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This project traces the history of the production and reception of American 

nature writing between 1860 and 1909. It diverges from contemporary approaches to 

the genre by examining the essays of John Burroughs, John Muir, and their peers not as 

records of heartfelt encounters with the natural world, but rather as works that were 

written, published, and sold for profit, and that reached readers only after having passed 

through the book and magazine trades. By taking this unorthodox approach, I revise 

commonly held assumptions about the nature writing’s emergence at the end of the 

nineteenth century. First, I challenge the notion that the genre became an increasingly 

prominent feature in American literary culture primarily because readers were 

concerned about the natural world. Building on recent work by Lawrence Buell, I show 

that nature writing emerged also through the efforts of several elite literary institutions 

whose influence strongly determined its form, its audience, and the cultural capital it 

represented. Second, I show that Burroughs, not Henry David Thoreau, was the 

instrumental figure in the genre’s history before 1900. Only as Burroughs gained 
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national prominence in the 1870s and 1880s did the importance of both Thoreau and 

nature writing become increasingly well defined. Finally, I show that nature writing has 

played a more varied and significant role in American literary culture than is generally 

assumed. At the turn of the twentieth century, the genre participated in numerous and 

sometimes conflicting cultural discourses: not only the emergence of the conservation 

movement, but also the reification of what Santayana termed the “genteel tradition,” the 

emergence of a decidedly middlebrow culture, the articulation of New England’s 

regional identity, and the definition of a generally “American” identity that purported to 

speak for all parts of the expanding nation. The internal contradictions are obvious; their 

existence is hardly surprising. Then, as now, nature writing served a range of people 

and institutions in multiple ways.  
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Introduction 
 
 
 

I am surprised that so many people not especially interested in birds,  
should be interested in my articles. 

 John Burroughs (1866)1 
 

Over the past several decades, as American nature writing has received increasing 

attention, scholars have continued to approach the tradition as if it were merely the 

literary arm of the conservation movement. 2 The recently republished anthology Nature 

Writing: The Tradition in English (1990, rev. 2002) is a typical case. While the editors 

argue that nature writing has been “a recognizable and distinct tradition in English 

prose” for more than two hundred years—and that it “may well be the most vital form 

of current American literature”—the anthology generally limits its historical 

significance to its participation in efforts to appreciate and protect the nation’s natural 

resources. In the introduction and headnotes, for example, nature writers are 

consistently portrayed as environmental prophets and activists, as seers who hoped to 

                                                 
1 John Burroughs to Myron Benton, 25 August 1866. John Burroughs Papers, 

Berg Collection, New York Public Library.  
2 By “nature writing” I refer to that tradition of belletristic natural history essays 

of which Thoreau, Burroughs, and Muir were the most prominent nineteenth-century 
practitioners. The term is undoubtedly problematic, particularly in a project such as this 
one, which explores the ways in which this tradition was conceived more than a century 
ago, before the term “nature writing” first emerged. For the sake of clarity and historical 
accuracy, I use “nature writing” only when discussing the tradition after the turn of the 
twentieth century and in sections such as this one, when I address current scholarship. 
When I focus on the tradition’s development and emergence in the second half of the 
nineteenth century, I use the more neutral terms “nature essay,” “environmental prose,” 
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encourage change by recording their own experiences of the “wild.” The “clarity of 

Aldo Leopold’s observations,” reads one headnote, has “made A Sand County Almanac 

a major influence on American attitudes toward our natural environment.” In Mary 

Austin’s work, readers discover “in the range of her interests an integrity responsive to 

the challenges of our own day.” The achievements of John Burroughs and John Muir, 

the most prominent nature writers of the Progressive Era, are inscribed wholly within 

American efforts to protect the natural world.3  

Muir led the fight to preserve wilderness with his Century articles about Yosemite 

and Hetch Hetchy, as well as with his founding of the Sierra Club. Burroughs 

popularized the study of local nature with his many volumes of “ramble” essays, 

and brought political and economic muscle into the conservation movement by 

befriending such influential figures as Theodore Roosevelt and Harvey Firestone.  

Such portrayals are hardly inaccurate. They suggest, however, that Burroughs, Muir, 

and their readers had a uniform and narrowly specific understanding of nature writing 

and its meaning.  

This dissertation—an examination of the production and reception of American 

nature writing between 1860 and 1909—takes a significantly different approach to 

Burroughs and Muir and the literary tradition for which they are known. I should 

                                                                                                                                               
and “outdoor writing” (a term that commonly appears in the Houghton, Mifflin and 
Company papers before 1900).  

3 Nature Writing: The Tradition in English, ed. John Elder and Robert Finch 
(1990; New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2002), 21, 26, 376, 320, 25. The 1990 
edition of the anthology was titled The Norton Book of Nature Writing. 
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emphasize that I do not intend to challenge the assumption that nature writing was 

crucial in the early stirrings of the conservation movement. Even the most general 

survey of turn-of-the-twentieth-century American culture reveals that Burroughs, Muir, 

and their peers taught many Americans lessons about the natural world, helping them 

articulate its value at a time when rapid industrialization was placing the nation’s 

natural resources in serious jeopardy. Nor do I mean to challenge nature writing’s status 

as an early and important expression of Americans’ reservations about industrialism and 

its multiform economic, environmental, and cultural implications.  

I do, however, challenge the assumption that nature writing was meaningful only in 

these ways. Consider, for example, the case of John Muir. At present, we have reliable 

studies of Muir’s work as an imaginative ecologist. We also know a great deal about his 

contributions to the burgeoning environmental movement. However, as with most 

nature writers, we do not yet understand Muir’s place within the literary culture in 

which he established his career.4 The major anthologies and surveys of nineteenth-

                                                 
4 In the past several years, “literary culture” has quietly emerged as both a 

popular and scholarly critical term. As far as I can tell, however, no one has attempted 
to define it in a careful or rigorous way. For some, it functions as a synonym for 
“literary history.” Others use it to refer more specifically to the history of literary 
production in one particular time or place. In this project, I employ “literary culture” to 
refer to any historically specific climate of practices relating to the production and use 
of texts designated as “literary.” For examples of the term’s recent use, see Joyce Carole 
Oates, “American Literary Culture: A Personal Perspective,” in Openings: Original 
Essays by Contemporary Soviet and American Writers, ed. Robert Atwan and Valeri 
Vinokurov (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1990); Rendering Things Visible: 
Essays on South African Literary Culture, ed. Martin Trump (Athens, Ohio: Ohio 
University Press, 1991); Lynn R. Wilkinson, The Dream of an Absolute Language: 
Emanuel Swedenborg and French Literary Culture (Albany: State University of New 



 

4 

century American literature mention him only in passing, if they mention him at all. 

(The Columbia Literary History of the United States [1998] is typical in that it entirely 

ignores environmental prose in its survey of the late nineteenth century, even in essays 

addressing the emergence of Regionalism, Realism, and Naturalism.) Meanwhile, 

scholars of nature writing consider Muir’s work primarily within the context of 

Americans’ interactions with the natural world. In one widely respected nature writing 

anthology, a timeline summarizes the decade in which Muir published his first book 

thus: 

1890 The United States Census Bureau declares the frontier closed. Yosemite 

National Park is created, drawn on boundaries suggested by John Muir.  

1893 Frederick Jackson Turner delivers his influential thesis, “The Significance 

of the Frontier in American History.” 

1894 The last pair of wild whooping cranes to have nested in the United States 

is seen at a marsh near Eagle Lake, Iowa. John Muir ‘s first book, The 

Mountains of California is published. 

1900 On March 24, the last passenger pigeon to be seen in the wild is killed in 

Sargents, Ohio.5  

                                                                                                                                               
York Press, 1996); and Romantic Sociability: Social Networks and Literary Culture in 
Britain, ed. Gillian Russell and Clara Tuite (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2002).  

5 Thomas J. Lyon, This Incomperable Lande: A Book of American Nature 
Writing, ed. Lyon (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1989), 12.  
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No doubt this timeline provides a crucial context for understanding Muir’s work. 

However, it also entirely overlooks Muir’s place in late-nineteenth-century literary 

culture. How would our conception of Muir’s writings and their significance change if 

the timeline were expanded to indicate that the 1890s also witnessed the publication of 

Emily Dickinson’s Poems (1890) and Jacob Riis’s How the Other Half Lives (1890)? 

Was Muir’s work ever understood as a western version of Regionalism, akin to eastern 

works such as Rose Terry Cooke’s Huckleberries Gathered from New England Hills 

(1891)? Did Muir promote or hinder his goals as an activist by publishing his work in 

highbrow monthlies such as the Century and the Atlantic? Would his essays have 

accomplished different kinds of cultural work had they first appeared in the newly 

established mass-market magazines, such as Munsey’s, McClure’s, and Cosmopolitan?  

These are important questions, yet they remain largely unanswered. This project 

is driven by my conviction that, over the past 150 years, nature writing has played a far 

more significant role in American literary culture than is currently recognized. As a 

result, I have taken an unorthodox approach to the genre and its development in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, focusing not on its place within the 

environmental movement, but rather on the history of its production and reception. Over 

the past several years, I have conducted extensive original archival research in the 

papers of nineteenth-century nature writers, their publishers, and their first readers. I 

have also explored a number of seemingly disparate subjects that nevertheless had 

considerable bearing on nature writing during its formative period, including the 
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rhetoric of postbellum book design, the cultural history of ornithology, the development 

of the American school book trade, and the emergence of amateur and professional 

reading circles during the Progressive Era. The result, presented here, is considerably 

broader and more ambitious than I originally expected it to be. Whatever its faults, it 

makes, I hope, a fresh and provocative contribution to our understanding of the history 

of nature writing in America.  

If the scope of my inquiry has expanded over the past several years, my central 

assumptions have remained consistent. Throughout my work, I have approached writers 

such as Burroughs and Muir not as environmental prophets or seers, but as professional 

writers at work in postbellum literary culture. Similarly, I have approached their essays 

not as records of heartfelt encounters with the natural world—or even as impassioned 

attempts to move Americans to political action—but rather as works that were written, 

published, distributed, and sold for profit, and that reached readers only after passing 

through the book and magazine trades. I am fully aware that this approach seems to go 

against the prevailing spirit of the genre and its criticism. Indeed, going against that 

spirit has been precisely my intention. In this project I seek to understand how nature 

writing developed within the specific context of postbellum literary culture, and how its 

reception was shaped not by Americans’ interactions with the land, but by the many 

institutions that variously used it during this period—the publishing houses and popular 

magazines that marketed and disseminated it, for example, and the reading groups that 

read it.  
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As a result, I have drawn to a great extent on the work of those scholars 

associated with the emerging field of Book History—the study of the physical, 

technological, economic, and cultural conditions of reading, authorship, and publishing. 

I am particularly indebted to the work of William Charvat, who, in the mid-twentieth 

century, developed the first model for conceiving of and studying how literary texts 

emerge from  “the whole complex organism” of the book and magazine publishing 

industry. In his seminal 1949 essay “Literary Economics and Literary History”—which 

all contemporary scholars of nature writing surely should read—Charvat warns that 

cultural historians must avoid understanding the relationship between writers and their 

earliest readers as one-directional and entirely unmediated. Readers play an active role 

in how writers write, as do editors and publishers. Charvat writes, “Literary history has 

been much too busy trying to prove that past writers shouted loud enough to be heard by 

posterity. We should be more interested in knowing how far their voices carried in their 

own generation, and—equally important—whether their generation talked back.” 

Charvat thus proposes a triangular model for inquiry that considers a text in the context 

of its earliest readers, its writer, and its publishers. In this triangle, influence runs in 

multiple directions: writers influence readers; readers influence writers; and publishers 

influence the taste and activities of both.6  

                                                 
6 William Charvat, The Profession of Authorship in America, 1800-1870 

(Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1968), 283-7. The essay originally appeared in 
English Institute Essays 1949, ed. Alan S. Downer (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1950), pp. 73-91. For recent scholars’ reflections on the work of Charvat and its 
value, see Reciprocal Influences: Literary Production, Distribution, and Consumption 
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Charvat’s work was largely ignored during his day. Over the past several 

decades, however, a number of scholars of American literature have recognized his 

approach as an important precursor—indeed, as the seminal precursor—to their own 

work. These same years have seen the emergence of an international and only loosely 

coordinated scholarly movement inquiring into what the eminent bibliographer D. F. 

McKenzie has termed “the sociology of texts.” 7 Scholars such as Lucien Febvre and 

Henri-Jean Martin (L’apparition du livre [1958]), McKenzie (“Printers of the Mind” 

[1969]), Elizabeth Eisenstein (The Printing Press as an Agent of Change [1979]), Carlo 

Ginzburg (The Cheese and the Worms [1980]), and Jerome McGann (A Critique of 

Modern Textual Criticism [1983]) have worked to incorporate social and cultural 

considerations within the once hermetically sealed world of bibliographical inquiry. In 

an influential 1982 essay, the noted cultural historian Robert Darnton expanded 

Charvat’s model without altering the fundamental assumptions upon which it was 

based. Darnton’s model, which he describes as a “communications circuit,” begins with 

authors and publishers, continues on to printers, shippers, and booksellers, and 

eventually reaches readers, who influence authors “before and after the act of 

composition.”8 A complete account of the development and emergence of Book History 

                                                                                                                                               
in America, ed. Steven Fink and Susan S. Williams (Columbus: Ohio State University 
Press, 1999).  

7 See McKenzie’s 1985 Panizzi lectures, republished as Bibliography and the 
Sociology of Texts (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999).  

8 Robert Darnton, “What is the History of Books?” Daedalus (Summer 1982): 
65-83. In 1991, the Society for the History of Authorship, Reading, and Publication 
(SHARP) was established to support and promote scholarship in Book History. The 
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is beyond the scope of this introduction.  Here, I mean only to emphasize that an 

increasing number of scholars insist that we must recognize reading, writing, and 

publishing as social practices firmly embedded within history and that multiple 

agents—not only writers, but readers, publishers, critics, and booksellers—play an 

active role in the production and transmission of texts. As the eminent French historian 

Roger Chartier writes, scholars should no longer focus their attention on cultural objects 

(e.g., books and manuscripts) but rather on the processes “by which works take on 

meaning.” Echoing Charvat, Chartier writes that we should pay special attention to the 

“close-knit relationship among three poles: the text itself, the object that conveys the 

text, and the act that grasps it.”9 

Of course, these approaches no longer seem revolutionary. Many scholars, 

including those who do not identify themselves as Book Historians, have employed 

these assumptions in their work. Nevertheless, for many fields, the explicit application 

of Charvat’s and Darnton’s models in particular may yet provide a kind of corrective 

influence.10 Certainly the scholarship of nature writing needs such a correction. At 

present, scholars not only limit themselves in considering the cultural significance 

                                                                                                                                               
Society’s two publications—Book History and SHARPNews—are two of the best 
sources for recent criticism in the field. In 2002, the University of Massachusetts, the 
American Antiquarian Society, and the Center for the Book joined to publish a useful 
overview of American book history and its related criticism: Perspectives on American 
Book History, ed. Scott E. Casper, Joanne D. Chaison, and Jeffrey D. Groves (Amherst: 
University of Massachusetts Press, 2002).   

9 Roger Chartier, “Texts, Printing, Readings” in The New Cultural History, ed. 
Lynn White (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989): 161. 

10 William Charvat, The Profession of Authorship in America, 1800-1870, 297. 
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nature writing has had. They also commonly speak of the genre’s history, cultural 

influence, and present importance using the top-down, linear model that Charvat and 

Darnton both explicitly reject. Thomas Lyon, for instance, has argued that nature 

writers in the latter part of the nineteenth century “reached and moved the book-reading 

portion of the public. . . . Speaking for the wild, one might say, they helped to moderate 

seemingly insatiable appetites for growth and consumption of resources.”11 

Surprisingly, Paul Brooks, once a noted editor at Houghton Mifflin, makes a similar 

argument in his important 1980 history of American nature writing, Speaking for 

Nature. Brooks writes that, in the past 150 years, “owing largely to the work of our 

popular nature writers, interest has spread throughout our society to the point where a 

unique wild area or a rare species of bird or mammal is valued as highly as a man-made 

work of art.”12  

Here both Lyon and Brooks grant nature writers considerable agency. (Brooks’s 

argument is especially notable, as he effaces the influence that editors such as himself 

have had in nature writing’s history.) I certainly agree with these men in spirit: nature 

writing has indeed played, and will continue to play, an important role in the 

development of American environmental consciousness. But if we mean to study the 

cultural work that nature writing has accomplished in the past and might accomplish in 

                                                 
11 Thomas J. Lyon, Introduction, This Incomperable Lande: A Book of American 

Nature Writing, 57. 
12 Paul Brooks, Speaking for Nature: How Literary Naturalists from Henry 

Thoreau to Rachel Carson Have Shaped America (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 
1980), ix. 
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the future, we must fully consider how these texts have been produced, distributed, 

bought, and used. We cannot assume, for instance, that Burroughs and Austin, or more 

recent writers such as Edward Abbey and Annie Dillard, sent their literary work from 

backwoods cabins directly to readers, or that readers read those works only in ways that 

the writers intended. Rather, we must consider the mediating role played by the 

institutions responsible for nature writing’s publication, dissemination, and promotion 

in American culture. We must also recover as best we can what use historical readers 

actually made of these works. One way to begin this work is to study nature writing’s 

history within the book and magazine trades. 

Hence, this project, which represents the first general inquiry into nature 

writing’s production and reception during the period when it became widely recognized 

as a distinct (and distinctly American) literary tradition. The five chapters that follow 

are ordered chronologically, starting in 1860 and ending in 1909. The chapters’ order 

also echoes Charvat’s triangular model described above, with the first chapter centered 

on a single writer, the middle three on the work of a single publisher, and the final 

chapter on a representative group of readers and the use they made of the first nature 

writing anthology in American literary history.  

In chapter 1, I consider the early career of John Burroughs, who began writing 

professionally in 1856. It is commonly assumed that, by the time of Thoreau’s death in 

1862, nature writing had taken definitive shape, and that a host of writers emerged soon 

after with a clear sense of both the elder writer’s legacy and how they might draw from 
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it. As Burroughs’s publishing history makes clear, this was not the case. The young 

Burroughs certainly knew and admired Thoreau’s work. However, Burroughs did not 

find Thoreau’s example the single generative model it is now generally thought to be. 

Indeed, I show that Burroughs found it necessary to depart from Thoreau’s example in a 

number of significant ways. In becoming America’s first professionally successful 

“poet-naturalist” (Burroughs’s term for himself), Burroughs was guided primarily by 

his canny sense of what would sell in the rapidly changing postbellum literary market. 

As I show, his early career offers considerable opportunities for examining the 

multiform ways in which the literary marketplace—and particularly the magazine 

market—shaped the development of the nature essay in the years immediately 

following the Civil War.  

In chapters 2, 3, and 4, I address the final two decades of the century, when 

environmental prose was transformed from a kind of literary miscellany into a distinct 

and respected genre. In doing so, I shift my focus from Burroughs to Houghton, Mifflin 

and Company, the firm that served as the exclusive publisher to nearly every American 

nature essayist of significance before the First World War. In these chapters I show how 

editors at Houghton, Mifflin used Burroughs’s growing body of work to build what the 

firm referred to as its “outdoor list.” By choosing, publishing, and promoting a select 

group of writers centered around Burroughs, the firm encouraged readers (not to 

mention the writers themselves) to see those writers as representative of an emerging 
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literary tradition—a tradition that, at the turn of the century, became popularly 

recognized as “nature writing.”   

In making this argument, I build on the recent work of Lawrence Buell, whose 

two books, The Environmental Imagination (1995) and Writing for an Endangered 

World (2001), represent the most sophisticated and extensive critical considerations of 

environmental prose in the past several decades. In The Environmental Imagination, 

Buell traces Thoreau’s publication history before 1905, showing that Houghton, 

Mifflin’s editorial and marketing decisions had a profound influence on his reception 

during that period. In 1879, notes Buell, Thoreau’s work had “distinctly second-rate” 

status within the firm; by 1903, the company’s head, George H. Mifflin, claimed, 

“Thoreau should be our next great author after Emerson.” Buell finds compelling 

evidence that this rapid rise in stature had as much to do with the needs of the firm as it 

did with Houghton editors’ sense that Thoreau’s work would be popular, regarded as 

important, or both. Certainly Thoreau’s work received attention because Bliss Perry, 

George Mifflin’s expert literary adviser after the turn of the century, happened to hold it 

in high regard. It also mattered that, in this same general period, the stature and sales of 

John Greenleaf Whittier and others were falling and the firm needed other “great 

authors” to replace them. These circumstances were tremendously important, argues 

Buell, in the firm’s decision to promote Thoreau’s work more enthusiastically than his 

sales seemed to warrant. We see that Thoreau’s work emerged not simply on its own 

merits, and not simply because the American readership became more “green” in its 
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interests. Certainly these were important factors in the development of Thoreau’s 

popularity, but so were Houghton, Mifflin’s business decisions and subsequent 

marketing campaigns.13  

In chapters 2, 3, and 4, I examine the firm’s efforts to publish and promote all of 

its outdoor writers (including Thoreau), revealing the larger context in which the 

decisions that Buell describes took place. In chapter 2, I begin by examining the terms 

in which Houghton editors understood their outdoor list.  How, for example, did these 

editors begin to conceive of outdoor writing as a literary form, one that was distinct 

from travel writing, natural history, and memoirs of rural life? And how did editors 

articulate the value of their outdoor list to the Houghton firm? Drawing upon extensive 

research in Houghton, Mifflin’s manuscript reader’s reports from the 1880s and 1890s, I 

show that the firm’s editors recognized outdoor writing as a distinct genre of nonfiction 

as early as 1880, one distinguished not only by its “natural” subject matter but also by 

the refined, belletristic quality of its prose. (As one house editor wrote in 1883, in 

outdoor writing “the manner is more than the matter.”14) I also show that, for Houghton 

editors, outdoor writing held personal as well as professional significance. In their view, 

the genre was tied almost exclusively to the fields and forests of rural New England, 

                                                 
13 Lawrence Buell, The Environmental Imagination: Thoreau, Nature Writing, 

and the Formation of American Culture (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 1995), 339-62. For 
Buell’s more recent work, see Writing for an Endangered World: Literature, Culture, 
and Environment in the U.S. and Beyond (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 2001). 

14 Houghton, Mifflin and Company Reader’s Report for Franklin Lutz’s “My 
Road,” 1883. MS storage 245, Houghton Mifflin Company Records, Houghton Library, 
Harvard University.  
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that part of America that the firm considered the nation’s cultural home. Moreover, by 

publishing the work of Thoreau, Burroughs, Muir, and their peers, Houghton editors 

reassured themselves that their firm remained a “trust for literature” (as one longtime 

house employee put it) in a rapidly changing and expanding literary market.  

Chapters 3 and 4 serve as a kind of counterpoint to chapter 2. While the earlier 

chapter examines how Houghton editors understood outdoor writing within the confines 

of the editorial office, the latter two take up the firm’s uses of outdoor writing—that is, 

their efforts to promote and sell the genre to an increasingly varied range of American 

readers. Chapter 3 examines the firm’s carefully coordinated use of outdoor writing in 

The Atlantic Monthly (owned by Houghton, Mifflin until 1908), in trade book 

collections, and in special series and limited editions. I pay special attention to the 

firm’s use of the works of Burroughs and Thoreau, as it was during this period that the 

reputation of each writer strongly depended on that of the other. Chapter 4 examines the 

firm’s use of outdoor writing in the educational market and shows that as the turn of the 

century approached, Houghton editors’ understanding of the genre’s primary audience 

gradually changed. Once seen as an especially literary genre for sophisticated readers, 

the essays of Burroughs, Thoreau, and their peers were increasingly viewed as material 

to be marketed to, and used by, schools, reading groups, and other educational 

institutions.  

In the project’s final chapter, my focus shifts once again, this time from the 

Houghton firm to the readers who bought and read their books. I show that for 
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Americans at the turn of the twentieth century, reading nature writing was most often an 

exercise in self-improvement and the acquisition of literary taste. The experience of the 

11,000 members of the Ohio Teachers’ Reading Circle (OTRC) serves as an example. 

During the 1909-1910 school year, OTRC members were instructed to read In 

American Fields and Forests (1909), an anthology produced by Houghton, Mifflin 

specifically for the OTRC and, significantly, the first anthology of nature writing in 

American history. Relying on my extensive study of OTRC records, I show that these 

teachers were encouraged to read the essays of Burroughs, Muir, and Thoreau in order 

to learn lessons about sophistication and cultural refinement, not the natural world.  

In the dissertation’s conclusion, I trace the reception of Burroughs, Thoreau, and 

other nature writers more generally in the years following the First World War. I also 

consider the lines of inquiry that a cultural history of nature writing after 1909 might 

pursue.  

 

* 

 

As I note above, I do not conceive of this project as a direct challenge to contemporary 

approaches to nature writing. We still have a great deal to learn from ecocritics and 

environmental historians, just as we do from contemporary practitioners of the nature 

essay, such as Edward Hoagland, Barry Lopez, and Annie Dillard. However, I do 

envision this project as a kind of corrective to nature writing scholarship, as well as to 
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popular understandings of the genre. The chapters that follow make my case in more 

detail that I can here, but perhaps it is useful to offer an overview of the assumptions 

that I intend to challenge, if only to indicate the general implications of my work and its 

approach. 

The first of these assumptions is that nature writing emerged naturally. In both 

popular and scholarly considerations of the genre, nature writing is frequently portrayed 

as an inevitable result of several larger movements in American life in the late 

nineteenth century. As the North American continent was settled, and as Americans 

became concerned with the ravages of industrialism, so nature writing appeared and 

became especially popular among both readers and authors. In his landmark study 

Wilderness and the American Mind (1967; rev. 1973), the eminent environmental 

historian Roderick Nash takes this approach in accounting for Thoreau’s and Muir’s 

strikingly divergent experiences in the nineteenth-century literary marketplace. By 

1853, Nash writes, Thoreau had sold only a few copies of his first book, A Week on the 

Concord and Merrimack Rivers (1849), and was forced to find storage for the seven 

hundred or so unsold volumes of its first printing. Four decades later, John Muir wrote 

his editor that bookstores could not meet the enormous demand for copies of his own 

first book, The Mountains of California (1894).  Comparing these two writers’ 

experiences, argues Nash, we see that Americans’ attitude toward the natural 

environment changed in the final decades of the nineteenth century and that these 

changes considerably augmented nature writing’s popularity. 
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While he lived, Thoreau supporters consisted of a handful of personal friends. 

His writings went unsold and his lectures were sparsely attended. The general 

public regarded the Walden Pond episode as incomprehensible at best. Muir, on 

the contrary, was highly successful and nationally acclaimed in spite of the fact 

that most of his thoughts were simply restatements of the Transcendentalists’ 

case for wilderness.  

It was “the context rather than the content of the respective philosophies,” Nash 

concludes, that “determined their popularity.”15  

No doubt these developments in American life form the social background to 

nature writing’s emergence. However, like most scholars, Nash fails to account for the 

specific conditions of the genre’s earliest production and reception. As I show here, in 

the second half of the nineteenth century, nature writing became an increasingly 

prominent feature in American literary culture not simply because readers were 

concerned about the natural world. Rather, the genre emerged through the efforts of 

several elite literary institutions whose influence strongly determined its form, its 

audience, and the cultural capital it was thought to represent. Furthermore, as I show in 

chapter 3 especially, the efforts of these institutions did not represent a response to 

overwhelming public demand. Nature writing’s emergence depended to a large extent 

on the idiosyncratic needs and aims of specific writers, publishers, and readers. Even 

                                                 
15 Roderick Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind, revised edition (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 1973), 160. 
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with the assistance of a prestigious firm such as Houghton, Mifflin, the genre’s success 

was hardly assured.    

A second assumption—really, a set of assumptions—that I challenge relates to 

the roles played by Thoreau and Burroughs in the history of nature writing’s emergence. 

Since the early decades of the twentieth century, Thoreau has been regarded as both the 

first American nature writer and the center of nature writing as a literary tradition. As 

Henry Chester writes in his pioneering study American Naturists (1930), the writers 

who preceded Thoreau—John and William Bartram, Alexander Wilson, John James 

Audubon—saw nature “as an objective reality.” They were “naturalists, in the strict 

sense,” always maintaining a certain distance from their subjects. Thoreau, by contrast, 

was the first writer to make nature “articulate.” He “was aware instant by instant of a 

contact and a constant relation” between himself and the natural world. As a result, he 

saw “more than the fact, and common things, for him, were never shorn of their pristine 

glory.”16 More recent critics and writers have followed suit. Many nature writers see 

their own careers as both extensions of and dialogues with Thoreau. Meanwhile, 

scholars of American literature, if they consider the nature writing tradition at all, 

address Thoreau first and often exclusively.  

Burroughs’s reputation has suffered accordingly. Indeed, for the past century, he has 

been portrayed merely as a “Thoreauist,” to use Joseph Wood Krutch’s term—that is, as 

a writer who followed so closely in Thoreau’s footsteps that his achievements serve 
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mainly to reaffirm the greatness of his predecessor.17 I began this project assuming 

more or less the same thing. But the more I explored Burroughs’s early publication 

history, and the deeper I read in the Houghton, Mifflin and Company papers, the more I 

saw that Burroughs, not Thoreau, was the instrumental figure in nature writing’s 

emergence at the end of the nineteenth century. Chapters 1, 2, 3, and 4 make this case in 

full. Briefly, I show that, after Thoreau’s death in 1862, his legacy seemed a subject 

hardly worth speculation. He was more commonly identified as a social critic than as a 

natural historian. At best, he seemed a vaguely absurd devotee of Emerson and at worst, 

“a cold morbid misanthrope whose retreat to Walden was an attempt to disavow 

affiliation with humanity.”18 Meanwhile, Burroughs’s stature as a nature essayist was 

steadily rising. After placing his first essay in the Atlantic in 1861, he quickly expanded 

the sphere in which he published. By 1890, his work had appeared in magazines as 

diverse as The Critic, Longman’s, The Christian Quarterly, Popular Science Monthly, 

Macmillan’s, Lippincott’s, and Cosmopolitan. The best of these pieces he revised and 

included in books he published with Houghton, Mifflin, all of which received nearly 

universal acclaim. As I show in chapter 3, it was only in the 1880s—after Burroughs 

had achieved considerable success, and after Houghton, Mifflin was assured that 

                                                                                                                                               
16 Henry Chester Tracy, American Naturists (New York: E. P. Dutton & Co., 

1930), 73-84. 
17 Joseph Wood Krutch, Great American Nature Writing (New York: William 

Sloane, 1950), 7. 
18 Fritz Oelschlager and George Hendrick, Introduction to Toward the Making of 

Thoreau’s Modern Reputation, ed. Oelschlager and Hendrick (Urbana: University of 
Illinois Press, 1979), 20.  
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Burroughs would continue publishing his books with them—that the Houghton firm 

began to portray Thoreau as the father of American “outdoor writing.”  Burroughs’s 

production and fame thus formed the necessary precondition for the popular emergence 

of Thoreau, and of “nature writing” more generally.  

One final assumption challenged here is that nature writing remains what it ever 

was—that, in other words, the genre has changed little since its first appearance in the 

mid-nineteenth century. I press this point because, in their recent efforts to establish that 

nature writing is indeed a distinct tradition within American letters, scholars have 

tended to emphasize the similarities between Thoreau, Burroughs, and contemporary 

writers such as Annie Dillard and Edward Hoagland. John Elder, for example, writes 

that for nearly two centuries, the nature writing tradition has consisted of “personal, 

reflective essays grounded in appreciation of the natural world and of science, but also 

open to the spiritual meaning and value of physical creation.” The editors of Nature 

Writing: The Tradition in English (1990, rev. 2002) make a similar point, noting that all 

nature writers “respond to physical creation in ways that, while scientifically informed, 

are also marked by a personal voice and a concern for literary values.” Other scholars 

argue that the tradition is unique by emphasizing that nature writers, whatever their 

period, are united in the common purpose of their work. The defining characteristic of 

nature writing, writes Thomas Lyon, is its “fundamental goal,” which is “to turn our 

attention outward to the activity of nature. . . . The literary record time and again 
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displays the claim that there is a lifting and a clarifying of perception inherent in this 

refocusing, which opens up something like a new world.”19 

To be sure, these scholars and anthologists have made essential contributions to the 

study and appreciation of nature writing as a distinct literary tradition. In the past 

twenty years, they have helped to trace its development in America and England, 

exploring the particular forms of “enlightenment” or “awareness” that nature writers 

have sought and achieved in their work. Others have given careful examination to the 

ethical and aesthetic responsibilities of literary art, particularly regarding the 

representation of and commitment to “place.”20  As members of a field that is still 

forming, however, these scholars have tended to argue for continuity rather than 

difference, overlooking the fact that nature writing, like all genres, has evolved over 

time. Its typical subjects have changed, as has the list of works and writers thought to 

comprise its tradition. Furthermore, despite what current scholarship indicates, the 

                                                 
19 John Elder, Introduction to American Nature Writers, ed. Elder (New York: 

Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1996), 14; John Elder and Robert Finch, Nature Writing: The 
Tradition in English, 24. Thomas Lyon, “A Taxonomy of Nature Writing” in This 
Incomperable Lande: A Book of American Nature Writing, 7.  

20The anthologies of nature writing published in the past three decades have 
been especially influential in shaping scholars’, students’, and general readers’ sense of 
the tradition and its history. In addition to Nature Writing: The Tradition in English and 
This Incomperable Lande, see The Wilderness Reader, ed. Frank Bergon  (New York: 
New American Library, 1980); Sisters of the Earth: Women’s Prose and Poetry About 
Nature, ed. Lorraine Anderson and Marty Asher (New York: Random House, 1991); 
Celebrating The Land: Women’s Nature Writings, 1850-1991, ed. Karen Knowles 
(Flagstaff: Northland Publishing, 1992); and Words From the Land, ed. Stephen 
Trimble (Las Vegas: University of Nevada Press, 1995). Perhaps the most influential 
and widely used of “eco-composition” anthologies is Being in the World: An 
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genre’s “meaning” has been neither uniform nor fixed. At the turn of the twentieth 

century, the genre participated in various, sometimes conflicting, cultural discourses: 

not only the emergence of the conservation movement, but also the reification of  

“highbrow” or genteel culture, the elaboration of an emerging “middlebrow” culture, 

the articulation of New England’s regional identity, and the definition of a generally 

“American” identity that spoke for all parts of the expanding nation. The internal 

contradictions are obvious; their existence is hardly surprising. Then, as now, nature 

writing served a range of people and institutions in multiple ways.  

The noted critic Frederic Jameson writes, “genres are essentially literary institutions, 

or social contracts between a writer and a specific public, whose function is to specify 

the proper use of a specific cultural artifact.”21 This project—the first history of the 

production and reception of nature writing at the turn of the twentieth century—shows 

that the terms of the contract stipulated by nature writing have changed considerably in 

the past one hundred fifty years, as have the specific publics that writers and publishers 

have imagined for it. In the dissertation’s conclusion, I address this issue and indicate 

where future research might learn more about the genre’s largely uncharted evolution.   

                                                                                                                                               
Environmental Reader for Writers, ed. Scott Slovic and Terrell F. Dixon (New York: 
Allyn and Bacon, 1993).  

21 Frederic Jameson, The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially 
Symbolic Act (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1981), 106. 
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Chapter 1 
 

Becoming the “Audubon of Prose”: John Burroughs and the  Atlantic Monthly, 
1860-1880 

 
 
 

In the second half of the nineteenth century, John Burroughs was the most 

popular and significant nature essayist in America. During the Civil War, he was a close 

confidante of Walt Whitman and later one of the poet’s most successful advocates. By 

the mid-1880s, he was one of the most highly prized authors in the Houghton firm’s 

catalog, and widely regarded as the pioneer of the recently emerged field of writing 

“treating nature in a half-scientific and half-poetical way.”1 By the first decade of the 

new century, he had become a national celebrity—a friend of presidents and tycoons, an 

icon of teachers and schoolchildren, and the country’s special ambassador to the natural 

world. He represented not only the highest level of literary achievement, but also the 

simple, rural life that many middle-class Americans hoped to claim as their national 

heritage.  Writing shortly after Burroughs’s death in 1918, Hamlin Garland offered a 

portrait of Burroughs as many Americans knew him in the final years of his life.  “He 

smelled of woodsmoke and wild berries. He was tanned with wind and sun and his 

hands were calloused by farm labor,” writes Garland. “But when he took his pen in his 

fist he became the master of English which makes his pages a delight . . . In the door of 

an old barn, with a dry-goods box for a desk, he penned the most lucid, powerful, 

                                                 
1 “The Writings of John Burroughs,” The Atlantic Monthly 76 (1895), 703. 
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artistic prose—prose that has not been surpassed by any other nature writer in 

America.”2   

Of course, to scholars and general readers alike, Garland’s praise now seems 

overblown. Burroughs’s stock dropped steadily during the twentieth century. Even in 

the past several decades, as scholars have become increasingly interested in the history 

and significance of American environmental prose, Burroughs has remained an 

overlooked figure, one whose relevance seems far surpassed by not only Thoreau but 

also many of Burroughs’s contemporaries, most notably John Muir and Mary Austin.3  

Why has Burroughs been so eclipsed? As the journalist Bill McKibben has argued, the 

answer has in part to do with Burroughs’s own work. For the past half-century at least, 

                                                 
2 Hamlin Garland, “Burroughs the Man” in Public Meeting of the American 

Academy and the National Institute of Arts and Letters in Honor of John Burroughs 
(New York: American Academy of Arts and Letters, 1922), 48-52. 

3 A recovery movement seems to be underway. Syracuse University Press has 
recently published the first collection of critical essays devoted solely to Burroughs, as 
well as a newly edited collection of his essays. There have also appeared several essays 
arguing for Burroughs’s relevance to modern readers. Burroughs biographer Edward 
Renehan has argued that the writer remains meaningful in the new millennium because 
“in the midst of the Gilded Age, an era of institutionalized harshness, Burroughs 
articulated a hopeful, sane prescription for personal salvation.” In “our own modern 
days of mammon,” writes Renehan, this message is as vital as it was a century ago. By 
contrast, in her introduction to Sharp Eyes: John Burroughs and American Nature 
Writing, Charlotte Walker argues that Burroughs’s enduring value flows from his 
commitment to seeing nature through the eyes of both the naturalist and the poet. In his 
writing, he combines “values of careful, scientific observation with an imaginative 
commitment to seeing intuitively as well” (xxiii). See Sharp Eyes: John Burroughs and 
American Nature Writing, ed. Charlotte Zoe Walker (Syracuse: Syracuse University 
Press, 2000); John Burroughs, The Art of Seeing Things, ed. Charlotte Zoe Walker 
(Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2000); Edward Renehan, “An Afterword,” 
Personal Website, 2000 (http://users.ids.net/~ejren/After.htm; Internet; accessed 18 
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Americans have generally preferred nature essays that address the “wild,” either as an 

actual location or as an ideal. Burroughs shunned such subjects, as well as the sublime 

rhetoric that they often inspire. Rather, Burroughs wrote about the comfort of familiar 

creatures and landscapes—and most frequently about the pleasure he took in the robins, 

woodchucks, and well-settled hills of the Hudson Valley. Burroughs also wrote too 

much and too quickly over the course of his career, as McKibben rightly observes. 

Burroughs often sounds carelessly glib, as if he rarely looked over what he had written. 

The general quality of his work suffered as a result. 4 Finally, and perhaps most 

significantly, Burroughs’s work lacks an element of self-consciousness that readers 

have come to recognize as central to the nature writing tradition. When compared with 

Thoreau in particular—who was intensely aware of his own tendency to objectify and 

abstract the natural world—Burroughs’s dogged insistence that he saw and represented 

his subjects with disinterested accuracy seems a shade naïve. 

The character of Burroughs’s work has not been the only factor responsible for 

his slide into obscurity, however. As I note in the introduction, in the early twentieth 

century Thoreau replaced Burroughs as the central figure in the American nature 

writing tradition. It was not long before Burroughs was entirely eclipsed, his reputation 

dependent primarily upon his proximity to Thoreau. (Writing in 1931, Lewis Mumford 

                                                                                                                                               
September 2001); and Ralph Lutts, “John Burroughs and the Honey Bee: Bridging 
Science and Emotion in Environmental Writing,” ISLE 3.2 (1996): 85-100. 

4 Bill McKibben, “The Call of the Not So Wild,” in Sharp Eyes: John 
Burroughs and American Nature Writing, 12-18.  
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describes Burroughs’s greatest achievement as “proving himself Thoreau’s disciple.”5) 

It is often overlooked that in the final decades of the nineteenth century, Thoreau’s 

reputation largely depended upon Burroughs. Although Thoreau preceded Burroughs in 

time, Burroughs was the first of the two to gain considerable fame and appeal. It was 

during Burroughs’s career, not Thoreau’s, that Americans first began to conceive of the 

nature essay as a distinct (and distinctly American) literary tradition. It was Burroughs’s 

work with which publishers and editors first set their standards for evaluating the 

quality of nature essays. And it was within the context of Burroughs’s popular success 

that Thoreau was first recognized as that tradition’s originary figure. Put simply, 

Burroughs’s success is one of the crucial pieces missing from our present understanding 

of the development and emergence of American environmental prose at the end of the 

nineteenth century. Only as Burroughs gained national prominence did the importance 

of both Thoreau and “nature writing” become increasingly well defined. 

In this chapter, I examine Burroughs’s early years as a writer, paying close 

attention to how his interests and influences were shaped by the prevailing forces in 

mid-century literary culture.  To this point, Burroughs scholars have portrayed the 

writer’s early years solely as a journey of discovery, as an apprenticeship during which 

he struggled to locate his authentic voice and interests. This approach, I think, misses 

perhaps the most fascinating and important aspect of the Burroughs’s early career—

namely, his efforts to match his own literary aims and ambition with what the rapidly 

                                                 
5 Lewis Mumford, The Brown Decades: A Study of the Arts in America, 1865-
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changing postbellum literary market would allow. Richard Brodhead has shown that, 

for the writers of Burroughs’s generation, the very “terms in which it [was] possible to 

be an author in America” were altered. Unlike their predecessors, the writers coming of 

age in the 1860s knew literature “as something already established, not trying to be 

established” and as “a cultural system whose place was well provided for, and whose 

meaning . . . [was] well assured.” 6 In this new era, Burroughs was the first American to 

make a profession of writing nature essays, and he did so well before anyone thought 

such essays might comprise a distinct literary tradition. It behooves us to ask how 

Burroughs arrived at this particular career, and how he made it pay.  

 

Emerson and the Atlantic, 1857-1860 

Burroughs began his professional career intending neither to write about nature nor to 

follow Thoreau’s example. Rather, Burroughs’s earliest authorial ambitions were 

shaped in equal parts by Emerson and The Atlantic Monthly. Burroughs first read 

Emerson in the spring of 1856, when he was nineteen years old and studying for a term 

at the Cooperstown Seminary in New York. At first, he found Emerson’s work difficult. 

Reading Emerson’s Essays, he later wrote, was like “tasting green apples.” Burroughs 

soon developed a taste for Emerson, however, and within the space of several months, 

read everything of Emerson’s that he could find. The experience proved to be a 

                                                                                                                                               
1895 (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1931), 69. 
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watershed in his life and career. As he later noted, he read Emerson “in a sort of ecstasy. 

I got him in my blood, and he colored my whole intellectual outlook.”7 This is hardly an 

overstatement, for as we see in Burroughs’s journals, Emerson’s influence was both 

immediate and certain. Before 1856, these journals had served a variety of purposes. In 

them, the young writer had recorded not only ideas but also school essays, algebra 

problems, lists of expenditures, and even the details of his attempts to woo several local 

schoolgirls. What literary aims he had were only vaguely realized. In 1856, however, as 

Burroughs encountered Emerson for the first time, the nature of his journals changed 

abruptly. During these months, Burroughs’s desire both to write and to win fame as a 

                                                                                                                                               
6 Richard Brodhead, “Literature and Culture” in The Columbia Literary History 

of the United States, ed. Emory Elliott, et al. (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1988), 467-68. 

7 Qtd. in Clara Barrus, The Life and Letters of John Burroughs (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1925), 1:41. Edward Renehan’s 1992 biography offers the 
most complete introduction to the Burroughs’s life; Perry Westbrook’s 1974 monograph 
offers the best introduction to Burroughs’s writing and thought. Scholars interested in 
researching Burroughs should also consult the books written and compiled in the early 
twentieth century by Clara Barrus, Burroughs’ s literary executor. These books—
several of which were written with considerable assistance from Burroughs before his 
death in 1921—provide little critical insight; however, they remain tremendously 
important sources, as Barrus included in them a number of extended excerpts from 
Burroughs’s correspondence and journals. Our Friend John Burroughs contains, in 
addition, several extended autobiographical essays by Burroughs in which he offers 
important insight into his own early development. See Clara Barrus, Our Friend John 
Burroughs (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1914); Clara Barrus, John Burroughs: 
Boy and Man (Garden City, New York: Doubleday Page & Co., 1920); Clara Barrus, 
The Life and Letters of John Burroughs (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1925); 
John Burroughs, The Heart of Burroughs’s Journals, ed. Clara Barrus (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1928); Clara Barrus, Whitman and Burroughs, Comrades 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1931); Perry Westbrook, John Burroughs (New 
York: Twayne, 1974); Edward Renehan, John Burroughs: An American Naturalist 
(Post Mills, Vermont: Chelsea Green, 1992). 
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writer gained considerable focus and intensity. He became more open to new ideas, 

more intent on thinking and recording his thoughts. His journals became, first and 

foremost, a chronicle of his intellectual development, and Emerson’s influence is 

evident in nearly every entry: “Do not imitate. The imitator dooms himself to perpetual 

mediocrity.” “What Nature neglects in one thing, she makes up in another. How clearly 

this is illustrated in the condition of different Nations!”8 Burroughs writes with the 

enthusiasm of one who has been shown the secret meaning of things.  

Of course, Burroughs was hardly alone in his intense admiration of Emerson. 

What Whitman said of his own early encounter—”I was simmering, simmering, 

simmering; Emerson brought me to a boil”—seems to have been the case for any 

number of aspiring American writers in the mid-nineteenth century.9  As one critic later 

wrote in Scribner’s, it was during this period that Emerson’s “magnetism” was 

“deflecting more or less nearly all the young and rising writers, and making them, by 

necessity, talk through a medium in which they had been powerfully quickened, and 

had learned how to think.”10  This was Burroughs’s experience exactly, and over the 

                                                 
8 John Burroughs, The Heart of Burroughs’s Journals, 7.  
9 Attributed to Whitman in John Townsend Trowbridge, “Reminiscences of 

Walt Whitman,” The Atlantic Monthly 89 (1902), 165.  
10 Joel Benton, “John Burroughs,” Scribner’s Monthly 13 (1877), 336. In an 

1862 letter to his friend Myron Benton, Burroughs breathlessly describes his recent visit 
with Atlantic essayist Brownlee Brown. Brown, Burroughs writes, “frankly confesses 
his obligation to Emerson. He says, ‘He is the father of us all.’ He thinks that when a 
man gets through the crust of things and stands face to face with the ineffable mysteries 
of the universe, he necessarily expresses himself somewhat after this style.” This 
argument, Burroughs notes approvingly, “is very near the truth.” Qtd. in Clara Barrus, 
The Life and Letters of John Burroughs, 1:67. 
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next several years, as he taught at a number of common schools in both New York and 

New Jersey, he continued to channel the elder writer. Indeed, nearly all of Burroughs’s 

work from this period seems an attempt to speak as Emerson. During 1856, while 

teaching for a brief period in Illinois, Burroughs privately published an essay titled 

“Revolutions,” a gloss on the Emersonian principle that both civilizations and 

individuals are in a constant state of evolution. “Upheavals,” Burroughs writes, “are the 

natural result [of the] progressive spirit, and the legitimate offspring of its vigorous and 

healthful growth.” The faint-hearted may cower from the strange and new. “But all who 

have a sound mind and active faith in the essential validity of the race will hail the 

advancing change as prolific of valuable results.”11 Several months later, still drunk on 

Emerson, Burroughs wrote a series of entries in his journal on the subjects of genius and 

poetry: 

Poetry is spiritual facts represented by natural symbols; hence the most poetic 

writer, as well as the most pleasing and instructive, is he who conveys his ideas 

and illustrations drawn from natural objects, who makes the world of matter 

mirror forth the world of mind, who translates things into thought. Nature when 

rightly seen is but a representation of the spirit; its face is radiant with celestial 

smiles, and to him who is pure and true to the law of his being ‘it speaks a 

                                                 
11 Qtd in Clara Barrus, The Life and Letters of John Burroughs, 1:42. 

“Revolutions” was privately printed in Buffalo Grove, IL by his friend Andrew 
Cameron. The Huntington Library holds the one existing copy.  
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various language.’12 

Burroughs quotes William Cullen Bryant’s “Thanatopsis” at the end of this passage, but 

again the argument is wholly derived from Emerson. Indeed, here we find many of 

Emerson’s central assumptions expressed in a short space: that the most vital language 

is that which draws on natural figures; that the natural world and the human mind 

correspond to one another so that, as Emerson put it, “whatever is in matter is in mind”; 

and finally, that the work of the poet is to show others that the natural world is but an 

allegory of the spiritual. 

Scholars have generally emphasized that, by reading Emerson, Burroughs freed 

himself from his parents’ repressive religion and began to sense the spiritual 

significance of the natural world. As Burroughs himself wrote in 1889, reading 

Emerson improved  “my literary expression, quickened my perception of the beautiful, . 

. . and fertilized my religious nature.”13 Burroughs’s debt to Emerson was not limited to 

matters of religion and literary expression, however. We see, for instance, that the 

young Burroughs made lists in his journal of “proposed essays” that he might write in 

the future—lists that read like an index to Emerson’s own works. In April 1858 

Burroughs noted that he might try essays on abstract subjects such as “Silence,” 

“Genius,” “Individuality,” “Expression,” “Analogy,” and “Opposites.” He also made 

repeated attempts to sound like Emerson, as if he hoped, through imitation, to borrow 

                                                 
12 Clara Barrus, ed., The Heart of Burroughs’s Journals, 4-5. 
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some portion of the elder writer’s expressive authority. Not surprisingly, the results are 

heavy-handed: 

The universe is a series of circles, one within another. Everything has an orbit, 

or an orbicular limit, out of which it never wanders. You may push a thing from 

its place, and it becomes evil, but push it further and the curve turns, and it 

comes back to its original place.14 

The important thing here is not that the young Burroughs failed to mimic Emerson 

successfully. Rather, it is that Burroughs, like so many aspiring writers of his 

generation, strove to sound like Emerson in order to realize himself as an author. 

Emerson was the central organizing presence in Burroughs’s early career, much as 

Hawthorne was in the careers of William Dean Howells and Henry James. As Richard 

Brodhead has shown, for Howells and James, Hawthorne established and represented 

the work that they sought to continue. Hawthorne’s precedent was, for them, “almost 

synonymous with literature itself: to undertake the writer’s work at this time is to join in 

an activity that Hawthorne is incorporated in the idea of, and so inevitably to enter into 

an intercourse with him.”15 So it was for Burroughs with Emerson, who was 

inextricably joined to the younger man’s conception of the writerly vocation. As 

                                                                                                                                               
13 John Burroughs, Indoor Studies (1889; reprint, with a foreword by Burroughs, 

Boston: Houghton, Mifflin, 1904), 268. For further consideration of Burroughs’s debt to 
Emerson, see Perry Westbrook, John Burroughs, 9-15, 50-55.  

