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The creator of American letters was born in Salem, Massachusetts, on the 28th birthday of the American Republic, July 4, 1804.  If it is permissible to suggest that the early descendants of the fugitives, renegades and fanatics who first settled our country gave birth to an illustrious lineage, then let us congratulate them for at least one of their descendants, Nathaniel Hawthorne.  In 1630 or 1633 his great, great grandfather William Hathorne (so called until Nathaniel glamorized the name in 1830 by adding a “w”) journeyed to the new world with John Winthrope, one of the founders of the Massachusetts Bay Colony.  William eventually settled uncomfortably in Salem, a town he called a “waste and howling wilderness.”  Remembered as an unyieldingly pious and devout man, William became deputy of the Massachusetts House of Delegates; in this capacity he once ordered a devout Quaker woman “whipped out” of his Puritan town for the heresy of practicing her religion.  William’s son, John attained even greater notoriety as a judge in the Salem Witch Trials of 1693, which condemned 19 men and women to death by hanging and one man to death by torture.  Family legend had it that one of the victims, before being hanged on Gallows Hill, cursed the judge and the curse lingered upon the family for generations.  The Judge’s second son was Joseph, and his son, Daniel, known as “Bold Daniel” for his exploits as a privateer in the Revolution, was the father of the first Nathaniel Hathorne, who was the father of our own Nathaniel, whose story we are about to begin.

The first Nathaniel Hathorne was a sea captain who died in Surinam from scarlet fever in 1808, leaving behind a six-year-old daughter, Elizabeth, born seven months after her parents’ marriage; a two-year-old daughter, Louisa, born while her father was at sea; the four-year-old Nathaniel and a grieving widow, Elizabeth Manning Hathorne.  The impoverished widow, in the Victorian fashion of delicate females of the 19th century, took to her bed, remained a recluse for the rest of her life and came to be regarded somewhat as a beloved family pet.  Fortunately, the widow’s prosperous Manning family took the Hathornes into their home, where, following the death of his grandfather, Nathaniel was wonderfully indulged by seven women:  his mother, grandmother, two sisters, two aunts and a niece.  

About his boyhood many stories remain.  My favorite is the following because it discloses a talent for the lugubrious that in later years would serve him well as a writer.  From time to time for no good reason except to draw attention to himself, he would loudly declaim this line from Richard the Third, “Stand back, my Lord, and let the coffin pass!”  

In 1818 the widow took her children to Raymond, Maine, where a Manning uncle had built a home in the woods.  Hawthorne often remarked that the times he spent in Maine were among the happiest of his life.  “I lived in Maine,” he said, “like a bird of the air, so perfect was the freedom I enjoyed.”  Among his freedoms he enjoyed was the freedom never to attend school in any consistent, organized manner.  For the Hawthorne family did not trouble themselves unduly about education, and Nathaniel successfully foiled every attempt to educate him systematically, chiefly by waiting till all the Manning males were removed and then plaguing his mother with complaints till she relented and allowed him to stay home.  In short, this genius of American literature was, for the most part, an autodidact.  

His languid days he filled with reading—poring over Shakespeare and Spencer’s Faerie Queen, the novels of Scott, Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress—plays and books he read and reread and cherished his entire life.  In summer he roamed the Maine woods, fished in trout streams and hunted with his father’s ancient rifle.  Winters, he skated, often alone, often at night beneath the dark boughs of the evergreens hovering over the frozen ponds and lakes of his uncle’s property.  In Maine, he later said, he acquired his “cursed habits of solitude.”

The idyll ended abruptly in 1819 when a Manning uncle took charge; removed him from his mother, sisters and aunts; returned him to Salem and enrolled him in Mr. Archer’s school, where the wretched homesick boy remained till his uncle transferred him to the tutelage of a Salem lawyer, Benjamin L. Oliver, who was determined to prepare him for college.  College was to be not Harvard, not Yale, but the new college in Brunswick Maine, Bowdoin.  At Bowdoin his teachers discovered he could not be institutionalized, and, except for composition, he was an indifferent student.  Later he wrote, “I was an idle student, negligent of college rules and the Procrustean details of academic life, rather choosing to nurse my fancies than to dig into Greek roots and be numbered among the Thebans.”  

