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One of  the enduring ironies of  our cultural history is that the most important event 

of  nineteenth-century American literature was the twentieth-century recovery of  

Herman Melville’s 1851 novel Moby-Dick. You may have heard some version of  the 

story, as it has long since passed into popular lore. When Melville died in 1891, most 

of  his books were out of  print. Having initially found success as the author of  South 

Seas travel narratives, he gave up writing novels after the disastrous public reception 

of  Moby-Dick, Pierre, Israel Potter, and The Confidence Man, all composed in Pittsfield 

in the 1850s. In a letter to Nathaniel Hawthorne, his Berkshire neighbor during the 

time he was finishing Moby-Dick, Melville famously complained, “What I feel most 

moved to write, that is banned […]. Yet, altogether, write the other way I cannot. So 

the product is a final hash, and all my books are botches.”  As if  fate itself  wished 

to seal the terms of  this failure, Melville’s publisher’s warehouse burned down in 

1853, destroying the remaining copies of  the novel and the possibility that it might 

reach new readers during the author’s lifetime. By the turn of  the twentieth-century, 

Moby-Dick was largely dismissed as a historical curiosity, when even read at all. In 

1907, Joseph Conrad, the other great modern storyteller of  the sea, disparaged it “as 

a rather strained rhapsody with whaling for a subject and not a single sincere line in 

the 3 vols of  it.”  Yet somehow, over the course of  the next thirty years, writers, crit-

ics, and scholars came to regard this tale of  an elusive white whale and the maniac 

who pursues it as an indisputable American classic. 

How did such a sea change in cultural sensibility occur?  It’s tempting to attribute the 

“Melville Revival” of  the early twentieth century to the sheer genius of  Moby-Dick, 

to imagine that the book simply rose from the depths of  literary obscurity like the 

great whale itself, unbidden and unexpected. Yet the truth is that it took the criti-

cal and creative work of  several generations for Moby-Dick to resurface. The early 

twentieth-century scholars and writers who restored Melville to popular esteem—

among them literary critic Carl Van Doren, biographer Raymond Weaver, literary 

executor Elizabeth Melville Metcalf, and English novelist D.H. Lawrence—were part 

of  a decades-long endeavor to sound the depths of  U.S. literary history in search of  a 

“usable past.” They turned to Moby-Dick not only because they considered it great, 

but also because they considered it useful. It was useful because it offered evidence 

that an American author had achieved a work of  the same scope and magnitude as 

the sprawling European novels of  the nineteenth-century. And it was useful because 

it could motivate twentieth-century American authors to attempt something similar. 

Each subsequent generation of  readers has refashioned Melville and his book to 

fulfill the needs of  the present. After World War I, the standard assessment of  Moby-

Dick as a “failed” novel gave way to an interpretation of  the book as an allegory of  

the failings—and the promises—of  a United States verging on the status of  world 

power. Lawrence in particular stressed the symbolic weight of  Ahab’s whaler the    

Pequod, which he dubbed the “ship of  the American soul.”  In the early 1940s, F.O. 

Matthiessen inaugurated a tradition of  reading Ahab as a kind of  proto-fascist, whose 

“ungodly god-like” characteristics bore a striking resemblance to those of  Hitler and 

Mussolini. And as Melville biographer Andrew Delbanco has observed, since the end 

of  World War II “there has been a steady stream of  new Melvilles, all of  whom seem 

somehow able to keep up with the preoccupations of  the moment: myth-and-symbol 

Melville, countercultural Melville, anti-war Melville, environmentalist Melville, gay 

or bisexual Melville, multicultural Melville, global Melville.” 

This story of  how the United States “lost” and then “found” the works of  Herman 

Melville bears directly on the aims of  The Mastheads. The goal of  the project is to 

contribute to the Pittsfield of  today by critically and creatively engaging with its nine-

teenth-century literary legacy. The Mastheads motto, “We must add to our heritage 

or lose it” (borrowed from George Orwell), serves as both a present injunction and 

a thesis about the past. As the Melville saga suggests, the construction of  cultural 

traditions is always provisional, incomplete, and ongoing. It is less a question of  

whether this inheritance will change than how and what this change will be. We hope 

that The Mastheads reader will encourage Berkshire residents and visitors alike to 

revisit—and yes, reinvent—the writings of  mid-nineteenth century Pittsfield authors. 

