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“The Greater Journey” is an important-looking 
book by the august historian David McCullough, 
who has twice won the Pulitzer Prize (for 
“Truman” and “John Adams”) and is a regular 
source of Father’s Day gifts for distinction-loving 
dads. His latest lavishly produced volume has a 
handsome collection of color photographs, a 
stellar cast of historically important American 

characters and a long, impressive bibliography. What it does not have is a 
unifying premise. 

The vague rationale for “The Greater Journey” is that, beginning in the 
1830s, waves of young Americans who would become important in art, 
education, medicine, literature, music and technological innovation went 
to Paris. They sought the kind of broadening experiences that were not 
available to them at home. 

Unlike the heroes of the American Revolution, whose experiences Mr. 
McCullough has already addressed so well, these travelers did not 
necessarily have diplomatic business in France. They had sights to see, 
minds to broaden, effusions to emit (“My mind was smitten with a feeling 
of sublimity almost too intense for mortality,” gushed Emma Willard, who 
would eventually found her eponymous school in upstate New York) and 
journals to fill with ecstatic observations about the Louvre, the cuisine 
and the weather. In trying to establish this as a raison d’être for the book, 
Mr. McCullough writes that “not all pioneers went west.” He provides a 
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slogan worthy of a movie poster: “At home it was known as the Old World. 
To them it was all new.” 

But Mr. McCullough is hard-pressed to sustain the idea of a unified 
“them” at the heart of his book. So he is forced to make awkward 
juxtapositions and segues among people who did not cross the Atlantic at 
the same time (though “everyone knew the perils of the sea”), did not live 
a shared narrative and did not share all that much common ground. He 
ends up delivering the kinds of space-filling observations that might not 
even pass muster in a high-school history paper. This is not the side of 
Mr. McCullough that has made him a national treasure. 

“They were in Paris!” he writes. “It was no longer something to read about 
at home, or talk about at sea. They were there — this was nearly always 
the first thought on awakening each morning.” That passage sleepwalks 
along until it builds up to a quotation from Balzac, who has nothing to do 
with this book. Later on, generalizing about the many artists who pass 
through a book that spans 70 years, he offers this: “Though no exact count 
was made of the American art students in Paris at the time, they 
undoubtedly numbered more than a thousand. And nearly all, judging by 
what they wrote then and later, were thrilled at the chance to be in Paris 
and found themselves working harder than they ever had.” 

The better parts of “The Greater Journey” are those that offer profiles, 
however sketchy, of specific people and should not have forced Mr. 
McCullough to make acrobatic connections, even though he does that 
with Samuel Morse and James Fenimore Cooper, who were 
demonstratively close friends. These two, he says, “had much in common” 
even though “much differed between Cooper and Morse.” And “the bond 
of friendship between Cooper and Morse held fast through the long ordeal 
of the cholera epidemic” beginning in 1831; surely a terrible time, but also 
an epidemic in which no Americans visiting Paris were killed. 

Mr. McCullough’s account of how Morse, who would become best known 
for his telegraph and code, painted his monumental “Gallery of the 
Louvre” (1831-33) is absolutely worth the full chapter that it occupies in 
“The Greater Journey.” So do the experiences of American medical 
students in Paris, whose educational opportunities (including free 
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lectures at the Sorbonne) were vastly greater than anything available to 
them at home. In America, male doctors could not examine female 
patients; in France, they could learn about obstetrics. And Paris enabled 
Elizabeth Blackwell to go home and become the first female doctor in the 
United States. 

But this book’s single best research discovery is the diary kept by Elihu 
Washburne, the American ambassador to France during tumultuous 
times that extended through the end of the Franco-Prussian War and the 
destruction of the Paris Commune. (Some of Washburne’s journal was 
reissued in paperback last year and, on the abundant evidence of his 
writing in “The Greater Journey,” is well worth exploration.) Washburne’s 
unfiltered amazement of the way Paris became a battlefield in May 1871 
accounts for some of the most memorable, visceral passages to be found 
here. “All the fighting in all the revolutions which have ever taken place in 
Paris has been mere child’s play compared to what has taken place since 
Sunday and what is going on now,” he wrote, with the Palace of the 
Tuileries in flames and even the Louvre in imminent danger. 

A strong section in the later part of the book is devoted to John Singer 
Sargent, described in detail as he painted Madame Pierre Gautreau as 
“Madame X,” though not in great personal detail otherwise. (“How 
strongly attracted Sargent was to the opposite sex, or to his own, was and 
would remain difficult to determine” is the kind of diplomatic tidbit to be 
found here.) Another late part of the book describes the more moody and 
depressive Augustus Saint-Gaudens, even if his wife Augusta (or Gussie), 
is one of the countless people who Mr. McCullough allows to describe 
Paris’s weather. (“To the delight of everyone, the weather was suddenly 
like summer,” Gussie wrote in March 1880.) 

There is also an account of French outrage over the “useless and 
monstrous” curiosity under construction in 1887: the Eiffel Tower. The 
tower’s inclusion of an American-made Otis elevator is as good an 
explanation of its presence in this book as any. 

“The Greater Journey” ends at the start of 1901, with Isadora Duncan and 
her family heading for France. “What the new century might hold for 
them and their generation, there was no telling,” Mr. McCullough writes, 
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hinting at what some future Father’s Day may hold for us. “For now it was 
enough just being in Paris.” 
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