Yet, what a class it was.  Hawthorne studied his Latin and Greek alongside the future poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, the future President of the United States Franklin Pierce, the politician and public servant Horatio Bridge, the future Congressman Jonathan Cilley, and Calvin Stowe, later a minister, best remembered as the husband of Harriet Beecher Stowe.  Longfellow, Pierce and Bridge remained life-long friends and helped to advance Hawthorne in his career.

Hawthorne graduated in 1825, 18th in a class of 35.  Longfellow, who graduated fourth, delivered an address to the class in which he predicted the rise from the plain folk of America of a “polite literature,” to which he clearly intended to be a notable contributor.  And Hawthorne?  In his fecund idleness Hawthorne had already begun his first novel, Fanshaw, and his first collection of short stories, Seven Tales of My Native Land.  Neither was a success; in truth, he considered both books an embarrassment and burned both manuscripts. 

Hawthorne’s next 11 years are among the most curious in the history of American writers.  Returning to the Manning house on Herbert Street in Salem where his mother and sisters were now living, he entered a period he was to call “his long seclusion.”  “It was my fortune or misfortune,” he later wrote, “to have some slender means of supporting myself; and so on leaving college in 1825, instead of immediately studying a profession, I sat myself down to consider what pursuit in life I was best fit for. . . . And year after year I kept on considering what I was fit for, and time and my destiny decided that I was to be the writer that I am.”

The reclusiveness of the entire Hawthorne family wove about its members the kind of mystery that Hawthorne, the storyteller, would relish and that would eventually find its way into The House of Seven Gables.  The mother remained abed, dinners were placed outside her bedroom and outside the sisters’ and brother’s.  At the top of the house in a small room under the eaves, Hawthorne spent his days working and reworking his stories.  Sometimes in the evening, he emerged to walk through the darkened streets of Salem; often his sister Elizabeth also came out to walk; the two greeted each other and went their separate ways.  “We do not live in our house,” he wrote.  “We vegetate.”

Whatever his mother and sisters thought about the curse placed on their household almost a century and a half before, the citizens of Salem remembered, and so did Nathaniel Hawthorne.  Some nights on his solitary walks, he would climb Gallows Hill where the witches had been hanged, thrown into a pit and buried.  Sometimes, he recalled, he would sense a face peering into a window, or sometimes he caught sight of a cloudy presence gliding down a dark hallway.  And all his life, he was inclined to attacks of anxiety, a sense of being haunted or in danger that came upon him during his hours of solitude.

According to Van Wyck Brooks, the War of 1812 had wreaked havoc on the Salem economy; decay was rotting the wharves of the once bustling harbor; old sailors gathered in pubs to recount former voyages to the West Indies or India and China; old women peeked from behind the yellowing curtains of dusty parlors at the failing town, and over all lingered the dark secrets of the past.  The town’s secrets and whisperings rose up to the second floor of the house on Herbert Street, awakening the Gothic sensibility of the struggling author—tales of a minister who always covered his face with a veil, of an adulteress who would not reveal her lover’s name, stories of young boys spirited away by demons, of old maids, of fanatic scientists bent upon perfecting beauty:  Harsh stories that came to him, almost as distant rumors or folklore, embedded in the consciousness of his Puritan forbears and passed from generation to generation.  

Around 1833 Hawthorne’s first stories began to appear in prestigious small magazines such as the Token and Atlantic Souvenir, The New-England Magazine and others now lost to time.  Without his knowledge, his old college friend Horatio Bridge collected the best of those stories and published them in 1937 under the title, “Twice Told Tales.  Inside were some of Hawthorne’s best work, “Young Goodman Brown,” “The May-pole of Mary Mount,” and “The Minister’s Black Veil.”  And his friend Longfellow heaped praise on the book in an article in the North Atlantic Review.  

And then the stories fell into the hands of the redoubtable Elizabeth Palmer Peabody, and the life of Nathaniel Hawthorne began to turn toward the sun. 

Elizabeth Peabody was by any measure a remarkable woman:  abolitionist, suffragist, a friend of the Transcendentalists and an educator.  She opened the first kindergarten in America; she was Bronson Alcott’s aid at the Temple school, the first school in the country to admit a black child; she edited the Dial magazine when it foundered under Emerson’s profligate spending; she knew Washington Allston, William Ellery Channing, Emerson, George Ripley, Thoreau, Margaret Fuller, Theodore Parker, Orestes Brownson, and every human in New England with a cause and a brain cell to spare.  She was an indefatigable “networker,” a matchmaker, an almost irresistible force of nature.  With all that to her credit, her bustling meddling made her a lifelong source of irritation to Hawthorne.  But, it was Elizabeth Peabody who excavated him from the room under the eaves and saved his life.  

