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Volume 2: 1820-1865  

 
2.1 Introduction to Romantic Literature  

 

The following is a revised version of Wendy Kurant’s introductory essays to Part 4 of Becoming America: 

An Exploration of American Literature from Precolonial to Post-Revolution.  
Kurant, Wendy, Becoming America: An Exploration of American Literature from Precolonial to Post-

Revolution (2019). English Open Textbooks. 19. Link to eBook 
 

By the second decade of the nineteenth century, the United States of America had 

survived the War of 1812, its first international crisis, and set its sights on claiming 

more territory. Journalist John O’Sullivan claimed in his 1839 article “The Great 

Nation of Futurity” that it was “the right of our manifest destiny to overspread and to 

possess the whole of the continent which Providence has given us for the development 

of the great experiment of liberty.” However, it was more money and military power 

that fueled Manifest Destiny than Providence. In terms of territory, the United States 

more than tripled its total area between the beginning of the nineteenth century and 

the Civil War. The first great increase came from the Louisiana Purchase in 1803. The 

United States government’s agreement to buy more than 500,000,000 acres of French 

territory stretching from New Orleans to the Rocky Mountains effectively doubled the 

United States’ landmass in one fell swoop. Americans of European heritage did not 

take long to discover the valuable agricultural land east of the Mississippi River 

within this new territory, then occupied by Native Americans, and used force and 

coercion to move the tribes to less-desirable land. This mass relocation of Native 

Americans culminated in the “Trail of Tears,” a series of forced relocations of tribes 

from southeastern states to an area that would eventually become Oklahoma spanning 

the 1830s and 1840s. The borders of the country were further expanded when 

American emigrants to the Mexican territory of Texas declared the region’s 

independence from Mexico in 1835 and the United States annexed it in 1845, 

touching off the Mexican-American War. When the war ended with the American 

capture of Mexico City and the Treaty of Guadalupe in 1848, America claimed Texas 

as well as parts of Colorado, Nevada, and Utah. The actions in Texas inspired 

American emigrants in the Mexican territory of California to establish a similar 

independent republic in 1846, and California ultimately came under United States rule 

and joined the union in 1850. Finally, the Gadsden Purchase in 1853 stretched 

American borders even further in that area, adding territory that ultimately became 

Arizona and New Mexico. However much O’Sullivan’s prophecy may have cited 

Providence, the United States achieved its continental borders through financial and 

military dominance. 

 

https://oer.galileo.usg.edu/english-textbooks/19/
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America’s economic and technological growth also continued apace as America 

became the center of the second Industrial Revolution. While the first Industrial 

Revolution had occurred in England around the 1760s to 1780s, America was the 

stage for the second one in the early to mid-nineteenth century. At its root was 

increased agricultural productivity as a result of acquiring land in the Midwest and 

South; the former was ideal for grain and meat production and the latter for cotton, all 

of which needed processing and contributed to the growth of those industries. At the 

same time, improvements in agricultural technology—such as the mechanical reaper, 

spinning machines, the cotton gin, and the automated flour mill—made it possible for 

a smaller percentage of the population to produce the necessary amount of food, 

freeing up manpower for other industries. This productivity was complemented by 

increased ability to deliver products faster and further. Shipping along waterways 

became faster after the invention of the first steamboat in 1807. By the 1840s, 

however, this primary mode of shipping was rivaled by the exponential growth of the 

railroad and its ability to reach places without navigable waterways. In 1840, less than 

ten years after a functional steam locomotive had been built in America, there was 

more than 3,000 miles of railroad track; twenty years later, there was ten times that 

number. 
 

The increase in raw materials, the ability to process them, and the ability to move 

them led to expanding markets that required a new form of labor. Previously, 

fabrication of goods was done according to the outwork system: piecework was done 

by individuals in their own homes and then sent to a central location for final 

assembly. The outwork system had low pay and uncertain workloads. With the 

increased need for workers and the development of machinery beyond what could be 

used in a home, the factory system replaced the outwork system. Under this system, 

the workers came together at one central location to work and often to live as well, as 

with the famous textile mills of Lowell, Massachusetts. The improved pay and the 

variety and independence offered by this new work system attracted the daughters of 

New England farmers. This change also contributed to what would become an 

ongoing shift of the American population from rural to urban communities and of the 

American economy from an agricultural to an industrial emphasis. 
 

The population of America was also expanding during the nineteenth century. As J. 

Hector St. John de Crevecoeur’s titular farmer James observes, Americans had been a 

“promiscuous breed” even before America was an independent nation. Famines and 

warfare in Europe sent even more people to the United States looking for a more 

congenial place to grow. From 1820 to 1870, over seven and a half million 

immigrants came to America. The largest group within that period were the Irish, and 

many contributed to the building of the railroad and canal systems on the eastern 

seaboard. Germans made another large immigrant group, many settling in Texas or in 
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the Midwest and working in the meatpacking industry. The Chinese, an immigrant 

group unknown to farmer James, also came to America, particularly to California. 

Many were lured by news of the 1849 gold rush and driven by roadblocks to 

prosperity at home. They ultimately became the primary work force that extended the 

railroad system in the West Coast. 

 

The extension of American territory and the division of the American population 

between agricultural producers and those in trade had political repercussions as well. 

The Federalist party of the previous century had dwindled away, leaving Democratic-

Republicans as the only major political party left during the so-called Era of Good 

Feelings. However, there were developing divisions within the party, particularly over 

banking and currency issues and Southern slavery. With the banking issues, the 

tensions were between those in trade and farmers over debt terms; paper money 

versus hard currency; and the banks’ role in the Panic of 1819 and its following 

depression. With slavery, the conflict was over whether slave-owning states had too 

much or not enough political power. The contentious election of 1824 blew the party 

apart. The Tennessee senator and former war hero Andrew Jackson was a kind of 

presidential candidate who would have never made it that far before that time. 

Suffrage privileges in the original colonies were confined to white men of enough 

financial wherewithal to own a certain amount of land. Under that system, men of the 

elite class from populous states had the advantage, leading to what was called “the 

Virginia dynasty” of American presidents. But as new states with less stringent 

requirements for suffrage entered the union, the older states accordingly changed 

theirs and by 1824, most white men over 21 could vote. It was under these new 

circumstances that Jackson, a man from what was considered a “western state” who 

presented himself as a representative for “the humble members of society—the 

farmers, mechanics and laborers,” won the popular and electoral votes. However, 

since he had not won with a majority, given the large field of candidates, the decision 

among the top three candidates went to the House of Representatives and the election 

was given to John Quincy Adams. Decrying this as a “corrupt bargain,” Jackson 

proponents formed the Democratic Party, got their candidate into the presidency in 

1828, and ushered in the political philosophy known as Jacksonian democracy. 

 

Ongoing moral arguments about slavery were complemented by considerable political 

tensions at this period. Every time a new territory was proposed or a territory 

petitioned for statehood, battles between the legislators of free states and legislators of 

slave states would erupt. Both feared that the other would gain more political power 

and then force its system on all states. Much of American politics at this period could 

be described as a series of secession crises and compromises made to maintain the 

tenuous balance between slave and free states, occasionally punctuated with dire 

warnings that balance was impossible. The Missouri Compromise of 1820 was the 
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first attempt of the century to solve the stand-off between pro-and anti-slavery 

legislators by bringing in a slave state (Missouri) and a free state (Maine) together and 

setting up a system to make sure that the slave and free territories and states would be 

balanced. However, a crisis was touched off again thirty years later by California’s 

petition for statehood and the Compromise of 1850 was made to resolve it. From this 

compromise came the Fugitive Slave Acts. They were part of a bigger piece of 

legislation meant to pacify the southern states which were threatening secession, but 

one of the provisions made it a criminal offense to aid an escaping slave or to fail to 

turn in an escaped slave, causing considerable foment in free states; they felt that they 

were being compelled to support slavery. Then, the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 

negated the Missouri Compromise and allowed the citizens of the Kansas and 

Nebraska territories to decide for themselves whether they wanted to allow or prohibit 

slavery. The act was then followed by the incidents known as Bloody Kansas, where 

proponents of both sides flooded those territories and fought with each other. The 

Supreme Court’s Dred Scott decision in 1857 defined slaves as property and ruled that 

the United States government could not prohibit slavery in its territories. U.S. Senate 

candidate Abraham Lincoln connected the dots in his 1858 “House Divided” speech, 

where he laid out how the Dred Scott decision created the legal precedent for 

extending slavery to every state. He warned that the “House Divided”—in this case, 

between free and slave states—would not remain so; it must end up going one way or 

the other. 

 

Numerous social reform movements paralleled the democratic reforms of the 

Jacksonian era, fueled by the middle class’s increase in leisure time and income as 

well as by the evangelical energies of the second Great Awakening. Like the first one, 

the second Great Awakening was another surge in evangelical Protestant piety starting 

around the 1820s. As evangelicalism emphasized public testimony of spiritual 

experience as a way of spreading that experience, there was a natural synergy between 

the reformation of souls and the reformation of society which directed itself into 

numerous reform movements for a variety of social problems. Two of the more 

significant reform movements in terms of American literature were the movements to 

abolish slavery and for women’s rights. Motivated by a mix of the desire to make the 

revolutionary ideal of freedom for all a reality and the belief, originating in 

evangelical theology, that people must be free to choose between right and wrong in 

order to achieve salvation, northern churches took up the cause of immediate 

emancipation of slaves and asserted that message in numerous pulpits, lecture halls, 

and newspapers. The abolitionist movement also overlapped the movement for 

reforming women’s rights. The Grimkeé sisters, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and Lucretia 

Mott were major forces in both. The latter two were the organizers of the 1848 Seneca 

Falls Convention, which produced a female bill of rights modeled along the lines of 

the Constitutional one. Uncle Tom’s Cabin by Harriet Beecher Stowe, the blockbuster 
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novel of the nineteenth century, can be seen as the literary nexus of religious reform, 

abolition, and women’s rights. Arguing that women had a special role in reforming 

the spirituality of her family and her society, Stowe urged her readers to reject slavery, 

as it was an impediment to the spiritual salvation of the slaves, the slaveholders, and 

the nation that tolerated it.  

 

America, from its official beginning, has had a chip on its shoulder about comparisons 

of its cultural achievements to those of Europe. Thomas Jefferson in Query VI of his 

Notes on the State of Virginia (1785) directly addresses the claim that America had 

not produced any great literature: 

 

When we shall have existed as a people as long as the Greeks did before they 

produced a Homer, the Romans a Virgil, the French a Racine and Voltaire, the 

English a Shakespeare and Milton, should this reproach be still true, we will 

enquire from what unfriendly causes it has proceeded, that the other countries 

of Europe and quarters of the earth shall not have inscribed any name in the roll 

of poets. 

 

However, by the time Sydney Smith, founder of the Edinburgh Review and well-

known literary critic, wrote his 1820 review of Statistical Annals of the United States 

by Adam Seybert, it was clear that some Britons felt it was time for America to put up 

or shut up. Asserting that “[d]uring the thirty or forty years of their independence, 

they have done absolutely nothing for the Sciences, for the Arts, for Literature, or 

even for the statesman-like studies of Politics or Political Economy,” Smith famously 

asked, “In the four quarters of the globe, who reads an American book? or goes to an 

American play?” and counseled Americans to temper their self-adulation until they 

had produced something. A movement to make distinctly American art, called literary 

nationalism, was American writers’ response to such sneering. Works produced in the 

first few decades of the nineteenth century made a point of incorporating distinctly 

American elements such as untamed nature, the frontier, America’s colonial and 

federal past, and interactions with its aboriginal inhabitants. As Charles Brockden 

Brown asserts in his preface to Edgar Huntly (1799), an American novel intent on 

“calling forth the passions and engaging the sympathy of the reader” cannot use the 

“puerile superstition and exploded manners, Gothic castles and chimeras” of Europe 

when “[t]he incidents of Indian hostility, and the perils of the Western wilderness, are 

far more suitable . . . for a native of America to overlook these would admit of no 

apology.” 

 

The literary period of American Romanticism is often dated as starting around 1820 

with the publication of Washington Irving’s The Sketchbook of Geoffrey Crayon and 

terminating with the American Civil War. Like earlier periods, this period’s 
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assumptions are rooted in its views of human nature and truth. For the Romantics, 

human nature was neither born bad nor blank; it was born good, though it could be 

swayed from its essential nature by the pernicious effects of excessive rationalism or 

hidebound social mores. A period’s stance on human nature also affects its beliefs 

about the best ways to access truth. If human nature is initially corrupt, the sources of 

truth must be outside of it; if human nature is neither good nor bad but is accompanied 

by the ability to discern the workings of the world around it, then truth comes from 

the interaction of human ability and outside sources. For the Romantics, the essential 

goodness of human nature meant that the sources of truth could be discerned from 

within, particularly through imagination, feelings, and intuition. 

 

As the reputation of human nature rose, so did the belief in the primacy of the 

individual over the community. While seventeenth century American literature most 

frequently warned readers to suppress self-interest in favor of the common good and 

eighteenth-century literature presented the two as working in tandem, American 

Romantic literature valorized the drama of an individual striving against a repressive 

society. In addition, Romanticism emphasized idealism over realism. For them, 

literature’s purpose was not to represent the common and probable experiences of life 

or to teach improving lessons. Instead, literature’s role was to flesh out otherwise 

abstract concepts and accurately represent human emotions, what Nathaniel 

Hawthorne in his preface to The House of the Seven Gables (1851) calls “the truth of 

the human heart.” Finally, the Romantics felt that the essential goodness of human 

nature had a strong link to nature itself. Unlike earlier texts that portrayed nature as, at 

worst, aligned with malevolent forces and, at best, raw material existing to be used by 

man, Romantic texts often represented nature as beneficial and congenial to the 

human soul. It was a place of resort when man was in need of comfort or clarity and 

an antidote to the negative effects of science, reason, and tradition. 

 

The philosophies and literature of the Transcendental movement differ from Romantic 

qualities more in degree than in kind. American Transcendentalism was a concise 

moment, both in geography and time. Arising from a faction of the Unitarian 

denomination that felt its theology did not place enough emphasis on the role of 

intuition in religion, this movement is typically dated as starting in 1836 with the 

publication of Ralph Waldo Emerson’s manifesto Nature and gradually faded as an 

active movement at the approach of the American Civil War, with the exception of 

Walt Whitman. Nearly all of its proponents lived in Boston or Concord, 

Massachusetts. Nonetheless, Transcendentalism had an outsized impact of the 

American intellectual conversation and on the literature produced during the latter 

half of the Romantic period. Like prior Romantics, Transcendental writers also 

emphasized the supremacy of the individual, some to the degree that the individual 

was better off distancing himself physically or mentally from all other people, even 
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family, to preserve the sanctity of self-reliance. Transcendentalists extended the 

Romantic kinship between human nature and the natural world, arguing that humanity 

and nature were all expressions of God (referenced under several different names like 

the Absolute Spirit or the Oversoul) and that nature served to guide humanity toward 

realization of that essential truth. Furthermore, Transcendentalists also agreed that the 

conduit to truth was within and located it particularly in intuition, a kind of knowledge 

prior to and superior to any Lockian sensory experience or reflections upon it. 

 

Transcendentalism had an impact on American literary culture both directly and 

indirectly. Several of the best known American Romantics sneered at its beliefs. Poe 

roundly insulted several major Transcendental figures in his criticism and Melville 

included satiric versions of Emerson and Thoreau in his final novel The Confidence 

Man (1857). Nonetheless, even authors critical of Transcendentalism could not help 

but address some of its key concerns, either positively or negatively and sometimes 

both within the same work. In short, Transcendentalism introduced a series of 

pronouncements to which other writers of the period felt compelled to respond. 

Writers of the latter part of the Romantic period pondered questions of whether nature 

existed to teach us, whether we were capable of seeing past our biases to the truth, and 

whether it was possible or even desirable to live a life completely independent of 

others. 

 

As a final note in these descriptions of Romantic and Transcendental emphases, it 

should be acknowledged that literary periods are constructions—lenses that help us 

organize an otherwise chaotic spectrum of years of literary production. Some works 

written during the Romantic and Transcendental periods challenge those lenses and 

are worthy of consideration, nonetheless. Romanticism’s insistence that art should not 

be required to teach a lesson—Hawthorne compared making it do so to sticking a pin 

through a butterfly—is a luxury of which not all writers could partake. Slave 

narratives, such as those of Frederick Douglass and Harriet Jacobs, depicted common 

experiences of slaves, aimed to teach a lesson about the evils of slavery, and hoped to 

have real world results. Similarly, woman’s fiction—sometimes called sentimental or 

domestic fiction—often revealed the vulnerability of women to unscrupulous relatives 

and suitors and sought to question the domestic sphere to which women were 

confined or to compel greater respect for the work women did within it. Though these 

works are less familiar to modern readers, these were some of the most popular genres 

for nineteenth century readers and represent the vast majority of what Americans 

actually read during this period. 
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2.2 Washington Irving (1783-1859) 
 

Washington Irving honed his writing craft early and in 

various ways. The youngest of eleven children, Irving 

grew up in New York City in a prosperous merchant 

family. He was an avid and comprehensive reader, 

enjoying the periodical essay (a fairly new genre), the 

plays of Shakespeare, and the sentimentalist works of 

Oliver Goldsmith and Laurence Sterne. For his brothers’ 

entertainment, he wrote essays on the theater, using the 

pseudonym of Jonathan Oldstyle.  

 

Irving studied law and in 1806 was admitted to the New 

York bar but he still fulfilled his literary bent. Also in 

1806, he, his brother William, and James Kirke Paulding, 

a relative through marriage, founded Salmagundi; or, The 

Whimwhams and Opinions of Launcelot Langstaff, Esq. 

& Others. A hodge-podge of sorts, it satirized New 

York society in essays and poems. Irving expanded his 

scope in A History of New-York (1809), using the 

persona of Diedrich Knickerbock to turn a more serious 

history of New York (1807) by Samuel Latham Mitchill on its head with humor and hilarious 

wit.  

 

After the War of 1812, Irving traveled to Europe, where he remained based in England for the 

next seventeen years. The failure of his brother’s hardware import firm in 1818 freed Irving to 

focus on his writing, spurred by the great novelist Sir Walter Scott (1771–1832). Scott, whose 

writing took an almost anthropological approach to the Scottish highlands, suggested that Irving 

mine German folklore. Irving’s consequent The Sketch Book of Geoffrey Crayon, Gent. appeared 

in two-volume form in 1820, winning Irving international fame. Indeed, Irving is considered the 

first American writer to achieve international fame. His book’s urbanity, gentle humor, rounded 

characterizations, and delightful yet often symbolic plots fulfilled the long-held promise of a 

successful work of American literature. Irving depicted for European and American audiences a 

perpetually new and renewing republic rising like a palimpsest over the landscape of the past.  

 

Besides contributing to the early short story genre, Irving wrote histories and biographies. His 

experiences in Spain as part of an American legation led to Irving’s A History of the Life and 

Voyages of Christopher Columbus (1828), a work that became the standard biography on 

Columbus through the nineteenth century. After serving in London as secretary of the American 

legation, Irving returned to America, built his home Sunnyside at Tarrytown, and published 

travelogues on the American West and South; Astoria (1836), a biography of the American 

millionaire John Jacob Astor (1763–1848); and the five-volume The Life of George Washington 

(1855–1859). Irving considered this last work, completed just months before his death, to be his 

most important. 

 

Image 2.1: Washington Irving 

Photographer: Kelson 

Source: Wikimedia Commons 

License: Public Domain 
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The Washington Irving biography was reproduced from Wendy Kurant’s Becoming America: An 
Exploration of American Literature from Precolonial to Post-Revolution.  

Kurant, Wendy, Becoming America: An Exploration of American Literature from Precolonial to Post-

Revolution (2019). English Open Textbooks. 19. Link to eBook 

 
2.2.1 From The Sketch Book Geoffrey Crayon, Gent. (1819) 
 

“The Author’s Account of Himself” 

 

I am of this mind with Homer, that as the snaile that crept out of her shel was 

turned eftsoones into a toad I and thereby was forced to make a stoole to sit on; so 

the traveller that stragleth from his owne country is in a short time transformed 

into so monstrous a shape, that he is faine to alter his mansion with his manners, 

and to live where he can, not where he would.—LYLY’S EUPHUES. 

 

I was always fond of visiting new scenes, and observing strange characters and 

manners. Even when a mere child I began my travels, and made many tours of 

discovery into foreign parts and unknown regions of my native city, to the 

frequent alarm of my parents, and the emolument of the town crier. As I grew into 

boyhood, I extended the range of my observations. My holiday afternoons were 

spent in rambles about the surrounding country. I made myself familiar with all its 

places famous in history or fable. I knew every spot where a murder or robbery 

had been committed, or a ghost seen. I visited the neighboring villages, and added 

greatly to my stock of knowledge, by noting their habits and customs, and 

conversing with their sages and great men. I even journeyed one long summer’s 

day to the summit of the most distant hill, whence I stretched my eye over many a 

mile of terra incognita, and was astonished to find how vast a globe I inhabited. 

  

This rambling propensity strengthened with my years. Books of voyages and 

travels became my passion, and in devouring their contents, I neglected the 

regular exercises of the school. How wistfully would I wander about the pier-

heads in fine weather, and watch the parting ships, bound to distant climes; with 

what longing eyes would I gaze after their lessening sails, and waft myself in 

imagination to the ends of the earth! 

 

Further reading and thinking, though they brought this vague inclination into 

more reasonable bounds, only served to make it more decided. I visited various 

parts of my own country; and had I been merely a lover of fine scenery, I should 

have felt little desire to seek elsewhere its gratification, for on no country had the 

charms of nature been more prodigally lavished. Her mighty lakes, her oceans of 

liquid silver; her mountains, with their bright aerial tints; her valleys, teeming 

with wild fertility; her tremendous cataracts, thundering in their solitudes; her 

boundless plains, waving with spontaneous verdure; her broad, deep rivers, 

rolling in solemn silence to the ocean; her trackless forests, where vegetation puts 

forth all its magnificence; her skies, kindling with the magic of summer clouds 

https://oer.galileo.usg.edu/english-textbooks/19/
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and glorious sunshine;—no, never need an American look beyond his own 

country for the sublime and beautiful of natural scenery. 

 

But Europe held forth all the charms of storied and poetical association. There 

were to be seen the masterpieces of art, the refinements of highly cultivated 

society, the quaint peculiarities of ancient and local custom. My native country 

was full of youthful promise; Europe was rich in the accumulated treasures of age. 

Her very ruins told the history of the times gone by, and every mouldering stone 

was a chronicle. I longed to wander over the scenes of renowned achievement—to 

tread, as it were, in the footsteps of antiquity—to loiter about the ruined castle—

to meditate on the falling tower—to escape, in short, from the commonplace 

realities of the present, and lose myself among the shadowy grandeurs of the past. 

 

I had, besides all this, an earnest desire to see the great men of the earth. We have, 

it is true, our great men in America: not a city but has an ample share of them. I 

have mingled among them in my time, and been almost withered by the shade 

into which they cast me; for there is nothing so baleful to a small man as the 

shade of a great one, particularly the great man of a city. But I was anxious to see 

the great men of Europe; for I had read in the works of various philosophers, that 

all animals degenerated in America, and man among the number. A great man of 

Europe, thought I, must therefore be as superior to a great man of America, as a 

peak of the Alps to a highland of the Hudson; and in this idea I was confirmed by 

observing the comparative importance and swelling magnitude of many English 

travellers among us, who, I was assured, were very little people in their own 

country. I will visit this land of wonders, thought I, and see the gigantic race from 

which I am degenerated. 

 

It has been either my good or evil lot to have my roving passion gratified. I have 

wandered through different countries and witnessed many of the shifting scenes 

of life. I cannot say that I have studied them with the eye of a philosopher, but 

rather with the sauntering gaze with which humble lovers of the picturesque stroll 

from the window of one print-shop to another; caught sometimes by the 

delineations of beauty, sometimes by the distortions of caricature, and sometimes 

by the loveliness of landscape. As it is the fashion for modern tourists to travel 

pencil in hand, and bring home their portfolios filled with sketches, I am disposed 

to get up a few for the entertainment of my friends. When, however, I look over 

the hints and memorandums I have taken down for the purpose, my heart almost 

fails me, at finding how my idle humor has led me astray from the great object 

studied by every regular traveller who would make a book. I fear I shall give 

equal disappointment with an unlucky landscape-painter, who had travelled on the 

Continent, but following the bent of his vagrant inclination, had sketched in 

nooks, and corners, and by-places. His sketch-book was accordingly crowded 

with cottages, and landscapes, and obscure ruins; but he had neglected to paint St. 

Peter’s, or the Coliseum, the cascade of Terni, or the bay of Naples, and had not a 

single glacier or volcano in his whole collection. 
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“The Wife” 

 

The treasures of the deep are not so precious 

As are the concealed comforts of a man 

Lock’d up in woman’s love. I scent the air 

Of blessings, when I came but near the house, 

What a delicious breath marriage sends forth— 

The violet bed’s no sweeter! 

MIDDLETON. 

 

I have often had occasion to remark the fortitude with which women sustain the 

most overwhelming reverses of fortune. Those disasters which break down the 

spirit of a man, and prostrate him in the dust, seem to call forth all the energies of 

the softer sex, and give such intrepidity and elevation to their character, that at 

times it approaches to sublimity. Nothing can be more touching, than to behold a 

soft and tender female, who had been all weakness and dependence, and alive to 

every trivial roughness, while threading the prosperous paths of life, suddenly 

rising in mental force to be the comforter and support of her husband under 

misfortune, and abiding with unshrinking firmness the bitterest blasts of adversity. 

 

As the vine, which has long twined its graceful foliage about the oak, and been 

lifted by it into sunshine, will, when the hardy plant is rifted by the thunderbolt, 

cling round it with its caressing tendrils, and bind up its shattered boughs, so is it 

beautifully ordered by Providence, that woman, who is the mere dependent and 

ornament of man in his happier hours, should be his stay and solace when smitten 

with sudden calamity; winding herself into the rugged recesses of his nature, 

tenderly supporting the drooping head, and binding up the broken heart. 

 

I was once congratulating a friend, who had around him a blooming family, knit 

together in the strongest affection. “I can wish you no better lot,” said he, with 

enthusiasm, “than to have a wife and children. If you are prosperous, there they 

are to share your prosperity; if otherwise, there they are to comfort you.” And, 

indeed, I have observed that a married man falling into misfortune, is more apt to 

retrieve his situation in the world than a single one; partly, because he is more 

stimulated to exertion by the necessities of the helpless and beloved beings who 

depend upon him for subsistence, but chiefly because his spirits are soothed and 

relieved by domestic endearments, and his self-respect kept alive by finding, that, 

though all abroad is darkness and humiliation, yet there is still a little world of 

love at home, of which he is the monarch. Whereas, a single man is apt to run to 

waste and self-neglect; to fancy himself lonely and abandoned, and his heart to 

fall to ruin, like some deserted mansion, for want of an inhabitant. 

 

These observations call to mind a little domestic story, of which I was once a 

witness. My intimate friend, Leslie, had married a beautiful and accomplished 

girl, who had been brought up in the midst of fashionable life. She had, it is true, 

no fortune, but that of my friend was ample; and he delighted in the anticipation 
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of indulging her in every elegant pursuit, and administering to those delicate 

tastes and fancies that spread a kind of witchery about the sex.—“Her life,” said 

he, “shall be like a fairy tale.” 

 

The very difference in their characters produced a harmonious combination; he 

was of a romantic, and somewhat serious cast; she was all life and gladness. I 

have often noticed the mute rapture with which he would gaze upon her in 

company, of which her sprightly powers made her the delight: and how, in the 

midst of applause, her eye would still turn to him, as if there alone she sought 

favor and acceptance. When leaning on his arm, her slender form contrasted 

finely with his tall, manly person. The fond, confiding air with which she looked 

up to him seemed to call forth a flush of triumphant pride and cherishing 

tenderness, as if he doated on his lovely burden from its very helplessness. Never 

did a couple set forward on the flowery path of early and well-suited marriage 

with a fairer prospect of felicity. 

 

It was the misfortune of my friend, however, to have embarked his property in 

large speculations; and he had not been married many months, when, by a 

succession of sudden disasters, it was swept from him, and he found himself 

reduced to almost penury. For a time he kept his situation to himself, and went 

about with a haggard countenance, and a breaking heart. His life was but a 

protracted agony; and what rendered it more insupportable was the necessity of 

keeping up a smile in the presence of his wife; for he could not bring himself to 

overwhelm her with the news. She saw, however, with the quick eyes of affection, 

that all was not well with him. She marked his altered looks and stifled sighs, and 

was not to be deceived by his sickly and vapid attempts at cheerfulness. She 

tasked all her sprightly powers and tender blandishments to win him back to 

happiness; but she only drove the arrow deeper into his soul. The more he saw 

cause to love her, the more torturing was the thought that he was soon to make her 

wretched. A little while, thought he, and the smile will vanish from that cheek—

the song will die away from those lips—the lustre of those eyes will be quenched 

with sorrow and the happy heart which now beats lightly in that bosom, will be 

weighed down, like mine, by the cares and miseries of the world. 

 

At length he came to me one day, and related his whole situation in a tone of the 

deepest despair. When I had heard him through, I inquired: “Does your wife know 

all this?”—At the question he burst into an agony of tears. “For God’s sake!” 

cried he, “if you have any pity on me don’t mention my wife; it is the thought of 

her that drives me almost to madness!” 

 

“And why not?” said I. “She must know it sooner or later: you cannot keep it long 

from her, and the intelligence may break upon her in a more startling manner than 

if imparted by yourself; for the accents of those we love soften the harshest 

tidings. Besides, you are depriving yourself of the comforts of her sympathy; and 

not merely that, but also endangering the only bond that can keep hearts 

together—an unreserved community of thought and feeling. She will soon 
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perceive that something is secretly preying upon your mind; and true love will not 

brook reserve; it feels undervalued and outraged, when even the sorrows of those 

it loves are concealed from it.” 

 

“Oh, but my friend! to think what a blow I am to give to all her future 

prospects,—how I am to strike her very soul to the earth, by telling her that her 

husband is a beggar! that she is to forego all the elegancies of life—all the 

pleasures of society—to shrink with me into indigence and obscurity! To tell her 

that I have dragged her down from the sphere in which she might have continued 

to move in constant brightness—the light of every eye—the admiration of every 

heart!—How can she bear poverty? She has been brought up in all the 

refinements of opulence. How can she bear neglect? She has been the idol of 

society. Oh, it will break her heart—it will break her heart!” 

 

I saw his grief was eloquent, and I let it have its flow; for sorrow relieves itself by 

words. When his paroxysm had subsided, and he had relapsed into moody silence, 

I resumed the subject gently, and urged him to break his situation at once to his 

wife. He shook his head mournfully, but positively. 

 

“But how are you to keep it from her? It is necessary she should know it, that you 

may take the steps proper to the alteration of your circumstances. You must 

change your style of living—nay,” observing a pang to pass across his 

countenance, “don’t let that afflict you. I am sure you have never placed your 

happiness in outward show—you have yet friends, warm friends, who will not 

think the worse of you for being less splendidly lodged: and surely it does not 

require a palace to be happy with Mary—” 

 

“I could be happy with her,” cried he, convulsively, “in a hovel!—I could go 

down with her into poverty and the dust!—I could—I could—God bless her!—

God bless her!” cried he, bursting into a transport of grief and tenderness. 

 

“And believe me, my friend,” said I, stepping up, and grasping him warmly by the 

hand, “believe me, she can be the same with you. Ay, more; it will be a source of 

pride and triumph to her—it will call forth all the latent energies and fervent 

sympathies of her nature; for she will rejoice to prove that she loves you for 

yourself. There is in every true woman’s heart a spark of heavenly fire, which lies 

dormant in the broad daylight of prosperity; but which kindles up, and beams, and 

blazes in the dark hour of adversity. No man knows what the wife of his bosom 

is—no man knows what a ministering angel she is—until he has gone with her 

through the fiery trials of this world.” 

 

There was something in the earnestness of my manner, and the figurative style of 

my language, that caught the excited imagination of Leslie. I knew the auditor I 

had to deal with; and following up the impression I had made, I finished by 

persuading him to go home and unburden his sad heart to his wife. 
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I must confess, notwithstanding all I had said, I felt some little solicitude for the 

result. Who can calculate on the fortitude of one whose life has been a round of 

pleasures? Her gay spirits might revolt at the dark, downward path of low 

humility suddenly pointed out before her, and might cling to the sunny regions in 

which they had hitherto revelled. Besides, ruin in fashionable life is accompanied 

by so many galling mortifications, to which, in other ranks, it is a stranger. In 

short, I could not meet Leslie, the next morning, without trepidation. He had made 

the disclosure. 

 

“And how did she bear it?” 

 

“Like an angel! It seemed rather to be a relief to her mind, for she threw her arms 

around my neck, and asked if this was all that had lately made me unhappy.—But, 

poor girl,” added he, “she cannot realize the change we must undergo. She has no 

idea of poverty but in the abstract; she has only read of it in poetry, where it is 

allied to love. She feels as yet no privation; she suffers no loss of accustomed 

conveniences nor elegancies. When we come practically to experience its sordid 

cares, its paltry wants, its petty humiliations—then will be the real trial.” 

 

“But,” said I, “now that you have got over the severest task, that of breaking it to 

her, the sooner you let the world into the secret the better. The disclosure may be 

mortifying; but then it is a single misery, and soon over: whereas you otherwise 

suffer it, in anticipation, every hour in the day. It is not poverty, so much as 

pretence, that harasses a ruined man—the struggle between a proud mind and an 

empty purse—the keeping up a hollow show that must soon come to an end. Have 

the courage to appear poor, and you disarm poverty of its sharpest sting.” On this 

point I found Leslie perfectly prepared. He had no false pride himself, and as to 

his wife, she was only anxious to conform to their altered fortunes. 

 

Some days afterwards, he called upon me in the evening. He had disposed of his 

dwelling-house, and taken a small cottage in the country, a few miles from town. 

He had been busied all day in sending out furniture. The new establishment 

required few articles, and those of the simplest kind. All the splendid furniture of 

his late residence had been sold, excepting his wife’s harp. That, he said, was too 

closely associated with the idea of herself it belonged to the little story of their 

loves; for some of the sweetest moments of their courtship were those when he 

had leaned over that instrument, and listened to the melting tones of her voice.—I 

could not but smile at this instance of romantic gallantry in a doating husband. 

 

He was now going out to the cottage, where his wife had been all day 

superintending its arrangement. My feelings had become strongly interested in the 

progress of his family story, and, as it was a fine evening, I offered to accompany 

him. 

 

He was wearied with the fatigues of the day, and, as we walked out, fell into a fit 

of gloomy musing. 
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“Poor Mary!” at length broke, with a heavy sigh, from his lips. 

 

“And what of her,” asked I, “has anything happened to her?” 

 

“What,” said he, darting an impatient glance, “is it nothing to be reduced to this 

paltry situation—to be caged in a miserable cottage—to be obliged to toil almost 

in the menial concerns of her wretched habitation?” 

  

Has she then repined at the change? 

 

“Repined! she has been nothing but sweetness and good-humor. Indeed, she 

seems in better spirits than I have ever known her; she has been to me all love, 

and tenderness, and comfort!” 

 

“Admirable girl!” exclaimed I. “You call yourself poor, my friend; you never 

were so rich,—you never knew the boundless treasures of excellence you 

possessed in that woman.” 

 

“Oh! but, my friend, if this first meeting at the cottage were over, I think I could 

then be comfortable. But this is her first day of real experience; she has been 

introduced into a humble dwelling,—she has been employed all day in arranging 

its miserable equipments,—she has, for the first time, known the fatigues of 

domestic employment,—she has, for the first time, looked around her on a home 

destitute of every thing elegant—almost of every thing convenient; and may now 

be sitting down, exhausted and spiritless, brooding over a prospect of future 

poverty.” 

 

There was a degree of probability in this picture that I could not gainsay, so we 

walked on in silence. 

 

After turning from the main road up a narrow lane, so thickly shaded with forest-

trees as to give it a complete air of seclusion, we came in sight of the cottage. It 

was humble enough in its appearance for the most pastoral poet; and yet it had a 

pleasing rural look. A wild vine had overrun one end with a profusion of foliage; 

a few trees threw their branches gracefully over it; and I observed several pots of 

flowers tastefully disposed about the door, and on the grass-plot in front. A small 

wicket-gate opened upon a footpath that wound through some shrubbery to the 

door. Just as we approached, we heard the sound of music—Leslie grasped my 

arm; we paused and listened. It was Mary’s voice singing, in a style of the most 

touching simplicity, a little air of which her husband was peculiarly fond. 

 

I felt Leslie’s hand tremble on my arm. He stepped forward, to hear more 

distinctly. His step made a noise on the gravel-walk. A bright beautiful face 

glanced out at the window, and vanished—a light footstep was heard—and Mary 

came tripping forth to meet us. She was in a pretty rural dress of white; a few wild 
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flowers were twisted in her fine hair; a fresh bloom was on her cheek; her whole 

countenance beamed with smiles—I had never seen her look so lovely. 

 

“My dear George,” cried she, “I am so glad you are come; I have been watching 

and watching for you; and running down the lane, and looking out for you. I’ve set 

out a table under a beautiful tree behind the cottage; and I’ve been gathering some 

of the most delicious strawberries, for I know you are fond of them—and we have 

such excellent cream—and everything is so sweet and still here-Oh!”—said she, 

putting her arm within his, and looking up brightly in his face, “Oh, we shall be so 

happy!” 

 

Poor Leslie was overcome.—He caught her to his bosom—he folded his arms 

round her—he kissed her again and again—he could not speak, but the tears 

gushed into his eyes; and he has often assured me, that though the world has since 

gone prosperously with him, and his life has, indeed, been a happy one, yet never 

has he experienced a moment of more exquisite felicity. 

 

“Rip Van Winkle” 

 

I 

 

Whoever has made a voyage up the Hudson must remember the Catskill 

Mountains. They are a branch of the great Appalachian family, and are seen away 

to the west of the river, swelling up to a noble height, and lording it over the 

surrounding country. Every change of season, every change of weather, indeed, 

every hour of the day, produces some change in the magical hues and shapes of 

these mountains, and they are regarded by all the goodwives, far and near, as 

perfect barometers. 

 

At the foot of these fairy mountains the traveler may have seen the light smoke 

curling up from a village, whose shingle roofs gleam among the trees, just where 

the blue tints of the upland melt away into the fresh green of the nearer landscape. 

It is a little village of great age, having been founded by some of the Dutch 

colonists in the early times of the province, just about the beginning of the 

government of the good Peter Stuyvesant (may he rest in peace!), and there were 

some of the houses of the original settlers standing within a few years, built of 

small yellow bricks brought from Holland, having latticed windows and gable 

fronts, surmounted with weathercocks. 

 

In that same village, and in one of these very houses, there lived, many years 

since, while the country was yet a province of Great Britain, a simple, good-

natured fellow, of the name of Rip Van Winkle. He was a descendant of the Van 

Winkles who figured so gallantly in the chivalrous days of Peter Stuyvesant, and 

accompanied him to the siege of Fort Christina. He inherited, however, but little 

of the martial character of his ancestors. I have observed that he was a simple, 



24 

 

good-natured man; he was, moreover, a kind neighbor and an obedient, 

henpecked husband. 

 

Certain it is that he was a great favorite among all the goodwives of the village, 

who took his part in all family squabbles; and never failed, whenever they talked 

those matters over in their evening gossipings, to lay all the blame on Dame Van 

Winkle. The children of the village, too, would shout with joy whenever he 

approached. He assisted at their sports, made their playthings, taught them to fly 

kites and shoot marbles, and told them long stories of ghosts, witches, and 

Indians. Whenever he went dodging about the village, he was surrounded by a 

troop of them, hanging on his skirts, clambering on his back, and playing a 

thousand tricks on him; and not a dog would bark at him throughout the 

neighborhood. 

 

The great error in Rip’s composition was a strong dislike of all kinds of profitable 

labor. It could not be from the want of perseverance; for he would sit on a wet 

rock, with a rod as long and heavy as a lance, and fish all day without a murmur, 

even though he should not be encouraged by a single nibble. He would carry a 

fowling piece on his shoulder for hours together, trudging through woods and 

swamps, and up hill and down dale, to shoot a few squirrels or wild pigeons. He 

would never refuse to assist a neighbor even in the roughest toil, and was a 

foremost man at all country frolics for husking Indian corn, or building stone 

fences; the women of the village, too, used to employ him to run their errands, 

and to do such little odd jobs as their less obliging husbands would not do for 

them. In a word, Rip was ready to attend to anybody’s business but his own; but 

as to doing family duty, and keeping his farm in order, he found it impossible. 

 

His children, too, were as ragged and wild as if they belonged to nobody. His son 

Rip promised to inherit the habits, with the old clothes, of his father. He was 

generally seen trooping like a colt at his mother’s heels, equipped in a pair of his 

father’s cast-off breeches, which he had much ado to hold up with one hand, as a 

fine lady does her train in bad weather. 

 

Rip Van Winkle, however, was one of those happy mortals, of foolish, well-oiled 

dispositions, who take the world easy, eat white bread or brown, whichever can be 

got with least thought or trouble, and would rather starve on a penny than work 

for a pound. If left to himself, he would have whistled life away in perfect 

contentment; but his wife kept continually dinning in his ear about his idleness, 

his carelessness, and the ruin he was bringing on his family. Morning, noon, and 

night, her tongue was incessantly going, and everything he said or did was sure to 

produce a torrent of household eloquence. Rip had but one way of replying to all 

lectures of the kind, and that, by frequent use, had grown into a habit. He 

shrugged his shoulders, shook his head, cast up his eyes, but said nothing. This, 

however, always provoked a fresh volley from his wife; so that he was fain to 

draw off his forces, and take to the outside of the house—the only side which, in 

truth, belongs to a henpecked husband. 
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Rip’s sole domestic adherent was his dog Wolf, who was as much henpecked as 

his master; for Dame Van Winkle regarded them as companions in idleness, and 

even looked upon Wolf with an evil eye, as the cause of his master’s going so 

often astray. True it is, in all points of spirit befitting an honorable dog, he was as 

courageous an animal as ever scoured the woods; but what courage can withstand 

the ever-enduring and all-besetting terrors of a woman’s tongue? The moment 

Wolf entered the house his crest fell, his tail drooped to the ground or curled 

between his legs, he sneaked about with a gallows air, casting many a sidelong 

glance at Dame Van Winkle, and at the least flourish of a broomstick or ladle he 

would fly to the door with yelping precipitation. 

 

Times grew worse and worse with Rip Van Winkle as years of matrimony rolled 

on. A tart temper never mellows with age, and a sharp tongue is the only edged 

tool that grows keener with constant use. For a long while he used to console 

himself, when driven from home, by frequenting a kind of perpetual club of sages, 

philosophers, and other idle personages of the village, which held its sessions on a 

bench before a small inn, designated by a rubicund portrait of His Majesty George 

III. Here they used to sit in the shade of a long, lazy summer’s day, talking 

listlessly over village gossip, or telling endless sleepy stories about nothing. But it 

would have been worth any statesman’s money to have heard the profound 

discussions which sometimes took place, when by chance an old newspaper fell 

into their hands from some passing traveler. How solemnly they would listen to 

the contents, as drawled out by Derrick Van Bummel, the schoolmaster,—a 

dapper, learned little man, who was not to be daunted by the most gigantic word 

in the dictionary! and how sagely they would deliberate upon public events some 

months after they had taken place! 

 

The opinions of this junto were completely controlled by Nicholas Vedder, a 

patriarch of the village, and landlord of the inn, at the door of which he took his 

seat from morning till night, just moving sufficiently to avoid the sun, and keep in 

the shade of a large tree; so that the neighbors could tell the hour by his 

movements as accurately as by a sun-dial. It is true, he was rarely heard to speak, 

but smoked his pipe incessantly. His adherents, however (for every great man has 

his adherents), perfectly understood him, and knew how to gather his opinions. 

When anything that was read or related displeased him, he was observed to smoke 

his pipe vehemently, and to send forth short, frequent, and angry puffs; but, when 

pleased, he would inhale the smoke slowly and tranquilly, and emit it in light and 

placid clouds, and sometimes, taking the pipe from his mouth, and letting the 

fragrant vapor curl about his nose, would nod his head in approbation. 

 

From even this stronghold the unlucky Rip was at length routed by his termagant 

wife, who would suddenly break in upon the tranquility of the assemblage, and 

call the members all to naught; nor was that august personage, Nicholas Vedder 

himself, sacred from the daring tongue of this terrible virago, who charged him 

with encouraging her husband in habits of idleness. 
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Poor Rip was at last reduced almost to despair; and his only alternative, to escape 

from the labor of the farm and clamor of his wife, was to take gun in hand and 

stroll away into the woods. Here he would sometimes seat himself at the foot of a 

tree, and share the contents of his wallet with Wolf, with whom he sympathized as 

a fellow-sufferer in persecution. “Poor Wolf,” he would say, “thy mistress leads 

thee a dog’s life of it; but never mind, my lad, whilst I live thou shalt never want a 

friend to stand by thee.” Wolf would wag his tail, look wistfully in his master’s 

face; and if dogs can feel pity, I verily believe he reciprocated the sentiment with 

all his heart. 

 

In a long ramble of the kind on a fine autumnal day, Rip had unconsciously 

scrambled to one of the highest parts of the Catskill Mountains. He was after his 

favorite sport of squirrel-shooting, and the still solitudes had echoed and reëchoed 

with the reports of his gun. Panting and fatigued, he threw himself, late in the 

afternoon, on a green knoll, covered with mountain herbage, that crowned the 

brow of a precipice. From an opening between the trees he could overlook all the 

lower country for many a mile of rich woodland. He saw at a distance the lordly 

Hudson, far, far below him, moving on its silent but majestic course, with the 

reflection of a purple cloud, or the sail of a lagging bark, here and there sleeping 

on its glassy bosom, and at last losing itself in the blue highlands. 

 

On the other side he looked down into a deep mountain glen, wild and lonely, the 

bottom filled with fragments from the overhanging cliffs, and scarcely lighted by 

the reflected rays of the setting sun. For some time Rip lay musing on this scene; 

evening was gradually advancing; the mountains began to throw their long blue 

shadows over the valleys; he saw that it would be dark long before he could reach 

the village, and he heaved a heavy sigh when he thought of encountering the 

terrors of Dame Van Winkle. 

 

As he was about to descend, he heard a voice from a distance, hallooing, “Rip 

Van Winkle! Rip Van Winkle!” He looked round, but could see nothing but a 

crow winging its solitary flight across the mountain. He thought his fancy must 

have deceived him, and turned again to descend, when he heard the same cry ring 

through the still evening air: “Rip Van Winkle! Rip Van Winkle!”—at the same 

time Wolf bristled up his back, and giving a low growl, skulked to his master’s 

side, looking fearfully down into the glen. Rip now felt a vague apprehension 

stealing over him; he looked anxiously in the same direction, and perceived a 

strange figure slowly toiling up the rocks, and bending under the weight of 

something he carried on his back. He was surprised to see any human being in this 

lonely and unfrequented place; but supposing it to be some one of the 

neighborhood in need of his assistance, he hastened down to yield it. 

 

On nearer approach he was still more surprised at the singularity of the stranger’s 

appearance. He was a short, square-built old fellow, with thick bushy hair, and a 

grizzled beard. His dress was of the antique Dutch fashion,—a cloth jerkin 
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strapped round the waist, and several pair of breeches, the outer one of ample 

volume, decorated with rows of buttons down the sides. He bore on his shoulder a 

stout keg that seemed full of liquor, and made signs for Rip to approach and assist 

him with the load. Though rather shy and distrustful of this new acquaintance, Rip 

complied with his usual alacrity, and relieving one another, they clambered up a 

narrow gully, apparently the dry bed of a mountain torrent. 

 

As they ascended, Rip every now and then heard long, rolling peals, like distant 

thunder, that seemed to issue out of a deep ravine, or rather cleft, between lofty 

rocks, toward which their rugged path conducted. He paused for an instant, but 

supposing it to be the muttering of one of those transient thundershowers which 

often take place in mountain heights, he proceeded. Passing through the ravine, 

they came to a hollow, like a small amphitheater, surrounded by perpendicular 

precipices, over the brinks of which trees shot their branches, so that you only 

caught glimpses of the azure sky and the bright evening cloud. During the whole 

time Rip and his companion had labored on in silence; for though the former 

marveled greatly, what could be the object of carrying a keg of liquor up this wild 

mountain, yet there was something strange and incomprehensible about the 

unknown that inspired awe and checked familiarity. 

 

On entering the amphitheater new objects of wonder presented themselves. On a 

level spot in the center was a company of odd-looking personages playing at 

ninepins. They were dressed in a quaint, outlandish fashion; some wore short 

doublets, others jerkins, with long knives in their belts, and most of them had 

enormous breeches, of similar style with that of the guide’s. Their visages, too, 

were peculiar: one had a large head, broad face, and small, piggish eyes; the face 

of another seemed to consist entirely of nose, and was surmounted by a white 

sugar-loaf hat, set off with a little red cock’s tail. They all had beards, of various 

shapes and colors. There was one who seemed to be the commander. He was a 

stout old gentleman, with a weather-beaten countenance; he wore a laced doublet, 

broad belt and hanger, high-crowned hat and feather, red stockings, and high-

heeled shoes, with roses in them. The whole group reminded Rip of the figures in 

an old Flemish painting, in the parlor of Dominie Van Shaick, the village parson, 

which had been brought over from Holland at the time of the settlement. 

 

What seemed particularly odd to Rip was that, though these folks were evidently 

amusing themselves, yet they maintained the gravest faces, the most mysterious 

silence, and were, withal, the most melancholy party of pleasure he had ever 

witnessed. Nothing interrupted the stillness of the scene but the noise of the balls, 

which, whenever they were rolled, echoed along the mountains like rumbling 

peals of thunder. 

 

As Rip and his companion approached them, they suddenly desisted from their 

play, and stared at him with such fixed, statue-like gaze, and such strange, 

uncouth countenances, that his heart turned within him, and his knees smote 

together. His companion now emptied the contents of the keg into large flagons, 
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and made signs to him to wait upon the company. He obeyed with fear and 

trembling; they quaffed the liquor in profound silence, and then returned to their 

game. 

