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New scholarship... 

New EOS Scholarship Debates Oakes 
Smith’s Attitude Toward American 
Liberalism

It’s exciting to see new EOS scholarship 
appearing in important contexts—even 
more so, perhaps, to see a clear debate 
emerging over Oakes Smith’s attitude 
toward dominant social and economic 
trends of  the mid-nineteenth century.   

In a paper for last year’s ALA conference 
entitled “Elizabeth Oakes Smith’s Poetics 
of  Activism” Elissa Zellinger argued 
that Oakes Smith “used expectations of  
the Poetess’s accidental exposure of  
interiority, a characteristic that reaffirmed 
women’s consignment to the domestic 
sphere, to instead prove women’s public 
self-possession and their fitness as liberal 
subjects.” Beyond demonstrating her full 
membership in the body politic through 
publication in all genres and by 
participating in public discourse on the 
lecture circuit, Zellinger saw in Oakes 
Smith’s “The Sinless Child” not a dead 
ideality but an assertion of  an independent 
liberal “self ” working beyond the limits of  
a “feminine” selfhood defined  by the 
domestic sphere.  Eva does not merely die 
or disappear, Zellinger argued, but rather 
asserts herself, redeeming the lives of  
others in the poem, along with readers 
(and writers) in Oakes Smith’s time 
influenced by this widely popular work.  

Zellinger’s argument that the goal of  
Oakes Smith and other feminists was not 
to avoid, but to demand for themselves the 
position of  free, independent liberal 
humanist subjects (to that point a more or 
less exclusively male privilege) is further 
supported not only by Oakes Smith’s 
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New resources for 
scholars... 
1999 Essay Newly 
Posted on Oakes 
Smith Website 
Explores Material 
History Behind The 
Salamander (1848) 

Google won’t find it very easily, but as 
Tim Scherman recently discovered 
while researching Oakes Smith’s series 
of  works based in the Ramapo Valley, 
in 1999, South of  the Mountains, the 
journal of  the Historical Society of  
Rockland County, featured a 
fascinating work by William Diebold 
investigating the historical bases of  
Oakes Smith’s novel, The Salamander 
(1848).  In her “editor’s” preface to the 
novel (readers familiar will recall the 
book is credited to “the late Ernest 
Helfenstein”) Oakes Smith describes 
her visit to the valley where an elderly 
resident and owner provides her with 
both a tour of  the region and the basis 
of  the revolutionary stories she relates 
in The Remapo Pass: A Tale of  the 
Revolution (1848), The Intercepted Messenger 
of  Ramapo Pass (1856) and later The Bald 
Eagle (1867), but nowhere, Diebold tells 
us, can he find any source for the 
complex allegory Oakes Smith tells 
about the colonial ironworks in The 
Salamander itself.  In fact, since all 
references to the tale he had discovered 
post-date the novel, he suggests the 
possibility that Oakes Smith invented it 
herself—that her story of  visiting the 
Valley might itself  be a fiction. 

Indeed, while in this preface and 
elsewhere, Oakes Smith provides 
remarkable details about her visit 
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“Ideas do not go backward, 
but sometimes it is well to 
recover a neglected thread.” 
	 The Queen of  Tramps 

http://www.oakes-smith.org
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to the home of  Judge Hagerman, whose last house serves today 
as the residence of  the President of  Ramp College of  New 
Jersey, it is her description of  a picnic near 
the ruins of  the Augusta Forge in Mahwah, 
NJ, that finally serves as evidence of  the 
“roots” of  her story in the area.  Quoting 
Oakes Smith’s work, Benson Lossing 
alludes to the romantic sight of  these ruins 
that remained to passers on the Erie 
Railroad around the time of  his Pictorial 
Field-book of  the Revolution (1851) (in fact it 
may be Lossing’s authority for Diebold that 
verified Oakes Smith’s story), and a 
drawing of  the ruin, by F.O. Darley, served 
as the frontispiece to her novel.   

Like any good historian, Diebold is careful 
about the conclusions he draws from Oakes 
Smith’s work, and while he seems to have 
have glozed over Oakes Smith’s specific 
reference to her stay with Judge Hagerman, 
his claim that there is no direct evidence of  
how Oakes Smith came to visit the 
Ramapo Valley, or exactly when, remains 
true today.   

        Ruins of  Augusta Forge as they exist in 2018 
        (note the beginnings of  the brick arch on  
        upper right). 

	 	 Image of  Darley’s illustration for The 	
	 	 Salamander (1848)
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TRY OAKES SMITH’S WORK IN YOUR CLASSROOM!! 

