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T
he house of the 
Seven Gables, in 
Salem, Massachu-
setts, would not be 

the popular incarnation of 
Nathaniel Hawthorne’s 1851 
gothic tale of inherited sins if 
not for philanthropist Caroline 
Osgood Emmerton. In 1908 she 
bought the harbor-side prop-
erty to shrewdly combine her 
two principal causes: historic 
preservation and social welfare.

She hired Colonial Revivalist architect 
Joseph Everett Chandler, fresh from his 
work on the Paul Revere House in Bos-
ton, to help her save the 1668 timber-frame 
structure, then known as the Turner-In-
gersoll Mansion, from being demolished. 
They restored it—replacing four gables, 
the central chimney, and added the “se-
cret staircase”—to reflect some features 
described by the Salem-born author, who 
had presumably visited the house when it 
was owned by his relatives, the Ingersolls. 

Notably, they also created the 
fictional Hepzibah Pyncheon’s 
Cent Shop on the first floor, which 
never existed outside Hawthorne’s 
imagination.

The house museum opened for public 
tours in 1910, and Emmerton funneled the 
admissions fees into a settlement house, 
offering educational and social services, in-
spired by those established decades earlier 
in Chicago and London. “The historical and 
literary associations of the old houses,” she 
wrote in her one published work, The Chroni-

cles of Three Old Houses (1935), “must 
surely help in making American citizens of 
our boys and girls.”

Today’s visitors to the site can learn 
not only about Hawthorne’s provocative 
perspective on American history and an 
emerging national character, but also about 
the social changes wrought by industrial 

Preserving a Muse
Nathaniel Hawthorne’s debt to Caroline Emmerton 
by nell porter Brown

Clockwise, from top 
left: Gardens soften 
the stark look of the 
Colonial-era House 
of the Seven Gables; 
the restored parlor 
with period furnish-
ings, c. 1820, and the 
“great chamber,”
c. 1720; a sketch of 
Caroline emmerton 

in her later years, by 
an unknown artist; the 

attic, where the bones  
of the house reveal its age
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Po r t r a i t  c o u r t e s y  o f  T h e  H o u s e  o f  t h e  S e v e n  G a b l e s

16h     May -  Jun e 2016

Reprinted from Harvard Magazine. For more information, contact Harvard Magazine, Inc. at 617-495-5746



H a r v a r d  S q u a r e d

c u R i o S i t i e S :  River Runs 

Gundalows are wide, flat-bottomed, wooden 
boats that first appeared in the mid 1600s on the 
Piscataqua River, which separates Portsmouth, New 
Hampshire, from Maine. Settlers built them to trans-
port harvested crops, furs, dried fish, and lumber to 
the Atlantic Ocean, following the rhythm of the tides. 
(Fed by six other rivers that run through inland towns 
such as Exeter, Durham, and Dover, the Piscataqua 
is the second-fastest-flowing navigable waterway in 
the country after the Columbia River in the Pacific Northwest.)

For more than 250 years, until supplanted by the more reli-
able, year-round capability of trains, these handcrafted, barge-like 
boats were unique to the region—and instrumental in its growth, 
says Molly Bolster, executive director of the Gundalow Company.

 The nonprofit organization offers educational and recreational 
river tours from Prescott Park in downtown Portsmouth on the 
Piscataqua, the gundalow replica it launched in 2012. Most of the 
trips last 90 minutes and run down to the mouth of the river, past 
the Portsmouth Naval Shipyard and the long-vacant federal prison 
known as “the castle,” to just beyond the U.S. Coast Guard sta-
tion at the tip of New Castle, New Hampshire—“within sight of 
the Isles of Shoals,” Bolster says, “at least on a clear day.”

There are sunset sails with wine and cheese; cruises featuring 
shanty singers and lectures on maritime and natural history; and 

field trips for students 
learning about ecology. 
An occasional inland 
foray heads upriver into 
Great Bay, a national es-
tuarine research reserve 
that is home to flora and 
fauna partial to brackish-
ness. “The Piscataqua is a 
platform, literally and fig-

uratively, for thinking about the human impact on the estuary and 
how we can be stewards of the land and the river,” says Bolster. 
“The idea is that if people experience it, they will take care of it.”

The early gundalows (possibly named for the Venetian “gon-
dola,” Bolster says) were powered by poles and long sweeps 
(oars), but by the 1800s the boats resembled the Piscataqua, 
which has a full deck, a cabin, and a lateen sail easily lowered to 
pass under bridges. By then, too, they were carrying commer-
cial loads of up to 50 tons: raw cotton and spices were brought 
in, while fresh produce, fish, oysters, salt-marsh hay, coal, and 
“finished goods,” such as bricks, granite, and cordwood, Bolster 
says, were transferred out to ocean-worthy schooners bound 
for burgeoning metropolises like Boston.

