1971), p. 60.

CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
This studj is an attempt to describe Cornelia Wells Walter and
integrate her into the larger structure of journalism history.

To

accomplish this task, it was necessary to review the literature in
several related historical fields.

This review includes:

history of

women with particular emphasis on upper-class 19th-century Boston women;
the social and economic history of Boston; journalism history with
emphasis on newspapers contemporary to the Boston Transcript; and
Cornelia Wells Walter;
The literature was first reviewed for information on Walter as
a journalist.

Since little information was found using this criteria,

an expanded search was undertaken to locate information about her
family, particularly the male members who, because of the male focus of
history, are easier to trace.

Genealogical records and local histories

were the prime sources of information for this subject.
In addition to the Transcript for the period of 1842-47, when
she was the editor, the most important source of information for this
thesis was the hundreds of personal letters and documents pertaining to
the Walter family on file at the Massachusetts Historical Society in
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Boston.

This information was used for the first time to make a

detailed study of the early life and education of Cornelia Walter.
Indexes and Guides
One of two very good sources of information for this study was
the UCLA Research Library which has extensive holdings on the topic of
Massachusetts in general and Boston in particular.

This includes 46

volumes of Massachusetts Historical Society Collections and the
Proceedings of the Massachusetts Historical Society from 1795-1975.

In

addition to these are collections of papers and diaries of prominent
figures in Boston history.

Of particular value to this study were works

on the Mathers, including The Life and Times of Cotton Matherl which
confirmed a close relationship had existed between his and the Walter
family.
The other excellent source for Boston material was the Genealogy
Room of the Los Angeles Central Library.

This facility contains a

wealth of local histories, public records such as wills, records of
births, deaths and marriages, and other demographic data.

Church

records, complete listings of gravestone inscriptions and family
histories were some of the materials located in the Genealogy Room that
were especially helpful to this study.

The New England Historical and

Genealogical Register2 was an invaluable guide in locating information
on the Walter family.

The 170 volumes of this register are indexed by

family names in three index guides.
A Guide to Massachusetts Local History 3 contained listings of
local historical works, excerpts from diaries, articles, and
miscellaneous obscure holdings.

While many of these listings were not
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helpful in this particular study, this was quickly ascertained, since
many of the listings in the Guide were readily available in the
Genealogy Room holdings.
Other periodicals indexed in the Genealogy Room include the
William and Mary Quarterly4 and the Mayflower Descendant,5 both of which
contained articles on the Walter family.
The History Room of this same library contains many indexes and
guides to periodical literature such as Pooles Index to Periodical
Literature, Part 2,6 which lists articles published from 1802-1881.

The

difficulty lies in locating the periodicals listed, some of which are no
longer in print or are not available locally.

In America, History and

Life,? another guide to periodical literature from 1954-1963, the
articles available were not pertinent to this study.
At the California State University, Northridge, Oviatt Library,
a valuable reference guide for this study, especially for the
methodology, was the Women's Studies Abstract, 1972-1978. 8 In the
Abstracts, the following categories were checked for information
pertaining to this study:

education and socialization; history,

literature, and art; family; religion; and media and communication.
History, literature and art proved to be the most useful category.

All

of the periodicals referred to in the Abstracts, except one, were
available in the library at CSUN.
While the periodicals indexed in Women's Studies Abstracts are
extensive and cover a wide range of disciplines, one very useful journal
which is not abstracted is Feminist Studies. 9 This journal contains
scholarly articles on all aspects of women, including history, and the
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extensive footnotes provide additional reference sources.
Another important periodical is Journalism History1° which has
devoted two entire issues to women in journalism history including
comprehensive bibliographies on the topic of women in all areas of
journalism.
A thorough check of Dissertation Abstracts International and
Journalism Abstracts was made for information on this topic.

the

~~ith

exception Keith t,1elder's dissertation on "The Beginnings of the Women's
Rights Movement in the United States," the theses and dissertations
found had little information specifically helpful to this study.

It

should be noted also that several of the studies on women in these
abstracts are available at Oviatt Library.
A special note should be made regarding Phillip Hammer's Guide
to Archives and Manuscripts in the United States 12 and similar guides.
While generally good sources for material pertaining to males, they may
not be reliable for females since because of the slant of history toward
males, material on women may not be listed under their names.
males, descriptions may be inadequate.

Even for

For example, in spite of the vast

amount of material on the Walter family at the Massachusetts Historical
Society, there was no mention in Hammer's Guide.

Although the Los

Angeles Central Library had a copy of the card catalog holdings of the
Society, the best source to check for archival material was the source
itself.

Upon query, the Society immediately supplied a detailed

description of the holdings on the Walter family, which was critical
since it determined that an on-site inspection of the material would be
infinitely worthwhile.

A description of this material is found under
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primary sources.
Other source guides consulted for information about Cornelia
Walter and 19th-century women included The

l~omen•s

Movement Media:

A Source Guide and Women, Some Selected Reference Sources.
Bibliographies included Women In Communication:

Past, Present and Future

Perspectives; Women, A Bibliogra~hy; and The Literature of Women in
Journalism History.l3
His tory of
'

~Jomen

Feminist Sarah Grimke in her Letters on the Equality of the
Sexes and the Condition of \~oman 14 written in the 19th century, sought
to refute the biblical arguments prevalent at that time which advocated
keeping women in an inferior position.

Like Cornelia Walter, Sarah

Grimke deplored the deficient education females received and that women
were taught to regard marriage as their only worthy goal.

Sarah Grimke•s

Letters revealed that she, an ardent feminist, and Cornelia Walter
shared many beliefs regarding the condition of women.

This revelation

was critical to understanding that Walter, like many women today,
shunned the

rights•• label but believed in many of the goals.
The Feminist Papers, 15 a collection by Alice S. Rossi, was
11

valuable to this study because it provided articles and diary entries
written by women in the 19th century.

Of these, the observations by

French sociologist Harriet Martineau who traveled in this country in
1834-36 were useful in providing comments on the conditions of American women from an outsider•s point of view.
Women in America:

From Colonial Times to the 20th Century,

16

edited by Leon Stein and Annette Baxter, contained diary accounts of

.

'

12
women who worked in the Lowell textile mills outside Boston.

In

addition to telling about their own lives, they also commented about
their position as females in society, individually and as a group.

One

account mentioned Cornelia Walter as editor of the Transcript.
Eleanor Flexner's Century of Struggle 17 traces the women's
suffrage movement from about 1800 through 1920.

This book contains an

excellent bibliographical summary, listing both primary and secondary
sources for material in a range of topics related to women's history.
The book also makes good use of primary sources from diaries and letters
of women to explain how these women felt on topics at the time.
Chapters II - V were especially helpful in this study since they
analyzed 19th-century conditions regarding education for women, the
beginnings of organization of women mostly for suffrage reasons, as well
as talks about the beginnings of the reform movement.
In her book, The Woman in American History, 18 historian Gerda
Lerner describes the contributions of American women from the colonial
period to the 20th century, also discussion the status of women as they
proceeded through these periods.

Lerner describes the contributions of

both outstanding and ordinary women, stressing the importance of
understanding how these masses of women have made an impact on American
history.
In Colonial Women of Affairs, 19 Elisabeth Dexter studies women
as contributors to the colonial economy, especially by owning and
running their own businesses.

This is an important study because it

focuses on an aspect of the colonial woman that is not generally
recognized.
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C. De Varigny's Women in the United States 20 is a romantic but
basically pro-female book about the condition of women.

Although many

of his ideas are based on the notions of the time about women, this
turn-of-the-century author manages to present arguments that make some
sense for the betterment of the female's condition in this country.
Vern Bullough's The Subordinate Sex21 traces the subjection of
women throughout history and explores the reasons behind the misogynist
views of societies.
In Feminine Attitudes in the Nineteenth Century, 22 Willett
Cunnington discusses some of the economic and philosophical reasons
behind ideas about women and their proper role during this era.

While

he focuses on English women, patterns of economic development--including
the industrial revolution--between the United States and England are
similar enough so that patterns of social behavior in both countries
can be compared.
The Reverend Hubbard Winslow (Woman as She Should Be) 23 and
A.B. Muzzey (Young Maiden) 24 reflect the romantic view of women that was
prevalent in the first half of the century.

Carroll Smith-Rosenberg and

Charles Rosenberg in their article, ''The Female Animal:

Medical and

Biological Views of Woman and her Role in Nineteenth-Century America," 25
elaborate on how these romantic views were reinforced by the medical
profession using psuedo scientific information to back up arguments.
The most interesting of these arguments was the fact that it was
physiologically impossible, according to these 19th-century experts, for
the brain and the ovaries to develop at the same time.

Education of

women would surely lead to weak and degenerate offspring.

A similar

14
point is made in an article by John Haller, "From Maidenhood to
Menopause: Sex Education for Women in Victorian America, "26 which
discusses how 19th-century American women were impressed with the fact
that sex interfered with virtue and chastity, and transgressions were
punished by disease and mental anguish.
In the article, "Fashion Magazines Mirror Changing Role of
Women," 27 Phyliss Tortora reviews fashion magazines which made their
appearance about 1830, especially Godey•s Lady•s Book (then called
Ladies Magazine), edited by Sarah Josepha Hale.

This magazine reflected

the mores of the time and the changing attitudes toward women but was
meticulously circumspect in advocating progress for women that went too
far too fast.
Two articles, Women•s t~ork and the Family in Nineteenth28
Century Europe, " by Joan W. Scott and Louise A. Tilly, and
11

"Re 1i gi ous Arguments Against Higher Education for t~omen in England,
1840-1890, 1129 by JoanN. Burstyn do not directly apply to American
women, but again, many parallels can be drawn.

Burstyn•s article

contains many of the fami 1i ar 19th-century arguments used against higher
education for women.

It was argued that education would create

religious doubts in women.

They would then be removed from their

state of innocence and no longer be able to provide a moral conscience
for the family.
Phebe A. Hanaford•s Oaughter•s of America: Women of the Centur~30
and Madeleine B. Stern•s We the Women: Career Firsts of 19th Century
America, 31 are good sources for locating lost" women. These authors
11

list hundreds of 19th-century women who were inventors, scientists and
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journalists (not Cornelia Walter), to name a few occupations.
Hanaford•s book also covers little-known career firsts of 18th-century
women.
19th-Century Boston Social and Economic History
Since the focus of this study is not on this topic, which has
already been well researched, these sources were used primarily for
background material of the specific time under study, 1800-1850.

In

each, information about women during this time in Boston and how the
social and economic factors affected them was the major topic of
interest.
Cleveland Amory•s book, The Proper Bostonians, 32 is a social
history of the city with emphasis on local traditions and personalities
of the people who made and enforced these traditions.

It contains an

extensive bibliography, although much of the material for the book was
gathered from interviews.

An excellent chapter,

11

The Old Guard on

Guard, .. in part deals with the Boston Transcript and its place in Boston
journalism of the day.

Amory also devotes an entire chapter to Boston

women in general and another to

11

Belles and Grandes Dames .. although both

deal with upper class Boston women.
Howard Brett•s Boston:

A Social History 33 is a particularly

valuable study dealing with economic and social conditions in 19thcentury Boston in detail.

His information on women, however, centers on

Margaret Fuller and similar outstanding women.
In his book, The Problem of Boston:

Some Readings in Cultural

History,34 Martin Green takes a much more thoughtful look at 19thcentury Boston.

He provides important insight about the people and

16
their belief in the city 1 s great potential as a moral and cultural
leader of the country.

This faith was especially strong during the

first part of the century.

As industry grew and immigrants, especially

from Ireland, poured into the city, many of the dreams were never
realized.

Green talks about the spirit of the Bostonians as they

sought to create a city that cared more about

11

quality than equality. 11

Carl Seaburg 1 s Boston Observed 35 is a modern

11

local historyn of

the city, very interpretative and beautifully illustrated.

It contains

excerpts from diaries, manuscripts and newspapers which provide interesting highlights to the history.

From this version of Boston history,

however, one would hardly be aware that women lived in the city.
Just as the name implies, The Many Voices of Boston:
A Historical Anthology 1630-1975,36 edited by Howard Jones and Bessie
Jones, is a collection--and a very good one from the standpoint of a
variety of opinions--which allows history to unfold through the writings
of those who lived it.

It includes selections by women notables such

as Julia Ward Howe and Margaret Fuller.
The ~1emorial History of Boston37 in four volumes, edited by
Justin Winsor, is a collection of local histories on Boston.

In the

selection on Boston women, it describes the editorship of Cornelia Wells
Walter of the Transcript and talks about the general achievements of
other Boston women, especially their involvement in the anti-slavery
movement.

It also has an excellent chapter on education in Boston.

A chapter on the Boston press will be described under journalism
histories.

17
The Culture Factory:

Boston Public Schools3 8 by Stanley

Schultz is an excellent and thorough study of Boston 1 s public school
system which became a model for other communities.

Of special value to

this study, Schultz dealt at great length with the controversy over
education for females, reasons for their unequal access to the system
and their struggle for access to the institutions for higher education
which were open to males only.
The effects of immigration on the city of Boston between
1790 and 1880 is the topic of Oscar Handlin 1 s Boston 1 s Immigrants.39
This book traces in detail Boston 1 S ethnic history and deals extensively
with the wave of Irish immigrants in the early 19th century which
climaxed in 1845 with the potato famine in Ireland.

He discusses their

social and economic adjustment as well as the enormous cultural gap
between them and the intellectually minded Bostonians.

Handlin 1 S book

contains extensive end notes which outline the material used in the
study and provide a critique of the more important sources.
In the early 19th century, the Lowell Mills near Boston were
considered models both of technology and of cultural affluence of the
women mill operatives.
~~right

11 The Uncommon Mill Girls of Lowell 1140 by Helena

describes the women who worked in the mills.

Even though they

were not from the upper classes, the life they were required to live
reflected the concern of the Boston investors who owned the mills for
the moral responsibility of the operatives, and is reflective of the
general moral tone of Boston.
Thomas Dublin in 11 \tJomen,

~lark,

and Protest in the Early Lowell

Millsu41 describes the changes in the early ideal conditions in the
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mills which led to protests by the operatives.

These changes reflected

changing social standards in Boston which were replacing the idealism of
the early part of the century.
Boston and the Boston Legend42 by Lucius Morris Beebe contains
little original material about Boston or its history.

In fact, it uses

as references many of the earlier books written about Boston. However,
it does contain a chapter entitled 11 Newspaper Row 11 which describes
several of the Boston newspapers of the 19th century. Several pages are
devoted to the Transcript and its 1egend for 11 respectabil i ty 11 in Boston
society.
Days and Ways in Old Boston43 by William S. Rossiter and
Romantic Days in Old Boston:

The Story of the City and of its People

during the 19th Century44 by Mary C. Crawford are good examples of
11

persona 1i zed histories. 11

They pro vi de the reader with glimpses of the

lives of people in detail, describing the houses they lived in as well
as how they spent their Sunday afternoons.

Alone, these kinds of

histories are sometimes of little value because of their doubtful
authenticity.

However, they can be invaluable when used in conjunction

with more reliable sources.

For example, in Romantic Days, an anecdotal

account referring to Cornelia Walter at the time she was caring for her
dying brother as

11

long editorial director of the Transcript 1145 is

significant when backed up by several sources supporting the major facts
surrounding the story.
Journalism Histories
Joseph Chamberlin 1 s detailed description of the first hundred
years of the Boston Transcript 46 provided a great deal of information

19

about the newspaper and the Walter family not to be found anywhere else.
This book includes a chapter on Cornelia Walter's tenure as editor and
describes the circumstances of how this came about.

It should be noted

however, that in comparing some of the details on both her ancestors and
the early 1 ife of her brother, Lynde fv1.

~!alter,

who founded the news-

paper, the information in the book does not correspond to genealogical
records of an earlier date.

These earlier references have been confirmed

by additional genealogical sources.

In spite of these discrepancies,

however, the book is still a good source of information about the early
days of the Transcript and the people who worked on it.
Since this study did not attempt to compare the Transcript
during Cornelia Walter's editorship with that of her brother,
Chamberlin's history was especially useful since it did make some
comparisons between the two on the coverage of key issues such as
slavery, Irish immigrants and reform issues.

From this account, it was

apparent that the paper changed very little after she took over.
Possible reasons for this lack of change are explored later in this
thesis.
While Boston histories generally included information about the
Boston press during the early 19th century, and particularly the
Transcript, Justin Winsor's previously cited Memorial History of Boston
contained an excellent section on this subject.

This history notes the

phenomenal growth of the press between 1800 and 1850, which saw the
beginning of Boston's daily press and it makes an important distinction
between established daily papers of reputation and the penny dailies.
Also covered are weekly papers as well as the special interest press
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including the agricultural, religious and literary papers of this time.
In addition to Winsor's book, three histories were especially
useful in evaluating Boston journalism of this time.

This contextural

information is important since the Transcript was only one of several
dailies in Boston between 1830 and 1850.
Frank Luther Mott•s American Journalism47 was extremely helpful
since it is organized around time periods.

His chapter dealing with the

press from 1833 to 1860 was especially relevant to this study.
Emery's book, The Press and America:

Edwin

An Interpretative History of

Journalism,48 organized around topics rather than strict time periods,
was useful as a reference for information on specific papers as well as
for general information about the press during this time.

Alfred

McClung Lee's The Daily Newspaper in America,49 an older work, is still
a valuable source of statistical information on the press in this
country.

His figures also include foreign-language papers.

Cornelia Wells Walter and Her Family History
In researching Cornelia Wells Walter, lesser-known as well as
the leading journalism texts were reviewed.

In addition to Mott•s

American Journalism and Emery•s The Press and America, both previously
cited, three other journalism histories mentioned her briefly. These
included James Melvin Lee•s History of American Journalism; 50 John W.
Moore's Historical Notes on Printers and Printing:

1420-1886;51 and

Frederic Hudson's Journalism in the U.S. from 1690-1872,52 which notes
that a "Miss C.M.[sic]

~~!alter"

assumed editorial charge of the

Transcript upon the death of her brother.
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The best account of Cornelia Walter, other than the previously
cited history of the Boston Transcript was in Notable American Women
1607-1950.53 This source contained a brief biographical sketch of her
ancestors and of her work at the Transcript.

The end notes include

references to other sources of information about the Walter family,
including one of her sons.
In Ladies of the Press,54 Ishbel Ross provides an account of
Cornelia Walter's work at the Transcript but nothing of her personal
1 ife.

Using information from these sources, Vicki Lee Braumagin, in
her M.A.· thesis, "A Study of Women in American Journalism from 1696 to
1972,"55 lists Cornelia Walter as a publisher.
Research on the male members of her family proved fruitful,
probably due to her kinship with the Mather family prominent in Boston
religious history.

The New England Historical and Genealogical Register56

provided a very good history of the first Walter to emigrate to this
country, as well as a complete genealogical chart of the Walter family
up to Cornelia's generation.

In hypothesizing about the reasons Cornelia

Walter decided to edit the paper, an unusual occupation for a woman at
that time, it is helpful to know that Lynde Walter had no brothers (nor
even male cousins) who could have taken over the paper upon his death.
The Bostonian Society Publications57 and The Hundred Boston
Orators58 also contained information on Cornelia Walter's brother.

Even

though these were only brief mentions of his memberships in social clubs
of Boston, this kind of information provides clues which can tell a
great deal about the social standing of the entire family.
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Primary Sources
The Massachusetts Historical Society provided the majority of
the primary information for this study.

The holdings of the Society

under the heading of Ri chards Family Papers 1714-1924, ~~ 59 consisted of
11

three file boxes which contained hundreds of personal letters and
documents related to Cornelia W. Walter, who married William B.
Richards upon her retirement from the Transcript.
Notations on various papers in the collection indicate that
these family documents were apparently collected and arranged by their
daughter, Elise B. Richards, who died in 1927.

The collection includes

family documents of William Richards; however, the bulk of the material
pertains to Cornelia Walter and her side of the family, especially that
of her brother.
The early material on Cornelia consists of letters written to
her by her brother who was 16 years her senior.

These and other letters

by Lynde to his mother regarding Cornelia's early education and training provide a warm, personal glimpse of the young, precocious Cornelia.
Included in this file is an envelope filled with pieces of
hair from various members of the Walter and Richards families.

Each

piece of hair is wrapped in paper which bears the name and date the
hair was cut from the person named.

In the case of Cornelia Walter, one

lock of blond, baby-fine hair bore this notation:
Born

t~ednesday,

"Cornelia W. Walter,

June 7, 1815 this hair cut off June 26th. 11

Another

packet of still-blond, almost yellow hair, gave her exact age as
11

2 years, 3 months

11

at the time the hair was cut on September 6, 1817,

thus confirming the earlier date and establishing her heretofore
disputed date of birth.
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In another holding of the Massachusetts Historical Society
under the heading of "Richards, Minshull and vJal ter Papers, 1680-1933, •• 60
numerous other personal letters of the Walter family were found, the
majority again belonging to Cornelia Walter.

Also included in this box

is her undated (month only given) school composition notebook which
includes several compositions written and signed by the young Cornelia.
Included are notations from her teacher and comments as to their
excellence at the end of each composition.

Some of these compositions

are autobiographical in nature, and this provides additional information
about her early years.
Also in the "Richards, Minshull and Walter Papers" is a
manuscript in Cornelia Walter's handwriting which tells of the unhappy
love affair of "Corrine Walker" and "Peter Oline." A note (in her
writing) on the cover sheet bears (in part) this notation:

"Of her

love affair with Peter Oline which came to naught because she preached
at him too much.

He was intemperate."

In a different handwriting, another notation states:

"Ficti-

cious names are used but obvious--but the facts are true and autobiographical.

Engaged 1844 to Peter Oliver, engagement broken 1846." The

manuscript contains lengthy descriptions of "Corrine's" relationship
with her older brother "Lyman," as well as that of Corrine with her
parents.
Another important holding of the Society is the journal of
William B. Richards for the years 1846-1847, in which he writes about
Cornelia before their marriage in 1847. 61
This box also contains two scrapbooks filled with undated
editorials from newspapers all across the United States commenting on
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her assumption of the editor•s chair in 1842.

Another scrapbook

contains editorials which were written when she retired in 1847.

The

names of the newspapers are noted on each article as either part of the
article or in a handwritten note.

Unfortunately, they are not dated;

however, since it is known that the public announcement of her assumption of the editor•s role was made by the publishers Dutton and
Wentworth on January 2, 1843, in the paper, it can be assumed that
these comments followed shortly afterward.

Likewise, the announcement

of her retirement was made in the Transcript on August 31, 1847, so the
comments regarding this announcement must have followed this date.
For the descriptive analysis of the Boston Transcript from
1842-47, microfilm copies of the newspaper were obtained from the
. 1 Soc1e
. t y. 62
.
. H.1s t or1~a
W1scons1n

In addition, several sources previously cited in the section on
women consisted of primary information.

This includes Grimke•s

collection of Letters on the Equality of the Sexes and the Condition
of Woman, a heroic example of an attempt by this noted feminist to
reconcile religion and the rights issue; Rossi•s book, The Feminist
Papers; Women in America by Stein and Baxter;. and The Many Voices of
Boston by Jones and Jones, which is described under Boston history.
Methodology sources of this thesis consisted primarily of
articles in history journals.

