From a Review of Susan Cheever’s American Bloomsbury
By George Black
Once upon a time, in a small, pretty town in Massachusetts, three houses by a crossroads were home, over a 40-year period, to Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, Louisa May Alcott, Nathaniel Hawthorne, and Margaret Fuller. Here, the Transcendentalists, inspired by Emerson’s genius and kept from penury by his wife’s family fortune, set out to fling open the doors of American thought. Among them they invented the national literature: Walden, The Scarlet Letter, and Little Women all came out of the intellectual crucible of Concord. Sharing ideas, sharing love affairs, Emerson and his acolytes turned their backs on the authority of church and state, denounced slavery, challenged the sexual straitjacket in which men bound women, and communed ecstatically with the natural world. The Transcendentalists were nothing if not comprehensive
For the Concord group, nature was at the core of things. And that’s the great lesson that echoes from Emerson down through the past 150 years—that the exaltation of the natural world is inseparable from a whole interconnected set of standards to live by, from Margaret Fuller’s protofeminism to the Alcott family’s militant support for the Underground Railroad. The same principle applies, needless to say, to the modern strain of environmentalism, with feminism, civil rights, and antiwar sentiment having played a comparable role. 