14 John Burroughs, Journal, 25 January 1858. Typescript by Elizabeth Burroughs 
Kelley, pp. 18-19. John Burroughs Papers, Department of Archives and Special 
Collections, Vassar College. 
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Burroughs later wrote, he had “caught the contagion of writing and of authorship” early 

in life. But it was only after reading Emerson that he knew how to begin this work.16 

The Atlantic Monthly played an equally significant role in Burroughs’s early 

career. As he wrote later in life, during the late fifties the magazine served as “a sort of 

university” for him and did much “to stimulate & and to shape [his] literary tastes and 

ambitions.”17 Of course, this was precisely the role that the Atlantic’s editors intended it 

to play in readers’ lives. The magazine was founded on the assumption that the 

“inheritors of New England culture and politics now represented a minority of virtue, 

intelligence, and cultivation” in America, and that it was these inheritors’ responsibility 

to civilize and educate the rest of the nation.18 Thus, the Atlantic established for itself a 

cultural domain unsullied by the popular, the sensational, or the merely entertaining.19 

                                                                                                                                               
15 Richard Brodhead, The School of Hawthorne (Oxford University Press: New 

York, 1986), 51. 
16 Clara Barrus, ed., The Heart of Burroughs’s Journals, 88.  
17 John Burroughs, Autobiographical Fragments, Berg Collection, New York 

Public Library. In these same autobiographical sketches, Burroughs also writes that, 
each month, he became so anxious for the arrival of the Atlantic that “when I expected 
it in the mail I used to run for it.” An amusing detail, but not a surprising one. The 
Atlantic provided Burroughs a crucial connection to the world of culture and ideas, just 
as it did for Howells, Dickinson, and so many others during this period. 

18 Alan Trachtenberg, The Incorporation of America (New York: Hill and 
Wang, 1982), 156. 

19 In their choice of articles, fiction, and poetry, as well as in their reviews of 
literature and the arts, the magazine’s editors intended to promote the development of 
their readers’ intellectual, aesthetic, and ethical faculties. At the same time, they 
intended to drive clear divisions between the “high” culture that the magazine 
sponsored and the “low” culture excluded from its pages. See Lawrence Levine, 
Highbrow/Lowbrow: The Emergence of Cultural Hierarchy in America (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1988). For a more general examination of 
Boston elite culture in the second half of the nineteenth century, see John Tomsich, A 
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Within this domain, the most prominent New England authors—Emerson, Hawthorne, 

Holmes, Longfellow, Lowell, and Whittier—took on profound significance. From the 

Atlantic’s first number, these writers were portrayed as something more than mere 

contributors. An early book review notes of Emerson that “there is no man living to 

whom, as a writer, so many of us feel and thankfully acknowledge so great an 

indebtedness for ennobling impulses.”20  Other reviews note that there is “no more 

purely American poet” than Whittier, and that Hawthorne will have “a commanding 

position in American literature as long as American literature has an existence.”21 Put 

simply, the Atlantic made these writers into “producers of work of enormously and 

absolutely different value from that of other contemporary writers.”22   In their work, 

one found the highest literary achievement, innumerable “ennobling” influences, and 

the expression of the essential American character. This was particularly the case for 

Emerson, whose works, writes one Atlantic reviewer, “will stand for all time as the 

signals pointing out the road a nation followed, whose presence and acts shall be our 

intellectual history.”23  As Mary Kupiec Cayton has shown, this was not the only 

                                                                                                                                               
Genteel Endeavor: American Culture and Politics in the Gilded Age (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1971); Ronald Story, The Forging of an Aristocracy: Harvard & the 
Boston Upper Class, 1800-1870 (Middletown, Connecticut: Wesleyan University Press, 
1980) and Paul DiMaggio, “Cultural Entrepreneurship in Nineteenth Century Boston: 
The Creation of an Organizational Base for High Culture in America” and “Cultural 
Entrepreneurship in Boston, Part Two: The Classification and Framing of American 
Art,” Media, Culture, and Society 4 (1982): 33-50, 303-22.   

20 “Reviews and Literary Notices,” The Atlantic Monthly 7 (1861), 254-5. 
21 “Nathaniel Hawthorne,” The Atlantic Monthly 5 (1860), 621.  
22 Richard Brodhead, The School of Hawthorne, 56.  
23 “Reviews and Literary Notices,” The Atlantic Monthly 3 (1859), 653.  
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interpretation of Emerson available in America in the 1850s. For some, he was merely 

the leading proponent of the obscure but possibly heretical philosophy of 

Transcendentalism. For others, he was a figure not unlike Benjamin Franklin, someone 

who endorsed the spirit of making something of one’s self and getting ahead in 

America.24  Burroughs’s Emerson, however, was clearly that of the Atlantic. The young 

writer happily counted himself among the Americans who, according to that magazine, 

looked to Emerson for “ennobling influences.”  

Just as important, the Atlantic also shaped Burroughs’s most basic assumptions 

about magazines and their relationship to authorial work—assumptions that would 

guide him throughout his career. Raised an Atlantic reader, Burroughs never once 

questioned that a general-interest magazine might have serious literary and cultural 

standards, or that an audience for such writing existed in America. Moreover, 

Burroughs knew from his own experience and that of his friends that the Atlantic had 

much the same the authority as books. It was not a substitute for books, of course. 

Burroughs worked through an impressive and ambitious reading list as he kept up with 

each month’s issue of the Atlantic, and he hoped to publish books of his own one day. 

In no way, however, did Burroughs view the magazine as ephemeral or disposable. 

Rather, it had an authority and prestige similar to that of the books written by the 

                                                 
24 Mary Kupiec Cayton, “The Making of an American Prophet: Emerson, His 

Audiences, and the Rise of the Culture Industry in Nineteenth-Century America,” 
American Historical Review 92 (1987): 597-620.  
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authors who appeared in its pages. Like many of his peers, Burroughs saved each issue 

for future reference (and, often, for sharing with his friends).  

Finally, the Atlantic taught Burroughs that an aspiring writer could realize his 

career through the magazine. The young Burroughs read many of the chief American 

quarterlies, including The New Englander, The Democratic Review, and The North 

American Review, which he particularly admired. However, by the 1850s and 1860s it 

was generally clear that both the quality and cultural influence of these quarterlies were 

in decline. For a young writer such as Burroughs—that is, one who sought both literary 

and popular recognition—the Atlantic seemed a much more promising target to aim for. 

The young Burroughs imagined being published in the Atlantic, and having his future 

books (comprised perhaps of several Atlantic publications) reviewed and advertised in 

it. Put another way, from the very beginning Burroughs understood that certain 

magazines would be central to his career and its development.  

For the American writers who came of age in the 1860s, the importance of these 

points cannot be overemphasized. Unlike their predecessors, these writers were the first 

to be presented with distinctly American models (such as Emerson) and institutions 

(such as the Atlantic). And those who aspired to a particular kind of literary fame—

including Burroughs, James, and Howells—began their careers believing that they 

might do so by writing for the kind of American audiences that would read magazines 

such as the Atlantic. Consider Burroughs’s first major publication, a philosophical essay 

titled “Expression” that appeared in the November 1860 number of the Atlantic. 
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“Expression” is an enthusiastic and wholly reverent rewriting of Emerson’s Nature. The 

absolute, Burroughs begins, cannot be known or described. We know it only as it has 

taken form in the material world. Thus, we experience Nature not as 

an absolute realization, but as a condition, as something constantly becoming. 

We can behold nothing pure; and all that we see is compounded and mixed. 

Nature stands related to us at a certain angle, and a little remove either way—

back toward its grosser side, or up toward its ideal tendency—would place it 

beyond our ken.25 

As Burroughs explains, in this “compound” quality of things—in their particular 

apportionment of ideal and real—we may read “God’s art of expression.”  After making 

this initial point, Burroughs ranges far afield, addressing a host of other subjects not 

explicitly connected to the first. He discusses the nature of individual genius, the 

relation of part to whole, the characteristics of the best English prose. If many of 

Burroughs’s ideas may be traced to Emerson, so may the essay’s central rhetorical 

strategy. Burroughs seeks to persuade not by the careful presentation of claims and 

reasons, but by the force of aphorism and analogy. “The spiritual canopies the material 

as the sky canopies the earth,” he writes. “Our ideas date from spirit and appear in fact.” 

Burroughs’s “Expression,” like much of Emerson’s writing, seems more a collection of 

sentences gathered around a common theme than a carefully structured argument. 

Burroughs concludes with a brief treatment of proverbs, and here he makes his 
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rhetorical strategy clear. “There is no waste material in a good proverb,” he argues. “It 

is clear meat, like an egg,—a happy result of logic, with the logic left out; and the writer 

who shall thus condense his wisdom . . . in every expression, will most thoroughly 

reach men’s minds and hearts.”26 Like the best proverbs, “Expression” seems very 

much to have its “logic left out.” Like his literary idol, Burroughs hoped to bypass his 

readers’ intellects and strike more deeply at their minds and hearts.  

To reach those readers Burroughs used the Atlantic. In other words, he did not 

originally conceive “Expression” as a sermon or a lecture. Nor did he draw it from a 

longer, book-length work or consider it somehow compromised because of its magazine 

publication. A comparison with Howells—who also first published in the Atlantic in 

1860—is once again instructive. The Atlantic was absolutely central to each writer’s 

literary aims. Indeed, to write was to aim toward the Atlantic, and being accepted by 

that magazine certified that one had become an author.27 In an 1861 letter to his sister, 

Howells insisted that he wanted “to do something better than achieve reputation, and be 

admired of young ladies who read the Atlantic.” But here, as one Howells biographer 

notes, the writer betrays his aims by explicitly denying them. Especially in his early 

career, it was the admiration of that magazine and its readers that he sought most of 

                                                 
26 John Burroughs, “Expression,” 577. 
27 Richard Brodhead, The School of Hawthorne, 85.  
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all.28 So it was with the young Burroughs, for whom the Atlantic represented “that 

sphere toward which my soul continually aspires.”29 

Later in life, Burroughs would claim that Emerson was, in effect, the author of 

“Expression” and that he, Burroughs, had been merely a scribe. Burroughs would also 

tell the story that, when editors at the Atlantic first read “Expression,” they immediately 

suspected that this unknown contributor had taken some or all of it from Emerson’s 

published writings. According to Burroughs’s story, James Russell Lowell even 

thumbed through some of Emerson’s volumes before accepting the piece, making sure 

that the work was Burroughs’s own. This story may be apocryphal, as neither 

Burroughs nor Clara Barrus, his first biographer, was an entirely reliable narrator of his 

history. Nevertheless, the story captures a central truth about Burroughs’s early years as 

a writer. By publishing the Emersonian essay “Expression” in the Atlantic, Burroughs 

realized a historically conditioned dream. 

 

Finding a Subject and a Style, 1861-1863 

If Lowell did indeed think Emerson had written “Expression,” he was not alone. At that 

time, the Atlantic did not publish the names of its contributors, and a number of 

reviewers simply assumed that the essay was Emerson’s. The essay is attributed to 

Emerson in both Poole’s Index and S. A. Hill’s Principles of Rhetoric and Their 

                                                 
28 Qtd. in Kenneth S. Lynn, William Dean Howells: An American Life (New 

York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1971), 105.  
29 Clara Barrus, The Life and Letters of John Burroughs, 1:45.  
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Application. In an 1862 letter, Burroughs’s friend Elijah Allen described an incident 

suggesting that many of the magazine’s general readers also made the same mistake. 

Allen writes that recently in Washington he had met a “gentleman . . . who seemed to be 

pretty well read.” The two began discussing various literary matters, including the 

Atlantic. Allen asked the man if he had read the essay titled “Expression” that had 

appeared in the magazine more than a year earlier. “He said he had, and quoted portions 

of it,” writes Allen. 

“Do you know who wrote it?” I asked. 

“Emerson,” he said, with an air of one who knows what’s what.  

“Are you sure?” 

“O, yes,” he replied with emphasis. 

Allen continues his letter, noting that he explained to the young man that the author of 

the essay was in fact a New York farmer named John Burroughs. However, the man 

refused Allen’s explanation. “He seemed inclined to combat. I couldn’t mean the essay 

he meant; he quoted more of it; said he read it at the time it came out, and always 

thought Emerson wrote it.” In his letter, Allen concludes his story by jokingly casting 

shame upon Emerson, who was now “reaping [Burroughs’s] laurels.”30 

Allen relates this story in high spirits, assuming that Burroughs will find humor 

and even take some pride in the unidentified gentleman’s mistake. However, Burroughs 

had a very different reaction, for the story confirmed suspicions he had already begun to 
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entertain. Upon the essay’s first appearance, Burroughs had felt a swell of pride. The 

literary institution that had most strongly shaped his writerly sensibilities and 

ambition—the one so closely associated with his own literary idol—had published his 

work to some acclaim. Yet now Burroughs felt that, in “Expression,” he had done the 

very thing that Emerson warned against. Burroughs’s profound admiration of the elder 

author had led him to produce an imitative work—a work so derivative, in fact, that 

many readers assumed it to be the work of someone else. At that moment, Burroughs 

made a conscious decision to move away from Emerson’s influence. He saw that he 

must “get this Emersonian musk” out of his garments “at all hazards.”31 

Thus began a period in which Burroughs sought to expand his understanding of 

American literary culture. He traveled a good deal along the upper East Coast and met a 

number of writers and editors, including Thomas Bailey Aldrich and Donald Mitchell 

(“Ik Marvel”). Burroughs also visited Manhattan several times and spent time with the 

group of writers and artists that gathered in Pfaff’s beer cellar in Greenwich Village.32 

The ringleader of this group was Henry Clapp, the witty, entrepreneurial editor of the 

Saturday Press and later the New York Leader. Burroughs began publishing short 

essays in both of these literary journals, and by 1862 was corresponding regularly with 

Clapp as well. It was also during this period that Burroughs first read Leaves of Grass 
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(1855), which impressed him greatly. (In late 1863, Burroughs moved to Washington D. 

C. hoping to make Whitman’s acquaintance.) In short, during these years Burroughs 

matured a great deal. Emerson remained his guide and the Atlantic his ideal venue for 

publication. However, in a short time Burroughs gained a wider view of the American 

literary landscape and saw for perhaps the first time that not all serious writers and 

editors shared his aspirations. Just as important, he saw a number of signs that a career 

as a philosophical essayist might not be professionally viable.  

The first of these signs was his precarious financial and vocational standing. 

Burroughs’s appearance in the Atlantic had changed his situation not a whit, and the 

magazine rejected his next submission. Moreover, Burroughs received no payment for 

the essays he had begun publishing in the Saturday Press. (As Howells noted, during its 

brief existence the magazine “never paid in anything but hopes of paying, vaguer even 

than promises.” 33) With his school teaching and seasonal work as a farmhand, 

Burroughs supported himself and his wife with only occasional success. The couple was 

frequently in debt, and as a result Burroughs began exploring alternate careers. Within 

the space of several years, he made short-lived attempts at lecture promotion, 

draftsmanship, and medicine. To make matters worse, in the spring of 1862 his wife 

Ursula left him for a period of several months, one of her complaints being her 

husband’s “scribbling.”  As one Burroughs biographer writes, Ursula “would applaud 
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his writing when it brought in some cash, and not before.”34 Burroughs held fast to his 

desire to become a literary success, but from this point on he felt increasing pressure to 

make his writing pay.   

The second cautionary sign was the advice Burroughs received from David 

Wasson, an essayist and Unitarian clergyman living in Worcester, Massachusetts. A 

disciple of Emerson as well, Wasson was a frequent contributor to the Radical, the 

Atlantic, and the North American Review.35 In the spring of 1861, Burroughs sent the 

minister a draft of “Expression,” explaining that he (Burroughs) was now working on a 

collection of similar essays that he hoped to collect and publish in book form. 

Burroughs asked Wasson to read the enclosed essay and offer any advice or guidance he 

deemed appropriate. Burroughs’s biographers have argued that Wasson’s letters in 

response to this request were especially important in Burroughs’s development, as they 

provided the young writer with a source of encouragement and hope. Perry Westbrook 

has claimed, for instance, that Burroughs was heartened by Wasson’s attention and 

advice and that the elder writer’s support provided Burroughs a crucial boost in 

confidence.36 I suspect that this is a misrepresentation of the significance of these letters 

in Burroughs’s career. To be sure, Wasson recognized Burroughs’s talent. In one letter, 

Wasson writes that he found in Burroughs’s work “unusual gifts of pure intellect.” In 
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another, Wasson writes that he “augur[ed] good for my country from the discovery of 

every such intelligence” as Burroughs’s. However, Wasson was also frankly skeptical 

about the career that Burroughs imagined for himself. As Wasson writes in June 1862, 

“I will not conceal from you that I think you too young to have written ‘numerous 

essays’ of the class you attempt, or to publish a book consisting of such.” The 

Emersonian essay, he explains, requires a “mental maturity” and “belongs emphatically 

to maturer life.” Moreover, Wasson says, the writer of such essays, even when 

successful on his own terms, is not likely to win popular acclaim.   

In truth, the public does not like to think; it likes to be amused; and conceives a 

sort of hatred against the writer who would force it to the use of its intellect. . . . 

If the public finds anything in your work that can be condemned, it will be but 

too happy to pass sentence; if it can make out to think that you are a pretender, it 

will gladly do so; if it can turn its back upon you and ignore you, its back, and 

nothing else, you will surely see.37 

This is a stern warning, and given Burroughs’s respect for Wasson, as well as his 

misgivings about the reception of “Expression,” one suspects that the young writer took 

this advice to heart.  

Wasson’s warnings also spoke to more general developments taking place in 

American literary culture, developments of which Burroughs was surely aware. The 

1850s and 1860s saw the emergence of the “quality monthlies,”—the successful, well-
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financed monthly magazines such as Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, Putnam’s 

Monthly, and later, The Galaxy and The Century. These magazines quickly developed 

large, even national circulations among the growing middle class, and, accordingly, 

they became the primary means through which professional writers established their 

careers and reached the “public” of which Wasson wrote. Ellery Sedgwick has recently 

examined how, at mid-century, these “quality monthlies” altered American writers’ 

conceptions of both their labor and the audiences for whom they wrote.38 Of particular 

importance here, the magazines also changed how writers wrote. In the wake of 

Harper’s success in particular, many American magazines began seeking a lighter and 

less formal style of writing than had previously been the standard. Editors increasingly 

sought writers who could “handle any subject with a light touch,” as Nation editor E. L. 
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Godkin put it.39 Even the august Atlantic was becoming more accessible. Upon 

becoming the magazine’s second editor in 1861, James T. Fields instituted a number of 

changes that he hoped might make the magazine appeal to a broader range of readers. 

He reduced the amount of scholarly material and added lighter fare, such as travel 

sketches, personal essays, and a collection of “domestic essays” aimed at the 

magazine’s many female readers. Moreover, Fields encouraged greater brevity in all 

submissions and actively recruited writers such as Bayard Taylor and James Parton, 

whose styles tended more toward the journalistic and anecdotal, and who aimed to 

address not eternal truths but the contemporary scene.40 

Burroughs took note. In the early 1860s, he understood that, in a rapidly 

expanding magazine market, the Emersonian model to which he had aspired in 

“Expression” had little place. Accordingly, Burroughs began working to master a 

plainer, more concrete style. No longer would he seek to be the author he describes his 

in 1858 journal, who presents some truths in a “clear white light” but leaves others only 

“partially revealed, like the moon in gibbous.”41 In 1861, Burroughs began publishing a 

series of rural sketches in the New York Leader, printed under the general title, “From 

the Back Country.” These sketches deal with all aspects of rural life, such as building 
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stone walls, taking country walks, and making sugar and butter. Their most notable 

features are their simplicity and specificity, as if Burroughs wrote them under the 

influence not of Emerson but of Ik Marvell. In an 1862 letter to his friend the poet 

Myron Benton, Burroughs explains that he began writing these pieces because his style 

“needed limbering up a little, needed more play and movement.” “Expression,” he 

writes, “travels a little stiff, like a ring-boned horse.” By writing about “common and 

familiar objects”—and about “foxes and woodchucks” in particular—he might become 

a more versatile and successful magazinist.42 

We see related changes in a philosophical essay that Burroughs wrote during 

this period. In this essay, titled “Analogy,” Burroughs’s stated intention is to explain the 

“doctrine of analogy”—to explain, that is, why we are particularly inclined to compare 

ourselves to trees, to describe our lives using the seasons of the year, and to see, as 

Thoreau did, similarities in the design of frost crystals, leaves, and the feathers of 

birds.43 We draw such connections, writes Burroughs, because “the universe is 

homogeneous.” Analogies are not the products of our fancy but rather a fact of 

universal law. In this essay, then, Burroughs covers some of the same ground he covers 

in “Expression”—namely, the nature of similarity and difference in a universe in which 

“all things are kin.”  His rhetorical strategy, however, is quite different than in the 
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earlier essay. No longer does he speak as an oracle in training; no longer does he hope 

to convince by aphorism and rhetorical flourish. Rather, in “Analogy,” Burroughs 

argues his case carefully and deliberately. He begins with first principles, cites and 

summarizes his sources, and moves clearly from point to point. It is as if he is teaching 

a class or leading a tour of the basic tenets of Emersonian thought. Burroughs did not 

adopt this approach by chance. In the essay’s opening paragraphs, he explains that we 

currently have no “adequate doctrine of Analogy” in our literature, not because it is an 

overlooked subject, but because very few writers are equipped to explain it to a general 

audience. On the one hand, the seer “who speaks the central truths of nature and of life” 

is unable to communicate his wisdom to others, for he neglects to explain all that he 

presupposes. On the other, “commonplace writers, because their ideas take principally a 

lateral direction, . . . are voluminous and bewildering.” Burroughs thus presents himself 

as one of the rare few with the ability finally to explain the doctrine of analogy. His 

qualifications? He possesses the best qualities of the seer and the professional scribe. 

While he understands those things that genius glosses and presupposes, he also has a 

knack for commonplace expression. Put another way, he can translate Emerson into 

expository, magazine-friendly prose.  

In “Analogy,” then, as in the rural sketches in the Leader, we see Burroughs trying 

to speak more plainly, address readers directly, and develop a more available persona. 

More generally, we see him seeking a niche for himself in a rapidly changing literary 
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market. Burroughs no longer hoped to compose and publish essays such as 

“Expression.” Significantly, however, he continued to believe that he might place 

serious work in the so-called “quality” magazines, that these magazines represented the 

audiences he hoped to reach, and that magazines would play a central role in shaping 

what he wrote and how he wrote it.44  

 

The Turn to Nature 

In the early months of 1862, Burroughs developed a profound interest in the natural 

world. Now teaching in a school near West Point, New York, he began keeping a log of 

the plants and birds he saw in the area. As spring emerged, he began taking long walks 

in the nearby countryside, recording the dates of first blooms at varying elevations as he 

went. Of course, Burroughs was hardly alone in these pursuits. By the 1860s it was 

becoming clear to many Americans that the once rural, agrarian nation was fast 

becoming an urban, industrial giant. Nature no longer seemed a chaotic waste or a 

howling wilderness at odds with the country’s destiny. Rather, the natural world 

increasingly seemed a source of both beauty and spiritual value. Americans developed a 

                                                                                                                                               
be, not knowing that solid attainments must be brought with pain and sacrifice” (478).  

44 The sketches in the Leader were a modest success. Burroughs even received 
several letters of appreciation for them. “Analogy,” on the other hand, proved a 
disappointment. Lowell refused it for the Atlantic. Burroughs eventually placed the 
essay with the Knickerbocker, which in the early 1860s was long past its heyday. 
Within weeks of the essay’s appearance, the Evening Post reported “Analogy” to be 
“heavy” and not especially impressive work.  Burroughs soon began distancing himself 
from this essay, just as he had done with “Expression.” He explained in an 1862 letter 
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taste for outdoor activities such as walking, biking, and camping. Large-format books 

such as American Scenery (1840), The Home Book of the Picturesque (1850), 

Landscape Annual (1854), and The Scenery of the United States (1855) marked the 

emergence of a market for images of “native” scenery. Prints, lithographs, and 

engravings of American landscapes (especially of the West) were widely distributed. Of 

course, as a number of scholars have shown, this growing interest in nature was directly 

connected to central currents in American life, including both the desire to recognize 

and articulate an essentially American (non-European) identity and the nascent concern 

that the country’s natural resources were both limited and vulnerable. It is no 

coincidence that the 1850s marked the first appearance of both Francis Parkman’s 

histories of America (in which he argued that the national character had been formed by 

the presence of wilderness on the North American continent), and naturalist George 

Perkins Marsh’s reports to the Vermont state legislature (in which Marsh detailed the 

damage done to the state’s natural resources by deforestation, intensive agriculture, and 

industry).   

Over the course of 1862, Burroughs’s interest in nature quickly became intense. 

He spent a great deal of time exploring the fields and forests around West Point, 

sometimes accompanied by several naturalists he had befriended. He spent just as much 

time, it seems, at the library of the Military Academy, reading natural history 

publications and examining its collections of stuffed birds and mammals. Burroughs’s 

                                                                                                                                               
that, in writing “Analogy,” he had “merely cackled without laying an egg.” Qtd. in 
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proximity to the library proved fortuitous, for here he first saw Audubon’s Birds of 

America. In later years, Burroughs frequently described this encounter as a turning point 

in his life. Writing in 1914, he explained that, as a boy, he had frequently told himself 

that he would “know the birds one day.” However, nothing had come of this thought 

until he “chanced upon the works of Audubon” at West Point: 

I took fire at once. It was like bringing together fire and powder! I was ripe for 

adventure; I had leisure, I was in good bird country, and I had Audubon to 

stimulate me, as well as a collection of mounted birds belonging to the Academy 

for reference. How eagerly and joyously I took up the study! It fitted in so well 

with my country tastes and breeding; it turned my enthusiasm as a sportsman 

into a new channel; it gave to my walks a new delight; it made me look upon 

every grove and wood as a new storehouse of possible treasures. 45 

Burroughs recorded little in his journal during these years, so we lack a complete record 

of his thoughts during this important period in his life. However, his correspondence 

with his friend Myron Benton in the early 1860s is rich with the evidence of 

Burroughs’s new interests. Where once Burroughs and Benton wrote each other of 

literary issues—the contents of the most recent Atlantic, literary gossip, the status of 

their own current projects—they now began to trade odd and highly specific bits of 

natural history. In April, Burroughs writes with palpable excitement about botany: “I 

have taken an unusual interest in the flowers this spring. The corydalis and hepatica 
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grow here in great abundance; also the trailing arbutus, I am told, but have not found it 

yet.” Burroughs encourages Benton to tell him “the name of some very rare plant that 

you have found” so that he, Burroughs, might look for it near West Point.46 By mid-

summer, Burroughs’s interests, like those of Audubon a generation before, had focused 

especially on birds. In fact, as Burroughs writes Benton in July, he could now “think or 

talk of nothing else.”47 Soon Burroughs began collecting bird specimens of his own and 

mounting them for display.  

At some point in early 1863, Burroughs began seeking ways to connect this 

newfound interest in the natural world with his writerly ambition. But how to do it? 

How might he move from philosophical treatises such as “Expression” and  “Analogy” 

to literary essays about the natural world? And would such a move improve his success 

in publishing his work? Not surprisingly, Burroughs once again looked to the Atlantic. 

From its inception, the magazine had regularly published essays on natural history by 

Thoreau, Thomas Wentworth Higginson, and the Massachusetts naturalist Wilson 

Flagg.48 After becoming editor in 1861, James T. Fields significantly increased the 

                                                                                                                                               
45 Qtd. in Clara Barrus, Our Friend John Burroughs, 107-8. 
46 Qtd. in Clara Barrus, The Life and Letters of John Burroughs, 1:70-1.  
47 John Burroughs to Myron Benton, 20 July 1863. John Burroughs Papers, Berg 

Collection, New York Public Library. 
48 Lawrence Buell briefly considers the work of these writers in the 

Environmental Imagination, 412-16. See also Hans Huth, Nature and the American: 
Three Centuries of Changing Attitudes (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1957), 
100-02.The nature essays by Higginson and Flagg that appeared in the Atlantic between 
the magazine’s first appearance in 1857 and 1862 are: Thomas Wentworth Higginson, 
“Water-Lilies,” 2 (1858), 465-74; “April Days,” 7 (1861), 385-91; “My Out-Door 
Study,” 8 (1861), 302-10; “Snow,” 9 (1862), 188-202; “The Life of Birds,” 10 (1862), 



 

54 

frequency with which these essays appeared in the magazine, convinced that they 

broadened its popular appeal. One wonders whether Burroughs had ever paid these 

essays any attention when reading the Atlantic, or if he had simply flipped past them 

looking for the work of Emerson, Wasson, and the magazine’s other reflective essayists. 

Regardless, after 1862 Burroughs began turning to the Atlantic’s natural history articles 

with new attention and found a wide range of impressive work. In the years that 

Burroughs began combing the magazine for models, it contained literary essays on 

nature by Thoreau (including “Autumnal Tints” and “Wild Apples”), Flagg, Higginson, 

Donald G. Mitchell, and Theodore Winthrop. The Atlantic of the early sixties also 

contained a number of natural history essays that were more formally scientific. Louis 

Aggasiz alone published twenty essays in the magazine between 1862 and 1864, 

including a nine-part series entitled “Methods of Study in Natural History,” in which he 

detailed “the history of the progress in Natural History from the beginning,—how the 

facts of Natural History have been accumulated and how these facts have been 

converted into science.”49 

                                                                                                                                               
368-77; “The Procession of the Flowers,” 10 (1862), 649-57. Wilson Flagg, “The 
Singing Birds and Their Songs,” 2 (1858), 285-91; “The Birds of Garden and Orchard,” 
2 (1858), 592-605; “The Birds of Pasture and Forest,” 2 (1858), 863-76; “The Winter-
Birds,” 3 (1859), 319-30; “Birds of the Night,” 4 (1859), 171-84; “Among the Trees,” 6 
(1860), 257-71; “Trees in Assemblages,” 8 (1861), 129-41.  

49 Louis Agassiz, “Methods of Study in Natural History,” The Atlantic Monthly 
9 (1862), 1. 
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Given this great variety of nature-related writing, it is perhaps surprising that 

Burroughs was most taken with the essays of Wilson Flagg.50 Why did Burroughs not 

turn to Thoreau? We lack a complete record of Burroughs’s reading and thoughts from 

this period, so it is impossible to answer this question with complete certainty. 

However, we should recall that, in 1863, Burroughs and his contemporaries necessarily 

understood Thoreau differently than we do today. When Burroughs first discovered his 

interest in natural history in the early sixties, Thoreau had published only two books, A 

Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers (1849) and Walden (1854). While Thoreau 

was widely known and even respected—his 1862 obituary in the New York Evening 

Post describes him as “one of the most original of American writers”—he was just as 

often portrayed as a follower of Emerson whose talents and achievements, though 

noteworthy, were decidedly limited.51 Thoreau’s portrayal in the 1857 North American 

Review is typical: Thoreau is described as the “hermit of Walden Pond,” a “consistent 

interpreter” of Emerson “who gave up the world for nature and himself, whose house 

                                                 
50 Flagg is a forgotten writer. Van Wyck Brooks mentions him briefly in his 

study of New England literary culture, noting that Flagg “assembled his notes in a fine 
though somewhat formal style, unlike the familiar manner of the later writers” such as 
Burroughs, Bradford Torrey, and Frank Bolles. Van Wyck Brooks, New England: 
Indian Summer, 1865-1915 (New York: E. P. Dutton, 1940), 337-40. See also W. G. 
Barton, “Thoreau, Flagg, and Burroughs” Essex Institute Historical Collections XXII 
(1885), 53-80.  

51 Qtd. in Gary Scharnhorst, An Annotated Bibliography of Comment and 
Criticism Before 1900 (New York: Garland Publishing: 1992), 61. Scharnhorst’s 
bibliography is by far the most complete survey of Thoreau’s reception before 1900. 
See also Scharnhorst’s Henry David Thoreau: A Case Study in Canonization 
(Columbia, SC: Camden House, 1993), which serves as a narrative companion to the 
1992 bibliography.  
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cost him $28.12, and whose living for eight months cost him, with clothes and oil, but 

$33.87.” A certain degree of eccentricity, even absurdity, is implied.52  

  Thoreau’s death prompted the first publication of many of his writings. 

Previously unpublished essays appeared in the Atlantic. Between 1863 and 1866, new 

volumes appeared with regularity as well: Excursions (1863), The Maine Woods (1864), 

Cape Cod (1865), Letters to Various Persons (1865), and A Yankee in Canada, with 

Anti-Slavery and Reform Papers (1866). As Gary Scharnhorst has shown, the reviews 

of these works were profoundly mixed. Reviewing Excursions in 1863, the New-York 

Commercial Advertiser notes that “Thoreau had no superior” as an observer of nature. 

In the same year, the Springfield Republican describes him as an “original genius.”53 

Yet as Thoreau’s work became increasingly available in the years following his death, 

he also continued to be portrayed as a “bachelor of thought and nature” whose career 

was marred by his antisocial and contrarian attitude. Thoreau was regularly described as  

“obscure,” “eccentric,” “morbid,” and “idiosyncratic.” In July 1865, when reviewing 

Cape Cod, the New Englander and Yale Review writes that he was “hard and scornful, 

as we might expect from a stoney-eyed observer who looks through nature and finds no 

God.” Reviewing Letters to Various Persons a few months later, the same journal 

describes Thoreau as “so peculiar a person that everything that relates to him must be 

read with interest by any one who likes to study what is abnormal in human 

                                                 
52 “The Real and the Ideal in New England,” The North American Review 84 

(1857): 555. 
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development.”54  One suspects that for the young Burroughs—who craved a particular 

kind of literary fame, and whose newly discovered interest in natural history was still 

intense—Thoreau’s viability as a professional and imaginative model would have been 

limited at best. An avid follower of literary gossip, Burroughs was surely aware of the 

argument that Lowell and others made quite often in dismissing Thoreau—namely, that 

Thoreau was merely an imitator who “tread in Emerson’s tracks with legs painfully 

short.”55 For a writer still wary of his own tendency to walk in Emerson’s steps, such 

criticism would have had considerable force. 

Wilson Flagg, by contrast, was a popular and respected writer whose 

commitment to Transcendental idealism was firmly grounded in natural history. His 

essays in the Atlantic were written in the tradition not of Emerson but of Audubon and 

Alexander Wilson. Like the work of those earlier, more esteemed naturalists, Flagg’s 

essays consist primarily of profiles of particular species or genera. His essay “The Birds 

of Pasture and Forest” is typical.56 Adopting the pose of a genteel wanderer, Flagg 

                                                                                                                                               
53 Qtd. in Gary Scharnhorst, An Annotated Bibliography of Comment and 

Criticism Before 1900, 79, 82. 
54 “Notices of New Books,” New Englander and Yale Review 24 (1865): 602; 

“Notices of New Books,” New Englander and Yale Review 24 (1865): 805. 
55 The quotation comes from Lowell’s “A Fable For Critics,” first published in 

1848. In 1865, Lowell made this same point when reviewing Letters to Various Persons 
in the North American Review: He writes: “Among the pistillate plants kindled to 
fruitage by the Emersonian pollen, Thoreau is thus far the most remarkable; and it is 
something eminently fitting that his posthumous works should be offered us by 
Emerson, for they are strawberries from his own garden.” North American Review 209 
(1865): 601. 

56 At some point in 1862, Burroughs loaned Benton the number of the Atlantic 
in which this essay appeared. In July of the following year, Burroughs requested that 
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invites readers on a woodland walk “away from the farm and the orchard into the more 

retired and wooded haunts” so that they may see those birds that city-dwellers rarely 

see. What follows is a loosely joined series of bird biographies. Flagg writes in 

considerable detail about the wood-sparrow, the chewink, the ovenbird, and the green 

warbler, noting their markings, their frequent haunts, and their characteristic habits and 

songs. Of the veery’s song he writes: 

No bird of this size has more strength of voice; but his song, though loud, is 

modulated with such a sweet and flowing cadence, that it comes to the ear with 

all the mellowness of the softest warbling. It would be difficult to describe this 

song. It seems at first to be wanting in variety. I was long of this opinion, though 

I was puzzled to account for its pleasing and extraordinary effect on the mind of 

the listener. The song of the Veery consists of five distinct strains or bars. They 

might, perhaps, be represented on the musical staff, by commencing the first 

note on D above the staff and sliding down with a trill to C, one fifth below. The 

second, third, fourth, and fifth bars are repetitions of the first, except that each 

commences and ends a few tones lower than the preceding.57  

                                                                                                                                               
Benton return the magazine so that Burroughs could further study Flagg’s work. 
Burroughs writes, “You know I am much interested in birds: at least of late I can think 
of nothing else; and it [sticks] to me that the Atlantic I let you have containing 
[Brownlee] Brown’s Ideal Tendency contains also an article on birds.”  See John 
Burroughs to Myron Benton, 20 July1863. John Burroughs Papers, Berg Collection, 
New York Public Library.  

57 Wilson Flagg, “The Birds of Pasture and Forest,” 868. 
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At this point, the young Thoreau might have begun speculation upon the moral 

significance of the bird’s modest size and powerful song. Flagg, by contrast, is content 

with close, careful description. All abstract considerations are ballasted with copious 

fact. His essay concludes with a three-page appendix in which the birds’ songs are 

represented in musical notation. 

This is not to suggest that Flagg had no interest in nature’s ethical and spiritual 

value. Most of his essays begin with the same ideas we find in Burroughs’s early 

work—namely, that there is an elemental correspondence between humans and the 

natural world, and that close study of nature leads to a greater appreciation of beauty 

and, ultimately, to a sense of the essence of things. In “The Singing-Birds and Their 

Songs,” which appeared in the Atlantic in 1858, Flagg begins by explaining that all 

people may derive profound pleasure from the natural world; however, all are not yet 

equipped to do so. The “agreeable sensations” derived from nature, as from art, “are 

available only to persons of a peculiar refinement of mind,” and one must be trained to 

experience these pleasures. Thus, Flagg suggests that the carefully detailed bird 

biographies that follow are means to this particular end. By learning more about the 

canary, the linnet, and the bobolink, readers may develop not only a greater 

understanding of the natural world but also a genuine affection for it. As readers further 

interact with nature, they develop their “moral appetites and capacities” and learn the 



 

60 

“pleasures of sentiment.” Ultimately, they are lead away from “expensive and vulgar 

recreations” toward the “common sources of happiness.”58    

Flagg’s primary commitment, however, was to the close and rigorous study of 

the natural world. And while we find such attention to detail in a nature essay slightly 

odd, it seems likely that Flagg’s first readers did not. In the middle of the nineteenth 

century, botany, ornithology, and zoology had not yet become the specialized fields of 

inquiry we know them to be today. The number of trained professionals was relatively 

small; the number of journals devoted to these scientific fields was even smaller.  The 

natural historians working before the Civil War were especially open to, and even 

reliant upon, the work of amateurs. Louis Aggasiz (of Harvard’s Museum of 

Comparative Zoology) and Spencer Fullerton Baird (of the newly founded Smithsonian 

Institution) both required the assistance of thousands of volunteers throughout the 

country in building the collections of their respective institutions. What historian Mark 

Barrow has called a “culture of collecting” thus emerged, based in part on the 

conviction that the amateur’s eye and experience had considerable authority. The point 

here is that, in the decade before the Civil War, Flagg could assume that many of his 

readers were engaged in study similar to his own, and that in his essays, he should strive 

for specific, accurate, and copious detail. Flagg could also assume that he might make 

significant contributions to the study of natural history by publishing in a general-

interest magazine such as the Atlantic. His work might not only further readers’ interest 

                                                 
58 Wilson Flagg, “The Singing Birds and Their Songs,” 285-89. 
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in American flora and fauna (and thereby provide moral and aesthetic training), but also 

present scientific information as yet unrecorded. Indeed, in 1862, Higginson bragged 

that, in the field of ornithology, the “most valuable contributions” since the work of 

Nuttall and Brewer were limited to several publications by the Smithsonian and Cabot’s 

and Flagg’s recent essays in the Atlantic.59  

Of course, Burroughs also recognized that Flagg was a professional success. 

Flagg translated both Emersonian ideas and the Emersonian impulse toward didacticism 

into accessible, marketable essays. His work appeared frequently in the Atlantic, The 

North American Review, and Harper’s. And as contemporary reviews make clear, his 

essays were recognized as particularly literary achievements. An 1857 review praised 

Flagg’s Studies in the Field and Forest (1857) in precisely the terms Burroughs hoped 

for his own work. Flagg’s essays, notes the review, “are worthy of a wider circulation 

than they received in the journals that first contained them.” Indeed, the reviewer 

continues, Flagg’s essays transcend the venues in which they first appeared and should 

be recognized not as mere magazine writing but as permanent literature. Flagg “discerns 

beauty and grace and fitness” in each of his subjects, revealing nature’s “exquisite 

adaptation to the wants of the human soul.” He addresses philosophical issues “with a 

clearness of conception and a simplicity of expression not very like the inexplicable 

utterances that characterize much of what passes under the name of philosophy at the 

                                                 
59 See Mark V. Barrow, Jr, A Passion for Birds: American Ornithology after 

Audubon (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998), 3-19; Thomas Wentworth 
Higginson, “The Life of Birds,” 375. 
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present time.” In short, the review concludes, Flagg accurately observes and renders the 

natural world, yet his writing offers the lofty pleasures more closely associated with 

poetry. His book will have abiding appeal to those readers “whose sympathies with 

nature have not been overlaid by the cares and allurements of the world.”60 

Such a review suggests why Burroughs was so taken with this writer who seems 

largely unremarkable today. Flagg showed Burroughs how one might fuse a 

commitment to Emersonian idealism with an interest in natural history. More 

specifically, Flagg showed Burroughs how he might address his interests in a form that 

was unmistakably literary, but also more accessible and marketable than the abstract 

and reflective essays such as “Expression” and “Analogy.”  

 

Hitting the Right Note 

Burroughs was a quick study. He completed his first nature essay, “With the Birds,” in 

1864. Soon after, he submitted the essay to the Atlantic, which published it as its lead 

paper in May 1865—a considerable honor for a relatively unknown writer. Burroughs 

placed subsequent nature essays not only in the Atlantic, but also Putnam’s Magazine, 

Appleton’s Monthly, and the Galaxy.61 During this same period, he also published a 

                                                 
60 The North American Review 84 (1857): 267-68. These are precisely the terms 

in which Burroughs’s writing would be praised a decade later—that the natural world is 
accurately observed and rendered; that the writing is poetic rather than scientific and 
has a simple, literary elegance; and that the essays are meant for those discerning 
readers who seek something more than mere sensation. 

61 In 1995, William D. Perkins compiled an excellent and extensive bibliography 
of Burroughs’s periodical publications. The bibliography, published online by the John 
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number of reviews and literary essays, as well as his first book, Notes on Walt Whitman 

as Poet and Person (1867).62 Burroughs’s growing fame in the late 1860s and early 

1870s, however, depended primarily on his achievements in the field of environmental 

prose. As Benton noted in an 1866 letter, in the nature essay Burroughs had found his 

“proper field.”63  

In these early nature essays, we see how closely Burroughs followed Flagg’s 

model.64 Burroughs remained sympathetic both to the ideas and purpose of 

“Expression”—that is, he still hoped to convince his readers that the natural world 

supported the truest forms of faith. The song of the field-sparrow, he writes in “With the 

                                                                                                                                               
Burroughs Society and the American Museum of Natural History, is available at 
<http://research.amnh.org/burroughs/indexes.html>.  

62 John Burroughs, Notes on Walt Whitman, as Poet and Person (New York: 
American News Company, 1967). There has been much discussion regarding the 
authorship of this book. Was it solely Burroughs’s work, solely Whitman’s, or the result 
of their collaboration? The latter seems to have been the case. Burroughs drafted most 
of the book, as his notebooks from this period indicate. Later, Whitman proofed and 
revised much of the text and wrote the bulk of chapter twenty-one and all of the 
supplementary notes that appear in the second edition. For a more extended discussion 
of the book’s creation, see Perry Westbrook, John Burroughs, 21-8. 

63 Myron Benton to John Burroughs, 1866. John Burroughs Papers, Berg 
Collection, New York Public Library. 

64 Scholars have tended to assume that Burroughs’s early nature essays mark the 
moment when the author located his authentic style and subject—that Burroughs was 
born a nature writer and that his experiences before 1865 left little impression on his 
subsequent career. These critics have also tended to ignore that Burroughs revised his 
first nature essays considerably before republishing them in his 1870 collection Wake-
Robin. (The 1870 version of “With the Birds,” for instance, is often used to make points 
about the author in 1865.) By examining these essays as they first appeared in print, 
however, we see an aspect of Burroughs’s career often overlooked—namely, that his 
development as a nature essayist was profoundly shaped by what Henry James termed 
“friction with the market.” Burroughs’s experience in writing for magazines in the early 
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Birds,” is “one of the most characteristic sounds in Nature.” It is what “the grass, the 

stones, the stubble, the furrow, the quiet herds, and the warm twilight among the hills . . 

. are at last capable of.” The hermit thrush excites feelings that “belong to a higher 

order, springing as they do from our deepest sense of the beauty and harmony of the 

world.”65 These birds inspire  “that serene exaltation of sentiment of which music, 

literature, and religion are but the faint types and symbols.”66 However, such 

observations are now the exception rather than the rule. Rather than lecturing readers on 

Emersonian cosmology, Burroughs presents collections of detailed bird and animal 

biographies only lightly interspersed with brief, reflective passages. Consider 

Burroughs’s 1865 description of the white-eyed flycatcher in “With the Birds”: 

He seems to have been listed to by unappreciative ears, for I know no one who 

has made especial mention of him. His song is not particularly sweet and soft; 

on the contrary, it is a little hard and shrill, like that of the Indigo-Bird or Oriole; 

but for fluency, volubility, execution, and power of imitation, he is unsurpassed . 

. . by any of our Northern birds. His ordinary note is forcible and emphatic, but, 

                                                                                                                                               
1860s shaped his literary work and his attitudes toward the professionalization of 
authorship.  

65 John Burroughs, “With the Birds,” 522.  
66  John Burroughs, “In the Hemlocks,” The Atlantic Monthly 17 (1866), 684. 

We occasionally see, in such passages, signs of Whitman’s presence in Burroughs’s 
life. In “With the Birds,” for instance, Burroughs portrays himself several times 
indulging in a Whitmanian reverie. Burroughs writes that he and a companion once 
heard a wood-thrush song so lovely that “with one accord we threw ourselves upon the 
grass and drank in the bounteous melody . . . Such a flood of it! Such magnificent 
copiousness! Such long, trilling, deferring, accelerating preludes! Such sudden, ecstatic 
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as stated, not especially musical: Chick-a-re’r-chick, he seems to say, hiding 

himself in the low, dense undergrowth, and eluding your most vigilant search. . . 

. [His] medley of notes, snatched from half the songsters of the field and forest, 

and uttered with the most clearness and rapidity, I am sure you cannot hear short 

of the haunts of the genuine Mocking-Bird. If not fully and accurately repeated, 

there are at least suggested the notes of the Robin, Wren, Cat-Bird, High-Hole, 

Goldfinch, and Song-Sparrow. The pip, pip, of the last is produced so accurately 

that I verily believe it would deceive the bird herself,—and the whole uttered in 

such rapid succession that it seems as if the movement that gives the concluding 

note of one strain must form the first note of the next.  

Burroughs continues by describing the bird’s sense of its audience, the “bantering 

jocoseness” of its song, and its usual haunts. He concludes the description by earnestly 

advising readers to look for these flycatchers “not in tall trees or deep forests, but in 

low, dense shrubbery about wet places, where there are plenty of gnats and 

mosquitoes.”67  Other species are discussed in similar detail. Clearly, Burroughs means 

to show that nature is more than merely a theatre of forms.  

Indeed, Burroughs began seeking to distinguish himself as an especially 

rigorous and knowledgeable natural historian, one whose literary pursuits never 

obscured his careful eye. Amid his own observations, Burroughs began listing errors he 

                                                                                                                                               
overtures would have intoxicated even the dullest ear” (523). Such moments do not 
appear in Burroughs’s later works. 

67 John Burroughs, “With the Birds,” 520. 
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found in the work of other nature essayists. He notes in an 1866 essay that, in a recent 

article in the Atlantic, Flagg “gravely tells us the Wood-Thrush is sometimes called the 

Hermit, and then, after describing the song of the Hermit with great beauty and 

correctness, coolly ascribes it to the Veery!” Similarly, Thomas Wentworth Higginson 

“tells us the trill of the Hair-Bird (Fringilla socialis) is produced by the bird fluttering 

its wings upon its sides!”68 (Burroughs does not explain how, in fact, the hair bird does 

make its trill.) Burroughs finds Thoreau’s skills as a naturalist especially suspect.  In 

Burroughs’s estimation, Thoreau was interested in nature not as fact but as symbol. In 

1866, Burroughs writes that Thoreau’s portrayal of the “shining family” of birds living 

Spaulding’s woods (which appears in the final paragraphs of “Walking”) lacks the 

specificity of good natural history. Thoreau tells us only that the birds “did not go into 

society in the village”— that they “were quite well” living high in the branches, away 

from town. Thus, Burroughs “take[s] it for granted” that Thoreau “was only saying a 

pretty thing of the birds” and had little interest in their actual behavior or appearance. 

Burroughs contrasts such an approach with his own: 

I have observed that it does sometimes annoy them when Spaulding’s cart 

rumbles through their house . . . Walking the other day in an old hemlock wood, 

I counted over forty varieties of these summer visitants, many of them common 

to other woods in the vicinity, but quite a number peculiar to these ancient 

solitudes, and not a few that are rare in any locality. It is quite unusual to find so 

                                                 
68 John Burroughs, “In the Hemlocks,” 676-7. 
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large a number abiding in one forest, —and that not a large one,—most of them 

nesting and spending the summer there. Many of those I observed commonly 

pass this season much farther north.69 

Burroughs’s specificity here clinches his point. For Thoreau, the “shining family” is 

primarily a rhetorical tool. Whatever their species, they represent the ideal “wild” life to 

which so many, like Spaulding, are not awake. By contrast, Burroughs insists that these 

birds first be recognized as living creatures. Before we may say “something pretty” 

about them, we must first observe and know them, and even learn to distinguish their 

songs.70 It is through such understanding, not around, that one gains “a new moral and 

intellectual tonic, a new key to the treasure-house of Nature.”71  

Burroughs thus strove to be scientific and precise in his observations while 

never being so abstruse that he lost touch with the new audiences that quality monthlies 

such as Fields’s Atlantic implied. Not surprisingly, for several years he struggled to hit 

exactly the right note. In “The Return of the Birds,” for instance, Burroughs employs 

considerable space and energy explaining his intentions, as if still attempting to clarify 

his aims and methods for himself. In a particularly clumsy passage—one, significantly, 

                                                 
69 John Burroughs, “In the Hemlocks,” 672-3. 
70 In 1882, Burroughs made a related point in his journal:  “The writings of 

Emerson and Thoreau drew readers to seek them personally. My books do not bring 
readers to me but send them to Nature. I take credit to myself in this account. I seek 
always to hold the mirror of my mind up to Nature that the reader may find her 
lineament alone reflected there.” Qtd. in Clara Barrus, The Life and Letters of John 
Burroughs, 1:247.  

