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About Hawthorne:

Nathaniel Hawthorne was born on July 4, 1804, in Salem,
Massachusetts, where his birthplace is now a museum. William
Hathorne, who emigrated from England in 1630, was the first of
Hawthorne's ancestors to arrive in the colonies. After arriving,
William persecuted Quakers. William's son John Hathorne was one of
the judges who oversaw the Salem Witch Trials. (One theory is that
having learned about this, the author added the "w" to his surname
in his early twenties, shortly after graduating from college.)
Hawthorne's father, Nathaniel Hathorne, Sr., was a sea captain who
died in 1808 of yellow fever, when Hawthorne was only four years
old, in Raymond, Maine. Hawthorne attended Bowdoin College at the
expense of an uncle from 1821 to 1824, befriending classmates Henry
Wadsworth Longfellow and future president Franklin Pierce. While
there he joined the Delta Kappa Epsilon fraternity. Until the
publication of his Twice-Told Tales in 1837, Hawthorne wrote in the
comparative obscurity of what he called his "owl's nest" in the
family home. As he looked back on this period of his life, he
wrote: "I have not lived, but only dreamed about living." And yet
it was this period of brooding and writing that had formed, as
Malcolm Cowley was to describe it, "the central fact in Hawthorne's
career," his "term of apprenticeship" that would eventually result
in the "richly meditated fiction." Hawthorne was hired in 1839 as a
weigher and gauger at the Boston Custom House. He had become
engaged in the previous year to the illustrator and
transcendentalist Sophia Peabody. Seeking a possible home for
himself and Sophia, he joined the transcendentalist utopian
community at Brook Farm in 1841; later that year, however, he left
when he became dissatisfied with farming and the experiment. (His
Brook Farm adventure would prove an inspiration for his novel The
Blithedale Romance.) He married Sophia in 1842; they moved to The
Old Manse in Concord, Massachusetts, where they lived for three
years. There he wrote most of the tales collected in Mosses from an
Old Manse. Hawthorne and his wife then moved to Salem and later to
the Berkshires, returning in 1852 to Concord and a new home The
Wayside, previously owned by the Alcotts. Their neighbors in
Concord included Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau. Like
Hawthorne, Sophia was a reclusive person. She was bedridden with
headaches until her sister introduced her to Hawthorne, after which
her headaches seem to have abated. The Hawthornes enjoyed a long
marriage, often taking walks in the park. Sophia greatly admired
her husband's work. In one of her journals, she writes: "I am
always so dazzled and bewildered with the richness, the depth, the…
jewels of beauty in his productions that I am always looking
forward to a second reading where I can ponder and muse and fully
take in the miraculous wealth of thoughts." In 1846, Hawthorne was
appointed surveyor (determining the quantity and value of imported
goods) at the Salem Custom House. Like his earlier appointment to
the custom house in Boston, this employment was vulnerable to the
politics of the spoils system. A Democrat, Hawthorne lost this job
due to the change of administration in Washington after the
presidential election of 1848. Hawthorne's career as a novelist was
boosted by The Scarlet Letter in 1850, in which the preface refers
to his three-year tenure in the Custom House at Salem. The House of
the Seven Gables (1851) and The Blithedale Romance (1852) followed
in quick succession. In 1852, he wrote the campaign biography of
his old friend Franklin Pierce. With Pierce's election as
president, Hawthorne was rewarded in 1853 with the position of
United States consul in Liverpool. In 1857, his appointment ended
and the Hawthorne family toured France and Italy. They returned to
The Wayside in 1860, and that year saw the publication of The
Marble Faun. Failing health (which biographer Edward Miller
speculates was stomach cancer) prevented him from completing
several more romances. Hawthorne died in his sleep on May 19, 1864,
in Plymouth, New Hampshire while on a tour of the White Mountains
with Pierce. He was buried in Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, Concord,
Massachusetts. Wife Sophia and daughter Una were originally buried
in England. However, in June 2006, they were re-interred in plots
adjacent to Nathaniel. Nathaniel and Sophia Hawthorne had three
children: Una, Julian, and Rose. Una was a victim of mental illness
and died young. Julian moved out west, served a jail term for
embezzlement and wrote a book about his father. Rose married George
Parsons Lathrop and they became Roman Catholics. After George's
death, Rose became a Dominican nun. She founded the Dominican
Sisters of Hawthorne to care for victims of incurable cancer.