In an article, "New Approaches to the
Study of Women in American History," 63 Gerda Lerner points out that as
long as historians believe that only the transmission and exercise of
power are worthy of systematic historical study, women will be ignored,
since they wield little power in society. In another article, "Placing
Women in History," 64 she cautions against histories that are not about
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what women did, felt or experienced but what men thought women should
do, feel and experience, pointing out that history must distinguish
between myth and reality.
Janet Fireman in "Reflections on Teaching ~~omen •s Hi story, ,55
argues that women•s history should only be the addition of women to the
written history we already know and study, also noting the shortsightedness of historians whose narrow definitions of history exclude the
activities of women.
In ••Feminist and Family History:

Some Pitfalls," 66 Ray and

Victoria Ginger point out that historically women have led private,
unrecorded lives which make it difficult for modern historians to fill
in the gaps.

They explain that it is much easier to reiterate the

usually erroneous ideas held about women than to begin the enormous
task of searching out the private, everyday lives that women led.
James W. Carey in his article, "The Problem with Journalism
History,"67 points out some of the problems with journalism research
in general and suggests a cultural approach not only concerned with
events but more importantly, the thought within them.
All of these articles were extremely important to the process
of re-thinking the task of writing women•s history, as well as to the
process of actually writing the history.

However, one especially help-

ful article in the latter process was Susan Henry•s

Colonial Woman
Printer as Prototype: Toward a Model for the Study of Minorities.•• 68
11

In this article, Henry sets down specific suggestions for an
interdisciplinary approach to solve some of the problems of writing
women•s history pointed out by the previous writers.

Henry argues that
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new methodologies must be developed to recover the lost history of
women and minorities.

This idea was of primary importance in this

thesis, which took Henry's idea one step further by suggesting that an
interdisciplinary approach should be taken even in those studies where
the history is not "lost."

An interdisciplinary approach helps to

provide a cultural context for historical figures and this is a step
toward solving the problems of journalism research pointed out by Carey.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
This interdisciplinary study of Cornelia Wells Walter combines
descriptive analysis and interpretative techniques.

This approach

enables the reader to not only learn about the chronological facts of
Cornelia's life and work but also to understand the cultural context
in which these events occurred.

Particular attention is paid to the

forces that shaped her life, and thus enrich the understanding of her
as a journalist.
Of central importance to this study was the extremely rich
primary material in the extensive holdings of the Massachusetts
Historical Society on the Walter and Richards (Cornelia Walter's
married name) families, much of which covers the period under study.
Descriptive and interpretative methods are used in studying the family
letters, school papers, diaries and manuscripts related to Cornelia
Walter's early life and education before she took over the Transcript.
A biographical sketch of her ancestors based on genealogical
records and augmented with information from local histories was also
compiled.

Using this information, it is possible to interpolate how

Cornelia was influenced by her family background.
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This information is
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significant also in that it establishes that Cornelia Walter was
descended from historically prominent figures, which perhaps explains
why such a large quantity of material was preserved.
To describe her work during the five years she edited the
Transcript, every issue of the six-days-a-week paper over the period
was read.

The study focused on the second page, which was the main news

page, and on the first column of the fourth page, another news area.
Pages one, three and the remainder of four contained ads which, except
for a brief example showing their variety, were not included in this
study.
Description of the material was organized around topics, rather
than chronologically.

It was felt that this method of organization was

best suited to analysis of her views on particular issues in the paper.
No strict systematic method was applied to the types of news
articles selected; however, .during the process of note taking, it
became evident that several issues of historical importance were
frequently mentioned in the Transcript.

Examples include the annexation

of Texas, the Mexican War, immigration, Edgar Allan Poe, and the
condition and status of women.

In the note-taking process, an effort

was made to include all news items of significance on these topics.
Also noted were less historically significant but persistent themes
indicating specific interests of the editor.

These included her

promotion of Boston, ideas about responsibilities of the press, her
concern for the poor and reforms for the working class.
It is important to note that in spite of the great amount of
existing primary material pertaining to Cornelia Walter, and its
relative ease of access (on file at a prominent historical society
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since 1933), a systematic study had never previously been made of her
life and work.

More than 130 years have passed since she laid down her

pen and retired from her job as the first American woman to edit a
daily newspaper.
11

Firsts, 11 whether events or persons, have long been considered

historically significant and often great lengths are gone to in
researching and establishing these claims.
ignored.

Yet, this first has been

Why?
Arthur M. Schlesigner, Sr., writing in 1922, suggested an

answer.

At a time when almost all of the recognized historians were

men, Schlesinger warned of the continued acceptance of historical
interpretation influenced by the sex of the historian.

Even though such

interpretation may not take place consciously, he said, the historian's
unconsciousness of the act potentially presents an even more one-sided
view of history.

However, Schlesinger was hopeful for the future.

He

went on to say that while it was indisputable that the commanding
positions in society had long been held by men, ideas about what is
important in our past had undergone great change.

With these changes

would come the realization that the lives of women were worthy of
serious historical attention. 1
In spite of Schlesinger's pleas that American history should be
"raked over from a new point of view, 112 little was done toward the goal
of integrating women into mainstream historical research. 3
Several theories have been advanced to explain historians'
narrowness of viewpoint regarding women.

It has been suggested that in

the past, historians have ignored women because they have had little
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political or economic power. 4 As a result, most women have unrecorded
lives.

The same could be said for minorities.

Some historians,

however, have begun to re-define the proper subjects of historical
study to include these people who have been left out of written history.
There is even optimism that, at last, investigation of women in history
has begun. 5 With a renewed interest, women searching for their past
are re-discovering the contributions of their foremothers.
It is important that journalists, and especially female
journalists, know that women are not breaking new ground, with all the
resistance that implies.

For example, it has been acknowledged that by

the late 1880s, several hundred women were in newspaper work, some of
them becoming leading reporters and feature writers. 6 However, only a
few of them have been thoroughly researched by journalism historians. 7
By omission of women, history books implied that women have
made few contributions worthy of being recorded.

Since women comprise

the majority of humankind, the relevant point has been made that
history, as written and perceived up to now, is the history of a
.
"ty. 8 Now at last, however, historians are beginning to turn
m1nor1

serious attention to the re-examination of this history, using new
criteria by which to judge the appropriateness of their subjects of
study.
What has happened during the intervening 50 years to cause this
change?

It is still true today for the most part that the commanding,

power-wielding positions in society are held by males.

However, with

the recent upsurge of participation by women in the political and
economic arenas, increased attention (mostly by females) has been paid
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to the place of women in American history. 9 A new look is being taken
at the male-defined history which has said little about female
contributions.
Now that scholars are turning their attention to a
re-examination of history, however, problems with traditional methods
of study are becoming apparent.

Because of the lack of records,

studying women and minorities presents special problems to researchers
today.

It is proving difficult, if not impossible, to conduct studies

of these subjects using only the traditional tools of research,
especially primary source material.
The earlier distortion and outright exclusion of women from
written history presents obstacles to scholars wishing to fill in the
gaps in this history.

In dealing with these undocumented historical

figures, they are faced with the difficult task of uncovering the
unheralded lives of the anonymous. 10
One writer suggests that historians should have as a working
assumption the premise that human actions are generally purposeful and
are related to some system of values and needs. 11 It is against a
system of values that one must study figures of the past; however, it is
important to keep in mind that females generally have had their needs
and values defined for them by others, usually males.

As has been

pointed out, one cannot understand the theorizers until more is known
12
about the world from which they derived their theories.
In order to do this, historians must begin in earnest to
over 11 history from a new point of view.

11

rake

Methods of research must be

revised and expanded, and approaches to studying history must be
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developed that will enable researchers not only to fill the gaps in
the history of women and minorities, but in doing so, to relate the
lives and works of these figures to the society that shaped and
produced them. Only then can their contributions be judged. 13 This
study of Cornelia Wells Walter is a step toward those goals.
A recent study of colonial women printers by Susan Henry
suggested the approach taken in this study.

Originally proposed as a

model for studies of figures in journalism history for which there is
little or fragmentary primary material, Henry argues that content
analysis of the journalism produced tells only part of the story.

By

augmenting such analysis with contextural information about the
individual's life, it is possible to gather enough information to
provide a meaningful study. 14
Examples of £ontextural information include material on an
individual's family situation as well as relationship to the community
and society as a whole.

In addition, and usually easier to research,

are social, economic and political conditions, as well as local
customs, which can also add immensely to the understanding of an
individual's life and work.
This study suggests that in addition to using this approach in
cases where little or no fragmentary material exists, it can and should
be used when copious primary material is available.

This contextural

approach can be used to provide a backdrop against which to place the
particular events of an individual's life, as well as providing the same
context for an individual's work.
The latter is especially significant when studying journalists,
whether male or female, since it may help to explain their journalism.
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However, both aspects of this approach are significant when studying
journalists who are women since historically women 1 S experiences have
differed from those of men.

Understanding that the lives of men and

women have been shaped by different and often antithetical forces is
the first step in understanding the work of women.

The next step is to

recognize the value of human experiences whether male or female.
It has been suggested that the task of history is to recover
past consciousness to show how it felt to live and act in a particular
period of human history. 15 In order to accomplish this task, it is
necessary to show a historical figure in the context of the time
period by providing information about life at a particular time in a
particular place.

Much of the background material in this study is

included in an attempt to reconstruct, in part, the cultural milieu
which produced Cornelia Wells Walter, and in which she functioned.
To uncover the historical consciousness of the era, it is
necessary to look at contemporary 19th-century women in general, and
Boston upper-class women in particular.

This information provides the

necessary context in which to study Walter so that an enlightened
interpretation can be made of the known facts about her.
Numerous books, dissertations and journal articles provide a
historical view of the lives of American women in general . 16 Collections
and compilatiDns of papers provide additional insight into 19th-century
views of women. 17 In this thesis, these kinds of historical and
interdisciplinary sources will provide a broad overview of the lives of
women in this country up to 1850.
Most of these sources include material on the specific topic
of 19th-century women, since this century saw the beginning of the
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women•s rights movement.

Because Boston was an intellectual and

cultural leader in this century, it was the birthplace of many of
these ideas.

For this reason, it has been the subject of close

scrutiny by historians and scholars studying women and the rights
movement in this country.
Studies of 19th-century England can also provide valid
background information about Boston upper-class women since they often
mimicked English societal customs.

Therefore, some parallels to
Bostonians can be drawn from studies of these English women. 18
Fortunately, 19th-century Boston has been well documented with
readily available information in the areas of social and economic
history.

The first half of the century was a time of change, long a

traditional area of study for historians.

Boston, enjoying great

economic and intellection prosperity during this time, has received the
wide attention of historians from diverse disciplines.
From a social historian•s standpoint, probably no other city
in the United States has received as much attention. In addition to
19 numerous gen t ee 1
.
.
1 h.1s t or1ans,
th e wea 1t h of boo ks by pro f ess1ona
histories have been written, many of them recording in detail almost
every aspect of Boston society. 20 The upper classes have received so
much attention that they have become synonomous with the words
Bostonians." 21

11

proper

This time period also saw the beginning of women working in
the textile mills around Boston.

This change in social and economic

conditions has been the subject of books and articles in labor and
history journals.

The unique Lowell Mills where many Boston women
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worked have received the attention of economic and social historians
and have also been described by women operatives of the mills. 22
The intellectual freedom in Boston during this time brought
about many new ideas which challenged long-held religious beliefs.
Since Boston had always been prominent in the religious history of
this country, this phenomenon was widely commented on by writers of the
day.

In addition, it has been analyzed by modern social historians,

especially with regard to women, for it was a period of unprecedented
intellectual freedom for Boston women. 23
In religious history, the period under study was especially
significant since it was during this time.that the Second Great
11

Awakening 11 took place.

Religious excitement swept America and visions

of heaven on earth were contemplated by religious leaders of the day.
Because of this event, this period has been well documented in
religious histories. 24 Cornelia Walter, descended from the Boston
Mathers and related to a family prominent in religious circles, was no
doubt greatly influenced by the religious fervor of the day, as were
many Bostonians.
In addition, journalism historians

1

accounts of the Transcript

and Cornelia Walter's part in it will be used as sources for this
26
study. 25 This includes a history of the first 100 years of the paper.
Another facet of this study utilized local histories to locate
information about the family of Cornelia Walter, including a lengthy
biographical account of her first ancestor to come to America. 27
Genealogical records provided additional information about male members
of her more immediate family, especially her brother Lynde M. Walter,
first editor and founder of the Transcript. 28
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Church records turned up information about other male relatives,
tying them to better-known, more easily researched historical figures. 29
From this family historical data, certain inferences can be drawn about
the influences these people may have had on her life.
Material from secondary sources provided much of the historical
framework for this thesis.

However, this material was amply augmented

by the primary information previously mentioned.

The latter material

provided all the specific information about the early life, home
surroundings and education of Cornelia Walter.

Using these primary and

secondary sources, in addition to a descriptive analysis of her five
years of editorial work on the Transcript, Cornelia Walter was placed
in a social and historical context.
Thus, this study of Cornelia Wells Walter uses the methodologies
of social and economic historians, biographical interpretation and local
history to examine one 19th-century female journalist.

The advantage

of this approach is to avoid a simplistic chronological method dealing
with problems out of historical context. 30
A secondary goal of this approach is to show that even in
studies where ample primary information exists, a systematic approach
to providing background material should be taken.

As this study shows,

in order to understand Cornelia Walter and the significance of her work
at the Transcript the reader must have an understanding of 19th century
Boston and 19th century women.

For example, it is important to know

the status of Irish immigrants during this time in order to understand
the significance of her strong editorial stand on their behalf.
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A further aim of this methodological approach is to demonstrate
that meaningful studies can be conducted even of those historical
figures where little or fragmentary primary information exists.

In

this study for example, as a female in 19th-century Boston, Cornelia
Walter was subject to and a product of the societal forces which shaped
all women.

By studying the lives of other women of her class, and in

particular those in Boston, certain inferences can be drawn about her
life.
From the bits and pieces of primary information found about
male members of Cornelia Walter•s family, it was possible to ascertain
her position in Boston society.

Using this information and studying

the upper class women who were Cornelia•s contemporaries, it would have
been possible to knowledgeably speculate about the kind of life she
lived even without the copious primary material available.

Knowledge

that she came from a religiously prominent family led to an examination
of material about other women under similar influence, thus adding to
the overall understanding of her life.
Fortunately, primary information was available to verify the
assumptions in areas such as these.

Still, it is clear that interpre-

tive studies where much less primary material exists need not be
speculative.

They can be built on solid evidence, leaving only a small

gap in the bridge to be filled by speculation.
Using an interpretive approach to information can significantly
add to the amount of material available on those who have been left out
of written history.

Certainly it can significantly add to fragmentary

primary material--insufficient alone--and make the difference between
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continued obscurity for countless women and minorities and the
assumption of their rightful place in history.
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CHAPTER 4
WOMEN IN THE 19TH CENTURY
The experiment of placing a lady as the responsible editor of a
daily paper was a new and doubtful one. It was a bold step on
her part to undertake so much labor and responsibility. She
made the trial with fear and trembling, and her success has been
triumphant.
--Boston Transcript
Sept. l, 1847
Cornelia Wells Walter was born in Boston on June 7, 1815, 1 and
became editor of the Boston Daily Evening Transcript in 1842, the first
woman in America, and perhaps in the world, to assume these responsibilities for a daily paper. 2 At a time when socially approved outlets for
intelligent, educated and talented women were little more than extensions of traditional roles, Cornelia Walter chose to

~dit

a newspaper.

In order to fully appreciate this act and to better understand the
era of this 19th-century journalist, it is necessary to look briefly at
the history of women in this country before and during her time.
The colonial period of American development provides an interesting
contrast to the restrictive society in which Cornelia Walter lived a
hundred years later, for in colonial America, women played a vital role
in the everyday economic life of the colonies.
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This role was to decrease as the economic prosperity of the
colonies increased, similar to the pattern of social consciousness that
evolved in 18th century England.

As the wealth and importance of the

upper and professional classes in that country grew, the women in these
groups separated themselves from those beneath them until they could no
longer function in the cultural cages in which they were expected to
live. 3
Before this similar social pattern began to form in this
country, however, women enjoyed a great deal of freedom to participate
in the everyday affairs of society.

Colonial women worked at many

trades, performing whatever duties were necessary for survival in a
country where every hand was needed.4
These colonial women were following precedents set by 16th and
17th-century European women who also worked at various trades, performed
agricultural tasks and worked in textiles.

They were important to the

rural and urban economic life of their community. 5
Since these women worked alongside their husbands in the
countries from which they emigrated, when they arrived in America, these
trends were carried over into practices in colonial life.

The women 0ho

came here from their familiar homes were placed in unfamiliar surroundings, often in solitude, and with the resulting responsibility for
family survival, they felt not only useful but necessary. 6 Most of
their occupations were related to duties of home and hearth, nevertheless, women entered almost every facet of colonial life.

They were

indispensable partners of men in the practical business of pioneering. 7
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The cause for many colonial women entering trades and
businesses was the death of their husbands and the resulting economic
necessity to make a living.

There were no recriminations that such

actions were not ladylike since they were often supporting large
families and were therefore admired for their ability to do so.

Women

also worked to supplement family incomes and this too was seen as an
admirable pursuit.8
While Cornelia Walter may have been the first female to undertake the task of editing a daily paper in America, she was not without
precedent in the field of journalism.

As colonial women had stepped

into other trades and businesses upon the deaths of their spouses, they
also engaged in the printing and related newspapering industry.

Again,

they were following precedents set by their ancestors in Europe whose
contributions to this industry have been documented as far back as 1481
when female compositors in Italy were highly commended for their skill.9
In the 16th century, Charlotte Guillard was the widow of two
printers and on the death of her second husband, she personally took
over the supervision of the printing presses, correcting proofs and
publishing books.

In 1520, she published several important works and

continued in a successful business as a printer for 50 years until her
death in 1556.10
In London on March 11, 1702, the first daily newspaper printed
in English, the Daily Courant, appeared.

The paper was published by

E. Mallet, until recently believed to be Elizabeth Mallet, although
authorities now differ on the sex of the founder.l 1
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There is documented evidence of at least 17 women who worked as
printers and publishers in colonial America.

Women were involved in all

facets of printing including working as compositors, binders, press
workers, and other jobs in the printing office.l2
The early American Puritan work ethic that all should contribute
to the extent of their ability was necessary to the survival of the
family unit where there was often a shortage of labor.

Women and

children were not idle dependents but were vital to the economic
stability of the household. 13 Marriage often meant learning the skill
of the husband in order to help in the family business such as butchering, silversmith work, printing or whatever special skills the husband's
work required.

Thus, when women assumed the duties of their husbands in

printing, publishing or other businesses, it was merely a manifestation
of a rather common occurrence in colonial America.14
The industrial revolution in the late 18th century was to bring
about dramatic changes in the lives of women.

Before this time,

industry was carried on in or near the home so that women had easy
access to both domestic and business concerns.

This was also true for

the printing industry.l5
However, with the development of factory work, tasks that were
performed at home could now be performed more efficiently in factories
and women gradually lost some of their traditional household functions.
As a result, they also lost some of their importance to the economic
lives of their families.

While they did continue to perform these same

tasks in the mills and factories that were established, this was the
beginning of the demise in the importance of household functions as a
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factor in the economic success of the family.
of the home began to take on another role.

As a result, the sphere

This loss of economic

contribution to the family was to bring about profound changes in the
lives of women.l6
With the removal of industry from the home to the factory,
there began to take shape a sharp delineation between the work of women
and that of men.

In colonial America, merchants expanded their trading

businesses, growing wealthy as a result.

By the end of the 18th

century, there was a growing class of the wealthy.

In these years, the

newly rich separated themselves from the lower classes, guarding their
privileges and changing their style of life.

Following English

tradition, these new wealthy were lifted onto a higher social plane,
often without much preparation since fortunes were often made
11

0Vernight. 11

The term

11

lady 11 took on a fresh and sometimes peculiar

significance. 17
There was also a resulting change in the relationship between
men and women.

Women•s opportunity to participate in this economic

success was diminishing.

The 11 partnership 11 aspect of marriage no longer

applied and the beginning of the 19th century found the idle woman
becoming the ideal woman.

This reversal of societal values regarding

the proper roles for women created a crisis calling for a compromise
between the old and new 11 appropriate spheres 11 of women.l8
Changes occurred in industrial as well as non-industrial
occupations.

As a result of a growing emphasis on female

11

modesty, 11

women were barred from many of the occupations they had formerly
occupied such as medicine and inn-keeping, and even those who remained
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in such occupations as shop-keepers began to specialize in ladies'
goods. 19
In New England, the industries where "respectable" women could
be employed narrowed as the arts, professions, trades and industries
were closed to them.

By 1840, only a few industries were open to women.

These included teaching, needlework, keeping boarders, factory labor,
. an d f o1d.1ng an d st1tch1ng
.
. 1n
. boo k b1n
. der1es.
. 20
type-se t t1ng
When women did enter into industrial occupations, they usually
found themselves at tasks similar to those they had performed in the
home such as those involved in dressmaking.
in the textile mills which sprang up.

This was especially true

While these mills provided an

income for women, the difference in wages between men and women only
served to point up the inferior and subordinate position of women
compared to that of men.

Thus, it served as a catalyst in separating

women's occupational roles from those of men as well as reinforcing the
dominate role of the male. 21 At the Lowell Mills near Boston which
were acclaimed as a model for employment of young women, it was found
that the prevailing incentive for the labor of many of the women was to
22
secure an education for some male member of the family.
Because this delineation between the roles of men and women was
based on economic factors, it seems reasonable to assume that the women
who were most profoundly affected by these changes were those in the
comfortable upper classes.

Boston women in the first half of the 19th

century were a prime target.

.
This era, especially after the War of 1812, found Boston on the
brink of a prosperous future, with a brisk foreign trade that would see
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the city a leader in this industry by the 1840s.

Still very British,

culturally and politically, almost to the point of being called
un-American, Bostonians had faith in the possibility of achieving a
high quality of life.23
By 1820, a feeling of optimism for the future permeated Boston.
Freed from economic struggles, Bostonians became aware of their
intellect and grew reflective.
Howard,

11

According to social historian, Brett

The age of severance, of disassociation, of freedom, of

analysis, of detachment 11 began.24
These were also the prosperous times that created merchant
princes, the founders of the

11

fi rst 11 fami 1i es of Boston. 25

These

wealthy merchants believed that commerce should go hand in hand with
philanthropy and culture in this auspicious time.26 Wealthy and potent,
these Bostonians turned their thoughts to creating an ideal community
free from crime and disease, where decent living conditions were
available to all inhabitants.

They would create a city with a high

quality of life where good behavior and good taste would be the norms.27
The merchants who flourished in their counting rooms were to
provide the financial and social impetus to Boston 1 s literary class. 28
Embodying the best hopes of the intellectuals of the day, the city was
to foster the literary ambitions of many serious writers.

Writing was

taken seriously as were other cultural pursuits which were given a
dignified place in society.

These culturally elite occupied the same

world as the political and administrative leaders of Boston.