71 John Burroughs, “The Invitation,” in Wake-Robin (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin 
and Company, 1870), 219-20.  
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that he later cut when revising the essay for inclusion in Wake-Robin (1871), his first 

collection of nature essays—Burroughs writes that the traditional means of representing 

birds fail to capture the “intense and vehement scale” of these creatures’ lives. Painters 

can reproduce neither a bird’s character nor its song. Naturalists’ birds generally  “seem 

unreal in proportion to their fidelity to Nature.” Even taxidermy has its limits: the mere 

blue jay assumes “so many graceful, novel, as well as ridiculous and fantastic attitudes” 

that the taxidermist would go mad before succeeding in reproducing them. By contrast, 

Burroughs suggests that his own work reaches for and achieves what these others 

cannot. By writing with careful precision and “the freedom of love and old 

acquaintance,” he draws upon the authority of both the scientist and the artist. This 

passage is fascinating for its statement of authorial intention, of course. It is equally 

fascinating for the uneasiness it betrays. As in “Analogy,” Burroughs presents himself 

as one of the few writers qualified to explain Emerson’s ideas to a general audience. 

One suspects that he cut this passage in 1870 because by that time he had gained 

confidence in his work, as well as his editors’ and readers’ acceptance of it.  

  Burroughs betrays a related uneasiness in his attempts to find exactly the right 

tone and level of diction. His style is occasionally stilted and overly formal, as he seeks 

the right balance between literary polish and magazine-friendly prose. The woodpecker, 

writes Burroughs in such a moment, is not “entirely insensible to the wooing of the 

spring, and like the Partridge, testifies his appreciation after quite a primitive fashion.”72  

                                                 
72 John Burroughs, “With the Birds,” 517. 
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The catbird “is the parodist of the woods, and there is ever a mischievous, bantering, 

half-ironical undertone in her lay, as if she were mimicking and disconcerting some 

envied songster.” 73 Reviewing the May 1865 number of the Atlantic, Frank Sanborn 

sensed a certain immaturity in Burroughs’s occasionally fumbling attempts at elegance. 

Burroughs’s “pleasing description of the birds of New York,” notes Sanborn, was 

generally impressive but written “with a flavor of conceit which throws doubt on some 

of the observations.”74 In private, Burroughs conceded Sanborn’s point: “I see that the 

great fault of the piece is what [Sanborn] calls affectation, or want of simplicity—that 

is, I see that an older and wiser head would not have been so ambitious, and would have 

written better.”75 

Burroughs strove for a plainer and more familiar style in his subsequent essays. 

In 1865, he wrote to an admirer that his essay “In the Hemlocks” succeeded in precisely 

these terms: the essay “has more directness and simplicity” and is free from the 

affectation with which “With the Birds” is “almost fatally marred.”  “In the Hemlocks,” 

boasts Burroughs, “ shows much more maturity, and much closer observation.”76 

Several years later, Burroughs wrote that his essay “Birds’ Nests,” recently published in 

                                                 
73 John Burroughs, “With the Birds,” 524. 
74 Franklin Sanborn, “Literary Review,” The Commonwealth 3 (April 29, 1865), 

1. 
75 Qtd. in Clara Barrus, The Life and Letters of John Burroughs, 1:102. 
76 Qtd. in Clara Barrus, The Life and Letters of John Burroughs, 1:106.  
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the Atlantic, was “in point of style, a great improvement” over his earlier work “simply 

because there is less style about it.”77 

 

Becoming the “Prophet of Outdoordom” 

Burroughs soon lost this sense of uneasiness and began writing nature essays with 

increasing ease, confidence, and facility. He hoped to become, as he wrote in a letter to 

Benton, “the Audubon of prose.” A more accurate title might have been the 

ornithologist of Atlantic, for as I am attempting to show, Burroughs’s experiences in the 

emerging periodical market were instrumental in shaping his mature style and persona. 

Consider the difference between Thoreau’s career and that of the young Burroughs. As 

Steven Fink has shown, Thoreau’s work, like much of Hawthorne’s, is marked by a 

sense of being at cross-purposes with his readers. While writing Walden, Thoreau 

became increasingly skeptical of a reading public that he felt had spurned and 

misunderstood him, and as a result, he developed a style with which he might elude 

those readers merely seeking idle pleasures. Furthermore, Thoreau felt it impossible to 

reconcile his literary and intellectual ambitions with material success as a writer. In 

“Life Without Principle,” he argues that “if you would get money as a writer or a 

lecturer you must be popular, which is to go down perpendicularly. Those services 

                                                 
77 John Burroughs to Myron Benton, 9 September 1868. John Burroughs Papers, 

Berg Collection, New York Public Library.  
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which the community will most readily pay for it is the most disagreeable to render.”78 

Burroughs, by contrast, rarely found paid work disagreeable to render. His formative 

years were marked by an extended attempt to realize himself as a writer precisely within 

the standards dictated by the Atlantic and the other quality magazines that emerged after 

the war. Of course, this difference has something to do with Burroughs’s pliancy, a 

quality that Thoreau did not share.79 But the difference has also to do with the 

increasingly hierarchized literary culture in which Burroughs came of age. Thoreau 

could not easily conceive of a public that might read his work; Burroughs could. By the 

late 1860s, Burroughs understood that he wrote for the audiences represented by the 

quality monthlies, and his ability and willingness to do so ensured his professional 

success.  

After the mid-1860s, Burroughs had no trouble making the most of this success. 

He had found a successful form, and he stuck to it. Between 1865 and 1870, he 

published more than a dozen nature essays in the Atlantic, Putnam’s Monthly, the 

Galaxy, and Appleton’s.  More importantly, he finally achieved a sense that he had 

made it as a writer. As he noted in his 1878 journal, his writing had brought him more 

                                                 
78 Steven Fink, Prophet in the Marketplace: Thoreau’s Development as a 

Professional Writer(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992), 274. Fink’s chapter 
on Thoreau’s “Wild Apples” offers insight into the relationship between Thoreau’s late 
style and his experience in the literary marketplace.  

79 In a letter from 1882, Burroughs writes that Thoreau seems to have been 
“unavailable for the common uses of this world. But when I think of this splendid 
quality in him—his moral firmness & resistance, his uncorruptibleness, I am filled with 
envy.” John Burroughs to Myron Benton, 14 July 1882. John Burroughs Papers, Berg 
Collection, New York Public Library.  
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fame and money than he had “ever dared hope.”80 Like most established professional 

writers, he could be remarkably unsentimental about his work. Publication, he wrote 

Benton in 1868, is “all a matter of dollars and cents with me.”81 Several years later, in 

another letter to Benton, Burroughs explained that he was less concerned with the 

critical reviews of Winter Sunshine (his second book of nature essays) than with its 

sales. He even encouraged Benton to write favorable notices of his (Burroughs’s) books 

and send them to local and national periodicals—another sign that Burroughs well 

understood the ways of the postbellum literary market. No doubt writing nature essays 

was an expression of his authentic interests and sympathies. However, Burroughs also 

understood writing as a profession, and as he put it to Benton in 1876, he always kept 

his eye “on the paying part.”82 

Burroughs’s early career thus offers considerable opportunities for examining 

the multiform ways in which the literary marketplace—and particularly the magazine 

market—shaped the development of the nature essay in the late nineteenth century. As 

noted in the introduction, scholars have generally read Burroughs’s early years as a 

                                                 
80 Burroughs writes in full: “ My writing has brought more fame and money than 

I ever dared hope. For the past 15 years I have had a good income—the last five years 
as high as $3500 per annum, and have been almost entirely free to follow my own 
tastes.” John Burroughs, Journal, 26 May1878. John Burroughs Papers, Department of 
Archives and Special Collections, Vassar College. 

81 John Burroughs to Myron Benton, 1 December 1868. John Burroughs Papers, 
Berg Collection, New York Public Library. 

82 Benton, in fact, became concerned that Burroughs was too willing to sell his 
work. After reading Burroughs’s “Phases of Farm Life” in an 1876 number of 
Scribner’s, Benton wrote Burroughs immediately. “I cannot bear to have you fall into 
this sort of hack-work,” writes Benton.  
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register of Americans’ increasing interest in the natural world. His popularity as a 

nature essayist is linked to the growing interest in outdoor recreation, bird watching, 

and ultimately the early stirrings of the environmental movement. There is certainly 

merit to these claims. Indeed, these developments in middle-class American life form 

the crucial social background to Burroughs’s work.  In terms of their cultural 

production, however, Burroughs’s essays are more particularly a product of the quality 

magazines that emerged in the years following the Civil War. Burroughs learned to 

write nature essays according to the dictates of the Atlantic, Scribner’s, and the Galaxy. 

And the majority of Americans who encountered his essays before the turn of the 

century did so in the pages of these same magazines. Scholars of environmental prose—

particularly those interested in the cultural work nature writing accomplished in this 

period—need to consider the significance of these facts. We need a clearer 

understanding of both the ways in which writers such as Burroughs felt alternately 

enabled and constrained in writing for these magazines, and the ways in which these 

magazines shaped the reception of these writers’ work.  

Burroughs’s early career also marks the starting point for any inquiry into the 

nature essay’s popular emergence. The essays in which he blended natural history, 

philosophy, and belletristic reflection struck readers and reviewers as both strikingly 

fresh and unique, Thoreau’s achievements notwithstanding. Reviewing Wake-Robin in 

1871, Scribner’s notes Burroughs’s “fine felicity of descriptive phrase” and 

recommends the book as a tonic for those weary of their lives in the city. A reviewer in 
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the Overland Monthly notes that he would include Wake-Robin “in the list of the four or 

five notable books of the season.” Howells writes in the Atlantic that the book has an 

unmistakably literary charm, and that “the dusk and cool and quiet of the forest seem to 

wrap” him as he moved from essay to essay. Significantly, while these critics praised 

Burroughs’s work, each confessed to having some trouble in characterizing it. 

Scribner’s writes that Wake-Robin was “difficult to describe or analyze.” It is not an 

ornithology exactly, but rather the work of someone who “loves all nature, and is at 

home in all her ways.” In the Atlantic, Howells describes the book as “uncommon.” 83 

Reviewing Winter Sunshine, Burroughs’s second book, in 1876, the Galaxy had similar 

problems: 

It is very difficult to define what “Winter Sunshine” is—to give it by name its 

place in literature. It is not story telling or essay writing, or even pen and ink 

sketching. It reminds us sometimes of Gilbert White’s “Natural History of 

Selborne”; but it is not the work of a naturalist even in those parts in which the 

author discourses with such knowledge and such sympathy of the habits of 

animals. 84 

                                                 
83 Helen Hunt, “Wake-Robin,” Scribner’s Monthly 2 (1871), 445; W. D. 

Howells, “Wake-Robin,” The Atlantic Monthly 28 (1871), 254; “Wake Robin,” The 
Overland Monthly 7 (1871), 388.  

84 “Winter Sunshine,” The Galaxy 21 (1876), 426. In 1872, Burroughs learned 
that many British critics had similar trouble when reviewing Wake-Robin. Burroughs 
writes Benton that the London Athenaeum reviewed  “Wake-Robin rather sharply & 
amusingly. It makes the mistake of reviewing it under the head of Science instead of 
Literature & says my egotism needs taking down, that I tell too much about myself & 
not enough about the birds, that I am a master of rounded sentences & faultless periods 
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The reviewer concludes that such speculation is ultimately without reward, and that 

Winter Sunshine is simply “the work of a lover of outdoor life, and of walking.” What is 

striking about these reviews, of course, is the critics’ inability to classify Burroughs’s 

work in terms of genre. Were these essays natural history? Literary essays? Travel 

writing? Who was Burroughs’s precursor? Interestingly, critics rarely placed it in one 

specific literary tradition or school. Some connected him to Thoreau, but just as many 

discussed his work in relation to Audubon, Flagg, Higginson, and Gilbert White. Such 

speculation suggests that, in the few decades after the Civil War, what we now refer to 

as “nature writing” had not yet emerged as a distinct and widely recognized genre.  

This state of affairs soon changed. In the final decades of the century, Burroughs 

became an increasingly prominent feature in the American literary landscape. 

Accordingly, critics began writing longer and more carefully considered reviews of the 

author’s work and its significance. Burroughs was soon recognized as the head of an 

emerging and distinctly American field of writing. According to an 1877 number of 

Scribner’s, he was the “Prophet of Outdoordom.” Another critic named him the 

“pioneer” of that recently emerged “class of books treating nature in a half-scientific 

and half-poetical way.”85  Comparisons with Thoreau soon followed. Of course, 

Thoreau eventually replaced Burroughs in the public eye as America’s “prophet of 

                                                                                                                                               
with noting in them, that it is a pity when I got lost in the woods I had not staid lost, etc. 
etc.” John Burroughs to Myron Benton, 18 January 1872. John Burroughs Papers, Berg 
Collection, New York Public Library.  

85 Joel Benton, “John Burroughs,” Scribner’s Monthly 13 (1877), 336; “The 
Writings of John Burroughs,” The Atlantic Monthly 76 (1895), 703. 
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outdoordom.” Nevertheless, we should not let Thoreau’s ascendance obscure the 

importance of Burroughs’s career in the development and emergence of nature writing 

after the Civil War. As I will show in the next three chapters, Burroughs’s career and 

success helped form the foundation upon which nature writing—and Thoreau’s 

reputation, more specifically—were built by writers, publishers, and critics in the final 

decades of the century. 
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Chapter 2 

Houghton, Mifflin and Company and the Invention of 
Outdoor Writing, 1880-19001 

 

Burroughs’s successful magazine career continued through the final decades of 

the nineteenth century. Between 1880 and 1900 he placed his writing in elite, general-

interest monthlies (e.g., Scribner’s, The Century, and The Atlantic), intellectual and 

literary periodicals (e.g., The North American Review, Poet-Lore, and The Critic), and 

various popular and specialty magazines (e.g., Popular Science Monthly and 

Cosmopolitan). Burroughs never earned rates as high as the most popular fiction writers 

of the era. Even so, for Burroughs—as for nearly all professional writers of his 

generation—magazines, not books, provided the central source of his literary revenue, 

as well as the primary context in which readers encountered his work. Like Howells, 

James, and many others, Burroughs spent a great deal of time corresponding with 

magazine editors, shopping his essays around, and negotiating payment.  

This is not to say, however, that we should dismiss the significance of 

Burroughs’s books or his relationship with the firm that published them. In 1870, the 

noted printer and publisher H. O. Houghton wrote Burroughs proposing that the writer 

collect eight or nine of his magazine essays from the past decade for publication in book 

form. To encourage (and guide) Burroughs in the process, Houghton included with his 

                                                 
1 An earlier version of this chapter was published as “Before Nature Writing: 

Houghton, Mifflin and Company and the Invention of the Outdoor Book, 1880-1900,” 
Book History IV (2001): 177-204. 
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proposal a list of the essays that he would select, were the decision left to him. Honored, 

Burroughs chose seven of his favorite essays and revised them (with Whitman’s help), 

wrote a new essay to conclude the volume, then submitted his manuscript to 

Houghton’s firm. Wake-Robin, Burroughs’s first collection of nature essays, appeared 

in August 1871.2  

Burroughs doubted that Wake-Robin would sell. “I do not expect either 

publishers or author will make much,” he writes in an 1871 letter to his friend Myron 

Benton. “I regard it as an experiment and have nothing to lose.” 3  Burroughs’s 

“experiment” was more successful than he expected, however. Wake-Robin sold 

relatively well. It received enthusiastic reviews. And most important, it won Burroughs 

a wholly new kind of recognition. The noted American ornithologist Elliot Coues wrote 

Burroughs a personal letter praising the volume. Bird literature, writes Coues, is 

generally shoddy, but Wake-Robin is “a green spot in the wilderness. Years ago, when I 

bent almost breathless over Audubon, he told me of strange, wonderful things that fairly 

made my heart leap . . . Now you come to tell me things no longer strange or wonderful, 

indeed, but, like a friend, pointing out new beauties I missed before, and recalling 

                                                 
2 Edward Renehan recounts this story in John Burroughs: An American 

Naturalist (Post Mills, VT: Chelsea Green, 1992), 95. Burroughs chose four essays that 
had appeared in the Atlantic (“With the Birds,” “In the Hemlocks,” “Birds’ Nests,” 
“Spring in Washington: With an Eye to the Birds,” and “Birch Browsings”) one that 
had appeared in Putnam’s (“A Night-Hunt in the Adirondacs”) and one that had 
appeared in Scribner’s (“The Blue-Bird”). In addition, he wrote a new essay to 
conclude the volume, “The Invitation.” 

3 John Burroughs to Myron Benton, 28 February 1871. John Burroughs Papers, 
Berg Collection, New York Public Library. 
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vividly those which I knew, but which, like jewels long possessed, were not 

appreciated, were even neglected.”4 Even better, when Burroughs met Emerson in 1872, 

the elder author said “he had Wake-Robin on his table, and had looked into it with a 

great deal of interest.” Emerson took Burroughs to task for his critical attitude toward 

Thoreau. On the whole, though, Emerson’s response to Burroughs’s volume was 

enthusiastic. He “thought the title a capital one,” Burroughs wrote later to his friend 

Myron Benton, and “expected to see an older man in me, etc.”5 

The importance of Wake-Robin extends well beyond Burroughs’s career, for the 

volume marks the beginning of his relationship with Houghton, Mifflin—one of the 

most significant writer-publisher relationships of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries. Between 1871 and 1921, as authors increasingly skipped from publisher to 

publisher seeking better rates, Burroughs remained with Houghton, Mifflin, publishing 

each of his twenty-two collections of nature essays through the firm. In turn, Houghton, 

Mifflin not only packaged and promoted Burroughs’s writing with great enthusiasm. It 

also made his work the foundation of an impressive collection of nature-related books. 

Indeed, it is often overlooked that Houghton, Mifflin assembled and published nearly all 

of the important American writers now classified as “nature writers” before World War 

I. In the final decades of the nineteenth century, the firm’s catalogue contained the 

works of not only Burroughs, but also Thoreau, Frank Bolles, Susan Cooper, Olive 

Thorne Miller, Rowland E. Robinson, Celia Thaxter, and Bradford Torrey. Over the 

                                                 
4 Qtd. in Clara Barrus, The Life and Letters of John Burroughs, 146. 
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next two decades, the firm published works by Mary Austin, Enos Mills, John Muir, 

and Dallas Lore Sharp as well. No wonder, then, that during these years the firm 

consistently named their “outdoor books” as one of their particular specialties.6  As the 

firm noted in its 1899 catalogue, the field of literature representing “the enthusiasm of 

lovers of nature” was now “largely occupied by Houghton, Mifflin and Company.”7 Of 

course, the rhetoric of self-promotion should always be read with care. In this case, 

however, we can take the Houghton editors at their word. In the final decades of the 

nineteenth century—the years just before the term “nature writing” emerged and came 

to denote the tradition of literary essays that Burroughs had made popular—the field of 

environmental prose was indeed largely occupied by the Houghton firm.  No other 

contemporary literary institution had as profound an influence on this particular field of 

writing. 

In order to examine the operation and range of this influence—and, more 

generally, to continue my account of the development and emergence of environmental 

prose in the final decades of the century—I now shift my focus of inquiry from 

Burroughs to the Houghton firm. In short, I argue that, in the final decades of the 

nineteenth century, Houghton, Mifflin transformed what its editors referred to as 

“outdoor writing” from a miscellany of nature-related writing into a clearly defined 

                                                                                                                                               
5 Qtd. in Edward Renehan, John Burroughs: An American Naturalist, 105. 
6 House editors used “outdoor,” “out-door,” and “out-of-door” interchangeably 

in their correspondence, publications, and advertisements. For consistency, I use only 
“outdoor” here, except when quoting directly from primary sources.  
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tradition of essays centered around Burroughs and (eventually) Thoreau. In chapters 3 

and 4, I explore what Houghton editor Horace Scudder termed “the business side” of 

the firm’s operations, paying close attention to Houghton, Mifflin’s efforts to promote 

and sell its outdoor books to an increasingly varied range of American readers. In this 

chapter, by contrast, I am primarily concerned with Houghton editors’ understanding of 

outdoor writing. How, for instance, did Houghton editors conceive of outdoor writing as 

a literary form? What connection did they understand Burroughs’s work to have to 

Thoreau’s? What distinctions did these editors draw between outdoor books and 

regional fiction and travel writing, both of which were amply represented in the firm’s 

catalogue but generally excluded from “Outdoor Books” advertisements such as the one 

featured in figure 1? Finally, of what value was outdoor writing to the firm? By 1899 

Houghton, Mifflin claimed this “interesting field of literature” as one of its particular 

specialties. Yet even a cursory examination of the firm’s sales records show that their 

outdoor books were hardly bestsellers.  Did Houghton editors have reason to value these 

works in a currency other than financial? 

These are important questions. And in them we see that, in order to understand 

more completely the ways that Houghton, Mifflin shaped the development and early 

reception of nature writing, we must first examine what outdoor writing meant to the 

firm.    

 

                                                                                                                                               
7 A Catalogue of Authors Whose Works Are Published by Houghton, Mifflin and 
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The Houghton, Mifflin Editorial Office, 1880-1900 

The emergence of the “quality monthlies”, documented in chapter 1, was but one part of 

the more general transformation of the American book and magazine trades in the 

decades following the Civil War. As Michael Winship writes, it was during this period 

that a “distinctive national book trade system” emerged in the United States. “Faced 

with a nation that was expanding both demographically and geographically . . . the 

challenge of reaching a national, and extensive, market forced the book trade to 

organize itself in modern business ways.” 8 Thus, many of the major American trade 

publishers, whose firms had begun as family businesses, began to think of their work in 

new terms and to reorganize and expand their operations. Lippincott, Harper and 

Brothers, and Appleton all incorporated in or before 1900. They also organized their 

internal operations in a more rational manner. Work was no longer divided among 

family members but among discrete departments, each of which was staffed by 

employees increasingly committed to what Bledstein has termed the “culture of 

professionalism.”9 By the turn of the century, even those editors and publishers wedded 

to the notion that their trade was unique and that publishing required the skills of not 

only the businessman but also the scholar and the gentleman conceded that their work 

                                                                                                                                               
Company (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1899), xv. 

8 Michael Winship, “The Rise of a National Book Trade System in the United 
States, 1865-1916” in Les Mutations du Livre et de L’édition Dans le Monde du XVIIIe 
Siècle à l’an 2000, ed. Jacques Michon & Jean-Yves Mollier (Québec: Les Presses de 
l’Université Laval, 2001), 296. 

9 See Burton J. Bledstein, The Culture of Professionalism: The Middle Class and 
the Development of Higher Education in America (New York: Norton, 1976). 
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had changed. As one such editor wrote in 1905, publishing had become “more like any 

other manufacturing business than it once seemed to be—and perhaps more than it once 

was.”10  

The Houghton firm experienced these changes as well. In the final decades of 

the century, the Boston-based firm opened offices in both New York and Chicago and 

established a separate educational department to manage its line of school editions and 

textbooks. In the first decade of the new century, the firm reorganized from a 

partnership to a private corporation and, in the process, sold The Atlantic Monthly, 

aware that it needed to focus its operations in an increasingly competitive and stratified 

industry. Yet even as late as 1899, the firm preserved a sense of itself and its work that 

was grounded in time past. Consider the following excerpt from the Houghton, Mifflin 

catalogue of that year, in which the firm argues that its true distinction is its 

“representation” of American literature:   

When we name Hawthorne, Emerson, Longfellow, Whittier, Lowell, Holmes, 

Mrs. Stowe, and Thoreau, we leave but one or two of the great American 

authors unmentioned, and the complete writings of all the above writers are 

issued by Houghton, Mifflin and Company, and by that house alone. By long-

continued relations with these authors, and after their death, with their families 

and their representatives, the house has become thoroughly identified with them, 

                                                 
10 Walter Hines Page, A Publisher’s Confession (1905; new edition, with an 

introduction by F. N. Doubleday, New York: Doubleday, Page and Company, 1923), 
65. 
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and has acknowledged its trust by presenting the works of these writers in a 

great variety of forms, constantly aiming to meet the demands of the public by 

beautiful editions, by inexpensive ones, by editions suited for study, and by 

compilations.11 

Here, Houghton, Mifflin portrays itself not as a business but as a cultural trust with 

responsibilities both to the classic American writers and to the readers eager for their 

work.  

As both Ellen Ballou and Ellery Sedgwick have shown, the firm was to some 

extent required to think of itself and its business in these terms. In the late nineteenth 

century, writes Sedgwick, Houghton, Mifflin was forced into a “high-culture niche 

relying on a more traditional, less popular canon because they could not compete 

economically for new authors and more current material.”12 Indeed, as the American 

                                                 
11 A Catalogue of Authors Whose Works Are Published by Houghton, Mifflin 

and Company, xiv. 
12 Ellery Sedgwick, The Atlantic Monthly, 1857-1909: Yankee Humanism at 

High Tide and Ebb (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1994), 235. This was 
particularly the case in the early eighties, when Houghton, Mifflin was working to pull 
itself out of substantial debt incurred as a part of the complex web of agreements that 
took place when it was founded in 1880. Much of this debt was the responsibility of the 
profligate James R. Osgood, Houghton’s partner between 1878 and 1880. When the 
Houghton, Osgood partnership was formed, Osgood brought with him more than 
$400,000 of debt. The new partnership absorbed this debt, and within several years, the 
debt nearly doubled. In 1880, in a series of deals whose details remain unclear, 
Houghton, Osgood dissolved their partnership. (Ballou surmises that Houghton had 
found investors who offered their support on the condition that Osgood be removed 
from the firm; Ballou also suspects that Osgood may already have been seeking a way 
of escaping the partnership and, in the process, saddling Houghton with the firm’s debt.) 
Whatever transpired exactly, the end result is clear. On 1 May of that year, Houghton, 
Osgood was no longer. In its place, two firms had been founded: James R. Osgood & 
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economy sputtered through the 1880s, the firm’s central business strategy was not to 

seek out new writers but to reissue the works of its classic authors in a variety of 

modern editions, compilations, anthologies, gift books, calendars, and school books.13 A 

survey of the Houghton, Mifflin sales records from this decade reveals how completely 

this strategy dominated the firm’s operations. The vast majority of the books published 

and sold by the firm in the 1880s had been previously published and written by only a 

handful of noted authors: Thomas Bailey Aldrich, Robert Browning, James Fenimore 

Cooper, Charles Dickens, Bret Harte, Charles Dudley Warner, and most prominently, 

the esteemed New England writers noted in the excerpt above. The firm did not hold the 

exclusive right of American publication for each of these authors’ works. (The books of 

Browning, Cooper, and Dickens were being published by a number of American 

houses.) Nevertheless, for Houghton, Mifflin, the works of these authors remained 

steady sellers and supplemented the profits made from those books over which the firm 

                                                                                                                                               
Company, which would function primarily as a heliotype business but also as publisher 
“to a select circle of authors.” Houghton, Mifflin and Company, by contrast, would 
function as a general publisher, and to the new firm came all the rights, titles, and 
properties of several prominent Boston firms: Ticknor and Fields; Fields, Osgood & 
Company; James R. Osgood & Company; Hurd & Houghton, and Houghton, Osgood & 
Company. Houghton himself was profoundly pleased with the deal. He had gotten rid of 
Osgood and secured to his firm an extensive backlist, the quality of which was beyond 
compare among U. S. firms. Houghton correctly assumed that, with the exclusive right 
to publish the work of the New England pantheon (most of whose works were still 
under copyright protection for another ten to fifteen years), his firm would pull itself out 
of debt and find solid financial footing. See Ellen Ballou, The Building of the House: 
Houghton Mifflin’s Formative Years (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1970), 277-
78. 

13 Ellen Ballou, The Building of the House: Houghton Mifflin’s Formative 
Years, 309.  
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did have exclusive control—books such as Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852), The Scarlet 

Letter (1850), The Autocrat of the Breakfast Table (1858), and Hiawatha (1855).  

Still, as the language in the 1899 “Sketch of the Firm” suggests, and as Ballou’s 

and Sedgwick’s histories convincingly show, Houghton, Mifflin’s thorough 

identification with the first American canon was more than simply business strategy. 

Houghton, Mifflin did often see itself as an institution responsible for the preservation 

and management of important national treasures. This was certainly the view of Horace 

Scudder (1838-1902), the firm’s chief literary adviser through the 1880s and 1890s and 

editor of The Atlantic Monthly from 1890 to 1898. Over the course of his long career, 

Scudder wrote a number of books, including a popular series of fiction for children and 

a widely respected biography of James Russell Lowell. However, Scudder’s most 

notable accomplishments have little to do with his work as an author. As Richard 

Brodhead writes, Scudder was “one of those nineteenth-century figures who seem to 

have belonged simultaneously to the management of every literary and cultural 

institution, and who integrated their workings in practical terms.”14 In the 1860s, 

Scudder edited the Riverside Magazine for Young People, which published stories by 

Jacob Abbott, Hans Christian Andersen, Mary Mapes Dodge, Edward Everett Hale, 

Helen Hunt Jackson, Sarah Orne Jewett, and Frank R. Stockton. Later in his career, he 

became a noted educational theorist, a member of the Massachusetts Board of 

                                                 
14 Richard Brodhead, The School of Hawthorne (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 1986), 59. 
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Education, president of the Church Library Association, and a trustee to Wellesley 

College, Williams College, and the Episcopal Theological School in Cambridge.15 

Scudder was also the central presence in the Houghton firm’s editorial office in 

the final decades of the century, where he was motivated by a clear and sure sense of 

the firm’s cultural mission—and, more generally, by his thoroughly Arnoldian belief in 

the spiritual value of literary classics. For Scudder, American literature represented both 

the best that had been thought and said in the nation’s history and the most important 

and potent expression of national character. As a result, he felt that Houghton, Mifflin—

the exclusive publishers of the American authors considered “classic”—was largely 

responsible for the very resources most effective in instilling a sense of national identity 

and morality. Scudder thus went about his work at the firm with the zeal of a 

missionary. His position, he noted in his 1888 diary, was “curiously powerful.” He 

could “guide and form” Houghton, Mifflin’s influence and, ultimately, “strongly affect 

literature in America.”16  

                                                 
15 For additional biographical information on Scudder, see especially “Horace E. 

Scudder: An Appreciation,” The Atlantic Monthly 91 (1903), 549-60.  
16 Scudder was often frustrated that his editorial work left little time for writing. 

Yet his commitment to his editorial work—and to the mission of the Houghton firm, 
more generally—was strong and deeply felt, as the passage from which these phrases 
are drawn make clear: “It is much . . . to be placed in a position where I can give some 
direction to literary forces. The organization which is included in the Riverside Press 
and the firm of Houghton, Mifflin and Co. is one capable of exciting a strong influence 
on good literature in America. . . . What if I, giving my mind to its business, so guide 
and form this influence as to make it more operative, more beneficent. What if I, from 
my singularly fortunate position, can be the cause of other people writing worthy books 
. . . I can take the initiative in publishing schemes and have a willing, ready, though 
conservative, body of men to carry out these schemes. There is no doubt that if I am 
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This sense of responsibility is reflected even in Scudder’s management of the 

firm’s editorial office. Here, in the final decades of the century, Scudder and his 

colleagues handled nearly all the editorial tasks of the firm: putting together each 

number of the Atlantic, reviewing all book manuscripts submitted for publication, 

maintaining correspondence with writers, and proposing and developing ideas for 

exploiting the firm’s extensive backlist. This is an astounding set of responsibilities. 

Indeed, looking back today, we are astonished simply by the industry of the office. Yet 

Scudder and his colleagues resisted relinquishing any of their tasks. Consider Scudder’s 

plan for the office’s division of labor, written in his 1894 diary:  

[Susan Francis] would have as much reading as she could handle, whether 

Atlantic or Book, revising proof of made-up pages in Atlantic, returning such ms 

as she read which required letter writing, and commenting on new books. . . . 

She [is] to be relieved of the mechanical task of recording ms and returning 

those which required only printed blanks. . . . This matter of recording and 

returning the worthless ms I purpose putting in Miss Rose’s hands. . . . Gibbs is 

charged with all book proof reading, the recording of book ms, the reading of 

book ms, the correspondence relating to new books of the ordinary class, the 

care of corrigenda, and the preparation of copy for the printer; Howe is to have 

the details of the Atlantic, the reading of such Atlantic or book ms as I give him, 

the letters returning such rejected ms as he reads, work on comment, some of the 

                                                                                                                                               
wise and devoted I can strongly affect literature in America.” Scudder, Journal Private, 
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indexing. For my part, besides the general supervision, I expect to make up the 

magazine, and that is pretty much all the routine work I shall have. This leaves 

me free to carry on the important correspondence, to plan for the Atlantic and 

books, and to edit books. I am quite enthusiastic over the prospect.17 

What seems the work of many was in fact the work of a few, and Scudder oversaw it 

all, feeling that, as he put it, “such consolidation of interests is in the direction of 

strengthening the literary side of the business, and simplifying the conduct.”18  

This is not to say that Scudder and his colleagues preserved a sense of 

themselves as amateurs dabbling in the business of publishing. Quite to the contrary, 

they thought of themselves as specialized professionals. However, as Scudder often 

remarked, their particular specialty concerned not “business” but “literary” matters, a 

distinction that figured significantly in their work —and, of particular importance here, 

in their reviews of the book manuscripts submitted to the firm for publication. As 

                                                                                                                                               
3 January 1888. Horace Scudder Papers, Houghton Library, Harvard University. 

17 Horace Scudder, Journal: 1890-94, 15 August 1893. MS Storage 43A box 1, 
Houghton Mifflin Company Records, Houghton Library, Harvard University. In 1890, 
Herbert R. Gibbs came from the Riverside Press to serve as Scudder’s assistant in the 
firm’s editorial office. He remained for more than two decades. Susan Francis served as 
James T. Fields’s office assistant during Fields’s tenure as editor of the Atlantic (1861-
1871). She stayed with the firm after Fields resigned his editorship and, like Gibbs, 
served in the editorial office well into the new century.   

18 Horace Scudder to Thomas Bailey Aldrich, 19 June 1890. Qtd. in Horace 
Scudder, Journal: 1890-94. MS Storage 43A box 1, Houghton Mifflin Company 
Records, Houghton Library, Harvard University. Scudder writes in full:  “The 
experiences which I have had when temporarily in charge of the Atlantic lead me to 
think that books and magazines may play into each other’s hands more easily when one 
person has exclusive charge of both; and that such consolidation of interests is in the 
direction of strengthening the literary side of the business, and simplifying the conduct.” 
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Scudder’s work plan indicates, reading and responding to these manuscripts required a 

great deal of the editors’ energy. Between 1882 and 1900 nearly ten thousand 

unsolicited manuscripts passed through the firm’s editorial office. Scudder instituted the 

use of the reader’s report system in 1882, hoping to improve the means by which they 

recorded the receipt, evaluation, and return of these manuscripts. His system was 

simple: for each manuscript under review, a house reader (very often Scudder himself) 

used a standard form to describe the manuscript’s character and make a brief argument 

for its publication or, much more commonly, its refusal. Once completed, the report was 

submitted to one of the firm’s partners for final approval. Those manuscripts 

recommended for publication (and those over which there were questions or disputes) 

were discussed at the weekly “powwow,” a meeting attended by all department heads in 

the firm.   

The benefits of this system of reader’s reports for the office are clear. The busy 

traffic of manuscripts was reliably recorded. Readers were given a standard form for 

making their decisions, a form that required them to describe a manuscript’s character 

and assess its worth with concision. And finally the office was provided with an easily 

archived record of its decision. After a manuscript had been decided upon, its report 

was indexed and filed away. If that author resubmitted the manuscript, or submitted 

another manuscript, editors could call up earlier reports for use in making decisions. 

The benefits of this system for scholars are perhaps even more clear. These files, 

nearly complete for the Gilded Age, document the rich history of editorial work and 
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opinion at one of that period’s most important publishing firms. Looking over the 

reports now, one is immediately struck by both the variety of the manuscripts 

considered and the consistency of opinion with which Scudder and his colleagues 

evaluated them. An astonishing range of manuscripts passed through the firm during 

these years. During three days of July 1895, for instance, house readers passed 

judgment on several novels and books of poems, an essay refuting the views of Herbert 

Spencer, a compilation of the many passages about love in Longfellow’s verse, three 

books of advice for girls, a translation of Ibsen, a history of fishing flies and artificial 

lures, and a book with the compelling title, “A Woman’s Philosophy of Love.” To be 

sure, the quality of these manuscripts varied, and for editors, moving slowly through the 

“slag pile” must have seemed mundane, thankless work. Indeed, we can see from the 

reports that much of what the readers encountered seemed, in their eyes, hardly worth 

the effort of submission.  Henry J. Chapman’s “Bagoas; Or the Last Palatine of Persia” 

was described as “heavy and dull, hard reading as it was probably hard writing.”19 

Maurice Eglinton’s “Wrongs and Rights” was simply “an ill-written novel, of no 

value.”20 Some of these submissions even prompted readers to efficiently expressed 

contempt. James F. Harney’s “The Comet of June 1881” was “an epic poem the length 

                                                 
19 Houghton, Mifflin and Company Reader’s Report for Henry J. Chapman’s 

“Bagoas; Or the Last Palatine of Persia,” 1882. MS storage 245, Houghton Mifflin 
Company Records, Houghton Library, Harvard University. Each such report hereafter 
cited as HMCo Reader’s Report. 

20 HMCo Reader’s Report for Maurice Eglinton’s “Wrongs and Rights,” 1886. 
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of an unseen sea serpent.”21 Elizabeth Thacker’s manuscript “A Pilgrimage of Faith, 

Hope, and Charity” inspired Scudder to deadpan, “Neither faith nor hope can be relied 

upon in publishing such a volume of poems, and . . . charity is already overworked in 

the publishing business.”22 

But among these dismissive reports are those that reveal editors’ understanding 

of both the nature of their work and its value. Editors, for instance, often invoked the 

sophisticated readers they imagined their work to serve. In 1882, Scudder recommends 

that the firm publish A. S. Hardy’s “But Yet a Woman” because it would appeal to a 

particularly refined audience. While Hardy’s novel was “not likely to catch every novel 

reader, [it was] quite sure to attract those who have a love of good literature.”23 Scudder 

recommends Lucy Larcom’s “As It Is in Heaven” for similar reasons: any “reader at all 

disposed to literature of this order is sure to be greatly pleased.”24 This imagined 

population of lovers of good literature, whoever and wherever they were, was an 

important presence in the editorial office. After all, if not for discerning readers, of what 

consequence was the work of discerning editors? Houghton editors also considered 

manuscripts’ potential for “permanence.” “Sketches of California and New Mexico 

Life” was declined because the work had “no such permanent value or promise of future 

merit.” Similarly, a reviewer recommends that the house publish Mary Austin’s “The 

                                                 
21 HMCo Reader’s Report for James F. Harney’s “The Comet of June 1881,” 

1883. 
22 HMCo Reader’s Report for Elizabeth Thacker’s “A Pilgrimage of Faith, 

Hope, and Charity,” 1883. 
23 HMCo Reader’s Report for A. S. Hardy’s “But Yet a Woman,” 1882. 
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Basket Woman” because “in this volume and in ‘The Land of Little Rain’ Mrs. Austin 

shows qualities that will entitle her work . . . to a permanent place.” Perhaps the most 

compelling example, though, is Scudder’s earnest recommendation of George Willis 

Cooke’s “A Historical and Biographical Introduction to The Dial,” submitted in 1885. 

Scudder notes that Cooke’s manuscript would make only “a small book.” However, he 

continued, it “represents a good deal of careful research into a curious literary matter,” 

and “there is still a good deal of interest in the writers big and little who took part in the 

Dial.” Ultimately, Scudder argues that the firm should publish Cooke’s manuscript 

because it represents “a modest contribution to the history of American Literature.” The 

brevity of Scudder’s report belies its seriousness. Simply put, Scudder saw in this 

manuscript an opportunity to fulfill the house’s commitment to literature and literary 

values. That H. O. Houghton ultimately rejected Scudder’s recommendation suggests 

that the leaders of the firm did not always share in the editorial office’s vision.25   

Of course, Scudder and his colleagues read and occasionally accepted manuscripts 

that they did not associate with the literary mission of the firm. They also kept at least 

one eye trained on the bottom line. Reader’s reports frequently mention the 

marketability of manuscripts under review. In 1883, a house reader recommends that 

the firm decline Lafcadio Hearn’s manuscript “Legends and Parables” not because of its 

                                                                                                                                               
24 HMCo Reader’s Report for Lucy Larcom’s “As It Is In Heaven,” 1890. 
25 H. O. Houghton trusted Scudder completely and generally granted the 

editorial office the freedom to do their work as they saw fit. However, Houghton and 
the other partners of the firm did maintain ultimate control over the firm’s decisions and 
publications, as we see here.   
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quality but its poor sales potential. Similarly, a report for a collection of Bradford 

Torrey’s essays notes that there is “every reason” why the firm should publish the 

manuscript, “except the probability of pecuniary loss.”26 However, when looking over 

all the reports written in the final decades of the century, one sees that Houghton editors 

most often relied upon literary reasons and values in recording their judgments. Scudder 

and his colleagues in the editorial office were primarily concerned with the quality of 

the works they reviewed, even when these concerns about quality stood in the way of 

sure financial gain. In 1889, Scudder declined an untitled novella submitted by Kate 

Douglas Wiggin, noting that it was “wanting in quality.” 27 Wiggin’s The Birds’ 

Christmas Carol (1886) had done extremely well several years earlier, as Scudder notes 

in his report, and this new book would surely pay for itself. Still, he recommends 

declining the book, arguing that it would ultimately hurt both Wiggin’s and the firm’s 

reputations. 

In his 1892 journal, Scudder advises himself not to worry about the business matters 

of the firm in editing the Atlantic: “You are paid your salary, and you can go ahead and 

make up the magazine according to your ideal. Nobody consults you about the business 

management. You are not responsible for failure or success there. Mind your own 

                                                 
26 HMCo Reader’s Report for Bradford Torrey’s “A Woodland Intimate: and 

Other Outdoor Papers,” 1889. 
27 HMCo Reader’s Report for an untitled manuscript submitted by Kate Douglas 

Wiggin, 1889. 
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affairs and ignore the rest.”28 To be sure, Scudder was more involved in the “business 

side” of the firm than he indicates here. Nevertheless, he and his colleagues were 

thoroughly committed to literary values, and these guided their work on a daily basis. 

Not surprisingly, their commitment also strongly shaped their understanding of outdoor 

writing and the terms in which they valued it. 

 

The Outdoor Essay 

Advertisements for the Houghton firm’s outdoor books appeared in books, magazines, 

and newspapers throughout the final decades of the nineteenth century. Some of these 

advertisements listed only a handful of books, others as many as forty. However, all of 

them included at least several works by a core group of writers: Burroughs, Frank 

Bolles, Olive Thorne Miller, and Bradford Torrey.29 Although these writers addressed a 

                                                 
28 Horace Scudder, Journal: 1890-1894, 23 May 1892. MS Storage 43A box 1, 

Houghton Mifflin Company Records, Houghton Library, Harvard University.  There is 
evidence that, in some respects, Scudder felt his work with the magazine was even more 
important than his work with the Houghton, Mifflin trade list. In an 1890 letter to 
Richard Watson Gilder, Scudder writes that magazines “do more than books to keep 
alive the flame of literature and art. They have made such a place for themselves that I 
do not suppose they will be immediately or greatly influenced by the arrival of literary 
justice, but will continue to give opportunity for the appearance of the best that writers 
have to offer.” Horace Scudder to Richard Watson Gilder. 4 July 1890. Box 15, Papers 
of Richard Watson Gilder, New York Public Library.  

29 Frank Bolles (1856-1894) and Bradford Torrey (1843-1912) were strongly 
tied to Boston literary culture. Bolles graduated from Harvard Law School in 1882 and 
worked as a journalist for the Boston Advertiser until 1886, when he became secretary 
to the president of Harvard University, Charles W. Eliot. Until his premature death of 
pneumonia in 1894, Bolles published nature essays frequently in both the Boston Post 
and the Atlantic. The Houghton firm published all four of his books, three of which 
were collections of nature essays and the other a collection of poetry. Also a resident of 
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range of subjects in their work, as their books’ titles suggest, each wrote frequently 

about birds. Miller’s In Nesting Time (1888), for instance, contains informal studies of 

the markings and characteristic behavior of mockingbirds, blue jays, and orioles, as well 

as a chapter recounting her bird-watching trip to the south. Torrey’s Spring Notes from 

Tennessee (1896) and A World of Green Hills (1898) have a similar focus. Other 

Houghton, Mifflin outdoor books offer greater variety. Still, the close examination of 

flora and fauna remains their primary subject. Burroughs’s Birds and Poets (1877), for 

example, includes essays on Emerson and Whitman, yet the bulk of the collection 

comprises essays such as “A Bird Medley,” “Touches of Nature,” and an extended 

meditation on the changes that April brings to his Catskills home. His collection Leaf 

                                                                                                                                               
Boston, Bradford Torrey worked as the treasurer of the American Board of 
Commissioners of Foreign Missions and then, after 1886, as an editor for  The Youth’s 
Companion, a popular magazine for children. Torrey frequently published essays in the 
Atlantic, the Boston Transcript, the Youth’s Companion, and the Auk. Over the course 
of his long career, he published ten collections of essays with the Houghton firm.  He 
was also the nominal editor of the 1906 edition of Thoreau’s Journal. (Longtime 
Houghton editor Francis Allen completed most of the work required for the journal’s 
publication.) Unlike Bolles and Torrey, Harriet Mann Miller (1874-1916), who wrote 
under the pen name of Olive Thorne Miller, was generally an outsider to Boston literary 
culture. By 1880, she had established a successful career writing for children. Her work 
had appeared in periodicals ranging from St. Nicholas and the Youth’s Companion to 
The Independent, Harper’s, and Scribner’s. She had also published a number of 
children’s books with Dutton, Harper and Brothers, and the Hartford firm of Dustin, 
Gilman. Only in the 1880s did Miller begin writing about birds, and this work soon led 
to her affiliation with Houghton, Mifflin and the Atlantic. Between 1885 and her death 
in 1918, she published more than a dozen outdoor books with the Houghton firm, some 
of them collections of nature essays, others school and children’s books. Despite her 
relative obscurity today, she was one of the most respected American nature essayists at 
the turn of the century. Her best work, wrote Henry Chester Tracy in his pioneering 
study American Naturists (1930), belongs on the same shelf with Thoreau’s Walden, 
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and Tendril (1908) covers an even wider range of topics. A promotional flyer from that 

year says that the book 

contains not only pleasant essays on “The Coming of Summer,” “A Breath of 

April,” “A Walk in the Fields,” written in the vein of Mr. Burroughs’s earlier 

books, but also timely and suggestive papers on “The Art of Seeing” and 

“Straight Seeing and Straight Thinking;” careful studies of instinct and 

intelligence among animals and the theory of protective coloration; and 

discussion of the deeper problems of life itself and the relations of man to the 

universe and its Ruler.30 

An ambitious table of contents, to be sure. However, nature and natural history remain 

the central and defining subject of the work.  

Significantly, these writers did not expect their work to make difficult or 

demanding reading. Bolles, Miller, and Torrey all wrote for magazines and strove to 

master the accessible, personal, and imminently marketable style that Burroughs had 

begun to master in the late 1860s. As the century drew to a close, however, these 

writers—Burroughs included—began describing their style and approach in new terms. 

In chapter 1, I showed that the young Burroughs sought to distinguish himself as a 

writer by emphasizing his knowledge of and commitment to the particulars of natural 

history. In his view, Flagg, and Higginson often made mistakes in the field, and 

                                                                                                                                               
Burroughs’s Wake-Robin, and Muir’s Steep Trails. Henry Chester Tracy, American 
Naturists (New York: E. P. Dutton, 1930), 126.  

30 Houghton, Mifflin and Company, To the Trade (April 1908), 2. 
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Thoreau seemed more concerned with nature-as symbol than with nature-as-fact. Thus, 

Burroughs presented the natural world with minute and exhaustive precision, exhibiting 

what he termed his “sharp eyes.” In the 1880s, Burroughs and his peers became less 

inclined to describe nature in such detail. They were less confident that their readers 

were interested in, say, the precise intonation of the catbird’s trill. Moreover, like many 

of the major fiction writers of the period, nature essayists increasingly felt it necessary 

to distinguish their work from scientific discourse. Scientists, Burroughs writes in 1889,  

see specimens, facts, and details in isolation. They see neither “the bird on the bough” 

nor the kinship that they and the bird might share. As a result, science generally “takes 

[man] away from himself, away from human relations and emotions, and leads him on 

and on.”31 The work of the outdoor writer, by contrast, is “to draw [nature] out . . . to 

have an emotional intercourse with her, absorb her, and reproduce her tinged with the 

colors of the spirit.”32 To be sure, outdoor writers, like scientists, know their facts, and 

the work of both requires close observation.  But the writer also draws upon and appeals 

to faculties alien to scientific discourse. “His method is synthetic rather than analytic. 

He deals in general, and not in technical truths,—truths that he arrives at in the fields 

and woods, and not in the laboratory.”33 And most important, the outdoor writer writes 

in the terms not of a specialized discipline but of human experience. 

                                                 
31 John Burroughs, Indoor Studies (1889; reprint, with a foreword by Burroughs, 

Boston: Houghton, Mifflin, 1904), 58.  
32 John Burroughs, Wake-Robin (1871; reprint, with a foreword by Burroughs, 

Boston: Houghton, Mifflin, 1904), xv. 
33 John Burroughs, Ways of Nature (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin, 1905), 191. 
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Thus, outdoor writing was one of many discourses whose emergence was 

shaped by the increasing prominence, authority, and specialization of professionalized 

science. Just as William Dean Howells argued that Realism should do more than merely 

“map” the details of middle-class life, so Burroughs argued that outdoor writers should 

represent nature “tinged with the colors of the spirit.”34 Bolles, Miller, and Torrey 

heartily agreed with this characterization of their work, as did Scudder and his 

colleagues in the Houghton, Mifflin editorial office. For Houghton editors, outdoor 

writing was most certainly not scientific. In the final decades of the nineteenth century, 

the firm had a number of specialized works of natural history in their catalogue: W. H. 

