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TINTINNABULATIONS 

Martin B. Macht 
January 9. 1995 

each month I pass the corner of 
Several times ay to the street in Baltimore on my w 11 

Greene and Fayette,s usually 4:00 p.m. and the be s 
airport. The hou~ ~ hurch are tolling just as they 
of the old red br1c c f America's undisputed geniuses 
d~d in 1849

d 
~het~ ~~: ~own's swarming, cacophonous and 

d1sappeare 1n 
perilous streetS. 

I often park across the street in a doctor's ,lot 
at The university of Maryland (that other sch~ol 1n 
Baltimore). From there, I dart,across the st1l1 
perilous road and enter the anc1ent churchyard where 
Edgar Allan Poe is buried. 

The life of Edgar Allan Poe was one of misery and 
tragedy which threads itself darkly throughout his 
ouvres. Indeed, he was a prolific writer of prose,and 
poetry, an editor, critic, lecturer and brave sold1er 
and west Pointer, from whence, incidentally, he was 
cashiered for unpaid debts and untolerated behavior. 
He was perhaps the true inventor of the modern 
magazine. He would do anything, including hard labor, 
in order to make a living. Incidentally, club member, 
Gibby Carey is not too distantly related to Poe. But 
then, he's related to practically everybody. 

Despite many romances and extramarital affairs, he 
remained loyal to his wife Virginia. Born virginia 
Clemm, she was his first cousin and he married her in 
1835 when she was only thirteen. Poe was at her side 
when she died of tuberculosis at the end of January 
1847. She is buried beside him in Baltimore. 

There is no question that Poe was an alcoholic. 
He also sampled Laudanum, a solution of opium and 
alcohol. Similarly, there is little doubt that he was 
a manic-depressive. He attempted suicide in November 
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, but the dose proved an 
1848.bY swallow~ngh Lkaudda~~mq'uicklY suffering not even 
emet~c and he upc uc e , 
a hangover. 

There is reason to believe th~t he was quite sober 
when he disembarked from the ~ld slde-wheeler, 
pocahontas, early in the mornlng of September 28, 1849. 

Befitting the genre of detective fiction ~hich he 
invented with the publication of "The Murders ln,the, 
Rue Morgue" eight years previously, he himself dled ln 
a maelstrom of mystery, confusion and terror. 

Baltimore was a noisy burgeoning city of about 
170 000. It was a commercial hub of the booming South. 
A f~rest of ship masts jammed the inner harbor. 
Foundries belched smoke skyward. 

Irish immigrants, German dissidents, free blacks 
and fugitive slaves roamed the streets even though 
slave traders marched chained gangs of men, women and 
children through downtown streets. Knots of young 
toughs loitered around saloons. Whiskey was cheap and 
generally more potent than today. Much like the 
present, neighborhood gangs, usually of a single group, 
flourished. Adopting names like the Blaggards, the Red 
Necks, and the Butt Enders, they attacked each other 
with fists, clubs, knives and pistols. Unlucky 
bystanders were set upon, robbed and sometimes beaten 
senseless. 

Arson, often by corrupt firemen, flourished. They 
then collected a fee from insurance companies for 
fighting the blaze. 

Violence escalated during the election season. 
And Poe was unlucky enough to arrive during a fierce 
political battle. The Whig Party, which had controlled 
Maryland politics for the previous decade, saw its grip 
slipping to the Democrats. Election fraud was 
widespread. One popular form of ballot rigging was 
callec;t "cooping". Gangs of thugs roamed the city, 
r~und~n~ up drunkards and the homeless who were kept 
hldden ln a basement - like chicken in a coop. 
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It is quite possible that Poe, injured, sick, or 
perhaps just vulnerable looking was scooped from the 
streets by a gang and carried off to their coop. There 
was one such Whig coop in the rear of an old firehouse 
near the saloon where Poe was found. 

On election day, October 3, he and his fellow 
captives most likely would have been roused and herded 
over to the voting place where they would be forced to 
vote the Whig ballot. That done, Poe would have been 
swept back to his coop, told to swap clothes, and 
herded back to vote again. ostensibly, the change of 
clothing made it more difficult for opponents at the 
polls to spot the fraud. In the days before 
television, celebrities were not so easily recognized. 

But by chance, a compositor from The Baltimore 
Sun* ducked into Gunner's Tavern and talked to a 
raggedly dressed man in evident need of help. Shocked 
at the man's condition, he scribbled a note and 
dispatched it to Dr. Joseph Snodgrass, a physician who 
lived nearby. 

"Dear Sir, there is a gentleman rather the worse 
for wear, at Ryans 4th ward polls, who goes under the 
c~gnomen of Edgar A. Poe, and who appears in great 
d1stress, and ~e ~ays he is ~cquainted with you, and I 
assure you he 1S 1n need of 1mmediate assistance. 

"Yours in haste, Jos. W. Walker." 

Snodgrass, once an editor and a long-time friend 
of the poet found him slumped in a chair with "an 
aspect o~ vacant stupidity which made me shudder". 
A:ound hlS shoulders hung a second-hand coat H 
d~~g~ and ba~ly ~itting pants and a rumpled ~oil:dwore 
s 1r. By hlS slde lay a Malacca cane. 

Snodgrass and others carried Poe into a horse
drawn cab to what was then called Washington Medical 
College. As a medical student, I saw patients there 
It W~s.then cal~ed Ch~rch Home. The young resident· 
P~yslclan put hlS patlent in a second-floor room with a 
Vlew of the harbor. 
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There, Poe passed out. 

He remained intermittently in delirium. After a 
progressively downhill course, he died shortly before 
dawn on October 7, 1849. His last words were: 

"Lord help my poor soul." 

Baudelaire, one of Poe's greatest admirers, wrote, 
"This death was almost a suicide, a suicide prepared 
for a long time." 

On Monday, October 8, a forlorn little funeral 
cortege - a hearse followed by a single carriage -
clattered along the cobblestone streets through the 
rain from the hospital on Broadway to the Presbyterian 
cemetery at Fayette and Greene Streets. Virginia's 
uncle, Reverend Wm. Clemm said a few words. The entire 
service took three minutes. 

As I sat in the cemetery one hundred and forty
five years later, with the bells pealing, I thought of 
the last thing he wrote, published in the month when he 
died: 

Bells , bells, bells 
How they tinkle, tinkle, tinkle, 
In the icy air of night, and in my head I listened 
To the tintinnabulation that so musically swells 
From the bells, bells, bells, bells, bells. 

*Doug Birch: Baltimore Sun Magazine, October 2, 1994. 




