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22. Springfield (1909) 
ñLet the emblem of our town be the peacock, rather than the hog . . .ò  

1 

 The day before Uncle Boy tackled the ñnegro questionò in Springfield, he received a 

warning shot across the bow, to speak in parables.  November 10, 1908, marked his 29
th
 year on 

the planetðand the beginning of his final year for ñpreparation,ò the final year of his ñvital 

decadeò (see Chapter 9, pp. 7-8). Traditional Christianity affirmed that Jesus launched his 

ministry at age 30, with the assumption that the preceding years had been spent in study and 

ñpreparation.ò  With this view in mind, as we have seen, Vachel felt the need to escape Hiram, 

because college was interfering with his commitment to education.  In fact, he spent his final 

semester pursuing culture on his own, studying the writers and artists who would influence the 

next decade of his life: Shakespeare, Milton, Coleridge, Shelley, Carlyle, Emerson, and Ruskin. 

In the winter, 1908-1909, fellow Scotsman Thomas Carlyle called for an encore, as it were, a 

second and even third reading of Sartor Resartus (1833-34).  Along with Shelleyôs Defence of 

Poetry and the writings of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood (and their apologist, John Ruskin), 

Carlyleôs work helped to create a transcendental Christian socialist, one who was more than 

ready to advocate several core values (at least for the time being):      [Note 1] 

 1. The physical world is not the ñreal worldò: the physical world is ñclothing.ò  As 

clothes both hide the body and reveal the taste of the wearer, so the body itself is the clothing of 

the spirit, the ñgeniusò of a person.  To lynch a man because he has dark skin is to manifest a 

total lack of understanding as to what is ñrealò versus what is merely shadow.  To reduce a man 

to selling fruit when his genius is painting amounts to yet another form of lynching, this one the 

more insidious because the victim is duped into thinking what he is doing is ñgoodò for himself 

(ñI getta reech to-morrowò: see Chapter 20, p. 9).  The commercial success of Charles Dana 

Gibson and Henry Hutt (see Chapter 21, note 4) illustrates a society immersed in and dedicated 

to shadow, a society enchained in Platoôs cave of illusions. Thus, Uncle Boyôs contempt for the 

captains of industry and the material world they have produced. The ugly Pennsylvania mining 

areas reflect the shallow, ugly values of King Coal. 

 2.  As the body is the clothing of the soul, so language is the clothing of thought and art is 

the clothing of the spirit, the imagination, the genius.  Ugly shadows reflect misguided souls, so 

it is imperative that religious and civic leaders understand realðthat is, spiritualðbeauty.  For 

example, consider the several banners depicted in ñThe Village Improvement Parade,ò one of 

Uncle Boyôs efforts currently underway in his creative life: 

  Fair streets are better than silver, green parks are better than gold. 

  Bad public taste is mob-law, good public taste is democracy. 

  A crude administration is damned already. 

  A bad designer is, to that extent, a bad citizen. 
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  Our best pictures should be good painting, our best monuments should be real 

 sculpture, our best buildings should be real architecture. 

  Ugliness is a kind of misgovernment.   (See Poetry 258-264, 974)  

All creationsðstreets, parks, music, poetryðreflect spirit, enlightened or otherwise.  For civic 

well-being, therefore, it is essential to have moral, imaginative leadersðat all levels of life and 

government. 

 3. To see the ñreal,ò that is to see beneath and beyond all clothing, humans need to 

employ imagination, the means of perception most evident in the best work of the best artists, 

especially the poets.  Whereas the physical eye perceives differences and antipathyðThomas 

Carlyleôs ñEverlasting Nayòðthe imagination perceives harmonyðCarlyleôs ñEverlasting Yea.ò   

Best of all, no person has to travel to Chicago or New York or Europe to perceive harmony.  

ñThe hour of Spiritual Enfranchisement,ò Carlyle declares, is when the struggling person 

discovers, ñwith amazement enough,ò that ñAmerica [the ideal] is here or nowhere. . . . The 

Situation that has not its Duty, its Ideal, was never yet occupied by man. Yes here, in this poor, 

miserable, hampered, despicable Actual, wherein thou even now standest, here or nowhere is thy 

Ideal: work it out therefrom; and working, believe, live, be free.ò  No need to return to New York 

City, no need to study one year in Europe: the ideal, the real, the spiritual exists everywhere 

locallyðeven in Springfield, Illinoisðfor those who have ñeyesò to see.    

 4. With this emphasis on the local, what Uncle Boy would soon preach as ñThe New 

Localism,ò a premium is placed on craftsmanship: home-made artifacts are the expressions (the 

clothing) of an artistôs spirit.  In this respect, William Morris and the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood 

played an important role in Vachelôs ongoing convictions (see Chapter 9, p. 18; Chapter 10, p. 

6).  It should come as no surprise that whatever money Dr. Lindsayôs son earned or borrowed 

from 1908 to 1912 was spent in publishing private creations, such as the War Bulletins (1909), 

The Trampôs Excuse and Other Poems (1909), The Village Magazine (1910), The Spring 

Harbinger (1910), and Rhymes to Be Traded for Bread (1912).  (And, thanks to the internet, this 

biography that you are reading also is being published in William Morris fashion: independent of 

commercial publishers, independent of academic formalities.) 

