
Part One: BILLY 

In beginning the life story of my hero, Alexey 
Fyodorovich Karamazov ••• One thing, I dare say, 
Is fairly certain: this man Is odd. even eccentric. 
• • • It happens sometImes that such a person. I 
dare say, carries within himself the very heart of 
the un I versa 1 • 

Fyodor Dostoevsky. The Brothers Karamazov. 



14 WILLIAn WALKER 

VllliA" WALKER 



1. Mama's Boy 

William Walker's boyhood friends called him "Billy.•l 
Billy's father, Hr. James Walker, emigrated from Glasgow, 
Scotland to the United States In IB20, In company of his 
brother Robert and a sIster named Janet. Robert had I nhe
r I ted a piece of prQperty In NashvIlle at the death of an 
uncle In IBIS, and the newcomers took advantage of the boom 
brought to the region by the opening of steamboat traffic 
along the Cumberland river. Nashville, a river port, rapidly 
doubled Its population to 6,000, entering an era of growth 
and expansion that made it the commercial and cultural cen
ter of Tennessee. 

Two years after his arrival, James Walker already owned a 
farm of 752 acres next to Indian Creek In Shelby county. In 
1825 he bought a city lot for $1,400, bui It a house, and 
sold It for $7,400 four years later. With ability and dedi
cation, he ascended to a prominent social and economic posi
tion In the community. In 1835 he helped found the Commer
cial Insurance Companv of Nashville, of which he was the 
first Secretary, and later Its President. 

Billy's mother was Hary Norvell, also of Scot descent and 
a native of Glasgow, Kentucky. Her father, Lipscomb Norvell, 
son of James Norve II from A I bemar I e county, VIrgIn I a, had 
gained Revolutionary fame during the War of Independence. 
Four of his nine boys also fought In that conflict, and two 
of them were killed by the enemy. One of the youngest, Hen
drick. joined the Navy with the rank of midshipman In 1828. 

Two of Hary's brothers, Hoses and Joseph, became bankers 
and journalists; In 1812 they founded the Nashville llhig. 
Joseph was elected Hayor of the city and held a high rank as 

1His Nashville friends still called hia Billy In 1850, when he aoved to Califor
nia. For that reason, we will call hia Billy up to the great change in his charac
ter which occurred around that tlae. 
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Freemason. By IB25. Mary's father and several of her broth
ers resided In Nashville. 

James Walker and Hary Norvell were married at the First 
Baptist Church of Nashville on August 7. 1B23. Their first
born. William. arrived exactly nine months later. on Hay B. 
1824. Lipscomb Norvell (IB26) and James (1828) followed. and 
then a girl. Alice. In 1831. Another child. Joseph. born In 
1836. died soon after birth. 

The Walker home was on High Street. between Union and 
Church. but In IB40 the family moved to 21 South Cherry 
Street. when Hr. Walker acquired that property. Both houses 
were similar two story buildings. built of red brick. A nar
row passageway at the side of the house led to a side 
entrance and a closed-In porch. where there were pegs on 
which the children were required to hang their school wraps. 
hats and books when they came home. There was a servants 
house In the backyard. 

Across the street on South Cherry was the residence of 
Or. Felix Robertson. son of James Robertson. celebrated 
Nashville pioneer. The doctor and Billy's father were Inti
mate friends. and visited each other almost every night. The 
doctor' 5 ca 11 s were a I so of a profess lana I nature. as Hrs. 
Wa I ker was frequent I y III. She suffered from consU/l1>t Ion. 
which kept her at home and at bed rest for long periods. 

Mrs. Walker Is said to have been a very Intelligent and 
we I I educated woman. Many years after her death. a niece 
reca II ed that Bill y. as a ch II d. used to spend long hours 
reading aloud next to his mother's bed. His favorite subject 
was history and his favorite character. Napoleon. Billy took 
advantage of every opportunity to accompany and entertain 
his mother. while she helped him with his studies and home
work. 

Other boys made fun of him. ca III ng him "book-worm. " 
"girl-boy." and similar epithets when he refused to go play 
with them. Short. thin. and delicate. "like a girl." Billy 
was the spitting image of his mother. He was like his mother 
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In everything, while his brothers resembled their father: 
"They

2
were men of the world, and he was essentially a moral 

man." 
One of his boyhood friends, J. W. Bradford, years later 

described Silly thus: 

lie were both born in the city of Nashville, 
Tenn., attended the sallie schools, and were almost 
daily associates in the careless period of boyhood. 
lly acquaintance began with him in the preparatory 
department of the English school of Alexander Lit
ton. 

I will describe him as he was at school. As a boy 
he was small for his years, nor has his manhood 
proved recreant to his youthful physique. He is a 
small man. A freckled face, almost flaxen hair, and 
eyes that reminded one of blue only --for they are 
gray --make up the appearance of his head and face. 

He was always of a grave turn, never talkative, 
and when spoken to, answering in a drawling, nasal 
tone, but with an expression of meekness that always 
attracted my attention and the attention of nearly 
every one who heard him. His voice had another pecu
liarity; there was a softness, a sort of undulatory 
sound that came upon the ear with something of 
pathos -- something of melancholy -- yet entirely 
natural. It made me think of sadness without becom
ing so: and 1 have often looked at him and wondered 
how his tones could be so inexpressibly peculiar and 
touching at his tender age, and yet be natural. 
Seven or eight years ago, when 1 saw him last, they 
were the same essentially. 

He was always affectionate, and none in school 
was more ready to oblige his fellow with aid in a 

ZT.J.R. Carter, "Ho1e Life of General V111iao Walker,• Jasbville Aoericau 11/Z9/ 
190~. (clipping at the Tennessee State Library and Archives]. 
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BILLY'S SISTER, ALICE 
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•hard sum,• or help to master the difficulties in an 
"awful lesson" - "Billy, • as we called him, was 
scarcely ever wanting at an hour of recitation with 
a prompt and correct answer, and when he missed, as 
was sometimes the case, his mortification melted 
into tears, and this so touched the heart of our 
good "master,• that once our class has been indebted 
to Billy's sensitiveness in getting home to dinner 
at the regular hour. 