To this end, we have included one text produced in and about Pittsfield by each of  

the project’s historical authors: Melville, Hawthorne, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, 

Oliver Wendell Holmes, Sr., and Henry David Thoreau.  Melville looms largest in this 

reader because he lived in Pittsfield longer than any of  the other writers—he spent 

most of  the period from 1850 to 1863 in the “Arrowhead” farmhouse that still stands 

today—and because he produced the most evocative literary representations of  the 

area. Yet the inclusion of  texts by the city’s other occasional inhabitants underscores 

another dimension of  The Mastheads project: the desire to reintegrate the Berkshires 

in general—and Pittsfield in particular—into a broader narrative about the develop-

ment of  American literature before the Civil War. Putting Pittsfield at the center of  

the project’s literary map helps us to better perceive the city’s place in the rapidly 

expanding cultural network of  the antebellum United States.

 

by JEFFREY LAWRENCE

Excerpt from the introduction to The Mastheads Reader, “The Past in the Present: Pitts-

field’s 19th-Century Literary Legacy” 

Jeffrey is Assistant Professor of  English at Rutgers University.

SARAH TRUDGEON 

Heard It Here First 
Berkshire County, MA
 
Scrunched up at the edge of the state, 
our dissected plateau is roused 
by words:
 
Thoreau saying he slept on the mountaintop
with boards for blankets;
Hawthorne, when a son was born,
“A small troglodyte made his appearance here.”
 
Words of the Famous and Unfamous: 
“The horologe of Eternity”
and “I shall forget you, as I said”
and “You like golf?”
And the inexcusable use of words,
like “irrefragable.”
 
The words of a child: “Excuse me,
but I haven’t heard anyone speak about gun violence.”
Advice: “Formula and rice cereal.
Canned evaporated milk. Babies slept through the night.”

But our babies have not slept through the night!
And we have not slept through the night:
we have had restless legs, and woken too early—
and said so, repeatedly, with our precious few waking 
words.
 
Nothing exists without the word for it,
but the word can exist without the nothing for it.
“Fairies there,” Melville said he thought.
 
Some words cannot be taken back:
“No more for me,” said the nurse,
“I had the doctor tie me up.”
Of her bellybutton, a pregnant witch said,
“Ha ha. Looks like a cat butt.”
Anyway, 
 
word is, some of the People here 
have buckwheat in their laurels,
they build castles in the air, they sit 
in all manner of dangerous places. They talk 
 
“of all possible and impossible matters”
“pretty deep into the night.”
They know it would be bad
to be left alone, with only thoughts.  

Sarah is the author of the chapbook Dreams of Unhappi-
ness (Poetry Society of America). She is the Director of 
Education for The Mastheads.

Welcome to our first THE MASTHEADS x The Berkshire Eagle Fold: THE PEOPLE!

The Mastheads is a new literary project in Pittsfield. July 2017 is our kickoff season! Look 
out for five writing studios (on wheels!) located at Arrowhead, Mass Audubon Canoe 
Meadows Wildlife Sanctuary, and Springside Park. Inside this fold, you will meet the five 
writers who will be working in the studios for the month, and learn more about the literary 
network of American Renaissance authors who inspired the project. In the coming weeks, 
we will release three more collaborative folds in The Berkshire Eagle: THE PLACE on July 
16, THE PROJECT on July 30, and THE PRODUCT on August 13. Thanks for following along!

Tessa Kelly and Chris ParKinson are the founders of The Mastheads. They 
live in Pittsfield with their 1-year-old daughter Eve, and are partners of the architecture firm 
ARCADE.
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JUSTIN BOENING

Justin Boening is the winner of the National Poetry Series 
for his debut collection, Not on the Last Day, but on the 
Very Last, and a Poetry Society of America National Chap-
book Fellowship for his chapbook, Self-Portrait as Missing 
Person. Recent poems have appeared or are forthcoming 
in Berfrois, LitHub, Pleiades, and Poetry Daily. He is a co-
founding editor of Horsethief Books, and lives in Iowa City. 
Boening plans to spend the summer writing poems for a 
new manuscript, tentatively entitled National Anathema.

To Be A God

Starting now, I’ll do everything
    as if I were a god.
I’ll walk from a dark room
   as a god walks from a dark room.
I’ll speak to strangers
  as a god speaks to strangers.
When it’s time to say something important
I’ll rise from my chair
  as a god would
 and speak in my
  celestial certitudes.
There will be no more
  lap-sitting,
 no more stories
  about my days
as a barback or a ferryman
or a farrier.
 There will be fewer hours spent tuning
my piano
 and patting my hunting dogs
or remembering
  my youth. When I need you to hurt
I’ll put you to sleep as a god puts you to sleep,
I’ll play my discordant harp as a god plays a harp,
and the effects will be the same.
The noise of the bramble
  never leaves me.
I bless the cedar. The months go by. I bless your saw.
When you need
 me to hurt, I’ll dim
in the linden leaves, I’ll hide
   in the fire-scarred hills,
and the great guards
  of my gilded name
will circle around to protect me.
   And you’ll be there,
and I’ll know your name
   as a god knows your name,
as a father knows your name,
   but you won’t recognize me. 

