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Edith Wharton's estate, "The Mount," is accessible through a gateway
at the south side of Plunkett Street, about five hundred feet east of its
intersection with Route 1, Near the gate, and to the east of the drive-
way, is the gatehouse, a three-bay, two-story, stucco building with a
hipped roof and a central chimney. The central bay projects from the
facade and has a cross gable roof with a circular window in its pediment.
Below is a single-story entrance porch with a gable roof and four Roman
Doric columns. About 700-feet south of the gatehouse is a one-and-a-half-
story, white stucco stable. This building has two cupolas and rises to
two full stories at the center of the south elevation, where there is a
projecting section with an arched facade and a wide arched doorway.

"The Mount' itself is approximately a thousand feet south of the
stable, It is a large white stucco house, built in the style of
Christopher Wren. It has quoins, a modified hipped roof, a deck formed
by placing a railing between the four interior chimmneys, and a central
cupola. The main entrance is in the west elevation, which faces a court
surrounded by a high brick wall, a section of which has recently collapsed.
The main section's west elevation has three-and-a-half stories, seven bays,
and a central doorway. The two bays at the north and south ends are set
in projections which have hipped roofs and single dormers with hipped
roofs. Over the central bay of the elevation is a dormer with an arched
roof, flanked by two dormers which have gable roofs. Unlike the other
windows of this elevation, the central three windows of the second floor
are arched. To the south of the main section is a three-story, four bay
wing with an interior chimney. On this elevation, the wing has a single
story porch with four square columns.

The east elevation of the main section faces a raised terrace and
hence has only.two-and-a-half floors. This elevation has nine bays, with
French windows on the first floor. The three central bays are set close
together in a projection with a cross gable roof and an oval window in
its pediment. Flanking this are a pair of bays with gabled dormers. On
each end of the main facade is a two-bay projection with a hipped roof
and a single dormer. To the east and south of the house is a terraced
formal garden.

The main doorway, in the ground floor of the west elevation, is
flanked by engaged, rusticated Roman Doric columns, and has silver
handles. It leads into a lateral entrance hall, in which is a statue
set in an arched niche. To the left is a cloak room, and to the right
is a stair hall, beyond which is a hydraulic elevator. From the stair
hall, a door leads south into a section of the house containing the main
(disused) kitchen and various service rooms.

On the first floor, over the entrance hall, is a lateral foyer with an
arched ceiling. To the east of this is a large drawing room with an elabo-

rately moulded ceiling, and a brown marble mantle with an ornamental iron

panel in the rear of the fireplace. A set of French chairs, and the tap-
estries on the north and south walls, are said to date from the Wharton's

residency. (continued) ]
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Edith Wharton was one of the finest American novelists of the early
twentieth century. She observed her own exclusive millieu without
illusion, and described it with an honesty which makes her best works
"a clear mirior of the age /which/ will hold a permanent place in our
literature."™ But Mrs. Wharton was more than an analyst of polite society,
as attested by her famous novel Ethan Frome., a stark tale of rural New
England. Her artistic dedication and technical skill were such that in
her later life she came to stand at '"the head of the realistic novelists
of the older generation..."2

"The Mount," which survives in relatively unchanged condition, was
of central importance to Mrs. Wharton's career. Several of her best books
were written during the period when she spent much of each year there,
One of her biographers has called the estate '"both physically and _
symbolically, the §1imactic peak for both the /social and literary/ lives
of Edith Wharton.'"” In later years, the novelist herself wrote: 'The
Mount was my first home, and though it is nearly 20 years since I last
saw it (for I was too happy there ever to want to revisit it as a stranger)
its blessed influence still lives in me.'4

Biography

Edith Wharton was born in New York City on January 24, 1862. Her
childhood was, in her own words, "safe, guarded, and monotonous.'"5 She
was carefully groomed by tutors and governesses for the refined, patrician
life of her family, which boasted three centuries of New World ancestXry.
They lived fashionably, traveling throughout Europe and maintaining
several residences in this country. Her Pulitzer prize winning book,

The Age of Innocence (1920), draws heavily on memories of this period.