I never saw him lively in my life -that is, I 
never heard him laugh out loud, as boys do at play, 
To be sure, he sometimes engaged in the usual 
school-boy sports, and his voice was heard in 
"Anthony over!" or "prison bars," but it was always 
in that oldish sort of tone that made one think of 
an old body. 

His mother was one of those gentle, affectionate, 
aver-loving beings that the great God's good wisdom 
sometimes blesses this sin-struck earth withal, and 
almost entirely with her ware Wm. Walker's earliest 
boyhood days passed. She was a sufferer for many 
years, and William being the oldest of four children 
was consequently the mother's reliance, and to a 
great extent supplied the place of a daughter -
hence, the almost feminine quality or feature of his 
disposition, and the affectionate temper so notice
able in him. 

In due course of time, the good Master Litton was 
parted with for the more recondite studies and 
buried languages of the college, and soon after this 
change, another came upon Billy. He became a Chris
tian youth, and pursued this high calling with all 
of a "zeal according to knowledge,• and soon became 
as proficient in the Christian law, and honest in 
its walk, as he has already shown himself determined 
in the spread of American principles of government. 

A visit to Europe, however, interfered to check 
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the tendency to the ministry his life at this time 
evidently showed, and an absence of two years or 
aore, principally in Paris, where he studied law and 
physics, entirely changed his views on life.3 

As to his family's religious affiliation, they had joined 
the Disciples of Christ, a protestant denomination that 
adhered to the doctrInes of A I exander ~e II , heav II y 
Influenced by the 81llllrical philosophy of John Locke. The 
Disciples stressed the Bible as sole fountain for rules and 
precepts. They were strict In practice, making life hard for 
children. The situation In Billy's home was aggravated by 
both parents being "of strong and somewhat stern character"; 
Billy, however, "loved his father dearly. No harsh words 
ever passed between them.•4 

Billy's precocious Intellect, his dedication to books, 
and the constant tutorIng of hIs mother made hIm a mode I 
student. His precocity can be seen In a letter he wrote at 
the age of 6, reproduced here on page ZSS. It Is confirmed 
by the fact that he entered the UnIversity of Nashv I II e on 
llay IS, 1837, at exactly 13 years of age, whf le all his 
classmates were IS or older. 

The university offered a uniform plan of studies, which 
In four years covered the following subjects: Algebra, Ele
ments of Geometry, Plane and Spherical Trigonometry, 
Descriptive Geometry, Conic Sections, Analytical Geometry, 
Differential and Integral Calculus, llensuration, Surveying, 
Navigation, llechanics, Astronomy, Chemistry, llfneralogy and 
Geology, Experimental Philosophy, Natural History, Roman and 
Grecian Antiquities, Rhetoric and Bel les-Lettres, History 
and Chronology, the Greek and Latin Classics, lloraf Philos
ophy, Logic, Pol !tical Economy, Philosophy of Hind, the 
Principles of Natural and Pol ftfcal Law, Composition, Ora
tory, Criticism, Natural Theology, Evidences of the Chris
tian Religion, and the Holy Scriptures. 

3J. W. Bradford, 'VIfliam Walker,' Dailv Alta Califoroia (San Francisco), 8/6/ 
1856, p.l, c.4. 

4 Carter. Op. Cit. 
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THE UNIVERSITY OF HASHYILLE THAT WALKER ATTENDED IN 1837 

[NGRAVING ON •AYERS "AP• DATED 18}1. 
THE FIRST STONE WAS lAID IN APRIL 1807, WHEN IT VAS CALlED (u"BERLAND COLLEGE. IT THEN 

BECAftE THE UNIVERSITY OF NASHVILLE AND AFTERWARDS THE GEORGE PEABODY (OLLEGE FOR TEACHERS. 
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Candidates for admission Into the Freshman Class, were 
expected to be "accurately acquainted with the Grammar, 
Including Prosody, of the Greek and Latin tongues, with 
"air's Introduction, and such other elementary books as are 
taught In respectable Granvnar Schools; Caesar's Conmen
taries, VIrgil, Cicero's Orations, Greek Testament, and Dal
zel 's Collectanea Graeca llentor, or with Greek and Latin 
authors equivalent to these; and also with English Grammar, 
Arithmetic and Geography." A student might be admitted to 
advanced standing If, In the judgment of the faculty, hS was 
"equal to the class for which he shall be a candidate." At 
13, Billy enrolled In the Junior year. 

The Faculty consisted of five Professors, each one ass
Isted by one or more tutors. Two of the professors, doctors 
Philip Lindsley and Gerard Troost, exerted special Influence 
over Billy. 

Doctor Lindsley, Presbyterian minister and President of 
the university, taught courses in PhilosoPhy, Religion, and 
Be II es-Lettres. Born In Connect I cut, he had resIgned the 
presidency of Princeton University to assume the post at 
Nashville In 1824. During a long life, he was a leading mem
ber of the Intellectual elite In Tennessee and the South
west. 

Doctor Troost was a native of Holland, with a ~ster's 
degree In Pharmacy from the University of Amsterdam and a 
dIp I oma of Doctor of lied I cIne from Leyden. He had earned 
I nternat I ona I renown for Important contrIbutIons In the 
field of lllneralogy, His private collection of minerals was 
for many years the best In the nation, and Its 20,000 items 
were exhibited with pride at the University of Nashville. 

Billy excelled in all subjects. and doctor Philip Lind
sley spoke of him as "the greatest man ever graduated by the 
University• In his 30 years of tenure as President.& He dis
tinguished himself especially at the Agatheridan Society, a 
debating club that met on Saturdays In friendly rivalry with 

5A1J•n K•lton. 'Th• Unlv•nity of Nashville, 1850·15' !un-published Ph.D. dis
s•rtation, G•org• Peabody Coll•g• for Teachers, 19691, p. 93. 

