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GEORGE R EMERSON.

GEORGE B. EMBRSON, the first principal of the first English High
School established in this country, and for more than thirty years the
head of the best school for girls in Boston, Massachusetts, was bom
on the 12th of September, 1797, in what is now Kennebunk, York
County, Maine, then a part of the town of Wells. His father was
Samuel Emel'!lOn, M. D., a gentleman who, in the midst of his pro
fessional occupations, always took great interest in the schools of the
town, and used his influence in sUlltaining them at a high point of
excellence. Dr. Emerson was a good scholar, and retained through
life his early fondness for the Latin and English classics, and his
familiarity with them. His son, George B. Emerson, attended the
schools of the town during the winter half of the year, but in the
summer occupied himself busily, but not severely, witla the health
giving labors of the farm and tbe garden. The advantages of such
an early life, both mentally and physically, can hardly be overesti
mllted. They were fully enjoyed by young Emerson, who then formed
a habit of steady, vigorous labor, and a 10~'e of employment, which have
never desertild him, and which, added to abilities of a high order, have
enabled him to accomplish so much for the good of society. These
early habits also inspired him with a love for botany and other
branches of natural history, which has been of immense benefit to
him as a teacher, a source of perpetual interest and exalting pleasure,
and of healthy recreation. In 1812, he enjoyed, for six month!'; the
instruction of Benjamin Allen, L. L. D., the able master of Dummer
Academy, at Byfield, where he leamed the elementa of the Latin and
Greek grammars very thoroughly. ilis remaining preparation for
college was made at home, under the care of his father, and he en
tered Harvard University in 1813. In 1817, he took the degree of
Bachelor of Arts.

The winter vacation at Cambridge, in those days, was seven weeks
long. It is now six, and it *as the usage then, as now, for young
men, who desired to add something to their means of meeting college
charges, to teach winter schools in the country, taking four or five
weeks out of the term, and so lengthening the period of their absence
to ten or twelve weeks. Mr. Emerson began the great task of his life
by teaching, in the winter of 1813-14, a school in one of the districts
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which he subsequently rejected and but very lMlldom resorted to.
Many teacher&, stil~ would hesitate to adopt th& system to which
Mr. Emerson's moral judgment finally gave an unhesitating preferenee
and approval. The question i. not yet. fully decided i but it. may
safely be oBSerted, that if all teachers had the intellectual accomplish
ments, and the weight of personal influence, whk.h distinguish him
pre-eminently, there would be no doubt lell. that. the .ystem which
employs only lofty and disinterested motives in the training of the
young, would infinitely exalt the stJle and spirit of education, both
public and private.

In 1819, Mr. Emerson was invited to accept the office of tutor in
the mathematical department of Harvard University, under the late
Profell8Or John Farrar, and he afterward performed, for a short time,
the duties of Greek tutor. The leisure of a college tutorahip, con
trasted with the unintermitted labors of the preceding two years of
teaching, seemed to Mr. Emerson like a long and pleasant vlICation.
He was R8S0Ciated with the ablest men in the literary class of that
time. It was in the glorious academic days, when the good Dr.
Kirkland had surrounded himself with a brilliant circle of professors.
The genial and gracious Farrar lectured with the most attractive elo
quence on physics and astronomy i Everett, in the early flush of his
manly genius, and his vast learning, expounded the beauties and splen
dors of Greek literaturEll and gave rich promise of what he was des
tined to become i the elegant, accomplished, conscientiol1ll Frisbie,
who had taught the Latin language and literature, with the
enthusiasm of genuine scholarship, now de\'oted himRelf with
equal ardor to the department of moral philosophy and natural the
ology i the8e eminent men, and others scarcely less distinguished,
made the academic society, to which Mr. Emerson was now admitted,
brilliant, exciting, and instructive in the highest degree. Ko wonder
that his mind received a strong impulse, and 'that his tastes for elegant
letters and a life of devotion to intellectual pursuits were confirmed.

