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PROLOGUE





  In the middle of the nineteenth century, Nathaniel Hawthorne took stock of America’s expanding continental frontier. He lamented, “We have so much country that we have no country at all. New England is as large a lump of earth as my heart can readily take in.”1 Though he spent part of his youth in Raymond, near Sebago Lake, and graduated from Bowdoin, Hawthorne’s “heart” failed to take imaginative possession of Maine, New England’s vast northern frontier. Granted, a missing eighteenth-century map of a sweeping Maine proprietorship plays a role in The House of the Seven Gables (1851). Yet, despite his connections to the state, the geography of Hawthorne’s literary imagination fixed on what represented the “real” New England to him—namely, Massachusetts. Perhaps he realized that Maine could accommodate within its borders most of the rest of New England. Even before the state finally settled its international boundary with Canada in 1842, Maine had become a geographical outlier within the region.




  Today the state’s northern Second Congressional District, at twenty-seven thousand square miles, ranks as the largest east of the Mississippi River. It is almost as if Maine belongs in a different part of the country. No wonder a distinguished Maine poet has dubbed the state the “Montana of New England.”2 Of course, Maine boasts thousands of miles of coast and scores of islands. Perhaps, then, the state is more aptly considered New England’s Alaska. From mountains to dense forests to the sea, Maine represents a rich mosaic of physical and human landscapes that have changed over time.




  Fortunately, across the decades, Maine has produced nationally recognized novelists who wrote place-based fiction. From the late nineteenth century to the present, or from Sarah Orne Jewett to Monica Wood, the writers who form this study’s focus have emerged from the Canadian border to the New Hampshire state line and from Down East to the northwest hinterland. They have explored Mainers’ lived experience in far-flung settings: island and coastal villages, north-woods lumbering communities, unincorporated townships, backcountry hamlets, and mill cities and towns. Taken together, their body of work composes a remarkable literary map of a diverse and changing Maine.




  What, then, do I mean by Maine’s Hidden Places? On one level, my title refers to remote and obscure corners of the state that leading writers present to a reading public, to a community of general readers, critics, and teachers. Consider the woodsy village of Allagash or unincorporated Enchanted Township, places so out of the way that the former merits barely a speck on the typical Maine map and the latter doesn’t register at all. Sometimes my title alludes to places now obscured by the passage of time—historical moments, for instance, beautifully captured by Maine writers who tell stories about year-round life on small lobstering islands during the Depression or about Down East as it made the transition from seafaring to sardines and then to summer people.




  But Hidden Places suggests something more. It refers to the way good writers provoke readers to see and understand seemingly familiar places with a new awareness. By “place,” I mean shared public space. Physical geography, which includes climate and the historically layered, built environment, shapes our sense of place. Writers evoke these elements, often by creating composites of similar communities. Place-based writers frequently engage in a kind of “aboveground archeology.” They deepen readers’ local knowledge and broaden their understanding of the state in all of its diversity.




  Writers “unearth” much more, for Maine is also a storied place. That is, the sense of place is a product of representations—of the concrete images and stories that structure how we perceive a particular locale and grasp its significance and distinctiveness. A community’s historical works, literature, art, museums, and civic monuments tell stories and create a narrative sense of place. As one historian has put it, stories “give order, shape and a trajectory to the clutter of things.”3 With respect to my topic, Maine place-based literary fiction generates stories that help us understand where we are (or where we are from) and thus who we are. Writers construe place as both a territory on the ground and a country of their imaginations. The authors discussed in this study help insiders see more clearly what is distinctive about their communities and encourage outsiders to better understand what might seem quaint or “queer” about the state.




  Maine-born and Maine-based writers have created a rich body of work about the Pine Tree State as a place. Thus I have chosen not to include poetry, which would have swelled this study’s length. For similar reasons, I have decided not to incorporate Stephen King, whose work in its enormity serves as a kind of literary analog to Maine’s vastness.




  I focus on novelists starting with Jewett and the Maine coast and concluding with Wood and the western Maine mill town. In most cases, I suggest that though authors wrote passionately about Maine and with deep understanding of its people, the significance of their work extends beyond the state’s borders. Many of the authors wrote multiple bestsellers. Two won Pulitzer Prizes. Three others received notable, though less well-known, awards for their writing. All published with prominent New York houses, except for Jewett, whose books were issued by Boston’s leading press. Some of this study’s authors successfully reached international audiences.




  I concentrate on literary fiction, those writers who display the most skill and originality in the use of language and in their deployment or creative revision—in the case of Carolyn Chute—of the novel’s conventions. I approach the authors’ work from cultural, historical, and literary perspectives. Which is to say that I contextualize their novels to illuminate the importance of place in the best Maine fiction across a century and a half. This study employs a multitude of memoirs, histories, interviews, and letters; they frame settings for grappling with authors’ writing lives and most important work. I also cite numerous national and regional reviews as well as bestseller lists to gauge the reception of writers’ work and to reveal critics’ perceptions of Maine. For one thing, by the 1930s and 1940s reviewers talked about the “Maine novel” as if it denoted a distinctive tradition within American literature.




  The writers in Hidden Places mattered, in part, because Maine mattered. That is, over the decades examined in this book, Maine increasingly accrued cultural capital in the American imagination. Such currency arose from multiple sources: a widening awareness of Maine’s majestic coastal beauty and its mountainous interior surrounded by lake-dappled, densely wooded terrain; the ongoing work of painters, who had been the first to introduce urban audiences to Down East’s glories in the middle of the nineteenth century; summer vacationers, especially those who returned year after year to seasonal “camps”; notable people who became associated with the state, such as the Rockefellers, Winslow Homer, E. B. White, and May Sarton; back-to-the-landers and their famous gurus, Scott and Helen Nearing; the rise of L.L. Bean, with a brand that seemed to distill essential qualities of Maine and its people; and more.




  My analysis of Maine novelists suggests a series of questions that, drawing on my chapter-by-chapter discussions, I will revisit in the epilogue. Is The Country of the Pointed Firs the “great” Maine novel, as even critics who judge it as a “major-minor” work of American literature acknowledge?4 As the grande dame of Maine fiction, Jewett minted the term “imaginative realism” to describe her writing. Did she establish a tradition that subsequent writers carried on in their representations of Maine? Women overwhelmingly dominate the canon of writers who I consider created the best body of work about the state. Did women writers possess a special affinity for place, a distinctive sense of rootedness? Why have writers not produced a major novel that delves into the character of Portland as a place? This glaring gap in Maine place-based fiction remains puzzling in part because pre–Civil War Portland experienced a notable literary flowering.




  When I began Hidden Places, I had no plan to divide the study into three parts. But after discussing the lives and work of Sarah Orne Jewett, Mary Ellen Chase, and Ruth Moore, I realized that they formed a coherent section, which I have titled simply “Coast and Islands.” The second section shifts to “The North Country and Backcountry.” I devote the last section to “Mill City and Mill Town.” As these titles suggest, Maine’s most important novelists have written about all of the state’s representative landscapes (Portland excepted) and the people who have created and transformed them. Within my topical organization the chronology moves from writers of the past to those of the present. But the progression does not adhere to a tight linear timeline because of my thematic organization.




  In a sense, this study of place-based literature is related to Delorme’s The Maine Atlas and Gazetteer. In different ways and to different degrees, my work and the Atlas capture a diverse state at the granular level, one representation at a time. I have tried to make Hidden Places accessible to general readers. But I hope my work draws interest beyond my primary audience.




  Some will question exclusions from the story I tell. I have tried to anticipate such objections. In some cases, I briefly discuss writers only to explain why my emphasis resides with a contemporary. Thus this study does not pretend to be a comprehensive literary history of Maine from Jewett to the present.
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  COASTAL COMMUNITIES OF WOMEN




  Sarah Orne Jewett




  Sarah Orne Jewett abides as an icon of Maine letters. She is the only Maine-born-and-raised fiction writer who has achieved a place in the American literary canon. (Of course, Stephen King stands as one of the giants of American horror fiction.) Mary Ellen Chase, herself a prolific Maine writer and longtime professor of English, described in effusive prose her view of Jewett’s standing among Maine writers. “All Maine writers, without exception, look upon the flawless work of Sarah Orne Jewett with an admiration approaching reverence,” Chase claimed. “All of us realize only too keenly that at our best we are not worthy to unloose the latchet of her shoes.”1 Chase’s rhetoric defied the under-statement that was so emblematic of Jewett’s work.




  Jewett came from a well-off family in South Berwick, Maine, twelve miles west of Portsmouth, New Hampshire, and one mile north of the important waterpower at Salmon Falls. Jewett’s paternal grandfather was a ship captain, merchant, and shipbuilder. He lived in a stately Georgian house in the center of South Berwick.




