
[image: Cover: Edgar Allan Poe: The Master of the Macabre, by Levi Lionel Leland. Pocket Portraits.]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Edgar Allan Poe: The Master of the Macabre, by Levi Lionel Leland. Adams Media. New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | London | Toronto | Sydney/Melbourne | New Delhi. Pocket Portraits.]










Introduction

Edgar Allan Poe is one of American literature’s most elusive figures. Since his mysterious and untimely death on a dreary October day in 1849, generations of readers have consumed the prolific works and pondered the complicated life of the famous author and poet. Poe is responsible for dark and melodic poems such as “The Raven” and “Annabel Lee,” and his tales of horror are as recognizable as the author himself. Stories like “The Tell-Tale Heart,” “The Cask of Amontillado,” and “The Black Cat” have earned Poe the indelible title of Master of the Macabre. But you might be surprised to learn that there’s more to Poe than his tales of horror.…

In Pocket Portraits: Edgar Allan Poe, you’ll dig deep into the puzzles of his life (and death). Here, you’ll explore one hundred biographical vignettes that peer into the world of Edgar Allan Poe, from his early years in Richmond, Virginia, to his lasting impact on pop culture. Unearth details about:


	
His first poems, published when he was just eighteen years old

	His childhood sweetheart and the intercepted letters that could have stopped her marriage to another man

	How he became credited with inventing the detective fiction genre

	The bitter literary rival who defamed his character following his death

	And more



You’ll also find excerpts from a number of his works, including the poems “Annabel Lee” and “To Helen” and the stories “Berenice” and “The Masque of the Red Death.”

A science aficionado, a scathing literary critic, and an essayist whose topics ranged from interior design to the origin of the universe, Poe left no stone unturned when it came to his writing. He has left a lasting mark on American literature, and his controversial life and unsolved death have left fans pondering more than just his talents. Turn the page to start to unravel the mysteries and savor the literary prowess of the Master of the Macabre.
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The Son of Actors

Edgar Allan Poe’s parents, David Poe Jr. and Elizabeth Arnold Hopkins, were traveling actors who met on the Richmond, Virginia, stage before marrying in the spring of 1806. At the time, both were members of Green’s Virginia Company, who were then playing at the Richmond Theatre. Eliza had been widowed after a brief three-year marriage to a man named Charles Hopkins.

Originally from England, Eliza came to America in 1796 with her mother (also an actress), and the young Eliza made her debut on the American stage at the age of nine. She was an instant hit! Audiences adored the beautiful, doe-eyed actress with an impeccable singing voice. Eliza secured roles across the country as she grew into her profession.


THE MORE YOU KNOW

The Boston Gazette favorably reviewed Eliza on March 21, 1808: “If industry can claim from the public either favor or support, the talents of Mrs. Poe will not pass unrewarded. She has supported and maintained a course of characters, more numerous and arduous than can be paralleled on our boards, during any one season. Often, she has been obliged to perform three characters on the same evening, and she has always been perfect in the text, and has well comprehended the intention of her author.”
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By contrast, her husband, David, was a law school dropout turned actor who was often intoxicated during his performances. He would get booed by the audience until he stormed off the stage in a fit of rage. Reviewers called him “mediocre,” which only exacerbated his fiery temper. One evening, David showed up at one of these critics’ houses and violently threatened him. Fortunately, the situation didn’t escalate further.

David and Eliza traveled all over the country, performing on stages in major cities including Richmond, Philadelphia, Boston, and New York. The couple had at least two children together, William (often called Henry) in 1807 and Edgar in 1809. A third child, Rosalie, born in 1810, was rumored to have been conceived with a man other than David. Edgar Allan Poe’s foster father, John Allan, referred to Rosalie as Henry and Edgar’s half sister. Some believe this is why David abandoned his wife and children around the time Eliza was pregnant with Rosalie. By the summer of 1811, David was lost to history. There is reason to believe that he died later that year, but no record exists of his death or burial. David Poe Jr.’s untimely and mysterious end would foreshadow a recurring theme in the deaths of his two sons, Henry and Edgar.






