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  To Mike, who once told me that Shakespeare used many words too.
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Introduction





  “YOU’RE TAKING ALL OF THOSE?” Mom asked. She nodded at the duffel bag of books I had dragged out to the kitchen.




  “Yep!”




  She pawed through them, turning over titles: Harriet the Spy, The Secret Garden, a handful of Nancy Drew mysteries, among others. “Seems like a lot,” she said. “We’ll only be gone two weeks.” We were getting ready to go on our annual summer vacation to my family’s lake property in northern New Hampshire.




  “But I need them,” I said with the conviction of a lawyer in closing arguments.




  She nodded. I was that kid: spending more time at the library than at the mall—the one happy to hole up somewhere for the day with a book.




  I was never just sprawled out on the floor of my bedroom: I was wandering the English countryside, hiding out in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, or building an imaginary kingdom in the woods. Words are power. Writers are the fantastic beings that harness them to create worlds, tell stories, share ideas, and take us on infinite journeys.




  New England has been inspiring writers since the first group of colonists arrived on its rocky shores. From John Winthrop’s famous “City upon a Hill” sermon, delivered to the Puritans in 1630, to John Adams writing essays and pamphlets under various pen names to rouse support for independence from the Crown, to Phillis Wheatley, the first African American author of a published book of poems, using her gift to express ideas about slavery and freedom. Part of the story of this region is about the creative individuals behind its rich history of letters. It’s a legacy that continues to replenish itself as new voices emerge, building an exciting canon of classics in the making. Simply put, New England is overrun with literary love.




  Book Lovers’ New England: A Guide to Literary Landmarks pays tribute to a host of iconic and enduring writers who lived, wrote, and took inspiration from the states that make up New England. Here you’ll find authors from a range of genres and historical periods whose contributions continue to impact generations of readers and artists. In some cases, the authors’ literary work fed other pursuits such as public speaking and activism. In others, their books and novels continue to live on as films, stage adaptations, and television series. What the nineteenth-century poet shares with the twenty-first-century horror writer is a fundamental drive to explore the strange, wonderful, evolving experience of being human through the written word.




  The writers featured in this book represent artists associated with each state. This is not a comprehensive offering, of course! Rather, these are notable figures behind long-standing works that span generations of readers into the present. Similarly, each entry provides some background and insight into the authors’ lives and writing but hardly makes up the whole story of these complex, talented individuals. Consider Book Lovers’ New England your first stop on a larger, longer literary tour of this region that you get to add to with your own “novel” discoveries.









   



  
How to Use This Book





  BOOK LOVERS’ NEW ENGLAND IS A COMBINATION travel and biblio-guide. Different types of locales are featured. Some writers, such as Mark Twain and Emily Dickinson, have estates or homes that are open to the public to tour. Others, such as J. D. Salinger or John Irving, had homes that are now private residences, or the person did not live in the state but produced formative work inspired by a particular area. For example, Thornton Wilder based his award-winning play Our Town on the town of Peterborough, New Hampshire. In those cases, I’ve highlighted places of interest around the town or city that nourished the writer’s work. You’ll see this noted in the information for each entry. I also want to point out that some historic properties prohibit photography inside the homes due to preservation and restoration issues; I relied on exterior shots to capture the character and atmosphere of the locale.




  I’ve made suggestions in the main text, as well as in the captions for each photograph, about navigating the particular site. I did this to balance the experience of visiting a location with learning more about the writer. To get to know these figures is to also get to know their geographic surroundings a bit. I hope it encourages further exploration of the culture, art, and history of the places that informed these and other types of creatives.




  At the end of each state, you’ll find a Bookmark It! section of additional writers from that area as well as literature based on that locale. Whether you’re looking for some new finds to add to that towering to-be-read pile, want to dig deeper into the places behind the stories, or start your own library of locals, this section will get you started.




  Thanks so much for being here and supporting writers, readers, and storytellers in the making!
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Massachusetts





  Massachusetts is no stranger to the power of the pen. Generation after generation, century after century, writers from the Commonwealth have made unique contributions to a living body of arts and letters. From the hauntingly enigmatic poetry of Emily Dickinson to the stirring account of Henry David Thoreau’s life among the pines at Walden Pond, to Jack Kerouac, the native son of Lowell (the “Spindle City”) who helped usher in a new literary form as one of the “Beat generation” writers—Massachusetts consistently puts the “lit” in its literary scene.









  



  
Dr. Seuss





  AMAZING WORLD OF DR. SEUSS MUSEUM




  21 Edwards Street, Springfield




  “ONE FISH, TWO FISH . . .”




