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William Dean Howells was born on March 1, 1837 in Martinsville, Ohio, today known as Martins Ferry, across the Ohio River from Wheeling, West Virginia.  Howells’s father, William Cooper Howells, was the son of Welsh immigrants.  He was a printer and publisher of newspapers in various Ohio locations:  Hamilton, Dayton, Columbus, Ashtabula, and Jefferson.  He was not financially successful, and William Dean Howells’s youth was marked by poverty, at times extreme.  Aside from a stint at the ill-named Giles Female Academy in Hamilton, Howells had no formal education.  His father taught him Roman, Greek, and Ohio history, and although his mathematical skills were very limited, he had a natural affinity for languages.  Years later, he wrote of this period, “I was studying four or five languages, blindly and blunderingly enough, but with a confidence at which I can even now hardly smile.”  He read avidly and indiscriminately, and decided to become a poet and journalist.

By the time he was twenty, Howells was writing a column for the Cincinnati Gazette, and making contributions to various Ohio newspapers of stories, poems and translations.  In 1859, Howells’s first book of poetry, Poems of Two Friends, was published by the firm of Follett  & Foster, and Howells was working for the publisher, editing manuscripts and directing marketing.  Follett, who had had much success when he published the Lincoln-Douglas Debates, hoped to be equally successful with the publication of a campaign biography of Lincoln, and he asked Howells to undertake the task.  Howells, who supported Senator Chase rather than Lincoln, did not take his job very seriously.  He declined to interview either Lincoln of his running mate, and finished the biography in about a week.  The biography, titled The Lives and Speeches of Abraham Lincoln and Hannibal Hamlin, sold pretty well, and Follett suggested that Howells use some of the profits to take a trip to Canada, New York, and New England to research a book on the “manufacturing industries of the northeast”.

After visiting Erie, Buffalo, Niagara Falls, Quebec, and Portland, Howells arrived in Boston in 1860, and the events of this visit were to shape the rest of his life.  He knew no one in Boston, but he had corresponded with James Russell Lowell, then the Editor of the Atlantic.  The two met at Lowell’s home, and Lowell was sufficiently impressed to arrange a luncheon, at the ultra-glamorous Parker House, for Howells, Lowell, Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr., and the owner of the Atlantic, James T. Fields.  The talk was brilliant, the food and wine were deluxe, and the provincial young man from Ohio somehow managed to impress the Boston Brahmans.  Howells reported that he “breathed in that atmosphere as if in the return from life-long exile.”  Holmes told Lowell, “This is something like the apostolic succession, the laying on of hands.”  Things were looking up.  With appropriate letters of introduction, Howells went on to meet with Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Nathaniel Hawthorne, and Henry David Thoreau, before going on the New York, where he met Walt Whitman.

     Returning to Ohio, Howells met Elinor Mead, the woman who was to become his wife of almost fifty years.  Because of his Republican Party connections, he was awarded the consulship to Venice.  Howells and Elinor were married in Paris in 1862.  Venice was idyllic for the young couple.  Duties were light, love was young, and leisure was ample.  Howells wrote a series of article on Venice, originally published in the Boston Daily Advertiser, later published as the successful travel book Venetian Life. 

     Returning to America in 1865, Howells was active as a journalist.  In 1866, he became assistant editor of the Atlantic Monthly.  He moved to Cambridge, where he met Henry James and Mark Twain, both of whom became lifelong friends. In 1871, he became editor of the Atlantic Monthly.  Over the next ten years, he published no less than fourteen volumes, few of them read today.  His books sold well, and he was a prolific and well-paid journalist as well.  The poor boy from Ohio became, if not a member of the One Percent, at least a solidly upper middle class citizen.  He built a substantial house on Concord Avenue in Cambridge.  If you walk by the house today, you will find it still standing, large but ungainly with some modern modifications, and sadly neglected.  A sign on the front yard gives Howells’s dates as1827-1920, the latter correct, the former premature by ten years.  In 1877, Howells began working on another splendid house, in posh Belmont, designed by Howells’s wife’s brother Will, who worked for McKim, Mead, and Bigelow in New York.  They moved in to this dwelling, named Redtop, in 1877.