January 19, 1809

It was a bitterly cold Thursday when Edgar Poe was born in a boardinghouse on Carver Street in Boston on January 19, 1809. His parents, David Poe Jr. and Elizabeth Arnold Poe, had settled there because they were performing at the Boston Theatre. Poe’s older brother, Henry, had been born two years earlier on January 30, 1807, and his younger sister, Rosalie, would follow almost two years later in December 1810.


THE MORE YOU KNOW

Today, the house where Poe was born is no longer standing. But you can find a plaque on the corner of Boylston Street and Edgar Allan Poe Way marking the approximate location. The plaque (erected in 1989 by the Edgar Allan Poe Memorial Committee) gives a brief description of Poe’s additional connections to Boston.
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Eliza took less than a month off from the stage after Poe was born. Her returning role as Rosamunda in a play titled Abaellino, the Great Bandit, was well received. Audiences were thrilled to see the beloved actress back on the stage. With both of Poe’s parents working, they left Poe (who was just over a month old) with his paternal grandparents in Baltimore, where his older brother, Henry, had already been taken in. David and Eliza went back for Poe later that year, but family tradition has it that Henry remained in the care of his grandparents.

The infant Poe traveled all over the country with his parents as they performed on stages in Boston, New York, Richmond, and Charleston. Eventually, the family settled in Virginia, after Eliza’s health took a turn for the worse. Poe’s younger sister, Rosalie, was born in Norfolk, Virginia, and David had abandoned the family earlier that year. Eliza made her last stage appearance in October 1811 before she became too ill to perform.






Boston

For most of his life, Poe carried with him a miniature portrait of his mother and a small watercolor she had painted of Boston Harbor. On the back of the watercolor, she had inscribed: “For my little son Edgar, who should ever love Boston, the place of his birth, and where his mother found her best, and most sympathetic friends.” Poe didn’t exactly heed his mother’s advice. Poe’s roots in Boston only go as far as being the place of his birth by happenstance. During Poe’s lifetime, he had quite the tumultuous relationship with the city. When asked about his birthplace, Poe would say that his family was from Baltimore (which was true), which led people to believe he was born there.

Poe would write in his editorial “Boston and the Bostonians,” published in the Broadway Journal on November 1, 1845, that “[I] like Boston. [I was] born there—and perhaps it is just as well not to mention that [I am] heartily ashamed of the fact.” Poe continued: “The Bostonians are very well in their way. Their hotels are bad. Their pumpkin pies are delicious. Their poetry is not so good. Their common is no common thing—and the duck-pond might answer—if its answer could be heard for the frogs.” Poe would playfully (but offensively) label Bostonians “Frogpondians” and claim that they had “no soul.”

This attack was triggered after Poe was invited to Boston to deliver a poem before the Lyceum. Poe never got around to writing a new, original poem for the occasion as promised. (According to a friend, Thomas Holley Chivers, Poe claimed he was sick and spent the time before his visit to Boston in bed, avoiding writing the new poem.) So, he read an old poem, “Al Aaraaf” and just gave it a new title, “The Messenger Star.” The crowd soon picked up on this fact, and the “large and distinguished audience” began leaving one by one. Boston papers wrote, “We presume Mr. Poe will not accept another invitation to recite poetry, original or selected” because of his unappreciative treatment by the crowd. And they were correct.


THE MORE YOU KNOW

Despite his calling Bostonians “well-bred—as very dull persons very generally are,” Bostonians today love their connection to Edgar Allan Poe and revere him as a beloved son. In 2014, a statue of Poe by sculptor Stefanie Rocknak was unveiled in what is now called Edgar Allan Poe Square, located at the corner of Boylston and Charles Streets. The whimsical design shows manuscripts of Poe’s literary works falling out of his open briefcase as he strides with his back to the Boston Common toward the nonextant site of his birth.
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“On the Bed of Disease”

On November 29, 1811, Richmond’s Enquirer published the following lines “TO THE HUMANE HEART”: “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.” At the age of twenty-four, Poe’s mother was dying of consumption, the disease known today as tuberculosis. This would be the first but not last time that tuberculosis would ravage Poe’s life.

Many Virginia society women answered the Enquirer’s appeals. They helped care for the Poe children and brought the family meals and other necessities of life. Two of these women were Jane Mackenzie and Frances Allan, who each took in a Poe child after Eliza’s death. The women observed during their visits that the poor children were very pale, thin, and distressed. The old nurse who cared for Eliza often fed the children gin-soaked bread to calm them down or put them to sleep.

