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    A young woman’s struggle to define her own will within the intricate web of family duty, social judgment, and inward desire anchors this novel’s penetrating exploration of selfhood amid constraint.

The Morgesons, by American author Elizabeth Stoddard, was first published in 1862 and is set in nineteenth-century New England, where coastal towns and rigid communities shape the moral atmosphere of everyday life. Often described as a coming-of-age narrative that unsettles the conventions of the domestic novel, it combines psychological realism with shadowed, sometimes brooding tonal elements. Stoddard’s approach situates personal feeling against local custom, allowing private conflicts to register with unusual clarity. The result is a work that belongs to its historical moment while sounding strikingly individual, attentive to the pressures that govern identity and the guarded spaces where resistance takes root.

The premise is straightforward yet galvanizing: Cassandra Morgeson narrates her development from youth into adulthood as she confronts the expectations of kin, community, and class. Readers encounter a voice that is incisive, unsentimental, and often startling in its candor about appetite, ambition, and restraint. The novel’s world is intensely felt but never ornate; its energy comes from the friction between a commanding inner life and the social habits that seek to temper it. Without relying on melodrama, the book builds atmosphere through implication and quiet shocks, offering an experience that is intimate, analytic, and resolutely focused on consciousness.

Stoddard’s themes center on autonomy and its costs: how desire, duty, and economic reality contest the boundaries of a woman’s life; how language, silence, and reputation determine what can be pursued or refused. The book probes the link between property and personhood and the ways social rank complicates affection and self-respect. Religion and custom appear less as dogma than as organizing forces that shape choices and intimate attachments. Throughout, the narrative studies the push and pull between inward freedom and outward compliance, asking what it takes to take possession of oneself without losing the bonds that make belonging possible.

Formally, The Morgesons favors concentrated scenes, lucid description, and a precise, sometimes austere prose that frames emotional intensity without sentimentality. Domestic interiors, shoreline vistas, and town streets become charged spaces where character meets circumstance. Stoddard modulates pace with an eye for the pivotal moment—glances, conversations, and gestures that reconfigure relations and self-understanding. The first-person lens creates a distinctive blend of immediacy and reflection, allowing memory and perception to shape the story’s contours. This craft supports a steady accumulation of insight, turning ordinary episodes into inquiries about power, appetite, and the disciplines imposed by family and place.

Situated within the ferment of mid-nineteenth-century American literature, the novel stands out for the rigor of its psychological attention and its resistance to easy moralizing. Published in 1862, it speaks from a period of national upheaval, yet its focus remains the intimate theater of domestic life and the social codes that govern it. Rather than affirming conventional ideals, the book tests them, exposing how virtue, refinement, and propriety can become instruments of control. Its critique unfolds through nuance rather than thesis, encouraging readers to register pressure points—class, gender, money, and reputation—without sacrificing the complexity of individual motives and attachments.

For contemporary readers, The Morgesons offers both a vivid historical milieu and a searching meditation on identity, agency, and constraint that feels remarkably current. Its questions—about what a person owes to family, how desire can be acknowledged without capitulation, and where authority resides—continue to animate debates about autonomy and belonging. Stoddard’s unsparing voice invites close reading and conversation, rewarding attention to its tonal shifts and moral ambiguities. Entering this novel is to engage a mind testing the limits of its world, and to witness a writer charting, with clarity and nerve, the costs and possibilities of becoming oneself.
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    Elizabeth Stoddard’s The Morgesons follows Cassandra Morgeson from childhood to early adulthood in a conservative New England seaport. Narrated in the first person, the novel traces her efforts to understand her desires, responsibilities, and place within a rigid community. Cassandra grows up in a household shaped by religion, custom, and the practical concerns of a mercantile economy. She is keenly observant, restless, and drawn to the sea, which frames much of her experience. The book establishes her strong bond with her family, especially her sister, and sets the stage for encounters that test the limits of propriety, ambition, and female self-direction.

Cassandra’s early years are defined by strict expectations and limited horizons for girls. She receives an education focused on piety, domestic skill, and decorum, yet she feels an inward push toward knowledge and sensation. Her parents provide affection but uphold rules that signal a narrow path to respectability. Stoddard presents Cassandra’s curiosity without overt judgment, showing the pressures of a small town where reputations are fragile. Her sister Veronica’s different temperament offers a counterpoint, as each girl responds uniquely to the same house and doctrine. This familial setting prepares Cassandra for choices that will set her apart from, and sometimes against, local norms.