 5.  Finally, and perhaps subconsciously, the above values led Uncle Boy to a world view 

that can be visualized as a U.  The present is the nadir, whereas the past to the left and the future 

to the right represent high points or genuine ideals, the one remembered, the other anticipated in 

time to come. From experiences on his 1908 tramp, Vachel was convinced that present 

generation adults were/are hopelessly mired in materialism, in the world of shadows, especially 

immigrant newcomers. The 1908 race-riot lectures highlighted the achievements of each 

immigrant nationality in the past, and then contrasted those high points with the lowliness of 

present occupations: from sublime painters to grubbing fruit vendors, from enlighteners of 

Europe to subterranean coal miners.  The hope for any return to ideal heights lies with the 

younger generations, those present and those yet to come.  To that end, during the winter, 1908-

09, and for several years after, Uncle Boy was teaching a class of superior high school students 

at his home: no charge, no remuneration, just the hope for an improved futureðand, like 

Wordsworth (see Chapter 21, p. 24), the personal desire for  youthful disciples.     [Note 2] 

 In addition to teaching his ñboysò at home, Vachel continued to lecture at the YMCA and 

at the Lavinia Beach Mission, an interdenominational mission located in Ridgely, a small 

community north of Springfield, very near the present-day state fairgrounds.  Mrs. Lavinia Beach 



4 

 

had given her home and grounds (on the northeast corner of Sangamon Avenue and 15
th
 Street) 

as a library and meeting place; and the Lavinia Beach Union Chapel and Reading Rooms served 

as a central location for what came to be known locally as the ñRidgely Mission.ò  Here 

concerned Springfield citizens could devote time to assisting adults and children of the area 

mining community, many of whom spoke little English.  In fall-winter, 1908, Vachel repeated 

several of the YMCA lectures at Ridgely. And in February 1909, the evening before 

Springfieldôs white-collar elite gathered to celebrate Abraham Lincolnôs 100
th
 birthday in the 

downtown Armory, Vachel traveled to Ridgely and spoke on ñThe Lincoln of Tomorrow.ò  In 

later years, his sister Olive discovered a copy of the speech and typed the important passages for 

posterity. 

 Since English was a second language for most in the audience, this speech likely 

represents Vachelôs most straightforward reaction to the August 1908 race riots.  His free use of 

the accused riotersô names demonstrates that many in Springfield, apart from the grand juries, 

believed the accused were guilty as charged, although none, as we saw in the last chapter, was 

ever convicted.  This speech was delivered on the night of February 11, 1909: 

     In celebrating the one hundredth anniversary of Abraham Lincoln, we must take high 

ground. His biography is put on pasteboards and hung in every shop window. His story 

fills the newspapers and magazines. We see in him the back woodsman, the prairie 

lawyer who became president, the statesman who saved the union.  But do we, the 

citizens of Springfield, shrink from Lincoln as the Great Emancipator? Are we 

Abolitionists or not? 

     Last night I read till two oôclock in the morning, a dusty old book from my 

grandfatherôs library.  Its title was, ñMy Bondage and My Freedom.ò It was written by 

the Black Orator, the fugitive slave, the first great Negro in the United States, Frederick 

Douglass. Read it and understand what we in Springfield, sons of Abolitionists, have 

sometimes forgotten, that a black man also has the right to life, liberty and the pursuit of 

happiness, and that he can value every hairs-breadth of the right, and vindicate it by the 

highest talents as a reformer, an editor and an orator. . . .  His was one of those great 

voices which made Lincoln possible.  Reading those periods, eloquent yet, let us declare 

in our hearts, we too are Abolitionists. . . .  Let us believe once more in the Rights of 

Man.  If Abraham Raymer has been our hero rather than Abraham Lincoln, let us abhor 

him and his works forever. Let him be to us the John Wilkes Booth of our city, if we 

remember him at all. If we remember the mob of last August, let us remember that the 

blood it shed is upon our hands till we have made amends to the race of William 

Donnegan and Scott Burton, martyrs of their race. Until we have completely set the 

Negro free, until we have given them equal rights to a fair and rigid trial before the law, 

to equal chance in both the Labor world and the world of Capital, until we have done our 

best to encourage their leaders to make them clean voters and decent citizens, we are 

disloyal to Lincoln and worse. 

     Any citizen of Springfield who allows the innocent man to be wrongedðwhatever 

that manôs colorðis a silent partner of Slim Humphrey, Mrs. [Kate] Howard, Abraham 

Raymer, John Wilkes Booth and Judas Iscariot. Our social responsibility grows. The war 

for the liberation of humanity was not settled when Lee surrendered at Appomattox . . . . 

the war for humanity has scarcely begun. . . . The field of moral reform is not the only 

place where the Abolitionist has work to do.  No working man is free till he has all the 

knowledge that any man can have, till he has all the leisure that any man can have, till he 



5 

 

uses that leisure to exercise and develop his highest faculties, surrounded by all the 

health-giving comforts that any man can have. Not till he is a completely ripened man in 

justice, benevolence, breadth of view, depth of knowledge is he wholly free. The 

workmen of the world are beginning to know this.  A struggle between Capital and Labor 

is coming that will shake the very constitution of the United States. . . . There are going to 

be capitalists as greedy as the extreme slave-holders of the south, who would rather 

wreck their government than surrender their property. There are going to be extreme 

Labor leaders who will curse the constitution as a covenant with death and an agreement 

with hell. Then there are going to be men like Abraham Lincoln who will say to both 

Capital and labor, ñA house divided against itself cannot stand. I believe this government 

cannot endure permanently half-slave and half-free. I do not expect the Union to be 

dissolved. I do not expect the house to fall, but I do expect that it will cease to be 

divided.ò     [Note 3: the ellipses are in the manuscript] 

 Ironically, on or about the same day as Uncle Boyôs mission lecture, the mailman 

delivered a manuscript, rejection slip enclosed, to Dr. Lindsayôs South Fifth Street home (see 

Fowler 41).  We can only guess as to which periodical refused to print ñThe Golden-Faced 

People: A Story of the Chinese Conquest of Americaò; but the rejection slip may have been one 

too many.  The recipient was more determined than ever to have his voice heard, especially 

during the spring-summer, 1909, and then continuing well into 1912.  From the lectern, from the 

pulpit, and from the privately printed page, Springfield and surrounding communities (and 

beyond) were besieged by the ideas and insights of Nicholas Vachel Lindsay. ñThe Golden-

Faced Peopleò is an early example.  The intent is to stimulate white imaginations, so that white 

people could ñsee,ò could understand, what servitude feels like (see Prose 85-93).   