The last known commercial gundalow was the Fanny M, built 
and captained by Edward H. Adams and launched in 1886. Rid-
ing on the Piscataqua, it’s easy to see why Adams, who died in 
1950, was a pioneering proponent of environmental health even 
decades after the Fanny M was beached, around 1910. The boat 
sits low in the water, offering little to buffer passengers from 
freewheeling currents, the wind and 
sun, fresh salt spray, and, Bolster says, a 
sense of never-ending sky as they travel 
on “gundalow time.” vn.p.b.

forces in the early twentieth 
century.

Now ow ned by  the 
nonprofit House of Seven 
Gables Settlement Asso-
ciation, the trust Emmerton 
set up before she died in 
1942, the two-and-a-half–
acre property has expansive 
views of the harbor and is 
open year-round. The Ga-
bles house itself represents 
more than three centuries 
of architectural styles and history, and six 
other buildings on the grounds date from 
1655 to roughly 1830.

The Hooper-Hathaway House (1682) and 
Retire Beckett House (1655), now used as 

a gift shop, were moved there and restored 
by Emmerton. The Nathaniel Hawthorne 
Birth Home (c. 1750), where he lived until 
1808, was added in 1958. There is a 45-minute 
guided tour of the Gables, and visitors are 

free to roam the birthplace, which features 
the only extant portrait of Hawthorne’s fa-
ther (a sea captain who died when the au-

Scenic trips along the Piscataqua river highlight the region’s 
ecology and maritime history—along with the beauty of sailing. 

the Gundalow company
www.gundalow.org
Memorial Day weekend  
through late october

emmerton (standing, at left) during a 
needlework class at the Seamen’s Bethel; 
the Gables’ Cent Shop (above) around 
1910, when the museum opened
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Step Outside with 
Outward Bound Professional!

(617) 830-5114
eharris@thompsonisland.org

www.thompsonisland.org

“Harvard has worked with OBP for 20+ years. OBP custom designs 
our program to provide students the opportunity to examine their 

team’s development and become aware of their leadership 
assumptions. OBP masterfully provides this experience.”

- David King, Faculty Chair, MPA Programs, 
Harvard Kennedy School of Government

Photo by: Tom Fitsimmons

Boston Harbor Islands

EXPLORE THE WORLD 
IN A CREATIVE AND 

CARING ENVIRONMENT.

Teaching the World®

Pre-K to 12th

To learn more, call 617.499.1459
or visit www.isbos.org

165 CHESTNUT STREET, BROOKLINE 
WWW.GODDARDHOUSE.ORG

LANCE CHAPMAN AT 617-731-8500 EXT. 105

	Fitness	and	Social	Events

	Inclusive	Community

•	 Two	Acres	of	Secure	
and	Walking	Paths

•	 Private	Studios	now	

•	 *	Short	Term	Stays	

165 CHESTNUT STREET, BROOKLINE
WWW.GODDARDHOUSE.ORG
CALL LANCE CHAPMAN AT

617-731-8500 EXT. 105

Daily Fitness and Social Events
A Warm, Inclusive Community
Lecture Series/Visiting Professors
Two Acres of Secure Gardens 
and Walking Paths
Special Memory Care Neighborhood
1-BR & Studio Apts Available
*Short Term Stays Available

•
•
•
•

•
•

COME FOR A VISIT. MEET OUR STAFF. 
EXPERIENCE THE COMMUNITY.

A Not-For Profit 
Assisted Living Community

thor was three), first editions of his books 
and pages from a few manuscripts, artwork 
by his wife, Sophia Peabody, and the desk 
on which he wrote The Scarlet Letter and The 
House of the Seven Gables. Staff are on hand to 
talk about Hawthorne, his life and literary 
legacy—and about Salem’s multifarious 
past. The seaside lawn and abundant his-
toric gardens include the central Jacobean-
knot-style planted beds, designed and laid 
out by Chandler in 1909, and a wisteria ar-
bor added in the 1920s.

Built by Captain John Turner in 1668, the 
Gables was soon expanded to 14 rooms—
thus becoming one of the grandest homes 
in the region at the time. It is now the 
only wooden house of its size and age to 
survive in the United States. (The asso-
ciation is raising funds to refurbish two 
long-unused rooms on the second floor 
that feature the original wide-pine-plank 
floors, hand-forged nails, and an exposed 
gunstock post.)

