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Background reading: American Transcendentalism at History.com 

 

Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882) 

 

SELF RELIANCE 

 

I read the other day some verses written by an eminent painter which were original and not 

conventional. The soul always hears an admonition in such lines, let the subject be what it may. The 

sentiment they instil is of more value than any thought they may contain. To believe your own 

thought, to believe that what is true for you in your private heart is true for all men, — that is 

genius. Speak your latent conviction, and it shall be the universal sense; for the inmost in due time 

becomes the outmost,—— and our first thought is rendered back to us by the trumpets of the Last 

Judgment. Familiar as the voice of the mind is to each, the highest merit we ascribe to Moses, Plato, 

and Milton is, that they set at naught books and traditions, and spoke not what men but what they 

thought. A man should learn to detect and watch that gleam of light which flashes across his mind 

from within, more than the lustre of the firmament of bards and sages. Yet he dismisses without 

notice his thought, because it is his. In every work of genius we recognize our own rejected 

thoughts: they come back to us with a certain alienated majesty. Great works of art have no more 

affecting lesson for us than this. They teach us to abide by our spontaneous impression with 

good-humored inflexibility then most when the whole cry of voices is on the other side. Else, 

to-morrow a stranger will say with masterly good sense precisely what we have thought and felt all 

the time, and we shall be forced to take with shame our own opinion from another. 

 

There is a time in every man's education when he arrives at the conviction that envy is ignorance; 

that imitation is suicide; that he must take himself for better, for worse, as his portion; that though 

the wide universe is full of good, no kernel of nourishing corn can come to him but through his toil 

bestowed on that plot of ground which is given to him to till. The power which resides in him is new 

in nature, and none but he knows what that is which he can do, nor does he know until he has tried. 

Not for nothing one face, one character, one fact, makes much impression on him, and another 
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none. This sculpture in the memory is not without preestablished harmony. The eye was placed 

where one ray should fall, that it might testify of that particular ray. We but half express ourselves, 

and are ashamed of that divine idea which each of us represents. It may be safely trusted as 

proportionate and of good issues, so it be faithfully imparted, but God will not have his work made 

manifest by cowards. A man is relieved and gay when he has put his heart into his work and done his 

best; but what he has said or done otherwise, shall give him no peace. It is a deliverance which does 

not deliver. In the attempt his genius deserts him; no muse befriends; no invention, no hope. 

 

Trust thyself: every heart vibrates to that iron string. 

 

Accept the place the divine providence has found for you, the society of your contemporaries, the 

connection of events. Great men have always done so, and confided themselves childlike to the 

genius of their age, betraying their perception that the absolutely trustworthy was seated at their 

heart, working through their hands, predominating in all their being. And we are now men, and must 

accept in the highest mind the same transcendent destiny; and not minors and invalids in a protected 

corner, not cowards fleeing before a revolution, but guides, redeemers, and benefactors, obeying the 

Almighty effort, and advancing on Chaos and the Dark. 

 

What pretty oracles nature yields us on this text, in the face and behaviour of children, babes, and 

even brutes! That divided and rebel mind, that distrust of a sentiment because our arithmetic has 

computed the strength and means opposed to our purpose, these have not. Their mind being whole, 

their eye is as yet unconquered, and when we look in their faces, we are disconcerted. Infancy 

conforms to nobody: all conform to it, so that one babe commonly makes four or five out of the 

adults who prattle and play to it. So God has armed youth and puberty and manhood no less with its 

own piquancy and charm, and made it enviable and gracious and its claims not to be put by, if it will 

stand by itself. Do not think the youth has no force, because he cannot speak to you and me. Hark! 

in the next room his voice is sufficiently clear and emphatic. It seems he knows how to speak to his 

contemporaries. Bashful or bold, then, he will know how to make us seniors very unnecessary. 
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The nonchalance of boys who are sure of a dinner, and would disdain as much as a lord to do or say 

aught to conciliate one, is the healthy attitude of human nature. A boy is in the parlour what the pit 

is in the playhouse; independent, irresponsible, looking out from his corner on such people and facts 

as pass by, he tries and sentences them on their merits, in the swift, summary way of boys, as good, 

bad, interesting, silly, eloquent, troublesome. He cumbers himself never about consequences, about 

interests: he gives an independent, genuine verdict. You must court him: he does not court you. But 

the man is, as it were, clapped into jail by his consciousness. As soon as he has once acted or spoken 

with eclat, he is a committed person, watched by the sympathy or the hatred of hundreds, whose 

affections must now enter into his account. There is no Lethe for this. Ah, that he could pass again 

into his neutrality! Who can thus avoid all pledges, and having observed, observe again from the 

same unaffected, unbiased, unbribable, unaffrighted innocence, must always be formidable. He 

would utter opinions on all passing affairs, which being seen to be not private, but necessary, would 

sink like darts into the ear of men, and put them in fear. 

 

These are the voices which we hear in solitude, but they grow faint and inaudible as we enter into 

the world. Society everywhere is in conspiracy against the manhood of every one of its members. 

Society is a joint-stock company, in which the members agree, for the better securing of his bread to 

each shareholder, to surrender the liberty and culture of the eater. The virtue in most request is 

conformity. Self-reliance is its aversion. It loves not realities and creators, but names and customs. 

 

Whoso would be a man must be a nonconformist. He who would gather immortal palms must not 

be hindered by the name of goodness, but must explore if it be goodness. Nothing is at last sacred 

but the integrity of your own mind. Absolve you to yourself, and you shall have the suffrage of the 

world. I remember an answer which when quite young I was prompted to make to a valued adviser, 

who was wont to importune me with the dear old doctrines of the church. On my saying, What have 

I to do with the sacredness of traditions, if I live wholly from within? my friend suggested, — "But 

these impulses may be from below, not from above." I replied, "They do not seem to me to be such; 

but if I am the Devil's child, I will live then from the Devil." No law can be sacred to me but that of 

my nature. Good and bad are but names very readily transferable to that or this; the only right is 
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what is after my constitution, the only wrong what is against it. A man is to carry himself in the 

presence of all opposition, as if every thing were titular and ephemeral but he. I am ashamed to 

think how easily we capitulate to badges and names, to large societies and dead institutions. Every 

decent and well-spoken individual affects and sways me more than is right. I ought to go upright and 

vital, and speak the rude truth in all ways. If malice and vanity wear the coat of philanthropy, shall 

that pass? If an angry bigot assumes this bountiful cause of Abolition, and comes to me with his last 

news from Barbadoes, why should I not say to him, 'Go love thy infant; love thy wood-chopper: be 

good-natured and modest: have that grace; and never varnish your hard, uncharitable ambition with 

this incredible tenderness for black folk a thousand miles off. Thy love afar is spite at home.' Rough 

and graceless would be such greeting, but truth is handsomer than the affectation of love. Your 

goodness must have some edge to it, — else it is none. The doctrine of hatred must be preached as 

the counteraction of the doctrine of love when that pules and whines. I shun father and mother and 

wife and brother, when my genius calls me. I would write on the lintels of the door-post, Whim. I 

hope it is somewhat better than whim at last, but we cannot spend the day in explanation. Expect 

me not to show cause why I seek or why I exclude company. Then, again, do not tell me, as a good 

man did to-day, of my obligation to put all poor men in good situations. Are they my poor? I tell 

thee, thou foolish philanthropist, that I grudge the dollar, the dime, the cent, I give to such men as 

do not belong to me and to whom I do not belong. There is a class of persons to whom by all 

spiritual affinity I am bought and sold; for them I will go to prison, if need be; but your 

miscellaneous popular charities; the education at college of fools; the building of meeting-houses to 

the vain end to which many now stand; alms to sots; and the thousandfold Relief Societies; — 

though I confess with shame I sometimes succumb and give the dollar, it is a wicked dollar which by 

and by I shall have the manhood to withhold. 

 

Virtues are, in the popular estimate, rather the exception than the rule. There is the man and his 

virtues. Men do what is called a good action, as some piece of courage or charity, much as they 

would pay a fine in expiation of daily non-appearance on parade. Their works are done as an apology 

or extenuation of their living in the world, — as invalids and the insane pay a high board. Their 

virtues are penances. I do not wish to expiate, but to live. My life is for itself and not for a spectacle. 
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I much prefer that it should be of a lower strain, so it be genuine and equal, than that it should be 

glittering and unsteady. I wish it to be sound and sweet, and not to need diet and bleeding. I ask 

primary evidence that you are a man, and refuse this appeal from the man to his actions. I know that 

for myself it makes no difference whether I do or forbear those actions which are reckoned 

excellent. I cannot consent to pay for a privilege where I have intrinsic right. Few and mean as my 

gifts may be, I actually am, and do not need for my own assurance or the assurance of my fellows 

any secondary testimony. 

 

What I must do is all that concerns me, not what the people think. 

 

This rule, equally arduous in actual and in intellectual life, may serve for the whole distinction 

between greatness and meanness. It is the harder, because you will always find those who think they 

know what is your duty better than you know it. It is easy in the world to live after the world's 

opinion; it is easy in solitude to live after our own; but the great man is he who in the midst of the 

crowd keeps with perfect sweetness the independence of solitude. 

 

The objection to conforming to usages that have become dead to you is, that it scatters your force. It 

loses your time and blurs the impression of your character. If you maintain a dead church, contribute 

to a dead Bible-society, vote with a great party either for the government or against it, spread your 

table like base housekeepers, — under all these screens I have difficulty to detect the precise man 

you are. And, of course, so much force is withdrawn from your proper life. But do your work, and I 

shall know you. Do your work, and you shall reinforce yourself. A man must consider what a 

blindman's-buff is this game of conformity. If I know your sect, I anticipate your argument. I hear a 

preacher announce for his text and topic the expediency of one of the institutions of his church. Do 

I not know beforehand that not possibly can he say a new and spontaneous word? Do I not know 

that, with all this ostentation of examining the grounds of the institution, he will do no such thing? 

Do I not know that he is pledged to himself not to look but at one side, — the permitted side, not 

as a man, but as a parish minister? He is a retained attorney, and these airs of the bench are the 

emptiest affectation. Well, most men have bound their eyes with one or another handkerchief, and 
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attached themselves to some one of these communities of opinion. This conformity makes them not 

false in a few particulars, authors of a few lies, but false in all particulars. Their every truth is not 

quite true. Their two is not the real two, their four not the real four; so that every word they say 

chagrins us, and we know not where to begin to set them right. Meantime nature is not slow to 

equip us in the prison-uniform of the party to which we adhere. We come to wear one cut of face 

and figure, and acquire by degrees the gentlest asinine expression. There is a mortifying experience 

in particular, which does not fail to wreak itself also in the general history; I mean "the foolish face 

of praise," the forced smile which we put on in company where we do not feel at ease in answer to 

conversation which does not interest us. The muscles, not spontaneously moved, but moved by a 

low usurping wilfulness, grow tight about the outline of the face with the most disagreeable 

sensation. 

 

For nonconformity the world whips you with its displeasure. And therefore a man must know how 

to estimate a sour face. The by-standers look askance on him in the public street or in the friend's 

parlour. If this aversation had its origin in contempt and resistance like his own, he might well go 

home with a sad countenance; but the sour faces of the multitude, like their sweet faces, have no 

deep cause, but are put on and off as the wind blows and a newspaper directs. Yet is the discontent 

of the multitude more formidable than that of the senate and the college. It is easy enough for a firm 

man who knows the world to brook the rage of the cultivated classes. Their rage is decorous and 

prudent, for they are timid as being very vulnerable themselves. But when to their feminine rage the 

indignation of the people is added, when the ignorant and the poor are aroused, when the 

unintelligent brute force that lies at the bottom of society is made to growl and mow, it needs the 

habit of magnanimity and religion to treat it godlike as a trifle of no concernment. 

 

The other terror that scares us from self-trust is our consistency; a reverence for our past act or 

word, because the eyes of others have no other data for computing our orbit than our past acts, and 

we are loath to disappoint them. 
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But why should you keep your head over your shoulder? Why drag about this corpse of your 

memory, lest you contradict somewhat you have stated in this or that public place? Suppose you 

should contradict yourself; what then? It seems to be a rule of wisdom never to rely on your 

memory alone, scarcely even in acts of pure memory, but to bring the past for judgment into the 

thousand-eyed present, and live ever in a new day. In your metaphysics you have denied personality 

to the Deity: yet when the devout motions of the soul come, yield to them heart and life, though 

they should clothe God with shape and color. Leave your theory, as Joseph his coat in the hand of 

the harlot, and flee. 

 

A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds, adored by little statesmen and philosophers 

and divines. With consistency a great soul has simply nothing to do. He may as well concern himself 

with his shadow on the wall. Speak what you think now in hard words, and to-morrow speak what 

to-morrow thinks in hard words again, though it contradict every thing you said to-day. — 'Ah, so 

you shall be sure to be misunderstood.' — Is it so bad, then, to be misunderstood? Pythagoras was 

misunderstood, and Socrates, and Jesus, and Luther, and Copernicus, and Galileo, and Newton, and 

every pure and wise spirit that ever took flesh. To be great is to be misunderstood. 

 

I suppose no man can violate his nature. 

 

All the sallies of his will are rounded in by the law of his being, as the inequalities of Andes and 

Himmaleh are insignificant in the curve of the sphere. Nor does it matter how you gauge and try 

him. A character is like an acrostic or Alexandrian stanza; — read it forward, backward, or across, it 

still spells the same thing. In this pleasing, contrite wood-life which God allows me, let me record 

day by day my honest thought without prospect or retrospect, and, I cannot doubt, it will be found 

symmetrical, though I mean it not, and see it not. My book should smell of pines and resound with 

the hum of insects. The swallow over my window should interweave that thread or straw he carries 

in his bill into my web also. We pass for what we are. Character teaches above our wills. Men imagine 

that they communicate their virtue or vice only by overt actions, and do not see that virtue or vice 

emit a breath every moment. 
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There will be an agreement in whatever variety of actions, so they be each honest and natural in their 

hour. For of one will, the actions will be harmonious, however unlike they seem. These varieties are 

lost sight of at a little distance, at a little height of thought. One tendency unites them all. The 

voyage of the best ship is a zigzag line of a hundred tacks. See the line from a sufficient distance, and 

it straightens itself to the average tendency. Your genuine action will explain itself, and will explain 

your other genuine actions. Your conformity explains nothing. Act singly, and what you have already 

done singly will justify you now. Greatness appeals to the future. If I can be firm enough to-day to 

do right, and scorn eyes, I must have done so much right before as to defend me now. Be it how it 

will, do right now. Always scorn appearances, and you always may. The force of character is 

cumulative. All the foregone days of virtue work their health into this. What makes the majesty of 

the heroes of the senate and the field, which so fills the imagination? The consciousness of a train of 

great days and victories behind. They shed an united light on the advancing actor. He is attended as 

by a visible escort of angels. That is it which throws thunder into Chatham's voice, and dignity into 

Washington's port, and America into Adams's eye. Honor is venerable to us because it is no 

ephemeris. It is always ancient virtue. We worship it to-day because it is not of to-day. We love it and 

pay it homage, because it is not a trap for our love and homage, but is self-dependent, self-derived, 

and therefore of an old immaculate pedigree, even if shown in a young person. 

 

I hope in these days we have heard the last of conformity and consistency. Let the words be gazetted 

and ridiculous henceforward. Instead of the gong for dinner, let us hear a whistle from the Spartan 

fife. Let us never bow and apologize more. A great man is coming to eat at my house. I do not wish 

to please him; I wish that he should wish to please me. I will stand here for humanity, and though I 

would make it kind, I would make it true. Let us affront and reprimand the smooth mediocrity and 

squalid contentment of the times, and hurl in the face of custom, and trade, and office, the fact 

which is the upshot of all history, that there is a great responsible Thinker and Actor working 

wherever a man works; that a true man belongs to no other time or place, but is the centre of things. 

Where he is, there is nature. He measures you, and all men, and all events. Ordinarily, every body in 

society reminds us of somewhat else, or of some other person. Character, reality, reminds you of 
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nothing else; it takes place of the whole creation. The man must be so much, that he must make all 

circumstances indifferent. Every true man is a cause, a country, and an age; requires infinite spaces 

and numbers and time fully to accomplish his design; — and posterity seem to follow his steps as a 

train of clients. A man Caesar is born, and for ages after we have a Roman Empire. Christ is born, 

and millions of minds so grow and cleave to his genius, that he is confounded with virtue and the 

possible of man. An institution is the lengthened shadow of one man; as, Monachism, of the Hermit 

Antony; the Reformation, of Luther; Quakerism, of Fox; Methodism, of Wesley; Abolition, of 

Clarkson. Scipio, Milton called "the height of Rome"; and all history resolves itself very easily into 

the biography of a few stout and earnest persons. 

 

Let a man then know his worth, and keep things under his feet. Let him not peep or steal, or skulk 

up and down with the air of a charity-boy, a bastard, or an interloper, in the world which exists for 

him. But the man in the street, finding no worth in himself which corresponds to the force which 

built a tower or sculptured a marble god, feels poor when he looks on these. To him a palace, a 

statue, or a costly book have an alien and forbidding air, much like a gay equipage, and seem to say 

like that, 'Who are you, Sir?' Yet they all are his, suitors for his notice, petitioners to his faculties that 

they will come out and take possession. The picture waits for my verdict: it is not to command me, 

but I am to settle its claims to praise. That popular fable of the sot who was picked up dead drunk in 

the street, carried to the duke's house, washed and dressed and laid in the duke's bed, and, on his 

waking, treated with all obsequious ceremony like the duke, and assured that he had been insane, 

owes its popularity to the fact, that it symbolizes so well the state of man, who is in the world a sort 

of sot, but now and then wakes up, exercises his reason, and finds himself a true prince. 

 

Our reading is mendicant and sycophantic. In history, our imagination plays us false. Kingdom and 

lordship, power and estate, are a gaudier vocabulary than private John and Edward in a small house 

and common day's work; but the things of life are the same to both; the sum total of both is the 

same. Why all this deference to Alfred, and Scanderbeg, and Gustavus? Suppose they were virtuous; 

did they wear out virtue? As great a stake depends on your private act to-day, as followed their public 
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and renowned steps. When private men shall act with original views, the lustre will be transferred 

from the actions of kings to those of gentlemen. 

 

The world has been instructed by its kings, who have so magnetized the eyes of nations. It has been 

taught by this colossal symbol the mutual reverence that is due from man to man. The joyful loyalty 

with which men have everywhere suffered the king, the noble, or the great proprietor to walk among 

them by a law of his own, make his own scale of men and things, and reverse theirs, pay for benefits 

not with money but with honor, and represent the law in his person, was the hieroglyphic by which 

they obscurely signified their consciousness of their own right and comeliness, the right of every 

man. 

 

The magnetism which all original action exerts is explained when we inquire the reason of self-trust. 

Who is the Trustee? What is the aboriginal Self, on which a universal reliance may be grounded? 

What is the nature and power of that science-baffling star, without parallax, without calculable 

elements, which shoots a ray of beauty even into trivial and impure actions, if the least mark of 

independence appear? The inquiry leads us to that source, at once the essence of genius, of virtue, 

and of life, which we call Spontaneity or Instinct. We denote this primary wisdom as Intuition, whilst 

all later teachings are tuitions. In that deep force, the last fact behind which analysis cannot go, all 

things find their common origin. For, the sense of being which in calm hours rises, we know not 

how, in the soul, is not diverse from things, from space, from light, from time, from man, but one 

with them, and proceeds obviously from the same source whence their life and being also proceed. 

We first share the life by which things exist, and afterwards see them as appearances in nature, and 

forget that we have shared their cause. Here is the fountain of action and of thought. Here are the 

lungs of that inspiration which giveth man wisdom, and which cannot be denied without impiety and 

atheism. We lie in the lap of immense intelligence, which makes us receivers of its truth and organs 

of its activity. When we discern justice, when we discern truth, we do nothing of ourselves, but allow 

a passage to its beams. If we ask whence this comes, if we seek to pry into the soul that causes, all 

philosophy is at fault. Its presence or its absence is all we can affirm. Every man discriminates 

between the voluntary acts of his mind, and his involuntary perceptions, and knows that to his 
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involuntary perceptions a perfect faith is due. He may err in the expression of them, but he knows 

that these things are so, like day and night, not to be disputed. My wilful actions and acquisitions are 

but roving; — the idlest reverie, the faintest native emotion, command my curiosity and respect. 

Thoughtless people contradict as readily the statement of perceptions as of opinions, or rather much 

more readily; for, they do not distinguish between perception and notion. They fancy that I choose 

to see this or that thing. But perception is not whimsical, but fatal. If I see a trait, my children will 

see it after me, and in course of time, all mankind, — although it may chance that no one has seen it 

before me. For my perception of it is as much a fact as the sun. 

 

The relations of the soul to the divine spirit are so pure, that it is profane to seek to interpose helps. 

It must be that when God speaketh he should communicate, not one thing, but all things; should fill 

the world with his voice; should scatter forth light, nature, time, souls, from the centre of the present 

thought; and new date and new create the whole. Whenever a mind is simple, and receives a divine 

wisdom, old things pass away, — means, teachers, texts, temples fall; it lives now, and absorbs past 

and future into the present hour. All things are made sacred by relation to it, — one as much as 

another. All things are dissolved to their centre by their cause, and, in the universal miracle, petty and 

particular miracles disappear. If, therefore, a man claims to know and speak of God, and carries you 

backward to the phraseology of some old mouldered nation in another country, in another world, 

believe him not. Is the acorn better than the oak which is its fulness and completion? Is the parent 

better than the child into whom he has cast his ripened being? Whence, then, this worship of the 

past? The centuries are conspirators against the sanity and authority of the soul. Time and space are 

but physiological colors which the eye makes, but the soul is light; where it is, is day; where it was, is 

night; and history is an impertinence and an injury, if it be any thing more than a cheerful apologue 

or parable of my being and becoming. 

 

Man is timid and apologetic; he is no longer upright; he dares not say 'I think,' 'I am,' but quotes 

some saint or sage. He is ashamed before the blade of grass or the blowing rose. These roses under 

my window make no reference to former roses or to better ones; they are for what they are; they 

exist with God to-day. There is no time to them. There is simply the rose; it is perfect in every 
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moment of its existence. Before a leaf-bud has burst, its whole life acts; in the full-blown flower 

there is no more; in the leafless root there is no less. Its nature is satisfied, and it satisfies nature, in 

all moments alike. But man postpones or remembers; he does not live in the present, but with 

reverted eye laments the past, or, heedless of the riches that surround him, stands on tiptoe to 

foresee the future. He cannot be happy and strong until he too lives with nature in the present, 

above time. 

 

This should be plain enough. Yet see what strong intellects dare not yet hear God himself, unless he 

speak the phraseology of I know not what David, or Jeremiah, or Paul. We shall not always set so 

great a price on a few texts, on a few lives. We are like children who repeat by rote the sentences of 

grandames and tutors, and, as they grow older, of the men of talents and character they chance to 

see, — painfully recollecting the exact words they spoke; afterwards, when they come into the point 

of view which those had who uttered these sayings, they understand them, and are willing to let the 

words go; for, at any time, they can use words as good when occasion comes. If we live truly, we 

shall see truly. It is as easy for the strong man to be strong, as it is for the weak to be weak. When we 

have new perception, we shall gladly disburden the memory of its hoarded treasures as old rubbish. 

When a man lives with God, his voice shall be as sweet as the murmur of the brook and the rustle of 

the corn. 

 

And now at last the highest truth on this subject remains unsaid; probably cannot be said; for all that 

we say is the far-off remembering of the intuition. That thought, by what I can now nearest 

approach to say it, is this. When good is near you, when you have life in yourself, it is not by any 

known or accustomed way; you shall not discern the foot-prints of any other; you shall not see the 

face of man; you shall not hear any name;—— the way, the thought, the good, shall be wholly 

strange and new. It shall exclude example and experience. You take the way from man, not to man. 

All persons that ever existed are its forgotten ministers. Fear and hope are alike beneath it. There is 

somewhat low even in hope. In the hour of vision, there is nothing that can be called gratitude, nor 

properly joy. The soul raised over passion beholds identity and eternal causation, perceives the 

self-existence of Truth and Right, and calms itself with knowing that all things go well. Vast spaces 
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of nature, the Atlantic Ocean, the South Sea, — long intervals of time, years, centuries, — are of no 

account. This which I think and feel underlay every former state of life and circumstances, as it does 

underlie my present, and what is called life, and what is called death. 

 

Life only avails, not the having lived. 

Power ceases in the instant of repose; it resides in the moment of transition from a past to a new 

state, in the shooting of the gulf, in the darting to an aim. This one fact the world hates, that the soul 

becomes; for that for ever degrades the past, turns all riches to poverty, all reputation to a shame, 

confounds the saint with the rogue, shoves Jesus and Judas equally aside. Why, then, do we prate of 

self-reliance? Inasmuch as the soul is present, there will be power not confident but agent. To talk of 

reliance is a poor external way of speaking. Speak rather of that which relies, because it works and is. 

Who has more obedience than I masters me, though he should not raise his finger. Round him I 

must revolve by the gravitation of spirits. We fancy it rhetoric, when we speak of eminent virtue. We 

do not yet see that virtue is Height, and that a man or a company of men, plastic and permeable to 

principles, by the law of nature must overpower and ride all cities, nations, kings, rich men, poets, 

who are not. 

 

This is the ultimate fact which we so quickly reach on this, as on every topic, the resolution of all 

into the ever-blessed ONE. Self-existence is the attribute of the Supreme Cause, and it constitutes 

the measure of good by the degree in which it enters into all lower forms. All things real are so by so 

much virtue as they contain. Commerce, husbandry, hunting, whaling, war, eloquence, personal 

weight, are somewhat, and engage my respect as examples of its presence and impure action. I see 

the same law working in nature for conservation and growth. Power is in nature the essential 

measure of right. Nature suffers nothing to remain in her kingdoms which cannot help itself. The 

genesis and maturation of a planet, its poise and orbit, the bended tree recovering itself from the 

strong wind, the vital resources of every animal and vegetable, are demonstrations of the 

self-sufficing, and therefore self-relying soul. 
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Thus all concentrates: let us not rove; let us sit at home with the cause. Let us stun and astonish the 

intruding rabble of men and books and institutions, by a simple declaration of the divine fact. Bid 

the invaders take the shoes from off their feet, for God is here within. Let our simplicity judge them, 

and our docility to our own law demonstrate the poverty of nature and fortune beside our native 

riches. 

 

But now we are a mob. Man does not stand in awe of man, nor is his genius admonished to stay at 

home, to put itself in communication with the internal ocean, but it goes abroad to beg a cup of 

water of the urns of other men. We must go alone. I like the silent church before the service begins, 

better than any preaching. How far off, how cool, how chaste the persons look, begirt each one with 

a precinct or sanctuary! So let us always sit. Why should we assume the faults of our friend, or wife, 

or father, or child, because they sit around our hearth, or are said to have the same blood? All men 

have my blood, and I have all men's. Not for that will I adopt their petulance or folly, even to the 

extent of being ashamed of it. But your isolation must not be mechanical, but spiritual, that is, must 

be elevation. At times the whole world seems to be in conspiracy to importune you with emphatic 

trifles. Friend, client, child, sickness, fear, want, charity, all knock at once at thy closet door, and say, 

— 'Come out unto us.' But keep thy state; come not into their confusion. The power men possess to 

annoy me, I give them by a weak curiosity. No man can come near me but through my act. "What 

we love that we have, but by desire we bereave ourselves of the love." 

 

If we cannot at once rise to the sanctities of obedience and faith, let us at least resist our 

temptations; let us enter into the state of war, and wake Thor and Woden, courage and constancy, in 

our Saxon breasts. This is to be done in our smooth times by speaking the truth. Check this lying 

hospitality and lying affection. Live no longer to the expectation of these deceived and deceiving 

people with whom we converse. Say to them, O father, O mother, O wife, O brother, O friend, I 

have lived with you after appearances hitherto. Henceforward I am the truth's. Be it known unto you 

that henceforward I obey no law less than the eternal law. I will have no covenants but proximities. I 

shall endeavour to nourish my parents, to support my family, to be the chaste husband of one wife, 

— but these relations I must fill after a new and unprecedented way. I appeal from your customs. I 

Mater Amabilis English Level 6​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ 14 



 

must be myself. I cannot break myself any longer for you, or you. If you can love me for what I am, 

we shall be the happier. If you cannot, I will still seek to deserve that you should. I will not hide my 

tastes or aversions. I will so trust that what is deep is holy, that I will do strongly before the sun and 

moon whatever inly rejoices me, and the heart appoints. If you are noble, I will love you; if you are 

not, I will not hurt you and myself by hypocritical attentions. If you are true, but not in the same 

truth with me, cleave to your companions; I will seek my own. I do this not selfishly, but humbly and 

truly. It is alike your interest, and mine, and all men's, however long we have dwelt in lies, to live in 

truth. Does this sound harsh to-day? You will soon love what is dictated by your nature as well as 

mine, and, if we follow the truth, it will bring us out safe at last. — But so you may give these friends 

pain. Yes, but I cannot sell my liberty and my power, to save their sensibility. Besides, all persons 

have their moments of reason, when they look out into the region of absolute truth; then will they 

justify me, and do the same thing. 