 The narrator, for convenience letôs call him ñVachel,ò stops at his local Chinese laundry 

(so we know that ñclothingò will be a significant theme).  He needs to pick up his dress suit, 

because he is headed for an important banquet, the Abraham Lincoln centennial banquet of 

February 1909.  When he cannot produce his half of the red claims ticket, he is denied his goods, 

even though he points out ñthe name on the linen.ò  Desperate, ñVachelò pushes his money 

toward the Chinaman, grabs his laundry, and bolts for the exit.  But the Chinaman is too quick, 

darting after his wayward customer and hitting him aside the head with the handle of a broom. 

The blow knocks ñVachelò into the next millennium, specifically to the early evening of 

February 12, 2909, and the centennial celebration of the great ñLin Kon, . . . the emancipator of 

the white man.ò  A distinguished crowd of golden-faced people has gathered to dedicate a 

ceremonial tablet commemorating the one hundredth anniversary of the great Lin Konôs birth.  

To one side of the platform, a figure very like the Chinese laundryman is majestically seatedð

alone in a pew. 

 ñVachelò is led toward the memorial tablet and introduced to the audience as ñone who 

had studied the Chinese conquest with zeal.ò The laundry bundle mysteriously turns into a 

manuscript, and ñVachelò explains at length to the cheering audience how the Golden Man 

overcame and subjugated the White Man, by implementing a ñthorough-going compulsory 

educationò and by constructing universities ñfrom Canton to Lhasa.ò  Then, at a pivotal moment, 

Chinese educators adopted the religion of science in lieu of the religion of learning. In particular, 

the doctrines of the ñscientific conspirator Dah Winò came to the fore: ñScience and Heaven are 

oneò and, more terribly, ñNone but superior men are fit to live.ò  With the adoption of Dah Win-

ism, weak races were doomed: ñhow brash seem the unclothed inventions of this whey-faced 
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democracy where the weakling or diseased are tolerated for their votes and praised for their 

perverseness, where forever and forever the fairest things are tarnished with stupidity.ò  In time, 

revolution and counter revolution led to reversal, and the White Man found himself subservient 

to the Yellow Man: ñGradually the strength of the Golden-faced became an ingenious tyranny. 

They protested they meant us well, and individually many of them did; but, collectively, we were 

the weaker, because our social system was more impure, and so we had to go down through caste 

and serfdom to slavery. Only when it was too late did we know of the system of engines in the 

Chinese laboratories especially constructed to insure our obedience.ò 

 In the midst of the worst years of slavery and servitude, ñVachelò continues, the ñgreat 

Lin Konò was ñborn on the hardy plains of Central China where people had a rough sort of 

equality . . .  he swore by the justice of heaven he would sometime hit the curse of slavery and hit 

it hard.ò He traveled the world ñwith his group of students, like Confucius, seeking that 

magistrate who would allow him to set up his ideal government.ò  His message, we soon learn, is 

a refutation of Dah Win-ism: ñThe superior man shows malice toward none and Charity for all.ò 

In brief, his message is a restatement of ñsweet Christianity.ò   

 So far, ñVachelò has been a resounding success: ñThe audience seemed in sympathy with 

me whatever I said. The name of Lin Kon set burning every drop of white blood still there.  The 

proudest with the humblest stamped and shouted.  But the cheering increased when I counseled 

patience with present vexations.ò  Indeed, he is so successful that, when he takes a seat next to 

the Chinaman (who ñshrank from me as from a leperò), he receives an invitation:  ñServant, can 

you come with me?ò  The Chinaman is headed for ñthe other banquet,ò the imperial celebration 

of Lin Konôs birth, the celebration where white people are not welcome, in spite of the fact that 

Lin Konôs great achievement was bringing equality to the white man.  ñIt was like playing 

Hamlet without the melancholy Dane,ò ñVachelò comments sardonically.  The Chinaman wants 

to use ñVachelôsò manuscript to enlighten the banquet audience, but the author is apprehensive.  

He fears that the Chinaman will make a fool of himself, citing a white man: ñYou cannot make 

me a hero in your assembly.  Whatever you and I may say in public, we know a white criminal is 

made more famous in a day, by the golden newspapers, than a white sage can become by endless 

talk of sweet Christianity. Whatever linen he wears he is hated still.ò    [Note 4] 

 The Chinaman, however, is determined ñto be just.ò  At the door of the banquet hall, 

ñVachelò hands over the manuscript.  As a white man, he is not allowed inside.  Horrified, 

though, he watches at a distance as the manuscript once more becomes ñmy bundle of laundry, 

now burst open. . . . A handkerchief fell on the floor, then some socks. . . .ò  In a panic, he calls 

out to the Chinaman: ñMaster! Master!ò  But to no avail, so he attempts to force his way inside, 

also to no avail.  A lackey at the door, ironically a white man, thwarts his effort; and suddenly 

everything goes wrong.  He is taunted as a ñProud puppy!ò by a gathering of white servants, and 

a Chinese boy calls him ñchalk nose.ò  The golden newspapers are already out and the headlines 

declare: ñMAKES A SPEECH ON ABSOLUTE SOCIAL EQUALITY. Later Tries to 
Break into the Celestial Banquet to Lin Kon.ò  Soon he is running for his life, seemingly 

chased by ñthe whole Yellow Race.ò  As the atrocities mount, he is forced to wonder: ñWould 

our people never resist? what unspeakable fear paralyzed them?ò  He also finds himself ñbroken 

hearted like a child who finds his father suddenly cruel.ò    

 And then, he finds himself awake, ñback in the twentieth century, in the laundry shop,ò 

back in the nightmarish Springfield of 1909.  A mob is howling outside; across the street three 

dead men hang by the neck.  One is the Chinaman, lynched because the report was that he had 
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killed a white man.  The second is a Greek, lynched because he was a foreigner who did not 

know enough ñto keep out of the way.ò  The third is ñjust a nigger.ò  When ñVachelò asks why 

the black man, the response is:  ñóI dunno.  I guess he was too free with his lip. Damn a nigger 

anyway. They are all alike. There was a negro in Indiana the other dayð,ô and he told the usual 

story.ò  A ñsouthernerò enters the conversation, claiming that blacks are not lynched ñin our 

country unless we know theyôre guilty. . . . We donôt leave the dirty work to the poor white 

trash.ò 

 The conversation ends, and ñVachelò washes the blood off his head; grabs his laundry 

bundle; and, accompanied by the southerner, goes home to make a quick change.  They enter the 

centennial banquet ñonly fifty minutes late,ò and the southerner ñsaved the day by his opening 

speech on Lincoln as an example of the survival of the fittest, accompanied by a eulogy of 

Darwin. The other speakers were able to follow the pace, especially since a good part of the 

audience were fired with champagne.  I managed to spill wine all over my shirt bosom. The 

southerner said it served me right. He is one of these Local Option orators.ò  And thus ñThe 

Golden-Faced Peopleò ends, with the champagne making it obvious to anyone who misses the 

irony of Lincoln as a Darwinian that the ñVachelò of the story is not a mirror image of Vachel 

the author.  (For Vachel the authorôs basic instructions to Hamlin Garland on how to read ñThe 

Golden-Faced People,ò see Chapter 24).   