On December 8, 1811, just months after her last stage performance, Elizabeth Arnold Poe died. With the disappearance and likely death of her husband, this left her three children orphaned. The oldest, Henry, had the benefit of living with his paternal grandparents in Baltimore. Unfortunately, the grandparents’ age and financial situation made them unable to take in the other Poe children. The youngest, Rosalie, was adopted by Jane Mackenzie and her husband, William, while Edgar was taken in by the Allans (after Frances had to beg her husband to do so).


THE MORE YOU KNOW

If Elizabeth Arnold Poe hadn’t contracted tuberculosis and subsequently died from the disease, it is very likely that she would have died in the tragic Richmond Theatre fire that happened just weeks after her death. The fire took the lives of seventy-two people that night and was considered one of the greatest losses of life in the country at the time. Eliza almost definitely would have been performing there that night as she had many times in the past. She would likely have been among the victims. The Allans (who fostered Edgar) were out of town when the fire happened; otherwise, these frequent theatergoers might have perished in the flames, leaving Edgar orphaned twice in one month.
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Poe had little to no memory of his mother, but throughout his adulthood, he maintained an appreciation for her talent and acting ability. In an article in the Broadway Journal he wrote: “The writer of this article is himself the son of an actress—has invariably made it his boast—and no earl was ever prouder of his earldom than he of his descent from a woman who, although well-born, hesitated not to consecrate to the drama her brief career of genius and of beauty.”






The Allans

John Allan was a stern, well-to-do Virginia merchant from Scotland who emigrated to Richmond to work for his wealthy uncle. Allan partnered with one of his uncle’s employees, Charles Ellis, and they established a merchant business, Ellis & Allan, in 1800 that sold Virginia tobacco to Europe. In 1803, Allan married Frances Valentine, and the childless couple took the orphaned Poe into their home less than a decade later.

The Allans never formally adopted Poe, but they did have him baptized by the Reverend John Buchanan and gave him their last name as his middle name. John Allan’s financial records show that he paid for a crib and a suit for little Edgar, who was described by friends and relatives of the Allans’ as being dressed like a little prince, and as a brilliant and clever child with dark curls and luminous eyes. Frances Allan (who likely couldn’t bear children of her own due to her health, which was often poor) doted on her foster child. Frances’s love was the first motherly affection that Poe truly knew. But since she was sick a lot of the time, Poe was often left in the care of servants.

John Allan became the keeper of the few family trinkets that Eliza Poe had left for her children, which included the miniature portrait of herself and the watercolor she painted of Boston Harbor that were given to Edgar. Other items included a jewelry box for Rosalie and a stack of letters that Allan would allude to as being quite compromising whenever referring to them. Edgar Allan Poe exhibited a lofty intelligence from an early age, and as a child, he was provided with a first-rate education, along with custom suits, pets, and other luxuries to befit a Southern gentleman. In 1815, the family set sail for England, where Allan opened an office in London and Poe attended the finest schools England had to offer.


THE MORE YOU KNOW

John Allan enjoyed hosting lavish dinner parties for Richmond’s elite citizens. That was until the young daughter of one of the attendees was ambushed by a ghost! As the girl shrieked in terror, War of 1812 veteran General Winfield Scott rose from his seat, slapped the little phantom on his head, and pulled the sheet from his body, revealing young Edgar Allan Poe, who was playing a practical joke on the guests.
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The Schoolboy in England

In June 1815, six-year-old Edgar set sail along with his foster parents and foster aunt (Frances’s sister) on a thirty-six-day journey to Liverpool on a ship called the Lothair. The journey was rough. The captain ran a very tight and “penurious” (frugal) ship. The women were seasick most of the trip, and the lack of provisions forced Allan to sleep on the ship’s floor. Little Edgar, on the other hand, was only briefly sick before making a robust recovery. For a boy on a long and arduous journey, he was well-behaved and high-spirited. In a letter from Allan to his business partner, Charles Ellis, shortly after their arrival in England, Allan wrote that Edgar had implored his “Pa” to tell Ellis that he “was not afraid coming across the Sea.”