MARIA PINTO

Maria Pinto is a Jamaican-American writer whose work has 
appeared or will appear in FriGG, Necessary Fiction, Great 
Jones Street, and Cleaver, among others. She received the 
Dafna Zamarripa Prize for fiction, and was an Ivan Gold Fel-
low at the Writers’ Room of Boston, where she reads fiction 
for Flapperhouse. Pinto is a writing mentor to high school 
students and runs a pet care business, and her debut novel 
is in search of a home. She will use The Mastheads residen-
cy to work on her latest novel, centered around the life of a 
Haitian-American woman who has lost most of her family 
in the 2010 earthquake. The excerpt here is from her short 
story “Black People Don’t.”

The old Vizsla panted; a smile peeled away from her teeth 
like husk from a corncob. Blood leaked lazily from the 
puncture wound my bullet had just made in her side. The 
day yawned open, no longer timid. Fog rippled through the 
air in wisps. I thought we must look like a Baroque paint-
ing of a hunt gone wrong.

“Angyal!” From the mouth of the clearing Phillip’s mother 
screamed the dog’s name. Phillip and his dad fought to 
keep her there, fifty feet away from the dying animal.

“Angyal!” Her voice about-faced within the second syllable, 
becoming stern on the upswing, as if its obedience train-
ing could keep the 17-year-old dog’s body on task.

I hadn’t moved for almost a minute. My own blood drained 
from my head as the dog’s continued spilling onto the 
ground. For a lunatic moment I imagined the earth be-
neath her was slurping it up.

Should I try to staunch the flow? Would Angyal, in her dis-
tress, bite me? Shouldn’t I brave that possibility, consider-
ing? I suddenly needed a toilet. I put down the shotgun 
and sprinted to a different patch of woods, upwind of my 
sorta-boyfriend (sure to be kinda-ex, now), his hysterical 
mother, and his father, who I could hear directing someone 
to the scene.

As I pulled down the corduroys I’d borrowed from Phillip 
and squatted under a maple, I asked myself, Can you call 
the police about a dying dog?

JOHN BABBOTT

John Babbott is a fiction writer whose work has appeared 
in McSweeney’s Internet Tendency, Enizagam, Quiet Light-
ning, and other publications. He was an Art Farm Nebraska 
resident last summer, and he currently lives in Portland, 
Oregon. Babbott will spend July developing two novels: 
Tambourines and Elephants, about a murder in a small 
Ohio town, and Topaz, which tells the story of an eccentric 
religious community in California.

Excerpt from Tambourines and elephants
 
The forty-nine members of the Divine Brotherhood of the 
Cyclone have only one thing in common: they all believe 
that tornadoes are portals through which God is trying to 
send Jesus back to Earth. That’s it. 

Otherwise, the group is surprisingly diverse (save for it 
being all male—and the Divine Sisterhood, for whatever 
reason, never really made it off the ground).  There are 
farmers and construction workers, bank tellers and bar-
bers, schoolteachers and nursing home attendants, three-
job jugglers and the perennially unemployed, like Darby 
E. Perkins (The Eleventh).  They aren’t even all Christian: 
there are Muslims and Hindus and former agnostics and 
a few members who left the Religion field in the Brother-
hood’s intake form blank.  There’s even a self-identifying 
Zoroastrian.  The religious diversity only strengthens the 
veracity of their collective Claim, the Brotherhood as-
serts, precisely because they aren’t all devout Christians.  
There’s zero chance—none—that a Muslim or Hindu or ag-
nostic or Zoroastrian would conjure the face of Jesus from 
a glorified stormcloud as a result of a lifetime of devotional 
fervor.  They don’t all long for the same icon, and thus the 
possibility that they simply saw something as a result of 
that longing (and, possibly, as a result of driving long, flat 
distances—hallucinatory amounts of solo driving-time—
through featureless flat land, beneath an apocalyptic sky) 
is absolutely ridiculous.  It just doesn’t make sense.  It’s in 
the Brotherhood’s Literature that the visions (which are 
proof of God and Jesus’ existence, somewhere up there) 
do not signify that other religions are necessarily untrue—
just that, at long last, there’s some good, hard (albeit sub-
jective) evidence that at least one of these central religious 
concepts holds some bona fide water: there’s something 
up there.  

