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When Nathaniel Hawthorne was nine years old, he
injured his foot in a game of ball and bat at school. He was out
of commission—more or less—from November 1813 to
approximately February 1816, two years and four months after
his accident. The whole incident was wrapped in mystery and
led later scholars to invest it with all sorts of significance.
Some see it as a time when Hawthorne acquired "the habit of
constant reading," as his sister said.' Others followed the
writer's own clue to see it as an excuse for not going to school.
In a brief biographical note which he gave to the poet Richard
Stoddard, he called attention to his "grievous disinclination to
go to school, 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)."”> Other more recent scholars see the injury as a
trauma with lasting psychological effects. Edwin Haviland
Miller thinks Hawthome "may have used his disability to 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 psychologically loaded incident from the boyhood of a man
who had trouble learning to stand on his own two feet."* There
may be some truth to these interpretations, but they operate
much the same way Hawthorne treated adultery in The Scarlet
Letter: the result of an act rather than the act itself. This injury
has not been discussed for itself, which has its own interest, and
takes us into the murky world of early nineteenth-century
American medicine.

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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