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Edith Wharton grew up in New York and Europe. Her interest in literature began at an early 
age. As a young girl, she spent time creating stories. She also educated herself by reading 
the books in her father’s library. By her teens, she was an ambitious writer. She published 
a volume of poetry when she was only 16. During this time, she received support and 
friendship from such writers as Henry James and Henry Wadsworth Longfellow.

A member of the upper class, Wharton was someone who both enjoyed and observed New 
York high society. Her own experiences inspired her writing. She became known for her wit, 
sense of irony, and finely crafted characters. Her novels The House of Mirth (1905) and The 
Age of Innocence (1920) both document the workings of high society.

Wharton married a banker in 1885. He had none of her intellectual curiosity. The couple 
divorced in 1913. After that, Wharton left the United States and settled in France. There she 
found a community of artists and writers who shared her interests.

Wharton was in Paris when World War I began. During the war, she devoted herself to 
the relief effort. She established two organizations for refugees: the American Hostels 
for Refugees and the Children of Flanders Rescue Committee. In 1915, France awarded 
her the Cross of the Legion of Honor for her work with the Allies during WWI establishing 
schools and hostels for French and Belgian refugees. She also visited the frontlines of 
battle and reported her observations for American publications. She used her writing to 
urge the United States to join the French cause. Her articles for Scribner’s Magazine were 
eventually collected in her book Fighting France: From Dunkerque to Belfort. A gifted writer 
and compassionate soul, Edith Wharton dedicated herself not only to her art but to aiding 
others during hard times.

Activity

Use information from the biography to write a paragraph for a newspaper article on Edith 
Wharton. Summarize her accomplishments and highlight her personality traits.