  Countless kids and adults all over the world can finish the rest of that verse in under five seconds thanks to Mr. Theodore S. Geisel, otherwise known as Dr. Seuss.




  Born on March 2, 1904, in Springfield, Massachusetts, Theodore “Ted” Geisel would not actually discover his creative alter ego, Dr. Seuss, until attending Dartmouth College in Hanover, New Hampshire. Though he had no formal arts training when he was growing up, Ted constantly doodled in notebooks. Gradually these became drawings and cartoons that were polished enough to earn him a place in Dartmouth’s humor magazine, Dartmouth Jack-O-Lantern. By his senior year (1925), Ted had risen to the ranks of editor-in-chief. On the night before Easter, the local police busted up a dorm room party that consisted of Ted and nine of his friends—all drinking gin. This would not have been a big deal if it weren’t for the fact that the US was still under Prohibition: All alcohol was strictly illegal. The dean reprimanded Ted by demanding his resignation from all extracurricular activities. In a sneaky and, ultimately fortuitous, work-around, Ted continued contributing cartoons and writing to the magazine, signing his work “T. Seuss” or “Seuss.” The “Dr.” moniker would appear a few years later. Geisel’s cheeky rebellion was made even funnier by the fact that he was encouraged to do so by Dr. W. Benfield Pressey, a highly esteemed professor of rhetoric and one Ted’s informal mentors. This would not be the only time Ted would exercise his penchant for sly subversion with the funny creatures and strange animals that poured from his pen.




  After graduation, Ted traveled to England, where he attended Lincoln College, Oxford. He aimed to earn the British system’s equivalent of a PhD in English literature and pursue a teaching career. However, Ted was more preoccupied with sketching and cartooning than he was with studying great books of literature. A young woman named Helen Palmer took notice. The two struck up a friendship that led to romance and eventually marriage. But in those early days at Oxford, Helen was impressed by Ted’s eye-catching and wholly original drawings of long-necked birds and other creatures with saucerlike ears or bulbous noses. Helen saw Ted’s gift. She encouraged him to switch gears and focus on his art. He withdrew from Oxford and returned to Springfield in 1927. The only doctorates Ted ever earned were honorary ones as the venerable story master, Dr. Seuss.




  Ted busied himself drawing. He submitted and pitched writing and art to magazines, advertising agencies, publishers, newspapers, and any other places he could find. His diligence finally paid off in the late winter of 1927 with his first nationally published cartoon in The Saturday Evening Post, for which he earned $25. This was enough money at the time to allow Ted to move to New York City, the epicenter of art and media. Once established, he landed a job as a writer and illustrator with Judge, a well-known humor magazine. His first cartoon for Judge appeared on October 22, 1927; six months later he would begin signing all his work “Dr. Seuss.”




  The work for Judge took Ted on an unexpected path: advertising. One of his cartoons that ran in 1928 mentioned Flit, a popular bug spray made by Standard Oil of New Jersey. It caught the eye of the wife of an advertising executive in charge of the Flit account; she urged her husband to contact the young illustrator and hire him. The Flit campaign, with its catchphrase, “Quick, Henry, the Flit!” put more money in Ted’s bank account, and it brought him more notoriety. Soon his cartoons and drawings graced the pages of highly regarded magazines such as Life, Liberty, and Vanity Fair. It also brought him more advertising accounts, such as Ford Motor Company, NBC Radio, and Holly Sugar.




  By 1936 Ted and Helen married. Living comfortably off Ted’s steady stream of corporate work, the pair enjoyed extensive travels. It was on one of these trips that Ted experienced the creative breakthrough that would shift the course of his life and career forever. Sailing on the Atlantic from Europe to New York, Ted stood on the deck of the luxury ocean liner. The rhythm of the ship’s engines cast a hypnotic spell over Ted. He began composing lines of a poem that ultimately became his first children’s book: And to Think That I Saw It on Mulberry Street.




  But there’s a little bit more to the story. Ted shaped his lyrical writing into a manuscript along with his illustrations and sent it out to publishers. Pass. No. No, thanks. Not for us. Sorry, no. The rejections mounted—ten, fifteen, twenty, twenty-seven in total. One day, feeling very low from hearing yet another “I’m sorry, but no” on his quirky, fun little book, Ted decided he was going to head home and burn the manuscript. He had had enough.