 

By degrees Rip’s awe and apprehension subsided. He even ventured, when no eye 

was fixed upon him, to taste the beverage, which he found had much of the flavor 

of excellent Hollands. He was naturally a thirsty soul, and was soon tempted to 

repeat the draught. One taste provoked another; and he repeated his visits to the 

flagon so often that at length his senses were overpowered, his eyes swam in his 

head, his head gradually declined, and he fell into a deep sleep. 

 

II 

 

On waking he found himself on the green knoll whence he had first seen the old 

man of the glen. He rubbed his eyes—it was a bright, sunny morning. The birds 

were hopping and twittering among the bushes, and the eagle was wheeling aloft, 

and breasting the pure mountain breeze. “Surely,” thought Rip, “I have not slept 

here all night.” He recalled the occurrences before he fell asleep. The strange man 

with a keg of liquor—the mountain ravine—the wild retreat among the rocks—

the woe-begone party at ninepins—the flagon—“Oh! that flagon! that wicked 

flagon!” thought Rip; “what excuse shall I make to Dame Van Winkle?” 

 

He looked round for his gun, but in place of the clean, well-oiled fowling piece, 

he found an old firelock lying by him, the barrel incrusted with rust, the lock 

falling off, and the stock worm-eaten. He now suspected that the grave revelers of 

the mountain had put a trick upon him and, having dosed him with liquor, had 

robbed him of his gun. Wolf, too, had disappeared, but he might have strayed 

away after a squirrel or partridge. He whistled after him, and shouted his name, 

but all in vain; the echoes repeated his whistle and shout, but no dog was to be 

seen. 

 

He determined to revisit the scene of the last evening’s gambol, and if he met with 

any of the party, to demand his dog and gun. As he rose to walk, he found himself 

stiff in the joints, and wanting in his usual activity. “These mountain beds do not 

agree with me,” thought Rip, “and if this frolic should lay me up with a fit of the 

rheumatism, I shall have a blessed time with Dame Van Winkle.” With some 

difficulty he got down into the glen; he found the gully up which he and his 

companion had ascended the preceding evening; but to his astonishment a 

mountain stream was now foaming down it, leaping from rock to rock, and filling 

the glen with babbling murmurs. He, however, made shift to scramble up its sides, 

working his toilsome way through thickets of birch, sassafras, and witch-hazel, 

and sometimes tripped up or entangled by the wild grapevines that twisted their 

coils from tree to tree, and spread a kind of network in his path. 

 

At length he reached to where the ravine had opened through the cliffs to the 

amphitheater; but no traces of such opening remained. The rocks presented a high, 
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impenetrable wall, over which the torrent came tumbling in a sheet of feathery 

foam, and fell into a broad, deep basin, black from the shadows of the 

surrounding forest. Here, then, poor Rip was brought to a stand. He again called 

and whistled after his dog; he was only answered by the cawing of a flock of idle 

crows sporting high in air about a dry tree that overhung a sunny precipice; and 

who, secure in their elevation, seemed to look down and scoff at the poor man’s 

perplexities. What was to be done?—the morning was passing away, and Rip felt 

famished for want of his breakfast. He grieved to give up his dog and gun; he 

dreaded to meet his wife; but it would not do to starve among the mountains. He 

shook his head, shouldered the rusty firelock, and, with a heart full of trouble and 

anxiety, turned his steps homeward. 

 

As he approached the village he met a number of people, but none whom he 

knew, which somewhat surprised him, for he had thought himself acquainted with 

every one in the country round. Their dress, too, was of a different fashion from 

that to which he was accustomed. They all stared at him with equal marks of 

surprise, and whenever they cast their eyes upon him, invariably stroked their 

chins. The constant recurrence of this gesture induced Rip, involuntarily, to do the 

same, when, to his astonishment, he found his beard had grown a foot long! 

 

He had now entered the skirts of the village. A troop of strange children ran at his 

heels, hooting after him, and pointing at his gray beard. The dogs, too, not one of 

which he recognized for an old acquaintance, barked at him as he passed. The 

very village was altered; it was larger and more populous. There were rows of 

houses which he had never seen before, and those which had been his familiar 

haunts had disappeared. Strange names were over the doors—strange faces at the 

windows—everything was strange. His mind now misgave him; he began to 

doubt whether both he and the world around him were not bewitched. Surely this 

was his native village, which he had left but the day before. There stood the 

Catskill Mountains—there ran the silver Hudson at a distance—there was every 

hill and dale precisely as it had always been. Rip was sorely perplexed. “That 

flagon last night,” thought he, “has addled my poor head sadly!” 

 

It was with some difficulty that he found the way to his own house, which he 

approached with silent awe, expecting every moment to hear the shrill voice of 

Dame Van Winkle. He found the house gone to decay—the roof fallen in, the 

windows shattered, and the doors off the hinges. A half-starved dog that looked 

like Wolf was skulking about it. Rip called him by name, but the cur snarled, 

showed his teeth, and passed on. This was an unkind cut indeed. “My very dog,” 

sighed Rip, “has forgotten me!” 

 

He entered the house, which, to tell the truth, Dame Van Winkle had always kept 

in neat order. It was empty, forlorn, and apparently abandoned. He called loudly 

for his wife and children—the lonely chambers rang for a moment with his voice, 

and then all again was silence. 
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III 

 

He now hurried forth, and hastened to his old resort, the village inn—but it, too, 

was gone. A large, rickety wooden building stood in its place, with great gaping 

windows, some of them broken and mended with old hats and petticoats, and over 

the door was painted, “The Union Hotel, by Jonathan Doolittle.” Instead of the 

great tree that used to shelter the quiet little Dutch inn of yore, there now was 

reared a tall, naked pole, with something on the top that looked like a red 

nightcap, and from it was fluttering a flag, on which was a singular assemblage of 

stars and stripes; all this was strange and incomprehensible. He recognized on the 

sign, however, the ruby face of King George, under which he had smoked so 

many a peaceful pipe; but even this was singularly changed. The red coat was 

changed for one of blue and buff, a sword was held in the hand instead of a 

scepter, the head was decorated with a cocked hat, and underneath was painted in 

large characters, GENERAL WASHINGTON. 

 

There was, as usual, a crowd of folk about the door, but none that Rip recollected. 

The very character of the people seemed changed. There was a busy, bustling tone 

about it, instead of the accustomed drowsy tranquility. He looked in vain for the 

sage Nicholas Vedder, with his broad face, double chin, and long pipe, uttering 

clouds of tobacco smoke instead of idle speeches; or Van Bummel, the 

schoolmaster, doling forth the contents of an ancient newspaper. In place of these, 

a lean fellow, with his pockets full of handbills, was haranguing vehemently about 

rights of citizens—elections—members of congress—Bunker’s Hill—heroes of 

seventy-six—and other words, which were a perfect jargon to the bewildered Van 

Winkle. 

 

The appearance of Rip, with his long, grizzled beard, his rusty fowling piece, his 

uncouth dress, and an army of women and children at his heels, soon attracted the 

attention of the tavern politicians. They crowded round him, eyeing him from 

head to foot with great curiosity. The orator bustled up to him, and, drawing him 

partly aside, inquired “On which side he voted?” Rip stared in vacant stupidity. 

Another short but busy little fellow pulled him by the arm, and, rising on tiptoe, 

inquired in his ear, “Whether he was Federal or Democrat?” Rip was equally at a 

loss to comprehend the question; when a knowing, self-important old gentleman, 

in a sharp cocked hat, made his way through the crowd, putting them to the right 

and left with his elbows as he passed, and planting himself before Van Winkle, 

with one arm akimbo, the other resting on his cane, his keen eyes and sharp hat 

penetrating, as it were, into his very soul, demanded, in an austere tone, “What 

brought him to the election with a gun on his shoulder, and a mob at his heels; and 

whether he meant to breed a riot in the village?”—“Alas! gentlemen,” cried Rip, 

somewhat dismayed, “I am a poor, quiet man, a native of the place, and a loyal 

subject of the king, God bless him!” 

 

Here a general shout burst from the bystanders—“A tory! a tory! a spy! a refugee! 

hustle him! away with him!” It was with great difficulty that the self-important 
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man in the cocked hat restored order; and having assumed a tenfold austerity of 

brow, demanded again of the unknown culprit, what he came there for, and whom 

he was seeking! The poor man humbly assured him that he meant no harm, but 

merely came there in search of some of his neighbors. 

 

“Well—who are they? Name them.” 

 

Rip bethought himself a moment, and inquired, “Where’s Nicholas Vedder?” 

 

There was a silence for a little while, when an old man replied, in a thin, piping 

voice, “Nicholas Vedder! why, he is dead and gone these eighteen years! There 

was a wooden tombstone in the churchyard that used to tell all about him, but 

that’s rotten and gone, too.” 

 

“Where’s Brom Dutcher?” 

 

“Oh, he went off to the army in the beginning of the war; some say he was killed 

at the storming of Stony Point; others say he was drowned in a squall at the foot 

of Anthony’s Nose. I don’t know; he never came back again.” 

 

“Where’s Van Brummel, the schoolmaster?” 

 

“He went off to the wars, too, was a great militia general, and is now in congress.” 

 

Rip’s heart died away at hearing of these sad changes in his home and friends and 

finding himself thus alone in the world. Every answer puzzled him, too, by 

treating of such enormous lapses of time, and of matters which he could not 

understand: war—congress—Stony Point. He had no courage to ask after any 

more friends, but cried out in despair, “Does nobody here know Rip Van 

Winkle?” 

 

“Oh, Rip Van Winkle!” exclaimed two or three, “oh, to be sure! that’s Rip Van 

Winkle yonder, leaning against the tree.” 

 

Rip looked, and beheld a precise counterpart of himself, as he went up the 

mountain—apparently as lazy and certainly as ragged. The poor fellow was now 

completely confounded. He doubted his own identity, and whether he was himself 

or another man. In the midst of his bewilderment, the man in the cocked hat 

demanded who he was, and what was his name. 

 

“God knows,” exclaimed he, at his wits’ end; “I’m not myself—I’m somebody 

else—that’s me yonder—no—that’s somebody else got into my shoes—I was 

myself last night, but I fell asleep on the mountain, and they’ve changed my gun, 

and everything’s changed, and I’m changed, and I can’t tell what’s my name, or 

who I am!” 
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The bystanders began now to look at each other, nod, wink significantly, and tap 

their fingers against their foreheads. There was a whisper, also, about securing the 

gun, and keeping the old fellow from doing mischief, at the very suggestion of 

which the self-important man in the cocked hat retired with some precipitation. At 

this critical moment a fresh, comely woman pressed through the throng to get a 

peep at the gray-bearded man. She had a chubby child in her arms, which, 

frightened at his looks, began to cry. “Hush, Rip,” cried she, “hush, you little fool; 

the old man won’t hurt you.” The name of the child, the air of the mother, the tone 

of her voice, all awakened a train of recollections in his mind. “What is your 

name, my good woman?” asked he. 

 

“Judith Gardenier.” 

 

“And your father’s name?” 

 

“Ah, poor man, Rip Van Winkle was his name, but it’s twenty years since he went 

away from home with his gun, and never has been heard of since—his dog came 

home without him; but whether he shot himself, or was carried away by the 

Indians, nobody can tell. I was then but a little girl.” 

 

Rip had but one question more to ask; but he put it with a faltering voice: 

 

“Where’s your mother?” 

 

“Oh, she, too, had died but a short time since; she broke a blood-vessel in a fit of 

passion at a New England peddler.” 

 

There was a drop of comfort, at least, in this intelligence. The honest man could 

contain himself no longer. He caught his daughter and her child in his arms. “I am 

your father!” cried he—“Young Rip Van Winkle once—Old Rip Van Winkle 

now! Does nobody know poor Rip Van Winkle?” 

 

All stood amazed until an old woman, tottering out from among the crowd, put 

her hand to her brow, and peering under it in his face for a moment, exclaimed, 

“Sure enough! it is Rip Van Winkle—it is himself! Welcome home again, old 

neighbor. Why, where have you been these twenty long years?” 

 

Rip’s story was soon told, for the whole twenty years had been to him but as one 

night. The neighbors stared when they heard it; some were seen to wink at each 

other, and put their tongues in their cheeks: and the self-important man in the 

cocked hat, who when the alarm was over had returned to the field, screwed down 

the corners of his mouth, and shook his head—upon which there was a general 

shaking of the head throughout the assemblage. 

 

It was determined, however, to take the opinion of old Peter Vanderdonk, who 

was seen slowly advancing up the road. He was a descendant of the historian of 
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that name, who wrote one of the earliest accounts of the province. Peter was the 

most ancient inhabitant of the village, and well versed in all the wonderful events 

and traditions of the neighborhood. He recollected Rip at once, and corroborated 

his story in the most satisfactory manner. He assured the company that it was a 

fact, handed down from his ancestor the historian, that the Catskill Mountains had 

always been haunted by strange beings. It was affirmed that the great Hendrick 

Hudson, the first discoverer of the river and country, kept a kind of vigil there 

every twenty years, with his crew of the Half-moon; being permitted in this way 

to revisit the scenes of his enterprise, and keep a guardian eye upon the river and 

the great city called by his name. His father had once seen them in their old Dutch 

dresses playing at ninepins in a hollow of the mountain; and he himself had heard, 

one summer afternoon, the sound of their balls, like distant peals of thunder. 

 

To make a long story short, the company broke up and returned to the more 

important concerns of the election. Rip’s daughter took him home to live with her; 

she had a snug, well-furnished house, and a stout, cheery farmer for a husband, 

whom Rip recollected for one of the urchins that used to climb upon his back. As 

to Rip’s son and heir, who was the ditto of himself, seen leaning against the tree, 

he was employed to work on the farm; but showed an hereditary disposition to 

attend to anything else but his business. 

 

“The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” 

 

A pleasing land of drowsy-head it was, 

Of dreams that wave before the half-shut eye, 

And of gay castles in the clouds that pays, 

For ever flushing round a summer sky. 

Castle of Indolence 

 

In the bosom of one of those spacious coves which indent the eastern shore of the 

Hudson, at that broad expansion of the river denominated by the ancient Dutch 

navigators the Tappan Zee, and where they always prudently shortened sail and 

implored the protection of St. Nicholas when they crossed, there lies a small 

market-town or rural port which by some is called Greensburg, but which is more 

generally and properly known by the name of Tarry Town. This name was given, 

we are told, in former days by the good housewives of the adjacent country from 

the inveterate propensity of their husbands to linger about the village tavern on 

market days. Be that as it may, I do not vouch for the fact, but merely advert to it 

for the sake of being precise and authentic. Not far from this village, perhaps 

about two miles, there is a little valley, or rather lap of land, among high hills, 

which is one of the quietest places in the whole world. A small brook glides 

through it, with just murmur enough to lull one to repose, and the occasional 

whistle of a quail or tapping of a woodpecker is almost the only sound that ever 

breaks in upon the uniform tranquillity. 
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I recollect that when a stripling my first exploit in squirrel-shooting was in a 

grove of tall walnut trees that shades one side of the valley. I had wandered into it 

at noontime, when all Nature is peculiarly quiet, and was startled by the roar of 

my own gun as it broke the Sabbath stillness around and was prolonged and 

reverberated by the angry echoes. If ever I should wish for a retreat whither I 

might steal from the world and its distractions and dream quietly away the 

remnant of a troubled life, I know of none more promising than this little valley. 

 

From the listless repose of the place and the peculiar character of its inhabitants, 

who are descendants from the original Dutch settlers, this sequestered glen has 

long been known by the name of SLEEPY HOLLOW, and its rustic lads are 

called the Sleepy Hollow Boys throughout all the neighboring country. A drowsy, 

dreamy influence seems to hang over the land and to pervade the very 

atmosphere. Some say that the place was bewitched by a High German doctor 

during the early days of the settlement; others, that an old Indian chief, the 

prophet or wizard of his tribe, held his powwows there before the country was 

discovered by Master Hendrick Hudson. Certain it is, the place still continues 

under the sway of some witching power that holds a spell over the minds of the 

good people, causing them to walk in a continual reverie. They are given to all 

kinds of marvellous beliefs, are subject to trances and visions, and frequently see 

strange sights and hear music and voices in the air. The whole neighborhood 

abounds with local tales, haunted spots, and twilight superstitions; stars shoot and 

meteors glare oftener across the valley than in any other part of the country, and 

the nightmare, with her whole ninefold, seems to make it the favorite scene of her 

gambols. 

 

The dominant spirit, however, that haunts this enchanted region, and seems to be 

commander-in-chief of all the powers of the air, is the apparition of a figure on 

horseback without a head. It is said by some to be the ghost of a Hessian trooper 

whose head had been carried away by a cannonball in some nameless battle 

during the Revolutionary War, and who is ever and anon seen by the country-folk 

hurrying along in the gloom of night as if on the wings of the wind. His haunts are 

not confined to the valley, but extend at times to the adjacent roads, and especially 

to the vicinity of a church at no great distance. Indeed, certain of the most 

authentic historians of those parts, who have been careful in collecting and 

collating the floating facts concerning this spectre, allege that the body of the 

trooper, having been buried in the churchyard, the ghost rides forth to the scene of 

battle in nightly quest of his head, and that the rushing speed with which he 

sometimes passes along the Hollow, like a midnight blast, is owing to his being 

belated and in a hurry to get back to the churchyard before daybreak. 

 

Such is the general purport of this legendary superstition, which has furnished 

materials for many a wild story in that region of shadows; and the spectre is 

known at all the country firesides by the name of the Headless Horseman of 

Sleepy Hollow. 
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It is remarkable that the visionary propensity I have mentioned is not confined to 

the native inhabitants of the valley, but is unconsciously imbibed by every one 

who resides there for a time. However wide awake they may have been before 

they entered that sleepy region, they are sure in a little time to inhale the witching 

influence of the air and begin to grow imaginative—to dream dreams and see 

apparitions. 

 

I mention this peaceful spot with all possible laud, for it is in such little retired 

Dutch valleys, found here and there embosomed in the great State of New York, 

that population, manners, and customs remain fixed, while the great torrent of 

migration and improvement, which is making such incessant changes in other 

parts of this restless country, sweeps by them unobserved. They are like those 

little nooks of still water which border a rapid stream where we may see the straw 

and bubble riding quietly at anchor or slowly revolving in their mimic harbor, 

undisturbed by the rush of the passing current. Though many years have elapsed 

since I trod the drowsy shades of Sleepy Hollow, yet I question whether I should 

not still find the same trees and the same families vegetating in its sheltered 

bosom. 

 

In this by-place of Nature there abode, in a remote period of American history—

that is to say, some thirty years since—a worthy wight of the name of Ichabod 

Crane, who sojourned, or, as he expressed it, “tarried,” in Sleepy Hollow for the 

purpose of instructing the children of the vicinity. He was a native of Connecticut, 

a State which supplies the Union with pioneers for the mind as well as for the 

forest, and sends forth yearly its legions of frontier woodmen and country 

schoolmasters. The cognomen of Crane was not inapplicable to his person. He 

was tall, but exceedingly lank, with narrow shoulders, long arms and legs, hands 

that dangled a mile out of his sleeves, feet that might have served for shovels, and 

his whole frame most loosely hung together. His head was small, and flat at top, 

with huge ears, large green glassy eyes, and a long snip nose, so that it looked like 

a weathercock perched upon his spindle neck to tell which way the wind blew. To 

see him striding along the profile of a hill on a windy day, with his clothes 

bagging and fluttering about him, one might have mistaken him for the genius of 

Famine descending upon the earth or some scarecrow eloped from a cornfield. 

 

His school-house was a low building of one large room, rudely constructed of 

logs, the windows partly glazed and partly patched with leaves of old copybooks. 

It was most ingeniously secured at vacant hours by a withe twisted in the handle 

of the door and stakes set against the window-shutters, so that, though a thief 

might get in with perfect ease, he would find some embarrassment in getting 

out—-an idea most probably borrowed by the architect, Yost Van Houten, from 

the mystery of an eel-pot. The school-house stood in a rather lonely but pleasant 

situation, just at the foot of a woody hill, with a brook running close by and a 

formidable birch tree growing at one end of it. From hence the low murmur of his 

pupils’ voices, conning over their lessons, might be heard in a drowsy summer’s 

day like the hum of a bee-hive, interrupted now and then by the authoritative 
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voice of the master in the tone of menace or command, or, peradventure, by the 

appalling sound of the birch as he urged some tardy loiterer along the flowery 

path of knowledge. Truth to say, he was a conscientious man, and ever bore in 

mind the golden maxim, “Spare the rod and spoil the child.” Ichabod Crane’s 

scholars certainly were not spoiled. 

 

I would not have it imagined, however, that he was one of those cruel potentates 

of the school who joy in the smart of their subjects; on the contrary, he 

administered justice with discrimination rather than severity, taking the burden off 

the backs of the weak and laying it on those of the strong. Your mere puny 

stripling, that winced at the least flourish of the rod, was passed by with 

indulgence; but the claims of justice were satisfied by inflicting a double portion 

on some little tough, wrong-headed, broad-skirted Dutch urchin, who sulked and 

swelled and grew dogged and sullen beneath the birch. All this he called “doing 

his duty by their parents”; and he never inflicted a chastisement without following 

it by the assurance, so consolatory to the smarting urchin, that “he would 

remember it and thank him for it the longest day he had to live.” 

 

When school-hours were over he was even the companion and playmate of the 

larger boys, and on holiday afternoons would convoy some of the smaller ones 

home who happened to have pretty sisters or good housewives for mothers noted 

for the comforts of the cupboard. Indeed it behooved him to keep on good terms 

with his pupils. The revenue arising from his school was small, and would have 

been scarcely sufficient to furnish him with daily bread, for he was a huge feeder, 

and, though lank, had the dilating powers of an anaconda; but to help out his 

maintenance he was, according to country custom in those parts, boarded and 

lodged at the houses of the farmers whose children he instructed. With these he 

lived successively a week at a time, thus going the rounds of the neighborhood 

with all his worldly effects tied up in a cotton handkerchief. 

 

That all this might not be too onerous on the purses of his rustic patrons, who are 

apt to consider the costs of schooling a grievous burden and schoolmasters as 

mere drones, he had various ways of rendering himself both useful and agreeable. 

He assisted the farmers occasionally in the lighter labors of their farms, helped to 

make hay, mended the fences, took the horses to water, drove the cows from 

pasture, and cut wood for the winter fire. He laid aside, too, all the dominant 

dignity and absolute sway with which he lorded it in his little empire, the school, 

and became wonderfully gentle and ingratiating. He found favor in the eyes of the 

mothers by petting the children, particularly the youngest; and like the lion bold, 

which whilom so magnanimously the lamb did hold, he would sit with a child on 

one knee and rock a cradle with his foot for whole hours together. 

 

In addition to his other vocations, he was the singing-master of the neighborhood 

and picked up many bright shillings by instructing the young folks in psalmody. It 

was a matter of no little vanity to him on Sundays to take his station in front of the 

church-gallery with a band of chosen singers, where, in his own mind, he 
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completely carried away the palm from the parson. Certain it is, his voice 

resounded far above all the rest of the congregation, and there are peculiar 

quavers still to be heard in that church, and which may even be heard half a mile 

off, quite to the opposite side of the mill-pond on a still Sunday morning, which 

are said to be legitimately descended from the nose of Ichabod Crane. Thus, by 

divers little makeshifts in that ingenious way which is commonly denominated 

“by hook and by crook,” the worthy pedagogue got on tolerably enough, and was 

thought, by all who understood nothing of the labor of headwork, to have a 

wonderfully easy life of it. 

 

The schoolmaster is generally a man of some importance in the female circle of a 

rural neighborhood, being considered a kind of idle, gentleman-like personage of 

vastly superior taste and accomplishments to the rough country swains, and, 

indeed, inferior in learning only to the parson. His appearance, therefore, is apt to 

occasion some little stir at the tea-table of a farmhouse and the addition of a 

supernumerary dish of cakes or sweetmeats, or, peradventure, the parade of a 

silver tea-pot. Our man of letters, therefore, was peculiarly happy in the smiles of 

all the country damsels. How he would figure among them in the churchyard 

between services on Sundays, gathering grapes for them from the wild vines that 

overrun the surrounding trees; reciting for their amusement all the epitaphs on the 

tombstones; or sauntering, with a whole bevy of them, along the banks of the 

adjacent mill-pond, while the more bashful country bumpkins hung sheepishly 

back, envying his superior elegance and address. 

 

From his half-itinerant life, also, he was a kind of travelling gazette, carrying the 

whole budget of local gossip from house to house, so that his appearance was 

always greeted with satisfaction. He was, moreover, esteemed by the women as a 

man of great erudition, for he had read several books quite through, and was a 

perfect master of Cotton Mather’s History of New England Witchcraft, in which, 

by the way, he most firmly and potently believed. 

 

He was, in fact, an odd mixture of small shrewdness and simple credulity. His 

appetite for the marvellous and his powers of digesting it were equally 

extraordinary, and both had been increased by his residence in this spellbound 

region. No tale was too gross or monstrous for his capacious swallow. It was often 

his delight, after his school was dismissed in the afternoon, to stretch himself on 

the rich bed of clover bordering the little brook that whimpered by his school-

house, and there con over old Mather’s direful tales until the gathering dusk of the 

evening made the printed page a mere mist before his eyes. Then, as he wended 

his way by swamp and stream and awful woodland to the farmhouse where he 

happened to be quartered, every sound of Nature at that witching hour fluttered 

his excited imagination—the moan of the whip-poor-will* from the hillside; the 

boding cry of the tree-toad, that harbinger of storm; the dreary hooting of the 

screech-owl, or the sudden rustling in the thicket of birds frightened from their 

roost. The fire-flies, too, which sparkled most vividly in the darkest places, now 

and then startled him as one of uncommon brightness would stream across his 
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path; and if, by chance, a huge blockhead of a beetle came winging his blundering 

flight against him, the poor varlet was ready to give up the ghost, with the idea 

that he was struck with a witch’s token. His only resource on such occasions, 

either to drown thought or drive away evil spirits, was to sing psalm tunes; and 

the good people of Sleepy Hollow, as they sat by their doors of an evening, were 

often filled with awe at hearing his nasal melody, “in linked sweetness long drawn 

out,” floating from the distant hill or along the dusky road. 

 

* The whip-poor-will is a bird which is only heard at night. 

It receives its name from its note, which is thought to 

resemble those words. 

 

Another of his sources of fearful pleasure was to pass long winter evenings with 

the old Dutch wives as they sat spinning by the fire, with a row of apples roasting 

and spluttering along the hearth, and listen to their marvellous tales of ghosts and 

goblins, and haunted fields, and haunted brooks, and haunted bridges, and 

haunted houses, and particularly of the headless horseman, or Galloping Hessian 

of the Hollow, as they sometimes called him. He would delight them equally by 

his anecdotes of witchcraft and of the direful omens and portentous sights and 

sounds in the air which prevailed in the earlier times of Connecticut, and would 

frighten them woefully with speculations upon comets and shooting stars, and 

with the alarming fact that the world did absolutely turn round and that they were 

half the time topsy-turvy. 

 

But if there was a pleasure in all this while snugly cuddling in the chimney-corner 

of a chamber that was all of a ruddy glow from the crackling wood-fire, and 

where, of course, no spectre dared to show its face, it was dearly purchased by the 

terrors of his subsequent walk homewards. What fearful shapes and shadows 

beset his path amidst the dim and ghastly glare of a snowy night! With what 

wistful look did he eye every trembling ray of light streaming across the waste 

fields from some distant window! How often was he appalled by some shrub 

covered with snow, which, like a sheeted spectre, beset his very path! How often 

did he shrink with curdling awe at the sound of his own steps on the frosty crust 

beneath his feet, and dread to look over his shoulder, lest he should behold some 

uncouth being tramping close behind him! And how often was he thrown into 

complete dismay by some rushing blast howling among the trees, in the idea that 

it was the Galloping Hessian on one of his nightly scourings! 

 

All these, however, were mere terrors of the night, phantoms of the mind that 

walk in darkness; and though he had seen many spectres in his time, and been 

more than once beset by Satan in divers shapes in his lonely perambulations, yet 

daylight put an end to all these evils; and he would have passed a pleasant life of 

it, in despite of the devil and all his works, if his path had not been crossed by a 

being that causes more perplexity to mortal man than ghosts, goblins, and the 

whole race of witches put together, and that was—a woman. 
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Among the musical disciples who assembled one evening in each week to receive 

his instructions in psalmody was Katrina Van Tassel, the daughter and only child 

of a substantial Dutch farmer. She was a blooming lass of fresh eighteen, plump 

as a partridge, ripe and melting and rosy-cheeked as one of her father’s peaches, 

and universally famed, not merely for her beauty, but her vast expectations. She 

was withal a little of a coquette, as might be perceived even in her dress, which 

was a mixture of ancient and modern fashions, as most suited to set off her 

charms. She wore the ornaments of pure yellow gold which her great-great-

grandmother had brought over from Saardam, the tempting stomacher of the 

olden time, and withal a provokingly short petticoat to display the prettiest foot 

and ankle in the country round. 

 

Ichabod Crane had a soft and foolish heart towards the sex, and it is not to be 

wondered at that so tempting a morsel soon found favor in his eyes, more 

especially after he had visited her in her paternal mansion. Old Baltus Van Tassel 

was a perfect picture of a thriving, contented, liberal-hearted farmer. He seldom, it 

is true, sent either his eyes or his thoughts beyond the boundaries of his own farm, 

but within those everything was snug, happy, and well-conditioned. He was 

satisfied with his wealth but not proud of it, and piqued himself upon the hearty 

abundance, rather than the style, in which he lived. His stronghold was situated on 

the banks of the Hudson, in one of those green, sheltered, fertile nooks in which 

the Dutch farmers are so fond of nestling. A great elm tree spread its broad 

branches over it, at the foot of which bubbled up a spring of the softest and 

sweetest water in a little well formed of a barrel, and then stole sparkling away 

through the grass to a neighboring brook that bubbled along among alders and 

dwarf willows. Hard by the farmhouse was a vast barn, that might have served for 

a church, every window and crevice of which seemed bursting forth with the 

treasures of the farm; the flail was busily resounding within it from morning to 

night; swallows and martins skimmed twittering about the eaves; and rows of 

pigeons, some with one eye turned up, as if watching the weather, some with their 

heads under their wings or buried in their bosoms, and others, swelling, and 

cooing, and bowing about their dames, were enjoying the sunshine on the roof. 

Sleek, unwieldy porkers were grunting in the repose and abundance of their pens, 

whence sallied forth, now and then, troops of sucking pigs as if to snuff the air. A 

stately squadron of snowy geese were riding in an adjoining pond, convoying 

whole fleets of ducks; regiments of turkeys were gobbling through the farmyard, 

and guinea-fowls fretting about it, like ill-tempered housewives, with their 

peevish, discontented cry. Before the barn-door strutted the gallant cock, that 

pattern of a husband, a warrior, and a fine gentleman, clapping his burnished 

wings and crowing in the pride and gladness of his heart—sometimes tearing up 

the earth with his feet, and then generously calling his ever-hungry family of 

wives and children to enjoy the rich morsel which he had discovered. 

 

The pedagogue’s mouth watered as he looked upon this sumptuous promise of 

luxurious winter fare. In his devouring mind’s eye he pictured to himself every 

roasting-pig running about with a pudding in his belly and an apple in his mouth; 
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the pigeons were snugly put to bed in a comfortable pie and tucked in with a 

coverlet of crust; the geese were swimming in their own gravy; and the ducks 

pairing cosily in dishes, like snug married couples, with a decent competency of 

onion sauce. In the porkers he saw carved out the future sleek side of bacon and 

juicy relishing ham; not a turkey but he beheld daintily trussed up, with its gizzard 

under its wing, and, peradventure, a necklace of savory sausages; and even bright 

Chanticleer himself lay sprawling on his back in a side-dish, with uplifted claws, 

as if craving that quarter which his chivalrous spirit disdained to ask while living. 

 

As the enraptured Ichabod fancied all this, and as he rolled his great green eyes 

over the fat meadow-lands, the rich fields of wheat, of rye, of buckwheat, and 

Indian corn, and the orchards burdened with ruddy fruit, which surrounded the 

warm tenement of Van Tassel, his heart yearned after the damsel who was to 

inherit these domains, and his imagination expanded with the idea how they might 

be readily turned into cash and the money invested in immense tracts of wild land 

and shingle palaces in the wilderness. Nay, his busy fancy already realized his 

hopes, and presented to him the blooming Katrina, with a whole family of 

children, mounted on the top of a wagon loaded with household trumpery, with 

pots and kettles dangling beneath, and he beheld himself bestriding a pacing mare, 

with a colt at her heels, setting out for Kentucky, Tennessee, or the Lord knows 

where. 

 

When he entered the house the conquest of his heart was complete. It was one of 

those spacious farmhouses with high-ridged but lowly-sloping roofs, built in the 

style handed down from the first Dutch settlers, the low projecting eaves forming 

a piazza along the front capable of being closed up in bad weather. Under this 

were hung flails, harness, various utensils of husbandry, and nets for fishing in the 

neighboring river. Benches were built along the sides for summer use, and a great 

spinning-wheel at one end and a churn at the other showed the various uses to 

which this important porch might be devoted. From this piazza the wondering 

Ichabod entered the hall, which formed the centre of the mansion and the place of 

usual residence. Here rows of resplendent pewter, ranged on a long dresser, 

dazzled his eyes. In one corner stood a huge bag of wool ready to be spun; in 

another a quantity of linsey-woolsey just from the loom; ears of Indian corn and 

strings of dried apples and peaches hung in gay festoons along the walls, mingled 

with the gaud of red peppers; and a door left ajar gave him a peep into the best 

parlor, where the claw-footed chairs and dark mahogany tables shone like mirrors; 

and irons, with their accompanying shovel and tongs, glistened from their covert 

of asparagus tops; mock-oranges and conch-shells decorated the mantelpiece; 

strings of various-colored birds’ eggs were suspended above it; a great ostrich egg 

was hung from the centre of the room, and a corner cupboard, knowingly left 

open, displayed immense treasures of old silver and well-mended china. 

 

From the moment Ichabod laid his eyes upon these regions of delight the peace of 

his mind was at an end, and his only study was how to gain the affections of the 

peerless daughter of Van Tassel. In this enterprise, however, he had more real 
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difficulties than generally fell to the lot of a knight-errant of yore, who seldom 

had anything but giants, enchanters, fiery dragons, and such-like easily-conquered 

adversaries to contend with, and had to make his way merely through gates of 

iron and brass and walls of adamant to the castle keep, where the lady of his heart 

was confined; all which he achieved as easily as a man would carve his way to the 

centre of a Christmas pie, and then the lady gave him her hand as a matter of 

course. Ichabod, on the contrary, had to win his way to the heart of a country 

coquette beset with a labyrinth of whims and caprices, which were forever 

presenting new difficulties and impediments, and he had to encounter a host of 

fearful adversaries of real flesh and blood, the numerous rustic admirers who 

beset every portal to her heart, keeping a watchful and angry eye upon each other, 

but ready to fly out in the common cause against any new competitor. 

 

Among these the most formidable was a burly, roaring, roistering blade of the 

name of Abraham—or, according to the Dutch abbreviation, Brom—Van Brunt, 

the hero of the country round, which rang with his feats of strength and 

hardihood. He was broad-shouldered and double-jointed, with short curly black 

hair and a bluff but not unpleasant countenance, having a mingled air of fun and 

arrogance. From his Herculean frame and great powers of limb, he had received 

the nickname of BROM BONES, by which he was universally known. He was 

famed for great knowledge and skill in horsemanship, being as dexterous on 

horseback as a Tartar. He was foremost at all races and cockfights, and, with the 

ascendancy which bodily strength acquires in rustic life, was the umpire in all 

disputes, setting his hat on one side and giving his decisions with an air and tone 

admitting of no gainsay or appeal. He was always ready for either a fight or a 

frolic, but had more mischief than ill-will in his composition; and with all his 

overbearing roughness there was a strong dash of waggish good-humor at bottom. 

He had three or four boon companions who regarded him as their model, and at 

the head of whom he scoured the country, attending every scene of feud or 

merriment for miles around. In cold weather he was distinguished by a fur cap 

surmounted with a flaunting fox’s tail; and when the folks at a country gathering 

descried this well-known crest at a distance, whisking about among a squad of 

hard riders, they always stood by for a squall. Sometimes his crew would be heard 

dashing along past the farm-houses at midnight with whoop and halloo, like a 

troop of Don Cossacks, and the old dames, startled out of their sleep, would listen 

for a moment till the hurry-scurry had clattered by, and then exclaim, “Ay, there 

goes Brom Bones and his gang!” The neighbors looked upon him with a mixture 

of awe, admiration, and good-will, and when any madcap prank or rustic brawl 

occurred in the vicinity always shook their heads and warranted Brom Bones was 

at the bottom of it. 

 

This rantipole hero had for some time singled out the blooming Katrina for the 

object of his uncouth gallantries, and, though his amorous toyings were something 

like the gentle caresses and endearments of a bear, yet it was whispered that she 

did not altogether discourage his hopes. Certain it is, his advances were signals 

for rival candidates to retire who felt no inclination to cross a line in his amours; 
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insomuch, that when his horse was seen tied to Van Tassel’s paling on a Sunday 

night, a sure sign that his master was courting—or, as it is termed, “sparking”—

within, all other suitors passed by in despair and carried the war into other 

quarters. 

 

Such was the formidable rival with whom Ichabod Crane had to contend, and, 

considering all things, a stouter man than he would have shrunk from the 

competition and a wiser man would have despaired. He had, however, a happy 

mixture of pliability and perseverance in his nature; he was in form and spirit like 

a supple jack—yielding, but although; though he bent, he never broke and though 

he bowed beneath the slightest pressure, yet the moment it was away, jerk! he was 

as erect and carried his head as high as ever. 

 

To have taken the field openly against his rival would have been madness for he 

was not man to be thwarted in his amours, any more than that stormy lover, 

Achilles. Ichabod, therefore, made his advances in a quiet and gently-insinuating 

manner. Under cover of his character of singing-master, he made frequent visits at 

the farm-house; not that he had anything to apprehend from the meddlesome 

interference of parents, which is so often a stumbling-block in the path of lovers. 

Balt Van Tassel was an easy, indulgent soul; he loved his daughter better even 

than his pipe, and, like a reasonable man and an excellent father, let her have her 

way in everything. His notable little wife, too, had enough to do to attend to her 

housekeeping and manage her poultry for, as she sagely observed, ducks and 

geese are foolish things and must be looked after, but girls can take care of 

themselves. Thus while the busy dame bustled about the house or plied her 

spinning-wheel at one end of the piazza, honest Balt would sit smoking his 

evening pipe at the other, watching the achievements of a little wooden warrior 

who, armed with a sword in each hand, was most valiantly fighting the wind on 

the pinnacle of the barn. In the meantime, Ichabod would carry on his suit with 

the daughter by the side of the spring under the great elm, or sauntering along in 

the twilight, that hour so favorable to the lover’s eloquence. 

 

I profess not to know how women’s hearts are wooed and won. To me they have 

always been matters of riddle and admiration. Some seem to have but one 

vulnerable point, or door of access, while otheres have a thousand avenues and 

may be captured in a thousand different ways. It is a great triumph of skill to gain 

the former, but still greater proof of generalship to maintain possession of the 

latter, for the man must battle for his fortress at every door and window. He who 

wins a thousand common hearts is therefore entitled to some renown, but he who 

keeps undisputed sway over the heart of a coquette is indeed a hero. Certain it is, 

this was not the case with the redoubtable Brom Bones; and from the moment 

Ichabod Crane made his advances, the interests of the former evidently declined; 

his horse was no longer seen tied at the palings on Sunday nights, and a deadly 

feud gradually arose between him and the preceptor of Sleepy Hollow. 
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Brom, who had a degree of rough chivalry in his nature, would fain have carried 

matters to open warfare, and have settled their pretensions to the lady according to 

the mode of those most concise and simple reasoners, the knights-errant of yore—

by single combat; but Ichabod was too conscious of the superior might of his 

adversary to enter the lists against him: he had overheard a boast of Bones, that he 

would “double the schoolmaster up and lay him on a shelf of his own school-

house”; and he was too wary to give him an opportunity. There was something 

extremely provoking in this obstinately pacific system; it left Brom no alternative 

but to draw upon the funds of rustic waggery in his disposition and to play off 

boorish practical jokes upon his rival. Ichabod became the object of whimsical 

persecution to Bones and his gang of rough riders. They harried his hitherto 

peaceful domains; smoked out his singing school by stopping up the chimney; 

broke into the schoolhouse at night in spite of its formidable fastenings of withe 

and window stakes, and turned everything topsy-turvy; so that the poor 

schoolmaster began to think all the witches in the country held their meetings 

there. But, what was still more annoying, Brom took all opportunities of turning 

him into ridicule in presence of his mistress, and had a scoundrel dog whom he 

taught to whine in the most ludicrous manner, and introduced as a rival of 

Ichabod’s, to instruct her in psalmody. 

 

In this way, matters went on for some time without producing any material effect 

on the relative situation of the contending powers. On a fine autumnal afternoon 

Ichabod, in pensive mood, sat enthroned on the lofty stool whence he usually 

watched all the concerns of his little literary realm. In his hand he swayed a 

ferule, that sceptre of despotic power; the birch of justice reposed on three nails 

behind the throne, a constant terror to evildoers; while on the desk before him 

might be seen sundry contraband articles and prohibited weapons detected upon 

the persons of idle urchins, such as half-munched apples, popguns, whirligigs, fly-

cages, and whole legions of rampant little paper gamecocks. Apparently there had 

been some appalling act of justice recently inflicted, for his scholars were all 

busily intent upon their books or slyly whispering behind them with one eye kept 

upon the master, and a kind of buzzing stillness reigned throughout the school-

room. It was suddenly interrupted by the appearance of a negro in tow-cloth 

jacket and trowsers, a round-crowned fragment of a hat like the cap of Mercury, 

and mounted on the back of a ragged, wild, half-broken colt, which he managed 

with a rope by way of halter. He came clattering up to the school door with an 

invitation to Ichabod to attend a merry-making or “quilting frolic” to be held that 

evening at Mynheer Van Tassel’s; and, having delivered his message with that air 

of importance and effort at fine language which a negro is apt to display on petty 

embassies of the kind, he dashed over the brook, and was seen scampering away 

up the hollow, full of the importance and hurry of his mission. 

 

All was now bustle and hubbub in the late quiet school-room. The scholars were 

hurried through their lessons without stopping at trifles; those who were nimble 

skipped over half with impunity, and those who were tardy had a smart 

application now and then in the rear to quicken their speed or help them over a tall 
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word. Books were flung aside without being put away on the shelves, inkstands 

were overturned, benches thrown down, and the whole school was turned loose an 

hour before the usual time, bursting forth like a legion of young imps, yelping and 

racketing about the green in joy at their early emancipation. 

 

The gallant Ichabod now spent at least an extra half hour at his toilet, brushing 

and furbishing up his best, and indeed only, suit of rusty black, and arranging his 

locks by a bit of broken looking-glass that hung up in the school-house. That he 

might make his appearance before his mistress in the true style of a cavalier, he 

borrowed a horse from the farmer with whom he was domiciliated, a choleric old 

Dutchman of the name of Hans Van Ripper, and, thus gallantly mounted, issued 

forth like a knight-errant in quest of adventures. But it is meet I should, in the true 

spirit of romantic story, give some account of the looks and equipments of my 

hero and his steed. The animal he bestrode was a broken-down plough-horse that 

had outlived almost everything but his viciousness. He was gaunt and shagged, 

with a ewe neck and a head like a hammer; his rusty mane and tail were tangled 

and knotted with burrs; one eye had lost its pupil and was glaring and spectral, but 

the other had the gleam of a genuine devil in it. Still, he must have had fire and 

mettle in his day, if we may judge from the name he bore of Gunpowder. He had, 

in fact, been a favorite steed of his master’s, the choleric Van Ripper, who was a 

furious rider, and had infused, very probably, some of his own spirit into the 

animal; for, old and broken down as he looked, there was more of the lurking 

devil in him than in any young filly in the country. 

 

Ichabod was a suitable figure for such a steed. He rode with short stirrups, which 

brought his knees nearly up to the pommel of the saddle; his sharp elbows stuck 

out like grasshoppers’; he carried his whip perpendicularly in his hand like a 

sceptre; and as his horse jogged on the motion of his arms was not unlike the 

flapping of a pair of wings. A small wool hat rested on the top of his nose, for so 

his scanty strip of forehead might be called, and the skirts of his black coat 

fluttered out almost to his horse’s tail. Such was the appearance of Ichabod and 

his steed as they shambled out of the gate of Hans Van Ripper, and it was 

altogether such an apparition as is seldom to be met with in broad daylight. 

 

It was, as I have said, a fine autumnal day, the sky was clear and serene, and 

Nature wore that rich and golden livery which we always associate with the idea 

of abundance. The forests had put on their sober brown and yellow, while some 

trees of the tenderer kind had been nipped by the frosts into brilliant dyes of 

orange, purple, and scarlet. Streaming files of wild-ducks began to make their 

appearance high in the air; the bark of the squirrel might be heard from the groves 

of beech and hickory nuts, and the pensive whistle of the quail at intervals from 

the neighboring stubble-field. 

 

The small birds were taking their farewell banquets. In the fulness of their revelry 

they fluttered, chirping and frolicking, from bush to bush and tree to tree, 

capricious from the very profusion and variety around them. There was the honest 
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cock robin, the favorite game of stripling sportsmen, with its loud querulous note; 

and the twittering blackbirds, flying in sable clouds; and the golden-winged 

woodpecker, with his crimson crest, his broad black gorget, and splendid 

plumage; and the cedar-bird, with its red-tipt wings and yellow-tipt tail and its 

little monteiro cap of feathers; and the blue jay, that noisy coxcomb, in his gay 

light-blue coat and white under-clothes, screaming and chattering, bobbing and 

nodding and bowing, and pretending to be on good terms with every songster of 

the grove. 

 

As Ichabod jogged slowly on his way his eye, ever open to every symptom of 

culinary abundance, ranged with delight over the treasures of jolly Autumn. On 

all sides he beheld vast store of apples—some hanging in oppressive opulence on 

the trees, some gathered into baskets and barrels for the market, others heaped up 

in rich piles for the cider-press. Farther on he beheld great fields of Indian corn, 

with its golden ears peeping from their leafy coverts and holding out the promise 

of cakes and hasty pudding; and the yellow pumpkins lying beneath them, turning 

up their fair round bellies to the sun, and giving ample prospects of the most 

luxurious of pies; and anon he passed the fragrant buckwheat-fields, breathing the 

odor of the beehive, and as he beheld them soft anticipations stole over his mind 

of dainty slapjacks, well buttered and garnished with honey or treacle by the 

delicate little dimpled hand of Katrina Van Tassel. 

 

Thus feeding his mind with many sweet thoughts and “sugared suppositions,” he 

journeyed along the sides of a range of hills which look out upon some of the 

goodliest scenes of the mighty Hudson. The sun gradually wheeled his broad disk 

down into the west. The wide bosom of the Tappan Zee lay motionless and 

glassy, excepting that here and there a gentle undulation waved and prolonged the 

blue shadow of the distant mountain. A few amber clouds floated in the sky, 

without a breath of air to move them. The horizon was of a fine golden tint, 

changing gradually into a pure apple green, and from that into the deep blue of the 

mid-heaven. A slanting ray lingered on the woody crests of the precipices that 

overhung some parts of the river, giving greater depth to the dark-gray and purple 

of their rocky sides. A sloop was loitering in the distance, dropping slowly down 

with the tide, her sail hanging uselessly against the mast, and as the reflection of 

the sky gleamed along the still water it seemed as if the vessel was suspended in 

the air. 

 

It was toward evening that Ichabod arrived at the castle of the Heer Van Tassel, 

which he found thronged with the pride and flower of the adjacent country—old 

farmers, a spare leathern-faced race, in homespun coats and breeches, blue 

stockings, huge shoes, and magnificent pewter buckles; their brisk withered little 

dames, in close crimped caps, long-waisted shortgowns, homespun petticoats, 

with scissors and pincushions and gay calico pockets hanging on the outside; 

buxom lasses, almost as antiquated as their mothers, excepting where a straw hat, 

a fine ribbon, or perhaps a white frock, gave symptoms of city innovation; the 

sons, in short square-skirted coats with rows of stupendous brass buttons, and 
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their hair generally queued in the fashion of the times, especially if they could 

procure an eel-skin for the purpose, it being esteemed throughout the country as a 

potent nourisher and strengthener of the hair. 

 

Brom Bones, however, was the hero of the scene, having come to the gathering on 

his favorite steed Daredevil—a creature, like himself full of metal and mischief, 

and which no one but himself could manage. He was, in fact, noted for preferring 

vicious animals, given to all kinds of tricks, which kept the rider in constant risk 

of his neck, for he held a tractable, well-broken horse as unworthy of a lad of 

spirit. 

 

Fain would I pause to dwell upon the world of charms that burst upon the 

enraptured gaze of my hero as he entered the state parlor of Van Tassel’s 

mansion. Not those of the bevy of buxom lasses with their luxurious display of 

red and white, but the ample charms of a genuine Dutch country tea-table in the 

sumptuous time of autumn. Such heaped-up platters of cakes of various and 

almost indescribable kinds, known only to experienced Dutch housewives! There 

was the doughty doughnut, the tenderer oily koek, and the crisp and crumbling 

cruller; sweet cakes and short cakes, ginger cakes and honey cakes, and the whole 

family of cakes. And then there were apple pies and peach pies and pumpkin pies; 

besides slices of ham and smoked beef; and moreover delectable dishes of 

preserved plums and peaches and pears and quinces; not to mention broiled shad 

and roasted chickens; together with bowls of milk and cream,—all mingled 

higgledy-piggledy, pretty much as I have enumerated them, with the motherly 

teapot sending up its clouds of vapor from the midst. Heaven bless the mark! I 

want breath and time to discuss this banquet as it deserves, and am too eager to 

get on with my story. Happily, Ichabod Crane was not in so great a hurry as his 

historian, but did ample justice to every dainty. 

 

He was a kind and thankful creature, whose heart dilated in proportion as his skin 

was filled with good cheer, and whose spirits rose with eating as some men’s do 

with drink. He could not help, too, rolling his large eyes round him as he ate, and 

chuckling with the possibility that he might one day be lord of all this scene of 

almost unimaginable luxury and splendor. Then, he thought, how soon he’d turn 

his back upon the old school-house, snap his fingers in the face of Hans Van 

Ripper and every other niggardly patron, and kick any itinerant pedagogue out of 

doors that should dare to call him comrade! 