     In 1880, Howells accepted an invitation from President Rutherford B. Hayes to visit him in Washington.  Howells stayed a week, meeting an impressive list of political luminaries, including the fellow Ohioan who was to become the next president, James Garfield.  In 1881, Howells resigned as editor of the Atlantic.  He had cut a deal with his publisher, a deal good enough to allow him to travel and to enjoy some well deserved leisure.  In 1882, Howells, with his wife and three children, traveled to Canada, to visit with his father, who had become the American consul in Toronto, as a result of his Republican connections.  The family travelled from Québec to Liverpool aboard the SS Parisian, and on to London, where Henry James had arranged for them to stay in a house in South Kensington, which Howells described as “the prettiest and comfortablest kind of lodging”, adding that  “our five rooms with private dining-room and exquisite feed cost us only $50 a week.”   Howells met all the leading literary lights in London, before moving on to Villeneuve, in Switzerland, where he worked on several novels.  While in Villeneuve, he was offered a professorship of literature at Johns Hopkins University, which he declined, modestly stating that despite his wide acquaintance with literature, he was not a real literary scholar.  That he made twice as much money by writing as he could by teaching was perhaps an additional consideration.

     The rest of Howells’s year abroad was spent in Italy, traveling widely, staying in Florence, Siena, Verona and Venice.  With the collaboration of illustrator Joseph Pennell, Howells published another travel book, Tuscan Cities, a volume of which Howells was particularly proud.

     Back in America, Howells divided his time between New York and Boston, continued his prolific writing and journalism, and was more prosperous than ever.  Greatly influenced by his reading of Tolstoy, he became very liberal in his political opinions.  Howells was the original limousine liberal.  Living the good life in the late eighteen eighties, he himself admitted that he and his wife were ”theoretical socialists and practical aristocrats.”  Be that as it may, Howells showed the depth of his convictions, and considerable personal courage, in his involvement in the aftermath of the Haymarket Riot.  Chicago was a center, at the time, of political radicalism and anarchism.  Anarchist groups advocated seizing the wealth of the rich, and giving it to the poor, along with violent revolution.  On May 4, 1886, a group of anarchists arranged a meeting in Chicago’s Haymarket Square.  The meeting went smoothly enough, and a rainstorm caused most of the protestors to leave, but, when the police attempted to disperse the remaining protesters, someone, never identified, threw a bomb at the police.  The police opened fire, killing four of the protestors as well as seven police officers, and wounding hundreds of the protestors, as well.  Seven men were arrested, and jailed, awaiting trial.

   The trial took place in the summer of 1887, under the direction of Judge Joseph Easton Gary.  Gary selected a biased jury, allowed the testimony of paid informants, and found consistently against the defense, which, objectively, had disproved all the charges against the defendants.  Gary instructed the jury that if the defendants had “conspired to overthrow law by force,” in print or in speech, without regard to any specific events, they must be found guilty as accessories to murder.  The jury complied, and the defendants were sentence to hang.

     The trial was a travesty, but the overwhelming majority of Americans supported the verdict, feeling that the anarchists were so dangerous that the verdict was justified.  Howells’s conscience could not abide the verdict. In November 1887, he wrote “For many weeks, for months, [Haymarket] has not been for one hour out of my waking thoughts:  it is the first thing when I wake up.  It blackens my life….I feel the horror and the shame of the crime which the law is about to commit against justice.”  As the appeals were progressing, Howells wrote a letter to the governor of Illinois, asking for clemency for the condemned men.  None of Howells friends would join him in his appeal.  Howells wrote to Roger A. Pryor, the lawyer who was handling the appeal, offering his support; when Pryor asked him to write a letter to the New York Tribune, Howells agreed, but then declined, telling Pryor that a letter might hurt Howells without advancing the cause.  Finally, the United States Supreme Court denied the defendants’ appeal.  Howells wrote an eloquent letter, published in the New York Tribune and the Chicago Tribune, condemning the verdict, and calling again for clemency for the defendants.  Nevertheless, while two of the anarchists had their sentences commuted to life in prison, four were hanged, and one died is suspicious circumstances in prison.  Howells had few supporters in his lonely fight against the injustice of the Haymarket trial.  Today his views of the matter are universally shared, and we must admire his insight and courage.

     The remaining years of Howells’s life were years of accomplishment, success and prosperity.  Howells was widely regarded as the finest novelist of his time.  He received an honorary degree from Oxford in 1902. He was elected the first president of the American Academy of Arts and Letters in 1908.  He traveled extensively throughout the world during these years, and published many, many novels.  In 1911, Harpers began publishing a special edition of his works, but by then his popularity was waning, and only six of the projected thirty-five volumes were ever published.  He continued to publish up till the end.  Howells died of pneumonia, May 11, 1920, aged eighty-three.

 
4