  Turning down Madison Avenue, Ted bumped into a fellow Dartmouth alum, a man named Mike McClintock. As fate or luck or some other mysterious force of nature would have it, McClintock had just started his first day on the job as editor in the Vanguard Press children’s imprint. Like something out of a movie, Ted and McClintock spoke at length, and within hours Ted signed a contract for the manuscript and publication of And to Think That I Saw It on Mulberry Street. A star of pen and ink was born.




  A handful of books followed in succession: The 500 Hats of Bartholomew Cubbins (1938), The King’s Stilts (1939), The Seven Lady Godivas (1939), and Horton Hatches the Egg (1940). However, the US entry into World War II put Ted on another track: helping the war effort. He penned more than four hundred editorial and political cartoons for the left-leaning New York City newspaper PM. Ted’s art was a critical commentary against fascism, against the rise of Hitler and Mussolini, and against isolationists such as Charles Lindbergh. As the war dragged on, Ted also contributed to aiding the
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  A most Seussical way to welcome Whos from near and far.




  propaganda effort at home. He drew posters for the Treasury Department and War Production Board. In 1943 he enlisted in the service. He rose to the rank of captain and was appointed commander of the Animation Department of the First Motion Picture Unit. Ted wrote films such as Your Job in Germany (1945) about establishing and maintaining peace in Europe after the war. He was also behind army training films such as Private Snafu.




  When the war concluded and peace secured, Ted returned to civilian life with Helen. The pair settled in La Jolla, an enclave of San Diego, California, where he could turn his full attention to writing and illustrating children’s books. Titles such as If I Ran the Zoo (1950) and Horton Hears a Who! (1955) introduced young readers to fun books with even zanier drawings. Then in 1954 Ted took on a creative challenge that fundamentally changed the way children read, learned, and engaged with books.




  LIFE magazine published a report in its May issue on illiteracy among school-children. Researchers concluded that children lagged behind in reading because their books were boring. William Ellsworth Spaulding, the director of educational books at Houghton Mifflin, read the piece and was understandably alarmed. But he was also inspired to take action. Spaulding made a list of 348 words he believed that first graders should be able to recognize. He reached out to Ted and asked/playfully challenged him to pare down the list to 250 and write a book with only those words. Spaulding also wanted Ted to make a children’s book that was impossible to put down, which is as tall an order today as it was in 1954. Nine months later, Ted handed in his manuscript titled The Cat in the Hat; it used just 236 of the words on Spaulding’s list. Ted didn’t change anything about his art style or witty lyricism or delight in bringing the full powers of his imagination to the page. The result was a book that has been read and cherished by beginning (and advanced) readers all over the world for more than six decades and counting.




  The books and projects that encompassed the latter half of Ted’s career and life elevated him to the status of cultural and artistic icon. In the process, many titles in his body of work—How the Grinch Stole Christmas (1957); One Fish, Two Fish, Red Fish, Blue Fish (1960); Green Eggs and Ham (1960); and The Lorax (1971)—have endured to become reading staples of homes, schools, and libraries across the world.




  Despite dealing with health challenges in the last decades of his life, Ted continued to write and illustrate. His final book, Oh, the Places You’ll Go!, which might almost be characterized as a kind of illustrated commencement address, was published in 1990. One year later, on September 24, 1991, Theodore S. Geisel passed away peacefully in his California home from complications related to oral cancer.




  Ted Geisel was a notoriously humble and shy figure. Though his books have been published globally and adapted for films, animated TV specials, and even musical theater, Ted himself preferred staying out of the spotlight. This hasn’t stopped the rest of the world from bestowing honors upon him, including a star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame and a Pulitzer Prize for his lifetime contributions to children’s literature. And in 2012 scientists named a crater on the planet Mercury after the beloved book author. Not even Meryl Streep can claim that honor.




  In Springfield, the city of Ted’s childhood, people were interested in creating a space of some kind that would properly honor and celebrate the life, work, and beautiful art of their favorite resident. These plans wouldn’t formally materialize until more than twenty years after Ted’s passing. But in 2007 a building in Springfield’s historic Quadrangle district became available. It took ten years to complete the building renovations. In 2017 the fun, colorful, lively interactive Amazing World of Dr. Seuss Museum opened its doors to the public.




  Upon entering the museum, guests feel like they’ve tumbled onto the pages of a Dr. Seuss read. The first floor contains rooms that pay homage to Geisel’s upbringing in Springfield, such as elements from Fairfield Street, the location of Geisel’s boyhood home and the inspiration behind And to Think That I Saw It on Mulberry Street. The remaining rooms contain life-size figures and plenty of hands-on interactive fun for visitors tall and small.
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    Readingville takes people inside the stories of Dr. Seuss’s best-known titles. Exhibits include a Green Eggs and Ham Wordplay station and the ABC Wall from Dr. Seuss’s ABC’s, a touch-activated space designed for kids to have fun learning sounds and letters.
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    Geisel and his father often enjoyed an afternoon of fishing. These idyllic memories found their way into the book McElligot’s Pool. Guests can get comfy and “cast” a virtual line to see what silly, Seussical swimmers they can catch.