2 

 Although one or more publishers did not accept ñThe Golden-Faced People,ò another 

Lindsay manuscript did find favor this spring.  When Vachel was lecturing in New York City, he 

became increasingly disturbed that Christian ministers, especially ministers of the Disciplesô 

faith, seemed to know littleðand care even lessðabout art and beauty. That concern found 

expression in one of his last efforts in New York, namely, the Rutgers Presbyterian Church 

sermon on ñThe Holiness of Beautyò (see Chapter 19, p. 30).  In late winter, 1908-09, the lay 

preacher continued his crusade in a series of short essays sent to The Christian-Evangelist, the 

Chicago-based periodical of the Disciples of Christ.  The ñPrologueò and first two parts were 

published in May 1909, under the title ñArt and the Church.ò  Two additional parts followedðin 

July and in September. Since the work is difficult to access, an annotated edition is attached at 

the end of this chapter.  What follows here is a brief summary emphasizing Uncle Boyôs ongoing 

ideas, ideas that reflect his decade of ñpreparation,ò as well as ideas that lay the groundwork for 

several efforts to come. 

 The ñPrologueò and ñI.ðThe Immigrant in the Small Townò (May 13) are introduced by 

Miner Lee Bates: Hiram graduate, Disciples minister, and newly installed President of Hiram 

College.  Bates was an acquaintance, as well as a participant in one of Vachelôs New York City 

art classes (see Chapter 19, p. 4). Bates praises his friendôs art lectures, ñbefore a large and 

enthusiastic class of students from the various schools and institutes of art. The secret of 

[Vachelôs] power quickly revealed itself.  He is an untiring student who dares always to think his 

own thoughts. To him every bit of form or color which human hands have shaped or painted tells 

of human aspiration and struggle.  From wide observation in both America and Europe, he has 

learned to read the history of menôs hearts into works of their hands.ò  Works of art, in other 

words, are the ñclothingò of the spirit: artists choose subjects and details like ordinary citizens 

choose dresses, suits, and pairs of shoes.  The physical world is an expression of the mental, 

spiritual world: art and beauty are the reflections of spirit.  Unfortunately, and another insight 
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central to Vachelôs primary focus in these ñArt and the Churchò essays, the ostentatious, the 

cheap, and the downright ugly are also reflections of spirit.  

 ñThese articles are unlike the writing of any other man,ò Bates concludes, apparently 

unaware of similarities to the writings of Plato, Shelley, Carlyle, and the Pre-Raphaelite 

Brotherhood (the PRB).  ñSome people will find them meaningless: others will ponder and find 

truth, neglected truth, needed truth, well spoken.ò  One ñtruthò readers of ñArt and the Churchò 

will encounter immediately is the vital connection between art and beauty, on the one hand, and 

Christian morality, on the other.  ñI feel that a proper understanding of the claim of art upon the 

soul will enlighten many a man in the dark on social questions,ò Vachel announces.  There will 

be no art for artôs sake in these essays. ñI feel especially called upon to champion the issue of 

Beauty in this Land, just because most of my effort for years has been to discover its proper 

place in life.  Ten years ago I was willing to claim the supreme place for it as an all embracing 

element in the salvation of man, but I am now willing to concede that the desire for beauty is one 

of the many noble passions which go to make up menôs souls, and that great careers have often 

been without it.ò  For example, the author cites the career of Abraham Lincoln, ñwho confessed 

to a general callousness along aesthetic lines.ò 

 But speaking of Abraham Lincoln, Vachel qualifies what he means by ñbeautyò: he seeks 

a ñreversionò to Lincolnôs times, to ñthe primal elements of America,ò to the ñapostolic 

simplicityò of our grandfathers.  He seeks to contrast the left leg of the ñU,ò an ideal past, with 

the nadir of the ñU,ò the misguided present: ñit is by loyalty to the primitive simplicity in which 

[Lincoln] stood that we can become true lovers of the beautiful.  At present, our chief danger is 

in being overwhelmed with cheap and ill-considered luxuries.ò  Indeed, ñApostolic Simplicity 

and the Simplicity of Artò is the subject of ñPart IIò of this series: both stand in ideal contrast to 

the ñcheap luxuriesò and mechanical monstrosities of the contemporary world, all of which serve 

to erect social barriers (the haves versus the have-nots).  However, ñwhile luxury makes social 

barriers the true love of beauty breaks down social barriers and works the will of Christ. It 

embodies that simplicity for which our fathers contended, that other simplicity which is in the 

very heart of the working man, and that further simplicity which is the very secret of art.ò  Thus, 

Vachel calls for a return to the craftsmanship of our ñgreat grandfathers,ò the hand-made, hand-

built efforts espoused by William Morris and fellow members of the PRB. 