Mr. Emerson now had the opportunity he desired of reviewing the
experience of the pre\'ious years, and re-examining the principles upon
which influence and discipline, in the working of a high system of
education, should be grounded i and our yonng tutor, now only two
and twenty years of age, came to the conclusion, that the use of the
tarule or the rod in school, except in extreme cases of obstinate re
sistance to authority, should never be resorted to i that only ignor
ance, or stupidity, or insensibility, proved the Ul!e of such a CORM

and degrading method of government habitually necessary i and that
the excitement of emulation, though sanctioned by the authority of
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Cicero and Quintillian, is contrary to some of the clearest principles
of the Gospel, and he resolved should an opportunity occur, in
his future career lllI a teacher, to appeal, in the discipline of a IKlhool,
to a different and higher set of motives than those which were uni
\'"ersally resorted to.

In 1821, the desired opportunity presented itself. The English
High School for boys, then called the English Classical School, was
established that year by the town of Boston, for the purpose of furnish
ing a better intellectual preparation for the duties of life to the youth
of the town who were not intended fo.. a college course. Of
this acbool, Mr. Emerson was chosen principal, with authority to de
termine the course and methods of instruction and dilcipline i and he
soon satisfied himself that the sentiment of honor, to which he ap
pealed, was not only in itself a higher motive of conduct, but that'it
was, just in that proportion, a more effective means of influence with
the boys than the fear of punishment. He endeavored to check, so
far lllI he could, the feeling of emulation i believing that it is always
sLrong enough without artificial 6%citement i and he addressed him
self to the conlKlienC8 and the principle of duty, the desire of making
a good preparation for the duties of life, and the pleasure of acquiring
knowledge and of exercising the intellectual faculties.

While Mr. Emerson was connected with the High or Classical Sohool,
he bad the good fortune to IIll8ist in bringing to perfection, and produc
ing before the world, the most valuable acbool·book which has appeared
in our age-the Mental Arithmetic of his friend, the late Warren Col
burn. Mr. Colburn, as he prepared the book, submitted itdaily, leason by
18ll80n, to the teet of practice in a private IKlhool for boys, which he
was then teaching. He proposed to Mr. Emerson to send him the
manuscript as it was writteu, and that the 18880ns should be given to
the classes in Mr. Emerson's IKlhool, the pupils of which were more
numerous and advanced than his own. The "Fir,t .LeuonI" were
thus submitted, le8S0n by lesson, by another teacher, to the same test
which he was himself applying. Very few changes were suggested,
beyond a little amplification in some of the sections. The whole ad
mirable work existed complete in the mind of the auihor. It had
grown out of his thoughts, and was perfected by his experiments.
But it was a great advantage to Mr. Colburn to have the hearty <lO

operation and the practical judgment of so able a teacher as Mr.
Emerson, and one 80 earnestly engaged in making improvements in
the methods of education i and the first public exhibition of ita effect
lIpon the powers of the learner was indeed a grateful triumph to the
modest and ingenious author. V
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In 1823, Mr. Emerson gave up the CllI8llical School, with
great reluctanre, and opened a 8trictly private achool for girle.
The reIIult 8howed, however, the willdom of the change. A moat
interellting and important field of labor was opened, and the
excellent influence of this admirable achool, in enlarging and
elevating the 8ystem of female education, haa long been felt, and its
effects will never ceue, in the character of the lIOciety of Boston, and
the wide extent of the lIOCial relation8 of the capital. Mr. Emeraoo,
while deliberating upon the questiOD.8 that had been pretlled upon
him, consulted a digni1fed and excellent lady, Mn. Eliot, who had
alwaY8 taken a warm interest in hie career. Without hesitation, &be
adviaed him to become a teacher of girls, and" to do all in his power
to 8how them how to ~ there "-pointing up toward Heaven; aDd
this advice, thus 8trikingly enforced, had great influeuce in determin
ing Mr. Emenon's coune. In the 8pirit of this chriatian counse~ Mr.
Emerson always addressed his pupils as immortal beings, prtlparing
for life in this world, and a higher life to come, and grounded hia
authority as a teacher upon the authority of Jesus Christ.. Hia cou·
8tant aim was, fint of all, to fill the heart of the pupils with reverence
for the laws of God, whether revealed in the Scriptures or dilCOvered
by reMOn j next, to form habits of Btlf-control. punctuality, and order,
and to establish a profound 8ense of accountability to God for the
proper use of all the talents with which He had been pleased to eu
dow them. Again, he led them to cultivate the kindly foolingl'. and
those courteous manners, which belong to the character of the high
bred gentlewoman. He aimed to make them good scholars, not 80

