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MARGARET FULLER 

world so full of disease. They should be looked at by all who wish to 

enlighten themselves as to the means of aiding their fellow-creatures 

in any way, public or private. For nothing can really be done till the 

right principles are discovered, and it would seem they still need to 

be discovered or elucidated, so little is done, with a great deal of de

sire in the heart of the community to do what is right. Such visits are 

not yet calculated to encourage and exhilarate, as does the story of 

the Prodigal Son; they wear a grave aspect and suit the grave mood 

of a cold Spring day. 

At the Alms House there is every appearance of kindness in the 

guardians of the poor, and there was a greater degree of cleanliness 

and comfort than we had expected. But the want of suitable and suf

ficient employment is a great evil. The persons who find here either 

a permanent or temporary refuge have scarcely any occupation pro

vided except to raise vegetables for the establishment, and prepare 

clothing for themselves. The men especially have the most vagrant, 

degraded air, and so much indolence must tend to confirm them in 

every bad habit. We were told that, as they are under no strict disci

pline, their labor at the various trades could not be made profitable; 

yet surely the means of such should be provided, even at some ex

pense. Employments of various kinds must be absolutely needed, if 

only to counteract the bad effects of such a position. Every estab

lishment in aid of the poor should be planned with a view to their 

education. There should be instruction, both practical and in the use 

of books, openings to a better intercourse th<1;n they can obtain from 

their miserable homes, correct notions, as to cleanliness, diet, and 

fresh air. A great deal of pains would be lost in their case, as with all 

other arrangements for the good of the many, but here and there the 

seed would fall into the right places, and some members of the 

downtrodden million, rising a little from the mud, would raise the 

whole body with them. 

As we saw old women enjoying their dish of gossip and their dish 

of tea, and mothers able for a while to take care in peace of their 

poor little children, we longed and hoped for that genius, who shall 

teach how to make, of these establishments, places of rest and in

struction, not of degradation. 
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The causes which make the acceptance of public charity so much 

more injurious to the receiver than that of private are obvious, but 

surely not such that the human mind which has just invented the 

magnetic telegraph and Anastatic printing, may not obviate them. A 

deeper religion at the heart of Society would devise such means. 

Why should it be that the poor may still feel themselves men; pau

pers not? The poor man does not feel himself injured but benefitted 

by the charity of the doctor who gives him back the bill he is unable 

to pay, because the doctor is acting from intelligent sympathy-from 

love. Let Society do the same. She might raise the man, who is ac

cepting her bounty, instead of degrading him. 

Indeed, it requires great nobleness and faith in human nature, and 

God's will concerning it, for the officials not to take the tone toward 

these under their care, which their vices and bad habits prompt, but 

which must confirm them in the same. Men treated with respect are 

reminded of self-respect, and if there is a sound spot left in the char

acter, the healthy influence spreads. 

We were sorry to see mothers with their new-born infants ex

posed to the careless scrutiny of male visitors. In the hospital, those 

who had children scarce a day old were not secure from the gaze of 

the stranger. This cannot be pleasant to them, and, if they have not 

refinement to dislike it, those who have should teach it to them. But 

we suppose there is no woman who has so entirely lost sight of the 

feelings of girlhood as not to dislike the scrutiny of strangers at a 

time which is sacred, if any in life is. Women they may like to see, 

even strangers, if they can approach them with delicacy. 

In the yard of the hospital, we saw a little Dutch girl, a dwarf, 

who would have suggested a thousand poetical images and fictions to 

the mind of Victor Hugo or Sir Walter Scott. She had been brought 

here to New-York, as we understood, by some showman and then 

deserted, so that this place was her only refuge. No one could com

municate with her or know her feelings, but she showed what they 

were, by running to the gate whenever it was opened, though 

treated with familiar kindness and seeming pleased by it. She had a 

large head, ragged dark hair, a glowering wizard eye, an uncouth yet 

pleasant smile, like an old child;-she wore a gold ring, and her 
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complexion was as yellow as gold, if not as bright; altogether she 

looked like a gnome, more than any attempt we have ever known to 

embody in Art that fabled inhabitant of the mines and secret caves of 

earth. 