Edwards’s The Butterflies of North America (1868-72); John Dean Caton’s The 

Antelope and Deer of America (1877); and perhaps most notably, the Riverside Natural 

History (1888). The promotional materials for these books emphasize not the pleasure 

and inspiration that they might offer, but instead the authors’ professional qualifications 

and the accuracy and presentation of the books’ contents. A flyer for the Riverside 

Natural History notes that the authors are experts in their respective fields, have 

                                                 
34 In American Literary Realism, Critical Theory, and Intellectual Prestige: 

1880-1995, Philip J. Barrish explores how this tension informed late-nineteenth-century 
American fiction. Barrish argues that Literary Realism—both as a strategy of 
representation and as a subject of critical discourse—constituted a bid for intellectual 
distinction in a time when the social and natural sciences were increasingly assumed to 
represent the “truth” of American life. As Howells, Hamlin Garland, and Henry James 
explored many of the same subjects as Jacob Riis and Herbert Spencer, these fiction 
writers took great pains to “distinguish their approaches from precisely those others.” 
Like Burroughs and his peers, then, the Realists insisted that their work saw more than 
science—that it looked beyond surface appearances, divining the vital forces that 
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“written out of a full, accurate knowledge, and have sought to set forth the facts in a 

clear, lucid manner. The book . . . does not sacrifice truth to a good story.”35  House 

editors, in fact, occasionally suggest that they expected the scientific accuracy of such 

books to be at odds with their readability. In an 1895 review of Charles Singer Sargent’s 

magazine Garden and Forest, the Atlantic notes with some surprise that while the 

journal “makes no attempt to cultivate literary style at the expense of accuracy of 

statement,” it “is nevertheless very interesting reading.”36 

By contrast, editors considered outdoor writing wholly literary. Its primary 

purpose was not to inform but to charm and delight. (The Atlantic notes in 1893 that, in 

the past several years, the newly emerged class of books “treating nature in a half-

scientific and half-poetical way” has provided a “source of the purest pleasure and 

inspiration to thousands of persons.”37) Indeed, when reviewing outdoor essays in the 

Atlantic, or when deciding whether the house should publish an outdoor manuscript, 

Houghton editors paid their closest attention not to scientific expertise—and not even, 

as Burroughs insists, to the writer’s imaginative sympathy with the natural world—but 

instead to the literary quality of the writing: the manner of the writer’s prose and his or 

her capacity to charm and delight sophisticated readers. The reader’s reports and 

Atlantic reviews are remarkably consistent on this point. In 1886, Scudder declines 
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35  Houghton, Mifflin and Company, To the Trade (February 1888), 3.  
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Reverend J. H. Ward’s “In the White Mountains,” noting that “the book is a cross 

between a guidebook and a rhapsody, and has not such a charm of diction as will insist 

upon being read.”38 A house reader declines Charles C. Abbott’s “An Idler’s Outings,” 

using similar criteria. The reader notes that Abbott is a fine observer, but that his 

writing “lacks the charm which is the largest part of successful nature writing.”39 Style, 

of course, was not the only criterion editors employed when assessing these 

manuscripts. Scudder often remarks upon the precision and accuracy of writers’ 

observation. Outdoor essayists needed to identify flora and fauna correctly and to 

present the appearance and behavior of their subjects with some degree of objectivity. 

An outdoor author must be, as Scudder writes, a “good observer and a sympathetic 

student of nature.” But that observation was worth little if the writer’s work lacked what 

editors recognized as a certain grace and elegance. In 1894 Scudder recommends that 

the firm decline Edward Forwall’s “The Magic of the Four Months” because the work, 

though “a pleasantly written journal showing a simple pleasure in out of door life,” was 

“verbose and not marked by such distinction of style as seems indispensable in 

literature of this order.”40  

Indeed, editors often regarded outdoor writing as especially literary, as if the 

true subject of outdoor writing were not birds and flowers but a particular kind of 

cultural refinement. Reporting on the manuscripts of novels, editors generally addressed 
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plotting and the skill with which authors constructed their stories. Dealing with poetry, 

editors assessed whether the work betrayed any “genius” or “craft.” Only essays—and 

collections of outdoor essays, in particular—inspired house readers to focus so closely 

and consistently on style and grace. What specifically did they look for? As Ellen 

Ballou notes in her history of the firm, Houghton editors generally preferred a style that 

was direct, reserved, and unaffected, particularly in nonfiction prose. Of little interest 

was the highly stylized, Latinate diction of, say, Thomas Wentworth Higginson (unless 

Higginson himself had submitted the manuscript under review). Rather, as Scudder 

explains in a letter to Percival Lowell, the firm sought “good strong stuff in forcible 

Saxon English.”41 Scudder often pointed to the writing of historian John Fiske as a 

model, noting that Fiske was able not only to handle complicated subjects with clarity 

and ease, but also to establish an intimacy with readers, showing how his own interests 

connected with theirs. The 1885 Atlantic thus notes that Fiske “is a capital generalizer 

from a few striking facts. . . . If he seems sometimes to reach his theories and find his 

facts afterwards, he writes in so frank and direct a manner that one is tempted to accept 

him as a guide, philosopher, and friend, in place of the possibly more learned Dr. 

Dryasdust.”42  
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Poor style, by contrast, was most often marked by some form of excess—of 

emotion, of ornament, of intellect. Reviewing Alfred H. Welsh’s The Development of 

English Literature and Language (1888), the Atlantic pays attention exclusively to 

Welsh’s tendency to write in an “impetuous, headlong rush into words.” The reviewer 

excerpts several florid passages from the book and likens the reader’s experience to a 

ride on a carriage pulled by unruly horses. He “drive[s] his thought, four in hand. . . . 

We think it is safer to get down from Mr. Welsh’s chariot.” His style, the reviewer 

concludes, is poor, and “he is not to be trusted as a literary guide.”43 A reviewer in the 

March 1886 Atlantic clearly had writers such as Welch in mind when praising R. G. 

White’s Studies in Shakespeare (1886) for its reserve and control: “The sturdiness with 

which [White] stood for common sense, in opposition to the eulogistic gush with which 

Shakespeare . . . is overwhelmed in our times of Swinburnian rhetoric, is something to 

be very grateful for.”44 Poor style could also be marked by a descent into glib 

informality, or what Scudder termed “newspaper slouchiness.”45 The 1895 Atlantic 

finds an example of such in a travel book about Korea: the author, writes the 

anonymous reviewer, “disclaims any pretense to literary style, but we confess to 

experiencing a slight shock on encountering such expressions as ‘takes the cake,’ and 
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when we are informed that ‘the Japanese women . . . are not a patch on the Venuses of 

Cho-sen.’” 46 

Editors applied these understandings of good and bad style directly to their 

outdoor list. The writing of Burroughs and his peers was expected to be decorous and 

intimate, controlled and lively. In addition, Houghton editors expected such writing to 

have a particular “limpidness, sweetness, [and] freshness,” —the qualities that editor 

Francis Allen refers to in one reader’s report as the “outdoor spirit.”47 Not surprisingly, 

the outdoor writers on the Houghton list often struggled to hit exactly the right note. 

Indeed, much of the correspondence between the firm and its outdoor writers concerns 

questions regarding diction and tone.48 The writers very much wanted to write 

according to house style, but they often worried that they did not entirely understand the 

standards by which their work was judged. After receiving a note from Scudder in 

which he noted her tendency to use “fondling or caressing terms,” Olive Miller asked 

Scudder to point to specific examples in her most recent submission.49 Similarly, Torrey 

once wrote to Scudder asking if his most recent submission to the Atlantic lacked the 

requisite decorum. Is it “too frankly personal?” he writes, concerned that he has “given 
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1925 (1243), Houghton Mifflin Company Correspondence and Records: 1832-1944, 
Houghton Library, Harvard University.  



 

105 

[him]self away.”50 The details of such correspondence are less important than the 

writerly anxiety and editorial certainty they register. As Miller and Torrey were clearly 

aware, Houghton editors had firm ideas of what constituted literary style, as well as 

what an outdoor essay needed to be, the patchwork quality of the outdoor 

advertisements notwithstanding. 

 

Burroughs, Thoreau, and the Forms of Outdoor Writing 

Thoreau’s reputation was profoundly mixed in the final decades of the century. Though 

he had a growing collection of admirers, many critics continued to find the acerbic 

quality of his work offensive. In his 1884 biography of Emerson, for instance, Oliver 

Wendell Holmes portrays Thoreau as a “nullifier of civilization” who “insisted on 

nibbling on his asparagus at the wrong end.” In the same year, the southern poet and 

naturalist Maurice Thompson went so far as to question whether Thoreau really cared 

for nature. Thoreau was “an egoist and posturer,” writes Thompson, “a mere self-

conscious meddler in Nature’s presence.” 51 Even within the Houghton, Mifflin editorial 

office there were serious questions about the merits of Thoreau’s work. Scudder seems 

to have had much the same view that Burroughs had in the 1860s and 1870s—namely, 

that Thoreau was an important American writer, but that his accomplishments were 
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largely derivative of Emerson and that his eccentricity could be off-putting and even 

offensive. In 1880, for example, Scudder thought well enough of Thoreau to include 

several of Thoreau’s essays in American Prose (1880), an anthology for use in schools. 

However, his introduction to the Thoreau selections is ambivalent at best. A Week on 

the Concord and Merrimack Rivers, writes Scudder, is absurd in its scope and ambition. 

Thoreau “comes to the little river with its sparse border of population and meager 

history, and insists upon measuring antiquity and fame by it. . . . His voyage is treated 

with the gravity which one might use in recording a journey to find the sources of the 

Nile.” While Scudder allows that Walden is a better book, he insists that it too is flawed. 

In attempting “to get at the elementary conditions of living,” Thoreau “discovered many 

curious and ingenious things . . . but the method had its disadvantages, and chiefly this, 

that it was against the common order of things, and therefore the results reached could 

not be relied upon as sound and wholesome.” In sum, Scudder writes, Thoreau’s central 

subject was “the development of the individual in the place where he happens to be.” 

And the great value of his work is in “the disclosure made of the common facts of the 

world about one.” However, Thoreau’s accomplishment is severely limited by the 

“protesting attitude” of his work. He had a way, Scudder writes, “almost insolent, of 

throwing out his thoughts, and growling forth his objections to the conventions of life” 

which rendered his books “crabbed and inartistic.” While the “force and energy” of his 
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writing can be “refreshing,” there is also “a rudeness which seems sometimes affected, 

and a carelessness which seems contemptuous.”52 

For Scudder, it was this contrarian quality in particular that distanced Thoreau from 

the firm’s other outdoor writers. After all, outdoor writing was a happy blend of not 

only science and literature, but also nature and culture. As Scudder writes in an 1894 

review, outdoor writers speak for the “large class of cultivated men and women . . . who 

retire into the mountainous country with genuine but somewhat inarticulate delight.” 

For these readers, the natural world was not a hostile wilderness, but a place “where 

man is no intruder” and is “a part of the scene.” Scudder felt that Thoreau often 

intended to show precisely the opposite—to portray nature as superior to civilization, 

and to show civilization as a place for the cowardly, the overrefined, and the quietly 

desperate. No doubt Scudder associated the sneering quality of Thoreau’s writing with 

its lack of popular appeal. In 1891, when a writer named Harriet Clark proposed that the 

Houghton firm publish a collection of extracts from Thoreau, Scudder recommended 

against it, arguing that the firm generally avoided such collections and that “Thoreau is 

after all so lacking in popularity that it seems scarcely wise to make this exception.”53 

Meanwhile, Burroughs was a rising star. To say that he was merely a successful 

magazinist is to understate the nature of his success. Evidence of his celebrity was 

widespread. The poet Edith Thomas wrote in 1886 that he was loved any place “where 
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home and homely life are loved.”54 In the 1880s, the Century went so far as to publish a 

number of poems praising his contributions to American life—a somewhat dubious 

honor, considering the quality of the poetry, but significant nonetheless.55 Of central 

importance here, it became increasingly common for critics to praise Burroughs at 

Thoreau’s expense. In an 1885 review of Burroughs’s Fresh Fields, the Overland 

Monthly notes that while Burroughs, like Thoreau, loves “the beauties of wood and 

stream” and enters “into the holy of holies where Nature hides her most precious 

things,” Burroughs “does not shun human companionship.” Indeed, he delights in 

leading readers “into the woodland temple, and amid the sanctities of creation.”56  Of 

course, the implication here is that Thoreau did generally shun human companionship 

and that he preferred to leave readers behind, keeping the woodland temple for himself. 

Scudder and his colleagues were well aware of Burroughs’s increasing fame. They 

were also impressed by his steady production. Between 1871 and 1900 Burroughs 

produced ten collections of nature essays, the form and tone of which are strikingly 

consistent. Though he addressed a range of topics in these books—the life and behavior 

of birds, the beauty of the English countryside, the literary achievement of Carlyle, the 

epistemology of seeing—his style and persona remained the same. In fact, by 1890 or 
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so his choice of subject seemed hardly to matter. For most turn-of-the-century readers, a 

Burroughs essay was a Burroughs essay. It promised the peace and sweetness of nature, 

no matter its topic.57 Finally, Houghton editors knew that Burroughs was inclined to be 

loyal to the firm. Though he sold his individual essays to the highest bidding 

periodicals, he held fast to the increasingly old-fashioned notion that it was 

advantageous to keep all of his titles under one imprint. In this respect, writes Ellen 

Ballou, Burroughs was “the archetype of the publisher’s author.”58 Though he 

sometimes groused about the firm’s treatment of him and his work (suspecting that the 

house was cheating him of his royalties), he never seriously entertained the possibility 

of changing publishers. Indeed, Burroughs felt a strong connection to Houghton, 

Mifflin, as it was not only the house of Emerson but, increasingly, a symbol of the high 

literary culture to which he had always aspired. He felt great pride that his work, by 

virtue of its imprint, was now associated and even occasionally promoted along with 

that of his earliest literary idol.  

In short, Burroughs seemed an author that Houghton, Mifflin could build a list 

around—which is what the firm began to do. By the mid-eighties, Burroughs’s growing 

body of work became the standard measure Houghton editors applied to all other 
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outdoor submissions.59 In 1890 Scudder declined Edward Tugle’s “Out of Doors in Fact 

and Fancy” because the manuscript, while “a loose collection of essays of the class to 

which Burroughs, Torrey, and [H. M.] Sylvester belong . . . lacks that quality of prose 

which seems essential to success in this difficult field.”60 Charles C. Abbott’s “Afloat” 

is rejected for similar reasons. Though the manuscript “contains the records of a 

carefree and exact observer of nature, [it] not only has no charm of style, but is 

distinctively in poor style. The author wants to write like Burroughs, but he does not 

even do so well as Bradford Torrey.”61 Even as late as 1908—after Thoreau’s star had 

risen considerably for American readers—Houghton editors still keyed their outdoor list 

to Burroughs. In that year, Francis Jackson Garrison recommended that the firm publish 

Dallas Lore Sharp’s “The Lay of the Land” because “of all the younger writers [Sharp] 

seems most likely to prove a fairly adequate follower in the footsteps of Mr. Burroughs 

and Bradford Torrey.”62 

For Houghton editors, then, Burroughs was at the center of the outdoor list. And 

in their eyes, essays such as “With the Birds” and “In the Hemlocks” represented a 

distinct literary genre, not merely a field of writing gathered around a common subject.  
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Nevertheless, the firm frequently included two other forms of writing—sketches of rural 

life and natural histories for children—in the outdoor list. Of the former, the firm had an 

extensive and impressive collection, particularly after it acquired the Ticknor & 

Company backlist in 1889. In the 1890s, Houghton editors counted among their outdoor 

books Susan Cooper’s Rural Hours (1850), Philander Deming’s Adirondack Stories 

(1880), Jewett’s Country By-Ways (1881), and H. M. Sylvester’s Homestead Highways 

(1888), to name only a few. For Scudder and his colleagues, these memoirs and 

sketches were not quite identical to the essays of Burroughs, Miller, and Torrey. Jewett, 

for instance, did not position herself on the line between science and literature, nor did 

she pepper her own work with references to other outdoor writers, as did the group of 

essayists clustered around Burroughs. However, Houghton editors assumed the ties 

between these two kinds of writing to be close. An 1893 promotional blurb for Jewett’s 

Native of Winby and Other Stories (1893) notes that “Miss Jewett’s stories would seem 

to be the adequate and perfect literary record of certain modes of life and types of 

character peculiar to New England. Her complete understanding of these, her 

sympathetic appreciation of whatever is excellent in them, her kindly humor, and her 

rare felicity of style make every one of her books a treasure and delight.”63 Here we find 

many of the motifs that editors recognized in the work of their nature essayists. Jewett’s 

work, like that of Burroughs and his peers, is described as detailed and credible, as the 

record of lived experience in real places. It is also said to be the result of imaginative 
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sympathy rather than analytical observation. Most important, like an essay by 

Burroughs, its “rare felicity of style” is one of its central features. In 1883, longtime 

house reader Susan Francis employs these same evaluative criteria in a reader’s report 

recommending that the firm not publish Franklin Lutz’s “My Road”:  

Apparently written by an elderly farmer in one of the western or rather, perhaps, 

south-western states. He describes his neighborhood and neighbors, the latter 

including Irish, Germans, Pennsylvania Dutch (to which he belongs) etc. etc. He 

also tells of Camp Meetings, Political inventions, war memories, etc. Doubtless 

a faithful picture of such a locality; but the writer, though sturdily 

straightforward, and usually sensible, has none of that literary grace or charm so 

essential in reminiscences of this class, where, often, the manner is more than 

the matter. I think the work has a certain value in the rough; but it is, to me, 

almost entirely uninteresting.64 

House readers would follow suit over the next few decades, reiterating that, both for the 

firm and its readers, the manner of such works was more important than their matter. In 

his 1889 review of “Fallow Fields,” another of Sylvester’s submissions, Scudder writes 

that “so far as it is a reminiscence of country & farm life it is minute, faithful, and 

readable.” However, the work has “no literary grace; hence when the writer turns, as he 

often does, to reverie and reflection, he does not hold the reader’s attention.”65   
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Perhaps surprisingly, editors spoke of their natural histories intended for 

children in similar terms. Alexander and Elizabeth Agassiz’s Seaside Studies in Natural 

History (1865) was commonly included in the outdoor books promotional materials, as 

were Florence Merriam Bailey’s Birds Through an Opera Glass (1899), Mary E. 

Bamford’s Up and Down the Brooks (1889), and several collections drawn from the 

work of Burroughs and Miller. Such works, according to house editors, needed to be 

lively, accurate, and accessible, never patronizing. Children’s books failed, Scudder 

often noted, when authors lacked respect for the imagination and intelligence of their 

young readers. But as with the work of Burroughs and Torrey, as well as that of Jewett 

and Cooper, editors emphasized that the juvenile natural history needed above all to 

have elegant, graceful prose. Scudder dismisses one manuscript by noting that its 

sketches were “written with a good deal of vivacity, but in a careless style . . . a 

publisher dealing largely in such matter and not too particular about the literature might 

do fairly well with it.”66 Similarly, in the Atlantic Scudder questions the underlying 

design of Julia McNair Wright’s Nature Readers (1888) thus:  

The plan of the books is to give beginners in reading an acquaintance with 

simple facts in nature. We have no criticism upon the facts in the book, but 
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object to giving children reading-matter instead of literature for reading. These 

books have no style whatever, and surely style is of the first importance.67 

 

Outdoor and Travel Writing 

If Houghton editors thought of outdoor writing in terms of both its formal 

characteristics and the writers with whom it was most closely associated, they also 

thought of it relationally—that is, in terms of its similarities and differences to other, 
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more firmly established genres, particularly travel writing. Indeed, in the Atlantic, 

books of “travel and nature” were regularly reviewed together in the “Books of the 

Month” and “Comment on New Books” sections of the magazine. Similarly, when 

taking inventory of the manuscripts submitted to the Houghton editorial office, Scudder 

and his colleagues often numbered the outdoor and travel manuscripts together, as if the 

two were members of the same family—which, to some extent, they were. A number of 

the books in the Houghton catalogue from these years show that these two categories 

could easily overlap. Florence Merriam’s My Summer in a Mormon Village (1894), for 

instance, records Merriam’s observations of both the birds of Utah and “the Mormons, 

their doctrines, and their life,” as a promotional flyer puts it.68 The book is both natural 

history and amateur ethnography, and Houghton editors included it in outdoor and 

travel promotions alike. 

However, Houghton editors sorted these works into the separate categories 

“outdoor” and “travel” as often as they grouped them together, and the distinctions 

editors made between the two fields offer us further insight into their understanding of 

the outdoor list. Not surprisingly, the works most commonly identified as “travel 

books” feature unfamiliar worlds—foreign countries, Alaska, remote parts of the 

California coast. Houghton editors expected the authors of these works to report back 

from far-off lands with information, stories, and pleasing descriptions that would make 
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their subjects seem not familiar so much as intelligible. Reviewing Isabel Hapgood’s 

Russian Rambles (1895), the Atlantic writes:  

Miss Hapgood . . . shows herself a genuine traveler, having a true curiosity, a 

judgment held in suspense, and a spirit of sympathy. She is a genuine reporter, also, 

honest, frank, and suspiciously minute to convey the impression of close scrutiny. 

When one adds that she possesses the equipment of familiarity with the Russian 

language and frequent long residence in the country, it is plain that this book is a 

real contribution to our better acquaintance with the country and people of which it 

treats.69 

Prose style is not an issue here. Rather, the Houghton reviewer’s guiding assumption 

seems to be that Hapgood’s subject, for readers, is profoundly foreign. The reviewer 

emphasizes Hapgood’s skills as an interpreter: she has good judgment, she knows the 

language, and her work succeeds because it better acquaints readers with Russia and its 

people. A survey of both the Atlantic book reviews and the firm’s reader’s reports for 

the final decades of the nineteenth century reveals that this reviewer’s approach is 

typical. When addressing travel writing, Houghton editors consistently emphasize both 

the alterity of the subjects treated and the skill with which writers make their subjects 

available to readers. In 1893, Atlantic reviewers approved of both John Addington 

Symonds’s Our Life in the Swiss Highlands (1893) and Theodore Child’s Praise of 

Paris (1893), noting that the former was a “very agreeable picture of Swiss life as seen 
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familiarly by a resident, who brings to his task a cultivated mind and the foreigner’s 

curiosity.” In the latter, “Mr. Child wrote, not as a stranger in Paris, yet with a keen 

sense of what the stranger most affected. So his book . . . lets the reader into intimacies 

of knowledge which the formal writer might miss.”70 Guided by these same 

assumptions, the firm declined Alice B. Torrence’s manuscript “Under the Equator, or 

Rambles in the Wilds of New Granada” in 1887 because Torrence did not speak 

Spanish and brought “no qualifications to the task of writing a book beyond ordinary 

intelligence and feminine curiosity.”71 Put another way, Torrence was unable to see into 

the culture she visited. As a result, she could not address what Houghton editors 

recognized as the central concern of travel writing: what literary historian James Buzard 

describes as “the recognition of difference and distance from the familiar.”72 

By contrast, the works identified as outdoor books generally feature not only 

what editors recognized to be exquisite prose but also a particular set of New England 

and upper East Coast settings, landscapes, flora, and fauna. Burroughs wrote about the 

Catskills and Adirondacks; Torrey and Bolles about Boston and the White Mountains; 

Celia Thaxter about the Isles of Shoals. When these outdoor writers traveled beyond 

their familiar territories, they continued to write in terms set by the landscapes left 

behind. When Burroughs traveled to Yosemite to meet John Muir, he wrote about 

                                                 
70 “Comment on New Books,” The Atlantic Monthly 71 (1893), 562-63. 
71 HMCo Reader’s Report for Alice B. Torrence’s “Under the Equator, or 

Rambles in the Wilds of New Granada,” 1887. 
72 James Buzard, The Beaten Track: European Tourism, Literature, and the 

Ways to ‘Culture,’ 1800-1918 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 174. 
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western robins, which reminded him of his home on the Hudson. Similarly, in Spring 

Notes from Tennessee (1896), Torrey consistently shuttles between the Cumberland 

Plateau and his memories of landscape around Boston. Of particular note is the essay 

titled “A Week on Walden’s Ridge,” an account of Torrey’s weeklong exploration of 

the hills outside Chattanooga. While the essay is a detailed chronicle of the trees and 

birds of the lower Appalachians, it is also, as its title suggests, an extended meditation 

on Thoreau. Torrey concludes the essay, “My last walk had ended like many others in 

that showery, fragmentary week. But what is bad weather when the time is past? All 

those black clouds have no shadows on Walden’s Ridge . . . As Thoreau says, ‘It is after 

we get home that we really go over the mountain.’” Torrey portrays the landscape of 

eastern Tennessee and his experiences there as an extension of Thoreau’s life and 

work.73   

Houghton editors thus assumed outdoor writing to have a direct connection both to 

the New England literary pantheon and to the landscapes of the upper East Coast. And, 

significantly, when reviewing outdoor books, editors assumed that readers would find in 

them a kind of comfort and at-homeness, as if the landscapes portrayed were exactly 

their own. As the 1886 Atlantic notes, the essays collected in John Burroughs’s Signs 

and Seasons (1895) “are always new and always old.” His reports of nature’s “seeming 

and doing are always fresh,” yet “it is nothing but the good old world that he tells us 

about always.” Of Bradford Torrey the Atlantic writes, “it is not the wildness but the 

                                                 
73 Bradford Torrey, Spring Notes from Tennessee (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin 
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home quality of nature that draws him most strongly to her.”74 Clearly, for house editors 

outdoor writing traded not in alterity but in community. The work of Burroughs and his 

peers had at its core the charm of the familiar, the “home quality” of nature. According 

to the September 1893 Atlantic, Burroughs even showed this skill when traveling 

abroad. In his account of his travels through England, Burroughs’s “fine sympathy with 

nature and the best of humanity makes him an excellent reporter of that which is 

enduring in a nation’s life and home.”75 His book is thus a kind of hybrid—a travel 

book written by an outdoor writer. Although outside of his own home territory, he has 

the ability to find what is enduring and consistently familiar to residents of another 

country. 

In their reviews and in-house reader’s reports, then, editors make revealing and 

significant distinctions between these two fields of writing. Outdoor writing explores 

the region of an eastern home. It portrays in beautiful prose those settings with which 

Houghton editors and their imagined readers were familiar.76 As one Atlantic reviewer 

                                                                                                                                               
and Company, 1896), 182.  

74 “Outdoors and Indoors,” The Atlantic Monthly 64 (1889), 702.  
75 “Books of the Month,” The Atlantic Monthly 55 (1885), 430. 
76 Outdoor writing was thus a significant part of another cultural movement: the 

rearticulation of New England identity in the late nineteenth century. In these years, 
New England increasingly represented not only the nation’s cultural “home,” but also a 
repository of everything lost to industrialism—a refuge from the present where one 
could indulge nostalgia for simpler times. As several scholars have recently shown, this 
movement was manifest in literature, the visual arts, and a range of new cultural 
institutions (e.g. the establishment of local historical societies, museums, and “Old 
Home Weeks” in many New England towns). See Dona Brown, Inventing New 
England: Regional Tourism in the Nineteenth Century (Smithsonian Institution Press: 
Washington D. C., 1995); William H. Truettner and Roger B. Stein, ed., Picturing Old 
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notes, it “enforces the delightful acquaintance with the world which lies in our own 

ken.”77  Travel writing, on the other hand, records journeys into the unfamiliar. Travel 

writers report on foreign places, interpreting customs and landscapes that would 

otherwise have remained mysterious. The extent to which these distinctions were clear 

in editors’ minds is made particularly evident in their treatment of John Muir. Of The 

Mountains of California (1894), the Atlantic writes: 

Mr. Muir has done for the Sierra Nevada what Mr. Burroughs has done for the 

Catskills, and Mr. Bolles for the White Mountains; but, naturally, this collection of 

studies has a spice of adventure which the works of our Eastern authors lack, while 

some readers will doubtless miss that appeal to personal experience which is wont 

to move them in descriptions of more familiar sights and sounds.78 

The reviewer wants to identify Muir as an outdoor writer but has significant 

reservations. First, as the contrast between Muir and “our Eastern authors” suggests, the 

reviewer is concerned that readers might find Muir’s work lacking because it portrays a 

world they do not know. Second, Muir’s book has a “spice of adventure” normally 

recognized as characteristic of travel writing. The Mountains of California—with its 

western setting and rhetoric of the sublime—did not fit within the outdoor field as 

                                                                                                                                               
New England: Image and Memory (Yale University Press: New Haven, 1999); and 
Joseph A. Conforti, Imagining New England (University of North Carolina Press: 
Chapel Hill, 2001). 

77 “Comment on New Books,” The Atlantic Monthly 75 (1895), 419. 
78 “Comment on New Books,” The Atlantic Monthly 76 (1895), 135. 
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Houghton editors understood it before 1900. California was not yet a part of the world 

that lay within the firm’s ken.79 

* 

The final decades of the nineteenth century form a significant moment in the 

development of American environmental prose. As I show in the following chapters, 

Houghton editors’ work in shaping their outdoor list—in editing, publishing, and 

promoting it, as well as encouraging their outdoor writers to think of themselves as part 

of this emerging field—gave it a coherence and cultural prominence that it would not 

have had otherwise. Just as significant, I think, is the history of outdoor writing within 

the walls of the Houghton firm. As we see here, in the late nineteenth century, the 

outdoor list represented more than merely a field of writing in which the firm happened 

to be strong. Rather, the works of Burroughs, Thoreau, and the rest comprised a crucial 

part of the house catalogue—a specialty that editors carefully cultivated and, as Janice 

Radway’s recent study of the Book-of-the-Month Club helps us see, an imaginative tool 

                                                 
79 This issue was also raised in a 1901 reader’s report of G. Fred Schwarz’s 

“Forest Trees and Forest Scenery.” House readers noted that Schwarz required that his 
audience be familiar with the many Western and Southern species he describes in the 
book. “This is a mistake,” Houghton editor Francis Allen writes. “John Muir’s writings 
about trees can be enjoyed by Easterners as well as by Californians, but Mr. Schwarz 
can’t write like Mr. Muir. He writes respectable English, but the fine enthusiasm which 
carries Muir’s readers along is entirely lacking.” That is to say, Schwarz’s work lacked 
the style and “fine enthusiasm” that makes outdoor writing about non-Eastern subjects 
specific in its focus but not its appeal. As I show in chapter 5, Houghton editors’ 
concern with the unfamiliarity of the west coast would soon diminish. In the first 
decade of the twentieth century—as Muir’s popularity grew and as the firm strove more 
deliberately to reach a national audience—editors quickly folded both Muir’s work and 
his landscapes into their outdoor list.   
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they used in affirming the scope and purpose of their own labor. As Radway shows, for 

Book-of-the-Month Club editors, writing reader’s reports and meeting together to 

discuss them were rituals of institutional self-definition. Through these practices, Club 

editors formulated again and again the principles of distinction that gave their institution 

its particular identity. The process allowed them to articulate and reify their 

understanding of their work, its purpose, and its value. 80 

For Scudder and his colleagues, writing reader’s reports and reviews served a 

similar purpose. And in doing this work, outdoor writing—which represented so many 

elements central to the firm’s mission and identity—played a particularly important 

role. It was an offshoot of the classic American literature that the house had published 

and promoted over the past several decades. It denoted the America that editors claimed 

as their own. And, finally, it offered editors an opportunity to employ their literary taste 

and judgment and to invoke, again and again, the imagined readers for whom they 

worked. Scudder’s 1887 reader’s report for Liberty Hyde Bailey’s “Onomanni: An 

Outing” is typical:  

Onomanni is the name of a lake in northeastern Minnesota where Mr. Bailey, 

author of Talks Afield, camped out one summer. He writes pleasantly of his 

experience and notes the fauna but chiefly the flora of the neighborhood. He 

writes pleasantly and without exaggeration, but there is no special literary grace, 

                                                 
80 Janice Radway, A Feeling For Books: The Book-of-the-Month Club, Literary 

Taste, and Middle-Class Desire (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
1997), 21-124. 
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and if Burroughs finds an audience slowly it is hard to believe that Mr. Bailey 

will even get a paying audience for a book which depends largely on its appeal 

to lovers of good literature. This book is not individual enough to make its 

way.81 

This report serves a number of functions. In summarizing the virtues and weaknesses of 

Bailey’s manuscript, Scudder also articulates the house’s understanding of its favored 

audience (“lovers of good literature”), as well as its principles of distinction (“special 

literary grace”). Outdoor writing was hardly the most profitable field in the Houghton 

catalogue, as Scudder makes clear. However, in a rapidly growing and diversifying 

literary market—one in which the firm’s cultural prominence and prestige were steadily 

diminishing—editors valued outdoor writing in non-monetary terms. 

In his 1893 journal, Scudder reminds himself that the Houghton firm “is a trust 

for literature and I ought to help it more than ever now to discharge its obligations.”82 

As we have seen, making outdoor writing a specialty of the firm was a central part of 

this work. 

                                                 
81 HMCo Reader’s Report for Liberty Hyde Bailey’s “Onomanni,” 1887.  
82 Horace Scudder, Journal: 1890-94, 3 April 1893. MS Storage 43A box 1, 

Houghton Mifflin Company Records, Houghton Library, Harvard University. 
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Chapter 3  

Outdoor Writing on the ‘Business Side,’ 1880-19051 

 

In the final decades of the nineteenth century, Scudder was hardly alone in thinking of his firm 

as a trust for literature. Even with the rapid expansion and reorganization of the American 

publishing industry, the heads of the major houses continued to portray themselves not as 

businessmen but as “business men of letters,” to use the historian Donald Sheehan’s apt phrase. 

They insisted that their work paid relatively little (for the amount of labor it required), and that 

ultimately they were driven by a love of books, not profit.2 Walter Hines Page, once an editor at 

Houghton, Mifflin and later the head of Doubleday, Page, offered perhaps the most complete 

expression of this sentiment in a series of newspaper articles titled “A Publisher’s Confession,” 

published in 1904. In the opening article in the series, Page insists that the heads of the major 

houses could easily succeed in another line of work. Men such as Houghton “could earn very 

much larger returns by their ability in banks, railroads or manufacturing, than any one of them 

earns as a publisher.” However, as Page explains, these men have given their hearts to 

                                                 
1 The phrase “business side” is Scudder’s. In January 1894, he writes Olive 

Thorne Miller with several suggestions regarding the manuscript that would become A 
Bird Lover in the West (1894): “You will receive with this, or shortly after, a letter from 
the house on the business side of your new book. I write, in the interests of literature, to 
ask if you do not think your opening chapter would be improved were you to adopt in it 
the same frank, first personal tone which marks the rest of the book?” The phrase nicely 
illustrates Scudder’s tendency to separate “business” from “literary” matters when he 
could. Horace Scudder to Olive Thorne Miller, 2 January 1894. Editorial department, 
pressed letter book 7: 19 May 1893 - 18 Jan 1894. MS Am 2030 (196), Houghton 
Mifflin Company Records, Houghton Library, Harvard University.   
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publishing, “the least profitable of all the professions, except preaching and teaching, to each of 

which it is a sort of cousin.” Every year, these men invest “in books and authors that they know 

cannot yield a direct or immediate profit.” They do so, explains Page, because “they feel 

ennobled by trying to do a service to literature.”3 

Page’s articles offer considerable insight into how Scudder, Page, and their fellow 

editors and publishers conceived of themselves and their work at the end of the century. These 

men did not think of themselves as common businessmen, nor did they want to be thought of in 

that way. It is crucial, however, that we not allow their records (such as the Houghton, Mifflin 

reader’s reports) and memoirs (such as Page’s) to lead us to believe that they had no interest in 

profit. In fact, as a number of publishing historians have shown in the past several decades, 

Scudder, Page, and their peers showed a remarkable capacity to think of themselves 

simultaneously as cultural stewards and as businessmen. While they hoped to publish literature 

for the ages, they fully intended to sell books in the present, as well.  

Accordingly, this chapter turns to Houghton editors’ use of outdoor writing as a literary 

commodity. In what follows, I examine how Houghton, Mifflin variously packaged, promoted, 

and sold outdoor writing after 1880, and how these efforts shaped the genre’s development and 

emergence in the final decades of the century. In the chapter’s final section, I pay particular 

attention to Houghton, Mifflin’s publication of the writings of Burroughs and Thoreau, because 

                                                                                                                                               
2 Donald Sheehan, This Was Publishing (Bloomington: University of Indiana 

Press, 1952), 23.  
3 Page’s articles originally appeared in the Boston Transcript. However, this 

quotation is drawn from the book in which the articles were collected. Walter Hines 
Page, A Publisher’s Confession (New York: Doubleday, Page and Company, 1905), 11. 
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these writers as a pair became increasingly central to the firm’s conception and promotion of its 

outdoor list.  

 

The Outdoor Essay in The Atlantic Monthly, 1880-1900 

Houghton, Mifflin recognized outdoor writing as one of the most versatile genres in its 

catalogue. Between 1880 and 1900 the firm packaged and sold the work of Bolles, 

Burroughs, Miller, and Torrey in four distinct ways: as discrete essays in its house 

magazine, The Atlantic Monthly; in essay collections sold to the general trade; in special 

editions, subscription books, and series; and finally, in school books. With the exception 

of classic works such as Evangeline (1866), Snow-Bound (1866), and Emerson’s essays, 

no other writings in the firm’s extensive backlist were packaged and sold in such a 

broad array of forms. As far as Houghton, Mifflin was concerned, nearly every kind of 

reader—from the sophisticate to the sixth-grader—could (and should) appreciate 

outdoor writing. 

The first of these uses—publication in the Atlantic—played a crucial role in 

shaping not only how outdoor writers wrote but also how readers understood their work. 

We tend not to think of nineteenth-century environmental prose as being tied to one 

particular form of print media; or, if we do, we assume that Walden is the tradition’s 

origin and think of nature writing as a tradition of books (i.e., Walden [1854] begat 

Burroughs’s Wake-Robin [1871], John Muir’s The Mountains of California [1894], and 

Mary Austin’s Land of Little Rain [1903]. These books, taken together, begat Henry 
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Beston’s The Outermost House [1928] and Aldo Leopold’s Sand County Almanac 

[1949], and so forth). In fact, as we saw in chapter 1, the nature essay first emerged 

after the Civil War as a product of the so-called “quality monthlies.” By 1880, literary 

writing “treating nature in a half-scientific and half-poetical way” had become a staple 

feature of the Atlantic, The Century, Harper’s, and Lippincott’s. Outdoor writers aimed 

first for publication in these magazines. And until the very end of the century, more 

nineteenth-century American readers read outdoor writing in these venues than in any 

other.  

Of all the quality monthlies, the Atlantic continued to show a particular 

commitment to outdoor writing, just as it had done in the sixties and seventies—no 

surprise, given that its parent firm now considered the genre one of its particular 

specialties. After 1880, the magazine published an outdoor essay nearly every month in 

addition to the many travel essays and local color sketches that also appeared in its 

pages.4 Consider, as a typical example, Bolles’s essay “In a Wintry Wilderness,” which 

                                                 
4 Only a few of these essays were written by Burroughs, however. Why did 

Burroughs desert the very institution that, only a few decades earlier, had been the 
symbol of his literary aspirations? Simply put, the Atlantic could no longer afford him. 
In fact, one of the surest signs of Burroughs’s popularity at the end of the century was 
his departure from the magazine’s pages. In the early 1880s, when the Atlantic’s 
circulation hovered between fifteen and twenty thousand readers, it paid Burroughs only 
$5 per published page for his contributions. In 1882, when Burroughs insisted that his 
payment be increased, the firm raised it only to $8 per page. Always savvy in the 
business of writing, Burroughs knew that he could find larger audiences and higher 
rates with the New York magazines. He began shopping around and, with little trouble, 
established a nearly exclusive relationship with The Century, which by that point had 
far surpassed the Atlantic in circulation and nearly matched it in prestige. (As one 
observer noted in 1890, reading The Century was “compulsory” for “the man or woman 
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appeared in the Atlantic’s January 1893 issue. Bolles’s essay records an excursion that 

he and a companion made into the White Mountains at Christmas of the previous year. 

Unlike much of Burroughs’s and Miller’s work, this piece is not a discursive catalogue 

of bird species but a “ramble”—that is, Bolles describes his journey in a casual, 

meandering fashion, presenting scenes and events in the order that he experienced them. 

Still, the essay is typical of the firm’s outdoor writing in that it contains passages of 

both picturesque description and carefully observed natural history. At one point, Bolles 

paints a lovely picture of a half-frozen waterfall; at another, he records in exhaustive 

detail the winter coloration of crossbills and finches and the mating call of the barred 

owl. The essay concludes with a description of the Christmas dinner that Bolles and his 

companion enjoyed in the woods. After a long day of walking, the two men prepared 

their meal “in the primeval forest, upon a snow-covered hillside, under the projecting 

face of a great rock . . . with a ruddy fire crackling in front of us.” Bolles and his friend 

could not have been happier. They admired the scene before them, ate their food with 

gusto, and eventually noticed that they had been joined by a host of forest creatures, 

who happened also to be spending their holiday in the woods. No Christmas dinner had 

ever gone “straighter to the right spot,” writes Bolles. One suspects that this 

                                                                                                                                               
who moves among cultured people.”) No doubt Burroughs was pleased by this new 
arrangement. By 1890, the Century’s subscription list had topped 200,000. Burroughs 
earned at least $20 per published page for the forty essays he published in the magazine 
before1900. See Ellery Sedgwick, The Atlantic Monthly, 1857-1909: Yankee Humanism 
at High Tide and Ebb (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1994), 178; Arthur 
John, The Best Years of the Century: Richard Watson Gilder, Scribner’s Monthly, and 
the Century Magazine, 1870-1909 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press), 138, 149. 
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exclamation, placed at the end of the essay, is meant to serve as a kind of moral. Bolles 

suggests that more of us should take our Christmas feasts outdoors.5 

The essay is pleasant enough. Its descriptions are well observed, its prose 

polished. It seems precisely the kind of writing the firm sought in outdoor manuscripts.  

We should recognize, though, that essays such as this one appeared in the Atlantic not 

simply because Scudder and his colleagues held them in high regard. In the final 

decades of the century, outdoor essays played a number of varied roles in the magazine, 

roles that served the needs of the Atlantic as well as its parent firm. First and perhaps 

most obviously, Scudder used outdoor essays as seasonal markers. Just as the present-

day New Yorker might depict an ice skater on one of its January covers, so the 

nineteenth-century Atlantic’s outdoor essays address apple picking in September and 

the return of migrating birds in May. As subscribers generally received their January 

issue in the final week of December, Bolles’s “In a Wintry Wilderness”—with its 

description of the open-air Christmas feast—was particularly timely. (The magazine 

published his essay “Birds at Yule-Tide” the following December.) Surveying the 

magazine’s contents for the final decades of the century, we see that outdoor essays 

generally played this role. Each issue seems to have had a slot open for an outdoor 

essay, just as it did for an installment of serialized fiction, a travel essay, several poems, 

                                                 
5 Frank Bolles, “In a Wintry Wilderness,” The Atlantic Monthly 71 (1894), 92-

99.  
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and three or four book reviews.6 And like “In a Wintry Wilderness,” these outdoor 

essays generally matched their season, as if editors wanted at least one piece in each 

issue to correspond with the month in which it appeared.   

The Atlantic also used outdoor writing to maintain some semblance of its 

characteristic regional identity. In the eighties and nineties, as the magazine expanded 

its coverage, seeking to appeal to a national readership, the primary subject of its 

outdoor writers remained the New England fields and forests. Again, “In a Wintry 

Wilderness” is a typical case. In the same issue as Bolles’s essay there appeared a wide 

range of fiction and poetry, including stories by Mary Hartwell Catherwood (set in the 

Illinois Territory), M. E. M. Davis (set in the rural South), and Kate Douglas Wiggin 

(set in England). In the same issue, readers also encountered essays addressing subjects 

ranging from civil service reform to seventeenth-century Acadian history, Florentine 

nobility during the Renaissance, and the bathhouses of a contemporary Russian health 

resort. In this particular issue, only Bolles’s essay is firmly grounded in New England; 

only it speaks for that minority population for whom, as Holmes put it in 1858, Boston 

                                                 
6 If Howells’s A Hazard of New Fortunes (1890) is any indication, editors often 

assembled their magazines using such formulae. According to Basil March, the novel’s 
protagonist, the first issue of the magazine he edited “largely put itself together, as 
every number of every magazine does. . . . There had to be, of course, a story and then a 
sketch of travel. There was a literary essay and a social essay; there was a dramatic 
trifle, very gay, very light; there was a dashing criticism on the new pictures, the new 
plays, the new books, the new fashions . . . The poem was a bit of society verse, with a 
backward look into simpler and wholesomer experiences.” William Dean Howells, A 
Hazard of New Fortunes (1890; New York: Meridian, 1994), 170. 
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seemed “the hub of the solar system.”7  Atlantic editors emphasized this connection 

between outdoor writing and Yankee identity throughout the final decades of the 

century. In 1889, for example, the magazine praised Torrey’s A Rambler’s Lease (1889) 

as “a bit of New England reported by a New Englander.” The book will be most 

appreciated by those “whose own birth fell in a certain rock-sprinkled land with a centre 

of intellectual integrity, and whose own youth was surreptitiously nourished on a diet of 

hard apples, unripe grapes, huckleberries, and . . . the congenial choke-cherry.” 8 In his 

heart of hearts, Scudder felt that the Atlantic was born of this same “rock-sprinkled 

land.” And by continuing to publish the writings of Bolles, Miller, and Torrey, he 

signaled that the magazine remained tied to its home region. 

Outdoor writing’s most important role in the Atlantic, however, was in support 

of the Houghton, Mifflin trade list. After all, like most of the quality monthlies, the 

Atlantic was not an autonomous literary institution. Houghton, Mifflin’s principle 

partners viewed the magazine not as an independent concern to be nurtured and 

supported for its own sake, but as a prop that supported the firm’s business in books. 

Through the Atlantic, the firm expected to attract and publish the work of young writers 

(who might later publish a book through the firm), publish the work of established 

writers (who might also be published by the firm), and advertise and review its own 

new titles. The magazine also served as a kind of promotional brochure, a means of 

                                                 
7 Oliver Wendell Holmes, “The Autocrat of the Breakfast Table,” The Atlantic 

Monthly 1 (1858), 734. 
8 “Outdoors and Indoors,” The Atlantic Monthly 64 (1889), 702.  
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communicating the values and prestige of the firm to readers throughout the country. As 

Scudder himself writes in 1873, a publisher loves his firm’s magazine because it 

“carries his name like a flag everywhere it goes, and accustoms people to associating 

certain qualities with it; for the magazine rarely fails to symbolize the house from which 

it issues.” Whatever success the magazine earned on its own—in building its readership 

or prestige, for instance—was strictly of secondary importance.9 

In the case of outdoor writing, Houghton, Mifflin saw the Atlantic as a means of 

promoting a field of writing in which they had heavily invested. When Scudder chose 

“In a Wintry Wilderness” as one of the magazine’s winter essays in 1893, he knew that 

the firm planned to publish Bolles’s second collection, At the North of Bearcamp Water 

(which included “In a Wintry Wilderness”), later in the year. Thus, the appearance of 

Bolles’s essay in the Atlantic served as an early advertisement for one of the titles in the 

firm’s spring trade list. Not surprisingly, when Bolles’s collection was released the 

following May, the Atlantic continued its promotional campaign by publishing a rave 

review of the book. According to the magazine, the author of At the North of Bearcamp 

Water not only observes nature closely and well. He “transfers the passion, the stir, the 

moving force of a world pulsating with life to the printed page.” His book makes “a 

distinct contribution to American literature.” The Atlantic review even makes specific 

mention of “In a Wintry Wilderness,” noting that the magazine’s regular readers will 

                                                 
9 Qtd. in Ellen Ballou, The Building of the House: Houghton Mifflin’s Formative 

Years (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company), 351. Also see Richard Ohmann, Selling 
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surely recall the scene by the fire “painted so deftly near the end of the narrative.” The 

implication, of course, is that readers who enjoyed Bolles’s essay will enjoy other 

essays in his book and should consider buying it.10 

I am aware that this exposition risks stating the obvious. It is hardly news that a 

house magazine such as the Atlantic published and favorably reviewed the writers 

associated with its parent firm, or that an editor such as Scudder had to consider all the 

needs of his firm in assembling each issue. (If anything, this practice is even more 

common today, as international media conglomerates now own major magazines such 

as the New Yorker and Time.) However, it seems necessary to discuss these practices in 

some detail here, because, as I note in the introduction, scholars have not yet assessed 

how the complex operations of the book and magazine trade have shaped the 

development of environmental prose. At present, scholars generally portray nature 

writers as cranky isolates away in their cabins—as artists whose work is shaped by their 

interactions with the wind, rain, and seasons. Their writings are seen as something 

internally self-defined, a medium entirely unmediated. Yet as we see here, Bolles, like 

Burroughs in the 1860s and 1870s, was guided to a considerable extent by his 

understanding of the place that his writing had in quality monthlies such as the Atlantic 

and the audience that such magazines implied. Bolles places great emphasis on the 

season in which his ramble took place, aware that the magazine would likely use his 

                                                                                                                                               
Culture: Magazines, Markets, and Class at the Turn of the Century (New York: Verso, 
1996). 

10 “Chocorua in Literature,” The Atlantic Monthly 71 (1893), 847-8.   
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essay in one of its winter issues. (One wonders whether he ended the essay with the 

description of his Christmas dinner in the woods knowing that the essay might appear in 

December or January.) Bolles also emphasizes his essay’s New England setting. Indeed, 

he asserts its regional specificity from the very first line: “North of the Sandwich 

Mountains, inclosed by a circle of sombre peaks, there once lay a beautiful lake. 

Centuries ago its outflowing stream, now called Swift River, cut so deeply between the 

spurs of Chocorua and Bear mountains that the greater part of the lake drained away 

into the Saco at Conway, leaving its level bed a fair and rich-soiled intervale.”11 Where 

are the Sandwich Mountains? Is the Saco a major river? In what state is Conway? 

Bolles assumes that Atlantic readers can answer these questions on their own.  

The Atlantic exerted a similar influence on the production of Bolles’s peers in 

the final decades of the century, and as it did so, it also guided readers toward a 

particular understanding of these writers’ work.  By making similar use of the essays of 

Bolles, Miller, and Torrey—and by frequently reviewing their works together—the 

Atlantic helped shape the popular recognition (even among the writers themselves) that 

outdoor writing represented a coherent literary movement. In November 1889, for 

example, the magazine featured a review of the recent essays that occupy the “halfway 

territory” between science and literature. The books reviewed included Burroughs’s 

Indoor Studies (1889), Torrey’s A Rambler’s Lease (1889), and several of the firm’s 

other outdoor titles. Significantly, the review begins with an extended definition of 

                                                 
11 Frank Bolles, “In a Wintry Wilderness,” 92. 
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outdoor writing, assuming that readers might be unfamiliar with the genre’s key 

features: 

The out-door of to-day . . . is a sympathetic rendering, and interpretation of 

Nature even in those aspects which were formerly handed to us as unleavened 

statement. It affords admirable opportunities for word-painting and artistic 

results or for skill in bookmaking, and it furnishes the naturalist with an outlet 

for odds and ends of information, for unrelated facts and chance suggestions, — 

an opportunity, in short, to wander in by-ways both of research and of thought. 

It is distinct from the bona fide field-natural history, insomuch as it adds to its 

portable information and heartiness of tone a finer literary flavor and a wider 

mental outlook; it is not obliged to present so many facts to the page as the 

natural history proper, and it is under a less strenuous necessity of being clever 

than the various tours of one’s garden and the universe.  

The review thus echoes the assumptions about outdoor writing that Scudder and his 

colleagues express in their reader’s reports. While the genre features “information” 

about natural history, its defining feature is its literary flavor and the opportunities it 

offers for “word-painting.” It emphasizes not scientific expertise, but a taste for nature. 

More to the point here, while the review provides specific consideration of Burroughs’s 

and Torrey’s latest books, its primary function is didactic. The review teaches readers 

that outdoor writing is a discrete genre, distinct from field guides, formal natural 

histories, and even strictly belletristic works such as Warner’s My Summer in a Garden 
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(1870), which labors under the “strenuous” burden of being clever. The review 

concludes by classifying the major outdoor writers of the day, ranking them in order of 

skill. With the help of this mini-lecture, the Atlantic audience learns that Burroughs is 

“our foremost writer on outdoor matters” and that one should appreciate the sympathy 

and heartiness, as well as the information, of his writing.  Torrey, by contrast, writes in 

a “less practiced manner than Burroughs but with ease, discursiveness, and a 

considerable charm.”12 

The Atlantic shaped the popular understanding of outdoor writing in more 

general ways as well. As Richard Brodhead writes, in the decades following the Civil 

War, the literary culture represented by the quality magazines was distinguished not by 

its “narrowness of horizon” but its “superior power of cultural definition.” Simply put, 

these magazines convinced American readers that they represented “the realm of 

‘literature’ proper,” and that the writing they published had a mode of social reality 

distinct from all other writing.13 The Atlantic retained this power through the turn of the 

century. Writers continued to regard it as an important venue for their work, even 

though its rates seemed paltry compared to those offered by the New York magazines.14 

                                                 
12 “Outdoors and Indoors,” 700-1.  
13 Richard Brodhead, “Literature and Culture,” in The Columbia Literary 

History of the United States, ed. Emory Elliott, et al. (Columbia University Press: New 
York, 1988), 467-8. 

