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Top Ten on the Poe Parade

1. Although born in Boston, Edgar Allan Poe was raised in Richmond, Virginia, and was a consummate Southern gentleman in the antebellum South.

2. Out of an early love for the military—and to get out of his foster father’s house—Poe enlisted in the U.S. Army, without parental consent, and served for two years.

3. Devastated by the death of his foster mother—and as a swipe at his foster father—Poe got himself expelled from West Point.

4. At twenty-seven, he married his cousin, Virginia Clemm, who was thirteen at the time. Due to family objections, it was a secret ceremony.

5. Poe is considered the first professional American writer. His determination to make a living solely from his written work doomed him and his dependents to a life of poverty.

6. With a droll, deadpan sense of humor, Poe wrote several hoaxes so convincing that one ended up being reprinted as “fact” in the Congressional Record.

7. Poe was both the father of the modern detective story and an early author of science fiction. Crime detection was just another puzzle for him—and he was an expert cryptographer.

8. His death in Baltimore in 1849 remains mysterious to this day. When he was discovered, unconscious, he appeared to be wearing someone else’s clothing.

9. A bad judge of character, Poe entrusted his literary legacy to a man who despised him. This enemy was almost single-handedly responsible for the public perception of Poe as a drug addict and madman.

10. After midnight on every January nineteenth since 1949, a mysterious figure has placed flowers on Poe’s grave to commemorate the anniversary of the writer’s birth.
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Foreword

Edgar Allan Poe is an intriguing cipher, an enigma, a puzzle with no key. He might be a character from one of his own tales, or a merry prankster gently mocking readers who fall under his spell.

Poe yearned for fame—and he achieved it, but he never managed to find the money he thought would be his just reward. He wanted to be a poet, but fate forced him to find other means to support his little family. Working as an editor for various magazines helped to pay his rent and put food on the table but left him with little time to follow his own muse. His collected works fill a scant seventeen volumes and are far outweighed by the words which have been written about him. His literary reputation now rests on a handful of evocative poems and powerful tales of mystery and horror.

Judging by the well-worn pages of most standard collections, Poe’s world seems populated by madmen and frail angelic women, all doomed to an unhappy end by obsession, the whims of fate, or dark and half-forgotten knowledge. Who is this man who could dream of a melancholy raven, a demonic cat, and a razor-wielding orangutan? Is Poe the defiant optimist of “Israfel” or the dystopian cynic of “The Conqueror Worm”? Is he a singer of truth or a charlatan—a genius or Emerson’s “jingle-man”?

Poe has been studied and analyzed, his works deconstructed and psychoanalyzed. He has been glorified as the prophet of Eureka, and vilified as an immoral drunkard. Even during his lifetime, Poe was a misunderstood object of curiosity. Some myths about him grew from his own tendency to weave a tale to cover an unhappy past, and others were added by people who did not know him or had felt the sting of his critical pen. Rufus Wilmot Griswold, a secret enemy with a long savored grudge, became Poe’s first biographer. He sought to destroy Poe’s reputation with innuendo and accusations, suppressing Poe’s virtues and exaggerating Poe’s flaws, even forging letters to bolster his own claims and to isolate Poe’s friends. Ironically, Griswold created a mythic figure which captured the imagination of a generation and created much trouble for future scholars but brought Poe’s writings to a wider audience than he had ever enjoyed while he was alive.

Poe’s works are still read, and Poe is remembered, but the man is lost to the legend.

For over 150 years, readers have sought the fountain from which sprang Roderick and Madeline Usher, Montresor and Fortunato, Annabel Lee and Lenore. Some have claimed that Poe mined his own life, while others have traced influences from various writers and even newspapers of his own day. The quest for a definitive answer puts one in the place of Legrand, bitten by the gold bug, or the nameless knight of “Eldorado.” When a treasure proves to be so elusive, it is probably good that there is so much pleasure to be found in the search.

Jeffrey A. Savoye,

The Edgar Allan Poe Society of Baltimore



Introduction

MADMAN, PERVERT, ADDICT.