6 Carter, Op. Cit. 
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another student group ca II ed the £rosophi an Literary 
Society. Manuscript records of the sessions are preserved In 
Nashville and contain entries made by Billy's own hand In 
1838, when he was secretary and then president of the club. 
The questions he proposed and debated provide a glimpse of 
what was In his mind: Was It politic for the French to 
assist the U. S. In the American Revolution? Was a monarchi
cal or republican form of government preferable? Old the 
British act correctly In confining Napoleon at St. Helena? 

In a three month period that year, Billy signed out from 
the library, to read at home, five volumes of the works of 
William Robertson (1721-1793), whose 12 volumes of EuroPean 
and AmerIcan hI story, re-ed I ted In 1822, were hIgh I y 
regarded at that time. 

It Is Interesting to compare Billy's school performance 
with that of Henry A. Crabb, a fellow student at the Univer
sity of Nashville whose filibustering activities In the 50s 
ran parallel to those of the "Gray-Eyed Han of Destiny." A 
shower of Hexican bullets ended Crabb's life In Caborca. 
Sonora and his head was placed In exhibition for several 
days at the town's main plaza float.lng In a jar of mescal. 
Henry and Billy were the same age, but Crabb was three years 
behind In his studies, and In the Junior year was put back 
Into the Sophomore class and later expelled from the·school. 

Billy's brother, James, was a classmate of Chatham Rober
deau Wheat, future filibuster who would accompany LOpez In 
Cuba. Alvarez In Mexico, and Walker In Nicaragua. and would 
also conmand the famous Louisiana Tigers battalion In the 
Civil War, finally losing his life at the Battle of Rich
mond. 

Billy met Crabb, Wheat, and other future filibusters at 
the University of Nashville. but at that time they were not 
his special friends. During puberty and adolescence he pre
ferred the cO<TOany of John Berrien ll nds I ey, Robert James 
Farquharson. Jesse Wharton Hume, Fielding Nathaniel Ewing, 
Samuel M. Edgar. and other boys destined to be ministers of 
the church or physicians. Among them. John Berrien Lindsley, 
son of the UnIversIty Pres I dent. was a c I ose frIend of 
Billy's. 

John's parents belonged to prominent fami I ies in the 
soc I a I • pol it I ca I. and i nte II ectua I circles of the United 



/lAllA'S BOY ZS 

States. His paternal line. from Princeton. New Jersey, 
Included several university presidents and protestant minis
ters. His mother, deeply religious. In her youthful days In 
the city of New York and elsewhere, "had seen enough of 
fashionable life to be able to estimate at Its face value 
the whole circle of Its vanities and enchantments. She kept 
her children from Its allurements. She neither read, nor 
permitted them to read, novels. romances, or any books cal
culated to dissipate the mind or to weaken the moral and 
religious principles which she dally Inculcated and uni
formly exempllf~ed In her conduct. None of them ever learned 
even to dance." From early Infancy, John Berrien Lindsley's 
life was Immersed In an atmosphere saturated with theology. 

John and Billy were classmates and Intimate friends at 
the University of Nashville. John was two years older, and 
a I so an exce 11 ent student, but he graduated a year behInd 
Billy. He went on to study medicine. was ordained Presbyte
rian Hlnister, and eventually replaced his father in the 
presIdency of the University of Nashv I 11 e. The harroon I ous 
contl I nat I on of scIence. theo I ogy and attractIve character 
traits made of him one of the most useful and versatile 
leaders of the South during the difficult days of Recon
struction that followed the defeat In the Civil War. 

On Sept. 5. IB3B, Billy received a diploma from the 
Agatberidan Society, and on Oct. 3, at the age of 14 years 
and 5 months, the University conferred on him the degree of 
Bache I or In Arts. HIs nIneteen fe 11 ow graduates were a 11 
over 17, and many of them later led successful lives. Among 
them were William T. Haskell, popular orator, congressman, 
and commander of a regiment In the war with Hexlco; Robert 
H. Harr, eminent lawyer and New Orleans Judge; William J. 
Sykes. jurist and public speaker; Charles H. Carroll, Com
mander of the Fifteenth Tennessee Regiment; and William K. 
Foster, captain In the Confederate Army. 

lJohn Edvin Windrow, Jobo Berrleo LlodsJev. (Chapel Hill: The University of 
North Carolina Press, 1938}, p. J. 



2. The Doctor 

Two persons who must have played roles in Bill~r·s heroic 
childhood fantasies, passed away during his adolescence. 
Uncle Hendrick Ca naval officer) died in IB39. and grandfa
ther Norvell, of Revolutionary fame, in 1843. By that time, 
grandiose dreams transported Billy to higher regions, tread
Ing footsteps of different models. 

His Identification with Dr. Phi 1 ip Lindsley pulled him 
towards the ministry, while Dr. Troost led him to science. 
The Dutch physIc I an • s persona I I ty tef1"4>0rar I I y preva i I ed, 
impelling Billy, and also his friend John, into the study of 
medicine. Obviously, diverse factors may have influenced the 
decision, and it would be a logical conjecture to suppose 
that Hrs. Walker's long Illness and her son's ardent desires 
to cure her played an important, even decisive role ln his 
selection of a medical career. 

As a prerequisite to enter medical school, the applicant 
had to serve two years apprenticeship under a reputable phy
sician. John spent them In the office of Dr. William G. 
Dickinson, In Nashville. Billy studied medical books In the 
office of Dr. Jennings, one of Nashville's best known prac
titioners of that day. He also visited the office of his 
friend and neighbor Dr. Felix Robertson, whose daughter, 
Elizabeth, Is the only "Intimate" woman friend of Billy that 
we know of In his home town. 