 

The populace think that your rejection of popular standards is a rejection of all standard, and mere 

antinomianism; and the bold sensualist will use the name of philosophy to gild his crimes. But the 

law of consciousness abides. There are two confessionals, in one or the other of which we must be 

shriven. You may fulfil your round of duties by clearing yourself in the direct, or in the reflex way. 

Consider whether you have satisfied your relations to father, mother, cousin, neighbour, town, cat, 

and dog; whether any of these can upbraid you. But I may also neglect this reflex standard, and 

absolve me to myself. I have my own stern claims and perfect circle. It denies the name of duty to 

many offices that are called duties. But if I can discharge its debts, it enables me to dispense with the 

popular code. If any one imagines that this law is lax, let him keep its commandment one day. 

 

And truly it demands something godlike in him who has cast off the common motives of humanity, 

and has ventured to trust himself for a taskmaster. High be his heart, faithful his will, clear his sight, 

that he may in good earnest be doctrine, society, law, to himself, that a simple purpose may be to 

him as strong as iron necessity is to others! 
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If any man consider the present aspects of what is called by distinction society, he will see the need 

of these ethics. The sinew and heart of man seem to be drawn out, and we are become timorous, 

desponding whimperers. We are afraid of truth, afraid of fortune, afraid of death, and afraid of each 

other. Our age yields no great and perfect persons. We want men and women who shall renovate life 

and our social state, but we see that most natures are insolvent, cannot satisfy their own wants, have 

an ambition out of all proportion to their practical force, and do lean and beg day and night 

continually. Our housekeeping is mendicant, our arts, our occupations, our marriages, our religion, 

we have not chosen, but society has chosen for us. We are parlour soldiers. We shun the rugged 

battle of fate, where strength is born. 

 

If our young men miscarry in their first enterprises, they lose all heart. 

If the young merchant fails, men say he is ruined. If the finest genius studies at one of our colleges, 

and is not installed in an office within one year afterwards in the cities or suburbs of Boston or New 

York, it seems to his friends and to himself that he is right in being disheartened, and in complaining 

the rest of his life. A sturdy lad from New Hampshire or Vermont, who in turn tries all the 

professions, who teams it, farms it, peddles, keeps a school, preaches, edits a newspaper, goes to 

Congress, buys a township, and so forth, in successive years, and always, like a cat, falls on his feet, is 

worth a hundred of these city dolls. He walks abreast with his days, and feels no shame in not 

'studying a profession,' for he does not postpone his life, but lives already. He has not one chance, 

but a hundred chances. Let a Stoic open the resources of man, and tell men they are not leaning 

willows, but can and must detach themselves; that with the exercise of self-trust, new powers shall 

appear; that a man is the word made flesh, born to shed healing to the nations, that he should be 

ashamed of our compassion, and that the moment he acts from himself, tossing the laws, the books, 

idolatries, and customs out of the window, we pity him no more, but thank and revere him, — and 

that teacher shall restore the life of man to splendor, and make his name dear to all history. 

 

It is easy to see that a greater self-reliance must work a revolution in all the offices and relations of 

men; in their religion; in their education; in their pursuits; their modes of living; their association; in 

their property; in their speculative views. 
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1. In what prayers do men allow themselves! That which they call a holy office is not so much as 

brave and manly. Prayer looks abroad and asks for some foreign addition to come through some 

foreign virtue, and loses itself in endless mazes of natural and supernatural, and mediatorial and 

miraculous. Prayer that craves a particular commodity, — any thing less than all good, — is vicious. 

Prayer is the contemplation of the facts of life from the highest point of view. It is the soliloquy of a 

beholding and jubilant soul. It is the spirit of God pronouncing his works good. But prayer as a 

means to effect a private end is meanness and theft. It supposes dualism and not unity in nature and 

consciousness. As soon as the man is at one with God, he will not beg. He will then see prayer in all 

action. The prayer of the farmer kneeling in his field to weed it, the prayer of the rower kneeling 

with the stroke of his oar, are true prayers heard throughout nature, though for cheap ends. 

Caratach, in Fletcher's Bonduca, when admonished to inquire the mind of the god Audate, replies, 

— 

 

"His hidden meaning lies in our endeavours; 

Our valors are our best gods." 

 

Another sort of false prayers are our regrets. Discontent is the want of self-reliance: it is infirmity of 

will. Regret calamities, if you can thereby help the sufferer; if not, attend your own work, and already 

the evil begins to be repaired. Our sympathy is just as base. We come to them who weep foolishly, 

and sit down and cry for company, instead of imparting to them truth and health in rough electric 

shocks, putting them once more in communication with their own reason. The secret of fortune is 

joy in our hands. Welcome evermore to gods and men is the self-helping man. For him all doors are 

flung wide: him all tongues greet, all honors crown, all eyes follow with desire. Our love goes out to 

him and embraces him, because he did not need it. We solicitously and apologetically caress and 

celebrate him, because he held on his way and scorned our disapprobation. The gods love him 

because men hated him. "To the persevering mortal," said Zoroaster, "the blessed Immortals are 

swift." 

 

Mater Amabilis English Level 6​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ 17 



 

As men's prayers are a disease of the will, so are their creeds a disease of the intellect. They say with 

those foolish Israelites, 'Let not God speak to us, lest we die. Speak thou, speak any man with us, 

and we will obey.' Everywhere I am hindered of meeting God in my brother, because he has shut his 

own temple doors, and recites fables merely of his brother's, or his brother's brother's God. Every 

new mind is a new classification. If it prove a mind of uncommon activity and power, a Locke, a 

Lavoisier, a Hutton, a Bentham, a Fourier, it imposes its classification on other men, and lo! a new 

system. In proportion to the depth of the thought, and so to the number of the objects it touches 

and brings within reach of the pupil, is his complacency. But chiefly is this apparent in creeds and 

churches, which are also classifications of some powerful mind acting on the elemental thought of 

duty, and man's relation to the Highest. Such is Calvinism, Quakerism, Swedenborgism. The pupil 

takes the same delight in subordinating every thing to the new terminology, as a girl who has just 

learned botany in seeing a new earth and new seasons thereby. It will happen for a time, that the 

pupil will find his intellectual power has grown by the study of his master's mind. But in all 

unbalanced minds, the classification is idolized, passes for the end, and not for a speedily exhaustible 

means, so that the walls of the system blend to their eye in the remote horizon with the walls of the 

universe; the luminaries of heaven seem to them hung on the arch their master built. They cannot 

imagine how you aliens have any right to see, — how you can see; 'It must be somehow that you 

stole the light from us.' They do not yet perceive, that light, unsystematic, indomitable, will break 

into any cabin, even into theirs. Let them chirp awhile and call it their own. If they are honest and do 

well, presently their neat new pinfold will be too strait and low, will crack, will lean, will rot and 

vanish, and the immortal light, all young and joyful, million-orbed, million-colored, will beam over 

the universe as on the first morning. 

 

2. It is for want of self-culture that the superstition of Travelling, whose idols are Italy, England, 

Egypt, retains its fascination for all educated Americans. They who made England, Italy, or Greece 

venerable in the imagination did so by sticking fast where they were, like an axis of the earth. In 

manly hours, we feel that duty is our place. The soul is no traveller; the wise man stays at home, and 

when his necessities, his duties, on any occasion call him from his house, or into foreign lands, he is 

at home still, and shall make men sensible by the expression of his countenance, that he goes the 
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missionary of wisdom and virtue, and visits cities and men like a sovereign, and not like an interloper 

or a valet. 

 

I have no churlish objection to the circumnavigation of the globe, for the purposes of art, of study, 

and benevolence, so that the man is first domesticated, or does not go abroad with the hope of 

finding somewhat greater than he knows. He who travels to be amused, or to get somewhat which 

he does not carry, travels away from himself, and grows old even in youth among old things. In 

Thebes, in Palmyra, his will and mind have become old and dilapidated as they. He carries ruins to 

ruins. 

 

Travelling is a fool's paradise. Our first journeys discover to us the indifference of places. At home I 

dream that at Naples, at Rome, I can be intoxicated with beauty, and lose my sadness. I pack my 

trunk, embrace my friends, embark on the sea, and at last wake up in Naples, and there beside me is 

the stern fact, the sad self, unrelenting, identical, that I fled from. I seek the Vatican, and the palaces. 

I affect to be intoxicated with sights and suggestions, but I am not intoxicated. My giant goes with 

me wherever I go. 

 

3. But the rage of travelling is a symptom of a deeper unsoundness affecting the whole intellectual 

action. The intellect is vagabond, and our system of education fosters restlessness. Our minds travel 

when our bodies are forced to stay at home. We imitate; and what is imitation but the travelling of 

the mind? Our houses are built with foreign taste; our shelves are garnished with foreign ornaments; 

our opinions, our tastes, our faculties, lean, and follow the Past and the Distant. The soul created the 

arts wherever they have flourished. It was in his own mind that the artist sought his model. It was an 

application of his own thought to the thing to be done and the conditions to be observed. And why 

need we copy the Doric or the Gothic model? Beauty, convenience, grandeur of thought, and quaint 

expression are as near to us as to any, and if the American artist will study with hope and love the 

precise thing to be done by him, considering the climate, the soil, the length of the day, the wants of 

the people, the habit and form of the government, he will create a house in which all these will find 

themselves fitted, and taste and sentiment will be satisfied also. 
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Insist on yourself; never imitate. Your own gift you can present every moment with the cumulative 

force of a whole life's cultivation; but of the adopted talent of another, you have only an 

extemporaneous, half possession. That which each can do best, none but his Maker can teach him. 

No man yet knows what it is, nor can, till that person has exhibited it. Where is the master who 

could have taught Shakspeare? Where is the master who could have instructed Franklin, or 

Washington, or Bacon, or Newton? Every great man is a unique. The Scipionism of Scipio is 

precisely that part he could not borrow. Shakspeare will never be made by the study of Shakspeare. 

Do that which is assigned you, and you cannot hope too much or dare too much. There is at this 

moment for you an utterance brave and grand as that of the colossal chisel of Phidias, or trowel of 

the Egyptians, or the pen of Moses, or Dante, but different from all these. Not possibly will the soul 

all rich, all eloquent, with thousand-cloven tongue, deign to repeat itself; but if you can hear what 

these patriarchs say, surely you can reply to them in the same pitch of voice; for the ear and the 

tongue are two organs of one nature. Abide in the simple and noble regions of thy life, obey thy 

heart, and thou shalt reproduce the Foreworld again. 

 

4. As our Religion, our Education, our Art look abroad, so does our spirit of society. All men plume 

themselves on the improvement of society, and no man improves. 

 

Society never advances. It recedes as fast on one side as it gains on the other. It undergoes continual 

changes; it is barbarous, it is civilized, it is christianized, it is rich, it is scientific; but this change is not 

amelioration. For every thing that is given, something is taken. Society acquires new arts, and loses 

old instincts. What a contrast between the well-clad, reading, writing, thinking American, with a 

watch, a pencil, and a bill of exchange in his pocket, and the naked New Zealander, whose property 

is a club, a spear, a mat, and an undivided twentieth of a shed to sleep under! But compare the health 

of the two men, and you shall see that the white man has lost his aboriginal strength. If the traveller 

tell us truly, strike the savage with a broad axe, and in a day or two the flesh shall unite and heal as if 

you struck the blow into soft pitch, and the same blow shall send the white to his grave. 
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The civilized man has built a coach, but has lost the use of his feet. He is supported on crutches, but 

lacks so much support of muscle. He has a fine Geneva watch, but he fails of the skill to tell the 

hour by the sun. A Greenwich nautical almanac he has, and so being sure of the information when 

he wants it, the man in the street does not know a star in the sky. The solstice he does not observe; 

the equinox he knows as little; and the whole bright calendar of the year is without a dial in his mind. 

His note-books impair his memory; his libraries overload his wit; the insurance-office increases the 

number of accidents; and it may be a question whether machinery does not encumber; whether we 

have not lost by refinement some energy, by a Christianity entrenched in establishments and forms, 

some vigor of wild virtue. For every Stoic was a Stoic; but in Christendom where is the Christian? 

 

There is no more deviation in the moral standard than in the standard of height or bulk. No greater 

men are now than ever were. A singular equality may be observed between the great men of the first 

and of the last ages; nor can all the science, art, religion, and philosophy of the nineteenth century 

avail to educate greater men than Plutarch's heroes, three or four and twenty centuries ago. Not in 

time is the race progressive. Phocion, Socrates, Anaxagoras, Diogenes, are great men, but they leave 

no class. He who is really of their class will not be called by their name, but will be his own man, 

and, in his turn, the founder of a sect. The arts and inventions of each period are only its costume, 

and do not invigorate men. The harm of the improved machinery may compensate its good. 

Hudson and Behring accomplished so much in their fishing-boats, as to astonish Parry and Franklin, 

whose equipment exhausted the resources of science and art. Galileo, with an opera-glass, 

discovered a more splendid series of celestial phenomena than any one since. Columbus found the 

New World in an undecked boat. It is curious to see the periodical disuse and perishing of means 

and machinery, which were introduced with loud laudation a few years or centuries before. The great 

genius returns to essential man. We reckoned the improvements of the art of war among the 

triumphs of science, and yet Napoleon conquered Europe by the bivouac, which consisted of falling 

back on naked valor, and disencumbering it of all aids. The Emperor held it impossible to make a 

perfect army, says Las Casas, "without abolishing our arms, magazines, commissaries, and carriages, 

until, in imitation of the Roman custom, the soldier should receive his supply of corn, grind it in his 

hand-mill, and bake his bread himself." 
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Society is a wave. The wave moves onward, but the water of which it is composed does not. The 

same particle does not rise from the valley to the ridge. Its unity is only phenomenal. The persons 

who make up a nation to-day, next year die, and their experience with them. 

 

And so the reliance on Property, including the reliance on governments which protect it, is the want 

of self-reliance. Men have looked away from themselves and at things so long, that they have come 

to esteem the religious, learned, and civil institutions as guards of property, and they deprecate 

assaults on these, because they feel them to be assaults on property. They measure their esteem of 

each other by what each has, and not by what each is. But a cultivated man becomes ashamed of his 

property, out of new respect for his nature. Especially he hates what he has, if he see that it is 

accidental, — came to him by inheritance, or gift, or crime; then he feels that it is not having; it does 

not belong to him, has no root in him, and merely lies there, because no revolution or no robber 

takes it away. But that which a man is does always by necessity acquire, and what the man acquires is 

living property, which does not wait the beck of rulers, or mobs, or revolutions, or fire, or storm, or 

bankruptcies, but perpetually renews itself wherever the man breathes. "Thy lot or portion of life," 

said the Caliph Ali, "is seeking after thee; therefore be at rest from seeking after it." Our dependence 

on these foreign goods leads us to our slavish respect for numbers. The political parties meet in 

numerous conventions; the greater the concourse, and with each new uproar of announcement, The 

delegation from Essex! The Democrats from New Hampshire! The Whigs of Maine! the young 

patriot feels himself stronger than before by a new thousand of eyes and arms. In like manner the 

reformers summon conventions, and vote and resolve in multitude. Not so, O friends! will the God 

deign to enter and inhabit you, but by a method precisely the reverse. It is only as a man puts off all 

foreign support, and stands alone, that I see him to be strong and to prevail. He is weaker by every 

recruit to his banner. Is not a man better than a town? Ask nothing of men, and in the endless 

mutation, thou only firm column must presently appear the upholder of all that surrounds thee. He 

who knows that power is inborn, that he is weak because he has looked for good out of him and 

elsewhere, and so perceiving, throws himself unhesitatingly on his thought, instantly rights himself, 
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stands in the erect position, commands his limbs, works miracles; just as a man who stands on his 

feet is stronger than a man who stands on his head. 

 

So use all that is called Fortune. Most men gamble with her, and gain all, and lose all, as her wheel 

rolls. But do thou leave as unlawful these winnings, and deal with Cause and Effect, the chancellors 

of God. In the Will work and acquire, and thou hast chained the wheel of Chance, and shalt sit 

hereafter out of fear from her rotations. A political victory, a rise of rents, the recovery of your sick, 

or the return of your absent friend, or some other favorable event, raises your spirits, and you think 

good days are preparing for you. Do not believe it. Nothing can bring you peace but yourself. 

Nothing can bring you peace but the triumph of principles.  
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Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862) 

 

WALKING 

 

I wish to speak a word for Nature, for absolute freedom and wildness, as contrasted with a freedom 

and culture merely civil,--to regard man as an inhabitant, or a part and parcel of Nature, rather than 

a member of society. I wish to make an extreme statement, if so I may make an emphatic one, for 

there are enough champions of civilization: the minister and the school-committee, and every one of 

you will take care of that. 

 

* * * * * 

 

I have met with but one or two persons in the course of my life who understood the art of Walking, 

that is, of taking walks,--who had a genius, so to speak, for _sauntering_: which word is beautifully 

derived "from idle people who roved about the country, in the Middle Ages, and asked charity, under 

pretence of going _a la Sainte Terre_" to the Holy Land, till the children exclaimed, "There goes a 

_Sainte-Terrer_," a Saunterer,--a Holy-Lander. They who never go to the Holy Land in their walks, 

as they pretend, are indeed mere idlers and vagabonds; but they who do go there are saunterers in 

the good sense, such as I mean. Some, however, would derive the word from _sans terre_, without 

land or a home, which, therefore, in the good sense, will mean, having no particular home, but 

equally at home everywhere. For this is the secret of successful sauntering. He who sits still in a 

house all the time may be the greatest vagrant of all; but the saunterer, in the good sense, is no more 

vagrant than the meandering river, which is all the while sedulously seeking the shortest course to 

the sea. But I prefer the first, which, indeed, is the most probable derivation. For every walk is a sort 

of crusade, preached by some Peter the Hermit in us, to go forth and reconquer this Holy Land 

from the hands of the Infidels. 

 

It is true, we are but faint-hearted crusaders, even the walkers, nowadays, who undertake no 

persevering, never-ending enterprises. Our expeditions are but tours, and come round again at 
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evening to the old hearth-side from which we set out. Half the walk is but retracing our steps. We 

should go forth on the shortest walk, perchance, in the spirit of undying adventure, never to 

return,--prepared to send back our embalmed hearts only as relics to our desolate kingdoms. If you 

are ready to leave father and mother, and brother and sister, and wife and child and friends, and 

never see them again,--if you have paid your debts, and made your will, and settled all your affairs, 

and are a free man, then you are ready for a walk. 

 

To come down to my own experience, my companion and I, for I sometimes have a companion, 

take pleasure in fancying ourselves knights of a new, or rather an old, order,--not Equestrians or 

Chevaliers, not Ritters or riders, but Walkers, a still more ancient and honorable class, I trust. The 

chivalric and heroic spirit which once belonged to the Rider seems now to reside in, or perchance to 

have subsided into, the Walker,--not the Knight, but Walker Errant. He is a sort of fourth estate, 

outside of Church and State and People. 

 

We have felt that we almost alone hereabouts practised this noble art; though, to tell the truth, at 

least, if their own assertions are to be received, moat of my townsmen would fain walk sometimes, as 

I do, but they cannot. No wealth can buy the requisite leisure, freedom, and independence, which are 

the capital in this profession. 

 

It comes only by the grace of God. It requires a direct dispensation from Heaven to become a 

walker. You must be born into the family of the Walkers. _Ambulator nascitur, non fit._ Some of my 

townsmen, it is true, can remember and have described to me some walks which they took ten years 

ago, in which they were so blessed as to lose themselves for half an hour in the woods; but I know 

very well that they have confined themselves to the highway ever since, whatever pretensions they 

may make to belong to this select class. No doubt they were elevated for a moment as by the 

reminiscence of a previous state of existence, when even they were foresters and outlaws. 

 

"When he came to grene wode, 

In a mery mornynge, 
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There he herde the notes small 

Of byrdes mery syngynge. 

"It is ferre gone, sayd Robyn, 

That I was last here; 

Me lyste a lytell for to shote 

At the donne dere." 

I think that I cannot preserve my health and spirits, unless I spend four hours a day at least,--and it is 

commonly more than that,--sauntering through the woods and over the hills and fields, absolutely 

free from all worldly engagements. You may safely say, A penny for your thoughts, or a thousand 

pounds. When sometimes I am reminded that the mechanics and shopkeepers stay in their shops 

not only all the forenoon, but all the afternoon too, sitting with crossed legs, so many of them,--as if 

the legs were made to sit upon, and not to stand or walk upon,--I think that they deserve some 

credit for not having all committed suicide long ago. 

 

I, who cannot stay in my chamber for a single day without acquiring some rust, and when sometimes 

I have stolen forth for a walk at the eleventh hour of four o'clock in the afternoon, too late to 

redeem the day, when the shades of night were already beginning to be mingled with the daylight, 

have felt as if I had committed some sin to be atoned for,--I confess that I am astonished at the 

power of endurance, to say nothing of the moral insensibility, of my neighbors who confine 

themselves to shops and offices the whole day for weeks and months, ay, and years almost together. 

I know not what manner of stuff they are of,--sitting there now at three o'clock in the afternoon, as 

if it were three o'clock in the morning. Bonaparte may talk of the three-o'clock-in-the-morning 

courage, but it is nothing to the courage which can sit down cheerfully at this hour in the afternoon 

over against one's self whom you have known all the morning, to starve out a garrison to whom you 

are bound by such strong ties of sympathy. I wonder that about this time, or say between four and 

five o'clock in the afternoon, too late for the morning papers and too early for the evening ones, 

there is not a general explosion heard up and down the street, scattering a legion of antiquated and 

house-bred notions and whims to the four winds for an airing,--and so the evil cure itself. 
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How womankind, who are confined to the house still more than men, stand it I do not know; but I 

have ground to suspect that most of them do not _stand_ it at all. When, early in a summer 

afternoon, we have been shaking the dust of the village from the skirts of our garments, making 

haste past those houses with purely Doric or Gothic fronts, which have such an air of repose about 

them, my companion whispers that probably about these times their occupants are all gone to bed. 

 

Then it is that I appreciate the beauty and the glory of architecture, which itself never turns in, but 

forever stands out and erect, keeping watch over the slumberers. 

 

No doubt temperament, and, above all, age, have a good deal to do with it. As a man grows older, 

his ability to sit still and follow indoor occupations increases. He grows vespertinal in his habits as 

the evening of life approaches, till at last he comes forth only just before sundown, and gets all the 

walk that he requires in half an hour. 

 

But the walking of which I speak has nothing in it akin to taking exercise, as it is called, as the sick 

take medicine at stated hours,--as the swinging of dumb-bells or chairs; but is itself the enterprise 

and adventure of the day. If you would get exercise, go in search of the springs of life. Think of a 

man's swinging dumb-bells for his health, when those springs are bubbling up in far-off pastures 

unsought by him! 

 

Moreover, you must walk like a camel, which is said to be the only beast which ruminates when 

walking. When a traveller asked Wordsworth's servant to show him her master's study, she answered, 

"Here is his library, but his study is out of doors." 

 

Living much out of doors, in the sun and wind, will no doubt produce a certain roughness of 

character,--will cause a thicker cuticle to grow over some of the finer qualities of our nature, as on 

the face and hands, or as severe manual labor robs the hands of some of their delicacy of touch. So 

staying in the house, on the other hand, may produce a softness and smoothness, not to say thinness 

of skin, accompanied by an increased sensibility to certain impressions. Perhaps we should be more 
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susceptible to some influences important to our intellectual and moral growth, if the sun had shone 

and the wind blown on us a little less; and no doubt it is a nice matter to proportion rightly the thick 

and thin skin. But methinks that is a scurf that will fall off fast enough,--that the natural remedy is to 

be found in the proportion which the night bears to the day, the winter to the summer, thought to 

experience. There will be so much the more air and sunshine in our thoughts. The callous palms of 

the laborer are conversant with finer tissues of self-respect and heroism, whose touch thrills the 

heart, than the languid fingers of idleness. That is mere sentimentality that lies abed by day and 

thinks itself white, far from the tan and callus of experience. 

 

When we walk, we naturally go to the fields and woods: what would become of us, if we walked only 

in a garden or a mall? Even some sects of philosophers have felt the necessity of importing the 

woods to themselves, since they did not go to the woods. "They planted groves and walks of 

Platanes," where they took _subdiales ambulationes_ in porticos open to the air. Of course it is of 

no use to direct our steps to the woods, if they do not carry us thither. I am alarmed when it 

happens that I have walked a mile into the woods bodily, without getting there in spirit. In my 

afternoon walk I would fain forget all my morning occupations and my obligations to society. But it 

sometimes happens that I cannot easily shake off the village. The thought of some work will run in 

my head, and I am not where my body is,--I am out of my senses. In my walks I would fain return to 

my senses. 

 

What business have I in the woods, if I am thinking of something out of the woods? I suspect 

myself, and cannot help a shudder, when I find myself so implicated even in what are called good 

works,--for this may sometimes happen. 

 

My vicinity affords many good walks; and though for so many years I have walked almost every day, 

and sometimes for several days together, I have not yet exhausted them. An absolutely new prospect 

is a great happiness, and I can still get this any afternoon. Two or three hours' walking will carry me 

to as strange a country as I expect ever to see. A single farmhouse which I had not seen before is 

sometimes as good as the dominions of the King of Dahomey. There is in fact a sort of harmony 
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discoverable between the capabilities of the landscape within a circle of ten miles' radius, or the 

limits of an afternoon walk, and the threescore years and ten of human life. It will never become 

quite familiar to you. 

 

Nowadays almost all man's improvements, so called, as the building of houses, and the cutting down 

of the forest and of all large trees, simply deform the landscape, and make it more and more tame 

and cheap. A people who would begin by burning the fences and let the forest stand! I saw the 

fences half consumed, their ends lost in the middle of the prairie, and some worldly miser with a 

surveyor looking after his bounds, while heaven had taken place around him, and he did not see the 

angels going to and fro, but was looking for an old post-hole in the midst of paradise. I looked again, 

and saw him standing in the middle of a boggy, stygian fen, surrounded by devils, and he had found 

his bounds without a doubt, three little stones, where a stake had been driven, and looking nearer, I 

saw that the Prince of Darkness was his surveyor. 

 

I can easily walk ten, fifteen, twenty, any number of miles, commencing at my own door, without 

going by any house, without crossing a road except where the fox and the mink do: first along by the 

river, and then the brook, and then the meadow and the wood-side. There are square miles in my 

vicinity which have no inhabitant. From many a hill I can see civilization and the abodes of man afar. 

The farmers and their works are scarcely more obvious than woodchucks and their burrows. Man 

and his affairs, church and state and school, trade and commerce, and manufactures and agriculture, 

even politics, the most alarming of them all,--I am pleased to see how little space they occupy in the 

landscape. Politics is but a narrow field, and that still narrower highway yonder leads to it. I 

sometimes direct the traveller thither. If you would go to the political world, follow the great 

road,--follow that market-man, keep his dust in your eyes, and it will lead you straight to it; for it, 

too, has its place merely, and does not occupy all space. I pass from it as from a bean-field into the 

forest, and it is forgotten. In one half-hour I can walk off to some portion of the earth's surface 

where a man does not stand from one year's end to another, and there, consequently, politics are 

not, for they are but as the cigar-smoke of a man. 
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The village is the place to which the roads tend, a sort of expansion of the highway, as a lake of a 

river. It is the body of which roads are the arms and legs,--a trivial or quadrivial place, the 

thoroughfare and ordinary of travellers. 

 

The word is from the Latin _villa_, which, together with _via_, a way, or more anciently _ved_ and 

_vella_, Varro derives from _veho_, to carry, because the villa is the place to and from which things 

are carried. They who got their living by teaming were said _vellaturam facere_. Hence, too, 

apparently, the Latin word _vilis_ and our vile; also _villain_. This suggests what kind of degeneracy 

villagers are liable to. They are wayworn by the travel that goes by and over them, without travelling 

themselves. 

 

Some do not walk at all; others walk in the highways; a few walk across lots. Roads are made for 

horses and men of business. I do not travel in them much, comparatively, because I am not in a 

hurry to get to any tavern or grocery or livery-stable or depot to which they lead. I am a good horse 

to travel, but not from choice a roadster. The landscape-painter uses the figures of men to mark a 

road. He would not make that use of my figure. I walk out into a Nature such as the old prophets 

and poets, Menu, Moses, Homer, Chaucer, walked in. You may name it America, but it is not 

America: neither Atnericus Vespucius, nor Columbus, nor the rest were the discoverers of it. There 

is a truer account of it in mythology than in any history of America, so called, that I have seen. 