This year also marks Emmerton’s 150th 
birthday. A special exhibit of photographs 
and artifacts, “Caroline Emmerton: An Un-
bounded Vision,” is on display through Au-
gust 31; a series of lectures, concerts, and 
performances is also planned. “She was truly 
a visionary,” says Emmerton researcher Da-
vid Moffat, a lead tour guide at the Gables. 
“She best embraced the progressive spirit 
of the early twentieth century because she 
was looking at the problems of industrial-
ization and immigration and came to the 
unique, two-fold mission for the House of 
the Seven Gables.”

Born in 1866 to a wealthy, civic-minded 
family, Emmerton counted among her 
ancestors John Bertram, who sponsored 
Salem’s first hospital, and whose Essex 
Street home ultimately became the public 
library. Her mother, Jennie Bertram Em-
merton, was also a force, especially with 
the Old Ladies’ Home and the Salem Soci-
ety for Higher Education for Women. The 
city Emmerton grew up in, however, was 
transitioning from a shipping stronghold 
to a manufacturing center, Moffat says; she 
would have witnessed the evolving indus-
trialization, and the second wave of immi-
grants who moved to the city seeking jobs 
in the textile, leather, and other factories.

By 28, Emmerton was holding her own 
as an elected board member of the Salem 
Seamen’s Orphan and Children’s Fund So-
ciety. In the years leading to her purchase 
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of the Turner-Ingersoll Man-
sion, she was also involved with 
the Seamen’s Bethel House. 
(She eventually bought that 
“ugly” building, which blocked 
the mansion’s harbor views, 
and moved it down the street 
to use for settlement house 
“dramatics, athletics, dances, 
concerts, fairs, etc.”) In 1910, 
while at work on transform-

ing the Gables, she and her friend Aroline 
Gove (daughter of another strong wom-
an, the entrepreneurial manufacturer of 
women’s herbal remedies Lydia Pinkham) 
made history as the first women appointed 
as trustees of Salem’s Plummer Home for 
Boys, reports former Gables researcher 
Irene Axelrod, who has studied Emmerton.

“I have a great deal of admiration for her,” 
Axelrod says. “There’s also a bit of a mys-
tery”—surprising for someone so accom-
plished. Emmerton left no known personal 
papers—journals, letters, or notes—nor any 
business-related records, she explains; only 
a few images of her exist, and “there are also 

no romantic relationships I’ve ever seen 
any sign of, and no children. She was edu-
cated, but we don’t know where or how 
exactly.” The Chronicles details only her 
conservation efforts at the Gables com-
plex. The association’s archives do hold 
a few scripts for plays and pageants that 
she wrote for settlement productions—
she was a talented writer, fundraiser, 
and delegator, according to Axelrod—
along with several handwritten speech-
es and essays.

One text from 1919 focuses on social 
reform and reveals a progressive’s viewpoint 
in typically “stark, moral terms,” asserts 
Moffat. “Life in America had been shame-
fully materialized before the war,” Emmer-
ton wrote. “The passion for money-getting 
in men which had numbed other spiritual 
fibre, had permeated the whole nation and 
had ensured widespread industrial discon-
tent and jealousy.” Some of her views “are 
antiquated in terms of the Americanization 
of immigrants,” Moffat acknowledges. “But 
I do think that she did have the best inter-
est, or what she thought was the best in-
terest, of people in Salem at heart. She was 
interested in improving their lives and this 
was foremost in her whole life.”

By 1910 Emmerton was a leader of a 
group of women who had already be-
gun offering classes in handicrafts, danc-

a l l  i n  a  D ay :

Art and Nature  
in Andover
 
two exhibits at the Addison Gallery 
of American Art at Phillips Academy, in 
Andover, explore quintessential popular 
interests: real estate and television.

“Walls and Beams, Rooms and Dreams: Images of 
Home” features modern and contemporary photo-
graphs, such as the stunning, surreal images of “dispir-
ited domesticity” in Gregory Crewdson’s 2002 Dream 
House series, and several sculptures and paintings, in-
cluding Sam Cady’s Moved House Being Rebuilt (1983). 
“Revolution of the Eye: Modern Art and the Birth of 
American Television” looks at how art and design 
trends shaped the medium’s formative decades, the 
1940s through the 1970s.

The concurrent shows also inform each other, elu-
cidating Americans’ evolving experiences of art and 
architecture in daily life. “In many ways, the televi-
sion became a twentieth-century hearth around which 
families gathered to learn, laugh, mourn, and debate, 
creating the many associations and emotions that 
we connect to home,” says Addison director Judith 
F. Dolkart ’93. “And in the context of a museum 
with such rich American collections, I am glad that 
we can examine television and the ways in which 
the most innovative art of the day influenced and 
responded to this alluring medium.”