But to the Brotherhood’s Christian members, there’s no 
need for a qualifying preamble: God is real, and so is Jesus, 
and, dammit, he’s coming this way inside a tornado. 

GREG ALLENDORF

Greg Allendorf was born in Cincinnati.  He is the author of 
a chapbook, Fair Day in an Ancient Town, selected by Kiki 
Petrosino for Brain Mill Press’s Mineral Point Chapbook 
series. His poems have appeared in or are forthcoming from 
such journals as Smartish Pace, Subtropics, Beloit Poetry 
Journal, The Journal, Chicago Quarterly Review, The Hawaii 
Review, and Memorious, and he holds graduate degrees 
from The University of Cincinnati and Purdue University. Al-
lendorf lives in Columbia, MO, where he is a PhD candidate 
and Creative Writing Fellow at The University of Missouri. He 
intends to use The Mastheads residency to experiment with 
new poetic forms for an as-yet untitled manuscript.

No Poet

speaks in his or her own voice. The voice 
  is always haunted thrice by voices else. 
 In something like fourth grade,             I wrote 
a report on Harry Truman which painted him 
a hero. I regret it.  Deeply.  Why do   we    praise 
the monster who vaporized untold children, 
strafed the earth with black, eternal rain? 
Pontiff of lies,   warped oracle hawking 
 thin tracts  stitched together.         A dead dog 
isn’t a dog anymore. 
                                I’m the new gothic; 
I’m a sissy in a cleric’s codpiece. 
              The nuclear bomb 
was papered with Mailer novels.        Named after a baby, 
it was conceived by a warlike,          ignorant       nation 
 of people who insisted they were living 
as they bathed in acid, stretched their faces 
with coins and meat and bottles. 
  Mother’s ruin:     Harry Truman. 
Fervid salmon, Christendom, 
                   stressing the whole stream. 
No politician, no fire, no air, and no water, 
     no nation, no poet, no life, and no dream.

MARIAM RAHMANI

Mariam Rahmani is a fiction writer and scholar currently 
pursuing a PhD in Comparative Literature at UCLA. Her 
academic research is situated at the intersection of gender 
and postcolonial literature and theory, and her work has 
appeared in The Rumpus and the Los Angeles Review of 
Books. Last summer, she had the pleasure of participat-
ing in VONA/Voices, a multigenre workshop dedicated to 
writers of color. At The Mastheads, she will continue her 
work on a second draft of Of the Dismembered Past, a 
coming-of- age novel that follows the friendship between 
two Iranian American/American Iranian women growing up 
in an orthodox Muslim community in Ohio.

from of the Dismembered Past, a novel in progress

Neither of us wore dresses to school to anymore, but Nina 
soon gave up even the last vestiges of girliness. She had 
a pretty pair of Mary Janes I had always admired, which I 
now inherited and wore constantly, much to the dismay 
of my mother, who was afraid that people might think we 
were taking hand-me-downs. Then Nina renounced the 
color pink, embarking on a second purge. I sorted through 
the items she perceived to be shamefully feminine and 
went home with several attractive pencils I was more care-
ful to hide from my mother. The rest she discarded, so that 
you couldn’t find even a hair tie in that color among her 
things. 

Once, in the spring, which always arrived late in Ohio, well 
after nouruz, Nina and I accompanied my mother to the 
post office with the promise of going to the park after-
ward. I decided to wear hijab—to practice for the change 
that would come on my ninth birthday, as Maman had 
advised me to do from time to time, and to show off in 
front of Nina. 

“Let me take one,” Nina demanded. 

Positioning ourselves in front of the mirror that extended 
above my mother’s dresser, I spent some time fiddling 
with the small safety pin Maman had taught me to fasten 
on the inside, so that it wasn’t visible. At the mosque Nina 
still wore her pin on the outside, like a child. She concen-
trated on imitating me. 

“Ouch!” She pricked herself, a mistake I still made myself 
but had been lucky enough to avoid just then. As her eyes 
watered, we both began to laugh. 

“Here, I’ll do it.” 