For she was not to be withstood.  Discovering that Hawthorne lived in Salem, sequestered with his sisters and mothers in the house on Herbert Street, she demanded the family visit the Peabody family.  On a November night in 1837, Hawthorne dutifully appeared on the Peabody doorsteps with the hooded figures of a sister on each arm.  Two of the Peabody sisters greeted him, Elizabeth or Lizzie and Mary.  

Now, in my opinion, Nathaniel Hawthorne was probably the handsomest writer in the history of American letters.  He was just under six feet tall, with thick dark hair and piercing grey eyes that in certain lights appeared almost purplish-blue.  A family legend had it that at Bowdoin a woman had approached him and asked whether he was a man or an angel!  Yet he was almost crippled by shyness.  In the Peabody parlor, he fidgeted, picked an ornament off the table, set it back down and kept his beautiful eyes focused on the pattern in the rug.  His sisters were only slightly better.  

The third Peabody sister, Sophia, had refused to come down to meet the author, even when her older sister rushed upstairs and exclaimed, “You never saw anything so splendid.  He is handsomer than Lord Byron!”  Sophia laughed and said, “If he has come once he will come again.”

And he did.  On his second visit, Sophia Hawthorne, his future wife, came downstairs to meet the almost-famous author.  Afflicted with migraines and other maladies for years, the 28-year-old Sophia was generally considered an invalid and doomed to a life of smelling salts and chaise longs.  She was not beautiful but something in her demeanor reached out to Hawthorne.  Perhaps the long habits of suffering piqued his imagination; perhaps her pallor seemed ethereal, angelic.  At any rate, his meeting with Sophia was the beginning of a long courtship and one of the most successful marriages in literary history, though it was not the kind of marriage women today would relish.  It was also the end of his long seclusion and his baptism into the work world. 

Around town it was rumored that the handsome writer was courting Lizzie, and various biographers have theorized that his preference for Sophia may have lain at the root of their future squabbles.  At any rate, from that moment on, Elizabeth Peabody became his champion and promoter, and it was through her friendship with historian George Bancroft, Collector of the Port, that in 1939 he was appointed Weigher and Gauger at the Customs House of Boston, where he remained until 1841.  

During the years of his courtship and engagement and his work at the Customs House, he published three children’s books, Grandfather’s Chair, Famous Old People and Liberty Tree.  And in between, he and Sophia exchanged rapturous love letters.  But he believed his job, so susceptible to the whims of politics and politicians, was grinding his soul away, and he longed to begin his life with Sophia.  “I feel the original Adam reviving in me,” he wrote.

Sophia and Hawthorne had attended meetings of the Transcendental Club in Boston where Emerson, Theodore Parker, George Ripley, Margaret Fuller and other luminaries of the transcendentalist movement preached the inherent goodness of humankind and the power of intuition over reason, and where the lapsed Unitarian minister George Ripley spoke of his dream of building Utopia into the woods of West Roxbury, Massachusetts.  Oddly enough, the solitary Hawthorne, perhaps remembering his happy days roaming the Maine forests, fell under the spell of the Ripley dream.  In 1841 he resigned from his job at the Customs House and threw his lot with Ripley and others into the egalitarian settlement of Brook Farm. 

His letters from Brook Farm were at first jubilant, full of unfettered delight at his release from the ordinary work-world, and he presented Sophia with an ecstatic vision of what their future honeymoon and life together at Brook Farm would be.  He pitched hay, milked cows, turned the topsoil and broke apart the rocky soil underneath.  In the evenings, the transcendental core of Ripley, Fuller and Parker, with occasional visits from Lizzie Peabody, Emerson and Alcott, gathered to discuss the German Idealists.  Yet, gradually, as physical labor whittled away his energies and sapped his creativity, Hawthorne’s hopes for Brook Farm dimmed.  He had come in April; he left in November.  His 1852 novel, The Blithedale Romance recalled his Brook Farm experience.

Hawthorne’s impatience with his bachelorhood grew daily more intense.  He could, he wrote Sophia, no longer be satisfied by “holy kisses.”  On July 8, 1842, Hawthorne sent a letter to the Reverend James Freeman Clarke asking him to marry the couple on the following day “at 11 o’clock in the forenoon.”  On July 9, Nathaniel and Sophia were married in a simple service in the Peabody parlor on West Street in Salem.  