A contemporary describes Elizabeth as "Nashville's Madame 
de Stael, who. by her wit, her exquisite manners and her 
magnetic character, wielde~ the scepter until death gently 
loosened it from her hand." The same source calls her an 
"old and intimate friend" of William Walker, but nobody sug
gests the existence of any love affair between them. Billy's 

l•wilfiao Walker, Soldier of fortune and Rooanticist in love.• la•bville Aleri
caa 5/27/1905, (clipping at the Tennessee State Library and Archives). 
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cousin and lifelong friend, Hrs. Bryant, flatly states that 
except for hIs I ove for the deaf and dumb g i r I of New 
Orleans, he never noticed women. 

As was the custom In American universities at that time, 
Nashville University automatically extended the title of 
II aster to any a I umnus who so I I cIted It three years after 
obtaining the Bachelor degree. Billy received his second 
diploma on Oct. 6, IB41, and on the Z9th of the same month, 
at 17 years of age, he entered the University of Pennsylva
nia Medical School In Philadelphia. There he met among his 
classmates, Elisha Kent Kane, who acquired renown in the U. 
S. Navy for ArctIc exp I oratIons wh i I e Wa I ker fought In 
Nicaragua. Kane's name was immortalized when It was given to 
the portion of the ocean between Greenland and the Queen 
Elizabeth Islands. 

Several Nashville alumni accompanied Billy at the medical 
school in Phi !adelphia, but in IB41 John Berrien Lindsley 
was not among them. Instead, John started his studies at the 
Medical Institute of Louisvi lie, Kentucky. Then began a 
series of letters from Billy that allow us valuable glimpses 
into his mind. 

His first letter to John Is dated Nov. 6, 1B41. It was 
written In two parts. One part was addressed to Messrs. R. 
Gardner, J. Gowen, J. B. Lindsley, and G. W. Ramsay. Billy 
filled six long pages with detailed descriptions of the pro
fessors and the medical schools of Philadelphia. The second 
part, one page, addressed to Lindsley alone, told him about 
the marine shells and anatomical collections at the Wlstar 
Museum attached to the University of Pennsylvania. Dr. 
Troost's name is not mentioned. but the influence of the 
Dutch mineralogist and physician Is clearly seen, directing 
Billy's mind to science. At the close, we see Dr. Lindsley's 
religious Influence: "Write me soon; remember me during 
life, and may we finally meet In that 'rest which remaineth 
for the pecole of God' Is the prayer of your friend -- WM. 
WALKER. •2 

The Li nds I ey I nf I uence came to the fore In the second 

2Villiao Walker, letters to John Berrien Lindsley, ftiss ftargaret Lindsley War
den's oanuscript faoily holdings (Nashvillel. 



ZB WILLIAn WALKER 

correspondence from Philadelphia, dated Dec. 30, IB41. It is 
a I ong I etter that began wIth medIca I topics but prompt I y 
turned to theology and continued on religious subjects till 
the end. B I I I y' s chI I dhood hero, Nape I eon, remaIned 
impressed in his mind, as when he saw the likeness of Bona
parte in the facial features of a professor. Altruistic sen
timents permeate the epistle, which is usual during adoles
cence. The tota I absence of women and sex Is worthy of 
notice. Worthy of notice, too, Is his thought that if Dr. 
Parker, a missionary, succeeded In establishing a hospital 
In China, "civilization will have a door of entrance, which 
It has not before had, to the Chinese." This thought embo
died the germ of the "mission" Walker would devote his life 
to In the future: the introduction of "civi llzatlon" Into 
Sonora and Nicaragua. 

In the meantime, Billy breezed through the two years of 
the medical curriculum. Each school year -- from the first 
Monday in November to the middle of the following March-
he attended five daily lectures In the classrooms and made 
the prescribed rounds of clinical instruction in the Phila
delphia hospitals affiliated with the University. Seven pro
fessors taught him courses on the Practice and Theory of 
Medicine, Chemistry, Surgery, Anatomy, Institutes of Medi
cine, Materia Medica and Pharmacy, Obstetrics, and the Dis
eases of Women and Children. 

John Berrien Lindsley moved to Philadelphia in IB42 and 
finished the second year at the University of Pennsylvania 
with Billy. John's thesis was on "Inflammation" while 
Billy's was on "The Structure and Function of the Iris," the 
part of the eye responsible for its color. The future "Gray
Eyed Han of Destiny" wrote It under the guidance of Profes
sor William E. Horner, renowned anatomist who discovered and 
gave his name to an ocular muscle. 

It Is interesting to read Dr. WI Ill am Gibson's parting 
words on closing his surgical lectures to Billy's class: 
"Again I say, go forth filled with love and zeal for your 
profession. You can not all be great: but you can all be 
good. A good physician will receive the blessings of a gen-
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eratlon ~et unborn. That such may be your luck Is my earnest 
prayer." Such prayer went unanswered In Billy's case. 

University regulations required that the candidate had to 
be at least twenty--one years old In order to become Doctor 
of Medicine, but this was waived In Billy's case when he 
received his diploma at the Musical Fund Hall In Philadel
phia on Friday, March 31, 1B43, before his nineteenth birth
day. No member of his family was present at the ceremony, 
and after having "the honor of hearing a few Latin words 
muttered at him, In a most ungraceful style," and partaking 
dinner with John, diploma In hand both loung men proceeded 
to Camden to catch a train for New York. John accompanied 
his friend until he left him aboard the steamship Emerald, 
which sailed for Le Havre on Saturday, April 8, 1843. 

In a letter to his brother A. V. S. Lindsley, dated that 
same day, John registered his deep bonds of friendship with 
Billy: "Dear Van, -Being rather tired of rambling about, 
and feeling quite lonesome now that William Walker has bid 
me a long farewell, I concluded that nothing would more 
effectually dissipate ~ sol ftary feelings than dropping a 
few lines to you ••• " 

The separation did not affect Billy In exactly the same 
way, for his mind was filled with exuberant expectations of 
traveling to Europe to perfect his medical knowledge In the 
best centers of the world. He was ambitious and hoped to 
achieve "greatness" and renown In Medicine. In France, how
ever, Billy was lonely and perplexed about European mores, 
as he acknowledged In his first letter to John from Europe: 

Paris July 15th 1843 
lly Dear Friend, 

Vhat an age since I parted from youl How often 
have I recalled the words which you last uttered! 
God bless youi" - had this been said, as it is too 

lVIndrow, Op. Cit., p. 9. 
4ibid •• p. 10. 
51bid. 
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often repeated, it would not have affected 11e; but 
the tre11bling voice and the filling eye plainly 
indicated that these words had, in your mouth, their 
full signification. 