To refine her manners and prospects, Cassandra is sent to stay with wealthier relatives in another coastal town. The move introduces a more luxurious household and an expanded social circle, including sophisticated cousins. The change of scene heightens Cassandra’s awareness of class, taste, and personal magnetism. Music, conversation, and the sea’s ever-present force enlarge her senses and self-understanding. She learns the subtle codes of a world that values lineage and display while quietly policing female conduct. These chapters mark a turning point in her development, as the novel contrasts provincial strictness with an alluring but morally scrutinized gentility.

Within this new environment, Cassandra experiences a powerful attachment that challenges her judgment and her standing. The bond is intimate yet fraught with risk in a community alert to transgression. Stoddard depicts the tension between inward certainty and outer scrutiny, tracing how feeling and principle can collide. Family influence and social eyes press inward, and practical decisions are made that alter Cassandra’s course. Without disclosing particulars, the episode imprints her with knowledge of her own intensity and the costs of indulgence. She returns to familiar ground marked by experience, aware that self-command and circumstance will shape her future steps.

Back home, Cassandra finds her family’s patterns both comforting and constraining. Veronica’s ethereal sensibility deepens, while household business underscores the realities underpinning ideals. Seeking broader scope, Cassandra leaves again, this time to a larger town and more public life as a companion or helper within another household. There she meets new acquaintances, including members of the Somers family, whose refinement and vulnerabilities reveal the strains of ambition and leisure. The city’s social choreography—calls, entertainments, and quiet negotiations—offers Cassandra a field for observation. Her world expands beyond kin into networks where character, fortune, and rumor continually intersect.

Cassandra’s duties in this milieu are practical and social: managing tasks, accompanying others, and navigating conversations that test her tact. She witnesses unequal marriages, ill health, and excess, and she measures suitors and friends against her own standards. The Somers circle, with its charm and flaws, provides examples of allure entangled with self-discipline. Letters and visits keep her tied to home, while new responsibilities cultivate resilience and judgment. She learns the difference between fascination and fitness, and how affection must align with a sustainable life. These experiences refine her sense of what kind of partnership and independence she might claim.

Family crises draw Cassandra back again, where illness, loss, and inheritance reshape the household. She assumes a larger role in decisions about property and care, gaining a public presence as well as private authority. The novel outlines the material foundations of domestic order—land, money, and work—alongside the griefs that accompany change. Veronica’s path evolves under the same pressures, emphasizing how temperament can guide or unsettle a life’s course. Cassandra’s steadiness and energy come to the fore, even as memories of earlier attachments persist. The narrative shows how responsibility can consolidate identity, preparing her for choices ahead.

As the story approaches its resolution, Cassandra weighs proposals, loyalties, and a possible future that balances desire with prudence. She revisits places and relationships that once unsettled her, viewing them with greater clarity. The question is not simply whom she might love, but what kind of home and work will sustain her integrity. The final chapters position her to claim a life that acknowledges passion without surrendering self-mastery. Without revealing specific outcomes, the novel closes on a note of measured assurance, locating Cassandra within a household and community she has helped to shape, and that now reflects her matured will.

The Morgesons presents a developmental arc that links private emotion to public order in nineteenth-century New England. Its key points include Cassandra’s upbringing in a strict town, exposure to a wealthier branch of her family, a formative but perilous attachment, immersion in urbane society through the Somers connection, and a return to domestic leadership. Major turns highlight how class, property, and gender expectations constrain and define choice. The book’s central message is the pursuit of female selfhood within confining structures, achieved through trial, responsibility, and clear-eyed judgment. Cassandra’s journey ends with equilibrium grounded in experience rather than illusion.
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    Set in antebellum New England, The Morgesons unfolds across coastal towns and inland villages modeled on Massachusetts communities undergoing rapid change between the 1830s and 1850s. The novel’s households move within a world shaped by Congregational meetinghouses, mercantile counting rooms, and expanding transportation networks that knit Boston, smaller ports, and interior mills together. Its interiors—parlors, kitchens, schoolrooms—reflect the era’s domestic ideology, while omnipresent trade, credit, and inheritance anxieties mark a region shifting from maritime commerce to industrial capitalism. The temporal horizon reaches to the eve of the Civil War, when reform movements, economic shocks, and legal transformations pressed on family life and women’s prospects.