 

However, there are a few old roads that may be trodden with profit, as if they led somewhere now 

that they are nearly discontinued. There is the Old Marlborough Road, which does not go to 

Marlborough now, methinks, unless that is Marlborough where it carries me. I am the bolder to 

speak of it here, because I presume that there are one or two such roads in every town. 

 

THE OLD MARLBOROUGH ROAD. 

 

Where they once dug for money, 

But never found any; 
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Where sometimes Martial Miles 

Singly files, 

And Elijah Wood, 

I fear for no good: 

No other man, 

Save Elisha Dugan,-- 

O man of wild habits, 

Partridges and rabbits, 

Who hast no cares 

Only to set snares, 

Who liv'st all alone, 

Close to the bone, 

And where life is sweetest 

Constantly eatest. 

When the spring stirs my blood 

With the instinct to travel, 

I can get enough gravel 

On the Old Marlborough Road. 

Nobody repairs it, 

For nobody wears it; 

It is a living way, 

As the Christians say. 

Not many there be 

Who enter therein, 

Only the guests of the 

Irishman Quin. 

What is it, what is it, 

But a direction out there, 

And the bare possibility 
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Of going somewhere? 

Great guide-boards of stone, 

But travellers none; 

Cenotaphs of the towns 

Named on their crowns. 

It is worth going to see 

Where you _might_ be. 

What king 

Did the thing, 

I am still wondering; 

Set up how or when, 

By what selectmen, 

Gourgas or Lee, 

Clark or Darby? 

They're a great endeavor 

To be something forever; 

Blank tablets of stone, 

Where a traveller might groan, 

And in one sentence 

Grave all that is known; 

Which another might read, 

In his extreme need. 

 

I know one or two 

Lines that would do, 

Literature that might stand 

All over the land, 

Which a man could remember 

Till next December, 
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And read again in the spring, 

After the thawing. 

If with fancy unfurled 

You leave your abode, 

You may go round the world 

By the Old Marlborough Road. 

At present, in this vicinity, the best part of the land is not private property; the landscape is not 

owned, and the walker enjoys comparative freedom. But possibly the day will come when it will be 

partitioned off into so-called pleasure-grounds, in which a few will take a narrow and exclusive 

pleasure only,--when fences shall be multiplied, and man-traps and other engines invented to confine 

men to the _public_ road, and walking over the surface of God's earth shall be construed to mean 

trespassing on some gentleman's grounds. To enjoy a thing exclusively is commonly to exclude 

yourself from the true enjoyment of it. Let us improve our opportunities, then, before the evil days 

come. 

 

* * * * * 

 

What is it that makes it so hard sometimes to determine whither we will walk? I believe that there is 

a subtile magnetism in Nature, which, if we unconsciously yield to it, will direct us aright. It is not 

indifferent to us which way we walk. There is a right way; but we are very liable from heedlessness 

and stupidity to take the wrong one. We would fain take that walk, never yet taken by us through this 

actual world, which is perfectly symbolical of the path which we love to travel in the interior and 

ideal world; and sometimes, no doubt, we find it difficult to choose our direction, because it does 

not yet exist distinctly in our idea. 

 

When I go out of the house for a walk, uncertain as yet whither I will bend my steps, and submit 

myself to my instinct to decide for me, I find, strange and whimsical as it may seem, that I finally and 

inevitably settle southwest, toward some particular wood or meadow or deserted pasture or hill in 

that direction. My needle is slow to settle,--varies a few degrees, and does not always point due 
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southwest, it is true, and it has good authority for this 'variation, but it always settles between west 

and south-southwest. The future lies that way to me, and the earth seems more unexhausted and 

richer on that side. The outline which would bound my walks would be, not a circle, but a parabola, 

or rather like one of those cometary orbits which have been thought to be non-returning curves, in 

this case opening westward, in which my house occupies the place of the sun. I turn round and 

round irresolute sometimes for a quarter of an hour, until I decide, for a thousandth time, that I will 

walk into the southwest or west. Eastward I go only by force; but westward I go free. Thither no 

business leads me. It is hard for me to believe that I shall find fair landscapes or sufficient wildness 

and freedom behind the eastern horizon. I am not excited by the prospect of a walk thither; but I 

believe that the forest which I see in the western horizon stretches uninterruptedly toward the 

setting sun, and there are no towns nor cities in it of enough consequence to disturb me. Let me live 

where I will, on this side is the city, on that the wilderness, and ever I am leaving the city more and 

more, and withdrawing into the wilderness. I should not lay so much stress on this fact, if I did not 

believe that something like this is the prevailing tendency of my countrymen. I must walk toward 

Oregon, and not toward Europe. 

 

And that way the nation is moving, and I may say that mankind progress from east to west. Within a 

few years we have witnessed the phenomenon of a southeastward migration, in the settlement of 

Australia; but this affects us as a retrograde movement, and, judging from the moral and physical 

character of the first generation of Australians, has not yet proved a successful experiment. The 

eastern Tartars think that there is nothing west beyond Thibet. "The world ends there," say they, 

"beyond there is nothing but a shoreless sea." It is unmitigated East where they live. 

 

We go eastward to realize history and study the works of art and literature, retracing the steps of the 

race; we go westward as into the future, with a spirit of enterprise and adventure. The Atlantic is a 

Lethean stream, in our passage over which we have had an opportunity to forget the Old World and 

its institutions. If we do not succeed this time, there is perhaps one more chance for the race left 

before it arrives on the banks of the Styx; and that is in the Lethe of the Pacific, which is three times 

as wide. 
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I know not how significant it is, or how far it is an evidence of singularity, that an individual should 

thus consent in his pettiest walk with the general movement of the race; but I know that something 

akin to the migratory instinct in birds and quadrupeds,--which, in some instances, is known to have 

affected the squirrel tribe, impelling them to a general and mysterious movement, in which they were 

seen, say some, crossing the broadest rivers, each on its particular chip, with its tail raised for a sail, 

and bridging narrower streams with their dead,--that something like the _furor_ which affects the 

domestic cattle in the spring, and which is referred to a worm in their tails,--affects both nations and 

individuals, either perennially or from time to time. Not a flock of wild geese cackles over our town, 

but it to some extent unsettles the value of real estate here, and, if I were a broker, I should probably 

take that disturbance into account. 

 

"Than longen folk to gon on pilgrimages, 

And palmeres for to seken strange strondes." 

Every sunset which I witness inspires me with the desire to go to a West as distant and as fair as that 

into which the sun goes down. He appears to migrate westward daily, and tempt us to follow him. 

He is the Great Western Pioneer whom the nations follow. We dream all night of those 

mountain-ridges in the horizon, though they may be of vapor only, which were last gilded by his 

rays. The island of Atlantis, and the islands and gardens of the Hesperides, a sort of terrestrial 

paradise, appear to have been the Great West of the ancients, enveloped in mystery and poetry. Who 

has not seen in imagination, when looking into the sunset sky, the gardens of the Hesperides, and 

the foundation of all those fables? 

 

Columbus felt the westward tendency more strongly than any before. He obeyed it, and found a 

New World for Castile and Leon. The herd of men in those days scented fresh pastures from afar. 

 

"And now the sun had stretched out all the hills, 

And now was dropped into the western bay; 

At last _he_ rose, and twitched his mantle blue; 
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To-morrow to fresh woods and pastures new. 

 

Where on the globe can there be found an area of equal extent with that occupied by the bulk of our 

States, so fertile and so rich and varied in its productions, and at the same time so habitable by the 

European, as this is? Michaux, who knew but part of them, says that "the species of large trees are 

much more numerous in North America than in Europe; in the United States there are more than 

one hundred and forty species that exceed thirty feet in height; in France there are but thirty that 

attain this size." Later botanists more than confirm his observations. Humboldt came to America to 

realize his youthful dreams of a tropical vegetation, and he beheld it in its greatest perfection in the 

primitive forests of the Amazon, the most gigantic wilderness on the earth, which he has so 

eloquently described. The geographer Guyot, himself a European, goes farther,--farther than I am 

ready to follow him; yet not when he says,-- "As the plant is made for the animal, as the vegetable 

world is made for the animal world, America is made for the man of the Old World.... The man of 

the Old World sets out upon his way. Leaving the highlands of Asia, he descends from station to 

station towards Europe. Each of his steps is marked by a new civilization superior to the preceding, 

by a greater power of development. Arrived at the Atlantic, he pauses on the shore of this unknown 

ocean, the bounds of which he knows not, and turns upon his footprints for an instant." When he 

has exhausted the rich soil of Europe, and reinvigorated himself, "then recommences his 

adventurous career westward as in the earliest ages." So far Guyot. 

 

From this western impulse coming in contact with the barrier of the Atlantic sprang the commerce 

and enterprise of modern times. The younger Michaux, in his "Travels West of the Alleghanies in 

1802," says that the common inquiry in the newly settled West was, "'From what part of the world 

have you come?' As if these vast and fertile regions would naturally be the place of meeting and 

common country of all the inhabitants of the globe." 

 

To use an obsolete Latin word, I might say, _Ex Oriente lux; ex Occidente FRUX_. From the East 

light; from the West fruit. 

 

Mater Amabilis English Level 6​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ 36 



 

Sir Francis, Head, an English traveller and a Governor-General of Canada, tells us that "in both the 

northern and southern hemispheres of the New World, Nature has not only outlined her works on a 

larger scale, but has painted the whole picture with brighter and more costly colors than she used in 

delineating and in beautifying the Old World.... The heavens of America appear infinitely higher, the 

sky is bluer, the air is fresher, the cold is intenser, the moon looks larger, the stars are brighter, the 

thunder is louder, the lightning is vivider, the wind is stronger, the rain is heavier, the mountains are 

higher, the rivers longer, the forests bigger, the plains broader." This statement will do at least to set 

against Buffon's account of this part of the world and its productions. 

 

Linnaeus said long ago, "Nescio quae facies _laeta, glabra_ plantis Americanis: I know not what 

there is of joyous and smooth in the aspect of American plants;" and I think that in this country 

there are no, or at most very few, _Africanae bestiae_, African beasts, as the Romans called them, 

and that in this respect also it is peculiarly fitted for the habitation of man. 

 

We are told that within three miles of the centre of the East-Indian city of Singapore, some of the 

inhabitants are annually carried off by tigers; but the traveller can lie down in the woods at night 

almost anywhere in North America without fear of wild beasts. 

 

These are encouraging testimonies. If the moon looks larger here than in Europe, probably the sun 

looks larger also. If the heavens of America appear infinitely higher, and the stars brighter, I trust 

that these facts are symbolical of the height to which the philosophy and poetry and religion of her 

inhabitants may one day soar. At length, perchance, the immaterial heaven will appear as much 

higher to the American mind, and the intimations that star it as much brighter. For I believe that 

climate does thus react on man,--as there is something in the mountain-air that feeds the spirit and 

inspires. Will not man grow to greater perfection intellectually as well as physically under these 

influences? Or is it unimportant how many foggy days there are in his life? I trust that we shall be 

more imaginative, that our thoughts will be clearer, fresher, and more ethereal, as our sky,--our 

understanding more comprehensive and broader, like our plains,--our intellect generally on a grander 

scale, like our thunder and lightning, our rivers and mountains and forests,--and our hearts shall even 
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correspond in breadth and depth and grandeur to our inland seas. Perchance there will appear to the 

traveller something, he knows not what, of _laeta_ and _glabra_, of joyous and serene, in our very 

faces. Else to what end does the world go on, and why was America discovered? 

 

To Americans I hardly need to say,-- 

 

"Westward the star of empire takes its way." 

 

As a true patriot, I should be ashamed to think that Adam in paradise was more favorably situated 

on the whole than the backwoodsman in this country. 

 

Our sympathies in Massachusetts are not confined to New England; though we may be estranged 

from the South, we sympathize with the West. There is the home of the younger sons, as among the 

Scandinavians they took to the sea for their inheritance. It is too late to be studying Hebrew; it is 

more important to understand even the slang of to-day. 

 

Some months ago I went to see a panorama of the Rhine. It was like a dream of the Middle Ages. I 

floated down its historic stream in something more than imagination, under bridges built by the 

Romans, and repaired by later heroes, past cities and castles whose very names were music to my 

ears, and each of which was the subject of a legend. There were Ehrenbreitstein and Rolandseck and 

Coblentz, which I knew only in history. They were ruins that interested me chiefly. There seemed to 

come up from its waters and its vine-clad hills and valleys a hushed music as of Crusaders departing 

for the Holy Land. I floated along under the spell of enchantment, as if I had been transported to an 

heroic age, and breathed an atmosphere of chivalry. 

 

Soon after, I went to see a panorama of the Mississippi, and as I worked my way up the river in the 

light of to-day, and saw the steamboats wooding up, counted the rising cities, gazed on the fresh 

ruins of Nauvoo, beheld the Indians moving west across the stream, and, as before I had looked up 

the Moselle now looked up the Ohio and the Missouri, and heard the legends of Dubuque and of 
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Wenona's Cliff,--still thinking more of the future than of the past or present,--I saw that this was a 

Rhine stream of a different kind; that the foundations of castles were yet to be laid, and the famous 

bridges were yet to be thrown over the river; and I felt that _this was the heroic age itself_, though 

we know it not, for the hero is commonly the simplest and obscurest of men. 

 

* * * * * 

 

The West of which I speak is but another name for the Wild; and what I have been preparing to say 

is, that in Wildness is the preservation of the World. Every tree sends its fibres forth in search of the 

Wild. The cities import it at any price. Men plough and sail for it. From the forest and wilderness 

come the tonics and barks which brace mankind. Our ancestors were savages. The story of Romulus 

and Remus being suckled by a wolf is not a meaningless fable. The founders of every State which 

has risen to eminence have drawn their nourishment and vigor from a similar wild source. It was 

because the children of the Empire were not suckled by the wolf that they were conquered and 

displaced by the children of the Northern forests who were. 

 

I believe in the forest, and in the meadow, and in the night in which the corn grows. We require an 

infusion of hemlock-spruce or arbor-vitae in our tea. There is a difference between eating and 

drinking for strength and from mere gluttony. The Hottentots eagerly devour the marrow of the 

koodoo and other antelopes raw, as a matter of course. Some of our Northern Indians eat raw the 

marrow of the Arctic reindeer, as well as various other parts, including the summits of the antlers, as 

long as they are soft. And herein, perchance, they have stolen a march on the cooks of Paris. They 

get what usually goes to feed the fire. This is probably better than stall-fed beef and slaughter-house 

pork to make a man of. Give me a wildness whose glance no civilization can endure,--as if we lived 

on the marrow of koodoos devoured raw. 

 

There are some intervals which border the strain of the wood-thrush, to which I would 

migrate,--wild lands where no settler has squatted; to which, methinks, I am already acclimated. 
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The African hunter Cummings tells us that the skin of the eland, as well as that of most other 

antelopes just killed, emits the most delicious perfume of trees and grass. I would have every man so 

much like a wild antelope, so much a part and parcel of Nature, that his very person should thus 

sweetly advertise our senses of his presence, and remind us of those parts of Nature which he most 

haunts. I feel no disposition to be satirical, when the trapper's coat emits the odor of musquash 

even; it is a sweeter scent to me than that which commonly exhales from the merchant's or the 

scholar's garments. When I go into their wardrobes and handle their vestments, I am reminded of no 

grassy plains and flowery meads which they have frequented, but of dusty merchants' exchanges and 

libraries rather. 

 

A tanned skin is something more than respectable, and perhaps olive is a fitter color than white for a 

man,--a denizen of the woods. "The pale white man!" I do not wonder that the African pitied him. 

Darwin the naturalist says, "A white man bathing by the side of a Tahitian was like a plant bleached 

by the gardener's art, compared with a fine, dark green one, growing vigorously in the open fields." 

 

Ben Jonson exclaims,-- 

 

"How near to good is what is fair!" 

 

So I would say,-- 

 

How near to good is what is _wild_! 

 

Life consists with wildness. The most alive is the wildest. Not yet subdued to man, its presence 

refreshes him. 

 

One who pressed forward incessantly and never rested from his labors, who grew fast and made 

infinite demands on life, would always find himself in a new country or wilderness, and surrounded 

by the raw material of life. He would be climbing over the prostrate stems of primitive forest-trees. 
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Hope and the future for me are not in lawns and cultivated fields, not in towns and cities, but in the 

impervious and quaking swamps. When, formerly, I have analyzed my partiality for some farm 

which I had contemplated purchasing, I have frequently found that I was attracted solely by a few 

square rods of impermeable and unfathomable bog,--a natural sink in one corner of it. That was the 

jewel which dazzled me. I derive more of my subsistence from the swamps which surround my 

native town than from the cultivated gardens in the village. There are no richer parterres to my eyes 

than the dense beds of dwarf andromeda _(Cassandra calyculata_) which cover these tender places 

on the earth's surface. Botany cannot go farther than tell me the names of the shrubs which grow 

there,--the high-blueberry, panicled andromeda, lamb-kill, azalea, and rhodora,--all standing in the 

quaking sphagnum. I often think that I should like to have my house front on this mass of dull red 

bushes, omitting other flower plots and borders, transplanted spruce and trim box, even gravelled 

walks,--to have this fertile spot under my windows, not a few imported barrow-fulls of soil only to 

cover the sand which was thrown out in digging the cellar. Why not put my house, my parlor, behind 

this plot, instead of behind that meagre assemblage of curiosities, that poor apology for a Nature 

and Art, which I call my front-yard? It is an effort to clear up and make a decent appearance when 

the carpenter and mason have departed, though done as much for the passer-by as the dweller 

within. The most tasteful front-yard fence was never an agreeable object of study to me; the most 

elaborate ornaments, acorn-tops, or what not, soon wearied and disgusted me. Bring your sills up to 

the very edge of the swamp, then, (though it may not be the best place for a dry cellar,) so that there 

be no access on that side to citizens. Front-yards are not made to walk in, but, at most, through, and 

you could go in the back way. 

 

Yes, though you may think me perverse, if it were proposed to me to dwell in the neighborhood of 

the most beautiful garden that ever human art contrived, or else of a Dismal swamp, I should 

certainly decide for the swamp. How vain, then, have been all your labors, citizens, for me! 

 

My spirits infallibly rise in proportion to the outward dreariness. Give me the ocean, the desert or 

the wilderness! In the desert, pure air and solitude compensate for want of moisture and fertility. 
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The traveller Burton says of it,--"Your _morale_ improves; you become frank and cordial, hospitable 

and single-minded..... In the desert, spirituous liquors excite only disgust. There is a keen enjoyment 

in a mere animal existence." They who have been travelling long on the steppes of Tartary say,--"On 

reentering cultivated lands, the agitation, perplexity, and turmoil of civilization oppressed and 

suffocated us; the air seemed to fail us, and we felt every moment as if about to die of asphyxia." 

When I would recreate myself, I seek the darkest wood, the thickest and most interminable, and, to 

the citizen, most dismal swamp. 

 

I enter a swamp as a sacred place,--a _sanctum sanctorum_. There is the strength, the marrow of 

Nature. The wild-wood covers the virgin mould,--and the same soil is good for men and for trees. A 

man's health requires as many acres of meadow to his prospect as his farm does loads of muck. 

There are the strong meats on which he feeds. A town is saved, not more by the righteous men in it 

than by the woods and swamps that surround it. A township where one primitive forest waves 

above, while another primitive forest rots below,--such a town is fitted to raise not only corn and 

potatoes, but poets and philosophers for the coming ages. In such a soil grew Homer and Confucius 

and the rest, and out of such a wilderness comes the Reformer eating locusts and wild honey. 

 

To preserve wild animals implies generally the creation of a forest for them to dwell in or resort to. 

So it is with man. A hundred years ago they sold bark in our streets peeled from our own woods. In 

the very aspect of those primitive and rugged trees, there was, methinks, a tanning principle which 

hardened and consolidated the fibres of men's thoughts. Ah! already I shudder for these 

comparatively degenerate days of my native village, when you cannot collect a load of bark of good 

thickness,--and we no longer produce tar and turpentine. 

 

The civilized nations--Greece, Rome, England--have been sustained by the primitive forests which 

anciently rotted where they stand. They survive as long as the soil is not exhausted. Alas for human 

culture! little is to be expected of a nation, when the vegetable mould is exhausted, and it is 

compelled to make manure of the bones of its fathers. There the poet sustains himself merely by his 

own superfluous fat, and the philosopher comes down on his marrow-bones. 
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It is said to be the task of the American "to work the virgin soil," and that "agriculture here already 

assumes proportions unknown everywhere else." I think that the farmer displaces the Indian even 

because he redeems the meadow, and so makes himself stronger and in some respects more natural. 

I was surveying for a man the other day a single straight line one hundred and thirty-two rods long, 

through a swamp, at whose entrance might have been written the words which Dante read over the 

entrance to the infernal regions,--"Leave all hope, ye that enter,"--that is, of ever getting out again; 

where at one time I saw my employer actually up to his neck and swimming for his life in his 

property, though it was still winter. He had another similar swamp which I could not survey at all, 

because it was completely under water, and nevertheless, with regard to a third swamp, which I did 

_survey_ from a distance, he remarked to me, true to his instincts, that he would not part with it for 

any consideration, on account of the mud which it contained. And that man intends to put a girdling 

ditch round the whole in the course of forty months, and so redeem it by the magic of his spade. I 

refer to him only as the type of a class. 

 

The weapons with which we have gained our most important victories, which should be handed 

down as heirlooms from father to son, are not the sword and the lance, but the bushwhack, the 

turf-cutter, the spade, and the bog-hoe, rusted with the blood of many a meadow, and begrimed with 

the dust of many a hard-fought field. 

 

The very winds blew the Indian's cornfield into the meadow, and pointed out the way which he had 

not the skill to follow. He had no better implement with which to intrench himself in the land than a 

clam-shell. But the farmer is armed with plough and spade. 

 

In Literature it is only the wild that attracts us. Dullness is but another name for tameness. It is the 

uncivilized free and wild thinking in "Hamlet" and the "Iliad," in all the Scriptures and Mythologies, 

not learned in the schools, that delights us. As the wild duck is more swift and beautiful than the 

tame, so is the wild--the mallard--thought, which 'mid falling dews wings its way above the fens. A 

truly good book is something as natural, and as unexpectedly and unaccountably fair and perfect, as 
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a wild flower discovered on the prairies of the West or in the jungles of the East. Genius is a light 

which makes the darkness visible, like the lightning's flash, which perchance shatters the temple of 

knowledge itself,--and not a taper lighted at the hearth-stone of the race, which pales before the light 

of common day. 

 

English literature, from the days of the minstrels to the Lake Poets,-- Chaucer and Spenser and 

Milton, and even Shakspeare, included,--breathes no quite fresh and in this sense wild strain. It is an 

essentially tame and civilized literature, reflecting Greece and Rome. Her wilderness is a green 

wood,--her wild man a Robin Hood. There is plenty of genial love of Nature, but not so much of 

Nature herself. Her chronicles inform us when her wild animals, but not when the wild man in her, 

became extinct. 

 

The science of Humboldt is one thing, poetry is another thing. The poet to-day, notwithstanding all 

the discoveries of science, and the accumulated learning of mankind, enjoys no advantage over 

Homer. 

 

Where is the literature which gives expression to Nature? He would be a poet who could impress the 

winds and streams into his service, to speak for him; who nailed words to their primitive senses, as 

farmers drive down stakes in the spring, which the frost has heaved; who derived his words as often 

as he used them,--transplanted them to his page with earth adhering to their roots; whose words 

were so true and fresh and natural that they would appear to expand like the buds at the approach of 

spring, though they lay half-smothered between two musty leaves in a library,--ay, to bloom and bear 

fruit there, after their kind, annually, for the faithful reader, in sympathy with surrounding Nature. 

 

I do not know of any poetry to quote which adequately expresses this yearning for the Wild. 

Approached from this side, the best poetry is tame. I do not know where to find in any literature, 

ancient or modern, any account which contents me of that Nature with which even I am acquainted. 

You will perceive that I demand something which no Augustan nor Elizabethan age, which no 

_culture_, in short, can give. Mythology comes nearer to it than anything. How much more fertile a 
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Nature, at least, has Grecian mythology its root in than English literature! Mythology is the crop 

which the Old World bore before its soil was exhausted, before the fancy and imagination were 

affected with blight; and which it still bears, wherever its pristine vigor is unabated. 

 

All other literatures endure only as the elms which overshadow our houses; but this is like the great 

dragon-tree of the Western Isles, as old as mankind, and, whether that does or not, will endure as 

long; for the decay of other literatures makes the soil in which it thrives. 

 

The West is preparing to add its fables to those of the East. The valleys of the Ganges, the Nile, and 

the Rhine, having yielded their crop, it remains to be seen what the valleys of the Amazon, the Plate, 

the Orinoco, the St. Lawrence, and the Mississippi will produce. Perchance, when, in the course of 

ages, American liberty has become a fiction of the past,--as it is to some extent a fiction of the 

present,--the poets of the world will be inspired by American mythology. 

 

The wildest dreams of wild men, even, are not the less true, though they may not recommend 

themselves to the sense which is most common among Englishmen and Americans today. It is not 

every truth that recommends itself to the common sense. Nature has a place for the wild clematis as 

well as for the cabbage. Some expressions of truth are reminiscent,-- others merely _sensible_, as the 

phrase is,--others prophetic. Some forms of disease, even, may prophesy forms of health. The 

geologist has discovered that the figures of serpents, griffins, flying dragons, and other fanciful 

embellishments of heraldry, have their prototypes in the forms of fossil species which were extinct 

before man was created, and hence "indicate a faint and shadowy knowledge of a previous state of 

organic existence." The Hindoos dreamed that the earth rested on an elephant, and the elephant on 

a tortoise, and the tortoise on a serpent; and though it may be an unimportant coincidence, it will 

not be out of place here to state, that a fossil tortoise has lately been discovered in Asia large enough 

to support an elephant. I confess that I am partial to these wild fancies, which transcend the order of 

time and development. They are the sublimest recreation of the intellect. The partridge loves peas, 

but not those that go with her into the pot. 
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In short, all good things are wild and free. There is something in a strain of music, whether 

produced by an instrument or by the human voice,--take the sound of a bugle in a summer night, for 

instance,--which by its wildness, to speak without satire, reminds me of the cries emitted by wild 

beasts in their native forests. It is so much of their wildness as I can understand. Give me for my 

friends and neighbors wild men, not tame ones. The wildness of the savage is but a faint symbol of 

the awful ferity with which good men and lovers meet. 

 

I love even to see the domestic animals reassert their native rights,--any evidence that they have not 

wholly lost their original wild habits and vigor; as when my neighbor's cow breaks out of her pasture 

early in the spring and boldly swims the river, a cold, gray tide, twenty-five or thirty rods wide, 

swollen by the melted snow. It is the buffalo crossing the Mississippi. This exploit confers some 

dignity on the herd in my eyes,--already dignified. The seeds of instinct are preserved under the thick 

hides of cattle and horses, like seeds in the bowels of the earth, an indefinite period. 

 

Any sportiveness in cattle is unexpected. I saw one day a herd of a dozen bullocks and cows running 

about and frisking in unwieldly sport, like huge rats, even like kittens. They shook their heads, raised 

their tails, and rushed up and down a hill, and I perceived by their horns, as well as by their activity, 

their relation to the deer tribe. 

 

But, alas! a sudden loud _Whoa_! would have damped their ardor at once, reduced them from 

venison to beef, and stiffened their sides and sinews like the locomotive. Who but the Evil One has 

cried, "Whoa!" to mankind? Indeed, the life of cattle, like that of many men, is but a sort of 

locomotiveness; they move a side at a time, and man, by his machinery, is meeting the horse and the 

ox half-way. Whatever part the whip has touched is thenceforth palsied. Who would ever think of a 

_side_ of any of the supple cat tribe, as we speak of a _side_ of beef? 

 

I rejoice that horses and steers have to be broken before they can be made the slaves of men, and 

that men themselves have some, wild oats still left to sow before they become submissive members 

of society. Undoubtedly, all men are not equally fit subjects for civilization; and because the majority, 
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like dogs and sheep, are tame by inherited disposition, this is no reason why the others should have 

their natures broken that they may be reduced to the same level. Men are in the main alike, but they 

were made several in order that they might be various. If a low use is to be served, one man will do 

nearly or quite as well as another; if a high one, individual excellence is to be regarded. Any man can 

stop a hole to keep the wind away, but no other man could serve so rare a use as the author of this 

illustration did. Confucius says,--"The skins of the tiger and the leopard, when they are tanned, are 

as the skins of the dog and the sheep tanned." But it is not the part of a true culture to tame tigers, 

any more than it is to make sheep ferocious; and tanning their skins for shoes is not the best use to 

which they can be put. 