  The town began to change with the War of 1812 and its aftermath. As the decline of trade and shipbuilding accelerated, commercial profits shifted into textile production. A woolen mill was constructed on one side of nearby Salmon Falls in 1822, a cotton mill on the opposite side a decade later. South Berwick’s population surged by 40 percent in the 1830s. Sarah would grow up with mills, tenements, and Irish and French-Canadian immigrants almost at her doorstep. This world did not serve as the focus of her work, but she didn’t completely ignore it, either. In fact, it has been argued, Jewett marks the first important American writer who sympathetically portrayed the Irish.2




  Sarah’s father, Theodore H. Jewett, graduated from Bowdoin College, studied medicine, and became a highly skilled surgeon. Nevertheless, he settled into a career as a country doctor, though he found opportunities to lecture and teach at the medical schools in Maine. Sarah’s maternal grandfather, William Perry, was also a doctor, a prominent surgeon in Portsmouth, under whom Jewett’s father studied. Perry’s oldest daughter, Caroline, married Theodore Jewett in 1842.




  Sarah was born in 1849. Perhaps her father wanted and anticipated a boy. They christened her Theodora Sarah Jewett. Apparently, her father faced disappointment two more times when the last of his children, Sarah’s sisters, arrived. Still, she developed a special, close relationship with her father; in fact, she revered him. As a young girl Sarah often accompanied her father as he made house calls along the coast and throughout the farming backcountry. “I used to follow him about silently like an undemanding little dog, content to follow at his heels,” she recalled in “Looking Back on Girlhood.” She later considered becoming a doctor. Most important, she drew on her experience with her father in composing her important novel A Country Doctor.3




  Jewett graduated from Berwick Academy in 1865. She published her first story two years later. Then in 1869 she placed the first of her many stories with the Atlantic Monthly, arguably the most prestigious literary and cultural journal of the time. She met its publisher, James T. Fields, and his wife, Annie Adams Fields. Through them she was introduced to such writers as Henry James, Longfellow, Lowell, Whittier, and Elizabeth Stuart Phelps.




  When James Fields died in 1881, Jewett began an emotionally intimate lifelong relationship with Annie, who was fifteen years older. Jewett, who suffered from what we now call rheumatoid arthritis, spent upward of half the year (especially winter) with Annie. She also enjoyed Annie’s company in summer at her home on Thunderbolt Point in fashionable Manchester-by-the-Sea. Then, too, they traveled extensively together, including four excursions to Europe, where they met the likes of Tennyson and Matthew Arnold. In other words, over the course of the 1880s and 1890s, Jewett became a prominent member of Boston’s cultural elite. She possessed a comfortable income from her prolific, successful writing that augmented family wealth.4 Jewett’s relationship with Maine, though not her loyalty to the state, shifted. She flowered into something of a Maine outsider-insider, with implications for her writing.




  Jewett’s intimate relationship with Annie was known as a “Boston marriage.” Her most thorough biographer describes their commitment “as a comprehensive and loving partnership offering mutual support . . . and entirely free of any assumptions of power common in traditional male-female marriage.” No evidence has surfaced showing that the otherwise “passionate” Jewett-Fields bond involved physical intimacy.5




  Over the last few decades, feminist critics have been principally responsible for Jewett’s incorporation into the American literary canon, though not without dissent. They have challenged the judgment of mostly male scholars who have relegated Jewett, at best, to advanced placement in the late nineteenth-century school of local color writing. She worked on a small human canvas, the argument goes, mostly through short stories and books of “sketches,” for lack of a better term.




  Such criticism, feminists have argued, fails to acknowledge how Jewett deftly depicts a countercultural world in which widows and “spinsters” not only dominate demographically but also infuse small-town life with “female” virtues, not “self-assertive masculine individuality.”6 Major characters balance communalism and individualism. They combine pride and humility, self-reliance and social nurturance. Women characters are sometimes herbalists and healers in more than the medicinal sense. In sum, Jewett’s women often embody a gendered Maine village ethos of fortitude and fellow feeling.7




  As to the literary form of her work, Jewett does not follow the novel’s conventions. Her sketchbooks, novellas, and novels typically have no or a slight plot, which in male works often follows a quest. Her focus is on character and, we should add, on the importance of place. Feminist critics argue for Jewett’s writing as a gendered alternative to the dominant form of men’s work.




  My purpose is not to become embroiled in this debate over the merits of Jewett’s literary standing. Yet one can’t simply set it aside; gender provides thematic substance and shape to much of her work. Nevertheless, my focus is on how Jewett imagined Maine, how she created characters, represented communities, depicted seascapes and landscapes—all of which were grounded in the real Maine of her experience. But Jewett’s Maine was also a product of her imagination. Still, in Jewett’s Maine, place and gender intersect, especially in her best work.




  Jewett’s writing life was severely limited after an accident in 1902. She was thrown from a carriage and suffered a spinal concussion. Her literary output plummeted. She wrote stories sporadically before she died of a stroke in 1909.




  Over the course of her writing life Jewett published approximately one hundred and fifty stories, two books of sketches, and three novels, excluding her children’s work.8 Any assessment of her achievement rests on her best work: Deephaven (1877), A Country Doctor (1884), The Country of the Pointed Firs (1896), and the choicest of her short stories, whose number will vary depending on the critic/reader.




  I have chosen to exclude A Country Doctor from my analysis. In many respects, it is the least evocative of Maine among Jewett’s major works identified above. To be sure, she portrays a small group of Maine people, principally the humane, scholarly Dr. John Leslie, who, like Jewett’s father, chooses a country practice over more prestigious, lucrative opportunities, and his young guardian who becomes the feminist Dr. Nan Prince. Among other things, as the doctor and the young Nan visit patients along the coast and throughout the countryside, Maine’s seascape and landscape are only faintly evoked. A Country Doctor is essentially a dual character study of Drs. Leslie and Prince.




  When she was a budding writer, Jewett’s father offered his daughter advice that proved to be influential. He told her to write about what she knew best. As she later described it, her principal subject matter consisted of “simple country people” and the “trivialities and common places of life.”9 When Jewett was twenty-two years old she recorded in her diary something else Dr. Jewett told her: “Father said one day ‘A story should be managed so that it should suggest interesting things to the reader instead of doing all the thinking for him, and setting it before him in black and white.’” Reinforcing such a literary realism is what Jewett drew from Flaubert—namely, that a writer needs to make the reader “dream.”10




  Jewett described her writing in 1894 as “imaginative realism,”11 though she left the term unexplained. She writes about common country people and everyday life where nothing seems to happen. Yet Jewett shows the human drama that takes place among ordinary people in daily life. Her realistic facts are deployed to stir the reader’s imagination. A character, a relationship, or especially, concrete images of nature in Maine, might all suggest a transcendent moral and spiritual domain beyond our tangible one. Jewett typically doesn’t preach. She intimates; she implies; she gestures. Jewett developed her imaginative realism over many years. Deephaven, her first book, and The Country of the Pointed Firs, her finest work, harness the elements of imaginative realism to far different degrees. This is not to suggest that Deephaven simply transcribes common life and lacks an artistry of its own. It is to propose, however, that Deephaven has elements of an artless artistry. For all their stylistic differences, Pointed Firs and Deephaven revolve around similar themes: summer visitors discovering the beauty of the Maine coast and coming to grips with the hardships and humanity of its people as well as the quiet heroism of their daily lives.




  
DEEPHAVEN AND THE POST-HEROIC SOUTH COAST




  Between 1873 and 1876 Jewett published three stories in the Atlantic that were set in the fictional fishing-farming village of Deephaven. The York, Maine, seascape was readily recognizable to any reader familiar with this alluring stretch of the south coast. Yet in her Deephaven stories Jewett recast a real place into an imagined one.




  Novelist William Dean Howells, editor of the Atlantic, suggested that Jewett develop her stories into a book. He was especially impressed with her ability to capture realistic Maine speech—indigenous folks’ diction, often awash with references to the sea; their distinctive pronunciation of words; and their lilt, when the narrator and her companion elicit long stories from even the most reticent Deephaven fisherman. Jewett worked almost to the point of nervous exhaustion revising and adding stories to her three published sketches.12 Deephaven appeared in April 1877. Twenty-three editions were published over the next two decades.13




  In the book’s preface, Jewett cautioned readers not to identify Deephaven with a specific locale. She also claimed “the characters will in almost every case be looked for in vain.”14 Jewett shaped some fictional folk into composites drawn from many she knew. Through the alchemy of her imagination and artistic purpose she invented other individuals, who were still informed by types that were familiar to her. Only one Deephavener was a real person and drawn to full scale. She is also perhaps the grimmest character: a senile, mad former member of the gentry whose brother committed suicide almost at her feet.