much for the sake of scholanhip, 8triCtly BO called, ft.'I (or the effects
of literary culture upon the taste, the refinement, and the elevation of
the mind and character of woman. A8 to the 8ubjects taught, it was
the earnest purpose of Mr. Emerson to fill the minds of his pupils
with that kind of knowledge which should enable them to perform,
nobly, all the duties to which a woman may be called-the duties of
her lIOCial poaition, the duties that devolve upon her as wife and
mother, and which relate to the phY8ical, mental, and 8piritual nature
of th088 intrusted to her forming care-not neglecting such studies
as 8hould Bupply her with resourcea for pure and elevated enjoyment
in 8olitude. Such were the lofty aims and motives with which Mr.
Emerson entered upon the great and sacred task which lay before
him in his new career. The community is now reaping the rich fruits
of hi8 long, coneeientiou8, and most 8ucceasful devotion to this exalted
duty-the great labor of hi8Hfe. He continued in the work until 1855
--a periodofmore than a quarter ofa century, during every year ofwhich
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more pupils were offered him, on his own terms, than he could
receive.

Besides his direct labors as a teacher, Mr. Emerson's talents ha\'e
been devoted to other, but kindred objects, with remarkable efficiency.
In 1827 the Mechanic's Institution was formed for the purpose of ex
citing Ii taste for science, 18 connected with the mechanic arts,
and of elevating the tone of thought and inquiry among the young
Inen in that city. Dr. Nathaniel Bowditch was first president of the
lJOCiety, and Mr. Emerson WI8 first corresponding secretary, and was
chosen to give the opening address. No lectures were given during
the first year. In the second, Daniel Weheter gave the introductory
discourse, and Mr. Emerson gave, the first course of lectures j six lec
tures upon elementary mechanics. So great was the favor with
which this first attempt to give popular and scientific instruction by
means of lectures waS received, that no hall could be found large
enough to contain the persons who applied for tickets, and the intro
ductory discourse and all the lectures of this winter were repeated to
crowded audiences. Mr. Emerson was ~fterward often invited to de
liver these lectures, or others, before the lyceums of the neighboring
towns. But he felt that all his time was no more than sufficient to
prepare for the instruction to be given in his own school, and he uni
formly declined the invitations.

In 1830, the American Institute of Instruction was formed by teach
ers and friends of education. Mr. Emerson took an active part in its
formation and in all its operations, was its first secretary, and afterward,
for many years, its president. The meetings of the Institute were
held wherever it was thought they would have the best effect, or
where the most urgent invitations were given by the inhabitants.
At these meetings, the condition of the common schools, as well as
of all others, was a constant subject of consideration j and, in 1886,
a memorial was presented to the Legislature of Massachusetts, drawn
up by Mr. Emerson, as chairman of a committee appointed for that
purpose. The object of the memorial was to urge the importance of
doing something by legislation for the impro\'ement of the common
8chools, especially by raising the qualifications of the teachers j but
apparently no effect was produced at the moment. It was referred
to a committee, but no action was taken upon it. In 1837, -another
memorial, all\O written by Mr. Emel'8On, was presented to the legis-

• latu10, in which the important measure of creating a superintendent
of the common schools was strongly urged, and modes by which
8\1ch an officer might exercise a beneficial influence were pointed out.