In the house where I was born, there used to be an old woman
crouching all day long over the kitchen fire, with her elbows on
her knees and her feet in the ashes. Once in a while she took a
turn at the spit, and she never lacked a coarse gray stocking in
her lap, the foot about half finished; it tapered away with her own
waning life, and she knit the toe-stitch on the day of her death.
She made it her serious business and sole amusement to tell me
stories at any time from morning till night, in a mumbling,
toothless voice, as I sat on a log of wood, grasping her
cheek-apron in both my hands. Her personal memory included the
better part of a hundred years, and she had strangely jumbled her
own experience and observation with those of many old people who
died in her young days; so that she might have been taken for a
contemporary of Queen Elizabeth, or of John Rogers in the Primer.
There are a thousand of her traditions lurking in the corners and
by-places of my mind, some more marvellous than what is to follow,
some less so, and a few not marvellous in the least, all of which I
should like to repeat, if I were as happy as she in having a
listener. But I am humble enough to own, that I do not deserve a
listener half so well as that old toothless woman, whose narratives
possessed an excellence attributable neither to herself, nor to any
single individual. Her ground-plots, seldom within the widest scope
of probability, were filled up with homely and natural incidents,
the gradual accretions of a long course of years, and fiction hid
its grotesque extravagance in this garb of truth, like the Devil
(an appropriate simile, for the old woman supplies it) disguising
himself, cloven-foot and all, in mortal attire. These tales
generally referred to her birthplace, a village in, the valley of
the Connecticut, the aspect of which she impressed with great
vividness on my fancy. The houses in that tract of country, long a
wild and dangerous frontier, were rendered defensible by a strength
of architecture that has preserved many of them till our own times,
and I cannot describe the sort of pleasure with which, two summers
since, I rode through the little town in question, while one object
after another rose familiarly to my eye, like successive portions
of a dream becoming realized. Among other things equally probable,
she was wont to assert that all the inhabitants of this village (at
certain intervals, but whether of twenty-five or fifty years, or a
whole century, remained a disputable point) were subject to a
simultaneous slumber, continuing one hour's space. When that
mysterious time arrived, the parson snored over his half-written
sermon, though it were Saturday night and no provision made for the
morrow,—the mother's eyelids closed as she bent over her infant,
and no childish cry awakened,—the watcher at the bed of mortal
sickness slumbered upon the death-pillow, and the dying man
anticipated his sleep of ages by one as deep and dreamless. To
speak emphatically, there was a soporific influence throughout the
village, stronger than if every mother's son and daughter were
reading a dull story; notwithstanding which the old woman professed
to hold the substance of the ensuing account from one of those
principally concerned in it.

One moonlight summer evening, a young man and a girl sat down
together in the open air. They were distant relatives, sprung from
a stock once wealthy, but of late years so poverty-stricken, that
David had not a penny to pay the marriage fee, if Esther should
consent to wed. The seat they had chosen was in an open grove of
elm and walnut trees, at a right angle of the road; a spring of
diamond water just bubbled into the moonlight beside them, and then
whimpered away through the bushes and long grass, in search of a
neighboring millstream. The nearest house (situate within twenty
yards of them, and the residence of their great- grandfather in his
lifetime) was a venerable old edifice, crowned with many high and
narrow peaks, all overrun by innumerable creeping plants, which
hung curling about the roof like a nice young wig on an elderly
gentleman's head. Opposite to this establishment was a tavern, with
a well and horse-trough before it, and a low green bank running
along the left side of the door. Thence, the road went onward,
curving scarce perceptibly, through the village, divided in the
midst by a narrow lane of verdure, and bounded on each side by a
grassy strip of twice its own breadth. The houses had generally an
odd look. Here, the moonlight tried to get a glimpse of one, a
rough old heap of ponderous timber, which, ashamed of its
dilapidated aspect, was hiding behind a great thick tree; the lower
story of the next had sunk almost under ground, as if the poor
little house were a-weary of the world, and retiring into the
seclusion of its own cellar; farther on stood one of the few recent
structures, thrusting its painted face conspicuously into the
street, with an evident idea that it was the fairest thing there.
About midway in the village was a grist-mill, partly concealed by
the descent of the ground towards the stream which turned its
wheel. At the southern extremity, just so far distant that the
window-paces dazzled into each other, rose the meeting-house, a
dingy old barn-like building, with an enormously disproportioned
steeple sticking up straight into heaven, as high as the Tower of
Babel, and the cause of nearly as much confusion in its day. This
steeple, it must be understood, was an afterthought, and its
addition to the main edifice, when the latter had already begun to
decay, had excited a vehement quarrel, and almost a schism in the
church, some fifty years before. Here the road wound down a hill
and was seen no more, the remotest object in view being the
graveyard gate, beyond the meetinghouse. The youthful pair sat hand
in hand beneath the trees, and for several moments they had not
spoken, because the breeze was hushed, the brook scarce tinkled,
the leaves had ceased their rustling, and everything lay motionless
and silent as if Nature were composing herself to slumber.

"What a beautiful night it is, Esther!" remarked David, somewhat
drowsily.

"Very beautiful," answered the girl, in the same tone.

"But how still!" continued David.

"Ah, too still!" said Esther, with a faint shudder, like a
modest leaf when the wind kisses it.

Perhaps they fell asleep together, and, united as their spirits
were by close and tender sympathies, the same strange dream might
have wrapped them in its shadowy arms. But they conceived, at the
time, that they still remained wakeful by the spring of bubbling
water, looking down through the village, and all along the
moonlighted road, and at the queer old houses, and at the trees
which thrust their great twisted branches almost into the windows.
There was only a sort of mistiness over their minds like the smoky
air of an early autumn night. At length, without any vivid
astonishment, they became conscious that a great many people were
either entering the village or already in the street, but whether
they came from the meeting-house, or from a little beyond it, or
where the devil they
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