Thorp, p. 19

Millett, p. 24

Kellogg, p. 88.

Wharton, p. 125

. Wharton, , quoted by Kunitz, p. 1504
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7. Description: (1) '"The Mount'" (Edith Wharton Estate)

To the south of the drawing room is the dining room with two original
paintings set in its paneling. Beyond this room is a newer kitchen and
five related chambers. A door at the north end of the foyer leads into
Edith Wharton's writing room, which is connected by a disused "hidden' door
with the library at the northeast cornmer of the house. The library has
wood paneling rising to the ceiling and shelves on three walls. A wood
relief coat of arms hangs over the marble mantle.

The second floor has a lateral hall and four bedrooms. Opposite the
northeast bedroom, said to have been Mrs. Wharton's, is a boudoir contain-
ing paintings similar to those in the dining room. The wing on this floor
contains the butler's room, a servants' sitting room, and several smaller
rooms. The third floor has seven bedrooms, another servants' sitting room,
and a storage room.

Sources differ as to the exact dates of Edith Wharton's association
with gThe Mount." The house was built for the Whartons either in 1901 or
1902. Mrs. Wharton lived here from June to December until about 1909, and
then useg it less frequently until she sold it at the time of her divorce

in 19%3. According to one source, she spent only her summers here after
1906.

It is not known who bought the property in 1913. Perhaps it was a
family named Shattuck, who are known to have sold it in 1938 to Louise D.
Vananda. 'The Mount" was bought by its present owner, Foxhollow School
for Girls, in 1941 or 1942. The main house is used as a dormitory, and
the gatehouse and stable as residences for employees.

The historic area of the property comprises approximately 100 acres.
Tts boundaries are as follows: from the intersection of Route 1 and Plunket]
Street, west along Plunkett Street to its intersection with the estate's
property line; south and then east along the property line to Laurel Lake
Road; south along Laurel Lake Road to its intersection with the unnamed
road leading toward "The Mount;'" from this point, due west to Route 1;
north along Route 1 to its intersection with Plunkett Street.

Changes to '"The Mount' since the time of Mrs. Wharton's residency
include: the addition of a staircase between the north ends of the second
and third floors; the placement of two fire escapes on the east facade, and

1. Bell, p. 78, says 1901; Kellogg, p. 87, says 1902.
2. Kellogg, p. 195.

3. Kunitz, pp. 1503-1505.

(Continued)
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7. Description: (2) "The Mount'" (Edith Wharton Estate)

the modification of two dormers to provide emergency doorways; the filling
in of a pool in the northern part of the garden, and the removal of a
dolphin statue which it contained to a more southerly pool. The house is
maintained in good condition, and has a high degree of historical integrity.
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8. Significance: (1) "The Mount'" (Edith Wharton Estate)

She married Edward Wharton, A Bostonian of similar background, in 1885.
They lived in New York, Newport, and then Lenox, Massachusetts, when not
traveling. 1In 1889 her first poem was published in Scribner's Magazine, and
in 1899 The Greater Inclination, a collection of short stories, appeared.
Her first popular success was a novel, House of Mirth published in 1905.
The next year she moved to Paris, although she continued to summer at "The
Mount" in Lenox. Her most famous work, Ethan Frome (1911), is set in an
area much like the hilly region surrounding Lenox.

Henry James, whom she met during this time, had a large influence on
her work, and they were close personal friends until his death. She inherited
from James a highly refined idea of the nature and purpose of art, and they
shared a preoccupation with the development and resolution of moral problems
in their work.

In 1913, she divorced her husband and settled permanently in Europe.
During World War I, she organized and supported large refugee-care centers
and was heavily involved in other philanthropic efforts. She returned to
the United States only once before her death in France in 1937. 1In an
introduction to Edith Wharton's autobiography, A Backward Glance, Louis
Auchincloss writes, "In short her life was a revolution against the idea that
a lady should be in everything a mere amateur. Mrs, Wharton was always
determined to be surrounded with a beautiful world, even if she had to
build it herself."0

6. Wharton, p. Viii
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