 

When looking over a list of men's names in a foreign language, as of military officers, or of authors 

who have written on a particular subject, I am reminded once more that there is nothing in a name. 

The name Menschikoff, for instance, has nothing in it to my ears more human than a whisker, and it 

may belong to a rat. As the names of the Poles and Russians are to us, so are ours to them. It is as if 

they had been named by the child's rigmarole,--_Iery wiery ichery van, tittle-tol-tan._ I see in my 

mind a herd of wild creatures swarming over the earth, and to each the herdsman has affixed some 

barbarous sound in his own dialect. The names of men are of course as cheap and meaningless as 

_Bose_ and _Tray_, the names of dogs. 

 

Methinks it would be some advantage to philosophy, if men were named merely in the gross, as they 

are known. It would be necessary only to know the genus and perhaps the race or variety, to know 

the individual. We are not prepared to believe that every private soldier in a Roman army had a name 

of his own,--because we have not supposed that he had a character of his own. At present our only 

true names are nicknames. I knew a boy who, from his peculiar energy, was called "Buster" by his 

playmates, and this rightly supplanted his Christian name. Some travellers tell us that an Indian had 

no name given him at first, but earned it, and his name was his fame; and among some tribes he 

acquired a new name with every new exploit. It is pitiful when a man bears a name for convenience 

merely, who has earned neither name nor fame. 
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I will not allow mere names to make distinctions for me, but still see men in herds for all them. A 

familiar name cannot make a man less strange to me. It may be given to a savage who retains in 

secret his own wild title earned in the woods. 

 

We have a wild savage in us, and a savage name is perchance somewhere recorded as ours. I see that 

my neighbor, who bears the familiar epithet William, or Edwin, takes it off with his jacket. It does 

not adhere to him when asleep or in anger, or aroused by any passion or inspiration. I seem to hear 

pronounced by some of his kin at such a time his original wild name in some jaw-breaking or else 

melodious tongue. 

 

Here is this vast, savage, howling mother of ours, Nature, lying all around, with such beauty, and 

such affection for her children, as the leopard; and yet we are so early weaned from her breast to 

society, to that culture which is exclusively an interaction of man on man,--a sort of breeding in and 

in, which produces at most a merely English nobility, a civilization destined to have a speedy limit. 

 

In society, in the best institutions of men, it is easy to detect a certain precocity. When we should still 

be growing children, we are already little men. Give me a culture which imports much muck from 

the meadows, and deepens the soil,--not that which trusts to heating manures, and improved 

implements and modes of culture only! 

 

Many a poor sore-eyed student that I have heard of would grow faster, both intellectually and 

physically, if, instead of sitting up so very late, he honestly slumbered a fool's allowance. 

 

There may be an excess even of informing light. Niepce, a Frenchman, discovered "actinism," that 

power in the sun's rays which produces a chemical effect,--that granite rocks, and stone structures, 

and statues of metal, "are all alike destructively acted upon during the hours of sunshine, and, but for 

provisions of Nature no less wonderful, would soon perish under the delicate touch of the most 

subtile of the agencies of the universe." But he observed that "those bodies which underwent this 

change during the daylight possessed the power of restoring themselves to their original conditions 
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during the hours of night, when this excitement was no-longer influencing them." Hence it has been 

inferred that "the hours of darkness are as necessary to the inorganic creation as we know night and 

sleep are to the organic kingdom." Not even does the moon shine every night, but gives place to 

darkness. 

 

I would not have every man nor every part of a man cultivated, any more than I would have every 

acre of earth cultivated: part will be tillage, but the greater part will be meadow and forest, not only 

serving an immediate use, but preparing a mould against a distant future, by the annual decay of the 

vegetation which it supports. 

 

There are other letters for the child to learn than those which Cadmus invented. The Spaniards have 

a good term to express this wild and dusky knowledge,--_Gramatica parda_, tawny grammar,--a kind 

of mother-wit derived from that same leopard to which I have referred. 

 

We have heard of a Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge. It is said that knowledge is 

power; and the like. Methinks there is equal need of a Society for the Diffusion of Useful Ignorance, 

what we will call Beautiful Knowledge, a knowledge useful in a higher sense: for what is most of our 

boasted so-called knowledge but a conceit that we know something, which robs us of the advantage 

of our actual ignorance? What we call knowledge is often our positive ignorance; ignorance our 

negative knowledge. 

 

By long years of patient industry and reading of the newspapers,--for what are the libraries of 

science but files of newspapers?--a man accumulates a myriad facts, lays them up in his memory, and 

then when in some spring of his life he saunters abroad into the Great Fields of thought, he, as it 

were, goes to grass like a horse, and leaves all his harness behind in the stable. I would say to the 

Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge, sometimes,--Go to grass. You have eaten hay long 

enough. The spring has come with its green crop. The very cows are driven to their country pastures 

before the end of May; though I have heard of one unnatural farmer who kept his cow in the barn 

Mater Amabilis English Level 6​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ 49 



 

and fed her on hay all the year round. So, frequently, the Society for the Diffusion of Useful 

Knowledge treats its cattle. 

 

A man's ignorance sometimes is not only useful, but beautiful,--while his knowledge, so called, is 

oftentimes worse than useless, besides being ugly. Which is the best man to deal with,--he who 

knows nothing about a subject, and, what is extremely rare, knows that he knows nothing, or he who 

really knows something about it, but thinks that he knows all? 

 

My desire for knowledge is intermittent; but my desire to bathe my head in atmospheres unknown 

to my feet is perennial and constant. The highest that we can attain to is not Knowledge, but 

Sympathy with Intelligence. I do not know that this higher knowledge amounts to anything more 

definite than a novel and grand surprise on a sudden revelation of the insufficiency of all that we 

called Knowledge before,--a discovery that there are more things in heaven and earth than are 

dreamed of in our philosophy. It is the lighting up of the mist by the sun. Man cannot _know_ in 

any higher sense than this, any more than he can look serenely and with impunity in the face of sun: 

[Greek: 'Os thi noon, ou keiuou uoaeseis],--"You will not perceive that, as perceiving a particular 

thing," say the Chaldean Oracles. 

 

There is something servile in the habit of seeking after a law which we may obey. We may study the 

laws of matter at and for our convenience, but a successful life knows no law. It is an unfortunate 

discovery certainly, that of a law which binds us where we did not know before that we were bound. 

Live free, child of the mist,--and with respect to knowledge we are all children of the mist. The man 

who takes the liberty to live is superior to all the laws, by virtue of his relation to the law-maker. 

"That is active duty," says the Vishnu Parana, "which is not for our bondage; that is knowledge 

which is for our liberation: all other duty is good only unto weariness; all other knowledge is only the 

cleverness of an artist." 

 

* * * * * 
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It is remarkable how few events or crises there are in our histories; how little exercised we have been 

in our minds; how few experiences we have had. I would fain be assured that I am growing apace 

and rankly, though my very growth disturb this dull equanimity,--though it be with struggle through 

long, dark, muggy nights or seasons of gloom. It would be well, if all our lives were a divine tragedy 

even, instead of this trivial comedy or farce. Dante, Bunyan, and others, appear to have been 

exercised in their minds more than we: they were subjected to a kind of culture such as our district 

schools and colleges do not contemplate. 

 

Even Mahomet, though many may scream at his name, had a good deal more to live for, ay, and to 

die for, than they have commonly. 

 

When, at rare intervals, some thought visits one, as perchance he is walking on a railroad, then 

indeed the cars go by without his hearing them. But soon, by some inexorable law, our life goes by 

and the cars return. 

 

"Gentle breeze, that wanderest unseen, 

And bendest the thistles round Loira of storms, 

Traveller of the windy glens, 

Why hast thou left my ear so soon?" 

While almost all men feel an attraction drawing them to society, few are attracted strongly to Nature. 

In their relation to Nature men appear to me for the most part, notwithstanding their arts, lower 

than the animals. It is not often a beautiful relation, as in the case of the animals. How little 

appreciation of the beauty of the landscape there is among us! We have to be told that the Greeks 

called the world [Greek: Kosmos], Beauty, or Order, but we do not see clearly why they did so, and 

we esteem it at best only a curious philological fact. 

 

For my part, I feel that with regard to Nature I live a sort of border life, on the confines of a world 

into which I make occasional and transional and transient forays only, and my patriotism and 

allegiance to the State into whose territories I seem to retreat are those of a moss-trooper. Unto a 
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life which I call natural I would gladly follow even a will-o'-the-wisp through bogs and sloughs 

unimaginable, but no moon nor fire-fly has shown me the causeway to it. Nature is a personality so 

vast and universal that we have never seen one of her features. The walker in the familiar fields 

which stretch around my native town sometimes finds himself in another land than is described in 

their owners' deeds, as it were in some far-away field on the confines of the actual Concord, where 

her jurisdiction ceases, and the idea which the word Concord suggests ceases to be suggested. These 

farms which I have myself surveyed, these bounds which I have set up, appear dimly still as through 

a mist; but they have no chemistry to fix them; they fade from the surface of the glass; and the 

picture which the painter painted stands out dimly from beneath. The world with which we are 

commonly acquainted leaves no trace, and it will have no anniversary. 

 

I took a walk on Spaulding's Farm the other afternoon. I saw the setting sun lighting up the opposite 

side of a stately pine wood. Its golden rays straggled into the aisles of the wood as into some noble 

hall. I was impressed as if some ancient and altogether admirable and shining family had settled 

there in that part of the land called Concord, unknown to me,--to whom the sun was servant,--who 

had not gone into society in the village,--who had not been called on. I saw their park, their 

pleasure-ground, beyond through the wood, in Spaulding's cranberry-meadow. The pines furnished 

them with gables as they grew. Their house was not obvious, to vision; the trees grew through it. I 

do not know whether I heard the sounds of a suppressed hilarity or not. They seemed to recline on 

the sunbeams. They have sons and daughters. They are quite well. The farmer's cart-path, which 

leads directly through their hall, does not in the least put them out,--as the muddy bottom of a pool 

is sometimes seen through the reflected skies. They never heard of Spaulding, and do not know that 

he is their neighbor,--notwithstanding I heard him whistle as he drove his team through the house. 

 

Nothing can equal the serenity of their lives. Their coat of arms is simply a lichen. I saw it painted 

on the pines and oaks. Their attics were in the tops of the trees. They are of no politics. There was 

no noise of labor. I did not perceive that they were weaving or spinning. Yet I did detect, when the 

wind lulled and hearing was done away, the finest imaginable sweet musical hum,--as of a distant hive 
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in May, which perchance was the sound of their thinking. They had no idle thoughts, and no one 

without could see their work, for their industry was not as in knots and excrescences embayed. 

 

But I find it difficult to remember them. They fade irrevocably out of my mind even now while I 

speak and endeavor to recall them, and recollect myself. It is only after a long and serious effort to 

recollect my best thoughts that I become again aware of their cohabitancy. If it were not for such 

families as this, I think I should move out of Concord. 

 

* * * * * 

 

We are accustomed to say in New England that few and fewer pigeons visit us every year. Our 

forests furnish no mast for them. So, it would seem, few and fewer thoughts visit each growing man 

from year to year, for the grove in our minds is laid waste,--sold to feed unnecessary fires of 

ambition, or sent to mill, and there is scarcely a twig left for them to perch on. They no longer build 

nor breed with us. In some more genial season, perchance, a faint shadow flits across the landscape 

of the mind, cast by the _wings_ of some thought in its vernal or autumnal migration, but, looking 

up, we are unable to detect the substance of the thought itself. Our winged thoughts are turned to 

poultry. They no longer soar, and they attain only to a Shanghai and Cochin-China grandeur. Those 

_gra-a-ate thoughts_, those _gra-a-ate men_ you hear of! 

 

* * * * * 

 

We hug the earth,--how rarely we mount! Methinks we might elevate ourselves a little more. We 

might climb a tree, at least. I found my account in climbing a tree once. It was a tall white pine, on 

the top of a hill; and though I got well pitched, I was well paid for it, for I discovered new 

mountains in the horizon which I had never seen before,--so much more of the earth and the 

heavens. I might have walked about the foot of the tree for threescore years and ten, and yet I 

certainly should never have seen them. But, above all, I discovered around me,--it was near the end 

of June,--on the ends of the topmost branches only, a few minute and delicate red cone-like 
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blossoms, the fertile flower of the white pine looking heavenward. I carried straightway to the village 

the topmost spire, and showed it to stranger jurymen who walked the streets,--for it was 

court-week,--and to farmers and lumber-dealers and wood-choppers and hunters, and not one had 

ever seen the like before, but they wondered as at a star dropped down. Tell of ancient architects 

finishing their works on the tops of columns as perfectly as on the lower and more visible parts! 

Nature has from the first expanded the minute blossoms of the forest only toward the heavens, 

above men's heads and unobserved by them. We see only the flowers that are under our feet in the 

meadows. 

 

The pines have developed their delicate blossoms on the highest twigs of the wood every summer 

for ages, as well over the heads of Nature's red children as of her white ones; yet scarcely a farmer or 

hunter in the land has ever seen them. 

 

* * * * * 

 

Above all, we cannot afford not to live in the present. He is blessed over all mortals who loses no 

moment of the passing life in remembering the past. Unless our philosophy hears the cock crow in 

every barn-yard within our horizon, it is belated. That sound commonly reminds us that we are 

growing rusty and antique in our employments and habits of thought. His philosophy comes down 

to a more recent time than ours. There is something suggested by it that is a newer testament,--the 

gospel according to this moment. He has not fallen astern; he has got up early, and kept up early, 

and to be where he is to be in season, in the foremost rank of time. It is an expression of the health 

and soundness of Nature, a brag for all the world,--healthiness as of a spring burst forth, a new 

fountain of the Muses, to celebrate this last instant of time. Where he lives no fugitive slave laws are 

passed. Who has not betrayed his master many times since last he heard that note? 

 

The merit of this bird's strain is in its freedom from all plaintiveness. The singer can easily move us 

to tears or to laughter, but where is he who can excite in us a pure morning joy? When, in doleful 

dumps, breaking the awful stillness of our wooden sidewalk on a Sunday, or, perchance, a watcher in 
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the house of mourning, I hear a cockerel crow far or near, I think to myself, "There is one of us well, 

at any rate,"--and with a sudden gush return to my senses. 

 

We had a remarkable sunset one day last November. I was walking in a meadow, the source of a 

small brook, when the sun at last, just before setting, after a cold gray day, reached a clear stratum in 

the horizon, and the softest, brightest morning sunlight fell on the dry grass and on the stems of the 

trees in the opposite horizon, and on the leaves of the shrub-oaks on the hill-side, while our 

shadows stretched long over the meadow eastward, as if we were the only motes in its beams. It was 

such a light as we could not have imagined a moment before, and the air also was so warm and 

serene that nothing was wanting to make a paradise of that meadow. When we reflected that this was 

not a solitary phenomenon, never to happen again, but that it would happen forever and ever an 

infinite number of evenings, and cheer and reassure the latest child that walked there, it was more 

glorious still. 

 

The sun sets on some retired meadow, where no house is visible, with all the glory and splendor that 

it lavishes on cities, and perchance, as it has never set before,--where there is but a solitary 

marsh-hawk to have his wings gilded by it, or only a musquash looks out from his cabin, and there is 

some little black-veined brook in the midst of the marsh, just beginning to meander, winding slowly 

round a decaying stump. We walked in so pure and bright a light, gilding the withered grass and 

leaves, so softly and serenely bright, I thought I had never bathed in such a golden flood, without a 

ripple or a murmur to it. The west side of every wood and rising ground gleamed like the boundary 

of Elysium, and the sun on our backs seemed like a gentle herdsman driving us home at evening. 

 

So we saunter toward the Holy Land, till one day the sun shall shine more brightly than ever he has 

done, shall perchance shine into our minds and hearts, and light up our whole lives with a great 

awakening light, as warm and serene and golden as on a bank-side in autumn.  
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Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804-1864) 

 

YOUNG GOODMAN BROWN 

 

Young Goodman Brown came forth at sunset, into the street of Salem village, but 

put his head back, after crossing the threshold, to exchange a parting kiss with his young 

wife. And Faith, as the wife was aptly named, thrust her own pretty head into the street, 

letting the wind play with the pink ribbons of her cap, while she called to Goodman 

Brown. 

"Dearest heart," whispered she, softly and rather sadly, when her lips were close to his 

ear, "pr'y thee, put off your journey until sunrise, and sleep in your own bed to-night. A 

lone woman is troubled with such dreams and such thoughts, that she's afeard of herself, 

sometimes. Pray, tarry with me this night, dear husband, of all nights in the year!" 

"My love and my Faith," replied young Goodman Brown, "of all nights in the year, this 

one night must I tarry away from thee. My journey, as thou callest it, forth and back 

again, must needs be done 'twixt now and sunrise. What, my sweet, pretty wife, dost thou 

doubt me already, and we but three months married!" 

"Then God bless you!" said Faith, with the pink ribbons, "and may you find all well, 

when you come back." 

"Amen!" cried Goodman Brown. "Say thy prayers, dear Faith, and go to bed at dusk, and 

no harm will come to thee." 

So they parted; and the young man pursued his way, until, being about to turn the corner 

by the meeting-house, he looked back and saw the head of Faith still peeping after him, 

with a melancholy air, in spite of her pink ribbons. 

"Poor little Faith!" thought he, for his heart smote him. "What a wretch am I, to leave her 

on such an errand! She talks of dreams, too. Methought, as she spoke, there was trouble 

in her face, as if a dream had warned her what work is to be done to-night. But, no, no! 

'twould kill her to think it. Well; she's a blessed angel on earth; and after this one night, 

I'll cling to her skirts and follow her to Heaven." 
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With this excellent resolve for the future, Goodman Brown felt himself justified in 

making more haste on his present evil purpose. He had taken a dreary road, darkened by 

all the gloomiest trees of the forest, which barely stood aside to let the narrow path creep 

through, and closed immediately behind. It was all as lonely as could be; and there is this 

peculiarity in such a solitude, that the traveller knows not who may be concealed by the 

innumerable trunks and the thick boughs overhead; so that, with lonely footsteps, he may 

yet be passing through an unseen multitude. 

"There may be a devilish Indian behind every tree," said Goodman Brown to himself; and 

he glanced fearfully behind him, as he added, "What if the devil himself should be at my 

very elbow!" 

His head being turned back, he passed a crook of the road, and looking forward again, 

beheld the figure of a man, in grave and decent attire, seated at the foot of an old tree. He 

arose, at Goodman Brown's approach, and walked onward, side by side with him. 

"You are late, Goodman Brown," said he. "The clock of the Old South was striking, as I 

came through Boston; and that is full fifteen minutes agone." 

"Faith kept me back awhile," replied the young man, with a tremor in his voice, caused 

by the sudden appearance of his companion, though not wholly unexpected. 

It was now deep dusk in the forest, and deepest in that part of it where these two were 

journeying. As nearly as could be discerned, the second traveller was about fifty years 

old, apparently in the same rank of life as Goodman Brown, and bearing a considerable 

resemblance to him, though perhaps more in expression than features. Still, they might 

have been taken for father and son. And yet, though the elder person was as simply clad 

as the younger, and as simple in manner too, he had an indescribable air of one who knew 

the world, and would not have felt abashed at the governor's dinner-table, or in King 

William's court, were it possible that his affairs should call him thither. But the only thing 

about him, that could be fixed upon as remarkable, was his staff, which bore the likeness 

of a great black snake, so curiously wrought, that it might almost be seen to twist and 

wriggle itself like a living serpent. This, of course, must have been an ocular deception, 

assisted by the uncertain light. 
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"Come, Goodman Brown!" cried his fellow-traveller, "this is a dull pace for the 

beginning of a journey. Take my staff, if you are so soon weary." 

"Friend," said the other, exchanging his slow pace for a full stop, "having kept covenant 

by meeting thee here, it is my purpose now to return whence I came. I have scruples, 

touching the matter thou wot'st of." 

"Sayest thou so?" replied he of the serpent, smiling apart. "Let us walk on, nevertheless, 

reasoning as we go, and if I convince thee not, thou shalt turn back. We are but a little 

way in the forest, yet." 

"Too far, too far!" exclaimed the goodman, unconsciously resuming his walk. "My father 

never went into the woods on such an errand, nor his father before him. We have been a 

race of honest men and good Christians, since the days of the martyrs. And shall I be the 

first of the name of Brown, that ever took this path and kept--" 

"Such company, thou wouldst say," observed the elder person, interrupting his pause. 

"Well said, Goodman Brown! I have been as well acquainted with your family as with 

ever a one among the Puritans; and that's no trifle to say. I helped your grandfather, the 

constable, when he lashed the Quaker woman so smartly through the streets of Salem. 

And it was I that brought your father a pitch-pine knot, kindled at my own hearth, to set 

fire to an Indian village, in King Philip's War. They were my good friends, both; and 

many a pleasant walk have we had along this path, and returned merrily after midnight. I 

would fain be friends with you, for their sake." 

"If it be as thou sayest," replied Goodman Brown, "I marvel they never spoke of these 

matters. Or, verily, I marvel not, seeing that the least rumor of the sort would have driven 

them from New England. We are a people of prayer, and good works to boot, and abide 

no such wickedness." 

"Wickedness or not," said the traveller with the twisted staff, "I have a very general 

acquaintance here in New England. The deacons of many a church have drunk the 

communion wine with me; the selectmen, of divers towns, make me their chairman; and a 

majority of the Great and General Court are firm supporters of my interest. The governor 

and I, too--but these are state-secrets." 
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"Can this be so!" cried Goodman Brown, with a stare of amazement at his undisturbed 

companion. "Howbeit, I have nothing to do with the governor and council; they have 

their own ways, and are no rule for a simple husbandman like me. But, were I to go on 

with thee, how should I meet the eye of that good old man, our minister, at Salem 

village? Oh, his voice would make me tremble, both Sabbath-day and lecture-day!" 

Thus far, the elder traveller had listened with due gravity, but now burst into a fit of 

irrepressible mirth, shaking himself so violently that his snake-like staff actually seemed 

to wriggle in sympathy. 

"Ha! ha! ha!" shouted he, again and again; then composing himself, "Well, go on, 

Goodman Brown, go on; but, pr'y thee, don't kill me with laughing!" 

"Well, then, to end the matter at once," said Goodman Brown, considerably nettled, 

"there is my wife, Faith. It would break her dear little heart; and I'd rather break my 

Own!" 

"Nay, if that be the case," answered the other, "e'en go thy ways, Goodman Brown. I 

would not, for twenty old women like the one hobbling before us, that Faith should come 

to any harm." 

As he spoke, he pointed his staff at a female figure on the path, in whom Goodman 

Brown recognized a very pious and exemplary dame, who had taught him his catechism 

in youth, and was still his moral and spiritual adviser, jointly with the minister and 

Deacon Gookin. 

"A marvel, truly, that Goody Cloyse should be so far in the wilderness, at night-fall!" said 

he. "But, with your leave, friend, I shall take a cut through the woods, until we have left 

this Christian woman behind. Being a stranger to you, she might ask whom I was 

consorting with, and whither I was going." 

"Be it so," said his fellow-traveller. "Betake you to the woods, and let me keep the path." 

Accordingly, the young man turned aside, but took care to watch his companion, who 

advanced softly along the road, until he had come within a staff's length of the old dame. 

She, meanwhile, was making the best of her way, with singular speed for so aged a 

woman, and mumbling some indistinct words, a prayer, doubtless, as she went. The  
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traveller put forth his staff, and touched her withered neck with what seemed the serpent's 

Tail. 

"The devil!" screamed the pious old lady. 

"Then Goody Cloyse knows her old friend?" observed the traveller, confronting her, and 

leaning on his writhing stick. 

"Ah, forsooth, and is it your worship, indeed?" cried the good dame. "Yea, truly is it, and 

in the very image of my old gossip, Goodman Brown, the grandfather of the silly fellow 

that now is. But--would your worship believe it?--my broomstick hath strangely 

disappeared, stolen, as I suspect, by that unhanged witch, Goody Cory, and that, too, 

when I was all anointed with the juice of smallage and cinque-foil and wolf's-bane--" 

"Mingled with fine wheat and the fat of a new-born babe," said the shape of old 

Goodman Brown. 

"Ah, your worship knows the recipe," cried the old lady, cackling aloud. "So, as I was 

saying, being all ready for the meeting, and no horse to ride on, I made up my mind to 

foot it; for they tell me, there is a nice young man to be taken into communion to-night. 

But now your good worship will lend me your arm, and we shall be there in a twinkling." 

"That can hardly be," answered her friend. "I may not spare you my arm, Goody Cloyse, 

but here is my staff, if you will." 

So saying, he threw it down at her feet, where, perhaps, it assumed life, being one of the 

rods which its owner had formerly lent to Egyptian Magi. Of this fact, however, 

Goodman Brown could not take cognizance. He had cast up his eyes in astonishment, and 

looking down again, beheld neither Goody Cloyse nor the serpentine staff, but his fellow traveller 

alone, who waited for him as calmly as if nothing had happened. 

"That old woman taught me my catechism!" said the young man; and there was a world 

of meaning in this simple comment. 

They continued to walk onward, while the elder traveller exhorted his companion to 

make good speed and persevere in the path, discoursing so aptly, that his arguments 

seemed rather to spring up in the bosom of his auditor, than to be suggested by himself. 

As they went, he plucked a branch of maple, to serve for a walking-stick, and began to 
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strip it of the twigs and little boughs, which were wet with evening dew. The moment his 

fingers touched them, they became strangely withered and dried up, as with a week's 

sunshine. Thus the pair proceeded, at a good free pace, until suddenly, in a gloomy 

hollow of the road, Goodman Brown sat himself down on the stump of a tree, and refused 

to go any farther. 

"Friend," said he, stubbornly, "my mind is made up. Not another step will I budge on this 

errand. What if a wretched old woman do choose to go to the devil, when I thought she 

was going to Heaven! Is that any reason why I should quit my dear Faith, and go after 

Her?" 

"You will think better of this by-and-by," said his acquaintance, composedly. "Sit here 

and rest yourself awhile; and when you feel like moving again, there is my staff to help 

you along." 

Without more words, he threw his companion the maple stick, and was as speedily out of 

sight, as if he had vanished into the deepening gloom. The young man sat a few moments 

by the road-side, applauding himself greatly, and thinking with how clear a conscience he 

should meet the minister, in his morning-walk, nor shrink from the eye of good old 

Deacon Gookin. And what calm sleep would be his, that very night, which was to have 

been spent so wickedly, but purely and sweetly now, in the arms of Faith! Amidst these 

pleasant and praiseworthy meditations, Goodman Brown heard the tramp of horses along 

the road, and deemed it advisable to conceal himself within the verge of the forest, 

conscious of the guilty purpose that had brought him thither, though now so happily 

turned from it. 

On came the hoof-tramps and the voices of the riders, two grave old voices, conversing 

soberly as they drew near. These mingled sounds appeared to pass along the road, within 

a few yards of the young man's hiding-place; but owing, doubtless, to the depth of the 

gloom, at that particular spot, neither the travellers nor their steeds were visible. Though 

their figures brushed the small boughs by the way-side, it could not be seen that they 

intercepted, even for a moment, the faint gleam from the strip of bright sky, athwart 

which they must have passed. Goodman Brown alternately crouched and stood on tip-toe, 
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pulling aside the branches, and thrusting forth his head as far as he durst, without 

discerning so much as a shadow. It vexed him the more, because he could have sworn, 

were such a thing possible, that he recognized the voices of the minister and Deacon 

Gookin, jogging along quietly, as they were wont to do, when bound to some ordination 

or ecclesiastical council. While yet within hearing, one of the riders stopped to pluck a 

Switch. 

"Of the two, reverend Sir," said the voice like the deacon's, I had rather miss an 

ordination-dinner than tonight's meeting. They tell me that some of our community are to 

be here from Falmouth and beyond, and others from Connecticut and Rhode-Island; 

besides several of the Indian powows, who, after their fashion, know almost as much 

deviltry as the best of us. Moreover, there is a goodly young woman to be taken into 

Communion." 

"Mighty well, Deacon Gookin!" replied the solemn old tones of the minister. "Spur up, or 

we shall be late. Nothing can be done, you know, until I get on the ground." 

The hoofs clattered again, and the voices, talking so strangely in the empty air, passed on 

through the forest, where no church had ever been gathered, nor solitary Christian prayed. 

Whither, then, could these holy men be journeying, so deep into the heathen wilderness? 