Alasl I was too light-hearted to know the value 
of the treasure with which I parted. We cannot, 
indeed, esti11ate the value of a true, a loving 
friend, we can only approxi11ate to it when we 11ix 
much with the world, and discover the e11ptiness of 
pretended friendship, the hollowness of the ten 
thousand professions which cere11ony 11akes. But I 
11ust not entertain you with such 11elancholy reflec
tions. 

For two 11onths and a half I have been in the 
centre of France, from which radiate all the influ
ences, social, moral, literary, political, scien
tific, and religious that 11ove the whole nation. 
What a field is here opened for the observation of 
man! ••• The relations of the two sexes a11ong all 
classes of society are horrible. You find many llar
ried couples, between who11 there exists a tacit 
agree11ent that the husband 11ay have as many Ills
tresses and the wife as 11any lovers as each 11ay 
choose •••• The poison is found in every vein; the 
effects of it 11ay be seen on the whole body. What a 
striking lesson 11ay the 11oralist learn here! • • 

One of my first visits in the capital was to the 
French Institute • 6 

The letter Is very long and chronicles detailed observa
tions on medical topics and French scientists. Contrasting 
with the second letter from Phi !adelphia, the initial one 
from Paris contains more medicine than religion. suggesting 
that Billy was Intent on perfecting his craft. Altruistic 
Ideals and religious beliefs continued channeling the young 
man's energies towards excellence In the medical field, 
while the proverbial I icentiousness of the French capital 
shocked his puritanical sensibility. 

61bid •• p. 178. 
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The sentimental outburst In the opening paragraph came as 
a surprise for John who didn't expect It from Billy, whom he 
considered possessed by philosophy rather than humanity, as 
he told him In a letter written In October. 



3. Crisis in Paris 

The French capital, with one million Inhabitants In 1843, 
offered plenty of stimulants to arouse repressed yearnings 
In the puritanical youngster from Nashville. As told In his 
first letter to John from Paris: "I am living In the Quart
ier Latin • • • For the sake of studying the students, I 
have made the acquaintance of several of them --students In 
law-- they may suffice as a specimen, for here all students 
are of the same description. Some of them are a curious 
melange, they will live on six sous per day, and In the eve
ning expend their money at the coffee house or the theatre. 
Host of them have mistresses, and nobody thinks them any the 
worse for lt.•l 

As he would recall years later, In the great metropalfs 
Billy mixed with the •roysterfng• students of the Latin 
Quarter, v f sIted "La Chaum I l!re and such I Ike pI aces, • and 
"put on a blouse and drank at Paul Nfcquet's with the Pari
sian thieves and chiffoniers.• The experience left him with 
a very unpleasant aftertaste, and In his recollections, he 
Immediately condemned Paris, as "the most farcical and yet 
the most disgusting city In Christendom." And he added: 
"Beneath the appearance of eTegance and refinement, there 
lurks In this Parisian world, an amount of depraved taste 
and sensual vulgarity which chokes up the aspirations of the 
higher Art. and degrades men who might otherwise soar beyond 
the depressing Influences of the world they live fn.• 2 

In this Paris, Bf fly lost Interest In his medical pur
suits, abandoning forever hfs medical career a few months 
after arriving In France. His second letter to John from 

lwindrow, Op. Clt., p. 179. 
2'Biscacciantf --Paris, Frenchaen Generally,• D1il! Cresceat (New Orleans), 1/ 

14/1850, p.2 c.2. 
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Europe, dated Nov. 1843, revealed that Billy no longer con
sidered himself a member of the medical profession: 

Paris, November 14th 1843 
lly Dear Friend, 

Yesterday I received your letter of the 6th 
ultimo, which afforded me much satisfaction; not 
only gave me pleasure, but also conferred a benefit. 
You say in the first paragraph that you were grati
fied to learn that I possessed lass ph1losoph1J but 
more humanitl} than you expected. I am sorry, my dear 
John, that you ever thought my philosophiJ was 
opposed to bumanitg. Vith me, the highest philosophy 
is humanity; the greatest benefactor, the best phi
losopher. 

The cold systems of the mere intelligence are but 
the statue: true -- a Phidias can sometimes make it 
appear animated; but, the moral emotions and affec
tions only can breathe into it the breath of life. 

Last winter, it was you who were more of the 
Stoic than I. For eoma years I have been convinced 
that the key of wisdom lay in the words of the 
apostle: "Charity nevwr faileth: but whether there 
be prophecies they shall fail; whether there be 
tongues, they shall cease: whether there be knowl
edge, it shall vanish away." 

And charity is not that vague something of which, 
like the spirit of Job's dream, you cannot discern 
the form and that undefined feeling which embraces 
everything. This general emotion is often the mist 
which hides real love. In science, you know that we 
can never reach the generalities, but through the 
individual facts, neither in the divine science, can 
we attain universal benevolence, but with the mois
tened eye and touched heart of individual friend
ship. 

You need not be afraid of wearying me by an 
account of yourself; it is precisely the subject on 
which I wish you to dilate. In regard to your theo
logical studies, I have not understood whether you 
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would pursue them in Nashville or at some Seminary 
-you say that I will probably find you here (at 
home?) when I return: may we be so happy ae to 
embrace each other once morel 

And Jesse Hume is settled at Gallatin! I wish him 
all the personal success possible. Vhsn we last 
parted, it was after a long discussion on the Tri
nity; no doubt he thinks me an arch-heretic, but I 
am sure that if he thinks thus, he also pi ties me. 