That’s been Edgar Allan Poe’s reputation for nearly two hundred years. For young American readers, when the English teacher gets to the place in the two-pound anthology where Poe begins, everyone (including the teacher!) is ready to leave behind the poems, stories, and essays that come at you like tranquilizer darts. By the time you’re done with Puritan sermons and ranting political speeches and book chapters titled “Natural Sense of Propriety Inherent in the Female Bosom,” you are positively crying out for a madman, pervert, addict.

Coming back from the dead, coming back from the presumed dead, swarming rats, buried treasure, slasher apes, deafening hearts—truly, what’s not to like? He gives us “the shivers.” Casting Poe the author as one of his characters adds to the fright, adds to the mystique, adds to the drama. What mixture of personal losses, shortcomings, and brilliance drove him to create such classics of American literature as “The Tell-Tale Heart” and “The Raven”? Was his own life a bigger horror than anything he could write?

These words that hover around Poe dictate how we think of him: poverty, tragedy, alcoholism, drug use, mental illness—in short, the American nightmare. But if Poe was in fact a madman, pervert, addict, when did he find time to write enough stories and poetry to fill the ten books published during his brief lifetime? Writing in the mid-nineteenth century was an amusing hobby, a diverting luxury for the upper classes. Poe was the first American determined to live his life as a professional writer. He succeeded, although it all but doomed him and his dependents to a life of relentless poverty.



Chapter 1
The Fall of the House of Poe


Edgar Poe was born into a new nation and a family of actors. National—and personal—identity were shifting things in 1809. Possibilities abounded. In time, Edgar would harness the drama that inspired his parents and the lore surrounding his ancestors to become one of the greats in American literature. But there was much for him to overcome. The early loss of both mother and father thrust Edgar into a foster family that irrevocably shaped the course of his life.




Nothing Short of Complete Justice

The Boston of 1809, when Edgar Poe was born, was a vibrant city with a population of 30,000 (including upwards of 1,000 slaves) and a history of European settlement dating back nearly two hundred years. Called the Cradle of Liberty for its central role in the Revolutionary War—site of the Boston Tea Party, the Boston Massacre, and the first battles in neighboring Lexington and Concord—Boston was entering the nineteenth century as a wealthy international port. Fish, tobacco, salt, and rum were the chief exports in this bustling seaport, and the citizens were incensed at the Embargo Act—Congress’s attempt to maintain neutrality in the conflict between England and France by forbidding trade with foreign powers.


fact

Because it was just a two-minute walk to the theater district, what was called Carver Street when Poe was born housed many actors. It was a charming, narrow street with gaslights. Now it’s called Charles Street South, and it houses the Massachusetts Transportation Building.



Just two weeks after Poe’s birth, the Boston Gazette commented, “The spirit of New England is slow in rising; but when once inflamed by oppression, it will never be repressed by anything short of complete justice.” It is a quintessential New England point of view (although you can hear its echoes in Confederate rhetoric a generation later), and in it there is both a reminder of Boston’s recent Revolutionary War history and a portent of things to come. What would become the abolitionist movement, with its far-reaching national and humanitarian consequences half a century hence, was simmering but not yet boiling. With its unique infrastructure, coastal location, and population—descendants of people who always grappled with ideas—Boston was poised for its role in the new century.

Poe was born in Bay Village, a neighborhood no bigger than a quarter of a square mile, a place of trim, red brick row houses. If Beacon Hill was home to the Brahmins, the First Families of Boston, Bay Village was home to the bohemians. In housing artists, artisans, and shopkeepers, the development of this section of the city reflected Boston’s economic vitality—and the emergence of the middle class. The first house was built in Bay Village around the same time the Arnolds arrived from England.