From the Alms House we passed in an open boat to the Farm 

School. We were unprepared to find this, as we did, only a school 

upon a small farm, instead of one in which study is associated with 

labor. The children are simply taken care of and taught the common 

English branches till they are twelve years old, when they are bound 

out to various kinds of work. We think this plan very injudicious. It 

is bad enough for the children of rich parents, not likely in after life 

to bear a hard burden, and who are, at any rate, supplied with those 

various excitements required to develope the character in the earli

est years; it is bad enough, we say, for these to have no kind of use

ful labor mingled with their plays and studies. Even these children 

would expand more, and be more variously called forth, and better 

prepared for common life, if another course were pursued. But, in 

schools like this at the farm, where the children, on leaving it, will 

be at once called on for adroitness and readiness of mind and body, 

and where the absence of natural ties and the various excitements 

that rise from them inevitably give to life a mechanical routine cal

culated to cramp and chill the character, it would be peculiarly de

sirable to provide various occupations, and such as are calculated to 

prepare for common life. As to economy of time, there is never time 

lost, by mingling other pursuits with the studies of children; they 

have vital energy enough for many things at once, and learn more 

from books when their attention is quickened by other kinds of cul

ture. 

Some of these children were pretty, and they were healthy and 

well-grown, considering the general poverty or vice of the class 

from which they were taken. That terrible scourge, opthalmia, dis

figured many among them. This disease, from some cause not yet de

tected, has been prevalent here for many years. We trust it may yield 

to the change of location next summer. There is not water enough 

here to give the children decent advantages as to bathing. This, too, 

will be remedied by the change. The Principal, who has been almost 
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all his life connected with this establishment and that at Bellevue, 

seemed to feel a lively interest in his charge. He has arranged the 

dormitories with excellent judgment, both as to ventilation and 

neatness. This, alone, is a great advantage these children have over 

those of poor families living at home. They may pass the night in 
healthy sleep, and have thereby a chance for innocent and active 

days. 

We saw with pleasure the little children engaged in the kind of 

drill they so much enjoy, of gesticulation regulated by singing. It was 

also pretty to see the babies sitting in a circle and the nurses in the 

midst feeding them, alternately, with a spoon. It seemed like a nest 

full of little birds, each opening its bill as the parent returns from her 
flight. 

Hence we passed to the Asylum for the Insane. Only a part of this 
building is completed, and it is well known that the space is in

sufficient. Twice as many are inmates here as can be properly accom
modated. A tolerable degree, however, of order and cleanliness is 

preserved. We could not but observe the vast difference between the 

appearance of the insane here and at Bloomingdale, or other 

Institutions where the number of attendants and nature of the 

arrangements permit them to be the objects of individual treatment; 

that is, where the wants and difficulties of each patient can be dis

tinctly and carefully attended to. At Bloomingdale, the shades of 

character and feeling were nicely kept up, decorum of manners pre

served, and the insane showed in every way that they felt no violent 

separation betwixt them and the rest of the world, and might easily 

return to it. The eye, though bewildered, seemed lively, and the 

tongue prompt. But here, insanity appeared in its more stupid, wild, 

or despairing forms. They crouched in corners; they had no eye for 

the stranger, no heart for hope, no habitual expectation of light. Just 

as at the Farm School, where the children show by their unformed 

features and mechanical movements that they are treated by whole

sale, so do these poor sufferers. It is an evil incident to public estab

lishments, and which only a more intelligent public attention can 

obviate. 

One figure we saw, here also, of high poetical interest. It was a 
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woman seated on the floor, in the corner of her cell, with a shawl 

wrapped gracefully around her head and chest, like a Nun's veil. Her 

hair was grey, her face attenuated and very pallid, her eyes large, 

open, fixed and bright with a still fire. She never moved them nor 

ceased chanting the service of the Church. She was a Catholic, who 

became insane while preparing to be a Nun. She is surely a Nun now 

in her heart; and a figure from which a painter might study for some 

of the most consecrated subjects. 

Passing to the Penitentiary, we entered on one of the gloomiest 

scenes that deforms this great metropolis. Here are the twelve hun

dred, who receive the punishment due to the vices of so large a 

portion of the rest. And under what circumstances! Never was pun

ishment treated more simply as a social convenience, without regard 

to pure right, or a hope of reformation. 