I hardly write to any one but my parents. 
Remember me also to Edgar and all other friends -
particularly to Dr. Troost. I hope to see the dear 
old man alive and well when I return. 

The present position and the prospects of France 
are extremely interesting 

A very lengthy paragraph on political topics revealed 
Billy's antf-cathol ic OPinions: "To hear a Catholic priest 
talking of liberty, Is like a monster talking of beauty 

• the spirit of freedom and of Romanism are enemies." 
The letter then continued under the date Nov. 20: 

Hare than six months have elapsed since I landed 
in Europe: and my visit has already had a great 
influence in my opinions. It has made me more of an 
American than ever ••• I rejoice that there is a 
"land of the free." ••• 

The information contained in your letter in 
regard to yourself was different from what I 
expected. From what you said last winter I thought 
it very probable that you .,ould fix yourself near 
Lebanon and practice medicine during the last sum
mer. You seem, however, to have given up all idea of 
practicing "the healing art." 

Vhat you say in regard to the number of physi
cians, is very true: there is no famine as to that 
variety of wheat - or perhaps of tares • • • 

Suppose the medical profession to be represented 
by some vital part - with all due respect to the 
cook, let us take the stomach. If some irritation 
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(in this case, the desire of living without working 
is the irritant) exist in the organ, an inflaMmation 
generally ensues; but the vis medfcatrfx naturae 
(what would become of a doctor if he hadn't the 
right to talk his nonsense in Latin, so that nobody 
can understand his fol1J?l intervenes, and estab
lishes the synergy ••• 

Billy not only omitted to mention a single word about the 
studies that filled him with enthusiasm In July, but also 
ridiculed the medical profession. There Is no doubt that he 
suffered a momentous alteration between July and November, 
1843. His zeal for higher medical achievements suddenly dis
appeared and was replaced by scorn and mockery, making it 
clear that he no longer thought of himself as physician. 

Indeed, B I II y never agaIn showed any Interest In "the 
hea If ng art." His exp I anat I on for th I s start l I ng change. 
when forced to explain It to his family In Nashvf lie, was 
retold by his cousin, Hrs. Bryant. According to her, when 
Billy returned home from Europe In 1845 and told his parents 
of his ·decision to abandon the medical career, he simply 
alleged that "there Is no height to reach In medicine and 
surgery; even the most eminent doctors can be put In the 
shade and their life-work made as naught, by the simple dis
covery of some beginner. I have seen this happen A" America, 
England and France. There Is no stability In ft." 

Such an explanation sounds plausible In somebody I Ike 
Billy, who cherished high Ideals from early childhood; It 
also accords with his thoughts in the November letter. Yet, 
It Is curious that he abstained from mentioning his decision 
In the letter to John, and, of course, he a I so fa i I ed to 
narrate the circumstances that led him to give up medicine. 
He certainly had the opportunity to explain them when com
mentIng about John's theo I og I ca I studIes, but he kept 
silent, which suggests that what happened In Paris was 
shameful for him and he dared not tell anybody about ft. not 

lVindrow. Op. Cit., p, 182. 
4 Carter, Op. Cit. 
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even his best friend. 
The pressing necessity that he felt to share his inner 

confl lets with somebody was expressed clearly later, from 
London. but was also present in the letter from Paris --in 
the quotation from the Bible concerning charity and "the 
moistened eye and touched heart of Individual friendship.• 
HIs unspoken crIsIs was alluded to towards the end of the 
letter: 

• • the turn of your mind, the education that 
you have received, the principles that you have 
imbibed, the circumstances which surround you -- all 
tend to lead you into the theological, rather than 
the medical profession. 

You speak of your early impressions: early 
impressions are hard to erase. They are like the 
figures which we make on caoutchouc: by an exertion 
of force you may stretch the gum elast1c until the 
figures disappear: but when you relax your efforts, 
they resume their original character. It is said 
that no idea which enters our mind is ever entirely 
removed; often, we see the spectre, as it were, of 
our departed notions or opinions. 

By experience, I know how firm is the hold of 
these early and long-cherished ideas. With me, 
whilst a child and a boy, I had determined on a 
political career: there have been times when I 
thought that the last vestige of such an idea had 
disappeared, but often it re-appears to me, in my 
waking dreams, leaving me uncertain whe5her it be an 
angel of light or an angel of darkness. 

ThIs was a I I : not a word was saId about the momentous 
decision or the circumstances surrounding it. although his 
new career was evident in the long paragraphs he dedicated 
to political affairs. 

It Is obvious that Billy's grandiose childhood dreams of 
power had supp I anted Dr. Troost and other scIentIfic and 

5wlndrow. Op. Cit •• p. 184. 
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religious models. "I hOPe to see the dear doctor alive and 
well when I return" are words that acquire an added nostal
gic tInge now that the good doctor's I mage had been reI e
gated behind deep shadows In his mind. 

On the other hand, Billy's effort to convince John that 
his philosophv was not opposed to humanitv exposed an Inner 
conflict between his altruistic Ideals and his quest for 
power. Finally, his anti-Catholic and his patriotic, anti
monarchic remarks Illustrated facets of his thinking which 
are relevant In the light of his future filibustering acti
vities. 

Cancelling plans for studying In Germany, In February 
IB44 Billy travelled to London, capital of the British 
Empire and largest city of Europe. On Harch 27, he wrote 
another letter to his friend In Nashville: 

••• When I write to you, John, I don't feel in 
the descriptive fit; buildings and scenes and all 
the other themes of guide-books are too cold and 
inanimate for the letters of friendship. Even 
society, with its many-sided faces, disappears when 
I think of writing to you. After all, what are these 
but phantasmagoria! • • • • tis delightful to view 
the fleeting shadows as they pass; they are beauti
ful like the rainbow, but like it they are momentary 
and nourish not. But the beams of friendship -- they 
give us light and they nourish. And Love is abiding 
-- he flees not in sorrow or in joy, in time or in 
eternity. 