These repeated memorials to the legislature, and other causes then

I
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at work in the oommonwealt.h, fixed the pnblic attention upon the
subject, Rnd led to the establishment of the Board of Education, of
which the Hon. Horace Mann, then president of the senate, was the
first secretary. The influence of the Board, and the efficient labors
of Mr. Mann, and of his SUCC6llllOl'll, are fully appreciated by an en
lightened public sentiment. Of the other causes above alluded to, o~
of the mOBt powerful was, undoubtedly, the appearance of a Beries of
letters upon the Behools of M8I8aCbusetts, by the late Hon. James G.
Carter. These letters were extensively circulated and read; they
were repUblished in the British Provincee, where, as well as at home,
they made a profound impreB8ion. Other causes, co-operating to
ward the Bame reBult, were the publications of Rev. T. H. Gallaudel
and W. C. Woodbridge, the laborB of Rev. S. R. Hall, the lectures of
the Rev. Charles Brooke, and the dillCDl8ions which had taken place.
from year to year, in the Institute of Iostruction.

In 1831, Mr. EmerllOD delivered before the Institute a lecture on
Female Education i and, in 180&2, one on Moral Education. In 1843,
he wrote tbe Second Part of the" School and the Schoolmaster"
the Rev. Dr. Potter writing the First. This work W811 written on the
invitation of the late James Wadsworth, of Geneeeo, N. Y., one of
the mOBt enlightened friends of universal education, who paid the
expense of printing and distributing an edition of fifteen thousand
copies. An act of kindred munificence in the late Hon. Martin
Brimmer, of Boston, who married a daughter of Mr. Wadsworth,
placed a copy of this work in each of the district lIChools in Massa
chusetts.

From the first establishment of the Normal Schools in MassacllUsettl;,
Mr. Emerson took the greateet interest in their success, and was a
frequent visitor. In 1848, he was appointed a member of the Board
of Education, and continued to be a mOBt acth'e and useful officer in
that position, nntil he closed his own school, and left. the United
States for a tour in Europe, in 1855. For two years, 1847 and 1848,
Mr. Emerson allowed himself to be chosen upon the Boston School
Committee. During these years he gave much time to the examina
tion of the schools, Rnd made strenuous efforts to ha'l'e the medals
for girls, abolished. After deliberate consideration, and full discus
sion, the committee voted to discontinue these medals. This SUcct"llS

was, however, only for a time. The measure was defeated, and the
medals restored through the management of an indi"idual who took
pains to go round to the members of the committee, previous to the
meeting at which the "ote was to be taken, and persuade tbem to
promise either to stay away or to vote for the restoration of the
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me:dals. On his way to the meeting Mr. Emerson met one of the
committee coming away. On being questioned, the gentleman con
fe8B8d. that his remaining would be of no use, as he had promised, if
he voted at all, to vote for the medals. Qn entering the meeting, Mr.
Emerson was surprised to find most of his friends absent. A vote
was immediately pllllSed which precluded all discussion upon the ques
tion, and Mr. Emerson was defeated, without being allowed to say one
word in defense of his measul'e. This was a lerious disappointment
to Mr, Emerson, 811 he had long thought. that there was little pro
priety in urging preparation for the sacred duties of a mother, and
the formation of the quiet, disinterested, and self-sacrificing character,
which is to gladden, enlighten, and bl6ll8 a Christian home, by the
Bpirit of rivalry and the love of distinction, which are fostered by
medals.•

In 1830, the Boston Society of Natural History was formed. Mr.
Emerson was one of a few gentlemen who were accustomed to meet.
at the study of Dr. Walter Channing, and who at length obtained
from the legislature an act of incorporation, and thus were the found
ers of the society. or this society, which has grown up to be one of
the most important scientific institutions of Boston, Mr. Emerson was,
for many years, the pr68ident. During this period, the Botanical
and Zoological Survey of ML'lS8Chusetts was recommended by the
IOcietyas a proper complement to the Geological Survey, which had
been made by Prof. Hitchcock. Mr. Emerson was made chairman
of the commission, appointed by Governor E\'erett, to conduct the
survey; and, in fulfillment of the duty with which he was charged, he
carried the reports of those associated with him through the press,
and, in 1837, made his report upon the trees and shrubs of Massachu
setts. This was the first of the state sUr\'eYB. Mr. Emerson's volume
is not only of great practical utility to the material interests of Mass
achusetts, but is written with such abundant and minute knowledge
of the subject, and such beauty of style, that it has become a classio
in scientific literature.