Young Goodman Brown caught hold of a tree, for support, being ready to sink down on 

the ground, faint and overburthened with the heavy sickness of his heart. He looked up to 

the sky, doubting whether there really was a Heaven above him. Yet, there was the blue 

arch, and the stars brightening in it. 

"With Heaven above, and Faith below, I will yet stand firm against the devil!" cried 

Goodman Brown. 

While he still gazed upward, into the deep arch of the firmament, and had lifted his hands 

to pray, a cloud, though no wind was stirring, hurried across the zenith, and hid the 

brightening stars. The blue sky was still visible, except directly overhead, where this 

black mass of cloud was sweeping swiftly northward. Aloft in the air, as if from the 

depths of the cloud, came a confused and doubtful sound of voices. Once, the listener 

fancied that he could distinguish the accent of town's-people of his own, men and 
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women, both pious and ungodly, many of whom he had met at the communion-table, and 

had seen others rioting at the tavern. The next moment, so indistinct were the sounds, he 

doubted whether he had heard aught but the murmur of the old forest, whispering without 

a wind. Then came a stronger swell of those familiar tones, heard daily in the sunshine, at 

Salem village, but never, until now, from a cloud of night. There was one voice, of a 

young woman, uttering lamentations, yet with an uncertain sorrow, and entreating for 

some favor, which, perhaps, it would grieve her to obtain. And all the unseen multitude, 

both saints and sinners, seemed to encourage her onward. 

"Faith!" shouted Goodman Brown, in a voice of agony and desperation; and the echoes of 

the forest mocked him, crying -- "Faith! Faith!" as if bewildered wretches were seeking 

her, all through the wilderness. 

The cry of grief, rage, and terror, was yet piercing the night, when the unhappy husband 

held his breath for a response. There was a scream, drowned immediately in a louder 

murmur of voices, fading into far-off laughter, as the dark cloud swept away, leaving the 

clear and silent sky above Goodman Brown. But something fluttered lightly down 

through the air, and caught on the branch of a tree. The young man seized it, and beheld a 

pink ribbon. 

"My Faith is gone!" cried he, after one stupefied moment. "There is no good on earth; and 

sin is but a name. Come, devil! for to thee is this world given." 

And maddened with despair, so that he laughed loud and long, did Goodman Brown 

grasp his staff and set forth again, at such a rate, that he seemed to fly along the forestpath, rather 

than to walk or run. The road grew wilder and drearier, and more faintly 

traced, and vanished at length, leaving him in the heart of the dark wilderness, still 

rushing onward, with the instinct that guides mortal man to evil. The whole forest was 

peopled with frightful sounds; the creaking of the trees, the howling of wild beasts, and 

the yell of Indians; while, sometimes the wind tolled like a distant church-bell, and 

sometimes gave a broad roar around the traveller, as if all Nature were laughing him to 

scorn. But he was himself the chief horror of the scene, and shrank not from its other 

Horrors. 
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"Ha! ha! ha!" roared Goodman Brown, when the wind laughed at him. "Let us hear which 

will laugh loudest! Think not to frighten me with your deviltry! Come witch, come 

wizard, come Indian powow, come devil himself! and here comes Goodman Brown. You 

may as well fear him as he fear you!" 

In truth, all through the haunted forest, there could be nothing more frightful than the 

figure of Goodman Brown. On he flew, among the black pines, brandishing his staff with 

frenzied gestures, now giving vent to an inspiration of horrid blasphemy, and now 

shouting forth such laughter, as set all the echoes of the forest laughing like demons 

around him. The fiend in his own shape is less hideous, than when he rages in the breast 

of man. Thus sped the demoniac on his course, until, quivering among the trees, he saw a 

red light before him, as when the felled trunks and branches of a clearing have been set 

on fire, and throw up their lurid blaze against the sky, at the hour of midnight. He paused, 

in a lull of the tempest that had driven him onward, and heard the swell of what seemed a 

hymn, rolling solemnly from a distance, with the weight of many voices. He knew the 

tune; it was a familiar one in the choir of the village meeting-house. The verse died 

heavily away, and was lengthened by a chorus, not of human voices, but of all the sounds 

of the benighted wilderness, pealing in awful harmony together. Goodman Brown cried 

out; and his cry was lost to his own ear, by its unison with the cry of the desert. 

In the interval of silence, he stole forward, until the light glared full upon his eyes. At one 

extremity of an open space, hemmed in by the dark wall of the forest, arose a rock, 

bearing some rude, natural resemblance either to an altar or a pulpit, and surrounded by 

four blazing pines, their tops aflame, their stems untouched, like candles at an evening 

meeting. The mass of foliage, that had overgrown the summit of the rock, was all on fire, 

blazing high into the night, and fitfully illuminating the whole field. Each pendent twig 

and leafy festoon was in a blaze. As the red light arose and fell, a numerous congregation 

alternately shone forth, then disappeared in shadow, and again grew, as it were, out of the 

darkness, peopling the heart of the solitary woods at once. 

"A grave and dark-clad company!" quoth Goodman Brown. 

In truth, they were such. Among them, quivering to-and-fro, between gloom and 
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splendor, appeared faces that would be seen, next day, at the council-board of the 

province, and others which, Sabbath after Sabbath, looked devoutly heavenward, and 

benignantly over the crowded pews, from the holiest pulpits in the land. Some affirm, 

that the lady of the governor was there. At least, there were high dames well known to 

her, and wives of honored husbands, and widows, a great multitude, and ancient maidens, 

all of excellent repute, and fair young girls, who trembled lest their mothers should espy 

them. Either the sudden gleams of light, flashing over the obscure field, bedazzled 

Goodman Brown, or he recognized a score of the church-members of Salem village, 

famous for their especial sanctity. Good old Deacon Gookin had arrived, and waited at 

the skirts of that venerable saint, his reverend pastor. But, irreverently consorting with 

these grave, reputable, and pious people, these elders of the church, these chaste dames 

and dewy virgins, there were men of dissolute lives and women of spotted fame, wretches 

given over to all mean and filthy vice, and suspected even of horrid crimes. It was strange 

to see, that the good shrank not from the wicked, nor were the sinners abashed by the 

saints. Scattered, also, among their palefaced enemies, were the Indian priests, or 

powows, who had often scared their native forest with more hideous incantations than 

any known to English witchcraft. 

"But, where is Faith?" thought Goodman Brown; and, as hope came into his heart, he 

trembled.  

Another verse of the hymn arose, a slow and mournful strain, such as the pious love, but 

joined to words which expressed all that our nature can conceive of sin, and darkly hinted 

at far more. Unfathomable to mere mortals is the lore of fiends. Verse after verse was 

sung, and still the chorus of the desert swelled between, like the deepest tone of a mighty 

organ. And, with the final peal of that dreadful anthem, there came a sound, as if the 

roaring wind, the rushing streams, the howling beasts, and every other voice of the 

unconverted wilderness, were mingling and according with the voice of guilty man, in 

homage to the prince of all. The four blazing pines threw up a loftier flame, and 

obscurely discovered shapes and visages of horror on the smoke-wreaths, above the 

impious assembly. At the same moment, the fire on the rock shot redly forth, and formed 
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a glowing arch above its base, where now appeared a figure. With reverence be it spoken, 

the figure bore no slight similitude, both in garb and manner, to some grave divine of the 

New-England churches. 

"Bring forth the converts!" cried a voice, that echoed through the field and rolled into the 

Forest. 

At the word, Goodman Brown stepped forth from the shadow of the trees, and 

approached the congregation, with whom he felt a loathful brotherhood, by the sympathy 

of all that was wicked in his heart. He could have well nigh sworn, that the shape of his 

own dead father beckoned him to advance, looking downward from a smoke-wreath, 

while a woman, with dim features of despair, threw out her hand to warn him back. Was 

it his mother? But he had no power to retreat one step, nor to resist, even in thought, 

when the minister and good old Deacon Gookin seized his arms, and led him to the 

blazing rock. Thither came also the slender form of a veiled female, led between Goody 

Cloyse, that pious teacher of the catechism, and Martha Carrier, who had received the 

devil's promise to be queen of hell. A rampant hag was she! And there stood the 

proselytes, beneath the canopy of fire. 

"Welcome, my children," said the dark figure, "to the communion of your race! Ye have 

found, thus young, your nature and your destiny. My children, look behind you!" 

They turned; and flashing forth, as it were, in a sheet of flame, the fiend-worshippers 

were seen; the smile of welcome gleamed darkly on every visage. 

"There," resumed the sable form, "are all whom ye have reverenced from youth. Ye 

deemed them holier than yourselves, and shrank from your own sin, contrasting it with 

their lives of righteousness, and prayerful aspirations heavenward. Yet, here are they all, 

in my worshipping assembly! This night it shall be granted you to know their secret 

deeds; how hoary-bearded elders of the church have whispered wanton words to the 

young maids of their households; how many a woman, eager for widow's weeds, has 

given her husband a drink at bed-time, and let him sleep his last sleep in her bosom; how 

beardless youth have made haste to inherit their father's wealth; and how fair damsels-- 

blush not, sweet ones--have dug little graves in the garden, and bidden me, the sole guest, 
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to an infant's funeral. By the sympathy of your human hearts for sin, ye shall scent out all 

the places--whether in church, bed-chamber, street, field, or forest--where crime has been 

committed, and shall exult to behold the whole earth one stain of guilt, one mighty bloodspot. Far 

more than this! It shall be yours to penetrate, in every bosom, the deep mystery  

of sin, the fountain of all wicked arts, and which inexhaustibly supplies more evil 

impulses than human power--than my power at its utmost!--can make manifest in deeds. 

And now, my children, look upon each other." 

They did so; and, by the blaze of the hell-kindled torches, the wretched man beheld his 

Faith, and the wife her husband, trembling before that unhallowed altar. 

"Lo! there ye stand, my children," said the figure, in a deep and solemn tone, almost sad, 

with its despairing awfulness, as if his once angelic nature could yet mourn for our 

miserable race. "Depending upon one another's hearts, ye had still hoped that virtue were 

not all a dream! Now are ye undeceived! Evil is the nature of mankind. Evil must be your 

only happiness. Welcome, again, my children, to the communion of your race!" 

"Welcome!" repeated the fiend-worshippers, in one cry of despair and triumph. 

And there they stood, the only pair, as it seemed, who were yet hesitating on the verge of 

wickedness, in this dark world. A basin was hollowed, naturally, in the rock. Did it 

contain water, reddened by the lurid light? or was it blood? or, perchance, a liquid flame? 

Herein did the Shape of Evil dip his hand, and prepare to lay the mark of baptism upon 

their foreheads, that they might be partakers of the mystery of sin, more conscious of the 

secret guilt of others, both in deed and thought, than they could now be of their own. The 

husband cast one look at his pale wife, and Faith at him. What polluted wretches would 

the next glance show them to each other, shuddering alike at what they disclosed and 

what they saw! 

"Faith! Faith!" cried the husband. "Look up to Heaven, and resist the Wicked One!" 

Whether Faith obeyed, he knew not. Hardly had he spoken, when he found himself amid 

calm night and solitude, listening to a roar of the wind, which died heavily away through 

the forest. He staggered against the rock, and felt it chill and damp, while a hanging twig, 

that had been all on fire, besprinkled his cheek with the coldest dew. 
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The next morning, young Goodman Brown came slowly into the street of Salem village, 

staring around him like a bewildered man. The good old minister was taking a walk along 

the graveyard, to get an appetite for breakfast and meditate his sermon, and bestowed a 

blessing, as he passed, on Goodman Brown. He shrank from the venerable saint, as if to 

avoid an anathema. Old Deacon Gookin was at domestic worship, and the holy words of 

his prayer were heard through the open window. "What God doth the wizard pray to?" 

quoth Goodman Brown. Goody Cloyse, that excellent old Christian, stood in the early 

sunshine, at her own lattice, catechising a little girl, who had brought her a pint of 

morning's milk. Goodman Brown snatched away the child, as from the grasp of the fiend 

himself. Turning the corner by the meeting-house, he spied the head of Faith, with the 

pink ribbons, gazing anxiously forth, and bursting into such joy at sight of him, that she 

skipt along the street, and almost kissed her husband before the whole village. But 

Goodman Brown looked sternly and sadly into her face, and passed on without a 

Greeting. 

Had Goodman Brown fallen asleep in the forest, and only dreamed a wild dream of a 

Witch-meeting? 

Be it so, if you will. But, alas! it was a dream of evil omen for young Goodman Brown. A 

stern, a sad, a darkly meditative, a distrustful, if not a desperate man, did he become, 

from the night of that fearful dream. On the Sabbath-day, when the congregation were 

singing a holy psalm, he could not listen, because an anthem of sin rushed loudly upon 

his ear, and drowned all the blessed strain. When the minister spoke from the pulpit, with 

power and fervid eloquence, and with his hand on the open Bible, of the sacred truths of 

our religion, and of saint-like lives and triumphant deaths, and of future bliss or misery 

unutterable, then did Goodman Brown turn pale, dreading lest the roof should thunder 

down upon the gray blasphemer and his hearers. Often, awaking suddenly at midnight, he 

shrank from the bosom of Faith, and at morning or eventide, when the family knelt down 

at prayer, he scowled, and muttered to himself, and gazed sternly at his wife, and turned 

away. And when he had lived long, and was borne to his grave, a hoary corpse, followed 

by Faith, an aged woman, and children and grand-children, a goodly procession, besides 

Mater Amabilis English Level 6​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ 68 



 

neighbors, not a few, they carved no hopeful verse upon his tombstone; for his dying 

hour was gloom.  
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Herman Melville (1819-1891) 

 

BARTLEBY THE SCRIVENER 

 

I am a rather elderly man. The nature of my avocations for the last thirty years has brought 

me into more than ordinary contact with what would seem an interesting and somewhat singular set 

of men, of whom as yet nothing that I know of has ever been written:—I mean the law-copyists or 

scriveners. I have known very many of them, professionally and privately, and if I pleased, could 

relate divers histories, at which good-natured gentlemen might smile, and sentimental souls might 

weep. But I waive the biographies of all other scriveners for a few passages in the life of Bartleby, 

who was a scrivener of the strangest I ever saw or heard of. While of other law-copyists I might 

write the complete life, of Bartleby nothing of that sort can be done. I believe that no materials exist 

for a full and satisfactory biography of this man. It is an irreparable loss to literature. Bartleby 

was one of those beings of whom nothing is ascertainable, except from the original sources, and in 

his case those are very small. What my own astonished eyes saw of Bartleby, that is all I know of 

him, except, indeed, one vague report which will appear in the sequel. 

Ere introducing the scrivener, as he first appeared to me, it is fit I make some mention of 

myself, my employées, my business, my chambers, and general surroundings; because some such 

description is indispensable to an adequate understanding of the chief character about to be 

presented. 

Imprimis: I am a man who, from his youth upwards, has been filled with a profound 

conviction that the easiest way of life is the best. Hence, though I belong to a profession proverbially 

energetic and nervous, even to turbulence, at times, yet nothing of that sort have I ever suffered to 

invade my peace. I am one of those unambitious lawyers who never addresses a jury, or in any way 

draws down public applause; but in the cool tranquility of a snug retreat, do a snug business among 

rich men’s bonds and mortgages and title-deeds. All who know me, consider me an eminently safe 

man. The late John Jacob Astor, a personage little given to poetic enthusiasm, had no hesitation in 

pronouncing my first grand point to be prudence; my next, method. I do not speak it in vanity, but 

simply record the fact, that I was not unemployed in my profession by the late John Jacob Astor; a 
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name which, I admit, I love to repeat, for it hath a rounded and orbicular sound to it, and rings like 

unto bullion. I will freely add, that I was not insensible to the late John Jacob Astor’s good opinion. 

Some time prior to the period at which this little history begins, my avocations had been 

largely increased. The good old office, now extinct in the State of New York, of a Master in 

Chancery, had been conferred upon me. It was not a very arduous office, but very pleasantly 

remunerative. I seldom lose my temper; much more seldom indulge in dangerous indignation at 

wrongs and outrages; but I must be permitted to be rash here and declare, that I consider the 

sudden and violent abrogation of the office of Master in Chancery, by the new Constitution, as 

a—premature act; inasmuch as I had counted upon a life-lease of the profits, whereas I only received 

those of a few short years. But this is by the way. 

My chambers were up stairs at No. – Wall-street. At one end they looked upon the white wall 

of the interior of a spacious sky-light shaft, penetrating the building from top to bottom. This view 

might have been considered rather tame than otherwise, deficient in what landscape painters call 

“life.” But if so, the view from the other end of my chambers offered, at least, a contrast, if nothing 

more. In that direction my windows commanded an unobstructed view of a lofty brick wall, black by 

age and everlasting shade; which wall required no spy-glass to bring out its lurking beauties, but for 

the benefit of all near-sighted spectators, was pushed up to within ten feet of my window panes. 

Owing to the great height of the surrounding buildings, and my chambers being on the second floor, 

the interval between this wall and mine not a little resembled a huge square cistern. 

At the period just preceding the advent of Bartleby, I had two persons as copyists in my 

employment, and a promising lad as an office-boy. First, Turkey; second, Nippers; third, Ginger Nut. 

These may seem names, the like of which are not usually found in the Directory. In truth they were 

nicknames, mutually conferred upon each other by my three clerks, and were deemed expressive of 

their respective persons or characters. Turkey was a short, pursy Englishman of about my own age, 

that is, somewhere not far from sixty. In the morning, one might say, his face was of a fine florid 

hue, but after twelve o’clock, meridian—his dinner hour—it blazed like a grate full of Christmas 

coals; and continued blazing— but, as it were, with a gradual wane—till 6 o’clock, p.m. or 

thereabouts, after which I saw no more of the proprietor of the face, which gaining its meridian 
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with the sun, seemed to set with it, to rise, culminate, and decline the following day, with the like 

regularity and undiminished glory. There are many singular coincidences I have known in the course 

of my life, not the least among which was the fact, that exactly when Turkey displayed his fullest 

beams from his red and radiant countenance, just then, too, at that critical moment, began the daily 

period when I considered his business capacities as seriously disturbed for the remainder of the 

twenty-four hours. Not that he was absolutely idle, or averse to business then; far from it. The 

difficulty was, he was apt to be altogether too energetic. There was a strange, inflamed, flurried, 

flighty recklessness of activity about him. He would be incautious in dipping his pen into his 

inkstand. All his blots upon my documents, were dropped there after twelve o’clock, meridian. 

Indeed, not only would he be reckless and sadly given to making blots in the afternoon, but some 

days he went further, and was rather noisy. At such times, too, his face flamed with augmented 

blazonry, as if cannel coal had been heaped on anthracite. He made an unpleasant racket with his 

chair; spilled his sand-box; in mending his pens, impatiently split them all to pieces, and threw them 

on the floor in a sudden passion; stood up and leaned over his table, boxing his papers about in a 

most indecorous manner, very sad to behold in an elderly man like him. Nevertheless, as he was in 

many ways a most valuable person to me, and all the time before twelve o’clock, meridian, was the 

quickest, steadiest creature too, accomplishing a great deal of work in a style not easy to be 

matched—for these reasons, I was willing to overlook his eccentricities, though indeed, occasionally, 

I remonstrated with him. I did this very gently, however, because, though the civilest, nay, the 

blandest and most reverential of men in the morning, yet in the afternoon he was disposed, upon 

provocation, to be slightly rash with his tongue, in fact, insolent. Now, valuing his morning services 

as I did, and resolved not to lose them; yet, at the same time made uncomfortable by his inflamed 

ways after twelve o’clock; and being a man of peace, unwilling by my admonitions to call forth 

unseemly retorts from him; I took upon me, one Saturday noon (he was always worse on Saturdays), 

to hint to him, very kindly, that perhaps now that he was growing old, it might be well to abridge his 

labors; in short, he need not come to my chambers after twelve o’clock, but, dinner over, had best 

go home to his lodgings and rest himself till teatime. But no; he insisted upon his afternoon 
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devotions. His countenance became intolerably fervid, as he oratorically assured me—gesticulating 

with a long ruler at the other end of the room—that if his services in the morning were useful, how 

indispensable, then, in the afternoon? 

“With submission, sir,” said Turkey on this occasion, “I consider myself your right-hand 

man. In the morning I but marshal and deploy my columns; but in the afternoon I put myself at 

their head, and gallantly charge the foe, thus!"—and he made a violent thrust with the ruler. 

“But the blots, Turkey,” intimated I. 

“True,—but, with submission, sir, behold these hairs! I am getting old. Surely, sir, a blot or 

two of a warm afternoon is not to be severely urged against gray hairs. Old age—even if it blot the 

page—is honorable. With submission, sir, we both are getting old.” 

This appeal to my fellow-feeling was hardly to be resisted. At all events, I saw that go he 

would not. So I made up my mind to let him stay, resolving, nevertheless, to see to it, that during the 

afternoon he had to do with my less important papers. 

Nippers, the second on my list, was a whiskered, sallow, and, upon the whole, rather 

piratical-looking young man of about five and twenty. I always deemed him the victim of two evil 

powers—ambition and indigestion. The ambition was evinced by a certain impatience of the duties 

of a mere copyist, an unwarrantable usurpation of strictly professional affairs, such as the original 

drawing up of legal documents. The indigestion seemed betokened in an occasional nervous 

testiness and grinning irritability, causing the teeth to audibly grind together over mistakes 

committed in copying; unnecessary maledictions, hissed, rather than spoken, in the heat of business; 

and especially by a continual discontent with the height of the table where he worked. Though of a 

very ingenious mechanical turn, Nippers could never get this table to suit him. He put chips under it, 

blocks of various sorts, bits of pasteboard, and at last went so far as to attempt an exquisite 

adjustment by final pieces of folded blotting paper. But no invention would answer. If, for the sake 

of easing his back, he brought the table lid at a sharp angle well up towards his chin, and wrote there 

like a man using the steep roof of a Dutch house for his desk:—then he declared that it stopped the 

circulation in his arms. If now he lowered the table to his waistbands, and stooped over it in writing, 

then there was a sore aching in his back. In short, the truth of the matter was, Nippers knew not 
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what he wanted. Or, if he wanted any thing, it was to be rid of a scrivener’s table altogether. Among 

the manifestations of his diseased ambition was a fondness he had for receiving visits from certain 

ambiguous-looking fellows in seedy coats, whom he called his clients. Indeed I was aware that not 

only was he, at times, considerable of a ward-politician, but he occasionally did a little business at the 

Justices’ courts, and was not unknown on the steps of the Tombs. I have good reason to believe, 

however, that one individual who called upon him at my chambers, and who, with a grand air, he 

insisted was his client, was no other than a dun, and the alleged title-deed, a bill. But with 

all his failings, and the annoyances he caused me, Nippers, like his compatriot Turkey, was a very 

useful man to me; wrote a neat, swift hand; and, when he chose, was not deficient in a gentlemanly 

sort of deportment. Added to this, he always dressed in a gentlemanly sort of way; and so, 

incidentally, reflected credit upon my chambers. Whereas with respect to Turkey, I had much ado to 

keep him from being a reproach to me. His clothes were apt to look oily and smell of eating-houses. 

He wore his pantaloons very loose and baggy in summer. His coats were execrable; his hat not to be 

handled. But while the hat was a thing of indifference to me, inasmuch as his natural civility and 

deference, as a dependent Englishman, always led him to doff it the moment he entered the room, 

yet his coat was another matter. Concerning his coats, I reasoned with him; but with no effect. The 

truth was, I suppose, that a man of so small an income, could not afford to sport such a lustrous 

face and a lustrous coat at one and the same time. As Nippers once observed, Turkey’s money went 

chiefly for red ink. One winter day I presented Turkey with a highly-respectable looking coat of my 

own, a padded gray coat, of a most comfortable warmth, and which buttoned straight up from the 

knee to the neck. I thought Turkey would appreciate the favor, and abate his rashness and 

obstreperousness of afternoons. But no. I verily believe that buttoning himself up in so downy and 

blanket-like a coat had a pernicious effect upon him; upon the same principle that too much oats are 

bad for horses. In fact, precisely as a rash, restive horse is said to feel his oats, so Turkey felt his 

coat. It made him insolent. He was a man whom prosperity harmed. 

Though concerning the self-indulgent habits of Turkey I had my own private surmises, yet 

touching Nippers I was well persuaded that whatever might be his faults in other respects, he was, at 

least, a temperate young man. But indeed, nature herself seemed to have been his vintner, and at his 

birth charged him so thoroughly with an irritable, brandy-like disposition, that all subsequent 
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potations were needless. When I consider how, amid the stillness of my chambers, Nippers would 

sometimes impatiently rise from his seat, and stooping over his table, spread his arms wide apart, 

seize the whole desk, and move it, and jerk it, with a grim, grinding motion on the floor, as if the 

table were a perverse voluntary agent, intent on thwarting and vexing him; I plainly perceive that for 

Nippers, brandy and water were altogether superfluous. 

It was fortunate for me that, owing to its peculiar cause—indigestion— the irritability and 

consequent nervousness of Nippers, were mainly observable in the morning, while in the afternoon 

he was comparatively mild. So that Turkey’s paroxysms only coming on about twelve o’clock, I never 

had to do with their eccentricities at one time. Their fits relieved each other like guards. When 

Nippers’ was on, Turkey’s was off; and vice versa. This was a good natural arrangement under the 

circumstances. 

Ginger Nut, the third on my list, was a lad some twelve years old. His father was a carman, 

ambitious of seeing his son on the bench instead of a cart, before he died. So he sent him to my 

office as student at law, errand boy, and cleaner and sweeper, at the rate of one dollar a week. He had 

a little desk to himself, but he did not use it much. Upon inspection, the drawer exhibited a great 

array of the shells of various sorts of nuts. Indeed, to this quick-witted youth the whole noble 

science of the law was contained in a nut-shell. Not the least among the employments of Ginger 

Nut, as well as one which he discharged with the most alacrity, was his duty as cake and apple 

purveyor for Turkey and Nippers. Copying law papers being proverbially dry, husky sort of business, 

my two scriveners were fain to moisten their mouths very often with Spitzenbergs to be had at the 

numerous stalls nigh the Custom House and Post Office. Also, they sent Ginger Nut very frequently 

for that peculiar cake—small, flat, round, and very spicy— after which he had been named by them. 

Of a cold morning when business was but dull, Turkey would gobble up scores of these cakes, as if 

they were mere wafers—indeed they sell them at the rate of six or eight for a penny—the scrape 

of his pen blending with the crunching of the crisp particles in his mouth. Of all the fiery afternoon 

blunders and flurried rashnesses of Turkey, was his once moistening a ginger-cake between his lips, 

and clapping it on to a mortgage for a seal. I came within an ace of dismissing him then. But he 

mollified me by making an oriental bow, and saying—"With submission, sir, it was generous of me 

to find you in stationery on my own account.” 
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Now my original business—that of a conveyancer and title hunter, and drawerup of 

recondite documents of all sorts—was considerably increased by receiving the master’s office. There 

was now great work for scriveners. Not only must I push the clerks already with me, but I must have 

additional help. In answer to my advertisement, a motionless young man one morning, stood upon 

my office threshold, the door being open, for it was summer. I can see that figure now— 

pallidly neat, pitiably respectable, incurably forlorn! It was Bartleby. 

After a few words touching his qualifications, I engaged him, glad to have among my corps 

of copyists a man of so singularly sedate an aspect, which I thought might operate beneficially upon 

the flighty temper of Turkey, and the fiery one of Nippers. 

I should have stated before that ground glass folding-doors divided my premises into two 

parts, one of which was occupied by my scriveners, the other by myself. According to my humor I 

threw open these doors, or closed them. I resolved to assign Bartleby a corner by the folding-doors, 

but on my side of them, so as to have this quiet man within easy call, in case any trifling thing was to 

be done. I placed his desk close up to a small side-window in that part of the room, a window which 

originally had afforded a lateral view of certain grimy back-yards and bricks, but which, owing to 

subsequent erections, commanded at present no view at all, though it gave some light. Within three 

feet of the panes was a wall, and the light came down from far above, between two lofty buildings, as 

from a very small opening in a dome. Still further to a satisfactory arrangement, I procured a high 

green folding screen, which might entirely isolate Bartleby from my sight, though not remove him 

from my voice. And thus, in a manner, privacy and society were conjoined. 

At first Bartleby did an extraordinary quantity of writing. As if long famishing for something 

to copy, he seemed to gorge himself on my documents. There was no pause for digestion. He ran a 

day and night line, copying by sun-light and by candle-light. I should have been quite delighted with 

his application, had he been cheerfully industrious. But he wrote on silently, palely, mechanically.  

It is, of course, an indispensable part of a scrivener’s business to verify the accuracy of his 

copy, word by word. Where there are two or more scriveners in an office, they assist each other in 

this examination, one reading from the copy, the other holding the original. It is a very dull, 

wearisome, and lethargic affair. I can readily imagine that to some sanguine temperaments it would 

be altogether intolerable. For example, I cannot credit that the mettlesome poet Byron would 
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have contentedly sat down with Bartleby to examine a law document of, say five hundred pages, 

closely written in a crimpy hand. 