Let us have but the loving heart --and the kindly 
eye and the affectionate tongue, and what care we 
for gilded palaces or crumbling ruins or lofty 
arches! There is no delight but one like the pouring 
out of the heart to a friend who can listen and sym
pathize and counsel. 

What a time it will be, John, when our lips 
"touched with celestial fire" can tell what words of 
earth can ne'er convey! Then will it be truly the 
speech of heart to heart; then shall we see each 
other "face to face" -- now "we see through a glass 
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darkly" -- we see but the reflection of each other's 
souls. Meanwhile, we can lean upon each other in 
this journey through the world: sometimes as we 
scramble through the briars we can pull the thorns 
from each others hands, and apply salves to the 
wounds, and midst the meadows we can together pluck 
the flowers. 

I almost envy you the life you lead at Nashville: 
and though we do not walk bodily together, my mind 
figuratively wanders with you over the green grass 
and midst the high trees. And how plainly every 
thing comes before mel 

Now we are on the cliffs on the Cumberland, just 
below the reservoir: you have a long tin mustard box 
in your hand, and every now and then a luckless 
snail is thrown into it: and with converse sweet we 
while away the hour. Sometimes it is a subject of 
taste which we discuss --favorite passages of a 
favorite author --(yes, John, every time I read Hil
ton's L • Allegro and Il Penseroso, I think of you, 
and of your fondness for them) -- or the higher and 
more interesting subjects which relate to God and 
eternity engage our attention. 

When will these happy hours come back again! When 
shall we again walk 

"On the dry smooth-shaven green 
To behold the wandering moon. 
Riding near her highest noon, 
Like one that had been led astrav 
Through the heaven's wide pathless way 
And ott, as it her head she bowed 
Stooping through a fleecy cloud." 

You know that we used frequently to speak of the 
great characters which have appeared in the world. 
and attempt to analyze feelings and opinions by the 
light of biography. The more I think of the "inner 
self" the more do I feel how much interest there 
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would be in a complete history of all the revolu
tions in sentiment and principles which occur in a 
single human mind. 

llhen we look within and see the motions of our 
hearts, how strange do they seem! llhat an influence 
may the smallest circumstance have upon our whole 
being! The reading of a single sentence, -- nay, the 
hearing of a single word may change the whole course 
of existence. 

llho can tell what an hour may bring forth? And 
how vain in man to say "I will do."! Yet how great, 
frequently, is the power of the human will! It is 
this mixture of greatness and littleness, of 
strength and weakness, which confounds.6 

The introspection and nostalgia that mark this letter 
transmit the profound melancholy that Billy felt when he 
arrived In London. giving us an additional clue about his 
crisis In Paris. "When I write to you, John,• opened a 
series of reflections evoked by Parisian sorrow that dee
pened In the cold gloom of London's wintertime. Lonely and 
anguished. B i II y I onged for the presence of a friend "who 
can listen and sympathize and counsel." Biblical quotations 
mingled with nostalgic recollections of distant childhood by 
the Cumberland river: "When will these happy hours come back 
again!" And the poetry fit his mood when he quoted from Hil
ton's Il Penseroso (I. 66-721, whose octosyllabic couplets 
•. • • hai 1 thou Goddess. sage and holy, I Hai 1 divinest 
nelancholy.•7 

Billy then disclosed the thought that haunted him: "When 
we look within and see the motions of our heart .•• nay, 
the hearing of a single word may change the whole course of 
existence." I~ the depth of the depression triggered by the 
events that I ed B I 11 y to forsake the medIcal career In 

6ibfd •• p. 186. 
7John Rifton. 11 Ptnstroso f. 11-IZ. !trritt Y. Hughes. ed •• Jobo !IJton -- Co•

plet• Poe1! aod !ajor Pro••· !New York: The Odyssey Press, 19571, p. JZ. 
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Paris. the question Immediately arises: Which word changed 
his life? Who uttered it? The answer is an unspoken secret 
that could not possibly be communicated to John In the let
ter-- "What time It will be. John. when our lips ••• can 
tell what words of earth can ne'er convey! ••• now we see 
but the reflection of each other's souls." 

One of the reflections of Walker's soul --a very Inter
esting poem, came In his next Jetter to John from London. 
dated May 17. 1844. following the pattern set In the previ
ous I etters. thIs one was tota I I y devoId of any medica I 
topic and profusely displayed Billy's interest In politics, 
but its most Important part Is the poem. It wf II be pre
sented, and analyzed, In chapter ten. 

Billy's next letter to John. his last from Europe. came 
from Italy: 

Venice, November 19th, 1844 
lly Dear John, 

I received your very agreeable letter -- without 
a data --yesterday morning. At the beginning of your 
letter, you seem to be at a loss what to say: but, 
at last, you got to the subject most interesting to 
me --the Ego. News from the backwoods --which I am 
fool enough to think as civilized, if not more so, 
than the old countries of Europe -- is always agree
able, whether of a general or purely local nature. 
But news, as you say, comes to us now-a-days through 
the papers rather than through letters. There is, 
however, one thing, John, which no one but a friend 
can write to me -- the feeling of a friend's heart 

Since leaving England, I have passed through Bel
gium, Rhenish Prussia, up the Rhine through Switzer
land into Italy. But I have not space or time. now, 
to tell you all the wonderful things that I have 
seen • 

How beautiful is the old mvthos of Time devouring 
his children. A moment is born, devoured -- and 
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where is it? Yet how much may depend on a moment: 
the whole history of a man may be centered in an 
instant. • \/ere we mast ere of the science of 
soul's calculations, would it not be a rational 
problem given any one moment of a man's life, to 
find his whole past and future? ••• 

Astrologists seized on ons moment --that of birth 
--as most fit for these calculations of life: the 
falsity of their prognostications arose from their 
neglecting altogether the most important element of 
the problem --the disposition of the infant •••• 
Here lies the difficulty --to know the state of the 
infant's mind. Then what a number and variety of 
disturbing causes necessarily enter into the calcu
lation! Entin. it is a most puzzling problem. 