14 The noted writer and Native-American rights activist Helen Hunt Jackson 
explained that she was glad to publish her essays in the Atlantic, even if it meant being 
paid lower rates than she was accustomed. “Having them read by the Atlantic audience” 
was “part of the pay,” she explained. Similarly, Constance Woolson wrote that she had 
never outgrown “the reverential aspect” she felt for the magazine, and that “those of my 
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For many readers as well, the Atlantic remained the very symbol of high literary culture, 

just as it had for Burroughs years earlier. According to the 1895 Cleveland Plain-

Dealer, while other magazines sought to increase their circulation through profuse 

illustrations and the “feverish hunt for ‘catchy’ subjects,” the Atlantic “pursues its way 

along the serene heights above the tumult of the fierce struggle for popularity, and 

becomes more distinctly literary as its contemporaries approach more nearly the 

character of the Sunday newspaper.” Compared to sampling “the heterogeneous mass of 

magazines of to-day,” reading the Atlantic “is like passing into a cosy alcove in a quiet 

corner of the library, after passing through the crowded newspaper reading-room with 

its continual rustle of papers and noise of arriving and departing feet.”15  

Merely by appearing in the pages of the Atlantic, outdoor writing also “rose 

above the tumult” into the “serene heights” of the literary sphere. Like Scudder and his 

colleagues, readers consistently recognized the genre as highly crafted, its observations 

not disposable and up-to-the-minute but enduring and permanent. Through the same 

process, outdoor writing also became associated with the class of sophisticated readers 

who valued these qualities. In fact, it became common when reviewing the work of 

these writers to link them to this particular population. According to Scribner’s, 

                                                                                                                                               
sketches which have come out in its pages . . . have always had the air to me of having 
been presented at court.” Qtd. in Ellery Sedgwick, The Atlantic Monthly, 1857-1909: 
Yankee Humanism at High Tide and Ebb, 180. 

15 This blurb, published in The Cleveland Plain Dealer on 1 September 1895, 
appears in a Houghton, Mifflin advertisement for the Atlantic circulated in the late 
nineties. Scrapbook of clippings of advertisements in periodicals and newspapers, 
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Burroughs reminds the “well-fed, smug town bodies” that “they are living only half a 

life while they neglect the delightful rest of the country.” The Atlantic’s review of 

Bolles’s At the North of Bearcamp Water makes this connection in even more specific 

terms. With this collection, the reviewer observes, Bolles has secured his status as  

the spokesman of a large class of cultivated men and women,—those who retire 

into the mountainous country with genuine but somewhat inarticulate delight in 

nature; who see and hear, without distinguishing clearly, the plumage and notes 

of birds, who watch the changes on the mountain slopes, and follow the day as it 

shades into night, and the night as it blossoms into day, without the power which 

art gives to communicate this delight to others. 

These readers, the review continues, are sensitive to “the restraint of conventional life 

and the unloosing which follows the rebound to nature.” However, they are hardly the 

kind to light out for the territories. Their lives are firmly set in civilized society, and as 

the review emphasizes, their “training has been amongst men and books.”16  

Hence, the periodical publication of outdoor writing shaped not only how it was 

read but also the public understanding of who read it. This is a crucial point, as it 

suggests that the genre occupied a much different position in American culture than is 

usually assumed. For the past half century, scholars have argued that nature writing 

emerged in the 1890s, as Americans sought “an imaginative release from the 

                                                                                                                                               
1901–1902. MS Am 2030 (248), Houghton Mifflin Company Records, Houghton 
Library, Harvard University.  
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institutional restraints and confinements [they] had accepted since the Civil War. The 

‘great outdoors’ promised spaciousness, freedom, and a renewal of national vigor.” 

Environmental prose was increasingly valued because it had the “uncivilized free and 

wild thinking” that Thoreau described in his essay “Walking.” 17 No doubt this was the 

case after the turn of the century, when writers such as Muir, Mary Austin, and 

(eventually) Thoreau came to represent the “wildness” with which many readers hoped 

to infuse their lives. In the final decades of the nineteenth century, however, largely 

through its publication in quality monthlies such as the Atlantic, outdoor writing was 

made to address an entirely different set of concerns. A product of the high-cultural 

literary establishment, it encouraged readers to associate a taste for nature with a taste 

for literature—and to cultivate both as badges of refinement. Put another way, outdoor 

writing did not represent an escape from (Eastern) society but rather distinction within 

it. The essays of Bolles, Burroughs, and Torrey were best appreciated by those members 

of the postbellum middle and upper-middle classes who retired to the country “with 

genuine but somewhat inarticulate delight in nature.” These readers appreciated literary 

style; moreover, they appreciated nature in a way that distinguished them from not only 

                                                                                                                                               
16 “Culture and Progress,” Scribner’s Monthly 18 (1879), 631; “ Chocorua in 

Literature,” 847-8. 
17 John Higham, “The Reorientation of American Culture in the 1890s,” in The 

Origins of Modern Consciousness, ed. John Weiss (Detroit: Wayne State University 
Press, 1965), 29. 
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from those who used nature (e.g., farmers, loggers) but also those who looked at nature 

with what one Houghton editor termed the “professional eyes” of the scientist.18  

If the work of the Atlantic’s outdoor writers did represent escape, it was an 

escape not to the west, or to the unwritten pages of the nation’s future, but rather to its 

rural past. In the pages of the Atlantic, readers were also encouraged to associate 

outdoor essays with those local colorists and regional historians who strove to present 

New England (and rural America more generally) as the nation’s cultural “home”—as a 

haven from the present where one could indulge a nostalgia for simpler times. The 

literary critic Amy Kaplan identifies this postbellum obsession with the past as part of 

the “national project of reunification” that drove literary culture during this period. 

Writers as various as Mark Twain, George Washington Cable, Charles Chesnutt, and 

Sarah Orne Jewett all “enact a willed amnesia about founding conflicts, while they 

reinvent multiple and contested pasts to claim as the shared origin of national 

identity.”19 For many genteel readers, the felt connections between outdoor writing and 

these other genres seem to have been quite strong. In the eighties, Jewett herself wrote 

Burroughs to thank him for helping her learn to appreciate South Berwick, Maine, the 

town where she had been raised and that she fictionalized most famously in The 

                                                 
18 HMCo Reader’s report for G. Fred Schwarz’s “Forest Trees and Forest 

Scenery,” 1901. Houghton editor Francis Allen writes in full: “The book is the work of 
a forester but of one who sees the beauty as well as the uses of trees and woods. His 
eyes are professional eyes, however, and they don’t find what Thoreau and John Muir 
and a few others have found. I do not recommend publication.” 
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Country of Pointed Firs (1896). Jewett writes: “I have been very ungrateful in never 

thanking you for all the pleasure that you have given me outright and taught me to 

secure for myself . . . I grow more and more pleased to remember every year that I was 

made of Maine dust, and though I see a good deal of town life nowadays I come back to 

Berwick every summer with doubled joy.”20  

Jewett’s letter suggests wholly unexplored connections between these two 

writers and the literary movements that they represent. The letter also suggests that 

Burroughs and his peers held a place near the center of American literary culture in the 

late nineteenth century, and that their work, by virtue of its periodical publication, was 

made especially effective in teaching the lessons that Jewett describes.  

  

Outdoor Books in the General Trade, 1880-1900 

Houghton, Mifflin repackaged nearly all of the outdoor writing that appeared in the 

Atlantic and sold it in book form. Between 1880 and 1900, the firm published more than 

twenty-five collections of outdoor essays for sale in the general trade, the majority of 

which were written by four authors: Bolles, Burroughs, Miller, and Torrey. On 

occasion, these writers reworked an essay or two before making them part of a book 

manuscript, and several of their collections included essays that the writers could not 

                                                                                                                                               
19 Amy Kaplan, “Nation, Region, and Empire,” in The Columbia History of the 

American Novel, ed. Emory Elliott, Cathy Davidson, et al (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1991), 242. 

20 Sarah Orne Jewett to John Burroughs, 29 June 1881. John Burroughs Papers, 
Department of Archives and Special Collections, Vassar College.  
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place in periodicals. But on the whole these collections largely comprised previously 

published material. What had been in magazines now appeared in books, and as these 

writers and their publishers knew, this was not an inconsiderable difference. To be sure, 

in the final decades of the nineteenth century, the Atlantic maintained remarkable power 

of cultural definition, and quality monthlies such as The Century reached far more 

readers than most books. Nevertheless, the book was the authoritative form of print, 

particularly for belletristic writing. It was assumed that the best literary writing 

deserved book publication—that “permanent literature” became permanent only in book 

form.21  

Houghton, Mifflin took great care in designing their outdoor books, fully aware 

that their appearance would shape how readers understood the nature and quality of the 

texts they contained. First, the firm made each outdoor book look like the others, 

reinforcing the idea that outdoor writing represented a coherent and emerging genre.22 

                                                 
21 In their reader’s reports, Scudder and his colleagues in the editorial office 

commonly described the merits of manuscripts in these terms. In 1895, Scudder writes 
that Mrs. Helen Winslow’s “Green Mountain Holidays” was pleasant but in no way 
distinctive. Her sketches “found their way into newspapers, but it is rather idle to look 
for permanent life in book form.” Six years later, Francis Allen writes that the essays 
collected in Raymond Bridgman’s “For Summer Shade, and Other Places of Leisure,” 
were “good enough (though by no means remarkable) in their way, but not demanding 
preservation in book form.” HMCo Reader’s Report for Mrs. Helen Winslow’s “Green 
Mountain Holidays,” 1895; HMCo Reader’s Report for Raymond Bridgman’s “For 
Summer Shade, and Other Places of Leisure,” 1901. 

22 Thoreau’s books are the notable exception. In the 1880s and 1890s, his books 
were considerably larger than all other outdoor books (5 5/8” x 8 3/8” rather than 4 3/4” 
x 7 1/8”). Moreover, Thoreau’s books were bound in the forest green cloth associated 
with the Riverside editions, with Thoreau’s signature embossed in gold on the front of 
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As we see in figures 2 through 6, the collections of Bolles, Burroughs, Miller, and 

Torrey published between 1880 and 1900 are all the same size and (with a few 

exceptions) bound in either brown or green cloth. They also share a similar binding 

design, with lettering in the arts-and-crafts style of the noted Boston artist Sarah 

Wyman Whitman. This is not to suggest that the collections had the uniform appearance 

of the firm’s formal series and libraries. Each outdoor book had its own unique 

character. Bolles’s The Land of Lingering Snow (1891) was bound in white cloth 

appropriate to its title. The cover of Torrey’s Spring Notes from Tennessee (1896), 

shown in figure 5, was ornamented with stylized pussy willows. However, the 

singularity of each book’s binding design was limited to its front cover. As we see in 

figure 2, their spines were generally uniform, as the firm intended them to sit 

comfortably with one another on readers’ shelves. No doubt this consistency appealed 

to H. O. Houghton himself. As Scudder wrote after Houghton’s death in 1895, the 

firm’s principle figure believed in having “phalanxes of books” in his list so that readers 

who enjoyed one title might return for another.23  

More generally, the firm designed its outdoor books so that they would be 

identified with the literary not the “popular” works in the firm’s catalogue. The 

collections by Bolles, Burroughs, Miller, and Torrey had the same trim size and border 

design as books by such indisputably literary writers as Lucy Larcom and Sarah Orne 

                                                                                                                                               
each. This design was surely intended to suggest affiliation with the collected works of 
the classic New England writers, which were bound in precisely the same style.  
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Jewett. These writers’ books, as a group, were made clearly distinct from popular 

novels such as Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward (1888) and Joseph Kirkland’s 

Zury: The Meanest Man in Spring County (1888), whose larger size is typical of the 

firm’s contemporary fiction. Clearly, Houghton, Mifflin meant to encourage readers to 

see a distinction between these kinds of books. The expressly “literary” books appear 

elegant and finely wrought. They evoke the kind of craftsmanship and gentility that 

Houghton, Mifflin intended their prose to represent. By contrast, the novels by Bellamy 

and Kirkland are larger and sturdier. Their bindings do not suggest that their contents 

have any particular belletristic distinction.24  

At the same time, Houghton, Mifflin distinguished the appearance of its outdoor 

books from that of its scientific texts—again, aware that the physical features of a book 

strongly influenced readers’ perceptions of its content. The size and heft of Charles 

Sprague Sargent’s 14-volume The Silva of North America (1890) imply a scholarly 

audience. Clearly, its individual volumes are meant to serve as reference books, to be 

consulted in a study or the library. By contrast, the firm’s design for its outdoor books 

implies flexibility of use. These collections might be displayed for their elegance, but 

they might also be stowed in a coat pocket for a ramble through the woods. (In the late 

                                                                                                                                               
23 Horace Scudder, Henry Oscar Houghton: A Biographical Outline 

(Cambridge: Riverside Press, 1897), 115.  
24 For an especially good discussion of the significance of the size, shape, and 

appearance of books, see Roger E. Stoddard, “Morphology and the Book” in A Library-
Keeper’s Business (New Castle, Delaware: Oak Knoll Press, 2002), 29-56. Stoddard’s 
discussion is more specific to American literary history than Gerard Genette’s 
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eighties, after learning that readers were using outdoor books when bird-watching and 

botanizing, the firm began including indexes of flora and fauna described in each.) Even 

after outdoor writing became generally recognized as a distinct genre, the firm 

continued to make its outdoor books physically distinct from works of formal science, 

still concerned that readers might assume the former to require arcane or specialized 

knowledge. It was this same concern that drove Scudder to ask Miller in 1894 to 

reconsider the title she had chosen for her forthcoming collection of essays. Miller’s 

original title, “Western Birds,” suggested both “too much and too little,” in Scudder’s 

opinion. “The charm of your book is in personal narrative,” he writes. “It is not a 

comprehensive ornithology.” Scudder proposed several alternatives, all of them 

decidedly unscientific, including “Dwellers Under a Western Sky,” “Western Flights 

and Western Nests,” “The Wild and Feathery West,” and “My Western Bird Friends.” 

Scudder liked the last especially. “It is personal; it is direct; it is sociable!” he enthuses. 

More to the point, it made clear that the book was not in the same class as the firm’s 

field guides and ornithological studies.25 Scudder and Miller eventually agreed on “A 

Bird Lover in the West”—a title with which Scudder no doubt was pleased. Like his 

other suggestions, this one indicates that Miller’s expertise has as much to do with her 

refined sensibility as it does her ornithological acumen.  

                                                                                                                                               
discussion of the same relationships in Paratexts: Thresholds of Interpretation, trans. 
Jane E. Lewin (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1997). 

25 Horace Scudder to Olive Thorne Miller, 10 January 1894 and 22 January 
1894. Editorial department, pressed letter book 7: 19 May 1893 - 18 Jan 1894. MS Am 
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Of course, outdoor books were also meant to be sold. As we have seen in their 

readers’ reports and in the Atlantic, Scudder and his colleagues assumed that outdoor 

writing appealed to discerning, sophisticated readers (i.e., that “large class of cultivated 

men and women . . . who retire into the mountainous country with genuine but 

somewhat inarticulate delight in nature”). Was there indeed a sizable population of such 

readers eager to buy the collections of Bolles, Burroughs, Miller, and Torrey? For 

Burroughs, at least, there was. By 1880, Burroughs had published four essay collections 

with Houghton, Mifflin’s predecessors: Hurd & Houghton and Houghton, Osgood and 

Company. In the following two decades, he published five additional collections, a 

collection of literary criticism (Indoor Studies [1889]), and a book-length study of 

Whitman, all with Houghton, Mifflin. The critical reception of these works was 

uniformly positive. In 1884, one reviewer claimed that Nature had “no worthier high 

priest” than Burroughs.  Several years later, another noted that “no truer pen than his 

transfers to pages” the beauties of nature.26 Given the frequency of such reviews, and 

Burroughs’s increasing stature among literary writers, the sales of his works seemed 

quite promising.  

Indeed, as we see in figure 7, Burroughs had all the makings of a sound long-

term investment. During this period, a fairly popular and well-reviewed work of literary 

fiction might sell 6,000 copies in its first year, as Mary Noailles Murfree’s The Prophet 

                                                                                                                                               
2030 (196), Houghton Mifflin Company Records, Houghton Library, Harvard 
University.  
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of the Great Smoky Mountains did when it appeared in 1885. However, as Scudder and 

his colleagues well knew, the sales for such fiction tapered off quickly. The sales for 

each of Murfree’s books dropped precipitously after its first year. And the same was 

true for many of Houghton, Mifflin’s other successful fiction writers, including local 

colorists Mary Hartwell Catherwood and Margaret Deland. Burroughs’s books fared 

quite differently. Though the first-year sales of his nature essay collections varied 

between 1880 and 1900, his work generally became more popular with the appearance 

of each collection. (His collections of literary criticism, Indoor Studies [1889] and 

Whitman: A Study [1896], did not perform as well as his outdoor writing.) Moreover, 

unlike the firm’s novels, Burroughs’s collections sold steadily in the years following 

their publication. In fact, the sales of his first five books—Wake-Robin (1871), Winter 

Sunshine (1875), Birds and Poets (1877), Locusts and Wild Honey (1879), and 

Pepacton (1881)—crept slowly upwards in the final fifteen years of the century. 

Between 1886 and 1890, the firm sold nearly 8,000 copies of these five collections. 

Over the next five years, they sold nearly 9,000, and over the next five, nearly 9,500. 

Finally, Burroughs’s sales were predictably successful, a virtue that the firm surely 

prized. By 1885 or so, Houghton, Mifflin could forecast with confidence how 

frequently Burroughs would publish his books, how much each book would cost, and 

how much each would yield. In a business such as publishing—where brand names 

                                                                                                                                               
26 “Book Reviews,” Overland Monthly 5 (1885), 335; “Book Reviews,” 

Overland Monthly 8 (1886), 220. 
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mean little, and where sales are notoriously difficult to predict—the consistency of 

Burroughs’s production and sales was highly prized. 

The firm was not nearly as pleased with the sales of the collections by Bolles, 

Miller, and Torrey, the writers Scudder once referred to as his “team of three.”27 

Despite Burroughs’s success and growing fame, these writers’ collections sold only 

modestly. Houghton, Mifflin did not lose money by publishing them; however, the firm 

did not make much money with them either.28 Perhaps most disappointing to Scudder 

and his colleagues, not one of these writers seemed to be building the kind of reputation 

                                                 
27 The letter in which this expression appears is fascinating, as it reveals how 

Scudder scheduled the publication of the outdoor writers’ work to their, and the firm’s, 
best advantage. Scudder writes: “I like ‘On The Beach at Daytona’ as well as I do ‘On 
the Upper St. John,’ but I have been forced to shove the earlier paper forward” to the 
March issue of the Atlantic. “I am driving a team of three through the early numbers of 
the year, if you don’t mind the figure. Yourself, Mrs. Miller, and Bolles. The 
immanence of a book from Mrs. Miller leads me to print one of her papers in February. 
You also purpose making a book, but you don’t mean to have it out before the fall, do 
you? I think Mrs. Miller is getting ready for spring publication.” Horace Scudder to 
Bradford Torrey, 11 December 1893. Editorial department, pressed letter book 7: 19 
May 1893 - 18 Jan 1894. MS Am 2030 (196), Houghton Mifflin Company Records, 
Houghton Library, Harvard University. 

28 These sales figures further indicate the importance of the Atlantic in these 
writers’ careers. The magazine represented not only the largest but also the most 
profitable market open to their work, the Atlantic’s relatively low pay scale 
notwithstanding. Torrey’s publication record and earnings from the early 1890s make 
this clear. In 1894, Houghton, Mifflin brought out a collection of his essays titled A 
Florida Sketch-Book, which sold only 1,106 copies in its first five years, earning Torrey 
$130 in royalties. In the twelve months prior to the book’s release, however, the 
Atlantic published six of the essays later collected in the book. Torrey earned nearly 
$350 for these (at $6 per page), nearly three times as much as he was eventually paid for 
the book. Furthermore, as Torrey well knew, the magazine’s circulation—somewhere 
between twelve and fifteen thousand subscribers—far exceeded the sales of all of his 
books combined. Houghton, Mifflin and Company, Copyright statements, pressed 
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that promised sales over the long term. As we see in figure 8, Miller’s books seemed the 

most successful of the three. Her essay collections published before the turn of the 

century—Bird-Ways (1885), In Nesting Time (1889), Little Brothers of the Air (1892), 

A Bird Lover in the West (1894), and Upon the Tree-Tops (1897)—were generally well-

reviewed. Their sales suggested that she had established a modest audience, and at least 

two sold respectably in the years following their first appearance. Bolles’s collections 

showed similarly limited success. Between 1891 and 1894, he published three 

collections of essays with the firm, each selling nearly 1,000 copies in its first year. 

(Perhaps because of Bolles’s extensive social connections in Cambridge, his first book, 

The Land of Lingering Snow [1891], continued to sell fairly well after its first year.) By 

the mid-1890s, though, the popularity of Bolles’s work was clearly in decline. Only 

occasionally did one of his collections sell more than 100 copies in a year. And his 

death in 1894 meant that no other books would be added to his oeuvre. 

Much to the surprise of Houghton editors, Torrey was the least successful of the 

team of three. Both Scudder and his colleague Francis Allen considered Torrey’s 

writing second only in quality to that of Burroughs.  However, not one of the five essay 

collections that Torrey published before 1900 sold more than 1,000 copies in its first 

year. And unlike the other outdoor writers, Torrey did not produce a book with even a 

minimal degree of lasting appeal. Only twice did one of his collections sell more than 

200 copies in one year, after its publication year. As a result, the firm kept a particularly 

                                                                                                                                               
copies 4-5: Oct 1892 - Jan 1895. Ms AM 2030 (130-1), Houghton Mifflin Company 
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close watch on the performance of Torrey’s books, frequently assessing how much it 

had spent in publishing and promoting them, and how much, in turn, the books had 

earned. 29 

Given Burroughs’s slow rise to success—not to mention their faith in the 

Atlantic as a promotional tool—Scudder and his colleagues were willing to wait for 

these other writers’ books to find an audience, at least for a while. The 1888 reader’s 

report for the manuscript of Miller’s In Nesting Time (1888) notes that Miller’s first 

book had not done “singularly well” in the trade, but that her most recent essays are 

“excellent and the manner good” and that “the growth of such literature is always 

slow.” Thus, the reviewer recommends that the firm publish the collection.30 The 

reader’s reports for Torrey’s first two collections are remarkably similar. Of the 

manuscript for Birds in the Bush (1885), a Houghton reader notes that “a moderate sale 

                                                                                                                                               
Records, Houghton Library, Harvard University. 

29 The firm kept a workbook in which they made these calculations for authors 
and titles that seemed questionable investments. A typical entry listed both the total 
manufacturing and promotion costs and the total receipts for each of an author’s titles. 
The firm then used simple arithmetic to determine first, the exact “credit” or “debit” 
that each title had accrued, and second, the total credit or debit that the author’s entire 
oeuvre had accrued. (On April 1, 1894, for instance, the firm determined that Torrey’s 
three books had ultimately earned the firm $237.89. Birds in the Bush had a total credit 
of $128.87; A Rambler’s Lease had a total credit of $125.50; and The Footpath Way had 
a total debit of $16.48.) This workbook offers valuable information about the writers for 
which Houghton, Mifflin had particular concerns. In the final decade of the century, we 
see that they kept close tabs on not only Bolles, Miller, and Torrey, but also Edith 
Thomas, Henry James, Charles Egbert Craddock (Mary Noallies Murfree), and even 
certain titles by Oliver Wendell Holmes and William Dean Howells. See Book 
Showings, 1891-1920. MS Am 2030 (79-81), Houghton Mifflin Company Records, 
Houghton Library, Harvard University.  

30 HMCo Reader’s Report for Olive Thorne Miller’s “In Nesting Time,” 1888.  
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can only be looked for, on account of the restriction of the subject.” Nevertheless, 

publication is recommended, as “the book is one of excellent observation” and “the 

style is agreeable.”31 Several years later, the manuscript for A Rambler’s Lease (1889) 

received a similar review: “There is every reason why we should accept these essays, 

except the probability of pecuniary loss,” writes one of the firm’s readers in 1889. Still, 

the reader ultimately recommends publication because “the literary quality of Mr. 

Torrey’s work is ‘first class.’”32   

In the early 1890s, however, the firm became less patient with the sales of 

Bolles’s, Miller’s, and Torrey’s collections. Scudder in particular felt that, somewhere, 

there was an undiscovered population of sophisticated, discerning readers who might 

appreciate Torrey’s “considerable charm” and Bolles’s “color and depth.”33 Thus, in the 

early nineties, Houghton, Mifflin began promoting its outdoor writing more 

                                                 
31 HMCo Reader’s Report for Bradford Torrey’s “Bird Gazing,” 1885. The title 

was changed to “Birds in the Bush” before publication. 
32 HMCo Reader’s Report for Bradford Torrey’s “A Woodland Intimate, and 

Other Outdoor Papers,” 1889. The title was changed to “A Rambler’s Lease” before 
publication. It is important to note that, in accepting these books for publication, the 
firm did not rely entirely on their conviction that good literature would eventually find 
readers. With many of these collections, Houghton, Mifflin took measures to guard 
against loss. Torrey’s first three collections were published on “reserve,” meaning that, 
for each, the House began paying the author royalties only after 500 copies had been 
sold. (The firm had made a similar arrangement with Burroughs for the publication of 
his first two collections, Wake-Robin and Winter Sunshine.) With Bolles, the firm was 
even more conservative. In the 1880s, Houghton, Mifflin required that he pay for all the 
production costs associated with his first two books. Only after the firm became certain 
that Bolles’s collections would pay for themselves, was it willing to sign him to a 
standard contract—which they did before the publication of At the North of Bearcamp 
Water in 1893.  
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aggressively, sending book announcements to readers through the mail and featuring the 

most recent publications in its newsletter, To the Trade. The firm also stepped up its 

efforts in placing notices in popular periodicals. Outdoor book advertisements appeared 

with greater frequency in the usual publications—namely, the elite, general-interest 

monthlies such as The Century and Lippincott’s. However, Houghton, Mifflin also 

began advertising their outdoor books in an entirely new set of venues. In the early 

nineties, advertisements for the work of Bolles, Burroughs, Miller, and Torrey appeared 

for the first time in a broad range of specialty magazines, including Presbyterian, The 

Christian at Work, The Christian Register, Science, and Popular Science Monthly.   

Unfortunately for the firm, these promotional efforts had little effect on the trade 

sales of the outdoor list as a whole. As a result, Scudder and his colleagues became 

increasingly cautious when presented with the opportunity to add more outdoor books 

to their catalogue. In 1895, when Scudder read the manuscript for Rowland E. 

Robinson’s “New England Days,” he responded with only guarded enthusiasm. 

Robinson had already published several books with the firm. And, as Scudder 

immediately recognized, the author’s most recent submission could easily become a 

part of the outdoor list. Robinson, notes Scudder, “writes with minute observation and 

affectionate interest and there is much spirit in his style. The book belongs with Torrey, 

Bolles, Burroughs, & the like but strikes its own individual note.” One suspects that, a 

few years earlier, such a report would have indicated immediate acceptance. In this 
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case, however, Scudder wrote “powwow” at the bottom of the report, meaning that he 

postponed any decision until he consulted with the heads of the firm at their weekly 

meeting.34 The response of the firm’s principles must have been favorable, for 

Houghton, Mifflin published the book in 1896, under the title In New England Fields 

and Woods, and promoted it as the newest addition to the outdoor list. In New England 

Fields and Woods, declares one advertisement, proves Robinson’s “right to join the 

goodly ranks of the outdoor geniuses—Thoreau, Burroughs, Torrey, Bolles, etc.”35  In 

terms of sales, however, the book joined only the ranks of Bolles, Miller, and Torrey. 

After selling a respectable 1,381 copies in its first year, it sold only 463 copies in the 

following four years combined.  

To make matters more complicated, between 1890 and 1900 the number of 

outdoor books in the American market significantly increased. Aware of the increasing 

interest in nature and outdoor recreation —and of Burroughs’s success more 

specifically—many competing publishers had begun developing outdoor lists of their 

own. In the 1890s, Macmillan and Company developed their own line of “Out-Door 

Books,” which included Liberty Hyde Bailey’s Garden-Making (1898) and Lessons 

with Plants (1898). In 1896 Scribner’s joined the fray with their “Out of Door Library,” 

                                                                                                                                               
Monthly 69 (1892), 278. 

34 HMCo Reader’s Report for Rowland E. Robinson’s “New England Days,” 
1895. 

35 This advertisement appeared in the June 1896 number of Scribner’s 
Magazine. Scrapbook of clippings of advertisements in periodicals and newspapers, 
1892 – 1893. MS Am 2030 (247), Houghton Mifflin Company Records, Houghton 
Library, Harvard University. 
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a series of illustrated anthologies, each addressing a different outdoor (and manly) 

activity. Titles included Angling (1896), Big Game Shooting (1896), Mountain 

Climbing (1897), Hunting (1897), and Athletic Sports (1897). Other houses developed 

the works of individual outdoor authors. In the 1890s, Harper & Brothers published 

William Hamilton Gibson’s memoirs and sketches of New England rural life. Fords, 

Howard, & Hulbert, a smaller subscription publisher in New York, published the works 

of Theodore S. Van Dyke, an essayist often compared to Burroughs. In 1898 

Publisher’s Weekly noted that more books on nature had been published in America in 

1897 than in any year before.36 Of course, only a fraction of these books were 

collections of belletristic essays. Some were guides for planting gardens; others were 

field guides, memoirs, and essays on hunting. Nevertheless, Houghton, Mifflin faced a 

trade market increasingly saturated with works on nature-related themes, a point noted 

by editor Herbert Gibbs when declining D. Lange’s “By River Camps and Prairie” for 

publication. Writes Gibbs, the manuscript “is a good one in its way,” but it would 

“attract little attention among the multitude of outdoor books now on the market.”37  

After 1890 Houghton, Mifflin’s internal correspondence reflects increasing 

skepticism regarding the popularity of outdoor writing in the general trade. To be sure, 

the firm continued to make important additions to their outdoor list, most notably the 

books of Florence Merriam, who became one of the foremost American ornithologists 

of the twentieth century. However, in the nineties the firm could no longer accept an 

                                                 
36 Publishers Weekly 53 (January 29, 1898): 216. 
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outdoor manuscript for publication simply because of its superlative manner and style. 

On several occasions they even considered publishing books of inferior quality because 

they hoped that these books might sell well in the general trade. When Charles Abbot 

submitted “An Idler’s Outings,” editors hesitated before rejecting it. All editors agreed 

that the book was not “up to our standards as literature,” as one reader put it. But 

Houghton, Mifflin did not make its final decision until editors investigated the sales of 

Abbott’s earlier books, which had been published with a number of different firms. 

After consulting with a number of booksellers, house editor Francis Allen concluded 

that Abbott was not worth the firm’s investment. Allen writes in his reader’s report: 

I am told by Mr. Moore of the firm Damrell and Upham, Mr. Butterfield at 

DeWolfe, Fiske & Co.’s, and Mr. Fraser at Clarke’s that Dr. Abbot’s books have a 

fair sale at their respective stores. Fraser thought they sold better some years ago, 

before there were so many other outdoor books to compete with them. He said that 

Torrey sold better, but thought it possible that the reverse might be true in some 

other locality. 38 

In an increasingly competitive market, the firm had little interest in publishing the work 

of an outdoor writer outsold by Torrey. Houghton, Mifflin declined Abbott’s 

manuscript without regret. 

 

                                                                                                                                               
37 HMCo Reader’s Report for D. Lange’s “By River Camps and Prairie,” 1902. 
38 HMCo Reader’s Report for Charles Conrad Abbott’s “An Idler’s Outings,” 

1901. 
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Special Series and Limited Editions: The Remaking of Burroughs and Thoreau 

That most of the firm’s outdoor writers never gained the same stature as Burroughs 

should not overshadow Houghton, Mifflin’s success with its outdoor list. In a time 

when more books, and more nature-related books in particular, were being produced 

than ever before, Houghton, Mifflin built a substantial outdoor list and convinced 

American critics and readers to see its constituent works as the firm did—that is, as an 

emerging and distinct genre of belletristic writing, centered around Burroughs, that 

approached nature in a “half-scientific and half-poetic way.” By 1900, articles 

announcing the emergence of “nature writing” appeared frequently in both publishing 

journals and popular periodicals. In these articles, Burroughs is generally considered the 

movement’s major figure, with the other Houghton, Mifflin outdoor writers rounding 

out the list. Houghton editors were not solely responsible for this turn of events, of 

course. The process by which any writer, set of writers, or genre gains cultural 

prominence is complicated and variously mediated. Still, the Houghton firm played a 

profoundly important role in not only shaping this field of writing but also establishing 

the terms in which was first understood.  

We should also remember that trade books were not the final use to which 

Scudder and his colleagues could put a piece of writing. In fact, on what Scudder often 

termed the “business side” of the firm, an author’s trade books were viewed as a kind of 

beginning—that is, as the foundation upon which Houghton, Mifflin might build his or 

her career. Once the firm controlled the rights to a particular work, they could reprint it 
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to their, and the author’s, advantage in any number of forms. Of course, this had been 

the firm’s strategy with the “classic” American writers since the early 1870s. As the 

firm continued to select and publish new trade books, it also strove to make the work of 

Emerson, Hawthorne, Holmes, Longfellow, Lowell, Stowe, and Whittier as profitable 

as possible. As a result, in 1886 one could have the complete collection of Longfellow’s 

poetry in nine different editions, some of them inexpensive, others quite dear. (The 

three-volume subscription edition was bound in sealskin and priced at $80.) By 1890 

one had a similarly broad range of options with the works of Whittier and Emerson. 

Their writings appeared in a dizzying array of forms, including not only a number of 

trade and collected editions, but also calendars, birthday books, and school 

anthologies.39 

Houghton, Mifflin felt that the essays of their outdoor writers might be similarly 

repackaged and resold. As early as the mid-1880s, the firm began reissuing the essays of 

Bolles, Burroughs, Miller, and Torrey in a range of special series, limited editions, and school 

texts, hoping to find still new readers and markets for their work. Not all of these projects were 

successful, of course. The firm never repackaged the writings of Bolles or Torrey in a way that 

significantly increased their popularity or sales. However, other attempts to repackage the work 

of the firm’s outdoor writers were both successful and tremendously influential. This was 

particularly the case with Burroughs and, significantly, Thoreau, whose stock was slowly 

beginning to rise not only among American readers, but also within the Houghton, Mifflin 

                                                 
39 Ellen Ballou, The Building of the House: Houghton Mifflin’s Formative 
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editorial office.  

Why did Scudder and his colleagues change their minds about Thoreau? The 

answer to this question is not as clear as it may seem. After all, in the early eighties, the 

firm felt it had a number of reasons why it should not spend its time or resources 

supporting Thoreau. First, as I showed in chapter 2, Scudder was disinclined to classify 

Thoreau as an outdoor writer, believing his work to be sneering and even pernicious. 

(While the “force and energy” of his writing can be “refreshing,” writes Scudder in 

1880, there is also “a rudeness which seems sometimes affected, and a carelessness 

which seems contemptuous.”40) Moreover, Thoreau’s sales did not seem especially 

promising. As we see in figure 9, in the early eighties his books were selling at about 

the same rate as those by Burroughs. Houghton editors, however, drew a sharp 

distinction between the sales of the two authors. Burroughs was still in the process of 

finding readers, and the firm expected great things from him in the future. Thoreau’s 

books had been available for decades, which was ample time to build an audience. In 

Scudder’s view, American readers had chosen not to embrace the writer one 1881 critic 

described as “the hermit of Concord.”41  

But Thoreau’s status was changing. Burroughs himself published a lengthy and 

influential defense of Thoreau in the 1882 Century, addressing one by one the charges 

                                                                                                                                               
Years, 309. 

40 Horace Scudder, “Henry David Thoreau,” American Prose (Boston: 
Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1880), 307-9. 
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most commonly made against the author and his work—namely, that Thoreau was a 

“skulker,” that he lacked ambition, and that his work was grating and contentious. 

Burroughs quickly dismisses the first two of these claims: Thoreau was a skulker only 

in that “great army of Mammon, the great army of the fashionable, the complacent and 

church-going.” Nor did he shirk or dodge “any duty proper to him.” Burroughs allows 

that the final charge—that Thoreau was often rude and contemptuous—has merit. 

Thoreau “appears best in profile, when looking away from you and not toward you—

when looking at Nature and not at man.” His character “ is not always pleasing.” Yet 

Burroughs emphasizes that this abrasiveness was also the source of Thoreau’s strength 

as a writer. If “he planted himself far beyond the coastline that bounds most lives, and 

seems insular and solitary,” he “believed he had the granite floor of principle beneath 

him, and without the customary intervening clay or quicksands.” As a result, his writing 

has an astringent quality that is “bracing and tonic.” He was “not a racy writer, but a 

trenchant; not nourishing so much as stimulating; not convincing, but wholesomely 

exasperating and arousing, which, in some respects, is better.” In short, writes 

Burroughs, Thoreau left a “positive and distinct impression” upon American literature. 

“He did his work thoroughly; he touched bottom; he made the most of his life.”42  

                                                                                                                                               
41 “Literary Notes,” Christian Union (9 March 1881), 237. Qtd. in Gary 

Scharnhorst, Henry David Thoreau: An Annotated Bibliography of Comment and 
Criticism Before 1900 (New York: Garland, 1992),p. 206. 

42 John Burroughs, “Henry David Thoreau,” The Century 24 (1882), 368-80. 
Burroughs also published several shorter pieces on Thoreau during this period. In the 
1881 Critic Burroughs argues that Thoreau’s life “was a search for the wild, not only in 
nature but in literature, in life, in morals.” Several years later in the same magazine, 
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Burroughs’s essay was widely noted in contemporary journals, and its 

significance in the history of Thoreau’s reception is often overlooked.43 Here was 

Burroughs, the American writer most associated with the sane and healthful aspects of 

nature, not simply defending Thoreau but giving his work thorough and fair-minded 

consideration. Burroughs even predicts that Thoreau’s stature will soon rise.  He 

“improves with age,” observes Burroughs. “The generation he lectured so sharply will 

not give the same heed to his words as will the next and the next.” To be sure, even 

after the appearance of Burroughs’s essay, Thoreau still had his detractors, most of 

whom dismissed his writing by attacking his character. “The most individual note in 

Thoreau was his inhumanity,” exclaims the 1882 Century. “He stayed at home, never 

married, and generally shunned society. In short, his life made a very dull story.”44 On 

the whole, though, readers seemed increasingly willing to follow Burroughs’s lead in 

admiring Thoreau. And what they came to admire most was his intimate relationship 

with the natural world. A review in Harper’s observes, for instance, that while Thoreau 

lacked patience for man and society, he excelled as “a minute observer of nature and her 

moods.” He “watched the changes and developments of the seasons . . .  and all the 

                                                                                                                                               
Burroughs writes that Thoreau was “a wood-genius—the spirit of some Indian poet or 
prophet, graduated at Harvard College, but never losing his taste for the wild.” Like 
Burroughs’s essay in the Century, these essays in the Critic were widely  noted in the 
press. See John Burroughs, “Thoreau’s Wildness,” Critic 26 (1881), 74-5; “American 
and English Woods in Poetry” Critic 20 (1883), 15.  

43 See, for example, “New Publications,” New-York Commercial Advertiser (17 
June 1882), 5:2; “The July Century,” Springfield Republican (22 June 1882), 4:4; “New 
Publications,” New York Times (26 June 1882), 5:1; A. N. Everett, “Thoreau,” Boston 
Transcript (11 August 1882), 6:4. 
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thousand phenomena that attended the transitions of the year, with unflagging interest 

and sympathy.”  He provides readers with charming and close “glimpses of nature . . . 

describing the innumerable secrets she revealed to him with graphic fidelity.”45 In the 

same year, the Portland Transcript noted that while Thoreau “preferred nature to 

humanity,” his work remains an important addition to American literature. “With a 

divided affection to nature” he would have been “less active and we should have lost 

much that he now teaches us.”46  

Thus, the writer who was once damned as both a crank and an Emersonian 

imitator, was increasingly admired as a natural historian with a feel for poetry. 

Houghton editors immediately recognized that such reviews marked a watershed in 

Thoreau’s reception and an opportunity for the firm to integrate Thoreau more fully into 

the outdoor list. Over the course of a decade, the firm brought out four collections of 

extracts from Thoreau’s (still unpublished) journals, each edited by H. G. O. Blake and 

featuring Thoreau’s natural history writings on a particular season: Early Spring in 

Massachusetts (1881), Summer (1884), Winter (1887), and Autumn (1892). It is not 

clear how extensively the firm guided Blake in selecting and arranging passages for 

these books. Regardless, the collections were very much in line with Thoreau’s 

emerging image as a poet-naturalist. In their pages, readers encountered neither a 

                                                                                                                                               
44 “Sanborn’s ‘Thoreau’,” The Century 25 (1882), 304. 
45 “Editor’s Literary Record,” Harper’s New Monthly Magazine 64 (1881), 152. 
46 “Book Notices,” Portland Transcript 2 April 1881, 2. Qtd. in Gary 

Scharnhorst, Henry David Thoreau: An Annotated Bibliography of Comment and 
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philosopher nor a social critic but a writer concerned with bird songs, animal tracks, and 

the incremental process through which ponds and streams freeze in the winter.   

The introduction to each book, supplied by Blake, portrays Thoreau as a kind of 

Burroughsian sage. Introducing Early Spring in Massachusetts, for instance, Blake 

emphasizes Thoreau’s sensitivity to the sights and sounds of the Concord woods and the 

effect that Thoreau’s prose has on readers’ own relationship to the natural world. Blake 

writes that, in his own private readings of the journal (the entirety of which had been in 

his possession since 1876), he had “sometimes been wont to attend each day to what 

had been written on the same day” by Thoreau. This desire was not merely an instance 

of hero worship. To be sure, Blake wanted “to be led to notice, in my walks, the 

phenomena which Thoreau noticed, so to be brought nearer to the writer by observing 

the same sights, sounds, etc.” However, Blake also hoped to have his own love of 

nature “quickened” through the journal—and, he writes, it was this experience that he 

hoped to pass along to other readers. In assembling this collection, he selected passages 

that paint nature “with a most genuine love” and arranged them so they make “an 

interesting picture of the progress of the seasons, of Thoreau’s year.” Ultimately, Blake 

hopes readers will use the journal as he did—to come into “close contact with nature,” 

and through Thoreau’s writing, “see its sights, hear its sounds, and feel its very breath 

upon [their] cheek.”47  

                                                 
47 H. G. O. Blake, Introduction, Early Spring in Massachusetts, ed. Blake 

(Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1881), vi. 
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It is difficult for us now to appreciate how profoundly these books further 

guided Thoreau’s transformation.48 In the past century, Thoreau has become a kind of 

green saint, his life a symbol of complete dedication to nature. It is difficult to imagine 

that he was ever understood otherwise. Yet, in the eighties, as much of Thoreau’s 

previously unpublished writing about nature was first made public, Americans realized 

that they did not know the author of Walden as well as they once thought. In 1880, the 

Nation reported that Blake’s lectures from Thoreau’s journal had “thrown new light, or 

certainly very unfamiliar light, upon the character of this unique author.” In the same 

                                                 
48 In 1890, Blake assembled one further collection of extracts from Thoreau’s 

writing, titled Thoreau’s Thoughts. Blake intended this volume specifically for 
commuters. As he writes in the introduction, it contains “beautiful and helpful thoughts, 
which one might not only read in retirement, but use as a traveling companion, or vade 
mecum, while waiting at a hotel, railway station, or elsewhere,—something even more 
convenient and ready at hand than the newspaper” (iii). Interestingly, the 1890 
correspondence between Blake and Scudder regarding the title of this collection 
suggests that the two had competing visions of Thoreau. Scudder and his colleagues felt 
that Blake’s original title, “Selections From Thoreau,” was not serviceable. As Scudder 
wrote in a letter to Blake, the House already had a “half a dozen little 25 cent books 
entitled Selections from Emerson, Selections from Longfellow, etc.” Scudder suggested 
“A Hermit’s Thoughts” as a possible alternative,” for ‘hermit’ “is a picturesque word 
and the notion clings to Thoreau.” Blake refused the title, arguing that the use of 
‘hermit’ encouraged readers to see Thoreau as merely an eccentric. Scudder and Blake 
eventually settled on the more neutral title, Thoreau’s Thoughts. See H. G. O. Blake, 
ed., Thoreau’s Thoughts (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1890); Horace 
Scudder to H. G. O. Blake, 23 September and 27 September 1890. Editorial department, 
pressed letter book 3: 18 Oct 1890 - 8 Jun 1891. Ms AM 2030 (191), Houghton Mifflin 
Company Records, Houghton Library, Harvard University. 
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year, the Penn Monthly noted that the “true significance of Thoreau’s life” had not yet 

been “adequately treated.”49  

Such reconsideration was hardly limited to the general reader. Even within the 

Houghton, Mifflin editorial office, Scudder and his colleagues were radically revising 

their estimation of the author. Scudder had once written that Thoreau was a 

questionable influence, and that both Walden and A Week on the Concord and 

Merrimack Rivers were uneven and poorly conceived. By the mid-nineties, however, 

Scudder was presenting the author and his work in an entirely different light. Scudder 

commends Autumn (1894), the most recent collection of extracts from Thoreau’s 

journal, for its excellent “nature-sketching.” The writing has an appealing immediacy, 

Scudder writes, as readers are but “one step away” from the author’s “living thought.” 

Scudder even praises Thoreau’s character, noting that he had a rare kind of moral 

courage. Thoreau did “what not one Christian in a million does.” He “took no thought 

for the morrow, but labored from day to day to meet his simplest needs.” Even more 

impressive, he consistently affirmed that he loved his life, even “in spite of his 

neighbors’ contemptuous pity, the public’s inability to read his books, and his own 

uncertainty as to anything ever coming of his intellectual labor.”50 

This marks a clear shift from Scudder’s reviews a decade earlier. And as he and 

his colleagues changed their minds about Thoreau, they strove to change readers’ minds 

                                                 
49 Edwin Doak Mead, “Philosophy at Concord.—II.,” The Nation 31 (2 

September 1880), 165; William Sloane Kennedy, “A New Estimate of Thoreau,” Penn 
Monthly 11 (1880): 794. 



 

165 

as well. Throughout the eighties and early nineties, the Atlantic consistently emphasized 

that Thoreau’s star was rising and, more specifically, that critics and readers should 

revise their first (negative) impressions of the writer and his work. In 1882 Scudder 

writes that readers may use Frank Sanborn’s recently published biography of Thoreau to 

compare the portrait of the writer “to which we have become accustomed” with “the 

actual original.” Several years later, Scudder writes that Thoreau is now “winning a 

place in men’s regard as well as holding his place in literature,” and that the most recent 

collection of extracts from his journal seems to have a “softer manner.” Indeed, “one 

might almost take it as expressing riper thought.” Scudder allows that this observation 

“can be only fancy,” as the book draws from material that Thoreau wrote throughout his 

career. Still, Scudder’s reasons for taking this flight of fancy are abundantly clear. He 

means to suggest that Thoreau no longer seems the malcontent many readers once 

thought him to be. Scudder’s 1894 review of The Familiar Letters of Henry David 

Thoreau (1894) makes this point more directly. These previously unpublished letters 

appear “to be written by another Thoreau,” writes Scudder. The collection does much to 

rescue him “from the exclusive company of the woodchuck.” And, “many will revise 

their judgment upon reading it.”51 

Certainly Scudder seems to have revised his judgment. After becoming familiar 

with the material in the journal, his opinion of Thoreau was wholly transformed. We 
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must remember, however, that Houghton, Mifflin’s renewed efforts to promote Thoreau 

also had much to do with the firm’s investment and faith in Burroughs. After all, 

Burroughs remained the more popular of the two writers. In 1884, the readers of the 

New York literary magazine The Critic named Burroughs one of the forty living writers 

who should be included in an American academy of arts and letters, should one be 

created. (Burroughs received more votes than such luminaries as Thomas Wentworth 

Higginson, Donald G. Mitchell, and Francis Parkman.)52  Houghton editors were also 

aware that Burroughs was only at the midpoint of his career, that his production and 

sales remained steady, and that he was content to allow the firm to continue publishing 

his books. In short, Burroughs was not merely at the center of the outdoor list. He was 

one of the five or six most important living writers in the firm’s catalogue.  

Thus, Houghton, Mifflin’s newfound enthusiasm for Thoreau was based not 

simply on a revised appreciation of his work. The firm also saw that it might hitch 

Thoreau’s wagon to Burroughs’s star. Accordingly, in the mid-eighties the firm folded 

Thoreau’s works into their “Outdoor Books” advertising campaign (from which his 

works had been originally excluded). Within several years, the firm began promoting 

Thoreau as the one influence that all contemporary outdoor writers shared. According to 

one advertisement, Torrey and Miller “have fairly made, each in a different way, a title 

to a handsome estate in the domain once ruled by Thoreau.” Bolles has “a power of 
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minute observation as remarkable as Thoreau’s.” And Rowland E. Robinson’s essays 

address the “special aspects of out-door life with an intelligence and spirit like those of 

Thoreau, Burroughs, and Torrey.” It is important to note that, in these advertisements, 

the firm did not portray Thoreau as the foremost or most popular of the outdoor writers. 

That title remained Burroughs’s. Rather, Thoreau was identified as the foundation of the 

outdoor writing tradition—a tradition that the firm had already built. 53  

In the mid-eighties, the firm sought to strengthen the ties between Burroughs 

and Thoreau even further, and began packaging their work together in a number of 

special editions and limited series. The first of these was the Riverside Aldine Series, 

begun in 1885. This series consisted of a dozen or so previously issued titles that were 

republished so that they represented “the best which the printer’s art in America can 

produce.” The idea for the series was H. O. Houghton’s own. His firm had built its 

reputation through its association with the New England writers of the mid-nineteenth 

century. Houghton, Mifflin had been so successful that, by the 1880s, the firm seemed a 

cultural trust. Its catalogue represented not the activity of a single publishing house but 

rather the growth of the nation’s literature. With the Aldines, Houghton intended to 

show that American publishers could produce books that were as tasteful and elegant as 

any produced in Europe. He also hoped to present a new generation of American writers 

in a way that established their connection to the firm’s—and the nation’s— future. In 
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1885, the firm published the first seven titles in the series:  Aldrich’s Marjorie Daw, 

Warner’s My Summer in a Garden, Lowell’s Fireside Travels and Biglow Papers, 

Harte’s The Luck of Roaring Camp, Howells’s Venetian Papers, and Burroughs’s 

Wake-Robin. Over the next five years, they rounded out the series with Warner’s 

Backlog Studies, Hawthorne’s The Gray Champion, Jewett’s Tales of New England, and 

Thoreau’s Walden. 