  The second floor of the museum offers guests a glimpse inside Ted’s life. Curated by Ted’s two stepdaughters and great nephew, the latter also named Ted, four galleries house original sketches, letters, family photographs, and many other personal effects of the good doctor.
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    Dr. Seuss’s studio welcomes visitors at the top of the stairs. His chair, drawing table, and art supplies were preserved from his La Jolla home and installed in the museum.




  
THE DR. SEUSS NATIONAL MEMORIAL SCULPTURE GARDEN





  21 Edwards Street, Springfield




  As early as the mid-1980s, Springfield town officials repeatedly reached out to Ted and his second wife, Audrey, about creating a proper monument or memorial for the author. Ted respectfully declined, but for some reason changed his mind around 1987. Plans for a sculpture garden did not get underway until a year or so after Ted’s death, spearheaded by Audrey Geisel.




  The museum group enlisted award-winning artist Lark Grey Dimond-Cates, who also happened to be Ted’s stepdaughter, to design the garden in 1996. For more than six years, Dimond-Cates worked on refining and modifying her concepts until they were ready for casting by the artist Ron Henson.




  The sculpture garden is a sprawling playscape just steps from the museum where Seuss characters romp. It features bronze figures of iconic characters such as Horton, the Lorax, the Grinch and his trusty dog, Max, and, of course, Dr. Seuss and his mischief-loving friend, the Cat in the Hat.
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    A magical cast of creatures.
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    The man and his mischief-maker-in-chief, the Cat in the Hat




  Since its official opening in 2002, more than three million people have spent time in the garden, roaming, discovering, and delighting in the lovable creatures and creations of the world of Dr. Seuss.
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    By the looks of that grinchy grin, someone is up to something!
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    Yertle the Turtle getting the VIP sculpture treatment.









  



  
Emily Dickinson





  THE HOMESTEAD AND THE EVERGREENS




  280 Main Street, Amherst




  “IF I READ A BOOK AND IT MAKES my whole body so cold no fire ever can warm me, I know that is poetry,” remarked Emily Dickinson. “If I feel physically as if the top of my head were taken off, I know that is poetry. These are the only way I know it. Is there any other way?” She was talking with a visitor, Thomas Wentworth Higginson, a rare guest in the Dickinson household in August 1870. This was more than just a warm conversation with a friendly caller. It was a meeting nearly a decade in the making that would have profound consequences for Emily’s life and the legacy of her art.




  Higginson was an author, literary critic, and Unitarian minister who befriended the shy poet from Amherst, Massachusetts, via letters that were first exchanged in 1862. At the time, Higginson published a piece in the Atlantic Monthly titled “Letter to a Young Contributor” in which he encouraged hopeful writers to take ownership of their craft. Emily was thirty-one when she saw that piece. At the time she had never written for a public audience, yet she reached out to Higginson. “Are you too deeply occupied,” she wrote, “to say if my Verse is alive?” She included four poems. What emboldened the introverted young Emily to send Higginson her work we’ll never know. But ultimately the world was better for it. Higginson not only became an informal mentor and sounding board for Emily’s writing during her lifetime but also was instrumental in publishing several collections of her poetry after her death in 1886. Historians speculate that Emily wrote upward of 1,800 poems; only 10 were published while she lived. It is this kind of astonishing discovery that has fueled fascination with and interest in this intensely private writer for more than a century.




  There is a fair amount of mystery about the details of Emily Dickinson’s life. Fortunately for scholars and historians, Emily was a voracious letter writer. A lot of what has been uncovered about her beliefs, her daily experiences, and her creative work comes from decades of recovering and meticulously piecing together surviving correspondence between Emily and her family and friends. It is like a treasure hunt in reverse: Her rich poetry leads us deeper into a labyrinth where we might finally meet the person behind the pen.




  Emily Dickinson grew up in a highly educated, socially and culturally conscious family. She was born on December 10, 1830, as the middle child of Edward Dickinson and Emily Norcross, in a spacious home called the Homestead, located on Main Street in Amherst, Massachusetts. For a short time the family lived in the house with Edward’s parents, Samuel Fowler and Lucretia Gunn Dickinson, along with several of Edward’s siblings.