 In fact, Vachel bravely attacks the mega-magnificence of many a modern church: ñIt is a 

monster. Every window is a blatant outrage. Every spot of color on the wall blasphemes. The 

architecture is no architecture at all. Yet our brethren are proud of their church. The farmers 

come in from adjoining regions and bring their families just to see that building. There is not an 

individual in that whole county who could be convinced that the old church, with its 

unpretending simplicity and its associations, praised God, and, that as far as the look of this one 

is concerned, it serves the devil with all its might.ò  At least this author gives fair warning at the 

beginning of his effort:  ñAs is the habit of a specialist, I will be dogmatic in the course of these 

articles, heated, sometimes censorious, but if in the end I have further advanced my cause in its 

broad issues, I will not ask agreement with special views.ò  

 As for the broad issues, several additional ones come to the fore, especially Vachelôs 

ideas for vacating the nadir of the present, the ñpits,ò in order to ascend the right leg of the U to 

some future ideal.  First, we need to concentrate on our small Western towns and endeavor to 

make them centers of culture.  ñBe convinced, O village preacher, that there is enough talent in 

your corner of the world to make a brilliant little town if that talent is brought to bear upon your 
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community life, and not concealed in tiny cliques or circles of snobs.ò  Great cultural centers 

have always been small: Athens, Florence, Nuremberg, Oxford, and Cambridge: ñThese towns 

were not monsters of wealth or arrogance. Why should your village try to make itself a little 

imitation Chicago?ò Spirit is everywhere, and more apparent in natural settings than in 

macadamized monstrosities. 

 Second, we need to nurture and welcome incoming foreigners.  ñAny photograph of the 

old villages of England or France hints at the sort of a thing whose foundations we should 

endeavor to lay.ò  Unfortunately, the immigrant is the person most often victimized by the 

industrial system.  He begins at the very bottom, in the coal mines, as it were, and once he climbs 

up the social ladder ñhe is just as rude as when he was a working manò:   ñOur captains of 

industry in the next generation, I say, are the Poles, the Italians, the Greeks, the Lithuanians now 

trickling into the Western villages.  In their own countries some of these people have achieved 

the greatest civilization the world ever saw. Here in America the immigrant is taught to love 

money and nothing else. When he becomes a power through this money he is disloyal even to 

old Europe which he left and its sense of beauty. The American social system is responsible for 

this.ò The immigrant loses his sense of beauty and becomes a part of mechanized society: ñInside 

he is a little America, his soul is an office building, his brain is like a telephone switchboard, his 

nerves and veins are as the telegraph and the railroad. . . . Art is one of the forces which will help 

to civilize our cold and brilliant industrial machine.ò  Thus, our ñbest American culture should be 

brought to bear upon [the immigrant], for his son will be the leader of [our] town.ò  Which brings 

us to Vachelôs next broad issue: 

 Third, the hope for the future lies with the younger generations, the next leaders of our 

towns.  ñBad menò are chastised, not because of their actions in themselves but because of the 

influence they have on the young: ñyou know, O Bad Men, that this little town is full of children 

who have a right to inherit wholesome institutions of pleasure, noble customs of revelry rather 

than the debased, holy public splendor rather than poisoned splendor behind closed doors. They 

have a right to unspotted bodies and white minds, not overtempted, not cynically disillusioned.  

They have a right to grow up in a place for whose customs they have a thrilling reverence. By 

allowing crude shows in the theaters and failing to praise the good ones, by allowing hasty 

carnival decorations instead of those well thought out, by allowing outrageously poor pictures to 

be hung on the walls of your private houses, by allowing ordinary music in our streets, when 

good music can be had by prayer and fasting, by taking our pleasures like blind, hungry beasts, 

instead of men of judgment and culture, we are ruining the next generation, and shaming our 

town.ò  We need to build towns children will delight in returning to in adulthood, not ñbarren, 

nerve-raspingò places. ñThere is no reason for this vulgarity except the outside reason, the 

particular type of civilization under which we live. These people would have fine souls and a 

desire for beauty, if they had lived in lovely villages from their infancy.ò  In brief, Uncle Boy 

suggests to church leaders and their flocks: ñCivic Beauty, like Civic Cleanliness, stands next to 

Civic Godliness.ò 

 ñLet the emblem of our town be the peacock, rather than the hog,ò the poet advises civic 

leaders and Disciples ministers: ñThe peacock is not a very lofty animal; vanity is the only thing 

that saves him;ðby the right sort of vanity he gets along. He knows the value of the right sort of 

feathers, he succeeds in being harmless, in being a delight to the eye, in pleasing little children, 

making every park lovelier for his presence. Consider what the hog does under the same 

circumstances.  He is a very useful animal, but must keep his place. He must not be hoisted to the 
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chief seat in the City Hall, to the chief place in the Chamber of Commerce, to the chief place in 

the factory. We all know this; but further, he must not be hoisted to a place where his soul 

dictates our private pleasures, our public taste. As long as we govern the standard of public 

advertising, the standard of public parks, the standard of public architecture, by the hasty 

judgments of the greedy market place, we forget there is a hidden desire for loveliness in the 

most profane citizen. There is a hope for outer and inner beauty in the heart of the most un-

Christian man. If you canôt be unselfish or philanthropic or prayerful or a good church member, 

you can at least be vain. You can at least see that your town is lovely as a peacock. It will be the 

business of the church to give the peacock a soul. From vanity we can move on to pride, and 

from pride to wisdom, from wisdom to humility. Let us not be greedy and vulgar any more.ò  

 Anyone, even a civic leader, should be able to visualize the inappropriateness of a hog in 

ñthe chief seat in the City Hall.ò  At the same time, we may wonder if a Disciples minister could 

envision giving a soul to a peacock.  As for the ñhope of outer and inner beauty in the heart,ò 

Vachel was about to experience the power of this beauty firsthand. 

3 

 ñIf in youth,ò Thomas Carlyleôs narrator reflects in Sartor Resartus, ñthe Universe is 

majestically unveiling, and everywhere Heaven revealing itself on Earth, nowhere to the Young 

Man does this Heaven on Earth so immediately reveal itself as in the Young Maiden.ò  For 

Vachel Lindsay, ñHeaven on Earthò was revealed vividly on April 30, 1909, the day he was 

reintroduced to a curly-haired brunette, all of eighteen years old and the salutatorian of her 

Springfield High School class.   Nellie Tracy Vieira (a Portuguese surname that Vachel never did 

learn to spell correctly) and her mother Sarah had been acquaintances of the Lindsay family for 

at least ten years (Fowler 34-35).  In fact, Vachel had met Nellie as early as 1898, on her eighth 

birthday (October 25).  But in the ten years since, Miss Nellie Vieira had positively blossomed, 

and her dear but older friend saw ñHeavenò more clearly than perhaps he ever had.    