Wake-Robin was one of the more popular titles in the series; Walden was one of 

the least. However, as Ballou points out, in this particular enterprise Houghton, Mifflin 

was concerned with more than merely short-term sales. The Aldine series was a 

deliberate investment in the future. By building the series around its younger writers 

(Aldrich, Burroughs, Harte, Howells, and Jewett ) and by publishing their texts in a way 

that represented “the best which the printer’s art in America can produce,” the firm 

hoped to establish these writers so that they might bring the same kind of returns that 

the works of Longfellow, Whittier, and Emerson had brought for  decades. Furthermore, 

Houghton hoped to establish these younger writers’ reputations as the next generation 

of American masters, thus continuing the correspondence between the house catalogue 

and the American canon. One suspects that the firm placed Thoreau, along with 

Burroughs, into this “new masters” category. After all, Thoreau’s reputation seemed to 

be slowly growing, and an enormous store of his writing had yet to be published. In the 

                                                                                                                                               
53  Scrapbook containing brochures, pamphlets, and other printed ephemera, 

1872-1892. MS Am 2030 (236-242), Houghton Mifflin Company Records, Houghton 
Library, Harvard University. 
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mid-1890s, Houghton editors likely saw him as a writer with a promising future—and 

with several new books still in store.  

Other series followed. In the 1890s, works by Thoreau and Burroughs were 

grouped together once again in the Cambridge Classics. This series was not the 

nationalist project that the Aldines were, nor was its quality of materials and design as 

high. Still, the Cambridge Classics were meant to appeal to that population of readers 

who took pride not only in what they read but also in the material quality of their books. 

Houghton, Mifflin also began publishing special editions of works by Burroughs and 

Thoreau and promoting them in tandem. In 1896, for instance, the firm published an 

illustrated collection of Burroughs’s essays edited by Clifton Johnson titled A Year in 

the Fields. This book was advertised along with an illustrated edition of Thoreau’s Cape 

Cod, published in the same year.  

In the mid-nineties, the firm took its most significant step in solidifying and 

linking the reputations of the two writers. In consecutive years, the firm published the 

Riverside editions of The Writings of Henry David Thoreau (1893-4) and The Writings 

of John Burroughs (1895). Publication in this format was the highest honor the firm 

bestowed upon an author, a certification that the firm now reckoned that author’s work 

“standard literature.” As the 1895 advertisement featured in figure 10 suggests, the 

company was highly select. Joining Thoreau and Burroughs among the Riverside elect 

were not only the New England masters but also Shakespeare, Browning, and 

Tennyson. The critical reception of these series suggests their power to secure an 
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author’s “permanent” status. An 1893 review in the Chicago Dial states that the 

Riverside edition of Thoreau’s works “gives to our philosophical naturalist his deserved 

place among the classical writers of our country.” In December of the same year, the 

Boston Herald concurred. The publication of the Riverside Thoreau “is an event of the 

first importance in American literature.” It is “in some respects the proudest 

achievement which has been secured in American letters” that “so original, so 

unhackneyed, so fresh and so inspiring a writer as Henry D. Thoreau should have 

fought his way at this long interval after his death, on his merits alone, to the very front 

rank.”54  Similar reviews appeared for the Riverside Burroughs, many of them making 

the same assumption made in the reviews excerpted above—namely, that the 

publication of a writer’s complete works in a Riverside edition was a sure sign of that 

writer’s eminence.  

Each of these ventures was a financial success for the firm—which, one 

suspects, was hardly surprising to Houghton editors. Given their extensive experience in 

publishing figures such as Longfellow and Emerson, the firm knew that a market 

existed for well-designed, elegant books. What Houghton, Mifflin did learn from these 

series is the extent to which Burroughs and Thoreau might be counted upon to serve the 

firm in the future. In a very short period of time, the firm had guided American readers 

to understand Thoreau as an outdoor writer, and to recognize both Burroughs and 

                                                 
54  “Briefer Mention,” The Dial 15 (16 November 1893), 302; “The Riverside 

Thoreau,” Boston Herald (18 December 1893), 3:1-2. Both of these reviews are 
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Thoreau as central figures in a new American literary tradition. Indeed, by the mid-

nineties, Thoreau and Burroughs had become more or less synonymous with outdoor 

writing. Competing publishers began making reference to the authors of Walden and 

Wake-Robin in order to signal that their own texts were of a certain character—that they 

had what Houghton editor Francis Allen referred to as “the outdoor spirit.” In 1895 the 

Century Company promoted The Mountains of California (1895) by noting that the 

author, John Muir, was a California naturalist whom Emerson had described as “more 

wonderful than Thoreau.”55  Two years later, the same firm promoted Charles M. 

Skinner’s Nature in a City Yard (1897) as “the work of a philosopher—a Thoreau 

transported forcibly from Walden Pond, and cabin’d, cribb’d, confin’d in a thickly 

populated city.”56 Book reviews often made similar references. In 1898 The Overland 

Monthly noted that H. E. Parkhust—author of Song Birds and Water Fowl (1897), 

published by Scribner’s— had “the charm and grace” of Burroughs.57  

Of course, such references only further established Thoreau and Burroughs as 

the standard against which other outdoor writers and firms measured their own work. 

And soon, the status of both Burroughs and Thoreau exceeded that of the genre they 

were credited with founding. With increasing frequency, they were used as a pair to 

make larger claims about American identity and progress. In 1897 the literary critic 

                                                                                                                                               
excerpted in Gary Scharnhorst, Henry David Thoreau: An Annotated Bibliography of 
Comment and Criticism Before 1900, 310-13.  

55 In the “Scribner’s Magazine Advertiser,” Scribner’s Magazine 18 (December 
1895), 20. 

56 Advertising pages, The Century 53 (April 1897), 4. 
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Hamilton Wright Mabie argued that Burroughs and Thoreau were “strictly indigenous.” 

They “have been fed by the soil, and have reproduced in flower and fruit something of 

its distinctive quality.” Their writing represents the achievement of an American 

culture, finally independent of foreign influence.58 Published in 1900, Ernest Seton-

Thompson’s poem “New Music from the Old Harp” uses the two writers to make a 

similar point. 

A HARP there was in Yankeeland, 
And a hand that played it clearly. 

We thought we knew its every strain, 
We loved its music dearly. 

 
Years later came strange, thrilling strains 

Some master harp resounding, 
And all asked, “What new harp is this 

That sets our hearts a-bounding?” 
 
But when we came to seek it out, 

The new accord that filled us, 
‘T was still the same dear, well-known harp, 

But new the hand that thrilled us. 
 
Now read my riddle: First to play— 

The Muse that once was Thoreau’s. 
The next, the Spirit of the West. 

The harp? Why that’s John Burroughs.59  
 

The “old harp” of the title seems to represent Americans’ unique affinity for nature. In 

Seton-Thompson’s poetic “riddle,” Thoreau was the first to play this instrument, and 

                                                                                                                                               
57 “The Choristers of the Air,” The Overland Monthly 31 (1898), 94. 
58 Hamilton Wright Mabie, “John Burroughs,” The Century 54 (1897), 562. 
59 Ernest Seton-Thompson, “New Music from the Old Harp,” The Century 60 

(1900), 639. 
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when he did all of America “loved its music dearly.” After Thoreau came the so-called 

“Spirit of the West,” whose music “sets our hearts a-bounding.” Burroughs is the most 

recent to play this “same dear, well-known harp.” And his music, like that of Thoreau 

and the presence of the western frontier, has touched the soul of the country. Like 

Mabie’s essay, then, Seton-Thompson’s poem suggests that the significance of these 

writers was increasingly understood in terms of the nation’s own growth and identity. 

Burroughs and Thoreau’s sensitivity to the natural world was increasingly seen as an 

American characteristic. 

By the final decade of the century, then, both writers had become common 

cultural property. The firm no longer had exclusive, or even primary, control over their 

symbolic value or that of their work. However, as Houghton editors surely recognized, 

the future for both writers looked bright, and the firm would do well to continue its 

association with them. In 1894 Houghton, Mifflin and Burroughs agreed to an annuity 

contract that overwrote all previous financial arrangements Burroughs had made with 

the firm. The contract had two major stipulations: first, that the firm pay Burroughs a 

yearly salary of $500 in lieu of royalties on his previously published books, and, 

second, that Burroughs guarantee the firm the exclusive right to publish any and all 

future books that he might produce. (Burroughs remained free to sell his individual 

magazine articles to the highest bidder.) The contract was thus designed to be beneficial 
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to both parties.60  Burroughs would receive a reliable yearly salary, regardless of his 

production, and he would earn a year’s worth of royalties on any new books published 

during the term of the contract. Houghton, Mifflin, in turn, would simplify its 

bookkeeping and budgeting. More important, the firm knew that now it maintained 

control over the books of Burroughs’s past, present, and immediate future. For the years 

stipulated by the contract, Houghton, Mifflin could continue to manage Burroughs’s 

success and use it to underwrite the development of their outdoor list.61  

The firm remained committed to Thoreau with equal enthusiasm. Indeed, by the 

mid-nineties, the firm had a much clearer sense of why Thoreau was important to their 

list and how to market his work. First, Burroughs’s annuity agreement guaranteed that, 

                                                 
60 Of course, an annuity contract represented more than simply an exclusive 

business arrangement. The firm reckoned the terms of the deal not only in popularity 
and earnings but also in prestige, tradition, and reputation. Houghton, Mifflin made 
these offers only to a select group of established writers whose names the firm wished 
to bind to their own. Before 1894, the firm had offered these contracts to only a handful 
of authors, including Emerson, Hawthorne, Holmes, Longfellow, Lowell, and Whittier 

61 Burroughs’s allegiance to the firm extended into the new century. In 1899, 
Burroughs and the firm agreed to extend the author’s annuity agreement. As part of the 
deal, Burroughs’s yearly payment was increased to $750. In 1904, the arrangement 
between author and publisher was extended once again, this time for seven years, with 
Burroughs’s annuity increased to $1500. In 1912, the agreement was extended one final 
time. Until his death in 1921, Burroughs received $2000 per annum, as well as royalties 
on his new books for a year after publication. This final agreement was, in part, a 
reward to Burroughs for his long commitment to the firm. By 1910 or so, the earnings 
generated by his books had ceased to match his yearly payment. However, as one 
Houghton editor wrote to Burroughs in a 1912 letter, the firm wanted to do well by the 
author. For more than forty years, writes the editor, the relationship between author and 
house had been “uniformly pleasant and happy.” The firm took such pride in the 
connection that they were happy to extend the terms of the existing contract. Houghton 
Mifflin Company to John Burroughs, 2 February 1912. Box 82, John Burroughs Papers, 
Department of Archives and Special Collections, Vassar College. 
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for the foreseeable future, the firm would publish the writer now widely considered 

Thoreau’s heir. The firm therefore had the opportunity to continue to promote the two 

writers in tandem, allowing the particular strength of each writer (Thoreau’s 

connections to Emerson, Concord, and the American literary pantheon; Burroughs’s 

popularity and genial persona) to support the other. Second, as noted earlier, an 

enormous store of Thoreau’s writing had not been published. By 1895, only a few 

excerpts from Thoreau’s journal—now considered as essential a part of his oeuvre as 

Cape Cod or The Maine Woods—had appeared. The bulk of it remained unpublished 

and unread, its leaves in the possession of H. G. O. Blake and, after Blake’s death in 

1898, E. H. Russell. The firm decided to publish these journals in their entirety in 1903; 

however, one wonders if they had considered the idea much earlier. After all, by the 

mid nineties, Thoreau appeared to be a writer whose career was on the rise. Like Emily 

Dickinson—who wrote the bulk of her poems in the 1860s and 1870s, but whose work 

was first widely published four years after her death—Thoreau became a more 

significant figure in literary culture at the end of the century than he ever was during his 

life.  

Finally, by the mid-1890s, Houghton editors were well aware that the works of 

their outdoor writers, as well as those of their classic authors, were becoming 

increasingly valuable in the educational trade. As I will show in the next chapter, in the 

nineties the firm discovered that the largest audience for outdoor writing was not 

discerning readers who valued elegant prose, but the children in American schools. The 
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firm continued to sell outdoor books in the general trade, marketing them as works of 

particularly literary achievement. However, Houghton editors soon began to think of 

outdoor writing as material for textbooks—a change that strongly affected their 

publishing strategies and, as a consequence, the public perception of the genre after the 

turn of the century. 
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Chapter 4 

Selling Outdoor Writing to the Schools, 1887-1910 

 

Any book may be used for instructional purposes, as Lawrence Cremin writes, but 

“publishers, in deciding what to print, in which style, and for what markets, play a 

central role in determining which authors shall have the opportunity to teach.”1 

Beginning in the late 1880s, Houghton, Mifflin added schoolteacher to the many roles 

that its outdoor writers were made to play. Of course, in many respects Scudder and his 

colleagues already viewed these writers as educators. Through their trade books and 

their essays in the Atlantic, Burroughs and his peers were expected to serve as models 

of a particularly refined sensibility, one that appreciated the value of both natural 

history and elegant prose. In the final years of the century, however, Houghton editors 

gradually revised their understanding of the audiences that outdoor writing was 

primarily intended to teach. As outdoor writing sold increasingly well in the educational 

trade, the firm began to conceive of it as a field of literature specially suited not to that 

“large class of cultivated men and women” who read the Atlantic, but instead to the 

growing number of children in American schools. In what follows, I show that this 

change profoundly shaped the careers of the firm’s central outdoor writers, as well as 

the ways in which the house made “nature writing” meaningful in America in the early 

twentieth century. 
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Houghton, Mifflin and the American School Book Trade, 1880-1910  

Between 1870 and 1900 the number of students enrolled in American public day 

schools increased from 6.9 to 15.5 million.2 The size and complexity of the school book 

trade grew accordingly, so much so that general publishers such as Houghton, Mifflin 

began chose to work only at its margins. Why? First, competition became fierce, as 

most school districts (and many states) operated under uniform adoption systems. If a 

school board accepted a firm’s book for, say, its elementary geography course, that firm 

was assured of substantial sales for several years. For those firms whose book had not 

been chosen, that particular market was now closed for the years over which the 

adoption was made. Thus, for textbook publishers and their agents in the field, the 

stakes in each adoption decision were high, and price-cutting, payoffs, and various 

forms of sabotage became common practice. One observer remembered that book 

agents considered “nothing this side of manslaughter” as too extreme. “The presentation 

of books in a big adoption was a combination of colorfully forceful language, 

vituperative representation of the weaknesses of the competitor’s wares, and a tongue 

                                                                                                                                               
1 Lawrence Cremin, American Education: The Metropolitan Experience (New 

York: Harper & Row, 1988), 427. 
2 Historical Statistics of the United States from Colonial Times to 1970 

(Washington D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1975), 1:368. 
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lashing of the competing agent himself. Political maneuverings, i.e., chicanery of the 

ward politics variety, and outright purchase of support was a recognized necessity.”3  

  To make matters more difficult, publishers also faced two central 

misconceptions commonly held by both politicians and educators. The first was that 

school books were overpriced; the second, that educational publishing yielded 

extraordinary profits. Book agents in the field often complained that everyone they dealt 

with—from schools, to booksellers, to the teachers themselves—wanted discounts and 

sweetheart deals. Several states even decided to publish their own school books, 

convinced that doing so would be cheaper than buying from the major publishers. In 

actuality, as Publisher’s Weekly pointed out in 1889, the margins in educational 

publishing were slim indeed. Its profits were “really inadequate” and “not proportionate 

to the return of equal energy and brains in other lines of business.” Of the hundred firms 

currently publishing school books, the journal estimated that only five were doing a 

“handsome business.”4 Writing in the Independent several decades later, Edwin Ginn 

confirmed that educational publishing was hardly a source of easy money. Ginn had 

surveyed his firm’s earnings since 1890, comparing them with the earnings of 

companies in other trades. Ginn concluded that few manufactured articles returned a 

smaller margin of profit than school books, as publishers had to produce and promote a 

                                                 
3 From a speech delivered by W. W. Livingood, Vice-President of the American 

Book Company, in 1947. Qtd. in John Tebbell, A History of Book Publishing in the 
United States, (New York: R. R. Bowker, 1975), 2: 566.  

4 “American School-Book Publishing,” Publishers Weekly, 35 (20 July 1889), 
46a-46b. 
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number of expensive books in order to find one that sold. Each successful book had to 

pay for itself and for the many that failed. Risk and loss were endemic to the trade.5 

  As early as the 1880s, then, it was clear that the school book trade would be 

dominated not by general publishers such as Houghton, Mifflin but by those firms 

specially geared to meet its increasingly complex demands. Firms that had once dabbled 

in textbooks either expanded their operations or got out altogether. In 1883, Charles 

Scribner sold his firm’s textbook division to Ivison, Blakeman, Taylor & Company, 

explaining that education had “grown apart from the other departments of the 

publishing business” and that the business practices of educational publishers were 

“more objectionable than ever before.” Scribner would have happily disposed of his 

share in the trade “if necessary at a considerable sacrifice.”6 In 1890 the Harper firm 

followed suit, selling the rights to their textbooks for more than half a million dollars. 

Meanwhile, a small handful of large firms devoted exclusively to educational 

publishing emerged. By 1885, four firms alone controlled more than two thirds of the 

trade. The resources of these “big four,” as they were called—Ivison, Blakeman, Taylor 

& Company; Van Antwerp, Bragg & Company; D. Appleton & Company; and A. S. 

Barnes & Company—were seemingly limitless, their representatives legion. Together 

they spent more than $200,000 each year promoting their wares and funding excessive 

discounts to those school systems that accepted their books over those of rival firms.  

                                                 
5 Edwin Ginn, “The School Book, the Publisher and the Public,” Publishers 

Weekly, 78 (24 September 1910), 1225.  
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Houghton, Mifflin had neither the desire nor the resources to compete with these 

firms. As a result, when Houghton principals established the firm’s educational 

department in 1882, they knew that its operations would be narrow in scope. The firm 

named Henry Nathan Wheeler, a former mathematics instructor at Harvard, head of the 

department. Over the course of the decade, Wheeler and his colleagues followed the 

same policy as the firm’s editorial office: maximize the profit on those texts in which 

the firm had already invested and consider new authors and projects with a 

conservative, skeptical eye. Through the eighties, the department worked primarily to 

revise some of the firm’s outdated textbooks, including Anne Charlotte Lynch Botta’s 

Handbook of Universal Literature (first published in 1860), Ethan Andrews and 

Solomon Stoddard’s Grammar of the Latin Language (first published in 1836), and 

Warren Colburn’s Intellectual Arithmetic (first published in 1821). The department 

developed new ancillary materials to assist teachers in using these texts as well.7  

Ultimately, however, the firm put only a limited amount of effort into such projects and 

between 1882 and 1900, attempted few original books specifically for schoolroom use. 

                                                                                                                                               
6 Qtd. in Donald Sheehan, This Was Publishing (Bloomington: University of 

Indiana Press, 1952), 47. 
7 Wheeler went on the road to promote the firm’s wares and, as Ballou notes, 

found evidence of the four major firms’ influence everywhere he went. In order to 
introduce their wares into the Vermont schools, the “Big Four” had offered their books, 
as Wheeler wrote, “on an even exchange, without any price whatever.” The schools of 
Missouri were entirely under their control. Houghton, Mifflin’s suspicions about their 
own place in the trade were thus confirmed. The firm could not compete directly with 
such large and wealthy rivals. Ellen Ballou, The Building of the House: Houghton 
Mifflin’s Formative Years (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1970), 332. 
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Still, Houghton, Mifflin was optimistic about its chances in the educational 

trade. They could not compete in what Ellen Ballou has termed “the purely textbook 

market.” However, as the owners of the most impressive literary catalogue of any 

American firm, Houghton, Mifflin was uniquely equipped to supply schools with 

inexpensive editions of American classics, the demand for which was increasing 

sharply. It was during this period that American educators first assumed that the study 

of modern languages might have the same benefits as the study of Greek and Latin. In 

the 1870s, American colleges (with Harvard in the lead) began assigning English-

language literature as the basis for admissions exams. In 1893 English became fully 

vested as an academic discipline when the Committee of Ten—a group of distinguished 

educators appointed to consider the standardization of American secondary curricula—

recommended it as a central subject for students at both the primary and secondary 

levels. According to the Committee, teachers should provide students with as much 

direct contact with literature as possible. Beginning in their third year, students should 

begin reading material of a “distinctly literary kind.” By their seventh year, “the reading 

book may be discarded, and the pupil should henceforth read literature,—prose and 

narrative poetry in equal parts.” The Committee recommended English as the only 

academic subject that high school students should study for four full years.8 

                                                 
8 Report of the Committee of Ten on Secondary School Studies (Washington, 

D..C.: Government Printing Office, 1893), 89. See also Lane Stiles, “Packaging 
Literature for the Schools: From the Riverside Literature Series to Literature and Life” 
in Reading Books: Essays on the Material Text in Literature and America, ed. Michele 
Moylan and Stiles (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1996), 248-75. 
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Of course, as a number of scholars have noted, the study of English and 

American classics gained legitimacy during this period not simply because educators 

felt these texts provided the same mental discipline as classical languages. In a time of 

massive immigration and intense social unrest, American literature was increasingly 

thought to serve a crucial role in children’s socialization. “Real literature for the 

young,” writes Charles Dudley Warner in 1890, “leads directly to art, to love of beauty, 

to knowledge of history, to an understanding of ourselves. . . . Even children in the 

kindergarten are eager for Whittier’s Barefoot Boy and Longfellow’s Hiawatha.”9  Of 

great significance here, one of the leaders of this movement was none other than the 

Houghton firm’s own Horace Scudder. In the 1870s and 1880s, Scudder became a 

widely respected writer on educational topics and, in particular, on the role of literature 

in the classroom. According to Scudder, the graded readers commonly used in 

American schools (such as McGuffey’s) lacked distinctive character. They consisted of 

passages and excerpts meant merely to promote “an acquaintance with the forms of 

written speech.” Worse, they presented literature “only as an exercise in elocution and 

the vehicle for knowledge, or, at the highest, for ethics and patriotic sentiment.”10 Not 

surprisingly, Scudder felt that literature had a far more crucial role to play in the 

education of American students. In a range of articles and public lectures, Scudder 

argued that schoolchildren required interaction with the best that had been thought and 

                                                 
9 Charles Dudley Warner, “The Novel and the Common School,” The Atlantic 

Monthly 65 (1890), 727. 
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said in the world—and more specifically, with the best that had been thought and said in 

their own nation. The writings of Bryant, Emerson, Longfellow, Whittier, Holmes, and 

Lowell  “have an imperishable value regarded as exponents of national life.” Their 

works hold “in precipitation the genius of the country”—a genius, Scudder often 

emphasized, that was in no way provincial:  

The windows in Longfellow’s mind look to the east, and the children who have 

entered into possession of his wealth travel far. Bryant’s flight carries one 

through upper air, over broad campaigns. The lover of Emerson has learned to 

get a far vision. The companion of Thoreau finds Concord suddenly become the 

centre of a very wide horizon. . . . What is all this but saying that the rich 

inheritance which we have is no local ten-acre lot, but a part of the undivided 

estate of humanity? Universality, cosmopolitanism, — these are fine words, but 

no man ever secured the freedom of the universe who did not first pay taxes and 

vote in his own village.11 

Scudder felt it was imperative that American students read the works of these writers in 

school. “We need to put our children, in their impressionable years, into instant and 

close connection with the highest manifestation of our national life,” he writes in the 

1888 Atlantic.  Such connection would not simply enrich their education. It would also 

                                                                                                                                               
10 Horace Scudder, “Literature in the Public Schools,” The Atlantic Monthly 62 

(1888), 226-7.  
11 Horace Scudder, “American Classics in School,” The Atlantic Monthly 60 

(1887), 91. 
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make them better citizens, preparing them to receive their “rightful share in the great 

inheritance of America.”12  

Houghton, Mifflin’s principal partners not only agreed with Scudder, they also 

recognized that his arguments constituted a promising business strategy. Beginning in 

the 1880s, Houghton, Mifflin sought to win a niche for itself in the school book market 

by producing a range of literary series, libraries, and supplements that schools could 

purchase in addition to the texts that comprised their standard curricula. The firm’s 

advertisement in the July 18, 1885, Publishers Weekly makes their sales strategy clear. 

This issue, the journal’s annual survey of the educational trade, contains advertisements 

from all the major school book publishers, each listing new titles in fields ranging from 

reading and spelling to bookkeeping and botany. Henry Holt & Company apprises 

readers of their “Important New Text-Books” in American History, Physiology, and 

Analytic Geometry. Philadelphia publisher E. H. Butler & Co. announces their 

“Approved Text-Books” in Geography, Arithmetic, and Spelling. Among these 

advertisements, Houghton, Mifflin’s—which has the headline “SUPPLEMENTARY 

READING”—clearly stands out. The firm emphasizes not its limited textbook 

offerings, but rather its line of inexpensive classics and anthologies, all of which may be 

used to supplement textbooks published by other firms. The advertisement promotes the 

                                                 
12 See Horace Scudder, “American Classics in School,” 85-91; “Literature in the 

Public Schools,” 223-30; “The Primer and Literature,” The Atlantic Monthly 70 (1892), 
382-8; “School Libraries,” The Atlantic Monthly 72 (1893), 678-81; “The Educational 
Law of Reading and Writing,” The Atlantic Monthly 73 (1894), 252-62; and “The 
Academic Treatment of English,” The Atlantic Monthly 74 (1894), 688-93. 
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firm’s American Classics for Schools series as “an admirable supplement” to fourth-

level graded readers. Scudder’s Book of Fables is not only “an excellent reading book 

for children from seven to ten years of age” but also an effective supplement to second-

level readers. The advertisement also promotes a series of ancillary materials (e.g., a 

series of leaflets, each devoted to a major American author) designed to serve a similar 

function.13 

While the sales and reception of these texts were generally strong, none had the 

success of Houghton, Mifflin’s Riverside Literature Series (RLS), a series of 

inexpensive editions of American and British literary classics that the firm first 

published in 1883. Of all the firm’s educational ventures, the RLS was the most 

complete embodiment of Scudder’s philosophy regarding the role of literature in the 

classroom. As Editor-in-Chief of the Series, Scudder insisted that the RLS not have the 

same deficiencies as the graded readers he often campaigned against. Thus, each 

number of the RLS presented a work in its entirety, rather than in excerpts. Scudder also 

required that the RLS have little in the way of editorial intrusion. As he explained in an 

early promotional pamphlet, a typical volume might include a brief biography of the 

author, as well as footnotes that would serve to “gently remove obstacles” and “open 

vistas” for the student. However, at no point would the apparatus overshadow the text. 

“The editor has never lost out of sight the aim of the series, which is to stimulate an 

                                                 
13 Publishers Weekly 24 (18 July 1885), 98. 



 

187 

interest in great literature, and to make reading first of all a delight and not a task.”14  

Finally, Scudder designed the RLS so that it was inexpensive. Individual numbers, 

bound in paper wrappers, cost fifteen cents. A year’s subscription (nine numbers) was 

$1.25.15 

The series was an immediate success. By 1885 it included eighteen titles, 

including Longfellow’s The Courtship of Miles Standish, Whittier’s Snow-Bound, and 

selections from Hawthorne’s Wonder Book for Girls and Boys. Longfellow’s 

Evangeline was the most popular title by far, selling nearly 6,000 copies in 1885 alone. 

But the overall sales for the Series suggest that Longfellow was not its only attraction. 

In 1885 the RLS sold nearly 25,000 volumes. In 1890, when the number of titles had 

been expanded to thirty-seven, one-year sales surpassed 100,000.16  It was not long 

before the RLS became the dominant feature in the ever-expanding Houghton, Mifflin 

school book list. Through the nineties and beyond, it accounted for half of the firm’s 

educational sales. (In 1895 Houghton, Mifflin sold $157,000 worth of school books, 

$85,000 of which came from sales of the RLS. A decade later, after the firm’s 

educational sales had nearly doubled, these proportions remained nearly the same. In 

                                                 
14 A Catalogue of Authors Whose Works Are Published by Houghton, Mifflin 

and Company (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1899), 162. 
15 The operation, influence, and use of the RLS requires further scholarly 

attention. It is not clear, for example, how subscriptions to the Series worked. Could 
schools choose the numbers that they wished to receive, or did all subscribers receive 
the same title each month?  

16 Houghton, Mifflin and Company. Record of Book Sales, 1880-1923. MS Am 
2030 (31-33), Houghton Mifflin Company Records, Houghton Library, Harvard 
University. 
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1905 the firm earned $265,000 for all of its school books, nearly $128,000 of which 

came from the RLS.17) The series quickly became a familiar feature in the nation’s 

cultural landscape. In 1895, the Overland Monthly made special note of its success, 

commending its potential for encouraging self-improvement among American students. 

The series, noted the magazine, helps young readers develop a taste for enduring 

literature, one that “the pupil will carry with him when he leaves school” and that “will 

remain through life a powerful means of self-education.”18  

A complete assessment of the operation and significance of the Riverside 

Literature Series is beyond the scope of this project (though such a study surely needs to 

be made). Here, we need only emphasize several points. First, by the mid-eighties, 

Houghton, Mifflin’s education list comprised a large and growing part of its business. 

The firm had developed a robust line of school and textbooks without much expense or 

risk, and without directly competing with larger firms. Second, house editors’ strategy 

for turning a profit once again overlapped with their self-appointed role as a cultural 

stewards. In building its educational list, Houghton, Mifflin pursued the same cultural 

mission it pursued with its general trade books, its special series and limited editions, 

                                                 
17 Houghton, Mifflin and Company. Book Showings, Educational, 1891-95. MS 

Am 2030 (82), Houghton Mifflin Company Records, Houghton Library, Harvard 
University.  

18 “Chit Chat,” The Overland Monthly 26 (1895), 459. 
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and the Atlantic—a mission that Scudder described as “exciting a strong influence on 

good literature in America.”19  

 

Outdoor Writing in the Educational Trade, 1887-1900 

Houghton, Mifflin did not immediately make outdoor writing a central part of its 

educational list. In 1880, Scudder did include several essays by Thoreau in American 

Prose, a popular textbook frequently reprinted in the final decades of the century. 

However, as I show in chapter 2, Scudder’s editorial introduction to Thoreau’s 

selections is hardly glowing. (He had a way, Scudder writes, “almost insolent, of 

throwing out his thoughts, and growling forth his objections to the conventions of life” 

which rendered his books “crabbed and inartistic.” While the “force and energy” of his 

writing can be “refreshing,” there is also “a rudeness which seems sometimes affected, 

and a carelessness which seems contemptuous.”20) It was only after the initial 

publication of American Prose that Scudder changed his opinion of Thoreau and the 

firm began publishing and promoting Thoreau so that he seemed Burroughs’s 

immediate predecessor. By the latter part of the decade, Scudder felt that both writers—

and outdoor writing, more generally—should become a significant part of the 

Houghton, Mifflin educational list.  

                                                 
19 Horace Scudder, Journal Private, 3 January 1888. Horace Scudder Papers, 

Houghton Library, Harvard University. 
20 Horace Scudder, “Henry David Thoreau,” American Prose (Boston: 

Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1880), 307-9. 
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In the late 1880s Scudder introduced a collection of Thoreau’s essays and 

several by Burroughs into the Riverside Literature Series. How did the firm present 

these writers to students? The Thoreau volume, titled The Succession of Forest Trees 

(1887), was clearly part of the firm’s campaign to remake Thoreau as an outdoor writer. 

The volume includes  “The Succession of Forest Trees,” “Sounds,” and “Wild Apples,” 

as well as Emerson’s biographical sketch of the author. Not surprisingly, Thoreau’s 

more explicitly political and contrarian writings were not included. Scudder’s preface to 

the volume could not be more different from his essay in American Prose (1880). 

Rather than portraying Thoreau as a kind of misanthropic egoist, Scudder focuses on the 

writer’s achievements as an observer of nature. Walden is glossed as the record of 

Thoreau’s “experience as a hermit.” It contains the author’s observations of “life in 

woods and pond and air.” That Walden might address issues other than these is not 

offered as a possibility. 21 Thus, as Lawrence Buell has written, for young readers 

encountering Thoreau through this volume, he “would have become first known . . . as 

the author of comparatively descriptive and scientific, nonmystical, and nonpugnacious 

essays, and through Emerson’s representation of him as ‘the bachelor of thought and 

                                                 
21 In 1887, the firm published Alfred Sielye Roe’s American Authors and Their 

Birthdays as an additional number of the Riverside Literature Series. In the brief section 
of the book devoted to Thoreau, Roe portrays the author of Walden as a kindly hermit 
whose days were occupied with natural history and woodcraft. Roe suggests that 
teachers have students write an essay on an imaginary day in Thoreau’s life: “A 
pleasant personal sketch might be made which should undertake how Thoreau spent a 
day in winter, and how he spent one in summer; his books would enable one to pick out 
a paragraph here, and another one there, for Thoreau was very exact in his dates and 
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nature.’” 22  Of course, one additional point needs to be made. By portraying Thoreau as 

a genial natural historian—as young readers’ friendly correspondent to the natural 

world—the firm also emphasized his connection to Burroughs. Indeed, one suspects 

that, given Burroughs’s popular success in the 1890s, that connection would have been 

abundantly clear. 

The Burroughs volumes—Birds and Bees (1887) and Sharp Eyes (1888)—are 

similarly focused on natural history. (The first is pictured in figure 11.) Each volume 

contains four of the writer’s most accessible essays. The former addresses bird-

watching and beekeeping; the latter includes essays on small mammals, a camping trip 

to Maine, and an essay titled “The Apple” that makes frequent reference to Thoreau. Of 

special interest here is the introductory essay to the Birds and Bees volume, which 

explicitly articulates Burroughs’s importance to turn-of-the-century teachers and 

students. The essay was written by Mary Burt, a Chicago schoolteacher who served as 

one of Burroughs’s earliest and most effective apostles. Burroughs’s essays, Burt 

explains, have been especially popular with her sixth-graders. First, students find 

Burroughs easy to read. “More than almost any other writer of the time,” she writes, he 

“has a prevailing taste for simple words and simple constructions.” Students also find 

Burroughs’s subjects particularly engaging, for, as Burt notes, many children of that age 

have an innate fascination with the natural world. Children “like to trace analogies 

                                                                                                                                               
hours of the day.” Alfred Sielye Roe, American Authors and Their Birthdays, Riverside 
Literature Series, no. A (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1887), 50-1. 
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between the human and the irrational, to think of a weed as a tramp stealing rides, of 

Nature as a tell-tale when taken by surprise.” Thus, fur Burt, Burroughs’s tendency to 

attribute human characteristics to the natural world is especially popular and effective. 

Students feel that the author’s sensibility is very much their own.  

Burt’s further arguments regarding the merits of Burroughs’s essays reveal that 

she was a teacher after Scudder’s own heart. She emphasizes that Burroughs’s works 

provide a tonic of which many American children are in particular need. More and 

more, children are being raised in urban settings, “shut away from the woods and hills.” 

These children become the “constant witnesses of the effects of human passions.” 

Reading Burroughs’s nature essays, they escape the city for the quiet life of the country 

and thereby develop “gentle feelings, deep thoughts, and a relish for what is homely and 

homespun.”23 Even more important to Burt, by reading Burroughs, her students are 

prepared for weightier, more challenging works of literature. “When I first came to use 

Pepacton in my class of the 6th grade,” she writes, “I soon found not only that the 

children read better but that they came rapidly to a better appreciation of the finer bits of 

literature in their regular readers.”  Thus, Burt portrays Burroughs’s essays as a kind of 

entrée to the American literary canon. They introduce students not only to the peace of 

                                                                                                                                               
22 Lawrence Buell, The Environmental Imagination: Thoreau, Nature Writing 

and the Formation of American Culture (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 1995), 346.  
23 Mary Burt, Introduction to Birds and Bees, ed. Burt, Riverside Literature 

Series, no. 28 (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1887), 15 
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country life, but also to the literature and values for which, in Scudder’s view, the house 

in general and the RLS in particular stood.24 

By RLS standards, Thoreau’s The Succession of Forest Trees (1888) did not sell 

especially well. In its first year, it sold only 405 copies; by 1890, its total sales had not 

yet reached 2,000. Though its performance improved over the following decade, it 

remained one of the least popular titles in the Series, with sales averaging only around 

2,000 per year. Burroughs’s sales, on the other hand, were remarkable. In its first year, 

Birds and Bees (1888) sold 2,043 copies and Sharp Eyes (1888) 1,056. By 1890 the 

combined sales of the two had reached nearly 14,000. Unfortunately, we have no record 

of the firm’s reaction to these figures. Were Scudder and his colleagues surprised? Had 

they anticipated that Burroughs’s largest market was composed of students attending 

American schools? Regardless, over the course of the nineties Burroughs’s popularity 

among educators only grew, as did his status within the Houghton firm. On average, 

Birds and Bees sold nearly 7,500 copies per year. It was the seventh most popular RLS 

title of the decade (surpassed only by Longfellow’s Evangeline, The Courtship of Miles 

Standish, and The Song of Hiawatha; Whittier’s Snow-Bound; Lowell’s The Vision of 

Sir Launfaul; and Holmes’s Grandmother’s Story of the Bunker Hill Battle.) Sharp Eyes 

was slightly less popular than Birds and Bees, selling roughly 4,000 copies per year. In 

                                                 
24 We will see in the next chapter that this view was surprisingly common. After 

the turn of the century in particular, many American readers expected the writings of 
Thoreau, Burroughs, and other nature writers to teach them how to appreciate not only 
the natural world, but also the works of authors such as Shakespeare, Carlyle, and 
Emerson. 
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1896 the firm included a third collection of Burroughs’s essays in the RLS, this one 

titled A Bunch of Herbs, and Other Papers. Through the end of the century, the sales of 

this volume matched those of Birds and Bees. Additional Burroughs collections 

followed after the turn of the century. Afoot and Afloat became part of the RLS in 1907, 

Studies in Nature and Literature in 1908, The Wit of a Duck in 1913, and Nature Near 

Home in 1919. After The Succession of Forest Trees, Houghton, Mifflin did not include 

another title by Thoreau in the series until 1909, when Katahdin and Chesuncook 

became its 186th number. 

As far as the history of outdoor writing goes, it is difficult to overemphasize the 

importance of Burroughs’s success in the RLS. For nearly a decade, Scudder and his 

colleagues had assumed that outdoor writing primarily appealed to discerning readers 

who took great delight in charming prose. As a result, Burroughs and his fellow writers 

had been expected to meet exceptionally high literary standards, for, as one house editor 

put it, in their work “the manner was more than the matter.”25 Around 1890 manner 

became even more important in outdoor writing, as the firm now hoped to sell it to 

American schools—and the juvenile market more generally—as especially accessible 

literary prose. This new approach is clear in Scudder’s reader’s report of Lydia White’s 

“Annals of the Bird World.” The manuscript, Scudder writes, was not without its 

virtues. White had compiled a great deal of information about birds, and her work was 

of both “reasonable compass” and fairly “harmonious form.” However, White’s work 

                                                 
25 HMCo Reader’s Report for Franklin Lutz’s “My Road,” 1883.  
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also had certain “grave defects.” It was likely to fare poorly in the general trade, as even 

the works of “Mrs. Miller and Bradford Torrey have not been very successful.” 

Significantly, Scudder also observes that White’s work would also fare poorly in the 

educational trade. The firm, he writes, now hoped that books such as these “may come 

to be used as reading books. . . . The commonplace manner in which this book is written 

would or ought to forbid such use, and the fault is of too radical a character to be cured 

by mere revision.” Scudder declined the manuscript without regret.26  

After 1890 Houghton editors consistently considered this new criterion when 

reading outdoor manuscripts submitted for publication. Meanwhile, they began 

including works of outdoor writing in a number of general educational and juvenile 

series, making the genre an increasingly important part of the firm’s more general 

mission to reform American schools (and schoolchildren) through literature. In the 

nineties, the firm included works by Burroughs and Miller in the Riverside School 

Library, a collection of fifty volumes intended to serve as the core of small classroom 

and institutional libraries. The Burroughs and Miller volumes simply repackaged 

material included in earlier titles. The Burroughs volume, titled Birds and Bees and 

Other Studies in Nature (1896), contained much of the material in the Birds and Bees 

volume of the RLS published in 1888. The Miller volume was an abridgement of the 

trade edition of Bird-Ways (1885). Also included in the series were Hawthorne’s The 

House of the Seven Gables, Jewett’s Tales of New England, Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels, 

                                                 
26 HMCo Reader’s Report for Lydia White’s “Annals of the Bird World,” 1888. 
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and Eliot’s Silas Marner, all published in 1896. Advertisements for the series 

emphasized not only the volumes’ permanent value, but also their durability as books, 

suggesting that they would stand up to extended and not always gentle use.  

Houghton, Mifflin also included outdoor writing by Miller, Florence Merriam, 

and Mary Bamford in the Riverside Library for Young People (RLYP). According to an 

1889 advertisement, this series was aimed specifically at “boys and girls who are laying 

the foundation of private libraries.” Each title was illustrated, between 200 and 250 

pages, and priced to be relatively inexpensive (seventy-five cents). Though the firm 

assured prospective buyers that “the books included in it are not ephemeral 

publications” and that the authors were of the highest rank, the series was something of 

a hodgepodge. It included works of history (John Fiske’s The War of Independence 

[1889], William Elliot Griffis’s Brave Little Holland, and What She Taught Us [1894]), 

biography (Scudder’s George Washington [1886]), arts and crafts (Alexander Black’s 

Photography, Indoors and Out [1893]), and advice (Harriet E. Paine’s Girls and 

Women [1890]). Its outdoor titles included Florence Merriam’s Birds Through an Opera 

Glass (1889), Mary Bamford’s Up and Down the Brooks (1889), Olive Thorne Miller’s 

Four-Handed Folk (1896), and Samuel Scudder’s Frail Children of the Air (1897). 

Ultimately, the Riverside Library for Young People had only limited success. 

While its selections of juvenile fiction and childhood memoirs (e.g., Aldrich’s Story of a 

Bad Boy [1869], C. D. Warner’s Being a Boy [1878], and Kate Douglas Wiggin’s Polly 

Oliver’s Problem [1893]) sold quite well, the average volume sold between 100 and 200 
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copies per year. The collections by Miller and Burroughs fared slightly better than 

average, with sales between 200 and 250 per year. Still, the series is of particular 

importance because the firm’s plans for it preceded many of the books of which it was 

eventually composed, including several of its outdoor titles. As a result, Scudder and his 

colleagues had a great deal of influence over these titles’ creation. Florence Merriam, 

for instance, had originally written Birds Through an Opera Glass (1889), a collection 

of outdoor essays, for general readers unfamiliar with birds. Only after Scudder and his 

colleagues returned her manuscript with the suggestion that she reduce and simplify it 

for inclusion in the RLYP did Merriam conceive of it as a children’s book. When she 

resubmitted the manuscript to the firm, Scudder noted that Merriam had complied with 

the firm’s suggestions and that “the work reads delightfully.”27 Mary Bamford’s Up and 

Down the Brooks (1889) has a similar history. When the author submitted the 

manuscript in 1888, Scudder reported that it was a “lively” work of outdoor writing for 

children—”accurate, readable, and . . . by far the best book of its kind yet produced in 

this country.” However, noted Scudder, the manuscript was only about 20,000 words 

long. If the book were larger, it would be “admirably adapted” to the RLYP. Scudder 

thus recommended that Bamford triple the size of the manuscript and resubmit it, which 

she did.28 

 

                                                 
27 HMCo Reader’s Report for Florence Merriam’s “Birds Through an Opera 

Glass,”1888. 
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After the Turn of the Century 

In 1891, Houghton, Mifflin’s educational sales totaled more than $75,000. By 1900, 

that amount had grown to $224,000, an increase of more than 300 percent.29 During this 

same period, the firm had established an enviable reputation among educators, as well 

as a secure position in the school book market. It was now clear to Houghton, Mifflin’s 

principal partners that the firm needed to streamline its operations and make textbooks 

and juveniles two of its primary concerns. In 1897 the firm sold its lithography 

department, and in 1899 its law books. This process continued through the first decade 

of the century, culminating with the sale of the Atlantic to private investors in 1908. The 

ultimate goal was to focus the firm’s activities on three major enterprises: trade books, 

subscription books, and education.30 

These changes significantly altered the way that Houghton editors went about 

their work. Scudder’s death in 1902 marked the end of an era when a zealous, centrally 

situated editor might simultaneously control a firm’s house magazine, its trade list, and 

its school books. Scudder’s successor, Bliss Perry, shared many of the elder editor’s 

assumptions about literature and literary values. However, Perry’s position within the 

                                                                                                                                               
28 HMCo Reader’s Report for Mary E. Bamford’s “Up and Down the 

Brooks,”1888.  
29 Houghton, Mifflin and Company. Book Showings on Educational Titles, 

1890-1911, MS Am 2030 (82-84), Houghton Mifflin Company Records, Houghton 
Library, Harvard University. The department’s performance continued to increase at a 
similar rate through the next few decades. By 1908, textbooks comprised nearly forty 
percent of the firm’s total sales. By 1930, educational sales exceeded those of trade and 
subscription combined.  
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firm was circumscribed in ways that Scudder’s never was. Although Perry was editor-

in-chief of both the Atlantic and the firm’s trade books from 1902 to 1908, the 

Houghton, Mifflin trade list during this period was far larger and more diverse than ever 

before. Perry never assumed he could have a hand in all of the firm’s editorial work. 

Moreover, he had relatively little to do with the firm’s educational department, which 

came into its own after the turn of the century. Once an extension of the firm’s editorial 

office, education became a wholly independent department within the firm, managing 

its own editorial, sales, and promotional activities. In directing their list, department 

leaders looked not to “literary men” such as Scudder had been, but to educational 

professionals familiar with the changes and prevailing trends in American schools. 

These years also mark a significant shift in the firm’s strategy for publishing its hold 

of standard literature. As many of these works came out of copyright protection, and as 

the Riverside Literature Series became a brand as reliable as any in American 

publishing, Houghton editors increasingly viewed the works of their classic writers 

primarily as educational texts—that is, as material to be packaged and repackaged for 

schoolroom use. Not surprisingly, the firm’s store of outdoor writing underwent a 

similar change in status. The relatively modest sales of outdoor books in the general 

trade, coupled with their strong performance in the educational market, altered 

Houghton editors’ understanding of the genre and the audience it served. To be sure, the 

firm continued to publish and promote trade editions of outdoor books. In the first 
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decade of the century, the firm brought out new collections by Burroughs, Miller, and 

Torrey. It also published the works of a new generation of outdoor writers, including 

Mary Austin, John Muir, and Dallas Lore Sharp. However, it is clear that, after the turn 

of the century, Houghton, Mifflin considered outdoor writing primarily as material for 

the educational and juvenile market. As far as Houghton editors were concerned, the 

largest audience for these writers attended American schools.  

Of course, as Buell shows in The Environmental Imagination, Thoreau is the 

important exception in this history. After the poor performance of The Succession of 

Forest Trees, Houghton, Mifflin did not make more school books from Thoreau’s 

writings for more than a decade. Rather, the firm continued to market Thoreau’s work 

to the general trade. In 1901 they published an extract from A Week on the Concord and 

Merrimack Rivers as a holiday book titled On Friendship. In 1903 they considered 

bringing out a fifth collection of extracts from Thoreau’s journal, this one titled Early 

Spring and Summer. More significantly, during this period the firm began thinking of 

Thoreau in different terms. If Houghton, Mifflin increasingly saw Burroughs, Torrey, 

and their peers as educational writers, it saw Thoreau as one of the preeminent figures 

of American literature. Indeed, in 1903 the company’s head, George H. Mifflin, 

declared that “Thoreau should be our next great author after Emerson.” Not long after, 

the firm began making plans for The Writings of Henry Thoreau. This twenty-volume 

edition of Thoreau’s complete writings (including his journal) appeared in 1906 and is 
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generally regarded as the moment of Thoreau’s canonization. Why did Thoreau’s status 

rise so dramatically within the offices of Houghton, Mifflin? That is, why did Houghton 

editors—who once felt that Thoreau’s writings were marred by his sneering tone, and 

whose reputation would never entirely lose the taint of commercial failure—now regard 

him as one of the two or three most important writers in their catalogue? Buell argues 

that this transformation had as much to do with the needs of the firm as it did with 

Houghton editors’ sense that Thoreau’s work would be popular, regarded as important, 

or both. Thoreau’s work received attention because Bliss Perry happened to hold it in 

high regard. It also mattered that, in this same general period, John Greenleaf Whittier’s 

stature and sales were falling and the firm needed another “great author” to replace him. 

As Buell writes, Mifflin’s drive to establish Thoreau’s greatness likely “resulted from 

his frustration at the sag in profits elsewhere on the firm’s literary list.”31 These 

circumstances were tremendously important, argues Buell, in the firm’s decision to 

promote Thoreau’s work more enthusiastically than his sales seemed to warrant.  

Houghton, Mifflin did eventually begin promoting Thoreau’s works again in the 

educational market. In 1909 the firm introduced Katahdin and Chesuncook, two essays 

drawn from The Maine Woods (1864), into the Riverside Literature Series. The 

following year, house editor Francis Allen edited a volume of Walden for that same 

series, complete with an extensive list of discussion questions prepared by a Chicago 

high school teacher. However, the firm never fully relegated Thoreau’s work to the 
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educational and juvenile lists, as it did with Torrey, Miller, and (to a lesser extent) 

Burroughs.  

The firm’s new understanding of these more recent writers’ work dramatically 

altered their careers. In one respect, this shift had positive implications, as it granted 

these writers a status that many of them (with the exception of Burroughs) had never 

had. Through their presence in the firm’s educational list, Miller and Torrey in 

particular were promoted as part of the American literary canon. The “Sketch of the 

Firm” included in the firm’s 1899 catalogue boasts that one specialty of Houghton, 

Mifflin is the field of literature “which represents the enthusiasm of lovers of nature. 

The writings of Thoreau belong among the classics of our literature, but candidates for a 

like position may readily be found in the works of John Burroughs, which occupy ten 

volumes, Bradford Torrey, Frank Bolles, Olive Thorne Miller, Rowland E. Robinson, 

and others.”32 

For Miller and Torrey, such praise went far beyond that which their work had 

ever received (except in the Atlantic). However, this promotion to near-classic status did 

not mean that Houghton, Mifflin planned to market their work as broadly and 

aggressively as it had in the nineties. Indeed, in 1896, Scudder wrote Miller a letter 

explaining that her essays no longer had a place in the Atlantic. Scudder delivered the 

news as gently as possible, explaining that while the magazine’s editors still admired 
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32 A Catalogue of Authors Whose Works Are Published by Houghton, Mifflin 
and Company (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1899), xv. 
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her work, the Atlantic “must keep pretty close watch of itself to see that it does not fall 

into ruts.” Given the competitive nature of the magazine market, there was a “certain 

repetition of manner and even of classes of subjects” that it now sought to avoid.33 The 

timing of this decision is significant, as it coincides with the arrival of Walter Hines 

Page on the Atlantic’s editorial staff. Houghton, Mifflin hired Page in 1895, hoping he 

might help the Atlantic become less belletristic and more “journalistic” in order to 

compete with new mass circulation magazines such as McClure’s and Munsey’s. Page 

served as Scudder’s assistant until 1898 and then served as the magazine’s editor for an 

additional year before being hired away by S. S. McClure, who had recently taken 

control of the Harper firm. Despite Page’s short tenure, his influence in the Houghton, 

Mifflin editorial office was profound. Page sought out new writers and new subjects. He 

also brought to the office a different understanding of what the Atlantic should be. 