Caroline Woidat’s excellent cultural edition of The Western 

Captive is available at broadview.com, and more and more 

of her work is available either on hathitrust.org or on our 

website, www.oakes-smith.org

http://broadview.com
http://hathitrust.org
http://www.oakes-smith.org
http://www.oakes-smith.org
http://broadview.com
http://hathitrust.org
http://www.oakes-smith.org
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from the archives... 
Two Discovered Novel MSS by 
EOS Reveal Continuities and New 
Directions 

Our last newsletter featured a note on the editor’s discovery of  
two manuscripts of  unpublished novels by Oakes Smith in the 
Albert and Shirley Small Manuscript Collection at UVa.  
Internal evidence dates both from the mid 1870s, though 
emendations and interpolations reveal a much shakier hand 
from later years.  The searchable typescript of  the latter novel 
Scherman has tentatively entitled Rachel Vaughn, or Incidents 
in Colonial New England is in draft form and will soon be 
posted to the website.  The typescript of  The Queen of  
Tramps is still in process. 

I.	  “The Queen of  Tramps” (370 MS pages) .  While 
a typescript is not yet available on the Oakes Smith website, a 
reading of  “The Queen of  Tramps” will soon reveal a 
radical departure in Oakes Smith’s work. If  she had made 
the necessity of  women’s economic independence a major 
theme of  her work  as early as 1851 in lectures like “The 
Dignity of  Labor” and in her arguments at Woman’s Rights 
Conventions, here in a work likely begun in the mid- to late 
1870s, Oakes Smith much more seriously engages the 
pernicious influence of  capitalist relations of  production.   

Giving all her possessions to relatives at the the outset of  the 
novel, the protagonist Hannah Jane sets out to “tramp” the 
roads and by-ways from Maine to Lake Erie to “know how 
people lived in a world in which toil of  some kind is the basis of  
success.” Though the definition of  “tramp” vacillates from bum 
to traveling saint (Kerouac’s work keeps coming to mind), in the 
end the tramp typifies the genius of  the American character. 

Readers familiar with the protagonist of  Bertha and Lily 
(1854) will recognize the preachy narrator—indeed Hannah 
Jane will end up with a Helfenstein of  a sort at the very close
—but nowhere in that work is labor or political economy so 
clearly elaborated.  Indeed, here late in life, Oakes Smith 
abandons the abstraction and ideality of  Bertha and returns 
to,  even exceeds, the frankness of  her mid-century essays on 
woman’s rights.  This protagonist refuses to pray—at least out 
loud—and sees labor as far more effective in bringing about 
change for both rich and poor.  Even maxims like “honor thy 
father and mother” get rejected (“for what?” she scoffs), while 
what should seem very familiar observations on male violence 
and the maintenance of  social hierarchies through the prison 
system dominate the text.  Time and again, liberal humanist 
explanations of  individual “laziness”—and not a little bigotry 
at Southern European immigrants—bring us up short, but 
passages like the following demonstrate a theoretical 
consciousness never made this clear in her earlier work:  

“The sympathies of  the masses are with the working men.  
They are learning to see that the world is founded on solid 
granite, not white alabaster, and that men who hew the stone 

must and shall own a part of  it.  Art and literature, schools 
and churches, monuments and speeches are all fine in their 
way, but bread is better.  One man is no rightful monopolizer 
of  that which of  right belongs to all.  Capital would be 
powerless but for the strong arm of  the Working man.”   

To be sure, Nina Baym would be every bit as impatient 
with Hannah Jane’s self-righteousness as she is of  
Bertha’s in her brief  review of  that novel in Women’s 
Fiction, but the protagonist’s lapses into self-doubt reveal 
a thread of  realism.  While some dialogue is contrived 
(for example, one introducing Oakes Smith’s complex 
and controversial view of  post-Civil War life in the 
South) debates between Hannah Jane and Paul Lingard 
rival the pace and clarity of  any in Oakes Smith’s work.  
Whatever the reason Oakes Smith was never able to 
complete or publish the work, the genuine radicalism of  
her positions in this novel—on race, class and gender—
likely made any sale more difficult.  

II.  	 Untitled.  This 300-page manuscript opens 
toward the end of  the 17th century on the shores of  
downeast Maine, in Castine, one of  the longest 
occupied places in North America, seven years older 
than Plymouth Colony.  Under the easy hand of  the 
Baron of  Castine, French, English and Native 
American cultures live and in peace and harmony.  
Historically, Castine married an Abenaki woman who 
bore him ten children, and died, replaced by another 
Indian woman whom he brought back to France, 
Oakes Smith’s Castine and his wife have only one child, 
and he seems to regret the liaison, spending much of  
his time with male companions.  One of  these, a British 
noble by the name of  Vaughn, entertains Castine’s 
cavalier pretensions, but along with his wife, finds the 
New World culturally barren and inhospitable.   

Vaughn’s eldest daughter Rachel drives the plot (so 
much so that the novel would probably be called 
something like Rachel Vaughn: Incidents in Colonial 
New England).  Strangely enough, here the relationship 
between Margaret and Alice Durand from The Western 
Captive is reversed: Rachel, the poised and cultured 
daughter, supports the family intellectually and 
emotionally, and is greatly admired both by Castine and 
a fictional Richard Mather, nephew of  Cotton Mather 
whose father demurred from the orthodoxy of  the 
Puritans to ply his trade more freely downeast.  Her 
wild sister Mary, though somewhat younger, shows little 
interest in her own culture and spends most of  her time 
harmlessly traipsing through the wild forests with the 
son of  Castine and his wife Danita.    