  It was a busy, hectic house with a lot of big personalities. Over the course of Emily’s young life, the Homestead served as a vibrant social hub. Edward rose to prominence as a lawyer and later as a representative to Congress. He was also a trustee of Amherst College. Each August the college honored commencement with a week of events. The Dickinsons hosted visitors and other guests during these annual celebrations. In addition, it was quite common for close friends and other family members to stay with the Dickinsons for long periods of time. In 1842 Edward’s young sister, Libbie, spent more than a month with the family. Emily always had a profound sense of community even as she became more physically insular in her mature years.




  After the birth of Emily’s sister, Lavinia, Samuel and Lucretia moved to Ohio. Though they sold the Homestead, Emily and her family remained there as tenants. As Edward’s legal and political career took off, the family was able to afford a larger residence at what is now North Pleasant Street. Eventually the family moved back to the Homestead in 1855, when Emily was twenty-five.
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    The place where Emily Dickinson found her voice as a poet and artist.




  Edward Dickinson believed in the merits of education for both men and women. While most in the country did not share his attitude, the people in Amherst were simply more progressive; it was not unusual to find young women from Amherst who had attended school outside the home.




  Fortunately for Emily, it meant she received a top-rated education, both in and out of the house. From 1840 to 1847, she enrolled in Amherst Academy, founded in 1814 by town leaders that included Emily’s grandfather, Noah Webster. Amherst Academy readily grew its reputation as one of Massachusetts’s best private schools. Emily’s Amherst Academy education was rigorous and diverse. Writing a letter to her friend, Abiah Root, in May of 1845, she notes:






   Vinny [her sister, Lavinia] and I both go to school this term. We have a very fine school.




   There are 63 scholars. I have four studies. They are Mental Philosophy,




  Geology, Latin and Botany. How large they sound, don’t they?
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    Emily’s tastes ranged from the Bible and Shakespeare to popular writers of her era, such as Emerson, Longfellow, and Elizabeth Barrett Browning.




  Two years later, in another letter to Root, Emily writes, “I go this term & am studying, Algebra, Euclid, Ecc History & reviewing Arithmetic again, to be opon [sic] the safe side of things next autumn.” When she wasn’t in school, Emily played piano, took up baking and gardening, and, of course, she read voraciously and widely. Writing to a friend in 1862, she remarked that her father stocked their library: “He buys me many Books, but begs me not to read them—because he fears they joggle the mind.”




  In 1847 Emily enrolled at Mount Holyoke Female Seminary (now Mount Holyoke College). At the age of sixteen, she was one of the youngest of the 234 pupils who came from around the country to attend. In November she wrote her dear friend, Abiah:
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    Books in the Dickinson library are the same titles and editions as what would have originally been on the shelves.






   I am really at Mt Holyoke Siminary [sic] & this is to be my home for a long year.


      It has been nearly six weeks since I left home & that is a longer time, than I was ever away from home before now.




      I was very homesick for a few days & it seemed to me I could not live here. But I am now contented & quite happy, if I can be happy when away from home.
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    Lively discussions and rigorous debates on topics from antislavery to religion filled the Dickinsons’ parlor.




  Emily’s days at Mount Holyoke were quite full from dawn to evening. Following breakfast at 8 a.m., students attended devotions or prayerful lessons. She tells Root: “At 10¼ I recite a review of Ancient History, in connection with which we read. At 11. I recite a lesson in “Pope’s Essay on Man” which is merely transposition. At 12. I practice Calisthenics.” There were also choir rehearsal, piano practice, and various periods of “Silent study” outfitted around lunch, dinner, and general lectures. In addition, students were tasked with minor housekeeping duties. Emily describes her “domestic work” as “not difficult & consists of carrying the Knives from the 1st tier of tables at morning & noon & at night washing & wiping the same many quantity of Knives.” She made dear friends while there but keenly anticipated visits from her family, and holiday breaks when she could be home in her beloved Amherst.




  At the time there was also a period of religious revival happening throughout New England, which was particularly pronounced on college campuses. Faculty strongly advocated for students to openly profess their faith. Many did. Others remained ambivalent but hoped to be moved to declare their faith. And a third cohort had no intention of subscribing to the religious fervor of the day. At Mount Holyoke, those numbered about eighty individuals, categorized as “without hope.” Emily Dickinson was one of them.