Unlike Scudder and his predecessors, Page approached the magazine as if it had a 

lifespan of only one month. It addressed not the eternal verities but up-to-the-minute 

issues in a style that appealed to a broad range of readers. Of central importance here, 

Page also strove to produce a magazine that was, as Atlantic historian Ellery Sedgwick 

writes, “more vigorously masculine.” Page encouraged his writers to use a style 

“emphasizing information, concrete illustration, decisive judgements, and a minimum 
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Department, Pressed Letter Book 13: 25 Sep 1896-26 Mar 1897. MS Am 2030 (202). 
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of philosophizing.” 34 Miller, always the most sentimental of the outdoor writers, would 

not have appealed to his tastes or to his vision of what the magazine should become. 

There is no record in the Houghton archives of Miller’s response to this letter. 

We do not know if she questioned Scudder further about the magazine’s decision, or if 

she submitted further essays for consideration, even after Scudder’s advisory. If she did 

take either of these courses, she did not successfully change the editors’ minds. After 

1896 she published only one additional essay in the Atlantic. This is not to suggest, 

however, that Houghton, Mifflin sought to disassociate itself from Miller. The firm 

meant only to direct her work to different markets. In the years following her dismissal 

from the Atlantic, Houghton, Mifflin published five new collections of her work. Only 

one of these resembled her trade books from the eighties and nineties, however. This 

volume, With the Birds in Maine (1904), was an outdoor book in the tradition of 

Burroughs’s Wake-Robin (1871) and Torrey’s A Rambler’s Lease (1889)—that is, a 

collection of discrete essays, handsomely bound, and designed to resemble the other 

belletristic works in the firm’s catalog. The rest of Miller’s books from this period were 

textbooks and juvenile readers. The firm released Four-Handed Folk (1896), a 

collection of essays about monkeys, kinkajous, and other exotic animals, both to the 

general trade and as part of the Riverside Library for Young People. The First Book of 

Birds (1899) and The Second Book of Birds: Bird Families (1901) were both textbooks, 

with color plates by Louis Aggasiz Fuertes. True Bird-Stories from My Note-Books 
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(1904) was a collection of stories for children. By the end of the first decade of the new 

century, largely through the firm’s guidance, Miller had effectively become an outdoor 

writer for students and children. Much to the pleasure of Houghton, Mifflin, her sales in 

this new role were significantly higher than they had ever been. Between 1899 and 

1920, the firm sold nearly 100,000 copies of Miller’s new books. In the same period, 

her pre-1900 outdoor books—the essay collections modeled to look like those of 

Burroughs, Torrey, and Bolles—sold no more than 100 copies per year in the general 

trade.  

One wonders how these changes affected Miller’s sense of herself as a writer. 

Her correspondence with the firm from the 1880s and 1890s reveals that she was 

especially eager to win Scudder’s approval, and that she had very clear ideas about her 

audience and their needs. As she explains to Scudder in 1890, “there are not many 

people sufficiently interested in birds to care for a ‘study.’ They want the personal 

adventure, and the irrelevant matter, in which to be interested.” As a result, writes 

Miller, she makes sure to include such “irrelevant matter” in her work. It helps each 

collection “sell better than a better book.” It also enables her to get her message to a 

greater number of readers. “Since a serious object – or one of the serious objects of my 

work, is to interest the masses in bird-life, and so to reduce the persecution to which 

birds are subjected, I thought that anything that approached to these uncritical papers, 

                                                                                                                                               
High Tide and Ebb (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1994), 255. 
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would be useful.”35 Letters such as this one suggests that Miller was a savvy 

professional and leave doubt that, as the firm changed its strategy for publishing and 

promoting her work, she took the changes in stride and continued to write on behalf of 

birds. Still, a survey of the firm’s correspondence shows how jarring she occasionally 

found her new role. In 1898 Scudder and Francis Allen, an accomplished ornithologist, 

read Miller’s manuscript for The First Book of Birds quite closely, Scudder noting 

errors of style and Allen errors of fact. Miller found their report alarming, as she 

explained in an anxious letter. The firm had never before challenged her work in such a 

direct and thorough manner. Scudder responded by explaining the firm’s motives:   

We took the course we did in your interest and ours. In ordinary cases – if for 

example one were proposing to publish a new book for you like In Nesting Time 

we should not think of giving the book any more than the cursory examination 

which we give every book by an author whose reputation is established. We 

should hold that any question of fact or opinion lay between you and your 

readers. But in the case of the First Book of Birds, we are looking forward to an 

appeal to the school book public, and our experience shows us that a book so 

published has to run a very severe gauntlet. Every publisher who has a rival 

book will set himself the task of picking it to pieces; his agents will magnify 

                                                 
35 Olive Thorne Miller to Horace Scudder, 24 November 1890. bMS 1925 

(1243), Houghton Mifflin Company Papers, Houghton Library, Harvard University.  
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every trivial error or statement which may read two ways, and will attack the 

book before teachers and committee men.36  

Miller accepted Scudder’s explanation and ultimately came to accept this new kind of 

scrutiny. Further research will show if, after the turn of the century, she significantly 

altered how she wrote about birds and small mammals, and if she felt that her change in 

status improved or hindered her efforts to “interest the masses in bird-life.”   

Burroughs’s case is similarly compelling. In the final years of the century, 

Houghton, Mifflin also began encouraging their central outdoor writer to produce work 

for the school market—a departure from their dealings with him to that point. Until the 

1890s the firm had been content to allow Burroughs to write and submit what he 

wanted. Scudder occasionally asked if Burroughs might produce a memoir in which he 

reflected upon what drew him to nature early in life. For the most part, however, the 

firm made little effort to direct the writer’s remarkably consistent work.  In December 

1899 the firm began taking a different tack. Scudder wrote the author explaining that 

the firm had developed a plan “for the publication of genuinely good books” that were 

quite sure “to win large audiences.” The plan was to issue “inexpensive, small books 

not by hack writers but by the best” as “reinforcements of the ordinary school 

curriculum.” Scudder reminds Burroughs that, in the past decade or so, his books had 

become “most serviceable” in teaching American students about “the study of 

                                                 
36 Horace Scudder to Olive Thorne Miller, 30 December 1898. Editorial 

department, pressed letter book 16: 29 Jun 1898-16 Jan 1899. MS Am 2030 (205), 
Houghton Mifflin Company Records, Houghton Library, Harvard University. 
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observation in nature.” The firm now hoped that the author might produce a children’s 

book about small mammals, “the purpose being not to give a systematic account of 

them, but to awaken an interest and create the spirit of observation by such familiar 

narratives as would readily spring to your mind if you were talking to . . . children.” 

Young people raised with such books, Scudder concludes, “would look with pleasure as 

they grew older for the more considerable writings of the same author.”37 

Burroughs offered only a half-hearted response to this proposal. He sent the firm 

a collection of short, chatty articles he had published in newspapers over the past 

several decades, hoping that Scudder and his colleagues might use them to cobble 

together a book. Unimpressed, Scudder wrote Burroughs again, hoping to persuade the 

author to take the project more seriously. In his second letter, Scudder explains that 

Francis Allen had already combed through Burroughs’s writings, picking out those 

passages describing small mammals. Allen had compiled a report of his findings and 

                                                 
37 Horace Scudder to John Burroughs, 5 December 1899. Editorial department, 

pressed letter book 19: 29 Nov 1899-20 Mar 1900. MS Am 2030 (208), Houghton 
Mifflin Company Records, Houghton Library, Harvard University. This letter is notable 
in part because it proposes a plan similar to one that Scudder had vetoed nearly a decade 
earlier. In 1891, when Burroughs proposed to the firm that he write a book explicitly for 
children, Scudder’s response was not encouraging. Children, Scudder wrote, do not 
generally like those books “intended for them.” Instead, Burroughs should consider 
writing a book like his other books, but with an introduction noting that these essays 
were collected “in response to a call for essays on nature for young people.” Clearly, 
over the course of the 1890s, Scudder changed his mind on this particular issue. Horace 
Scudder to John Burroughs, 13 January 1891. Editorial department, pressed letter book 
3: 18 Oct 1890-8 Jun 1891. MS Am 2030 (192), Houghton Mifflin Company Records, 
Houghton Library, Harvard University. 
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outlined the work that Burroughs must do to transform these excerpts into a book.38 

Burroughs must have approved of Allen’s work, for he soon completed the project, and 

the book appeared later in the year. Not surprisingly, the resulting title, Squirrels and 

Other Fur-Bearers, was a considerable success, its sales rivaling the author’s volumes 

in the Riverside Literature Series. Between 1900 and 1904, the firm sold nearly 16,000 

copies; the school edition sold steadily and well over the next few decades. 39  

Did this experience change Burroughs’s approach to his work, or his sense of 

himself as a writer? It is difficult to say. As we have seen in earlier chapters, before 

about 1890 Burroughs’s conception of his audience was tied to a handful of literary 

institutions and the discerning readers that they implied. Burroughs’s essays and 

                                                 
38 Horace Scudder to John Burroughs, 5 January 1900. Editorial department, 

pressed letter book 19: 29 Nov 1899-20 Mar 1900. MS Am 2030 (208), Houghton 
Mifflin Company Records, Houghton Library, Harvard University. 

39 In 1901, the firm made a similar collection of excerpts from Torrey’s writing 
titled Everyday Birds and sold it as a companion to both Squirrels and Other Fur-
Bearers and Miller’s First Book of Birds. The book’s production history is similar to 
that of Squirrels. That is to say, the firm initiated the project, chose the book’s core 
material (from the author’s previously published work), and guided the author in 
shaping the new material necessary for the book’s completion. Work began in early 
1901, when Francis Allen wrote Torrey explaining that he (Allen) had been instructed 
to “get together from your published books the necessary amount of material to 
complete the new book, following the plan which was pursued in the case of Mr. 
Burroughs’s Squirrels and Other Fur-Bearers.” Allen ultimately asked Torrey to 
produce an extra twelve thousand words of description, so that his book might be the 
same size as Squirrels and Miller’s First Book of Birds. Torrey completed the work in 
short order, and Everyday Birds was published in 1901. Unfortunately, in education as 
in the general trade, Torrey’s work proved hard to sell. Though Everyday Birds sold 
nearly three thousand copies in its first year, its sales soon petered out. By 1907, the 
book averaged sales of only two hundred copies per year. Francis Allen to Bradford 
Torrey, 17 January 1901. Editorial department, pressed letter book 22: 26 Oct 1900-12 
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personal papers suggest that he continued to write for these readers through the final 

years of his life. Yet, largely through the efforts of his publishers, Burroughs became 

increasingly seen as a children’s writer. In 1901 there were five Burroughs school books 

available, with more to come. Houghton, Mifflin soon began an aggressive campaign to 

sell his works to schools across the country. Around 1905 the firm established the 

Burroughs Nature Clubs, which provided students with regularly published newsletters 

that included tidbits of natural history and specially written notes from the author. 

Burroughs soon began receiving hundreds of letters from schoolchildren across the 

country—invitations to school events, birthday greetings, and countless descriptions of 

odd or amusing natural phenomena. Burroughs saved a number of these letters, and to 

read through them is to gain fresh insight into his prominence and significance at the 

turn of the twentieth century. After 1900 or so, the author’s primary audience seems 

composed of students such as Arthur Harlow, a twelve-year old boy from 

Massachusetts.  

In my school reader, I came across the story of the “apple” and in a foot-note on 

the page your birthday is given and I thought it would be fine to write and wish 

you many more happy years to enjoy the things you love and which my ma says 

are the real things . . . I think from the picture that Slabsides [Burroughs’s cabin] 

must be a corking place to live. I am struck on camping. I guess you know boys 

pretty well. I have read what you wrote about us and Ma says that the noise part 

                                                                                                                                               
Feb 1901. MS Am 2030 (211), Houghton Mifflin Company Records, Houghton 
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is all right. I am in with you and Grover Cleveland and Roseveldt [sic] and Izaak 

Walton and will sign myself  

your loving reader 

Arthur Harlow40 

 

No doubt Harlow’s familiar tone has something to do with his age. One suspects, 

however, that it has just as much to do the Houghton firm’s success in convincing 

students that Burroughs was their special friend—and in convincing educators that, 

through the writings of Burroughs, Miller, and the New England luminaries, “spiritual 

light most surely and immediately may penetrate our common schools.”41 

 

                                                                                                                                               
Library, Harvard University.  

40 Arthur Harlow to John Burroughs, 1907. John Burroughs Papers, Department 
of Archives and Special Collections, Vassar College. 

41 Horace Scudder, “Literature in the Public Schools,” 228.  
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Chapter 5 

Reading Nature Writing: Houghton Mifflin Company, the Ohio Teachers’ 
Reading Circle, and In American Fields and Forests (1909)1 

 
 

In the spring of 1909, editors at Houghton Mifflin Company assembled an anthology of 

nature essays from works in the firm’s catalogue and submitted it to the Ohio Teachers’ 

Reading Circle (OTRC), hoping that the Circle might select the book as part of their 

1909-1910 course of study.2 The anthology, which Houghton editors titled In American 

Fields and Forests, included works by the most prominent of the firm’s outdoor writers: 

John Burroughs, Olive Thorne Miller, John Muir, Dallas Lore Sharp, Henry David 

Thoreau, and Bradford Torrey.3 Houghton editors clearly regarded the anthology as 

something more than a run-of-the-mill textbook. According to its preface, In American 

Fields and Forests contains writings by the “most eminent American writers on nature, 

and it covers a territory extending “from Massachusetts to California, from the spruce-

                                                 
1 An earlier version of this chapter appeared as “Reading Nature Writing: 

Houghton Mifflin Company, the Ohio Teachers’ Reading Circle, and In American 
Fields and Forests (1909)” Harvard Library Bulletin 13 (2002): 37-58. 

2 In 1908, Houghton, Mifflin and Company changed from a partnership to a 
corporation, becoming Houghton Mifflin Company. The firm’s name change is 
reflected in this chapter’s title and text.   

3 The anthology includes, in order of appearance, Thoreau’s “Wild Apples” and 
three chapters from Walden (“Sounds,” “The Ponds,” and “Winter Animals”); 
Burroughs’s “The Snow-Walkers,” “Our Rural Divinity,” “Strawberries,” and 
“Speckled Trout”; “Muir’s “Among the Birds of Yosemite” and “The Sequoia”; 
Torrey’s “Scraping Acquaintance” and “An Old Road”; Sharp’s “The Muskrats Are 
Building,” “Christmas in the Woods,” and “An Account with Nature”; and Miller’s 
“The Mockingbird’s Nest” and “On the Coast of Maine.”  



 

213 

lined coast of Maine to the pine groves of North Carolina.”4 One senses in these 

pronouncements Houghton editors’ ambitions in creating the book. In American Fields 

and Forests was designed to lay claim both to all of American nature writing and to all 

of American nature, flora and fauna, coast to coast.5 

According to all accounts, Houghton editors assembled the anthology at the last 

minute. The firm did not even inform the contributors about its creation, or about the 

one thousand copies of the book that had been released to the general trade. As a result, 

on the May 14 of that year, Houghton firm partner F. J. Garrison was forced to send a 

careful and apologetic letter to Muir, who had come across the book by chance in a San 

Francisco bookshop and wondered aloud why he knew nothing of it. After word of his 

consternation reached the firm’s office in Boston, Garrison quickly wrote Muir a letter 

of explanation: 

                                                 
4 Preface to In American Fields and Forests (Boston: Houghton Mifflin 

Company, 1909), v-vi. 
5 Interestingly, the firm released two versions of In American Fields and 

Forests. The version sent to the general trade was larger in format than most outdoor 
books, measuring 6” x 9” rather than 5 1/4” x 7 1/2”. Also, the trade version had as its 
frontispiece a photograph of an unspecified mountain with a pine forest in the 
foreground, the caption for which reads simply “American forest.” The edition sent to 
the OTRC was of the same size as the firm’s other outdoor books, and the photograph 
comprising the frontispiece is of four California sequoias. (The caption reads “Sequoias, 
Mariposa Grove (page 134),” directing readers to Muir’s essay “The Sequoia.” In fact, 
Muir’s essay appears later in the book and mentions the Mariposa Grove on page 234.) 
One wonders whether Houghton editors changed the frontispiece in the textbook 
thinking that Ohio readers would find the California photograph more appealing than an 
unspecified American landscape. It is also possible that the firm hoped to sell the 
anthology to other western reading circles. 
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We have heard indirectly that when you saw for the first time, the other day in 

San Francisco, a copy of the volume which we have recently published under 

the title “In American Fields and Forests”, and which contains two selections 

from your “Our National Parks”, you were surprised that we had said nothing to 

you about it, and we wish to explain why we did not communicate with you in 

advance. The book was put together very hastily in the hope of securing an order 

for it from one of the Western reading circles, and it was very doubtful at the 

time whether anything would come of it. Pending the result of our campaign in 

that direction, we issued a small edition through the trade, but did not look for 

much sale in that channel, and we thought it better, therefore, not to write you 

about the undertaking until we could say something at once definite and pleasing 

with regard to it.  

Garrison did now have definite and pleasing news. He explained that the book had been 

adopted by the OTRC, that sales of the trade edition had been better than expected, and 

most importantly, that Muir would soon be paid for his contributions. Garrison 

concluded his letter by explaining that “this is one of those cases, which occur from 

time to time, where we are able to get a ‘by-product’, so to speak, from a book without 

in any way impairing its sale in the regular channels, and we esteem it good business 

alike for the authors and ourselves when we can do this.”6  Muir’s response in a letter 

                                                 
6 Frederick Jackson Garrison to John Muir, 14 May 1909. bMs 1925 (1287), 

Houghton Mifflin Company Correspondence and Records, 1832-1944, Houghton 
Library, Harvard University.  
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two weeks later was brief and straightforward; no doubt it pleased Garrison. “The 

American Field & Forest book is all right,” wrote Muir.7  

In many respects, this incident is hardly remarkable in Houghton, Mifflin’s 

publication of environmental prose. As Garrison notes in his letter, Houghton editors 

were merely practicing good business by repackaging previously published work and 

issuing it again—something they had been doing with the works of Burroughs, Thoreau, 

and Miller for several decades. Nevertheless, the creation of In American Fields and 

Forests is a landmark of heretofore unrecognized importance. As we have already seen, 

since 1880 Houghton, Mifflin had published and promoted the works of its outdoor 

writers so that they might be seen as a distinct literary tradition. By the first decade of 

the twentieth century, the firm’s success in this enterprise had become abundantly clear. 

The emergence of “nature writing” had been noted by a number of contemporary 

readers and professional critics, and nearly all of the writers recognized to be at the 

heart of this tradition were on the Houghton list. Now more than ever, Houghton, 

Mifflin was the single American literary institution most responsible for this “field of 

literature” representing “the enthusiasm of lovers of nature.” Houghton editors saw In 

American Fields and Forests as the culmination and reassertion of their control over 

                                                 
7 John Muir to Houghton Mifflin Company, 4 June 1909. bMs 1925 (1287), 

Houghton Mifflin Company Correspondence and Records, 1832-1944, Houghton 
Library, Harvard University. 
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this emergent genre. Today, we may recognize it as the first anthology of nature writing 

in American literary history.8  

 In American Fields and Forests is remarkable in another respect as well. 

Because it was created for, and read by, a historically specific group of readers, it offers 

us the opportunity to gain further insight into a subject about which we still know little: 

the reception of nature writing in America. When the OTRC accepted this anthology as 

part of their 1909-1910 course of reading, the Circle had more than nine thousand 

members. What did these readers expect of In American Fields and Forests, and of 

nature writing more generally? What purposes did they hope this anthology might 

serve? And how does their understanding of nature writing compare with that of 

Houghton editors, the most prominent outdoor writers, or with our own? Contemporary 

scholars have entirely overlooked such questions. To be sure, readers and reading are 

often invoked in nature writing scholarship. The attempts to define the genre, for 

                                                 
8 One previous Houghton publication deserves mention here. In 1897, the firm 

published Nature’s Diary, a handsome collection of nature-related excerpts from works 
in the firm’s catalogue, edited by Francis Allen. The book was indeed designed to serve 
as a daily diary. For each day of the year, readers were provided with a passage from 
literature that, as Allen writes, had “passed a rigid examination upon two points,—
scientific accuracy and poetic value.” Beside each selection was a blank space that 
readers might use to record evidence of the seasons’ progress. In choosing the 
selections, Allen drew both from the firm’s “outdoor books” and from the many works 
of standard literature to which the firm still had exclusive rights. Thus, the authors 
represented in the volume include not only Burroughs, Miller, Thoreau, and Torrey, but 
also Emerson, Hawthorne, Lowell, and Whittier. No doubt Nature’s Diary is an 
important precursor to In American Fields and Forests. Unlike the 1909 anthology, 
however, Nature’s Diary does not suggest that the texts from which its selections were 
drawn constitute a distinct literary genre. See Nature’s Diary, ed. Allen (Boston: 
Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1897).  
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instance—the attempts to name what makes nature writing nature writing—often center 

not on aspects of literary form but instead on the putative power that these texts have 

over readers. Thomas J. Lyon has argued that the “crucial point” about nature writing 

“is the awakening of perception to an ecological way of seeing.”9 Similarly, David 

Rains Wallace has asserted that the nature writer’s particular task is to “translate 

information into feelings and visions,” presumably so readers will develop, through 

reading, some form of emotional or imaginative relationship with the subjects 

described.10  Similar claims have been made regarding the role that nature writing has 

played in the development of the American environmental movement. Peter Wild has 

argued that early activists in the conservation movement gained support from “a public 

made aware of nature’s fragility” by writers such as Thoreau and Burroughs.11 

Similarly, Paul Brooks has written that, in the past 150 years, “owing largely to the 

work of our popular nature writers,” sympathy for nature “has spread throughout our 

society to the point where a unique wild area or a rare species of bird or mammal is 

valued as highly as a man-made work of art.”12  

                                                 
9 Thomas J. Lyon, Preface to This Incomperable Lande: A Book of American 

Nature Writing (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1989), xiv. 
10 David Rains Wallace, “The Nature of Nature Writing,” The New York Times 

Book Review (July 22, 1984): 18. 
11 Quoted in Paul Brooks, Speaking for Nature: How Literary Naturalists from 

Henry Thoreau to Rachel Carson Have Shaped America (Boston: Houghton Mifflin 
Company, 1980), 32. 

12 Paul Brooks, Speaking for Nature: How Literary Naturalists from Henry 
Thoreau to Rachel Carson Have Shaped America, ix. 
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Each of these critics assumes that nature writing has a kind of power over 

readers: that it makes them more sensitive to the natural world, provides a respite in 

their increasingly complicated and urban lives, and may even move them to take 

political action. Not one of these assumptions is implausible, of course, and all are very 

much in line with the stated intentions of authors ranging from Thoreau and Burroughs 

to Barry Lopez and Annie Dillard. However, it must also be noted that these claims are 

largely speculative, as the critics who make them have generally indulged in what the 

historian Jonathan Rose has termed the “receptive fallacy.”13  That is, they assume that 

authors and texts alone determine reception—that readers read exactly as authors and 

texts intend. In fact, we know little about how actual readers have read nature writing in 

the past century. Nor do we know much about the contexts in which readers have made 

sense of it or the uses to which they have put it. Stated simply, we are awash in claims 

about the influence that writers such as Thoreau and Burroughs have had, yet few 

scholars have studied the actual production and reception of these writers’ work in 

American culture. 

One purpose of this final chapter is to chronicle further the emergence of 

American nature writing before the First World War, and particularly the results of 

Houghton editors’ decision to direct their outdoor books toward the educational market. 

My other, more specific purpose is to recover some sense of how members of the Ohio 

Teachers’ Reading Circle read In American Fields and Forests. This is the first attempt 

                                                 
13 Jonathan Rose, “Rereading the English Common Reader: A Preface to a 
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to inform the study of nature writing with the methods and insights of scholars who, in 

the past several decades, have begun to explore the history of reading.14  The central 

assumption of these scholars is that reading is guided not by authorial intention, or even 

solely by the arrangement of words on the page. Rather, reading, like writing, is shaped 

by a wide range of social, economic, historical, and personal factors. Historians of 

reading thus study cultural practices as closely as they do cultural objects, accounting 

both for the way that texts may prescribe readings, as well as for the variety of ways in 

which texts have been actually read and used through history.15 As I will show here, this 

emerging field has a great deal to offer current discussions regarding the political and 

cultural significance of nature writing in America.  

 

State Teachers’ Reading Circles, 1882-1910 

Before we address OTRC members’ reading of In American Fields and Forests, we 

must first examine the origin and function of state teachers’ reading circles. During the 

                                                                                                                                               
History of Audiences,” Journal of the History of Ideas 53.1 (1992): 47-70. 

14 For an introduction to central ideas and scholarship this field, see Robert 
Darnton, “First Steps Toward a History of Reading,” Australian Journal of French 
Studies 23 (1986): 5-30; Cathy N. Davidson, “Toward a History of Books and Readers,” 
in Reading in America: Literature and Social History, ed. Davidson (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1989), 1-26; Carl F. Kaestle, “The History of Readers,” in 
Literacy in the United States: Readers and Reading Since 1880, ed. Kaestle, Helen 
Damon-Moore, Lawrence C. Stedman, Katherine Tinsley, and William Vance 
Trollinger, Jr. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1991), 33-72; and David D. Hall, 
“Readers and Reading in America: Historical and Critical Perspectives,” in Cultures of 
Print: Essays in the History of the Book (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 
1996), 169-87. 
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Progressive Era these organizations played a central role in the training and 

professionalization of American educators. More to the point here, for many teachers 

these reading circles also provided an especially influential and important context for 

reading. Put another way, organizations such as the OTRC guided not only what many 

teachers read but also how they read. 

The state teachers’ reading circle movement traces its history back to 1882, 

when a Delaware, Ohio, teacher named Delia Williams delivered a speech titled 

“Young Teachers and Their Calling” at the Convention of the Ohio State Teachers’ 

Association (OSTA). In her speech, Williams outlined the responsibilities of the 

Association to its youngest and most inexperienced members—namely, that schools 

should be well-administered, that teachers should be examined and certified fairly, and 

that experienced teachers should support their younger colleagues. As a concluding 

gesture, Williams proposed that the Association organize a voluntary “course of 

reading, partly professional, partly literary” for teachers of the state. Such a course 

would benefit young teachers in particular, Williams noted. The Association could 

undertake no other work that would pay a higher dividend.16  

In the discussion immediately following Williams’s speech, the leaders of the 

OSTA showed nearly unanimous support for her proposal. Debate concerned not the 

merits of the idea but the logistics of implementation. What books would be chosen for 

                                                                                                                                               
15 Roger Chartier, “Texts, Printing, Readings,” in The New Cultural History, ed. 

Lynn White (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989), 157-8.  
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the course? How would teachers be induced to participate? Could the county 

examiners—the local administrators who tested teachers and granted teaching 

certificates—be persuaded to include questions regarding the Circle reading on 

certification exams? OSTA leaders appointed a committee to work out these details, and 

within a year Williams was named president of the newly formed Ohio Teachers’ 

Reading Circle. She presided over an eight-member Board of Control, which would 

select the course of reading each year and to whom local circles (once they formed) 

would send their reports. Each year’s course of reading would consist of three or four 

books—one addressing pedagogy and then two or three selections from a set of 

standard categories: literature, history, and social and natural science. Local circles 

would cover these materials in much the same way that Chautauqua circles covered 

theirs. 17  Members would read the books assigned by the Board of Control, meet 

                                                                                                                                               
16 Delia Williams, “Young Teachers and their Calling,” Ohio Educational 

Monthly XXXI (1882): 323. 
17 The Chautauqua Literary and Scientific Circle (CLSC) was founded in 1878 

by Methodist Minister John H. Vincent as an extension of his famous institution at 
Chautauqua, New York. The CLSC—which provided a four-year reading course in the 
humanities, sciences, theology, and social studies—maintained strong ties to general 
Christian doctrine, though religious readings and subjects by no means comprised the 
entire course. Local groups affiliated with the CLSC read the books recommended (and 
often published) by the national organization, met to discuss their reading, and at the 
end of the year, took exams to earn credit for their work. After four years of successful 
participation, members graduated from the Circle and received official diplomas. The 
immediate success of the CLSC seems astounding even now. By 1888, the Circle had 
more than 100,000 members nationally. By 1898, notes John Noffsinger, 10,000 local 
circles had been formed, three quarters of which were in communities with fewer than 
3500 residents (109). See John Noffsinger, Correspondence Schools, Lyceums, 
Chautauquas (New York: Macmillan, 1926); Arthur Eugene Bestor, Chautauqua 
Publications: An Historical and Bibliographical Guide (Chautauqua, New York: 
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regularly with other Circle members to discuss their reading, and then report to a county 

secretary at the end of each year with a record of their work. Members who completed 

four years of study would “graduate” from the Circle and receive diplomas; however, 

these graduates would be encouraged to continue participating in Circle activities so 

that they might help those younger teachers just starting out.  

By all accounts the OTRC was an immediate success. Local circles formed 

quickly across the state. The first course of reading, to be completed during the 1883-84 

school year, consisted of W. N. Hailman’s History of Pedagogy (1874), George Cubitt’s 

Columbus, or The Discovery of America (1881), and a selection of poems by 

Longfellow, Whittier, and Lowell. In the following academic year, the course of reading 

included James Currie’s The Principles and Practice of Common-School Education 

(1872, rev. 1878), Jacob Abbott’s War of the Revolution (1864), R. T. Brown’s 

Elements of Physiology and Hygiene (1872), and Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar. By 

1886, the Circle counted 1,345 members. By 1890, membership had grown to more 

than 5,000, roughly a fifth of the common school teachers in Ohio. In their 

correspondence with the Board of Control, members often noted the difficulties they 

faced in founding and administering local circles—the challenge of reaching teachers in 

rural districts, the competition for members with Chautauqua circles, and the concern 

that the Circle work was too challenging. In these reports, however, such difficulties 

were consistently eclipsed by the members’ strong sense of optimism and progress, 

                                                                                                                                               
Chautauqua Press, 1934), 4-18; and Joseph E. Gould, The Chautauqua Movement (New 
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their sense of being involved in something remarkable. Many circles sent dispatches to 

the Ohio Educational Monthly, the official journal of the State Teachers’ Association, 

expressing their enthusiasm and detailing how exactly they went about their work. In 

1883, a teacher in Medina County wrote that her circle met  

once in two weeks, at private houses. At each meeting our executive committee 

directs what the members are to read and study during the next two weeks, and 

appoints some member, or members, to lead in the review of the matter read and 

studied. In short, the members do the reading and studying at home, and come 

together in the meetings to compare notes, and to get further information. We 

usually commence our exercises with a piece of music. Our work for the present 

two weeks is: on pedagogy, education in Greece; on literature, Longfellow’s 

Hiawatha . . . on history, discoveries and explorations in America.18 

In Richland County a number of local residents not affiliated with the schools were 

completing Circle work and attending meetings. In Tuscarawas County several high 

school students had joined their teachers in the local circle. In 1885, the secretary from 

Fayette County reported that her local circle had improved “the reading habit among 

teachers” in the area and that “many had gone on to read outside the prescribed 

course.”19 
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The Circle soon grew to serve a wide range of needs. First, state educators 

rightly understood it to be part of the more general movement to reform the state’s and 

the nation’s common schools. As many historians have shown, there was much 

discussion during the Progressive Era regarding the specific nature of these reforms, but 

most agreed that schooling should be made more “scientific”—that the latest advances 

in philosophy, psychology, and pedagogy should be used to develop more humane and 

effective instructional methods.20 Accordingly, it was argued that schoolteaching should 

no longer be the province of novices and amateurs, but an occupation that required both 

rigorous training and the mastery of a specialized body of knowledge. In Ohio, the 

OTRC was seen as the most effective means of providing teachers with this training. 

The state had yet to organize any statewide system for the preparation and certification 

of its prospective educators. Several small, privately run normal schools were in 

operation. And, earlier in the century, cities such as Cincinnati, Cleveland, Dayton, and 

Columbus had begun their own teacher training programs. However, only a small 

minority of teachers could attend these institutions. The majority could not afford the 

tuition of private schools; just as many could not, or would not, travel to the places 

where they might receive training. Progressive educators in the state thus recognized the 

Circle as an important part of their efforts at reform. And due to their work, the 

emphasis on teaching as an organized profession became a central factor in shaping 

Circle members’ experiences. In nearly every official document pertaining to the 
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organization’s local and statewide activities, there is some reference to “the profession” 

or “professionalism.” An 1883 editorial in the Ohio Educational Monthly argued that 

the Circle must be established according to “professional morality.”21 Each year, 

members of the Board of Control specifically noted that they had chosen the latest 

course of reading according to teachers’ “professional needs.” In turn, local circles 

faithfully reported that, year by year, they were making progress in their “professional 

education.” The 1888 dispatch from the OTRC secretary in Van Wert County is typical: 

the OTRC “waked up the teachers all over the county. They bought books and went to 

reading.” Local teachers now understand that “in Van Wert County it is necessary to 

study pedagogy.”22 

The OTRC’s success in developing a professional ethos among its members 

soon became national news. By 1888 teachers’ reading circles had been organized in 

twelve additional states, most of whom identified the Ohio Circle as their model. 

Teachers’ reading circles became an increasingly common feature of the cultural 

landscape. In 1895 an Indiana school superintendent wrote that the most notable 

contribution of the Indiana Teachers’ Reading Circle (ITRC) was that teachers had 

“acquired a taste for professional reading and a greatly increased power to comprehend 
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professional books.”23 The noted psychologist Lewis Terman, a member of the ITRC in 

the late 1890s, wrote of his experience in similar terms.  His description of the Indiana 

Circle’s operation is worth quoting at some length.  

For a given year there were two or three books, which every teacher was 

required to purchase and study. In fact, the books were purchased for us and the 

cost deducted from our salaries. One Saturday each month all the teachers of a 

township (in my township there were nine) met at one of the schoolhouses for an 

all-day institute session. The greater part of the day was devoted to discussion of 

the Reading-Circle books, a definite assignment being made to each teacher a 

month in advance. Thus, during the five years of my teaching prior to entering 

Indiana University in 1901, I read and studied rather minutely twelve or fifteen 

books on education or psychology. Among them were Arnold Tompkins’ 

Philosophy of Teaching (of Hegelian flavor), W. T. Harris’ Psychological 

Foundations (also Hegelian), Ruskin’s Essays, Hughes’ Dickens as an 

Educator, Bryan’s Plato the Teacher, and James’s Talks to Teachers. The last 

two books interested me profoundly. Bryan’s attractive presentation of Plato 

made me want to take up the serious study of philosophy, and Talks to Teachers 

greatly intensified my interest in the psychological aspects of education. . . . I 

am inclined to think that the influence of the Reading-Circle books was real and 
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lasting, for they helped to give me both a philosophical and a psychological 

interest in education. Henceforth teaching was not simply a means of earning a 

living or of providing funds for an additional year at college, but a profession of 

intrinsically absorbing interest.24 

Terman’s description of his experience in the Indiana Circle is immensely helpful, for 

he offers some sense of the rigor, enthusiasm, and seriousness with which many 

teachers addressed their courses of study. Terman also confirms what many of the 

reports from other teachers’ reading circles suggest: that participation in these groups 

not only introduced members to a range of books and subjects but also affirmed that 

teaching might be conceived of as “a profession of intrinsically absorbing interest.” 

In the Progressive Era, many American teachers were clearly eager for such 

affirmation. By 1911, the number of states with teachers’ reading circles had increased 

to thirty-five.25 However, we must also recognize that the popularity of these 

                                                 
24 Lewis M. Terman, “Autobiography of Lewis M. Terman,” in The History of 

Psychology in Autobiography, ed. Carl Murchison (Worcester, Massachusetts: Clark 
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determine the year in which each was founded. For further information on state 
teachers’ reading circles, see W. C. Ruediger, “Agencies for the Improvement of 
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organizations cannot be ascribed solely to educators’ efforts to professionalize. As 

many teachers, administrators, and politicians understood, teachers’ reading circles also 

offered the opportunity to address a more pressing concern as well—namely, that many 

of the nation’s teachers were ill prepared for their work. In the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries, most American common schools, particularly those located away 

from urban areas, still struggled to hire and retain trained teachers. As educational 

historian David Tyack notes, even in 1900 the great mass of American elementary 

school teachers had studied in neither normal schools nor universities. The majority of 

those who had, had not completed full courses of study. Additionally, in many towns 

and counties the standards for teacher employment and certification were, as Tyack 

writes, “little short of scandalous.”26   

In Ohio, educators had long feared that these problems might be especially 

severe in their state. In 1880 the state’s Commissioner of Common Schools charged that 

thousands of Ohio teachers “were not in possession of a moderate degree of fitness” and 

that “no person of education or culture” would seek permanent work as a teacher “as 

our schools are now constituted.”27 It was hoped that the OTRC might address these 

concerns. In fact, many teachers, administrators, and public officials thought the Circle 
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represented the only means of improving the quality of rural teachers, who were more 

likely both to be unqualified for their work, and to be teaching in schools without direct 

administrative supervision. As the principal of the Cleveland Training School wrote in 

1883, the OTRC was open to all teachers in the state, “experienced and inexperienced, 

trained and untrained, in city or country.” However, the teachers that Circle 

administrators specifically intended to reach were those “remote from towns, shut out 

from social advantages, libraries, and such means of culture as towns and cities 

afford.”28  

Teachers’ reading circles emerged to serve several different and not always 

harmonious purposes. They were part of the larger movement among Progressive Era 

educators to systematize and professionalize the training of teachers. At the same time, 

these organizations were expected to provide remedial instruction and were viewed as 

the best, and perhaps only, means of training those teachers whose prior experience and 

education only partially prepared them for their present work. As we will see, for 

organizations with such varied and conflicting purposes, collections of nature writing 

such as In American Fields and Forests became particularly important and popular 

reading. 

 

Ohio Teachers Read In American Fields and Forests 
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In 1909, when OTRC administrators selected In American Fields and Forests as part of 

their 1909-1910 course of reading, the Circle was the largest state teachers’ reading 

circle in America. Of the 27,387 teachers employed in the state’s common schools, 

9,258 (34 percent) were members of the Circle.29  Who were these teachers? It is 

difficult to say exactly. We have only incomplete information regarding the 

demographics of OTRC membership. However, we do know that in the first decade of 

the twentieth century, local circles were well distributed across the state. By 1906, 

circles had been founded in 82 of Ohio’s 88 counties, and the average county circle had 

105 members.30A study of the social composition of the American teaching force 

conducted during these years found that the “typical” American teacher was a woman in 

her mid-twenties with four years of educational training beyond elementary school.31 It 

seems safe to assume that, for many OTRC members, this description was more or less 

accurate. However, we should not assume that the Circle was an exclusively female 

organization. The organization’s graduation rolls from the first decade of the twentieth 

century suggest that men comprised roughly 40 percent of the membership statewide.  

Circle members received extensive guidance for each year’s course of reading. 

From the first years of the OTRC’s existence, the Board of Control published a range of 
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articles about the year’s texts in each issue of the Ohio Educational Monthly. These 

“help articles”—which were written by college professors, OTRC administrators, and 

even Circle members—offered teachers explicit reading instructions and prepared them 

for discussion in local meetings. The quality of these articles could be quite high. In the 

1908-1909 academic year, for instance, Dr. J. A. Culler of Miami University of Ohio 

contributed a series of articles to supplement that year’s scientific selection, David 

Jordan and V. L. Kellogg’s Evolution and Animal Life (1907). Seen today, these articles 

seem overly didactic and patronizing. Culler writes as if lecturing to children. In his first 

article, for instance, he warns Circle members that they must read closely and with 

effort; a casual approach will bear little fruit. Teachers “will not be interested without a 

persistent determination to ‘get into’ the subject. The first and third chapters must be 

read, re-read, and thought out before the reader is ready to go on.”32 One suspects, 

however, that Circle readers found Culler’s approach helpful, despite his tone. Culler 

defines terms and concepts that are not defined in Jordan and Kellogg’s text. (In the first 

help article alone, Culler defines “encasement theory,” “epigenesis,” “variation,” 

“heredity,” and “natural selection.”) Also, Culler consistently directs readers away from 

those passages in which the authors consider the arcana of contemporary scientific 

debate, emphasizing that teachers should keep their eyes on the central tenets of each 

chapter and on the theories and concepts upon which most scientists generally agree.33 
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For OTRC members, many of whom had no training in the sciences whatsoever, such 

assistance was likely both welcome and necessary.  

The help articles addressing the Circle’s literary selections were similarly heavy-

handed in their guidance. Grounded in the assumption that literature was the repository 

of what Matthew Arnold described as “the best which has been thought and said in the 

world,” the Circle’s help articles directed members to approach literary selections with 

a kind of reverence, and to learn exactly how each text exhibited the particular genius of 

its author. Readers were advised to identify and appreciate Lamb’s “union of fine 

observation and felicity of phrase,” Irving’s “charming refinement,” and Macaulay’s 

“narrative power [which] among historians is quite unapproached.”34 According to one 

help article, in Emerson “we recognize, among other qualities, his wonderful optimism, 

his ability to awaken thought, his individuality, his purity of life, his beautiful character, 

and his high aspirations.”35 In such articles, of course, Circle members were being 

taught to read correctly—to read the right things in the right way. As Barbara 

Sicherman has pointed out, they were also being taught to read acquisitively. For many 

Americans in the Progressive Era, culture was becoming less process than product, a 

form of cultural capital necessary for social and professional mobility.  One read for 
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culture in much the same spirit that many students, past and present, seek degrees and 

diplomas rather than educations.36  

In the 1909-1910 academic year, the OTRC published a number of help articles 

in the Ohio Educational Monthly addressing the essays collected in In American Fields 

and Forests. Written by both Circle administrators and Circle members, these articles 

suggest that nature writing was viewed as an especially important tool in teachers’ 

attempts at personal and professional development. Consider the article supplementing 

Thoreau’s “Wild Apples,” the first essay appearing in the anthology. The unnamed 

author of the article begins by asserting “that one of the missions of a magician of the 

pen is to wake to consciousness in ourselves many facts, as well as fancies, that would 

have laid dormant in us but for his magic.” This seems headed toward conventional 

conclusions. As noted, help articles typically portrayed literary authors as magicians, 

geniuses, and masters—as figures who commanded a certain cultural authority and 

therefore had particular power over Circle readers. In this case, however, as the author 

begins to address the particular fancies inspired by Thoreau, the article takes a 

surprising turn. “Wild Apples” is made to speak not primarily to Thoreau’s sensitivity 

                                                 
36 For further discussion of this particular aspect of reading in the Progressive 

Era, see Barbara Sicherman,  “Sense and Sensibility: A Case Study of Women’s 
Reading in Late-Victorian America,” in Reading in America: Literature and Social 
History, ed. Cathy Davidson (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1989), 201-
25; Sicherman, “Reading and Ambition: M. Carey Thomas and Female Heroism,” 
American Quarterly 45 (1993): 73-103; and Sicherman, “Reading Little Women: The 
Many Lives of a Text,” in U.S. History as Women’s History: New Feminist Essays, ed. 
Alice Kessler-Harris, Linda K. Kerber, and Kathryn Kish Sklar, (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1995), 245-66. 



 

234 

to the natural world, nor to his status as a canonical author, but instead to the limitations 

of the teachers’ own education and training, as well as to their plans for self-

improvement. 

How did this man, this mere man, ever learn so much of apples? Why, it would 

require a full four years’ course in college to write the first two pages—what 

with the Latin, the Greek, and the history with which they abound. As to the 

rest, it was merely a question of having the eyes open to Nature and a 

responsiveness to her many moods and her beauty.37 

Here, as was common around the turn of the century, Thoreau is portrayed as the 

bachelor of thought and nature. However, the article deemphasizes Thoreau’s feel for 

nature, suggesting that his sensitivity to Concord and its environs was “merely” a 

question of keeping his eyes open. More important for Circle readers, Thoreau, a 

graduate of Harvard, was the recipient of a rich, rigorous, and fortunate education, 

someone whose erudition is to be envied and aspired to. The article continues by 

emphasizing that Thoreau’s achievement may spur teachers on to greater things. 

Let us take stock, again, of our own sensations and inclinations as the result of 

reading this chapter. . . . As we ramble about among the apple-trees we shall 

carry with us this chapter as a key to unlock the storehouses of knowledge about 

us. With this to aid us, we shall derive joy from our ramble and life in the 

orchard will take on fuller meaning and brighter hues. Then, after supper, we 



 

235 

shall want to read the chapter again, and this time as students of words, for we 

must bear in mind that we are reading after a man who chose his words 

carefully.38 

Thoreau’s essay thus becomes an aid in developing teachers’ “responsiveness” and 

facility with language. The dread undercurrent of “Wild Apples”—the sense of 

impending death that so many readers have since found in it—is not addressed. Also 

ignored is Thoreau’s intense self-consciousness, his sensitivity to his own tendency to 

objectify and abstract the natural world. Recent critics have argued that “Wild Apples” 

is tense with the author’s suspicion that the very act of examining and describing 

nonhuman nature exemplifies his separation from it.  Members of the OTRC, however, 

were advised to see no opposition between nature’s moods and beauty and Thoreau’s 

descriptions of them. Rather, both were shown to offer opportunities for self-fashioning, 

for acquiring a certain attitude and cultural style.  

The help article addressing Thoreau’s “Sounds,” another of the essays included 

in In American Fields and Forests, offers similar guidance.  Thoreau looks closely at 

his surroundings, the article notes, and he describes them with tools that Circle 

members would do well to learn.  

How many readers will take the trouble to look up umbels on p. 39 and tantivy 

on p. 40, and rime on p. 45? How many will see in Thoreau’s use of the word 
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cloud-compeller on p. 42 that he was a student of Greek and had read the Iliad? 

How many will understand why he suggests Atrepos [sic] as the name of the 

engine and how many will recall Lowell’s characterization of this lady and her 

two sisters?39 

Here, again, little is said regarding Thoreau’s relationship with the nonhuman world. 

Rather, Circle members are encouraged to measure themselves against Thoreau’s 

learning and facility with language. The help article reminds teachers that they lack 

much of the learning that Thoreau employed in recording his observations. Yet, at the 

same time, it encourages them to be that population of readers who know these terms 

and appreciate these references. “Sounds” is thus made to serve the same purpose that 

E. D. Hirsch imagined for his Dictionary of Cultural Literacy (1988)—it becomes an 

index of the cultural capital readers hope to (and should) acquire.  

The articles supplementing the other essays collected in In American Fields and 

Forests present nature writing in these same terms. One article notes that Burroughs’s 

essay “The Snow Walkers” has “a fineness in all that reveals the true artist, and, after 

the reading, one wonders how such skill and deftness in the handling of words can be 

acquired.”40  Readers are thus provided not only with a model of what they should 

appreciate in Burroughs’s essay, but also with a reminder that, by reading Burroughs, 

they intend to acquire such “skill and deftness” in their own writing. Such advice—
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which encouraged teachers to recognize and articulate their own ambition through 

reading—differed considerably from that offered in the help articles addressing the two 

other titles in the Circle’s 1909-1910 course of reading. Both Clifton Hodge’s Nature 

Study and Life (1902) and Arthur Henry Chamberlain’s Standards in Education (1908) 

address educational practice and reform. The help articles written to accompany these 

texts do not portray them as guides for self-improvement. Rather, Circle members are 

encouraged to assess their quality and to compare the authors’ conclusions regarding 

education and pedagogy with teachers’ own. One article, contributed by Circle member 

Edith Hubbard, notes that Standards in Education will likely be the subject of 

contentious discussion in county reading circles, for the author’s argument concerning 

the value of vocational education is “strong—very strong and so strong that it will not 

be universally accepted.”41 Another article, contributed by Circle member J. C. 

Hambleton, observes that Nature Study and Life is poorly conceived. Still, Hambleton 

concludes, we see that the book has much to be thankful for “if we only consider how 

much worse it might be.”42 The important point here is that teachers were assumed 

already to have the authority to evaluate these texts. As a 1910 help article advises, the 

Circle’s pedagogical selections were always “especially worthy of ‘independent 

judgment’ on the part of the reader.”43  
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More interesting is what we find when we compare the help articles addressing 

works of nature writing with those addressing the Circle’s literary selections in other 

years. As noted earlier, for Circle members, reading Emerson or Carlyle was largely an 

exercise in appreciation. Teachers were pointed to particular passages and told why 

these were the loveliest, or the most representative of the author’s genius. Reading 

nature writing, by contrast, was assumed to involve much more than the acquisition of 

received wisdom. Works of nature writing were frequently included in the Circle’s 

yearly courses. In the fifteen years prior to the selection of In American Fields and 

Forests, book-length works of nature writing were required reading in four different 

years. Burroughs’s Riverby (1894) was included in the 1895-1896 course, Leander 

Keyser’s In Bird Land (1894) in 1896-1897, Burroughs’s Signs and Seasons (1886) in 

1900-1901, and W. E. D. Scott’s The Story of a Bird Lover (1903) in 1904-1905. In 

other years, works by the writers included in In American Fields and Forests were 

frequently listed as “recommended reading” for those teachers who wanted to move 

beyond the year’s assigned texts. In all cases, Circle members were instructed not only 

to recognize and admire the particular genius of these works, but also to develop an 

intimate engagement with them. Help articles repeatedly suggest that nature essays had 

special power to inspire and guide teachers as they fashioned themselves into something 

more than they presently were. In 1901 one article notes that Burroughs’s writing has, 

among Circle members, made “epidemic” the “habit of nourishing the soul through the 
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eye and ear.”44  In 1897 Circle member Hittie McCloy makes an even more elaborate 

claim regarding the good influences of Keyser’s In Bird Land. Among Ohio teachers, 

Keyser’s text has exerted 

an influence for observation, and hence love of Nature, and a comprehension of 

the resources of his own state and home, an influence toward purity and 

simplicity of language, and an influence toward an awakening of the humane 

instincts which are dormant in far too many natures. 

The book, McCloy concludes, can “hardly fail” to improve its readers.45 No help article 

ever portrayed the writing of Carlyle, Emerson, or Hawthorne as such a potent tool for 

self-change.  

Why this difference in treatment? That is, why did the Circle portray reading 

nature writing as something more than an act of appreciation and absorption? And why 

might Circle members and administrators have assumed nature writing to be more 

capable than classic literature of engaging readers and inspiring personal reform? The 

help articles and available OTRC records suggest several answers.  First, the subject of 

nature writing—nature—was considered the most available of all subjects. Though 

teachers may not have had the advantage of Thoreau’s “four years’ course in college,” 

they had unrestricted and immediate access to the natural world. The style and approach 

of nature writing seemed similarly accessible. The nature writers popular with the 
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OTRC—Burroughs, Miller, Torrey, and Keyser—all insisted that their own work was 

based neither in formal science nor in abstract thought. Rather, theirs was a literature of 

nonspecialists, and to appreciate it, one required only an affinity for nature. Burroughs, 

for instance, distinguished his own work from that of both scientists and philosophers. 

His method, he writes, is synthetic rather than analytic. He deals in general, and not in 

technical truths, truths that he arrives at in the fields and woods, and not in the 

laboratory.46 Drawing on the same set of assumptions, Keyser—in a series of help 

articles written to supplement his own book—advises Circle members that they should 

“not be too scientific” in approaching birds. Rather, teachers should think of birds as 

they would their students, “as sentient creatures, as interesting individuals with 

wonderful instinct and intelligence.”47  In other words, if one knew students, one could 

also know birds.  