Housed in a red-brick building on the prep 
school’s campus, the Addison was opened in 1931. 
More than 17,000 works are in the permanent col-
lection; artists range from John Singleton Copley 
and Georgia O’Keefe to Frank Stella, Kara Walker, 
and Kerry James Marshall. Admission is free. And 
the 2008 addition, named for Andover (and Har-
vard) alumnus Sidney R. Knafel ’52, M.B.A. ’54, has 
comfortable chairs and sunny places to sit while 
perusing books from the museum’s library.

Less than a mile’s walk down Bartlett Street (lined 
with antique homes) is the center of town. Eat lunch 
at The Lantern Brunch (89 Main Street; 978-475-
6191), a traditional coffee shop with vintage décor, or 

at LaRosa’s (7 Barnard Street; 978-475-1777), a 
gourmet deli with Italian fare. Afterward, drive 
seven minutes into North Andover and stop in 
to smell the roses (and meander through the per-
ennial gardens designed in the early twentieth 
century) at the Stevens-Coolidge Place (www.
thetrustees.org), or go a little farther to walk at 
Weir Hill (www.thetrustees.org); the reserva-
tion has four miles of trails with views of Lake 
Cochichewick and the Merrimack Valley. vn.p.b.

From the top: the addison 
Gallery’s staid façade; 
promoting the electrohome 
Courier portable television set 
(late 1950s); Francesca 
Woodman’s haunting House 
#4, from the series abandoned 
House #1 (1976); a scene from 
Weir Hill’s walking trails
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Host your  wedding 
at the HARVARD Faculty Club

HARVARD
Faculty Club 
& Loeb House

Experience Harvard’s rich traditions and heritage while creating a custom event
that is contemporary and vibrant. You and your guests will enjoy elegance, 
gracious service, and fine cuisine. Contact an event planner at 617-384-9719,
events@harvard.edu, or visit www.hfc.harvard.edu.

Make Your Event Special, at 
Harvard Faculty Club & Loeb House

ing, and “gymnasium work” at the Salem 
YMCA to serve the city’s eastern Europe-
an immigrants. She would greatly expand 
those programs in the re-sited Seamen’s 
Bethel building and in the Hooper-Hatha-
way House, a bakery she moved to the Ga-
bles site, restored, and rechristened in 1911.

Within two years, Axelrod notes, the 
settlement house’s annual report listed 
“eight clubs for boys, three for girls, a 
mother’s group, a men’s club, as well as 
classes in cooking, housekeeping, dress-
making, dancing, dramatics, nursing, sew-
ing, embroidery, laundry work, as well as 
manual training for boys. Storytelling and 
gymnastics, a small library, a garden club 
and summer camp were also available.” 
The settlement workers, who lived pri-
marily on the second floor of the Gables, 
were among the new crop of college-ed-
ucated women for whom Emmerton con-
scientiously provided jobs.

Axelrod interviewed some of the last 
people to know Emmerton, including 
the last settlement worker to live at the 
Gables. (Settlement work persisted in 
varying forms, first on the site and then 

in a building across the street, now called 
Emmerton Hall, until 2010, and is now 
conducted through partnerships with lo-
cal nonprofit service organizations.) From 
these oral histories, the philanthropist 
emerges as a tall, fleshy woman (she had 
a customized bath tub) with a command-
ing personality, both exacting and gener-
ous. On her daily visits to the Gables, she 
was known to correct the tour guides, 
even mid-spiel, if they made mistakes. 
“Mrs. Emmerton…did like things done as 
she directed,” Mary Burke, who worked 
at the Gables from 1937 to 1985, told Axel-
rod, but she “was quite approachable. She 
also noticed when anything in the house or 
the grounds had been moved or changed…
and would immediately put things back in 
their original places.”

If reports that small children were intimi-
dated by her size (and perhaps by the ornate 
hats she favored) are true, Axelrod says 
their mothers probably were not. They were 
treated to rides in Emmerton’s limousine. 

Her circle of friends included pioneer-
ing New England preservationists such as 
William Sumner Appleton, A.B. 1892, who 

Hawthorne’s birth home, built in 1750.  
He lived there until 1808, when his father,  
a sea captain, died of yellow fever in 
Suriname. the open-hearth fireplace was 
restored to reflect the original kitchen.
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founded the Society for the Preservation 
of New England Antiquities (now Historic 
New England) in 1910. He recruited her as 
a board member, and also prompted her to 
safeguard the Hooper-Hathaway House. 
The Chronicles of Three Houses recounts Em-
merton’s own careful research into the his-
tories of that house and of the Retire Beck-
ett House (named for a prominent early 
Salem shipbuilder, and moved to the site in 
1924), and details her use of Hawthorne’s 
novel as a guide to restoring the Gables.