“The United States’ motto, E pluribus unum, may possibly have a sly allusion to Pythagoras’ definition of beauty—the reduction of many into one.”—Poe, equally sly, in 1845



Life upon the Wicked Stage

Henry and Elizabeth Arnold were a London theater couple who performed at Covent Garden Theatre Royal and other theater towns in England. They were itinerant stage performers and had to scramble for a livelihood. Their only child, Elizabeth (“Eliza”) was born in 1787 and joined her parents on stage when she was very young. The stage was her work, her play, her education, her life—a single, powerful influence on the development of the child who would become the mother of Edgar Allan Poe. The theater, for all its hardships, was all she knew. When life suddenly became more difficult with the death of her father in 1793, she and her mother continued to support themselves as performers for three more years, until the widow decided the American stage might offer more opportunities for them.

So they set out for Boston, bringing along Charles Tubbs, another English actor who became Eliza’s stepfather, and arrived in January of 1796. Three months after she arrived, Eliza debuted at the Federal Street Theater, singing a favorite called “The Market Lass” in a clear, sweet voice.

The audience loved it, and the family thought their American career was launched. But life on the American stage looked a lot like life on the English stage, and the transatlantic move didn’t improve either the fortunes or talents of Eliza Arnold’s little family. At the end of the eighteenth century, American drama was little more than a plodding derivation of popular European stage fare. Theater as a seductive, established institution for players, playwrights, and audiences was still half a century away. So the Tubbs couple traveled with Eliza from town to town along the Eastern seaboard, wending their way south, until finally they found some stability when they joined the Charleston Comedians troupe in 1798. But in 1798, Elizabeth Arnold Tubbs died of yellow fever. Eliza soon left the care of her stepfather, who had become manager of the troupe, and set out on her own as an actress.


“The fact is, the drama is not now supported for the sole reason that it does not deserve support. We must burn or bury the old models — We need Art … that is to say, in place of absurd conventionalities, we demand principles of dramatic composition founded in Nature, and in common sense.
—Poe on theater in America



It was a knockabout life for a teenager, especially one whose striking dark looks were as much a matter of comment as her work on the stage. At the age of fifteen, Eliza Arnold married another young actor, C.D. Hopkins, and they played the Virginia theater circuit. In three years he, too, died of yellow fever. Eliza Arnold Hopkins was an eighteen-year-old widow with no children and no family—but a sizeable repertoire—when she met a Richmond law student named David Poe, Jr.

Promoting “General” Poe

The law student named David Poe, Jr. was the oldest son in a large Baltimore family of seven children. By the time he was born in 1784, the Poes were third generation Americans who had established themselves in the New World as merchants, patriots, and landowners.

Poe’s great-grandparents, John Poe and his wife Jane McBride Poe, emigrated from Ireland to America (with their son, David) and were living in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania by 1750. David, who was Edgar’s grandfather, was the oldest of ten children, and only one of three to have children of his own. By 1755, John and Jane Poe had moved their family to Baltimore.

Edgar’s paternal grandfather, David Poe, Sr. was a patriot, in fact, a zealot in the cause of the colonies’ independence from England. It was a passion the Baltimore wheelwright and dry goods merchant backed with the dizzying amount of $40,000—a fortune in those days.


question

How much was David Poe’s gift in today’s dollars?

To give you a sense of just how extravagantly David Poe, Sr. put his money where his mouth was, in today’s dollars, his gift of $40,000 to the cause of American independence is roughly equivalent to $475,000.



David Poe, Sr. was instrumental in pushing the Tories—British sympathizers—out of Baltimore. His chief function in the nascent American army was that of quartermaster, providing patriot soldiers with military supplies. Even his wife, Elizabeth, mother of ten children, contributed to the cause by sewing uniforms. It was life lived in service to a glorious cause. For his work as quartermaster, Poe Sr. received the honorary title of “General.” And “General” he would remain to his ambitious young grandson, Edgar, whose vast romantic imagination discovered an interest in the military.

The Short, Scrappy Life of David Poe, Jr.

David Poe, Jr. took his life in a different direction than the one his family had charted for him. While studying law in Baltimore, David Jr. joined an all-male amateur theatrical group called the Thespian Club, and what began as a hobby soon became the reason he abandoned his law studies. He saw a performance by a young actress named Eliza Arnold Hopkins and fell in love, both with her and the delectable possibility of life as an actor. In a nation newly committed to the pursuit of happiness, David Poe, Jr. began promoting himself as an actor and singer.