  In several places, Jewett outlined one of the realities of late nineteenth-century Maine coastal life that animated her writing. Beginning around the age of fifteen she had witnessed “‘city dwellers’ make their appearance near Berwick.” She was appalled at the way they “misconstrued the country people and made game of their peculiarities.” Summer visitors roused Jewett to portray how, far from “awkward, ignorant” people, most country folk led “grand simple lives.”15




  Jewett was also outraged by the popular depiction of the New England Yankee in mid-nineteenth-century American culture. The rustic rube with an accent as thick as molasses who blunders into the city entertained audiences from the stage to fiction. Even Harriet Beecher capitalized on this cliché in her Sam Lawson stories and in her novel Oldtown Folks (1869). Since summer people had been fed a cultural diet of Yankee caricature, Jewett feared “that townspeople and country people would never understand one another, or learn to profit by their new relationship” in Maine.16




  Jewett’s comments about country people and the Yankee character help clarify her principal audience. In Deephaven, the narrator refers in passing to two women characters who read the “new magazine,” as they called the Atlantic. But people in Maine fishing and farming villages were not the prime audience for either the Atlantic or Jewett’s writing. Rather, urbanites in the Northeast of the middle to upper-middle classes formed the bulk of the Atlantic’s readers.17 Jewett branched out to other first-rate periodicals such as Century, Harper’s, and Scribner’s, whose readers were precisely the kind of people who were increasingly drawn to Maine.




  For urbanites seeking a summer respite from their rapidly growing industrial, immigrant, and crowded surroundings, the Maine coast was appealing on several levels. From vibrant trading ports engaged in international trade, places like Deephaven had long been reduced to gray fishing villages that modernity seemed to have passed by. Seemingly frozen in time and radiating characteristics of an appealing “unmodern picturesque”18 world, Maine’s Deephavens increasingly drew summer people with money to spend. “Old salts”—retired, rheumatic ship captains, and not a few people who were perceived as “queer folk”—added color to the local scene. Deephaven’s rocky seascape and pine-studded landscape and their interplay with natural light formed what Jewett later described as a distinctive “northern look.”19




  Deephaven is a series of loose-jointed character sketches and “as told to” stories. It is not a novel; there is no plot propelling the action and providing the book with a narrative spine. Deephaven evokes the village’s seascape and landscape with descriptions that help pace the reader through the torrent of spoken works for which the visiting Bostonians serve as an audience of two.




  Deephaven opens in Boston. Kate Lancaster and Helen Innis, two twenty-four-year-old single women, become the visitors or protagonists, if one may appropriate that novelistic convention. Helen, who serves as the narrator, is far less privileged than her wealthy friend. Kate forgoes an affluent summer vacation for a change. Her family scatters to fashionable Newport, Rhode Island, and Lenox, in Massachusetts’s Berkshire Hills, as well as to Lake Superior. Kate invites Helen to spend the summer with her in Deephaven, accompanied by two family servants. The other two have been dispatched to Newport. Kate’s recently deceased great-aunt, Katharine Brandon, has bequeathed a stately old house to her mother. “The town,” Kate tells Helen, “is a quaint old place which has seen better days. There are high rocks at the shore, and there is a beach and there are woods inland, and hills, and there is the sea.” Helen reflects that a summer in Deephaven might unwind as a dull affair “for two young ladies who were fond of gay society and dependent upon excitement.” They pack plenty of books. But the human drama and the natural beauty of Deephaven will supplant a reading holiday.




  The outsiders’ acceptance into Deephaven society begins even before they arrive. On the stagecoach from the train depot, twelve miles from the town, Kate and Helen meet Mrs. Kew, wife of the lighthouse keeper, herself an enlightened person—an outsider from the hills of Vermont. Kate exchanges seats with Mrs. Kew so that the latter can sit facing forward. Mrs. Kew is nearly overwhelmed by this act of kindness from a Boston lady. The coach ride and conversation mark the start of a friendship; the Bostonians visit Mrs. Kew often in the lighthouse.




  Kate secures entrée into Deephaven life in part because she is a descendant of the much-respected and charitable deceased Miss Brandon, who emerges, even in death, as the community’s benevolent matriarch. As her gesture on the stagecoach suggests, Kate embodies the generosity of spirit of her great-aunt, after whom she is named. Helen, in turn, profits from her association with Kate. The encounter with Mrs. Kew establishes that Kate is “polite,” “kind,” and devoid of “condescension,” as Helen describes her. The young women’s reputation circulates via the web of Deephaven’s communal ties. “They don’t put on no airs,” the briny Captain Sands says of Kate and Helen.




  Shortly after their arrival in Deephaven, the friends visit Mrs. Kew and experience the therapeutic natural splendor of the village’s setting. After supper, they mount the lighthouse steps and watch the interplay of clouds and sun over the ocean at day’s end: “There was a little black boat in the distance drifting slowly, climbing one white wave after another. . . . But presently the sun came from behind the clouds and the dazzling golden light changed the look of everything . . . one could only keep very still, and watch the boat, and wonder if heaven would not be somehow like that far, faint color, which was neither sea nor sky.” Jewett offers an early example of imaginative realism, though she tells rather more than she suggests.




  On visits to the lighthouse, the Bostonians “twice . . . saw a yacht squadron like a flock of great white birds.” It is a compelling image of summer people invading Maine coastal waters and a striking contrast between leisure craft and Deephaven’s weathered working vessels: dories, lobster smacks, and deep-sea fishing ships. Yachting only became a major recreational activity of the well heeled at midcentury. They established clubs along the coast and competitive racing. Over the course of the summer, Kate’s friends moor their yachts at Deephaven to visit her—another reminder, if Deephaveners need one, of the well-off world to which she belongs. No one in Deephaven appears troubled by Kate’s privilege and the community’s poverty. Jewett portrays Mainers who are too proud to ask for help and who accept the world as it is and make do.




  Mrs. Judith Patton is one of those proud Deephaveners. Kate and Helen meet her soon after they arrive. She is a widow, like so many other local women, many of whom have lost men at sea. Mrs. Patton was a neighbor of Kate’s great-aunt. The widow fell into crippling poverty and poor health. She was too proud to ask for help from the town—to “go on the town,” in the common parlance for local welfare. Katharine Brandon discovered her plight and “scolded” her for not asking for help. She bought Mrs. Patton food, sent her to the doctor, and directed her servants to assist the unfortunate neighbor. Miss Brandon includes Judith in her will, putting her “beyond the fear of want” in old age. Kate draws on the social capital—the mutual trust—in the community that her great-aunt generated over her lifetime.




  In her own way, Mrs. Patton is another woman who nurtures the community. She knows everybody’s secrets, but “she told them judiciously if at all.” Mrs. Patton is the one who attends to neighbors who are ill. Like other Jewett women, she is a healer with special knowledge. A skilled herbalist, she knows how to brew “every variety of herb tea.” And when she loses a patient, she takes responsibility and becomes “commander in chief at the funeral.”




  If Mrs. Patton is a kind of repository for all the community’s secrets, she keeps in confidence the dark side of her marriage. It is another neighbor who tells Kate and Helen that her husband was “shif’less and drunk all the time.” He died young and left her impoverished. “Noticed that dent in the side of her forehead, I s’pose?” the neighbor asks. “That’s where he liked to have her killed; slung a stone bottle at her.” It is too much for the genteel Bostonians. “‘What!’ said Kate and I, very much shocked.” There are more jolts to come as Deephaveners tell of life’s hardships. Deephaven is an oral book, but not, in the main, dialogue driven. Kate and Helen mostly listen. Jewett is a kind of literary anthropologist, a cultural go-between who explains a “remote” tribal world to outsiders—that is, to summer visitors, among others. Thus she lets the natives speak for themselves, in their own tongue. Indeed, at one point Helen makes an acute observation on the sort of anthropological design of Deephaven. As to transposing speech, “It loses a great deal in being written, for the old sailor’s voice and gestures and thorough earnestness all carried no little persuasion.”




  One thing not lost in translation, however, is Jewett’s superb rendering of common Maine coastal dialect in the late nineteenth century. The pronunciation of words is rich and vibrant, captured from a kind of documentary point of view, without a hint of caricature. A former captain describes a crafty merchant as “ter’ble perlite.” Deephaveners liberally use adverbs such as “p’r’aps” and “al’ays.” They employ expressions like “land o’ compassion,” and “so’s to be contented.” They suffer from “narves” and their always “re’clectin’” or “re’flectin’” for their visitors. They enjoy things like wild “rosbry.” Kate’s last name is “Lank’ster” to Deephaveners. Moreover, the sea pervades their language. Old salts are “condemned as unseaworthy,” to quote Captain Jacob Lent. Or perhaps the rheumatic captains are akin to the storm-tossed shipwrecks in Deephaven’s harbor, of the kind that were all too common along the nineteenth-century Maine coast, adding to the “romance” of the sea for outsiders and artists.




  Maine’s distinctive coastal dialect emerges in all its resonance from the detailed stories Deephaveners tell about their lives. A surprising number of these accounts, like Judith Patton’s story of domestic violence and drunkenness, darken the two Bostonians’ understanding of Deephaven. In fact, for readers only familiar with The Country of the Pointed Firs, Deephaven may prove unsettling.