Now and then, in the haste of business, it had been my habit to assist in comparing some 

brief document myself, calling Turkey or Nippers for this purpose. One object I had in placing 

Bartleby so handy to me behind the screen, was to avail myself of his services on such trivial 

occasions. It was on the third day, I think, of his being with me, and before any necessity had arisen 

for having his own writing examined, that, being much hurried to complete a small affair I had 

in hand, I abruptly called to Bartleby. In my haste and natural expectancy of instant compliance, I sat 

with my head bent over the original on my desk, and my right hand sideways, and somewhat 

nervously extended with the copy, so that immediately upon emerging from his retreat, Bartleby 

might snatch it and proceed to business without the least delay. 

In this very attitude did I sit when I called to him, rapidly stating what it was I wanted him to 

do—namely, to examine a small paper with me. Imagine my surprise, nay, my consternation, when 

without moving from his privacy, Bartleby in a singularly mild, firm voice, replied, “I would prefer 

not to.” 

I sat awhile in perfect silence, rallying my stunned faculties. Immediately it occurred to me 

that my ears had deceived me, or Bartleby had entirely misunderstood my meaning. I repeated my 

request in the clearest tone I could assume. But in quite as clear a one came the previous reply, “I 

would prefer not to.” 

“Prefer not to,” echoed I, rising in high excitement, and crossing the room with a stride. 

“What do you mean? Are you moon-struck? I want you to help me compare this sheet here—take 

it,” and I thrust it towards him. 

“I would prefer not to,” said he. 

I looked at him steadfastly. His face was leanly composed; his gray eye dimly 

calm. Not a wrinkle of agitation rippled him. Had there been the least uneasiness, anger, impatience 

or impertinence in his manner; in other words, had there been any thing ordinarily human about 

him, doubtless I should have violently dismissed him from the premises. But as it was, I should have 

as soon thought of turning my pale plaster-of-paris bust of Cicero out of doors. I stood gazing at 
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him awhile, as he went on with his own writing, and then reseated myself at my desk. This is very 

strange, thought I. What had one best do? But my business hurried me. I concluded to forget the 

matter for the present, reserving it for my future leisure. So calling Nippers from the other room, 

the paper was speedily examined. 

A few days after this, Bartleby concluded four lengthy documents, being quadruplicates of a 

week’s testimony taken before me in my High Court of Chancery. It became necessary to examine 

them. It was an important suit, and great accuracy was imperative. Having all things arranged I called 

Turkey, Nippers and Ginger Nut from the next room, meaning to place the four copies in the hands 

of my four clerks, while I should read from the original. Accordingly  Turkey, Nippers and Ginger 

Nut had taken their seats in a row, each with his document in hand, when I called to Bartleby to join 

this interesting group. 

“Bartleby! quick, I am waiting.” 

I heard a slow scrape of his chair legs on the uncarpeted floor, and soon he 

appeared standing at the entrance of his hermitage. 

“What is wanted?” said he mildly. 

“The copies, the copies,” said I hurriedly. “We are going to examine them. There"—and I 

held towards him the fourth quadruplicate. 

“I would prefer not to,” he said, and gently disappeared behind the screen. 

For a few moments I was turned into a pillar of salt, standing at the head of my seated 

column of clerks. Recovering myself, I advanced towards the screen, and demanded the reason for 

such extraordinary conduct. 

“Why do you refuse?” 

“I would prefer not to.” 

With any other man I should have flown outright into a dreadful passion, scorned all further 

words, and thrust him ignominiously from my presence. But there was something about Bartleby 

that not only strangely disarmed me, but in a wonderful manner touched and disconcerted me. I 

began to reason with him. 
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“These are your own copies we are about to examine. It is labor saving to you, because one 

examination will answer for your four papers. It is common usage. Every copyist is bound to help 

examine his copy. Is it not so? Will you not speak? Answer!” 

“I prefer not to,” he replied in a flute-like tone. It seemed to me that while I had been 

addressing him, he carefully revolved every statement that I made; fully comprehended the meaning; 

could not gainsay the irresistible conclusions; but, at the same time, some paramount consideration 

prevailed with him to reply as he did. 

“You are decided, then, not to comply with my request—a request made according to 

common usage and common sense?” 

He briefly gave me to understand that on that point my judgment was sound. 

Yes: his decision was irreversible. 

It is not seldom the case that when a man is browbeaten in some unprecedented and 

violently unreasonable way, he begins to stagger in his own plainest faith. He begins, as it were, 

vaguely to surmise that, wonderful as it may be, all the justice and all the reason is on the other side. 

Accordingly, if any disinterested persons are present, he turns to them for some reinforcement for 

his own faltering mind. 

“Turkey,” said I, “what do you think of this? Am I not right?” 

“With submission, sir,” said Turkey, with his blandest tone, “I think that you are.” 

“Nippers,” said I, “what do you think of it?” 

“I think I should kick him out of the office.” 

(The reader of nice perceptions will here perceive that, it being morning, Turkey’s answer is 

couched in polite and tranquil terms, but Nippers replies in ill-tempered ones. Or, to repeat a 

previous sentence, Nippers’ ugly mood was on duty and Turkey’s off.) 

“Ginger Nut,” said I, willing to enlist the smallest suffrage in my behalf, “what do you think 

of it?” 

“I think, sir, he’s a little luny,” replied Ginger Nut with a grin. 

“You hear what they say,” said I, turning towards the screen, “come forth and do your duty.” 

But he vouchsafed no reply. I pondered a moment in sore perplexity. But once more 

business hurried me. I determined again to postpone the consideration of this dilemma to my future 
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leisure. With a little trouble we made out to examine the papers without Bartleby, though at every 

page or two, Turkey deferentially dropped his opinion that this proceeding was quite out of the 

common; while Nippers, twitching in his chair with a dyspeptic nervousness, ground out between 

his set teeth occasional hissing maledictions against the stubborn oaf behind the screen. And for his 

(Nippers’) part, this was the first and the last time he would do another man’s business without pay. 

Meanwhile Bartleby sat in his hermitage, oblivious to every thing but his own peculiar 

business there. 

Some days passed, the scrivener being employed upon another lengthy work. 

His late remarkable conduct led me to regard his ways narrowly. I observed that he never 

went to dinner; indeed that he never went any where. As yet I had never of my personal knowledge 

known him to be outside of my office. He was a perpetual sentry in the corner. At about eleven 

o’clock though, in the morning, I noticed that Ginger Nut would advance toward the opening in 

Bartleby’s screen, as if silently beckoned thither by a gesture invisible to me where I sat. The boy 

would then leave the office jingling a few pence, and reappear with a handful of ginger-nuts which 

he delivered in the hermitage, receiving two of the cakes for his trouble. 

He lives, then, on ginger-nuts, thought I; never eats a dinner, properly speaking; he must be a 

vegetarian then; but no; he never eats even vegetables, he eats nothing but ginger-nuts. My mind 

then ran on in reveries concerning the probable effects upon the human constitution of living 

entirely on ginger-nuts. Gingernuts are so called because they contain ginger as one of their peculiar 

constituents, and the final flavoring one. Now what was ginger? A hot, spicy thing. Was Bartleby hot 

and spicy? Not at all. Ginger, then, had no effect upon Bartleby. Probably he preferred it should 

have none. 

Nothing so aggravates an earnest person as a passive resistance. If the individual so resisted 

be of a not inhumane temper, and the resisting one perfectly harmless in his passivity; then, in the 

better moods of the former, he will endeavor charitably to construe to his imagination what proves 

impossible to be solved by his judgment. Even so, for the most part, I regarded Bartleby and his 

ways. Poor fellow! thought I, he means no mischief; it is plain he intends no insolence; his aspect 

sufficiently evinces that his eccentricities are involuntary. He is useful to me. I can get along with 

him. If I turn him away, the chances are he will fall in with some less indulgent employer, and then 
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he will be rudely treated, and perhaps driven forth miserably to starve. Yes. Here I can cheaply 

purchase a delicious self-approval. To befriend Bartleby; to humor him in his strange willfulness, will 

cost me little or nothing, while I lay up in my soul what will eventually prove a sweet morsel for my 

conscience. But this mood was not invariable with me. The passiveness of Bartleby sometimes 

irritated me. I felt strangely goaded on to encounter him in new opposition, to elicit some angry 

spark from him answerable to my own. But indeed I might as well have essayed to strike fire with my 

knuckles against a bit of Windsor soap. But one afternoon the evil impulse in me mastered me, and 

the following little scene ensued: 

“Bartleby,” said I, “when those papers are all copied, I will compare them with you.” 

“I would prefer not to.” 

“How? Surely you do not mean to persist in that mulish vagary?” 

No answer. 

I threw open the folding-doors near by, and turning upon Turkey and Nippers, exclaimed in 

an excited manner— “He says, a second time, he won’t examine his papers. What do you think of 

it, Turkey?” 

It was afternoon, be it remembered. Turkey sat glowing like a brass boiler, his bald head 

steaming, his hands reeling among his blotted papers. 

“Think of it?” roared Turkey; “I think I’ll just step behind his screen, and black his eyes for 

him!” 

So saying, Turkey rose to his feet and threw his arms into a pugilistic position. 

He was hurrying away to make good his promise, when I detained him, alarmed at the effect 

of incautiously rousing Turkey’s combativeness after dinner. 

“Sit down, Turkey,” said I, “and hear what Nippers has to say. What do you think of it, 

Nippers? Would I not be justified in immediately dismissing Bartleby?” 

“Excuse me, that is for you to decide, sir. I think his conduct quite unusual, and indeed 

unjust, as regards Turkey and myself. But it may only be a passing  whim.” 

“Ah,” exclaimed I, “you have strangely changed your mind then—you speak very gently of 

him now.” 
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“All beer,” cried Turkey; “gentleness is effects of beer—Nippers and I dined together to-day. 

You see how gentle I am, sir. Shall I go and black his eyes?” 

“You refer to Bartleby, I suppose. No, not to-day, Turkey,” I replied; “pray, put up your fists.” 

I closed the doors, and again advanced towards Bartleby. I felt additional incentives tempting 

me to my fate. I burned to be rebelled against again. I remembered that Bartleby never left the 

office. 

“Bartleby,” said I, “Ginger Nut is away; just step round to the Post Office, 

won’t you? (it was but a three minute walk,) and see if there is any thing for me.” 

“I would prefer not to.” 

“You will not?” 

“I prefer not.” 

I staggered to my desk, and sat there in a deep study. My blind inveteracy returned. Was 

there any other thing in which I could procure myself to be ignominiously repulsed by this lean, 

penniless wight?—my hired clerk? What added thing is there, perfectly reasonable, that he will be 

sure to refuse to do? 

“Bartleby!” 

No answer. 

“Bartleby,” in a louder tone. 

No answer. 

“Bartleby,” I roared. 

Like a very ghost, agreeably to the laws of magical invocation, at the third summons, he 

appeared at the entrance of his hermitage. 

“Go to the next room, and tell Nippers to come to me.” 

“I prefer not to,” he respectfully and slowly said, and mildly disappeared. 

“Very good, Bartleby,” said I, in a quiet sort of serenely severe self-possessed tone, 

intimating the unalterable purpose of some terrible retribution very close at hand. At the moment I 

half intended something of the kind. But upon the whole, as it was drawing towards my dinner-hour, 

I thought it best to put on my hat and walk home for the day, suffering much from perplexity and 

distress of mind. 
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Shall I acknowledge it? The conclusion of this whole business was, that it soon became a 

fixed fact of my chambers, that a pale young scrivener, by the name of Bartleby, had a desk there; 

that he copied for me at the usual rate of four cents a folio (one hundred words); but he was 

permanently exempt from examining the work done by him, that duty being transferred to Turkey 

and Nippers, one of compliment doubtless to their superior acuteness; moreover, said Bartleby was 

never on any account to be dispatched on the most trivial errand of any sort; and that even if 

entreated to take upon him such a matter, it was generally understood that he would prefer not 

to—in other words, that he would refuse pointblank. 

As days passed on, I became considerably reconciled to Bartleby. His steadiness, his freedom 

from all dissipation, his incessant industry (except when he chose to throw himself into a standing 

revery behind his screen), his great, stillness, his unalterableness of demeanor under all 

circumstances, made him a valuable acquisition. One prime thing was this,—he was always 

there;—first in the morning, continually through the day, and the last at night. I had a singular 

confidence in his honesty. I felt my most precious papers perfectly safe in his hands. Sometimes to 

be sure I could not, for the very soul of me, avoid falling into sudden spasmodic passions with him. 

For it was exceeding difficult to bear in mind all the time those strange peculiarities, privileges, and 

unheard of exemptions, forming the tacit stipulations on Bartleby’s part under which he remained in 

my office. Now and then, in the eagerness of dispatching pressing business, I would inadvertently 

summon Bartleby, in a short, rapid tone, to put his finger, say, on the incipient tie of a bit of red tape 

with which I was about compressing some papers. Of course, from behind the screen the usual 

answer, “I prefer not to,” was sure to come; and then, how could a human creature with the 

common infirmities of our nature, refrain from bitterly exclaiming upon such perverseness—such 

unreasonableness. However, every added repulse of this sort which I received only tended to lessen 

the probability of my repeating the inadvertence. 

Here it must be said, that according to the custom of most legal gentlemen occupying 

chambers in densely-populated law buildings, there were several keys to my door. One was kept by a 

woman residing in the attic, which person weekly scrubbed and daily swept and dusted my 

apartments. Another was kept by Turkey for convenience sake. The third I sometimes carried in my 

own pocket. The fourth I knew not who had. 
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Now, one Sunday morning I happened to go to Trinity Church, to hear a celebrated 

preacher, and finding myself rather early on the ground, I thought I would walk around to my 

chambers for a while. Luckily I had my key with me; but upon applying it to the lock, I found it 

resisted by something inserted from the inside. Quite surprised, I called out; when to my 

consternation a key was turned from within; and thrusting his lean visage at me, and holding the 

door ajar, the apparition of Bartleby appeared, in his shirt sleeves, and otherwise in a strangely 

tattered dishabille, saying quietly that he was sorry, but he was deeply engaged just then, 

and—preferred not admitting me at present. In a brief word or two, he moreover added, that 

perhaps I had better walk round the block two or three times, and by that time he would probably 

have concluded his affairs. 

Now, the utterly unsurmised appearance of Bartleby, tenanting my law-chambers of a Sunday 

morning, with his cadaverously gentlemanly nonchalance, yet withal firm and self-possessed, had 

such a strange effect upon me, that incontinently I slunk away from my own door, and did as 

desired. But not without sundry twinges of impotent rebellion against the mild effrontery of this 

unaccountable scrivener. Indeed, it was his wonderful mildness chiefly, which not only disarmed me, 

but unmanned me, as it were. For I consider that one, for the time, is a sort of unmanned when he 

tranquilly permits his hired clerk to dictate to him, and order him away from his own premises. 

Furthermore, I was full of uneasiness as to what Bartleby could possibly be doing in my office in his 

shirt sleeves, and in an otherwise dismantled condition of a Sunday morning. Was any thing amiss 

going on? Nay, that was out of the question. It was not to be thought of for a moment that Bartleby 

was an immoral person. But what could he be doing there?—copying? Nay again, whatever might be 

his eccentricities, Bartleby was an eminently decorous person. He would be the last man to sit down 

to his desk in any state approaching to nudity. Besides, it was Sunday; and there was something 

about Bartleby that forbade the supposition that he would by any secular occupation violate the 

proprieties of the day. 

Nevertheless, my mind was not pacified; and full of a restless curiosity, at last I returned to 

the door. Without hindrance I inserted my key, opened it, and entered. Bartleby was not to be seen. I 

looked round anxiously, peeped behind his screen; but it was very plain that he was gone. Upon 

more closely examining the place, I surmised that for an indefinite period Bartleby must have 
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ate, dressed, and slept in my office, and that too without plate, mirror, or bed. The cushioned seat of 

a rickety old sofa in one corner bore the faint impress of a lean, reclining form. Rolled away under 

his desk, I found a blanket; under the empty grate, a blacking box and brush; on a chair, a tin basin, 

with soap and a ragged towel; in a newspaper a few crumbs of ginger-nuts and a morsel of 

cheese. Yes, thought I, it is evident enough that Bartleby has been making his home here, keeping 

bachelor’s hall all by himself. Immediately then the thought came sweeping across me, What 

miserable friendlessness and loneliness are here revealed! His poverty is great; but his solitude, how 

horrible! Think of it. Of a Sunday, Wall-street is deserted as Petra; and every night of every day it is 

an emptiness. This building too, which of week-days hums with industry and life, at nightfall echoes 

with sheer vacancy, and all through Sunday is forlorn. And here Bartleby makes his home; sole 

spectator of a solitude which he has seen all populous—a sort of innocent and transformed Marius 

brooding among the ruins of Carthage! 

For the first time in my life a feeling of overpowering stinging melancholy seized me. Before, 

I had never experienced aught but a not-unpleasing sadness. The bond of a common humanity now 

drew me irresistibly to gloom. A fraternal melancholy! For both I and Bartleby were sons of Adam. I 

rememberred the bright silks and sparkling faces I had seen that day, in gala trim, swan-like sailing 

down the Mississippi of Broadway; and I contrasted them with the pallid copyist, and thought to 

myself, Ah, happiness courts the light, so we deem the world is gay; but misery hides aloof, so we 

deem that misery there is none. These sad fancyings—chimeras, doubtless, of a sick and silly 

brain—led on to other and more special thoughts, concerning the eccentricities of Bartleby. 

Presentiments of strange discoveries hovered round me. The scrivener’s pale form appeared to 

me laid out, among uncaring strangers, in its shivering winding sheet.  

Suddenly I was attracted by Bartleby’s closed desk, the key in open sight left in the lock. 

I mean no mischief, seek the gratification of no heartless curiosity, thought I; besides, the 

desk is mine, and its contents too, so I will make bold to look within. Every thing was methodically 

arranged, the papers smoothly placed. The pigeon holes were deep, and removing the files of 

documents, I groped into their recesses. Presently I felt something there, and dragged it out. It was 

an old bandanna handkerchief, heavy and knotted. I opened it, and saw it was a savings’ 

Bank. 
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I now recalled all the quiet mysteries which I had noted in the man. I remembered that he 

never spoke but to answer; that though at intervals he had considerable time to himself, yet I had 

never seen him reading—no, not even a newspaper; that for long periods he would stand looking 

out, at his pale window behind the screen, upon the dead brick wall; I was quite sure he never visited 

any refectory or eating house; while his pale face clearly indicated that he never drank beer like 

Turkey, or tea and coffee even, like other men; that he never went any where in particular that I 

could learn; never went out for a walk, unless indeed that was the case at present; that he had 

declined telling who he was, or whence he came, or whether he had any relatives in the world; that 

though so thin and pale, he never complained of ill health. And more than all, I remembered a 

certain unconscious air of pallid—how shall I call it?—of pallid haughtiness, say, or rather an austere 

reserve about him, which had positively awed me into my tame compliance with his eccentricities, 

when I had feared to ask him to do the slightest incidental thing for me, even though I might know, 

from his long-continued motionlessness, that behind his screen he must be standing in one of those 

dead-wall reveries of his. 

Revolving all these things, and coupling them with the recently discovered fact that he made 

my office his constant abiding place and home, and not forgetful of his morbid moodiness; 

revolving all these things, a prudential feeling began tosteal over me. My first emotions had been 

those of pure melancholy and sincerest pity; but just in proportion as the forlornness of Bartleby 

grew and grew to my imagination, did that same melancholy merge into fear, that pity into repulsion. 

So true it is, and so terrible too, that up to a certain point the thought or sight of misery enlists our 

best affections; but, in certain special cases, beyond that point it does not. They err who would 

assert that invariably this is owing to the inherent selfishness of the human heart. It rather proceeds 

from a certain hopelessness of remedying excessive and organic ill. To a sensitive being, pity is not 

seldom pain. And when at last it is perceived that such pity cannot lead to effectual succor, common 

sense bids the soul rid of it. What I saw that morning persuaded me that the scrivener was the victim 

of innate and incurable disorder. I might give alms to his body; but his body did not pain him; it was 

his soul that suffered, and his soul I could not reach. 

I did not accomplish the purpose of going to Trinity Church that morning. Somehow, the 

things I had seen disqualified me for the time from church-going. I walked homeward, thinking what 
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I would do with Bartleby. Finally, I resolved upon this;—I would put certain calm questions to him 

the next morning, touching his history, etc., and if he declined to answer them openly and 

unreservedly (and I supposed he would prefer not), then to give him a twenty dollar bill over 

and above whatever I might owe him, and tell him his services were no longer required; but that if in 

any other way I could assist him, I would be happy to do so, especially if he desired to return to his 

native place, wherever that might be, I would willingly help to defray the expenses. Moreover, if, 

after reaching home, he found himself at any time in want of aid, a letter from him would be sure of  

a reply. 

The next morning came. 

“Bartleby,” said I, gently calling to him behind his screen. 

No reply. 

“Bartleby,” said I, in a still gentler tone, “come here; I am not going to ask you to do any 

thing you would prefer not to do—I simply wish to speak to you.” 

 ​ Upon this he noiselessly slid into view. 

“Will you tell me, Bartleby, where you were born?” 

“I would prefer not to.” 

“Will you tell me any thing about yourself ?” 

“I would prefer not to.” 

“But what reasonable objection can you have to speak to me? I feel friendly towards you.” 

He did not look at me while I spoke, but kept his glance fixed upon my bust of Cicero, 

which as I then sat, was directly behind me, some six inches above my head. 

“What is your answer, Bartleby?” said I, after waiting a considerable time for a reply, during 

which his countenance remained immovable, only there was the faintest conceivable tremor of the 

white attenuated mouth. 

“At present I prefer to give no answer,” he said, and retired into his hermitage. 

It was rather weak in me I confess, but his manner on this occasion nettled me. Not only did 

there seem to lurk in it a certain calm disdain, but his perverseness seemed ungrateful, considering 

the undeniable good usage and indulgence he had received from me. 
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Again I sat ruminating what I should do. Mortified as I was at his behavior, and resolved as I 

had been to dismiss him when I entered my offices, nevertheless I strangely felt something 

superstitious knocking at my heart, and forbidding me to carry out my purpose, and denouncing me 

for a villain if I dared to breathe one bitter word against this forlornest of mankind. At last, 

familiarly drawing my chair behind his screen, I sat down and said: “Bartleby, never mind then about 

revealing your history; but let me entreat you, as a friend, to comply as far as may be with the usages 

of this office. Say now you will help to examine papers to-morrow or next day: in short, say now that 

in a day or two you will begin to be a little reasonable:—say so, Bartleby.” 

“At present I would prefer not to be a little reasonable,” was his mildly cadaverous reply. 

Just then the folding-doors opened, and Nippers approached. He seemed suffering from an 

unusually bad night’s rest, induced by severer indigestion then common. He overheard those final 

words of Bartleby. 

“Prefer not, eh?” gritted Nippers—"I’d prefer him, if I were you, sir,” addressing me—"I’d 

prefer him; I’d give him preferences, the stubborn mule! What is it, sir, pray, that he prefers not to do 

now?” 

Bartleby moved not a limb. 

“Mr. Nippers,” said I, “I’d prefer that you would withdraw for the present.” 

Somehow, of late I had got into the way of involuntarily using this word “prefer” upon all 

sorts of not exactly suitable occasions. And I trembled to think that my contact with the scrivener 

had already and seriously affected me in a mental way. And what further and deeper aberration 

might it not yet produce?​ This apprehension had not been without efficacy in determining me 

to summary means. 

As Nippers, looking very sour and sulky, was departing, Turkey blandly and deferentially 

approached. 

“With submission, sir,” said he, “yesterday I was thinking about Bartleby here, and I think 

that if he would but prefer to take a quart of good ale every day, it would do much towards mending 

him, and enabling him to assist in examining his papers.” 

“So you have got the word too,” said I, slightly excited. 
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“With submission, what word, sir,” asked Turkey, respectfully crowding himself into the 

contracted space behind the screen, and by so doing, making me jostle the scrivener. “What word, 

sir?” 

“I would prefer to be left alone here,” said Bartleby, as if offended at being mobbed in his 

privacy. 

“That’s the word, Turkey,” said I—"that’s it.” 

“Oh, prefer? oh yes—queer word. I never use it myself. But, sir, as I was saying, if he would 

but prefer—” 

“Turkey,” interrupted I, “you will please withdraw.” 

“Oh certainly, sir, if you prefer that I should.” 

As he opened the folding-door to retire, Nippers at his desk caught a glimpse of me, and 

asked whether I would prefer to have a certain paper copied on blue paper or white. He did not in 

the least roguishly accent the word prefer. It was plain that it involuntarily rolled form his tongue. I 

thought to myself, surely I must get rid of a demented man, who already has in some degree turned 

the tongues, if not the heads of myself and clerks. But I thought it prudent not to break the 

dismission at once. 

The next day I noticed that Bartleby did nothing but stand at his window in his dead-wall 

revery. Upon asking him why he did not write, he said that he had decided upon doing no more 

writing. 

“Why, how now? what next?” exclaimed I, “do no more writing?” 

“No more.” 

“And what is the reason?” 

“Do you not see the reason for yourself,” he indifferently replied. 

I looked steadfastly at him, and perceived that his eyes looked dull and glazed. 

Instantly it occurred to me, that his unexampled diligence in copying by his dim window for 

the first few weeks of his stay with me might have temporarily impaired his vision. I was touched. I 

said something in condolence with him. I hinted that of course he did wisely in abstaining from 

writing for a while; and urged him to embrace that opportunity of taking wholesome exercise in the 

open air. This, however, he did not do. A few days after this, my other clerks being absent, and being 
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in a great hurry to dispatch certain letters by the mail, I thought that, having nothing else earthly to 

do, Bartleby would surely be less inflexible than usual, and carry these letters to the post-office. But 

he blankly declined. So, much to my inconvenience, I went myself. 

Still added days went by. Whether Bartleby’s eyes improved or not, I could not say. To all 

appearance, I thought they did. But when I asked him if they did, he vouchsafed no answer. At all 

events, he would do no copying. At last, in reply to my urgings, he informed me that he had 

permanently given up copying. 

“What!” exclaimed I; “suppose your eyes should get entirely well— better than ever 

before—would you not copy then?” 

“I have given up copying,” he answered, and slid aside. 

He remained as ever, a fixture in my chamber. Nay—if that were possible—he became still 

more of a fixture than before. What was to be done? He would do nothing in the office: why should 

he stay there? In plain fact, he had now become a millstone to me, not only useless as a necklace, but 

afflictive to bear. Yet I was sorry for him. I speak less than truth when I say that, on his own 

account, he occasioned me uneasiness. If he would but have named a single relative or friend, I 

would instantly have written, and urged their taking the poor fellow away to some convenient retreat. 

But he seemed alone, absolutely alone in the universe. A bit of wreck in the mid Atlantic. At length, 

necessities connected with my business tyrannized over all other considerations. Decently as I could, 

I told Bartleby that in six days’ time he must unconditionally leave the office. I warned him to take 

measures, in the interval, for procuring some other abode. I offered to assist him in this endeavor, if 

he himself would but take the first step towards a removal. “And when you finally quit me, Bartleby,” 

added I, “I shall see that you go not away entirely unprovided. Six days from this hour, remember.” 

At the expiration of that period, I peeped behind the screen, and lo! Bartleby was there. 

I buttoned up my coat,balanced myself; advanced slowly towards him, touched his shoulder, 

and said, “The time has come; you must quit this place; I am sorry for you; here is money; but you 

must go.” 

“I would prefer not,” he replied, with his back still towards me. 

“You must.” 

He remained silent. 
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Now I had an unbounded confidence in this man’s common honesty. He had frequently 

restored to me sixpences and shillings carelessly dropped upon the floor, for I am apt to be very 

reckless in such shirt-button affairs. The proceeding then which followed will not be deemed 

extraordinary. 

“Bartleby,” said I, “I owe you twelve dollars on account; here are thirty-two; the odd twenty 

are yours.—Will you take it?” and I handed the bills towards him. 

But he made no motion. 

“I will leave them here then,” putting them under a weight on the table. Then taking my hat 

and cane and going to the door I tranquilly turned and added— "After you have removed your 

things from these offices, Bartleby, you will of course lock the door—since every one is now gone 

for the day but you—and if you please, slip your key underneath the mat, so that I may have it in the 

morning. I shall not see you again; so good-bye to you. If hereafter in your new place of abode I can 

be of any service to you, do not fail to advise me by letter. Good-bye, Bartleby, and fare you well.” 