 

Old Baltus Van Tassel moved about among his guests with a face dilated with 

content and good-humor, round and jolly as the harvest moon. His hospitable 

attentions were brief, but expressive, being confined to a shake of the hand, a slap 

on the shoulder, a loud laugh, and a pressing invitation to “fall to and help 

themselves.” 

 

And now the sound of the music from the common room, or hall, summoned to 

the dance. The musician was an old gray-headed negro who had been the itinerant 
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orchestra of the neighborhood for more than half a century. His instrument was as 

old and battered as himself. The greater part of the time he scraped on two or 

three strings, accompanying every movement of the bow with a motion of the 

head, bowing almost to the ground and stamping with his foot whenever a fresh 

couple were to start. 

 

Ichabod prided himself upon his dancing as much as upon his vocal powers. Not a 

limb, not a fibre about him was idle; and to have seen his loosely hung frame in 

full motion and clattering about the room you would have thought Saint Vitus 

himself, that blessed patron of the dance, was figuring before you in person. He 

was the admiration of all the negroes, who, having gathered, of all ages and sizes, 

from the farm and the neighborhood, stood forming a pyramid of shining black 

faces at every door and window, gazing with delight at the scene, rolling their 

white eyeballs, and showing grinning rows of ivory from ear to ear. How could 

the flogger of urchins be otherwise than animated and joyous? The lady of his 

heart was his partner in the dance, and smiling graciously in reply to all his 

amorous oglings, while Brom Bones, sorely smitten with love and jealousy, sat 

brooding by himself in one corner. 

 

When the dance was at an end Ichabod was attracted to a knot of the sager folks, 

who, with old Van Tassel, sat smoking at one end of the piazza gossiping over 

former times and drawing out long stories about the war. 

 

This neighborhood, at the time of which I am speaking, was one of those highly 

favored places which abound with chronicle and great men. The British and 

American line had run near it during the war; it had therefore been the scene of 

marauding and infested with refugees, cow-boys, and all kinds of border chivalry. 

Just sufficient time had elapsed to enable each storyteller to dress up his tale with 

a little becoming fiction, and in the indistinctness of his recollection to make 

himself the hero of every exploit. 

 

There was the story of Doffue Martling, a large blue-bearded Dutchman, who had 

nearly taken a British frigate with an old iron nine-pounder from a mud 

breastwork, only that his gun burst at the sixth discharge. And there was an old 

gentleman who shall be nameless, being too rich a mynheer to be lightly 

mentioned, who, in the battle of Whiteplains, being an excellent master of 

defence, parried a musket-ball with a small sword, insomuch that he absolutely 

felt it whiz round the blade and glance off at the hilt: in proof of which he was 

ready at any time to show the sword, with the hilt a little bent. There were several 

more that had been equally great in the field, not one of whom but was persuaded 

that he had a considerable hand in bringing the war to a happy termination. 

 

But all these were nothing to the tales of ghosts and apparitions that succeeded. 

The neighborhood is rich in legendary treasures of the kind. Local tales and 

superstitions thrive best in these sheltered, long-settled retreats but are trampled 

under foot by the shifting throng that forms the population of most of our country 
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places. Besides, there is no encouragement for ghosts in most of our villages, for 

they have scarcely had time to finish their first nap and turn themselves in their 

graves before their surviving friends have travelled away from the neighborhood; 

so that when they turn out at night to walk their rounds they have no acquaintance 

left to call upon. This is perhaps the reason why we so seldom hear of ghosts 

except in our long-established Dutch communities. 

 

The immediate causes however, of the prevalence of supernatural stories in these 

parts, was doubtless owing to the vicinity of Sleepy Hollow. There was a 

contagion in the very air that blew from that haunted region; it breathed forth an 

atmosphere of dreams and fancies infecting all the land. Several of the Sleepy 

Hollow people were present at Van Tassel’s, and, as usual, were doling out their 

wild and wonderful legends. Many dismal tales were told about funeral trains and 

mourning cries and wailings heard and seen about the great tree where the 

unfortunate Major Andre was taken, and which stood in the neighborhood. Some 

mention was made also of the woman in white that haunted the dark glen at 

Raven Rock, and was often heard to shriek on winter nights before a storm, 

having perished there in the snow. The chief part of the stories, however, turned 

upon the favorite spectre of Sleepy Hollow, the headless horseman, who had been 

heard several times of late patrolling the country, and, it was said, tethered his 

horse nightly among the graves in the churchyard. 

 

The sequestered situation of this church seems always to have made it a favorite 

haunt of troubled spirits. It stands on a knoll surrounded by locust trees and lofty 

elms, from among which its decent whitewashed walls shine modestly forth, like 

Christian purity beaming through the shades of retirement. A gentle slope 

descends from it to a silver sheet of water bordered by high trees, between which 

peeps may be caught at the blue hills of the Hudson. To look upon its grass-grown 

yard, where the sunbeams seem to sleep so quietly, one would think that there at 

least the dead might rest in peace. On one side of the church extends a wide 

woody dell, along, which raves a large brook among broken rocks and trunks of 

fallen trees. Over a deep black part of the stream, not far from the church, was 

formerly thrown a wooden bridge; the road that led to it and the bridge itself were 

thickly shaded by overhanging trees, which cast a gloom about it even in the 

daytime, but occasioned a fearful darkness at night. Such was one of the favorite 

haunts of the headless horseman, and the place where he was most frequently 

encountered. The tale was told of old Brouwer, a most heretical disbeliever in 

ghosts, how he met the horseman returning from his foray into Sleepy Hollow, 

and was obliged to get up behind him; how they galloped over bush and brake, 

over hill and swamp, until they reached the bridge, when the horseman suddenly 

turned into a skeleton, threw old Brouwer into the brook, and sprang away over 

the tree-tops with a clap of thunder. 

 

This story was immediately matched by a thrice-marvellous adventure of Brom 

Bones, who made light of the galloping Hessian as an arrant jockey. He affirmed 

that on returning one night from the neighboring village of Sing-Sing he had been 
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over taken by this midnight trooper; that he had offered to race with him for a 

bowl of punch, and should have won it too, for Daredevil beat the goblin horse all 

hollow, but just as they came to the church bridge the Hessian bolted and 

vanished in a flash of fire. 

 

All these tales, told in that drowsy undertone with which men talk in the dark, the 

countenances of the listeners only now and then receiving a casual gleam from the 

glare of a pipe, sank deep in the mind of Ichabod. He repaid them in kind with 

large extracts from his invaluable author, Cotton Mather, and added many 

marvellous events that had taken place in his native state of Connecticut and 

fearful sights which he had seen in his nightly walks about Sleepy Hollow. 

 

The revel now gradually broke up. The old farmers gathered together their 

families in their wagons, and were heard for some time rattling along the hollow 

roads and over the distant hills. Some of the damsels mounted on pillions behind 

their favorite swains, and their light-hearted laughter, mingling with the clatter of 

hoofs, echoed along the silent woodlands, sounding fainter and fainter until they 

gradually died away, and the late scene of noise and frolic was all silent and 

deserted. Ichabod only lingered behind, according to the custom of country lovers, 

to have a tete-a-tete with the heiress, fully convinced that he was now on the high 

road to success. What passed at this interview I will not pretend to say, for in fact 

I do not know. Something, however, I fear me, must have gone wrong, for he 

certainly sallied forth, after no very great interval, with an air quite desolate and 

chop-fallen. Oh these women! these women! Could that girl have been playing off 

any of her coquettish tricks? Was her encouragement of the poor pedagogue all a 

mere sham to secure her conquest of his rival? Heaven only knows, not I! Let it 

suffice to say, Ichabod stole forth with the air of one who had been sacking a hen-

roost, rather than a fair lady’s heart. Without looking to the right or left to notice 

the scene of rural wealth on which he had so often gloated, he went straight to the 

stable, and with several hearty cuffs and kicks roused his steed most 

uncourteously from the comfortable quarters in which he was soundly sleeping, 

dreaming of mountains of corn and oats and whole valleys of timothy and clover. 

 

It was the very witching time of night that Ichabod, heavy-hearted and crestfallen, 

pursued his travel homewards along the sides of the lofty hills which rise above 

Tarry Town, and which he had traversed so cheerily in the afternoon. The hour 

was as dismal as himself. Far below him the Tappan Zee spread its dusky and 

indistinct waste of waters, with here and there the tall mast of a sloop riding 

quietly at anchor under the land. In the dead hush of midnight he could even hear 

the barking of the watch-dog from the opposite shore of the Hudson; but it was so 

vague and faint as only to give an idea of his distance from this faithful 

companion of man. Now and then, too, the long-drawn crowing of a cock, 

accidentally awakened, would sound far, far off, from some farm-house away 

among the hills; but it was like a dreaming sound in his ear. No signs of life 

occurred near him, but occasionally the melancholy chirp of a cricket, or perhaps 
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the guttural twang of a bull-frog from a neighboring marsh, as if sleeping 

uncomfortably and turning suddenly in his bed. 

 

All the stories of ghosts and goblins that he had heard in the afternoon now came 

crowding upon his recollection. The night grew darker and darker; the stars 

seemed to sink deeper in the sky, and driving clouds occasionally had them from 

his sight. He had never felt so lonely and dismal. He was, moreover, approaching 

the very place where many of the scenes of the ghost-stories had been laid. In the 

centre of the road stood an enormous tulip tree which towered like a giant above 

all the other trees of the neighborhood and formed a kind of landmark. Its limbs 

were gnarled and fantastic, large enough to form trunks for ordinary trees, 

twisting down almost to the earth and rising again into the air. It was connected 

with the tragical story of the unfortunate Andre, who had been taken prisoner hard 

by, and was universally known by the name of Major Andre’s tree. The common 

people regarded it with a mixture of respect and superstition, partly out of 

sympathy for the fate of its ill-starred namesake, and partly from the tales of 

strange sights and doleful lamentations told concerning it. 

 

As Ichabod approached this fearful tree he began to whistle: he thought his 

whistle was answered; it was but a blast sweeping sharply through the dry 

branches. As he approached a little nearer he thought he saw something white 

hanging in the midst of the tree: he paused and ceased whistling, but on looking 

more narrowly perceived that it was a place where the tree had been scathed by 

lightning and the white wood laid bare. Suddenly he heard a groan: his teeth 

chattered and his knees smote against the saddle; it was but the rubbing of one 

huge bough upon another as they were swayed about by the breeze. He passed the 

tree in safety, but new perils lay before him. 

 

About two hundred yards from the tree a small brook crossed the road and ran 

into a marshy and thickly-wooded glen known by the name of Wiley’s Swamp. A 

few rough logs, laid side by side, served for a bridge over this stream. On that side 

of the road where the brook entered the wood a group of oaks and chestnuts, 

matted thick with wild grape-vines, threw a cavernous gloom over it. To pass this 

bridge was the severest trial. It was at this identical spot that the unfortunate 

Andre was captured, and under the covert of those chestnuts and vines were the 

sturdy yeomen concealed who surprised him. This has ever since been considered 

a haunted stream, and fearful are the feelings of the schoolboy who has to pass it 

alone after dark. 

 

As he approached the stream his heart began to thump; he summoned up, 

however, all his resolution, gave his horse half a score of kicks in the ribs, and 

attempted to dash briskly across the bridge; but instead of starting forward, the 

perverse old animal made a lateral movement and ran broadside against the fence. 

Ichabod, whose fears increased with the delay, jerked the reins on the other side 

and kicked lustily with the contrary foot: it was all in vain; his steed started, it is 

true, but it was only to plunge to the opposite side of the road into a thicket of 
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brambles and alder bushes. The schoolmaster now bestowed both whip and heel 

upon the starveling ribs of old Gunpowder, who dashed forward, snuffing and 

snorting, but came to a stand just by the bridge with a suddenness that had nearly 

sent his rider sprawling over his head. Just at this moment a plashy tramp by the 

side of the bridge caught the sensitive ear of Ichabod. In the dark shadow of the 

grove on the margin of the brook he beheld something huge, misshapen, black, 

and towering. It stirred not, but seemed gathered up in the gloom, like some 

gigantic monster ready to spring upon the traveller. 

 

The hair of the affrighted pedagogue rose upon his head with terror. What was to 

be done? To turn and fly was now too late; and besides, what chance was there of 

escaping ghost or goblin, if such it was, which could ride upon the wings of the 

wind? Summoning up, therefore, a show of courage, he demanded in stammering 

accents, “Who are you?” He received no reply. He repeated his demand in a still 

more agitated voice. Still there was no answer. Once more he cudgelled the sides 

of the inflexible Gunpowder, and, shutting his eyes, broke forth with involuntary 

fervor into a psalm tune. Just then the shadowy object of alarm put itself in 

motion, and with a scramble and a bound stood at once in the middle of the road. 

Though the night was dark and dismal, yet the form of the unknown might now in 

some degree be ascertained. He appeared to be a horseman of large dimensions 

and mounted on a black horse of powerful frame. He made no offer of 

molestation or sociability, but kept aloof on one side of the road, jogging along on 

the blind side of old Gunpowder, who had now got over his fright and 

waywardness. 

 

Ichabod, who had no relish for this strange midnight companion, and bethought 

himself of the adventure of Brom Bones with the Galloping Hessian, now 

quickened his steed in hopes of leaving him behind. The stranger, however, 

quickened his horse to an equal pace. Ichabod pulled up, and fell into a walk, 

thinking to lag behind; the other did the same. His heart began to sink within him; 

he endeavored to resume his psalm tune, but his parched tongue clove to the roof 

of his mouth and he could not utter a stave. There was something in the moody 

and dogged silence of this pertinacious companion that was mysterious and 

appalling. It was soon fearfully accounted for. On mounting a rising ground, 

which brought the figure of his fellow-traveller in relief against the sky, gigantic 

in height and muffled in a cloak, Ichabod was horror-struck on perceiving that he 

was headless! but his horror was still more increased on observing that the head, 

which should have rested on his shoulders, was carried before him on the pommel 

of the saddle. His terror rose to desperation, he rained a shower of kicks and 

blows upon Gunpowder, hoping by a sudden movement to give his companion the 

slip; but the spectre started full jump with him. Away, then, they dashed through 

thick and thin, stones flying and sparks flashing at every bound. Ichabod’s flimsy 

garments fluttered in the air as he stretched his long lank body away over his 

horse’s head in the eagerness of his flight. 
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They had now reached the road which turns off to Sleepy Hollow; but 

Gunpowder, who seemed possessed with a demon, instead of keeping up, it made 

an opposite turn and plunged headlong down hill to the left. This road leads 

through a sandy hollow shaded by trees for about a quarter of a mile, where it 

crosses the bridge famous in goblin story, and just beyond swells the green knoll 

on which stands the whitewashed church. 

 

As yet the panic of the steed had given his unskillful rider an apparent advantage 

in the chase; but just as he had got halfway through the hollow the girths of the 

saddle gave away and he felt it slipping from under him. He seized it by the 

pommel and endeavored to hold it firm, but in vain, and had just time to save 

himself by clasping old Gunpowder round the neck, when the saddle fell to the 

earth, and he heard it trampled under foot by his pursuer. For a moment the terror 

of Hans Van Ripper’s wrath passed across his mind, for it was his Sunday saddle; 

but this was no time for petty fears; the goblin was hard on his haunches, and 

(unskilled rider that he was) he had much ado to maintain his seat, sometimes 

slipping on one side, sometimes on another, and sometimes jolted on the high 

ridge of his horse’s back-bone with a violence that he verily feared would cleave 

him asunder. 

 

An opening in the trees now cheered him with the hopes that the church bridge 

was at hand. The wavering reflection of a silver star in the bosom of the brook 

told him that he was not mistaken. He saw the walls of the church dimly glaring 

under the trees beyond. He recollected the place where Brom Bones’ ghostly 

competitor had disappeared. “If I can but reach that bridge,” thought Ichabod, “I 

am safe.” Just then he heard the black steed panting and blowing close behind 

him; he even fancied that he felt his hot breath. Another convulsive kick in the 

ribs, and old Gunpowder sprang upon the bridge; he thundered over the 

resounding planks; he gained the opposite side; and now Ichabod cast a look 

behind to see if his pursuer should vanish, according to rule, in a flash of fire and 

brimstone. Just then he saw the goblin rising in his stirrups, and in the very act of 

hurling his head at him. Ichabod endeavored to dodge the horrible missile, but too 

late. It encountered his cranium with a tremendous crash; he was tumbled 

headlong into the dust, and Gunpowder, the black steed, and the goblin rider 

passed by like a whirlwind. 

 

The next morning the old horse was found, without his saddle and with the bridle 

under his feet, soberly cropping the grass at his master’s gate. Ichabod did not 

make his appearance at breakfast; dinner-hour came, but no Ichabod. The boys 

assembled at the school-house and strolled idly about the banks of the brook but 

no schoolmaster. Hans Van Ripper now began to feel some uneasiness about the 

fate of poor Ichabod and his saddle. An inquiry was set on foot, and after diligent 

investigation they came upon his traces. In one part of the road leading to the 

church was found the saddle trampled in the dirt; the tracks of horses’ hoofs, 

deeply dented in the road and evidently at furious speed, were traced to the 

bridge, beyond which, on the bank of a broad part of the brook, where the water 
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ran deep and black, was found the hat of the unfortunate Ichabod, and close 

beside it a spattered pumpkin. 

 

The brook was searched, but the body of the schoolmaster was not to be 

discovered. Hans Van Ripper, as executor of his estate, examined the bundle 

which contained all his worldly effects. They consisted of two shirts and a half, 

two stocks for the neck, a pair or two of worsted stockings, an old pair of 

corduroy small-clothes, a rusty razor, a book of psalm tunes full of dog’s ears, and 

a broken pitch-pipe. As to the books and furniture of the school-house, they 

belonged to the community, excepting Cotton Mather’s History of Witchcraft, a 

New England Almanac, and a book of dreams and fortune-telling; in which last 

was a sheet of foolscap much scribbled and blotted in several fruitless attempts to 

make a copy of verses in honor of the heiress of Van Tassel. These magic books 

and the poetic scrawl were forthwith consigned to the flames by Hans Van 

Ripper, who from that time forward determined to send his children no more to 

school, observing that he never knew any good come of this same reading and 

writing. Whatever money the schoolmaster possessed—and he had received his 

quarter’s pay but a day or two before—he must have had about his person at the 

time of his disappearance. 

 

The mysterious event caused much speculation at the church on the following 

Sunday. Knots of gazers and gossips were collected in the churchyard, at the 

bridge, and at the spot where the hat and pumpkin had been found. The stories of 

Brouwer, of Bones, and a whole budget of others were called to mind, and when 

they had diligently considered them all, and compared them with the symptoms of 

the present case, they shook their heads and came to the conclusion that Ichabod 

had been carried off by the galloping Hessian. As he was a bachelor and in 

nobody’s debt, nobody troubled his head any more about him, the school was 

removed to a different quarter of the hollow and another pedagogue reigned in his 

stead. 

 

It is true an old farmer, who had been down to New York on a visit several years 

after, and from whom this account of the ghostly adventure was received, brought 

home the intelligence that Ichabod Crane was still alive; that he had left the 

neighborhood, partly through fear of the goblin and Hans Van Ripper, and partly 

in mortification at having been suddenly dismissed by the heiress; that he had 

changed his quarters to a distant part of the country, had kept school and studied 

law at the same time, had been admitted to the bar, turned politician, 

electioneered, written for the newspapers, and finally had been made a justice of 

the Ten Pound Court. Brom Bones too, who shortly after his rival’s disappearance 

conducted the blooming Katrina in triumph to the altar, was observed to look 

exceedingly knowing whenever the story of Ichabod was related, and always burst 

into a hearty laugh at the mention of the pumpkin; which led some to suspect that 

he knew more about the matter than he chose to tell. 
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The old country wives, however, who are the best judges of these matters, 

maintain to this day that Ichabod was spirited away by supernatural means; and it 

is a favorite story often told about the neighborhood round the intervening fire. 

The bridge became more than ever an object of superstitious awe, and that may be 

the reason why the road has been altered of late years, so as to approach the 

church by the border of the mill-pond. The schoolhouse, being deserted, soon fell 

to decay, and was reported to be haunted by the ghost of the unfortunate 

pedagogue; and the plough-boy, loitering homeward of a still summer evening, 

has often fancied his voice at a distance chanting a melancholy psalm tune among 

the tranquil solitudes of Sleepy Hollow. 

 

POSTSCRIPT FOUND IN THE HANDWRITING OF MR. 

KNICKERBOCKER. 

THE preceding tale is given almost in the precise words in which I heard it related 

at a Corporation meeting of the ancient city of Manhattoes, at which were present 

many of its sagest and most illustrious burghers. The narrator was a pleasant, 

shabby, gentlemanly old fellow in pepper-and-salt clothes, with a sadly humorous 

face, and one whom I strongly suspected of being poor, he made such efforts to be 

entertaining. When his story was concluded there was much laughter and 

approbation, particularly from two or three deputy aldermen who had been asleep 

the greater part of the time. There was, however, one tall, dry-looking old 

gentleman, with beetling eyebrows, who maintained a grave and rather severe 

face throughout, now and then folding his arms, inclining his head, and looking 

down upon the floor, as if turning a doubt over in his mind. He was one of your 

wary men, who never laugh but upon good grounds—when they have reason and 

the law on their side. When the mirth of the rest of the company had subsided and 

silence was restored, he leaned one arm on the elbow of his chair, and sticking the 

other akimbo, demanded, with a slight but exceedingly sage motion of the head 

and contraction of the brow, what was the moral of the story and what it went to 

prove. 

 

The story-teller, who was just putting a glass of wine to his lips as a refreshment 

after his toils, paused for a moment, looked at his inquirer with an air of infinite 

deference, and, lowering the glass slowly to the table, observed that the story was 

intended most logically to prove— 

 

“That there is no situation in life but has its advantages and pleasures—provided 

we will but take a joke as we find it; 

 

“That, therefore, he that runs races with goblin troopers is likely to have rough 

riding of it. 

 

“Ergo, for a country schoolmaster to be refused the hand of a Dutch heiress is a 

certain step to high preferment in the state.” 
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The cautious old gentleman knit his brows tenfold closer after this explanation, 

being sorely puzzled by the ratiocination of the syllogism, while methought the 

one in pepper-and-salt eyed him with something of a triumphant leer. At length he 

observed that all this was very well, but still he thought the story a little on the 

extravagant—there were one or two points on which he had his doubts. 

 

“Faith, sir,” replied the story-teller, “as to that matter, I don’t believe one-half of it 

myself.” 

 

D. K.  
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2.3 David Walker (c. 1796-1830)  
 

David Walker’s father was a slave; his mother, a 

freed slave. Due to his mother’s status, Walker was 

also granted status as a free black upon birth. How he 

was taught to read and write is unknown, as are the 

places where he traveled around the South before 

electing Boston as his home. In 1826, he married 

Eliza Butler, daughter of a well-respected black 

family in Boston. Walker started a clothing store and 

involved himself in the Abolition movement. He 

supported the newspaper Freedom’s Journal and 

joined the Massachusetts General Colored 

Association. Most significantly, he wrote An Appeal 

to the Colored Citizens of the World, but in 

Particular, and Very Expressly, to Those of the 

United States (1829).  

 

In his Appeal, Walker particularly took issue with 

Thomas Jefferson as a racist and hypocrite—as 

indicated especially by Jefferson’s Notes on the 

State of Virginia. Walker expanded that indictment 

against whites in America who owned slaves or who supported slavery, particularly attacking 

their religious hypocrisy and betrayal of the ideals of the Declaration of Independence. He also 

directly addressed blacks, advocating resistance—even violent resistance—if necessary. After its 

publication, Walker worked to disseminate it throughout the United States but particularly in the 

South, relying on the mail and on black sailors. The remarkable militant attitude of his Appeal 

gained Walker dangerous notoriety, as pro-slavery Southerners sought either his capture or 

death. It also inspired other black Abolitionists like Henry Highland Garnet (1815–1882) who 

also advocated blacks’ violent resistance to slavery. 

 
The David Walker biography was reproduced from Wendy Kurant’s Becoming America: An Exploration 

of American Literature from Precolonial to Post-Revolution.  

Kurant, Wendy, Becoming America: An Exploration of American Literature from Precolonial to Post-

Revolution (2019). English Open Textbooks. 19. Link to eBook 

 
2.3.1 From An Appeal to the Colored Citizens of the World (1829) 
 

“Preamble” 

 

My dearly beloved Brethren and Fellow Citizens. 

         

HAVING travelled over a considerable portion of these United States, and 

having, in the course of my travels, taken the most accurate observations of things 

as they exist—the result of my observations has warranted the full and unshaken 

Image 2.2: Frontispiece of David Walker’s An 

Appeal to the Colored Citizens of the World  

Photographer: David Walker 

Source: Wikimedia Commons 

License: Public Domain 

 

https://oer.galileo.usg.edu/english-textbooks/19/
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conviction, that we, (coloured people of these United States,) are the most 

degraded, wretched, and abject set of beings that ever lived since the world began; 

and I pray God that none like us ever may live again until time shall be no more. 

They tell us of the Israelites in Egypt, the Helots in Sparta, and of the Roman 

Slaves, which last were made up from almost every nation under heaven, whose 

sufferings under those ancient and heathen nations, were, in comparison with 

ours, under this enlightened and Christian nation, no more than a cypher—or, in 

other words, those heathen nations of antiquity, had but little more among them 

than the name and form of slavery; while wretchedness and endless miseries were 

reserved, apparently in a phial, to be poured out upon our fathers, ourselves and 

our children, by Christian Americans! 

         

These positions I shall endeavour, by the help of the Lord, to demonstrate in the 

course of this Appeal, to the satisfaction of the most incredulous mind—and may 

God Almighty, who is the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, open your hearts to 

understand and believe the truth. 

         

The causes, my brethren, which produce our wretchedness and miseries, are so 

very numerous and aggravating, that I believe the pen only of a Josephus or a 

Plutarch, can well enumerate and explain them. Upon subjects, then, of such 

incomprehensible magnitude, so impenetrable, and so notorious, I shall be obliged 

to omit a large class of, and content myself with giving you an exposition of a few 

of those, which do indeed rage to such an alarming pitch, that they cannot but be a 

perpetual source of terror and dismay to every reflecting mind. 

        

I am fully aware, in making this appeal to my much afflicted and suffering 

brethren, that I shall not only be assailed by those whose greatest earthly desires 

are, to keep us in abject ignorance and wretchedness, and who are of the firm 

conviction that Heaven has designed us and our children to be slaves and beasts of 

burden to them and their children. I say, I do not only expect to be held up to the 

public as an ignorant, impudent and restless disturber of the public peace, by such 

avaricious creatures, as well as a mover of insubordination—and perhaps put in 

prison or to death, for giving a superficial exposition of our miseries, and 

exposing tyrants. But I am persuaded, that many of my brethren, particularly 

those who are ignorantly in league with slave-holders or tyrants, who acquire their 

daily bread by the blood and sweat of their more ignorant brethren—and not a few 

of those too, who are too ignorant to see an inch beyond their noses, will rise up 

and call me cursed—Yea, the jealous ones among us will perhaps use more abject 

subtlety, by affirming that this work is not worth perusing, that we are well 

situated, and there is no use in trying to better our condition, for we cannot. I will 

ask one question here.—Can our condition be any worse?—Can it be more mean 

and abject? If there are any changes, will they not be for the better, though they 

may appear for the worst at first? Can they get us any lower? Where can they get 

us? They are afraid to treat us worse, for they know well, the day they do it they 

are gone. But against all accusations which may or can be preferred against me, I 

appeal to Heaven for my motive in writing—who knows that my object is, if 
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possible, to awaken in the breasts of my afflicted, degraded and slumbering 

brethren, a spirit of inquiry and investigation respecting our miseries and 

wretchedness in this Republican Land of Liberty! ! ! ! ! ! 

         

The sources from which our miseries are derived, and on which I shall comment, I 

shall not combine in one, but shall put them under distinct heads and expose them 

in their turn; in doing which, keeping truth on my side, and not departing from the 

strictest rules of morality, I shall endeavour to penetrate, search out, and lay them 

open for your inspection. If you cannot or will not profit by them, I shall have 

done my duty to you, my country and my God. 

         

And as the inhuman system of slavery, is the source from which most of our 

miseries proceed, I shall begin with that curse to nations, which has spread terror 

and devastation through so many nations of antiquity, and which is raging to such 

a pitch at the present day in Spain and in Portugal. It had one tug in England, in 

France, and in the United States of America; yet the inhabitants thereof, do not 

learn wisdom, and erase it entirely from their dwellings and from all with whom 

they have to do. The fact is, the labour of slaves comes so cheap to the avaricious 

usurpers, and is (as they think) of such great utility to the country where it exists, 

that those who are actuated by sordid avarice only, overlook the evils, which will 

as sure as the Lord lives, follow after the good. In fact, they are so happy to keep 

in ignorance and degradation, and to receive the homage and the labour of the 

slaves, they forget that God rules in the armies of heaven and among the 

inhabitants of the earth, having his ears continually open to the cries, tears and 

groans of his oppressed people; and being a just and holy Being will at one day 

appear fully in behalf of the oppressed, and arrest the progress of the avaricious 

oppressors; for although the destruction of the oppressors God may not effect by 

the oppressed, yet the Lord our God will bring other destructions upon them—for 

not unfrequently will he cause them to rise up one against another, to be split and 

divided, and to oppress each other, and sometimes to open hostilities with sword 

in hand. Some may ask, what is the matter with this united and happy people?—

Some say it is the cause of political usurpers, tyrants, oppressors, &c. But has not 

the Lord an oppressed and suffering people among them? Does the Lord 

condescend to hear their cries and see their tears in consequence of oppression? 

Will he let the oppressors rest comfortably and happy always? Will he not cause 

the very children of the oppressors to rise up against them, and oftimes put them 

to death? “God works in many ways his wonders to perform.” 

         

I will not here speak of the destructions which the Lord brought upon Egypt, in 

consequence of the oppression and consequent groans of the oppressed—of the 

hundreds and thousands of Egyptians whom God hurled into the Red Sea for 

afflicting his people in their land—of the Lord’s suffering people in Sparta 

or Lacedemon, the land of the truly famous Lycurgus—nor have I time to 

comment upon the cause which produced the fierceness with which Sylla usurped 

the title, and absolutely acted as dictator of the Roman people—the conspiracy 

of Cataline—the conspiracy against, and murder of Cæsar in the Senate house—
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the spirit with which Marc Antony made himself master of the commonwealth—

his associating Octavius and Lipidus with himself in power—their dividing the 

provinces of Rome among themselves—their attack and defeat, on the plains 

of Phillippi, of the last defenders of their liberty, (Brutus and Cassius)—the 

tyranny of Tiberius, and from him to the final overthrow of Constantinople by the 

Turkish Sultan, Mahomed II. A. D. 1453. I say, I shall not take up time to speak 

of the causes which produced so much wretchedness and massacre among those 

heathen nations, for I am aware that you know too well, that God is just, as well 

as merciful!—I shall call your attention a few moments to that Christian nation, 

the Spaniards—while I shall leave almost unnoticed, that avaricious and cruel 

people, the Portuguese, among whom all true hearted Christians and lovers of 

Jesus Christ, must evidently see the judgments of God displayed. To show the 

judgments of God upon the Spaniards, I shall occupy but a little time, leaving 

plenty of room for the candid and unprejudiced to reflect. 

         

All persons who are acquainted with history, and particularly the Bible, who are 

not blinded by the God of this world, and are not actuated solely by avarice—who 

are able to lay aside prejudice long enough to view candidly and impartially, 

things as they were, are, and probably will be—who are willing to admit that God 

made man to serve Him alone, and that man should have no other Lord or Lords 

but Himself—that God Almighty is the sole proprietor or master of the WHOLE 

human family, and will not on any consideration admit of a colleague, being 

unwilling to divide his glory with another—and who can dispense with prejudice 

long enough to admit that we are men, notwithstanding our improminent 

noses and woolly heads, and believe that we feel for our fathers, mothers, wives 

and children, as well as the whites do for theirs.—I say, all who are permitted to 

see and believe these things, can easily recognize the judgments of God among 

the Spaniards. Though others may lay the cause of the fierceness with which they 

cut each other’s throats, to some other circumstance, yet they who believe that 

God is a God of justice, will believe that SLAVERY is the principal cause. 

        

While the Spaniards are running about upon the field of battle cutting each other’s 

throats, has not the Lord an afflicted and suffering people in the midst of them, 

whose cries and groans in consequence of oppression are continually pouring into 

the ears of the God of justice? Would they not cease to cut each other’s throats, if 

they could? But how can they? They very support which they draw from 

government to aid them in perpetrating such enormities, does it not arise in a great 

degree from the wretched victims of oppression among them? And yet they are 

calling for Peace!—Peace! ! Will any peace be given unto them? Their 

destruction may indeed be procrastinated awhile, but can it continue long, while 

they are oppressing the Lord’s people? Has He not the hearts of all men in His 

hand? Will he suffer one part of his creatures to go on oppressing another like 

brutes always, with impunity? And yet, those avaricious wretches are calling 

for Peace! ! ! ! I declare, it does appear to me, as though some nations think God 

is asleep, or that he made the Africans for nothing else but to dig their mines and 

work their farms, or they cannot believe history, sacred or profane. I ask every 
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man who has a heart, and is blessed with the privilege of believing—Is not God a 

God of justice to all his creatures? Do you say he is? Then if he gives peace and 

tranquillity to tyrants, and permits them to keep our fathers, our mothers, 

ourselves and our children in eternal ignorance and wretchedness, to support them 

and their families, would he be to us a God of justice? I ask, O ye Christians! ! 

! who hold us and our children in the most abject ignorance and degradation, that 

ever a people were afflicted with since the world began—I say, if God gives you 

peace and tranquillity, and suffers you thus to go on afflicting us, and our 

children, who have never given you the least provocation—would he be to us a 

God of justice? If you will allow that we are MEN, who feel for each other, does 

not the blood of our fathers and of us their children, cry aloud to the Lord of 

Sabaoth against you, for the cruelties and murders with which you have, and do 

continue to afflict us. But it is time for me to close my remarks on the suburbs, 

just to enter more fully into the interior of this system of cruelty and oppression. 

 

ARTICLE I.: OUR WRETCHEDNESS IN CONSEQUENCE OF SLAVERY. 

         

My beloved brethren:—The Indians of North and of South America—the 

Greeks—the Irish, subjected under the king of Great Britain—the Jews, that 

ancient people of the Lord—the inhabitants of the islands of the sea—in fine, all 

the inhabitants of the earth, (except however, the sons of Africa) are 

called men, and of course are, and ought to be free. But we, (coloured people) and 

our children are brutes!! and of course are, and ought to be SLAVES to the 

American people and their children forever!! to dig their mines and work their 

farms; and thus go on enriching them, from one generation to another with 

our blood and our tears!!!! 

         

I promised in a preceding page to demonstrate to the satisfaction of the most 

incredulous, that we, (coloured people of these United States of America) are 

the most wretched, degraded and abject set of beings that ever lived since the 

world began, and that the white Americans having reduced us to the wretched 

state of slavery, treat us in that condition more cruel (they being an enlighted and 

Christian people), than any heathen nation did any people whom it had reduced to 

our condition. These affirmations are so well confirmed in the minds of all 

unprejudiced men, who have taken the trouble to read histories, that they need no 

elucidation from me. But to put them beyond all doubt, I refer you in the first 

place to the children of Jacob, or of Israel in Egypt, under Pharaoh and his people. 

Some of my brethren do not know who Pharaoh and the Egyptians were—I know 

it to be a fact, that some of them take the Egyptians to have been a gang 

of devils, not knowing any better, and that they (Egyptians) having got possession 

of the Lord’s people, treated them nearly as cruel as Christian Americans do us, at 

the present day. For the information of such, I would only mention that the 

Egyptians, were Africans or coloured people, such as we are—some of them 

yellow and others dark—a mixture of Ethiopians and the natives of Egypt—about 

the same as you see the coloured people of the United States at the present day.—
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I say, I call your attention then, to the children of Jacob, while I point out 

particularly to you his son Joseph, among the rest, in Egypt. 

         

“And Pharaoh, said unto Joseph, thou shalt be over my house, and according unto 

thy word shall all my people be ruled: only in the throne will I be greater than 

thou.”  

         

“And Pharaoh said unto Joseph, see, I have set thee over all the land of Egypt.”  

 

“And Pharaoh said unto Joseph, I am Pharaoh, and without thee shall no man lift 

up his hand or foot in all the land of Egypt.” 

 

Now I appeal to heaven and to earth, and particularly to the American people 

themselves, who cease not to declare that our condition is not hard, and that we 

are comparatively satisfied to rest in wretchedness and misery, under them and 

their children. Not, indeed, to show me a coloured President, a Governor, a 

Legislator, a Senator, a Mayor, or an Attorney at the Bar.—But to show me a man 

of colour, who holds the low office of a Constable, or one who sits in a Juror Box, 

even on a case of one of his wretched brethren, throughout this great Republic 

!!—But let us pass Joseph the son of Israel a little farther in review, as he existed 

with that heathen nation. 

  

“And Pharaoh called Joseph’s name Zaphnath-paaneah; and he gave him to wife 

Asenath the daughter of Potipherah priest of On. And Joseph went out over all the 

land of Egypt.”  

 

Compare the above, with the American institutions. Do they not institute laws to 

prohibit us from marrying among the whites? I would wish, candidly, however, 

before the Lord, to be understood, that I would not give a pinch of snuff to be 

married to any white person I ever saw in all the days of my life. And I do say it, 

that the black man, or man of colour, who will leave his own colour (provided he 

can get one, who is good for any thing) and marry a white woman, to be a double 

slave to her, just because she is white, ought to be treated by her as he surely will 

be, viz: as a NIGER!!!! It is not, indeed, what I care about inter-marriages with 

the whites, which induced me to pass this subject in review; for the Lord knows, 

that there is a day coming when they will be glad enough to get into the company 

of the blacks, notwithstanding, we are, in this generation, levelled by them, almost 

on a level with the brute creation: and some of us they treat even worse than they 

do the brutes that perish. I only made this extract to show how much lower we are 

held, and how much more cruel we are treated by the Americans, than were the 

children of Jacob, by the Egyptians.—We will notice the sufferings of Israel some 

further, under heathen Pharaoh, compared with ours under the enlightened 

Christians of America. 

 

“And Pharaoh spake unto Joseph, saying, thy father and thy brethren are come 

unto thee:” 
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“The land of Egypt is before thee: in the best of the land make thy father and 

brethren to dwell; in the land of Goshen let them dwell: and if thou knowest any 

men of activity among them, then make them rulers over my cattle.”  

 

I ask those people who treat us so well, Oh! I ask them, where is the most barren 

spot of land which they have given unto us? Israel had the most fertile land in all 

Egypt. Need I mention the very notorious fact, that I have known a poor man of 

colour, who laboured night and day, to acquire a little money, and having 

acquired it, he vested it in a small piece of land, and got him a house erected 

thereon, and having paid for the whole, he moved his family into it, where he was 

suffered to remain but nine months, when he was cheated out of his property by a 

white man, and driven out of door! And is not this the case generally? Can a man 

of colour buy a piece of land and keep it peaceably? Will not some white man try 

to get it from him, even if it is in a mud hole? I need not comment any farther on a 

subject, which all, both black and white, will readily admit. But I must, really, 

observe that in this very city, when a man of colour dies, if he owned any real 

estate it most generally falls into the hands of some white person. The wife and 

children of the deceased may weep and lament if they please, but the estate will 

be kept snug enough by its white possessor. 

 

But to prove farther that the condition of the Israelites was better under the 

Egyptians than ours is under the whites. I call upon the professing Christians, I 

call upon the philanthropist, I call upon the very tyrant himself, to show me a 

page of history, either sacred or profane, on which a verse can be found, which 

maintains, that the Egyptians heaped the insupportable insult upon the children of 

Israel, by telling them that they were not of the human family. Can the whites 

deny this charge? Have they not, after having reduced us to the deplorable 

condition of slaves under their feet, held us up as descending originally from the 

tribes of Monkeys or Orang- Outangs? O! my God! I appeal to every man of 

feeling—is not this insupportable? Is it not heaping the most gross insult upon our 

miseries, because they have got us under their feet and we cannot help ourselves? 

Oh! pity us we pray thee, Lord Jesus, Master.—Has Mr. Jefferson declared to the 

world, that we are inferior to the whites, both in the endowments of our bodies 

and of minds? It is indeed surprising, that a man of such great learning, combined 

with such excellent natural parts, should speak so of a set of men in chains. I do 

not know what to compare it to, unless, like putting one wild deer in an iron cage, 

where it will be secured, and hold another by the side of the same, then let it go, 

and expect the one in the cage to run as fast as the one at liberty. So far, my 

brethren, were the Egyptians from heaping these insults upon their slaves, that 

Pharoah’s daughter took Moses, a son of Israel for her own, as will appear by the 

following. 

 

“And Pharoah’s daughter said unto her, [Moses’ mother] take this child away, and 

nurse it for me, and I will pay thee thy wages. And the woman took the child 

[Moses] and nursed it.” 
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“And the child grew, and she brought him unto Pharoah’s daughter and he 

became her son. And she called his name Moses: and she said because I drew him 

out of the water.”  

 

In all probability, Moses would have become Prince Regent to the throne, and no 

doubt, in process of time but he would have been seated on the throne of Egypt. 

But he had rather suffer shame, with the people of God, than to enjoy pleasures 

with that wicked people for a season. O! that the coloured people were long since 

of Moses’ excellent disposition, instead of courting favour with, and telling news 

and lies to our natural enemies, against each other—aiding them to keep their 

hellish chains of slavery upon us. Would we not long before this time, have been 

respectable men, instead of such wretched victims of oppression as we are? 

Would they be able to drag our mothers, our fathers, our wives, our children and 

ourselves, around the world in chains and hand-cuffs as they do, to dig up gold 

and silver for them and theirs? This question, my brethren, I leave for you to 

digest; and may God Almighty force it home to your hearts. Remember that 

unless you are united, keeping your tongues within your teeth, you will be afraid 

to trust your secrets to each other, and thus perpetuate our miseries under 

the Christians ! ! ! ! ! ADDITION.— 

 

Remember, also to lay humble at the feet of our Lord and Master Jesus Christ, 

with prayers and fastings. Let our enemies go on with their butcheries, and at once 

fill up their cup. Never make an attempt to gain our freedom of natural 

right, from under our cruel oppressors and murderers, until you see your way 

clear—when that hour arrives and you move, be not afraid or dismayed; for be 

you assured that Jesus Christ the King of heaven and of earth who is the God of 

justice and of armies, will surely go before you. And those enemies who have for 

hundreds of years stolen our rights, and kept us ignorant of Him and His divine 

worship, he will remove. Millions of whom, are this day, so ignorant and 

avaricious, that they cannot conceive how God can have an attribute of justice, 

and show mercy to us because it pleased Him to make us black—which colour, 

Mr. Jefferson calls unfortunate ! ! ! ! ! ! As though we are not as thankful to our 

God, for having made us as it pleased himself, as they, (the whites,) are for having 

made them white. They think because they hold us in their infernal chains of 

slavery, that we wish to be white, or of their color—but they are dreadfully 

deceived—we wish to be just as it pleased our Creator to have made us, and no 

avaricious and unmerciful wretches, have any business to make slaves of, or hold 

us in slavery. How would they like for us to make slaves of, and hold them in 

cruel slavery, and murder them as they do us?— 

 

But is Mr. Jefferson’s assertions true? viz. “that it is unfortunate for us that our 

Creator has been pleased to make us black.” We will not take his say so, for the 

fact. The world will have an opportunity to see whether it is unfortunate for us, 

that our Creator has made us darker than the whites. 
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Fear not the number and education of our enemies, against whom we shall have to 

contend for our lawful right; guaranteed to us by our Maker; for why should we 

be afraid, when God is, and will continue, (if we continue humble) to be on our 

side? 

 

The man who would not fight under our Lord and Master Jesus Christ, in the 

glorious and heavenly cause of freedom and of God—to be delivered from the 

most wretched, abject and servile slavery, that ever a people was afflicted with 

since the foundation of the world, to the present day—ought to be kept with all of 

his children or family, in slavery, or in chains, to be butchered by his cruel 

enemies. 

 

I saw a paragraph, a few years since, in a South Carolina paper, which, speaking 

of the barbarity of the Turks, it said: “The Turks are the most barbarous people in 

the world—they treat the Greeks more like brutes than human beings.” And in the 

same paper was an advertisement, which said: “Eight well built Virginia and 

Maryland Negro fellows and four wenches will positively be sold this day, to the 

highest bidder!” And what astonished me still more was, to see in this 

same humane paper! ! the cuts of three men, with clubs and budgets on their 

backs, and an advertisement offering a considerable sum of money for their 

apprehension and delivery. I declare, it is really so amusing to hear the 

Southerners and Westerners of this country talk about barbarity, that it is 

positively, enough to make a man smile. 

 

The sufferings of the Helots among the Spartans, were somewhat severe, it is true, 

but to say that theirs, were as severe as ours among the Americans, 

 

I do most strenuously deny—for instance, can any man show me an article on a 

page of ancient history which specifies, that, the Spartans chained, and hand-

cuffed the Helots, and dragged them from their wives and children, children from 

their parents, mothers from their suckling babes, wives from their husbands, 

driving them from one end of the country to the other? Notice the Spartans were 

heathens, who lived long before our Divine Master made his appearance in the 

flesh. Can Christian Americans deny these barbarous cruelties? Have you not, 

Americans, having subjected us under you, added to these miseries, by insulting 

us in telling us to our face, because we are helpless, that we are not of the human 

family? I ask you, O! Americans, I ask you, in the name of the Lord, can you 

deny these charges? Some perhaps may deny, by saying, that they never thought 

or said that we were not men. But do not actions speak louder than words?—have 

they not made provisions for the Greeks, and Irish? Nations who have never done 

the least thing for them, while we, who have enriched their country with our blood 

and tears—have dug up gold and silver for them and their children, from 

generation to generation, and are in more miseries than any other people under 

heaven, are not seen, but by comparatively, a handful of the American people? 

There are indeed, more ways to kill a dog, besides choking it to death with butter. 

Further—The Spartans or Lacedaemonians, had some frivolous pretext, for 



65 

 

enslaving the Helots, for they (Helots) while being free inhabitants of Sparta, 

stirred up an intestine commotion, and were, by the Spartans subdued, and made 

prisoners of war. Consequently they and their children were condemned to 

perpetual slavery.  

 

I have been for years troubling the pages of historians, to find out what our fathers 

have done to the white Christians of America, to merit such condign punishment 

as they have inflicted on them, and do continue to inflict on us their children. But 

I must aver, that my researches have hitherto been to no effect. I have therefore, 

come to the immoveable conclusion, that they (Americans) have, and do continue 

to punish us for nothing else, but for enriching them and their country. For I 

cannot conceive of any thing else. Nor will I ever believe otherwise, until the 

Lord shall convince me. 

 

The world knows, that slavery as it existed among the Romans, (which was the 

primary cause of their destruction) was, comparatively speaking, no more than 

a cypher, when compared with ours under the Americans. Indeed I should not 

have noticed the Roman slaves, had not the very learned and penetrating Mr. 

Jefferson said, “when a master was murdered, all his slaves in the same house, or 

within hearing, were condemned to death.”  

 

—Here let me ask Mr. Jefferson, (but he is gone to answer at the bar of God, for 

the deeds done in his body while living,) I therefore ask the whole American 

people, had I not rather die, or be put to death, than to be a slave to any tyrant, 

who takes not only my own, but my wife and children’s lives by the inches? Yea, 

would I meet death with avidity far! far! ! in preference to such servile 

submission to the murderous hands of tyrants. Mr. Jefferson’s very severe 

remarks on us have been so extensively argued upon by men whose attainments in 

literature, I shall never be able to reach, that I would not have meddled with it, 

were it not to solicit each of my brethren, who has the spirit of a man, to buy a 

copy of Mr. Jefferson’s “Notes on Virginia,” and put it in the hand of his son. For 

let no one of us suppose that the refutations which have been written by our white 

friends are enough—they are whites—we are blacks. We, and the world wish to 

see the charges of Mr. Jefferson refuted by the blacks themselves, according to 

their chance; for we must remember that what the whites have written respecting 

this subject, is other men’s labours, and did not emanate from the blacks. I know 

well, that there are some talents and learning among the coloured people of this 

country, which we have not a chance to develope, in consequence of oppression; 

but our oppression ought not to hinder us from acquiring all we can. For we will 

have a chance to develope them by and by. God will not suffer us, always to be 

oppressed. Our sufferings will come to an end, in spite of all the Americans this 

side of eternity. Then we will want all the learning and talents among ourselves, 

and perhaps more, to govern ourselves.—“Every dog must have its day,” the 

American’s is coming to an end. 
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But let us review Mr. Jefferson’s remarks respecting us some further. Comparing 

our miserable fathers, with the learned philosophers of Greece, he says: “Yet 

notwithstanding these and other discouraging circumstances among the Romans, 

their slaves were often their rarest artists. They excelled too, in science, insomuch 

as to be usually employed as tutors to their master’s children; Epictetus, Terence 

and Phædrus, were slaves,—but they were of the race of whites. It is not 

their condition then, but nature, which has produced the distinction.” 

 

See this, my brethren!! Do you believe that this assertion is swallowed by millions 

of the whites? Do you know that Mr. Jefferson was one of as great characters as 

ever lived among the whites? See his writings for the world, and public labours 

for the United States of America. Do you believe that the assertions of such a 

man, will pass away into oblivion unobserved by this people and the world? If 

you do you are much mistaken—See how the American people treat us—have we 

souls in our bodies? Are we men who have any spirits at all? I know that there are 

many swell-bellied fellows among us, whose greatest object is to fill their 

stomachs. Such I do not mean—I am after those who know and feel, that we are 

MEN, as well as other people; to them, I say, that unless we try to refute Mr. 

Jefferson’s arguments respecting us, we will only establish them. 