  Kate and Helen befriend some leathery-faced old salts who often congregate in the morning, “sunning themselves like turtles,” on one of the wharves. They hear stories of adventures at sea and of Deephaven’s prosperous days. They become interested in a reticent, lame fisherman who they frequently see around one of those vernacular Maine fish houses that straggle along the coast. Helen offers a detailed description of the “workshop” where tight-lipped Danny spends so much time: “In there was a seine or part of one, festooned among the cross-beams overhead, and there were snarled fishing-lines, and barrows to carry fish in, like wheelbarrows without wheels; there were the queer round lobster-nets and ‘kits’ of salt mackerel, tubs of bait, and piles of clams; and some queer bones, and parts of remarkable fish, and lobster-claws of surprising size fastened on the walls for ornament.” The double use of “queer” only serves to underscore how exotic the interior of the fish house appears through the eyes of city visitors. It also suggests the seeming oddity of Danny, who is silently at ease among the artifacts of his existence.




  The Bostonians engage Danny in a brief exchange about fish, a subject that is his lifeblood and about which he is surefooted. Danny begins to relax his guardedness; his shyness and reticence have been like an inactive volcano that suddenly erupts and pours out words and stories. He rescued a cat from drowning or worse at Charlestown Bridge, presumably in Massachusetts. The cat was “screeching real pitiful” and clinging to a pier. Boys were hurling rocks at her. Danny nursed the injured, starving creature back to health. “I don’ know as I ever had anything like me as much as she did,” the fisherman confesses.




  Then Danny’s ease with the two young women grows; they mostly listen. He turns more personal, disclosing the trajectory of his early life. Orphaned at the age of nine, he was “bound out to a man in the tanning trade.” Hating the work, he ran away to sea when he was “a little bigger.” He fell from the “topsail,” crashing to the deck and suffering permanent injury. Danny recovered in a Catholic hospital, which he calls “about the best place I ever was.” He was impressed with the Catholic nuns: “they were real ladies.” Danny’s out-of-character confessional mode then becomes clearer; Kate and Helen are “real ladies,” though Danny never actually describes them that way. He doesn’t have to. He has seen them along the waterfront regularly. In other words, on one level, Kate and Helen remind him of the nuns.




  For the rest of the summer, Danny says nothing about himself to Kate and Helen. He seems embarrassed by how much he has revealed already. He reverts to a closemouthed fisherman. Then, on the day of their departure, the visitors appear on the shore to say good-bye to people. Danny does speak, however tersely: “Goin’, are ye? Well, I’m sorry; ye’ve treated me first-rate; the Lord bless ye.” Then he flees. One can imagine these were the same simple words of Danny’s good-bye to the nuns.




  At the end of their stay, the most sorrowful story begins to unwind. It is perhaps a good example of imaginative realism. On a scintillating July day, when coastal Maine is a tonic recalled in the dark of winter, Kate and Helen travel with Mr. Dockum “four miles from Deephaven.” The seascape changes abruptly: “The shore was so rocky that there were almost no places where a boat could put in, so there were no fishermen in the region, and the farms were scattered wide apart; the land was so poor that even the trees looked hungry.”




  They tie their horse at “a little house by the sea,” and Mr. Dockum walks off inland to meet a man. The young women explore the rockbound coastline. “It was a delightful day to spend out of doors,” Helen recalls. The description of nature once again suggests the hardscrabble life of the local Mainers they are soon to encounter. Kate and Helen climb the highest rocks and stare down at the rolling, rhythmic sea “dashing its white spray high over the ledges.” Helen asks herself, “What could it be [like] in winter when there was a storm and the great waves come thundering in?” The friends then seek the shade of some “gnarled pitch-pine” that “looked like a band of outlaws; they were such wild-looking trees.” Perhaps, Helen reflects, “their savage fight with winter had made them hard-hearted.”




  They return to the house and wait for Mr. Dockum. Kate and Helen make friends with “thin and pitiful” children, giving them candy and part of their lunch. The father appears and they generously pay him a dollar for taking care of their horse. He is grateful: “I never earned any money as easy as this before.” Their kindness opens the floodgates of the family’s ordeal, which apparently goes unacknowledged in the “distant” Deephaven community.




  “I’m willin’ and my woman is,” the man, who remains nameless, says in tears. “It looks sometimes as if the Lord had forgot us,” which upsets his wife, who considers it near blasphemy. They both suffer from poor health; he can’t “foller” deep-sea fishing. Moreover, his trade as a boatbuilder has become all but useless: “folks buys ’em second-hand nowadays, and you can’t make nothing.” His farmland is unproductive. The family seems to subsist on money their son sends periodically from his job in a Boston shop.




  After the visit, Kate and Helen think and talk often of the family. When they meet “Andrew” in town one day, they give him things for his family, urging him to visit them whenever he is in Deephaven. Though they never saw him again, “they made many plans” to visit the family. They don’t return until late October, just before their departure for Boston. On a “perfect autumn day” the oldest Dockum boy drives them. “The air was warm, and sweet with the smell of bayberry bushes and pitch-pines and the delicious saltiness of the sea.” But this reminder of their uplifting summer holiday on the coast only serves as a prelude to their discovery that the parents have succumbed to life’s undertow. The mother died first, and then the still nameless man drank himself to death. The four children are being separated. Two orphans are bound out to another family. A half sister of the deceased man reluctantly takes custody of the other two. She resents the burden since she has just finished raising her own children. Someone among the men waiting at the house with the family praises “Andrew” and gives his life an appropriate epitaph: “He was a real willin’ honest man.” Kate and Helen witness their first walking country funeral.




  One does not have to be steeped in Jewett’s literary investment in the tension between individualism and communalism to surmise what might have happened to Andrew and his family. Suppose they lived in Deephaven or very nearby, or suppose they were part of Deephaven’s “imagined” community that was defined not by geography but by relationships. Would the community have let them perish? Like great-aunt Brandon’s assistance to Judith Patton, Deephaveners, particularly village women, would surely have staved off the family’s tragedy.




  Jewett was only twenty-eight years old when Deephaven was published. The book has shortcomings, including some preachiness and an assertion of free will, as the Bostonians are pleased with themselves for “choosing” to have an enjoyable summer. Still, whatever its flaws, Deephaven represents an important accomplishment. It successfully, and sometimes beautifully, evokes the Maine coast in summer (and once in autumn). It offers a diverse gallery of distinctive Maine coastal people, who are not stick figures or simply typecast, but real flesh and bone and blood believable characters. It captures common coastal Maine speech at a moment in time and resists lapsing into entertaining Yankee caricature. Deephaven also initiates Jewett’s focus on women.




  The collection was a popular success but received more mixed reviews from critics. William Dean Howells praised the book in the Atlantic and understandably perhaps made no mention of Jewett’s still underdeveloped imaginative realism. The sketches were devoid of “every trick of exaggeration.” They possessed “the very tint and form of reality; we could not express too strongly the sense of conscientious fidelity which the art of the book gives.” Other critics made the point more baldly, and perhaps unfairly. Deephaven was portrayed as a kind of local color looking-glass realism. The New York Times was downright dismissive. Deephaven “if condensed considerably . . . would read well in letters . . . [and] it is by some mistake, doubtless, that it got into print at all.” However, John Greenleaf Whittier, though he belonged to a different era, wrote Jewett that he had read Deephaven three times and had bought copies for friends.20




  
THE COUNTRY OF THE POINTED FIRS: WOMEN AND PLACE




  In the nearly two decades between Deephaven’s appearance and the publication of The Country of the Pointed Firs (1896), Jewett’s familiar southern Maine coast continued to change. Consider faded York. By the 1890s, summer people took imaginative possession of the original center of the town and hastened its transformation into “Old York,” an authentic embodiment of unmodernized, picturesque Old New England. They preserved or renovated old houses, repaired the Congregational church, and spiffed up the town green. Jewett approved of such developments. She felt less urgency to serve as a literary mediator between local and summer people, though she didn’t forsake this literary stance in Pointed Firs. Also by the 1890s, she was more inclined to accept factory workers who took up residence in South Berwick.21




  Jewett had changed in other ways as well. She now had lived among the Boston literati for months at a time for more than fifteen years. The small-town author of Deephaven had matured into a sophisticated international traveler who had also journeyed as far south as Florida and as far west as St. Louis. Though she always returned to South Berwick, her relationship to Maine shifted. By the time Pointed Firs was published, she remained an outsider-insider, but her cultural distance from Maine had widened. Yet Jewett believed that her travels in particular gave depth to her perspective on Maine. As she wrote to Willa Cather, “One must know the world so well before one can know the parish.”22




  Jewett planted her Pointed Firs “parish” somewhere along Maine’s mid-coast. Dunnett Landing is an out-of-the-way, obscure village unspoiled by summer visitors. Only the yachting crowd occasionally intrudes on the life of the Landing’s “authentic” Maine folk. Though Jewett claimed to have shed the role of cultural go-between, the urbanites who consumed her scores of stories in highbrow magazines were free to receive Pointed Firs as an introduction and enticement to another real and imagined uncolonized nook of coastal Maine.