After some difficulty, I properly fastened her rusari, man-
aging not to poke her. I tucked in the stray hairs above her 
forehead, letting the stubborn baby hairs be, just as I had 
to concede to my own, and folded in the sides against her 
ears. Finally I lifted each tail of the triangle over the op-
posite shoulder so that the fabric ruched elegantly at the 
neck. Our mothers let the scarves hang over their chests, 
but we had no breasts to hide. Nina had chosen a white 
scarf. It became her—much more so than me—only draw-
ing further attention to her chestnut eyes.
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HENRY DAVID THOREAU

Born in 1817 in Concord, Massachusetts, where he lived 
nearly his entire life, Henry David Thoreau graduated 
from Harvard in 1837 and worked as a teacher, pencil 
maker, and Ralph Waldo Emerson’s handyman. He built 
a small house at Walden Pond, where he stayed from July 
4, 1845 to September, 1847 and wrote his most famous 
works: the iconic 1854 individualist manifesto Walden; 
or, Life in the Woods; the essay “Civil Disobedience,” an 
argument for disobedience to an unjust state that bears 
reading again today; and his narrative A Week on the 
Concord and Merrimack Rivers. His account of  the 
1844 hike he took through the Berkshires and to the top 
of  Mount Greylock included in A Week on the Concord 
suggest that perhaps the experiment in solitary living he 
undertook at Walden was inspired by his solitary hike 
through the Berkshires.

 

from A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers

But to return to the mountain. It seemed as if  he must 
be the most singular and heavenly minded man whose 
dwelling stood highest up the valley. The thunder had 
rumbled at my heels all the way, but the shower passed 
off  in another direction, though if  it had not, I half  
believed that I should get above it. I at length reached 
the last house but one, where the path to the summit di-
verged to the right, while the summit itself  rose directly 
in front. But I determined to follow up the valley to its 
head, and then find my own route up the steep as the 
shorter and more adventurous way. I had thoughts of  
returning to this house, which was well kept and so no-
bly placed, the next day, and perhaps remaining a week 
there, if  I could have entertainment. Its mistress was a 
frank and hospitable young woman, who stood before 
me in a dishabille, busily and unconcernedly combing 
her long black hair while she talked, giving her head the 
necessary toss with each sweep of  the comb, with lively, 
sparkling eyes, and full of  interest in that lower world 
from which I had come, talking all the while as famil-
iarly as if  she had known me for years, and reminding 
me of  a cousin of  mine. She at first had taken me for a 
student from Williamstown, for they went by in parties, 
she said, either riding or walking, almost every pleas-
ant day, and were a pretty wild set of  fellows; but they 
never went by the way I was going. As I passed the last 
house, a man called out to know what I had to sell, for 
seeing my knapsack, he thought that I might be a pedler 
who was taking this unusual route over the ridge of  the 
valley into South Adams. He told me that it was still 
four or five miles to the summit by the path which I had 
left, though not more than two in a straight line from 
where I was, but that nobody ever went this way; there 
was no path, and I should find it as steep as the roof  of  
a house. But I knew that I was more used to woods and 
mountains than he, and went along through his cow-
yard, while he, looking at the sun, shouted after me that 
I should not get to the top that night. I soon reached 
the head of  the valley, but as I could not see the sum-
mit from this point, I ascended a low mountain on the 
opposite side, and took its bearing with my compass. I 
at once entered the woods, and began to climb the steep 
side of  the mountain in a diagonal direction, taking the 
bearing of  a tree every dozen rods. The ascent was by 
no means difficult or unpleasant, and occupied much 
less time than it would have taken to follow the path.

OLIVER WENDELL HOLMES, Sr.

Oliver Wendell Holmes, Sr. is perhaps best known today 
as the father of  Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr., the influen-
tial Supreme Court justice, yet he was an important medi-
cal reformer and physician, a key institution builder, and 
a celebrated author in his day. He was an early proponent 
of  both the stethoscope and germ theory, a founding spon-
sor of  The Atlantic Monthly Magazine, a “Fireside Poet” 
like Longfellow, and the author of  the popular book of  
essays The Autocrat of  the Breakfast-Table and poems 
such as “Old Ironsides.” Like Melville, he visited Pitts-
field frequently as a child, and in 1843, he inherited the 
280-acre property Canoe Meadows where he constructed a 
summer villa he called “Holmesdale.” From 1848 to 1856, 
he spent “seven blessed summers” of  his life at Canoe 
Meadows, where he produced a variety of  essays, speech-
es, and occasional poems, including “Dedication of  The 
Pittsfield Cemetery,” an extended meditation on death, 
nature, religion, and the importance of  place.

from “A Poem: Dedication to the Pittsfield 
Cemetery, September 9, 1850”
 

ANGEL of  Death! extend thy silent reign! 

