
Hawthorne's Cold-Water Cure

Margaret B. Moore
Athens, GA

When Nathaniel Hawthorne was nine years old, he
injuredhis foot in a gameof ball and bat at school. He was out
of commission-more or less-from November 1813 to
approximatelyFebruary 1816,two years and four monthsafter
his accident. The wholeincidentwas wrappedin mysteryand
led later scholars to invest it with all sorts of significance.
Somesee it as a time when Hawthorneacquired "the habit of
constantreading,"as his sister said.I Others followedthe
writer'sown clueto see it as an excusefor not goingto school.
In a brief biographicalnote which he gave to the poet Richard
Stoddard,he called attentionto his "grievousdisinclinationto
go to schoo~ and (Providence favouring me in this natural
repugnance)I never did go half as much as other boys, partly
owing to delicate health (which I made the most of for the
purpose)."2 Other more recent scholars see the injury as a
trauma with lasting psychologicaleffects. Edwin Haviland
MillerthinksHawthorne"mayhaveused his disabilityto guide
and control the responses of his elders," and Gloria Erlich
believes it may well have been "a form of counter-
manipulation." Walt Herbert writes, "It's almost too perfect,
this psychologicallyloadedincidentfromthe boyhoodof a man
who had trouble learningto standon his own two feet."' There
may be some truth to these interpretations,but they operate
muchthe sameway Hawthornetreated adulteryin TheScarlet'
Letter: the resultof an act ratherthan the act itself. This injury
has not beendiscussedfor itself,whichhas its own interest,and
takes us into the murky world of early nineteenth-century
Americanmedicine.

We tend to think of medicine in that long ago time as
either primitive and superstitious, or we think it not much
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