The “original” house, according to the 
novel, was a “family-mansion, spacious, pon-
derously framed of oaken timber, and calcu-
lated to endure for many generations of his 
posterity: a rusty wooden house, with seven 
acutely peaked gables facing towards vari-
ous points of the compass, and a huge, clus-
tered chimney in the midst.” In fact, Turner 
could exit the front door and walk to the sea 
wall to view his wharf and five-ship fleet 
that contributed to the Caribbean trade in 
sugar and molasses and his role in the dis-
tillation of “strong waters.” He died 12 years 
after building the house, leaving his widow, 
Elizabeth Turner, pregnant with their fifth 
child and four others under the age of 10; she 
raised the children and ran the household 
and the shipping business until remarrying.

By 1782, Turner’s grandson had lost 
the family fortune and the mansion was 
bought at auction by sea captain Samuel 
Ingersoll, a merchant in the burgeoning 
spice trade with Indonesia and southern 
China. He modernized it, removing four 
gables to better conform to the boxier, 
Federal-style architecture of the day, and 
updated the interior, although he kept the 
high-style Georgian wood-paneled walls 
in the parlor and “Great Chamber.”

His daughter, Susanna Hathorne Inger-
soll, was Nathaniel Hawthorne’s second 
cousin (the author added the “w” after 
publishing his early stories). Inheriting 
the property in 1811, she fought relatives 
to keep it, barricading herself inside and 
ultimately taking legal action. She also re-
fused four marriage proposals and became 
a wealthy real-estate agent. According to 
Emmerton’s book, she “was a tall, stately 
young woman, fond of society, so it is said, 
until an unfortunate love affair with a na-
val officer, who sailed away, turned her 
into a recluse and more or less of a man 
hater.”

Despite gossip that Ingersoll refused to 
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allow a man on the premises, Emmerton 
surmises that she entertained Hawthorne, 
20 years her junior, and relayed the home’s 
history. He could have visited as a child 
and after graduating from Bowdoin Col-
lege, and then again when he moved back 
to Salem in 1847 with his wife and son.

The moody and reflective Hawthorne 
had always been troubled by Salem’s dark 
history and his ancestors’ roles in it, be-
ginning with William Hathorne, a magis-
trate who sentenced a Quaker to a whip-
ping, and whose son, John, was among the 
nine judges who presided over the town’s 
1692 witch trials. Both The Scarlet Letter (set 
in Boston) and The House of the Seven Gables 
grapple with ancestral ghosts and the ef-
fects of Puritanical zeal; they were writ-
ten and published, back-to-back, during 
a furious bout of creativity spurred by 
Hawthorne’s return to Salem in 1847 and 
the loss of his job and his mother in the 
summer of 1849. Not surprisingly, per-
haps, neither book was well received in 
his hometown. The Hawthornes moved to 
Lenox, Massachusetts, soon after The Scar-
let Letter was published in March 1850, and 

never lived in Salem again.
When Susanna Ingersoll died, 

the Gables passed to her foster 
son, Horace Lorenzo Conolly, who 
lost it to creditors in 1879. The the-
atrical Upton family then owned 
it for decades. They put on plays 
and dances and even opened a few 
rooms as a “museum.” (It might 
have included the “secret staircase” 
they reportedly told Emmerton 
they had discovered when they 
removed the central chimney, but 
Moffat says no structural evidence 
proves it was ever there, and Hawthorne 
doesn’t refer to it in his novel.) Emmerton 
had always been intrigued by the home’s 
colorful past, and visited the Uptons, 
probably going to or from her volunteer 
work at the Seamen’s Bethel.

She wrote that she first visited the man-
sion “with a party of young people” soon 
after Conolly had moved out: “I well re-
member the thrill the gaunt old house 
gave me.” The rooms were empty, the walls 
stark, and walking into the attic (where 
indentured servants and then slaves had 

lived in earlier days), she saw “sketchy out-
lines of two vanished gables on the sloping 
walls…like shadowy ghosts haunting the 
scene of their past life.” Consciously or 
not, she echoes one of Hawthorne’s open-
ing passages describing what amounts 
to his muse: “The aspect of the venerable 
mansion has always affected me like a hu-
man countenance, bearing the traces not 
merely of outward storm and sunshine, 
but expressive also of the long lapse of 
mortal life, and accompanying vicissitudes 
that have passed within.”

a “secret staircase” leads to the attic at the House 
of the Seven Gables, in Salem, Massachusetts.
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