The novel’s deepest historical matrix is the legal and social regulation of women under coverture and the reform campaigns that began to erode it. Under Anglo-American common law, a married woman’s civil identity was absorbed into her husband’s; she could not independently contract, sue, or control wages and most property. Beginning in the 1840s, states enacted Married Women’s Property Acts. New York’s landmark statutes of 1848 and 1860 recognized women’s separate property and earnings; Massachusetts followed with significant legislation in 1855 that allowed married women to hold separate estates and keep their wages. In parallel, the ideology of the “cult of domesticity” (or “separate spheres”) exalted female piety, purity, and submission as civic virtues, disciplining women’s education, work, and desire. Reformers publicly contested this settlement. The Seneca Falls Convention of 1848, led by Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott, issued the Declaration of Sentiments, condemning coverture and demanding suffrage; Frederick Douglass’s endorsement helped carry the suffrage resolution. National Women’s Rights Conventions met in Worcester, Massachusetts, in 1850 and 1851 under Paulina Wright Davis’s leadership, with Lucy Stone and Abby Kelley Foster arguing taxation without representation and married women’s property reform. These debates circulated intensely in New England newspapers and parlors. The Morgesons mirrors these pressures in its portrayal of a young woman’s collision with marriage as an economic and moral institution, the valuation of female “virtue,” and the struggle to command inheritance, self-cultivation, and desire. The book’s scenes of guardianship, courtship as alliance, and constrained mobility dramatize the practical reach of coverture and the nascent cracks created by reform, registering how midcentury law and custom could both confine and inadvertently create spaces for female agency.

Religious transformation in Massachusetts furnishes another decisive backdrop. The disestablishment of the Congregational church in 1833 ended public tax support and intensified denominational competition between Calvinist Congregationalists and Unitarians, while the Second Great Awakening (c. 1820–1840) promoted evangelical moral reform. Sabbatarian campaigns and voluntary societies policed drinking, theatergoing, and sexual behavior. The American Unitarian Association (founded 1825) and revivalists such as Lyman Beecher shaped the moral vocabulary of self-control and accountability. The novel’s stern household codes, moral surveillance, and self-scrutiny echo this shifting landscape, juxtaposing inherited Puritan discipline with more individualized conscience, and exposing the spiritual costs of respectability.

The market revolution reshaped coastal New England. Maritime wealth—East India trade from Salem, cod fisheries on Cape Ann, and above all New Bedford’s whaling industry—peaked midcentury; by the early 1850s more than 300 whaling vessels sailed from New Bedford’s harbor. Railroads in the 1830s–1850s redirected commerce inland, while Lowell’s textile mills (established 1820s–1830s) drew rural labor and capital. Financial crises punctuated this transition: the Panic of 1837, after the 1836 Specie Circular, triggered bank suspensions and merchant failures; the Panic of 1857, sparked by the collapse of the Ohio Life Insurance and Trust Company, hammered New England shipping and manufacturing. The Morgesons’ anxious attention to status, credit, and marriage alliances reflects these volatile fortunes.

The temperance movement provides a salient social lens. The American Temperance Society (founded 1826) spread rapidly in New England, followed by the Washingtonian movement (from 1840) that emphasized personal reformation. Legal efforts culminated in the so‑called Maine Law of 1851, championed by Neal Dow, inaugurating statewide prohibition; Massachusetts enacted a prohibition statute in 1852, intensifying local political conflict over enforcement. Temperance rhetoric linked male self-mastery to domestic security and middle-class identity. Scenes in The Morgesons involving male indulgence, illness, or decline register the era’s anxiety that alcohol imperiled family wealth and female safety, and they scrutinize the moral economy that made women responsible for managing men’s transgressions.

Abolitionism and the sectional crisis inflected Massachusetts civic life in the very decades the novel evokes. The Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society (organized 1835), William Lloyd Garrison’s Liberator (founded 1831), and Frederick Douglass’s activism from New Bedford (late 1830s) created a powerful reform milieu. Federal law sharpened conflict: the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 compelled free-state cooperation in recapture, and the 1854 rendition of Anthony Burns from Boston provoked mass protest and a Personal Liberty Law (1855) in Massachusetts. While The Morgesons does not center slavery, its absolutist moral vocabularies, communal shaming, and reformist energy bear the impress of abolitionist discourse and the era’s divisive politics.

