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Hikers Seth Pierce and Gavin MacDonald 

of New Hartford, Conn., celebrate reach-

ing the summit with a bottle of beer. “In 

the spirit of Melville,” Gavin said. Every 

year, people re-create a hike taken by 

authors Herman Melville and Nathaniel 

Hawthorne on Aug. 5, 1850, when, at the 

summit, their group toasted poet Wil-

liam Cullen Bryant and recited his poem, 

“Monument Mountain.”
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hawthorne and melville on 

great barrington peak
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MONUMENT MEN
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The Berkshire Historical Society has sponsored the 

yearly trek since 1977, but the first reenactment of the 

authors’ famous meeting happened long before then. 

As early as 1869, the Pittsfield Young Men’s 

Association reenacted the hike. About 175 people 

traveled to Stockbridge by train, carriage and wagon 

to retrace the steps of the literary giants. At the time, 

the Berkshire County Eagle reported, “The Monu-

ment Mountain party … were driven part way up the 

mountain, and then climbed on foot to the craggy 

summit, whence their eyes were regaled with the 

glorious panoramas.”

During the summer of the famous hike, both writ-

ers had been living in the Berkshires: Hawthorne in 

the “Little Red Farmhouse” at Tanglewood in Lenox, 

and Melville with his aunt in Pittsfield. While on 

board a train to visit Melville, New York publisher 

Evert Duyckinck and writer Cornelius Matthews fell 

into conversation with a fellow traveler, legal scholar 

and reformer David Dudley Field Jr. As he had done 

dozens of times over the years, Stockbridge native 

Field organized what he called a “picnic hike,” this 

time with the intention of introducing the literary 

elites of New York and New England.

In the meantime, Hawthorne and wife were in 

Pittsfield, dining with his publisher, James T. Fields,   

and visiting author Oliver Wendell Holmes. He 

invited Holmes and Fields to join him the day of the 

hike.

None of David  Field’s outings would enter the 

public consciousness as this particular one did.

Curiously, I found no evidence that Field actually 

owned property on the mountain where he planned 

his outings. Nor have I seen any hint that he was ever 

cited for trespassing.

Although 19th-century inventors around the world 

had been working on versions of a horseless carriage, 

the automobile was not ubiquitous on American 

roads in 1850. So, the party traveled by train from 

Pittsfield to the little station that still stands on Route 

7, just south of Stockbridge’s Main Street. They were 

conveyed by coach to the mountain and rode about 

halfway up on a carriage road, probably one cleared 

In what turned out to be a literary 
"shot heard round the world," authors

Nathaniel Hawthorne and Herman 

Melville met on  Aug. 5, 1850, for an 

outing on Monument Mountain in Great 

Barrington. Inspired by that seminal 

event in the Berkshires, lovers of both 

literature and nature gather annually 

at the base of the mountain to 

recreate the event.

Rain water pours over the 

edge of a cave opening along 

the Indian Monument Trail.



by the logging industry. From there, they 

hiked the rest of the way to Squaw Peak.

When the hikers were only part way up 

the mountain, swiftly moving black clouds 

brought an unexpected thunderstorm that 

forced the group to run for shelter. Haw-

thorne and Melville grabbed at least one 

bottle of champagne from a supply that 

Holmes had brought along with him, and 

settled into a cave. The break in the climb 

allowed the two authors to engage in lengthy 

discussion about Melville’s work in progress 

— the novel we know as “Moby Dick.”

Here we find conflicting stories on Mel-

ville’s inspiration for the story. Some claim 

that the author, viewing Mount Greylock 

from his writing room in Pittsfield, saw that 

it resembled a whale. Others say he saw the 

whale-mountain the day of the hike, from 

the summit of Monument Mountain.

Regardless, the much younger Melville 

would later write, Hawthorne “dropped 

germinous seeds into my soul.” The men’s 

friendship developed over the ensuing years 

into a kind of father-son relationship, during 

which Hawthorne and Melville regularly 

corresponded, sharing ideas, editing and 

commenting on each other’s work.