Stretch thy dark sceptre o’er this new domain 

No sable car along the winding road 

Has borne to earth its unresisting load; 

No sudden mound has risen yet to show 

Where the pale slumberer folds his arms below; 

No marble gleams to bid his memory live 

In the brief  lines that hurrying Time can give; 

Yet, O Destroyer! from thy shrouded throne 

Look on our gift; this realm is all thine own! 

HENRY WADSWORTH LONGFELLOW

Born into an illustrious Massachusetts family, Longfel-
low was surely the most popular American poet of  the 
nineteenth century. A member of  the Boston area liter-
ary group the Fireside Poets, the author of  poems such 
as “The Song of  Hiawatha,” “Evangeline,” and “Paul 
Revere’s Ride,” an esteemed translator, and a professor of  
modern languages (first at Bowdoin, then at Harvard), 
Longfellow first came to Pittsfield during his honeymoon 
in 1843. His wife’s family owned the Elm Knoll home in 
the city center, which he visited several times over the ne 
next decade. According to local accounts, the clock that 
sat in the foyer of  Elm Knoll inspired Longfellow’s best-
known Pittsfield poem, “The Old Clock on the Stairs,” 
and his periodic stays in Pittsfield influenced the writing 
of  his 1849 novel, Kavanagh, A Tale, set in the small New 
England town of  Fairmeadow. In “The Old Clock on the 
Stairs,” the speaker reminds us that change is inevitable 
for mortal beings and that only Time itself  is immune to 
this change. That the historical Berkshire clock continues 
to exist—currently housed in the visitor’s room of  Arrow-
head—would seem to confirm Longfellow’s insight.

from “The Old Clock on the Stairs”

Somewhat back from the village street 

Stands the old-fashioned country-seat. 

Across its antique portico 

Tall poplar-trees their shadows throw; 

And from its station in the hall 

An ancient timepiece says to all, — 

 “Forever — never! 

 Never — forever!” 

 

Half-way up the stairs it stands, 

And points and beckons with its hands 

From its case of  massive oak, 

Like a monk, who, under his cloak, 

Crosses himself, and sighs, alas! 

With sorrowful voice to all who pass, —

 “Forever — never! 

 Never — forever!” 

NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE

Nathaniel Hawthorne is the author of  several acclaimed 
novels and short stories, including The Scarlet Letter, “The 
Minister’s Black Veil,” “Young Goodman Brown,” and “The 
Birth-Mark.” Born in Salem in 1804, Hawthorne graduated 
from Bowdoin College in 1825 and published his first novel, 
Fanshawe, in 1828. After living all over Massachusetts—in-
cluding the utopian community Brook Farm, where he was 
a stockholder, and a parsonage in Concord that belonged to 
the family of  Ralph Waldo Emerson—Hawthorne moved 
with his wife Sofia and three children, Una, Julian, and 
Rosa, into a small red house on the border between Lenox 
and Stockbridge from 1850-1852, during which time he deep-
ened his friendship with Melville (staying often in his barn 
at Arrowhead) and wrote the Gothic romance The House of  
the Seven Gables and the children’s book A Wonder-Book 
For Boys and Girls.

from A Wonder-Book for Girls and Boys
 
“For my part, I wish I had Pegasus here, at this moment,” 
said the student. “I would mount him forthwith, and gallop 
about the country, within a circumference of  a few miles, 
making literary calls on my brother-authors. Dr. Dewey 
would be within my reach, at the foot of  Taconic. In Stock-
bridge, yonder, is Mr. James, conspicuous to all the world on 
his mountain-pile of  history and romance. Longfellow, I be-
lieve, is not yet at the Ox-bow, else the winged horse would 
neigh at the sight of  him. But, here in Lenox, I should find 
our most truthful novelist, who has made the scenery and 
life of  Berkshire all her own. On the hither side of  Pittsfield 
sits Herman Melville, shaping out the gigantic conception 
of  his ‘White Whale,’ while the gigantic shape of  Graylock 
looms upon him from his study-window. Another bound 
of my flying steed would bring me to the door of  Holmes, 
whom I mention last, because Pegasus would certainly un-
seat me, the next minute, and claim the poet as his rider.”

“Have we not an author for our next neighbor?” asked 
Primrose. “That silent man, who lives in the old red house, 
near Tanglewood Avenue, and whom we sometimes meet, 
with two children at his side, in the woods or at the lake. I 
think I have heard of  his having written a poem, or a ro-
mance, or an arithmetic, or a school-history, or some other 
kind of  a book.”