  After a year at Mount Holyoke, she left school and returned home. Some scholars and historians speculate that the pressure around religious conversion was too much for her. Others have argued that she was simply too homesick to continue and may also have suffered from different ailments off and on. A third theory is more mundane: Most young women did not return for second or third years because cultural attitudes concerning education for women were that some was fine, but a lot was simply unnecessary. Women were still raised with the primary mandate to perform domestic duties, whether or not they married or bore children. Running a household did not require a grasp of Ancient History. Fortunately for Emily, her family’s financial position made it so that neither she nor her sister, Lavinia, had to marry. This was a privilege not every family could afford.
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    Emily composed with pen and ink as well as pencil. She likely wrote in many different rooms in the house, including at her father’s desk in the library.




  By 1855 the Dickinsons had moved back to the Homestead, which Edward renovated and expanded. By this time Austin had married a woman named Susan Huntington. She and Emily had been close friends since adolescence and quite possibly carried on an intimate relationship throughout their entire lives. Historians have uncovered letters Emily wrote to Susan, many in the form of poems, and all of them express deep affection. For instance, in one letter Emily wrote to Susan in January 1855 she states, “I love you dearly, Susie, as when love first began, on the step at the front door, and under the Evergreens. . . . I miss you, mourn for you. . . . If it is finished, tell me, and I will raise the lid to my box of Phantoms, and lay one more love in.” The new house that Edward had built for Austin and Susan was christened The Evergreens. It stood several yards across from the Homestead, making it an easy stroll over the lawn for Emily to visit her beloved brother and, eventually, his growing family. Once installed back in her treasured Homestead, Emily fell into the rhythms of life tending to the house and property, as it was also a working farm, and keeping up with friends and family via notes and letters.




  Between roughly 1858 and 1865, Emily experienced a remarkable period of creative and personal growth, facilitated by a couple of factors. For most of her young, married life, Emily’s mother subscribed to the culturally held belief that a woman should run her own household or, in her case, at least with the help of her daughters. But around the time that the family returned to the significantly larger Homestead, Mrs. Dickinson relented, hiring an Irish woman named Maggie Maher to help manage the house. This afforded Emily more time to write. The other development: a foreshadow of what Virginia Woolf said all women need in order to be able to write—a room of one’s own. For the first time, Emily had her own bedroom, giving her sanctuary and privacy to think, reflect, and compose.
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    Emily’s bedroom has been meticulously restored to what it was during her lifetime. Preservationists were able to replicate the wallpaper based on scraps of surviving samples. They also re-created the placement of furnishings based on marks worn in the rugs and floor.




  Emily composed verses exploring many ideas and beliefs—the natural world; the state of the soul; ruminations on death, grief, pain, and the passing of time; thoughts on love, friendship, art, and even war. Some of these were written in discrete forms. Other poems and verses found their way into the body of her letters. By age thirty-five, Emily had produced over 1,100 lines of verse. She copied about 800 of these poems into forty small, handcrafted booklets historians have termed “fascicles.” To make these, Emily stacked folded sheets of paper bearing cleanly copied poems atop one another, made a series of holes in the folded edge, and bound them together with string. She kept these “fascicles” extremely private. Emily also carefully copied poems onto loose sheets or leaves of stationery that she left unbound.
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    “There is no frigate like a book / To take us lands away,” wrote Emily, perhaps while gazing out this very window.




  And like many creatives, she had a habit of dashing off verses on whatever kind of material was in reach—on torn scraps of brown wrapping paper, on the backs of old envelopes, in the white spaces on bits of newspaper or advertising copy, on the clean side of drafts of her own letter; one poem was found on a wrapper from a packet of chocolate used for cooking. As such, some scholars argue that Emily’s compositions were not only inspired by subjects such as death, nature, religion, and love but also by the size, shape, and texture of her writing materials.
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    A replica of one of Emily’s “envelope poems.”




  In a few instances Emily allowed her work to go beyond her immediate social circle. One person she trusted with her craft was the previously mentioned Thomas Wentworth Higginson. After their initial letters, Emily and Higginson shared a robust correspondence. He immediately recognized her skill as a writer and encouraged her to keep developing her talents. Emily seemed interested enough to take advantage of Higginson’s guidance. She implored him in a letter:
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    Lucky were the ones who shared correspondence with the poet of Amherst.






   Would you have time to be the “friend” you should think I need?




  I have a little shape—it would not crowd your Desk.







  He appears to have agreed, as she states in a letter about a month later:






   I am happy to be your scholar, and will deserve the kindness, I cannot repay.