 

But the slaves among the Romans. Every body who has read history, knows, that 

as soon as a slave among the Romans obtained his freedom, he could rise to the 

greatest eminence in the State, and there was no law instituted to hinder a slave 

from buying his freedom. Have not the Americans instituted laws to hinder us 

from obtaining our freedom? Do any deny this charge? Read the laws of Virginia, 

North Carolina, &c. Further: have not the Americans instituted laws to prohibit a 

man of colour from obtaining and holding any office whatever, under the 

government of the United States of America? Now, Mr. Jefferson tells us, that our 

condition is not so hard, as the slaves were under the Romans!!!!!! 

 

It is time for me to bring this article to a close. But before I close it, I must 

observe to my brethren that at the close of the first Revolution in this country, 

with Great Britain, there were but thirteen States in the Union, now there are 

twenty-four, most of which are slave-holding States, and the whites are dragging 

us around in chains and in handcuffs, to their new States and Territories to work 

their mines and farms, to enrich them and their children—and millions of them 

believing firmly that we being a little darker than they, were made by our Creator 

to be an inheritance to them and their children for ever—the same as a parcel 

of brutes. 

 

Are we MEN!!—I ask you, O my brethren! are we MEN? Did our Creator make 

us to be slaves to dust and ashes like ourselves? Are they not dying worms as well 

as we? Have they not to make their appearance before the tribunal of Heaven, to 

for the deeds done in the body, as well as we? Have we any other Master but 

Jesus Christ alone? Is he not their Master as well as ours?—What right then, have 

we to obey and call any other Master, but Himself? How we could be 
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so submissive to a gang of men, whom we cannot tell whether they are as good as 

ourselves or not, I never could conceive. However, this is shut up with the Lord, 

and we cannot precisely tell—but I declare, we judge men by their works. 

 

The whites have always been an unjust, jealous, unmerciful, avaricious and blood-

thirsty set of beings, always seeking after power and authority.—We view them 

all over the confederacy of Greece, where they were first known to be any thing, 

(in consequence of education) we see them there, cutting each other’s throats—

trying to subject each other to wretchedness and misery—to effect which, they 

used all kinds of deceitful, unfair, and unmerciful means. We view them next in 

Rome, where the spirit of tyranny and deceit raged still higher. We view them in 

Gaul, Spain, and in Britain.—In fine, we view them all over Europe, together with 

what were scattered about in Asia and Africa, as heathens, and we see them acting 

more like devils than accountable men. But some may ask, did not the blacks of 

Africa, and the mulattoes of Asia, go on in the same way as did the whites of 

Europe. I answer, no—they never were half so avaricious, deceitful and 

unmerciful as the whites, according to their knowledge. 

 

But we will leave the whites or Europeans as heathens, and take a view of them as 

Christians, in which capacity we see them as cruel, if not more so than ever. In 

fact, take them as a body, they are ten times more cruel, avaricious and 

unmerciful than ever they were; for while they were heathens, they were bad 

enough it is true, but it is positively a fact that they were not quite so audacious as 

to go and take vessel loads of men, women and children, and in cold blood, and 

through devilishness, throw them into the sea, and murder them in all kind of 

ways. While they were heathens, they were too ignorant for such barbarity. But 

being Christians, enlightened and sensible, they are completely prepared for such 

hellish cruelties. Now suppose God were to give them more sense, what would 

they do? If it were possible, would they not dethrone Jehovah and seat themselves 

upon his throne? I therefore, in the name and fear of the Lord God of Heaven and 

of earth, divested of prejudice either on the side of my colour or that of the whites, 

advance my suspicion of them, whether they are as good by nature as we are or 

not. Their actions, since they were known as a people, have been the reverse, I do 

indeed suspect them, but this, as I before observed, is shut up with the Lord, we 

cannot exactly tell, it will be proved in succeeding generations.—The whites have 

had the essence of the gospel as it was preached by my master and his apostles—

the Ethiopians have not, who are to have it in its meridian splendor—the Lord 

will give it to them to their satisfaction. I hope and pray my God, that they will 

make good use of it, that it may be well with them.   
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2.4 Sojourner Truth (1797-1883) 
 

Abolitionist, women’s rights activist, and evangelist, 

Sojourner Truth survived a life of torture as a former 

slave and fought vigorously for equality.  
 

Born Isabella Baumfree in Rifton, New York in 1797, 

Truth grew up with her enslaved parents on an estate. 

The youngest of at least ten children, Truth was witness 

to the kidnapping and selling of her siblings. When she 

was only nine years old, she was torn away from her 

family and sold at auction along with a flock of sheep for 

only $100. During her time as a slave, Truth experienced 

cruel beatings and punishments until she was sold again 

to her final master.  

 

Truth fell in love with a fellow slave named Robert from 

a nearby plantation. Since they had different owners, 

they were forbidden to marry. Robert often snuck over to 

see Truth, until he was caught and viscously beaten. 

Later, Truth was forced to marry a slave from her farm; 

the two had five children together. As the state of New 

York began legislating emancipation, Truth’s owner 

promised her that she would be granted freedom on July 

4, 1826. When the day finally arrived, however, her master changed his mind. Feeling as though 

she fully served her time and listening to encouragement from God, Truth emancipated herself 

by simply walking off of the estate with her infant daughter. 

 

Once she was free, she began preaching during the religious revivals and renamed herself 

Sojourner Truth. During her speeches, she spoke out about her experiences as a slave; she 

worked closely with fellow abolitionists William Lloyd Garrison and Frederick Douglass. Truth 

also attended the Women’s Rights Convention in Ohio where she gave her most memorable 

speech entitled, “Ain’t I a Woman?” reproduced below. Truth fought for equality alongside 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony.  

 

Truth was involved in a few lawsuits and became the first African American woman to win a 

legal battle against a white male—her former master who illegally sold her son. She regained 

custody of her son. Additionally, she filed a lawsuit when she was violently attacked for trying to 

board public transportation; she was also successful in winning that case. In an attempt to 

provide former slaves with land, Truth gathered thousands of signatures on a petition although 

Congress never took action.  

 

Sojourner Truth was a beacon of hope for the advancement of America. She tirelessly fought for 

racial and gender equality, assisted Union soldiers during the Civil War, met with Abraham 

Lincoln to discuss abolition, wrote an autobiography of her life including the physical and sexual 

abuse she endured as a slave, and spoke often with moving speeches at landmark events.  

Image 3.3: Sojourner Truth  

Photographer: Mathew Brady 

Source: Wikimedia Commons 

License: Public Domain 

 



69 

 

 

The Sojourner Truth biography was written by Kelsey Rigney, a University of Delaware student. 

 
2.4.1 “Ain’t I a Woman” (1851) 
 

Well, children, where there is so much racket there must be something out of 

kilter. I think that ’twixt the negroes of the South and the women at the North, all 

talking about rights, the white men will be in a fix pretty soon. But what’s all this 

here talking about? 

 

That man over there says that women need to be helped into carriages, and lifted 

over ditches, and to have the best place everywhere. Nobody ever helps me into 

carriages, or over mud-puddles, or gives me any best place! And ar’n’t I a 

woman? 

 

Look at me! Look at my arm! I have ploughed and planted, and gathered into 

barns, and no man could head me! And ar’n’t I a woman? 

 

I could work as much and eat as much as a man - when I could get it - and bear 

the lash as well! And ain’t I a woman? 

 

I have borne thirteen children, and seen most all sold off to slavery, and when I 

cried out with my mother’s grief, none but Jesus heard me! And ain’t I a woman? 

 

Then they talk about this thing in the head; what’s this they call it? [member of 

audience whispers, “intellect”] That’s it, honey. What’s that got to do with 

women’s rights or negroes’ rights? If my cup won’t hold but a pint, and yours 

holds a quart, wouldn’t you be mean not to let me have my little half measure 

full? 

 

Then that little man in black there, he says women can’t have as much rights as 

men, ’cause Christ wasn’t a woman! Where did your Christ come from? Where 

did your Christ come from? From God and a woman! Man had nothing to do with 

Him. 

 

If the first woman God ever made was strong enough to turn the world upside 

down all alone, these women together ought to be able to turn it back and get it 

right side up again! 

 

And now they is asking to do it, the men better let them. 

 

Obliged to you for hearing me, and now old Sojourner ain’t got nothing more to 

say.  
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2.5 Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882) 
 

Ralph Waldo Emerson, in his essays, poems, and lectures, 

clarified and distilled such quintessential American values 

as individualism, self-reliance, self-education, non-

conformity, and anti-institutionalism. He asserted the 

individual’s intuitive grasp of immensity, divinity—or 

soul—in observable nature. He brought to human scale 

and his own understanding the metaphysical Absolute 

united in the physical and in all life.  
 

This latter vision would inspire a group of his friends, 

who met at his home in Concord, to develop a 

Transcendentalist philosophy influenced by German and 

British Romanticism; higher criticism of the Bible, that is 

of the origins of the text; the philosopher Immanuel Kant 

(1724-1804); and German Idealism, a doctrine 

considering the differences in appearances —as objects of 

human cognition—and things in themselves. Rejecting 

John Locke’s view of the mind as a tabula rasa and 

passive receptor, these Transcendentalists saw instead an 

interchange between the individual mind and nature 

(nature as animated and inspirited), an interchange that 

received and created a sense of the spirit, or the Over-soul. 

They rejected institutions and dogma in favor of their own 

individuality and independence as better able to maintain 

the inherent goodness in themselves and perception of 

goodness in the world around them.  
 

Emerson was early introduced to a spiritual life, particularly through his father William Emerson 

(1769-1811), a Unitarian minister in Boston. He died in 1811, when Emerson was eight. His 

mother, Ruth Haskins Emerson (1768-1853), kept boardinghouses to support her six children and 

see to their education. Emerson was educated at the Boston Latin School in Concord and at 

Harvard College. From 1821 to 1825, he taught at his brother William’s Boston School for 

Young Ladies then entered Harvard Divinity School.  
 

In 1829, Emerson was ordained as Unitarian minister of Boston’s Second Church; he also 

married Ellen Louisa Tucker, who died two years later from tuberculosis. Her death caused 

Emerson great grief and may have propelled him in 1832 to resign from his church, which he 

came to see as institutionalizing Christianity, thereby causing church-goers to experience 

Christianity at a remove, so to speak. Emerson later affirmed his views and broke permanently 

with the Unitarian church in his “Divinity School Address” (1838), protesting the church’s 

having dogmatized and formalized faith, morality, and God. Emerson thought the church turned 

God from a living spirit and reality into a fixed convention, evoking only a historical 

Christianity—making God seem a thing of the past and dead.  
 

Image 2.4: Ralph Waldo Emerson  

Photographer: unknown 

Source: Wikimedia Commons 

License: Public Domain 
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From 1832 to 1833, Emerson traveled in Europe where he met such influential writers and 

thinkers as William Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and Thomas Carlyle (1795-1881). 

He and Carlyle remained life-long friends. When he returned to America, Emerson settled a legal 

dispute over his wife’s legacy, through which he ultimately acquired an annual income of 1,000 

pounds. He began lecturing around New England, married Lydia Jackson, and settled in 

Concord, at a house near ancestral property. In 1836, he anonymously published—at his own 

expense—his first book, Nature. It expressed his spiritual and transcendentalist views and drew 

to Concord such like-minded friends as Bronson Alcott (1799-1888), Margaret Fuller, and Henry 

David Thoreau. They started The Dial (1840-844), a Transcendentalist journal edited mainly by 

Emerson, Fuller, and Thoreau.  
 

Staying true to his individualist views, Emerson often visited but did not join the utopian 

experiment of Brook Farm (1841-1847), a co-operative community whose residents included 

Nathaniel Hawthorne and the Unitarian minister George Ripley (1802-1880). Emerson did 

continue to lecture across America and abroad in England and Scotland. He publicly condemned 

slavery in his “Emancipation of the Negroes in the British West Indies” (1841) and later attacked 

the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850. He also supported women’s suffrage and right to own property. 

Emerson published a number of prose collections drawn from his lectures, including his first 

Essays (1841), Essays: Second Series (1844), Representative Men (1850), and The Conduct of 

Life (1860).  
 

In Poems (1847) and May-Day and Other Poems (1867), he also published poetry notable for its 

metrical irregularity; poetry that, though disparaged by many contemporary critics, inspired the 

long line of Walt Whitman. Indeed, Emerson became one of Whitman’s earliest champions. 

Through his life and work, Emerson promoted literary nationalism and a distinctly American 

culture. 

 
The Ralph Waldo Emerson biography was reproduced from Wendy Kurant’s Becoming America: An 
Exploration of American Literature from Precolonial to Post-Revolution.  
Kurant, Wendy, Becoming America: An Exploration of American Literature from Precolonial to Post-

Revolution (2019). English Open Textbooks. 19. Link to eBook 

 
2.5.1 From Nature (1836) 
 

Introduction 

 

Our age is retrospective. It builds the sepulchres of the fathers. It writes 

biographies, histories, and criticism. The foregoing generations beheld God and 

nature face to face; we, through their eyes. Why should not we also enjoy an 

original relation to the universe? Why should not we have a poetry and 

philosophy of insight and not of tradition, and a religion by revelation to us, and 

not the history of theirs? Embosomed for a season in nature, whose floods of life 

stream around and through us, and invite us by the powers they supply, to action 

proportioned to nature, why should we grope among the dry bones of the past, or 

put the living generation into masquerade out of its faded wardrobe? The sun 

https://oer.galileo.usg.edu/english-textbooks/19/
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shines to-day also. There is more wool and flax in the fields. There are new lands, 

new men, new thoughts. Let us demand our own works and laws and worship. 

 

Undoubtedly we have no questions to ask which are unanswerable. We must trust 

the perfection of the creation so far, as to believe that whatever curiosity the order 

of things has awakened in our minds, the order of things can satisfy. Every man’s 

condition is a solution in hieroglyphic to those inquiries he would put. He acts it 

as life, before he apprehends it as truth. In like manner, nature is already, in its 

forms and tendencies, describing its own design. Let us interrogate the great 

apparition, that shines so peacefully around us. Let us inquire, to what end is 

nature? 

 

All science has one aim, namely, to find a theory of nature. We have theories of 

races and of functions, but scarcely yet a remote approach to an idea of creation. 

We are now so far from the road to truth, that religious teachers dispute and hate 

each other, and speculative men are esteemed unsound and frivolous. But to a 

sound judgment, the most abstract truth is the most practical. Whenever a true 

theory appears, it will be its own evidence. Its test is, that it will explain all 

phenomena. Now many are thought not only unexplained but inexplicable; as 

language, sleep, madness, dreams, beasts, sex. 

 

Philosophically considered, the universe is composed of Nature and the Soul. 

Strictly speaking, therefore, all that is separate from us, all which Philosophy 

distinguishes as the NOT ME, that is, both nature and art, all other men and my 

own body, must be ranked under this name, NATURE. In enumerating the values 

of nature and casting up their sum, I shall use the word in both senses;—in its 

common and in its philosophical import. In inquiries so general as our present 

one, the inaccuracy is not material; no confusion of thought will occur. Nature, in 

the common sense, refers to essences unchanged by man; space, the air, the river, 

the leaf. Art is applied to the mixture of his will with the same things, as in a 

house, a canal, a statue, a picture. But his operations taken together are so 

insignificant, a little chipping, baking, patching, and washing, that in an 

impression so grand as that of the world on the human mind, they do not vary the 

result. 

 

Chapter I: “Nature” 

 

To go into solitude, a man needs to retire as much from his chamber as from 

society. I am not solitary whilst I read and write, though nobody is with me. But if 

a man would be alone, let him look at the stars. The rays that come from those 

heavenly worlds, will separate between him and what he touches. One might think 

the atmosphere was made transparent with this design, to give man, in the 

heavenly bodies, the perpetual presence of the sublime. Seen in the streets of 

cities, how great they are! If the stars should appear one night in a thousand years, 

how would men believe and adore; and preserve for many generations the 
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remembrance of the city of God which had been shown! But every night come out 

these envoys of beauty, and light the universe with their admonishing smile. 

 

The stars awaken a certain reverence, because though always present, they are 

inaccessible; but all natural objects make a kindred impression, when the mind is 

open to their influence. Nature never wears a mean appearance. Neither does the 

wisest man extort her secret, and lose his curiosity by finding out all her 

perfection. Nature never became a toy to a wise spirit. The flowers, the animals, 

the mountains, reflected the wisdom of his best hour, as much as they had 

delighted the simplicity of his childhood. 

 

When we speak of nature in this manner, we have a distinct but most poetical 

sense in the mind. We mean the integrity of impression made by manifold natural 

objects. It is this which distinguishes the stick of timber of the wood-cutter, from 

the tree of the poet. The charming landscape which I saw this morning, is 

indubitably made up of some twenty or thirty farms. Miller owns this field, Locke 

that, and Manning the woodland beyond. But none of them owns the landscape. 

There is a property in the horizon which no man has but he whose eye can 

integrate all the parts, that is, the poet. This is the best part of these men’s farms, 

yet to this their warranty-deeds give no title. 

 

To speak truly, few adult persons can see nature. Most persons do not see the sun. 

At least they have a very superficial seeing. The sun illuminates only the eye of 

the man, but shines into the eye and the heart of the child. The lover of nature is 

he whose inward and outward senses are still truly adjusted to each other; who has 

retained the spirit of infancy even into the era of manhood. His intercourse with 

heaven and earth, becomes part of his daily food. In the presence of nature, a wild 

delight runs through the man, in spite of real sorrows. Nature says,—he is my 

creature, and maugre all his impertinent griefs, he shall be glad with me. Not the 

sun or the summer alone, but every hour and season yields its tribute of delight; 

for every hour and change corresponds to and authorizes a different state of the 

mind, from breathless noon to grimmest midnight. Nature is a setting that fits 

equally well a comic or a mourning piece. In good health, the air is a cordial of 

incredible virtue. Crossing a bare common, in snow puddles, at twilight, under a 

clouded sky, without having in my thoughts any occurrence of special good 

fortune, I have enjoyed a perfect exhilaration. I am glad to the brink of fear. In the 

woods too, a man casts off his years, as the snake his slough, and at what period 

soever of life, is always a child. In the woods, is perpetual youth. Within these 

plantations of God, a decorum and sanctity reign, a perennial festival is dressed, 

and the guest sees not how he should tire of them in a thousand years. In the 

woods, we return to reason and faith. There I feel that nothing can befall me in 

life,—no disgrace, no calamity, (leaving me my eyes,) which nature cannot repair. 

Standing on the bare ground,—my head bathed by the blithe air, and uplifted into 

infinite space,—all mean egotism vanishes. I become a transparent eye-ball; I am 

nothing; I see all; the currents of the Universal Being circulate through me; I am 

part or particle of God. The name of the nearest friend sounds then foreign and 



74 

 

accidental: to be brothers, to be acquaintances,—master or servant, is then a trifle 

and a disturbance. I am the lover of uncontained and immortal beauty. In the 

wilderness, I find something more dear and connate than in streets or villages. In 

the tranquil landscape, and especially in the distant line of the horizon, man 

beholds somewhat as beautiful as his own nature. 

 

The greatest delight which the fields and woods minister, is the suggestion of an 

occult relation between man and the vegetable. I am not alone and 

unacknowledged. They nod to me, and I to them. The waving of the boughs in the 

storm, is new to me and old. It takes me by surprise, and yet is not unknown. Its 

effect is like that of a higher thought or a better emotion coming over me, when I 

deemed I was thinking justly or doing right. 

 

Yet it is certain that the power to produce this delight, does not reside in nature, 

but in man, or in a harmony of both. It is necessary to use these pleasures with 

great temperance. For, nature is not always tricked in holiday attire, but the same 

scene which yesterday breathed perfume and glittered as for the frolic of the 

nymphs, is overspread with melancholy today. Nature always wears the colors of 

the spirit. To a man laboring under calamity, the heat of his own fire hath sadness 

in it. Then, there is a kind of contempt of the landscape felt by him who has just 

lost by death a dear friend. The sky is less grand as it shuts down over less worth 

in the population. 

 

Chapter IV: “Language” 

 

Language is a third use which Nature subserves to man. Nature is the vehicle, and 

threefold degree. 

 

1. Words are signs of natural facts. 

 

2. Particular natural facts are symbols of particular spiritual facts. 

 

3. Nature is the symbol of spirit. 

 

1. Words are signs of natural facts. The use of natural history is to give us aid in 

supernatural history: the use of the outer creation, to give us language for the 

beings and changes of the inward creation. Every word which is used to express a 

moral or intellectual fact, if traced to its root, is found to be borrowed from some 

material appearance. Right means straight; wrong means twisted. Spirit primarily 

means wind; transgression, the crossing of a line; supercilious, the raising of the 

eyebrow. We say the heart to express emotion, the head to denote thought; and 

thought and emotion are words borrowed from sensible things, and now 

appropriated to spiritual nature. Most of the process by which this transformation 

is made, is hidden from us in the remote time when language was framed; but the 

same tendency may be daily observed in children. Children and savages use only 
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nouns or names of things, which they convert into verbs, and apply to analogous 

mental acts. 

 

2. But this origin of all words that convey a spiritual import,—so conspicuous a 

fact in the history of language,—is our least debt to nature. It is not words only 

that are emblematic; it is things which are emblematic. Every natural fact is a 

symbol of some spiritual fact. Every appearance in nature corresponds to some 

state of the mind, and that state of the mind can only be described by presenting 

that natural appearance as its picture. An enraged man is a lion, a cunning man is 

a fox, a firm man is a rock, a learned man is a torch. A lamb is innocence; a snake 

is subtle spite; flowers express to us the delicate affections. Light and darkness are 

our familiar expression for knowledge and ignorance; and heat for love. Visible 

distance behind and before us, is respectively our image of memory and hope. 

 

Who looks upon a river in a meditative hour, and is not reminded of the flux of all 

things? Throw a stone into the stream, and the circles that propagate themselves 

are the beautiful type of all influence. Man is conscious of a universal soul within 

or behind his individual life, wherein, as in a firmament, the natures of Justice, 

Truth, Love, Freedom, arise and shine. This universal soul, he calls Reason: it is 

not mine, or thine, or his, but we are its; we are its property and men. And the 

blue sky in which the private earth is buried, the sky with its eternal calm, and full 

of everlasting orbs, is the type of Reason. That which, intellectually considered, 

we call Reason, considered in relation to nature, we call Spirit. Spirit is the 

Creator. Spirit hath life in itself. And man in all ages and countries, embodies it in 

his language, as the FATHER. 

 

It is easily seen that there is nothing lucky or capricious in these analogies, but 

that they are constant, and pervade nature. These are not the dreams of a few 

poets, here and there, but man is an analogist, and studies relations in all objects. 

He is placed in the centre of beings, and a ray of relation passes from every other 

being to him. And neither can man be understood without these objects, nor these 

objects without man. All the facts in natural history taken by themselves, have no 

value, but are barren, like a single sex. But marry it to human history, and it is full 

of life. Whole Floras, all Linnaeus’ and Buffon’s volumes, are dry catalogues of 

facts; but the most trivial of these facts, the habit of a plant, the organs, or work, 

or noise of an insect, applied to the illustration of a fact in intellectual philosophy, 

or, in any way associated to human nature, affects us in the most lively and 

agreeable manner. The seed of a plant,—to what affecting analogies in the nature 

of man, is that little fruit made use of, in all discourse, up to the voice of Paul, 

who calls the human corpse a seed,—“It is sown a natural body; it is raised a 

spiritual body.” The motion of the earth round its axis, and round the sun, makes 

the day, and the year. These are certain amounts of brute light and heat. But is 

there no intent of an analogy between man’s life and the seasons? And do the 

seasons gain no grandeur or pathos from that analogy? The instincts of the ant are 

very unimportant, considered as the ant’s; but the moment a ray of relation is seen 

to extend from it to man, and the little drudge is seen to be a monitor, a little body 
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with a mighty heart, then all its habits, even that said to be recently observed, that 

it never sleeps, become sublime. 

 

Because of this radical correspondence between visible things and human 

thoughts, savages, who have only what is necessary, converse in figures. As we 

go back in history, language becomes more picturesque, until its infancy, when it 

is all poetry; or all spiritual facts are represented by natural symbols. The same 

symbols are found to make the original elements of all languages. It has moreover 

been observed, that the idioms of all languages approach each other in passages of 

the greatest eloquence and power. And as this is the first language, so is it the last. 

This immediate dependence of language upon nature, this conversion of an 

outward phenomenon into a type of somewhat in human life, never loses its 

power to affect us. It is this which gives that piquancy to the conversation of a 

strong-natured farmer or back-woodsman, which all men relish. 

 

A man’s power to connect his thought with its proper symbol, and so to utter it, 

depends on the simplicity of his character, that is, upon his love of truth, and his 

desire to communicate it without loss. The corruption of man is followed by the 

corruption of language. When simplicity of character and the sovereignty of ideas 

is broken up by the prevalence of secondary desires, the desire of riches, of 

pleasure, of power, and of praise,—and duplicity and falsehood take place of 

simplicity and truth, the power over nature as an interpreter of the will, is in a 

degree lost; new imagery ceases to be created, and old words are perverted to 

stand for things which are not; a paper currency is employed, when there is no 

bullion in the vaults. In due time, the fraud is manifest, and words lose all power 

to stimulate the understanding or the affections. Hundreds of writers may be 

found in every long-civilized nation, who for a short time believe, and make 

others believe, that they see and utter truths, who do not of themselves clothe one 

thought in its natural garment, but who feed unconsciously on the language 

created by the primary writers of the country, those, namely, who hold primarily 

on nature. 

 

But wise men pierce this rotten diction and fasten words again to visible things; so 

that picturesque language is at once a commanding certificate that he who 

employs it, is a man in alliance with truth and God. The moment our discourse 

rises above the ground line of familiar facts, and is inflamed with passion or 

exalted by thought, it clothes itself in images. A man conversing in earnest, if he 

watch his intellectual processes, will find that a material image, more or less 

luminous, arises in his mind, cotemporaneous with every thought, which furnishes 

the vestment of the thought. Hence, good writing and brilliant discourse are 

perpetual allegories. This imagery is spontaneous. It is the blending of experience 

with the present action of the mind. It is proper creation. It is the working of the 

Original Cause through the instruments he has already made. 

 

These facts may suggest the advantage which the country-life possesses for a 

powerful mind, over the artificial and curtailed life of cities. We know more from 
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nature than we can at will communicate. Its light flows into the mind evermore, 

and we forget its presence. The poet, the orator, bred in the woods, whose senses 

have been nourished by their fair and appeasing changes, year after year, without 

design and without heed,—shall not lose their lesson altogether, in the roar of 

cities or the broil of politics. Long hereafter, amidst agitation and terror in 

national councils,—in the hour of revolution,—these solemn images shall 

reappear in their morning lustre, as fit symbols and words of the thoughts which 

the passing events shall awaken. At the call of a noble sentiment, again the woods 

wave, the pines murmur, the river rolls and shines, and the cattle low upon the 

mountains, as he saw and heard them in his infancy. And with these forms, the 

spells of persuasion, the keys of power are put into his hands. 

 

3. We are thus assisted by natural objects in the expression of particular 

meanings. But how great a language to convey such pepper-corn informations! 

Did it need such noble races of creatures, this profusion of forms, this host of orbs 

in heaven, to furnish man with the dictionary and grammar of his municipal 

speech? Whilst we use this grand cipher to expedite the affairs of our pot and 

kettle, we feel that we have not yet put it to its use, neither are able. We are like 

travellers using the cinders of a volcano to roast their eggs. Whilst we see that it 

always stands ready to clothe what we would say, we cannot avoid the question, 

whether the characters are not significant of themselves. Have mountains, and 

waves, and skies, no significance but what we consciously give them, when we 

employ them as emblems of our thoughts? The world is emblematic. Parts of 

speech are metaphors, because the whole of nature is a metaphor of the human 

mind. The laws of moral nature answer to those of matter as face to face in a 

glass. “The visible world and the relation of its parts, is the dial plate of the 

invisible.” The axioms of physics translate the laws of ethics. Thus, “the whole is 

greater than its part”; “reaction is equal to action”; “the smallest weight may be 

made to lift the greatest, the difference of weight being compensated by time”; 

and many the like propositions, which have an ethical as well as physical sense. 

These propositions have a much more extensive and universal sense when applied 

to human life, than when confined to technical use. 

 

In like manner, the memorable words of history, and the proverbs of nations, 

consist usually of a natural fact, selected as a picture or parable of a moral truth. 

Thus; A rolling stone gathers no moss; A bird in the hand is worth two in the 

bush; A cripple in the right way, will beat a racer in the wrong; Make hay while 

the sun shines; ’T is hard to carry a full cup even; Vinegar is the son of wine; The 

last ounce broke the camel’s back; Long-lived trees make roots first;—and the 

like. In their primary sense these are trivial facts, but we repeat them for the value 

of their analogical import. What is true of proverbs, is true of all fables, parables, 

and allegories. 

 

This relation between the mind and matter is not fancied by some poet, but stands 

in the will of God, and so is free to be known by all men. It appears to men, or it 
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does not appear. When in fortunate hours we ponder this miracle, the wise man 

doubts, if, at all other times, he is not blind and deaf; 

 

          —“Can these things be, 

     And overcome us like a summer’s cloud, 

     Without our special wonder?” 

 

for the universe becomes transparent, and the light of higher laws than its own, 

shines through it. It is the standing problem which has exercised the wonder and 

the study of every fine genius since the world began; from the era of the 

Egyptians and the Brahmins, to that of Pythagoras, of Plato, of Bacon, of 

Leibnitz, of Swedenborg. There sits the Sphinx at the road-side, and from age to 

age, as each prophet comes by, he tries his fortune at reading her riddle. There 

seems to be a necessity in spirit to manifest itself in material forms; and day and 

night, river and storm, beast and bird, acid and alkali, preexist in necessary Ideas 

in the mind of God, and are what they are by virtue of preceding affections, in the 

world of spirit. A Fact is the end or last issue of spirit. The visible creation is the 

terminus or the circumference of the invisible world. “Material objects,” said a 

French philosopher, “are necessarily kinds of scoriae of the substantial thoughts 

of the Creator, which must always preserve an exact relation to their first origin; 

in other words, visible nature must have a spiritual and moral side.” 

 

This doctrine is abstruse, and though the images of “garment,” “scoriae,” 

“mirror,” &c., may stimulate the fancy, we must summon the aid of subtler and 

more vital expositors to make it plain. “Every scripture is to be interpreted by the 

same spirit which gave it forth,”—is the fundamental law of criticism. A life in 

harmony with nature, the love of truth and of virtue, will purge the eyes to 

understand her text. By degrees we may come to know the primitive sense of the 

permanent objects of nature, so that the world shall be to us an open book, and 

every form significant of its hidden life and final cause. 

 

A new interest surprises us, whilst, under the view now suggested, we 

contemplate the fearful extent and multitude of objects; since “every object 

rightly seen, unlocks a new faculty of the soul.” That which was unconscious 

truth, becomes, when interpreted and defined in an object, a part of the domain of 

knowledge,—a new weapon in the magazine of power. 

 
2.5.2 “The American Scholar” (1837)  
 

This address was delivered at Cambridge in 1837, before the Harvard Chapter of 

the Phi Beta Kappa Society, a college fraternity composed of the first twenty-five 

men in each graduating class. The society has annual meetings, which have been 

the occasion for addresses from the most distinguished scholars and thinkers of 

the day. 

 

MR. PRESIDENT AND GENTLEMEN, 
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I greet you on the recommencement of our literary year. Our anniversary is one of 

hope, and, perhaps, not enough of labor. We do not meet for games of strength or 

skill, for the recitation of histories, tragedies, and odes, like the ancient Greeks; 

for parliaments of love and poesy, like the Troubadours; nor for the advancement 

of science, like our co-temporaries in the British and European capitals. Thus far, 

our holiday has been simply a friendly sign of the survival of the love of letters 

amongst a people too busy to give to letters any more. As such it is precious as the 

sign of an indestructible instinct. Perhaps the time is already come when it ought 

to be, and will be, something else; when the sluggard intellect of this continent 

will look from under its iron lids and fill the postponed expectation of the world 

with something better than the exertions of mechanical skill. Our day of 

dependence, our long apprenticeship to the learning of other lands, draws to a 

close. The millions that around us are rushing into life cannot always be fed on 

the sere remains of foreign harvests. Events, actions arise that must be sung, that 

will sing themselves. Who can doubt that poetry will revive and lead in a new 

age, as the star in the constellation Harp, which now flames in our zenith, 

astronomers announce, shall one day be the pole-star for a thousand years? 

 

In the light of this hope I accept the topic which not only usage but the nature of 

our association seem to prescribe to this day,—the AMERICAN SCHOLAR. Year by 

year we come up hither to read one more chapter of his biography. Let us inquire 

what new lights, new events, and more days have thrown on his character, his 

duties, and his hopes. 

 

It is one of those fables which out of an unknown antiquity convey an unlooked-

for wisdom, that the gods, in the beginning, divided Man into men, that he might 

be more helpful to himself; just as the hand was divided into fingers, the better to 

answer its end.  

 

The old fable covers a doctrine ever new and sublime; that there is One Man,—

present to all particular men only partially, or through one faculty; and that you 

must take the whole society to find the whole man. Man is not a farmer, or a 

professor, or an engineer, but he is all. Man is priest, and scholar, and statesman, 

and producer, and soldier. In the divided or social state these functions are 

parceled out to individuals, each of whom aims to do his stint of the joint work, 

whilst each other performs his. The fable implies that the individual, to possess 

himself, must sometimes return from his own labor to embrace all the other 

laborers. But, unfortunately, this original unit, this fountain of power, has been so 

distributed to multitudes, has been so minutely subdivided and peddled out, that it 

is spilled into drops, and cannot be gathered. The state of society is one in which 

the members have suffered amputation from the trunk and strut about so many 

walking monsters,—a good finger, a neck, a stomach, an elbow, but never a man. 

 

Man is thus metamorphosed into a thing, into many things. The planter, who is 

Man sent out into the field to gather food, is seldom cheered by any idea of the 
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true dignity of his ministry. He sees his bushel and his cart, and nothing beyond, 

and sinks into the farmer, instead of Man on the farm. The tradesman scarcely 

ever gives an ideal worth to his work, but is ridden by the routine of his craft, and 

the soul is subject to dollars. The priest becomes a form; the attorney a statute-

book; the mechanic a machine; the sailor a rope of the ship. 

 

In this distribution of functions the scholar is the delegated intellect. In the right 

state he is Man Thinking. In the degenerate state, when the victim of society, he 

tends to become a mere thinker, or, still worse, the parrot of other men’s thinking. 

 

In this view of him, as Man Thinking, the whole theory of his office is contained. 

Him Nature solicits with all her placid, all her monitory pictures. Him the past 

instructs. Him the future invites. Is not indeed every man a student, and do not all 

things exist for the student’s behoof? And, finally, is not the true scholar the only 

true master? But as the old oracle said, “All things have two handles: Beware of 

the wrong one.” In life, too often, the scholar errs with mankind and forfeits his 

privilege. Let us see him in his school, and consider him in reference to the main 

influences he receives. 

 

 

I. The first in time and the first in importance of the influences upon the mind is 

that of nature. Every day, the sun; and, after sunset, Night and her stars. Ever the 

winds blow; ever the grass grows. Every day, men and women, conversing, 

beholding and beholden. The scholar must needs stand wistful and admiring 

before this great spectacle. He must settle its value in his mind. What is nature to 

him? There is never a beginning, there is never an end, to the inexplicable 

continuity of this web of God, but always circular power returning into itself. 

Therein it resembles his own spirit, whose beginning, whose ending, he never can 

find,—so entire, so boundless. Far too as her splendors shine, system on system 

shooting like rays, upward, downward, without center, without circumference,—

in the mass and in the particle, Nature hastens to render account of herself to the 

mind. Classification begins. To the young mind everything is individual, stands 

by itself. By and by it finds how to join two things and see in them one nature; 

then three, then three thousand; and so, tyrannized over by its own unifying 

instinct, it goes on tying things together, diminishing anomalies, discovering roots 

running under ground whereby contrary and remote things cohere and flower out 

from one stem. It presently learns that since the dawn of history there has been a 

constant accumulation and classifying of facts. But what is classification but the 

perceiving that these objects are not chaotic, and are not foreign, but have a law 

which is also a law of the human mind? The astronomer discovers that geometry, 

a pure abstraction of the human mind, is the measure of planetary motion. The 

chemist finds proportions and intelligible method throughout matter; and science 

is nothing but the finding of analogy, identity, in the most remote parts. The 

ambitious soul sits down before each refractory fact; one after another reduces all 

strange constitutions, all new powers, to their class and their law, and goes on 

forever to animate the last fiber of organization, the outskirts of nature, by insight. 
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Thus to him, to this school-boy under the bending dome of day, is suggested that 

he and it proceed from one Root; one is leaf and one is flower; relation, sympathy, 

stirring in every vein. And what is that root? Is not that the soul of his soul?—A 

thought too bold?—A dream too wild? Yet when this spiritual light shall have 

revealed the law of more earthly natures,—when he has learned to worship the 

soul, and to see that the natural philosophy that now is, is only the first gropings 

of its gigantic hand,—he shall look forward to an ever-expanding knowledge as to 

a becoming creator. He shall see that nature is the opposite of the soul, answering 

to it part for part. One is seal and one is print. Its beauty is the beauty of his own 

mind. Its laws are the laws of his own mind. Nature then becomes to him the 

measure of his attainments. So much of nature as he is ignorant of, so much of his 

own mind does he not yet possess. And, in fine, the ancient precept, “Know 

thyself,” and the modern precept, “Study nature,” become at last one maxim. 

 

 

II. The next great influence into the spirit of the scholar is the mind of the Past,—

in whatever form, whether of literature, of art, of institutions, that mind is 

inscribed. Books are the best type of the influence of the past, and perhaps we 

shall get at the truth,—learn the amount of this influence more conveniently,—by 

considering their value alone. 

 

The theory of books is noble. The scholar of the first age received into him the 

world around; brooded thereon; gave it the new arrangement of his own mind, and 

uttered it again. It came into him life; it went out from him truth. It came to him 

short-lived actions; it went out from him immortal thoughts. It came to him 

business; it went from him poetry. It was dead fact; now, it is quick thought. It 

can stand, and it can go. It now endures, it now flies, it now inspires. Precisely in 

proportion to the depth of mind from which it issued, so high does it soar, so long 

does it sing. 

 

Or, I might say, it depends on how far the process had gone, of transmuting life 

into truth. In proportion to the completeness of the distillation, so will the purity 

and imperishableness of the product be. But none is quite perfect. As no air-pump 

can by any means make a perfect vacuum, so neither can any artist entirely 

exclude the conventional, the local, the perishable from his book, or write a book 

of pure thought, that shall be as efficient, in all respects, to a remote posterity, as 

to contemporaries, or rather to the second age. Each age, it is found, must write its 

own books; or rather, each generation for the next succeeding. The books of an 

older period will not fit this. 

 

Yet hence arises a grave mischief. The sacredness which attaches to the act of 

creation, the act of thought, is instantly transferred to the record. The poet 

chanting was felt to be a divine man. Henceforth the chant is divine also. The 

writer was a just and wise spirit. Henceforward it is settled the book is perfect; as 

love of the hero corrupts into worship of his statue. Instantly the book becomes 
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noxious. The guide is a tyrant. We sought a brother, and lo, a governor. The 

sluggish and perverted mind of the multitude, always slow to open to the 

incursions of Reason, having once so opened, having once received this book, 

stands upon it, and makes an outcry if it is disparaged. Colleges are built on it. 

Books are written on it by thinkers, not by Man Thinking, by men of talent, that 

is, who start wrong, who set out from accepted dogmas, not from their own sight 

of principles. Meek young men grow up in libraries, believing it their duty to 

accept the views which Cicero, which Locke, which Bacon, have given; forgetful 

that Cicero, Locke and Bacon were only young men in libraries when they wrote 

these books. 

 

Hence, instead of Man Thinking, we have the bookworm. Hence the book-learned 

class, who value books, as such; not as related to nature and the human 

constitution, but as making a sort of Third Estate with the world and soul. Hence 

the restorers of readings, the emendators, the bibliomaniacs of all degrees. This is 

bad; this is worse than it seems. 

 

Books are the best of things, well used; abused, among the worst. What is the 

right use? What is the one end which all means go to effect? They are for nothing 

but to inspire. I had better never see a book than to be warped by its attraction 

clean out of my own orbit, and made a satellite instead of a system. The one thing 

in the world of value is the active soul,—the soul, free, sovereign, active. This 

every man is entitled to; this every man contains within him, although in almost 

all men obstructed, and as yet unborn. The soul active sees absolute truth and 

utters truth, or creates. In this action it is genius; not the privilege of here and 

there a favorite, but the sound estate of every man. In its essence it is progressive. 

The book, the college, the school of art, the institution of any kind, stop with 

some past utterance of genius. This is good, say they,—let us hold by this. They 

pin me down. They look backward and not forward. But genius always looks 

forward. The eyes of man are set in his forehead, not in his hindhead. Man hopes. 

Genius creates. To create,—to create,—is the proof of a divine presence. 

Whatever talents may be, if the man create not, the pure efflux of the Deity is not 

his;—cinders and smoke there may be, but not yet flame. There are creative 

manners, there are creative actions, and creative words; manners, actions, words, 

that is, indicative of no custom or authority, but springing spontaneous from the 

mind’s own sense of good and fair. 

 

On the other part, instead of being its own seer, let it receive always from another 

mind its truth, though it were in torrents of light, without periods of solitude, 

inquest, and self-recovery; and a fatal disservice is done. Genius is always 

sufficiently the enemy of genius by over-influence. The literature of every nation 

bear me witness. The English dramatic poets have Shakespearized now for two 

hundred years.  

 

Undoubtedly there is a right way of reading, so it be sternly subordinated. Man 

Thinking must not be subdued by his instruments. Books are for the scholar’s idle 
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times. When he can read God directly, the hour is too precious to be wasted in 

other men’s transcripts of their readings. But when the intervals of darkness come, 

as come they must,—when the soul seeth not, when the sun is hid and the stars 

withdraw their shining,—we repair to the lamps which were kindled by their ray, 

to guide our steps to the East again, where the dawn is. We hear, that we may 

speak. The Arabian proverb says, “A fig-tree, looking on a fig-tree, becometh 

fruitful.” 

 

It is remarkable, the character of the pleasure we derive from the best books. They 

impress us ever with the conviction that one nature wrote and the same reads. We 

read the verses of one of the great English poets, of Chaucer, of Marvell, of 

Dryden, with the most modern joy,—with a pleasure, I mean, which is in great 

part caused by the abstraction of all time from their verses. There is some awe 

mixed with the joy of our surprise, when this poet, who lived in some past world, 

two or three hundred years ago, says that which lies close to my own soul, that 

which I also had well-nigh thought and said. But for the evidence thence afforded 

to the philosophical doctrine of the identity of all minds, we should suppose some 

pre-established harmony, some foresight of souls that were to be, and some 

preparation of stores for their future wants, like the fact observed in insects, who 

lay up food before death for the young grub they shall never see. 

 

I would not be hurried by any love of system, by any exaggeration of instincts, to 

underrate the Book. We all know that as the human body can be nourished on any 

food, though it were boiled grass and the broth of shoes, so the human mind can 

be fed by any knowledge. And great and heroic men have existed who had almost 

no other information than by the printed page. I only would say that it needs a 

strong head to bear that diet. One must be an inventor to read well. As the proverb 

says, “He that would bring home the wealth of the Indies must carry out the 

wealth of the Indies.” There is then creative reading as well as creative writing. 

When the mind is braced by labor and invention, the page of whatever book we 

read becomes luminous with manifold allusion. Every sentence is doubly 

significant, and the sense of our author is as broad as the world. We then see, 

what is always true, that as the seer’s hour of vision is short and rare among heavy 

days and months, so is its record, perchance, the least part of his volume. The 

discerning will read, in his Plato or Shakespeare, only that least part,—only the 

authentic utterances of the oracle;—all the rest he rejects, were it never so many 

times Plato’s and Shakespeare’s. 

 

Of course there is a portion of reading quite indispensable to a wise man. History 

and exact science he must learn by laborious reading. Colleges, in like manner, 

have their indispensable office,—to teach elements. But they can only highly 

serve us when they aim not to drill, but to create; when they gather from far every 

ray of various genius to their hospitable halls, and by the concentrated fires set the 

hearts of their youth on flame. Thought and knowledge are natures in which 

apparatus and pretension avail nothing. Gowns and pecuniary foundations, though 

of towns of gold, can never countervail the least sentence or syllable of wit. 
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Forget this, and our American colleges will recede in their public importance, 

whilst they grow richer every year. 

 

 

III. There goes in the world a notion that the scholar should be a recluse, a 

valetudinarian,—as unfit for any handiwork or public labor as a penknife for an 

axe. The so-called “practical men” sneer at speculative men, as if, because they 

speculate or see, they could do nothing. I have heard it said that the clergy—who 

are always, more universally than any other class, the scholars of their day—are 

addressed as women; that the rough, spontaneous conversation of men they do not 

hear, but only a mincing and diluted speech. They are often virtually 

disfranchised; and indeed there are advocates for their celibacy. As far as this is 

true of the studious classes, it is not just and wise. Action is with the scholar 

subordinate, but it is essential. Without it he is not yet man. Without it thought 

can never ripen into truth. Whilst the world hangs before the eye as a cloud of 

beauty, we cannot even see its beauty. Inaction is cowardice, but there can be no 

scholar without the heroic mind. The preamble of thought, the transition through 

which it passes from the unconscious to the conscious, is action. Only so much do 

I know, as I have lived. Instantly we know whose words are loaded with life, and 

whose not. 

 

The world—this shadow of the soul, or other me, lies wide around. Its attractions 

are the keys which unlock my thoughts and make me acquainted with myself. I 

launch eagerly into this resounding tumult. I grasp the hands of those next me, 

and take my place in the ring to suffer and to work, taught by an instinct that so 

shall the dumb abyss be vocal with speech. I pierce its order; I dissipate its fear; I 

dispose of it within the circuit of my expanding life. So much only of life as I 

know by experience, so much of the wilderness have I vanquished and planted, or 

so far have I extended my being, my dominion. I do not see how any man can 

afford, for the sake of his nerves and his nap, to spare any action in which he can 

partake. It is pearls and rubies to his discourse. Drudgery, calamity, exasperation, 

want, are instructors in eloquence and wisdom. The true scholar grudges every 

opportunity of action passed by, as a loss of power. 

 

It is the raw material out of which the intellect molds her splendid products. A 

strange process too, this by which experience is converted into thought, as a 

mulberry-leaf is converted into satin. The manufacture goes forward at all hours. 

 

The actions and events of our childhood and youth are now matters of calmest 

observation. They lie like fair pictures in the air. Not so with our recent actions,—

with the business which we now have in hand. On this we are quite unable to 

speculate. Our affections as yet circulate through it. We no more feel or know it 

than we feel the feet, or the hand, or the brain of our body. The new deed is yet a 

part of life,—remains for a time immersed in our unconscious life. In some 

contemplative hour it detaches itself from the life like a ripe fruit, to become a 

thought of the mind. Instantly it is raised, transfigured; the corruptible has put on 
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incorruption. Henceforth it is an object of beauty, however base its origin and 

neighborhood. Observe, too, the impossibility of antedating this act. In its grub 

state it cannot fly, it cannot shine, it is a dull grub. But suddenly, without 

observation, the selfsame thing unfurls beautiful wings, and is an angel of 

wisdom. So is there no fact, no event, in our private history, which shall not, 

sooner or later, lose its adhesive, inert form, and astonish us by soaring from our 

body into the empyrean. Cradle and infancy, school and playground, the fear of 

boys, and dogs, and ferules, the love of little maids and berries, and many another 

fact that once filled the whole sky, are gone already; friend and relative, 

profession and party, town and country, nation and world, must also soar and 

sing.  

 

Of course, he who has put forth his total strength in fit actions has the richest 

return of wisdom. I will not shut myself out of this globe of action, and transplant 

an oak into a flower-pot, there to hunger and pine; nor trust the revenue of some 

single faculty, and exhaust one vein of thought, much like those Savoyards, who, 

getting their livelihood by carving shepherds, shepherdesses, and smoking 

Dutchmen, for all Europe, went out one day to the mountain to find stock, and 

discovered that they had whittled up the last of their pine-trees. Authors we have, 

in numbers, who have written out their vein, and who, moved by a commendable 

prudence, sail for Greece or Palestine, follow the trapper into the prairie, or 

ramble round Algiers, to replenish their merchantable stock. 

 

If it were only for a vocabulary, the scholar would be covetous of action. Life is 

our dictionary. Years are well spent in country labors; in town; in the insight into 

trades and manufactures; in frank intercourse with many men and women; in 

science; in art; to the one end of mastering in all their facts a language by which 

to illustrate and embody our perceptions. I learn immediately from any speaker 

how much he has already lived, through the poverty or the splendor of his speech. 

Life lies behind us as the quarry from whence we get tiles and copestones for the 

masonry of to-day. This is the way to learn grammar. Colleges and books only 

copy the language which the field and the work-yard made. 

 

But the final value of action, like that of books, and better than books, is that it is 

a resource. That great principle of Undulation in nature, that shows itself in the 

inspiring and expiring of the breath; in desire and satiety; in the ebb and flow of 

the sea; in day and night; in heat and cold; and, as yet more deeply ingrained in 

every atom and every fluid, is known to us under the name of Polarity,—these 

“fits of easy transmission and reflection,” as Newton called them, are the law of 

nature because they are the law of spirit. 

 

The mind now thinks, now acts, and each fit reproduces the other. When the artist 

has exhausted his materials, when the fancy no longer paints, when thoughts are 

no longer apprehended and books are a weariness,—he has always the resource to 

live. Character is higher than intellect. Thinking is the function. Living is the 

functionary. The stream retreats to its source. A great soul will be strong to live, 
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as well as strong to think. Does he lack organ or medium to impart his truth? He 

can still fall back on this elemental force of living them. This is a total act. 