 Such claims—that the joys of nature and nature writing are widely accessible—

remain at the heart of the nature writing tradition. No doubt they contributed to the 

genre’s popularity with the OTRC. In 1897, Hittie McCloy noted that the central virtue 

of Keyser’s book was that “its readers may comprise all classes and any age, for both in 

thought and mode of expression it is not above the comprehension of the child, and not 

beneath the dignity of the mature scholar.”48 In 1895, when the Circle’s course of 

reading consisted of literary selections from a variety of authors, Board of Control 
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member J. J. Burns encouraged members to begin their reading with the “delightful 

essays of Burroughs” and “postpone such strong meat as Henry V and Bacon’s Essays” 

until winter.49 In 1909 nature writing was again refused the status of main dish. In 

American Fields and Forests was the “dessert” to the year’s “most palatable bill of 

fare,” and readers were assured that they would “arise from the feast satisfied and with a 

pleasant taste in the mouth.”50 In each of these cases, nature writing was said to offer 

pleasure because it made fewer demands on Circle members as readers. Where 

Shakespeare and Bacon may tax and challenge, Burroughs simply delights. Even 

Thoreau, whose vocabulary and literary allusions may have challenged some Circle 

readers, was never considered a particularly difficult or opaque writer. By contrast, a 

1908 help article stresses the obscure and elliptical nature of Emerson’s prose: “When 

he tries to explain his philosophy he is hard to understand . . . It is related that when 

asked to explain one of his difficult sayings [Emerson] acknowledged that he did not 

know what he had meant, but that he had felt that way when he wrote it.” 51  For a 

population of readers who felt that their education and professional training were 

insufficient, such inscrutability was hardly a virtue. The Emerson help article concludes 

with an expression of frustration. Circle readers, the correspondent notes, may never 

entirely overcome the challenges posed by “Self-Reliance” and Nature. 
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Circle members considered nature writing accessible in other ways as well. It 

was frequently emphasized that Thoreau, Burroughs, and their peers wrote about real 

experiences in actual places—that their work promised a sincerity and intimacy of 

address not associated with fiction and poetry. Also, Circle members often noted that 

nature writing engaged them not only intellectually but also emotionally. Put another 

way, these teachers recognized nature writing as a literature of sentiment and sympathy, 

a field in which many of them felt particular expertise. Despite their commitment to 

professionalism, Circle members often described their work as teachers in emotional 

terms: they “cared” for students, “nurtured their abilities,” and provided not merely 

academic training but “moral and spiritual instruction.” OTRC members assumed that 

Thoreau, Burroughs, and their fellow nature writers had a similar mission and therefore 

considered these writers kindred spirits. Burns refers to Burroughs as “Mr. B” 

throughout his help articles, addressing the nature writer with an easy familiarity very 

much at odds with the formality he observed with classic authors. Similarly, Thoreau is 

portrayed not as a distant genius but rather as a kindly hermit, a “man who was so in 

love with nature that she loved him in return.” His imaginative achievement was to be 

found not in his response to an encroaching industrial civilization, but rather in his skills 

as a teacher, the profession that all Circle members shared. As one help article notes:  

A railroad train, to him, was a whole volume on commercial geography. He saw 

in the cargo of that train all the activities of the lands from which those products 

came and, in imagination, saw the uses to which they were to be put when they 
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reached their destination. He gives here a good suggestion to the teacher of 

geography and shows how a trainload of freight may be made to serve a useful 

purpose in illuminating the pages of the text-book.52 

Only nature writers were presented with such familiarity. To be sure, Thoreau and 

Burroughs were thought of as literary masters. However, for Circle members they seem 

also to have had a status like that of fictional characters such as Little Women’s Jo 

March, whose textual life provided countless readers opportunities for imaginative 

association, self-assessment, and possibly even life change.53 

Finally, nature writing had special significance to Circle members because they 

assumed that, by reading it, they prepared themselves for more challenging literary 

texts. Emerson may have been cryptic and obscure, but if Circle members began their 

careers reading Burroughs and Thoreau, they might some day be prepared for Nature. 

This assumption guided J. J. Burns’s remarkable series of articles published in the Ohio 

Educational Monthly over the 1895-1896 academic year, when Burroughs’s Riverby 

was part of the reading course. Burns’s intention, he writes, is  “to preach the holy 

alliance of Nature and literature” and to encourage Circle members “to seek the refined 

pleasures which grow along the path that leads through the common kingdom of books 

and brooks.”54 To that end, Burns published nine articles (one for each month of the 

                                                 
52 “‘Sounds’: Chapter Two of In American Fields and Forests,” 546. 
53 See the work of Barbara Sicherman, noted earlier, for a more complete 

examination of this phenomenon.  
54 J. J. Burns, “Winter Without and Within,” Ohio Educational Monthly XLV 

(1896): 210. 



 

244 

academic year) in which he recorded the seasonal changes in the landscape of Stark 

County, Ohio, connecting them to the changes in the Catskills, as described by 

Burroughs in Riverby. Burns’s aim, it seems, was to see and record the seasons through 

Burroughs’s essays. Consider Burns’s description of the day he sought out the 

springtime blooms of the trailing arbutus, a flower that Burroughs describes at some 

length in Riverby: 

April 26. — This was the floral day of days, “arbutus days these, it fairly calls 

one.” Riverby p. 14. [The arbutus] called us to a high steep hill, twelve miles 

away. Its clear waxen petals and delicate odor deserve the fine things said by 

writers. In a sunny place on the creek bank was a bed of dogtooth violets about 

done with their blooming. The fitness of the name “trout-lily,” which Mr. 

Burroughs suggests is easily seen. Riverby p.  26.55 

As should be clear, the results are muddled at best. Burns’s notes often seem written in 

a personal shorthand. And to make matters more confusing, Burns attempts to make 

Riverby not only a field guide but a makeshift primer in classic British and American 

literature. He goes to great lengths to connect Burroughs’s writings to the works of 

                                                 
55 J. J. Burns, “Spring Without and Within,” Ohio Educational Monthly XLV 

(1896): 256. In this excerpt, Burns makes specific reference to the following passage 
from Burroughs’s Riverby (1894): “Certain flowers one makes special expeditions for 
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fairly calls him to the woods.” John Burroughs, Riverby (1894; reprint, with a foreword 
by Burroughs, Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1904), 16. 
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writers such as Emerson, Hawthorne, Lowell, and Milton, quoting those passages in 

which the classic authors describe scenes or moods similar to those described by the 

nature writer. To record his own observations of late April in Ohio, for example, Burns 

uses lines from William Cullen Bryant’s “The Planting of the Apple-Tree” and Robert 

Herrick’s “To Daffodils,” as well as a page reference to Riverby: 

April 30. — The high tide of the blowing season! “A world of blossoms for the 

bee!” “We weep to see you haste away so soon,” transferring Herrick’s tears 

from the daffodil bank to the fruit orchard. The wake robins are showing their 

three white petals, the climbing fumitory (Riverby p. 4) is reaching out for 

something to climb on, the bleeding heart is shedding its “ruddy drops,” little 

hearth-rugs of bluets are lying about Sol’s fire places.56 

Burns also carefully notes those places where Burroughs has quoted classic authors, 

listing, for instance, the many phrases that Burroughs has borrowed from Shakespeare. 

Only after surveying all of Burns’s diary entries does his central purpose become clear: 

Burns intends to show that Burroughs learned to appreciate nature by reading literature, 

and to read literature by appreciating nature. Thus, in Burns’s view, Riverby is a kind of 

how-to manual for Ohio teachers seeking the same experience. Burroughs will teach 

Circle members not only to “read much more lovingly in the book of nature” but also to 

“get a fuller meaning out of numberless paragraphs in other books which are now read 
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as through a glass, very darkly.”57 No doubt many of these numberless paragraphs were 

to be found in the Circle’s other literary selections. 

 

Reading Nature Writing 

Did Circle members in fact learn to appreciate Shakespeare and Milton by reading 

Burroughs and Thoreau? Did reading In American Fields and Forests move them to 

improve themselves, to learn more about the natural world, or to see their work, as 

Terman put it, “as a profession of intrinsically absorbing interest”? Of course, these 

questions are difficult to answer. It is quite easy to imagine that individual OTRC 

members, and even entire local circles, disregarded these didactic help articles in 

completing their reading. It is also easy to imagine that local circles used the essays in 

In American Fields and Forests as an introduction to natural history, the help articles’ 

emphasis on self-improvement notwithstanding. We need to locate records such as 

personal diaries and Circle meeting minutes and compare the reading experiences they 

describe with these instructions published in the Ohio Educational Monthly. We need 

also to learn more about the history and significance of these circles more generally, for 

they remain an unexamined chapter in the history of reading in America.  

Still, the evidence gathered here does allow us to draw several conclusions. 

First, it does seem that the OTRC had a profound influence on the literacy practices of 

teachers in the state. The Circle made affordable books available to a wide number of 
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interested readers (many of them in rural areas) and encouraged those readers to meet 

and talk about their reading. Also, with these help articles, the Circle provided 

significant guidance to teachers as they read. One suspects that these articles’ influence 

was not unlike that of today’s book reviews, publicity, and advertising hype—or, what 

Gerald Graff has termed the “unofficial interpretive culture.” To describe the influence 

that such texts can have, Graff recalls the assistance once provided him by a blurb on 

the back of Lionel Trilling’s The Middle of the Journey (1947): 

I read the jacket assertion that Trilling’s novel “tested the assumptions of 

liberalism.” It mattered little that I did not know what the assumptions of 

liberalism were and so could not see very clearly how the novel “tested” them. 

The thematic tag gave me a sense of what kind of thing Trilling’s novel did (or 

what kind of thing somebody could think it did), and of the kind of thing that the 

mysterious entities called “novels” could do.58 

Thus, the young Graff learned something about reading Trilling’s novel and, more 

importantly, about reading and talking about novels in general. It seems likely that these 

help articles offered Circle readers the same assistance. Indeed, they may have been 

even more influential than the promotional materials cited by Graff, for the help articles 

repeatedly reminded readers of their membership in this specific community of readers. 

When Circle member Hittie McCloy claimed that Keyser’s In Bird Land could “hardly 
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fail” to improve its readers, she referred to Circle members in particular. 59 Such advice 

probably had a persuasive authority greater than that of merely generic expert opinion.  

The process through which teachers gained and renewed their professional 

certification further bolstered the influence of these articles. Unlike teachers in a 

number of other states, Ohio teachers could not earn credit toward certification by 

participating in their state’s teachers’ reading circle. However, OTRC administrators 

lobbied examiners throughout the state to include Circle-related questions on 

certification exams, and there is ample evidence that these campaigns paid off. In 1910 

Ohio teachers seeking certification were asked a number of questions about Thoreau 

and Burroughs that were clearly connected to Circle reading. Questions included: “Who 

was Henry D. Thoreau? Tell about his writings. Name two or more.”60 “Who is John 

Burroughs? . . . What has [he] done for our literature?”61 “Who was Henry D. Thoreau? 

Philip Freneau? Who is John Burroughs? What did these men do for good reading in 

America?”62 After reading the help articles discussed above and participating in local 

circle discussions, an OTRC member could have answered any of these questions with 

ease. Thoreau offers teachers  “a key to unlock the storehouses of knowledge” about 

them. Burroughs inspires them to love literature and strive for “skill and deftness” in 

their own writing. Thoreau and Burroughs have aided “good reading in America” by 
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helping teachers become more intimate with the “common kingdom of books and 

brooks” and thereby improve themselves as both individuals and professionals.  

The very possibility that an Ohio teacher answered these questions in this way 

indicates that scholars need to reconsider several of their most basic assumptions about 

how and why Americans have read nature writing in the past century. To be sure, as 

Lawrence Buell writes, nature writing can orient readers toward the natural world in a 

number of different ways. It can “connect readers vicariously with others’ experience, 

suffering, pain” (even that of the nonhuman). It can “reconnect readers with places they 

have been and send them where they would otherwise never physically go.” Finally, it 

may “affect one’s caring for the physical world,” making it seem “more or less precious 

or endangered or disposable.”63 However, we cannot continue to assume that nature 

writing functions only in this way—or that Burroughs and Thoreau, or Edward Abbey 

and Annie Dillard, sent literary work from their backwoods cabins directly to readers; 

that readers read these texts only in ways that authors intended; or that nature writing 

has been meaningful only within the context of the environmental movement. In 

accounting for the genre’s cultural significance, we must begin considering the 

mediating role played by, among others, the institutions responsible for its publication, 

dissemination, and promotion. We must also recover as best we can the use that 

historical readers have actually made of these texts. As we see here, the results of such 

study may depart substantially from the readings that authors and texts prescribe for 



 

250 

themselves. In his essays, Burroughs may well invite “a form of perception that 

combines the roles of scientist and poet” and guide readers to “appreciate the small 

spectacles of nature,” as one critic has recently argued.64 The OTRC, however, 

encouraged its members to read his essays as a guide to self-education and self-

improvement. For these teachers, reading nature writing was an exercise not in gaining 

greater intimacy with the natural world, but in imagining and attaining a new place for 

themselves in a rapidly changing American culture.  

At the turn of the twentieth century, the OTRC was certainly not unique in its 

use of the essays of Thoreau, Burroughs, and their literary peers. Then (as now) 

Americans most often read nature writing as part of some course of instruction. To be 

sure, during the Progressive Era, many “general readers” read and appreciated works 

such as Walden (1854), Burroughs’s A Year in the Fields (1896), and Miller’s A Bird 

Lover in the West (1894). However, as we see here, the Houghton firm’s decision in the 

1890s to treat outdoor writing primarily as an educational genre had profoundly 

significant and far-reaching results.  For every general reader of nature writing, there 

were hundreds reading parts or all of these same texts in schools, in colleges and 

universities, and in reading circles such as those sponsored by the OTRC and the 

Chautauqua Literary and Scientific Circle. The firm’s sales records only confirm this 
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point. As we saw in the previous chapter, in the general trade, book-length works of 

nature writing generally sold anywhere from 500 to 2,000 copies in their first year, then 

quickly diminished in years following. Between 1896 and 1907, the firm sold 7,028 

trade editions of Walden, 9,149 of Burroughs’s A Year in the Fields, and 893 of Miller’s 

A Bird Lover in the West. During these same years, the firm sold 203,178 copies of 

Birds and Bees (1887) and 133,683 copies of Sharp Eyes (1887)—two collections of 

Burroughs’s essays in the Riverside Literature Series.65 The sales for In American 

Fields and Forests tell a similar story. Between 1909 and 1911, the firm sold 1,108 

copies of the anthology nationally through the general trade. In 1909 alone, the firm 

sold more than 6,000 copies in Ohio to members of the OTRC. 

If in 1870 Americans read nature writing most often in the pages of quality 

monthlies such as the Atlantic and the Century, by the turn of the century they read the 

genre just as frequently within the context of educational institutions. And within these 

institutions, the genre was put to use in a variety of ways. As we see here, it was 

popular with organizations such as the OTRC, for it was simultaneously accessible and 

“literary.” Countless Americans in the Progressive Era read nature writing as an (often 

required) exercise in self-improvement and sophistication. The genre also became 

popular with those educators who felt that students born and bred in the city required 
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some understanding of country life.  Many of these teachers firmly believed in the 

“recapitulation” theory of genetic psychology—the idea that each human psyche must 

recapitulate development of all human history. A child being raised in the city had no 

opportunity to hunt, fish, swim, and explore the landscape. It was thought that essays 

such as those collected in In American Fields and Forests might acquaint these students 

with “the ancestral experiences and occupations” that their urban lives did not 

provide.66  Finally, nature writing was widely used in classrooms of immigrants, for 

many educators firmly believed that, by reading the works of Thoreau, Burroughs, and 

their peers, these students might become more fully American. This practice was so 

popular that, in 1912, the American Museum of Natural History celebrated Burroughs’s 

birthday by having a group of impoverished immigrants from the New York City public 

schools give a reading from Burroughs’s writings. According to the naturalist Henry 

Fairfield Osborn, who was present at the event, 600 children with “no trace of American 

stock among them, came to tell Burroughs how they loved him and his writings.” 

Twelve of the children read passages from Burroughs’s work, each wearing a sign with 

the name of the Burroughs volume from which they read. Osborn noted that Burroughs 

had a tear in his eye as he watched the performance. “The scene reflected the purpose of 
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literature, the interpretation of the spiritual and moral influences of Nature,” Osborn 

concludes. Burroughs was “preeminently the poet of the schoolchildren of America.” 67 

Nature writing was thus placed at the very heart of what Richard Brodhead has 

termed the institutionalization of American literature.68 As we saw in chapter 4, in the 

final decades of the nineteenth century, literature—and American literature, in 

particular—gained a new kind of cultural relevance. As the country grew, and as many 

members of the growing middle class began to sense that “traditional values” were 

eroding, literature became not simply the best thoughts and sayings of all time, but also 

a tool of acculturation, a well of cultural identity that might be tapped by any reader 

who read it (or was made to read it) closely and carefully.69  As we begin to see here, 

the earliest nature writers were made to play a crucial role in this shift in literature’s 

status. The OTRC encouraged its members to believe that, by reading the essays of 

Burroughs and Thoreau, they prepared themselves for more challenging works of 
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literature. Recall that Chicago schoolteacher Mary Burt found that Burroughs’s writing 

achieved similar results in her elementary classroom. By reading Burroughs’s collection 

Pepacton (1881), her students both “read better . . . [and] came rapidly to a better 

appreciation of the finer bits of literature in their regular readers.” 70 In both of these 

cases, as for the immigrant students attending Burroughs’s birthday celebration in 1912, 

reading nature writing was thought to offer direct access to American culture.  

Horace Scudder would surely have concurred.  
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Conclusion 

 

For Americans at the turn of the twentieth century, nature became meaningful in ways it 

had never been before. For the first time in the nation’s history, there was widespread 

concern for the nation’s natural resources—concern that led to the establishment of 

grassroots conservation organizations, as well as to a range of local, state, and federal 

initiatives. In 1900 Congress passed the Lacey Act, the first comprehensive legislation 

designed to protect wildlife. After President McKinley’s death the following year, 

Theodore Roosevelt took office, making conservation a cornerstone of his domestic 

policy. Of course, Americans were interested not only in the health of the nation’s flora 

and fauna. They were also concerned for their own personal well being. Nature was 

increasingly believed to have a range of moral and therapeutic qualities. Frederick 

Jackson Turner—who argued in the 1896 Atlantic that the frontier “has been a 

constructive force of the highest significance in our life”—was but one of many who 

felt that Americans required interaction with the natural world if they expected to 

maintain their physical health, their “mental outlook,” and their distinctive national 

character.1 A bewildering variety of groups and institutions soon emerged that were, in 

some way or another, tied to nature and the out-of-doors. The new century saw the 

establishment of the Boy Scouts, the National Audubon Society, and the American 
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Scenic and Historic Preservation Society, not to mention countless local organizations 

dedicated to recreational activities such as walking, bicycling, and hunting.2  

Not surprisingly, it was during this same period that articles announcing the 

emergence of “nature writing” began appearing frequently in American periodicals. In 

1900, John Wright Buckham observed in the trade journal Book Buyer that “an original 

and distinct school of Nature interpretation has sprung up within the last twenty-five 

years whose characteristics and personnel are well worthy of study.” Writing in The 

American Monthly Review of Reviews, the critic Francis Halsey concurred, noting that 

the recent increase in the production of nature books “has been almost as noteworthy as 

the growth in fiction.” Halsey continues, emphasizing Burroughs’s role in the genre’s 

emergence: “Most readers can recall a time when the early writings of John Burroughs 

stood almost alone among Nature-books which, at the same time, could have been 

called scientific as well as popular.” Today, says Halsey, Burroughs continues on, and 

he is justified “not only in his present distinction, but in his intellectual children, for in 

truth what a throng of children has he not raised up—men and women who have not 

written of Nature from the outside, as mere observers and passers-by, but who have 

studied long and deeply to discover her secrets, and, seeking diligently, have found 

them, because they love her while engaged in the pursuit.” In a 1903 issue of Ladies 

Home Journal, the popular critic Hamilton Wright Mabie noted that nature books have 
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become popular like never before, and “in prose, we have almost created a new kind of 

writing, so fresh, intimate, and searching has been the attitude of a group of observers, 

who are also men of literary power, toward Nature.” By 1910 the Houghton Mifflin 

nature writer Dallas Lore Sharp could justly argue that, in America, the nature writer 

“has now evolved into a distinct . . . literary species.”3 

Some of these articles announcing the genre’s emergence portray Thoreau as the 

tradition’s founding father; others credit Burroughs, then explain that Burroughs drew 

inspiration from Thoreau. For our purposes, it hardly matters which version of the 

history the critics choose. The point is that all of the articles, without exception, list the 

Houghton, Mifflin outdoor writers as this emergent genre’s central figures. In his 1900 

article in Book Buyer, for example, Buckham writes “the founder of the school, at once 

its herald and its head, is John Burroughs.” And now, with the name of Burroughs, are 

associated “those of Bradford Torrey, Wilson Flagg, Frank Bolles, Wm. Hamilton 

Gibson, Rowland Robinson, Charles C. Abbott, Henry van Dyke, Horace Lunt, Ernest 

Thompson Seton, Olive Thorne Miller,” and others. While these writers draw in limited 
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ways from a number of literary influences—Gilbert White, Izaak Walton, and John 

James Audubon, to name but a few—their “closest kinship is with Thoreau. One has not 

to read far in ‘Wake Robin’ to discover the influence of Thoreau even more clearly than 

that of Audubon and Alexander Wilson.” For “Torrey, Abbott, and others of the school” 

as well, Thoreau is “the name to conjure with.” Henry Childs Merwin’s 1902 article in 

Scribner’s article offers similar evidence of Houghton, Mifflin’s triumph. In both 

England and America, writes Merwin, a new kind of nature literature has emerged in 

the past several decades, the foremost American practitioners of which are Thoreau, 

Burroughs, and then Abbott, Bolles, Flagg, H. W. Sylvester, and Torrey. These writers 

have learned “the poetic as well as the practical secrets” of nature, and their work may 

reveal “a closer approximation to the truth than is the more prosaic view taken by the 

man of science.” 4 

Thus, the work of Scudder and his colleagues had borne fruit. Houghton, 

Mifflin’s efforts in the eighties and nineties made it possible for a select group of its 

writers to be “discovered” as the central representatives of a distinct literary tradition. 

Over the next several decades, the firm continued to advertise its connection to the 

nature writing tradition.5 Ironically, however, the years of nature writing’s popular 
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emergence also mark the rapid decline in Houghton, Mifflin’s cultural authority. At the 

turn of the twentieth century, the context in which Americans produced, sold, and used 

literary writing was wholly transformed. And in this time of flux, the Houghton firm 

lost much of its influence as a cultural trust. The changes in the national magazine 

market offer an instructive example: in the 1890s a host of new magazines emerged that 

were radically different from the “quality monthlies” in which Burroughs had 

established his career in the sixties and seventies, and in which Miller, Torrey, and 

Bolles had comfortably published until the turn of the century. The newer magazines—

which included Cosmopolitan, Ladies Home Journal, McClure’s, Munsey’s, and The 

Saturday Evening Post—were loosely modeled on Harper’s, the Century, and the 

Atlantic. However, these newer magazines conceived of themselves neither as 

repositories of permanent literature nor as the province of sophisticated readers. Rather, 

they actively sought a mass audience, to whom they delivered news, entertainment, 

and—of special importance—advertising. Indeed, advertising was these magazines’ 

crucial function. Cosmopolitan and Ladies Home Journal were explicitly conceived as 

marketing instruments for large-scale manufacturers seeking to create and maintain a 

national market for their products. Within their pages, advertising shared space with 

articles, stories, and illustrations. And unlike, say, the Atlantic, these newer magazines 

were financed not through subscription fees but through advertising revenue. Such 
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magazines were therefore much less expensive than their predecessors, as they were 

priced to attract as many buyers as possible.6  

To say that the mass-market magazines were successful is, in essence, to miss 

the central importance of their emergence. These magazines attracted a reading 

audience far larger than their predecessors (with one or two exceptions) had ever 

expected to win. As Frank Luther Mott points out, in 1885 there were only four general 

monthly magazines whose circulation exceeded 100,000. Their price ranged from 

twenty-five to thirty-five cents per copy. In 1905, there were twenty such magazines, 

nearly all of which sold for ten or fifteen cents. The aggregate circulation of this latter 

group of magazines exceeded five million. Simply put, “the cheaper price had recruited 

millions of new readers.”7 

During this same period, another new kind of magazine emerged, one organized 

around “not the old-style hypothetical audience of all respectable citizens but a frankly 

elite class of readers with specially educated tastes.”8  These magazines—of which The 

Chap-Book is the most famous—claimed “literature” as their exclusive purview. 

However, their understanding of literature was quite different from the one promoted by 

Houghton, Mifflin and the Atlantic in the eighties and nineties. As we have seen 
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throughout this project, Scudder connected his role as a literary publisher with what he 

described as his “certain convictions as to education, the stimulus of patriotism, the 

higher national life, the relation of religion to education.”9 Indeed, he saw literary 

publishing as a means of activating his convictions and giving them cultural force. By 

providing the works of Emerson, Hawthorne, and their fellow luminaries “in a great 

variety of forms” (as the 1899 Houghton, Mifflin catalogue puts it), he was doing a 

service to the nation and to literature. The editors of the Chap-Book, the Chicago-based 

Dial, and the Philistine did not understand their mission in these terms. Generally 

committed to the publication of literary writing for its own sake, these magazines did 

not explicitly connect their publication of younger writers such as Stephen Crane, 

Stéphane Mallarmé, and W. B. Yeats to the public good.10  

Of course, magazines were not  the only sphere of literary activity that changed 

around the turn of the century. Newspapers and book publishing—and with them, the 

practices of authorship and reading—were also transformed.11 A complete consideration 

of these changes is beyond the scope of this conclusion. Yet even this brief overview of 

the changes in the magazine market indicates why, after the turn of the century, the 

                                                 
9 Horace Scudder, Journal: 1890-94, 16 July 1893. MS Storage 43A box 1, 

Houghton Mifflin Company Records, Houghton Library, Harvard University. 
10 See Frank Luther Mott, A History of American Magazines, 4:450-52, and 

Richard  Brodhead, The School of Hawthorne, 173. 
11 Christopher Wilson’s The Labor of Words provides an especially good 

overview of these changes, examining not only the transformation of the book, 
magazine, and newspaper trades during the Progressive Era, but also the effect of those 
changes on the practice of authorship. See Christopher Wilson, The Labor of Words: 
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cultural influence held by Houghton, Mifflin and the Atlantic so diminished. With the 

emergence of mass market institutions on the one hand, and of explicitly literary 

institutions on the other, the territory that the firm had once claimed as its own—the 

territory upon which Scudder felt he might build a unified, national literary culture—

was dramatically reduced. Furthermore, the vision of American literature that the firm 

had promoted for decades seemed increasingly outmoded. The early twentieth century 

witnessed what Richard Brodhead has described as “the first movement of conscious 

canon-revisionism in American literary history.”12 As Houghton, Mifflin’s influence 

faded, so figures such as Longfellow and Whittier were increasingly seen as 

representatives of an obsolete, official culture. A younger generation of writers and 

critics began organizing itself around the defacement of American literature as the late 

nineteenth century knew it. Van Wyck Brooks dismissed the New England poets as 

those “kindly, grey-headed, or otherwise grizzled old men” whose work was “shot 

through with all manner of baccalaureate ideals.”13 Brooks’s contemporary Waldo 

Frank portrayed James Russell Lowell as the “greatest of our intellectual snobs until 

Henry James succeeded to the title.”14 Perhaps most famously, George Santayana 

characterized both the great New England writers and the editors who championed their 

work as representatives of the “genteel tradition.”  These figures experienced “an Indian 

                                                                                                                                               
Literary Professionalism in the Progressive Era (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 
1985).  

12 Richard Brodhead, The School of Hawthorne, 203.  
13 Van Wyck Brooks, America’s Coming of Age (New York: B. W. Huebsch, 

1915), 41, 50.  
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summer of the mind” and “showed how brilliant that russet and yellow season could 

be.” Nevertheless, their work “was all a harvest of leaves; these worthies had an 

expurgated and barren conception of life; theirs was the purity of sweet old age. . . 

.Their culture was half a pious survival, half an intentional acquirement; it was not the 

inevitable flowering of a fresh experience.”15  

How did these changes affect the status of nature writing after 1900?  As we 

have seen here, by the first decade of the new century Houghton, Mifflin had 

thoroughly tied its outdoor writers to the major figures at the heart of its list and to 

many of the assumptions and values that those writers had come to represent (e.g., the 

tradition of genteel authorship, the imagined class of sophisticated readers that gathered 

around the Atlantic, the centrality of New England in the American literary 

imagination). Thus, it should be no surprise that, for many readers, the status of the 

Houghton, Mifflin outdoor writers generally went the way of Emerson, Longfellow, and 

Lowell. Minor writers such as Bolles, Miller, and Torrey began to fade from view, their 

annual sales figures falling into the single digits. Burroughs’s reputation declined as 

well. Once America’s “prophet of outdoordom,” he was portrayed by younger critics as 

a sentimental naturalist whose works were best suited for children. The widespread use 

of Burroughs’s work in American classrooms did little to change this impression. In this 

regard, his fate was not unlike that of Longfellow and Whittier. By pushing these 
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writers’ work so aggressively in the school market, the publisher may have encouraged 

the impression that the literary value of their work had declined.  

  Even Thoreau’s image suffered. Despite Houghton, Mifflin’s increasingly aggressive 

promotion of his work, many saw Thoreau as part of the burdensome past. Writing in 1919, 

Waldo Frank remembered that, in his youth, Thoreau seemed a member of the New England 

old guard, a writer whose interest in nature was but a form of musty propriety.  

When we were boys, we all had tedious uncles who professed to be very fond of 

Thoreau. They said that Thoreau was a great naturalist; that he wrote 

delightfully of butterflies and mushrooms. These uncles were typical good 

citizens of old America: altogether dull—mindless and sober paragons. We 

decided that their favorite author could be no favorite of ours. We took it for 

granted that Thoreau was also a stuffy old bore. We left him alone. Thoreau was 

killed by his good name. 16 

A decade later, Henry Seidel Canby described nearly the same experience. “In my own 

youth,” he writes, Thoreau “was known to us as a man who wrote about birds and 

animals for children.”17 Of course, Houghton, Mifflin had been instrumental in 

establishing Thoreau’s “good name”—that is, in linking him to Emerson and the New 

England pantheon, and in promoting him as a naturalist whose work gave rise to 

Burroughs and Torrey. As we saw in chapter 3 especially, in the final decades of the 
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century the firm deliberately downplayed the political and contrarian elements of 

Thoreau’s work, hoping to match him more completely with the outdoor list. After the 

turn of the century, however, readers like Frank and Canby discovered a different 

Thoreau and became eager to “wake up to the wicked, destructive fellow Thoreau really 

was” and “give him the bad name that is his due.” Of special importance here, Frank 

insists that “Thoreau was no naturalist at all. In his life and work, he gave expression to 

the fate and hope—to the tragedy of New England.”18  For Canby, similarly, Thoreau 

was not a nature writer but “the greatest critic of values among modern writers in 

English.” 19 

Not all Americans were eager to repudiate the vision of nature writing as 

promoted by Houghton, Mifflin, however. As we saw in chapter 5, within educational 

institutions such as the Ohio Teachers’ Reading Circle, Thoreau, Burroughs, and their 

peers were seen as important links to an older vision of literature and literary values.20 

At the same time, a number of prominent younger writers began looking to nature 

                                                 
18 Waldo Frank, Our America, 152. 
19 Henry Seidel Canby “Thoreau in History,” 14. 
20 By 1910 or so, even Burroughs’s place in the schools was slipping. As 

Suzanne de Castell and Alan Luke write, by the beginning of the First World War 
American educators had begun to question not only the “civilizing activities of 
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pedagogy. Reformers such as John Dewey sought an education “oriented toward a 
social future rather than a cultural past. Its goal was to provide the skills, knowledge, 
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essays such as those by Burroughs were increasingly replaced by vignettes encouraging 
social responsibility, family life, hard work, and fair play. Suzanne de Castell and Alan 
Luke, “Models of Literacy in North American Schools,” in Literacy, Society, and 
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writing for a mixture of moral and professional guidance. In 1898, for example, the 

young Theodore Dreiser wrote a profile of Burroughs for Success magazine, noting that 

Burroughs teaches that “all success is not material; that mere dollars are nothing, and 

that the influential man is the successful man.” Burroughs, Dreiser writes, represents 

“higher tastes.” He lives modestly in a forest cabin, spending his days writing and 

farming. He is content, wise, and fully alive. And in his books we find “remarkable 

evidence of his literary insight and critical faculty.”21 

Hamlin Garland understood Burroughs in similar terms, relating the elder 

writer’s example even more explicitly to an ideal kind of literary practice. In his 1931 

memoir, Companions on the Trail, Garland writes that, at the turn of the century, he felt 

strongly that “something [had] gone out of American literary society.” He no longer 

saw writers who were as “cultured” or who had the same “attitude toward authorship” 

as Lowell, James, and Emerson.22 Burroughs was the single living exception, for he 

carried on “the Emersonian tradition of simple living and high thinking.” Burroughs 

stood for a time in which “authorship [was] less of a trade.” Reflecting upon 

Burroughs’s death, Garland wrote, “there are few figures of his dignity left in our 

literature. . . . Burroughs thought less of his market and more of the quality of his work 

than our late men. He was not so tempted. In his day, magazines were less like 
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advertising bulletins, less involved in ‘business.’” 23  Of course, as we have seen here, at 

least in the first half of his career Burroughs often thought quite carefully about his 

“market.” But that fact hardly diminishes the importance of Garland’s claim. Once a 

writer at the very vanguard of professional authorship, by the early twentieth century, 

Burroughs had become a symbol of a golden literary age, long past.   

Perhaps most interesting in this regard is the journalist Ray Stannard Baker, who 

felt that Burroughs, Thoreau, and Muir all represented a life, as well as a kind of literary 

achievement, to which he had no access as a professional “muckraking” journalist. In a 

1903 profile of Muir, for instance, Baker portrayed the California writer as a kind of 

natural resource, a symbol of the life that all Americans desire to lead. Baker writes, 

“we are interested, not so much in what John Muir has done . . . as in what he is.” His 

life appeals to us “because it is a complete expression of a deep human instinct which 

we have often felt and throttled—the instinct which urges us to throw off our besieging 

restraints and complexities, to climb the hills and lie down under the trees, to be simple 

and natural.” For Baker, however, Muir represented more than the ideal life. He also 

stood for old-fashioned literary values at a time when those values were in serious 

jeopardy. Writes Baker, Muir “stands out, though almost alone in a world of money-

makers, as a quiet exemplar of the simpler life.” His writing is of the highest order 

because it is an extension of his character—an expression as natural and effortless as 

breathing. His subjects are of eternal significance; he writes primarily for himself, not to 
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others’ orders; and his end is simply pleasure. Such writing is certainly not the work of 

a professional journalist. Rather, Muir simply follows “his impulse.” Thus, his work 

“gives us a sense of completeness” and “shows us in projection, worked out with joy, an 

instinct of our own.”24  

Baker felt similarly about both Thoreau and Burroughs. (To thank Muir for 

granting him the interview described in Outlook, Baker sent the author the complete 

Riverside edition of Burroughs’s books.) Baker ultimately drew upon these all of these 

writers in creating his literary alter ego, David Grayson, a small-time farmer living 

somewhere in the Northeast or Upper Midwest. In 1906, Baker published a series of 

sketches in the American Magazine using Grayson’s name. In these seemingly 

autobiographical essays, Grayson describes his pleasant life in the country—working 

his land, getting along with his neighbors, recovering the pleasures of the simple life.25 

Grayson left the city eight years ago, he explains, after experiencing a physical and 

emotional meltdown. He had striven for “that vague Success which we Americans love 

to glorify,” hurrying through his days “as though every moment were [his] last.” One 

day Grayson simply collapsed from exhaustion. Soon after, he escaped the city “like 

                                                                                                                                               
254, 347.  

24 Ray Stannard Baker, “John Muir,” Outlook 74 (June 6, 1903), 365. 
25 Baker was deliberately vague about the exact location of Grayson’s farm. 

Writes Roger Bannister, Grayson lived  “in some undetermined spot within the broad 
bounds of the New England band of culture extending from the Vermont of Baker’s 
ancestors to his childhood home in St. Croix Falls,” Wisconsin. Robert C. Bannister, Jr., 
Ray Stannard Baker: The Mind and Thought of a Progressive (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1966), 111. 



 

269 

one sore-wounded creeping from the field of battle.”26 Since then, he has lived in the 

country, farming, as he puts it,  “with the plow of a perennial admiration, and 

inquisitiveness, all that world, both of men and of nature, which lies so pleasantly 

around me.”27 

The sketches—titled “Adventures in Contentment”—were an immediate 

sensation; Baker published them in novel form in 1907, again under Grayson’s name. 

(Baker was not publicly identified as Grayson until 1916.) Over the next several 

decades, Baker, writing as Grayson, published eight additional novels and a number of 

uncollected sketches, all of them dealing with Grayson’s peaceful life in the country. Of 

central importance here, Baker considered this literary work wholly unlike his 

journalism. “My adventures as David Grayson,” he writes in his memoir, “have been 

my life, rather than my work . . . It was all more or less left-hand work, the product of 

moments of real living snatched from tasks I thought more important.”28  As a 

journalist, he examined “the insoluble complexity and evil of the social and industrial 

conditions” in America. By contrast, his sketches were written to express a “feeling of 

retreat and restfulness, that realization of the truly worthwhile things in life that one 

feels in the country.”29  In other words, by turning to Burroughs, Muir, and Thoreau, 
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Baker could escape political engagement and engage in a kind of leisurely and “natural” 

literary work that he associated with writers of an earlier time.  

* 

In the past several decades, nature writing has once again been discovered as an 

especially meaningful and vital field of American letters, its current popularity tied to 

the increasing concern about the health of the natural environment. In a time when we 

worry about global warming, the fate of the rainforests, and the protection of 

endangered species, reading and writing works of environmental reflection are acts that 

have particular exigence. However, now, as in the decades before and after 1900, nature 

writing is being made to address a bewildering range of concerns, not all of them having 

to do with the natural world. Several scholars have argued, for instance, that nature 

writing currently plays a crucial role in American literary culture—that it, in fact, may 

redeem both contemporary literature and literary study from the destruction wrought by 

postmodern experimentation and poststructural theory. In their introduction to Nature 

Writing: The Tradition in English (1990, rev. 2002), John Elder and Robert Finch state 

this point plainly: in this time “when the natural context of fiction has been attenuated 

and when much literary theory discovers nothing to read but self-reflexive language,” 

nature writing alone asserts “the humane value of literature.”30 John Murray, author of 

the Nature Writing Handbook (1995), concurs. In the past several decades, he writes, 

“poetry and serious fiction have been in a state of cyclical decline, resulting from 
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persistent radical experimentation.” Audiences have thus begun turning to nature 

writing for lyrical reflection and accessible, meaningful narratives. 31  

The currency of nature writing as a teaching tool has also risen sharply in the 

past several decades. Texts such as Walden and Pilgrim at Tinker Creek (1974) have 

been made to address a number of contemporary problems and reforms within 

American schools. In colleges and universities, nature writing courses and anthologies 

abound, and in many humanities departments, the study of the genre has led to a more 

general inquiry into the relationship between literature and the environment. Scholars 

have also portrayed nature writing as an especially effective tool in “greening” the 

humanities curricula, as an aid in teaching scientists how to write with elegance and 

clarity, and as a genre that “enacts the sort of interdisciplinarity” that many teachers of 

college composition seek to promote. At the elementary level, the genre has been 

portrayed as an especially effective tool for teaching elementary school students how to 

write personal narratives. A recent study in English Journal argues that nature writing is 

particularly suited to teaching adolescents about “life and home.”32 
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The sheer variety of these claims is at issue here. Now, as at the turn of the 

twentieth century, middle-class Americans’ connections to nature seem increasingly 

indirect and mediated, and the meanings that we attach both to nature and to nature 

writing often say little about nature itself. In the past few decades, a wide range of 

scholars and writers have begun to examine the multiform ways in which Americans 

have understood and made use of the nonhuman world.33 We need to do the same with 

nature writing. The genre may indeed be increasingly popular among both general 

readers and students. It may also shape contemporary audiences’ understanding of the 

natural world, just as it did at the turn of the twentieth century. Nevertheless, this study 

suggests that the genre’s cultural significance is far more varied and complicated than 

we often assume. Certainly claims such as Elder’s—that audiences have begun turning 

to nature writing for insight absent from contemporary fiction—are worthy of further 

examination. Here Elder seems less concerned with the natural world than with the 

place of nature writing within contemporary literary culture. His claim thus recalls 

Scudder’s observation that outdoor manuscripts such as Liberty Hyde Bailey’s 

“Onomanni” sold poorly because they appealed only to “lovers of good literature.” 
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Elder’s claim is a similar bid for aesthetic and intellectual distinction on behalf of the 

genre’s fans. For both Elder and Scudder, a taste for environmental prose is a badge of 

refinement, a means through which readers may distinguish themselves from others.  

The current advocates of “eco-composition” may also find their historical 

analogues in this study. At the turn of the twentieth century, nature writing seemed an 

effective means of addressing a perceived disconnect between literary and scientific 

instruction. As one Connecticut school teacher wrote Burroughs in 1899, most 

“thoughtful persons” were surely aware that “the so-called scientific training of the last 

decade, say, appears to have crowded out those qualities that grow from the affections, 

and contribute chiefly to their cultivation.” Modern science instruction “leaves small 

space or time for the heart to do anything else than pump at charted and tabulated rate 

on scheduled time.” Nature writing, however—and Burroughs’s essays in particular—

had not only engaged this teacher’s students’ innate fascination with the natural world. 

It had also encouraged his students in their writing like no other of their assigned 

readings. The teacher concludes her letter with an expression of gratitude: “let me 

assure you . . . that you are able to inspire in others with some interest and love for an 

old-fashioned out door life of unhurried observation and enjoyment and sympathy than 

can never go quite out of date.”34 Thus, for this teacher, nature writing provided a 
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means of articulating a critique of professional science. It serves many contemporary 

teachers in precisely the same way. 

 We should further explore the connections between nature writing’s formative 

period and the genre’s place in contemporary literary culture. We should also begin 

examining the cultural history of nature writing in the early twentieth century, as the 

passages from Dreiser, Garland, and Baker indicate. A cultural history of nature writing 

after the turn of the twentieth century might commence with an examination of the 

issues raised by Baker’s understanding of the tradition and its central figures. In this 

new era—in which, as one writer observed, the literary field  “had been cut into 

intensified and highly specialized patches”—how did publishers, authors, and readers 

distinguish nature writing from other genres?35 What use was made of the tradition? No 

doubt this was the period when readers first began expecting nature writers to function 

explicitly as environmentalists and social critics. But one suspects that other readers and 

other institutions promoted a different understanding of the genre. How, for example, 

did Houghton Mifflin Company alter their strategies for publishing and promoting 

nature writing after the First World War? And with what goals did other publishing 

firms—Doubleday, Page especially—begin shaping their own line of nature-related 

books? How did writers starting out in the early twentieth century learn to write nature 

essays? Toward which markets did they aim their work? 
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Of course, a history of nature writing after 1910 would also need to account for 

the changes in Thoreau’s reception. In the first decade of the new century, Thoreau did 

not merely rise above Burroughs in the nature writing pantheon. Rather, Thoreau’s 

cultural significance was wholly remade, as indicated by the passage from Waldo 

Frank’s memoir excerpted above. At some point before the First World War, Frank 

learned to see the author of Walden as “a wicked, destructive fellow.” For such readers, 

Thoreau’s central works were not the excerpts from the journal that Houghton, Mifflin 

published in the eighties and nineties, but rather the especially acerbic sections of 

Walden, “Resistance to Civil Government,” and “A Plea for Captain John Brown.”  As 

Frank writes, “to-day revolting America —young America which fights for the sanctity 

of life—reaches for sustenance to him. . . . The words of Thoreau who faced reality, 

who seceded from Massachusetts and refused to pay taxes to a State of whose deeds he 

could not approve, ring solid and full of virile beauty.”36 Other readers concurred, and 

in so doing, fervently worked to separate Thoreau from the nature writing tradition. In 

1920 Odell Shepherd argued that, “for Thoreau to take his due place as one of the three 

or four most original men of letters America has produced,” it must be made clear “that 

he was not a naturalist, and did not even wish to be one.” In 1927 Vernon L. Parrington 

characterized the writer not as a friend of the woods and fields but as a “radical 

economist.”37 
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In The Environmental Imagination, Buell surveys Thoreau’s reception during 

this period in some detail, listing the variety of ways in which turn-of-the-century 

readers justified Thoreau’s importance. Some argued that he was the premiere 

American nature writer, others that he transcended nature writing, achieving larger and 

greater things than the genre allowed. As we have seen, still others argued that Thoreau 

was an incisive social critic whose insight was all too relevant in the present day.38 The 

Environmental Imagination remains the best history of Thoreau’s—and nature 

writing’s—reception in the last century. But Buell’s work may yet be supplemented. 

We need a more complete account of actual readers’ responses to Thoreau; we also 

need a general survey of the uses to which educators put Thoreau’s writings. In 1910 

Houghton Mifflin made Walden a part of the Riverside Literature Series, in a volume 

complete with study questions and essay assignments. How did this volume guide 

students (and teachers) in their reading? And might we locate the records of a specific 

group of readers (such as the OTRC) who read this edition in some institutional setting?  

Finally, a cultural history of nature writing after 1910 would need to continue to 

engage with scholars interested in the tradition, as well as with those who persist in 

ignoring it. The first of these groups shows promising signs of growth and change. In 

the past two or three years, the scholars most closely associated with the study of the 
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genre—those engaged in the field variously termed ecocriticism or literature and 

environment studies—have begun to call for more varied and expansive approaches in 

their work. The recently published collection of ecocritical essays titled Beyond Nature 

Writing (2001) is, as its name suggests, an attempt to expand the scope of ecocritical 

inquiry. The point of the volume is not to abandon the nature writing tradition entirely. 

Rather, it is to encourage ecocritics also to examine “the role of nature in texts more 

concerned with human cultures,” and thus further illuminate “how nature and culture 

constantly influence and construct each other.”39 Contributors thus examine Chaucer’s 

representations of the natural world, the “botanical discourse” in Harriet Beecher 

Stowe’s The Minister’s Wooing (1859), and the shared assumptions of ecocriticism and 

contemporary science fiction. Buell’s most recent book, Writing for an Endangered 

World (2002), has similar goals. In the book’s introduction, Buell observes that while 

the reach of “literature and environment studies” extends in principle “to any 

transaction between human imagination and material world,” in practice scholars have 

concentrated “on ‘natural’ environment rather than environment more inclusively, and 

taken as their special province outdoor genres like nature writing, pastoral poetry, and 

wilderness romance.” The field must now “reckon more fully with the interdependence 

between urban and outback landscapes, and the traditions of imaging them.” If literature 
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and environment studies are to be something more than a transient fashion, they must 

take into account “the full range of historic landscapes, landscape genres, and 

environmental(ist) discourses.”40 Thus Buell examines a range of American texts from a 

broadly ecocritical perspective—not only acknowledged classics of environmental 

writing such as Moby Dick (1851) and The Land of Little Rain (1903) but also “America 

the Beautiful,” Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle (1906), and the poetry of William Carlos 

Williams—examining how the assumptions about what counts as nature and what does 

not figure in each text.   

Both of these volumes indicate that scholarly approaches to nature writing are 

becoming more inclusive and sophisticated. Over the next decade, one suspects that 

even more scholars will begin considering the many contexts in which the genre is 

understood. Meanwhile, however, many literary scholars continue to ignore the 

tradition, assuming its range and significance to be limited at best. In 1995 Buell 

observed that “apart from Walden and a few other works by Thoreau, for practical 

purposes nonfictional writing about nature scarcely exists from the standpoint of 

American literary studies.” Sadly, this is still the case. Scholars have made little effort 

to integrate the tradition within the broad conception of American letters.41 In English 

department curricula, nature writing remains relegated to “special topics” courses. In 

                                                 
40 Lawrence Buell, Writing for an Endangered World (Cambridge: Belknap 

Press, 2001), 8.  
41 Lawrence Buell, The Environmental Imagination: Thoreau, Nature Writing, 

and the Formation of American Culture, 8.  
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mainstream Americanist scholarship, the tradition continues to be overlooked, as if it 

bore little relevance to the issues in which contemporary critics are engaged.   

This project, I hope, shows such assumptions to be unfounded. We see that 

nature writing has played a far more varied and significant role in American literary 

culture than is generally assumed. This project is hardly the final word on the place of 

nature writing in postbellum literary culture. However, it makes clear that, as long as 

scholars variously study and dismiss this tradition merely as nature writing, we ignore a 

crucial part of American literary history. 
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Tables and Illustrations 
 

 
 
Figure 1: Houghton, Mifflin and Company, Outdoor Books Advertisement, 1896. This 
advertisement appeared in a number of magazines in the late 1890s.  
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Figure 2: Spines of Houghton, Mifflin Outdoor Books published in the final decades of 
the nineteenth century.  
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Figure 3: John Burroughs, Literary Values (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 
1902). The book measures 4 3/4” x 7”. This was the standard design for the first trade 
editions of Burroughs’s collections published between 1885 and 1904. The spine of this 
book may be seen in figure 2. 
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Figure 4: Olive Thorne Miller, Bird Ways (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 
1885). The book measures 4 3/4” x 7 1/8”.  
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Figure 5: Bradford Torrey, Spring Notes from Tennessee (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin 
and Company, 1896). The book measures 4 3/4” x 7 1/8”. The spine of this book may 
be seen in figure 2. 
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Figure 6: Bradford Torrey, The Clerk of the Woods (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and 
Company, 1903). The book measures 4 3/4” x 7 1/8”. The spine of this book may be 
seen in figure 2. 
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Figure 7: Sales to the general trade of John Burroughs’s books, 1880-1899. Drawn from 
Houghton, Mifflin and Company, Record of book sales, 1880-1907. MS Am 2030 (31-
32), Houghton Mifflin Company Records, Houghton Library, Harvard University. 
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Figure 8: Sales to the general trade of books by Frank Bolles, Olive Thorne Miller, and 
Bradford Torrey, 1885-1900. Drawn from Houghton, Mifflin and Company, Record of 
book sales, 1880-1907. MS Am 2030 (31-32), Houghton Mifflin Company Records, 
Houghton Library, Harvard University.
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Figure 9: Sales to the general trade of Henry David Thoreau’s books, 1881-1895. 
Drawn from Houghton, Mifflin and Company, Record of book sales, 1880-1907. MS 
Am 2030 (31-32), Houghton Mifflin Company Records, Houghton Library, Harvard 
University. 
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Figure 10: Advertisement for the Houghton, Mifflin Riverside Editions, 1895. In the 
mid 1890s, this advertisement appeared in a number of quality monthlies, including the 
Century and the Atlantic. 
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Figure 11: John Burroughs, Birds and Bees, ed. Mary Burt, Riverside Literature Series, 
no. 28 (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1887). 
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