Edgar Allan Poe attended a grammar school in Scotland, followed by several schools in London. Those London institutions included a boarding school in Chelsea and the Manor House School in Stoke Newington. This was a rare opportunity for Poe, as many American children never had the privilege of being educated in England. Allan wrote to Ellis that “Edgar is in the Country at school, he is a very fine boy and a good scholar.”

As Poe excelled academically, Allan’s business venture was failing. To top it all off, Frances was always falling ill and loathed London. Eventually, Allan had to have Ellis send the funds for him and his family to travel back to America. In the summer of 1820, the family made the journey back to Richmond, Virginia.


LITERARY CONNECTIONS

The journey to England and his experiences there may have inspired the young Poe, as he would go on to write a number of seafaring adventure stories and feature England as a setting in some of his works. In his tale “William Wilson,” Poe describes a school that physically resembles the Manor House School he attended in Stoke Newington. He even named the schoolmaster Dr. Bransby after his actual schoolmaster, Reverend John Bransby.
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Richmond

Poe lived in multiple cities throughout his lifetime, but the city that he truly called home was Richmond. It is where Poe was fostered, and it is chiefly where he chose to be. Just weeks before his death, Poe told a friend: “I am homesick for Virginia. I don’t know why it is but when my foot is once in Virginia, I feel myself a new man. It is a pleasure to me to go into her woods—to lay myself upon her sod—even to breath her air.”

After his return from England, Poe attended the private academy of Joseph H. Clarke, where he continued to shine in his studies. Although he much preferred reading Latin and Greek texts over studying mathematics, which he cared very little for, he still excelled in that subject. “While the other boys wrote mere mechanical verses, Poe wrote genuine poetry,” Clarke remarked, calling Poe a “born poet.”

When Poe was just ten years old, he wrote enough poetry to fill a whole volume. Many of these poems were about neighborhood girls Poe had crushes on. Allan went to Poe’s schoolmaster for advice after Poe asked him about having the poems published. Clarke advised Allan that Poe had a “very excitable temperament” and a “great deal of self-esteem” and that publishing a book at his age would be injurious to his already inflated ego. Clarke grasped the implications of a young boy with Poe’s temperament being talked about as the author of a book.

Regardless, Poe was still talked about. He had many friends who claimed that he was a natural leader. He was charming, intelligent, strikingly good-looking, and even athletic. He enjoyed the lifestyle of the wealthy, especially after his foster father inherited his uncle’s fortune and purchased a mansion called Moldavia in 1825. The mansion was situated on the corner of Main and 5th Streets, close to the James River, where Poe had performed an amazing feat just a year earlier (more on this later!).


THE MORE YOU KNOW

John Allan acquired an extensive library after purchasing Moldavia, which he stocked with books imported from Europe through his merchant business. Poe’s access to this library growing up encouraged his love of reading and literature.
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“Alone”


From childhood’s hour I have not been

As others were—I have not seen

As others saw—I could not bring

My passions from a common spring—

From the same source I have not taken

My sorrow—I could not awaken

My heart to joy at the same tone—

And all I lov’d—I lov’d alone—

Then—in my childhood—in the dawn

Of a most stormy life—was drawn

From ev’ry depth of good and ill

The mystery which binds me still—

From the torrent, or the fountain—

From the red cliff of the mountain—

From the sun that ’round me roll’d

In its autumn tint of gold—

From the lightning in the sky

As it pass’d me flying by—

From the thunder, and the storm—

And the cloud that took the form

(When the rest of Heaven was blue)

Of a demon in my view—










Poe’s Extraordinary Swim

In the sweltering Virginia summer of 1824, fifteen-year-old Edgar Allan Poe swam an amazing feat in the James River. The sun was oppressively hot as Poe’s friends rowed in a boat alongside him while he swam from Ludlam’s Wharf to a wharf at Warwick. The distance was 6 miles upstream, which made the swim even more strenuous since he was unable to rest while floating. When Poe emerged from the water after his athletic achievement, his friends wagered that he couldn’t walk back to Richmond and that he would have to take the rowboat back. With a blistered back, neck, and face, Poe proved them wrong and walked 3 miles in addition to having just swam six. Poe said it was easy.