  Dunnett Landing is a kind of mosaic of locations that Jewett visited in August and September 1895 whose beauty and tranquility took hold of her imagination. Jewett and a friend stayed on Islesboro, off the coast of Camden. She sailed around the island “all among the ‘pointed firs.’”23 To the west she could see the rolling Camden Hills, which descended almost down to the water’s edge. Annie Fields joined Sarah on Islesboro, and they traveled by steamer back to the mainland. For a month they took up residence in Martinsville, a slight village with a handful of families near Port Clyde. Jewett wrote to a friend in Boston how the house she occupied with Annie had “a green field that slopes down to the sea.” From the window in her bedroom, she observed “a potato field, where the figures . . . work all day against . . . a background . . . of the pointed firs that belong to Maine, like the grey ledges they are rooted in.” Sarah and Annie came to know the families of Martinsville. Jewett spent hours “under a spruce tree” lost in thought or absorbed in reading.24




  Shortly after her stay in Martinsville, Jewett began work on what would become The Country of the Pointed Firs. The stories that would appear as chapters were first serialized in the Atlantic Monthly in January, March, July, and September 1896. Jewett returned to Martinsville during the summer before finishing the final chapters. The book was published in November 1896 with no revisions.25 It was printed and reprinted with exceptionally wide margins on all sides of the pages to make the stories seem to constitute a longer book. This original edition was significantly altered after Jewett’s death. Fifty pages were added to the original text. Two “Dunnett Landing” stories, one of which (“William’s Wedding”) Jewett left unfinished, were included in 1910. A third was added in 1919. Then Willa Cather rearranged the order of these posthumous alterations in 1925.26 For this book, I have chosen to use Jewett’s original text.




  The Country of the Pointed Firs reveals how Jewett had changed as a writer since Deephaven. The book has more unity. The visitor-narrator grows over the course of the summer. She is not just an observer of Maine life, as were Kate and Helen. She participates in the course of Dunnett Landing’s mostly small events, becoming something of an adopted daughter. Pointed Firs is less of a talkative book than Deephaven—that is, less of a collection of “as told to” stories. Pointed Firs displays Jewett’s cosmopolitan sensibility, acquired over two decades of living comfortably in Boston and traveling the world. She often reaches for the universal, humanistic meaning in the parish particulars of Dunnett Landing. Jewett’s prose is spare but also more lyrical than Deephaven.




  Pointed Firs is a more powerfully visual work than Deephaven. It has drawn parallels to Winslow Homer’s Maine marines of the same period. But there are crucial differences. Homer was a naturalist, more interested in the study of the sea. Unlike Jewett, people or houses are often missing from his panoramas. Then, too, there is nothing in Jewett comparable to Homer’s close-ups of the sea or his winter marines.27




  The nameless narrator first visited Dunnett Landing briefly while yachting along the Maine coast a few years earlier. It amounted to a tourist encounter. The village’s “quaintness” and seemingly unchanging character charms the urbanite. Despite its remoteness, the people of Dunnett Landing cling to the “childish” belief that somehow their village resides at the “centre of civilization.” The narrator returns in late June, intending to complete a long writing assignment in a place without distractions, a village where supposedly nothing happens.




  We might pause to reflect on how Jewett privileges summer (and fall, to a lesser extent) in her work. It is as if Maine is more “Maine” during the summer months, whether or not she writes with an audience of tourists in mind. To be sure, Jewett does use winter settings, as in the minor sketch “A Winter Drive” (1893) or the story “Aunt Cynthy Dallett” (1896). But she is far less invested in the Maine of winter as literary subject matter. As she wrote to a correspondent in the winter of 1895, “Sir, when you have seen one snowfield you have seen all snowfields.”28 Apparently newly fallen snow against a background of deep green pointed firs failed to redeem the Maine landscape in winter or sufficiently stir Jewett’s literary imagination.




  Dunnett Landing has no summer hotels, so the visitor arranges to board with a sixty-seven-year-old childless widow, Almira Todd. Summer boarding became a common practice in northern New England in the late nineteenth century. It offered country folk an opportunity to earn badly needed money. In turn, urbanites expected country hospitality and good homemade food, along with clean air and natural beauty.29 Mrs. Todd’s boarder reaps far more than she envisioned.




  Almira Todd is a large woman, tallish and heavyset. She also cuts an outsized figure in Dunnett Landing. “Almiry,” as she is known, lost her husband at sea, like so many women in the community. Other men perished in the Civil War or sought their fortunes in the west or in cities. Thus the demographics of Dunnett Landing, like so many late nineteenth-century Maine coastal villages, are skewed. It is a matriarchy; older women form the fabric of community. Almiry Todd is peerless in this process. She not only makes and sells popular spruce beer but also forages in the countryside for herbs. Mrs. Todd maintains a “queer” herb garden. She knows when and how to combine herbs for particular ailments. From her house she runs a “rustic pharmacopoeia” with a steady flow of townspeople to her door. Like Jewett’s father, she knows when to minister to emotional ills; she is not above deploying what we would call a placebo. Mrs. Todd is also a rustic philosopher: “I must say I like variety myself,” she tells her boarder; “some folks washes Monday and irons Tuesday the whole year round, even if the circus is goin’ by.”




  Perhaps Mrs. Todd’s character may be traced back to Harriet Beecher Stowe’s The Pearl of Orr’s Island (1862). Thirteen-year-old Jewett read the newly published novel and fell in love with it, though she later came to recognize its literary limitations. Yet Stowe depicted women who serve as kind of progenitors for Mrs. Todd. Stowe described a “class of females who might be denominated, in the Old Testament language, ‘cunning women,’—that is, gifted with an infinite practical ‘faculty’ which made them an essential requisite in every family for miles and miles around.”




  Mrs. Todd and other Dunnett Landing natives speak with a distinctive diction. But their Maine coastal dialect is not as thick as Deephaveners’ speech or that of Stowe’s Orr’s Islanders. A few fishermen are the exception in Dunnett Landing. To be sure, Jewett repeats striking localisms such as “sleeving,” or walking arm in arm with someone. She also introduces new idiomatic pronunciations: “sca’ce” (scarce) and “holt” (hold), for example. Yet peculiar expression is not as common in Pointed Firs as in Deephaven. In the former, folk mainly drop the letter g from words ending with ing and f from of. In other words, through her representation of Maine speech, Jewett preserves local color while simultaneously striving to modulate it, to resist deploying it for entertainment value as Stowe did.




  Mrs. Todd puts her boarder in charge of dispensing herbal remedies while she is away from home. The callers constantly disrupt the writer, who then rents the empty schoolhouse for the peace and quiet she requires. “Well, dear,” Mrs. Todd confesses, “I’ve took great advantage o’ you bein’ here. I ain’t had such a season for years, but I never had nobody I could trust.” The landlady has begun to form a bond with her boarder.




  The visitor retreats to the schoolhouse, but it affords no relief from the village life, where nothing is supposed to complicate its tranquil surface simplicity. The schoolhouse provides a window onto Dunnett Landing. After attending the church service for a deceased woman she had come to know, the narrator withdraws to the schoolhouse. As in a painting, the schoolhouse window frames the woman’s walking funeral against a sweeping backdrop: “The bay-sheltered islands and the great sea beyond stretched away to the far horizon southward and eastward; the little procession in the foreground looked futile and helpless on the edge of the rocky shore. It was a glorious day in early July, with a clear, high sky; there were no clouds; there was no noise of the sea.” The narrator tempers the sad scene of death at high noon on a stunning Maine coastal day. Her realism pivots to the imaginative. The sparrows sing happily as the coffin progresses toward the cemetery. They celebrate “with joyous knowledge of immortality, and contempt for those who could so pettily concern themselves with death.”




  Among the funeral walkers, the narrator spies a man who looks like “an aged grasshopper.” It is Captain Littlepage, who soon appears at the schoolhouse window. The narrator welcomes the visit. Already she hungers “for news from the outer world”—that is, from Dunnett Landing. The captain is one of the community’s eccentrics, their queer folk. He is obsessed with his long-ago experience in the Arctic. Shipwrecked, he learned about what he considers “a kind of waiting-place between this world an’ the next.” It is a zone that looks like a town in the sea but disappears as soon as someone comes ashore, where strange men beat back visitors.




  The captain’s story goes on too long. Nevertheless, he does say something important about Dunnett Landing’s, and coastal Maine’s, nineteenth-century seafaring history: “In the old days, a good part o’ the best men knew a hundred ports and something of the way folks lived in them . . . [they] could see outside the battle for town clerk here in Dunnett.” The town is now at “low-tide,” culturally speaking. “Shipping’s a terrible loss to this part o’ New England from a social point of view, ma’am.” In other words, the captain’s experience of the world instilled in him a kind of cosmopolitanism provincialism; it gave him something of a new perspective on the “parish.” The urban, cultured, well-traveled narrator reverses the captain’s odyssey. She progresses from urbane tourist outsider to knowledgeable “insider” of Dunnett Landing parish. Her summer will alter her view of the world she has left behind. All human drama does not reside in the city.