Thinking is a partial act. Let the grandeur of justice shine in his affairs. Let the 

beauty of affection cheer his lowly roof. Those “far from fame,” who dwell and 

act with him, will feel the force of his constitution in the doings and passages of 

the day better than it can be measured by any public and designed display. Time 

shall teach him that the scholar loses no hour which the man lives. Herein he 

unfolds the sacred germ of his instinct, screened from influence. What is lost in 

seemliness is gained in strength. Not out of those on whom systems of education 

have exhausted their culture comes the helpful giant to destroy the old or to build 

the new, but out of unhandselled savage nature; out of terrible Druids and 

Berserkers come at last Alfred and Shakespeare. I hear therefore with joy 

whatever is beginning to be said of the dignity and necessity of labor to every 

citizen. There is virtue yet in the hoe and the spade, for learned as well as for 

unlearned hands. And labor is everywhere welcome; always we are invited to 

work; only be this limitation observed, that a man shall not for the sake of wider 

activity sacrifice any opinion to the popular judgments and modes of action. 

 

 

I have now spoken of the education of the scholar by nature, by books, and by 

action. It remains to say somewhat of his duties. 

 

They are such as become Man Thinking. They may all be comprised in self-trust. 

The office of the scholar is to cheer, to raise, and to guide men by showing them 

facts amidst appearances. He plies the slow, unhonored, and unpaid task of 

observation. Flamsteed and Herschel, in their glazed observatories, may catalogue 

the stars with the praise of all men, and, the results being splendid and useful, 

honor is sure. But he, in his private observatory, cataloguing obscure and 

nebulous stars of the human mind, which as yet no man has thought of as such,—

watching days and months sometimes for a few facts; correcting still his old 

records,—must relinquish display and immediate fame. In the long period of his 

preparation he must betray often an ignorance and shiftlessness in popular arts, 

incurring the disdain of the able who shoulder him aside. Long he must stammer 

in his speech; often forego the living for the dead. Worse yet, he must accept—

how often!—poverty and solitude. For the ease and pleasure of treading the old 

road, accepting the fashions, the education, the religion of society, he takes the 

cross of making his own, and, of course, the self-accusation, the faint heart, the 

frequent uncertainty and loss of time, which are the nettles and tangling vines in 

the way of the self-relying and self-directed; and the state of virtual hostility in 

which he seems to stand to society, and especially to educated society. For all this 

loss and scorn, what offset? He is to find consolation in exercising the highest 

functions of human nature. He is one who raises himself from private 

considerations and breathes and lives on public and illustrious thoughts. He is the 

world’s eye. He is the world’s heart. He is to resist the vulgar prosperity that 

retrogrades ever to barbarism, by preserving and communicating heroic 

sentiments, noble biographies, melodious verse, and the conclusions of history. 



87 

 

Whatsoever oracles the human heart, in all emergencies, in all solemn hours, has 

uttered as its commentary on the world of actions,—these he shall receive and 

impart. And whatsoever new verdict Reason from her inviolable seat pronounces 

on the passing men and events of to-day,—this he shall hear and promulgate. 

 

These being his functions, it becomes him to feel all confidence in himself, and to 

defer never to the popular cry. He and he only knows the world. The world of any 

moment is the merest appearance. Some great decorum, some fetich of a 

government, some ephemeral trade, or war, or man, is cried up by half mankind 

and cried down by the other half, as if all depended on this particular up or down. 

The odds are that the whole question is not worth the poorest thought which the 

scholar has lost in listening to the controversy. Let him not quit his belief that a 

popgun is a popgun, though the ancient and honorable of the earth affirm it to be 

the crack of doom. In silence, in steadiness, in severe abstraction, let him hold by 

himself; add observation to observation, patient of neglect, patient of reproach, 

and bide his own time,—happy enough if he can satisfy himself alone that this 

day he has seen something truly. Success treads on every right step. For the 

instinct is sure that prompts him to tell his brother what he thinks. He then learns 

that in going down into the secrets of his own mind he has descended into the 

secrets of all minds. He learns that he who has mastered any law in his private 

thoughts is master to that extent of all men whose language he speaks, and of all 

into whose language his own can be translated. The poet, in utter solitude 

remembering his spontaneous thoughts and recording them, is found to have 

recorded that which men in cities vast find true for them also. The orator distrusts 

at first the fitness of his frank confessions, his want of knowledge of the persons 

he addresses, until he finds that he is the complement of his hearers;—that they 

drink his words because he fulfills for them their own nature; the deeper he dives 

into his privatest, secretest presentiment, to his wonder he finds this is the most 

acceptable, most public and universally true. The people delight in it; the better 

part of every man feels—This is my music; this is myself. 

 

In self-trust all the virtues are comprehended. Free should the scholar be,—free 

and brave. Free even to the definition of freedom, “without any hindrance that 

does not arise out of his own constitution.” Brave; for fear is a thing which a 

scholar by his very function puts behind him. Fear always springs from ignorance. 

It is a shame to him if his tranquility, amid dangerous times, arise from the 

presumption that like children and women his is a protected class; or if he seek a 

temporary peace by the diversion of his thoughts from politics or vexed questions, 

hiding his head like an ostrich in the flowering bushes, peeping into microscopes, 

and turning rhymes, as a boy whistles to keep his courage up. So is the danger a 

danger still; so is the fear worse. Manlike let him turn and face it. Let him look 

into its eye and search its nature, inspect its origin,—see the whelping of this 

lion,—which lies no great way back; he will then find in himself a perfect 

comprehension of its nature and extent; he will have made his hands meet on the 

other side, and can henceforth defy it and pass on superior. The world is his who 

can see through its pretension. What deafness, what stone-blind custom, what 
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overgrown error you behold is there only by sufferance,—by your sufferance. See 

it to be a lie, and you have already dealt it its mortal blow. 

 

Yes, we are the cowed,—we the trustless. It is a mischievous notion that we are 

come late into nature; that the world was finished a long time ago. As the world 

was plastic and fluid in the hands of God, so it is ever to so much of his attributes 

as we bring to it. To ignorance and sin it is flint. They adapt themselves to it as 

they may; but in proportion as a man has any thing in him divine, the firmament 

flows before him and takes his signet and form. Not he is great who can alter 

matter, but he who can alter my state of mind. They are the kings of the world 

who give the color of their present thought to all nature and all art, and persuade 

men, by the cheerful serenity of their carrying the matter, that this thing which 

they do is the apple which the ages have desired to pluck, now at last ripe, and 

inviting nations to the harvest. The great man makes the great thing. Wherever 

Macdonald sits, there is the head of the table. Linnæus makes botany the most 

alluring of studies, and wins it from the farmer and the herb-woman: Davy, 

chemistry; and Cuvier, fossils. The day is always his who works in it with serenity 

and great aims. The unstable estimates of men crowd to him whose mind is filled 

with a truth, as the heaped waves of the Atlantic follow the moon.  

 

For this self-trust, the reason is deeper than can be fathomed,—darker than can be 

enlightened. I might not carry with me the feeling of my audience in stating my 

own belief. But I have already shown the ground of my hope, in adverting to the 

doctrine that man is one. I believe man has been wronged; he has wronged 

himself. He has almost lost the light that can lead him back to his prerogatives. 

Men are become of no account. Men in history, men in the world of to-day, are 

bugs, are spawn, and are called “the mass” and “the herd.” In a century, in a 

millenium, one or two men; that is to say, one or two approximations to the right 

state of every man. All the rest behold in the hero or the poet their own green and 

crude being,—ripened; yes, and are content to be less, so that may attain to its full 

stature. What a testimony, full of grandeur, full of pity, is borne to the demands of 

his own nature, by the poor clansman, the poor partisan, who rejoices in the glory 

of his chief! The poor and the low find some amends to their immense moral 

capacity, for their acquiescence in a political and social inferiority. They are 

content to be brushed like flies from the path of a great person, so that justice 

shall be done by him to that common nature which it is the dearest desire of all to 

see enlarged and glorified. They sun themselves in the great man’s light, and feel 

it to be their own element. They cast the dignity of man from their downtrod 

selves upon the shoulders of a hero, and will perish to add one drop of blood to 

make that great heart beat, those giant sinews combat and conquer. He lives for 

us, and we live in him. 

 

Men such as they are very naturally seek money or power; and power because it is 

as good as money,—the “spoils,” so called, “of office.” And why not? For they 

aspire to the highest, and this, in their sleep-walking, they dream is highest. Wake 

them and they shall quit the false good and leap to the true, and leave 
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governments to clerks and desks. This revolution is to be wrought by the gradual 

domestication of the idea of Culture. The main enterprise of the world for 

splendor, for extent, is the upbuilding of a man. Here are the materials strewn 

along the ground. The private life of one man shall be a more illustrious 

monarchy, more formidable to its enemy, more sweet and serene in its influence 

to its friend, than any kingdom in history. For a man, rightly viewed, 

comprehendeth the particular natures of all men. Each philosopher, each bard, 

each actor has only done for me, as by a delegate, what one day I can do for 

myself. The books which once we valued more than the apple of the eye, we have 

quite exhausted. What is that but saying that we have come up with the point of 

view which the universal mind took through the eyes of one scribe; we have been 

that man, and have passed on. First, one, then another, we drain all cisterns, and 

waxing greater by all these supplies, we crave a better and a more abundant food. 

The man has never lived that can feed us ever. The human mind cannot be 

enshrined in a person who shall set a barrier on any one side to this unbounded, 

unboundable empire. It is one central fire, which, flaming now out of the lips of 

Etna, lightens the capes of Sicily, and now out of the throat of Vesuvius, 

illuminates the towers and vineyards of Naples. It is one light which beams out of 

a thousand stars. It is one soul which animates all men. 

 

 

But I have dwelt perhaps tediously upon this abstraction of the Scholar. I ought 

not to delay longer to add what I have to say of nearer reference to the time and to 

this country. 

 

Historically, there is thought to be a difference in the ideas which predominate 

over successive epochs, and there are data for marking the genius of the Classic, 

of the Romantic, and now of the Reflective or Philosophical age. With the views I 

have intimated of the oneness or the identity of the mind through all individuals, I 

do not much dwell on these differences. In fact, I believe each individual passes 

through all three. The boy is a Greek; the youth, romantic; the adult, reflective. I 

deny not, however, that a revolution in the leading idea may be distinctly enough 

traced. 

 

Our age is bewailed as the age of Introversion. Must that needs be evil? We, it 

seems, are critical. We are embarrassed with second thoughts. We cannot enjoy 

anything for hankering to know whereof the pleasure consists. We are lined with 

eyes. We see with our feet. The time is infected with Hamlet’s unhappiness,— 

 

“Sicklied o’er with the pale cast of thought.”  

 

Is it so bad then? Sight is the last thing to be pitied. Would we be blind? Do we 

fear lest we should outsee nature and God, and drink truth dry? I look upon the 

discontent of the literary class as a mere announcement of the fact that they find 

themselves not in the state of mind of their fathers, and regret the coming state as 

untried; as a boy dreads the water before he has learned that he can swim. If there 
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is any period one would desire to be born in, is it not the age of Revolution; when 

the old and the new stand side by side and admit of being compared; when the 

energies of all men are searched by fear and by hope; when the historic glories of 

the old can be compensated by the rich possibilities of the new era? This time, 

like all times, is a very good one, if we but know what to do with it. 

 

I read with some joy of the auspicious signs of the coming days, as they glimmer 

already through poetry and art, through philosophy and science, through church 

and state. 

 

One of these signs is the fact that the same movement which effected the 

elevation of what was called the lowest class in the state assumed in literature a 

very marked and as benign an aspect. Instead of the sublime and beautiful, the 

near, the low, the common, was explored and poetized. That which had been 

negligently trodden under foot by those who were harnessing and provisioning 

themselves for long journeys into far countries, is suddenly found to be richer 

than all foreign parts. The literature of the poor, the feelings of the child, the 

philosophy of the street, the meaning of household life, are the topics of the time. 

It is a great stride. It is a sign—is it not?—of new vigor when the extremities are 

made active, when currents of warm life run into the hands and the feet. I ask not 

for the great, the remote, the romantic; what is doing in Italy or Arabia; what is 

Greek art, or Provençal minstrelsy; I embrace the common, I explore and sit at the 

feet of the familiar, the low. Give me insight into to-day, and you may have the 

antique and future worlds. What would we really know the meaning of? The meal 

in the firkin; the milk in the pan; the ballad in the street; the news of the boat; the 

glance of the eye; the form and the gait of the body;—show me the ultimate 

reason of these matters; show me the sublime presence of the highest spiritual 

cause lurking, as always it does lurk, in these suburbs and extremities of nature; 

let me see every trifle bristling with the polarity that ranges it instantly on an 

eternal law; and the shop, the plow, and the ledger referred to the like cause by 

which light undulates and poets sing;—and the world lies no longer a dull 

miscellany and lumber-room, but has form and order: there is no trifle, there is no 

puzzle, but one design unites and animates the farthest pinnacle and the lowest 

trench. 

 

This idea has inspired the genius of Goldsmith, Burns, Cowper, and, in a newer 

time, of Goethe, Wordsworth, and Carlyle. This idea they have differently 

followed and with various success. In contrast with their writing, the style of 

Pope, of Johnson, of Gibbon, looks cold and pedantic. This writing is blood-

warm. Man is surprised to find that things near are not less beautiful and 

wondrous than things remote. The near explains the far. The drop is a small 

ocean. A man is related to all nature. This perception of the worth of the vulgar is 

fruitful in discoveries. Goethe, in this very thing the most modern of the moderns, 

has shown us, as none ever did, the genius of the ancients. 
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There is one man of genius who has done much for this philosophy of life, whose 

literary value has never yet been rightly estimated:—I mean Emanuel 

Swedenborg. The most imaginative of men, yet writing with the precision of a 

mathematician, he endeavored to engraft a purely philosophical Ethics on the 

popular Christianity of his time. Such an attempt of course must have difficulty 

which no genius could surmount. But he saw and showed the connexion between 

nature and the affections of the soul. He pierced the emblematic or spiritual 

character of the visible, audible, tangible world. Especially did his shade-loving 

muse hover over and interpret the lower parts of nature; he showed the mysterious 

bond that allies moral evil to the foul material forms, and has given in epical 

parables a theory of insanity, of beasts, of unclean and fearful things. 

 

Another sign of our times, also marked by an analogous political movement, is 

the new importance given to the single person. Everything that tends to insulate 

the individual—to surround him with barriers of natural respect, so that each man 

shall feel the world is his, and man shall treat with man as a sovereign state with a 

sovereign state—tends to true union as well as greatness. “I learned,” said the 

melancholy Pestalozzi, “that no man in God’s wide earth is either willing or able 

to help any other man.” Help must come from the bosom alone. The scholar is 

that man who must take up into himself all the ability of the time, all the 

contributions of the past, all the hopes of the future. He must be an university of 

knowledges. If there be one lesson more than another that should pierce his ear, it 

is—The world is nothing, the man is all; in yourself is the law of all nature, and 

you know not yet how a globule of sap ascends; in yourself slumbers the whole of 

Reason; it is for you to know all; it is for you to dare all. Mr. President and 

Gentlemen, this confidence in the unsearched might of man belongs, by all 

motives, by all prophecy, by all preparation, to the American Scholar. We have 

listened too long to the courtly muses of Europe. The spirit of the American 

freeman is already suspected to be timid, imitative, tame. Public and private 

avarice make the air we breathe thick and fat. The scholar is decent, indolent, 

complaisant. See already the tragic consequence. The mind of this country, taught 

to aim at low objects, eats upon itself. There is no work for any one but the 

decorous and the complaisant. Young men of the fairest promise, who begin life 

upon our shores, inflated by the mountain winds, shined upon by all the stars of 

God, find the earth below not in unison with these, but are hindered from action 

by the disgust which the principles on which business is managed inspire, and 

turn drudges, or die of disgust, some of them suicides. What is the remedy? They 

did not yet see, and thousands of young men as hopeful now crowding to the 

barriers for the career do not yet see, that if the single man plant himself 

indomitably on his instincts, and there abide, the huge world will come round to 

him. Patience,—patience; with the shades of all the good and great for company; 

and for solace the perspective of your own infinite life; and for work the study 

and the communication of principles, the making those instincts prevalent, the 

conversion of the world. Is it not the chief disgrace in the world, not to be an unit; 

not to be reckoned one character; not to yield that peculiar fruit which each man 

was created to bear, but to be reckoned in the gross, in the hundred, or the 
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thousand, of the party, the section, to which we belong; and our opinion predicted 

geographically, as the north, or the south? Not so, brothers and friends,—please 

God, ours shall not be so. We will walk on our own feet; we will work with our 

own hands; we will speak our own minds. Then shall man be no longer a name 

for pity, for doubt, and for sensual indulgence. The dread of man and the love of 

man shall be a wall of defense and a wreath of joy around all. A nation of men 

will for the first time exist, because each believes himself inspired by the Divine 

Soul which also inspires all men. 

 
2.5.3 “Self-Reliance” (1841) 
 

“Ne te quæsiveris extra.”  

 

“Man is his own star; and the soul that can  

Render an honest and a perfect man,  

Commands all light, all influence, all fate;  

Nothing to him falls early or too late. 

Our acts our angels are, or good or ill,  

Our fatal shadows that walk by us still.”  

 

Cast the bantling on the rocks, 

Suckle him with the she-wolf’s teat; 

Wintered with the hawk and fox, 

Power and speed be hands and feet.  

 

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 instill 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 luster 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. 
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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 none. This sculpture in the memory is not without 

preëstablished 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 behavior 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. 

 

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 parlor 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, 
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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 éclat 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 everyone 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 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 everything 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 
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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 thousand-fold 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. 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 



96 

 

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 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 willfulness, 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 bystanders look askance on him in 

the public street or in the friend’s parlor. 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 loth to disappoint them. 

 

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 
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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 the 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 everything 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. 

 

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 
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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 center of things. Where he is, 

there is nature. He measures you, and all men, and all events. Ordinarily, 

everybody in society reminds us of somewhat else, or of some other person. 

Character, reality, reminds you of 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 Cæsar 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, 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. 
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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 and renowned steps. When private men shall act with 

original views, the luster 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 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 willful 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 
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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, it is 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 center 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 center 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 moldered nation in another country, in another 

world, believe him not. Is the acorn better than the oak which is its fullness 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 anything 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 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 a 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 and talents and characters 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 those saying, 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 
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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 footprints 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 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 forever degrades the past, turns all riches to poverty, all 

reputation to 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, 



102 

 

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. 

 

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 

men, 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 endeavor 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 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 
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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 may you 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 fulfill 

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, 

neighbor, 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! 

 

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 parlor 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 
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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. 

 

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,—anything 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 endeavors; 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 
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gods love him because men hated him. “To the persevering mortal,” said 

Zoroaster, “the blessed Immortals are swift.” 

 

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 Betham, 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 

everything 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 Traveling, 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 traveler; 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 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 
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Palmyra, his will and mind have become old and dilapidated as they. He carries 

ruins to ruins. 

 

Traveling 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 traveling 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 traveling 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 Doricor 

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. 

 

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 

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

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

of Scipiois precisely that part he could not borrow. Shakespeare will never be 

made by the study of Shakespeare. Do that which is assigned to 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. 
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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 everything 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 traveler tell us truly, 

strike the savage with a broad ax, 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. 

 

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 notebooks 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 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 

Bering 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 
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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 handmill, and bake his bread himself.” 

 

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, 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. 
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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 chancelors 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. 

 
2.5.4 “Concord Hymn” (1847) 
 

Sung at the Completion of the Battle Monument, July 4, 1837 

 

By the rude bridge that arched the flood, 

   Their flag to April’s breeze unfurled, 

Here once the embattled farmers stood 

   And fired the shot heard round the world. 

 

The foe long since in silence slept; 

   Alike the conqueror silent sleeps; 

And Time the ruined bridge has swept 

   Down the dark stream which seaward creeps. 

 

On this green bank, by this soft stream, 

   We set today a votive stone; 

That memory may their deed redeem, 

   When, like our sires, our sons are gone. 

 

Spirit, that made those heroes dare 

   To die, and leave their children free, 

Bid Time and Nature gently spare 

   The shaft we raise to them and thee. 
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2.6 Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804-1864) 
 

Nathaniel Hawthorne was born in 1804 to Nathaniel 

Hawthorne, Senior and Elizabeth Manning Hawthorne. His 

father was a sea-captain who died in 1808 of yellow fever. 

Hawthorne’s mother then moved with her children to her 

family’s home in Salem. Her family had a long history in 

Salem, and among Hawthorne’s ancestor was a judge in the 

Salem witch trials of 1692.  

 

During his childhood in Salem, Hawthorne acquired a love 

of reading, particularly of long prose works and early novels-

as-genre by such writers as John Bunyan (1628–1688), 

Tobias Smollett (1721–1771), and Sir Walter Scott (1771-

1832). Intent on becoming a writer, Hawthorne entered 

Bowdoin College in Maine, where the Manning family had 

property. Several of his classmates, including Horatio Bridge 

(1806–1893) and later president Franklin Pierce (1804–

1869), would become life-long friends and supporters of 

both his livelihood and his writing.  

 

After graduating, Hawthorne immersed himself in 

antiquarian pursuits, studying Puritan and colonial history. 

Many of his stories would consider Puritanism’s effect on the American consciousness, 

particularly in regards to the place of evil—and its inevitable impact on human life—in the 

American individual and their context in society. The stories would also give an American slant 

to universal concerns, concerns such as potential conflicts of individual freedom and destiny and 

humankind’s place (if any) in the wilderness/nature, and, perhaps, in eternity. Sensitive to how 

Puritans would confuse the concrete and particular with the abstract and spiritual, Hawthorne 

often used allegory and symbolism in order to give shading to Puritans’ apparently clear-cut, 

black and white certainties. He would link Puritan certainties about human nature with more 

natural human uncertainties and ambiguities.  

 

His first published novel derived not from his antiquarian studies but from his experiences at 

Bowdoin. Published at his own expense, Fanshawe (1828) proved such a failure that Hawthorne 

halted its distribution. Despite this failure, he successfully placed contemporary and historical 

prose pieces in Christmas annuals, many in The Token, edited by Samuel Griswold Goodrich 

(1793-1860). His friend Bridge encouraged Hawthorne to publish a collection of this work and, 

unknown to Hawthorne, offered to defray its publisher, the American Stationers’ Company, for 

any publishing losses. Twice-Told Tales came out in 1837 to much critical, though little 

financial, success. Hawthorne followed it with historical children’s books, including Liberty Tree 

(1841), and an expanded edition of Twice-Told Tales (1842).  

 

To earn a steady income, Hawthorne worked at the Boston Custom House (1839–1840) and 

invested money in and lived for a brief stint at the utopian Brook Farm in West Roxbury, an 

experiment that ultimately failed. In 1842, he married Sophia Peabody. They moved into a house 

Image 2.5: Nathaniel Hawthorne  

Photographer: Mathew Brady 

Source: Wikimedia Commons 

License: Public Domain 
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owned by Emerson’s family, the Old Manse, in Concord. There, Hawthorne became part of the 

important literary milieu that included Thoreau, Fuller, and Emerson.  

 

His story collection Mosses from an Old Manse came out in 1846. It also offered little financial 

success. Hawthorne returned to Salem where he worked in the Salem Custom House (1846-

1849), losing this position when the Democrats lost the next election. He used his experiences at 

the Custom House in the long introduction to The Scarlet Letter (1850), the novel that won 

Hawthorne longlasting fame. This work dramatizes sin, punishment, and redemption—and their 

effects not only on its heroine, Hester Prynne, but also on her partner in adultery, her cuckolded 

husband, and the surrounding Puritan community and government that confuses the internal and 

external self. Hester Prynne both embodies and transcends the scarlet letter “A” she is forced to 

wear on her breast as punishment for her adultery. Her lover, the Puritan minister Arthur 

Dimmesdale, underscores the hidden inner self by continuing his public ministerial activities 

even while bearing a comparable scarlet letter seared into his chest.  

 

Hawthorne further explored the consequences of inherited sin and the mysteries (and 

contradictions) of the human spirit in The House of Seven Gables (1851) and The Blithedale 

Romance (1852). Just preceding these publications, Hawthorne became friends with Herman 

Melville and perhaps inspired him to turn from writing adventure tales to literary works treating 

of providence, human will, and all the unknowns in between.  

 

Hawthorne’s The Life of Franklin Pierce (1852) led recently-elected President Pierce to appoint 

Hawthorne as the American consul in Liverpool (1853-1857). His consequent travels in England 

and on the Continent resulted in The Marble Faun (1860) and a collection of essays, Our Old 

Home (1863). Set in Rome, The Marble Faun remained popular throughout the nineteenth-

century, even being used as a guidebook by American travelers abroad.  

 

In 1860, Hawthorne and his family returned to their home, The Wayside, in Concord. In “Chiefly 

About War Matters” (1862), he deplored the violence of the Civil War and its terrible 

transformative effects on America, both the North and South. Even then, he was still using his 

writing to explore the complexities of the human heart. 

 
The Nathaniel Hawthorne biography was reproduced from Wendy Kurant’s Becoming America: An 
Exploration of American Literature from Precolonial to Post-Revolution.  
Kurant, Wendy, Becoming America: An Exploration of American Literature from Precolonial to Post-

Revolution (2019). English Open Textbooks. 19. Link to eBook 

 
2.6.1 “My Kinsman, Major Molineux” (1832) 
 

AFTER THE KINGS of Great Britain had assumed the right of appointing the 

colonial governors, the measures of the latter seldom met with the ready and 

general approbation which had been paid to those of their predecessors, under the 

original charters. The people looked with most jealous scrutiny to the exercise of 

power, which did not emanate from themselves, and they usually rewarded the 

rulers with slender gratitude for the compliances, by which, in softening their 

instructions from beyond the sea, they had incurred the reprehension of those who 

https://oer.galileo.usg.edu/english-textbooks/19/
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gave them. The annals of Massachusetts Bay will inform us, that of six governors, 

in the space of about forty years from the surrender of the old charter, under 

James II, two were imprisoned by a popular insurrection; a third, as Hutchinson 

inclines to believe, was driven from the province by the whizzing of a musketball; 

a fourth, in the opinion of the same historian, was hastened to his grave by 

continual bickerings with the House of Representatives; and the remaining two, as 

well as their successors, till the Revolution, were favored with few and brief 

intervals of peaceful sway. The inferior members of the court party, in times of 

high political excitement, led scarcely a more desirable life. These remarks may 

serve as a preface to the following adventures, which chanced upon a summer 

night, not far from a hundred years ago. The reader, in order to avoid a long and 

dry detail of colonial affairs, is requested to dispense with an account of the train 

of circumstances, that had caused much temporary inflammation of the popular 

mind. 

 

It was near nine o’clock of a moonlight evening, when a boat crossed the ferry 

with a single passenger, who had obtained his conveyance, at that unusual hour, 

by the promise of an extra fare. While he stood on the landing-place, searching in 

either pocket for the means of fulfilling his agreement, the ferryman lifted a 

lantern, by the aid of which, and the newly risen moon, he took a very accurate 

survey of the stranger’s figure. He was a youth of barely eighteen years, evidently 

country-bred, and now, as it should seem, upon his first visit to town. He was clad 

in a coarse gray coat, well worn, but in excellent repair; his under garments were 

durably constructed of leather, and sat tight to a pair of serviceable and well-

shaped limbs; his stockings of blue yarn, were the incontrovertible handiwork of a 

mother or a sister; and on his head was a three-cornered hat, which in its better 

days had perhaps sheltered the graver brow of the lad’s father. Under his left arm 

was a heavy cudgel, formed of an oak sapling, and retaining a part of the 

hardened root; and his equipment was completed by a wallet, not so abundantly 

stocked as to incommode the vigorous shoulders on which it hung. Brown, curly 

hair, well-shaped features, and bright, cheerful eyes, were nature’s gifts, and 

worth all that art could have done for his adornment. 

 

The youth, one of whose names was Robin, finally drew from his pocket the half 

of a little province-bill of five shillings, which, in the depreciation of that sort of 

currency, did but satisfy the ferryman’s demand, with the surplus of a sexangular 

piece of parchment, valued at three pence. He then walked forward into the town, 

with as light a step, as if his day’s journey had not already exceeded thirty miles, 

and with as eager an eye as if he were entering London city, instead of the little 

metropolis of a New England colony. Before Robin had proceeded far, however, 

it occurred to him, that he knew not whither to direct his steps; so he paused, and 

looked up and down the narrow street, scrutinizing the small and mean wooden 

buildings, that were scattered on either side. 

 

“This low hovel cannot be my kinsman’s dwelling,” thought he, “nor yonder old 

house, where the moonlight enters at the broken casement; and truly I see none 
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hereabouts that might be worthy of him. It would have been wise to inquire my 

way of the ferryman, and doubtless he would have gone with me, and earned a 

shilling from the major for his pains. But the next man I meet will do as well.” 

 

He resumed his walk, and was glad to perceive that the street now became wider, 

and the houses more respectable in their appearance. He soon discerned a figure 

moving on moderately in advance, and hastened his steps to overtake it. As Robin 

drew nigh, he saw that the passenger was a man in years, with a full periwig of 

gray hair, a wide-skirted coat of dark cloth, and silk stockings rolled above his 

knees. He carried a long and polished cane, which he struck down perpendicularly 

before him, at every step; and at regular intervals he uttered two successive hems, 

of a peculiarly solemn and sepulchral intonation. Having made these observations, 

Robin laid hold of the skirt of the old man’s coat, just when the light from the 

open door and windows of a barber’s shop fell upon both their figures. “Good 

evening to you, honored sir,” said he, making a low bow, and still retaining his 

hold of the skirt. “I pray you tell me whereabouts is the dwelling of my kinsman, 

Major Molineux?” 

 

The youth’s question was uttered very loudly; and one of the barbers, whose razor 

was descending on a well-soaped chin, and another who was dressing a Ramillies 

wig, left their occupations, and came to the door. The citizen, in the meantime, 

turned a long-favored countenance upon Robin, and answered him in a tone of 

excessive anger and annoyance. His two sepulchral hems, however, broke into the 

very centre of his rebuke, with most singular effect, like a thought of the cold 

grave obtruding among wrathful passions. 

 

“Let go my garment, fellow! I tell you, I know not the man you speak of. What! I 

have authority, I have—hem, hem—authority; and if this be the respect you show 

for your betters, your feet shall be brought acquainted with the stocks by daylight, 

tomorrow morning!” 

 

Robin released the old man’s skirt, and hastened away, pursued by an ill-

mannered roar of laughter from the barber’s shop. He was at first considerably 

surprised by the result of his question, but, being a shrewd youth, soon thought 

himself able to account for the mystery. 

 

“This is some country representative,” was his conclusion, “who has never seen 

the inside of my kinsman’s door, and lacks the breeding to answer a stranger 

civilly. The man is old, or verily—I might be tempted to turn back and smite him 

on the nose. Ah, Robin, Robin! even the barber’s boys laugh at you choosing such 

a guide! You will be wiser in time, friend Robin.” 

 

He now became entangled in a succession of crooked and narrow streets, which 

crossed each other, and meandered at no great distance from the water-side. The 

smell of tar was obvious to his nostrils, the masts of vessels pierced the moonlight 

above the tops of the buildings, and the numerous signs, which Robin paused to 
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read, informed him that he was near the centre of business. But the streets were 

empty, the shops were closed, and lights were visible only in the second stories of 

a few dwelling-houses. At length, on the corner of a narrow lane, through which 

he was passing, he beheld the broad countenance of a British hero swinging 

before the door of an inn, whence proceeded the voices of many guests. The 

casement of one of the lower windows was thrown back, and a very thin curtain 

permitted Robin to distinguish a party at supper, round a well-furnished table. The 

fragrance of the good cheer steamed forth into the outer air, and the youth could 

not fail to recollect, that the last remnant of his travelling stock of provision had 

yielded to his morning appetite, and that noon had found, and left him, dinnerless. 

 

“Oh, that a parchment three-penny might give me a right to sit down at yonder 

table!” said Robin, with a sigh. “But the major will make me welcome to the best 

of his victuals; so I will even step boldly in, and inquire my way to his dwelling.” 

 

He entered the tavern, and was guided by the murmur of voices, and the fumes of 

tobacco, to the public room. It was a long and low apartment, with oaken walls, 

grown dark in the continual smoke, and a floor, which was thickly sanded, but of 

no immaculate purity. A number of persons, the larger part of whom appeared to 

be mariners, or in some way connected with the sea, occupied the wooden 

benches, or leather-bottomed chairs, conversing on various matters, and 

occasionally lending their attention to some topic of general interest. Three or 

four little groups were draining as many bowls of punch, which the West India 

trade had long since made a familiar drink in the colony. Others, who had the 

appearance of men who lived by regular and laborious handicraft, preferred the 

insulated bliss of an unshared potation, and became more taciturn under its 

influence. Nearly all, in short, evinced a predilection for the Good Creature in 

some of its various shapes, for this is a vice to which, as Fast-day sermons of a 

hundred years ago will testify, we have a long hereditary claim. The only guests 

to whom Robin’s sympathies inclined him, were two or three sheepish 

countrymen, who were using the inn somewhat after the fashion of a Turkish 

caravansary; they had gotten themselves into the darkest corner of the room, and, 

heedless of the Nicotian atmosphere, were supping on the bread of their own 

ovens, and the bacon cured in their own chimney-smoke. But though Robin felt a 

sort of brotherhood with these strangers, his eyes were attracted from them to a 

person who stood near the door, holding whispered conversation with a group of 

ill-dressed associates. His features were separately striking almost to 

grotesqueness, and the whole face left a deep impression on the memory. The 

forehead bulged out into a double prominence, with a vale between; the nose 

came boldly forth in an irregular curve, and its bridge was of more than a finger’s 

breadth; the eyebrows were deep and shaggy, and the eyes glowed beneath them 

like fire in a cave. 

 

While Robin deliberated of whom to inquire respecting his kinsman’s dwelling, 

he was accosted by the innkeeper, a little man in a stained white apron, who had 

come to pay his professional welcome to the stranger. Being in the second 
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generation from a French Protestant, he seemed to have inherited the courtesy of 

his parent nation; but no variety of circumstances was ever known to change his 

voice from the one shrill note in which he now addressed Robin. 

 

“From the country, I presume, Sir?” said he, with a profound bow. “Beg to 

congratulate you on your arrival, and trust you intend a long stay with us. Fine 

town here, Sir, beautiful buildings, and much that may interest a stranger. May I 

hope for the honor of your commands in respect to supper?” 

 

“The man sees a family likeness! the rogue has guessed that I am related to the 

Major!” thought Robin, who had hitherto experienced little superfluous civility. 

 

All eyes were now turned on the country lad, standing at the door, in his worn 

three-cornered hat, gray coat, leather breeches, and blue yarn stockings, leaning 

on an oaken cudgel, and bearing a wallet on his back. 

 

Robin replied to the courteous innkeeper, with such an assumption of confidence 

as befitted the major’s relative. 

 

“My honest friend,” he said, “I shall make it a point to patronize your house on 

some occasion when—” here he could not help lowering his voice—”I may have 

more than a parchment three-pence in my pocket. My present business,” 

continued he, speaking with lofty confidence, “is merely to inquire my way to the 

dwelling of my kinsman, Major Molineux.” 

 

There was a sudden and general movement in the room, which Robin interpreted 

as expressing the eagerness of each individual to become his guide. But the 

innkeeper turned his eyes to a written paper on the wall, which he read, or seemed 

to read, with occasional recurrences to the young man’s figure. 

 

“What have we here?” said he, breaking his speech into little dry fragments. 

“‘Left the house of the subscriber, bounden servant, Hezekiah Mudge—had on, 

when he went away, gray coat, leather breeches, master’s third best hat. One 

pound currency reward to whosoever shall lodge him in any jail of the province.’ 

Better trudge, boy, better trudge!” 

 

Robin had begun to draw his hand towards the lighter end of the oak cudgel, but a 

strange hostility in every countenance, induced him to relinquish his purpose of 

breaking the courteous innkeeper’s head. As he turned to leave the room, he 

encountered a sneering glance from the bold-featured personage whom he had 

before noticed; and no sooner was he beyond the door, than he heard a general 

laugh, in which the innkeeper’s voice might be distinguished, like the dropping of 

small stones into a kettle. 

 

“Now, is it not strange,” thought Robin, with his usual shrewdness, “is it not 

strange, that the confession of an empty pocket should outweigh the name of my 
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kinsman, Major Molineux? Oh, if I had one of those grinning rascals in the 

woods, where I and my oak sapling grew up together, I would teach him that my 

arm is heavy, though my purse be light!” 

 

On turning the corner of the narrow lane, Robin found himself in a spacious 

street, with an unbroken line of lofty houses on each side, and a steepled building 

at the upper end, whence the ringing of a bell announced the hour of nine. The 

light of the moon, and the lamps from the numerous shop windows, discovered 

people promenading on the pavement, and amongst them Robin hoped to 

recognize his hitherto inscrutable relative. The result of his former inquiries made 

him unwilling to hazard another, in a scene of such publicity, and he determined 

to walk slowly and silently up the street, thrusting his face close to that of every 

elderly gentleman, in search of the Major’s lineaments. In his progress, Robin 

encountered many gay and gallant figures. Embroidered garments, of showy 

colors, enormous periwigs, gold-laced hats, and silver-hilted swords, glided past 

him, and dazzled his optics. Travelled youths, imitators of the European fine 

gentlemen of the period, trod jauntily along, half-dancing to the fashionable tunes 

which they hummed, and making poor Robin ashamed of his quiet and natural 

gait. At length, after many pauses to examine the gorgeous display of goods in the 

shop windows, and after suffering some rebukes for the impertinence of his 

scrutiny into people’s faces, the major’s kinsman found himself near the steepled 

building, still unsuccessful in his search. As yet, however, he had seen only one 

side of the thronged street, so Robin crossed, and continued the same sort of 

inquisition down the opposite pavement, with stronger hopes than the philosopher 

seeking an honest man, but with no better fortune. He had arrived about midway 

towards the lower end, from which his course began, when he overheard the 

approach of someone, who struck down a cane on the flag-stones at every step, 

uttering, at regular intervals, two sepulchral hems. 

 

“Mercy on us!” quoth Robin, recognizing the sound. 

 

Turning a corner, which chanced to be close at his right hand, he hastened to 

pursue his researches, in some other part of the town. His patience was now 

wearing low, and he seemed to feel more fatigue from his rambles since he 

crossed the ferry, than from his journey of several days on the other side. Hunger 

also pleaded loudly within him, and Robin began to balance the propriety of 

demanding, violently, and with lifted cudgel, the necessary guidance from the first 

solitary passenger, whom he should meet. While a resolution to this effect was 

gaining strength, he entered a street of mean appearance, on either side of which a 

row of ill-built houses was straggling towards the harbor. The moonlight fell upon 

no passenger along the whole extent, but in the third domicile which Robin passed 

there was a half-opened door, and his keen glance detected a woman’s garment 

within. 

 

“My luck may be better here,” said he to himself. 
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Accordingly, he approached the door, and beheld it shut closer as he did so; yet an 

open space remained, sufficing for the fair occupant to observe the stranger, 

without a corresponding display on her part. All that Robin could discern was a 

strip of scarlet petticoat, and the occasional sparkle of an eye, as if the 

moonbeams were trembling on some bright thing. 

 

“Pretty mistress,” for I may call her so with a good conscience, thought the 

shrewd youth, since I know nothing to the contrary—“my sweet pretty mistress, 

will you be kind enough to tell me whereabouts I must seek the dwelling of my 

kinsman, Major Molineux?” 

 

Robin’s voice was plaintive and winning, and the female, seeing nothing to be 

shunned in the handsome country youth, thrust open the door, and came forth into 

the moonlight. She was a dainty little figure, with a white neck, round arms, and a 

slender waist, at the extremity of which her scarlet petticoat jutted out over a 

hoop, as if she were standing in a balloon. Moreover, her face was oval and 

pretty, her hair dark beneath the little cap, and her bright eyes possessed a sly 

freedom, which triumphed over those of Robin. 

 

“Major Molineux dwells here,” said this fair woman. 

 

Now her voice was the sweetest Robin had heard that night, the airy counterpart 

of a stream of melted silver; yet he could not help doubting whether that sweet 

voice spoke Gospel truth. He looked up and down the mean street, and then 

surveyed the house before which they stood. It was a small, dark edifice of two 

stories, the second of which projected over the lower floor; and the front 

apartment had the aspect of a shop for petty commodities. 

 

“Now truly I am in luck,” replied Robin, cunningly, “and so indeed is my 

kinsman, the major, in having so pretty a housekeeper. But I prithee trouble him 

to step to the door; I will deliver him a message from his friends in the country, 

and then go back to my lodgings at the inn.” 

 

“Nay, the Major has been a-bed this hour or more,” said the lady of the scarlet 

petticoat; “and it would be to little purpose to disturb him tonight, seeing his 

evening draught was of the strongest. But he is a kind-hearted man, and it would 

be as much as my life’s worth, to let a kinsman of his turn away from the door. 

You are the good old gentleman’s very picture, and I could swear that was his 

rainy-weather hat. Also he has garments very much resembling those leather 

small-clothes. But come in, I pray, for I bid you hearty welcome in his name.” 

 

So saying, the fair and hospitable dame took our hero by the hand; and though the 

touch was light, and the force was gentleness, and though Robin read in her eyes 

what he did not hear in her words, yet the slender-waisted woman, in the scarlet 

petticoat, proved stronger than the athletic country youth. She had drawn his half-

willing footsteps nearly to the threshold, when the opening of a door in the 
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neighborhood, startled the Major’s housekeeper, and, leaving the Major’s 

kinsman, she vanished speedily into her own domicile. A heavy yawn preceded 

the appearance of a man, who, like the Moonshine of Pyramus and Thisbe, carried 

a lantern, needlessly aiding his sister luminary in the heavens. As he walked 

sleepily up the street, he turned his broad, dull face on Robin, and displayed a 

long staff, spiked at the end. 

 

“Home, vagabond, home!” said the watchman, in accents that seemed to fall 

asleep as soon as they were uttered. “Home, or we’ll set you in the stocks by peep 

of day!” 

 

“This is the second hint of the kind,” thought Robin. “I wish they would end my 

difficulties, by setting me there tonight.” 

 

Nevertheless, the youth felt an instinctive antipathy towards the guardian of 

midnight order, which at first prevented him from asking his usual question. But 

just when the man was about to vanish behind the corner, Robin resolved not to 

lose the opportunity, and shouted lustily after him— 

 

“I say, friend! will you guide me to the house of my kinsman, Major Molineux?” 

 

The watchman made no reply, but turned the corner and was gone; yet Robin 

seemed to hear the sound of drowsy laughter stealing along the solitary street. At 

that moment, also, a pleasant titter saluted him from the open window above his 

head; he looked up, and caught the sparkle of a saucy eye; a round arm beckoned 

to him, and next he heard light footsteps descending the staircase within. But 

Robin, being of the household of a New England clergyman, was a good youth, as 

well as a shrewd one; so he resisted temptation, and fled away. 

 

He now roamed desperately, and at random, through the town, almost ready to 

believe that a spell was on him, like that by which a wizard of his country had 

once kept three pursuers wandering, a whole winter night, within twenty paces of 

the cottage which they sought. The streets lay before him, strange and desolate, 

and the lights were extinguished in almost every house. Twice, however, little 

parties of men, among whom Robin distinguished individuals in outlandish attire, 

came hurrying along; but though on both occasions they paused to address him, 

such intercourse did not at all enlighten his perplexity. They did but utter a few 

words in some language of which Robin knew nothing, and perceiving his 

inability to answer, bestowed a curse upon him in plain English, and hastened 

away. Finally, the lad determined to knock at the door of every mansion that 

might appear worthy to be occupied by his kinsman, trusting that perseverance 

would overcome the fatality that had hitherto thwarted him. Firm in this resolve, 

he was passing beneath the walls of a church, which formed the corner of two 

streets, when, as he turned into the shade of its steeple, he encountered a bulky 

stranger, muffled in a cloak. The man was proceeding with the speed of earnest 
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business, but Robin planted himself full before him, holding the oak cudgel with 

both hands across his body, as a bar to further passage. 

 

“Halt, honest man, and answer me a question,” said he, very resolutely. “Tell me, 

this instant, whereabouts is the dwelling of my kinsman, Major Molineux?” 

 

“Keep your tongue between your teeth, fool, and let me pass!” said a deep, gruff 

voice, which Robin partly remembered. “Let me pass, I say, or I’ll strike you to 

the earth!” 

 

“No, no, neighbor!” cried Robin, flourishing his cudgel, and then thrusting its 

larger end close to the man’s muffled face. “No, no, I’m not the fool you take me 

for, nor do you pass, till I have an answer to my question. Whereabouts is the 

dwelling of my kinsman, Major Molineux?” 

 

The stranger, instead of attempting to force his passage, stepped back into the 

moonlight, unmuffled his face, and stared full into that of Robin. 

 

“Watch here an hour, and Major Molineux will pass by,” said he. 

 

Robin gazed with dismay, and astonishment, on the unprecedented physiognomy 

of the speaker. The forehead with its double prominence, the broad-hooked nose, 

the shaggy eyebrows, and fiery eyes, were those which he had noticed at the inn, 

but the man’s complexion had undergone a singular, or, more properly, a two-fold 

change. One side of the face blazed an intense red, while the other was black as 

midnight, the division line being in the broad bridge of the nose; and a mouth 

which seemed to extend from ear to ear was black or red, in contrast to the color 

of the cheek. The effect was as if two individual devils, a fiend of fire and a fiend 

of darkness, had united themselves to form this infernal visage. The stranger 

grinned in Robin’s face, muffled his parti-colored features, and was out of sight in 

a moment. 

 

“Strange things we travellers see!” ejaculated Robin. 

 

He seated himself, however, upon the steps of the church-door, resolving to wait 

the appointed time for his kinsman. A few moments were consumed in 

philosophical speculations upon the species of the genus homo, who had just left 

him; but having settled this point shrewdly, rationally, and satisfactorily, he was 

compelled to look elsewhere for his amusement. And first he threw his eyes along 

the street; it was of more respectable appearance than most of those into which he 

had wandered, and the moon, “creating, like the imaginative power, a beautiful 

strangeness in familiar objects,” gave something of romance to a scene, that might 

not have possessed it in the light of day. The irregular and often quaint 

architecture of the houses, some of whose roofs were broken into numerous little 

peaks, while others ascended, steep and narrow, into a single point, and others 

again were square; the pure milk-white of some of their complexions, the aged 
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darkness of others, and the thousand sparklings, reflected from bright substances 

in the walls of many; these matters engaged Robin’s attention for a while, and 

then began to grow wearisome. Next he endeavored to define the forms of distant 

objects, starting away, with almost ghostly indistinctness, just as his eye appeared 

to grasp them; and finally he took a minute survey of an edifice which stood on 

the opposite side of the street, directly in front of the church-door, where he was 

stationed. It was a large, square mansion, distinguished from its neighbors by a 

balcony, which rested on tall pillars, and by an elaborate Gothic window, 

communicating therewith. 

 

“Perhaps this is the very house I have been seeking,” thought Robin. 

 

Then he strove to speed away the time, by listening to a murmur which swept 

continually along the street, yet was scarcely audible, except to an unaccustomed 

ear like his; it was a low, dull, dreamy sound, compounded of many noises, each 

of which was at too great a distance to be separately heard. Robin marvelled at 

this snore of a sleeping town, and marvelled more whenever its continuity was 

broken by now and then a distant shout, apparently loud where it originated. But 

altogether it was a sleep-inspiring sound, and, to shake off its drowsy influence, 

Robin arose, and climbed a window-frame, that he might view the interior of the 

church. There the moonbeams came trembling in, and fell down upon the deserted 

pews, and extended along the quiet aisles. A fainter, yet more awful radiance, was 

hovering around the pulpit, and one solitary ray had dared to rest upon the opened 

page of the great Bible. Had nature, in that deep hour, become a worshipper in the 

house, which man had builded? Or was that heavenly light the visible sanctity of 

the place, visible because no earthly and impure feet were within the walls? The 

scene made Robin’s heart shiver with a sensation of loneliness, stronger than he 

had ever felt in the remotest depths of his native woods; so he turned away, and 

sat down again before the door. There were graves around the church, and now an 

uneasy thought obtruded into Robin’s breast. What if the object of his search, 

which had been so often and so strangely thwarted, were all the time mouldering 

in his shroud? What if his kinsman should glide through yonder gate, and nod and 

smile to him in dimly passing by? 

 

“Oh, that any breathing thing were here with me!” said Robin. 

 

Recalling his thoughts from this uncomfortable track, he sent them over forest, 

hill, and stream, and attempted to imagine how that evening of ambiguity and 

weariness, had been spent by his father’s household. He pictured them assembled 

at the door, beneath the tree, the great old tree, which had been spared for its huge 

twisted trunk, and venerable shade, when a thousand leafy brethren fell. There, at 

the going down of the summer sun, it was his father’s custom to perform domestic 

worship, that the neighbors might come and join with him like brothers of the 

family, and that the wayfaring man might pause to drink at that fountain, and keep 

his heart pure by freshening the memory of home. Robin distinguished the seat of 

every individual of the little audience; he saw the good man in the midst, holding 
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the Scriptures in the golden light that shone from the western clouds; he beheld 

him close the book, and all rise up to pray. He heard the old thanksgivings for 

daily mercies, the old supplications for their continuance, to which he had so 

often listened in weariness, but which were now among his dear remembrances. 

He perceived the slight inequality of his father’s voice when he came to speak of 

the Absent One; he noted how his mother turned her face to the broad and knotted 

trunk; how his elder brother scorned, because the beard was rough upon his upper 

lip, to permit his features to be moved; how the younger sister drew down a low 

hanging branch before her eyes; and how the little one of all, whose sports had 

hitherto broken the decorum of the scene, understood the prayer for her playmate, 

and burst into clamorous grief. Then he saw them go in at the door; and when 

Robin would have entered also, the latch tinkled into its place, and he was 

excluded from his home. 

 

“Am I here, or there?” cried Robin, starting; for all at once, when his thoughts had 

become visible and audible in a dream, the long, wide, solitary street shone out 

before him. 

 

He aroused himself, and endeavored to fix his attention steadily upon the large 

edifice which he had surveyed before. But still his mind kept vibrating between 

fancy and reality; by turns, the pillars of the balcony lengthened into the tall, bare 

stems of pines, dwindled down to human figures, settled again into their true 

shape and size, and then commenced a new succession of changes. For a single 

moment, when he deemed himself awake, he could have sworn that a visage, one 

which he seemed to remember, yet could not absolutely name as his kinsman’s, 

was looking towards him from the Gothic window. A deeper sleep wrestled with 

and nearly overcame him, but fled at the sound of footsteps along the opposite 

pavement. Robin rubbed his eyes, discerned a man passing at the foot of the 

balcony, and addressed him in a loud, peevish, and lamentable cry. 