The rest of the Poe family was not pleased.


fact

A rumor started floating among the West Point cadets that Poe’s other grandfather—not the one Edgar later referred to as the “intimate” friend of Lafayette—was Benedict Arnold. It was Eliza Poe’s maiden name, Arnold, that led to the rumor, and Edgar, who liked the cachet of military hero grandsires—apparently even traitorous ones—didn’t set the record straight.



No pictures of David Poe, Jr. survive, but a review of his professional debut pronounced his appearance “much in his favor.” One reviewer sniped that Poe was well suited to any role requiring a backwoodsman—which, of course is not what you want to hear if you’re picturing yourself as Hamlet—although his performance was timid. David Poe pursued acting with a kind of deluded passion but received nothing but enthusiastic disdain for his efforts, wounding his pride. By the time David and Eliza married in 1806, she had a decade head start in the theater over her vain young husband, and it was she who received all the praise. The couple had two sons—William Henry Leonard Poe was born at the end of January 1807, followed by Edgar (named for the legitimate son in King Lear, in which Eliza and David were appearing at the time) two years later, on January 19.

Was David Poe jealous of his wife’s success? Was he a reluctant father? Was he broken by the financial hardship the Poes could never quite outrun? In three years, David fathered two sons, garnered many bad reviews, developed a severe drinking problem, and earned a reputation for scrappiness. The marriage became stormy, and sometime during Edgar’s infancy his father disappeared. The father of Edgar’s sister, Rosalie, who was born more than a year after David Poe deserted his family, remains a mystery.

Run, Eliza, Run

One of the most damaging events in the life of Edgar Allan Poe was the death of his mother a month before his third birthday. In the fifteen years since she arrived in Boston with her actress mother, Eliza Hopkins Poe had mastered seventy roles, played three hundred performances, toured the eastern seaboard, been widowed once, abandoned once, and given birth to three children. She was a remarkably dedicated actress who had no support system either to ease her financial hardship or participate in the upbringing of her little family.

Everything fell to Eliza.

Eliza’s Exit

At twenty-four, Eliza wound up back in Richmond, broke and ailing, with three children all under the age of five. An ad in the Richmond Enquirer of November 29, 1811, brought Eliza’s plight to the attention of the Richmond community.


question

What did the ad say?

“To the Humane Heart,” ran the headline, “On this night, Mrs. Poe, lingering on the bed of disease and surrounded by her children, asks your assistance; and asks it perhaps for the last time. The generosity of a Richmond Audience can need no other appeal.”



Some civic-minded women affected by the ad visited the penniless Eliza Poe, sheltered at the home of a Scotch milliner. One was Frances Allan, the wife of a Richmond tobacco merchant. Eliza’s distress, though, went beyond anyone’s ability to help, and by early December 1811, she was dying, either of pneumonia or tuberculosis. At her bedside, in a home not their own, were her son, Edgar, and her daughter, Rosalie. (Henry, the oldest, was already staying with his paternal grandparents in Baltimore.)

The Allan Family Enters

Eliza Hopkins Arnold Poe was buried at Old St. John’s Church. Due to the vocal displeasure of some of the church members at having anyone so scandalous as an actress buried in their sacred ground, her grave was in a spot as far from the actual church as possible. It remained unmarked until 1927.

Eliza’s children were scattered to various foster homes. Poe went to live with Frances Allan and her husband, John. All the destitute Eliza left Poe was a treasured watercolor of Boston Harbor, which she hoped would remind him of his birthplace.

To Add to the Drama

Although there are discrepancies in the record, the vanished David Poe, Jr. died—elsewhere—within days of his abandoned wife, probably of yellow fever. And not even three weeks after Eliza’s death, the Richmond Theater, where she had performed, burned to the ground. Scenery caught fire during a crowded performance and because there weren’t enough exits, sixty-eight people died in the fire (some, trampled to death), including the governor of Virginia. It was as if the daily theater life in Poe’s family background was cut off, signaling changes a child so young couldn’t possibly understand.