  After Emily’s death, Higginson collaborated with a family friend, Mabel Todd Loomis, in publishing the first known collections of Emily’s poetry. In fact, Higginson had advocated for many women writing in the latter part of the 1800s. Another woman he informally mentored was Julia Ward Howe (author of “The Battle Hymn of the Republic”). He put poet, short story writer, and novelist Helen Hunt Jackson—also one of Emily’s artistic champions—onto Emily’s writing, which sparked a conversation conducted by post beginning in the late 1870s. Jackson also immediately recognized the power of Emily’s verse. “You are a great poet,” she wrote to Emily. “And it is wrong to the day you live in, that you will not sing aloud. When you are what men call dead, you will be sorry you were so stingy.”




  Around August 1876, Jackson reached out to Emily with a publishing opportunity that she strongly urged the poet to consider. There was a call for contributions to an upcoming volume of poetry, ultimately titled Masque of Poets. The poems would appear anonymously. Jackson enclosed the announcement in a letter to Emily, writing: “I shall contribute to it: and I want to persuade you to. Surely, in the shelter of such double anonymousness as that will be, you need not shrink. I want to see some of your verses in print. Unless you forbid me, I will send some that I have. May I?” Emily declined, telling Jackson she was “incapable,” but Jackson seemed undeterred. She pursued Emily off and on for about two years. At one point she offered to copy Emily’s poems over in her own handwriting—“and promise to never tell anyone”—further insulating Emily from unwanted publicity.




  In a letter dated October 25, 1878, from Jackson to Emily, she makes one final attempt. “Will you let me send the ‘Success’—which I know by heart—to Robert Bros for the Masque of Poets? If you will it will give me great pleasure. I ask it as a personal favor to myself. Can you refuse the only thing I perhaps shall ever ask at your hands?” Jackson was clearly driven and not about to let Emily’s fine craft slip through her fingers. The response to Jackson is lost, but it seems that Emily ultimately relented. Jackson wrote Emily in December 1878:






   My dear friend,




  I suppose by this time you have seen the Masque of Poets.




  I hope you have not regretted giving me that choice bit of verse for it.




  I was pleased to see that it had in a manner, a special place,




  being chosen to end the first part of the volume.







  A reviewer of Masque of Poets in the December 10, 1878, issue of Literary World comments in particular on Emily’s poem “Success is counted sweetest,” speculating that it was a work by Ralph Waldo Emerson.Regardless of the fine outcome, the stress and strain of publishing seemed too much for Emily. She continued to write for her own pleasure and as part of her general way of keeping up with friends and family for the remainder of her life.
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    “The Grass so little has to do, / A Sphere of simple Green— / With only Butterflies, to brood, / And Bees, to entertain—.” A front room in Emily’s house, known as the Poetry Room, is used for literary events and gatherings.




  Between 1864 and 1865, she lived with her Norcross cousins, Francis and Louisa, in Cambridge, Massachusetts, while undergoing treatment in Boston for a painful eye condition, thought to be iritis. This is one of the last recorded times that exists of Emily being far from home. After returning to Amherst, Emily rarely ventured farther than the grounds around the Homestead and the Evergreens.




  Emily lived long enough to suffer and mourn the passing of many of her friends and family. She outlived both of her parents as well as her beloved nephew, Gib. On October 5, 1883, eight-year-old Gilbert Dickinson passed away from typhoid fever. The entire family was shattered. Emily wrote to her sister-in-law in the weeks after Gib died:
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    The sprawling white oak was most likely planted by Austin, who enjoyed cultivating the grounds of the estate.




 

    His [Gib’s] Life was full of Boon—The Playthings of the Dervish were not so wild as his—I see him in the Star, and meet his sweet velocity in everything that flies.







  She seemed especially bereft, writing to a family friend on Christmas Day:






   Santa Claus comes with a Smile and a Tear—Santa Claus has been robbed




   —not by Burglars but Angels.







  It is impossible to know whether the gravity of this tragic loss instigated Emily’s underlying health issues. However, a month a later she remarked to Elizabeth Holland, one of her closest, longtime friends, “The Physician says I have ‘Nervous prostration.’ Possibly I have—I do not know the Names of Sickness. The Crisis of the sorrow of so many years is all that tires me.”
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    Emily was an avid, year-round gardener. In addition to her many flower beds outside the house, she kept a small enclosed galley off the library for growing during winter months. She often included sprigs of flowers and greenery in her notes and letters.