 

“Hallo, friend! must I wait here all night for my kinsman, Major Molineux?” 

 

The sleeping echoes awoke, and answered the voice; and the passenger, barely 

able to discern a figure sitting in the oblique shade of the steeple, traversed the 

street to obtain a nearer view. He was himself a gentleman in his prime, of open, 

intelligent, cheerful, and altogether prepossessing countenance. Perceiving a 

country youth, apparently homeless and without friends, he accosted him in a tone 

of real kindness, which had become strange to Robin’s ears. 

 

“Well, my good lad, why are you sitting here?” inquired he. “Can I be of service 

to you in any way?” 

 

“I am afraid not, Sir,” replied Robin, despondingly; “yet I shall take it kindly, if 

you’ll answer me a single question. I’ve been searching, half the night, for one 

Major Molineux; now, Sir, is there really such a person in these parts, or am I 

dreaming?” 
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“Major Molineux! The name is not altogether strange to me,” said the gentleman, 

smiling. “Have you any objection to telling me the nature of your business with 

him?” 

 

Then Robin briefly related that his father was a clergyman, settled on a small 

salary, at a long distance back in the country, and that he and Major Molineux 

were brothers’ children. The Major, having inherited riches, and acquired civil 

and military rank, had visited his cousin, in great pomp, a year or two before; had 

manifested much interest in Robin and an elder brother, and, being childless 

himself, had thrown out hints respecting the future establishment of one of them 

in life. The elder brother was destined to succeed to the farm, which his father 

cultivated, in the interval of sacred duties; it was therefore determined that Robin 

should profit by his kinsman’s generous intentions, especially as he seemed to be 

rather the favorite, and was thought to possess other necessary endowments. 

 

“For I have the name of being a shrewd youth,” observed Robin, in this part of his 

story. 

 

“I doubt not you deserve it,” replied his new friend, good-naturedly; “but pray 

proceed.” 

 

“Well, sir, being nearly eighteen years old, and well-grown, as you see,” 

continued Robin, drawing himself up to his full height, “I thought it high time to 

begin the world. So my mother and sister put me in handsome trim, and my father 

gave me half the remnant of his last year’s salary, and five days ago I started for 

this place, to pay the Major a visit. But, would you believe it, Sir? I crossed the 

ferry a little after dusk, and have yet found nobody that would show me the way 

to his dwelling; only an hour or two since, I was told to wait here, and Major 

Molineux would pass by.” 

 

“Can you describe the man who told you this?” inquired the gentleman. 

 

“Oh, he was a very ill-favored fellow, Sir,” replied Robin, “with two great bumps 

on his forehead, a hook nose, fiery eyes, and, what struck me as the strangest, his 

face was of two different colors. Do you happen to know such a man, Sir?” 

 

“Not intimately,” answered the stranger, “but I chanced to meet him a little time 

previous to your stopping me. I believe you may trust his word, and that the 

Major will very shortly pass through this street. In the meantime, as I have a 

singular curiosity to witness your meeting, I will sit down here upon the steps, and 

bear you company.” 

 

He seated himself accordingly, and soon engaged his companion in animated 

discourse. It was but of brief continuance, however, for a noise of shouting, which 
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had long been remotely audible, drew so much nearer, that Robin inquired its 

cause. 

 

“What may be the meaning of this uproar?” asked he. “Truly, if your town be 

always as noisy, I shall find little sleep, while I am an inhabitant.” 

 

“Why, indeed, friend Robin, there do appear to be three or four riotous fellows 

abroad to-night,” replied the gentleman. “You must not expect all the stillness of 

your native woods, here in our streets. But the watch will shortly be at the heels of 

these lads, and—” 

 

“Ay, and set them in the stocks by peep of day,” interrupted Robin, recollecting 

his own encounter with the drowsy lantern-bearer. “But, dear Sir, if I may trust 

my ears, an army of watchmen would never make head against such a multitude 

of rioters. There were at least a thousand voices went to make up that one shout.” 

 

“May not a man have several voices, Robin, as well as two complexions?” said 

his friend. 

 

“Perhaps a man may; but Heaven forbid that a woman should!” responded the 

shrewd youth, thinking of the seductive tones of the Major’s housekeeper. 

 

The sounds of a trumpet in some neighboring street now became so evident and 

continual, that Robin’s curiosity was strongly excited. In addition to the shouts, he 

heard frequent bursts from many instruments of discord, and a wild and confused 

laughter filled up the intervals. Robin rose from the steps, and looked wistfully 

towards a point, whither several people seemed to be hastening. 

 

“Surely some prodigious merrymaking is going on,” exclaimed he. “I have 

laughed very little since I left home, Sir, and should be sorry to lose an 

opportunity. Shall we just step round the corner by that darkish house, and take 

our share of the fun?” 

 

“Sit down again, sit down, good Robin,” replied the gentleman, laying his hand 

on the skirt of the gray coat. “You forget that we must wait here for your 

kinsman; and there is reason to believe that he will pass by, in the course of a very 

few moments.” 

 

The near approach of the uproar had now disturbed the neighborhood; windows 

flew open on all sides; and many heads, in the attire of the pillow, and confused 

by sleep suddenly broken, were protruded to the gaze of whoever had leisure to 

observe them. Eager voices hailed each other from house to house, all demanding 

the explanation, which not a soul could give. Half-dressed men hurried towards 

the unknown commotion, stumbling as they went over the stone steps, that thrust 

themselves into the narrow foot-walk. The shouts, the laughter, and the tuneless 

bray, the antipodes of music, came onward with increasing din, till scattered 
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individuals, and then denser bodies, began to appear round a corner, at the 

distance of a hundred yards. 

 

“Will you recognize your kinsman, Robin, if he passes in this crowd?” inquired 

the gentleman. 

 

“Indeed, I can’t warrant it, Sir; but I’ll take my stand here, and keep a bright look 

out,” answered Robin, descending to the outer edge of the pavement. 

 

A mighty stream of people now emptied into the street, and came rolling slowly 

towards the church. A single horseman wheeled the corner in the midst of them, 

and close behind him came a band of fearful wind-instruments, sending forth a 

fresher discord, now that no intervening buildings kept it from the ear. Then a 

redder light disturbed the moonbeams, and a dense multitude of torches shone 

along the street, concealing, by their glare, whatever object they illuminated. The 

single horseman, clad in a military dress, and bearing a drawn sword, rode onward 

as the leader, and, by his fierce and variegated countenance, appeared like war 

personified: the red of one cheek was an emblem of fire and sword; the blackness 

of the other betokened the mourning that attends them. In his train were wild 

figures in the Indian dress, and many fantastic shapes without a model, giving the 

whole march a visionary air, as if a dream had broken forth from some feverish 

brain, and were sweeping visibly through the midnight streets. A mass of people, 

inactive, except as applauding spectators, hemmed the procession in, and several 

women ran along the side-walk, piercing the confusion of heavier sounds, with 

their shrill voices of mirth or terror. 

 

“The double-faced fellow has his eye upon me,” muttered Robin, with an 

indefinite but an uncomfortable idea that he was himself to bear a part in the 

pageantry. 

 

The leader turned himself in the saddle, and fixed his glance full upon the country 

youth, as the steed went slowly by. When Robin had freed his eyes from those 

fiery ones, the musicians were passing before him, and the torches were close at 

hand; but the unsteady brightness of the latter formed a veil which he could not 

penetrate. The rattling of wheels over the stones sometimes found its way to his 

ear, and confused traces of a human form appeared at intervals, and then melted 

into the vivid light. A moment more, and the leader thundered a command to halt: 

the trumpets vomited a horrid breath, and held their peace; the shouts and laughter 

of the people died away, and there remained only a universal hum, allied to 

silence. Right before Robin’s eyes was an uncovered cart. There the torches 

blazed the brightest, there the moon shone out like day, and there, in tar-and-

feathery dignity, sat his kinsman Major Molineux! 

 

He was an elderly man, of large and majestic person, and strong, square features, 

betokening a steady soul; but steady as it was, his enemies had found means to 

shake it. His face was pale as death, and far more ghastly; the broad forehead was 
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contracted in his agony, so that his eyebrows formed one grizzled line; his eyes 

were red and wild, and the foam hung white upon his quivering lip. His whole 

frame was agitated by a quick and continual tremor, which his pride strove to 

quell, even in those circumstances of overwhelming humiliation. But perhaps the 

bitterest pang of all was when his eyes met those of Robin; for he evidently knew 

him on the instant, as the youth stood witnessing the foul disgrace of a head 

grown gray in honor. They stared at each other in silence, and Robin’s knees 

shook, and his hair bristled, with a mixture of pity and terror. Soon, however, a 

bewildering excitement began to seize upon his mind; the preceding adventures of 

the night, the unexpected appearance of the crowd, the torches, the confused din 

and the hush that followed, the spectre of his kinsman reviled by that great 

multitude, all this, and, more than all, a perception of tremendous ridicule in the 

whole scene, affected him with a sort of mental inebriety. At that moment a voice 

of sluggish merriment saluted Robin’s ears; he turned instinctively, and just 

behind the corner of the church stood the lantern-bearer, rubbing his eyes, and 

drowsily enjoying the lad’s amazement. Then he heard a peal of laughter like the 

ringing of silvery bells; a woman twitched his arm, a saucy eye met his, and he 

saw the lady of the scarlet petticoat. A sharp, dry cachinnation appealed to his 

memory, and, standing on tiptoe in the crowd, with his white apron over his head, 

he beheld the courteous little innkeeper. And lastly, there sailed over the heads of 

the multitude a great, broad laugh, broken in the midst by two sepulchral hems; 

thus— 

 

“Haw, haw, haw—hem, hem—haw, haw, haw, haw!” 

 

The sound proceeded from the balcony of the opposite edifice, and thither Robin 

turned his eyes. In front of the Gothic window stood the old citizen, wrapped in a 

wide gown, his gray periwig exchanged for a night-cap, which was thrust back 

from his forehead, and his silk stockings hanging down about his legs. He 

supported himself on his polished cane in a fit of convulsive merriment, which 

manifested itself on his solemn old features like a funny inscription on a tomb-

stone. Then Robin seemed to hear the voices of the barbers, of the guests of the 

inn, and of all who had made sport of him that night. The contagion was 

spreading among the multitude, when, all at once, it seized upon Robin, and he 

sent forth a shout of laughter that echoed through the street; every man shook his 

sides, every man emptied his lungs, but Robin’s shout was the loudest there. The 

cloud-spirits peeped from their silvery islands, as the congregated mirth went 

roaring up the sky! The Man in the Moon heard the far bellow; “Oho,” quoth he, 

“the old earth is frolicsome tonight!” 

 

When there was a momentary calm in that tempestuous sea of sound, the leader 

gave the sign, the procession resumed its march. On they went, like fiends that 

throng in mockery around some dead potentate, mighty no more, but majestic still 

in his agony. On they went, in counterfeited pomp, in senseless uproar, in frenzied 

merriment, trampling all on an old man’s heart. On swept the tumult, and left a 

silent street behind. 
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“Well, Robin, are you dreaming?” inquired the gentleman, laying his hand on the 

youth’s shoulder. 

 

Robin started, and withdrew his arm from the stone post to which he had 

instinctively clung, while the living stream rolled by him. His cheek was 

somewhat pale, and his eye not quite as lively as in the earlier part of the evening. 

 

“Will you be kind enough to show me the way to the ferry?” said he, after a 

moment’s pause. 

 

“You have, then, adopted a new subject of inquiry?” observed his companion, 

with a smile. 

 

“Why, yes, Sir,” replied Robin, rather dryly. “Thanks to you, and to my other 

friends, I have at last met my kinsman, and he will scarce desire to see my face 

again. I begin to grow weary of a town life, Sir. Will you show me the way to the 

ferry?” 

 

“No, my good friend Robin, not to-night, at least,” said the gentleman. “Some few 

days hence, if you continue to wish it, I will speed you on your journey. Or, if you 

prefer to remain with us, perhaps, as you are a shrewd youth, you may rise in the 

world, without the help of your kinsman, Major Molineux.” 

 
2.6.2 “The Minister’s Black Veil” (1832) 
 

A PARABLE. 

  

The sexton stood in the porch of Milford meeting-house pulling lustily at the bell-

rope. The old people of the village came stooping along the street. Children with 

bright faces tripped merrily beside their parents or mimicked a graver gait in the 

conscious dignity of their Sunday clothes. Spruce bachelors looked sidelong at the 

pretty maidens, and fancied that the Sabbath sunshine made them prettier than on 

week-days. When the throng had mostly streamed into the porch, the sexton 

began to toll the bell, keeping his eye on the Reverend Mr. Hooper’s door. The 

first glimpse of the clergyman’s figure was the signal for the bell to cease its 

summons. 

 

“But what has good Parson Hooper got upon his face?” cried the sexton, in 

astonishment. 

 

All within hearing immediately turned about and beheld the semblance of Mr. 

Hooper pacing slowly his meditative way toward the meeting-house. With one 

accord they started, expressing more wonder than if some strange minister were 

coming to dust the cushions of Mr. Hooper’s pulpit. 
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“Are you sure it is our parson?” inquired Goodman Gray of the sexton. 

 

“Of a certainty it is good Mr. Hooper,” replied the sexton. “He was to have 

exchanged pulpits with Parson Shute of Westbury, but Parson Shute sent to 

excuse himself yesterday, being to preach a funeral sermon.” 

 

The cause of so much amazement may appear sufficiently slight. Mr. Hooper, a 

gentlemanly person of about thirty, though still a bachelor, was dressed with due 

clerical neatness, as if a careful wife had starched his band and brushed the 

weekly dust from his Sunday’s garb. There was but one thing remarkable in his 

appearance. Swathed about his forehead and hanging down over his face, so low 

as to be shaken by his breath, Mr. Hooper had on a black veil. On a nearer view it 

seemed to consist of two folds of crape, which entirely concealed his features 

except the mouth and chin, but probably did not intercept his sight further than to 

give a darkened aspect to all living and inanimate things. With this gloomy shade 

before him good Mr. Hooper walked onward at a slow and quiet pace, stooping 

somewhat and looking on the ground, as is customary with abstracted men, yet 

nodding kindly to those of his parishioners who still waited on the meeting-house 

steps. But so wonder-struck were they that his greeting hardly met with a return. 

 

“I can’t really feel as if good Mr. Hooper’s face was behind that piece of crape,” 

said the sexton. 

 

“I don’t like it,” muttered an old woman as she hobbled into the meeting-house. 

“He has changed himself into something awful only by hiding his face.” 

 

“Our parson has gone mad!” cried Goodman Gray, following him across the 

threshold. 

 

A rumor of some unaccountable phenomenon had preceded Mr. Hooper into the 

meeting-house and set all the congregation astir. Few could refrain from twisting 

their heads toward the door; many stood upright and turned directly about; while 

several little boys clambered upon the seats, and came down again with a terrible 

racket. There was a general bustle, a rustling of the women’s gowns and shuffling 

of the men’s feet, greatly at variance with that hushed repose which should attend 

the entrance of the minister. But Mr. Hooper appeared not to notice the 

perturbation of his people. He entered with an almost noiseless step, bent his head 

mildly to the pews on each side and bowed as he passed his oldest parishioner, a 

white-haired great-grandsire, who occupied an arm-chair in the centre of the aisle. 

It was strange to observe how slowly this venerable man became conscious of 

something singular in the appearance of his pastor. He seemed not fully to partake 

of the prevailing wonder till Mr. Hooper had ascended the stairs and showed 

himself in the pulpit, face to face with his congregation except for the black veil. 

That mysterious emblem was never once withdrawn. It shook with his measured 

breath as he gave out the psalm, it threw its obscurity between him and the holy 
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page as he read the Scriptures, and while he prayed the veil lay heavily on his 

uplifted countenance. Did he seek to hide it from the dread Being whom he was 

addressing? 

 

Such was the effect of this simple piece of crape that more than one woman of 

delicate nerves was forced to leave the meeting-house. Yet perhaps the pale-faced 

congregation was almost as fearful a sight to the minister as his black veil to 

them. 

 

Mr. Hooper had the reputation of a good preacher, but not an energetic one: he 

strove to win his people heavenward by mild, persuasive influences rather than to 

drive them thither by the thunders of the word. The sermon which he now 

delivered was marked by the same characteristics of style and manner as the 

general series of his pulpit oratory, but there was something either in the 

sentiment of the discourse itself or in the imagination of the auditors which made 

it greatly the most powerful effort that they had ever heard from their pastor’s 

lips. It was tinged rather more darkly than usual with the gentle gloom of Mr. 

Hooper’s temperament. The subject had reference to secret sin and those sad 

mysteries which we hide from our nearest and dearest, and would fain conceal 

from our own consciousness, even forgetting that the Omniscient can detect them. 

A subtle power was breathed into his words. Each member of the congregation, 

the most innocent girl and the man of hardened breast, felt as if the preacher had 

crept upon them behind his awful veil and discovered their hoarded iniquity of 

deed or thought. Many spread their clasped hands on their bosoms. There was 

nothing terrible in what Mr. Hooper said—at least, no violence; and yet with 

every tremor of his melancholy voice the hearers quaked. An unsought pathos 

came hand in hand with awe. So sensible were the audience of some unwonted 

attribute in their minister that they longed for a breath of wind to blow aside the 

veil, almost believing that a stranger’s visage would be discovered, though the 

form, gesture and voice were those of Mr. Hooper. 

 

At the close of the services the people hurried out with indecorous confusion, 

eager to communicate their pent-up amazement, and conscious of lighter spirits 

the moment they lost sight of the black veil. Some gathered in little circles, 

huddled closely together, with their mouths all whispering in the centre; some 

went homeward alone, wrapped in silent meditation; some talked loudly and 

profaned the Sabbath-day with ostentatious laughter. A few shook their sagacious 

heads, intimating that they could penetrate the mystery, while one or two affirmed 

that there was no mystery at all, but only that Mr. Hooper’s eyes were so 

weakened by the midnight lamp as to require a shade. 

 

After a brief interval forth came good Mr. Hooper also, in the rear of his flock. 

Turning his veiled face from one group to another, he paid due reverence to the 

hoary heads, saluted the middle-aged with kind dignity as their friend and 

spiritual guide, greeted the young with mingled authority and love, and laid his 

hands on the little children’s heads to bless them. Such was always his custom on 
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the Sabbath-day. Strange and bewildered looks repaid him for his courtesy. None, 

as on former occasions, aspired to the honor of walking by their pastor’s side. Old 

Squire Saunders—doubtless by an accidental lapse of memory—neglected to 

invite Mr. Hooper to his table, where the good clergyman had been wont to bless 

the food almost every Sunday since his settlement. He returned, therefore, to the 

parsonage, and at the moment of closing the door was observed to look back upon 

the people, all of whom had their eyes fixed upon the minister. A sad smile 

gleamed faintly from beneath the black veil and flickered about his mouth, 

glimmering as he disappeared. 

 

“How strange,” said a lady, “that a simple black veil, such as any woman might 

wear on her bonnet, should become such a terrible thing on Mr. Hooper’s face!” 

 

“Something must surely be amiss with Mr. Hooper’s intellects,” observed her 

husband, the physician of the village. “But the strangest part of the affair is the 

effect of this vagary even on a sober-minded man like myself. The black veil, 

though it covers only our pastor’s face, throws its influence over his whole person 

and makes him ghost-like from head to foot. Do you not feel it so?” 

 

“Truly do I,” replied the lady; “and I would not be alone with him for the world. I 

wonder he is not afraid to be alone with himself.” 

 

“Men sometimes are so,” said her husband. 

 

The afternoon service was attended with similar circumstances. At its conclusion 

the bell tolled for the funeral of a young lady. The relatives and friends were 

assembled in the house and the more distant acquaintances stood about the door, 

speaking of the good qualities of the deceased, when their talk was interrupted by 

the appearance of Mr. Hooper, still covered with his black veil. It was now an 

appropriate emblem. The clergyman stepped into the room where the corpse was 

laid, and bent over the coffin to take a last farewell of his deceased parishioner. 

As he stooped the veil hung straight down from his forehead, so that, if her eye-

lids had not been closed for ever, the dead maiden might have seen his face. 

Could Mr. Hooper be fearful of her glance, that he so hastily caught back the 

black veil? A person who watched the interview between the dead and living 

scrupled not to affirm that at the instant when the clergyman’s features were 

disclosed the corpse had slightly shuddered, rustling the shroud and muslin cap, 

though the countenance retained the composure of death. A superstitious old 

woman was the only witness of this prodigy. 

 

From the coffin Mr. Hooper passed into the chamber of the mourners, and thence 

to the head of the staircase, to make the funeral prayer. It was a tender and heart-

dissolving prayer, full of sorrow, yet so imbued with celestial hopes that the 

music of a heavenly harp swept by the fingers of the dead seemed faintly to be 

heard among the saddest accents of the minister. The people trembled, though 

they but darkly understood him, when he prayed that they and himself, and all of 
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mortal race, might be ready, as he trusted this young maiden had been, for the 

dreadful hour that should snatch the veil from their faces. The bearers went 

heavily forth and the mourners followed, saddening all the street, with the dead 

before them and Mr. Hooper in his black veil behind. 

 

“Why do you look back?” said one in the procession to his partner. 

 

“I had a fancy,” replied she, “that the minister and the maiden’s spirit were 

walking hand in hand.” 

 

“And so had I at the same moment,” said the other. 

 

That night the handsomest couple in Milford village were to be joined in wedlock. 

Though reckoned a melancholy man, Mr. Hooper had a placid cheerfulness for 

such occasions which often excited a sympathetic smile where livelier merriment 

would have been thrown away. There was no quality of his disposition which 

made him more beloved than this. The company at the wedding awaited his 

arrival with impatience, trusting that the strange awe which had gathered over him 

throughout the day would now be dispelled. But such was not the result. When 

Mr. Hooper came, the first thing that their eyes rested on was the same horrible 

black veil which had added deeper gloom to the funeral and could portend 

nothing but evil to the wedding. Such was its immediate effect on the guests that a 

cloud seemed to have rolled duskily from beneath the black crape and dimmed the 

light of the candles. The bridal pair stood up before the minister, but the bride’s 

cold fingers quivered in the tremulous hand of the bridegroom, and her death-like 

paleness caused a whisper that the maiden who had been buried a few hours 

before was come from her grave to be married. If ever another wedding were so 

dismal, it was that famous one where they tolled the wedding-knell. 

 

After performing the ceremony Mr. Hooper raised a glass of wine to his lips, 

wishing happiness to the new-married couple in a strain of mild pleasantry that 

ought to have brightened the features of the guests like a cheerful gleam from the 

hearth. At that instant, catching a glimpse of his figure in the looking-glass, the 

black veil involved his own spirit in the horror with which it overwhelmed all 

others. His frame shuddered, his lips grew white, he spilt the untasted wine upon 

the carpet and rushed forth into the darkness, for the Earth too had on her black 

veil. 

 

The next day the whole village of Milford talked of little else than Parson 

Hooper’s black veil. That, and the mystery concealed behind it, supplied a topic 

for discussion between acquaintances meeting in the street and good women 

gossipping at their open windows. It was the first item of news that the 

tavernkeeper told to his guests. The children babbled of it on their way to school. 

One imitative little imp covered his face with an old black handkerchief, thereby 

so affrighting his playmates that the panic seized himself and he wellnigh lost his 

wits by his own waggery. 
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It was remarkable that, of all the busybodies and impertinent people in the parish, 

not one ventured to put the plain question to Mr. Hooper wherefore he did this 

thing. Hitherto, whenever there appeared the slightest call for such interference, 

he had never lacked advisers nor shown himself averse to be guided by their 

judgment. If he erred at all, it was by so painful a degree of self-distrust that even 

the mildest censure would lead him to consider an indifferent action as a crime. 

Yet, though so well acquainted with this amiable weakness, no individual among 

his parishioners chose to make the black veil a subject of friendly remonstrance. 

There was a feeling of dread, neither plainly confessed nor carefully concealed, 

which caused each to shift the responsibility upon another, till at length it was 

found expedient to send a deputation of the church, in order to deal with Mr. 

Hooper about the mystery before it should grow into a scandal. Never did an 

embassy so ill discharge its duties. The minister received them with friendly 

courtesy, but became silent after they were seated, leaving to his visitors the 

whole burden of introducing their important business. The topic, it might be 

supposed, was obvious enough. There was the black veil swathed round Mr. 

Hooper’s forehead and concealing every feature above his placid mouth, on 

which, at times, they could perceive the glimmering of a melancholy smile. But 

that piece of crape, to their imagination, seemed to hang down before his heart, 

the symbol of a fearful secret between him and them. Were the veil but cast aside, 

they might speak freely of it, but not till then. Thus they sat a considerable time, 

speechless, confused and shrinking uneasily from Mr. Hooper’s eye, which they 

felt to be fixed upon them with an invisible glance. Finally, the deputies returned 

abashed to their constituents, pronouncing the matter too weighty to be handled 

except by a council of the churches, if, indeed, it might not require a General 

Synod. 

 

But there was one person in the village unappalled by the awe with which the 

black veil had impressed all besides herself. When the deputies returned without 

an explanation, or even venturing to demand one, she with the calm energy of her 

character determined to chase away the strange cloud that appeared to be settling 

round Mr. Hooper every moment more darkly than before. As his plighted wife it 

should be her privilege to know what the black veil concealed. At the minister’s 

first visit, therefore, she entered upon the subject with a direct simplicity which 

made the task easier both for him and her. After he had seated himself she fixed 

her eyes steadfastly upon the veil, but could discern nothing of the dreadful gloom 

that had so overawed the multitude; it was but a double fold of crape hanging 

down from his forehead to his mouth and slightly stirring with his breath. 

 

“No,” said she, aloud, and smiling, “there is nothing terrible in this piece of crape, 

except that it hides a face which I am always glad to look upon. Come, good sir; 

let the sun shine from behind the cloud. First lay aside your black veil, then tell 

me why you put it on.” 

 

Mr. Hooper’s smile glimmered faintly. 
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“There is an hour to come,” said he, “when all of us shall cast aside our veils. 

Take it not amiss, beloved friend, if I wear this piece of crape till then.” 

 

“Your words are a mystery too,” returned the young lady. “Take away the veil 

from them, at least.” 

 

“Elizabeth, I will,” said he, “so far as my vow may suffer me. Know, then, this 

veil is a type and a symbol, and I am bound to wear it ever, both in light and 

darkness, in solitude and before the gaze of multitudes, and as with strangers, so 

with my familiar friends. No mortal eye will see it withdrawn. This dismal shade 

must separate me from the world; even you, Elizabeth, can never come behind it.” 

 

“What grievous affliction hath befallen you,” she earnestly inquired, “that you 

should thus darken your eyes for ever?” 

 

“If it be a sign of mourning,” replied Mr. Hooper, “I, perhaps, like most other 

mortals, have sorrows dark enough to be typified by a black veil.” 

 

“But what if the world will not believe that it is the type of an innocent sorrow?” 

urged Elizabeth. “Beloved and respected as you are, there may be whispers that 

you hide your face under the consciousness of secret sin. For the sake of your 

holy office do away this scandal.” 

 

The color rose into her cheeks as she intimated the nature of the rumors that were 

already abroad in the village. But Mr. Hooper’s mildness did not forsake him. He 

even smiled again—that same sad smile which always appeared like a faint 

glimmering of light proceeding from the obscurity beneath the veil. 

 

“If I hide my face for sorrow, there is cause enough,” he merely replied; “and if I 

cover it for secret sin, what mortal might not do the same?” And with this gentle 

but unconquerable obstinacy did he resist all her entreaties. 

 

At length Elizabeth sat silent. For a few moments she appeared lost in thought, 

considering, probably, what new methods might be tried to withdraw her lover 

from so dark a fantasy, which, if it had no other meaning, was perhaps a symptom 

of mental disease. Though of a firmer character than his own, the tears rolled 

down her cheeks. But in an instant, as it were, a new feeling took the place of 

sorrow: her eyes were fixed insensibly on the black veil, when like a sudden 

twilight in the air its terrors fell around her. She arose and stood trembling before 

him. 

 

“And do you feel it, then, at last?” said he, mournfully. 

 

She made no reply, but covered her eyes with her hand and turned to leave the 

room. He rushed forward and caught her arm. 



133 

 

 

“Have patience with me, Elizabeth!” cried he, passionately. “Do not desert me 

though this veil must be between us here on earth. Be mine, and hereafter there 

shall be no veil over my face, no darkness between our souls. It is but a mortal 

veil; it is not for eternity. Oh, you know not how lonely I am, and how frightened 

to be alone behind my black veil! Do not leave me in this miserable obscurity for 

ever.” 

 

“Lift the veil but once and look me in the face,” said she. 

 

“Never! It cannot be!” replied Mr. Hooper. 

 

“Then farewell!” said Elizabeth. 

 

She withdrew her arm from his grasp and slowly departed, pausing at the door to 

give one long, shuddering gaze that seemed almost to penetrate the mystery of the 

black veil. But even amid his grief Mr. Hooper smiled to think that only a 

material emblem had separated him from happiness, though the horrors which it 

shadowed forth must be drawn darkly between the fondest of lovers. 

 

From that time no attempts were made to remove Mr. Hooper’s black veil or by a 

direct appeal to discover the secret which it was supposed to hide. By persons 

who claimed a superiority to popular prejudice it was reckoned merely an 

eccentric whim, such as often mingles with the sober actions of men otherwise 

rational and tinges them all with its own semblance of insanity. But with the 

multitude good Mr. Hooper was irreparably a bugbear. He could not walk the 

street with any peace of mind, so conscious was he that the gentle and timid 

would turn aside to avoid him, and that others would make it a point of hardihood 

to throw themselves in his way. The impertinence of the latter class compelled 

him to give up his customary walk at sunset to the burial-ground; for when he 

leaned pensively over the gate, there would always be faces behind the 

gravestones peeping at his black veil. A fable went the rounds that the stare of the 

dead people drove him thence. It grieved him to the very depth of his kind heart to 

observe how the children fled from his approach, breaking up their merriest sports 

while his melancholy figure was yet afar off. Their instinctive dread caused him 

to feel more strongly than aught else that a preternatural horror was interwoven 

with the threads of the black crape. In truth, his own antipathy to the veil was 

known to be so great that he never willingly passed before a mirror nor stooped to 

drink at a still fountain lest in its peaceful bosom he should be affrighted by 

himself. This was what gave plausibility to the whispers that Mr. Hooper’s 

conscience tortured him for some great crime too horrible to be entirely concealed 

or otherwise than so obscurely intimated. Thus from beneath the black veil there 

rolled a cloud into the sunshine, an ambiguity of sin or sorrow, which enveloped 

the poor minister, so that love or sympathy could never reach him. It was said that 

ghost and fiend consorted with him there. With self-shudderings and outward 

terrors he walked continually in its shadow, groping darkly within his own soul or 
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gazing through a medium that saddened the whole world. Even the lawless wind, 

it was believed, respected his dreadful secret and never blew aside the veil. But 

still good Mr. Hooper sadly smiled at the pale visages of the worldly throng as he 

passed by. 

 

Among all its bad influences, the black veil had the one desirable effect of making 

its wearer a very efficient clergyman. By the aid of his mysterious emblem—for 

there was no other apparent cause—he became a man of awful power over souls 

that were in agony for sin. His converts always regarded him with a dread 

peculiar to themselves, affirming, though but figuratively, that before he brought 

them to celestial light they had been with him behind the black veil. Its gloom, 

indeed, enabled him to sympathize with all dark affections. Dying sinners cried 

aloud for Mr. Hooper and would not yield their breath till he appeared, though 

ever, as he stooped to whisper consolation, they shuddered at the veiled face so 

near their own. Such were the terrors of the black veil even when Death had bared 

his visage. Strangers came long distances to attend service at his church with the 

mere idle purpose of gazing at his figure because it was forbidden them to behold 

his face. But many were made to quake ere they departed. Once, during Governor 

Belcher’s administration, Mr. Hooper was appointed to preach the election 

sermon. Covered with his black veil, he stood before the chief magistrate, the 

council and the representatives, and wrought so deep an impression that the 

legislative measures of that year were characterized by all the gloom and piety of 

our earliest ancestral sway. 

 

In this manner Mr. Hooper spent a long life, irreproachable in outward act, yet 

shrouded in dismal suspicions; kind and loving, though unloved and dimly feared; 

a man apart from men, shunned in their health and joy, but ever summoned to 

their aid in mortal anguish. As years wore on, shedding their snows above his 

sable veil, he acquired a name throughout the New England churches, and they 

called him Father Hooper. Nearly all his parishioners who were of mature age 

when he was settled had been borne away by many a funeral: he had one 

congregation in the church and a more crowded one in the churchyard; and, 

having wrought so late into the evening and done his work so well, it was now 

good Father Hooper’s turn to rest. 

 

Several persons were visible by the shaded candlelight in the death-chamber of 

the old clergyman. Natural connections he had none. But there was the decorously 

grave though unmoved physician, seeking only to mitigate the last pangs of the 

patient whom he could not save. There were the deacons and other eminently 

pious members of his church. There, also, was the Reverend Mr. Clark of 

Westbury, a young and zealous divine who had ridden in haste to pray by the 

bedside of the expiring minister. There was the nurse—no hired handmaiden of 

Death, but one whose calm affection had endured thus long in secrecy, in solitude, 

amid the chill of age, and would not perish even at the dying-hour. Who but 

Elizabeth! And there lay the hoary head of good Father Hooper upon the death-

pillow with the black veil still swathed about his brow and reaching down over his 
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face, so that each more difficult gasp of his faint breath caused it to stir. All 

through life that piece of crape had hung between him and the world; it had 

separated him from cheerful brotherhood and woman’s love and kept him in that 

saddest of all prisons his own heart; and still it lay upon his face, as if to deepen 

the gloom of his darksome chamber and shade him from the sunshine of eternity. 

 

For some time previous his mind had been confused, wavering doubtfully 

between the past and the present, and hovering forward, as it were, at intervals, 

into the indistinctness of the world to come. There had been feverish turns which 

tossed him from side to side and wore away what little strength he had. But in his 

most convulsive struggles and in the wildest vagaries of his intellect, when no 

other thought retained its sober influence, he still showed an awful solicitude lest 

the black veil should slip aside. Even if his bewildered soul could have forgotten, 

there was a faithful woman at his pillow who with averted eyes would have 

covered that aged face which she had last beheld in the comeliness of manhood. 

 

At length the death-stricken old man lay quietly in the torpor of mental and bodily 

exhaustion, with an imperceptible pulse and breath that grew fainter and fainter 

except when a long, deep and irregular inspiration seemed to prelude the flight of 

his spirit. 

 

The minister of Westbury approached the bedside. 

 

“Venerable Father Hooper,” said he, “the moment of your release is at hand. Are 

you ready for the lifting of the veil that shuts in time from eternity?” 

 

Father Hooper at first replied merely by a feeble motion of his head; then—

apprehensive, perhaps, that his meaning might be doubtful—he exerted himself to 

speak. 

 

“Yea,” said he, in faint accents; “my soul hath a patient weariness until that veil 

be lifted.” 

 

“And is it fitting,” resumed the Reverend Mr. Clark, “that a man so given to 

prayer, of such a blameless example, holy in deed and thought, so far as mortal 

judgment may pronounce,—is it fitting that a father in the Church should leave a 

shadow on his memory that may seem to blacken a life so pure? I pray you, my 

venerable brother, let not this thing be! Suffer us to be gladdened by your 

triumphant aspect as you go to your reward. Before the veil of eternity be lifted let 

me cast aside this black veil from your face;” and, thus speaking, the Reverend 

Mr. Clark bent forward to reveal the mystery of so many years. 

 

But, exerting a sudden energy that made all the beholders stand aghast, Father 

Hooper snatched both his hands from beneath the bedclothes and pressed them 

strongly on the black veil, resolute to struggle if the minister of Westbury would 

contend with a dying man. 
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“Never!” cried the veiled clergyman. “On earth, never!” 

 

“Dark old man,” exclaimed the affrighted minister, “with what horrible crime 

upon your soul are you now passing to the judgment?” 

 

Father Hooper’s breath heaved: it rattled in his throat; but, with a mighty effort 

grasping forward with his hands, he caught hold of life and held it back till he 

should speak. He even raised himself in bed, and there he sat shivering with the 

arms of Death around him, while the black veil hung down, awful at that last 

moment in the gathered terrors of a lifetime. And yet the faint, sad smile so often 

there now seemed to glimmer from its obscurity and linger on Father Hooper’s 

lips. 

 

“Why do you tremble at me alone?” cried he, turning his veiled face round the 

circle of pale spectators. “Tremble also at each other. Have men avoided me and 

women shown no pity and children screamed and fled only for my black veil? 

What but the mystery which it obscurely typifies has made this piece of crape so 

awful? When the friend shows his inmost heart to his friend, the lover to his best-

beloved; when man does not vainly shrink from the eye of his Creator, 

loathsomely treasuring up the secret of his sin,—then deem me a monster for the 

symbol beneath which I have lived and die. I look around me, and, lo! on every 

visage a black veil!” 

 

While his auditors shrank from one another in mutual affright, Father Hooper fell 

back upon his pillow, a veiled corpse with a faint smile lingering on the lips. Still 

veiled, they laid him in his coffin, and a veiled corpse they bore him to the grave. 

The grass of many years has sprung up and withered on that grave, the burial-

stone is moss-grown, and good Mr. Hooper’s face is dust; but awful is still the 

thought that it mouldered beneath the black veil. 

 
2.6.3 “Young Goodman Brown” (1835) 
 

Young Goodman Brown came forth at sunset into the street at 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, “prithee 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.” 
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“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 tonight. But no, no; ’t would 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.” 

 

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 a while,” replied the young man, with a tremor in his voice, 

caused by the sudden appearance of his companion, though not wholly 

unexpected. 
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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 who 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. 

 

“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, interpreting 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.” 
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“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.” 

 

“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, prithee, 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 

nightfall,” 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, 
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doubtless—as she went. The 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 cinquefoil, 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 the 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 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. 
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“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 a while; 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 roadside, 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 so 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 wayside, 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 tiptoe, 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 to-night’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 powwows, 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.” 
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“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 or 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 overburdened 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 accents of towns-people of 

his own, men and 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.” 
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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 forest path 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. 

 

“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 powwow, 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. 
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In truth they were such. Among them, quivering to and fro between gloom and 

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 

revered 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 pale-faced enemies were the Indian priests, or 

powwows, 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 unconcerted 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 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 
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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 widows’ weeds, has given her husband a drink at 

bedtime and let him sleep his last sleep in her bosom; how beardless youths have 

made haste to inherit their fathers’ wealth; and how fair damsels—blush not, 

sweet ones—have dug little graves in the garden, and bidden me, the sole guest to 

an infant’s funeral. By the sympathy of your human hearts for sin ye shall scent 

out all the places—whether in church, bedchamber, street, field, or forest—where 

crime has been committed, and shall exult to behold the whole earth one stain of 

guilt, one mighty blood spot. 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.” 
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“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. 

 

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, 

catechizing 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 skipped 

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 
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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, waking 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 grandchildren, a 

goodly procession, besides neighbors not a few, they carved no hopeful verse 

upon his tombstone, for his dying hour was gloom. 

 
2.6.4 “The Birthmark” (1843) 
 

In the latter part of the last century there lived a man of science, an eminent 

proficient in every branch of natural philosophy, who not long before our story 

opens had made experience of a spiritual affinity more attractive than any 

chemical one. He had left his laboratory to the care of an assistant, cleared his fine 

countenance from the furnace smoke, washed the stain of acids from his fingers, 

and persuaded a beautiful woman to become his wife. In those days when the 

comparatively recent discovery of electricity and other kindred mysteries of 

Nature seemed to open paths into the region of miracle, it was not unusual for the 

love of science to rival the love of woman in its depth and absorbing energy. The 

higher intellect, the imagination, the spirit, and even the heart might all find their 

congenial aliment in pursuits which, as some of their ardent votaries believed, 

would ascend from one step of powerful intelligence to another, until the 

philosopher should lay his hand on the secret of creative force and perhaps make 

new worlds for himself. We know not whether Aylmer possessed this degree of 

faith in man’s ultimate control over Nature. He had devoted himself, however, too 

unreservedly to scientific studies ever to be weaned from them by any second 

passion. His love for his young wife might prove the stronger of the two; but it 

could only be by intertwining itself with his love of science, and uniting the 

strength of the latter to his own. 

 

Such a union accordingly took place, and was attended with truly remarkable 

consequences and a deeply impressive moral. One day, very soon after their 

marriage, Aylmer sat gazing at his wife with a trouble in his countenance that 

grew stronger until he spoke. 

 

“Georgiana,” said he, “has it never occurred to you that the mark upon your cheek 

might be removed?” 

 

“No, indeed,” said she, smiling; but perceiving the seriousness of his manner, she 

blushed deeply. “To tell you the truth it has been so often called a charm that I 

was simple enough to imagine it might be so.” 

 

“Ah, upon another face perhaps it might,” replied her husband; “but never on 

yours. No, dearest Georgiana, you came so nearly perfect from the hand of Nature 
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that this slightest possible defect, which we hesitate whether to term a defect or a 

beauty, shocks me, as being the visible mark of earthly imperfection.” 

 

“Shocks you, my husband!” cried Georgiana, deeply hurt; at first reddening with 

momentary anger, but then bursting into tears. “Then why did you take me from 

my mother’s side? You cannot love what shocks you!” 

 

To explain this conversation it must be mentioned that in the centre of 

Georgiana’s left cheek there was a singular mark, deeply interwoven, as it were, 

with the texture and substance of her face. In the usual state of her complexion—a 

healthy though delicate bloom—the mark wore a tint of deeper crimson, which 

imperfectly defined its shape amid the surrounding rosiness. When she blushed it 

gradually became more indistinct, and finally vanished amid the triumphant rush 

of blood that bathed the whole cheek with its brilliant glow. But if any shifting 

motion caused her to turn pale there was the mark again, a crimson stain upon the 

snow, in what Aylmer sometimes deemed an almost fearful distinctness. Its shape 

bore not a little similarity to the human hand, though of the smallest pygmy size. 

Georgiana’s lovers were wont to say that some fairy at her birth hour had laid her 

tiny hand upon the infant’s cheek, and left this impress there in token of the magic 

endowments that were to give her such sway over all hearts. Many a desperate 

swain would have risked life for the privilege of pressing his lips to the 

mysterious hand. It must not be concealed, however, that the impression wrought 

by this fairy sign manual varied exceedingly, according to the difference of 

temperament in the beholders. Some fastidious persons—but they were 

exclusively of her own sex—affirmed that the bloody hand, as they chose to call 

it, quite destroyed the effect of Georgiana’s beauty, and rendered her countenance 

even hideous. But it would be as reasonable to say that one of those small blue 

stains which sometimes occur in the purest statuary marble would convert the Eve 

of Powers to a monster. Masculine observers, if the birthmark did not heighten 

their admiration, contented themselves with wishing it away, that the world might 

possess one living specimen of ideal loveliness without the semblance of a flaw. 

After his marriage,—for he thought little or nothing of the matter before,—

Aylmer discovered that this was the case with himself. 

 

Had she been less beautiful,—if Envy’s self could have found aught else to sneer 

at,—he might have felt his affection heightened by the prettiness of this mimic 

hand, now vaguely portrayed, now lost, now stealing forth again and glimmering 

to and fro with every pulse of emotion that throbbed within her heart; but seeing 

her otherwise so perfect, he found this one defect grow more and more intolerable 

with every moment of their united lives. It was the fatal flaw of humanity which 

Nature, in one shape or another, stamps ineffaceably on all her productions, either 

to imply that they are temporary and finite, or that their perfection must be 

wrought by toil and pain. The crimson hand expressed the ineludible gripe in 

which mortality clutches the highest and purest of earthly mould, degrading them 

into kindred with the lowest, and even with the very brutes, like whom their 

visible frames return to dust. In this manner, selecting it as the symbol of his 
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wife’s liability to sin, sorrow, decay, and death, Aylmer’s sombre imagination 

was not long in rendering the birthmark a frightful object, causing him more 

trouble and horror than ever Georgiana’s beauty, whether of soul or sense, had 

given him delight. 

 

At all the seasons which should have been their happiest, he invariably and 

without intending it, nay, in spite of a purpose to the contrary, reverted to this one 

disastrous topic. Trifling as it at first appeared, it so connected itself with 

innumerable trains of thought and modes of feeling that it became the central 

point of all. With the morning twilight Aylmer opened his eyes upon his wife’s 

face and recognized the symbol of imperfection; and when they sat together at the 

evening hearth his eyes wandered stealthily to her cheek, and beheld, flickering 

with the blaze of the wood fire, the spectral hand that wrote mortality where he 

would fain have worshipped. Georgiana soon learned to shudder at his gaze. It 

needed but a glance with the peculiar expression that his face often wore to 

change the roses of her cheek into a deathlike paleness, amid which the crimson 

hand was brought strongly out, like a bass-relief of ruby on the whitest marble. 

 

Late one night when the lights were growing dim, so as hardly to betray the stain 

on the poor wife’s cheek, she herself, for the first time, voluntarily took up the 

subject. 

 

“Do you remember, my dear Aylmer,” said she, with a feeble attempt at a smile, 

“have you any recollection of a dream last night about this odious hand?” 

 

“None! none whatever!” replied Aylmer, starting; but then he added, in a dry, 

cold tone, affected for the sake of concealing the real depth of his emotion, “I 

might well dream of it; for before I fell asleep it had taken a pretty firm hold of 

my fancy.” 

 

“And you did dream of it?” continued Georgiana, hastily; for she dreaded lest a 

gush of tears should interrupt what she had to say. “A terrible dream! I wonder 

that you can forget it. Is it possible to forget this one expression?—‘It is in her 

heart now; we must have it out!’ Reflect, my husband; for by all means I would 

have you recall that dream.” 

 

The mind is in a sad state when Sleep, the all-involving, cannot confine her 

spectres within the dim region of her sway, but suffers them to break forth, 

affrighting this actual life with secrets that perchance belong to a deeper one. 

Aylmer now remembered his dream. He had fancied himself with his servant 

Aminadab, attempting an operation for the removal of the birthmark; but the 

deeper went the knife, the deeper sank the hand, until at length its tiny grasp 

appeared to have caught hold of Georgiana’s heart; whence, however, her 

husband was inexorably resolved to cut or wrench it away. 
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When the dream had shaped itself perfectly in his memory, Aylmer sat in his 

wife’s presence with a guilty feeling. Truth often finds its way to the mind close 

muffled in robes of sleep, and then speaks with uncompromising directness of 

matters in regard to which we practise an unconscious self-deception during our 

waking moments. Until now he had not been aware of the tyrannizing influence 

acquired by one idea over his mind, and of the lengths which he might find in his 

heart to go for the sake of giving himself peace. 

 

“Aylmer,” resumed Georgiana, solemnly, “I know not what may be the cost to 

both of us to rid me of this fatal birthmark. Perhaps its removal may cause 

cureless deformity; or it may be the stain goes as deep as life itself. Again: do we 

know that there is a possibility, on any terms, of unclasping the firm gripe of this 

little hand which was laid upon me before I came into the world?” 

 

“Dearest Georgiana, I have spent much thought upon the subject,” hastily 

interrupted Aylmer. “I am convinced of the perfect practicability of its removal.” 

 

“If there be the remotest possibility of it,” continued Georgiana, “let the attempt 

be made at whatever risk. Danger is nothing to me; for life, while this hateful 

mark makes me the object of your horror and disgust,—life is a burden which I 

would fling down with joy. Either remove this dreadful hand, or take my 

wretched life! You have deep science. All the world bears witness of it. You have 

achieved great wonders. Cannot you remove this little, little mark, which I cover 

with the tips of two small fingers? Is this beyond your power, for the sake of your 

own peace, and to save your poor wife from madness?” 

 

“Noblest, dearest, tenderest wife,” cried Aylmer, rapturously, “doubt not my 

power. I have already given this matter the deepest thought—thought which might 

almost have enlightened me to create a being less perfect than yourself. 

Georgiana, you have led me deeper than ever into the heart of science. I feel 

myself fully competent to render this dear cheek as faultless as its fellow; and 

then, most beloved, what will be my triumph when I shall have corrected what 

Nature left imperfect in her fairest work! Even Pygmalion, when his sculptured 

woman assumed life, felt not greater ecstasy than mine will be.” 

 

“It is resolved, then,” said Georgiana, faintly smiling. “And, Aylmer, spare me 

not, though you should find the birthmark take refuge in my heart at last.” 

 

Her husband tenderly kissed her cheek—her right cheek—not that which bore the 

impress of the crimson hand. 

 

The next day Aylmer apprised his wife of a plan that he had formed whereby he 

might have opportunity for the intense thought and constant watchfulness which 

the proposed operation would require; while Georgiana, likewise, would enjoy the 

perfect repose essential to its success. They were to seclude themselves in the 

extensive apartments occupied by Aylmer as a laboratory, and where, during his 
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toilsome youth, he had made discoveries in the elemental powers of Nature that 

had roused the admiration of all the learned societies in Europe. Seated calmly in 

this laboratory, the pale philosopher had investigated the secrets of the highest 

cloud region and of the profoundest mines; he had satisfied himself of the causes 

that kindled and kept alive the fires of the volcano; and had explained the mystery 

of fountains, and how it is that they gush forth, some so bright and pure, and 

others with such rich medicinal virtues, from the dark bosom of the earth. Here, 

too, at an earlier period, he had studied the wonders of the human frame, and 

attempted to fathom the very process by which Nature assimilates all her precious 

influences from earth and air, and from the spiritual world, to create and foster 

man, her masterpiece. The latter pursuit, however, Aylmer had long laid aside in 

unwilling recognition of the truth—against which all seekers sooner or later 

stumble—that our great creative Mother, while she amuses us with apparently 

working in the broadest sunshine, is yet severely careful to keep her own secrets, 

and, in spite of her pretended openness, shows us nothing but results. She permits 

us, indeed, to mar, but seldom to mend, and, like a jealous patentee, on no account 

to make. Now, however, Aylmer resumed these half-forgotten investigations; not, 

of course, with such hopes or wishes as first suggested them; but because they 

involved much physiological truth and lay in the path of his proposed scheme for 

the treatment of Georgiana. 