  The narrator leaves Captain Littlepage and chances upon Mrs. Todd, who has observed their conversation. “Funerals always sets him goin’,” she explains. Almost in a heartbeat, the gray sky is set ablaze like a luminist painting: “[a] gleam of golden sunshine struck the outer islands, and one of them shone out clear in the light, and revealed itself in a compelling way to our eyes.” It is Green Island, where Mrs. Todd grew up. Her eighty-six-year-old mother, Mrs. Blackett, and her sixty-year-old brother, William, still live there. He is another of Dunnett Island’s odd folk. A kind of disabling engrained childish shyness afflicts William. The visitor and Mrs. Todd make plans to visit Green Island.




  A beautiful summer day arrives, and Mrs. Todd decides it’s time to make their journey, simply using a dory! Johnny Bowden, one of the scarce young people in Dunnett Landing, who is Mrs. Todd’s cousin, accompanies the two women. He and the narrator row until a sail is lofted to carry them to their destination. Mrs. Todd skillfully steers the dory through perils, displaying mariner abilities, which the narrator adds to her herbalist and rustic philosopher talents.




  As they approach the island, Mrs. Todd offers a piece of her wisdom: “You never get over bein’ a child long’s you have a mother to go to.” The octogenarian is a small sprightly woman who greets them with warmth. She speaks in a heavier dialect than her daughter. She has passed her adult life isolated on the island, though she remains connected to Dunnett Landing. Jewett’s persistent literary stake in the relationship between the individual and the community furnishes a thematic scaffold for Pointed Firs’s sketches.




  William remains tending his fish weirs rather than coming to greet the visitors. The narrator leaves the house to enjoy the weather and the setting, hoping to encounter William. When he does appear, she sees a slight, slender figure with round shoulders who resembles his mother in every physical respect. Though he does speak first, the narrator recognizes that it is starting conversation that paralyzes him. He invites her to take in the view from the great ledge, which the place-bound islander describes to the widely traveled visitor as the grandest “view in the world.” The narrator offers another sweeping painterly visual of the Maine coast, this time facing westward: “There above the circle of pointed firs we could look down over all the islands, and could see the ocean that circled this and a hundred other bits of island around the mainland shore, and all the far horizon. It gave a sudden sense of space, for nothing stopped the eye or hedged one in.”




  For Mrs. Todd, Green Island possesses strata of experience, memory, and regret. She and the narrator go for a walk, ostensibly to pick the special pennyroyal that thrives on the island. It is found in a location that is “sainted” to Mrs. Todd, and only her mother knows about it. Almiry and her husband used to retreat to this spot. He perished near Green Island directly in front of this site consecrated by lament. The secret place leads to the sorrowful recesses of Mrs. Todd’s heart. She confesses that she loved someone else, not Nathan. She married him, though she only liked rather than loved him. Nathan’s death preempted his inevitable knowledge of Almira’s secret. She never married again and thus remains childless.




  The narrator turns lyrical, universalizing Mrs. Todd beyond the story of a simple, though gifted, Maine figure: “An absolute archaic grief possessed this country-woman; she seemed like a renewal of some historic soul, with her sorrows and the remoteness of a daily life busied with rustic simplicities and the scents of primeval herbs.” The two women leave the island with a transformed relationship; they share something of a mother-daughter emotional compact.




  With the trip to Green Island, Pointed Firs strays toward Hawthornean terrain and themes of secret guilt and moral irony. “Poor Joanna,” the story that follows, involves an extreme individual and the “unpardonable sin” that descends directly from Hawthorne’s moral universe.




  Mrs. Susan Fosdick, a friend, comes to visit with Almira. One night they are discussing the peculiar people who once resided at Dunnett Landing in larger numbers. Mrs. Fosdick refers to poor Joanna and her self-imposed exile on Shell-heap Island, once a Native American settlement. The narrator expresses an interest in hearing the story. Mrs. Todd responds sharply, “I never want to hear Joanna laughed about.” Not only was the woman, who had been deceased for twenty-two years, the cousin of Mrs. Todd’s late husband, but the herbalist and the island hermit also shared a moral identity, as both were unable to marry the men they loved. Joanna’s response to her predicament, however, was very different from Almira Todd’s and may have been more honest.




  The story unfolds as Mrs. Fosdick and Almira carefully relate the details and Dunnett Landing’s reactions. Joanna was engaged to a man who jilted her one month before their wedding, married a woman from further up the coast, and left for Massachusetts. In Joanna’s fury and depression, her “thoughts was so wicked towards God,” as she told Mrs. Todd, “that I can’t expect to be forgiven.” She believed that she had committed the unpardonable sin. Jewett, unlike Hawthorne, doesn’t ruminate over what, if anything, constitutes an unpardonable sin. She lived in a post-Calvinist world. A Puritan shadow didn’t hang over her Maine. She made an easy transition from the family Congregational Church to Boston Episcopalianism.30




  Perhaps the story of poor Joanna is sufficiently dark and tragic. Her blasphemy is serious enough. Yet maybe Joanna was wrong and her unpardonable sin is constituted differently. It is not her blasphemy but her belief that she is beyond God’s mercy and forgiveness that constitutes her unpardonable sin. Joanna, ironically, thereby elevates herself above God.




  Joanna gives her comfortable wealth away, never sees the mainland again, and lives out her days in a two-room cabin that her father had built before he married. Mrs. Todd goes out to visit her with the pharisaical minister, whose book knowledge and shallow personal religious experience Joanna respectfully ignores. Mrs. Todd feels rage toward the seminary minister and his incapacity to grasp the depth of Joanna’s torment. She pleads with Joanna to come back to Dunnett Landing and live near her, or at least spend winter with Mrs. Blackett on Green Island. Joanna declines and prevails on Mrs. Todd never to ask her again to leave the island. Almiry then pulls out a coral pin that Nathan brought back from the Mediterranean for Joanna. She, in turn, says, “I want you to have it, Almiry, an’ wear it for love o’ both o’ us.”




  Yet the community won’t simply leave this “isolato,” to use Melville’s term, abandoned and forgotten. Folks leave packages for her on Shell-heap’s shore; Mrs. Blackett visits Joanna and gets her to promise that she will signal over to Green Island if she needs help; William brings fresh farm items to her; and Joanna sees “one or two . . . old folks.” When she dies, boats along twenty miles of coast arrive at Shell-heap, mostly out of respect for the hermit.




  Significantly, the story of poor Joanna is positioned almost precisely at the center of Pointed Firs. The Hawthornean type of tragedy gives some shadow to the sun-drenched summery quality of the book. The narrator’s visit to Shell-heap Island undergirds the centrality of poor Joanna’s story to Pointed Firs. She captures the late summer’s alterations to the island’s landscape. “The fresh green of June” has given way “to a sun burnt brown that made [the islands] look like stone, except where the dark green of the spruces and fir balsam kept the tint that even winter storms might deepen, but not fade.” There is a residue of life on Shell-heap, ruins that form a “shrine” to what we might call the uncompromising eccentricity of Maine’s monastic nun.




  The narrator finds a well-trodden path of “pilgrims” who knew Joanna and young people who learned of her. Joanna has become both a curiosity and something of a saintly figure, only lacking miraculous cures to her credit. All that remains of her simple dwelling is its foundation. The mainland “lay dim and dreamlike in the August haze.” The narrator is provoked to reflect with an arresting tide of images that capture the universal element she extracts from poor Joanna’s life: “In the life of each of us I said to myself, there is a place remote and islanded and given to endless regret or secret happiness; we are each the un-companioned hermit and recluse of an hour or a day; we understand our fellows of the cell to whatever age of history they may belong.”




  Then the narrator hears merriment from a boat. She ponders the many times Joanna must have heard laughter from partying boaters. She wonders how the hermit of Shell-heap might have felt when the sounds of such worldliness punctuated her cloistered life.




  “Poor Joanna” is a powerful, distinctive story in Pointed Firs. It displays a range of emotions; it is laced with irony and shows how Jewett has mastered her craft since Deephaven. Appropriately, the “Bowden Family Reunion,” the longest and most affirmative section of Pointed Firs, immediately follows Joanna’s story.




  The reunion marks summer’s social high point and something of the season’s culmination, as shorter days and cooler evenings portend fall’s arrival. For the narrator, who has all but forsaken the schoolhouse and her writing assignment for immersion in Dunnett Landing’s life, the reunion represents her rite of passage and initiation into communal membership. She becomes the daughter that Mrs. Todd never had and is symbolically ushered into the Bowden family.