But he answered not a word; like the last column of some ruined temple, he remained 

standing mute and solitary in the middle of the otherwise deserted room. 

As I walked home in a pensive mood, my vanity got the better of my pity. I could not but 

highly plume myself on my masterly management in getting rid of Bartleby. Masterly I call it, and 

such it must appear to any dispassionate thinker. The beauty of my procedure seemed to consist in 

its perfect quietness. There was no vulgar bullying, no bravado of any sort, no choleric hectoring, 

and striding to and fro across the apartment, jerking out vehement commands for Bartleby to 

bundle himself off with his beggarly traps. Nothing of the kind. Without loudly bidding Bartleby 

depart—as an inferior genius might have done— I assumed the ground that depart he must; and 

upon that assumption built all I had to say. The more I thought over my procedure, the more I was 

charmed with it. Nevertheless, next morning, upon awakening, I had my doubts,—I had 

somehow slept off the fumes of vanity. One of the coolest and wisest hours a man has, is just after 

he awakes in the morning. My procedure seemed as sagacious as ever.—but only in theory. How it 

would prove in practice—there was the rub. It was truly a beautiful thought to have assumed 

Bartleby’s departure; but, after all, that assumption was simply my own, and none of Bartleby’s. The 

great point was, not whether I had assumed that he would quit me, but whether he would 
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prefer so to do. He was more a man of preferences than assumptions. 

After breakfast, I walked down town, arguing the probabilities pro and con. One moment I 

thought it would prove a miserable failure, and Bartleby would be found all alive at my office as 

usual; the next moment it seemed certain that I should see his chair empty. And so I kept veering 

about. At the corner of Broadway and Canal-street, I saw quite an excited group of people standing 

in earnest conversation. 

“I’ll take odds he doesn’t,” said a voice as I passed. 

“Doesn’t go?—done!” said I, “put up your money.” 

I was instinctively putting my hand in my pocket to produce my own, when I remembered 

that this was an election day. The words I had overheard bore no reference to Bartleby, but to the 

success or non-success of some candidate for the mayoralty. In my intent frame of mind, I had, as it 

were, imagined that all Broadway shared in my excitement, and were debating the same question 

with me. I passed on, very thankful that the uproar of the street screened my momentary 

Absent-mindedness. 

As I had intended, I was earlier than usual at my office door. I stood listening for a moment. 

All was still. He must be gone. I tried the knob. The door was locked. Yes, my procedure had worked 

to a charm; he indeed must be vanished. Yet a certain melancholy mixed with this: I was almost 

sorry for my brilliant success. I was fumbling under the door mat for the key, which Bartleby was to 

have left there for me, when accidentally my knee knocked against a panel, producing 

a summoning sound, and in response a voice came to me from within—"Not yet; I am occupied.” 

It was Bartleby. 

I was thunderstruck. For an instant I stood like the man who, pipe in mouth, was killed one 

cloudless afternoon long ago in Virginia, by a summer lightning; at his own warm open window he 

was killed, and remained leaning out there upon the dreamy afternoon, till some one touched him, 

when he fell. 

“Not gone!” I murmured at last. But again obeying that wondrous ascendancy which the 

inscrutable scrivener had over me, and from which ascendancy, for all my chafing, I could not 

completely escape, I slowly went down stairs and out into the street, and while walking round the 

block, considered what I should next do in this unheard-of perplexity. Turn the man out by an actual 
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thrusting I could not; to drive him away by calling him hard names would not do; calling in the 

police was an unpleasant idea; and yet, permit him to enjoy his cadaverous triumph over me,—this 

too I could not think of. What was to be done? or, if nothing could be done, was there any thing 

further that I could assume in the matter? Yes, as before I had prospectively assumed that Bartleby 

would depart, so now I might retrospectively assume that departed he was. In the legitimate 

carrying out of this assumption, I might enter my office in a great hurry, and pretending not to see 

Bartleby at all, walk straight against him as if he were air. Such a proceeding would in a singular 

degree have the appearance of a home-thrust. It was hardly possible that Bartleby could withstand 

such an application of the doctrine of assumptions. But upon second thoughts the success of the 

plan seemed rather dubious. I resolved to argue the matter over with him again. 

“Bartleby,” said I, entering the office, with a quietly severe expression, “I am seriously 

displeased. I am pained, Bartleby. I had thought better of you. I had imagined you of such a 

gentlemanly organization, that in any delicate dilemma a slight hint would suffice—in short, an 

assumption. But it appears I am deceived. Why,” I added, unaffectedly starting, “you have not even 

touched that money yet,” pointing to it, just where I had left it the evening previous. 

He answered nothing. 

“Will you, or will you not, quit me?” I now demanded in a sudden passion, advancing close 

to him. 

“I would prefer not to quit you,” he replied, gently emphasizing the not. 

“What earthly right have you to stay here? Do you pay any rent? Do you pay my taxes? Or is 

this property yours?” 

He answered nothing. 

“Are you ready to go on and write now? Are your eyes recovered? Could you copy a small 

paper for me this morning? or help examine a few lines? Or step round to the post-office? In a 

word, will you do any thing at all, to give a coloring to your refusal to depart the premises?” 

He silently retired into his hermitage. 

I was now in such a state of nervous resentment that I thought it but prudent to check 

myself at present from further demonstrations. Bartleby and I were alone. I remembered the tragedy 

of the unfortunate Adams and the still more unfortunate Colt in the solitary office of the latter; and 
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how poor Colt, being dreadfully incensed by Adams, and imprudently permitting himself to get 

wildly excited, was at unawares hurried into his fatal act—an act which certainly no man could 

possibly deplore more than the actor himself. Often it had occurred to me in my ponderings upon 

the subject, that had that altercation taken place in the public street, or at a private residence, it 

would not have terminated as it did. It was the circumstance of being alone in a solitary office, up 

stairs, of a building entirely unhallowed by humanizing domestic associations—an uncarpeted office, 

doubtless, of a dusty, haggard sort of appearance;—this it must have been, which greatly helped to 

enhance the irritable desperation of the hapless Colt. 

But when this old Adam of resentment rose in me and tempted me concerning Bartleby, I 

grappled him and threw him. How? Why, simply by recalling the divine injunction: “A new 

commandment give I unto you, that ye love one another.” Yes, this it was that saved me. Aside from 

higher considerations, charity often operates as a vastly wise and prudent principle—a great 

safeguard to its possessor. Men have committed murder for jealousy’s sake, and anger’s sake, and 

hatred’s sake, and selfishness’ sake, and spiritual pride’s sake; but no man that ever I heard of, ever 

committed a diabolical murder for sweet charity’s sake. Mere self-interest, then, if no better motive 

can be enlisted, should, especially with high-tempered men, prompt all beings to charity and 

philanthropy. At any rate, upon the occasion in question, I strove to drown my exasperated feelings 

towards the scrivener by benevolently construing his conduct. Poor fellow, poor fellow! thought I, he 

don’t mean any thing; and besides, he has seen hard times, and ought to be indulged. 

I endeavored also immediately to occupy myself, and at the same time to comfort my 

despondency. I tried to fancy that in the course of the morning, at such time as might prove 

agreeable to him. Bartleby, of his own free accord, would emerge from his hermitage, and take up 

some decided line of march in the direction of the door. But no. Half-past twelve o’clock came; 

Turkey began to glow in the face, overturn his inkstand, and become generally obstreperous; 

Nippers abated down into quietude and courtesy; Ginger Nut munched his noon apple; and 

Bartleby remained standing at his window in one of his profoundest dead-wall reveries. Will it be 

credited? Ought I to acknowledge it? That afternoon I left the office without saying one further 

word to him. 

Some days now passed, during which, at leisure intervals I looked a little into 
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“Edwards on the Will,” and “Priestly on Necessity.” Under the circumstances, those books induced a 

salutary feeling. Gradually I slid into the persuasion that these troubles of mine touching the 

scrivener, had been all predestinated from eternity, and Bartleby was billeted upon me for some 

mysterious purpose of an all-wise Providence, which it was not for a mere mortal like me to fathom. 

Yes, Bartleby, stay there behind your screen, thought i; I shall persecute you no more; you are 

harmless and noiseless as any of these old chairs; in short, I never feel so private as when I know 

you are here. At last I see it, I feel it; I penetrate to the predestinated purpose of my life. I am 

content. Others may have loftier parts to enact; but my mission in this world, Bartleby, is to furnish 

you with office-room for such period as you may see fit to remain. 

I believe that this wise and blessed frame of mind would have continued with me, had it not 

been for the unsolicited and uncharitable remarks obtruded upon me by my professional friends 

who visited the rooms. But thus it often is, that the constant friction of illiberal minds wears out at 

last the best resolves of the more generous. Though to be sure, when I reflected upon it, it was not 

strange that people entering my office should be struck by the peculiar aspect of the unaccountable 

Bartleby, and so be tempted to throw out some sinister observations concerning him. Sometimes an 

attorney having business with me, and calling at my office and finding no one but the scrivener 

there, would undertake to obtain some sort of precise information from him touching my 

whereabouts; but without heeding his idle talk, Bartleby would remain standing immovable in the 

middle of the room. So after contemplating him in that position for a time, the attorney would 

depart, no wiser than he came. 

Also, when a Reference was going on, and the room full of lawyers and witnesses and 

business was driving fast; some deeply occupied legal gentleman present, seeing Bartleby wholly 

unemployed, would request him to run round to his (the legal gentleman’s) office and fetch some 

papers for him. Thereupon, Bartleby would tranquilly decline, and yet remain idle as before. Then 

the lawyer would give a great stare, and turn to me. And what could I say? At last I was 

made aware that all through the circle of my professional acquaintance, a whisper of wonder was 

running round, having reference to the strange creature I kept at my office. This worried me very 

much. And as the idea came upon me of his possibly turning out a long-lived man, and keep 

occupying my chambers, and denying my authority; and perplexing my visitors; and scandalizing my 
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professional reputation; and casting a general gloom over the premises; keeping soul and body 

together to the last upon his savings (for doubtless he spent but half a dime a day), and in the end 

perhaps outlive me, and claim possession of my office by right of his perpetual occupancy: as all 

these dark anticipations crowded upon me more and more, and my friends continually intruded their 

relentless remarks upon the apparition in my room; a great change was wrought in me. I resolved 

to gather all my faculties together, and for ever rid me of this intolerable incubus. 

Ere revolving any complicated project, however, adapted to this end, I first simply suggested 

to Bartleby the propriety of his permanent departure. In a calm and serious tone, I commended the 

idea to his careful and mature consideration. But having taken three days to meditate upon it, he 

apprised me that his original determination remained the same; in short, that he still preferred to 

abide with me. 

What shall I do? I now said to myself, buttoning up my coat to the last button. What shall I 

do? what ought I to do? what does conscience say I should do with this man, or rather ghost. Rid 

myself of him, I must; go, he shall. But how? You will not thrust him, the poor, pale, passive 

mortal,—you will not thrust such a helpless creature out of your door? you will not dishonor 

yourself by such cruelty? No, I will not, I cannot do that. Rather would I let him live and die 

here, and then mason up his remains in the wall. What then will you do? For all your coaxing, he will 

not budge. Bribes he leaves under your own paperweight on your table; in short, it is quite plain that 

he prefers to cling to you. 

Then something severe, something unusual must be done. What! surely you will not have 

him collared by a constable, and commit his innocent pallor to the common jail? And upon what 

ground could you procure such a thing to be done?—a vagrant, is he? What! he a vagrant, a 

wanderer, who refuses to budge? It is because he will not be a vagrant, then, that you seek to count 

him as a vagrant. That is too absurd. No visible means of support: there I have him. Wrong again: 

for indubitably he does support himself, and that is the only unanswerable proof that any man can 

show of his possessing the means so to do. No more then. Since he will not quit me, I must quit 

him. I will change my offices; I will move elsewhere; and give him fair notice, that if I find him on 

my new premises I will then proceed against him as a common trespasser. 
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Acting accordingly, next day I thus addressed him: “I find these chambers too far from the 

City Hall; the air is unwholesome. In a word, I propose to remove my offices next week, and shall no 

longer require your services. I tell you this now, in order that you may seek another place.” 

He made no reply, and nothing more was said. 

On the appointed day I engaged carts and men, proceeded to my chambers, and having but 

little furniture, every thing was removed in a few hours. Throughout, the scrivener remained 

standing behind the screen, which I directed to be removed the last thing. It was withdrawn; and 

being folded up like a huge folio, left him the motionless occupant of a naked room. I stood in the 

entry watching him a moment, while something from within me upbraided me. 

I re-entered, with my hand in my pocket—and—and my heart in my mouth. 

“Good-bye, Bartleby; I am going—good-bye, and God some way bless you; and take that,” 

slipping something in his hand. But it dropped upon the floor, and then,—strange to say—I tore 

myself from him whom I had so longed to be rid of. 

Established in my new quarters, for a day or two I kept the door locked, and started at every 

footfall in the passages. When I returned to my rooms after any little absence, I would pause at the 

threshold for an instant, and attentively listen,ere applying my key. But these fears were needless. 

Bartleby never came nigh me. 

I thought all was going well, when a perturbed looking stranger visited me, inquiring whether 

I was the person who had recently occupied rooms at No. – Wall-street. 

Full of forebodings, I replied that I was. 

“Then sir,” said the stranger, who proved a lawyer, “you are responsible for the man you left 

there. He refuses to do any copying; he refuses to do any thing; he says he prefers not to; and he 

refuses to quit the premises.” 

“I am very sorry, sir,” said I, with assumed tranquility, but an inward tremor, “but, really, the 

man you allude to is nothing to me—he is no relation or apprentice of mine, that you should hold 

me responsible for him.” 

“In mercy’s name, who is he?” 

“I certainly cannot inform you. I know nothing about him. Formerly I employed him as a 

copyist; but he has done nothing for me now for some time past.” 

Mater Amabilis English Level 6​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ 97 



 

“I shall settle him then,—good morning, sir.” 

Several days passed, and I heard nothing more; and though I often felt a charitable 

prompting to call at the place and see poor Bartleby, yet a certain squeamishness of I know not what 

withheld me. 

All is over with him, by this time, thought I at last, when through another week no further 

intelligence reached me. But coming to my room the day after, I found several persons waiting at my 

door in a high state of nervous excitement. 

“That’s the man—here he comes,” cried the foremost one, whom I recognized as the lawyer 

who had previously called upon me alone. 

“You must take him away, sir, at once,” cried a portly person among them, advancing upon 

me, and whom I knew to be the landlord of No. – Wall-street. “These gentlemen, my tenants, 

cannot stand it any longer; Mr. B—” pointing to the lawyer, “has turned him out of his room, and 

he now persists in haunting the building generally, sitting upon the banisters of the stairs by day, and 

sleeping in the entry by night. Every body is concerned; clients are leaving the offices; some fears are 

entertained of a mob; something you must do, and that without delay.” 

Aghast at this torrent, I fell back before it, and would fain have locked myself in my new 

quarters. In vain I persisted that Bartleby was nothing to me—no more than to any one else. In 

vain:—I was the last person known to have any thing to do with him, and they held me to the 

terrible account. Fearful then of being exposed in the papers (as one person present obscurely 

threatened) I considered the matter, and at length said, that if the lawyer would give me a 

confidential interview with the scrivener, in his (the lawyer’s) own room, I would that afternoon 

strive my best to rid them of the nuisance they complained of. 

Going up stairs to my old haunt, there was Bartleby silently sitting upon the banister at the 

landing. 

“What are you doing here, Bartleby?” said I. 

“Sitting upon the banister,” he mildly replied. 

I motioned him into the lawyer’s room, who then left us. 

“Bartleby,” said I, “are you aware that you are the cause of great tribulation to me, by 

persisting in occupying the entry after being dismissed from the office?” 
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No answer. 

“Now one of two things must take place. Either you must do something, or something must 

be done to you. Now what sort of business would you like to engage in? Would you like to re-engage 

in copying for some one?” 

“No; I would prefer not to make any change.” 

“Would you like a clerkship in a dry-goods store?” 

“There is too much confinement about that. No, I would not like a clerkship; but I am not 

particular.” 

“Too much confinement,” I cried, “why you keep yourself confined all the time!” 

“I would prefer not to take a clerkship,” he rejoined, as if to settle that little item at once. 

“How would a bar-tender’s business suit you? There is no trying of the eyesight in that.” 

“I would not like it at all; though, as I said before, I am not particular.” 

His unwonted wordiness inspirited me. I returned to the charge. 

“Well then, would you like to travel through the country collecting bills for the merchants? 

That would improve your health.” 

“No, I would prefer to be doing something else.” 

“How then would going as a companion to Europe, to entertain some young gentleman with 

your conversation,—how would that suit you?” 

“Not at all. It does not strike me that there is any thing definite about that. I like to be 

stationary. But I am not particular.” 

“Stationary you shall be then,” I cried, now losing all patience, and for the first time in all my 

exasperating connection with him fairly flying into a passion. “If you do not go away from these 

premises before night, I shall feel bound— indeed I am bound—to—to—to quit the premises 

myself!” I rather absurdly concluded, knowing not with what possible threat to try to frighten his 

immobility into compliance. Despairing of all further efforts, I was precipitately leaving 

him, when a final thought occurred to me—one which had not been wholly unindulged before. 

“Bartleby,” said I, in the kindest tone I could assume under such exciting circumstances, “will 

you go home with me now—not to my office, but my dwelling— and remain there till we can 
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conclude upon some convenient arrangement for you at our leisure? Come, let us start now, right 

away.” 

“No: at present I would prefer not to make any change at all.” 

I answered nothing; but effectually dodging every one by the suddenness and rapidity of my 

flight, rushed from the building, ran up Wall-street towards Broadway, and jumping into the first 

omnibus was soon removed from pursuit. As soon as tranquility returned I distinctly perceived that 

I had now done all that I possibly could, both in respect to the demands of the landlord and his 

tenants, and with regard to my own desire and sense of duty, to benefit Bartleby, and shield him 

from rude persecution. I now strove to be entirely care-free and quiescent; and my conscience 

justified me in the attempt; though indeed it was not so successful as I could have wished. So fearful 

was I of being again hunted out by the incensed landlord and his exasperated tenants, that, 

surrendering my business to Nippers, for a few days I drove about the upper part of the town and 

through the suburbs, in my rockaway; crossed over to Jersey City and Hoboken, and paid fugitive 

visits to Manhattanville and Astoria. In fact I almost lived in my rockaway for the time. 

When again I entered my office, lo, a note from the landlord lay upon the desk. I opened it 

with trembling hands. It informed me that the writer had sent to the police, and had Bartleby 

removed to the Tombs as a vagrant. Moreover, since I knew more about him than any one else, he 

wished me to appear at that place, and make a suitable statement of the facts. These tidings had a 

conflicting effect upon me. At first I was indignant; but at last almost approved. The landlord’s 

energetic, summary disposition had led him to adopt a procedure which I do not think I would have 

decided upon myself; and yet as a last resort, under such peculiar circumstances, it seemed the only 

plan. 

As I afterwards learned, the poor scrivener, when told that he must be conducted to the 

Tombs, offered not the slightest obstacle, but in his pale unmoving way, silently acquiesced. Some of 

the compassionate and curious bystanders joined the party; and headed by one of the constables arm 

in arm with Bartleby, the silent procession filed its way through all the noise, and heat, and joy of the 

roaring thoroughfares at noon. 

The same day I received the note I went to the Tombs, or to speak more properly, the Halls 

of Justice. Seeking the right officer, I stated the purpose of my call, and was informed that the 
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individual I described was indeed within. I then assured the functionary that Bartleby was a perfectly 

honest man, and greatly to be compassionated, however unaccountably eccentric. I narrated all I 

knew, and closed by suggesting the idea of letting him remain in as indulgent confinement as 

possible till something less harsh might be done—though indeed I hardly knew what. At all events, 

if nothing else could be decided upon, the alms-house must receive him. I then begged to have an 

interview. 

Being under no disgraceful charge, and quite serene and harmless in all his ways, they had 

permitted him freely to wander about the prison, and especially in the inclosed grass-platted yard 

thereof. And so I found him there, standing all alone in the quietest of the yards, his face towards a 

high wall, while all around, from the narrow slits of the jail windows, I thought I saw peering out 

upon him the eyes of murderers and thieves. 

“Bartleby!” 

“I know you,” he said, without looking round,—"and I want nothing to say to you.” 

“It was not I that brought you here, Bartleby,” said I, keenly pained at his implied suspicion. 

“And to you, this should not be so vile a place. Nothing reproachful attaches to you by being here. 

And see, it is not so sad a place as one might think. Look, there is the sky, and here is the grass.” 

“I know where I am,” he replied, but would say nothing more, and so I left him. 

As I entered the corridor again, a broad meat-like man, in an apron, accosted me, and jerking 

his thumb over his shoulder said—"Is that your friend?” 

“Yes.” 

“Does he want to starve? If he does, let him live on the prison fare, that’s all.” 

“Who are you?” asked I, not knowing what to make of such an unofficially 

speaking person in such a place. 

“I am the grub-man. Such gentlemen as have friends here, hire me to provide them with 

something good to eat.” 

“Is this so?” said I, turning to the turnkey. 

He said it was. 

“Well then,” said I, slipping some silver into the grub-man’s hands (for so they 
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called him). “I want you to give particular attention to my friend there; let him have the best dinner 

you can get. And you must be as polite to him as possible.” 

“Introduce me, will you?” said the grub-man, looking at me with an expression which 

seemed to say he was all impatience for an opportunity to give a specimen of his breeding. 

Thinking it would prove of benefit to the scrivener, I acquiesced; and asking the grub-man 

his name, went up with him to Bartleby. 

“Bartleby, this is Mr. Cutlets; you will find him very useful to you.” 

“Your sarvant, sir, your sarvant,” said the grub-man, making a low salutation behind his 

apron. “Hope you find it pleasant here, sir;—spacious grounds—cool apartments, sir—hope you’ll 

stay with us some time—try to make it agreeable. May Mrs. Cutlets and I have the pleasure of your 

company to dinner, sir, in Mrs. Cutlets’ private room?” 

“I prefer not to dine to-day,” said Bartleby, turning away. “It would disagree with me; I am 

unused to dinners.” So saying he slowly moved to the other side of the inclosure, and took up a 

position fronting the dead-wall. 

“How’s this?” said the grub-man, addressing me with a stare of astonishment. “He’s odd, 

aint he?” 

“I think he is a little deranged,” said I, sadly. 

“Deranged? deranged is it? Well now, upon my word, I thought that friend of yourn was a 

gentleman forger; they are always pale and genteel-like, them forgers. I can’t pity’em—can’t help it, 

sir. Did you know Monroe Edwards?” he added touchingly, and paused. Then, laying his hand 

pityingly on my shoulder, sighed, “he died of consumption at Sing-Sing. So you weren’t acquainted 

with Monroe?” 

“No, I was never socially acquainted with any forgers. But I cannot stop longer. Look to my 

friend yonder. You will not lose by it. I will see you again.” 

Some few days after this, I again obtained admission to the Tombs, and went through the 

corridors in quest of Bartleby; but without finding him. 

“I saw him coming from his cell not long ago,” said a turnkey, “may be he’s gone to loiter in 

the yards.” 

So I went in that direction. 

Mater Amabilis English Level 6​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ 102 



 

“Are you looking for the silent man?” said another turnkey passing me. “Yonder he 

lies—sleeping in the yard there. ‘Tis not twenty minutes since I saw him lie down.” 

The yard was entirely quiet. It was not accessible to the common prisoners. The surrounding 

walls, of amazing thickness, kept off all sounds behind them. The Egyptian character of the masonry 

weighed upon me with its gloom. But a soft imprisoned turf grew under foot. The heart of the 

eternal pyramids, it seemed, wherein, by some strange magic, through the clefts, grass-seed, dropped 

by birds, had sprung. 

Strangely huddled at the base of the wall, his knees drawn up, and lying on his side, his head 

touching the cold stones, I saw the wasted Bartleby. But nothing stirred. I paused; then went close 

up to him; stooped over, and saw that his dim eyes were open; otherwise he seemed profoundly 

sleeping. Something prompted me to touch him. I felt his hand, when a tingling shiver ran up my 

arm and down my spine to my feet. 

The round face of the grub-man peered upon me now. “His dinner is ready. Won’t he dine 

to-day, either? Or does he live without dining?” 

“Lives without dining,” said I, and closed his eyes. 

“Eh!—He’s asleep, aint he?” 

“With kings and counselors,” murmured I. 

* * * * * * * * 

There would seem little need for proceeding further in this history. Imagination will readily 

supply the meager recital of poor Bartleby’s interment. But ere parting with the reader, let me say, 

that if this little narrative has sufficiently interested him, to awaken curiosity as to who Bartleby was, 

and what manner of life he led prior to the present narrator’s making his acquaintance, I can only 

reply, that in such curiosity I fully share, but am wholly unable to gratify it. Yet here I hardly know 

whether I should divulge one little item of rumor, which came to my ear a few months after the 

scrivener’s decease. Upon what basis it rested, I could never ascertain; and hence, how true it is I 

cannot now tell. But inasmuch as this vague report has not been without certain strange suggestive 

interest to me, however sad, it may prove the same with some others; and so I will briefly mention it. 

The report was this: that Bartleby had been a subordinate clerk in the Dead Letter Office at 

Washington, from which he had been suddenly removed by a change in the administration. When I 
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think over this rumor, I cannot adequately express the emotions which seize me. Dead letters! does 

it not sound like dead men? Conceive a man by nature and misfortune prone to a pallid 

hopelessness, can any business seem more fitted to heighten it than that of continually handling 

these dead letters, and assorting them for the flames? For by the cart-load they are annually burned. 

Sometimes from out the folded paper the pale clerk takes a ring:—the finger it was meant for, 

perhaps, moulders in the grave; a bank-note sent in swiftest charity:—he whom it would relieve, nor 

eats nor hungers any more; pardon for those who died despairing; hope for those who died 

unhoping; good tidings for those who died stifled by unrelieved calamities. On errands of life, these 

letters speed to death. 

Ah Bartleby! Ah humanity!  
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Mark Twain (1835-1910) 

 

THE CELEBRATED JUMPING FROG OF CALAVERAS COUNTY 

 

In compliance with the request of a friend of mine, who wrote me from the East, I called on 

good-natured, garrulous old Simon Wheeler, and inquired after my friend's friend, Leonidas W. 

Smiley, as requested to do, and I hereunto append the result. I have a lurking suspicion that Leonidas 

W. Smiley is a myth; that my friend never knew such a personage; and that he only conjectured that, 

if I asked old Wheeler about him, it would remind him of his infamous Jim Smiley, and he would go 

to work and bore me nearly to death with some infernal reminiscence of him as long and tedious as 

it should be useless to me. If that was the design, it certainly succeeded. 

I found Simon Wheeler dozing comfortably by the bar-room stove of the old, dilapidated 

tavern in the ancient mining camp of Angel's, and I noticed that he was fat and bald-headed, and 

had an expression of winning gentleness and simplicity upon his tranquil countenance. He roused up 

and gave me good-day. I told him a friend of mine had commissioned me to make some inquiries 

about a cherished companion of his boyhood named Leonidas W. Smiley Rev. Leonidas W. Smiley a 

young minister of the Gospel, who he had heard was at one time a resident of Angel's Camp. I 

added that, if Mr. Wheeler could tell me any thing about this Rev. Leonidas W. Smiley, I would feel 

under many obligations to him. 