But even though the stage as a Poe family way of survival disappeared from Poe’s life, the love for dramatizing human stories that drew his parents to the theater in the first place was part of the boy’s deepest nature, and it found a different form of expression as he grew. Is it any wonder that a bright and sensitive little boy who watches his beautiful, talented mother die—and watches her burial—returns to the theme of the premature burial of a beautiful woman in his own creative work, over and over again? Or that the tone is always one of horror?



Chapter 2
The Old Foster Folks at Home


The well-to-do Allan family of Richmond, Virginia, provided the orphaned Poe with the love of a foster mother and the indifference of a foster father, who funded unique educational opportunities for the boy in both Britain and America. But with Poe’s adolescence came his first forays into the realm of romance, a growing definition of his artistic ambitions, a recognition of his Poe ancestors—and an inevitable struggle with John Allan.




Richmond in 1811

The Richmond where Edgar Allan Poe was raised by his foster parents was emerging as a small city to be reckoned with. After all, it earned its stripes during the Revolutionary period, and it was positioned better than Charlottesville, seat of the landed aristocracy. Richmond seemed to be the Virginian town best able to take advantage of mercantile opportunities the new United States was interested in undertaking.


“It is a thousand pities that the puny witticisms of a few professional objectors should have power to prevent … the adoption of a name for our country…. There should be no hesitation about ‘Appalachian.’ In the first place, it is distinctive. ‘America’ is not, and can never be made so…. South America is ‘America,’ and will insist upon remaining so…. I yet hope to find ‘Appalachia’ assumed.”—Poe on his nations name



By 1800, Richmond had become the state capital—with a capitol building—and it had recovered from its burning twenty years before at the hands of Benedict Arnold. Richmond, Virginia, had divided itself into Congressional districts, established a bank, a public library, stagecoach lines, and steamboat service up and down the James River. Virginia was the birthplace of some of the finest minds and spirits behind the American Revolution, the closest things to an aristocracy the country would know.

But the Richmond of 1800 also saw the first glimmer of national catastrophe still half a century down the road. A slave uprising—depending on the report, involving anywhere from 1,000–4,000 slaves—was quelled just outside Richmond.

Overlooking the new century that spread out before it, Virginia was discovering in itself the makings of a true commonwealth, what with the rise of a merchant class and opportunities for the general advancement of all its people—its free people, that is. Its free, white people. The Virginia of Poe’s youth was developing its Southern identity. So, in fact, was he.

Make Mine a Bitters—With an Oliver Twist

If you asked John Allan, a social climbing, hardworking Richmond merchant, how he felt about his childless marriage up to the end of 1811, he would either say it suited him just fine, thank you—or he might say he really hadn’t noticed the absence of any offspring. Richmond was a city on the rise, what with its growing tobacco, flour, and coal industries, where an already wealthy aristocracy sought the services of capable merchants.

John Allan was a canny Scotsman who built a successful business brokering goods and services with his partner, Charles Ellis. But the success Allan wanted was more than financial. He wanted standing in the community as well, which meant conspicuous churchgoing, philanthropy, and participation in civic affairs. Himself an orphaned immigrant, Allan valued self-reliance and hard work—practically the embodiment of Benjamin Franklin’s all-American ideal, Poor Richard.


fact

In response to a foster father who performed his duty but without any deep affection for the boy—or, at least, any he could express—many years later the child taken in the day after Christmas in 1811 only ever signed his name Edgar A. Poe, Edgar Poe, or E.A. Poe.



On the day after Christmas, when his compassionate wife, Frances, brought home one of the Poe orphans—in fact, the last one to find a foster home—Allan may have seen the event as an opportunity for performing a long-term civic duty, or maybe as an experiment in shaping one example of the nation’s youth, or merely as a hobby for his childless wife. But nowhere is there a record of his looking upon the arrival of two-year-old Edgar Poe as a chance to be a loving father. He himself had no role model. Besides, he was a busy man. John Allan had the child baptized, but although he added his own family name to the child’s, he never formally adopted Poe.