An

economic vitality, intellectual seriousness and moral hope permeated
the city.29
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Increasingly at leisure, women were looking for new avenues of
expression for their energies which at the same time would allow them
to remain in their diminishing

11

appropriate sphere. il

Their newly

assigned duties included elevating and refining the tone of society and
the national mind and literary pursuits were an acceptable means of
providing this influence.30
Lydia Marie Francis of Boston, the first woman to publish a
novel (1821), began a trend that progressed so rapidly that a woman 1 s
name on the title page of a book soon became common.

Those who could

not write became avid consumers of their literary sisters 1 talents and
Boston gained a reputation for its

11

1iterary fema 1es. u31

Another development at the turn of the century (1795-1835)
which was to have a great influence on women was in the area of religion.
With the advent of the Second Great Awakening, women, no longer assets
and steadily being pressured into a shrinking sphere of life, found in
the revivalism of religion in America an outlet for their pent-up
energies.

Where it was not forbidden by social or religious codes, the

Second Great Awakening provided a way through which women were able to
use their energies in reform.32
While the Second Great Awakening had its beginning in Kentucky
and Tennessee in camp meetings, the movement spread quickly.

Utopian

visions resulted from the belief that by creating a nation of free
people, one might create a heaven on earth.

A religious fever swept

America as the development of the spiritual nature was seen as the hope
for introducing the millenium in the New World.

Religious excitation

in prayer and revivals served as important sources of emotional
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gratification for both men and women in the 19th century.

For women,

especially, it provided an opportunity to use their talents and assume
a fuller role in society.33
However, the economic prosperity combined with an increasingly
strict moral code created somewhat of a predicament for women.

They had

the means to pursue leisure but such pursuits posed a moral problem.
Their religious rules forbade them from following frivolities.

Boston•s

upper class women, aristocratic by tradition, and increasingly intellectual by circumstances, were infused with a morality that was stern and
exacting.

They, like their husbands, saw the possibility and even the

responsibility for achieving a high quality of life for Bostonians.
With pent-up passion they threw themselves into the task and began an
era of social and religious reform.34
Looking around them at their exclusive and elegant lives, they
began to ask themselves what was their duty regarding those with less.
Such was the character, and above all, the duty instilled, that a lady
thought her life incomplete unless she was directly aiding in some work
of reform of charity.35

Between 1810 and 1840, 30 benevolent institu-

tions were started, many of them necessary because of the famine in
Europe which eventually resulted in the influx of two-and-one-half
million Irish to the United States, most of them to the Boston area.36
It has been suggested that perhaps the 19th-century Boston
woman was distressed by a Puritan conscience, which demanded that she
exonerate her husband•s wealth by doing good works.37

Charles Dickens,

writing about his visit to Boston in 1842, made this observation about
Boston women:

II

. . since the tone of Boston was one of perfect
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politeness, courtesy and good breeding, the outlets for their energies
were limited and the church, the chapel and the lecture-room were the
only means of excitement accepted."38
Hhatever the reason-duty, desire, or lack of other modes of
expression-Boston women became renowned for their charitable works.
Yet, morality began at home.

Women were given the responsibility for

forming the future character of the nation and their upbringing, as well
as their education, was geared toward this goal.39
The sentimentalization of familial relationships reached an
all-time high during the first half of the 19th century.

In the 1820s

and 1830s, popular magazines reflected the importance of the family,
and in Boston, the family, almost deified, was seen as the center around
which all social order depended.40
Behind all this romanticizing of the family was a concern by
Boston men of wealth and prestige.

They had a strong faith in the

moral importance of family solidarity and were concerned that the family
influence was not as strong as it should be.41

Most of this moral

responsibility fell to the women to maintain; therefore, while they were
encouraged to improve their minds, they were ever-reminded that the
purpose of this improvement was not for their own good but so that the
future rulers of the country would have competent guidance in their
formative years. 42
This romantic rendering of the home and the duties of women was
accompanied by much discussion in popular literature as to the
"appropriate sphere" of women.

This appropriate sphere, a mid-century

writer explained, could be ascertained "by a study of her Physical,
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Intellectual, and Moral constitution, by the disclosures of the Sacred
Scriptures; and by a reference to History, observation and experience. 11 43
Dismissing her physical constitution as 11 peculiar 11 and as a male•s
11 present mental superiority must be conceded, 11 there was only one place
where women reigned with undisputed supremacy:

the realm of moral

power.44
, Nature had assigned to women, it seemed, a sphere distinct from
and subordinate to that of men.

The religious arena was to be the one

showplace for her talents, her special domain.

As the Reverend Hubbard

Winslow wrote in 1838:
Religion has been sometimes decried as the passion of weak men,
women, and children. ~~oman may blush for the association which
the ridicule involves, but she has no reason to be ashamed of
her propensity. May it ever be her distinction . . . . The
position and habits of woman are comparatively favorable to
piety. She needs solace and occupation, and religion affords
her both. Without it, her character is sadly defective.45
After her religious duties were taken care of, Winslow went on
to say, the other distinguishing duties of woman were as follows:
11

Having given herself up to God, her first duty is to take care of her

own house. 1146
Ministers of the churches were quick to remind women that their
power lay in their dependence, which came from a consciousness of their
weakness, given to them by God for their protection.

Furthermore, the

influence of woman was to be private and unobtrusive.

Feminist Sarah
Grimke, writing in protest, described the plight of women: 11 her light
is not to shine before man like that of her brethren, but she is
passively to let the lords of creation put the bushel over it. n47
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Under the influence of these and other inducements, women were
led down the proper paths of domesticity.

Much of the popular litera-

ture of the day dealt with another basic vocation of women, that of
motherhood, which for every middle and upper class girl of the 1830s
and 1840s promised an important role and offered a sense of satisfaction
48
for dutiful women.
In addition to the moral pedestal upon which they
had already been lifted, motherhood offered women the opportunity for
guiding the entire future generation down the path of righteousness.
Harriet Martineau, the first woman sociologist, came to the
U.S. from France and traveled for two years (1834-1836).
American women:

She wrote of

"Their charity is overflowing, if it were but more

enlightened; and it may be supposed that they could not exist without
religion.

It appears to superabound; but it is not usually of a healthy
character. 49
She also commented on the sole business of women as being
"wifely or motherly occupations" with the only alternative, "as I have
said, is making an occupation of either religion or dissipation; neither
of which is fit to be so used." 50
Although parents from Boston•s upper class families generally
had their children taught at home, especially girls, 51 provisions were
made in the Education Act of 1789 for the public education of girls in
the lower grades.

This act stated that not only should girls be educated,

but they should attend school with boys since it was more democratic
to educate both sexes together.

The act also provided for girls to

attend school from April to October, when they had to leave school to
make room for boys returning from agricultural and industrial pursuits.
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Boys were permitted to attend year round. 52
By the 19th century, it was still generally agreed that girls
needed some kind of education since the educated girl would become a
better wife and mother who in turn would make men prosperous and
53
happy.
However, former democratic ideals had fallen by the wayside
by 1813, when girls usually gathered in classrooms separate from boys
and sometimes attended school in separate buildings.
of soul

11

Girls
tenderness
was cited as the reason for this segregation, 54 another
1

11

manifestation of the changing attitudes toward women between the 18th
and 19th centuries.

By this time, apparently, girls possessed a

different moral nature than boys.
In 1825, a high school was established for girls but it was so
successful that a public outcry was raised against the school on the
grounds of the expense to the city as more and more girls applied for
attendance.

Some also protested against higher education for the poorer

girls since it made them unsuitable for domestic service.

It was agreed

to add one year· to the grammar schools and the high school was abolished
in 1827. 55
By 1830, while girls were then allowed to attend school year
round, the schools were divided on the basis of sex so that as
historian Stanley Schultz explained,

11

Grils could be trained to be

elevated in their tastes, refined in their manners and thoroughly imbued
with moral principles.u56 Apparently, this kind of training was not
necessary for boys.

After all, if boys received their moral guidance

in school, what would then be left for women to do?
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In spite of the public educational opportunities for girls (or
maybe because of them) as late as 1881, it was noted by one 19th-century
historian that "girls do not seem to have attended the schools to any
great extent. u 57
Even though these schools and the other institutions of higher
education which were opened to women recognized the intellectual capabilities of women, they also served to further reinforce the prevalent
idea that women were somehow of a finer fabric than men. 58 They set
women apart as a separate class by offering those courses considered fit
for women.

Except for giving some teacher training, the idea of educat-

ing women for a profession was not the goal of these schools.
Martineau observed of female education:
There is a profession of some things being taught which are
supposed necessary because everybody learns them. They serve to
fill up time, to occupy attention harmlessly, to improve conversation, and to make women something like companions to their
husbands, and able to teach their children somewhat . . . . There
is rarely or never a careful ordering Qf influences for the promotion of clear intellectual activity.~9
The working classes of women did not have time for intellectual
pursuits and since the public schools were for the children of these
classes, perhaps they saw little use for the education of their girls.
Before the advent of industrial jobs, these women usually pursued
teaching, needlework or keeping boardinghouses if they had to support
themselves.

Later there were jobs in the mills.

Martineau said,

11

•••

Of these women,

the condition of the female working classes is

such that if its sufferings were but made known, emotions of horror and
shame would tremble through the whole of society . . . . 11 60
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Compare this to Elizabeth Cady Stanton's account of her life in
Boston in 1842 where she lived in the fashionable section of Chelsea:
11 lt was a proud moment in a woman's life to reign supreme within four

walls, to be the one to whom all questions of domestic pleasure and
economy are referred.

11

Newly married, she explained that she lived

11

in

a setting where all my immediate friends were reformers, I had near
neighbors, a new house with all the modern conveniences, and welltrained servants. 1161
Five years later, in a description of her life in Seneca Falls
where she had moved with her husband, Stanton wrote:
Our residence was on the outskirts of the town.
. . I had poor
servants, and an increasing number of children . . . . To keep a
house and grounds in good order, purchase every article for
daily use, keep the wardrobes of half a dozen human beings in
proper trim, take the children to dentists, shoemakers and
different schools . . . altogether made sufficient work to keep
one brain busy . . . . Then, too, the novelty of housekeeping had
passed a~ay, and much ~2at was once attractive in domestic life
was now 1rksome . . . .
Stanton, directing her reform energies at first to the antislavery movement, had gone with Lucretia Mott to the World Anti-Slavery
Convention in London where the two women were refused admission because
of their sex.
women's rights.

They returned and began work on another reform movement,
In 1848, they announced their 11 0eclaration of Senti-

ments and Resolutions

11

at the first Women's Rights Convention in

Seneca Falls.
Writing from Brookline, Mass., in 1837, women's rights advocate
Sarah Grimke said:
In wealthy classes of society, and those who are in comfortable
circumstances, women are exempt from great corporeal exertion,
and are protected by public opinion and by the genial influence
of Christianity, from much physical ill treatment. Still, there
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is a vast amount of secret suffering endured, from the forced
submission of women to the opinions and whims of their husbands. 63
The decade between 1840 and 1850 has been ca 11 ed the Criti ca 1
11

decade 11 in regard to women.

For the most part, the sentimental female

was the cultural ideal and while the rights issue was being pursued by
a few outspoken women, it was not a preva 1ent issue until the 11 femi ni st
fifties."
concern.

Ten years earlier, other aspects of women were of more
Women's education, her destiny, her proper Sphere
11

11

and even

the structure of her body were more widely discussed than her rights.64
While this was true for upper class women in general, it was
especially descriptive of women in Boston during the first half of the
19th century.

The combination of unprecedented economic prosperity and

religious reinforcement of an already Puritan mind was to proscribe
freedom of thought and action for most of these women.
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CHAPTER 5
EARLY LIFE AND EDUCATION OF CORNELIA W. WALTER
Cornelia We 11 s Walter, born June 7, 1815, was the fourth and
last child of Lynde and Ann Minshull \1Jalter. 1 Her forebearers included
figures in religious, political and economic history who had dominated
colonial thought in this country, the Mathers and Otises among them.
On her father's side of the family, she was descended from
Thomas Walter, an attorney who came to America from Younghall, Ireland
in 1679.

Nothing is known of his wife.

He brought with him a letter

of recommendation to the churches in New England from the Congregational
Church in Younghall, and by virtue of this recommendation, was admitted
as a member of the Second Church in Boston in November, 1680. 2
Accompanying Thomas Walter was his 16-year-old son, Nehemiah.
Although he was apprenticed at first to a trade, his talents lay in
other areas.

After being tutored for a brief time, he was admitted to

Harvard College from which he graduated in 1684, with distinguished
honor.

At the age of 25, he was ordained as the pastor of the First

Church at Roxbury, a position he held for more than 60 years. 3
Described by one historian as "short in stature, with a slight
and feeble frame," 4 in 1691, at the age of 28, the Reverend Nehemiah
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married Sara Mather.

She was the daughter of the Reverend Increase

Mather, pastor of North Church of Boston and rector of Harvard
University.5

Renowned for his religious influence, he is also

remembered for his support of scientific investigation and was among
the early supporters of smallpox inoculations.

Sara's brother, Cotton

Mather, was ordained in 1685 and became his father's associate at North
Church.

Cotton Mather played a major role in arousing the people

against so-called witchcraft in 1692.

At a time when ministers were

leaders in public and intellectual life, the profound influence of the
Mather 11 dynasty 11 reached far beyond the pulpit, in addition to directly
dominating New England colonial religious thought for almost a century. 6
The Reverend Nehemiah Walter and Sara Mather had nine children.
The third, Thomas, was ordained as a minister in 1718 and worked with
his father in the First Church of Roxbury. 7 According to a 19th-century
historian, Thomas (great, great uncle of Cornelia),

11

excelled in the

science of harmony. 118 He was constantly aggravated by the quality of
the singing of the people in the congregation of the First Church and
in all of New England as well.

He complained that the singing

11

Sounded

like five hundred different tunes roared out at the same time, 11 and
since nobody paid the slightest attention to time while they were
singing, the congregation was often one or two words apart, producing
noises 11 SO hideous and disorderly as is bad beyond expression. 119
Thomas decided to correct this situation and in 1721, produced America's
first volume of music printed with bars.

Successive editions were

issued until 1764, although Thomas died in 1725, reputed to be one of
the most distinguished scholars of the day.

Upon his death, his uncle,
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Cotton Mather, delivered the eulogy.lO
Four years after his death, another brother, Nathaniel, ninth
child of Nehemiah and Sara, graduated from Harvard College.

He was

ordained as pastor of the Second Church in Roxbury in 1734.

Nathaniel,

great-grandfather of Cornelia, married the 24-year-old daughter of
William Abbott in 1735.11
Nathaniel and Rebecca had five children, the first named Sarah.
This great, great-aunt of Cornelia Walter married Sir Robert Hazlerig
of Leicestershire, England, whose ancestors were prominent supporters
of Cromwell. 12
Their fifth child, Maria, born in 1743, married General Joseph
Otis of Barnstable, brother to James Otis, the American patriot and
agitator against Great Britain.

James Otis served as representative to

the General Court, the Provincial legislature in 1761, and proposed at
that time a meeting of representatives from all the colonies.

The

result of his plan led to the Stamp Act Congress of 1765 which declared
that stamp taxes would not be collected without the people's consent.
As a result of this and other agitation, the British Parliament repealed
the Stamp Act in 1766. 13
Maria's brother, William, the second son of the Reverend
Nathaniel and Rebecca, and the grandfather of Cornelia Walter, was not
as sympathetic to the colonists' cause.

William Walter was born in

1737 and graduated from Harvard· College in 1756.

In 1764, Dr. Walter
was installed as rector of Trinity Church in Boston. 14 He married Lydia
Lynde, the daughter of the Honorable Chief Justice Benjamin Lynde who
was appointed to the Superior Court of Boston.l5
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The Reverend William Walter was a loyalist and resigned his
position as rector of Trinity Church on March 17, 1776, the day the
British evacuated Boston.

He emigrated with many other Americans to

Nova Scotia, where he helped found the town of Shelburne.

From 1776-

1785, about 35,000 English sympathizers went to Nova Scotia, most of
them settling in Shelburne which became a sort of second Boston.l6
William Walter and Lydia Lynde had seven children, the first
being Lynde Walter, Cornelia•s father.

He was a boy of 9 when his

Tory father moved the family to Shelburne.

Named for his great-uncle

Benjamin Lynde, the young Lynde returned with his family to Boston in
1782, when he was 15.

He eventually established himself as a merchant

in Boston but in 1791 he decided to return to Shelburne.
Maria Van Buskirk and they had three daughters.

He married

In 1796, his wife and

infant daughter, Sarah, died.l7
Also living in Shelburne during the Revolutionary War was
another loyalist family, the Minshulls.

They traced their lineage back

to 1191, when a crest and arms were granted by Richard I (the LionHearted) to Sir Michael, Lord of Minshull, for his

11

good services and

bravery•• in Palestine during the Third Crusade.18
John Minshull was born in London in 1752 and came to America
only five years before the signing of the Declaration of Independence.
In New York he met and married Mary Stanton, daughter of Captain Thomas
Stanton of Falmouth, Cornwall, and Mary Keverne of St. Keverne Parish.
Their daughter, Ann, was born August 23, 1773.

During the war, John

Minshull took his family to live in Shelburne where they lived until
1782 or 1783, when they returned to New York.

He was among many who
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left America during the Revolution because of their loyalty to England,
but after the war, returned to their old homes. 19
John Minshull was a merchant in New York20 and it is possible
that Lynde Walter, then living in Shelburne and engaged in the merchant
business, met Minshull through their mutual interests.

In any event,

after Walter•s wife died in Shelburne in 1796 he married 24-year-old
Ann Minshull on June 5, 1798.

One year and one day later, Lynde

Minshull Walter, founder of the Boston Transcript and brother of
Cornelia Walter, was born.21
The merchant Walter, who had established a shipping and mercantile business in Shelburne, began to meet with hard times as the
population of Shelburne dwindled. 22

His father, the Reverend William

Walter, had already returned to Boston in 1782 and was appointed rector
of Christ Church in May, 1792.23
In 1800, Lynde Walter decided to take his family back to Boston
where he set up a store on Long Wharf.

His son, Lynde M., then one year

old, thus grew up in Boston as had his ancestors for the past 150
years.24
Two daughters, Louisa and Caroline, had joined the Walter family
by 1803.

Twelve years later, almost sharing the same birthday as her

brother Lynde, 16 years her senior, Cornelia Wells Walter was born on
June 7, thus completing the family. 25
Cornelia's generation was the last to bear the Walter name
which by this time had accumulated enormous prestige.

Added to this,

but probably considered no more important by the blue-blooded
Bostonians, was the family's considerable wealth.

The combination must
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have understandably resulted in a great sense of self-importance by the
family.

However, along with the rank and privileges granted to those

of gilded ancestry and coffers was the inherent onus of responsibility
and duty, no doubt intensified in the Walters by their religious
heritage.

***
The younger Lynde Walter, who was to become a central figure in
Cornelia•s life, was matriculated at Harvard at the age of 15, as a
Taking after his great-great grandfather Nehemiah Walter,
who according to one historian, 11 When he was thirteen years old, was
sophomore.

such a master of the Latin tongue, that he was capable of readily
conversing in it, 1126 Lynde excelled in Latin as well as in school in
general.

He developed an early interest in writing and belonged to

Harvard•s Hasty Pudding Club, a social and literary club.27
After graduation from Harvard at 17, Lynde, planning to become
a merchant like his father, spent the next seven years learning the
family business.

One by one his sisters married, touisa in 1818, Jane

in 1819, Maria in 1821 and Caroline in 1822, leaving at home the
7-year-old Cornelia to receive the full attention of her brother, as
well as that of her parents.28
The following year, however, not completely satisfied with the
life of a Boston merchant, Lynde decided to go to Brazil to learn the
trading business.29

He lived there for more than two years, during

which time he wrote numerous letters to the young sister he had left at
home.

From these letters, and those he ~rote to his parents, a warm and

loving family relationship is glimpsed.

Letters between Lynde and
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Cornelia are evidence, even at this early date, of the strong mutual
affection that was to characterize their lifelong relationship.

Even

more than a very clear familial love is shown here; he was also her
mentor and she proved to be a brilliant and devoted protegee.
After his arrival in San Salvadore, Lynde wrote to the 8-yearold Cornelia:
My dear, dear little Sister,
I am going to write you a letter to tell you how dearly
I love you, how often I think of you, and how much I desire to
see you. I do not think that you have got into joining hand yet
but I hope you will try to spell every word of this letter
without asking anybody to help you. If there is any word that
you do not understand, go and look for it in your dictionary and
then you will never forget, but always remember it. Be a good
girl and learn your lessons and then Miss Newman will love you
as well as you say you love her. I am very sorry that we could
not have a walk together Fourth of July morning as we did last
year. I did not forget you on your birthday, but wished very
often to have been at home with you and to kiss you.
Brother Lynde
P.S. Look on your map and see what part of the world I am in
and how far from you.30
Under the circumstances, it is not surprising that the young
Cornelia reciprocated by making her brother the object of her affection
and adoration.

That this only and older brother was traveling to the

far-off lands she was just learning about in her studies would be
enough to warrant him a position of great importance in her young eyes.
That he showed her such affection assured it.
In addition to the obvious brotherly affection, Lynde also felt
a sense of duty and responsibility for this young sister, a duty he took
especially seriously regarding her education.

Before he left on his

travels, he may have realized that Cornelia was going to be an

74

extraordinary scholar for he wrote to her seriously about the things
he saw, instructing her intellectually as well as morally about the
world.

For example, in 1824, he wrote:

My dear Cornelia
Your Geography does not tell you the truth about this City; it
is not the Capital of Brazil. Rio-Janeiro [sic] is the Capital,
and there lives the Emperor and all the nobility; . . . It is
impossible that persons who write books should be always correct
as they are obliged to believe a great deal of what others tell
them, having no means of seeing for themselves, and travellers
are very fond of telling lies, without considering the consequences; it is always wicked to lie, and the Liar always loses more
than he gains by the falsehood.
I am glad you love your Books; continue to love them and to
study them now you are young, but do not believe that books alone
are able to make you a good woman or a wise one. Your mother can
teach you many things not found in Books but which you must have
if you ever expect to be a wife and good Housekeeper; all .
may be and yet not neglect the improvement of your mind.3l
And a few months later:
My dear little sister
That you were pleased with the flower I sent you, pleased me
also. One does not like to be forgotten and I thought that sending you some little token would prove that I not only loved you
but remembered you.
I wish there was something to tell you, but this place is
very different from Boston and if I should tell you what I tell
your Father and Mother, you would not understand me. There is
one thing however which I can tell you, that is very strange and
will make you believe I live amongst a curious people; what do
you think of men and women as old as I and many older who have
never read their Bible.32
In her replies to his letters in a neat joining hand,
11

11

the not

quite 9-year-old Cornelia reflected upon the complexities of education
which, nevertheless, she was anxious to pursue:
Dear Brother
How good and attentive you are to think of me at such a
distance and to write me so often when you have so much to attend
to, and so many other letters to write. I am always proud and
delighted when I see one addressed to me, tho I was much mortified
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on opening your last to find Morse had led me into such errors.
I shall not place any confidence in what I find in his geography,
at least in his descriptions of distant Cities.
Even at this early age, Cornelia exhibited an advanced ability
for written expression and a marked desire to learn, yet she retained a
normal childish delight for birthdays:
I have been with Sister Louisa to see the Mechanical
Panorama of a Commercial City, the same Mother says you saw nine
years ago. I was very much amused with it. I have also had the
pleasure of going with my Preceptress to hear Mr. Stevens
Astronomical Lectures at Concert Hall . . . . He gave us more
information which I could relate when I returned home but could
not perfectly understand. I shall admire when I am further
advanced in my Education to have frequent opportunities of
attending such Lectures . . . . We shall all think of you Dear
Brother on Whitsunday because it will be your Birthday, you know
whose comes next . . . . but I shall not have a walk with you in
the Mall--O how I long to see you. I cannot forget you for
Mother talks constantly of you to me, when I go to bed I give her
two kisses, one for myself and one for brother.
Cornelia Wells Walter33
More than a year later, her handwriting exhibiting her improved
skill, she displayed considerable talent for convincing her brother that
10-year-olds were sometimes just too busy to write:
My dear Brother,
I am ashamed when I reflect on the length of time that has
passed since I last wrote you, particularly when I look over the
many letters you have been so aff~ctionately attentive as to send
me filled with such good precepts and calculated so much to
afford me information. I will not attempt an apology for my
silence other than to beg you to reccollect [sic] how many lessons I have to attend to, which occupy much of my time, and
though I have often expressed a determination to write you yet
just at the moment I was ready to begin, some of my playmates
have drawn off my attention by calling for me to take a walk or
to play; and I dare say you have not forgotten when you was [sic]
of my age that such sport often drove duty from your mind.
After this masterful bid for sympathy, she clinched the
argument with flattery.