Simon Wheeler backed me into a corner and blockaded me there with his chair, and then sat 

me down and reeled off the monotonous narrative which follows this paragraph. He never smiled, 

he never frowned, he never changed his voice from the gentle-flowing key to which he tuned the 

initial sentence, he never betrayed the slightest suspicion of enthusiasm; but all through the 

interminable narrative there ran a vein of impressive earnestness and sincerity, which showed me 

plainly that, so far from his imagining that there was any thing ridiculous or funny about his story, he 

regarded it as a really important matter, and admired its two heroes as men of transcendent genius in 

finesse. To me, the spectacle of a man drifting serenely along through such a queer yarn without ever 

smiling, was exquisitely absurd. As I said before, I asked him to tell me what he knew of Rev. 
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Leonidas W. Smiley, and he replied as follows. I let him go on in his own way, and never interrupted 

him once: 

There was a feller here once by the name of Jim Smiley, in the winter of '49 or may be it was 

the spring of '50 I don't recollect exactly, somehow, though what makes me think it was one or the 

other is because I remember the big flume wasn't finished when he first came to the camp; but any 

way, he was the curiosest man about always betting on any thing that turned up you ever see, if he 

could get any body to bet on the other side; and if he couldn't, he'd change sides. Any way that 

suited the other man would suit him any way just so's he got a bet, he was satisfied. But still he was 

lucky, uncommon lucky; he most always come out winner. He was always ready and laying for a 

chance; there couldn't be no solittry thing mentioned but that feller'd offer to bet on it, and -take any 

side you please, as I was just telling you. If there was a horse-race, you'd find him flush, or you'd find 

him busted at the end of it; if there was a dog-fight, he'd bet on it; if there was a cat-fight, he'd bet 

on it; if there was a chicken-fight, he'd bet on it; why, if there was two birds setting on a fence, he 

would bet you which one would fly first; or if there was a camp-meeting, he would be there reg'lar, 

to bet on Parson Walker, which he judged to be the best exhorter about here, and so he was, too, 

and a good man. If he even seen a straddle-bug start to go anywheres, he would bet you how long it 

would take him to get wherever he was going to, and if you took him up, he would foller that 

straddle-bug to Mexico but what he would find out where he was bound for and how long he was 

on the road. Lots of the boys here has seen that Smiley, and can tell you about him. Why, it never 

made no difference to him he would bet on any thing the dangdest feller. Parson Walker's wife laid 

very sick once, for a good while, and it seemed as if they warn's going to save her; but one morning 

he come in, and Smiley asked how she was, and he said she was considerable better thank the Lord 

for his inftnit mercy and coming on so smart that, with the blessing of Providence, she'd get well yet; 

and Smiley, before he thought, says, "Well, I'll risk two-and-a-half that she don't, any way." 

Thish-yer Smiley had a mare the boys called her the fifteen- minute nag, but that was only in 

fun, you know, because, of course, she was faster than that and he used to win money on that horse, 

for all she was so slow and always had the asthma, or the distemper, or the consumption, or 

something of that kind. They used to give her two or three hundred yards start, and then pass her 

under way; but always at the fag-end of the race she'd get excited and desperate- like, and come 
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cavorting and straddling up, and scattering her legs around limber, sometimes in the air, and 

sometimes out to one side amongst the fences, and kicking up m-o-r-e dust, and raising m-o-r-e 

racket with her coughing and sneezing and blowing her nose and always fetch up at the stand just 

about a neck ahead, as near as you could cipher it down. 

And he had a little small bull pup, that to look at him you'd think he wan's worth a cent, but 

to set around and look ornery, and lay for a chance to steal something. But as soon as money was up 

on him, he was a different dog; his underjaw'd begin to stick out like the fo'castle of a steamboat, 

and his teeth would uncover, and shine savage like the furnaces. And a dog might tackle him, and 

bully- rag him, and bite him, and throw him over his shoulder two or three times, and Andrew 

Jackson which was the name of the pup Andrew Jackson would never let on but what he was 

satisfied, and hadn't expected nothing else and the bets being doubled and doubled on the other side 

all the time, till the money was all up; and then all of a sudden he would grab that other dog jest by 

the j'int of his hind leg and freeze on it not chew, you understand, but only jest grip and hang on till 

they thronged up the sponge, if it was a year. Smiley always come out winner on that pup, till he 

harnessed a dog once that didn't have no hind legs, because they'd been sawed off by a circular saw, 

and when the thing had gone along far enough, and the money was all up, and he come to make a 

snatch for his pet bolt, he saw in a minute how he'd been imposed on, and how the other dog had 

him in the door, so to speak, and he 'peered sur- prised, and then he looked sorter discouraged-like, 

and didn't try no more to win the fight, and so he got shucked out bad. He give Smiley a look, as 

much as to say his heart was broke, and it was his fault, for putting up a dog that hadn't no hind legs 

for him to take bolt of, which was his main dependence in a fight, and then he limped off a piece 

and laid down and died. It was a good pup, was that Andrew Jackson, and would have made a name 

for hisself if he'd lived, for the stuff was in him, and he had genius I know it, because he hadn't had 

no opportunities to speak of, and it don't stand to reason that a dog could make such a fight as he 

could under them circumstances, if he hadn't no talent. It always makes me feel sorry when I think 

of that last fight of his'n, and the way it turned out. 

Well, thish-yer Smiley had rat-tarriers, and chicken cocks, and tom- cats, and all of them kind 

of things, till you couldn't rest, and you couldn't fetch nothing for him to bet on but he'd match you. 

He ketched a frog one day, and took him home, and said he cal'klated to edercate him; and so he 

Mater Amabilis English Level 6​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ 107 



 

never done nothing for three months but set in his back yard and learn that frog to jump. And you 

bet you he did learn him, too. He'd give him a little punch behind, and the next minute you'd see that 

frog whirling in the air like a doughnut see him turn one summerset, or may be a couple, if he got a 

good start, and come down flat-footed and all right, like a cat. He got him up so in the matter of 

catching flies, and kept him in practice so constant, that he'd nail a fly every time as far as he could 

see him. Smiley said all a frog wanted was education, and he could do most any thing and I believe 

him. Why, I've seen him set Dan'l Webster down here on this floor Dan'l Webster was the name of 

the frog and sing out, "Flies, Dan'l, flies!" and quicker'n you could wink, he'd spring straight up, and 

snake a fly off'n the counter there, and flop down on the floor again as solid as a gob of mud, and 

fall to scratching the side of his head with his hind foot as indifferent as if he hadn't no idea he'd 

been doin' any more'n any frog might do. You never see a frog so modest and straightforward as he 

was, for all he was so gifted. And when it come to fair and square jumping on a dead level, he could 

get over more ground at one straddle than any animal of his breed you ever see. Jumping on a dead 

level was his strong suit, you understand; and when it come to that, Smiley would ante up money on 

him as long as he had a red. Smiley was monstrous proud of his frog, and well he might be, for 

fellers that had traveled and been everywheres, all said he laid over any frog that ever they see. 

Well, Smiley kept the beast in a little lattice box, and he used to fetch him down town 

sometimes and lay for a bet. One day a feller a stranger in the camp, he was come across him with 

his box, and says: 

"What might it be that you've got in the box?" 

And Smiley says, sorter indifferent like, "It might be a parrot, or it might be a canary, may be, 

but it an't it's only just a frog." 

And the feller took it, and looked at it careful, and turned it round this way and that, and 

says, "H'm so 'tis. Well, what's he good for?" 

"Well," Smiley says, easy and careless, "He's good enough for one thing, I should judge he 

can outjump any frog in Calaveras county." 

The feller took the box again, and took another long, particular look, and give it back to 

Smiley, and says, very deliberate, "Well, I don't see no p'ints about that frog that's any better'n any 

other frog." 
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"May be you don't," Smiley says. "May be you understand frogs, and may be you don't 

understand 'em; may be you've had experience, and may be you an't only a amature, as it were. 

Anyways, I've got my opinion, and I'll risk forty dollars that he can outjump any frog in Calaveras 

county." 

And the feller studied a minute, and then says, kinder sad like, "Well, I'm only a stranger 

here, and I an't got no frog; but if I had a frog, I'd bet you." 

And then Smiley says, "That's all right that's all right if you'll hold my box a minute, I'll go 

and get you a frog." And so the feller took the box, and put up his forty dollars along with Smiley's, 

and set down to wait. So he set there a good while thinking and thinking to hisself, and then he got 

the frog out and prized his mouth open and took a tea- spoon and filled him full of quail shot filled 

him pretty near up to his chin and set him on the floor. Smiley he went to the swamp and slopped 

around in the mud for a long time, and finally he ketched a frog, and fetched him in, and give him to 

this feller, and says: 

"Now, if you're ready, set him alongside of Dan'l, with his fore- paws just even with Dan'l, 

and I'll give the word." Then he says, "One two three jump!" and him and the feller touched up the 

frogs from behind, and the new frog hopped off, but Dan'l give a heave, and hysted up his shoulders 

so like a Frenchman, but it wan's no use he couldn't budge; he was planted as solid as an anvil, and 

he couldn't no more stir than if he was anchored out. Smiley was a good deal surprised, and he was 

disgusted too, but he didn't have no idea what the matter was, of course. 

The feller took the money and started away; and when he was going out at the door, he 

sorter jerked his thumb over his shoulders this way at Dan'l, and says again, very deliberate, "Well, I 

don't see no p'ints about that frog that's any better'n any other frog." 

Smiley he stood scratching his head and looking down at Dan'l a long time, and at last he 

says, "I do wonder what in the nation that frog throw'd off for I wonder if there an't something the 

matter with him he 'pears to look mighty baggy, somehow." And he ketched Dan'l by the nap of the 

neck, and lifted him up and says, "Why, blame my cats, if he don't weigh five pound!" and turned 

him upside down, and he belched out a double handful of shot. And then he see how it was, and he 

was the maddest man he set the frog down and took out after that feller, but he never ketchd him. 

And- 
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[Here Simon Wheeler heard his name called from the front yard, and got up to see what was 

wanted.] And turning to me as he moved away, he said: "Just set where you are, stranger, and rest 

easy I an't going to be gone a second." 

But, by your leave, I did not think that a continuation of the history of the enterprising 

vagabond Jim Smiley would be likely to afford me much information concerning the Rev. Leonidas 

W. Smiley, and so I started away. 

At the door I met the sociable Wheeler returning, and he button-holed me and 

recommenced: 

"Well, thish-yer Smiley had a yeller one-eyed cow that didn't have no tail, only jest a short 

stump like a bannanner, and – " 

"Oh! hang Smiley and his afflicted cow!" I muttered, good-naturedly, and bidding the old 

gentleman good-day, I departed.  
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Sarah Orne Jewett (1849-1909) 

 

A WHITE HERON 

 

The woods were already filled with shadows one June evening, just before eight o'clock, though a 

bright sunset still glimmered faintly among the trunks of the trees. A little girl was driving home her 

cow, a plodding, dilatory, provoking creature in her behavior, but a valued companion for all that. 

They were going away from whatever light there was, and striking deep into the woods, but their feet 

were familiar with the path, and it was no matter whether their eyes could see it or not. 

     There was hardly a night the summer through when the old cow could be found waiting at the 

pasture bars; on the contrary, it was her greatest pleasure to hide herself away among the huckleberry 

bushes, and though she wore a loud bell she had made the discovery that if one stood perfectly still 

it would not ring. So Sylvia had to hunt for her until she found her, and call Co' ! Co' ! with never an 

answering Moo, until her childish patience was quite spent. If the creature had not given good milk 

and plenty of it, the case would have seemed very different to her owners. Besides, Sylvia had all the 

time there was, and very little use to make of it. Sometimes in pleasant weather it was a consolation 

to look upon the cow's pranks as an intelligent attempt to play hide and seek, and as the child had no 

playmates she lent herself to this amusement with a good deal of zest. Though this chase had been 

so long that the wary animal herself had given an unusual signal of her whereabouts, Sylvia had only 

laughed when she came upon Mistress Moolly at the swamp-side, and urged her affectionately 

homeward with a twig of birch leaves. The old cow was not inclined to wander farther, she even 

turned in the right direction for once as they left the pasture, and stepped along the road at a good 

pace. She was quite ready to be milked now, and seldom stopped to browse. Sylvia wondered what 

her grandmother would say because they were so late. It was a great while since she had left home at 

half-past five o'clock, but everybody knew the difficulty of making this errand a short one. Mrs. 

Tilley had chased the hornéd torment too many summer evenings herself to blame any one else for 

lingering, and was only thankful as she waited that she had Sylvia, nowadays, to give such valuable 

assistance. The good woman suspected that Sylvia loitered occasionally on her own account; there 

never was such a child for straying about out-of-doors since the world was made! Everybody said 
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that it was a good change for a little maid who had tried to grow for eight years in a crowded 

manufacturing town, but, as for Sylvia herself, it seemed as if she never had been alive at all before 

she came to live at the farm. She thought often with wistful compassion of a wretched geranium that 

belonged to a town neighbor. 

     "'Afraid of folks,'" old Mrs. Tilley said to herself, with a smile, after she had made the unlikely 

choice of Sylvia from her daughter's houseful of children, and was returning to the farm. "'Afraid of 

folks,' they said! I guess she won't be troubled no great with 'em up to the old place!" When they 

reached the door of the lonely house and stopped to unlock it, and the cat came to purr loudly, and 

rub against them, a deserted pussy, indeed, but fat with young robins, Sylvia whispered that this was 

a beautiful place to live in, and she never should wish to go home.  

     The companions followed the shady wood-road, the cow taking slow steps and the child very fast 

ones. The cow stopped long at the brook to drink, as if the pasture were not half a swamp, and 

Sylvia stood still and waited, letting her bare feet cool themselves in the shoal water, while the great 

twilight moths struck softly against her. She waded on through the brook as the cow moved away, 

and listened to the thrushes with a heart that beat fast with pleasure. There was a stirring in the great 

boughs overhead. They were full of little birds and beasts that seemed to be wide awake, and going 

about their world, or else saying good-night to each other in sleepy twitters. Sylvia herself felt sleepy 

as she walked along. However, it was not much farther to the house, and the air was soft and sweet. 

She was not often in the woods so late as this, and it made her feel as if she were a part of the gray 

shadows and the moving leaves. She was just thinking how long it seemed since she first came to the 

farm a year ago, and wondering if everything went on in the noisy town just the same as when she 

was there, the thought of the great red-faced boy who used to chase and frighten her made her hurry 

along the path to escape from the shadow of the trees. 

     Suddenly this little woods-girl is horror-stricken to hear a clear whistle not very far away. Not a 

bird's-whistle, which would have a sort of friendliness, but a boy's whistle, determined, and 

somewhat aggressive. Sylvia left the cow to whatever sad fate might await her, and stepped discreetly 

aside into the bushes, but she was just too late. The enemy had discovered her, and called out in a 

very cheerful and persuasive tone, "Halloa, little girl, how far is it to the road?" and trembling Sylvia 

answered almost inaudibly, "A good ways." 
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     She did not dare to look boldly at the tall young man, who carried a gun over his shoulder, but 

she came out of her bush and again followed the cow, while he walked alongside. 

     "I have been hunting for some birds," the stranger said kindly, "and I have lost my way, and need 

a friend very much. Don't be afraid," he added gallantly. "Speak up and tell me what your name is, 

and whether you think I can spend the night at your house, and go out gunning early in the 

morning." 

     Sylvia was more alarmed than before. Would not her grandmother consider her much to blame? 

But who could have foreseen such an accident as this? It did not seem to be her fault, and she hung 

her head as if the stem of it were broken, but managed to answer "Sylvy," with much effort when 

her companion again asked her name. 

     Mrs. Tilley was standing in the doorway when the trio came into view. The cow gave a loud moo 

by way of explanation. 

     "Yes, you'd better speak up for yourself, you old trial! Where'd she tucked herself away this time, 

Sylvy?" But Sylvia kept an awed silence; she knew by instinct that her grandmother did not 

comprehend the gravity of the situation. She must be mistaking the stranger for one of the 

farmer-lads of the region. 

     The young man stood his gun beside the door, and dropped a lumpy game-bag beside it; then he 

bade Mrs. Tilley good-evening, and repeated his wayfarer's story, and asked if he could have a night's 

lodging. 

     "Put me anywhere you like," he said. "I must be off early in the morning, before day; but I am 

very hungry, indeed. You can give me some milk at any rate, that's plain." 

     "Dear sakes, yes," responded the hostess, whose long slumbering hospitality seemed to be easily 

awakened. "You might fare better if you went out to the main road a mile or so, but you're welcome 

to what we've got. I'll milk right off, and you make yourself at home. You can sleep on husks or 

feathers," she proffered graciously. "I raised them all myself. There's good pasturing for geese just 

below here towards the ma'sh. Now step round and set a plate for the gentleman, Sylvy!" And Sylvia 

promptly stepped. She was glad to have something to do, and she was hungry herself. 

     It was a surprise to find so clean and comfortable a little dwelling in this New England 

wilderness. The young man had known the horrors of its most primitive housekeeping, and the 
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dreary squalor of that level of society which does not rebel at the companionship of hens. This was 

the best thrift of an old-fashioned farmstead, though on such a small scale that it seemed like a 

hermitage. He listened eagerly to the old woman's quaint talk, he watched Sylvia's pale face and 

shining gray eyes with ever growing enthusiasm, and insisted that this was the best supper he had 

eaten for a month, and afterward the new-made friends sat down in the door-way together while the 

moon came up. 

     Soon it would be berry-time, and Sylvia was a great help at picking. The cow was a good milker, 

though a plaguy thing to keep track of, the hostess gossiped frankly, adding presently that she had 

buried four children, so Sylvia's mother, and a son (who might be dead) in California were all the 

children she had left. "Dan, my boy, was a great hand to go gunning," she explained sadly. "I never 

wanted for pa'tridges or gray squer'ls while he was to home. He's been a great wand'rer, I expect, and 

he's no hand to write letters. There, I don't blame him, I'd ha' seen the world myself if it had been so 

I could. 

     "Sylvy takes after him," the grandmother continued affectionately, after a minute's pause. "There 

ain't a foot o' ground she don't know her way over, and the wild creaturs counts her one o' 

themselves. Squer'ls she'll tame to come an' feed right out o' her hands, and all sorts o' birds. Last 

winter she got the jay-birds to bangeing here, and I believe she'd 'a' scanted herself of her own meals 

to have plenty to throw out amongst 'em, if I hadn't kep' watch. Anything but crows, I tell her, I'm 

willin' to help support -- though Dan he had a tamed one o' them that did seem to have reason same 

as folks. It was round here a good spell after he went away. Dan an' his father they didn't hitch, -- but 

he never held up his head ag'in after Dan had dared him an' gone off." 

     The guest did not notice this hint of family sorrows in his eager interest in something else. 

     "So Sylvy knows all about birds, does she?" he exclaimed, as he looked round at the little girl who 

sat, very demure but increasingly sleepy, in the moonlight. "I am making a collection of birds myself. 

I have been at it ever since I was a boy." (Mrs. Tilley smiled.) "There are two or three very rare ones I 

have been hunting for these five years. I mean to get them on my own ground if they can be found." 

     "Do you cage 'em up?" asked Mrs. Tilley doubtfully, in response to this enthusiastic 

announcement. 
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     "Oh no, they're stuffed and preserved, dozens and dozens of them," said the ornithologist, "and 

I have shot or snared every one myself. I caught a glimpse of a white heron a few miles from here 

on Saturday, and I have followed it in this direction. They have never been found in this district at 

all. The little white heron, it is," and he turned again to look at Sylvia with the hope of discovering 

that the rare bird was one of her acquaintances. 

     But Sylvia was watching a hop-toad in the narrow footpath. 

     "You would know the heron if you saw it," the stranger continued eagerly. "A queer tall white 

bird with soft feathers and long thin legs. And it would have a nest perhaps in the top of a high tree, 

made of sticks, something like a hawk's nest." 

     Sylvia's heart gave a wild beat; she knew that strange white bird, and had once stolen softly near 

where it stood in some bright green swamp grass, away over at the other side of the woods. There 

was an open place where the sunshine always seemed strangely yellow and hot, where tall, nodding 

rushes grew, and her grandmother had warned her that she might sink in the soft black mud 

underneath and never be heard of more. Not far beyond were the salt marshes just this side the sea 

itself, which Sylvia wondered and dreamed much about, but never had seen, whose great voice could 

sometimes be heard above the noise of the woods on stormy nights. 

     "I can't think of anything I should like so much as to find that heron's nest," the handsome 

stranger was saying. "I would give ten dollars to anybody who could show it to me," he added 

desperately, "and I mean to spend my whole vacation hunting for it if need be. Perhaps it was only 

migrating, or had been chased out of its own region by some bird of prey." 

     Mrs. Tilley gave amazed attention to all this, but Sylvia still watched the toad, not divining, as she 

might have done at some calmer time, that the creature wished to get to its hole under the door-step, 

and was much hindered by the unusual spectators at that hour of the evening. No amount of 

thought, that night, could decide how many wished-for treasures the ten dollars, so lightly spoken of, 

would buy. 

     The next day the young sportsman hovered about the woods, and Sylvia kept him company, 

having lost her first fear of the friendly lad, who proved to be most kind and sympathetic. He told 

her many things about the birds and what they knew and where they lived and what they did with 

themselves. And he gave her a jack-knife, which she thought as great a treasure as if she were a 

Mater Amabilis English Level 6​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ 115 



 

desert-islander. All day long he did not once make her troubled or afraid except when he brought 

down some unsuspecting singing creature from its bough. Sylvia would have liked him vastly better 

without his gun; she could not understand why he killed the very birds he seemed to like so much. 

But as the day waned, Sylvia still watched the young man with loving admiration. She had never seen 

anybody so charming and delightful; the woman's heart, asleep in the child, was vaguely thrilled by a 

dream of love. Some premonition of that great power stirred and swayed these young creatures who 

traversed the solemn woodlands with soft-footed silent care. They stopped to listen to a bird's song; 

they pressed forward again eagerly, parting the branches -- speaking to each other rarely and in 

whispers; the young man going first and Sylvia following, fascinated, a few steps behind, with her 

gray eyes dark with excitement. 

     She grieved because the longed-for white heron was elusive, but she did not lead the guest, she 

only followed, and there was no such thing as speaking first. The sound of her own unquestioned 

voice would have terrified her -- it was hard enough to answer yes or no when there was need of 

that. At last evening began to fall, and they drove the cow home together, and Sylvia smiled with 

pleasure when they came to the place where she heard the whistle and was afraid only the night 

before.  

 

II. 

 

     Half a mile from home, at the farther edge of the woods, where the land was highest, a great 

pine-tree stood, the last of its generation. Whether it was left for a boundary mark, or for what 

reason, no one could say; the woodchoppers who had felled its mates were dead and gone long ago, 

and a whole forest of sturdy trees, pines and oaks and maples, had grown again. But the stately head 

of this old pine towered above them all and made a landmark for sea and shore miles and miles 

away. Sylvia knew it well. She had always believed that whoever climbed to the top of it could see the 

ocean; and the little girl had often laid her hand on the great rough trunk and looked up wistfully at 

those dark boughs that the wind always stirred, no matter how hot and still the air might be below. 

Now she thought of the tree with a new excitement, for why, if one climbed it at break of day, could 
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not one see all the world, and easily discover from whence the white heron flew, and mark the place, 

and find the hidden nest? 

     What a spirit of adventure, what wild ambition! What fancied triumph and delight and glory for 

the later morning when she could make known the secret! It was almost too real and too great for 

the childish heart to bear. 

All night the door of the little house stood open and the whippoorwills came and sang upon 

the very step. The young sportsman and his old hostess were sound asleep, but Sylvia's great design 

kept her broad awake and watching. She forgot to think of sleep. The short summer night seemed as 

long as the winter darkness, and at last when the whippoorwills ceased, and she was afraid the 

morning would after all come too soon, she stole out of the house and followed the pasture path 

through the woods, hastening toward the open ground beyond, listening with a sense of comfort 

and companionship to the drowsy twitter of a half-awakened bird, whose perch she had jarred in 

passing. Alas, if the great wave of human interest which flooded for the first time this dull little life 

should sweep away the satisfactions of an existence heart to heart with nature and the dumb life of 

the forest! 

     There was the huge tree asleep yet in the paling moonlight, and small and silly Sylvia began with 

utmost bravery to mount to the top of it, with tingling, eager blood coursing the channels of her 

whole frame, with her bare feet and fingers, that pinched and held like bird's claws to the monstrous 

ladder reaching up, up, almost to the sky itself. First she must mount the white oak tree that grew 

alongside, where she was almost lost among the dark branches and the green leaves heavy and wet 

with dew; a bird fluttered off its nest, and a red squirrel ran to and fro and scolded pettishly at the 

harmless housebreaker. Sylvia felt her way easily. She had often climbed there, and knew that higher 

still one of the oak's upper branches chafed against the pine trunk, just where its lower boughs were 

set close together. There, when she made the dangerous pass from one tree to the other, the great 

enterprise would really begin. 

     She crept out along the swaying oak limb at last, and took the daring step across into the old 

pine-tree. The way was harder than she thought; she must reach far and hold fast, the sharp dry 

twigs caught and held her and scratched her like angry talons, the pitch made her thin little fingers 

clumsy and stiff as she went round and round the tree's great stem, higher and higher upward. The 
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sparrows and robins in the woods below were beginning to wake and twitter to the dawn, yet it 

seemed much lighter there aloft in the pine-tree, and the child knew she must hurry if her project 

were to be of any use. 

     The tree seemed to lengthen itself out as she went up, and to reach farther and farther upward. It 

was like a great main-mast to the voyaging earth; it must truly have been amazed that morning 

through all its ponderous frame as it felt this determined spark of human spirit wending its way from 

higher branch to branch. Who knows how steadily the least twigs held themselves to advantage this 

light, weak creature on her way! The old pine must have loved his new dependent. More than all the 

hawks, and bats, and moths, and even the sweet voiced thrushes, was the brave, beating heart of the 

solitary gray-eyed child. And the tree stood still and frowned away the winds that June morning 

while the dawn grew bright in the east. 

     Sylvia's face was like a pale star, if one had seen it from the ground, when the last thorny bough 

was past, and she stood trembling and tired but wholly triumphant, high in the tree-top. Yes, there 

was the sea with the dawning sun making a golden dazzle over it, and toward that glorious east flew 

two hawks with slow-moving pinions. How low they looked in the air from that height when one 

had only seen them before far up, and dark against the blue sky. Their gray feathers were as soft as 

moths; they seemed only a little way from the tree, and Sylvia felt as if she too could go flying away 

among the clouds. Westward, the woodlands and farms reached miles and miles into the distance; 

here and there were church steeples, and white villages, truly it was a vast and awesome world 

     The birds sang louder and louder. At last the sun came up bewilderingly bright. Sylvia could see 

the white sails of ships out at sea, and the clouds that were purple and rose-colored and yellow at 

first began to fade away. Where was the white heron's nest in the sea of green branches, and was this 

wonderful sight and pageant of the world the only reward for having climbed to such a giddy height? 

Now look down again, Sylvia, where the green marsh is set among the shining birches and dark 

hemlocks; there where you saw the white heron once you will see him again; look, look! a white spot 

of him like a single floating feather comes up from the dead hemlock and grows larger, and rises, 

and comes close at last, and goes by the landmark pine with steady sweep of wing and outstretched 

slender neck and crested head. And wait! wait! do not move a foot or a finger, little girl, do not send 

an arrow of light and consciousness from your two eager eyes, for the heron has perched on a pine 
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bough not far beyond yours, and cries back to his mate on the nest and plumes his feathers for the 

new day! 

     The child gives a long sigh a minute later when a company of shouting cat-birds comes also to 

the tree, and vexed by their fluttering and lawlessness the solemn heron goes away. She knows his 

secret now, the wild, light, slender bird that floats and wavers, and goes back like an arrow presently 

to his home in the green world beneath. Then Sylvia, well satisfied, makes her perilous way down 

again, not daring to look far below the branch she stands on, ready to cry sometimes because her 

fingers ache and her lamed feet slip. Wondering over and over again what the stranger would say to 

her, and what he would think when she told him how to find his way straight to the heron's nest. 

     "Sylvy, Sylvy!" called the busy old grandmother again and again, but nobody answered, and the 

small husk bed was empty and Sylvia had disappeared. 

     The guest waked from a dream, and remembering his day's pleasure hurried to dress himself that 

it might sooner begin. He was sure from the way the shy little girl looked once or twice yesterday 

that she had at least seen the white heron, and now she must really be made to tell. Here she comes 

now, paler than ever, and her worn old frock is torn and tattered, and smeared with pine pitch. The 

grandmother and the sportsman stand in the door together and question her, and the splendid 

moment has come to speak of the dead hemlock-tree by the green marsh. 

     But Sylvia does not speak after all, though the old grandmother fretfully rebukes her, and the 

young man's kind, appealing eyes are looking straight in her own. He can make them rich with 

money; he has promised it, and they are poor now. He is so well worth making happy, and he waits 

to hear the story she can tell. 

     No, she must keep silence! What is it that suddenly forbids her and makes her dumb? Has she 

been nine years growing and now, when the great world for the first time puts out a hand to her, 

must she thrust it aside for a bird's sake? The murmur of the pine's green branches is in her ears, she 

remembers how the white heron came flying through the golden air and how they watched the sea 

and the morning together, and Sylvia cannot speak; she cannot tell the heron's secret and give its life 

away. 

     Dear loyalty, that suffered a sharp pang as the guest went away disappointed later in the day, that 

could have served and followed him and loved him as a dog loves! Many a night Sylvia heard the 
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echo of his whistle haunting the pasture path as she came home with the loitering cow. She forgot 

even her sorrow at the sharp report of his gun and the sight of thrushes and sparrows dropping 

silent to the ground, their songs hushed and their pretty feathers stained and wet with blood. Were 

the birds better friends than their hunter might have been, -- who can tell? Whatever treasures were 

lost to her, woodlands and summer-time, remember! Bring your gifts and graces and tell your secrets 

to this lonely country child! 
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