  The reunion underscores the inbreeding that occurs in a diminished coastal community where demographics have gone haywire. As Mrs. Todd observes, “When you call upon the Bowdens you may expect most families to rise up between the Landing and the far end of the Back Cove. Those that aren’t kin by blood are kin by marriage.” Boats and carriages stream toward the Bowden Place. It is a “northern sort” of morning, “sunshiny air . . . with a cool freshness as if it came over new-fallen snow.” The “fragrance of fir balsam” mingled with the “faintest flavor of seaweed from the ledges, bare and brown at low tide in the little harbor.”




  Along the way to the reunion, Mrs. Todd and her mother are greeted as local luminaries, hailed by people in dooryards and extended warm wishes. They reaffirm how Mrs. Blackett’s “far island and these scattered farms [are linked] into a golden chain of love and dependence.” The warm exchange with the local doctor serves as a reminder of how he and the herbalist are “partners.” It is all rather too mawkish and reminds one that what is missing from Pointed Firs, as has been much commented on, is any semblance of conflict, whether between the backcountry and the coast or the old entitled captain-gentry and Dunnett Landing’s fishermen. The most we encounter is Mrs. Todd’s bad blood with Mari’ Harris. “I hate her just as I always did,” Mrs. Todd uncharacteristically erupts against her late husband’s cousin. We are offered no explanation. (It won’t come until four years later in a related story, which will be discussed.) The comment stuns the narrator; yet it serves to humanize Mrs. Todd.




  Another character describes Mari’ Harris as looking like a “Chinee.” This comment represents a rare occasion when Jewett’s work expresses anything like an ethnic slur. Her Boston was a hothouse of nativism. The Immigration Restriction League was founded in the city in 1894. Yet, as already noted, Jewett wrote sympathetically about Irish and French-Canadian immigrant workers. The use of “Chinee” at the Bowden family reunion appears to be an accurate recording of what Jewett heard in Maine. It is similar to the slur “Portagee” for Portuguese, which formed part of the coast’s vernacular.




  The Bowden Place is five generations old. The dwelling “stood, low-storied and broad-roofed, in its green field as if it were a motherly brown hen waiting for the flock that came straying toward it from every direction.” The striking image of how reunion day pulses with people and emotions is offset by the family cemetery, which inscribes the history of coastal Maine in the second half of the nineteenth century. Women are primarily interred in the walled burial lot. Men often met their end at sea.




  The festivities begin with an organized march into a cleared grove. The narrator has grown more ruminative. At least for a summer, thanks largely to Mrs. Todd, she has formed a thread in the tapestry of life in Dunnett Landing. Shifting to the collective we, the narrator frames the Bowden reunion in broad humanistic terms that transcend the parish setting: “The sky, the sea, have watched poor humanity at its rites so long; we were no more a New England family celebrating its own existence and simple progress; we carried the tokens and inheritance of all such households from which this had descended, and were only the latest of our line.” Such framing and the narrator’s learned references to “ancient Greeks” and their mythology (for example, Antigone and Persephone) enables Pointed Firs to gesture beyond the parish folk and their experience in a way Deephaven doesn’t.




  Near the end of the reunion, Mrs. Todd and the narrator consummate the latter’s incorporation into Dunnett Landing’s community. They share an “early apple” pie with the frosted words “Bowden Reunion.” Mrs. Todd gives the narrator the piece with the family name while she consumes “Reunion.” This completes the progress of the summer visitor toward “going native,” so to speak. The consumption of lived experience at Dunnett Landing and its islands apparently displaces the narrator’s pursuit of her written work—and, ironically, gives her more material for future writing.




  Something alarming occurs, however, at the communion table. There is a large replica of the Bowden House, which collapses “into ruin at the feast’s end.” We know that the farewells until next year are fraught with the sadness of the fleeting summer and advancing mortality. The heavy foot of time on life’s treadle means that many of the feasters will come to grief before the next reunion.




  Jewett might have ended Pointed Firs with the evocative, richly textured story of the reunion and moved directly to the brief account of the narrator’s painful departure. But she wrote in installments for the Atlantic with no expectation of publishing a book. Thus, she introduces an aged fisherman, an unsociable figure. Elijah “’Lijah” Tilley is another of Dunnett Landing’s odd folk. He recalls reticent Danny of Deephaven.




  Elijah is “small, elderly, gaunt-shaped” and a very accomplished fisherman, judging by his haul. “He appeared to regard a stranger with scornful indifference.” The narrator has gained entrée to so much of Dunnett Landing’s community, and she would like to tug on the thread of this remote fisherman’s personal story. She comes face-to-face with him on the waterfront. He is carrying a haddock and shifts it from one hand to the other to prevent it from soiling her dress. She reads this as a signal that “my company was accepted.” Tilley invites her to his home later that day, and his peculiarities and the narrator’s pathos emerge.




  In his domesticated setting, Tilley discovers his voice. It’s a monotone, however. He continues obsessively to mourn the death of his devoted wife, now gone nearly eight years. He doesn’t refer to her by name but as “poor dear.” His domestic life has slipped its mooring. Tilley regrets the anxiety-laden existence that his poor dear endured while he pursued deep-sea fishing. She constantly watched out to sea for signs of his return, acquiring that faraway gaze that, Jewett claimed, was a distinctive mark of fishermen and their families. Poor dear “use to say the time seemed long to her, but I’ve found all about it now. I use to be dreadful thoughtless when I was a young man and the fish was bitin’ well,” he continues. “I’d stay out late some o’ them days, an’ I expect she’d watch an’ watch an’ lose heart a-waiting.” He swims in regret and guilt. He leads a rudderless life in a house without his wife.




  ’Lijah keeps the house precisely as poor dear left it. The interior serves as a memorial to her. She used to boast of the complete set of “chiny” that he bought for her in Bordeau. When neighbors went to serve tea after the funeral, they discovered a broken cup that poor dear had wrapped in paper and pushed to the back of the cupboard so he wouldn’t see it and be disappointed. ’Lijah spends the winter, when he doesn’t fish, sitting in poor dear’s chair, knitting socks and staring out at the sea.




  The narrator later discusses her visit to ’Lijah’s home with Mrs. Todd. “There’s some folks you miss and some folks you don’t, when they’re gone,” she reflects, “but there ain’t hardly a day I don’t think o’ dear Sarah Tilley.” Death brackets Pointed Firs, as do Jewett’s strong women.




  The end of summer makes Mrs. Todd’s house “cool and damp in the morning.” Now the “light seemed to come through green leaves.” The narrator knows that “the sunshine of a northern summer was coming to its lovely end.” She must return to her urban world. She carries with her a new knowledge of a Maine parish where “nothing” ever happens: “there were many delightful things to be done and done again, as if I were in London.” Pointed Firs is more than a picturesque novella about coastal Maine. It is also a humanistic acknowledgment that life’s drama takes place anywhere and everywhere.




  The leave-taking is painful for both the visitor and her host, the cosmopolitan and the parish priestess. Mrs. Todd hardly talks to her guest on the day of her departure. She prepares a basket for the visitor and then leaves, claiming that she has to visit a neighbor who has had her third stroke. The narrator runs after her, but Mrs. Todd waves her off. The summer visitor finds small packages on the kitchen table, including a West Indian basket she had admired, food for the trip, and a little “old leather box.” It contains the coral pin that poor Joanna would not accept from Mrs. Todd.




  The narrator leaves on a small steamer. She watches the shore disappear with one final striking mirage-like image. “Presently the wind began to blow, and we struck out seaward to double the long sheltering headland of the cape, and when I looked back again, the islands and the headland had run together and Dunnett Landing and all its coasts were loss to sight.”




  Pointed Firs won “universal acclaim” after it was published.31 Not surprisingly, the Atlantic Monthly swelled with plaudits for Jewett’s accomplishment. Pointed Firs revealed a “light thread of identity of place and character on which the stories are strung.” Jewett had managed to make “a seacoast of her own . . . lifted just above the horizon of actual land.” Other reviewers spoke of the book in terms of a kind of restorative summer vacation. The Bookman noted that Pointed Firs “is a story of wholesome, simple, rural life, with the sea for tonic and the sunshine of summer for warmth.” As Jewett’s book The Independent stressed, “One feels the sea air and smells the pine breath. It is a summer outing among good, honest folk, a free and easy exploration of a neighborhood, of a region where conservatism is truly provincial and rural honesty stoutly prevails.”32




  Though not without flaws, Pointed Firs is certainly the most polished, engaging piece of writing on the Maine coast at least until the 1930s and 1940s, and perhaps beyond. Jewett was surprised by the response to her work. She had written the Atlantic installments facilely, unaware that she was creating her most enduring work. In her literary modesty, contemporary critics would see that she had produced an unpretentious masterpiece. However, they would miss the point that modesty, then and now, represents a character trait of many Mainers.




   “THE FOREIGNER”: A WOMAN OUT OF PLACE




  “The Foreigner” (1900) is the only one of Jewett’s four Dunnett Landing stories that was not posthumously inserted into Pointed Firs. It is arguably the finest of the lot, as well as the longest (which may explain why Willa Cather left it out). “The Foreigner” imparts some balance to Jewett’s generally uplifting and sometimes glowing representation of community in Dunnett Landing.