Educational reform and female schooling also shape the novel’s world. Massachusetts established the first state board of education in 1837 under Horace Mann, promoting common schools, graded curricula, and normal schools (Lexington 1839; Bridgewater 1840; Westfield 1844). Female academies proliferated: Ipswich Female Seminary (1822) under Zilpah Grant and Mary Lyon trained teachers; Mount Holyoke Female Seminary opened in 1837, expanding rigorous science and mathematics for women. Yet finishing-school polish and ornamental accomplishments often eclipsed intellectual autonomy. The Morgesons’ attention to reading, self-culture, and constrained educational pathways reflects this mixed legacy, critiquing training that equips women to adorn households while denying them practical authority over money, work, and law.

The Morgesons functions as a social and political critique by anatomizing how law, religion, and economy conspire to domesticate female ambition and channel desire into property-preserving marriages. It exposes the costs of coverture, the class discipline of temperance and respectability, and the spiritual contortions demanded by Protestant moral surveillance. By staging credit anxieties, inheritance maneuvers, and the fragile male body, it indicts a market society that secures order by burdening women with ethical caretaking while denying them civic power. Its New England milieu becomes a case study in how mid-nineteenth-century reforms opened cracks in authority but left structural inequities largely intact.
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I suppose it was environment that caused me to write these novels;
but the mystery of it is, that when I left my native village I did
not dream that imagination would lead me there again, for the simple
annals of our village and domestic ways did not interest me; neither
was I in the least studious. My years were passed in an attempt to
have a good time, according to the desires and fancies of youth. Of
literature and the literary life, I and my tribe knew nothing; we had
not discovered "sermons in stones." Where then was the panorama of
my stories and novels stored, that was unrolled in my new sphere? Of
course, being moderately intelligent I read everything that came in
my way, but merely for amusement. It had been laid up against me as a
persistent fault, which was not profitable; I should peruse moral,
and pious works, or take up sewing,—that interminable thing, "white
seam," which filled the leisure moments of the right-minded. To
the personnel of writers I gave little heed; it was the hero they
created that charmed me, like Miss Porter's gallant Pole, Sobieski, or
the ardent Ernest Maltravers, of Bulwer.

I had now come to live among those who made books, and were interested
in all their material, for all was for the glory of the whole.
Prefaces, notes, indexes, were unnoticed by me,—even Walter Scott[1]'s
and Lord Byron's. I began to get glimpses of a profound ignorance, and
did not like the position as an outside consideration. These mental
productive adversities abased me. I was well enough in my way, but
nothing was expected from me in their way, and when I beheld their
ardor in composition, and its fine emulation, like "a sheep before her
shearers," I was dumb. The environment pressed upon me, my pride was
touched; my situation, though "tolerable, was not to be endured."

Fortunate or not, we were poor. It was not strange that I should
marry, said those who knew the step I had taken; but that I should
follow that old idyl; and accept the destiny of a garret and a
crust with a poet, was incredible! Therefore, being apart from the
diversions of society, I had many idle hours. One day when my husband
was sitting at the receipt of customs, for he had obtained a modest
appointment, I sat by a little desk, where my portfolio lay open.
A pen was near, which I took up, and it began to write, wildly like
"Planchette" upon her board, or like a kitten clutching a ball of yarn
fearfully. But doing it again—I could not say why—my mind began upon
a festival in my childhood, which my mother arranged for several poor
old people at Thanksgiving. I finished the sketch in private, and gave
it the title of "A Christmas Dinner," as one more modern. I put in
occasional "fiblets" about the respectable guests, Mrs. Carver
and Mrs. Chandler, and one dreadful little girl foisted upon me to
entertain. It pleased the editor of Harper's Magazine[2], who accepted
it, and sent me a check which would look wondrous small now. I wrote
similar sketches, which were published in that magazine. Then I
announced my intention of writing a "long story," and was told by him
of the customs that he thought I "lacked the constructive faculty."
I hope that I am writing an object lesson[1q], either of learning how, or
not learning how, to write.

I labored daily, when alone, for weeks; how many sheets of foolscap I
covered, and dashed to earth, was never told. Since, by my "infinite
pains and groans," I have been reminded of Barkis, in "David
Copperfield," when he crawled out of his bed to get a guinea from
his strong box for David's dinner. Naturally, I sent the story to
Harper's Magazine, and it was curtly refused. My husband, moved by
pity by my discouragement, sent it to Mr. Lowell, then editor of the
Atlantic Monthly. In a few days I received a letter from him, which
made me very happy. He accepted the story, and wrote me then, and
afterwards, letters of advice and suggestion. I think he saw through
my mind, its struggles, its ignorance, and its ambition. Also I got my
guinea for my pains. The Atlantic Monthly sent me a hundred dollars.
I doubt but for Mr. Lowell's interest and kindness I should ever have
tried prose again. I owe a debt of gratitude to him which I shall
always give to his noble memory.