When “Moby Dick” was published in 1851, 

Melville dedicated it to his mentor, writ-

ing “To Nathaniel Hawthorne: In token of 

my admiration for his genius.” However, 

after the book’s publication, the two would 

meet again only twice. The reason for their 

estrangement has never been clear.

Eager to replicate the repast for my own 

hike, I searched for information regarding 

the contents of the legendary picnic baskets. 

In fact, there was no food that day. There 

was, however, a fair amount of alcohol. 

When the party reached the summit they 

lifted their glasses in toast to Berkshire-bred 

poet William Cullen Bryant, and recited his 

1815 “Monument Mountain.”

The epic tells the story of a heartbroken 

Mohican maiden who leapt from what is now 

called Squaw Peak. According to Bryant, 

the Mohicans created a rock marker where 

she lay buried. Hence the name of the place: 

Monument Mountain.

By all accounts, Melville was the life of the 

party. Chronicling the excursion for Literary 

World, Matthews wrote that Melville was so 

inebriated that he perched “himself astride a 

jutting rock, like a bowsprit.” James T. Fields 

described Melville sitting on the project-

ing rock and “pulling and hauling imaginary 

ropes for our delectation.” Hawthorne, 

Fields says, “was among the most enterpris-

ing of the merrymakers. He ventured to call 

out lustily and pretend that certain destruc-

tion was inevitable to all of us.”

Holmes, on the other hand, came “near 

losing his foothold and tumbling straight 
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During Hawthorne and Melville’s hike up 

Monument Mountain, they took refuge from 

a storm in a cave. The modern trail does not 

pass the actual cave, but there are others 

along the way to the summit.
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down a thousand feet,” having imbibed too 

much of the champagne (others have indeed 

plunged to their deaths from the heights). 

He is reported to have said that the dizzy-

ing height acted upon him “like ipecac.” 

His drunken state no doubt exacerbated his 

wooziness.

In every reenactment today, the Berk-

shire Historical Society-sponsored hike is 

capped by a recitation of the Bryant poem 

at the summit. However, “we don’t drink 

champagne at the top anymore,” says Will 

Garrison, curator of Arrowhead, the Herman 

Melville House museum. “We stick to spar-

kling cider these days.”

Given Holmes’ near disaster on the 

original hike, that may be for the best. A lack 

of alcohol doesn’t seem to diminish atten-

dance, however; between 40 and 50 people 

make the pilgrimage each year.

After descending the mountain, the party 

repaired to the Field home in Stockbridge 

for an elaborate meal, and then set out for 

another hike in Ice Glen, not far from the 

train station. Pretty impressive, at least in 

my mind, since I needed a nap after just the 

hike.

As for our personal reenactment, it was a 

very cool 46 degrees the morning we headed 

out, but we warmed up quickly with the 

exertion. We chose to take the more gradual 

Indian Mountain Trail, an original carriage 

road, to Squaw Peak Trail.

The forest was a lush canvas of myriad 

shades of green that, after the first 10 min-

utes or so, served to buffer the traffic noise 

from Route 7. Then, all we heard was bird-

song to accompany the sound of our labored 

breathing, and the occasional greetings of 

hikers passing us on the trail. Although our 

eyes were fixed on the rock and root-cov-

ered trail, we did manage to look up regularly 

to enjoy the flora. At one point we even saw 

a cave that made us wonder if it might have 

been the very one in which Melville and 

Hawthorne took refuge from the storm.

We also saw an assortment of walls and 

other rock formations that sent me to do 

more research. I found that Bernard Drew 

has written extensively on the subject of 

the hike and the mountain itself. In his 

1984 book, “Faded Tracks on Monument 

Mountain,” he chronicles the trek and all 

the events surrounding it. He has identified 

and mapped numerous sites of the hearths, 

quarries, cabins, tan bark roads and charcoal 

wagon roads that stand as evidence of the 

mountain’s past as a once-bustling logging 

site that supplied Connecticut and Massa-

chusetts iron foundries - and devastated the 

forest.