While a member of the Board of Education, Mr. Emerson sug
gested and drew up the act of the legislature, which originated the
State Scholarship!', and recommended the useful measure of granting
the aid of the state to the pupils attending the normal schools. In
1819, he was the secretary of the Cambridge branch of the Phi Beta
Kappa Society. He was early elected a member of the American
Academy of Arts and Sciences, and for several years was ita corres
ponding secretary.

To a mind of such liberal culture and large experience, a \'i:!it to
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Europe could not fail to be the BOurce of lasting interest and the
greatest delight, But, though Mr. Emerson had fairly entitled bim
self, by the unremitting and various labors of so many years, to what
ever of respite and amusement such a visit affords to tho traveler,
he neglected no opportunity of gaining information upon the
suhjects connected witb education in the Old World, and of per
suing his favorite sciences, and the branches of elegant liternture, to
which his leisure time-if bis time could e\'er be characterized by
that term-had always been consecrated. In Germany, he visited
and carefully examined the normal schools and the gymnllSia i and
~crutinizcd the processes of teacbing, and the branches taught, from
the "ery beginning to the end of the courl\('. In Rome, which he
reached in January', 1@56, he immediately began to study the plants
which were in bloom among the ruins of the Colosseum, and of the
palaces of the Cresars, and over tbe Campagna, in every direction from
the Eternal City. lie continued this fascinating occupation until the
latter part of April, when he left. Rome for Naples. Here he renewed
his pursuits in the Botanic Garden, on Vesuvius, and the old volcan
ic mountains, which gi"e such a striking character to thC!8 classic
regions. He kept up with the ,'egetation, as he returned to Rome,
lind until he left that city, ,'erifyillg e"ery plant which came into
flower in Cicero's villa, and Horace'. farm, and ancient Veii, and
wherever else he went. He was assisted in these beautiful investiga
tions by an excellent English botanist at Rome, and by Prof. Rolfe,
attached to the Pope's Botanic Garden. At Naples he was kindly
B."sisted by the venerable Prof. Tenore i and.,as he traveled back
from Naples to Rome, he kept bis carriage filled with plant'l freshly

gathered all along the road, and his herbarium contains specimens
f!'OIn every famous spot along that Toute, so peopled with the most in
teresting historical, and classical associations. On his retuTn to RomC',
in May. he resumed his investigations i but Nnture had been so rnpid
that it was impossible to examine all the plants. On a lC'isurely
jonl'Dey from Rome to Florence, he ,"isited the Botanical Gllrdens in
8C,'eral of the old Etruscan towns, and greatly astonh:.hed the Irar
denel'!!, to whom he WRS introduced ft.'! an American, by speaking Italian,
and discoursing upon the natural orders and their characteristic genera.

Mr. Emerson did not neglect the classical lind historical objects of
inter~t, in every part of Italy, and the wonderful trensures of art,
He explor(·d tIle Roman Catacombs, and \'isited the sites of many olthe
old Latin cities, and studied their ruins with the appreciating eye of
the well-trained scholar.
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Mr. Emerson hasretumed from his foreign travels, in full intellect
ual and physical vigor. True to the instincts of his nature, he still
takes an active interest in all that concerns science and letters,
and the cause of education in the old commonwealth. On the death
of the lamen~ed Judge Kinnicutt, of Worcester-who, to numerous
other public services, gave, for many yean, his time, and judgment,
and faithful attention to the affairs of the Board, as their treasurer
Mr. Emerson was chosen to succeed him.

We have thus inadequately sketched the labors of this great mas
ter of education. Such labors are not 80 prominently brought before
the public eye as those of the great advocate, or the statesman; but
they are of at least equal consequence to the well-being of the com
munity, for they lie at the very foundation of the social edifice.