  “The Foreigner” is a story about the failure of community, which Mrs. Todd partly shares. In fact, as the story progresses, the narrative becomes as much about Mrs. Todd as the foreigner. Among other things, we learn more about the herbalist through her relationship to the foreigner. Thus, though the story may be read on its own, “The Foreigner” acquires more meaning in the context of Pointed Firs. It could have been stitched seamlessly near the center of Pointed Firs, thereby augmenting Jewett’s literary achievement.




  The narrative unspools one night in late August that reminds Mrs. Todd’s guest that summer’s end draws near on the Maine coast. Rain pelts Mrs. Todd’s house, and the gales make the structure “rock and . . . creak as if it were a ship.” The summer visitor sits in her room by a comforting fire. She hears Mrs. Todd’s cough outside her door, the equivalent of “a plain New England knock.” The visitor invites Mrs. Todd to join her. Readers of Pointed Firs know how companionable, even intimate, they have become over the summer.




  Mrs. Todd sits down with the cat on her lap and her fidgety hands fumbling over her knitting. It is the kind of night when ships are lost at sea. The restive Mrs. Todd is worried about her mother and brother out on Green Island. More acutely than the summer guest, she hears the roaring breakers. “How they pound! . . . I always run of an idea that the sea knows anger these nights and gets full o’ fight,” she observes. “I can hear the rote o’ them old black ledges.” She recalls that this was the kind of night when “old Mis’ Cap’n Tolland died . . . thirty or maybe forty years ago.” It doesn’t take much inquisitiveness from the visitor for Mrs. Todd to tell the intricate story, including an otherworldly moment that she has divulged to few people. It betokens the summer visitor’s further admission into Mrs. Todd’s charmed circle of intimates.




  Through Almiry Todd, Jewett relates Mis’ Tolland’s tragedy more movingly, perhaps, than the story of poor Joanna. Four Dunnett Landing captains, including Mrs. Todd’s father, were celebrating the successful completion of a trading venture to Jamaica. (The location is significant.) As Maine shipping contracted by midcentury, older patterns of trade acquired a new importance. Exchanges grew along the coast and to slave and former slave colonies in the West Indies where wood products and fish were bartered for molasses and sugar. On his Jamaican trip, for instance, Captain Tolland traded a cargo of Maine pine lumber for bags of sugar. A bachelor, he is also one of Dunnett Landing’s rare captains who still make distant trips, even as far as the East Indies.




  In the course of events, the Maine captains rescue a woman with a guitar who flees from a house where there is a party. She is French, but Captain Bowden knows scraps of the language from travels to Havre and Bordeau. He learns that her husband, a “Portagee,” and children died of yellow fever. A “negro” had stolen her husband’s money while he was sick. They had intended to use it to take a steamer to France. She tries to support herself by playing her guitar and singing wherever she can earn money, which audiences throw to her.




  The captains decide to bring the foreigner back to Dunnett Landing in John Tolland’s brig. In retrospect, Mrs. Todd tells her guest, “I always thought they’d have done better, and more reasonable, to give her some money to pay her passage home to France.” But this comment tends to absolve the community, and even Mrs. Todd, of any responsibility for what happens. Captain Tolland delivers his sugar to Portland. A Portland justice of the peace, not the Dunnett Landing minister, marries him and the foreigner, who remains nameless throughout the story. Mrs. Todd’s mother and father pay visits to the Tollands, but soon they are off to sea. On a second voyage Mis’ Tolland stays home. Mrs. Blackett invites her “to a social circle that was down to the meetin’ house vestry.”




  This attempt to incorporate the outsider into Dunnett Landing society ignites the provincial passions that leave the foreigner permanently estranged from the community. When some women in the social circle rise to sing, Mis’ Tolland puts her hands to her ears and lets out “a little squeal.” The singers are too flat, and in a “pleasant” manner she tries to give them the “right notes.” The singers are flat again, and the foreigner “made faces.” A hush falls over the circle, the members “settin’ around prim as dishes.” Mrs. Blackett tries to deliver the foreigner from the tension filling the vestry. She asks Mis’ Cap’n Tolland to sing something. Mrs. Todd recalls that she sang a “gay, lovely little song.” Then she picks up a pie tin and begins banging it as if it is a tambourine and dancing as she sings “faster an’ faster.” Some of the men clap loudly as they keep time with the foreigner’s singing and banging. Women silently, almost involuntarily tap their feet, the limit of their expressiveness—at least in the church vestry. But a scandal ensues the next day over the foreign Catholic Mis’ Tolland’s perceived irreverent behavior in the “orthodox” vestry. Mari’ Harris, one of the singers and the “Chinee” from Pointed Firs, foments the trouble. She confronts Mrs. Blackett and reprimands her for inviting the foreigner. Now we know the source of Mrs. Todd’s decades-long hatred of Harris that she inexplicably expresses bluntly at the Bowden family reunion.




  We know something else as well. The clash of cultures means that the exotic, expressive outsider from a tropical world will never be fully accepted in Dunnett Landing. The night in the vestry and its aftermath occurred, Mrs. Todd observes, “about the time shipping begun to decay.” Creeping insularity, as Captain Littlepage laments in Pointed Firs, alters the texture of life in Dunnett Landing.




  The Sunday following the controversy over the vestry, Mis’ Tolland walks out of the meeting before it’s over, providing more fodder for Mari’ Harris and her allies. Then the foreigner’s isolation from the community is nearly complete when Captain Tolland’s ship is lost at sea. With the news, the twice-widowed foreigner suffers a stroke. She dies a few months later.




  Mrs. Todd’s story of Mis’ Tolland is far from over, however. Above all, Jewett complicates the behavior and emotions of the storyteller. In the process, we gain insight into Mrs. Todd beyond the character in Pointed Firs. She recounts the story to a mostly passive guest who is enthralled by its dense details and emotions.




  Her mother had refused to treat Mis’ Tolland as a foreigner, as a castaway after the church vestry tempest. Yet she lives out on Green Island. She enjoins her daughter, “I want you to neighbor with that poor lonesome creatur’. . . . I want you to make her have a sense that somebody feels kind to her.” On one of her trips to Dunnett Landing, Mrs. Blackett spends a long time visiting with Mis’ Tolland. When she arrives at Mrs. Todd’s, her meal is spoiled. With sarcasm, and then embarrassment, the daughter says, “I hope you’ll like your supper.” Mrs. Blackett erupts, rebuking her daughter for her callousness toward Mis’ Tolland: “What consequence is my supper? . . . Or your comfort or mine, beside letting a foreign person an’ a stranger feel so desolate; she’s done the best a woman could do in her lonesome place and she asks nothing of anybody except a little common kindness.” Mrs. Blackett espouses the practical religion of the Old and New Testaments: love the “stranger” as well as thy neighbor.




  Mrs. Todd, in contrast, is spurred to strike up a relationship with Mis’ Tolland from guilt and a sense of obligation to her mother. Still, the relationship matures. On a visit, Mrs. Todd mentions her mother. The foreigner takes “holt” of her “with both hands an’ said my mother was an angel. When I see the tears in her eyes ’t was all right between us, and we were always friendly after that.” It turns out that Mis’ Tolland was a herbalist. That is how Mrs. Todd learns much of what she now knows about the value of herbs.




  Yet there are emotional limits to Mrs. Todd’s friendship with the foreigner, which she attempts to impute to her youthfulness. There was “no affectionateness with her,” she tells her summer guest, with whom she has become emotionally invested. It was Mrs. Todd who had been deficient in affection. After all, the foreigner’s relationship with Mrs. Blackett didn’t lack tenderness. Despite her friendliness with the stranger, Mrs. Todd confesses, “I never give her a kiss till the day she laid in her coffin and it come to my heart there wa’nt no one else to do it.”




  Mrs. Todd is not quite finished with her Dunnett Landing tale, nor is the violent storm done arousing memories of the night the foreigner died. “I saw the sails of her narrative were filled with a fresh breeze,” the summer visitor recalls. To her surprise, Mrs. Todd inherits the foreigner’s estate. She was overcome with remorse, she tells her listener. “There I begun to cry. . . . I couldn’t help it. I wished I had her back again to do somethin’ for, an’ to make her know I felt sisterly to her more’n I ever showed, an’ it come over me ’twas all too late, an’ I cried the more.”




  Uncle Captain Lorenzo Bowden became the executor of the estate. He believes that Captain Tolland hid money in the house, possibly in a “chist.” He searches exhaustively from cellar to attic. Bowden surmises that Captain Tolland took the chest with him on his final voyage. But he doesn’t give up searching through the house. One night he accidentally sets fire to the house from his lamp. It burns down to its foundation. All that remains of the foreigner’s life are flowers that she had planted. Mrs. Todd transplants some to her garden to keep the memory of the foreigner alive.
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