Public attention is now so far awake to the state of the Peni

tentiary that it cannot be long, we trust, before proper means of 

classification are devised, a temporary asylum provided for those 

who leave this purgatory, even now, unwilling to return to the in

ferno from which it has for a time kept them, and means presented 

likely to lead some, at least, among the many, who seem hardened, 

to better views and hopes. It must be that the more righteous feel

ing which has shown itself in regard to the prisons at Sing Sing and 

elsewhere, must take some effect as to the Penitentiary also. The 

present Superintendent enters into the necessity of such improve

ments, and, should he remain there, will do what he can to carry 

them into effect. 

The want of proper matrons, or any matrons, to take the care so 

necessary for the bodily or mental improvement or even decent con

dition of the seven hundred women assembled here, is an offence 

that cries aloud. It is impossible to take the most cursory survey of 

this assembly of women; especially it is impossible to see them in the 

Hospital, where the circumstances are a little more favorable, with

out seeing how many there are in whom the feelings of innocent 

childhood are not dead, who need only good influences and steady 

aid to raise them from the pit of infamy and wo into which they have 

fallen. And, if there was not one that could be helped, at least Society 
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owes them the insurance of a decent condition while here. We trust 

that interest on this subject will not slumber. 

The recognized principles of all such institutions which have any 

higher object than the punishment of fault, ( and we believe few 

among us are so ignorant as to avow that as the only object, though 

they may, from want of thought, act as if it were,) are-Classi

fication as the first step, that the bad may not impede those who wish 

to do well; 2d. Instruction, practical, oral, and by furnishing books 

which may open entirely new hopes and thoughts to minds oftener 

darkened than corrupted; 3d. A good Sanitary system, which pro

motes self-respect, and, through health and purity of body, the same 
in mind. 

In visiting the Tombs the other day, we found the air in the upper 

galleries unendurable, and felt great regret that those confined there 

should be constantly subjected to it. Give the free breath of Heaven 

to all who are still permitted to breathe.-We cannot, however, 

wonder at finding this barbarity in a prison, having been subjected to 

it at the most fashionable places of public resort. Dr. Griscom has 

sent us his excellent lecture on the health of New-York, which we 

recommend to all who take a vital interest in the city where they 

live, and have intellect to discern that a cancer on the body must in 

time affect the head and heart also. We thought, while reading, that 

it was not surprising typhus fever and opthalmia should be bred in 

the cellars, while the families of those who live in palaces breathe 

such infected air at public places, and receive their visitors on New 

Year's day by candle-light. (That was a sad omen for the NewYear

did they mean to class themselves among those who love darkness 

rather than light?) 

We hope to see the two thousand poor people, and the poor chil

dren, better situated in their new abode, when we visit them again. 

The Insane Asylum will gain at once by enlargement of accommoda

tions; but more attendance is also necessary, and, for that purpose, 

the best persons should be selected. We saw, with pleasure, tame pi

geons walking about among the most violent of the insane, but we 

also saw two attendants with faces brutal and stolid. Such a charge is 

too delicate to be intrusted to any but excellent persons. Of the 
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Penitentiary we shall write again. All criticism, however imperfect, 
should be welcome. There is no reason why New-York should not 
become a model for other States in these things. There is wealth 

enough, intelligence, and good desire enough, and surely, need enou9h. 

If she be not the best cared for city in the world, she threatens to 

surpass in corruption London and Paris. Such bane as is constantly 
poured into her veins demands powerful antidotes. 

But nothing effectual can be achieved while both measures and 

men are made the sport of political changes. It is a most crying and 
shameful evil, which does not belong to our institutions, but is a 
careless distortion of them, that the men and measures are changed 
tn these institutions with changes from Whig to Democrat, from 
Democrat to Whig. Churches, Schools, Colleges, the care of the 

Insane, and suffering Poor, should be preserved from the uneasy 
tossings of this delirium. The Country, the State, should look to it 
that only those fit for such officers should be chosen for such, apart 
from all considerations of political party. Let this be thought of; for 
without an absolute change in this respect no permanent good what

ever can be effected; and farther, let not economy but utility be the 
rule of expenditure, for, here, parsimony is the worst prodigality. 

NEW-YORK TRIBUNE, 1845 
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