In 1811, the Allans were living over a store at the corner of Main and Thirteenth Streets. The two-year-old Edgar Poe was beginning a new life as a foundling. The soft, loving Frances Allan had seen to that. But what would be the psychological effects of John Allan’s lifelong refusal to see the boy as anything other than a permanent foster child?

The Household Pet

The boy who came into the Allan home that December day was appealing, with his black curls and gray eyes. Because of Poe, Frances Allan discovered instant motherhood, and she wasn’t alone. Her unmarried sister, Nancy Valentine, was living with them at the time, and so the child who couldn’t understand where his own mother had gone suddenly found himself at the center of the combined universe of two strange, doting women. He was their pet, and they overdressed and spoiled him. Frances and Nancy were a double dose of attention, indelibly shaping the boy’s tendency to turn to women for love and approval. John Allan was always either absent or distant.

John Allan was caught in a forked stick. His cool duty to do right by the boy—with a little prodding from his wife—led him to take Edgar with them on pricey vacations and to enroll the boy in good schools. On the other hand, although Allan may have viewed this as just another attempt to fulfill his duty to the boy, he tried to offset his wife and sister-in-law’s coddling by weighing in severely. To the orphan, though, the Allans were always Ma and Pa, and his desire to be treated fully as a son and heir was a source of conflict and sorrow in his life.

Still, the duty-bound John Allan sent the boy off to school at age five.

Edgar was off again at age six to a school for boys run by a schoolmaster. Although Edgar’s formal education had begun, it wasn’t until 1815 that he had his first real adventure, when John Allan moved his family to London in order to expand his business overseas. For five years, the little Richmonder became an American abroad—or, maybe the way he saw it, a British schoolboy.


fact

In terms of child welfare in the United States of the early 1800s, foster care increasingly became the goal, with Massachusetts in the vanguard. Children elsewhere were rescued from poorhouses and often shipped via “orphan trains” to the Midwest, where they were taken into farming families to work for room and board.



Not Quite Dotheboys Hall

In the first six years of his formal education, Edgar attended five schools. One of the significant influences in his life was the tension between his need for home as a safe, settled place, and frequent relocations as a lifestyle. The itinerant lifestyle became a trait of his, either out of necessity, when he moved to search for work as a writer, or as a delicious matter of choice as a free man in a new nation full of opportunities. Edgar’s early experiences—the utter change in his family circumstances when his mother died, two different schools in two years, then living in a foreign country for what would become five crucial years—may have made him resilient. They may also have persuaded the boy, on some level, that the world is full of unsettling surprises and grim possibilities, a psychic state repeatedly seen in his macabre tales. These experiences may have made him insecure.

The figure of “the American abroad” wouldn’t become popularized, or explored by such great writers as Mark Twain, Henry James, and Edith Wharton, until a generation after Poe set foot on British soil at the age of six. And that social critic Charles Dickens wouldn’t address the problems of child welfare (in “proper British” homes, schools, and orphanages) until twenty-five years later. When Dickens wrote Nicholas Nickleby, the location for his exposé was the fictional Dotheboys—do the boys—Hall.

But in 1812, there was Edgar, the pampered American boy, making a dazzling round of visits to Allan’s Scottish relatives in Ayrshire and then boarding in a Scottish school, while Frances and John Allan went on without him to London. Soon Edgar joined them, staying for a year at a boarding school in Chelsea where he studied spelling, geography, and Church of England catechism—”high church,” similar to the Allans’ Episcopalianism back home. Reports home said Poe was happy and well.


fact

During Charles Dickens’s tour of America in 1842, he expressed a desire to meet the man who had correctly guessed the ending of his serialized novel, Barnaby Rudge—Edgar Allan Poe. The meeting went well, and the two exchanged letters. Dickens hoped to find a British publisher for Poe’s Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque, and Poe hoped Dickens would submit a piece to Graham’s Magazine, where he was then working. Both hopes died.