This wouldn’t be the last thing Poe said of his feat. On February 12, 1840, a notice appeared in Alexander’s Weekly Messenger about the death of a celebrated swimmer, Mathew Vipond, in Liverpool. The “anonymous” writer of this notice went on to describe a comparable if not better swimmer: a Mr. Poe of Richmond, Virginia, who was but a mere teenager at the time of his record-breaking swim. The author of this article was later determined to be Poe himself, taking the opportunity to boast about his athleticism. Poe’s claims didn’t stop at his swim in the James River. In a profile of Poe published in the Saturday Museum newspaper during the peak of Poe’s fame, the writer, Henry Beck Hirst (whose source was Poe himself), claimed that in Poe’s youth, he was not only a fantastic swimmer but also an outstanding jumper known to leap 21 ½ feet on a dead level.

While scholars today credit Poe with his record swim, many details are assumed to be exaggerations. The more the story was told, the longer the swim became, reaching as high as 7 ½ miles. Poe’s claims that this was the most extraordinary swim to ever happen can’t be verified, but his claims that newspapers everywhere picked up the story of his extraordinary swim can be: They didn’t.


LITERARY CONNECTIONS

Poe’s James River swim may have been inspired by the famous swim of his literary hero, the English poet Lord Byron, across the Hellespont (now called the Dardanelles Strait). Byron was extremely proud of his 3-mile cross-continental swim from Europe to Asia, which took him only an hour and ten minutes.
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Jane Stanard

One of the friends who witnessed Poe’s James River swim was Robert Stanard, who Poe met at a school run by classicist William Burke where both were enrolled in the spring of 1823. Stanard was five years younger, and it’s believed that he viewed Poe as a role model, greatly admiring his mental and physical achievements. When Stanard invited Poe to his house for supper one evening, Poe met his first real muse, Stanard’s mother, Jane.

Jane Stanard welcomed her son’s friend with open arms. As Poe spent more time at their house, she took an interest in his poetry. Poe regularly sought her company after school to receive her encouragement and motherly affection. She would make him tea and lend a sympathetic ear as he grumbled about his foster father’s mistreatment of him at home. (John Allan was becoming displeased with Poe’s unappreciative attitude in his teenage years, causing a lot of tension in the household.)

Less than a year after Jane Stanard became a part of Poe’s life, she became physically and mentally unwell, and subsequently died in April 1824. Scholars suggest brain cancer may have been the cause. Her death devastated the impressionable young Poe, and some believe that for Poe, losing Jane was like losing a mother all over again. She was interred at Shockoe Hill Cemetery, where Poe visited her grave regularly, making sure to cover it with wildflowers. Meanwhile, at home, Poe’s foster mother was constantly ill and often bedridden while he quarreled relentlessly with his foster father.


LITERARY CONNECTIONS

One of Poe’s most exemplary poems is “To Helen,” appearing in Poems in 1831. It took him more than ten years of reworking the poem to finally perfect it. In his later life, Poe claimed that the lines were “written in my passionate boyhood, to the first, purely ideal love of my soul—to the Helen Stannard [sic].” He was referring to Jane Stanard, his own Helen of Troy.
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“To Helen” (1831)


Helen, thy beauty is to me

Like those Nicéan barks of yore,

That gently, o’er a perfumed sea,

The weary, way-worn wanderer bore

To his own native shore.

On desperate seas long wont to roam,

Thy hyacinth hair, thy classic face,

Thy Naiad airs have brought me home

To the glory that was Greece,

And the grandeur that was Rome.

Lo! in yon brilliant window-niche

How statue-like I see thee stand,

The agate lamp within thy hand!

Ah, Psyche, from the regions which

Are Holy-Land!










The Sulky, Ill-Tempered Teen

Jane Stanard’s death seemed to greatly impact Poe’s emotional state. In a letter to Poe’s brother, Henry, on November 1, 1824, John Allan wrote, “[Edgar] has had little else to do for me he does nothing & seems quite miserable, sulky & ill-tempered to all the Family. How we have acted to produce this is beyond my conception—why I have put up so long with his conduct is little less wonderful. The boy possesses not a Spark of affection for us not a particle of gratitude for all my care and kindness toward him. I have given him a much superior Education than ever I received myself.” It is evident here that Allan had started to resent his foster son’s thankless attitude.