 

As he led her over the threshold of the laboratory, Georgiana was cold and 

tremulous. Aylmer looked cheerfully into her face, with intent to reassure her, but 

was so startled with the intense glow of the birthmark upon the whiteness of her 

cheek that he could not restrain a strong convulsive shudder. His wife fainted. 

 

“Aminadab! Aminadab!” shouted Aylmer, stamping violently on the floor. 

 

Forthwith there issued from an inner apartment a man of low stature, but bulky 

frame, with shaggy hair hanging about his visage, which was grimed with the 

vapors of the furnace. This personage had been Aylmer’s underworker during his 

whole scientific career, and was admirably fitted for that office by his great 

mechanical readiness, and the skill with which, while incapable of comprehending 

a single principle, he executed all the details of his master’s experiments. With his 

vast strength, his shaggy hair, his smoky aspect, and the indescribable earthiness 

that incrusted him, he seemed to represent man’s physical nature; while Aylmer’s 

slender figure, and pale, intellectual face, were no less apt a type of the spiritual 

element. 

 

“Throw open the door of the boudoir, Aminadab,” said Aylmer, “and burn a 

pastil.” 

 

“Yes, master,” answered Aminadab, looking intently at the lifeless form of 

Georgiana; and then he muttered to himself, “If she were my wife, I’d never part 

with that birthmark.” 
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When Georgiana recovered consciousness she found herself breathing an 

atmosphere of penetrating fragrance, the gentle potency of which had recalled her 

from her deathlike faintness. The scene around her looked like enchantment. 

Aylmer had converted those smoky, dingy, sombre rooms, where he had spent his 

brightest years in recondite pursuits, into a series of beautiful apartments not unfit 

to be the secluded abode of a lovely woman. The walls were hung with gorgeous 

curtains, which imparted the combination of grandeur and grace that no other 

species of adornment can achieve; and as they fell from the ceiling to the floor, 

their rich and ponderous folds, concealing all angles and straight lines, appeared 

to shut in the scene from infinite space. For aught Georgiana knew, it might be a 

pavilion among the clouds. And Aylmer, excluding the sunshine, which would 

have interfered with his chemical processes, had supplied its place with perfumed 

lamps, emitting flames of various hue, but all uniting in a soft, impurpled 

radiance. He now knelt by his wife’s side, watching her earnestly, but without 

alarm; for he was confident in his science, and felt that he could draw a magic 

circle round her within which no evil might intrude. 

 

“Where am I? Ah, I remember,” said Georgiana, faintly; and she placed her hand 

over her cheek to hide the terrible mark from her husband’s eyes. 

 

“Fear not, dearest!” exclaimed he. “Do not shrink from me! Believe me, 

Georgiana, I even rejoice in this single imperfection, since it will be such a 

rapture to remove it.” 

 

“Oh, spare me!” sadly replied his wife. “Pray do not look at it again. I never can 

forget that convulsive shudder.” 

 

In order to soothe Georgiana, and, as it were, to release her mind from the burden 

of actual things, Aylmer now put in practice some of the light and playful secrets 

which science had taught him among its profounder lore. Airy figures, absolutely 

bodiless ideas, and forms of unsubstantial beauty came and danced before her, 

imprinting their momentary footsteps on beams of light. Though she had some 

indistinct idea of the method of these optical phenomena, still the illusion was 

almost perfect enough to warrant the belief that her husband possessed sway over 

the spiritual world. Then again, when she felt a wish to look forth from her 

seclusion, immediately, as if her thoughts were answered, the procession of 

external existence flitted across a screen. The scenery and the figures of actual life 

were perfectly represented, but with that bewitching, yet indescribable difference 

which always makes a picture, an image, or a shadow so much more attractive 

than the original. When wearied of this, Aylmer bade her cast her eyes upon a 

vessel containing a quantity of earth. She did so, with little interest at first; but 

was soon startled to perceive the germ of a plant shooting upward from the soil. 

Then came the slender stalk; the leaves gradually unfolded themselves; and amid 

them was a perfect and lovely flower. 

 

“It is magical!” cried Georgiana. “I dare not touch it.” 
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“Nay, pluck it,” answered Aylmer,—“pluck it, and inhale its brief perfume while 

you may. The flower will wither in a few moments and leave nothing save its 

brown seed vessels; but thence may be perpetuated a race as ephemeral as itself.” 

 

But Georgiana had no sooner touched the flower than the whole plant suffered a 

blight, its leaves turning coal-black as if by the agency of fire. 

 

“There was too powerful a stimulus,” said Aylmer, thoughtfully. 

 

To make up for this abortive experiment, he proposed to take her portrait by a 

scientific process of his own invention. It was to be effected by rays of light 

striking upon a polished plate of metal. Georgiana assented; but, on looking at the 

result, was affrighted to find the features of the portrait blurred and indefinable; 

while the minute figure of a hand appeared where the cheek should have been. 

Aylmer snatched the metallic plate and threw it into a jar of corrosive acid. 

 

Soon, however, he forgot these mortifying failures. In the intervals of study and 

chemical experiment he came to her flushed and exhausted, but seemed 

invigorated by her presence, and spoke in glowing language of the resources of 

his art. He gave a history of the long dynasty of the alchemists, who spent so 

many ages in quest of the universal solvent by which the golden principle might 

be elicited from all things vile and base. Aylmer appeared to believe that, by the 

plainest scientific logic, it was altogether within the limits of possibility to 

discover this long-sought medium; “but,” he added, “a philosopher who should go 

deep enough to acquire the power would attain too lofty a wisdom to stoop to the 

exercise of it.” Not less singular were his opinions in regard to the elixir vitae. He 

more than intimated that it was at his option to concoct a liquid that should 

prolong life for years, perhaps interminably; but that it would produce a discord in 

Nature which all the world, and chiefly the quaffer of the immortal nostrum, 

would find cause to curse. 

 

“Aylmer, are you in earnest?” asked Georgiana, looking at him with amazement 

and fear. “It is terrible to possess such power, or even to dream of possessing it.” 

 

“Oh, do not tremble, my love,” said her husband. “I would not wrong either you 

or myself by working such inharmonious effects upon our lives; but I would have 

you consider how trifling, in comparison, is the skill requisite to remove this little 

hand.” 

 

At the mention of the birthmark, Georgiana, as usual, shrank as if a redhot iron 

had touched her cheek. 

 

Again Aylmer applied himself to his labors. She could hear his voice in the 

distant furnace room giving directions to Aminadab, whose harsh, uncouth, 

misshapen tones were audible in response, more like the grunt or growl of a brute 
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than human speech. After hours of absence, Aylmer reappeared and proposed that 

she should now examine his cabinet of chemical products and natural treasures of 

the earth. Among the former he showed her a small vial, in which, he remarked, 

was contained a gentle yet most powerful fragrance, capable of impregnating all 

the breezes that blow across a kingdom. They were of inestimable value, the 

contents of that little vial; and, as he said so, he threw some of the perfume into 

the air and filled the room with piercing and invigorating delight. 

 

“And what is this?” asked Georgiana, pointing to a small crystal globe containing 

a gold-colored liquid. “It is so beautiful to the eye that I could imagine it the elixir 

of life.” 

 

“In one sense it is,” replied Aylmer; “or, rather, the elixir of immortality. It is the 

most precious poison that ever was concocted in this world. By its aid I could 

apportion the lifetime of any mortal at whom you might point your finger. The 

strength of the dose would determine whether he were to linger out years, or drop 

dead in the midst of a breath. No king on his guarded throne could keep his life if 

I, in my private station, should deem that the welfare of millions justified me in 

depriving him of it.” 

 

“Why do you keep such a terrific drug?” inquired Georgiana in horror. 

 

“Do not mistrust me, dearest,” said her husband, smiling; “its virtuous potency is 

yet greater than its harmful one. But see! here is a powerful cosmetic. With a few 

drops of this in a vase of water, freckles may be washed away as easily as the 

hands are cleansed. A stronger infusion would take the blood out of the cheek, 

and leave the rosiest beauty a pale ghost.” 

 

“Is it with this lotion that you intend to bathe my cheek?” asked Georgiana, 

anxiously. 

 

“Oh, no,” hastily replied her husband; “this is merely superficial. Your case 

demands a remedy that shall go deeper.” 

 

In his interviews with Georgiana, Aylmer generally made minute inquiries as to 

her sensations and whether the confinement of the rooms and the temperature of 

the atmosphere agreed with her. These questions had such a particular drift that 

Georgiana began to conjecture that she was already subjected to certain physical 

influences, either breathed in with the fragrant air or taken with her food. She 

fancied likewise, but it might be altogether fancy, that there was a stirring up of 

her system—a strange, indefinite sensation creeping through her veins, and 

tingling, half painfully, half pleasurably, at her heart. Still, whenever she dared to 

look into the mirror, there she beheld herself pale as a white rose and with the 

crimson birthmark stamped upon her cheek. Not even Aylmer now hated it so 

much as she. 
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To dispel the tedium of the hours which her husband found it necessary to devote 

to the processes of combination and analysis, Georgiana turned over the volumes 

of his scientific library. In many dark old tomes she met with chapters full of 

romance and poetry. They were the works of philosophers of the middle ages, 

such as Albertus Magnus, Cornelius Agrippa, Paracelsus, and the famous friar 

who created the prophetic Brazen Head. All these antique naturalists stood in 

advance of their centuries, yet were imbued with some of their credulity, and 

therefore were believed, and perhaps imagined themselves to have acquired from 

the investigation of Nature a power above Nature, and from physics a sway over 

the spiritual world. Hardly less curious and imaginative were the early volumes of 

the Transactions of the Royal Society, in which the members, knowing little of 

the limits of natural possibility, were continually recording wonders or proposing 

methods whereby wonders might be wrought. 

 

But to Georgiana the most engrossing volume was a large folio from her 

husband’s own hand, in which he had recorded every experiment of his scientific 

career, its original aim, the methods adopted for its development, and its final 

success or failure, with the circumstances to which either event was attributable. 

The book, in truth, was both the history and emblem of his ardent, ambitious, 

imaginative, yet practical and laborious life. He handled physical details as if 

there were nothing beyond them; yet spiritualized them all, and redeemed himself 

from materialism by his strong and eager aspiration towards the infinite. In his 

grasp the veriest clod of earth assumed a soul. Georgiana, as she read, reverenced 

Aylmer and loved him more profoundly than ever, but with a less entire 

dependence on his judgment than heretofore. Much as he had accomplished, she 

could not but observe that his most splendid successes were almost invariably 

failures, if compared with the ideal at which he aimed. His brightest diamonds 

were the merest pebbles, and felt to be so by himself, in comparison with the 

inestimable gems which lay hidden beyond his reach. The volume, rich with 

achievements that had won renown for its author, was yet as melancholy a record 

as ever mortal hand had penned. It was the sad confession and continual 

exemplification of the shortcomings of the composite man, the spirit burdened 

with clay and working in matter, and of the despair that assails the higher nature 

at finding itself so miserably thwarted by the earthly part. Perhaps every man of 

genius in whatever sphere might recognize the image of his own experience in 

Aylmer’s journal. 

 

So deeply did these reflections affect Georgiana that she laid her face upon the 

open volume and burst into tears. In this situation she was found by her husband. 

 

“It is dangerous to read in a sorcerer’s books,” said he with a smile, though his 

countenance was uneasy and displeased. “Georgiana, there are pages in that 

volume which I can scarcely glance over and keep my senses. Take heed lest it 

prove as detrimental to you.” 

 

“It has made me worship you more than ever,” said she. 
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“Ah, wait for this one success,” rejoined he, “then worship me if you will. I shall 

deem myself hardly unworthy of it. But come, I have sought you for the luxury of 

your voice. Sing to me, dearest.” 

 

So she poured out the liquid music of her voice to quench the thirst of his spirit. 

He then took his leave with a boyish exuberance of gayety, assuring her that her 

seclusion would endure but a little longer, and that the result was already certain. 

Scarcely had he departed when Georgiana felt irresistibly impelled to follow him. 

She had forgotten to inform Aylmer of a symptom which for two or three hours 

past had begun to excite her attention. It was a sensation in the fatal birthmark, 

not painful, but which induced a restlessness throughout her system. Hastening 

after her husband, she intruded for the first time into the laboratory. 

 

The first thing that struck her eye was the furnace, that hot and feverish worker, 

with the intense glow of its fire, which by the quantities of soot clustered above it 

seemed to have been burning for ages. There was a distilling apparatus in full 

operation. Around the room were retorts, tubes, cylinders, crucibles, and other 

apparatus of chemical research. An electrical machine stood ready for immediate 

use. The atmosphere felt oppressively close, and was tainted with gaseous odors 

which had been tormented forth by the processes of science. The severe and 

homely simplicity of the apartment, with its naked walls and brick pavement, 

looked strange, accustomed as Georgiana had become to the fantastic elegance of 

her boudoir. But what chiefly, indeed almost solely, drew her attention, was the 

aspect of Aylmer himself. 

 

He was pale as death, anxious and absorbed, and hung over the furnace as if it 

depended upon his utmost watchfulness whether the liquid which it was distilling 

should be the draught of immortal happiness or misery. How different from the 

sanguine and joyous mien that he had assumed for Georgiana’s encouragement! 

 

“Carefully now, Aminadab; carefully, thou human machine; carefully, thou man 

of clay!” muttered Aylmer, more to himself than his assistant. “Now, if there be a 

thought too much or too little, it is all over.” 

 

“Ho! ho!” mumbled Aminadab. “Look, master! look!” 

 

Aylmer raised his eyes hastily, and at first reddened, then grew paler than ever, on 

beholding Georgiana. He rushed towards her and seized her arm with a gripe that 

left the print of his fingers upon it. 

 

“Why do you come hither? Have you no trust in your husband?” cried he, 

impetuously. “Would you throw the blight of that fatal birthmark over my labors? 

It is not well done. Go, prying woman, go!” 
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“Nay, Aylmer,” said Georgiana with the firmness of which she possessed no 

stinted endowment, “it is not you that have a right to complain. You mistrust your 

wife; you have concealed the anxiety with which you watch the development of 

this experiment. Think not so unworthily of me, my husband. Tell me all the risk 

we run, and fear not that I shall shrink; for my share in it is far less than your 

own.” 

 

“No, no, Georgiana!” said Aylmer, impatiently; “it must not be.” 

 

“I submit,” replied she calmly. “And, Aylmer, I shall quaff whatever draught you 

bring me; but it will be on the same principle that would induce me to take a dose 

of poison if offered by your hand.” 

 

“My noble wife,” said Aylmer, deeply moved, “I knew not the height and depth 

of your nature until now. Nothing shall be concealed. Know, then, that this 

crimson hand, superficial as it seems, has clutched its grasp into your being with a 

strength of which I had no previous conception. I have already administered 

agents powerful enough to do aught except to change your entire physical system. 

Only one thing remains to be tried. If that fail us we are ruined.” 

 

“Why did you hesitate to tell me this?” asked she. 

 

“Because, Georgiana,” said Aylmer, in a low voice, “there is danger.” 

 

“Danger? There is but one danger—that this horrible stigma shall be left upon my 

cheek!” cried Georgiana. “Remove it, remove it, whatever be the cost, or we shall 

both go mad!” 

 

“Heaven knows your words are too true,” said Aylmer, sadly. “And now, dearest, 

return to your boudoir. In a little while all will be tested.” 

 

He conducted her back and took leave of her with a solemn tenderness which 

spoke far more than his words how much was now at stake. After his departure 

Georgiana became rapt in musings. She considered the character of Aylmer, and 

did it completer justice than at any previous moment. Her heart exulted, while it 

trembled, at his honorable love—so pure and lofty that it would accept nothing 

less than perfection nor miserably make itself contented with an earthlier nature 

than he had dreamed of. She felt how much more precious was such a sentiment 

than that meaner kind which would have borne with the imperfection for her sake, 

and have been guilty of treason to holy love by degrading its perfect idea to the 

level of the actual; and with her whole spirit she prayed that, for a single moment, 

she might satisfy his highest and deepest conception. Longer than one moment 

she well knew it could not be; for his spirit was ever on the march, ever 

ascending, and each instant required something that was beyond the scope of the 

instant before. 
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The sound of her husband’s footsteps aroused her. He bore a crystal goblet 

containing a liquor colorless as water, but bright enough to be the draught of 

immortality. Aylmer was pale; but it seemed rather the consequence of a highly-

wrought state of mind and tension of spirit than of fear or doubt. 

 

“The concoction of the draught has been perfect,” said he, in answer to 

Georgiana’s look. “Unless all my science have deceived me, it cannot fail.” 

 

“Save on your account, my dearest Aylmer,” observed his wife, “I might wish to 

put off this birthmark of mortality by relinquishing mortality itself in preference 

to any other mode. Life is but a sad possession to those who have attained 

precisely the degree of moral advancement at which I stand. Were I weaker and 

blinder it might be happiness. Were I stronger, it might be endured hopefully. But, 

being what I find myself, methinks I am of all mortals the most fit to die.” 

 

“You are fit for heaven without tasting death!” replied her husband “But why do 

we speak of dying? The draught cannot fail. Behold its effect upon this plant.” 

 

On the window seat there stood a geranium diseased with yellow blotches, which 

had overspread all its leaves. Aylmer poured a small quantity of the liquid upon 

the soil in which it grew. In a little time, when the roots of the plant had taken up 

the moisture, the unsightly blotches began to be extinguished in a living verdure. 

 

“There needed no proof,” said Georgiana, quietly. “Give me the goblet I joyfully 

stake all upon your word.” 

 

“Drink, then, thou lofty creature!” exclaimed Aylmer, with fervid admiration. 

“There is no taint of imperfection on thy spirit. Thy sensible frame, too, shall soon 

be all perfect.” 

 

She quaffed the liquid and returned the goblet to his hand. 

 

“It is grateful,” said she with a placid smile. “Methinks it is like water from a 

heavenly fountain; for it contains I know not what of unobtrusive fragrance and 

deliciousness. It allays a feverish thirst that had parched me for many days. Now, 

dearest, let me sleep. My earthly senses are closing over my spirit like the leaves 

around the heart of a rose at sunset.” 

 

She spoke the last words with a gentle reluctance, as if it required almost more 

energy than she could command to pronounce the faint and lingering syllables. 

Scarcely had they loitered through her lips ere she was lost in slumber. Aylmer sat 

by her side, watching her aspect with the emotions proper to a man the whole 

value of whose existence was involved in the process now to be tested. Mingled 

with this mood, however, was the philosophic investigation characteristic of the 

man of science. Not the minutest symptom escaped him. A heightened flush of 

the cheek, a slight irregularity of breath, a quiver of the eyelid, a hardly 
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perceptible tremor through the frame,—such were the details which, as the 

moments passed, he wrote down in his folio volume. Intense thought had set its 

stamp upon every previous page of that volume, but the thoughts of years were all 

concentrated upon the last. 

 

While thus employed, he failed not to gaze often at the fatal hand, and not without 

a shudder. Yet once, by a strange and unaccountable impulse he pressed it with 

his lips. His spirit recoiled, however, in the very act, and Georgiana, out of the 

midst of her deep sleep, moved uneasily and murmured as if in remonstrance. 

Again Aylmer resumed his watch. Nor was it without avail. The crimson hand, 

which at first had been strongly visible upon the marble paleness of Georgiana’s 

cheek, now grew more faintly outlined. She remained not less pale than ever; but 

the birthmark with every breath that came and went, lost somewhat of its former 

distinctness. Its presence had been awful; its departure was more awful still. 

Watch the stain of the rainbow fading out the sky, and you will know how that 

mysterious symbol passed away. 

 

“By Heaven! it is well-nigh gone!” said Aylmer to himself, in almost irrepressible 

ecstasy. “I can scarcely trace it now. Success! success! And now it is like the 

faintest rose color. The lightest flush of blood across her cheek would overcome 

it. But she is so pale!” 

 

He drew aside the window curtain and suffered the light of natural day to fall into 

the room and rest upon her cheek. At the same time he heard a gross, hoarse 

chuckle, which he had long known as his servant Aminadab’s expression of 

delight. 

 

“Ah, clod! ah, earthly mass!” cried Aylmer, laughing in a sort of frenzy, “you 

have served me well! Matter and spirit—earth and heaven—have both done their 

part in this! Laugh, thing of the senses! You have earned the right to laugh.” 

 

These exclamations broke Georgiana’s sleep. She slowly unclosed her eyes and 

gazed into the mirror which her husband had arranged for that purpose. A faint 

smile flitted over her lips when she recognized how barely perceptible was now 

that crimson hand which had once blazed forth with such disastrous brilliancy as 

to scare away all their happiness. But then her eyes sought Aylmer’s face with a 

trouble and anxiety that he could by no means account for. 

 

“My poor Aylmer!” murmured she. 

 

“Poor? Nay, richest, happiest, most favored!” exclaimed he. “My peerless bride, it 

is successful! You are perfect!” 

 

“My poor Aylmer,” she repeated, with a more than human tenderness, “you have 

aimed loftily; you have done nobly. Do not repent that with so high and pure a 
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feeling, you have rejected the best the earth could offer. Aylmer, dearest Aylmer, 

I am dying!” 

 

Alas! it was too true! The fatal hand had grappled with the mystery of life, and 

was the bond by which an angelic spirit kept itself in union with a mortal frame. 

As the last crimson tint of the birthmark—that sole token of human 

imperfection—faded from her cheek, the parting breath of the now perfect woman 

passed into the atmosphere, and her soul, lingering a moment near her husband, 

took its heavenward flight. Then a hoarse, chuckling laugh was heard again! Thus 

ever does the gross fatality of earth exult in its invariable triumph over the 

immortal essence which, in this dim sphere of half development, demands the 

completeness of a higher state. Yet, had Alymer reached a profounder wisdom, he 

need not thus have flung away the happiness which would have woven his mortal 

life of the selfsame texture with the celestial. The momentary circumstance was 

too strong for him; he failed to look beyond the shadowy scope of time, and, 

living once for all in eternity, to find the perfect future in the present. 

 
2.6.5 “The Artist of the Beautiful” (1844) 

 

An elderly man, with his pretty daughter on his arm, was passing along the street, 

and emerged from the gloom of the cloudy evening into the light that fell across 

the pavement from the window of a small shop. It was a projecting window; and 

on the inside were suspended a variety of watches, pinchbeck, silver, and one or 

two of gold, all with their faces turned from the streets, as if churlishly disinclined 

to inform the wayfarers what o’clock it was. Seated within the shop, sidelong to 

the window with his pale face bent earnestly over some delicate piece of 

mechanism on which was thrown the concentrated lustre of a shade lamp, 

appeared a young man. 

 

“What can Owen Warland be about?” muttered old Peter Hovenden, himself a 

retired watchmaker, and the former master of this same young man whose 

occupation he was now wondering at. “What can the fellow be about? These six 

months past I have never come by his shop without seeing him just as steadily at 

work as now. It would be a flight beyond his usual foolery to seek for the 

perpetual motion; and yet I know enough of my old business to be certain that 

what he is now so busy with is no part of the machinery of a watch.” 

 

“Perhaps, father,” said Annie, without showing much interest in the question, 

“Owen is inventing a new kind of timekeeper. I am sure he has ingenuity 

enough.” 

 

“Poh, child! He has not the sort of ingenuity to invent anything better than a 

Dutch toy,” answered her father, who had formerly been put to much vexation by 

Owen Warland’s irregular genius. “A plague on such ingenuity! All the effect that 

ever I knew of it was to spoil the accuracy of some of the best watches in my 
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shop. He would turn the sun out of its orbit and derange the whole course of time, 

if, as I said before, his ingenuity could grasp anything bigger than a child’s toy!” 

 

“Hush, father! He hears you!” whispered Annie, pressing the old man’s arm. “His 

ears are as delicate as his feelings; and you know how easily disturbed they are. 

Do let us move on.” 

 

So Peter Hovenden and his daughter Annie plodded on without further 

conversation, until in a by-street of the town they found themselves passing the 

open door of a blacksmith’s shop. Within was seen the forge, now blazing up and 

illuminating the high and dusky roof, and now confining its lustre to a narrow 

precinct of the coal-strewn floor, according as the breath of the bellows was 

puffed forth or again inhaled into its vast leathern lungs. In the intervals of 

brightness it was easy to distinguish objects in remote corners of the shop and the 

horseshoes that hung upon the wall; in the momentary gloom the fire seemed to 

be glimmering amidst the vagueness of unenclosed space. Moving about in this 

red glare and alternate dusk was the figure of the blacksmith, well worthy to be 

viewed in so picturesque an aspect of light and shade, where the bright blaze 

struggled with the black night, as if each would have snatched his comely strength 

from the other. Anon he drew a white-hot bar of iron from the coals, laid it on the 

anvil, uplifted his arm of might, and was soon enveloped in the myriads of sparks 

which the strokes of his hammer scattered into the surrounding gloom. 

 

“Now, that is a pleasant sight,” said the old watchmaker. “I know what it is to 

work in gold; but give me the worker in iron after all is said and done. He spends 

his labor upon a reality. What say you, daughter Annie?” 

 

“Pray don’t speak so loud, father,” whispered Annie, “Robert Danforth will hear 

you.” 

 

“And what if he should hear me?” said Peter Hovenden. “I say again, it is a good 

and a wholesome thing to depend upon main strength and reality, and to earn 

one’s bread with the bare and brawny arm of a blacksmith. A watchmaker gets his 

brain puzzled by his wheels within a wheel, or loses his health or the nicety of his 

eyesight, as was my case, and finds himself at middle age, or a little after, past 

labor at his own trade and fit for nothing else, yet too poor to live at his ease. So I 

say once again, give me main strength for my money. And then, how it takes the 

nonsense out of a man! Did you ever hear of a blacksmith being such a fool as 

Owen Warland yonder?” 

 

“Well said, uncle Hovenden!” shouted Robert Danforth from the forge, in a full, 

deep, merry voice, that made the roof re-echo. “And what says Miss Annie to that 

doctrine? She, I suppose, will think it a genteeler business to tinker up a lady’s 

watch than to forge a horseshoe or make a gridiron.” 

 

Annie drew her father onward without giving him time for reply. 



162 

 

 

But we must return to Owen Warland’s shop, and spend more meditation upon his 

history and character than either Peter Hovenden, or probably his daughter Annie, 

or Owen’s old school-fellow, Robert Danforth, would have thought due to so 

slight a subject. From the time that his little fingers could grasp a penknife, Owen 

had been remarkable for a delicate ingenuity, which sometimes produced pretty 

shapes in wood, principally figures of flowers and birds, and sometimes seemed 

to aim at the hidden mysteries of mechanism. But it was always for purposes of 

grace, and never with any mockery of the useful. He did not, like the crowd of 

school-boy artisans, construct little windmills on the angle of a barn or watermills 

across the neighboring brook. Those who discovered such peculiarity in the boy 

as to think it worth their while to observe him closely, sometimes saw reason to 

suppose that he was attempting to imitate the beautiful movements of Nature as 

exemplified in the flight of birds or the activity of little animals. It seemed, in fact, 

a new development of the love of the beautiful, such as might have made him a 

poet, a painter, or a sculptor, and which was as completely refined from all 

utilitarian coarseness as it could have been in either of the fine arts. He looked 

with singular distaste at the stiff and regular processes of ordinary machinery. 

Being once carried to see a steam-engine, in the expectation that his intuitive 

comprehension of mechanical principles would be gratified, he turned pale and 

grew sick, as if something monstrous and unnatural had been presented to him. 

This horror was partly owing to the size and terrible energy of the iron laborer; for 

the character of Owen’s mind was microscopic, and tended naturally to the 

minute, in accordance with his diminutive frame and the marvellous smallness 

and delicate power of his fingers. Not that his sense of beauty was thereby 

diminished into a sense of prettiness. The beautiful idea has no relation to size, 

and may be as perfectly developed in a space too minute for any but microscopic 

investigation as within the ample verge that is measured by the arc of the rainbow. 

But, at all events, this characteristic minuteness in his objects and 

accomplishments made the world even more incapable than it might otherwise 

have been of appreciating Owen Warland’s genius. The boy’s relatives saw 

nothing better to be done—as perhaps there was not—than to bind him apprentice 

to a watchmaker, hoping that his strange ingenuity might thus be regulated and 

put to utilitarian purposes. 

 

Peter Hovenden’s opinion of his apprentice has already been expressed. He could 

make nothing of the lad. Owen’s apprehension of the professional mysteries, it is 

true, was inconceivably quick; but he altogether forgot or despised the grand 

object of a watchmaker’s business, and cared no more for the measurement of 

time than if it had been merged into eternity. So long, however, as he remained 

under his old master’s care, Owen’s lack of sturdiness made it possible, by strict 

injunctions and sharp oversight, to restrain his creative eccentricity within 

bounds; but when his apprenticeship was served out, and he had taken the little 

shop which Peter Hovenden’s failing eyesight compelled him to relinquish, then 

did people recognize how unfit a person was Owen Warland to lead old blind 

Father Time along his daily course. One of his most rational projects was to 
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connect a musical operation with the machinery of his watches, so that all the 

harsh dissonances of life might be rendered tuneful, and each flitting moment fall 

into the abyss of the past in golden drops of harmony. If a family clock was 

intrusted to him for repair,—one of those tall, ancient clocks that have grown 

nearly allied to human nature by measuring out the lifetime of many 

generations,—he would take upon himself to arrange a dance or funeral 

procession of figures across its venerable face, representing twelve mirthful or 

melancholy hours. Several freaks of this kind quite destroyed the young 

watchmaker’s credit with that steady and matter-of-fact class of people who hold 

the opinion that time is not to be trifled with, whether considered as the medium 

of advancement and prosperity in this world or preparation for the next. His 

custom rapidly diminished—a misfortune, however, that was probably reckoned 

among his better accidents by Owen Warland, who was becoming more and more 

absorbed in a secret occupation which drew all his science and manual dexterity 

into itself, and likewise gave full employment to the characteristic tendencies of 

his genius. This pursuit had already consumed many months. 

 

After the old watchmaker and his pretty daughter had gazed at him out of the 

obscurity of the street, Owen Warland was seized with a fluttering of the nerves, 

which made his hand tremble too violently to proceed with such delicate labor as 

he was now engaged upon. 

 

“It was Annie herself!” murmured he. “I should have known it, by this throbbing 

of my heart, before I heard her father’s voice. Ah, how it throbs! I shall scarcely 

be able to work again on this exquisite mechanism to-night. Annie! dearest 

Annie! thou shouldst give firmness to my heart and hand, and not shake them 

thus; for if I strive to put the very spirit of beauty into form and give it motion, it 

is for thy sake alone. O throbbing heart, be quiet! If my labor be thus thwarted, 

there will come vague and unsatisfied dreams which will leave me spiritless to-

morrow.” 

 

As he was endeavoring to settle himself again to his task, the shop door opened 

and gave admittance to no other than the stalwart figure which Peter Hovenden 

had paused to admire, as seen amid the light and shadow of the blacksmith’s shop. 

Robert Danforth had brought a little anvil of his own manufacture, and peculiarly 

constructed, which the young artist had recently bespoken. Owen examined the 

article and pronounced it fashioned according to his wish. 

 

“Why, yes,” said Robert Danforth, his strong voice filling the shop as with the 

sound of a bass viol, “I consider myself equal to anything in the way of my own 

trade; though I should have made but a poor figure at yours with such a fist as 

this,” added he, laughing, as he laid his vast hand beside the delicate one of 

Owen. “But what then? I put more main strength into one blow of my sledge 

hammer than all that you have expended since you were a ’prentice. Is not that the 

truth?” 
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“Very probably,” answered the low and slender voice of Owen. “Strength is an 

earthly monster. I make no pretensions to it. My force, whatever there may be of 

it, is altogether spiritual.” 

 

“Well, but, Owen, what are you about?” asked his old school-fellow, still in such 

a hearty volume of tone that it made the artist shrink, especially as the question 

related to a subject so sacred as the absorbing dream of his imagination. “Folks do 

say that you are trying to discover the perpetual motion.” 

 

“The perpetual motion? Nonsense!” replied Owen Warland, with a movement of 

disgust; for he was full of little petulances. “It can never be discovered. It is a 

dream that may delude men whose brains are mystified with matter, but not me. 

Besides, if such a discovery were possible, it would not be worth my while to 

make it only to have the secret turned to such purposes as are now effected by 

steam and water power. I am not ambitious to be honored with the paternity of a 

new kind of cotton machine.” 

 

“That would be droll enough!” cried the blacksmith, breaking out into such an 

uproar of laughter that Owen himself and the bell glasses on his work-board 

quivered in unison. “No, no, Owen! No child of yours will have iron joints and 

sinews. Well, I won’t hinder you any more. Good night, Owen, and success, and 

if you need any assistance, so far as a downright blow of hammer upon anvil will 

answer the purpose, I’m your man.” 

 

And with another laugh the man of main strength left the shop. 

 

“How strange it is,” whispered Owen Warland to himself, leaning his head upon 

his hand, “that all my musings, my purposes, my passion for the beautiful, my 

consciousness of power to create it,—a finer, more ethereal power, of which this 

earthly giant can have no conception,—all, all, look so vain and idle whenever my 

path is crossed by Robert Danforth! He would drive me mad were I to meet him 

often. His hard, brute force darkens and confuses the spiritual element within me; 

but I, too, will be strong in my own way. I will not yield to him.” 

 

He took from beneath a glass a piece of minute machinery, which he set in the 

condensed light of his lamp, and, looking intently at it through a magnifying 

glass, proceeded to operate with a delicate instrument of steel. In an instant, 

however, he fell back in his chair and clasped his hands, with a look of horror on 

his face that made its small features as impressive as those of a giant would have 

been. 

 

“Heaven! What have I done?” exclaimed he. “The vapor, the influence of that 

brute force,—it has bewildered me and obscured my perception. I have made the 

very stroke—the fatal stroke—that I have dreaded from the first. It is all over—

the toil of months, the object of my life. I am ruined!” 
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And there he sat, in strange despair, until his lamp flickered in the socket and left 

the Artist of the Beautiful in darkness. 

 

Thus it is that ideas, which grow up within the imagination and appear so lovely 

to it and of a value beyond whatever men call valuable, are exposed to be 

shattered and annihilated by contact with the practical. It is requisite for the ideal 

artist to possess a force of character that seems hardly compatible with its 

delicacy; he must keep his faith in himself while the incredulous world assails 

him with its utter disbelief; he must stand up against mankind and be his own sole 

disciple, both as respects his genius and the objects to which it is directed. 

 

For a time Owen Warland succumbed to this severe but inevitable test. He spent a 

few sluggish weeks with his head so continually resting in his hands that the 

towns-people had scarcely an opportunity to see his countenance. When at last it 

was again uplifted to the light of day, a cold, dull, nameless change was 

perceptible upon it. In the opinion of Peter Hovenden, however, and that order of 

sagacious understandings who think that life should be regulated, like clockwork, 

with leaden weights, the alteration was entirely for the better. Owen now, indeed, 

applied himself to business with dogged industry. It was marvellous to witness the 

obtuse gravity with which he would inspect the wheels of a great old silver watch 

thereby delighting the owner, in whose fob it had been worn till he deemed it a 

portion of his own life, and was accordingly jealous of its treatment. In 

consequence of the good report thus acquired, Owen Warland was invited by the 

proper authorities to regulate the clock in the church steeple. He succeeded so 

admirably in this matter of public interest that the merchants gruffly 

acknowledged his merits on Change; the nurse whispered his praises as she gave 

the potion in the sick-chamber; the lover blessed him at the hour of appointed 

interview; and the town in general thanked Owen for the punctuality of dinner 

time. In a word, the heavy weight upon his spirits kept everything in order, not 

merely within his own system, but wheresoever the iron accents of the church 

clock were audible. It was a circumstance, though minute, yet characteristic of his 

present state, that, when employed to engrave names or initials on silver spoons, 

he now wrote the requisite letters in the plainest possible style, omitting a variety 

of fanciful flourishes that had heretofore distinguished his work in this kind. 

 

One day, during the era of this happy transformation, old Peter Hovenden came to 

visit his former apprentice. 

 

“Well, Owen,” said he, “I am glad to hear such good accounts of you from all 

quarters, and especially from the town clock yonder, which speaks in your 

commendation every hour of the twenty-four. Only get rid altogether of your 

nonsensical trash about the beautiful, which I nor nobody else, nor yourself to 

boot, could ever understand,—only free yourself of that, and your success in life 

is as sure as daylight. Why, if you go on in this way, I should even venture to let 

you doctor this precious old watch of mine; though, except my daughter Annie, I 

have nothing else so valuable in the world.” 
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“I should hardly dare touch it, sir,” replied Owen, in a depressed tone; for he was 

weighed down by his old master’s presence. 

 

“In time,” said the latter,—“In time, you will be capable of it.” 

 

The old watchmaker, with the freedom naturally consequent on his former 

authority, went on inspecting the work which Owen had in hand at the moment, 

together with other matters that were in progress. The artist, meanwhile, could 

scarcely lift his head. There was nothing so antipodal to his nature as this man’s 

cold, unimaginative sagacity, by contact with which everything was converted 

into a dream except the densest matter of the physical world. Owen groaned in 

spirit and prayed fervently to be delivered from him. 

 

“But what is this?” cried Peter Hovenden abruptly, taking up a dusty bell glass, 

beneath which appeared a mechanical something, as delicate and minute as the 

system of a butterfly’s anatomy. “What have we here? Owen! Owen! there is 

witchcraft in these little chains, and wheels, and paddles. See! with one pinch of 

my finger and thumb I am going to deliver you from all future peril.” 

 

“For Heaven’s sake,” screamed Owen Warland, springing up with wonderful 

energy, “as you would not drive me mad, do not touch it! The slightest pressure of 

your finger would ruin me forever.” 

 

“Aha, young man! And is it so?” said the old watchmaker, looking at him with 

just enough penetration to torture Owen’s soul with the bitterness of worldly 

criticism. “Well, take your own course; but I warn you again that in this small 

piece of mechanism lives your evil spirit. Shall I exorcise him?” 

 

“You are my evil spirit,” answered Owen, much excited,—”you and the hard, 

coarse world! The leaden thoughts and the despondency that you fling upon me 

are my clogs, else I should long ago have achieved the task that I was created 

for.” 

 

Peter Hovenden shook his head, with the mixture of contempt and indignation 

which mankind, of whom he was partly a representative, deem themselves 

entitled to feel towards all simpletons who seek other prizes than the dusty one 

along the highway. He then took his leave, with an uplifted finger and a sneer 

upon his face that haunted the artist’s dreams for many a night afterwards. At the 

time of his old master’s visit, Owen was probably on the point of taking up the 

relinquished task; but, by this sinister event, he was thrown back into the state 

whence he had been slowly emerging. 

 

But the innate tendency of his soul had only been accumulating fresh vigor during 

its apparent sluggishness. As the summer advanced he almost totally relinquished 

his business, and permitted Father Time, so far as the old gentleman was 
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represented by the clocks and watches under his control, to stray at random 

through human life, making infinite confusion among the train of bewildered 

hours. He wasted the sunshine, as people said, in wandering through the woods 

and fields and along the banks of streams. There, like a child, he found 

amusement in chasing butterflies or watching the motions of water insects. There 

was something truly mysterious in the intentness with which he contemplated 

these living playthings as they sported on the breeze or examined the structure of 

an imperial insect whom he had imprisoned. The chase of butterflies was an apt 

emblem of the ideal pursuit in which he had spent so many golden hours; but 

would the beautiful idea ever be yielded to his hand like the butterfly that 

symbolized it? Sweet, doubtless, were these days, and congenial to the artist’s 

soul. They were full of bright conceptions, which gleamed through his intellectual 

world as the butterflies gleamed through the outward atmosphere, and were real to 

him, for the instant, without the toil, and perplexity, and many disappointments of 

attempting to make them visible to the sensual eye. Alas that the artist, whether in 

poetry, or whatever other material, may not content himself with the inward 

enjoyment of the beautiful, but must chase the flitting mystery beyond the verge 

of his ethereal domain, and crush its frail being in seizing it with a material grasp. 

Owen Warland felt the impulse to give external reality to his ideas as irresistibly 

as any of the poets or painters who have arrayed the world in a dimmer and fainter 

beauty, imperfectly copied from the richness of their visions. 

 

The night was now his time for the slow progress of re-creating the one idea to 

which all his intellectual activity referred itself. Always at the approach of dusk 

he stole into the town, locked himself within his shop, and wrought with patient 

delicacy of touch for many hours. Sometimes he was startled by the rap of the 

watchman, who, when all the world should be asleep, had caught the gleam of 

lamplight through the crevices of Owen Warland’s shutters. Daylight, to the 

morbid sensibility of his mind, seemed to have an intrusiveness that interfered 

with his pursuits. On cloudy and inclement days, therefore, he sat with his head 

upon his hands, muffling, as it were, his sensitive brain in a mist of indefinite 

musings, for it was a relief to escape from the sharp distinctness with which he 

was compelled to shape out his thoughts during his nightly toil. 

 

From one of these fits of torpor he was aroused by the entrance of Annie 

Hovenden, who came into the shop with the freedom of a customer, and also with 

something of the familiarity of a childish friend. She had worn a hole through her 

silver thimble, and wanted Owen to repair it. 

 

“But I don’t know whether you will condescend to such a task,” said she, 

laughing, “now that you are so taken up with the notion of putting spirit into 

machinery.” 

 

“Where did you get that idea, Annie?” said Owen, starting in surprise. 
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“Oh, out of my own head,” answered she, “and from something that I heard you 

say, long ago, when you were but a boy and I a little child. But come, will you 

mend this poor thimble of mine?” 

 

“Anything for your sake, Annie,” said Owen Warland,—“anything, even were it 

to work at Robert Danforth’s forge.” 

 

“And that would be a pretty sight!” retorted Annie, glancing with imperceptible 

slightness at the artist’s small and slender frame. “Well; here is the thimble.” 

 

“But that is a strange idea of yours,” said Owen, “about the spiritualization of 

matter.” 

 

And then the thought stole into his mind that this young girl possessed the gift to 

comprehend him better than all the world besides. And what a help and strength 

would it be to him in his lonely toil if he could gain the sympathy of the only 

being whom he loved! To persons whose pursuits are insulated from the common 

business of life—who are either in advance of mankind or apart from it—there 

often comes a sensation of moral cold that makes the spirit shiver as if it had 

reached the frozen solitudes around the pole. What the prophet, the poet, the 

reformer, the criminal, or any other man with human yearnings, but separated 

from the multitude by a peculiar lot, might feel, poor Owen felt. 

 

“Annie,” cried he, growing pale as death at the thought, “how gladly would I tell 

you the secret of my pursuit! You, methinks, would estimate it rightly. You, I 

know, would hear it with a reverence that I must not expect from the harsh, 

material world.” 

 

“Would I not? to be sure I would!” replied Annie Hovenden, lightly laughing. 

“Come; explain to me quickly what is the meaning of this little whirligig, so 

delicately wrought that it might be a plaything for Queen Mab. See! I will put it in 

motion.” 

 

“Hold!” exclaimed Owen, “hold!” 

 

Annie had but given the slightest possible touch, with the point of a needle, to the 

same minute portion of complicated machinery which has been more than once 

mentioned, when the artist seized her by the wrist with a force that made her 

scream aloud. She was affrighted at the convulsion of intense rage and anguish 

that writhed across his features. The next instant he let his head sink upon his 

hands. 

 

“Go, Annie,” murmured he; “I have deceived myself, and must suffer for it. I 

yearned for sympathy, and thought, and fancied, and dreamed that you might give 

it me; but you lack the talisman, Annie, that should admit you into my secrets. 



169 

 

That touch has undone the toil of months and the thought of a lifetime! It was not 

your fault, Annie; but you have ruined me!” 

 

Poor Owen Warland! He had indeed erred, yet pardonably; for if any human spirit 

could have sufficiently reverenced the processes so sacred in his eyes, it must 

have been a woman’s. Even Annie Hovenden, possibly might not have 

disappointed him had she been enlightened by the deep intelligence of love. 

 

The artist spent the ensuing winter in a way that satisfied any persons who had 

hitherto retained a hopeful opinion of him that he was, in truth, irrevocably 

doomed to unutility as regarded the world, and to an evil destiny on his own part. 

The decease of a relative had put him in possession of a small inheritance. Thus 

freed from the necessity of toil, and having lost the steadfast influence of a great 

purpose,—great, at least, to him,—he abandoned himself to habits from which it 

might have been supposed the mere delicacy of his organization would have 

availed to secure him. But when the ethereal portion of a man of genius is 

obscured the earthly part assumes an influence the more uncontrollable, because 

the character is now thrown off the balance to which Providence had so nicely 

adjusted it, and which, in coarser natures, is adjusted by some other method. 

Owen Warland made proof of whatever show of bliss may be found in riot. He 

looked at the world through the golden medium of wine, and contemplated the 

visions that bubble up so gayly around the brim of the glass, and that people the 

air with shapes of pleasant madness, which so soon grow ghostly and forlorn. 

Even when this dismal and inevitable change had taken place, the young man 

might still have continued to quaff the cup of enchantments, though its vapor did 

but shroud life in gloom and fill the gloom with spectres that mocked at him. 

There was a certain irksomeness of spirit, which, being real, and the deepest 

sensation of which the artist was now conscious, was more intolerable than any 

fantastic miseries and horrors that the abuse of wine could summon up. In the 

latter case he could remember, even out of the midst of his trouble, that all was 

but a delusion; in the former, the heavy anguish was his actual life. 

 

From this perilous state he was redeemed by an incident which more than one 

person witnessed, but of which the shrewdest could not explain or conjecture the 

operation on Owen Warland’s mind. It was very simple. On a warm afternoon of 

spring, as the artist sat among his riotous companions with a glass of wine before 

him, a splendid butterfly flew in at the open window and fluttered about his head. 

 

“Ah,” exclaimed Owen, who had drank freely, “are you alive again, child of the 

sun and playmate of the summer breeze, after your dismal winter’s nap? Then it is 

time for me to be at work!” 

 

And, leaving his unemptied glass upon the table, he departed and was never 

known to sip another drop of wine. 
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And now, again, he resumed his wanderings in the woods and fields. It might be 

fancied that the bright butterfly, which had come so spirit-like into the window as 

Owen sat with the rude revellers, was indeed a spirit commissioned to recall him 

to the pure, ideal life that had so etheralized him among men. It might be fancied 

that he went forth to seek this spirit in its sunny haunts; for still, as in the summer 

time gone by, he was seen to steal gently up wherever a butterfly had alighted, 

and lose himself in contemplation of it. When it took flight his eyes followed the 

winged vision, as if its airy track would show the path to heaven. But what could 

be the purpose of the unseasonable toil, which was again resumed, as the 

watchman knew by the lines of lamplight through the crevices of Owen 

Warland’s shutters? The towns-people had one comprehensive explanation of all 

these singularities. Owen Warland had gone mad! How universally efficacious—

how satisfactory, too, and soothing to the injured sensibility of narrowness and 

dulness—is this easy method of accounting for whatever lies beyond the world’s 

most ordinary scope! From St. Paul’s days down to our poor little Artist of the 

Beautiful, the same talisman had been applied to the elucidation of all mysteries 

in the words or deeds of men who spoke or acted too wisely or too well. In Owen 

Warland’s case the judgment of his towns-people may have been correct. Perhaps 

he was mad. The lack of sympathy—that contrast between himself and his 

neighbors which took away the restraint of example—was enough to make him 

so. Or possibly he had caught just so much of ethereal radiance as served to 

bewilder him, in an earthly sense, by its intermixture with the common daylight. 

 

One evening, when the artist had returned from a customary ramble and had just 

thrown the lustre of his lamp on the delicate piece of work so often interrupted, 

but still taken up again, as if his fate were embodied in its mechanism, he was 

surprised by the entrance of old Peter Hovenden. Owen never met this man 

without a shrinking of the heart. Of all the world he was most terrible, by reason 

of a keen understanding which saw so distinctly what it did see, and disbelieved 

so uncompromisingly in what it could not see. On this occasion the old 

watchmaker had merely a gracious word or two to say. 

 

“Owen, my lad,” said he, “we must see you at my house to-morrow night.” 

 

The artist began to mutter some excuse. 

 

“Oh, but it must be so,” quoth Peter Hovenden, “for the sake of the days when 

you were one of the household. What, my boy! don’t you know that my daughter 

Annie is engaged to Robert Danforth? We are making an entertainment, in our 

humble way, to celebrate the event.” 

 

That little monosyllable was all he uttered; its tone seemed cold and unconcerned 

to an ear like Peter Hovenden’s; and yet there was in it the stifled outcry of the 

poor artist’s heart, which he compressed within him like a man holding down an 

evil spirit. One slight outbreak, however, imperceptible to the old watchmaker, he 

allowed himself. Raising the instrument with which he was about to begin his 
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work, he let it fall upon the little system of machinery that had, anew, cost him 

months of thought and toil. It was shattered by the stroke! 

 

Owen Warland’s story would have been no tolerable representation of the 

troubled life of those who strive to create the beautiful, if, amid all other thwarting 

influences, love had not interposed to steal the cunning from his hand. Outwardly 

he had been no ardent or enterprising lover; the career of his passion had confined 

its tumults and vicissitudes so entirely within the artist’s imagination that Annie 

herself had scarcely more than a woman’s intuitive perception of it; but, in 

Owen’s view, it covered the whole field of his life. Forgetful of the time when she 

had shown herself incapable of any deep response, he had persisted in connecting 

all his dreams of artistical success with Annie’s image; she was the visible shape 

in which the spiritual power that he worshipped, and on whose altar he hoped to 

lay a not unworthy offering, was made manifest to him. Of course he had 

deceived himself; there were no such attributes in Annie Hovenden as his 

imagination had endowed her with. She, in the aspect which she wore to his 

inward vision, was as much a creature of his own as the mysterious piece of 

mechanism would be were it ever realized. Had he become convinced of his 

mistake through the medium of successful love,—had he won Annie to his 

bosom, and there beheld her fade from angel into ordinary woman,—the 

disappointment might have driven him back, with concentrated energy, upon his 

sole remaining object. On the other hand, had he found Annie what he fancied, his 

lot would have been so rich in beauty that out of its mere redundancy he might 

have wrought the beautiful into many a worthier type than he had toiled for; but 

the guise in which his sorrow came to him, the sense that the angel of his life had 

been snatched away and given to a rude man of earth and iron, who could neither 

need nor appreciate her ministrations,—this was the very perversity of fate that 

makes human existence appear too absurd and contradictory to be the scene of 

one other hope or one other fear. There was nothing left for Owen Warland but to 

sit down like a man that had been stunned. 