 ñAs for our young Forlorn,ò Carlyleôs speaker continues, ñin his secluded way of life, and 

with his glowing Fantasy, the more fiery that it burnt under cover, as in a reverberating furnace, 

his feeling towards the Queens of this Earth was, and indeed is, altogether unspeakable.  A 

visible Divinity dwelt in them; to our young Friend all women were holy, were heavenly. . . .  

That he, our poor Friend, should ever win for himself one of these Gracefuls, . . . how could he 

hope it. . . . ?  There was a certain delirious vertigo in the thought.ò  Three days after their 

reunion, an already interested if not delirious Vachel Lindsay sent Nellie Vieira a new printing of 

his God Help Us to Be Brave booklet, now entitled The Heroes of Time, and the related drawing 

of the clock (see Chapter 19, pp. 23-27).  The new booklet had been sponsored by the Springfield 

YMCA, and was published ñIn Commemoration of the One Hundredth Anniversary of the birth 

of Abraham Lincoln.ò   [Note 5] 

 A little more than a month later, on June 18, Miss Vieira delivered her salutatory address, 

ñProgressive Democracyò (and also recited Charlotte Perkins Stetson Gilmanôs satiric poem 

ñSimilar Casesò), at her high school graduation, then held at Chattertonôs Opera House in 

downtown Springfield.  Nellieôs picture was published in the Illinois State Register (June 19, p. 

7), and at least one member of her audience was smitten.  Four days after the speech, Vachel 

enthused: ñYour voice is still in my ears, your face is still before meò (Fowler 36).  And he 

enclosed a new poem: ñWritten for a Musicianò:  ñHungry for music with a desperate hunger / I 

walked abroad, I threaded through the town.ò  At last this hungry searcher discovered the music, 

but ñin some unexpected place / With quivering lips, and gleaming moonlit faceò (see Poetry 
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18).  Thomas Carlyle also reflects on the subject of music and a young man in love: ñThus did 

soft melodies flow through his heart; tones of an infinite gratitude; sweetest intimations that he 

also was a man, that for him also unutterable joys had been provided. . . .  As from Aeolian 

Harps in the breath of dawn, as from Memnonôs Statue struck by the rosy finger of Aurora, 

unearthly music was around him, and lapped him into untried balmy rest. . . . His whole heart 

and soul and life were hersò (ñRomance,ò Sartor Resartus, Book II, v).  Suddenly, then, this 

1909 summer, music and harmony commanded new importance in Uncle Boyôs imaginative life. 

 At Hiram, and directly before and after, Vachelôs ñinspiration girlsò had been about his 

own age (Bessie Brinkerhoff, Adaline Mugrage, and Ruth Wheeler, for examples).  Once back in 

Springfield, in summer, 1908, the mature Rachel Hiller attracted his attentiveness.  With Nellie 

Vieira, Vachel fell head over heels for a much younger girl, eleven years younger, to be exact.  

Nellie would not be the last young girl to command Vachelôs heart, but she was the first; and the 

romance clearly manifests the paradoxical nature of Uncle Boy.  He began the courtship not only 

with a poem (ñWritten for a Musicianò) but also with the gift of books, and not just any books. 

The two volumes entitled St. Luke and St. Paul from The Modern Readerôs Bible (New York, 

1906) are the books Nellieôs suitor used in teaching his New York City Bible class (see Chapter 

19, p. 10). Along with the Bible volumes, paradoxically, Nellie received Edward FitzGeraldôs 

translation of The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam, in part so that she could realize ñThe Bird of 

Time has but a little way / To flutterðand the Bird is on the Wing.ò 

 ñSay your prayers, young girl,ò Uncle Boy admonished, ñsay them often and find much 

joy in them, for the effectual fervent prayer of the righteous maiden availeth much [Cf. James 

5:16].  Look at the stars in the evening, and be solemn; look at the roses by day, and thank God 

for them, and always be good to your family, and thus may your day pass by till we meet again 

and discuss the paradoxes of the universe.ò  As for the roses, Nellie likely was supposed to 

consider with poet Omar:  ñEach Morn a thousand Roses brings, you say; / Yes, but where leaves 

the Rose of Yesterday?ò  Vachel was writing late at night, Tuesday, June 22.  He had an 

engagement the next Wednesday evening, likely a talk at the Ridgely Mission, but he was intent 

on seeing Miss Nellie Vieira as soon as possible:  ñI have no engagement Thursday afternoon, 

4:30, and unless you say no twice I shall come.ò  He even goes so far as to suggest the ñclothingò 

she needs to have on: ñ. . . wear any dress you please, but be sure to have your watch, and large 

bows on your slippers.  Still more indispensable to me are your black wig, your shadowy smile 

and your excellent and sensible eyes.  Do not omit to wear these, and I will entertain you with 

my best discourse . . .ò (Fowler 36).  

 Two days later (June 24), Nellie received a drawing, on which was written: ñThis is, to 

my mind, the best piece of pen and ink work I have ever done.ò  An attached note attempts to 

explain that ultimate truth, for the artist, exists primarily in his work.  Unfortunately, this 

particular artist chose to express his thought with hyperbole: ñThis picture is hard to give up.  

Others can give you kindness and devotion.  I can only give you art.  Whenever you look at this 

picture resolve to be a good girl, mind your parents, keep your face washed, comb your hair, say 

your prayers, peel the potatoes and avoid the society of artists and such.  Believe none of us.  