While Poe could be seen as a stereotypically irritable teenager, Allan’s letter exposes his perception of Poe as a charity case, which often upset his foster son. (Some link this upset to Poe’s struggle with a sense of belonging.) Strains within the Allan household intensified when Poe learned that his foster father was having extramarital affairs while his foster mother was ill. When Poe confronted Allan about his affairs, Allan was furious.

Allan had fathered at least three illegitimate children, who he supported financially on the sly. And yet Poe, the son that he chose (although with much convincing by Frances Allan), was constantly reminded to never lose sight of his dependence on Allan’s kindness. It’s easy to see how Allan and Poe became intolerant of each other’s behavior. Allan eventually decided to send Poe off to the prestigious University of Virginia, continuing to gratuitously provide an education for him. However, Poe was reluctant to leave Richmond for Charlottesville, as he had just begun a serious romance with his neighbor, Sarah Elmira Royster, in the autumn of 1825.


THE MORE YOU KNOW

After his uncle’s death in 1825, John Allan inherited a large portion of his fortune: a sum of $750,000, which would be well over $23,000,000 today. With this inheritance, Allan was one of the wealthiest men in Virginia. In 1830, Allan fathered twins with a married woman named Elizabeth Wills. In his will, he bequeathed them one-fifth of his estate when they reached the age of twenty-one. Meanwhile, Poe inherited nothing.
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Sarah Elmira Royster

The adorable, doe-eyed Sarah Elmira Royster (or Elmira, as Poe called her) lived just opposite the Allan mansion on 5th Street. In the early autumn of 1825, sixteen-year-old Poe fell in love with the girl next door. Elmira, who was fifteen years old at the time, was quite taken with him too. In her later life, Elmira recalled that Poe was “a beautiful boy—Not very talkative. When he did talk though, he was pleasant but his general manner was sad.” The sad countenance Elmira described would mark Poe throughout his adulthood.

The young lovebirds would meet secretly in a garden near their homes. When Elmira’s parents found out about her relationship with Edgar Allan Poe, they voiced their disapproval. Elmira’s father, James Royster, believed that his daughter was too young for such a serious romance and that Poe wasn’t a good match. This became a pattern that recurred throughout many of Poe’s subsequent romances, as his reputation always seemed to precede him. Poe was known in Richmond as the orphaned son of actors (an unscrupulous profession at the time) who relied on the “charity” of his sympathetic foster parents.

Despite her father’s discouragement, Elmira nurtured her young romance with Poe. While hidden away in their secret little garden, Poe proposed marriage to Elmira, and she accepted. They kept the engagement secret throughout the winter, and in February 1826, the couple said their goodbyes as Poe left for college. Poe promised to write to Elmira from the University of Virginia, which was just over 70 miles away in Charlottesville. He pledged to Elmira that he would make it back to Richmond to marry her.


LITERARY CONNECTIONS

Poe’s romance with Sarah Elmira Royster inspired his brother, Henry Poe, to write a short story titled “The Pirate,” which was published in the North American on October 27, 1827. Following his brother’s lead, Poe would write many seafaring stories during his career.
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College Dropout

The University of Virginia opened its doors about a year before Edgar Allan Poe enrolled on February 14, 1826. The college was established by the former president of the United States Thomas Jefferson, who served as the university rector until his death on July 4, 1826. The students were a bit barbarous, often engaging in brutal fistfights. Even Poe scuffled once or twice during his time there. Poe took classes in ancient as well as modern languages, studying Greek, Latin, French, German, Italian, and Spanish. He frequented the university library, which was a slew of uncatalogued books.

Poe’s problems at the university started when John Allan sent him there with only enough money for travel and enrollment in classes. Within the first week, Poe wrote to his foster father, asking him to send money to pay for textbooks and other necessities. Allan refused, so Poe resorted to gambling to try and make some quick money. This would have been a brilliant idea—if Poe were a good card player. He very quickly racked up debts he wasn’t able to pay back. Deep in winter, Poe had to burn pieces of the furniture in his room to keep the fire going.
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