She then continued her letter, expressing her
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fondness of arithmetic and grammar and her resignation to geography:
We often see Mr. Foster and I love to hear him talk of you; he
says he thinks I look like you but Mother says it is only our
complexions that are alike. I have got as far as compound substraction [sic] and expect soon to go into reduction, I am very
fond of arithmetic~ I admire to have a long sum to do; I am also
fond of grammar, but I cannot say I like geography so well as my
other studies . . . but I attend to all my studies in turn for I
suppose they will all be useful to me.34
Lynde took every opportunity to encourage Cornelia in her
studies, pointing out the importance of every subject, even geography:
I mention the circumstance to impress on your mind the difference of climate to lead you to the study of Geography and shew
the necessity of gleaning from books the information your situation as a female may prevent your acquiring from travel.35
By bringing to her attention this one of many disadvantages of
being a female, he may have helped make her realize early that she would
have to compensate by study for what males learned by experience.
He often gave her examples to help her understand a particular
scientific phenomenon, such as the rotation of the earth around the sun
and the resulting seasonal changes:

11

The first evening you have an

apple given you to eat, ask your father to suppose that the candle is
the Sun and the apple . . . the Earth.

11

He continued this simple

experiment with a detailed description of the effects of the seasonal
changes.

Science was never to replace religion, however, and he

concluded by explaining that understanding the process Wi 11 teach you
11

with reverence and holy zeal, to love the beneficient author of such
wonderful mechanism. n36
While this correspondence may seem to indicate that her brother
was overly concerned with her intellectual development, it is far more
likely that the subjects of her studies simply provided topics of mutual
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interest to them.

Being much older than she, and leaving when she was

young, there would have hardly been time to develop many other areas of
mutual interest.

While he was obviously delighted with his precocious

sister, he did not wish this intellectual development to be at the
expense of her overall well-being.

From San Salvadore, he wrote to his

mother-regarding Cornelia:
But enough of this, let us turn to another subject--Cornelia.
Of her you relate an interesting anecdote, that but too strongly
marks the precosity [sic] of her intellect. Do not dear Mother,
urge her forward too fast, rather check than encourage her
indomitable progress, cultivate the fruit bearing branches, but
prune the exhausting suckers; profusion of foliage does not indicate the value of a tree and we see many blossoms in Spring,
where we find little fruit in Autumn. Above all do not instruct
her in any branch of Education merely because it is fashionable;
she should be taught to dance because in a genteel female it is
a necessary accomplishment; it were best that she should be
early innitiated [sic] into the principles of gracefull [sic]
motion, one year of instruction now will be better than four
hereafter. As to drawing and painting, I am quite indifferent
whether she learns the art or not, most-especially would I
oppose the study unless she exhibits a predilection for the
pencil; direct the genius, but do not force the will. Latin,
Italian and French, she should not attempt until her fourteenth
year·, the study of her own language will be sufficient to employ
all her time until then, when if she has the inclination,
opportunities enough will occur during the interval between
graver studies and more domestic employments, to acquire all the
knowledge of other languages, that can possibly ornament her
mind or increase her happiness; nothing provokes me more than to
hear a silly girl praising the beauties of a foreign tongue, in
phraseology that indicates most woeful ignorance of her own. In
short, mother, I wish Cornelia should be taught everything useful,
but the acquirement of what is merely ornamental, left to her
own industry and diligence.37
He further admonished Cornelia regarding the value of learning
useful information:
They tell me you are becoming a great arithmetician, already
initiated into the mysterious combinations of Compound Addition.
Go and prosper . . . provided always you profit by your extensive research and profound learning. One thing I shall insist
upon, that I never hear you have become a Bluestocking.n38
11
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Along with her skills in arithmetic, Cornelia was developing a
talent for writing.

Her literary efforts were not only being encour-

aged by her doting brother and other family members, but by strangers
as well.

An admirer of her literary skills, F.B. Sheving, wrote to

Cornelia, then 10,
I did peruse your "puff" at the time of its publication, and
although I knew not (not even dreamt) who the Author might be I
bestowed a warm eulogium upon its merit . . . . With regard to
the piece-I feel proud that a pupil of the "Hancock
Institution" is so able to put a critical remark (and so
judicious an one) in the "Literary Journal," which I trust may
likewise have a "stimulus" for her talent - 39
Apparently, Cornelia was not prompt in writing to her brother,
perhaps due to her numerous studies but more likely because her
attention was, as she called it, "drawn off" by her playmates.

Her

brother chided her for neglecting him:
It is long since you wrote me. It rejoiced me to learn that you
have borne away the Prize from the Sunday School and it gives me
great satisfaction to hear from Mother that you are still under
the tuition of Miss Newman. I am satisfied that she is amply
competent to instruct you in all that she possesses to teach and
in all that you can possibly acquire these three years-provided
you learn perfectly what you pretend to study.40
Finally, in exasperation at not hearing from her, he wrote her
a charming letter in which he pretended that he was dreaming and
received a letter from Cornelia in which she said:
Dear Brother,
I have suffered your letter to remain so long unanswered
that really I am ashamed to acknowledge ever having received it.
Frequent opportunities have occurred but they always found me
so busily engaged in pursuits of a more pleasing nature, as to
allow me no time to tell you how thankful I am for your kindness
in remembering your little sister. Indeed my dear Brother, it
is not my fault, but what with loading my head and lightening my
heels, my time and attention is so completely divided between
Miss Newman and Monsieur LaSasse that if I should sit down to
write, I fear my poor head would begin to waltz and I should not
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know whether I was working up a sum in compound addition or
explaining the intricacies of a Quadrille. It is my intention to
be more mindful of you in future and if you will pardon my late
remissness, I promise it shall be long ere you have again
occasion to complain of me . . . . Adieu my dear Brother, I must
go and see what Morse says about the River Euphrates or shall
get a rap over the knuckles from Miss Newman. Once more adieu do not forget dear Brother, Yours Cornelia
Was not this a delightful dream, and how provoking to be
compelled to awake to the sober reality of disappointment.
Lynde41
Fortunately for Lynde, Cornelia was not his sole source of
information from home.

He kept up a separate correspondence with

several members of his family, including his mother, father and sister,
Caroline.

Even though Caroline had married several years before, she

was a frequent visitor in the Walter household and Cornelia•s letters
to Lynde spoke of Caroline•s children, whom .she loved dearly, 42 and
informing him that when he returned,

11

You will have many to call you

uncle.n43
No doubt Cornelia, being so much younger than her sisters,
enjoyed their admiration as well as that of her brother.

In a long

letter to sister Caroline in which he thanked her for some portraits of
her family, Lynde wrote:
Your remarks upon the character of Cornelia were truly
gratifying when you tell me that she has an intuitive perception
of right-wrong, that her soul is the seat of very generous and
noble feelings. I wish that I was near enough to hug you to my
bosom and tell you how much I love you for loving her. You have
it in your power to do that child as much good both by precepts
and example. From her peculiar situation, she must be often
with you . . . . You are a Mother, Caroline, and the kindness
with which you entertain that child, she will pay ten~fold to
your children- My life upon the issue.44
Apparently, his letter to Cornelia telling her of his dream
resulted in some action on Cornelia•s part for he also mentioned in
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this letter that his mother had enclosed in a letter to him

11

that of our

dear Cornelia."
Cornelia was often a topic of Lynde•s frequent letters to his
mother.

From Bahia, he wrote:

I am truly proud of Cornelia and love to hear of her rapid
progress in all the branches of education to which her versatile
talents have been subjected. I hope there is no management in
all this; --Study may suceed Study and Book follow Book, like
the ripples on a beach, but like the same ripples W%Y wash over
sands and pebbles and leave them barren as before.
He went on to express his complete disapproval of the system
then employed for educating females:
I do not believe the System of Female Education pursued at the
present day is a correct one. The prevalent opinion seems to
be, that it is only necessary, as far as pecuniary ability
extends, to furnish the daughter with the best advantages, that
is to say, the most fashionable Instructors in the mostfashionable branches of Education.
He continued by lamenting those mothers who, having put their
daughters in fashionable schools, then feel relieved of all obligation
and responsibility.

11

1 do not include all mothers-thank God, there are

still some who know the advantages of domestic culture and watch over
their daughters with an interest truly maternal," he wrote.

He felt his

ideas were not "old fashioned" and that the mother who was too proud to
11

lead her daughter into the kitchen, or too ignorant to instruct her

when there, may be a very princely woman, but she has no title to the
high appelation of a Domestic Mother. 11
In spite of his liberal ideas regarding a useful education from
women, he also believed that a woman•s first duties were to the home, a
view that was in keeping with the majority opinion of the day.

However,

he was in the minority in wishing Cornelia to study as widely as possible,
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including mathematics and science, and not just finishing school subjects.

It seems probably that like many of those who favored a broad

education for women, he believed that this would prepare them to be
better wives and mothers.
After more than two years in South America, homesick and
disillusioned with the trading business, Lynde returned to Boston where
he embarked upon a literary career.

During the next four years, he

wrote a series of book and play reviews for the Boston Daily Courier
and the New England Galaxy.

He used the signature T.0.
11

11

borrowed from

Thomas Otway, and during this time he also lectured on various literary
subjects.46
He also continued to keep a critical, but caring eye on
Cornelia's school progress.

Essays from the

11

Composition Notebook of

Cornelia Wells Walter show the increasingly sophisticated development
11

of her literary abilities.

Their content depicts a competent, happy

young girl of 12 or older.

In an untitled composition, she wrote to a

friend named Charlotte:
For my own part, I prefer letters for composition, not that I
think them easier to compose, but you know that there are many
young ladies (you and I accepted) you are apt to preach those
things which, they are far from practising [sic] therefore, as
I detest the 'semblance of good things,• I consider it far
better for them never to advise what they cannot perform.47
In mock complaint, she went on to describe her brother's close
attention to her literary efforts:
Besides were you in my situation, with a tormenting Brother over
your shoulder, criticizing every line, nay every word, that you
wrote, and never making allowances, even for differences of age,
I do not think that even your sober ladyship could produce a
finished composition! However, I take all his criticism with
the greatest possible good-nature, telling him, that were I a
member of the "Debating society, perhaps I might be more
11
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particular in my selection of words, but as I am a mere school
girl, La!
Whether due to a tempering of Lynde•s exacting demands on her
with a great amount of affection, or to her own irrepressible nature,
Cornelia•s life at this point evinced a high-spirited, carefree optimism for the present and a confidence in the future:
Everyone has their day of frolick and fun, and this is mine, but
no matter, one of these days, you will see me settled down, into
as sober a priestess as yourself (to pay you a fine compliment)
and then you will say, 11 Can this be the volatile Cornelia, who
used to boast (with a hearty laugh) of being the Mother of the
Gracchi? I can hardly believe it possible! 11
A notation by her teacher said:

11

For our selection - A sure

proof how well I am pleased with your letter ...
Another composition in the form of a letter to her friend,
Charlotte, described in graphic detail, a cloud formation viewed through
her chamber window and earned this comment from her teacher:

11

Good.

Medal for the best Composition and for our selection.n48
In a 1eng thy essay titled 11 The Progress of Literature,..
Cornelia compared the conditions of various nations with the state of
their literature.

She noted for example:

The Athenians were at one period, a brave and virtuous people,
surpassing all other nations, but by degrees, prosperity introduced luxury, which led to sensuality and covetousness, and
those people sunk into obscurity, as fast as (a few years
before) they had risen into opulence. They were no longer distinguished for literature.
Referring to the then present time, she continued:
Of all countries renowned for literature, Germany ranks among
the highest. Her numerous literary institutions, all combine
to send out into the world men of genius - Germany can boast of
her great men, her Kepler and her Goethe, her eminent physicians
and musicians.
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This did not mean, however, that she thought any nation was led
by a brighter star than the United States.

Briefly tracing the history

of this country, she held out the greatest of hope for the future and
especially that of her beloved New England:
But brighter days were about to dawn on the inhabitants of
America, and the revolutionary war paved the way to their
advancement in literature and the useful arts, and by this war,
they were released from the shackles of the British, who saw
them struggling for liberty, and yet sent out their armed forces
to reduce them to submission, meanly seeking to deprive them of
all rights as a free people. But the task was not so easy as
they had imagined . . . . Ever since the year 1776, we have been
gradually advancing in literature . . . . We are not yet
absolutely a literary nation, yet we are rapidly becoming such.
Wait but a few short years, then shall N. England boast of her
orators and her Statesmen, and above all, she can boast that
she is free! Britain, though it may see the advantages of our
republican government, never can be such, and it will remain
forever and aye a limited monarch, its people secretly and
heartily wishing for freedom, but to no effect . . . . Yet while
we are rapidly advancing in literature, religion should not be
forgot. To attend to this last, is a duty which as rational
beings, we owe to our Heavenly Father, who has inculcated in us,
the principles of religion and liberty.
Her teacher commented on this composition:

"Excellent sense,

and the composition ranks among your best productions - For our
Selection.••

This composition of the young

Corneli~~had

portentous

meaning as well as the excellent sense noted by her teacher, for a
love of education and learning and above all for religion and duty
would be evident in her future career as a journalist.
During these school days, Cornelia•s brother, Lynde, (in
addition to standing over her shoulder) was pursuing his literary
career.

In 1830, however, with the demise of the Boston Evening

Bulletin, the only evening journal in the city, he saw his chance to
launch a new evening paper and embarked on a career as an editor. 50
Cornelia was 15.
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In a later autobiographical account (using pseudonyms) of an
unhappy love affair she experienced later in life, Cornelia
poignantly recalled these childhood days, filled with school work and
her brother's loving attention:
He was her instructor in philosophy and the higher branches of
an English education, arid this whilst she attended the best
schools and was under efficient teachers. He taught her
methods of business and economy; directed her mind to the politics of nations and to national views of man and humanity; his
guardian care prepared her for shunning the profligate . . .
through every branch of Natural Philosophy and Ethics she
travelled with an intellectual quickness which sometimes
surprised and confounded her teacher; whilst, if she erred and
occasionally gave wrong answers, not so difficult to her were
Euclid's problems as to solve the disappointed or grave look
with which her brother perceived that she was at fault. "Why,"
she thought, "should so much gravity be called up by a few
mistakes in rhetoric or a wrong calculation?" The girl of
fourteen, bright and laughter-loving, learned to look upon her
brother of 33 as a very Solou but at the same time, it was certain that she feared him not. When the lesson was over, she
might be found sleeping in his arms, and her rosy face
pillowed on his shoulder. Oh, that happy room, in the old
home. 51

***
Nothing is known of Cornelia's life during the next four years
but the influence of these childhood days was still evident in letters
she wrote to her family in 1834.

For in spite of being a female,

Cornelia did get an opportunity to travel.

Accompanying her sister

Caroline, the two toured Washington, Baltimore and Philadelphia on their
way to a Warm Springs, Virginia, health resort where Caroline underwent
treatment for an unknown ailment.52
During this trip of about two months, the 19-year-old Cornelia
demonstrated her acute perceptiveness as she described to family
members back in Boston the cities, churches, hotels, people and customs
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she encountered.
Her earlier conviction of the superiority of New England now
narrowed to Boston, which was her standard for comparison.
Philadelphia, she said, had a 11 Stylish air 11 which reminded her of
Boston and her letters were filled with expressions of her longing to
be home again with her family.
she was

11

However, as she wrote to her brother,

determined to feel self-satisfied for there is no other way to

get a 1ong on a journey. n53
After her arrival at Warm Springs, she told her father,

11

A

letter from home is to me what the waters of the Sweet Springs are to
the dyspeptic invalid-a tonic, and a restorer to a mind.n54
In spite of her homesickness, however, Cornelia looked forward
to what she called the 11 gay season 11 and the arrival of the Virginian
ladies:
. for they are volatile in their manners, with daring and
adventurous spirits . . . . You must not however, expect too much
from your Daughter Cornelia-she is not half so bright as you
once thought her-in short, I would rather display the little
talent I possess in the sweet sanctuary of home . . . believe me
my Father, I shall be abundantly thankful, yet more fixed than
ever, in my determination never to leave you while I have my
being.55
While in Virginia, she met Henry Clay, apparently an agreeable
encounter since she was later to run many news items complimentary to
Clay when he was a Whig candidate for president in 1844.

This was in

marked contrast to her opinion of many other politicians she encountered there.

After telling her father of her conversation with Clay,

Cornelia went on to say:

11

I have met more distinguished men, and more

honourable members, who by the way, will do their Country no honour, at
these Springs than I ever saw at one time at home. 11

Even at 19,
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Cornelia's skills in observing people and forming opinions are
apparent.

These were skills that would be critical to her success as

an editor.
To her mother, Cornelia wrote lively letters filled with
detailed descriptions of her daily activities \"ihich included "gadding"
about in the afternoons, passing the time in conversation or at games:
ills not this an inte1lectual existence?
like a dream."
explained:

Surely my life passes away

Feeling almost ashamed of her

11

rude" health, she

''Here it is positively necessary to have some ailment. "56

However, neither the dress, complexion nor manners of the
Southerners suited Cornelia:
The gentlemen look better than the ladies, and I have met with
some that are handsome. None that are dangerous to look at,
however, so there is no fear for poor little Cupid . . . . How
would you like me to bring home a pair of crutches for a sonin-law, with a face like vinegar owing to rheumatic affection! 57
Apparently, Cornelia's "rude
great deal of attention in Virginia.

11

health and fair skin attracted a
In late July, her sister Louisa

wrote her:
I understand you have an abundance of beaux; have any made a
deep impression. I should think your roses would contrast
strangely with the sallow hue of the Virginians and as good
health is something new at the Springs, and always inviting,
would create for you no little homage. Send us all necessary
information, we will in the meantime, prepare our minds, to
receive with due consideration whomsoever you may see fit to
particularly introduce.58
When two of her letters home found their way into the columns
of the Transcript, she was "mortified" and told her brother that "had
I the least idea of their destination, I would certainly never have
written them,"59 but as she admitted in a letter to her parents:
"I had not the heart to be very savage, so I dealt with him gently; he

87
knows that I can be very crooked, so remind him of this."60
Obviously, the relationship between her and Lynde was still very
affectionate.
It was with great delight that Cornelia received a packet of
papers from Lynde, and

11

the mere sight of the dear little Transcript 11

cheered the by now very homesick Cornelia:
Boston has never been so gay since I can remember . . . and I
only wish that I like an aeronaut, could soar aloft in the
upper air, and descend for a moment among you . . . . There is a
proud feeling that I encourage when I think of old
Massachusetts . . . I can never bg~ome a Virginian, while I
glow with the true Yankee spirit.
She finally came to admire the

11

SOftness of manners 11 of the

Southerners but she felt that it was better where it belonged, in the
South.

In spite of the South and its charm,

11

I should not 1ike to

exchange my northerly residence for one farther South, and am completely satisfied with puritanical New England and my Pilgrim
ancestors.u62
This love for her New England heritage was soon to be put to
the test, for after returning from her Virginian hriliday, she began to
correspond with Philemon Beecher of Lancaster, Ohio, whom she had
apparently met while at Warm Springs.

One can only speculate as to the

contents of Philemon's first letter to Cornelia after her return to
Boston; however, her reaction was one of complete surprise for this
11

a l together unexpected 11 turn of events.

While extremely flattered for

the high opinion of her talents expressed by Philemon ( 11 wou1d that I
were myself conscious that they were impartially my due! 11 ) , she
offered this explanation for her reluctance to reciprocate his ardor:
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You have often heard me speak of my strong attachment to
kindred . . . you know that my ent·ire happiness consists in
the sweet concentration of the joys of home. This City is my
bi rth-p 1ace-here I have aged Parents-an only Brother-kind
and affectionate Sisters;--here are the play-mates of my
infancy--the companions of my childhood--every thing in short
that can keep me in Boston-that can chain me to New Eng1and.63
Hoping that the expression of this sentiment would not "serve
to diminish" his esteem, she invited him to visit her in Boston.
Apparently Philemon did not quite understand this turn of
events and once more he wrote, entreating her for a further clarification of her position.

In answer to this second letter, Cornelia once

again assured him that she was "gratified" by his good opinion of her
and flattered by his esteem, however:
The unexpected surprise to which I alluded was entirely the
effect of my 1 first emotions, • for I was not previously aware
that you entertained for me other feelings than those which
your politeness would prompt you to evince towards a genteel
stranger. How could I then expect such a letter as yours?
Why should I not be startled at its contents?64
She went on to explain that she was the youngest and only
daughter left at home, with an ailing father.

In addition, "We can

look back to the landing of the Pilgrim Father 1 s for a long line of
honorable ancestry, and we do this with that feeling of pride which a
respectable origin alvvays justifies."65
Apparently for Cornelia this was explanation enough as to why
she would not leave Boston for Ohio.

However, she did not completely

close the door and indicated that at some future date, she might
reciprocate the feelings Philemon had for her.

Yet, she made her

conditions quite clear:
Much as I love my family and connections, I feel that it would
be temerity in me, even should I vievJ your proposal \'lith favour,
to request you to reside in Boston; I have weighed well your
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existing local advantages.
resignatfon!66

How can I demand their

Apparently, Philemon was not willing to give up his "local
advantages 11 even for Cornelia, and the courtship ended.

This was only

one of several known proposals of marriage Cornelia received, for in
addition to having family "connections

11

as she termed them, she was

widely admired for her character and general accomplishments as indicated by this description of Cornelia in the Boston Post.
who signed himself ''The Old

i~an,"

The writer,

having recently attended a party in

Roxbury honoring a new couple, gaily described the dress and personalities of the various guests.