HERMAN MELVILLE

Born in New York City in 1819, Herman Melville received 
a sporadic education and worked as a bank clerk, a clerk 
in a cap and fur store, a schoolteacher, and a “boy” in the 
merchant marine. He spent 1841-1844 at sea on a whaling 
voyage, eventually jumping ship in the Marquesas Is-
lands and travelling to Tahiti and Hawaii before joining 
the U.S. Navy and making his way home, where he wrote 
five successful novels about his experience. In 1850 he 
moved to Pittsfield with his wife Lizzie and son Malcolm, 
naming the farm “Arrowhead.” Three more children—
Stanwix, Bessie, and Fanny—were born there. Among 
the novels and short stories he wrote at Arrowhead are: 
Pierre (dedicated to Mount Greylock), The Piazza Tales, 
“I and My Chimney,” “Benito Cereno,” “Bartelby the 
Scrivener,” and, of  course, Moby-Dick, inspired by his 
view of  Mount Greylock, dedicated to Hawthorne, and 
read by hardly anyone until after his death.

from “The Piazza”
 
When I removed into the country, it was to occupy an old-
fashioned farm-house, which had no piazza—a deficiency 
the more regretted because not only did I like piazzas, 
as somehow combining the coziness of  indoors with the 
freedom of out-doors, and it is so pleasant to inspect your 
thermometer there, but the country round about was such 
a picture, that in berry time no boy climbs hill or crosses 
vale without coming upon easels planted in every nook, 
and sun-burnt painters painting there. A very paradise 
of  painters. The circle of  the stars cut by the circle of  the 
mountains. At least, so looks it from the house; though, 
once upon the mountains, no circle of  them can you see. 
Had the site been chosen five rods off, this charmed ring 
would not have been. 

The house is old. Seventy years since, from the heart of  
the Hearth Stone Hills, they quarried the Kaaba, or Holy 
Stone, to which, each Thanksgiving, the social pilgrims 
used to come. So long ago, that, in digging for the founda-
tion, the workmen used both spade and ax, fighting the 
Troglodytes of  those subterranean parts—sturdy roots of  
a sturdy wood, encamped upon what is now a long land-
slide of  sleeping meadow, sloping away off  from my poppy-
bed. Of that knit wood but one survivor stands—an elm, 
lonely through steadfastness.

Whoever built the house, he builded better than he knew: 
or else Orion in the zenith flashed down his Damocles’ 
sword to him some starry night and said, “Build there.” For 
how, otherwise, could it have entered the builder’s mind, 
that, upon the clearing being made, such a purple prospect 
would be his?—nothing less than Greylock, with all his 
hills about him, like Charlemagne among his peers.
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AARON THIER

Aaron Thier is the author of  three novels, The Ghost Apple, Mr. Eternity, and God-
speed (forthcoming 2018).

My Writers

When I was growing up in Williamstown, Herman Melville lived just down the road 
in Pittsfield. He had written a very long book with a shocking title, but the title was 
the only part of  it that interested me. Writing a long book was no big deal. Anyone 
with an appetite for tedium could do it. Plenty of  people I knew had written long 
books, and we had them on our shelves, just as we had a paperback Moby-Dick with 
an orange spine.

It wasn’t “Dick” that bothered me. It was the word “Moby.”

Melville was also supposed to have said that Mt. Greylock looked like a whale. This 
was an outrageous claim that adults repeated as if  it were perfectly reasonable. 
Somebody tried to tell me that it looked like a whale only from the south side, but 
Pittsfield, I knew, was north of  Williamstown, which is why it was colder there, so 
this made no sense. It was all proof  that getting older was a grim business. Not only 
did you become creased, slow-witted, and forgetful, but you stopped caring about the 
difference between a mountain and a living creature.

Nathaniel Hawthorne lived nearby also, but I had less information about him. He 
lived in Lenox or Stockbridge, and he had written a book called The Scarlet Letter. It 
wasn’t as long as Moby-Dick, which was a mark in its favor, but there was something 
disgraceful about it, and something disreputable about Hawthorne himself. Conceiv-
ably his book was pornographic. I examined it once, to check, but I couldn’t find 
anything out of  the ordinary.

Henry David Thoreau lived in the woods. He was a writer too, although he had never 
written anything. The important thing about him was that he had ideas. He also 
had something to do with the comic strip Doonesbury. My father seemed to hint that 
everything about Thoreau was a game or a trick, but I could tell that this heightened 
his admiration for him. The other thing was that Thoreau’s name was spelled incor-
rectly.

Longfellow had no first name at all. He was a poet, which was different than a novel-
ist, but he was not the same kind of  poet as Emily Dickinson, who also lived nearby 
and who was friends with my parents. Longfellow wrote for the movies. He had writ-
ten Snow White.