There is no truth in any of us, except when we speak of pictures. Be sure this picture was hard to 

give up, but heartily given at lastò (Fowler 39-40).  Uncle Boy could not know this June, but 

these words would be taken literallyðand would come back to cause great distress the following 

January, when Nellie decided to end her artist-loverôs courtship (see Fowler 323-324).   
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 Distress for Vachel, however, did not have to wait until January 1910.  Nellie had agreed 

to visit cousins in Jacksonville, Illinois, thirty-five miles to the west of Springfield; and she left 

her newly ardent admirer behind.  In accord with Carlyleôs narrative, Vachel had risen ñinto the 

highest regions of the Empyrean, by a natural parabolic trackò; but with Nellieôs absence he 

rapidly ñreturned thence in a quick perpendicular one.ò  To be plain, Nellieôs suitor was 

depressed for much of July and early August: ñI was only going to say if you come back by next 

Friday I shall not hunt up any other young lady between whiles, though starving for good 

company.  Last night before the Sermon I wished I was dead, dead as a dead man in his coffin 

under the graveyard mud, but the speech warmed me up and I was decently happy till this 

morning, and I have been wishing I was dead again all day. . . . I havnôt^ even straightened up 

my room for three months. Here on the table in a pile of junk are twenty undeveloped 

memorandums, unanswered letters, and all over the floor, Lord what a clutter.  I wish I was dead 

again.  Donôt suppose its^ because you are in Jacksonville.  Lay not that flattering unction to 

your soul [cf. Hamlet, III, iv, 144-145]. . . . Gosh this is a cheerful letter.ò    [Note 6] 

 The ñcheerful letterò then continues in its morbid way, with a despondent Uncle Boy 

introducing a ñthreatò he would use for the rest of his lifeðwhenever he felt depressed.  Nellieôs 

summer absence, after all, foreshadowed September, when she planned to leave home for 

college.  ñI feel today more as though I would leave town next fall than ever before,ò her sad 

admirer muses: ñThey must really clamor for me here if they want me to stay. The road makes 

one lame, and a fellow gets rained on, and dirty, but he is happy at least two thirds of the day and 

all the time he is asleep. In the town one is always haunted by a sense of ones^ own laziness and 

the out-of joinnesŝ of things [cf. Hamlet, I, v, 189-190], or else the unappeasable hunger for 

woman, night and day, which never troubles one on the road, thank the Lord. . . .  This old world 

wants none of my best art, my best poetry, my best thinking, it only wants third rate routine 

chores which I have not the manhood to perform and the road is the only  solace.  Then one 

walks away from the world, and walks into Paradise.  Every morning is a brilliant surprise.  

Every child is a cherubò (ñJuly 19,ò Fowler 42-43).  Mature Vachel Lindsay may have behaved 

avuncular at times, but he was seldom far removed from boyish whimsy.  Most children, at some 

point in their youthful lives, threaten to run away from home. 

 The one pleasure Nellieôs disconsolate suitor did experience during June and July was an 

occasional sermon or lecture, not only for the Anti-Saloon League but also for the Lavinia Beach 

Mission.  As during the previous winter, several 1908 YMCA lectures were repeated, this time 

during outdoor lemonade ñsocials.ò  On July 16, 1909, the Illinois State Register headlined: 

ñLINDSAY HAS BIG AUDIENCE. Two Hundred Foreigners Hear Address on óThe Irishô 
at Ridgely MissionðFree Lemonade.ò  Speaking the night before (Thursday, July 15), 

Vachel was ñin the main, complimentary to the people of that nationality,ò according to the 

reporter, who announced that the next lecture (July 22) would be on ñthe Germansò (p. 11). 

Indeed, Uncle Boy wrote to Nellie directly after this second lecture: ñI talked most an hour on 

the Germans, while Miss McKay and company passed lemonade. I enjoyed hearing myself holler 

tonight,ò and he was doubly pleased that several church friends had stayed behind to listen to his 

talk.  In his words: ñI was flatteredò (Fowler 63). 

 The final event in the mission series (July 29) was a repeat of the lecture on the Ghetto 

Jews, and the Register reporter has left us an interesting picture of what Vachelôs June-July 

Thursday nights entailed: 
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LAST LEMONADE TREAT IN RIDGELY 

N. V. Lindsay Addresses Large Audience at Lavinia Beach 
Mission Last NightðCompliments the Jews in His Talk 

           Under the able management of Miss Catharine McKay these out-of-door 

affairs around neat little tables have been the novelty of the summer for that 

section of the city which lies near the fair grounds. Last evening Miss Esther 

Skoog gave a rousing piano concert that sounded through the open windows and 

drew Slav and Lithuanian families from all the regions round till the tables in the 

yard were filled, and Miss McKayôs able waiters served them lemonade till they 

were cool and reconciled to the one hour speech with posters by N. V. Lindsay on 

the Jews. Mr. Lindsay took occasion to touch upon the vitality of the Jews under 

the hard conditions of the Ghetto, which was the result of the well-regulated 

family life brought about by the law of Moses and the temperance and moderation 

of that people in the matter of strong drink. The lecturer quoted much from 

Proverbs, Ecclesiastes and the prophets on the woes and sins of intemperance, 

then brought the matter directly to bear upon what he declared was the economic 

waste of the many saloons in Ridgely, when the community needed the money, 

the energy and the buildings for better purposes.   (p. 5)     [Note 7] 

Sermons and talks at Ridgely, at the YMCA, and at local churches, however, were not Uncle 

Boyôs only expressive outlets this summer, 1909.  In mid-July Springfield awoke one morning to 

discover an alternative newspaper.   

4 

 The preface to War Bulletin Number One (see p. 39 below), ñWhy a War Bulletin?,ò was 

written directly after a defiant Uncle Boy had read Carlyleôs ñEverlasting Nayò aloud with Nellie 

Vieira, sometime before she left Springfield for her Jacksonville visit (see Fowler 41, and Prose 

83-122).  The title alludes to the magazine of the Salvation Army, The War Cry, first published 

in December 1879 by General William Booth.  The first article on the first page of The War Cry 

begins: ñWhy a weekly War Cry? Because the Salvation Army means more war.ò  Vachelôs 

elaboration reads: ñThe things that go into the War Bulletin please me only. To the  Devil with 

you, average reader. To Gehenna with your stupidity, your bigotry, your conservatism, your 

cheapness and your impatience! In each new bulletin the war shall go faster and further. War! 