Finally, he said:

But I had been looking all the evening at a lady whose actions
and manners indicated a heart of sunshine--a heart in the right
place. She had smiles for the laughing, and subdued tones for
the grave. She was not a belle nor a beauty, and yet there was
a charm about her indescribably fascinating. When my eye was
first caught . . . I knew not whether she was maid, wife, or
widow. She Vias dressed in black lace and bugles-a beautiful
contrast to a complexion of the purest blonde. She had a Juno
figure and a Hebe face, and looked as the creature whom
Wordsworth might have had in his mind's eye when he described
his 11 nobly planned 11 woman. "t~ho is she?" I asked of a friend.
'Oh, she is very literary-a blue stocking.' 'That's
indefinite,' said I; 'who is she?-what's her name?' 'She is
The on dit [sic] is that she is
affianced, but I heard not to whom. I wish all marrying men
might espouse the like of her, albeit an editor and a bluestocking. But not a bit of the indigo, though much of the
rose, did I discover about her.67
Whether Cornelia was actually engaged at this time is not known.
However, in November 1843, when she was editing the Transcript,
Cornelia received another marriage proposal from a childhood friend.
Before he knew her personally, Harris Smith wrote to
Cornelia, he had been impressed with her "superior moral worth and
mental excellence."

The proposed union was not to be merely of the
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minds, however, for his llpassionate enthusiasm of early youth 11 had with
the 11 maturity of manhood ripened into an honourable love 11 which had
withstood the

11

annihilating influences . . . of silence and distance. 11

In the eloquent two-page letter, he apologized for the unforeseen
contingencies which prevented him from proposing sooner.

However,

"I now offer you, my dear Cornelia, my hand ·in marriage, my heart has
long been melded to you by ties indissoluble. 11 68
But the annihilating influences of silence and distance had
done their work well.

Cornelia wrote in reply:

Nothing could have been more unexpected to me than the
disclosure contained in your note received last evening--I read
it like one in a maze, and almost doubted the evidence of my
senses. That I should have inspired you my dear Sir, with a
regard beyond my power to reciprocate, is my misfortune, not my
fault . . . . I questioned my heart well, and could only find the
reply that marriage to me at present is out of the question.
I love no one, and to give away the hand without the heart
would be bitter mockery.69
This state of affairs was not to continue long, however, for
in the following year, while she continued to edit the Transcript, she
fell in love.

The details of this tumultous two-year engagement to

Peter 01 i ver 11 \f.lhi ch came to naught because she preached at him too much"
are recorded in a lengthy autobiographical account written by Cornelia
about this affair.

Although she used pseudonyms, the true identities

of 11 Corinne Halker 11 and her beloved "Pierre" were obvious.

In this

account, she also spoke of the fine character of her father

11

Lyman

Walker," and of the deep affection she felt for her brother, 19 years
her senior.

He bore the same name as their father, thus leaving little

room for~ doubt as to his identity JO
From the manuscript, it is learned that Corrine's mother
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objected to an engagement between the young people because of the
difference of age "on the \<IIrong side, 11 presumably referring to the fact
that Cornelia was older than Peter Oliver, although no ages are given.
In addition to, and perhaps because of his youth, Pierre was not
sufficiently established in his profession to consider marriage at this
time.

Corrine, however, was genuinely smitten with Pierre and his

"arguments were received by her with implicit trustfulness; she fondly
believed that he loved her, and for the first time in her life, consented to deceive her mother!

11

Believing that her mother would come to

love Pierre, Corrine agreed to a private engagement with him.
Cot'nelia wrote,

11

11

There,"

She was not wrong, for her mother became, like

herself, most warmly attached to Pierre.u71
Cornelia explained that the engagement did not end in marriage
due to reasons other than parental disapproval:
Perhaps Corinne had been wrong, sometimes in her manner towards
Pierre-from the kindest entreaties to h-irn she might have
become~ as he said~ ''intemperate" in hel' zeal, when speaking of
his faults, and the counsel that is given sharply, can hardly
be expected to be \'eceived in humility and gratitude. The b·lame,
indeed might have been divided between the advised and the
adviser but Pierre threw it all upon Corinne; he told her that
she must take him as he was or not at all, whilst to make this
plain language more plain, he wrote to her, as we have said.
Poor Corinne. She had no one but her heavenly Father to whom
to turn in this hour of bitterness.72
It appeared that Corrine was not

~villi

ng to "take him as he

was" for the engagement was called off and she was sent away for her
health's sake.

When she later met Pierre:

To her mortification she knows that she talks at random in his
presence, and induces him to laugh at her endeavors to conceal
herself. It is impossible for a regard like hers (such as it
once \-Jas) to deteriorate into common friendship or coo1 to
indifference; it were as easy for it to become hatel73
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The following year, Cornelia married William Boardman Richards
of Dedham, a town just outside Boston.

It is probable that William was

a close family friend of many years, for in 1843 he wrote to her in a
fami1 i ar manner regarding an item he was submitting for publication in
the Transcript she was then editing.

He also apologized for not calling

on her as intended and signed off the letter,

11

Your friend-cousin-or

whatnot, William. u74
From accounts in his diary it is known that he had many
interests in common with Cornelia, including a love for poetry75 and
lectures.76

He was also very interested in horticulture and his diary

dealt primarily with this subject, discussing in detail the plantsespecially the dahlias-in his garden.

as editress of the T- - - newspaper was I indebted for this
lecture privilege as her escort and counsellor.77
11

To

Regarding Cornelia, he noted:

Ct~W,

While acting as her escort, William also confided in her
regarding brother Augustus' engagement of which his family disapproved:
To Cornelia have I told much of this in our pleasant lecture
walks . . . so well opined too (from the long years of our
friendly intercourse) had I been of her discretion as well as
her heartiest sympathy. 78
Cornelia had not only caught William's eye but she had piqued
the interest of 11 A Stranger in Boston 11 a few months earlier.

t~riting

in the Boston Daily Star, 79 he describes his first encounter with her
as she was

11

busy in selecting the best shade of color for the garment

of a poor woman, \vho stood by."
Saxon

individualization~~

learn her name.

He followed

11

thi s true specimen of

farther on the promenade, but was unable to
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. . . but my interest increased about her~ as I met her on
horseback in the afternoon, the roses of her cheek made more
vivid by the air, and contrasting brightly with the dark plume
of her natty hat. She sat on her horse like a true equestrian,
and meeting a friend in Beacon Street, I was surprised to learn
her history. In every sense she was a gifted as well as a
handsome lttoman. . . . She was the editress of the
. . . .
With an active mind and body, she seemed the embodiment of
every excellence, and is certainly a wonder for literary enterprize.80
Cornelia's charms and equestrian talents did not go unnoticed
by William.

The romance, at least on William's part, blossomed quickly

and a scant three months after his description of their pleasant
lecture walks, this enthusiastic entry is recorded in his diary:
Be it marked with a white stone--significant of joy unallayed.
CWW has been with us for a brief, happy hour at D.
an equestrian feat of hers which she bore off in every way with
i nfi ni te credit and honor-radiantly beautifully-with an easy
dignity and most agreeable 'savoir faire' with the will and
power of a Di Vernon she is yet a very Minerva in her
training-still constantly shining forth in the least
unstudied and most natural way in the VJOr'ld-a true woman
perfectly balanced in her every development . . . . 81
Unfortunately, there is no record of Cornelia's precise feelings toward William.

However, she resigned as editor of the Transcript

on September l, 1847, and on September 22, they were married in St.
•
Bos t on. 82
Pau 1 ' s c.hurc ..h 1n

Several factors help explain her decision to give up the
Transcript when she married.

First, as unusual as it was for a woman to

edit a daily paper, it would have undoubtedly been unacceptable to
society had she continued after her marriage.

Her place then was in

her home, and even if her proper Boston peers could have somehow managed
to rationalize the situation, it is doubtful that her husband would
have.

As a reflection on him, it would have been intolerable to have

his wife working.
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However, Cornelia probably never even considered continuing,
and was likely ready to relinquish her duties at the Transcript for
those of the home.

After five years of almost daily attention to

editorial tasks, she was no doubt ready for another kind of experience.
She probably wanted a home and family of her own, a not unusual desire.
She often expressed agreement in the Transcript with the romantic
idealization of the home and family prevalent at this time, and it is
perhaps more surprising that she did not marry sooner.

Certainly she

had ample opportunity, but she must have realized that marriage meant
giving up the

Tran~cript.

Among the other reasons, it would have been

impossible to continue in direct contradiction to her publicly expressed
sentiments regarding the high and holy duties of a wife to the home.
Thus, the reasons she waited until age 32 to marry also are
not difficult to speculate about.
a career at the Transcript.

Her entire life had prepared her for

Her natural intelligence, excellent

education and sense of self-importance almost destined her to make some
mark on society.

If the opportunity had not been at the Transcript,

then most likely she would have contributed elsewhere, possibly in the
1Herary field opening up for women at that time.
Even her marriage did not terminate her writing career, for she
continued to contribute articles occasionally to the Transcript. 83
After the birth of her five children (only two survived childhood), 84
she traveled extensively in Europe over a three-year period, visiting
St. Petersburg, Russia, Dresden, Vienna, Rome, Cairo, Rome again,
Sorrento, Austria, London, Paris, and then Dresden again, where she
stayed several months.85 As indicated by the letters from these
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destinations addressed to her

husband~

it appears that William stayed

home to take care of his iron and steel business.

At least two (and

possibiy more) articles describing these travels appeared in the
Transcript. 86
Cornelia died in 1898 in her beloved Boston at the age of 83. 87
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CHAPTER 6
DAILY EVENING TRANSCRIPT, 1842-1847
The Boston Daily Evening Transcript got off to a shaky start
on July 24, 1830.

After three editions, editor Lynde M. vJalter

announced that the publication would be suspended.

However the lapse

was on·ly temporary, and the Transcript resumed its regular publication
on August 28, 1830, to begin a run which lasted more than a hundred
years .1
The Transcript joined two other daily papers then in Boston
which had only had an established daily press since 1813 when the
Advertiser began.

For 11 years, this morning paper was the only daily

in Boston and was not joined by the Courier until 1824. 2
The Transcript was the only evening paper in 1830 when it began.
The morning Post and Atlas followed in 1831 and 1832, respectively, but
the Transcript had no direct competition until the Journal, an evening
paper, began in 1833.

Finally, in 1845, the Traveller which had started

as a weekly in 1825, became a daily.3
In addition to these seven papers, described by one historian as
the "estab 1i shed and permanent daily papers of reputation," there were
also the lively penny press dailies. 4 The first of these, the Times,
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was established in 1836.5 The Herald, Bee and Mail were among these
usually short-lived penny papers, although the Times lasted 20 years
and the Hera1_Q_ even longer.

Boston also had an established prolific

weekly and periodical press. 6
Although circulation figures at this time were extremely
unreliable, it has been estimated that the average circulation of a
daily paper in 1810 was around 550.

This figure had climbed to 1200 by

1830, the year the Transcript began. 7 By 1833, the then predominant
weeklies had a circulation of only a few hundred and the largest
dailies sold a few thousand copies, none more than 5,000. 8

In 1834,

the Transcript had a paid circulation of about 3400, ranking it among
the more successful dailies. 9
During this time, most newspapers had small pages and due to
the variations in presses, there was no standard page size. 10

However,

with the advent of the cylinder presses, page sizes began to grow
larger around 1830. 11

The 10-7/8 b,y 14-7/8 inch, 4-colunm formatl 2 of

the Tra_nscript vJas a distinction planned by its founder as an attraction for the paper. 13

In 1834, he slightly enlarged the size to 13 by

19 inches and 5 columns, but still it was smaller than the other papers
-

1n

t he

- ty. 14

c1

In 1845, long after most other papers had changed to

larger formats, Cornelia, then editor of the Transcript, declared:
"For ourselves, we are content to 'let well enough alone 1 and sha1l
hold to our present dimensions." 15 By this time, the paper 1 s diminutive
size resulted in its often being referred to as the little
Transcript," 16 and the paper did not change sizes until 1850 when it
was enlarged to 14-1/2 by 20 inches. 17
11
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The newspaper's first office was located at No. 4 Exchange
Street, which was the small printing office set up in 1825 by the
publ·ishers, 18 Henry Dutton and James Wentworth, who owned two-thirds
controlling interest in the Transcript (Lynde owned the remaining onethird interest). 19 Shortly after their print shop had opened, business
was so good they had ordered a new Ramage hand press from Philadelphia
on which the Transcript was first printed. 20 In 1845, when Cornelia
was editor, the Transcript moved from its birthplace to larger quarters
at No. 37 Congress Street. 21
By 1843, the Transcript's neatly ruled 5-column first page vms
devoted to short paragraphs advertising the myriad wares of Boston's
merchants, ranging from Russian sailcloth and Calcutta silk to French
wines and Puerto Rican coffee.
goatskins and wool.

Closer to home were hides and horns,

Also advertised were tea, wheat, sugar and oats,

a handsome assortment of frock coats for the men and blonde gauze veils
for the ladies.
The second page of the paper was reserved for the news, with the
first column (of five) usually being editorial; however, editorial
comments were also scattered throughout this page.

The lines in

editorial copy were spaced farther apart than those of stories taken
from other newspapers.

In addition to this distinction, copy that was

not original with the Transcript was credited to the journal from
which it was taken.

Often these articles wer'e accompanied by an

editorial comment, but others appeared without comment.

There were no

headlines as such, but a headline-type title was set in the same point
size as the story, in upper and

lo~-Jer

caps.

Sometimes it was a lead-in
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to the story but just as often it stood alone as a title.
The last column of the second page usually began the advertising,
continuing onto the third page which was entirely given over to ads.
This section began with notices of cultural or reform events.

Lectures

at the Boston Lyceum ($2 admitted a gentleman and two ladies),
temperance meetings at Faneu i1 Ha 11 , 1ectures on Shakespeare at the
Masonic Temple, and the Female Semarian Society meetings at the First
Universalist Church are typical of the notices in this section.
The Mercantile Library Association was also a frequent advertiser for its public lectures.

The course consisted of 20 lectures

and the price was the same as those held at the Lyceum except for
members, who could get in for $1.

Anyone engaged in mercantile

pursuits could become a member by paying $2 annual dues

11

Which

entitles him to all the privileges of Library, Reading Room &c, and a
ticket at $1. 1122
Marriage and death notices, the marine journal with arrivals,
and clearances and passenger notices preceded more mercantile advertisements on the third page.
The first, and sometimes the second column of the fourth page
contained long articles from other newspapers, poetry and often foreign
news items.

Occasionally editorial copy ran on this page, but more

often it contained a short story with a moral lesson or a love story,
usually tragic.
The remainder of this page was fi 11 ed by advertisements.

Ther~e

seemed to be no particular organization to the advertisements throughout
the paper, although this page usually contained real estate and private
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school ads.

However, also included were ads for such diverse items as

dahlias, Panama hats and French parasols.
per year Transcri2_! was different.

From the beginning, the $4

fvlore distinguishing than its size

was the literary and cultural content of the paper, \'Jhich regularly
featured music, drama and literary criticism. 23
Described by one modern Boston historian as the 11 all-time
curiousity of American Journalism, 11 the Transcript quickly became the
prescribed reading material of proper Bostonians. 24 After less than
six months, the daily circulation had reached 700, a fact the editor
proudly announced to the public, explaining that 11 for· the last six weeks
the average increase of our subscription list has exceeded four persons
daily. 1125

From the beginning, the paper reflected the lives and

opinions of Boston's Old Guard; to this select readership, not to read
all parts of the Transcript was unthinkable. 26
At tea-time-5 p.m.-six days a week, the paper was placed with
deferential care upon the doorsteps of its subscribers. 27 As an indication of the esteem in which the Transcript was held, historians often
quote the anecdote of the proper Beacon Hill butler who announced the
arrival of three representatives of the press in this manner:

"Two

reporters from the newspapers, sir, and a gentleman from the
Transcript." 28
Cornelia W. Walter Becomes Editor of the Transcript
By the year 1840, with the 'flowering of New England well under
way, Boston was in its intellectual heyday 29 and the Transcript, then
10 years old, was firmly a part of the intellectual establishment. 30
1

The year, however, was portentous for the Walter family.

11

It marked the
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beginning of a lingering illness which would end in the death of their
only son, Lynde, who seemed to have at last found his life's work.
Considering the already established close relationship of Lynde
and Cornelia, it is not surprising that their mutual interests would
come to include his work at the Transcript.

Even before his illness,

which intensified his dependence on her, their special relationship
had been noted by others.

A trJriter for Brother Jon a than, a New York

weekly literary journal, said:
Miss Walter was many years the junior of the lamented editor of
the Transcript, and the relation between them was affectionate
solicitude and care upon his part, and on hers love and confidence amounting almost to reverence. There were no brothers or
sisters to divide that affection, and her mind was formed under
his tuition. 31
There is a strong indication by this writer that Cornelia may
have a great deal to do with the

Tran~cript

from its inception.

He went

on to say:
His business and avocations were the joint interest and concern
of the whole family; and Miss Walter in particular, who was her
brother's almost inseparable companion, was his best guide and
adviser ·j n the management of the chaste and exce 11 ent paper,
which may be said to have been their united care in all
important respects almost from the start.
As her brother's "best guide and adviser," and considering the·
literar·y and cultural slant of the paper-interests that were safely in
\voman's 1'proper sphere"-ce\Atain1y a case could be made that from the
beginning Cornelia imprinted her personality on the character of the
Transcript.

She may have done this even more than Lynde, although his

literary interests are well documented.

There is strong evidence, at

least, that the paper might well have been a joint venture, if not by
design then by accident as a result of the strong mutual interests and
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close companionship of the two.

Further evidence for this conjecture

will be seen by the fact that the paper changed very little, if at all,
after Cornelia took charge.
In 1840, after his illness confined him to the family home,
Cornelia was his constant bedside companion, and her participation in
the editorial duties of the Transcript increased.

According to

Brother Jonathan, "the solace of his confinement and only secular
employment of his thoughts was the Transcript, in which with his sister's
valuable aid, the editor vvas represented to the last." 32
During this time Dr. Joseph Palmer acted as editor of the paper.
Later described by the Transcript•s biographer, Joseph Chamberlin, as a
"hack journalist," Palmer had been educated as a physician but had
turned to journalism and worked on several Boston papers, all for short
per·i ods of time. 33

It is di ffi cult to determine exactly how the paper

was run during this time, but according to Chamberlin, Palmer took
care of the office work and other details of editing.

However, as

Brother Jonathan explained:

t·1r. Walte( wrote with his own hand but two or three articles
for the two years that he was confined. He disliked to dictate
formally and did not attempt it; but his sister could almost
read his thoughts, and her own, upon all subjects, ran in the
same channel. During his health she had written many papers
which appeared as editorial, during his sickness not a week
elapsed when she did not contribute to the sheet.34
Forty years later, in an interview for the "Golden Anniversary"
issue of the Transcript, Cornelia Walter said of this period:
My brother had been most solicitous about his paper during his
long illness. His disease was one which kept him on his back;
being unable to move from side to side and even to sit up, he
was incapable of using the pen except with great discomfort.
From being his amanuensis, I began to write articles for him
and I did this unknown to him, for the pleasure of hearing his
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adverse criticism or his gratified commendation. He died
without knowing that I had thus written. Once, when I playfully offered to assume the reins of office and take charge
of the Tl~anscript, he answered me that "no woman could conduct
a daily newspaper.35
Lynde Walter died July 24, 1843, at the age of 43, exactly 12
years after the first issue of the Transcript appeared.

When Cornelia

subsequently assumed the editor 1 s role, it was not, as Brother Jonathan
pointed out, "an assumption of new duties, but a resumption of those
famii i ar to her, and pleasant to her readers. 1136
Her 2-year apprenticeship during her brother 1 s illness had
prepared her to take over the editorial responsibilities of the
Transcript.
The knowledge of her previous role on the paper was no doubt a
major factor in the public 1 S quick acceptance of Cornelia.

No

immediate announcement was made in the Transcript regarding the
editorial change; however, it quickly became general knowledge.

As

Brother Jonathan explained in its lengthy article on September 11, 1842:
11

insomuch . . . as the private business of a lady has come partially

before the pub1ic,"37 perhaps it was better to fully explain matters
than to leave them open to speculation and possible misunderstanding.
This was apparently the first open acknowledgement of the editorial
change.
At least two newspapers reprinted the entire article as it
appeared in Brother Jonathan.38 A brief paragraph appeared in a New
York French language newspaper,39 and the Boston American, in addition
to its own complimentary remarks, printed these taken from a letter ·
from a Philadelphia friend:
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I notice with more than ordinary pleasure, that a lady has been
added to the ranks of your profession in Boston. Accomplished
as I know she is, and drilled as she has become, by practice in
the delicate and important duties, let us cherish her with
especial regard, and keep the world from a1l rude contact with
the gentle Transcript.40
Not every editorial vJriter assumed this protective tone,
however.

The Boston Gazette, an evening paper, expressed serious

reservations regarding the matter:
In the city of notions, our friend, Dr. Palmer, the editor of a
nev1spaper heretofore known as a transcript of every thing witty
and bright-has left his armchair to be filled, as we hear, by
a lady. We hope she will like the life editorial but a daily.
paper is a hard matter on which to try an experiment of that
kind.41
On January 2, 1843, the Transcript officially acknowledged
Cornelia as editor.

In place of the customary New Year's message, a

lengthy editorial written by Cornelia greeted Transcript readers:
Our present situation is not of our own seeking. We have
occupied it in obedience to what was once our fraternal
obligation . . . . Regarding the "little Transcript" as the
child of our brother's love, no less than of our own, we have
promised to take charge of it for the present . . . . In the
language of one, whose ideas we love to adopt, and whose
wishes we desire to carry out as far as we may. . . . 0ur
thoughts are our own, and we shall boldly express them. u42
11

Cornelia was careful to point out that while she had assumed
editorial control of the paper, she would not be conducting her
business at the office, but from her home.

She explained;

11

The

'elbow-chair' of the Transcript office is not the 'snuggery' of the
editor, though we hold it in an affectionate reverence . . . . It is now
occupied by our senior publisher.43
It is interesting to note that it was not until January 1843,
almost six months after her brother's death, that H.W. Dutton, one of
the publishers of the paper, formally asked Cornelia to continue as
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editor.

Perhaps, he was waiting to see what reaction, if any, the

public \1-/oul d shovt to having a female editor
job.

befOi~e

offering her the

She also may have wanted to wait to see the public's reaction

before publically acknowledging her position as editor.

In this way,

Cornelia would have been in a position of withdrawing gracefully in
case of public outrage.
In any event, by the first of the year following the death of
Lynde, with public opinion favorable and Cornelia apparently in firm
control of her editorial duties, publisher Dutton wrote approvingly to
Cornelia:
We now take a new departure on our voyage of 1ife- I can see
nothing that threatens to mar or molest us . . . . To your good
judgment, on all occasions, we shall rely. If any articles
get into the columns you do not approve, I beg of you to name
them, that we may avoid a repetition. On all subjects of this
kind, pray speak out, and I shall like you the better. He
have sailed on for twelve years pleasantly and harmoniously,
with your talented brother. Is there any reason why this
pleasure may not continue? I see none. Therefore, let it be
so . . . . May the "Little TranscripC under your guidance live
a thousand years.44
With the editorial announcement in the Transcript, Cornelia
acknowledged her position on the paper.