I didn’t know anything about Oliver Wendell Holmes, Sr., but that’s no surprise. 
There were lots of  writers. It was hard to keep track of  them.

Edith Wharton was very rich and lived in a giant doll’s house. She wrote book after 
book, but she wasn’t our sort. She was a New Yorker. She had come to the Berkshires 
when she decided she wanted to be a writer.

And there was nothing remarkable about that. As I learned in school, western Mas-
sachusetts was where American Literature was invented. It was only logical that 
there were writers here. You’d no more celebrate the fact than you would the victory 
of  USA Basketball’s “Dream Team” at the Barcelona Olympics. As my father had 
angrily explained, the United States invented basketball and made all the rules (it 
was invented just down the road from Emily Dickinson’s house) so of  course we were 
going to win.

People who lived in New York tended to be lawyers. That was why Edith Wharton had 
to leave. And people who lived in Boston tended to be doctors. In the Berkshires, you 
had a few more options. You could be a writer or a farmer, or you could do a job. To 
me the choice was easy. I couldn’t be a farmer because I hated mud, and the idea of  
doing a job was ridiculous and appalling.
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MASTHEADS FIRESIDE

The following poems were written over the course of eight weeks by third-graders in Mrs. 
Cutler’s and Ms. Wagner’s third grade class at Morningside Community School, as part 
of our writing-in-schools program Mastheads Fireside. Each week, the students read and 
listened to poems and stories by distinguished poets (including Hawthorne, Longfellow, 
Melville, Holmes, and Thoreau), learned a new poetry skill or technique, and wrote origi-
nal poems of their own inspired by the lessons.

On the first day of class, the students were rightly skeptical, and commented mostly on 
my height (I’m 5’10, tall for a woman, as I was repeatedly reminded); on the last day they 
were saying things like, “I love poetry!” and “Will you come back in fourth grade?” I think 
we had such success because poetry is so various: it can be as fun and weird as any 
individual—the funnest and weirdest of whom are kids. I repeat their lines over and over 
in my head: “The earth is a buttocks” (Lucas Fones); “School is fifteen medium trees” 
(Bri’awn Thompson); “I am small and the world is big. / My desk is smooth and the 
grass is rough.” (Niamonnie Artis Fountain).  At our final reading, the students proudly 
read their work (or had me read it for them as they twirled around at my side) to their 
parents, teachers, principal, superintendent, and Mastheads family. I hope we can do it 
again and again.     
 -Sarah Trudgeon
 

My Favorite Balloon Tooth
 

Malayiah’s tooth is loose as a leaf.
My tooth is like a flower blooming.
My family is like a tv show, it is The Loud House.
My earrings are like a ring.
I am a human girl and a balloon
is like me and different in many ways.
It can breathe like me
when you let it go out like Brrrrr.
I am small and the world is big.
My desk is smooth and the grass is rough.
 -Niamonnie Fountain
 

My Sister’s Favorite Color
 

The warm sun shining on my face
My sister’s nice dress
And my mom’s face when I was doing her makeup
On my eighth birthday
We saw a turkey in the road
My friend laughing when I do funny things
My sister in a recital

 -Grace Erwin

My brother is like a mouse.
An eraser is smaller than a chocolate bar.
My friend is like a flower blooming.
A book is as open as a folder.
My family is like a little baby cat.
My teacher is like a flower.
My mom is like a butterfly.
The mountain is like a cat stretching.
A tree looks like a person putting their arms up.
A playground looks like a crazy house.
The color of the radiator is like the sea.
The sunset is like a pink rainbow.
A shopping cart is like a car.
My friend’s hair is like a grape.
  -Savannah Baker

 

Animals and my Siblings
 
A giraffe is bigger than a house.
My brother is like a crazy mouse,
a chair and a tree.
My sister is as loud is a car.
Going on your computer
is like going outside.
 -Carter Afferback
 
 
A baby giraffe is like myself.
 -Jonathon Gonzalez

My Hand Is Bigger
 
My hand is bigger than
a tennis ball. My house
is smaller than an elephant
and my school is the size
of the trees. My baby
sister is bigger than ice cream
and my bottle is the size
of Malayiah’s water bottle.
The world is bigger than everything.
Easter eggs are smaller than
a toothpick, like to get the
stuff out of your tooth. I am big
as a window and Mr. Carrier
is like the same as
Ms. Trudgeon and the mountain
near the front window and
the back window are kind
of the same but they are
not the same they are different.
 -Bri’awn Thompson
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