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New Introduction
�

Edward Renehan

During the 1850s and 1860s, by the far the most prominent man in 

estate, Idlewild, where literary elites gathered and about which Willis 
himself wrote and published extensively.

Although largely forgotten today, Willis was a true lion of his era. 
The writers he worked with included in their ranks Washington Irving, 

He was, as well, a close personal friend of Charles Dickens, with whom 

Home Journal
into Town and Country, still published monthly. 

His father, another Nathaniel Willis, founded the Youth’s Companion 

who published under the pen name Fanny Fern. A brother, Richard Storrs 
Willis, was a noted composer of sacred music, his most lasting work being 

Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl *

In 1852, in response to the 1850 Fugitive Slave Law that enabled slave-catchers to detain 
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xiv NEW INTRODUCTION

In Out-Doors at Idlewild: or The Shaping of a Home on the Banks of 
the Hudson

land afforded brilliant views of the river and the mountains to the east. 

named Idlewood Idlewild
* Willis sited the home close 

by a deep two-hundred-foot gorge via which what came to be known as 
“Idlewild Creek” cascaded down toward the river. Here, as health issues 

papers for his Home Journal documenting life at the seventy-acre estate; 
these eventually collected in Out-Doors at Idlewild. 

With such contemporaries as William Cullen Bryant and Benson 

of the artists of the Hudson River School. Willis wrote a two-volume 
work entitled American Scenery, illustrated by William Henry Bartlett, in 

never overlooking the sights along the Hudson. In conjunction with such 
enterprises, he also strenuously lobbied on more than one occasion for 
the revision of names applied to elements of the countryside whenever he 

Hudson Highlands between Cornwall and “Breakneck Ridge” on the 

“In the varied scenery of our country,” he wrote, “there is many a natural 
beauty , destined to be the theme of our national poetry, which is desecrated 
by any vile name given it by vulgar chance.” Willis began dreaming up new 

the value placed on the scenery by the Romantics of the nineteenth century. 
In bestowing Romantic names on the mountains which form the northern 
gate to the [Hudson] Highlands, Willis captured the emotional appeal of the 
Highland scenery and helped assure its preservation a century later.†

with the Hudson River School painter Frederic Church in the design and landscaping of the 

† Frances F. Dunwell, The Hudson River Highlands
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The Architecture of Country Houses 

The agenda here was not simply decorative, but societal and cultural. 

details in these categories would transfer a spirit of well-being and happiness 

enable people of all classes to “connect with the physical spaces they 
inhabited in ways that previously had been available only to the elite.”*

As Downing wrote:

There are three excellent reasons why my countrymen should have good 

whose rural population is content to live in mean huts and miserable hovels, 
is certain to be behind its neighbors in education, the arts, and all that 
makes up the external signs of progress. With the perception of proportion, 
symmetry, order, and beauty, awakens the desire for possession, and with 

a coarse and brutal people. So long as men are forced to dwell in log huts 

use of the bowie knife. But, when smiling lawns and tasteful cottages begin 
to embellish a country, we know that order and culture are established. And, 

men by the perception of beauty and superiority in external objects, it must 
follow that the interest manifested in the Rural Architecture of a country like 

and eventually succumbed to the twentieth century.‡

Suburban Aesthetic,” Early American Studies
The Architecture of Country Houses

Henry Clay caught 
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The house Idlewood still stands today near the intersection of Curie 
Road and Idlewild Park Drive, but it has been so extensively remodeled 

the original footprint of the house, and the original basement. The place 
is a private family residence. As well, the elaborate grounds are no more. 

un
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