The public notice brought more

reaction from papers of the day and it appeared that all wished the
new "edi toress" we 11:
The gifted Editoress of the Boston Transcript, in a happy and
appropriate address on entering upon the New Year, alludes
with much sensibility to the cause which led her to come before
the public in the capacity of a conductor of a newspaper.
[we] wish her God speed in her arduous task.45
Apparently, Cornelia's talents had already garnered some respect
in the editorial field as indicated by this unidentified comnent:

"We

wish her success and pleasure in the discharge of those "newspaporial"
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duties which her talents and experience so well qualify her to
perform. 1146
In noting that 11 Miss Cornelia Walter, sister of the late
lamented Lynde M. Walter, admitted her connexion [sic] with the paper, 11
one editorial writer, while assuring readers that 11 0f course the lady
does not fi 11 the armed chair, 11 gave her an unqua 1ifi ed approval:
If every paper in the country were under woman's direct
influence, we should never be shocked with violations of propriety; nor, we suspect, would the public lose any thing in the
strength or wisdom of the periodical press. It is a fact . .
that women are usually of better judgment than those who term
themselves the ''lords of creation. 11 47
By February 1843, Cornelia was literally the toast of the town.
In a report of an editorial festival at which nearly all of the daily
papers in the city were represented, the following line appeared:

11

It

being the eve of St. Valentine, the lady editress of the Transcript
was remembered in a toast most y·espectful and appropriate. ~~ 48
Lynde Walter had declared in the first issue of the Transcript
that "we shall not mingle in the every day warfare of politics, nor
attempt to control public bias. 11 49 Upon assuming editorship of the
paper, Cornelia publically reiterated her dedication to the one "whose
ideas we love to adopt, and \"/hose wishes we desire to carry out as far
as we may. uSO The Transcript under her editorial control \"'as to retain
the literary and cultural characteristics which had long been the
hallmark of the paper.

***
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As noted previously, the period in which Cornelia edited the
Transcript found Boston at one of its most intellectually exciting times.
The city was becoming the cultural center of the eastern states and the
pages of the paper reflected this cerebral blossoming.
impossible

fo1~

It probably was

any local paper to completely ignore all of this activity

but for a paper such as the Transcript, which eschewed coverage of
political warfare and other traditional newspaper fare, the plethora of
fine arts, religious and reform events provided ample grist for the
'

1

1 i ttl e Transcript. 11

This

11

map of busy 1 i fe 1151 faithfully recorded the

events common to the lives and the pursuit of happiness by Boston's
socially elite upper class.
The following comments reprinted in the Transcript were made by
the editor of another paper in reference to his own journal, however,
they express a philosophy which was reflected in the pages of the
Transcript:
. . . politics should hold in it [the paper] first that place
which they should do in a well-regulated mind; that is, as one
field of duty but by no means the most important one, and that,
with respect to this field our duty should be rather to soothe
than to excite, rather to furnish facts, and to point out the
difficulties of political questions, than to press forward our
own conclusions. There are publications enough to excite the
people to political reform; by object is morai and intellectual
reform, v;hich will be sure enough to work out political reform
in the best way.52
The City of Boston and Responsibility of the Press
While the broad topics of moral and intellectual reform comprised
much of the content of the Transcript, other items specifically reflected
the editor's personality.

One of these was her long-standing romance

with Boston, which enabled her always to view her
best light:

11

be-loved city 11 in its
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Boston is a noble gem, surrounded with exquisite brilliance,
and although it can, and does, 11 furnish forth 11 some ugly specimens of harsh east-wind weather, yet we are not unfrequently
fanned by grateful breezes.53
Cornelia never tired of proclaiming the economic and intellectual prosperity of Boston and managed to view almost a11 defects as
assets.

In the face of escalating prices of real estate and rents

because of the city's rapidly expanding population in 1842, she vwote:
Instead of deploring this state, every citizen should feel proud
of the prosperity of his home . . . the facilities which are
afforded to the merchant, the philosopher, the literary man, and
in short, to persons in all conditions of life.~4
Boston's prosperity \vas often the subject of articles from other
papers which found their way into the Transcript.

A correspondent of

the New York Courier and Enquirer, writing of the liberal enterprise of
Boston and the energies of her men of business, remarked:

11
••

and

after all, no American, no one who loves his country and has an eye for
her best glory can repine at the prosperity of Boston.

She is a city

of noble men and noble purposes. 55
Another neighboring paper, the New York Evening Express, noted
under the headline,

11

8oston Amusements 11 :

Two theatres in full blast, a first rate circus, due. The
greatest violinist in the world, lectures on Egyptian
hierologics. Lowell Institute lectures on architecture and
geology. Lectures on Shakespeare and the stage, lectures on·
Catholocism, Protestantism, on religious toleration and etc.
and so on. What a learned band of ThebiansJ56
In addition to these
frequently added her own.

11

puffs 11 from other

Under the headline,

ne~vspapers,
11

Cornelia

8oston is a Great City,"

she noted the activities of the previous evening:

a lecture, a tea

party, a temperance meeting, preaching, dramatics, a fair, another
lecture and a concert,

11

besides a meeting of the Common Council, and
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probably more religious meetings than \AJe have either time or room to
name. uS?
In another half-column article \1/hich began,

11

This is a busy week

in Boston, 11 activities mentioned seemed enough for a month rather than a
week and included a horticulture show, political speeches on the Common,
public dinners, private parties, dancing lessons to learn the latest
rage, the polka, as well as the usual lectures and dramatic events. 58
There is little doubt tnat Cornelia reveled in the abundance of
activities that were available to the people of Boston.

Certainly most

of these events were upper class adventures, but Cornelia did not forget
the poor and needy in the Transcript.

Her consistent concern for this

group of people and, in fact, Boston•s concern for the less privileged,
was appa1ent by numerous benevolent societies whose notices regularly
appeared in the Transcript.

The Seaman 1 s Aid Society, the Men•s

Benevolent Society, the Soup and Bread Society, and the Ladies Charitable Shoe Society, among many others, were the frequent subjects of
articles.59
Cornelia had high standards

for~

humanity whose aim, she said,

should be strict morality, ambition and an increase in religion,
intelligence and virtue.

That the press had a responsibility toward

those a·ims vJas apparent by her remarks about two New York papers,
The Rake, and The Libertine, whose aim, she said, was neither literary,
religious, nor political.
reader?

What then is their purpose asks the innocent

It is to promote vice and crime, propagate slander, to debase

i nte 11 i gence. .
)

11

II

So strongly did she believe in the responsibility

of the press to work for the betterment of humanity that she ca11ed for
a law that would reach this

11

0ffence of the press. 11 60
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She ran numerous articles about the purpose, value and
responsibility of newspapers to society:
The newspaper is the chronicle of civilization . . . it is the
newspaper which gives to liberty its practical life- its
constant observation - its perpetual vigilance - its unrelenting
activity. The newspaper is a daily and relentless watchman,
that reports to you every danger whi~h menaces the institutions
of your country, and its interests.6 1
She called a tax placed on newspapers by Virginia "silly," and
said, "It is not to be wondered at that Virginia stands the lowest for
intelligence at any state in the Union, when a tax of this kind is put
upon knowledge." 62
She saw newspapers as potential perpetrators of a high moral
tone in society as evidenced by this comment about newspapers:
The scandal of the day has not employed a hundred busy meddling
tongues in its circulation. Conversation takes a higher tone.
P~incipals of morals and taste are discussed; the new poem, the
last book, the magazine, or the review becomes the subject of
conversation.63
In addition, she frequently acknowledged new papers in town,
usually describing their purpose, if a special one, or reported on the
progress of established papers and on printing in general.64
She treated her readers to a humorous account of a day in the
life of an editor trying to deal with the public:
An editor, unlike the representative of any other business
is . . . to believe as each individual believes . . . to
discover classic beauties in each new poem--to realize each new
novel writer as the Scott of his particular period--and to
stamp some artist . . . as the new discoverer of some lost art
known only to the ancients.65
An editor also is expected to be a
puffs. 11

"wl~iter

of everybody's

In an article reprinted from another paper made this

pronouncement on the 1 ife of an editor:

"To write for a paper is very
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well, but to edit one is to condemn yourself to slavery."66
She

b~lieved

that newspapers should be used for the public good

and deplored their use as a vehicle for personal gain.
Every scheming politician nm>J-a-days keeps his editor. If you
have a grudge against your neighbor, the simplest way of revenging yourself is to start a paper and fire away.67
Education and Reform
In keeping with her belief in the higher purpose of newspapers,
she regularly employed the columns of the Transcript to call for reforms
which she felt were essential to the well being of society.

She was most

firmly dedicated to the ideal that a hation should have an educated
public and she opposed anything that stood in the way of that goal.
Writing against a proposed tariff on books, she said:
We do not desire low duties only. We hope for no duties at all.
Tax anything but books; tax not the fount of knowledge. -----KNOWLEDGE IS POWER. If then, we would not tax the power of our
people, let us have no duty on books.68
She saw education as a moral obligation on the part of people.
Under the headline, "Cheap Books and Free Schools," she wrote:
Of the very blessing which our people under our free and equal
form of government enjoy, none are more striking . . . than the
extreme cheapness of the press and the ample means provided by
the state governments for the moral and intellectual education
of the young . . . and the individual who neglects to avail
himself of its benefit acts suicidally and is guilty of
disrespect to society.69
She called for an end to flogging in Boston public schools,
denouncing it as cruel and unjust and said that

11

healthier and more

cheerful roads to knowledge, which philosophy has lately opened to us,
are desirable for master as we1l as scholars.n70
In view of the growing abolitionist campaign being waged across
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most of the country, and especially in Boston, during the period
(William Lloyd Garrison•s radical Abolitionist paper, the Liberator
was founded in Boston in 1831) 71 one would have expected slavery to be a
frequent topic in the Transcript.

This was not so.

Although her

brother had 1t1elcomed the appearance of Garrison•s anti-slavery sheet,
the early Abolitionist•s fiery tactics soon disenchanted the Transcript's
conservative editor, and the paper, while condemning slavery, also
condemned the tactics of the strident Abolitionists.7 2
Cornelia did oppose slavery.

She called it a 11 paramount evil, 11 73

and in a sympathetic review of an article by Fredrick Douglass, a former
slave, she said:

"The time is past when men can fold their hands and

say 1t1ith truth, •we are neutrals in this matter. •u74

However, there

were anti-Abolitionist articles as we11, 75 thereby continuing the
Transcript•s long-standing policy of ambivalent support of this human
rights issue.
She was much more vocal on the issue of temperance.

She ran

constant notices about local temperance meetings7 6 as well as articles
about the progress of this cause in other cities.77
objections to

In spite of her

she did not object to 11 a gentleman taking a
little v1ine with his dinner." 78 She also thought that a new cookbook
intempe}~ance,