Historian Lucianne Lavin has researched 

the history of Mohican Indian presence on 

the mountain. She reports that traces of 

the tribe’s pathways and a reconstructed 

stone cairn are still evident, miraculously 

undisturbed.

Fortunately for us, the mountain and 

its forest have been reborn. In 1899, local 

philanthropist Helen C. Butler donated the 

original acreage for public use and enjoy-

ment. In 1980, John Butler Swann donated a 

second parcel, and the Trustees of Reserva-

tions purchased two more pieces in 1985 and 

1986.

After about 90 minutes, we arrived at 

the 1,642-foot Squaw Peak summit. We sat 

ourselves down on a large, flat sun-warmed 

rock, and pulled out our peanut butter and 

jelly sandwiches. This was probably not 

the repast the authors would have had, had 

they indeed brought food with them, since 

the substance wasn’t even available back in 
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1850. But, it was easy to carry and did the job.

From our perch, we and about a dozen other hikers enjoyed 

a spectacular view of the southern Berkshires and the Housa-

tonic River Valley. Since it was a sparkling clear day, we could 

see as far north as Mount Greylock, near the Vermont border, 

and the New York Catskills to the southwest. It is easy to 

understand why the mountain and its views have attracted 

poets, novelists, painters, hikers and nature lovers. The 

Trustees of Reservations report that more than 20,000 visi-

tors explore the mountain every year.

We decided to take the faster, yet steeper way back, via the 

Hickey Trail. This required that we traverse a short but very 

narrow and rocky path with only a smooth boulder on our 

right to hold onto, and a precipitous drop to our left. I admit 

to having experienced some minor post-traumatic stress for 

a few weeks after our trek. However, it was well worth the 

effort to see water falls and streams glimmering in sunlight 

that filtered through the tree branches along the trail.

K-2 it’s not, but Monument is called a mountain for a 

reason. If you plan to do your own reenactment, be fore-

warned that the trails are covered with roots and rocks. 

Twisting an ankle is a real possibility, so wear hiking boots. 

And, as mentioned above, there are a couple of treacherous 

spots with steep drops. Also, trail markings are not consis-

tent. Only by hearing other hikers’ voices were we able to find 

our way at several points along the way.

And, perhaps most important to note: Go before you go. 

There are no restrooms anywhere on the mountain. 

If you go 
Monument Mountain

Route 7, Great Barrington, Mass.

www.thetrustees.org/places-to-visit/berkshires/monument-

mountain.html

(413) 298-3239 

Directions: From the Massachusetts Turnpike, take Exit 2 to 

Route 20 East. Take the fi rst right at Route 102/Pleasant 

Street. After about 4.6 miles, turn left onto Route 7 South and 

follow for 3 miles.

When to visit: Year-round, daily, sunrise to sunset. Allow a mini-

mum of 2 hours. Parking lot is not plowed in winter.

Admission: Trustees of the Reservations members free; non-

members, $5 parking fee

See views of the southern Berkshires and the Housatonic 

River Valley from the summit. Trails offer several “loop” 

options, none longer than three miles.

 

Arrowhead

780 Holmes Road, Pittsfi eld, Mass.

(413) 443-1793

mobydick.org

When to visit: Open daily, Memorial Day weekend to Columbus 

Day, 9:30 a.m. to 5 p.m.

Admission: Parking and entrance to the grounds are 

free. Guided house tours are adults, $15; seniors, $13; stu-

dents, $10, and children, $8. Tours given hourly 10 a.m.–4 p.m. 

and off-season by appointment. 

Author Herman Melville lived at Arrowhead from 1850 to 1863. 