The bills for Poe’s education during these years in Great Britain were sent to John Allan, on behalf of “Master Allan,” and it’s clear that these childhood school years were the closest the boy ever came to being considered Allan’s son. Finally, Poe enrolled at Manor House School a few miles outside of London, where he first showed a real aptitude for languages. Under the headmaster, Reverend Bransby, who was a classics scholar, Master Allan excelled at Greek and Latin. It was here that it first became apparent that the boy had something that would later earn him some respect by his peers—real athletic ability.


On the Dark Side of Russell Square

The years in England from 1815–1820 were the most settled in Poe’s life up to that point. Home was an apartment in London’s Russell Square, where Frances tried to adjust to a move she hadn’t wanted. The Manor House School for Poe accounted for most of the time he spent among British schoolboys. There was a kind of stability, but there were three negative aspects to the family’s years abroad.


they said …

“Russell Square is, under ordinary circumstances, a very nice place to walk in. If those troublesome railway vans and goods wagons would not come lumbering and clattering … through the square … on their way to King’s Cross, ‘La Place Roussell’ would be as cosy and tranquil as ‘La Place Royale’ in Paris. It has the vastness of Lincoln’s Inn Fields without its dinginess.”—A “contemporary” review in St. James’s Magazine of the Russell Square neighborhood the Allans called home



An Ailing Foster Mother

Frances, the foster mother Poe called Ma, suffered from an unending series of vague complaints—head colds, headaches, sore throats, croup, and catarrh. It is unclear how much of her poor health during these years was due to the climate—or, at any rate, was a psychosomatic response to a climate she found a lot less congenial than the one she had left behind in Richmond. As a result, she was often reclining and declining off in a separate place in the Allan home, and Poe lost some of his access to the woman who had rescued and coddled him. Ma became remote. The fear, of course, had to be that she would die—another mother lost. The possibility was unbearable, especially in a household where ambivalence was the most warmth the foster father could offer him.

An Ailing Business

Another source of trouble during the otherwise stable time abroad was the reason for the move in the first place—John Allan’s business plans. At first, his expansion of Allan’s tobacco enterprise into the London market prospered. But Allan was unable to escape a London business slump in 1819, and in a short time he found himself caught between demanding creditors and dissatisfied customers—and $250,000 in debt. It became clear to the entrepreneurial Allan that it was time to cut his losses and work out a debt repayment schedule that satisfied his creditors. Allan decided to move his family back to Richmond. The family returned in the summer of 1820, when Edgar was eleven.

A Stifling Education

For five years in British schools, Poe discovered his intellectual talents, his ability to excel in a rigorous school system, and his athletic prowess.


“I myself did not see the contest; feeling little interest in feats of merely physical strength, or agility, when performed by rational beings. The speed of a horse is sublime—that of a man absurd. I always find myself fancying how very readily he could be beaten by an ass.”—Poe on a foot race



By the summer of 1820, when he was about to reenter the Richmond schools, the boy’s relationship with formal education was strained. Master Allan was coming out of a system where rote memorization of texts was the standard of excellence. Little value was placed on encouraging a student’s lively engagement with the material. How would that sit with a boy whose imagination and curiosity were already asserting themselves?

Worshiping Edgar

In those years after the return from England in 1820, the Ellis and Allan families were thrown together frequently because the men were business partners and the women were cousins. A little younger than Poe, Thomas Ellis idolized the older boy, saying, “No boy ever had a greater influence over me than he had,” adding that he was beautiful and brave. Thomas Ellis’s anecdotes about the young adolescent Poe show a range of normal boyish escapades: hiding out, poaching, tramping through woods, scaring girls—thus emerging a star in the local pack of boys.


fact

One of Poe’s childhood friends, Robert Sully, said Poe always included him in the boys’ games when they were young, standing up for him against the teasing of the other boys. School was hard for Sully, who was deaf, so the smart, generous Poe helped him. Sully grew up to become a painter.