that did not use any liquor in its recipes was taking things a bit too
far:

~~~~e are not so rigid ourselves. 11 79

Closer to home, she disapproved of lectures on Sunday80 and she
repeatedly spoke in favor of public reforms affecting the working
classes.

For example, she was against the long hours of clerks in

wholesale and retai1 warehouses, who after working a 12-hour day were
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often asked to stay longer hours:

11

This extra demand upon the time of

these young clerks is not only unlawful but injurious . . . . Business in
business hours. ~~ 81
Through the columns of the Transcript, she allowed the public to
express opinions regarding reform issues.

One reader lamented the long

hours endured by dressmakers and asked for an additional half-hour break
in which they would be able to take a walk because
unremitting, sedentary employment day after day

11

Twelve hours of

~rJOuld

wear out the

strongest constitution. ~~ 82
On behalf of the Boston post office employees who she said were
overworked, she called on Congress to shorten the working day, which
averaged 14 to 18 hours.

A week later, she carried the news item that

as of March 1, the post office would close at 7 p.m. instead of the
usual 8 p.m. 83
She wanted free pews 84 in churches, and fr~e education and
libraries for the poor. 85 In February 1847, she wrote an editorial in
favor of sewing being introduced in the primary schools, suggesting that
it be substituted for a subject of less use to the poor such as singing.86
Less than a month later, she noted that the School Committee had
approved a measure that would allow sewing to be introduced into any
.
. l . 87
pnmary
schoo

Ireland, England and Mexico
Of great concern to Bostonians during this time were the
thousands of immigrants coming to their city as a result of famine in
Europe, especially from Ireland. 88 Their numbers were duly noted in the
Transcript, 89 however, as her brother before her, 90 perhaps because of
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their Irish ancestry, Cornelia's defense of the immigrants never wavered.
In the face of increasing public hostility to the immigrants, she called
for sympathy by reporting on the desperate conditions of famine in
England and Ireland where thousands of persons were dying from lack of
food. 91 She also gave accounts of the suffering of passengers on the
ships bringing the immigrants who, amid
the hundreds. 92

11

extreme filth" were dying by

In response to the squalid conditions endured by the majority
of these people, Cornelia called for better housing:

11

Make the poor

comfortable and instill into them a love of honesty and pride of decent
existence, and morals, virtue, and a love of religion will follow." 93
In spite of public resentment against the immigrants,
especially against the Irish in Boston, there were many, particularly
among Boston's reform-minded upper class, who shared Cornelia's concern.
During this time, food and other goods were dispatched to the starving.
From Boston, the ship Morea with a cargo valued at $21,000 departed for
Scotland. 94

Upon the arrival of another ship in Ireland, the Transcript's

columns were filled with messages of thankfulness from the Irish people
to the United States for its aid. 95
While the Transcript did not generally get involved in editorial
commentary on subjects of national concern, there were some notable
exceptions.

One of these was the Oregon treaty concluded with England

in 1846 which settled the northwest boundary dispute between the United
States and England.

Cornelia favored the treaty because it meant

avoiding a war with England over the territory.
treaty's approval by the Senate:

11

She wrote upon the

Peace is secured.

Huzza for the
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glorious Senate . . . the Senate has saved the country from all danger
of war."9 6 Reports on the confirmation of the treaty's approval soon
followed as well as the articles of the treaty.97
Not so easily settled were the problems of the annexation of
Texas and the Mexican War which she as well as a great many other
Bostonians adamantly opposed.

So strong were the anti-war sentiments

in Massachusetts that there was an organized effort to obstruct the
efforts of the government to raise a volunteer regiment to take part in
. 98
1 t.
Although the Texas question had been reported before, 99 it was
not until March 1844 that the Transcript's position became clear.

Under

the headline, "Annexation of Texas," Cornelia VJrote:
So far as the President of the United States and the President
of Texas are concerned, the treaty is all but made. This
information has, we confess filled our minds with humiliation
and apprehension . . . . Humiliation at the unauthorized and
almost clandestine manner in which . . . our own government has
gone a-wooing to that of Texas and solicited its favors; an
apprehension of the consequences of consummation of that
treaty.lOO
.
The following month, she noted that a specia1 messenger had
departed for Veracruz to return with some propositions from that country:
"some say for the recognition of Texas independence, and for the sale of
California! ulOl
On April 29, 1844, she copied from the Boston Advertiser a
description of the Treaty of Annexation and the documents accompanying
it. 102

In May, she reported that there was "most determined hostility"

to the idea of annexation and that evidently, it would "be resisted to
the last extremity."l03
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Recognizing the fact that Texas would probably be a slaveholding state, and also believing that the Mexicans were not going to
stand for the U.S. government's land-grab tactics without a fight, she
had her doubts that Texas was worth it.
11

Under the jubilant headline,

Texas Treaty Rejected!'' she reported that although the Senate had

turned down the treaty, a new bill for annexation was to be introduced.
She went on to say:
Recent investigations of the lands owned by Texas and the debt
of Texas clearly prove that the debt very far exceeds the value
of the lands. The public domain of Texas is indeed covered with
incumbrances and it would partake equally of insanity and folly
to agree to the payment of this debt.104
Six months later, the passage of a joint resolution by Congressl 05
in favor of annexation brought an immediate reaction from some
Bostonians against the measure:
The great anti-annexation convention commenced at Faneuil Hall
yesterday. The hall was filled to overflowing with a dense mass
of spectators, among them many ladies in the galleries.l06
A speech in the Senate on the Texas question was called the
11

ablest 11 of the session when the speaker 11 denied that Texas was an

independent foreign nation and the best proof of this was that Texas
was always claiming help.ul07
By June 1845, it was evident that Texas was more than likely
going to be annexed, and she noted:

11

Rumours of war are thickening upon

us and they come in so many shapes from Mexico that some of them are
more than probably true. ul 08
However, she and others held out hope that the Texas question
could be settled without a war.

Quoting the editor of the U.S.

(Philadelphia) Gazette, who she said had well weighed and considered
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the problem:
[He] has arrived at the conclusion not only that a war is not
likely to occur but there is not a particle of necessity for such
an evil. He believes, and we concur with him in opinion that the
President's late message will be to a settlement of the
question.l09
On Christmas Eve in 1845 under the headline, ''Texas Admitted,"
she quoted from the N.Y. Express that the resolutions previously passed
by the House had passed the Senate without amendment:

"Texas thus being

annexed to the satisfaction of the dominant party . .

11110

After the annexation, which was accomplished during the Tyler
administration--an administration she had praised for its part in the
progressive changes in the nation which included the Webster-Ashburton
Treaty and a post office reform bill--she made a blistering attack
denouncing the annexation:
We would that we could . . . forget the annexation of Texas and
the host of evils to which it may lead, the increase of the
slave holding interest being a paramount evil occurred by this
"monstrous act of injustice" this gross infringement upon the
constitution of our country . . . . This late act of the Tyler
administration will signalize it for evil more strongly than
the pr~vio~sly mentioned negotiations could make it memorable
for good. 1 ll
After a battle in which Mexican forces crossed the disputed Rio
Grande boundary onto territory claimed by the U.S., war was at last
declared on Mexico by the United States.

On May 16, 1845, three days

after the proclamation made by President Polk, she tersely noted:
" . . . by the act of the Republic of

~lexica,

a state of war exists

between that government and the United States. ~~
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Before the war had officially begun, however, General Zachary
Taylor fought two battles with the Mexicans in south Texas, driving
them across the Rio Grande River to Matamoros.

War was officially
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declared on May 13, 1846, and on May 18, Taylor crossed the river and
occupied Matamoros, thus successfully invading Mexico.ll 4
Regarding the opening battles, the Transcript reported:
The brilliant battle of Matamoras [sic]
In fact, everything coming from the "seat
called is idle speculation of the wildest
effect. Not one account in ten possesses
11

11

is fast fading away.
of war" as it is
kind, got up for the
a particle of truth. 115

During the following months, the Transcript gave sporadic
accounts of battles fought, including accounts of the dead and wounded.ll6
During this same time, a generally favorable view of Santa Anna, the
Mexican

leader~

was conveyed by the Transcript.

For example, there was

an account of his adoption of an American boy, notices of the revolution
then in progress in Mexico in terms of victories for Santa Anna and
articles about the movements of Santa Anna as he gathered his forces. 117
Opposition to the war in Boston was still strong.

In July 1846,

Henry David Thoreau was put into jail there because he refused to pay
taxes to support the war.11 8 . The attacks on the war by the Transcript
continued.
~,lexica,"

On August 15, 1846, under the headline "Probable Peace with

the Transcript copied from the N.Y. Express:

It wi11 be seen by the documents we publish today that the
President is now quoting the peace with Mexico that he
unnecessarily and unwantonly distorted. Congress has already
appropriated twenty-six min ion dollars to "conquer a peace 11
but the two million dollars demanded to "purchase the peace"
was 1as t. 119

In September 1846, the Transcript noted that Santa Anna had
arrived at Veracruz and quoted him as saying,

11

••

if the people of my

country are for war then I am with them, but would prefer peace.nl 20
Coverage of the war after this point was less frequentl21 and
the major battle at Monterrey won by General Taylor received caustic
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mention in the Transcript.
not

repol~ted

Fought September 20-23, 1846, the news was

in the paper until October 13 after the rna i l s had confirmed

accounts furnished the day before by telegraph concerning the battles of
the 21st, 22nd, and 23rd where it was reported that 300 were killed and
200 wounded:
Death tells the character of a fight. Great compliments are paid
to Generals Taylor and ~lorth. The t1ex i can forces rated from ten
to twelve thousand. Their loss was small in comgarison with ours.
Gen. Taylor's force was about six thousand men.l22
October 1846 also brought stories about the "Horrors of ~Jarul23
and a call for General Taylor to "prosecute the war vigorously" stating
that "it appears that $80,000,000 have been expended v1ith no immediate
12Ll
prospect of a peace." ·
By November 1846, Americans were hopeful of a peace with
by the following

Febr~uary

~~exico

VJith the government not demanding California

but adamant in its claim to the Rio Grande as a boundary.l25
In her 1847 New Year 1 S address to her readers, Cornelia said:
Therefore, dearly beloved readers, let us keep our souls in peace
whether the Mexicans fight or not; and learn moderation in our
desires, although three score and ten States come into the Union
by conquest.l26
vJhen the expected peace was not in sight by February, a 11 meeting
of those opposed to the

"Those who do
127
not agree with the objects of the meeting are not invited, "
the
~1exican

War was again called.
11

notice read.
Results of the meeting were not reported and from that time
until the first peace overtures by the Mexican government in August 1847,
news of the war averaged only about two articles a month.

Apparently,

not being able to effect an end to the war, the interest of the
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Transcript was limited to minimum coverage.l28
Cornelia had retired from the Transcript by the time General
Scott entered the Mexican capital in September 1847, but no doubt she
saw the signing of a peace treaty early in 1848 as an end to what she
and many Americans felt was an unnecessary war.
Opposed as she was to the Mexican War, she did not believe in
peace at any cost.

She doubted that the doctrine of peace was a

practi ca 1 one in a 1and where there were "wars and rumours of wars" and
said that the "peace which follows the sword" had been shown to be the
most secure:

"An efficient navy is a great safeguard to a government,

as great politically, practically, and morally speaking as an efficient
college is to a people socially and intellectually." 129
It was during the Mexican War on November 12, 1846, that the
first dispatch "By ~~agnetic Telegraph" appear'ed in the Transcript. 130
However, this first message carried no exciting war news but gave
instead the results of an election in Delaware and stock prices in New
York.

Earlier Cornelia had brought to the attention of her readers a
"practical exhibition" of the telegraph being held in Boston. 131 By May

1847, she noted that the installation of 1,575 miles of telegraphic wire
was completed with another 4,974 miles under construction. 132
News by telegraphic dispatch, however, was not

l~egularly

published in the Transcript and the arrival of mai 1 ships from England
continued to generate much more interest than the telegraph.

Arrival

of royal mail steamships such as the Caledonia, Hibernia, and the
Britannia were always given prominent play in the paper, under what
almost amounted to a headline.
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These and other mail ships were this country's main link to
European news and in the days following an arrival, the Transcript was
filled with happenings from abroad.

For example, in September 1844, the

Britannia's tidings told of the christening of the infant prince in
London, a possible war between France and England, and the announcement
of the death of the president of the Royal Astronomical Society.l33

In

1847, the Caledonia brought news of a brisk cotton trade in London as
well as the prices of flour and corn and word of the difficulties of the
Ministry of Finance in France. 134
Transcript readers were regularly treated to English news items
such as a detailed description of the royal bed at Taymouth Castle,135
the contents of the will of the Earl of Leicester, 136 and similar kinds
of detailed news from other foreign countries including Turkey,
Portugal and Greece. 137
Plagerism and Poe
A War
11

11

probably of far greater interest to the Transcript's

readers than the Mexican war was that waged by competing newspapers in
their daily battle for stories.
papers

11

Apparently, plagerism was rampant with

borrowi ng" 1i bera 11y without pr·oper credit from other journa 1s

around the country as we11 as from foreign papers.

Periodically, the

Transcript would make note of the practice, usually evidencing a good
sense of humor:
We always feel highly complimented when we find our little
editorial paragraphs copied into the New Haven Herald, and
other journals of acknowledged talent & taste . . . . We
believe it was Professor Ware who once remarked, in a lecture
to Divinity students at Harvard, that some clergymen did not
know enough to steal good sermons; but we have the vanity to
flatter outselves that the same cannot, with any truth~ be said
of those intelligent editors who crib our paragraphs.l~B
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On one occasion, under the headline,
Things Which Are Caesar's,

11

11

Render Unto Caesar the

she chastised the Boston Evening Gazette for

using an article verbatim that had originally appeared in the Transcript
six years ago! 139
At one point, however, the battle took on a more serious stance
over an article the Boston Atlas apparently filched from a London paper
and ran under the heading Translated expressly for the Atlas from
foreign journals. 11 When this transgression was brought to the public's
attention by the Transcript, the Atlas rep1 ied: 11 The Transcript is both
11

impertinent in the form and false in the substance of its
insinuations. 11140
In a withering reply which took up a full column and a half, the
Transcript reprinted in full the rebuttal from that morning's Atlas and
said, after proving the point about the article in question:
The course of that paper [the Atlas] has been remarkable with
regard to the Transcript. Whilst it has passed its own sins of
omissions over in silence, as we have shown, it has sought every
possible occasion to attack us. The Atlas in future may say
what it pleases - we shall not again notice any of its attacks
be they great or small . . . . It is not difficult in this
renewed warfare to prove that the Atlas both commenced and
continued it.l41
She was never hesitant to meet head on people or ideas with
which she disagreed.

When the editor of the Boston Evening Gazette

wrote an article poking fun at a recent horticultural exhibition,
Cornelia, who was keenly interested in horticulture, 142 called it a
"gross gratuitous insult,'' and added:
The conductor of the most scurrilous print ever issued in the
city of Boston, we will venture to assert, would not have
given publicity to so gross a libel, as its editor vmuld have
been ashamed forever after, to show his face.l43
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The controversial theology of Theodore Parker, who denied that
a belief in miracles was necessary for a Christian, became the object of
her editorial wrath on the grounds that it was

11

Vita lly dangerous. 11 144

Her most notable censure, however, was directed towards the poet Edgar
Allan Poe.
The occasion which set off the editorial explosion was the
anniversary exercises at the Boston Lyceum on October 16, 1845.
following day, under the headline,

11

A Failure, 11 Cornelia denounced the

entire evening, ca 11 i ng the exercises

11

heavy and uninteresting, and illy

adapted as introductory to a course of lectures. 11
the evening was

11

The

The main address of

0ne long laudation upon America at the expense of

Great Britain, 11 and seemed written for popular effect more than for its
sound judgment, she said. 145
The

11

fai 1 ure 11 of this speaker to

captut~e

the audience 1 s interest

was nothing to compare, however, with the lack of charisma evidenced by
the next speaker; Edgar A. Poe.

This speaker

. . . as we understood him to say, possessed a raven-ous desire
to be knovm as the author of a parti cu1 ar piece of poetry on a
celebrated croaking bird well known to ornithologists . . . .
The audience listened in amazement to a singularly didactic
exordium, and f1gally commenced the noisy expedient of removing
from the hall.
She went on to describe Poe 1 S first recitation as a
introductory to a poem on the

1

prose

Star Discovered by Tycho Brahe• . . . out

of which ide a Edgar A. Poe had constructed a
poem. 11

11

11

Senti menta 1 and imaginative

However,

The audience now thinned so rapidly and made so much commotion in
their departure that we lost the beauties of the composition . . .
The 11 Star Discovered by Tycho Brahe 11 was no sooner out of sight
than the terrestrials who had watched its disappearance and were
about to follow the same course were officially urged to a
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further delay, and another small poem succeeded. This was ''The
Raven a composition 949bably better appreciated by its author
.
than by his auditory.
11

The following day's Transcript carried two articles about Poe's
performance of the evening before.

Headlined simply,

11

Edgar A. Poe, 11

the editor stated that yesterday's paper had referred to a poem of "this
gentleman" without attempting to analyze his capacity as a writer either
of prose or poetry, and offered the fo 11 owing revi ev-1 by a correspondent
"without further comment. ••
The article, by correspondent "P, 11 commented:
His [Poe's] idea of poetry as developed in his introduction,
is, like his poetry itself, certainly very novel; and as
according to his theory, there never has been and never can be
any such thing as originality, novelty is of course the best
thing we can expect, and Mr. Poe is evidently entitled to a
place amongst the princes of our literature. All who have heard
him must confess that he has more of novelty and less of originality than any other writer of any distinction living.l48
In another briefer article on the same day titled,
it is noted that

11

11

A Prodigy,"

those who know" said the poem delivered by Poe before

the Lyceum was written before its author was twelve years old.
delivered before a

litera\~y

Only think of it!

Poh!

"A poem

association of adults, as written by a boy!

Poh!nl49

Ten days later, it was announced in the Transcript that Poe had
assumed editorial control of the Broadway Journal, a New York newspaper.
The story, titled "Poe's Poe-sition, 11 said that in making the announcement, Poe had asked:
Transcript replied:

"May we hope for the support of our friends?"
"\tJhat a question to ask.

position to require support!

Edgar A. Poe to be in a

It is indeed remarkable."l50

Under the headline, "Poe-ism," the same day's issue carried
this notice:

The

130

The last number of the Broadway Journal edited by Edgar A. Poe
of New York has the following paragraph in allusion probably to
the Po-em delivered lately in the Boston Lyceum: "We have been
quizzing the Bostonians and one or bJo of the most stupid of
their editors and editoresses have taken it high dudgeon. We
will attend them all in good time." The promise conveyed in this
last line is certainly very Poe-tential. We thought the poet
might possibly be poe-dagrical, but it seems he is intending to
take time enough to become a poe-ser!l51
t·Jhen Poe finally got around to attending to'' this matter,
11

Cornelia printed his entire article from the Broadway Journal, saying:
We expected something more . . . after waiting a whole fortnight
for Mr. Poe's attention to the "stupid editors and editresses"
of Boston . . . . The editor of the Journal probably found himself
in a Po-kerish Po-sition when he took his pen to commence the
annexed article.l52
In his article, Poe, calling Cornelia "that most beguiling of
all beguiling little divinities," said:
We have been looking all over her article, with the aid of a
taper, to see if we could discover a single syllable of truth
in it-and really blush to acknowledge that we cannot. The
adorable creature has been telling a parcel of fibs about us,
by way of revenge for something that we did to Mr. Longfellow
(who admires her very much) and for calling her "a pretty little
witch" into the bargain.l53
He then recounted his version of that fateful evening at the
Lyceum, stating that after delivering "The Raven" which he had been
additionally requested to do, he was
very cordially applauded again--and this was the end of it-with the exception of the sad tale invented to suit her own
purposes, by that amiable little enemy of ours, Miss Walter.
\IJe shall never call a woman a pretty little witch again, as
long as we live.l54
11

1
'

He then launched into a lengthy tirade about Boston in general
11
(

We like Boston.

We were born there- and perhaps it is just as well

not to mention that we are heartily ashamed of the fact.
in particular:

11
)

and Bostonians,
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Their hotels are bad, their pumpkin pies are delicious. Their
poetry is not so good . . . . But with all these good qualities,
the Bostonians have no soul . . . . The Bostonians are well-bred,
as very_ dull persons very generally are. . . . Sti 11, with their
vile ingratitude staring us in the eyes, it could scarcely be
supposed that we would put outselves to the trouble of composing
for the Bostonians anything in the shape of an original poem.
We did not . . . . We do not, ourselves, think the poem a
remarkably good ~g~· ... Still it did well enough for the
Bas ton audience.
Then, suggesting that the entire affair was one he had planned,
he ended the article by stating:
Over a bottle of champagne, that night, we confessed to . . . a
few other natives who swear not altogether by the frog-pond [referring to the pond·on the Boston Common]-we confessed, we
say, the soft impeachment Qf the hoax . . . . We should have
waited a couple of days.l5b
Several months later when Poe was forced to give up the
Broadway Journal, Cornelia, with uncharacteristic vindictiveness, ran
th·is poem:
To trust in friends is but so-so,
Especially when cash is low;
The Broadway Journal •s proved no goFriends would not pay the pen of Poe.l57
She was merciless.

She reported that Poe was

insanitynl58 at one point and later called him

11

11

0n the verge of

a wandering specimen of

the Literary Snob, continually obtruding himself upon public notice.nl59
Finally, in an apparent reference to his widely known drinking problem,
she declared that

11

through the indulgence of his own weakness" he had

160
. su f fenng
.
broug ht a 11 h1s
on h.1mse l f .

In the meantime·, the trustees of the Boston Lyceum had apologized
to the public in their annual report stating that they \AJere ••not aware
of the eccentricities 11 of Poe and that his abuse of Boston
be an unprincipled man."l6l

11

Shows him to
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Years later, Cornelia's daughter, Elise Bordman Richards, in a
handed-down version of this affair, reminisced:
My Mother, then lady editress of the Boston Evening Transcript
and a young lady in the t\venties buxom and blooming-had some
curious experiences. At one time, the poet Edgar Allen [sic]
Poe, was asked to lecture before the Anthology Club--I think it
was, or perhaps before the "society for diffusing Useful
Knowledge" which was the nucleus from which later was started
the Lowell Institute-and after much writing to and fro-he
consented to write a new lecture for them. The time arrived
and a large audience assembled, but Poe did not appear. It was
known he had arrived in town and so a search for him was instituted. At length, after prolonged effort--he was found-drunk--in a low drinking place. He was made to drink some strong
coffee and then he vJas conveyed to the Ha 11-whi ch may have been
that large Ha 1l over the Fitchberg Depot, then new, where many a
noted person was made welcome before and since that time and
until the Boston Theatre was built--Jennie Lind, amongst others,
the famous s ·i nger, the so-ca 11 ed Swedish ni ghti nga 1e-made her
debut there also before silent Boston audience. Well, Poe, in
a much dishevelled condition now presented himself before such
another--the elite of Boston--and what did he proceed to orate
to them--simply a childish piece of poetry only fit for
children--and one which they all had read or heard before. He
hadn 1 t even tried to favor them with anything new or original.
~1y Mother always reported all lectures befo'te this especial
society--and naturally she felt deeply the insult to the
distinguished audience and her report of the whole was caustic
and to the point. This Poe resented-but as he had never met
Cornelia Walter, he conjured up for himself a figure completely
divergent from the true one. He called her old--decrepit-a little old woman who wore a cap and a false front-who didn't
know what or who she was writi.ng about.-To have replied to such
an assault would have been beneath my mother's dignity--for all
who knew--were aware of her youth, her pluck and the truth of
the whole disgraceful affair, but Edgar Allen [sic] Poe was never
again asked to address a Boston audience and that he always
resented.l62
This account is obviously filled with inaccuracies wrought by
time and selective re-telling of the event; as newspaper articles verify,
Cornelia did not find it beneath her dignity to reply.

Perhaps if Poe

had oniy attacked Cornelia, the controversy would not have reached such
proportions; however, his mistake was in attacking Boston.
never forgave.

That she
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Women's Rights and Responsibilities
Throughout her five years at the Transcript, one area in which
Cornelia was to remain meticulously circumspect was in her references to
women.

However) while never veering far from socially accepted norms

for women at that time, she managed to advocate higher education,
expanded legal rights, and other social reforms regarding women's
position in society in general.
In many of her ideas, however, she was consistent with the
1eadi ng

contempm~ary

thought about woman 1 s p1ace.

She agreed with those

who assigned to women the responsibility for upholding the morals of
society.

She called

11

profound 11 the statement that 11 whatever may be the

customs and laws of a country, vmmen must always give the tone to
mm~als,"l6 3 and she also saw it as woman's special task to mold the

minds of men:
"Worth makes the man 11 is the old saying; but worth makes the
woman, too, and it is woman's influence, which makes and has
made, as history will prove, the good and great characters
which are reverenced in this life and which are beautifully
illustrated in Scripture, as the !!polished corners of the
temple. 164
11

Reflecting the religious influence of her life, she based many
of her ideas about woman's proper sphere on Christian principles and
saw religion as a liberating influence in the lives of all women as
evidenced by this article copied from Collins' Miscellanies:
Who is so much indebted to Christianity as woman? It found her
not the companion of man, but his slave . . . . With Christian man,
woman is not the slave of his passions, but the mother of his
children, the sharer of his sorrows and his joys, his fellow
traveller to the same happy and eternal home.l65
Cornelia seemed to have no problem in reconciling in her own
mind seemingly irreconcilable beliefs about the nature of women.

For
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example, she told her readers:

"Women are dependent creatures, however,

and can never be left entirely alone to pursue their wanderings.

They

must be protected everyv1here.l66
In spite of this dependent nature of woman, however, Cornelia
questioned the belief in the natural superiority of the male.

In taking

notice of an article on this subject, she said, "Its brevity and strength
of thought commends it to attention 11 :
Among its [the world's] fallacies, can any be more gross than the
principle on which it awards superiority? Woman, whose soul is
11
as fine an emanation from the great fountain of spirit as that
of man," VJho has higher responsibilities, more important duties
in the world, and pays a heavier tribute to it, is in the inferior sex.l67
Much like a contemporary of hers, Sarah Joseph Hale, editor of
Godey's Lady's Book, who saw her most insidiously radical suggestions
accepted simply because she never forgot nor let her public forget that
she was a lady,l68 Cornelia managed to use her position as a "lady 11 to
advocate many of the same reforms sought by the few feminists of the
day.

She was careful,

hov>~ever,

to di sti ngui sh between "Rights" and

"rights."
For example, an article copied from the N.Y. Union stated:
We now and then hear a sneer when a female is about lecturing or
a woman is appointed postmaster, or mistress, if you please, of
some village. There are so few rights belonging to woman, that
we desire to see them all enjoyed.l69
But a few months later, under the headline,

11

Hissing by the

Ladies," she wrote:
The National Intelligencer says that Mr. Neal's extravagent
opinions as to the Rights of Women were hissed by the ladies
of his audience--very fair data for the conclusion that ladies
in this country have quite as much liberty as they desire.170
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Consider this article from the Transcript titled, "The Duty of
~~oman,"

extracted from a sermon and prefaced with the remark that it

"we 11 points the proper sphere of woman and the 1egitima te source" of
the influence of female character on society:
Compare the condition and pursuits of the mass of men with those
of women, and tell me on which side lies the inferiority. ~Jhile
the greater part of our sex are engaged in turning up the clods
of the earth, fashioning the materials which are to supply the
physical wants of our race, exchanging the products of industry
of different countries, toiling admidst the perils of war and
tumults of politics--to you is committed the nobler task of
moulding the infant mind.l71
Commending the above to the special attention of all young
fema 1es as a "beautiful and true passage," she said to the

farmel~s,

merchants, businessmen, soldiers and politicians, in effect, to all the
"lordly sex"l72 that their life's work v1as inferior to that of woman.
However, she made it acceptable by directing her remarks on this
subject to
tvw great classes of society at the present day, viz: "the
fine-lady fashionables," who in the pursuit of their gay schemes
of pleasure ~ . . forget that Home should be the dearest place
on earth . . . as well as to another and different class [of
women] who pl~ate of "woman's rights," and talk of domestic love
as of some insipid thingfor which they have no relish, and
which they would madly barter in order "to do something for
society"- . . . . As if it were not doing anything for society
to be wives and mothers.l73
While she might have wavered about what "rights" women should
have, she never wavered in her belief that the first duty of women was
to the home.

There it was their "peculiar province to shine" and where

"in the quiet paths of domestic life their beams blaze brightest."l74
ltJoman, she said, exerted "illimitable" influence in the home and
from having the "ultimate responsibility" of sustaining morality on
earth, "a blessed immortality hereafter."l75
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Cornelia looked, not to men, but to a higher authority as the
source for woman's claims to an equal, if not superior, position in
society:
It is to the Bible that she is indebted for the recognition of
her rights, for the admission of her authority . . . . Let woman
cherish the Bible as the very charter of her social independence
and social happiness . . . . Let men take this book in their
hands, and we shall hear no more bitter discussions about
"woman's rights," for woman's rights will be but man's
privileges. 176
Believing that the duties of women vJere both "high and holy,"
she was quick to chastise in print those who made light of women.
Douglas Jerrold made the remark that, "Women are all alike.
maids, they're mild as milk.

When

When they're

Once make 'em wives, they lean their

backs against the marriage certificates and defy you," she replied:
"Douglas deserves to have his ears boxed for that impudent remar·k. "177
She abhorred coarse jokes about women and noted that "woman is
so often represented . . . as being a "scold" and a "shrew'' that the
appellation of "soft" and "gentle" by which the sex is designated,"
almost seemed a misapplication.l78
In apparent conflict with her official line about the duties of
women being "high and holy," she took every opportunity to note the
achievements of women outside the accepted sphere of home and hearth.
She pointed out to readers examples of the versatility of females all
over the world in such jobs as manufacturing hobnails,l 79 wood
engraving, 180 at work in counting houses, 181 and operating printing
presses. 182

In noting the success in England and on the continent of a

female violinist, a female cellist and a female lecturer, she said:
''This attempt is said to have been successful, though in this country,
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it vmuld seem hazardous and daring."l83

However, for most women, these occupations were in the novelty
category and the fact remained that occupations for women in 1840s,
especially in this country, were limited. 184

One exception to this was

the growing need for teachers and because of the lower pay they received,