Such is the nature of our reflections when arriv
ing at one of the turns in life we cast a backward 
look on the road over which we have passed. lie are 
too young, however, to have a long road behind us, 
and we look forward more than behind. At least it is 
so with me. 

The future! The future! Something always coming 
but never here. Some portions of the past too are 
very interesting; the present, however, is almost 
always tiresome ••• 

The great pleasure is that of Ima>rination: the 
forms of Hope and Memory are beautiful when tinged 
with the colors of fancy --without the coloring, 
they are very ordinary things -- These are what may 
be called the purely mental pleasures: there are 
others above and beyond -- the moral pleasures --the 
pleasure of venerating and worshiping Deity --the 
pleasure of doing good. 

I am getting very tired of the wandering life I 
have led for some time, and look forward, with plea-
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sure, to the time when I shall be again in the 
active, stirring world of the west. I do not know 
exactly when I shall be at home; some time, prob
ably, in April or l'lay next. On the 8th of l'lay, I 
will be twenty-one; and I hope to pass that day at 
home. 

You IIU&t be quite learned in Theology by this 
time; in a year and a half of study a man may do a 
vast deal. I hope you have given up your idea of 
becoming a missionary, and purpose taking up your 
abode in some civilized part of the world where a 
fellow can have a chance to seeing you every now and 
then. 

Ahl John, it is a hard thing to live in the world 
without our natural friends -those whom birth has 
given us. So, I hope you have fallen, or will fall, 
in lovs with some young lady near Nashville and get 
married; and I hope, like a true cara sposa, she 
will govern you completely and not let you emigrate 
into any outlandish region where you will have no 
companions but gibbering savages or half-civilized 
pagans. 

Au plaisir de vous revoir - as the misses in 
French boarding schools are made to say - I am 

Your friend, affectionately, 
Ill'!. llALKERB 

Close to a year after leaving Paris. Billy was still 
depressed and obsessed by the thought that an apparently 
trivIa I matter -- a sing I e word -- triggered a momentous 
alteration In his life. He remained absorbed In Introspec
tion, overwhelmed by Internal conflicts which he was unable 
to solve. His Imagination evoked a glorious, enigmatic 
future that always loomed beyond his reach. 

The anxiously awaited future still remained hidden when 
Billy returned to Nashville In 1845, but the two years In 

Bwindrow, Op. Cit •• p. 181. 
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Europe had left indelible marks. The teenager physician that 
sailed on the Emerald filled with expectations In April, 
1843, saw his hOPes buried in Paris. and reviving "spectres" 
of "departed" childhood dreams. deeply tinged with the col
ors of fancy, he returned to AmerIca determl ned to bu If d a 
glorious destiny In the political arena of his homeland. 

After two years of Introspect ion and attentIve observa
tion of social and political conditions In the Old World. 
his beliefs and objectives seem to have been crystallized. 
We have already seen In his letters to Lindsley his attempts 
at self-analysis. Before following his subsequent steps In 
America. we need to consider some relevant European factors 
that exerted a tangible influence on him. 

The map of Europe. elaborated at the Congress of VIenna 
In 1815, appeared to have frozen the flow of History, show
ing only homogeneous monarchical governments, half a century 
after the French Revolution. Czar Nicholas I of Russia: 
Queen Victoria of England: Isabel II of Spain: Haria II of 
Portugal: Louis Phil lppe of France: Leopold I of Belgium: 
William II of Holland: Christian VIII of Denmark: Charles 
XIV and Oscar I of Sweden: frederick William IV of Prussia: 
Archduke Louis, regent of Austria (and Prince Hetternich. 
arbiter of Europe): Pope Gregory VI of Rome: and Sultan 
Abdul Hejid of Turkey, formed a solid monarchical block 
while revolutionary forces were stirring in Europe. prepar
ing the stage for the generalized explosions of 1848. 

The Romantic Era was coming to a close. and the glorifi
cation of Human Rights by liberal freethinkers was rapidly 
giving way to Nationalistic Ideas that subordinate the Indi
vidual to the Interests of the State. 

The widely diversified currents of thought and the cul
tural heritage to which Walker was exposed in Europe, pro
vided him with remarkable enlightenment. 

In Par I s, B i 11 y attended a Gregor I an Has s at the Notre 
Dame Cathedral and heard the Marseillaise at NaPOleon's Tomb 
In Les I nva I I des. He saw Auguste Comte soon after he pub
lished the last volume of his Cours de Philosophie Positive. 
He walked the same streets as Karl Harx (who resided in the 
french capital when Billy was therel precisely when In 1844 
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he proclaimed his famous dictum that religion Is the opium 
of the people. 

In Europe, Billy read Machiavelli, Montesquleu, and Rous
seau, and listened attentively to the harbingers of Imminent 
revo I utI ons. He read Adam SmIth and Jeremy Bentham. Bacon 
and Aristotle, Shakespeare and Byron. and In Venice he stood 
where the latter had written rranfred. He acinired Gothic 
cathedrals, Roman ruins, Classic sculptures, and Renaissance 
paintings: he was also enraptured by the Opera and moved by 
Carbonari Ideals In Italy. 

In 1845. at 21, Billy had studied and was perhaps fluent 
In four languages --Eng I ish. French. German. and !tal fan. 
and had basic knowledge of Greek and Latin. In addition to 
the cultural and scientific foundations acquired In Nash
ville, Philadelphia, and Paris, he had assimilated in two 
years of travels forces and ideas that were inflaming the 
European world. 

The acute psychological crisis that led him to abandon 
medicine had passed. but he remained preoccupied with gran
diose fantasies of power. Consequently, when Walker returned 
home he announced to his parents his decision to become a 
lawyer-- an ImPOrtant vocation for success In the POlitical 
arena of the United States. 