It was Poe who taught Thomas Ellis how to skate, swim, and hunt, although the lessons came with either a whipping for Edgar or a near-death experience for Thomas. The boys shot game birds on the Belvidere Estate, owned by a prominent local judge, and Edgar got a beating when word got back to John Allan. The swimming lesson Edgar gave his pal consisted of throwing Thomas into the river, and then—when it quickly became evident that self-preservation doesn’t necessarily lead to skills—jumping in after him to save him from drowning.

Thomas was delighted when his idol won a local speech contest, and again when Edgar and a few school friends set up a tent for a stage in a vacant lot and charged the public a penny to watch their “thespian performances.”

On one occasion, the Ellis parlor was set up with many card tables for the Gentlemen’s Whist Club, a card game forerunner of bridge. The play was suddenly interrupted by a “ghost”—even then, bed sheets did the trick—and the crowd of card players was appropriately scared until the specter was finally cornered by a doctor, with help from none other than General Winfield Scott. Scott, known as “Old Fuss and Feathers,” was a war hero who would go on to become a presidential candidate and famous tactician. His Anaconda Plan to blockade the Confederacy would be instrumental in the Union victory in the Civil War.


“Whist has long been known for its influence upon what is termed the calculating power; and men of the highest order of intellect have been known to take an apparently unaccountable delight in it, while eschewing chess as frivolous.”—Poe on whist in The Murders in the Rue Morgue



It’s characteristic of Poe that, even as his foes closed in, he faced them, never a victim of the fright he engineered—an unflappable bravery in the face of adversity. That night, defrocked, the high-spirited Poe laughed along with the others.

In all the years they knew each other, Thomas Ellis remembered only one “piece of meanness” perpetrated by Poe. One Christmas, the Ellis family was celebrating the holiday with the Allan clan. One of the toys was a segmented toy snake, connected by wires, the kind you can handle so it wiggles in a lifelike way. Apparently for Poe, the evening’s entertainment was a classic boy tease—poking the snake at the Ellis’s daughter, Jane, until “it almost ran her crazy.”

Against a Powerful Current

Not an orphan, but not quite a son. Not a Brit, but not quite a Virginian. From the age of eleven until he packed up and went—exceptionally young at seventeen—to Thomas Jefferson’s new university in Charlottesville, certain things about Poe were becoming clear. He was athletic, romantic, and literary. He was already trying to reconcile his considerable gifts with the deep insecurity that kept him from ever believing in himself. His feats came to matter keenly to him, maybe because with the insecurity that sapped him everywhere he turned, he had to struggle to achieve what more light-hearted boys did more easily.

Edgar was a swimmer and a broad jumper. Although his achievements—and his likeable nature—gave him some standing among the other boys, he still gained a reputation for aloofness.

His studies introduced him to the romantic ideals of Byron and Keats, and in some ways, he was already trying to emulate them. The summer he was fifteen, he swam six miles up the James River against a powerful current, an anxious schoolteacher following him in a rowboat in case he got into trouble. He likened this exercise to Lord Byron’s famous feat. Byron was the first person known to swim the Hellespont, the hazardous one-kilometer strait between Europe and Asia. An element of risk heightened the experience and infused it with excitement.


they said …

“This institution of my native state, the hobby of my old age, will be based on the illimitable freedom of the human mind, to explore and to expose every subject susceptible of its contemplation.”—Thomas Jefferson on his vision for his new university, which included ten pavilions in an academic village with a 7,000-book library as its centerpiece, 1820



With the Greek and Latin he learned in England—and continued in Richmond—he read stories about the feats of Greek and Roman heroes. With the “new” Romantic poetry of Byron, Shelley, and Keats, he had visions of an extravagant individualism. Classicist? Romantic? Something else? Potent new influences were seeping into the young adolescent Poe, and while he continued to excel at school, he was also beginning to see the possibilities for self-creation. His life was something he could make a breathing work of art—but how?
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