My story did not set the river on fire, as stories are apt to do
nowadays. It attracted so little notice from those I knew, and
knew of, that naturally my ambition would have been crushed.
Notwithstanding, and saying nothing to anybody, I began "The
Morgesons," and everywhere I went, like Mary's lamb, my MS. was sure
to go. Meandering along the path of that family, I took them much to
heart, and finished their record within a year. I may say here, that
the clans I marshaled for my pages had vanished from the sphere
of reality—in my early day the village Squire, peerless in blue
broadcloth, who scolded, advised, and helped his poorer neighbors; the
widows, or maidens, who accepting service "as a favor," often remained
a lifetime as friend as well as "help;" the race of coast-wise
captains and traders, from Maine to Florida, as acute as they were
ignorant; the rovers of the Atlantic and the Pacific, were gone not
to return. If with these characters I have deserved the name of
"realist," I have also clothed my skeletons with the robe of romance.
"The Morgesons" completed, and no objections made to its publication,
it was published. As an author friend happened to be with us, almost
on the day it was out, I gave it to him to read, and he returned it to
me with the remark that there were "a good many whiches in it." That
there were, I must own, and that it was difficult to extirpate them. I
was annoyed at their fertility. The inhabitants of my ancient dwelling
place pounced upon "The Morgesons," because they were convinced it
would prove to be a version of my relations, and my own life. I think
one copy passed from hand to hand, but the interest in it soon blew
over, and I have not been noticed there since.

"Two Men" I began as I did the others, with a single motive; the
shadow of a man passed before me, and I built a visionary fabric round
him. I have never tried to girdle the earth; my limits are narrow; the
modern novel, as Andrew Lang lately calls it,—with its love-making,
disquisition, description, history, theology, ethics,—I have
no sprinkling of. My last novel, "Temple House," was personally
conducted, so far that I went to Plymouth to find a suitable abode for
my hero, Angus Gates, and to measure with my eye the distance between
the bar in the bay and the shore, the scene of a famous wreck before
the Revolution. As my stories and novels were never in touch with my
actual life, they seem now as if they were written by a ghost of
their time. It is to strangers from strange places that I owe the most
sympathetic recognition. Some have come to me, and from many I have
had letters that warmed my heart, and cheered my mind. Beside the name
of Mr. Lowell, I mention two New England names, to spare me the
fate of the prophet of the Gospel, the late Maria Louise Pool, whose
lamentable death came far too early, and Nathaniel Hawthorne, who
lived to read "The Morgesons" only, and to write me a characteristic
letter. With some slight criticism, he wrote, "Pray pardon my
frankness, for what is the use of saying anything, unless we say what
we think?… Otherwise it seemed to me as genuine and lifelike as
anything that pen and ink can do. There are very few books of which
I take the trouble to have any opinion at all, or of which I
could retain any memory so long after reading them as I do of 'The
Morgesons.'"

Could better words be written for the send-off of these novels?

ELIZABETH STODDARD. New York, May 2nd, 1901.

TO MRS. KATHARINE HOOKER
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"That child," said my aunt Mercy, looking at me with indigo-colored
eyes, "is possessed."

When my aunt said this I was climbing a chest of drawers, by its
knobs, in order to reach the book-shelves above it, where my favorite
work, "The Northern Regions," was kept, together with "Baxter's
Saints' Rest," and other volumes of that sort, belonging to my mother;
and those my father bought for his own reading, and which I liked,
though I only caught a glimpse of their meaning by strenuous study.
To this day Sheridan's Comedies, Sterne's Sentimental Journey, and
Captain Cook's Voyages are so mixed up in my remembrance that I am
still uncertain whether it was Sterne who ate baked dog with Maria, or
Sheridan who wept over a dead ass in the Sandwich Islands.

After I had made a dash at and captured my book, I seated myself with
difficulty on the edge of the chest of drawers, and was soon lost in
an Esquimaux hut. Presently, in crossing my feet, my shoes, which were
large, dropped on the painted floor with a loud noise. I looked at my
aunt; her regards were still fixed upon me, but they did not interfere
with her occupation of knitting; neither did they interrupt her habit
of chewing cloves, flagroot, or grains of rice. If these articles were
not at hand, she chewed a small chip.

