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When in the winter of 1835 at the age of thirty-one Emerson
delivered at the Masonic Temple in Boston his first extended series of
public lectures, among the audience was a twelve-year-old child, the
precocious Caroline Wells Healey, later Caroline Healey Dall (1822-
1912). It was a noteworthy occasion for them both. Emerson’s course of
six lectures before the Boston Society for the Diffusion of Useful
Knowledge marked the beginning of a serious commitment to lecturing
as a vocation. For Caroline Healey the lectures were also a beginning,
the commencement of what was to be a crucial part of her development,
her education by the Transcendentalists. For Dall, who became a
second-generation Transcendentalist, was active in many reform causes,
and played a leading role in the women’s movement in the 1850s and
1860s, the Transcendentalists set her life’s course on a track of idealism,
independence, and reform.

The occasion of Caroline Healey’s presence at these lectures was
significant for another reason as well. At this point she began a
lifelong habit of recording, in notes or journal entries, her observations
of the Transcendentalist circle and thus preserving revealing
contemporary vignettes. Her father was willing to indulge her in what
was a great luxury for one so young—a separate ticket to these
lectures—on the condition that she write a summary or “abstract” of
each lecture. When on the first evening she appeared ready, equipped
with notebook and pencil, to accompany her father to the lecture hall,
he questioned why she was taking those items. When she explained
that she intended to take notes for her abstract, he asked, “How much
do you suppose you will understand, if you busy yourself with writing?”
then directed her, “Put those things away, listen carefully, try to keep
the thread of the discourse, and tomorrow morning write what you can
remember.”1 Thus was established the habit of careful listening and
meticulous reporting which make Caroline Dall’s papers among the
most detailed and vivid of contemporary accounts of the activities of
the Transcendentalists.