At the suggestion of Emerson, the couple moved into an old parsonage in Concord that stood near the North Bridge overlooking the Concord River.  It had been the home of Emerson’s grandfather, the Reverend William Emerson, and in the study on the top floor, his grandson had written his book of essays, Nature.  In a gesture of welcome Emerson had his boarder Henry David Thoreau, plant a garden for the newlyweds:  rows of beans, summer squash and Indian corn.

In the abandoned house, which locals called the Old Manse, surrounded by apple and pear orchards, Hawthorne and Sophia began their two-decade long successful career as husband and wife.  “Everything is fresh as June,” Sophia wrote reassuringly to her mother, “We are Adam and Eve and see no persons around. I am the happiest person on earth.”  

During his life at the Old Manse, Hawthorne strengthened his bonds with Thoreau, Emerson, Fuller and Alcott.  With Emerson and Thoreau he often took long walks through the springtime woods and in the three men summer stretched out on the lawn of the Old Manse or under the orchard trees, talking, always talking.  In winter the three skated together over the frozen river, Hawthorne graceful and elegant, wrapped in a long black cape; Thoreau executing fantastic curlicues, and Emerson stumbling clumsily behind.  In 1844 the Hawthornes greeted their first daughter Una, named for Spencer’s Faerie Queen.  But though he publishes 20 sketches and stories including “Rappacini’s Daughter” and “The Celestial Railroad,” the family’s financial situation grew increasingly precarious, and, in 1845, Hawthorne reluctantly gathered up his family and returned to Salem to live with his mother and sisters in the childhood home he now called “Castle Dismal.”  Through the influence of Franklin Pierce and others in the Democratic Party, Hawthorn was able to find work in the Boston Customs House.  

These were not happy times for the Hawthorne family with Hawthorne living in Boston and his wife living with her somewhat inhospitable in-laws in Salem.  Sophia was pregnant again; in Boston Hawthorne fretted ceaselessly about her frail health, and Sophia lived in fear of breaking the news to her mother-in-law.  Fortunately, Franklin Pierce once more came to the aid of his school chum and secured a post for him as Surveyor in the Salem Custom House.  Their son Julian was born in 1846.  With his new job and the sale of Mosses from an Old Manse, Hawthorne was able to rent a large house in Salem, where his mother and sisters lived in a separate apartment.  

Publication of The Scarlet Letter in 1850 brought Hawthorne almost instant national fame, and in 1851, he bid “farewell to this abominable city” of Salem and moved his family into Lenox in the Berkshire Mountains, the home of an intellectual colony whose members included James Russell Lowell, Oliver Wendell Holmes, the actress Fanny Kemble and eventually Herman Melville, whose relationship with Hawthorne was one of the most profound, both psychologically and professionally, literary engagements of his life.

The years at Lenox were productive.  Both The House of the Seven Gables and A Wonderbook for Girls and Boys emerged from the home in the Berkshires.  For the first time in his life he earned enough money to support his family, which now included a second daughter, Rose. 

The Hawthorne’s fortunes continued to rise with the election of Franklin Pierce as 14th President of the United Stares.  In 1853, the new President appointed Hawthorne Consul to the port of Liverpool, England, in gratitude for the glowing campaign literature he had written for the man whose administration ranks high among American presidencies for  cronyism, pork-barreling and, in general, all-round corruption.  From Liverpool the family toured the great cities of Europe, including Florence where the story that was to form The Marble Fawn began to lodge itself in his consciousness.  In 1860 on the eve of the Civil War, the family returned to America, to a house in Concord once owned by the Alcott family.

Depressed by the War, Hawthorne found his health deteriorating and his creative energies dissipated.  At Sophia’s encouragement he agreed to take a carriage ride with Pierce to Plymouth, New Hampshire.  On May 19 he died peacefully in his sleep in his bed at the Plymouth inn.  He was buried from the Unitarian Church in Concord in the Sleepy Hollow Cemetery on May 23 by the same minister who had married the Hawthornes 22 years earlier.  As the carriage left the cemetery, Sophia caught sight of her husband’s colleagues, Longfellow, Holmes, Whittier, Lowell and Emerson standing along the road with heads bowed, each a giant, each a creator of the literature that sprang from the rich soil of America. 
Reference
Mellow, James R., “Nathaniel Hawthorne in His Times”, Johns Hopkins University Press, 1980