"Aunt Merce, poor Hepburn chewed his shoes, when he was in Davis's


Straits."



"Mary, look at that child's stockings."

Mother raised her eyes from the Boston Recorder, and the article
she had been absorbed in the proceedings of an Ecclesiastical Council[3],
which had discussed (she read aloud to Aunt Merce) the conduct of
Brother Thaddeus Turner, pastor of the Congregational Church of
Hyena. Brother Thaddeus had spoken lightly of the difference between
Sprinkling and Immersion, and had even called Hyena's Baptist minister
"Brother." He was contumacious at first, was Brother Thaddeus, but
Brother Boanerges from Andover finally floored him.

"Cassandra," said mother, presently, "come here."

I obeyed with reluctance, making a show of turning down a leaf.

"Child," she continued, and her eyes wandered over me dreamily, till
they dropped on my stockings; "why will you waste so much time on
unprofitable stories?"

"Mother, I hate good stories, all but the Shepherd of Salisbury Plain;
I like that, because it makes me hungry to read about the roasted
potatoes the shepherd had for breakfast and supper. Would it make me
thankful if you only gave me potatoes without salt?"

"Not unless your heart is right before God."

"'The Lord my Shepherd is,'" sang Aunt Merce.

I put my hands over my ears, and looked defiantly round the room.
Its walls are no longer standing, and the hands of its builders have
crumbled to dust. Some mental accident impressed this picture on the
purblind memory of childhood.

We were in mother's winter room. She was in a low, chintz-covered
chair; Aunt Merce sat by the window, in a straight-backed chair, that
rocked querulously, and likewise covered with chintz, of a red and
yellow pattern. Before the lower half of the windows were curtains of
red serge, which she rattled apart on their brass rods, whenever she
heard a footstep, or the creak of a wheel in the road below. The walls
were hung with white paper, through which ran thread-like stripes of
green. A square of green and chocolate-colored English carpet covered
the middle of the floor, and a row of straw chairs stood around it,
on the bare, lead-colored boards. A huge bed, with a chintz top shaped
like an elephant's back, was in one corner, and a six-legged mahogany
table in another. One side of the room where the fireplace was set
was paneled in wood; its fire had burned down in the shining Franklin
stove, and broken brands were standing upright. The charred backlog
still smoldered, its sap hissed and bubbled at each end.

Aunt Merce rummaged her pocket for flagroot; mother resumed her paper.

"May I put on, for a little while, my new slippers?" I asked, longing
to escape the oppressive atmosphere of the room.

"Yes," answered mother, "but come in soon, it will be supper-time."

I bounded away, found my slippers, and was walking down stairs on
tiptoe, holding up my linsey-woolsey frock, when I saw the door of my
great-grandfather's room ajar. I pushed it open, went in, and saw a
very old man, his head bound with a red-silk handkerchief, bolstered
in bed. His wife, grandmother-in-law, sat by the fire reading a great
Bible.

"Marm Tamor, will you please show me Ruth and Boaz?" I asked.

She complied by turning over the leaves till she came to the picture.

"Did Ruth love Boaz dreadfully much?"

"Oh, oh," groaned the old man, "what is the imp doing here? Drive her
away. Scat."

I skipped out by a side door, down an alley paved with blue pebbles,
swung the high gate open, and walked up and down the gravel walk which
bordered the roadside, admiring my slippers, and wishing that some
acquaintance with poor shoes could see me. I thought then I would
climb the high gateposts, which had a flat top, and take there the
position of the little girl in "The Shawl Dance." I had no sooner
taken it than Aunt Merce appeared at the door, and gave a shriek at
the sight, which tempted me to jump toward her with extended arms. I
was seized and carried into the house, where supper was administered,
and I was put to bed.

