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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.
Source: Wikipedia
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The Wayside, August 28, 1860.

MY DEAR COUSIN:—I should be very glad to write a story, as you
request, for the benefit of the Essex Institute, or for any other
purpose that might be deemed desirable by my native townspeople.
But it is now many years since the epoch of the "Twice-Told Tales,"
and the "Mosses from an Old Manse"; and my mind seems to have lost
the plan and measure of those little narratives, in which it was
once so unprofitably fertile. I can write no story, therefore; but
(rather than be entirely wanting to the occasion) I will endeavor
to describe a spot near Salem, on which it was once my purpose to
locate such a dreamy fiction as you now demand of me.

It is no other than that conspicuous hill (I really know not
whether it lies in Salem, Danvers, or Beverly) which used in my
younger days to be known by the name of "Brown's Folly." This
eminence is a long ridge rising out of the level country around,
like a whale's back out of a calm sea, with the head and tail
beneath the surface. Along its base ran a green and seldom-trodden
lane, with which I was very familiar in my boyhood; and there was a
little brook, which I remember to have dammed up till its overflow
made a mimic ocean. When I last looked for this tiny streamlet,
which was still rippling freshly through my memory, I found it
strangely shrunken; a mere ditch indeed, and almost a dry one. But
the green lane was still there, precisely as I remembered it; two
wheel-tracks, and the beaten path of the horses' feet, and grassy
strips between; the whole overshadowed by tall locust-trees, and
the prevalent barberry-bushes, which are rooted so fondly into the
recollections of every Essex man.

From this lane there is a steep ascent up the side of the hill,
the ridge of which affords two views of very wide extent and
variety. On one side is the ocean, and Salem and Beverly on its
shores; on the other a rural scene, almost perfectly level, so that
each man's metes and bounds can be traced out as on a map. The
beholder takes in at a glance the estates on which different
families have long been situated, and the houses where they have
dwelt, and cherished their various interests, intermarrying,
agreeing together, or quarrelling, going to live, annexing little
bits of real estate, acting out their petty parts in life, and
sleeping quietly under the sod at last. A man's individual affairs
look not so very important, when we can climb high enough to get
the idea of a complicated neighborhood.

But what made the hill particularly interesting to me, were the
traces of an old and long-vanished edifice, midway on the curving
ridge, and at its highest point. A pre-revolutionary magnate, the
representative of a famous old Salem family, had here built himself
a pleasure house, on a scale of magnificence, which, combined with
its airy site and difficult approach, obtained for it and for the
entire hill on which it stood, the traditionary title of "Browne's
Folly." Whether a folly or no, the house was certainly an
unfortunate one. While still in its glory, it was so tremendously
shaken by the earthquake of 1755 that the owner dared no longer
reside in it; and practically acknowledging that its ambitious site
rendered it indeed a Folly, he proceeded to locate it on —humbler
ground. The great house actually took up its march along the
declining ridge of the bill, and came safely to the bottom, where
it stood till within the memory of men now alive.

The proprietor, meanwhile, had adhered to the Royalist side, and
fled to England during the Revolution. The mansion was left under
the care of Richard Derby (an ancestor of the present Derby
family), who had a claim to the Browne property through his wife,
but seems to have held the premises precisely as the refugee left
them, for a long term of years, in the expectation of his eventual
return. The house remained, with all its furniture in its spacious
rooms and chambers, ready for the exile's occupancy, as soon as he
should reappear. As time went on, however, it began to be
neglected, and was accessible to whatever vagrant, or idle
school-boy, or berrying party might choose to enter through its
ill- secured windows.

But there was one closet in the house, which everybody was
afraid to enter, it being supposed that an evil spirit—perhaps a
domestic Demon of the Browne family—was confined in it. One day,
three or four score years ago, some school-boys happened to be
playing in the deserted chambers, and took it into their heads to
develop the secrets of this mysterious closet. With great
difficulty and tremor they succeeded in forcing the door. As it
flew open, there was a vision of people in garments of antique
magnificence,—gentlemen in curled wigs and tarnished gold-lace, and
ladies in brocade and quaint head-dresses, rushing tumultuously
forth and tumbling upon the floor. The urchins took to their heels,
in huge dismay, but crept back, after a while, and discovered that
the apparition was composed of a mighty pile of family portraits. I
had the story, the better part of a hundred years afterwards, from
the very school-boy who pried open the closet door.

After standing many years at the foot of the hill, the house was
again removed in three portions, and was fashioned into three
separate dwellings, which, for aught I know, are yet extant in
Danvers.

The ancient site of this proud mansion may still be traced (or
could have been ten years ago) upon the summit of the hill. It
consisted of two spacious wings, connected by an intermediate hall
of entrance, which fronted lengthwise upon the ridge. Two shallow
and grass-grown cavities remain, of what were once the deep and
richly stored cellars under the two wings; and between them is the
outline of the connecting hall, about as deep as a plough furrow,
and somewhat greener than the surrounding sod. The two cellars are
still deep enough to shelter a visitor from the fresh breezes that
haunt the summit of the hill; and barberry-hushes clustering within
them offer the harsh acidity of their fruits, instead of the rich
wines which the colonial magnate was wont to store there for his
guests. There I have sometimes sat and tried to rebuild, in my
imagination, the stately house, or to fancy what a splendid show it
must have made even so far off as in the streets of Salem, when the
old proprietor illuminated his many windows to celebrate the King's
birthday.

I have quite forgotten what story I once purposed writing about
"Brown's Folly," and I freely offer the theme and site to any of my
young townsmen, who may be addicted with the same tendency towards
fanciful narratives which haunted me in my youth and long
afterwards.

Truly yours,

NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE.
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