The pace of  the novel is slow, with long passages 
describing the place Oakes Smith knew as it existed 
before the time of  the novel’s writing, when wilderness 
has given way to tourism in the mid- to late nineteenth 
century—indeed, references to the building of  hotels on 
Mt. Desert dates the novel to the 1870s.   
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Oakes Smith and Liberalism   
   (cont’d) 

lecture “The Dignity of  Labor” (1852) (an argument Tim 
Scherman made some years earlier in his paper “She Can 
Play Ball,” available on the Oakes Smith website), but also, as 
Adam Tuchinsky notes, by a host of  other women 
reformers, including Elizabeth Cady Stanton, at early 
Woman’s Rights conventions.  Still, the point of  his 2016 
essay, “Oakes Smith and the Divorce Question” is to 
determine why such demands for individual freedom, in 
Oakes Smith’s mind, did not apply to questions of  divorce.  
Indeed, for him, her firm stance on behalf  of  the indissoluble 
marriage was rooted in her opposition to the effects of  
“market culture’s radical individualism.” 

Describing her as a “towering figure” in literature and politics 
during the two decades prior to the Civil War….nothing less 
than a public intellectual,” Tuchinsky argues that Oakes 
Smith “more directly and self-consciously” than most 
addressed the debate between women who would “remake the 
public world in the image of  the family,” and those who would 
“unmask and unmake the family that was the instrument of  
their oppression.” Tuchinsky’s conclusion that Oakes Smith 
rejected her culture’s projection of  the family as a “haven in a 
heartless world” even as she objected to divorce to protect 
“women from the ravages of  individualism” rightfully shows 
her as a social realist, avoiding the mistake many have made 
of  explaining her political arguments on the marriage 
institution solely in terms of  her own experience marrying 
Seba Smith at the age of  16, or for that matter any 
consideration of  the possibilities of  “self ”-determination. 

Indeed, while Zellinger’s paper is correct as far as it goes 
noting Oakes Smith’s demand for liberal selfhood and equal 
access to public self-assertion, Tuchinsky’s essay demonstrates 
why she may overstate Oakes Smith’s confidence in poetic, 
social or even economic solutions to the problems brought 
about by political liberalism in the decades preceding the Civil 
War.  The isolated female figures in Oakes Smiths’ writing are 
legion.  If  for her, individual effort and integrity are better 
than systematic subjugation, Oakes Smith’s ultimate desire for 
the collective achievement of  human potential becomes 
stronger in the second half  of  her career.  In this regard, 
Oakes Smith scholars of  all kinds will be interested to read the 
typescript of  Oakes Smith’s last unpublished novel, “The 
Queen of  Tramps,” appearing on the website later this year, 
where Oakes Smith’s positions on the liberal “self ” are put 
even more frankly than they are in Woman and Her Needs. 

Writing on the Oaksmiths… 
Forthcoming Scholarship 

Two years ago Jonathan W. White began writing a 
comprehensive history of  the domestic and trans-Atlantic 
slave trades during the Civil War.  During the summer of  
2016 he gave one of  his students a list of  slave traders to 
search for in digitized newspapers.  One day the student 
asked him, “Have you ever heard of  Appleton Oaksmith?  
His name keeps coming up in a lot of  these articles.”  
White had never heard of  Oaksmith, but he was intrigued 
by what he saw.  Initially he thought he would just have a 
chapter on Oaksmith in the book, but soon he became 
convinced that Oaksmith’s story deserved a book of  its 
own.  The book, which White hopes to complete this 
summer, has a number of  important themes.  Most 
prominent is the theme of  the sea.  Appleton Oaksmith 
and his family clung to the romantic “Age of  Sail” as the 
world was moving into modernity—and their decision to 
cling to the past brought utter devastation upon their 
family.  Nearly a dozen characters in White’s book drown.   

Elizabeth Oakes Smith is also a central figure.  In fact, 
the book opens with her sitting alone in her library 
writing her autobiography, reflecting on all of  the things 
that went wrong.  And it closes with her dying, alone, 
with hardly anyone left to mourn her passing.  For 
White, the story of  Elizabeth Oakes Smith and her 
children is finally one of  the greatest tragedies in 
American history.   

You can follow White on Twitter at @CivilWarJon or 
visit his website, www.jonathanwhite.org/. 
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Do we fully understand that we aim at 
nothing less than an entire subversion of the 
existing order of society, a dissolution of the 

whole existing social compact? Do we see that 
it is not an error of today, nor of yesterday, 
against which we are lifting up the voice of 

dissent; but it is against hoary-headed error of 
all times?—EOS, September 8, 1852
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