  A year later on a Saturday in June, Emily suddenly fell unconscious, possibly from a seizure of some kind. She remained ill for two months. Emily wrote about her ordeal in a letter to her cousins, Louisa and Frances Norcross, that August:






   Eight Saturday noons ago, I was making a loaf of cake with Maggie, when I saw a great darkness coming and knew no more until late at night. I woke to find Austin and Vinnie [her sister, Lavinia] and a strange physician bending over me, and supposed I was dying, or had died, all was so kind and hallowed. I had fainted and lain unconscious for the first time in my life. Then I grew very sick and gave the others much alarm, but am now staying. The doctor calls it “revenge of the nerves”; but who but Death had wronged them?







  In October she experienced a second seizure, and a year later, in November, Emily became so sick she was completely bedridden. Austin noted in his own writings that he “dared not leave her.” She continued in fragile health for another year. Emily wrote to Louisa and Frances in March 1886 that she had “twice been very sick, dears, with a little recess of convalescence, then to be more sick and have lain in my bed since November.”




  In early May of 1886 Emily sent another letter to her Norcross cousins that stated:




 

    Little Cousins,




    Called back.







  Called Back was the name of a popular Victorian murder mystery/romance by the English author Hugh Conway. Emily had read it sometime in 1885; she found the novel both “haunting” and “greatly impressive.” As with so much of Emily Dickinson, the meaning behind her terse note, one of her last missives, remains a mystery. On the morning of May 13, Emily fell unconscious again. A doctor prescribed chloroform for convulsions. Emily Dickinson passed out of the world on May 15, 1886.




  Emily is buried alongside her sister, parents, and paternal grandparents in West Cemetery, a short walk from her treasured Homestead. Her death certificate notes that Emily died of “Bright’s Disease,” which was a common name for kidney-related illness. However, modern research into her health suggests that Emily may have suffered from severe primary hyper-tension, otherwise known as high blood pressure. We now know that untreated high blood pressure can lead to heart failure or a brain hemorrhage.
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    “I have walked there [the town cemetery] sweet summer evenings, and read the names on the stones, and wondered who would come and give me the same memorial.” Thousands and thousands, it turns out.




  In 1862 Emily’s friend, Thomas Wentworth Higginson, had asked her for a likeness. “I had no portrait, now, but am small, like the Wren,” Emily wrote. “And my Hair is bold, like the Chestnut Bur, and my eyes, like the Sherry in the Glass, that the Guest leaves—would that do just as well?” Always the lyricist, ever the artist, in this description Emily leaves both Higginson and the rest of history with an image of herself that will forever exist as vivid, worldly, and enigmatic—just like the poet herself.




  THE EVERGREENS




  A short walk across the grounds of the Homestead leads guests to the Evergreens, the home of Austin and Susan Gilbert Dickinson.
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    The Evergreens is the thoughtful design work of William Fenno Pratt, a renowned architect from Northampton, Massachusetts.




  The Evergreens was built specifically as a wedding gift for Austin and Susan in 1856. William Fenno Pratt, the architect, built it in the Italianate style. A horticultural enthusiast, Austin took the lead in cultivating the landscape around the Evergreens: He interspersed locally sourced trees and shrubs with “foreign” species; he helped design a series of flower beds and gardens tended by Susan; and he left open spaces the family used to play lawn tennis and badminton.
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    The sideboard in the dining room was from Susan’s mother-in-law, Emily Norcross Dickinson. It was brought on a cart pulled by oxen from Emily’s hometown of Monson, Massachusetts.




  Though Susan was a busy wife and mother, she enjoyed entertaining. The Evergreens quickly became a social hub for family, friends, and other distinguished visiting guests. Susan threw long dinners populated with many lavish courses; she hosted salons with artists, philosophers, and other types of thinkers and creatives. She also welcomed her treasured sister-in-law Emily whenever Emily felt up to visiting.




  Austin and Susan resided in the Evergreens until their deaths—Austin in 1895 and Susan in 1913. Martha was their only surviving child; she lived in the house until her death in 1943. Fortunately, Martha’s heirs took over the estate. Subsequent family inhabited the estate, which remained completely intact with Dickinson family furniture and materials until about 1988. It eventually passed into the Martha Dickinson Bianchi Trust, which began the process of turning the Evergreens into a museum similar to the Homestead. As such, the Evergreens is a property open for tours. However, it remains under preservation and conservation. What this means is that, in addition to the many original nineteenth-century furnishings and elements, the rooms themselves have not been refurbished, giving visitors another glimpse into the lives of the endlessly fascinating Dickinson family.
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    Emily adored her nephews, Edward (called Ned) and Gib, and her niece, Martha. She sometimes referred to herself as “Uncle Emily.” Emily would sit on the sweeping staircase watching the children race around the house playing games.
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