CHAPTER II.
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At this time I was ten years old. We lived in a New England village,
Surrey, which was situated on an inlet of a large bay that opened into
the Atlantic. From the observatory of our house we could see how the
inlet was pinched by the long claws of the land, which nearly enclosed
it. Opposite the village, some ten miles across, a range of islands
shut out the main waters of the bay. For miles on the outer side
of the curving prongs of land stretched a rugged, desolate coast,
indented with coves and creeks, lined with bowlders of granite half
sunken in the sea, and edged by beaches overgrown with pale sedge, or
covered with beds of seaweed. Nothing alive, except the gulls, abode
on these solitary shores. No lighthouse stood on any point, to shake
its long, warning light across the mariners' wake. Now and then a
drowned man floated in among the sedge, or a small craft went to
pieces on the rocks. When an easterly wind prevailed, the coast
resounded with the bellowing sea, which brought us tidings from those
inaccessible spots. We heard its roar as it leaped over the rocks
on Gloster Point, and its long, unbroken wail when it rolled in on
Whitefoot Beach. In mild weather, too, when our harbor was quiet, we
still heard its whimper. Behind the village, the ground rose toward
the north, where the horizon was bounded by woods of oak and pine,
intersected by crooked roads, which led to towns and villages near
us. The inland scenery was tame; no hill or dale broke its dull
uniformity. Cornfields and meadows of red grass walled with gray
stone, lay between the village and the border of the woods. Seaward
it was enchanting—beautiful under the sun and moon and clouds. Our
family had lived in Surrey for years. Probably some Puritan[4] of
the name of Morgeson had moved from an earlier settlement, and,
appropriating a few acres in what was now its center, lived long
enough upon them to see his sons and daughters married to the sons and
daughters of similar settlers. So our name was in perpetuation, though
none of our race ever made a mark in his circle, or attained a place
among the great ones of his day. The family recipes for curing herbs
and hams, and making cordials, were in better preservation than the
memory of their makers. It is certain that they were not a progressive
or changeable family. No tradition of any individuality remains
concerning them. There was a confusion in the minds of the survivors
of the various generations about the degree of their relationship to
those who were buried, and whose names and ages simply were cut in the
stones which headed their graves. The meum and tuum of blood were
inextricably mixed; so they contented themselves with giving their
children the old Christian names which were carved on the headstones,
and which, in time, added a still more profound darkness to the
anti-heraldic memory of the Morgesons. They had no knowledge of
that treasure which so many of our New England families are boastful
of—the Ancestor who came over in the Mayflower, or by himself, with
a grant of land from Parliament. It was not known whether two or three
brothers sailed together from the Old World and settled in the New.
They had no portrait, nor curious chair, nor rusty weapon—no old
Bible, nor drinking cup, nor remnant of brocade.

Morgeson—Born—Lived—Died—were all their archives. But
there is a dignity in mere perpetuity, a strength in the narrowest
affinities. This dignity and strength were theirs. They are still
vital in our rural population. Occasionally something fine is their
result; an aboriginal reappears to prove the plastic powers of nature.

My great-grandfather, Locke Morgeson, the old man whose head I saw
bound in a red handkerchief, was the first noticeable man of the name.
He was a scale of enthusiasms, ranging from the melancholy to the
sarcastic. When I heard him talked of, it seemed to me that he was
born under the influence of the sea, while the rest of the tribe
inherited the character of the landscape. Comprehension of life, and
comprehension of self, came too late for him to make either of value.
The spirit of progress, however, which prompted his schemes benefited
others. The most that could be said of him was that he had the
rudiments of a Founder.

My father, whose name was Locke Morgeson also, married early. My
mother was five years his elder; her maiden name was Mary Warren. She
was the daughter of Philip Warren, of Barmouth, near Surrey. He was
the best of the Barmouth tailors, though he never changed the cut of
his garments; he was a rigidly pious man, of great influence in the
church, and was descended from Sir Edward Warren, a gentleman of
Devon, who was knighted by Queen Elizabeth. The name of his more
immediate ancestor, Richard Warren, was in "New England's Memorial."
How father first met mother I know not. She was singularly
beautiful—beautiful even to the day of her death; but she was poor,
and without connection, for Philip Warren was the last of his name.
What the Warrens might have been was nothing to the Morgesons; they
themselves had no past, and only realized the present. They never
thought of inquiring into that matter, so they opposed, with great
promptness, father's wish to marry Mary Warren. All, except old Locke
Morgeson, his grandfather, who rode over to Barmouth to see her one
day, and when he came back told father to take her, offered him half
his house to live in, and promised to push him in the world. His offer
quelled the rioters, silencing in particular the opposition of John
Morgeson, father's father.

In a month from this time, Locke Morgeson, Jr., took Mary Warren from
her father's house as his wife. Grandfather Warren prayed a long,
unintelligible prayer over them, helped them into the large,
yellow-bottomed chaise which belonged to Grandfather Locke, and the
young couple drove to their new home, the old mansion. Grandfather
Locke went away in the same yellow-bottomed chaise a week after, and
returned in a few days with a tall lady of fifty by his side—"Marm
Tamor," a twig of the Morgeson tree, being his third cousin, whom he
had married. This marriage was Grandfather Locke's last mistake. He
was then near eighty, but lived long enough to fulfill his promises
to father. The next year I was born, and four years after, my sister
Veronica. Grandfather Locke named us, and charged father not to
consult the Morgeson tombstones for names.