War! War!ò  The price of the Salvation Army publication, in 1909, was five cents a copy, just 

what Vachel attempted to charge for his ñwar cry.ò  (The daily Springfield newspapers, the 

Register and the Journal, charged three cents per copy, thirteen cents per week.)  Defiantly, War 

Bulletin One includes the rejected story, ñThe Golden-Faced Peopleò; but at five cents a copy, 

sales were not brisk.  Consequently, beginning with Number Two (August 4, 1909),  the author 

announced that the Bulletins were complimentary handouts:  ñPRICE ï Henceforth the Bulletins 

are as free as bread and butter in a hospitable house. He who helps to pass the fire of the 

Bulletins from mind to mind, has done the greatest Favor possible to do for the publisher hereof. 

Writers and speakers, please steal my ideas.ò 

  War Bulletin Number Two, as we can see below, opens with an explanation of the preface 

to Number One, omitting any reference to Nellie Vieira but citing the passage in Sartor Resartus 

that inspired Uncle Boyôs rebellion.  Meanwhile, the body of the Bulletin is the story of the 
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overnight debacle in Morristown, New Jersey (see Chapter 20, pp. 2-4), the story designed to 

expose the hypocrisies of organized Christianity.  Both bulletins One and Two were freely 

distributed in Springfield, especially at the Lavinia Beach Mission (see Fowler 60).  And one 

close friend, music teacher Chester Ide, was not afraid to express his displeasure, as Vachel 

related to Nellie: ñChester Ide had been clamoring for me to come to see him over the telephone, 

he being especially happy since his sick wife and boy are better, so I arrived there at 9:45 and 
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stayed an hour and Chester gave me some poetry of his to rewrite so he could set it to musicð

(which was the occasion of his sending for me at that uncanny hour,) and he sat around there in 

his night drawers and fed me on crackers, deviled eggs and milk and criticized my story of the 

Golden-faced people.ò Was Uncle Boy annoyed?  Hardly, as his words to Nellie reveal:  ñI want 

you to criticize it too and see how your roast compares with hisò (July 22, 1909, Fowler 63).  

 At last, in late July, Nellie returned to Springfield and to her impassioned suitor.  The 

informative letters stop for a short time, and there can be no doubt that Nellie Tracy Vieira saw a 

great deal of Nicholas Vachel Lindsay.  One night, while the two were walking home from 

Springfieldôs Washington Park, Uncle Boy screwed his ñcourage to the sticking-placeò and 

planted an uninvited kiss on the lips of his beloved (Fowler 301, 307).  It may have been his 

temporary undoing, as August 9, an obviously annoyed girl received, as it were, a dear Nellie 

letter, almost certainly written by a rejected, dejected suitor:  ñExcellent and honorable lady, as I 

said over the telephone, I am not coming to see you again, if I can stay away. It may be for years, 

it may be forever, it may be for a day.  But this is a Goodby^ðlong or short. . . . Be a good girl, 

find wisdom, of which you know nothing as yet, find supreme beauty, of which you know 

nothing as yet, and say your prayers like the good Christian that you are, and so farewell, good 

kind and honest maiden. . . . Very sincerely, Nicholas Vachel Lindsayò (Fowler 69-70).   

 Three weeks afterward, Springfieldôs alternative newspaper reappeared; and this third 

edition reveals how Dr. Lindsayôs unconventional son REALLY felt when he declared war on 

stupidity, bigotry, conservatism, cheapness, and impatience.  War Bulletin Number Three opens 

boldly with ñThe Creed of a Beggar,ò and includes (on page two) the even bolder ñSermon for 

Strangersò:  ñBe warned, one dollar in your pocket makes you a rich man, and it is Godôs truth, 

and no mild saying, that it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich 

man to enter the kingdom of Godò (see Prose 103-113).  Number Three also manifests Vachelôs 

all-embracing ecumenism, as it includes praise not only for evangelical Christians but also for 

Unitarians, Christian Scientists, Franciscans, and Buddhists (ñIt May Be Brotherò).  And 

although the author admits condescension toward ñpeople of wealth, especially if they have used 

their leisure to acquire culture, or sweet religious merit,ò he also urges young people not to waste 

their ñprecious youth in industry. . . . America is too rich already.ò  Indeed, for all the ñSons of 

the Giant Spider Mammon,ò Vachel gives fair warning: ñYou are subscribers to the business 

axioms that make this a Land of Death. If any man has a dollar in his pocket let him throw it 

away, lest it transform him into spiritual garbageò (Prose 106). 

   Arguably, though, the most rebellious feature of War Bulletin Number Three is manifest 

in ñThe Flower of the Amaranthò and ñThe Boats of the Prophets,ò two stories which hearken 

back to Where Is Aladdinôs Lamp?ðthe self-made book of prose, poetry, and drawings that 

Uncle Boy attempted to peddle unsuccessfully to New York City publishers (see Chapter 14). 

The ñBoats of the Prophetsò especially manifests the authorôs belief that the Millenniumðthe 

ultimate, future ideal illustrated by the right-hand leg of the Uðlies before us.  When the ñyoung 

manò in the story asks the old man about the ñpurple mist,ò the explanation guides all eyes from 

present misery to future bliss: ñóIt is the Blood of the Archangels, who have gone into all the 

universe to preach the gospel to every star. At this moment they hang upon crosses in the 

uttermost planets of the uttermost suns for the sins of the Universe.  They are forsaken of God as 

was Christ their elder brother.  By the winds of mystery, by trans-substantiation, their blood 

enters the wine jars of the Prophets, who are their proclaimers. We who see the mist should 



16 

 

understand that by this redeeming blood shall come the New Earth, the New Heaven, the New 

Universeôò (Prose 113, emphasis added).  

 As prelude to ñThe Boats of the Prophets,ò Vachel includes ñAn Exhortation,ò an 

admission and a warning concerning the visions that he has experienced.  To understand his 

point of view, so to speak, we need to perceive the physical world as the shadow or clothing of 

the spiritual world.  The one without the other, the physical world without the spiritual world, is 