women were in demand for these jobs all across the country.

In 1845,

noting the need for 60,000 female teachers, Cornelia said:
What an opening for female employment in positions which will not
carry women out of their sphere but v1ill emphatically preserve
them in a sphere of usefulness, developing their latent powers.l85
In 1842 she also lauded the accomplishments of the 7,000 female
operators at the nearby Lowell Mills,l86 and two years later made note
of their tremendous success:
The Lowell Girls have most of them considerable sums of money
laid up in Banks, or else well invested. They present a remarkable example of the fact that labor is not inconsistent with
female respectability, honor, education, or success in life. 187
She also had favorable remarks to say about the Lowell
Offering, a magazine written and edited by the factory operatives of
Lm~Jell:

"It is got out in a style of great neatness, and is accompanied

with an attractive mezzotinto place.

The contents do great credit to

the writers. ''1 88
She disapproved of coquetry for women and said, perhaps in
reference to the 11 rights 11 issue, We scarcely thought to find coquetry
defended in days like the present. 11189 She deemed it absurd 11 When men
11

and women aspire to know nothing but how to be fashionable, 190 and in
''a world of brash imprudence," ca 11 ed for modesty in young men. 191
She deplored the latest fashion of ''shopping," and called it folly to
buy more than was needed.l92
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On the topic of education for females, Cornelia duplicated her
brother's sentiments regarding the traditional education offered for
women.

Quoting a lecturer in New York, she commented:

"the whole

system of boarding schools in cities . . . (and he might have said the
whole system of fashionable education) is a subject for the grand
jury ... 193
Regarding colleges for females, she said:
we cannot help thinking that a regular, systematic, and
properly conducted course of collegiate education might have
an important tendency in elevating the minds of the female
portion of the community.l94
She went on to note a "deficiency

11

in the conversations of young

females, "especially where fashion has dictated school studies, and ha_s
had regard rather to the time of a debut into gay life, than the
resources of rna turi ty."
She believed in

11

Universal

11

education, 195 especially for females

whose education too often was a "mere superficiality of education-to
shm'l without a substance, "196 and deplored the idea "that to dress well
and understand music and the accomplishments is all that is requisite to
render woman pleasing."

She goes on to admonish her readers to "look a

little to the future, remembering that a youth of folly, exerted only to
please, will not compensate for an old age of mental vacuity."197
She frequently noted the opening of new schools for females and
often gave detailed accounts of subjects taught at the various schools.
For example, at the Pittsville Young Ladies' Institute, students were
instructed, among other subjects, in physiology, French, Latin, astronomy,
philosophy and rhetoric.l98
With apparent great satisfaction, she noted the Oberlin (Ohio)
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Institute 11 embraces both sexes amongst its students, and we have
flattering accounts of the success of the estab1ishment." 199
Cornelia generally admired women but apparently George Sand was
too radical for her taste. She ca1led her a "vile" 200 woman but on the
other hand, she ca1led a female speaker at a Suffrage clam-bake "a
woman of spunk" for her statement:

"I 1 m v1illing to be the first to be

shot down, and if I do fall, don 1 t stop to pick up my dead body, but
press on until you succeed. "201
Upon the occasion of the publication of an edition of ·letters by
Lydia~~-

Child, an early feminist, she wrote:

"Even those who dissent

from the author in some of her abstract opinions cannot help admiring
the frankness and zea 1 with v.1hi ch she argues. "202
t~hen

The

~!rongs

of Women, a book by an unidentified author using

the pseudonym Charlotte Elizabeth was published, Cornelia noted:

"The

work has been much read in this country, as have all the productions of
the gifted and benevolent authoress.u203
She prefaced the article with a

~omment

World (an unidentified journal) who, she said,

from the editor of New
11

had a high respect for

the ability of the writer [Fuller] and a perfect respect for the motive
and purpose in which she has vwitten. 11

Fuller had made a 11 powerful"

protest against the spirit, which in Europe and America,

11

treats the

mind of woman as the Chinese treat her feet-stunting and crippling its
growth in order to make it ~elicate and pretty, 11 the comment continued. 204
She called Harriet fvlartineau a 11 delightful" writer20S and noted
the triumphant return of Emma Willard from a tour of educational
facilities for females thr·oughout the country.206
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She reprinted an article from the Baltimore American describing
a sermon by Lucretia
~~ott,

~1ott,

"the celebrated Quaker preacher, 11 in which

"a naturally intellectual lady . . . captivated the crowded

audience."

Mott talked about the

11

doctrine of non-resistance," inter-

national arbitration, and ended with some remarks on slavery:
For strength of mind, and beauty of expression, and ease of
delivery, I have seldom listened to the equal of Mrs. Matt's
discourse . . . Mrs. Mott is a sincere and honest Christian a lady of high intellectual endo~~ents, of strong powers of
eloquence, an 9rnament to her sex, and a shining light in
Christendom.20
Cornelia considered Abby Kelley "one of the best female
orators" 208 and noted without comment the appearance of Rachel Barker,
a Quaker, before the House of Representatives to give a speech.209
Although she consistently touted marriage and motherhood as the
ideal occupation for woman, gave soppy accounts of wedded life2lO and
said a bachelor whose "heart is never warmed with affection, is a
miserablenobody in the world,"211 she did not advocate marrying just
for the sake of marrying.
She often spoke out in defense of unmarried women, or old maids
as they were often referred to.

At this time she was herself, at age

30, unmarried:
and what if they were maids and old too. Is it any reproach to
a lady to be either or both of these? It by no means follows,
because a lady remains unmarried that she does so by compulsion.
It is among the possibilities of life that a lady should prefer
the independence of a single life, to the chances of improving
her condition by uniting her fortune with any man.212
In her opinion, it was far better to be an old maid than a
miserable wife for "most men dread a sensible woman.

Who has ever known

very highly gifted ladies to be popular among their male
acquaintances?"213
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While she advocated res pons i bil i ty on the part of women for a
happy home, she did not think that the entire duty shou1d fall upon the
woman:
The master of the house may exercise a happy influence or an
unhappy, as well as the mistress . . . . The man who is a willing
source of trouble in his own famil2 ~ay be said to poison the
very fountain of human happiness. 1
She often cautioned women to make careful choices when selecting
a marriage partner, to avoid a marriage of ''inclination,

11

which she said

is one based on the "outside which pleases them:
11

What is within is unknown. When, therefore, after having been
united six months they look for the delightful young man \'Jhose
presence charms them they are often much surprised to find in
his place only an impertinent fellow, an ignoramus or a
simpleton.215
Too often she had seen

11

a poor broken-spirited wife, teased and

tormented by half a score of children or ill treated by a cross and
unfeeling husband, we have been tempted to think that after all to be an
old maid is not the worst ill that can befal [sic] a woman.216
She also chastised men who by a stupid act vexed their wives:
11

11

there is no greater crime than to take a woman from her father's
hearth, where she stood in blooming independence, to load her
with the cares of a family, and then to tramble [sic] on her
hopes by proving that he is no better than those for whom she
never cared or sighect.217
On the topic of divorce, she reprinted from the Cincinnati
Chronicle that

11

Nothing is more certain than that Christinaity frovms

upon the separation of man and v.Jife.u218

However, from the Philadelphia

Inquirer she noted this article:
Matrimony is a most sacred contract. It should not be entered
into without due deliberation and the knot once tied, the
husband should not be permitted to put away his wife, or the
,
wife her husband, for any but the most important considerations.2l9
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Thus, it appears that under some circumstances she felt divorce
should be permitted.
To protect women from the

11

runious effects of their husband's

misfortunes, she advocated life insurance which she called "one of the
greatest blessings." 220 vJriting under the headline, "Privileges of
Women," she went on to say, "We would advise all wives to avail themselves of this excellent enactment in their behalf and thus guard against
the vicissitudes of fortune.u221
In addition to life insurance, she also favored legislation to
protect the legal rights of women.222

From the Baltimore Visitor, she

copied these comments on a bill that had been introduced into the
~~issouri

Legislature to "secure more effectually" the property of married

women:
Such a law ought to exist and be enforced rigidly in every state
of the Union. It is a crying shame that an industrious and
virtuous wife should be left to the mercy of some besotted spendthrift or heartless knave.223
She reviewed a book Legal Rights of Women in which the author
of the book said, "Rights and the knowledge of rights are no longer
hidden from the inquiries of the masses of men, and vJhy," he asked,
"should they be from women?"

Cornelia commented:

The author is right in his ideas and he has been fully successful in executing the design of the work, presenting to women a
mass of legal information concerning their persons, property,
and happiness.224
The Editor Succeeds
Advocating home as ''the dearest place on earth"225 for woman
and yet choosing herself to find contentment outside the home was no
doubt one reason Cornelia felt compelled to explain her circumstances to
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the public.

Speaking of "some little public curiousity" that induced

her to "elaborate upon ourselves and of our doings," she always
explained her position at the Transcript in terms of filial duty that
"has brought us thus before the public.n226
Throughout her tenure as editor, she often reminded her
readers of these circumstances.

Speaking of two years that had passed

since "our Brother and our guide" had left, during which time other
trials had been brought "for the heart to bear, 11 she said, "the editor
could not resist acknowledging so heartfelt a tribute to the memory of
the loved and lost.n227
In more specific terms, she also spoke of "my present vocation,
as the conductor of that little sheet which I love as the heritage of
one lost too soon. 11228
Cornelia's five-year tenure as editor of the Transcript was
certainly evidence of her success at this task.
evidence as well.

However, there was other

At the beginning of 1846, she reported:

Our friends and patrons were never more numerous than they are
at the advent of '46 - our subscription list was never better,
and as to our advertisin~ patronage
. all words on this
point are superfluous.22
This wealth of good friends and good business did not go uncredited by the publishers, she went on to say, and as they wished her
"happy

Ne~v

Year," they "voluntarily attributed our success to-to-we

are somev,;hat diffident in proclaiming it-to 'the feminine rule!'"
In spite of this ''diffident" declaration, it was almost as
though Cornelia were hesitant to take too much credit for the continuing
success of the paper.

A year later, she told her readers:
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For nearly five years, the Transcript has gone on under its
present feeble guardianship; it has gone on successfully, too,
thanks to the position in which we found it . . . . Duty, not
-fancy compelled us to the work.230
Even upon her retirement from the Transcript, she felt it
necessary to remind her readers of her reasons for taking charge of the
paper:
With this number of the Transcript will close all interest of
the present editor in its management or its affairs . . . . The
present editor assumed the charge of the paper five years since,
as has been before stated, from a sense of imperative duty
toward others.231
In this parting message is found the only indication of how
Cornelia felt about taking on the responsibilities of a job that fm· a
woman at that time, was unusual to say the least.
her readers:

11

As she explained to

Though the attempt was bold and hazardous, and pronounced

by many to be impracticable, she has been able to sustain it without any
diversion of . . . public pat·ronage.n232
These words also show that her taking over the Transcript was
accompanied by considerable doubt as to the success of the venture.

In

fact, the day after her parting message the publishers admitted their
trepidation at the time:
The experiment of placing a lady as the responsible editor of a
Daily Paper was a new and doubtful one. It was a bold step on
her part to undertake so much labor and responsibility. She made
the trial with fear and trembling, and her success has been
triumphant. The task had never been undertaken in this or any
other country, to the knowledge of the publishers, by one of her
sex; it was consequently the more trying, and her victory the
more brilliant.233
The publishers then went on to praise her editorial talents,
noting that her

11

first thought was always the best; and consequently what

flowed from her pen needed little or no alteration.

11

Her talent, they
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continued, was of

11

a high order" and as an editor,

great resolution and high determination."

11

She was a woman of

She possessed a kind disposi-

tion, was alvmys "happy to see her friends, and was lenient and noble
towar·ds her antagonists. 11

With the possible exception of Mr. Poe, one

might add.
Upon the announcement of her retirement, praise for Cornelia
poured in from all over the United States.

More than 70 newspapers234

are known to have taken note of the change of editors at the Transcript,
and with the exception of one, all were complimentary in their notices.
Even her former adversary, the Atlas said:

"The popularity of the

Transcript is the best evidence of Miss Walter's talents as a
journalist.

We regret to lose her from the editorial corps of this

city.235
From the Boston Journal came this encomium for Cornelia:

11

Miss

Walter has managed the editorial department of the Transcript with a
degree of intelligence, judgment, and tact, which has seldom been
exhibited by any of the brethern of the press.236
Transcendentalism and its advocates had not found a friend in
the Transcript.

However, the Transcendental Harbinaer paid this

tribute to her:

"We are glad to unite our good wishes with those of

the daily press, on taking leave of a fellow-laborer, from whom we now
and then received a sharp shot.237
The Pittsburgh Telegraph bid her good-bye, calling the
Transcript "one of the best pape\~s of the country, u238 and the Boston
Times similarly noted that "no need of praise is wanting, in reference
to the well-earned and well-established character of the paper." 239
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The one dissenting opinion about the talent of the editor of
the Transcript came from the Boston Chronotype which referred to the
paper as the
bright little Boston favorite, a reflection of the world as it
is not, never was, and never will be, has lost its able-that is
to say, ami-able-editor . . . . Indeed, we do not knmAJ, where a
poor woe-begone mortal could ever get more fairly out of the
world than in the columns of the Transcript . . . as to the
great wrongs and woes of society--the questions that agonize the
breasts of the millions--the Transcript scarce ever alluded to
them--never to paint them as they are, but only as they are
not.240
While it is true that the Transcript generally reflected an
elitist Boston Brahmin view of life, Cornelia also expressed a consistent concern for the working classes; her portrayal of the suffering of
the Irish was certainly a reflection of the v10rld as it was.

As for

"poor woe-begone mortals," one of the major concerns of reform-minded
Boston was aid to the poor, and the Transcript hardly missed a day
without noticing some reform meeting or another.

These were in addition

to frequent editorials on issues relevant to the poor such as free
education, libraries and better housing.
More than a comment on Cornelia's editorial talents, this was
an indictment of the policy of the Transcript which, according to Lynde
t~alter,

chose not to "mingle in the every-day warfare of politics,

nor attempt to control public bias. u241
However, as a newspaper, the Transcript found an audience and
filled a need.

It was a steadfast promulgator of the cultural and

literary interests of Boston's upper class and it also reflected
Cornelia's particular interest in social and religious reform.
accomplished the aims of the paper in an inimitable manner.

She

As the
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Transcript itself reported in 1845:
A dozen attempts have been made during the past 12 years to
supplant the Transcript by issuing a sheet to imitate it as far
as possible but all have died as the boy said of his little
brother, "in borning. u242
The best evidence of her success, however, was the undeniable
success of the Transcript when she was its editor.

Thus, in early 1847,

she told her readers:
The "Daily Evening Transcript" presents its thanks to its contemporaries at home and abroad--from north to south for their
unusually kind and flattering notices. Its editor and publishers
also, are grateful for the good feeling of the commun·ity in its
behalf, which has been so abundantly evinced since the New Year
by a large addition to its subscription list . . . . It therefore
beseeches its many new subscribers to do as the old ones have
done--to judge it impartially; not by the size of the casket,
but by the value of its contents.243
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CHAPTER 7
CONCLUSIONS
Summary
For women in the United States in general, and especially upper
class New England women, the first half of the 19th century was
portentous.

In contrast to their New England foremothers whose economic

contributions often meant survival for their families in colonial times,
these women were becoming increasingly idle dependents of their
prosperous husbands or fathers.
The industrial revolution brought important economic developments, including the removal of industries from the home to the factory,
thus separating the work of women from that of men.

With the develop-

ment of factory v-mrk on a large scale, women were increasingly cut off
from occupations they had held in the previous century.

As a result,

their economic importance to the household diminished.
The economic growth brought on by the industrial revolution
also led to changes in women's lives.

Because of financial

pt~osperity,

upper class women were increasingly exempt from domestic responsibilities
and nowhere was this more evident than Boston.

Prosperous and thriving,

with an almost unlimited supply of cheap immigrant labor, there
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appeared to be no obstacles to the city•s continued growth and bright
future.

This economic prosperity fostered an i nte ll ectua 1 flowering as

men and women, having their economic lives in order, turned their
thoughts to ordering their spiritual and intellectual lives as well.
One result of this economic and intellectual upheaval was the
reversal of societal values regarding women, with the idle woman becoming
the ideal woman.
sphere" for woman.

This period savv the development of an "appropriate
Freed from economic and domestic chores, it was

necessary to create a new role for her.

She was assigned the responsi-

bility for the moral uplifting of humankind, and her means of accomplishing this task revolved around the home, children and church.

She

was placed on a moral pedestal, in a sphere distinct and elevated, but
somehow subordinate to that of man.
In Boston especially, these conditions created a dilemma for
upper class women.

They were steadily pressured into a shrinking area

of life and at the same time increasingly educated.

Even though the

education offered to women often only served to reinforce the belief in
their higher moral nature, their intellectual capabilities were being
recognized.
At least superficially educated and thoroughly aristocratic,
uppel~-class

Boston women began to cautiously explore new avenues of

expression, many turning to moral and religious reform.

Because this

was merely an extension of their assigned role and therefore within
their appropriate sphere, they energetically threw themselves into this
new task.

Effects of their work were so far reaching that Boston women

became renowned for their reform efforts.
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Other women seeking some form of expression outside the home
and the reform movement turned to literary pursuits, either as
consumers or producers.

Literary women were frowned on by some moral

purists; however, generally women were encouraged to improve their
minds since this improvement would prepare them to become better wives
and mothers and was therefore within their allowed sphere of influence.
Unfortunately, in Boston, already known for its

11

PT'Operness,

11

the women most qualified by education and social position found themselves most

oppl~essed

by social sanctions as they sought ways to expr'ess

themselves.
Cornelia Wa1ter· was very much a part of the social and cu-ltural
milieu of upper class Boston.

Her merchant father was economically

well-off and her extensive aristocratic family background placed her
squarely in a position of social prominence.

She~

too, was faced with

the questionable benefits of an education and social position which
proscribed freedom of action.

However, she also had advantages which

gave her options that were not available to most women in her position.
First, at a time when most women were educated to be showpieces, Cornelia Walter received the kind of education usually reserved
for males.

Under the tutelage of her brother, who saw himself as her

mentor, she was instructed in branches of education which were not
merely "fashionable," but useful.

He supervised her education carefully

and seemed determined that she was to be genuinely educated, not merely
subjected to the superficial studies that passed for much female
education at that time.
eager student.

She rewarded his efforts by being a bY'ight and

Her literary talent was obvious at an early age and her
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brother, also keenly interested in literary pursuits, no doubt
encouraged these talents.
Additionally, after her school days, she travelled around the
country for several months and these early travels provided an opportunity for Cor·ne1ia to meet and make observations of people and customs
outside Boston.

Her almost daily letters back home to family members

show early evidence of a keen ability to formulate opinions about
people and situations and to convey these thoughts to others.
HovJever, the most important advantage in terms of her future
as a journalist, was her long-standing close relationship with her
brother, who founded the Boston Transcript.

From the age of 15 on, she

was able to participate directly and indirectly in his world of newspaper editing, thereby laying the foundations for the skills she would
later need to take on the responsibility of the paper.

There were no

other children in the household to detract from their relationship, and
during the 12 years he edited the paper she was his companion and
confidant.
When he became ill in 1840, her duties increased.

Then aged 27

and unmarried, Cornelia found herself with an opportunity, somewhat
unusual to be sure, to make use of her exceptional education, talent
and training.

She did not turn it down in spite of its being outside

the "appropriate sphere 11 of woman, a theory she generally endorsed.
At first, this might seem a bold undertaking on her part.

The

fact that an American vJOman had never before edited a daily paper was
no doubt a cause for concern as to the appropriateness of such a task.
However, the

Tr~nscript

was not an

ordinal~y

newspaper; rather
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it was an organ for the culturally and intellectually elite of Boston.
Therefore, it escaped the sanctions imposed by the proper Bostonians on
the more sensationa"lly oriented press and instead enjoyed a reputation
of high standing among this select audience.
Additionally, Cornelia chose not to conduct the paper 1 s
editorial duties from the

11

Snuggery of the armed chair at the
11

Transcript_ office but from her home. which for appearance 1 S sake, was
more appropriate for a woman.
More importantly, however, were the two years she served as her
brother's assistant in his editorial duties during his illness.
gave her a first-hand opportunity to learn the business.

This

\Just as

importantly, it also gave the public time to get used to the idea of
having a woman in this position.

Her devotion to her brother before and

during his illness and her dedication and skill in helping him carry on
his duties to the end were widely known at the time.

When she did

announce her decision to take over these responsibilities, she
claimed-and frequent1y reminded her reader·s-to do it out of a sense
of duty to her brothet'.
Of course, it is impossible to know for sure what motivated
Cornelia.

Certainly she had other choices.

Coming from a religious

family background, some kind of moral or religious reform work would
have been a more 1ogical choice as an outlet for her creative energy.
And in reform-minded Boston, there was ample opportunity for this kind
of involvement.
She was apparently happy at home-devoted to her

pal~ents

and

they to her--and a decision of this kind wou1d have risked fqr less in
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terms of social approval.
lived comfortably at home.

Even if she never married, she could have
She was later to make it quite clear that

she did not view life as an nold maid" the worst possible consequence
for a woman.

Far worse was an unhappy marriage and house full of

children, she said.
However, she had the option of marriage as well.

All the

qualities that made her a good choice for editor-her high social standing (important to Transcript readers as well as to potential husbands),
her education, her intelligence and her talents--also enhanced her
chances to make a highly successful marriage, at least in terms of
material possessions.

She had already turned down marriage at least

twice before she became editor, and it seems reasonable to assume that
there would be other opportunities.

Certainly public approbation would

have been assured in the case of marriage, whereas the decision to
become an editor carried a definite degree of uncertainty regard-ing
public reaction.
However, in spite of these alternatives and in the face of
possible public censure, she decided to take on the job left vacant by
her brother 1 s death.
While there is no way of knowing what her peers as a whole
thought about this decision, it is known that much of the newspaper
press responded favorably.

No doubt her family 1 s respected position in

Boston helped to sway some who might otherwise have been critical.

Also

important was the fact that the Transcript, under her brother 1 S guidance,
had by that time become an essential and respected part of the cultural
and intellectual elite of Boston to which Cornelia belonged.

Already
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having gained a reputation for her newspaper talent by writing for and
working with her brother, there was no reason to believe that under her
guidance the paper would change.
As the first American woman to take on the task of editing a
daily paper, she had no female role model to whom she could look for
guidance.

However, she was not without editorial contemporaries.

The

better known of these included Margaret Fuller, who edited and wrote
for the Transcendalist periodical, The Dial, and later for the New York
Tribune; Lydia Marie Child who among other literary works, edited the
Abolitionist Anti-Slavery Standard; and Sarah Josepha Hale, editor of
Godey•s Lady•s Book (then known as Ladies

M~gazine).

There were others;

however, these were women journa.lists in or near Boston who were admired
by Cornelia as evidence by complimentary notices in the columns of the
Transcript.
Her five years as editor of the Transcript were tremendously
successful.

She continued the literary and cultural tone of the paper

and as the intellectual and cultural activities in Boston increased,
she expanded local coverage to include them.

While politics received

little coverage by the Transcript, they were not completely ignored in
the paper.

She was as outspoken in her support of the Irish immigrants

as she was in her opposition to the annexation of Texas and the Mexican
War.
Her stand against slavery was weak, although that on temperance
and moral reform was strong.

She was as thorough in her denouncement of

Edgar Allan Poe as she was in her boosterism of Boston.
education in general and for women in particular.

She promoted

She was against
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flogging in school and sought reforms for the condition of the working
class.

She opposed women•s rights in the political sense but supported

them in the moral sense and saw woman•s responsibilities to society as
more important than those of men.
In her news judgment, the details of intellectual and cultural
pursuits which filled the pages of the Transcript were far more
important to the goals of humankind than the political controversies which
seemed to accomplish nothing in the pursuit of morality, ambition,
religion, intelligence or virtue.
It has been suggested that from the beginning the newspaper
reflected Cornelia's personality as much as that of her brother.

That

the paper changed so little under her guidance strongly supports this
theory.

If this were true, and this thesis suggests that it was,

there would have been little motivation for her to change the paper,
since the audience of the Transcript was a large and growing one.
Cornelia was the perfect editorial match for the newspaper.

As

a member of the elite Bostonian upper-class which read the Transcript,
she knew and shared her readers• interests.

Indeed, it can even be

supposed that a small part of the excellent reputation enjoyed by the
Transcript might have been due to her (and her brother before her)
highly respectable social status as a member of the Walter family.
The success of Cornelia's editorial policies are well documented
by the success of the Transcript under her guidance.
both in reputation and circulation.

The paper gained

Its success was her success as well,

and upon her retirement, she received accolades from newspapers all
across the country.
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Even though a historical

11

first,

Cornelia

11

~Jells

Walter

represented a larger group of 19th-century women who were being stifled
by society•s definition of their· proper role in life, and who were
finding it difficult if not impossible to take a position in society
for which they were qualified by their intelligence and education.
In Cornelia's case, however, given the childhood surroundings
that she enjoyed, the advantages of her class including education and
social position, and the unusual access to the journalistic world, her
position as editor of a daily newspaper seems more logical than
exceptional.
Imp11cations
The implications of this study are clear.
no footnote unturned in their search for
journalists.

11

Scholars must leave

lost 11 women and minority

In order to create a viable history of journalism,

historians must strive for a complete and correct record from which to
write about those who have made contributions to the field.
The difficulty of

reseat~ching

these people whose histories have

been lost, or at least misplaced, has been pointed out by scholars.
However, the efforts must be redoubled.

As this study has shown, the

primary material necessary to document the life and work of an individual
who has been ignored in the past is at times available.
locating this material is apparent:

One clue to

families rich in historical

prominence often leave behind collections of family papers which have
long been a source of primary material for scholars, and it is among
these files that the search must commence.

This is especially critical

in studying women whose accomplishments may be hidden behind those of
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their more prominent and traditionally studied male relatives.
A tremendous amount of such
and available for study.

pl~imary

material is already located

As has been pointed out, scholars must take a

closer look at iocal historical records, organizational records of
women 1 S clubs, of labor unions, and of religious and charitable organizations, as well as examining magazines, government documents, petitions
and other readily available sources.
In addition, other primary material must be located.

In the

case of Cornelia Walter, who barely received a mention in journalism
histories--presumably because of a lack of available information--a vast
amount of primary material was available.

This material, lying dormant

for the last 50 years, points up the fallacy underlying some pleas that
research cannot be done on women because little information on them
exists.
Even for those figures where traditional sources of primary
material are not available, thus making it difficult if not impossible
to employ standard methodology, Chapter Four of this thesis provides
material for another approach.

Following a model suggested in a recent

study of colonial women printers, which argues that content analysis of
the journalism produced by historical figures tells only part of the
story, this chapter provides contextural information against which to
place Cornelia's life and work.

Such information adds infinitely to an

understanding of her work as a journalist.

Primary information was

available about her life and education, but this model suggests that in
cases where such information is not ava·ilable, material from secondary
sources can be extremely important.
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Areas for Future Studies
As a descriptive study, this thesis did not attempt to compare
the Transcript with other papers in Boston during the five years
Cornelia edited the paper.

As a topic for a future study, such an

analysis would show how well or poorly the Transcript served the needs
of its audience in comparison to its competitors.
Another valuable study would be on other women journalists
during the first half of the 19th century.

The contributions in the

second half of the century have been partially documented but there is
very little information before this time.

Such a study should include

the literary works of female writers of this period as journalism as
well as the numerous periodicals that were edited and written by women.
Perhaps the most pertinent study, based on the vast amount of
material available, would be a full-length personal study of Cornelia•s
life as a woman.

A great deal is known about the early leaders of the

women 1 s rights movement in this country.
been studied from this perspective.
this group of women.

At least several women have

However, Cornelia was not a part of

Neither was she at the other extreme of 19th-

century Boston women who saw their place as somewhere below the

11

lords

of creation. '1 She probably represented the 1arge majority of women at
this time who

\'ier~e

somewhere between-trying to take a middle ground,

to preserve the good of both extremes.

Direct parallels exist between

the life of this 19th-century woman and the majority of American women
today who find themselves in a similar position.

Cornelia Walter

managed, even after she married and gave up the Transcript, to lead an
extremely active and seemingly fulfilling life.

If history is to learn
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from, then much could be learned from studying this woman's life.
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