CHAPTER III.
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"Mrs. Saunders," said mother, "don't let that soap boil over. Cassy,
keep away from it."

"Lord," replied Mrs. Saunders, "there's no fat in the bones to bile.
Cassy's grown dreadful fast, ain't she? How long has the old man been
dead, Mis Morgeson?"

"Three years, Mrs. Saunders."

"How time do fly," remarked Mrs. Saunders, mopping her wrinkled face
with a dark-blue handkerchief. "The winter's sass is hardly put in
the cellar 'fore we have to cut off the sprouts, and up the taters
for planting agin. We shall all foller him soon." And she stirred the
bones in the great kettle with the vigor of an ogress.

When I heard her ask the question about Grandfather Locke, the
interval that had elapsed since his death swept through my mind. What
a little girl I was at the time! How much had since happened! But no
thought remained with me long. I was about to settle whether I would
go to the beach and wade, or into the woods for snake-flowers, till
school-time, when my attention was again arrested by Mrs. Saunders
saying, "I spose Marm Tamor went off with a large slice, and Mr. John
Morgeson is mad to this day?"

Mother was prevented from answering by the appearance of the said Mr.
John Morgeson, who darkened the threshold of the kitchen door, but
advanced no further. I looked at him with curiosity; if he were mad,
he might be interesting. He was a large, portly man, over sixty, with
splendid black hair slightly grizzled, a prominent nose, and fair
complexion. I did not like him, and determined not to speak to him.

"Say good-morning, Cassandra," said mother, in a low voice.

"No," I answered loudly, "I am not fond of my grandfather."

Mrs. Saunders mopped her face again, grinning with delight behind her
handkerchief.

"Debby, my wife, wants you, Mis Saunders, after you have made Mary's
soap," he said.

"Surely," she answered.

"Where is the black horse to-day?" he asked mother.

"Locke has gone to Milford with him."

"I wanted the black horse to-day," he said, turning away.

"He's a mighty grand man, he is," commented Mrs. Saunders. "I am
pesky glad, Mis Morgeson, that you have never put foot in his house. I
'plaud your sperit!"

"School-time, Cassy," said mother. "Will you have some gingerbread
to carry? Tell me when you come home what you have read in the New
Testament."

"My boy does read beautiful," said Mrs. Saunders. "Where's the potash,


Mis Morgeson?"



I heard the bell toll as I loitered along the roadside, pulling a
dandelion here and there, for it was in the month of May, and
throwing it in the rut for the next wheel to crush. When I reached
the schoolhouse I saw through the open door that the New Testament
exercise was over. The teacher, Mrs. Desire Cushman, a tall, slender
woman, in a flounced calico dress, was walking up and down the room; a
class of boys and girls stood in a zigzag line before her, swaying to
and fro, and drawling the multiplication table. She was yawning as
I entered, which exercise forbade her speaking, and I took my seat
without a reprimand. The flies were just coming; I watched their
sticky legs as they feebly crawled over my old unpainted notched
desk, and crumbled my gingerbread for them; but they seemed to have no
appetite. Some of the younger children were drowsy already, lulled by
the hum of the whisperers. Feeling very dull, I asked permission to go
to the water-pail for a drink; let the tin cup fall into the water so
that the floor might be splashed; made faces at the good scholars, and
did what I could to make the time pass agreeably. At noon mother sent
my dinner, with the request that I should stay till night, on account
of my being in the way while the household was in the crisis of
soap-making and whitewashing. I was exasperated, but I stayed. In the
afternoon the minister came with two strangers to visit the school. I
went through my lessons with dignified inaccuracy, and was commended.
Going back, I happened to step on a loose board under my seat. I
determined to punish Mrs. Desire for the undeserved praise I had just
received, and pushed the board till it clattered and made a dust.
When Mrs. Desire detected me she turned white with anger. I pushed it
again, making so much noise that the visitors turned to see the cause.
She shook her head in my direction, and I knew what was in store, as
we had been at enmity a long time, and she only waited for a decisive
piece of mischief on my part. As soon as the visitors had gone, she
said in a loud voice: "Cassandra Morgeson, take your books and go
home. You shall not come here another day."
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