 

He went through a fit of illness. After his recovery his small and slender frame 

assumed an obtuser garniture of flesh than it had ever before worn. His thin 

cheeks became round; his delicate little hand, so spiritually fashioned to achieve 

fairy task-work, grew plumper than the hand of a thriving infant. His aspect had a 

childishness such as might have induced a stranger to pat him on the head—

pausing, however, in the act, to wonder what manner of child was here. It was as 

if the spirit had gone out of him, leaving the body to flourish in a sort of vegetable 

existence. Not that Owen Warland was idiotic. He could talk, and not irrationally. 

Somewhat of a babbler, indeed, did people begin to think him; for he was apt to 

discourse at wearisome length of marvels of mechanism that he had read about in 

books, but which he had learned to consider as absolutely fabulous. Among them 

he enumerated the Man of Brass, constructed by Albertus Magnus, and the Brazen 

Head of Friar Bacon; and, coming down to later times, the automata of a little 

coach and horses, which it was pretended had been manufactured for the Dauphin 

of France; together with an insect that buzzed about the ear like a living fly, and 
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yet was but a contrivance of minute steel springs. There was a story, too, of a 

duck that waddled, and quacked, and ate; though, had any honest citizen 

purchased it for dinner, he would have found himself cheated with the mere 

mechanical apparition of a duck. 

 

“But all these accounts,” said Owen Warland, “I am now satisfied are mere 

impositions.” 

 

Then, in a mysterious way, he would confess that he once thought differently. In 

his idle and dreamy days he had considered it possible, in a certain sense, to 

spiritualize machinery, and to combine with the new species of life and motion 

thus produced a beauty that should attain to the ideal which Nature has proposed 

to herself in all her creatures, but has never taken pains to realize. He seemed, 

however, to retain no very distinct perception either of the process of achieving 

this object or of the design itself. 

 

“I have thrown it all aside now,” he would say. “It was a dream such as young 

men are always mystifying themselves with. Now that I have acquired a little 

common sense, it makes me laugh to think of it.” 

 

Poor, poor and fallen Owen Warland! These were the symptoms that he had 

ceased to be an inhabitant of the better sphere that lies unseen around us. He had 

lost his faith in the invisible, and now prided himself, as such unfortunates 

invariably do, in the wisdom which rejected much that even his eye could see, and 

trusted confidently in nothing but what his hand could touch. This is the calamity 

of men whose spiritual part dies out of them and leaves the grosser understanding 

to assimilate them more and more to the things of which alone it can take 

cognizance; but in Owen Warland the spirit was not dead nor passed away; it only 

slept. 

 

How it awoke again is not recorded. Perhaps the torpid slumber was broken by a 

convulsive pain. Perhaps, as in a former instance, the butterfly came and hovered 

about his head and reinspired him,—as indeed this creature of the sunshine had 

always a mysterious mission for the artist,—reinspired him with the former 

purpose of his life. Whether it were pain or happiness that thrilled through his 

veins, his first impulse was to thank Heaven for rendering him again the being of 

thought, imagination, and keenest sensibility that he had long ceased to be. 

 

“Now for my task,” said he. “Never did I feel such strength for it as now.” 

 

Yet, strong as he felt himself, he was incited to toil the more diligently by an 

anxiety lest death should surprise him in the midst of his labors. This anxiety, 

perhaps, is common to all men who set their hearts upon anything so high, in their 

own view of it, that life becomes of importance only as conditional to its 

accomplishment. So long as we love life for itself, we seldom dread the losing it. 

When we desire life for the attainment of an object, we recognize the frailty of its 
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texture. But, side by side with this sense of insecurity, there is a vital faith in our 

invulnerability to the shaft of death while engaged in any task that seems assigned 

by Providence as our proper thing to do, and which the world would have cause to 

mourn for should we leave it unaccomplished. Can the philosopher, big with the 

inspiration of an idea that is to reform mankind, believe that he is to be beckoned 

from this sensible existence at the very instant when he is mustering his breath to 

speak the word of light? Should he perish so, the weary ages may pass away—the 

world’s, whose life sand may fall, drop by drop—before another intellect is 

prepared to develop the truth that might have been uttered then. But history 

affords many an example where the most precious spirit, at any particular epoch 

manifested in human shape, has gone hence untimely, without space allowed him, 

so far as mortal judgment could discern, to perform his mission on the earth. The 

prophet dies, and the man of torpid heart and sluggish brain lives on. The poet 

leaves his song half sung, or finishes it, beyond the scope of mortal ears, in a 

celestial choir. The painter—as Allston did—leaves half his conception on the 

canvas to sadden us with its imperfect beauty, and goes to picture forth the whole, 

if it be no irreverence to say so, in the hues of heaven. But rather such incomplete 

designs of this life will be perfected nowhere. This so frequent abortion of man’s 

dearest projects must be taken as a proof that the deeds of earth, however 

etherealized by piety or genius, are without value, except as exercises and 

manifestations of the spirit. In heaven, all ordinary thought is higher and more 

melodious than Milton’s song. Then, would he add another verse to any strain that 

he had left unfinished here? 

 

But to return to Owen Warland. It was his fortune, good or ill, to achieve the 

purpose of his life. Pass we over a long space of intense thought, yearning effort, 

minute toil, and wasting anxiety, succeeded by an instant of solitary triumph: let 

all this be imagined; and then behold the artist, on a winter evening, seeking 

admittance to Robert Danforth’s fireside circle. There he found the man of iron, 

with his massive substance thoroughly warmed and attempered by domestic 

influences. And there was Annie, too, now transformed into a matron, with much 

of her husband’s plain and sturdy nature, but imbued, as Owen Warland still 

believed, with a finer grace, that might enable her to be the interpreter between 

strength and beauty. It happened, likewise, that old Peter Hovenden was a guest 

this evening at his daughter’s fireside, and it was his well-remembered expression 

of keen, cold criticism that first encountered the artist’s glance. 

 

“My old friend Owen!” cried Robert Danforth, starting up, and compressing the 

artist’s delicate fingers within a hand that was accustomed to gripe bars of iron. 

“This is kind and neighborly to come to us at last. I was afraid your perpetual 

motion had bewitched you out of the remembrance of old times.” 

 

“We are glad to see you,” said Annie, while a blush reddened her matronly cheek. 

“It was not like a friend to stay from us so long.” 
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“Well, Owen,” inquired the old watchmaker, as his first greeting, “how comes on 

the beautiful? Have you created it at last?” 

 

The artist did not immediately reply, being startled by the apparition of a young 

child of strength that was tumbling about on the carpet,—a little personage who 

had come mysteriously out of the infinite, but with something so sturdy and real 

in his composition that he seemed moulded out of the densest substance which 

earth could supply. This hopeful infant crawled towards the new-comer, and 

setting himself on end, as Robert Danforth expressed the posture, stared at Owen 

with a look of such sagacious observation that the mother could not help 

exchanging a proud glance with her husband. But the artist was disturbed by the 

child’s look, as imagining a resemblance between it and Peter Hovenden’s 

habitual expression. He could have fancied that the old watchmaker was 

compressed into this baby shape, and looking out of those baby eyes, and 

repeating, as he now did, the malicious question: “The beautiful, Owen! How 

comes on the beautiful? Have you succeeded in creating the beautiful?” 

 

“I have succeeded,” replied the artist, with a momentary light of triumph in his 

eyes and a smile of sunshine, yet steeped in such depth of thought that it was 

almost sadness. “Yes, my friends, it is the truth. I have succeeded.” 

 

“Indeed!” cried Annie, a look of maiden mirthfulness peeping out of her face 

again. “And is it lawful, now, to inquire what the secret is?” 

 

“Surely; it is to disclose it that I have come,” answered Owen Warland. “You 

shall know, and see, and touch, and possess the secret! For, Annie,—if by that 

name I may still address the friend of my boyish years,—Annie, it is for your 

bridal gift that I have wrought this spiritualized mechanism, this harmony of 

motion, this mystery of beauty. It comes late, indeed; but it is as we go onward in 

life, when objects begin to lose their freshness of hue and our souls their delicacy 

of perception, that the spirit of beauty is most needed. If,—forgive me, Annie,—if 

you know how—to value this gift, it can never come too late.” 

 

He produced, as he spoke, what seemed a jewel box. It was carved richly out of 

ebony by his own hand, and inlaid with a fanciful tracery of pearl, representing a 

boy in pursuit of a butterfly, which, elsewhere, had become a winged spirit, and 

was flying heavenward; while the boy, or youth, had found such efficacy in his 

strong desire that he ascended from earth to cloud, and from cloud to celestial 

atmosphere, to win the beautiful. This case of ebony the artist opened, and bade 

Annie place her fingers on its edge. She did so, but almost screamed as a butterfly 

fluttered forth, and, alighting on her finger’s tip, sat waving the ample 

magnificence of its purple and gold-speckled wings, as if in prelude to a flight. It 

is impossible to express by words the glory, the splendor, the delicate 

gorgeousness which were softened into the beauty of this object. Nature’s ideal 

butterfly was here realized in all its perfection; not in the pattern of such faded 

insects as flit among earthly flowers, but of those which hover across the meads 
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of paradise for child-angels and the spirits of departed infants to disport 

themselves with. The rich down was visible upon its wings; the lustre of its eyes 

seemed instinct with spirit. The firelight glimmered around this wonder—the 

candles gleamed upon it; but it glistened apparently by its own radiance, and 

illuminated the finger and outstretched hand on which it rested with a white gleam 

like that of precious stones. In its perfect beauty, the consideration of size was 

entirely lost. Had its wings overreached the firmament, the mind could not have 

been more filled or satisfied. 

 

“Beautiful! beautiful!” exclaimed Annie. “Is it alive? Is it alive?” 

 

“Alive? To be sure it is,” answered her husband. “Do you suppose any mortal has 

skill enough to make a butterfly, or would put himself to the trouble of making 

one, when any child may catch a score of them in a summer’s afternoon? Alive? 

Certainly! But this pretty box is undoubtedly of our friend Owen’s manufacture; 

and really it does him credit.” 

 

At this moment the butterfly waved its wings anew, with a motion so absolutely 

lifelike that Annie was startled, and even awestricken; for, in spite of her 

husband’s opinion, she could not satisfy herself whether it was indeed a living 

creature or a piece of wondrous mechanism. 

 

“Is it alive?” she repeated, more earnestly than before. 

 

“Judge for yourself,” said Owen Warland, who stood gazing in her face with fixed 

attention. 

 

The butterfly now flung itself upon the air, fluttered round Annie’s head, and 

soared into a distant region of the parlor, still making itself perceptible to sight by 

the starry gleam in which the motion of its wings enveloped it. The infant on the 

floor followed its course with his sagacious little eyes. After flying about the 

room, it returned in a spiral curve and settled again on Annie’s finger. 

 

“But is it alive?” exclaimed she again; and the finger on which the gorgeous 

mystery had alighted was so tremulous that the butterfly was forced to balance 

himself with his wings. “Tell me if it be alive, or whether you created it.” 

 

“Wherefore ask who created it, so it be beautiful?” replied Owen Warland. 

“Alive? Yes, Annie; it may well be said to possess life, for it has absorbed my 

own being into itself; and in the secret of that butterfly, and in its beauty,—which 

is not merely outward, but deep as its whole system,—is represented the intellect, 

the imagination, the sensibility, the soul of an Artist of the Beautiful! Yes; I 

created it. But”—and here his countenance somewhat changed—“this butterfly is 

not now to me what it was when I beheld it afar off in the daydreams of my 

youth.” 
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“Be it what it may, it is a pretty plaything,” said the blacksmith, grinning with 

childlike delight. “I wonder whether it would condescend to alight on such a great 

clumsy finger as mine? Hold it hither, Annie.” 

 

By the artist’s direction, Annie touched her finger’s tip to that of her husband; 

and, after a momentary delay, the butterfly fluttered from one to the other. It 

preluded a second flight by a similar, yet not precisely the same, waving of wings 

as in the first experiment; then, ascending from the blacksmith’s stalwart finger, it 

rose in a gradually enlarging curve to the ceiling, made one wide sweep around 

the room, and returned with an undulating movement to the point whence it had 

started. 

 

“Well, that does beat all nature!” cried Robert Danforth, bestowing the heartiest 

praise that he could find expression for; and, indeed, had he paused there, a man 

of finer words and nicer perception could not easily have said more. “That goes 

beyond me, I confess. But what then? There is more real use in one downright 

blow of my sledge hammer than in the whole five years’ labor that our friend 

Owen has wasted on this butterfly.” 

 

Here the child clapped his hands and made a great babble of indistinct utterance, 

apparently demanding that the butterfly should be given him for a plaything. 

 

Owen Warland, meanwhile, glanced sidelong at Annie, to discover whether she 

sympathized in her husband’s estimate of the comparative value of the beautiful 

and the practical. There was, amid all her kindness towards himself, amid all the 

wonder and admiration with which she contemplated the marvellous work of his 

hands and incarnation of his idea, a secret scorn—too secret, perhaps, for her own 

consciousness, and perceptible only to such intuitive discernment as that of the 

artist. But Owen, in the latter stages of his pursuit, had risen out of the region in 

which such a discovery might have been torture. He knew that the world, and 

Annie as the representative of the world, whatever praise might be bestowed, 

could never say the fitting word nor feel the fitting sentiment which should be the 

perfect recompense of an artist who, symbolizing a lofty moral by a material 

trifle,—converting what was earthly to spiritual gold,—had won the beautiful into 

his handiwork. Not at this latest moment was he to learn that the reward of all 

high performance must be sought within itself, or sought in vain. There was, 

however, a view of the matter which Annie and her husband, and even Peter 

Hovenden, might fully have understood, and which would have satisfied them 

that the toil of years had here been worthily bestowed. Owen Warland might have 

told them that this butterfly, this plaything, this bridal gift of a poor watchmaker 

to a blacksmith’s wife, was, in truth, a gem of art that a monarch would have 

purchased with honors and abundant wealth, and have treasured it among the 

jewels of his kingdom as the most unique and wondrous of them all. But the artist 

smiled and kept the secret to himself. 
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“Father,” said Annie, thinking that a word of praise from the old watchmaker 

might gratify his former apprentice, “do come and admire this pretty butterfly.” 

 

“Let us see,” said Peter Hovenden, rising from his chair, with a sneer upon his 

face that always made people doubt, as he himself did, in everything but a 

material existence. “Here is my finger for it to alight upon. I shall understand it 

better when once I have touched it.” 

 

But, to the increased astonishment of Annie, when the tip of her father’s finger 

was pressed against that of her husband, on which the butterfly still rested, the 

insect drooped its wings and seemed on the point of falling to the floor. Even the 

bright spots of gold upon its wings and body, unless her eyes deceived her, grew 

dim, and the glowing purple took a dusky hue, and the starry lustre that gleamed 

around the blacksmith’s hand became faint and vanished. 

 

“It is dying! it is dying!” cried Annie, in alarm. 

 

“It has been delicately wrought,” said the artist, calmly. “As I told you, it has 

imbibed a spiritual essence—call it magnetism, or what you will. In an 

atmosphere of doubt and mockery its exquisite susceptibility suffers torture, as 

does the soul of him who instilled his own life into it. It has already lost its 

beauty; in a few moments more its mechanism would be irreparably injured.” 

 

“Take away your hand, father!” entreated Annie, turning pale. “Here is my child; 

let it rest on his innocent hand. There, perhaps, its life will revive and its colors 

grow brighter than ever.” 

 

Her father, with an acrid smile, withdrew his finger. The butterfly then appeared 

to recover the power of voluntary motion, while its hues assumed much of their 

original lustre, and the gleam of starlight, which was its most ethereal attribute, 

again formed a halo round about it. At first, when transferred from Robert 

Danforth’s hand to the small finger of the child, this radiance grew so powerful 

that it positively threw the little fellow’s shadow back against the wall. He, 

meanwhile, extended his plump hand as he had seen his father and mother do, and 

watched the waving of the insect’s wings with infantine delight. Nevertheless, 

there was a certain odd expression of sagacity that made Owen Warland feel as if 

here were old Pete Hovenden, partially, and but partially, redeemed from his hard 

scepticism into childish faith. 

 

“How wise the little monkey looks!” whispered Robert Danforth to his wife. 

 

“I never saw such a look on a child’s face,” answered Annie, admiring her own 

infant, and with good reason, far more than the artistic butterfly. “The darling 

knows more of the mystery than we do.” 
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As if the butterfly, like the artist, were conscious of something not entirely 

congenial in the child’s nature, it alternately sparkled and grew dim. At length it 

arose from the small hand of the infant with an airy motion that seemed to bear it 

upward without an effort, as if the ethereal instincts with which its master’s spirit 

had endowed it impelled this fair vision involuntarily to a higher sphere. Had 

there been no obstruction, it might have soared into the sky and grown immortal. 

But its lustre gleamed upon the ceiling; the exquisite texture of its wings brushed 

against that earthly medium; and a sparkle or two, as of stardust, floated 

downward and lay glimmering on the carpet. Then the butterfly came fluttering 

down, and, instead of returning to the infant, was apparently attracted towards the 

artist’s hand. 

 

“Not so! not so!” murmured Owen Warland, as if his handiwork could have 

understood him. “Thou has gone forth out of thy master’s heart. There is no return 

for thee.” 

 

With a wavering movement, and emitting a tremulous radiance, the butterfly 

struggled, as it were, towards the infant, and was about to alight upon his finger; 

but while it still hovered in the air, the little child of strength, with his grandsire’s 

sharp and shrewd expression in his face, made a snatch at the marvellous insect 

and compressed it in his hand. Annie screamed. Old Peter Hovenden burst into a 

cold and scornful laugh. The blacksmith, by main force, unclosed the infant’s 

hand, and found within the palm a small heap of glittering fragments, whence the 

mystery of beauty had fled forever. And as for Owen Warland, he looked placidly 

at what seemed the ruin of his life’s labor, and which was yet no ruin. He had 

caught a far other butterfly than this. When the artist rose high enough to achieve 

the beautiful, the symbol by which he made it perceptible to mortal senses became 

of little value in his eyes while his spirit possessed itself in the enjoyment of the 

reality. 
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2.7 William Lloyd Garrison (1805-1879) 
 

William Lloyd Garrison was born on December 10, 

1805, in Newburyport, Massachusetts. In 1808, 

when Garrison was only three years old, his father 

abandoned his family, leaving them in a state of 

poverty. His mother struggled to keep the family 

afloat. Garrison began to work to support his family 

at a young age, working many odd jobs such as 

shoesmith and cabinetmaker. At 13 years old, 

Garrison began to develop his skills in writing while 

working at the Newburyport Herald.  

 

Editor of the National Philanthropist and Journal of 

the Times, Garrison developed his moral principles 

and began his journey as one of the most radical 

abolitionists and civil rights activists in America. At 

25 years old, he joined the American Colonization 

Society; however, he quickly left the organization 

when he discovered that it did not want to end 

slavery. In 1829, Garrison worked with Benjamin 

Lundy as a co-editor for the Genius of Universal 

Emancipation. He formed the New England 

Antislavery Society in 1831 and the American 

Antislavery Society in 1832. From 1831 until 1865, 

he published the Liberator, where he championed 

for women’s rights and the abolition of slavery. Reproduced below is the editorial Garrison 

wrote for the first issue of the Liberator.  

 

Garrison found himself as a target of controversy, one of which was due to his opinion of the 

U.S. Constitution, which he believed was illegal since it supported slavery which denied black 

individuals their freedom. Frederick Douglass, on the other hand, argued that the Constitution 

could be used to fight slavery. Garrison and Douglass frequently fought on this issue. A 

promoter of pacificism, Garrison nonetheless supported the Civil War. He was also a supporter 

of the Emancipation Proclamation. Garrison spent the majority of his life fighting for the civil 

rights of black Americans as well as women and many other oppressed groups hurt by injustice 

up until his death on May 10, 1879.  

 
The William Lloyd Garrison biography was written by Travis Pluck, a University of Delaware student.  

  

Image 2.6: William Lloyd Garrison  

Photographer: Albert Sands Southworth 

Source: Wikimedia Commons 

License: Public Domain Dedication 

 



180 

 

2.7.1 “To the Public” (1831) 
 

In the month of August, I issued proposals for publishing “THE LIBERATOR” in 

Washington city; but the enterprise, though hailed in different sections of the 

country, was palsied by public indifference. Since that time, the removal of the 

Genius of Universal Emancipation [Benjamin Lundy’s anti-slavery newspaper] to 

the Seat of Government has rendered less imperious the establishment of a similar 

periodical in that quarter. 

 

During my recent tour for the purpose of exciting the minds of the people by a 

series of discourses on the subject of slavery, every place that I visited gave fresh 

evidence of the fact, that a greater revolution in public sentiment was to be 

effected in the free states — and particularly in New-England — than at the 

south. I found contempt more bitter, opposition more active, detraction more 

relentless, prejudice more stubborn, and apathy more frozen, than among slave 

owners themselves. Of course, there were individual exceptions to the contrary. 

This state of things afflicted, but did not dishearten me. I determined, at every 

hazard, to lift up the standard of emancipation in the eyes of the nation, within 

sight of Bunker Hill and in the birth place of liberty. That standard is now 

unfurled; and long may it float, unhurt by the spoliations of time or the missiles of 

a desperate foe — yea, till every chain be broken, and every bondman set free! 

Let southern oppressors tremble — let their secret abettors tremble — let their 

northern apologists tremble — let all the enemies of the persecuted blacks 

tremble. 

 

I deem the publication of my original Prospectus unnecessary, as it has obtained a 

wide circulation. The principles therein inculcated will be steadily pursued in this 

paper, excepting that I shall not array myself as the political partisan of any man. 

In defending the great cause of human rights, I wish to derive the assistance of all 

religions and of all parties. 

 

Assenting to the “self-evident truth” maintained in the American Declaration of 

Independence, “that all men are created equal, and endowed by their Creator with 

certain inalienable rights — among which are life, liberty and the pursuit of 

happiness,” I shall strenuously contend for the immediate enfranchisement of our 

slave population. In Park-street Church, on the Fourth of July, 1829, in an address 

on slavery, I unreflectingly assented to the popular but pernicious doctrine of 

gradual abolition. I seize this opportunity to make a full and unequivocal 

recantation, and thus publicly to ask pardon of my God, of my country, and of my 

brethren the poor slaves, for having uttered a sentiment so full of timidity, 

injustice and absurdity. A similar recantation, from my pen, was published in the 

Genius of Universal Emancipation at Baltimore, in September, 1829. My 

consicence in now satisfied. 

 

I am aware, that many object to the severity of my language; but is there not cause 

for severity? I will be as harsh as truth, and as uncompromising as justice. On this 
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subject, I do not wish to think, or speak, or write, with moderation. No! no! Tell a 

man whose house is on fire, to give a moderate alarm; tell him to moderately 

rescue his wife from the hand of the ravisher; tell the mother to gradually extricate 

her babe from the fire into which it has fallen; — but urge me not to use 

moderation in a cause like the present. I am in earnest — I will not equivocate — 

I will not excuse — I will not retreat a single inch — AND I WILL BE HEARD. 

The apathy of the people is enough to make every statue leap from its pedestal, 

and to hasten the resurrection of the dead. 

 

It is pretended, that I am retarding the cause of emancipation by the coarseness of 

my invective, and the precipitancy of my measures. The charge is not true. On 

this question my influence, — humble as it is, — is felt at this moment to a 

considerable extent, and shall be felt in coming years — not perniciously, but 

beneficially — not as a curse, but as a blessing; and posterity will bear testimony 

that I was right. I desire to thank God, that he enables me to disregard “the fear of 

man which bringeth a snare,” and to speak his truth in its simplicity and power. 

And here I close with this fresh dedication: 

 

Oppression! I have seen thee, face to face, 

And met thy cruel eye and cloudy brow; 

But thy soul-withering glance I fear not now — 

For dread to prouder feelings doth give place 

Of deep abhorrence! Scorning the disgrace 

Of slavish knees that at thy footstool bow, 

I also kneel — but with far other vow 

Do hail thee and thy hord of hirelings base: — 

I swear, while life-blood warms my throbbing veins, 

Still to oppose and thwart, with heart and hand, 

Thy brutalising sway — till Afric’s chains 

Are burst, and Freedom rules the rescued land, — 

Trampling Oppression and his iron rod: 

Such is the vow I take — SO HELP ME GOD!  
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2.8 Solomon Northup (c.1807-between 1857 and 1875) 
 

Solomon Northup was an American farmer, laborer, and 

musician who was born on July 10, 1807, in Minerva, 

New York. He is best known for being the author of 

Twelve Years a Slave, excerpts from which are 

reproduced below. This memoir that details Northup’s 

experience of getting kidnapped and enslaved was 

published in the decade leading up to the Civil War and is 

considered one of the most important slave narratives.  

 

Northup was initially a free black man because his 

father’s master, Captain Henry Northup, granted them 

freedom upon his death. His father purchased his own 

farm and enough property in order to gain the right to vote 

as an African American. Growing up, Solomon helped his 

father on the farm while also receiving some book 

learning. On Christmas day of 1828, he married Anne 

Hampton. They eventually sold the family farm and 

moved to Saratoga Springs, New York, with their three 

children. While there, he and his wife had to work several 

jobs to provide for themselves.  

 

Known for his skill as a fiddler, Northup was approached 

one day in 1841 by two men who claimed to be in the 

circus. They convinced the 32-year-old Solomon to join 

their act and travel with them. After arriving in Washington D.C., Northup was drugged and 

captured in an underground cell. He was eventually shipped to New Orleans and was sold in a 

slave market with the name of Platt Hamilton, serving the next twelve years of his life as a slave. 

William Prince Ford, his first master, sold 60% ownership of Northup to John M. Tibaut to settle 

a debt. Unlike Ford, Tibaut was known to be a very harsh man. Because Northup would retaliate 

when whipped by Tibaut, Tibaut tried to have Northup lynched—even had him bound and 

noosed for hours—but Northup was rescued by Ford who still had 40% ownership of Solomon. 

Northup was sold to Edwin Epps in 1843, who would be his owner for the next decade. With his 

new owner, he worked as a fieldhand and also oversaw the other slaves.  

 

Northup tried to escape several times unsuccessfully while with Epps. When abolitionist Samuel 

Bass came to visit the farm, Northup was able to get him to deliver letters to his friends. One of 

the letters was sent to a lifelong friend of Solomon, Henry Northup, who was also the 

grandnephew of his father’s master who had set them free. Henry received the letter and started 

organizing a way to save Solomon. In 1840, the New York State Legislature had passed a law to 

protect its African-American residents by providing legal and financial assistance if kidnapped 

and taken out of the state and illegally enslaved. Henry became an agent of the state of New 

York in order to rescue Solomon. In a widely publicized rescue, he traveled to Louisiana and was 

able to hire local counsel; together they found Solomon and set him free on January 4, 1853—no 

small feat during the reign of the Fugitive Slave Act. Solomon was reunited with his family. His 

Image 2.7: Sketch of Solomon Northup  

Photographer: Frederick M. Coffin 

Source: Wikimedia Commons 

License: Public Domain 
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attempts to press charges against James H. Birch, the slave dealer who captured him, were 

unsuccessful because blacks could not testify against whites in Washington, D.C.  

 

Northup recounts his experience in Twelve Years a Slave, a book he authored with David Wilson 

and published in 1853, dedicating it to Harriet Beecher Stowe, who had released Uncle Tom’s 

Cabin one year prior. Northup’s book was also a bestseller, selling 300,00 copies. Solomon used 

the money from his book sales to buy his own property in New York, where he and his family 

lived. Solomon was at this point a very public figure who gave speeches on behalf of the 

abolitionist movement. Because of this, the New York kidnappers were eventually found, but 

ultimately the case was dropped. Those who captured and enslaved Northup received no 

punishment.  

 

After this, Solomon did not live as public of a life. He may have become involved in the 

Underground Railroad where he helped escaped slaves in New England cross into Canada. Some 

believe he was recaptured and re-enslaved. His time and cause of death are not known. His last 

public appearance was in Ontario, Canada, in August 1857, and his wife, Anne, died in 1876. In 

1999, Saratoga Springs dedicated the third Saturday of July as Solomon Northup Day. A 1968 

reprint of the memoir brought Northup back into public consciousness and verified the truth, 

which, as Frederick Douglass remarked, “is far greater than fiction.” 

 
The Solomon Northup biography was written by a University of Delaware student, who took English 204: 

American Literature, in the spring of 2021. 

 
2.8.1 Twelve Years a Slave (1853) 
 

S O L O M O N  N O R T H U P ,  

A CITIZEN OF NEW-YORK, 

KIDNAPPED IN WASHINGTON CITY IN 1841, 

AND RESCUED IN 1853, 

FROM A COTTON PLANTATION NEAR THE RED RIVER, 

IN LOUISIANA. 

 

TO 

HARRIET BEECHER STOWE: 

WHOSE NAME, 

THROUGHOUT THE WORLD, IS IDENTIFIED WITH THE 

GREAT REFORM: 

THIS NARRATIVE, AFFORDING ANOTHER 

Key to Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 

I S  R E S P E C T F U L L Y  D E D I C A T E D  

 

“Such dupes are men to custom, and so prone 

To reverence what is ancient, and can plead 

A course of long observance for its use, 

That even servitude, the worst of ills, 

Because delivered down from sire to son, 
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Is kept and guarded as a sacred thing. 

But is it fit, or can it bear the shock 

Of rational discussion, that a man 

Compounded and made up, like other men, 

Of elements tumultuous, in whom lust 

And folly in as ample measure meet, 

As in the bosom of the slave he rules, 

Should be a despot absolute, and boast 

Himself the only freeman of his land?” 

Cowper. 

 

Chapter 1 

 

Having been born a freeman, and for more than thirty years enjoyed the blessings 

of liberty in a free State—and having at the end of that time been kidnapped and 

sold into Slavery, where I remained, until happily rescued in the month of 

January, 1853, after a bondage of twelve years—it has been suggested that an 

account of my life and fortunes would not be uninteresting to the public. 

 

Since my return to liberty, I have not failed to perceive the increasing interest 

throughout the Northern States, in regard to the subject of Slavery. Works of 

fiction, professing to portray its features in their more pleasing as well as more 

repugnant aspects, have been circulated to an extent unprecedented, and, as I 

understand, have created a fruitful topic of comment and discussion. 

 

I can speak of Slavery only so far as it came under my own observation—only so 

far as I have known and experienced it in my own person. My object is, to give a 

candid and truthful statement of facts: to repeat the story of my life, without 

exaggeration, leaving it for others to determine, whether even the pages of fiction 

present a picture of more cruel wrong or a severer bondage. 

 

As far back as I have been able to ascertain, my ancestors on the paternal side 

were slaves in Rhode Island. They belonged to a family by the name of Northup, 

one of whom, removing to the State of New-York, settled at Hoosic, in Rensselaer 

county. He brought with him Mintus Northup, my father. On the death of this 

gentleman, which must have occurred some fifty years ago, my father became 

free, having been emancipated by a direction in his will. 

 

Henry B. Northup, Esq., of Sandy Hill, a distinguished counselor at law, and the 

man to whom, under Providence, I am indebted for my present liberty, and my 

return to the society of my wife and children, is a relative of the family in which 

my forefathers were thus held to service, and from which they took the name I 

bear. To this fact may be attributed the persevering interest he has taken in my 

behalf. 
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Sometime after my father’s liberation, he removed to the town of Minerva, Essex 

county, N. Y., where I was born, in the month of July, 1808. How long he 

remained in the latter place I have not the means of definitely ascertaining. From 

thence he removed to Granville, Washington county, near a place known as 

Slyborough, where, for some years, he labored on the farm of Clark Northup, also 

a relative of his old master; from thence he removed to the Alden farm, at Moss 

Street, a short distance north of the village of Sandy Hill; and from thence to the 

farm now owned by Russel Pratt, situated on the road leading from Fort Edward 

to Argyle, where he continued to reside until his death, which took place on the 

22d day of November, 1829. He left a widow and two children—myself, and 

Joseph, an elder brother. The latter is still living in the county of Oswego, near the 

city of that name; my mother died during the period of my captivity. 

 

Though born a slave, and laboring under the disadvantages to which my 

unfortunate race is subjected, my father was a man respected for his industry and 

integrity, as many now living, who well remember him, are ready to testify. His 

whole life was passed in the peaceful pursuits of agriculture, never seeking 

employment in those more menial positions, which seem to be especially allotted 

to the children of Africa. Besides giving us an education surpassing that ordinarily 

bestowed upon children in our condition, he acquired, by his diligence and 

economy, a sufficient property qualification to entitle him to the right of suffrage. 

He was accustomed to speak to us of his early life; and although at all times 

cherishing the warmest emotions of kindness, and even of affection towards the 

family, in whose house he had been a bondsman, he nevertheless comprehended 

the system of Slavery, and dwelt with sorrow on the degradation of his race. He 

endeavored to imbue our minds with sentiments of morality, and to teach us to 

place our trust and confidence in Him who regards the humblest as well as the 

highest of his creatures. How often since that time has the recollection of his 

paternal counsels occurred to me, while lying in a slave hut in the distant and 

sickly regions of Louisiana, smarting with the undeserved wounds which an 

inhuman master had inflicted, and longing only for the grave which had covered 

him, to shield me also from the lash of the oppressor. In the church-yard at Sandy 

Hill, an humble stone marks the spot where he reposes, after having worthily 

performed the duties appertaining to the lowly sphere wherein God had appointed 

him to walk. 

 

Up to this period I had been principally engaged with my father in the labors of 

the farm. The leisure hours allowed me were generally either employed over my 

books, or playing on the violin—an amusement which was the ruling passion of 

my youth. It has also been the source of consolation since, affording pleasure to 

the simple beings with whom my lot was cast, and beguiling my own thoughts, 

for many hours, from the painful contemplation of my fate. 

 

On Christmas day, 1829, I was married to Anne Hampton, a colored girl then 

living in the vicinity of our residence. The ceremony was performed at Fort 

Edward, by Timothy Eddy, Esq., a magistrate of that town, and still a prominent 
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citizen of the place. She had resided a long time at Sandy Hill, with Mr. Baird, 

proprietor of the Eagle Tavern, and also in the family of Rev. Alexander Proudfit, 

of Salem. This gentleman for many years had presided over the Presbyterian 

society at the latter place, and was widely distinguished for his learning and piety. 

Anne still holds in grateful remembrance the exceeding kindness and the excellent 

counsels of that good man. She is not able to determine the exact line of her 

descent, but the blood of three races mingles in her veins. It is difficult to tell 

whether the red, white, or black predominates. The union of them all, however, in 

her origin, has given her a singular but pleasing expression, such as is rarely to be 

seen. Though somewhat resembling, yet she cannot properly be styled a 

quadroon, a class to which, I have omitted to mention, my mother belonged. 

 

I had just now passed the period of my minority, having reached the age of 

twenty-one years in the month of July previous. Deprived of the advice and 

assistance of my father, with a wife dependent upon me for support, I resolved to 

enter upon a life of industry; and notwithstanding the obstacle of color, and the 

consciousness of my lowly state, indulged in pleasant dreams of a good time 

coming, when the possession of some humble habitation, with a few 

surrounding acres, should reward my labors, and bring me the means of happiness 

and comfort. 

 

From the time of my marriage to this day the love I have borne my wife has been 

sincere and unabated; and only those who have felt the glowing tenderness a 

father cherishes for his offspring, can appreciate my affection for the beloved 

children which have since been born to us. This much I deem appropriate and 

necessary to say, in order that those who read these pages, may comprehend the 

poignancy of those sufferings I have been doomed to bear. 

 

Immediately upon our marriage we commenced house-keeping, in the old yellow 

building then standing at the southern extremity of Fort Edward village, and 

which has since been transformed into a modern mansion, and lately occupied by 

Captain Lathrop. It is known as the Fort House. In this building the courts were 

sometime held after the organization of the county. It was also occupied by 

Burgoyne in 1777, being situated near the old Fort on the left bank of the Hudson. 

 

During the winter I was employed with others repairing the Champlain Canal, on 

that section over which William Van Nortwick was superintendent. David 

McEachron had the immediate charge of the men in whose company I labored. By 

the time the canal opened in the spring, I was enabled, from the savings of my 

wages, to purchase a pair of horses, and other things necessarily required in the 

business of navigation. 

 

Having hired several efficient hands to assist me, I entered into contracts for the 

transportation of large rafts of timber from Lake Champlain to Troy. Dyer 

Beckwith and a Mr. Bartemy, of Whitehall, accompanied me on several trips. 

During the season I became perfectly familiar with the art and mysteries of 
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rafting—a knowledge which afterwards enabled me to render profitable service to 

a worthy master, and to astonish the simple-witted lumbermen on the banks of the 

Bayou Bœuf. 

 

In one of my voyages down Lake Champlain, I was induced to make a visit to 

Canada. Repairing to Montreal, I visited the cathedral and other places of interest 

in that city, from whence I continued my excursion to Kingston and other towns, 

obtaining a knowledge of localities, which was also of service to me afterwards, 

as will appear towards the close of this narrative. 

 

Having completed my contracts on the canal satisfactorily to myself and to my 

employer, and not wishing to remain idle, now that the navigation of the canal 

was again suspended, I entered into another contract with Medad Gunn, to cut a 

large quantity of wood. In this business I was engaged during the winter of 1831-

32. 

 

With the return of spring, Anne and myself conceived the project of taking a farm 

in the neighborhood. I had been accustomed from earliest youth to agricultural 

labors, and it was an occupation congenial to my tastes. I accordingly entered into 

arrangements for a part of the old Alden farm, on which my father formerly 

resided. With one cow, one swine, a yoke of fine oxen I had lately purchased of 

Lewis Brown, in Hartford, and other personal property and effects, we proceeded 

to our new home in Kingsbury. That year I planted twenty-five acres of corn, 

sowed large fields of oats, and commenced farming upon as large a scale as my 

utmost means would permit. Anne was diligent about the house affairs, while I 

toiled laboriously in the field. 

 

On this place we continued to reside until 1834. In the winter season I had 

numerous calls to play on the violin. Wherever the young people assembled to 

dance, I was almost invariably there. Throughout the surrounding villages my 

fiddle was notorious. Anne, also, during her long residence at the Eagle Tavern, 

had become somewhat famous as a cook. During court weeks, and on public 

occasions, she was employed at high wages in the kitchen at Sherrill’s Coffee 

House. 

 

We always returned home from the performance of these services with money in 

our pockets; so that, with fiddling, cooking, and farming, we soon found ourselves 

in the possession of abundance, and, in fact, leading a happy and prosperous life. 

Well, indeed, would it have been for us had we remained on the farm at 

Kingsbury; but the time came when the next step was to be taken towards the 

cruel destiny that awaited me. 

 

In March, 1834, we removed to Saratoga Springs. We occupied a house belonging 

to Daniel O’Brien, on the north side of Washington street. At that time Isaac 

Taylor kept a large boarding house, known as Washington Hall, at the north end 

of Broadway. He employed me to drive a hack, in which capacity I worked for 
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him two years. After this time I was generally employed through the visiting 

season, as also was Anne, in the United States Hotel, and other public houses of 

the place. In winter seasons I relied upon my violin, though during the 

construction of the Troy and Saratoga railroad, I performed many hard days’ labor 

upon it. 

 

I was in the habit, at Saratoga, of purchasing articles necessary for my family at 

the stores of Mr. Cephas Parker and Mr. William Perry, gentlemen towards 

whom, for many acts of kindness, I entertained feelings of strong regard. It was 

for this reason that, twelve years afterwards, I caused to be directed to them the 

letter, which is hereinafter inserted, and which was the means, in the hands of Mr. 

Northup, of my fortunate deliverance. 

 

While living at the United States Hotel, I frequently met with slaves, who had 

accompanied their masters from the South. They were always well dressed and 

well provided for, leading apparently an easy life, with but few of its ordinary 

troubles to perplex them. Many times they entered into conversation with me on 

the subject of Slavery. Almost uniformly I found they cherished a secret desire for 

liberty. Some of them expressed the most ardent anxiety to escape, and consulted 

me on the best method of effecting it. The fear of punishment, however, which 

they knew was certain to attend their re-capture and return, in all cases proved 

sufficient to deter them from the experiment. Having all my life breathed the free 

air of the North, and conscious that I possessed the same feelings and affections 

that find a place in the white man’s breast; conscious, moreover, of an intelligence 

equal to that of some men, at least, with a fairer skin, I was too ignorant, perhaps 

too independent, to conceive how any one could be content to live in the abject 

condition of a slave. I could not comprehend the justice of that law, or that 

religion, which upholds or recognizes the principle of Slavery; and never once, I 

am proud to say, did I fail to counsel any one who came to me, to watch his 

opportunity, and strike for freedom. 

 

I continued to reside at Saratoga until the spring of 1841. The flattering 

anticipations which, seven years before, had seduced us from the quiet farm-

house, on the east side of the Hudson, had not been realized. Though always in 

comfortable circumstances, we had not prospered. The society and associations at 

that world-renowned watering place, were not calculated to preserve the simple 

habits of industry and economy to which I had been accustomed, but, on the 

contrary, to substitute others in their stead, tending to shiftlessness and 

extravagance. 

 

At this time we were the parents of three children—Elizabeth, Margaret, and 

Alonzo. Elizabeth, the eldest, was in her tenth year; Margaret was two years 

younger, and little Alonzo had just passed his fifth birth-day. They filled our 

house with gladness. Their young voices were music in our ears. Many an airy 

castle did their mother and myself build for the little innocents. When not at labor 

I was always walking with them, clad in their best attire, through the streets and 
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groves of Saratoga. Their presence was my delight; and I clasped them to my 

bosom with as warm and tender love as if their clouded skins had been as white as 

snow. 

 

Thus far the history of my life presents nothing whatever unusual—nothing but 

the common hopes, and loves, and labors of an obscure colored man, making his 

humble progress in the world. But now I had reached a turning point in my 

existence—reached the threshold of unutterable wrong, and sorrow, and despair. 

Now had I approached within the shadow of the cloud, into the thick darkness 

whereof I was soon to disappear, thenceforward to be hidden from the eyes of all 

my kindred, and shut out from the sweet light of liberty, for many a weary year. 

 

Chapter 2 

 

One morning, towards the latter part of the month of March, 1841, having at that 

time no particular business to engage my attention, I was walking about the 

village of Saratoga Springs, thinking to myself where I might obtain some present 

employment, until the busy season should arrive. Anne, as was her usual custom, 

had gone over to Sandy Hill, a distance of some twenty miles, to take charge of 

the culinary department at Sherrill’s Coffee House, during the session of the 

court. Elizabeth, I think, had accompanied her. Margaret and Alonzo were with 

their aunt at Saratoga. 

 

On the corner of Congress street and Broadway, near the tavern, then, and for 

aught I know to the contrary, still kept by Mr. Moon, I was met by two gentlemen 

of respectable appearance, both of whom were entirely unknown to me. I have the 

impression that they were introduced to me by some one of my acquaintances, but 

who, I have in vain endeavored to recall, with the remark that I was an expert 

player on the violin. 

 

At any rate, they immediately entered into conversation on that subject, making 

numerous inquiries touching my proficiency in that respect. My responses being 

to all appearances satisfactory, they proposed to engage my services for a short 

period, stating, at the same time, I was just such a person as their business 

required. Their names, as they afterwards gave them to me, were Merrill Brown 

and Abram Hamilton, though whether these were their true appellations, I have 

strong reasons to doubt. The former was a man apparently forty years of age, 

somewhat short and thick-set, with a countenance indicating shrewdness and 

intelligence. He wore a black frock coat and black hat, and said he resided either 

at Rochester or at Syracuse. The latter was a young man of fair complexion and 

light eyes, and, I should judge, had not passed the age of twenty-five. He was tall 

and slender, dressed in a snuff-colored coat, with glossy hat, and vest of elegant 

pattern. His whole apparel was in the extreme of fashion. His appearance was 

somewhat effeminate, but prepossessing, and there was about him an easy air, that 

showed he had mingled with the world. They were connected, as they informed 

me, with a circus company, then in the city of Washington; that they were on 
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their way thither to rejoin it, having left it for a short time to make an excursion 

northward, for the purpose of seeing the country, and were paying their expenses 

by an occasional exhibition. They also remarked that they had found much 

difficulty in procuring music for their entertainments, and that if I would 

accompany them as far as New-York, they would give me one dollar for each 

day’s services, and three dollars in addition for every night I played at their 

performances, besides sufficient to pay the expenses of my return from New-York 

to Saratoga. 

 

I at once accepted the tempting offer, both for the reward it promised, and from a 

desire to visit the metropolis. They were anxious to leave immediately. Thinking 

my absence would be brief, I did not deem it necessary to write to Anne whither I 

had gone; in fact supposing that my return, perhaps, would be as soon as hers. So 

taking a change of linen and my violin, I was ready to depart. The carriage was 

brought round—a covered one, drawn by a pair of noble bays, altogether forming 

an elegant establishment. Their baggage, consisting of three large trunks, was 

fastened on the rack, and mounting to the driver’s seat, while they took their 

places in the rear, I drove away from Saratoga on the road to Albany, elated with 

my new position, and happy as I had ever been, on any day in all my life. 

 

We passed through Ballston, and striking the ridge road, as it is called, if my 

memory correctly serves me, followed it direct to Albany. We reached that city 

before dark, and stopped at a hotel southward from the Museum. 

 

This night I had an opportunity of witnessing one of their performances—the only 

one, during the whole period I was with them. Hamilton was stationed at the door; 

I formed the orchestra, while Brown provided the entertainment. It consisted in 

throwing balls, dancing on the rope, frying pancakes in a hat, causing invisible 

pigs to squeal, and other like feats of ventriloquism and legerdemain. The 

audience was extraordinarily sparse, and not of the selectest character at that, and 

Hamilton’s report of the proceeds presented but a “beggarly account of empty 

boxes.” 

 

Early next morning we renewed our journey. The burden of their conversation 

now was the expression of an anxiety to reach the circus without delay. They 

hurried forward, without again stopping to exhibit, and in due course of time, we 

reached New-York, taking lodgings at a house on the west side of the city, in a 

street running from Broadway to the river. I supposed my journey was at an end, 

and expected in a day or two at least, to return to my friends and family at 

Saratoga. Brown and Hamilton, however, began to importune me to continue with 

them to Washington. They alleged that immediately on their arrival, now that the 

summer season was approaching, the circus would set out for the north. They 

promised me a situation and high wages if I would accompany them. Largely did 

they expatiate on the advantages that would result to me, and such were the 

flattering representations they made, that I finally concluded to accept the offer. 
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The next morning they suggested that, inasmuch as we were about entering a 

slave State, it would be well, before leaving New-York, to procure free papers. 

The idea struck me as a prudent one, though I think it would scarcely have 

occurred to me, had they not proposed it. We proceeded at once to what I 

understood to be the Custom House. They made oath to certain facts showing I 

was a free man. A paper was drawn up and handed us, with the direction to take it 

to the clerk’s office. We did so, and the clerk having added something to it, for 

which he was paid six shillings, we returned again to the Custom House. Some 

further formalities were gone through with before it was completed, when, paying 

the officer two dollars, I placed the papers in my pocket, and started with my two 

friends to our hotel. I thought at the time, I must confess, that the papers were 

scarcely worth the cost of obtaining them—the apprehension of danger to my 

personal safety never having suggested itself to me in the remotest manner. The 

clerk, to whom we were directed, I remember, made a memorandum in a large 

book, which, I presume, is in the office yet. A reference to the entries during the 

latter part of March, or first of April, 1841, I have no doubt will satisfy the 

incredulous, at least so far as this particular transaction is concerned. 

 

With the evidence of freedom in my possession, the next day after our arrival in 

New-York, we crossed the ferry to Jersey City, and took the road to Philadelphia. 

Here we remained one night, continuing our journey towards Baltimore early in 

the morning. In due time, we arrived in the latter city, and stopped at a hotel near 

the railroad depot, either kept by a Mr. Rathbone, or known as the Rathbone 

House. All the way from New-York, their anxiety to reach the circus seemed to 

grow more and more intense. We left the carriage at Baltimore, and entering the 

cars, proceeded to Washington, at which place we arrived just at nightfall, the 

evening previous to the funeral of General Harrison, and stopped at Gadsby’s 

Hotel, on Pennsylvania Avenue. 

 

After supper they called me to their apartments, and paid me forty-three dollars, a 

sum greater than my wages amounted to, which act of generosity was in 

consequence, they said, of their not having exhibited as often as they had given 

me to anticipate, during our trip from Saratoga. They moreover informed me that 

it had been the intention of the circus company to leave Washington the next 

morning, but that on account of the funeral, they had concluded to remain another 

day. They were then, as they had been from the time of our first meeting, 

extremely kind. No opportunity was omitted of addressing me in the language of 

approbation; while, on the other hand, I was certainly much prepossessed in their 

favor. I gave them my confidence without reserve, and would freely have trusted 

them to almost any extent. Their constant conversation and manner towards me—

their foresight in suggesting the idea of free papers, and a hundred other little acts, 

unnecessary to be repeated—all indicated that they were friends indeed, sincerely 

solicitous for my welfare. I know not but they were. I know not but they were 

innocent of the great wickedness of which I now believe them guilty. Whether 

they were accessory to my misfortunes—subtle and inhuman monsters in the 

shape of men—designedly luring me away from home and family, and liberty, for 
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the sake of gold—those who read these pages will have the same means of 

determining as myself. If they were innocent, my sudden disappearance must 

have been unaccountable indeed; but revolving in my mind all the attending 

circumstances, I never yet could indulge, towards them, so charitable a 

supposition. 

 

After receiving the money from them, of which they appeared to have an 

abundance, they advised me not to go into the streets that night, inasmuch as I 

was unacquainted with the customs of the city. Promising to remember their 

advice, I left them together, and soon after was shown by a colored servant to a 

sleeping room in the back part of the hotel, on the ground floor. I laid down to 

rest, thinking of home and wife, and children, and the long distance that stretched 

between us, until I fell asleep. But no good angel of pity came to my bedside, 

bidding me to fly—no voice of mercy forewarned me in my dreams of the trials 

that were just at hand. 

 

The next day there was a great pageant in Washington. The roar of cannon and the 

tolling of bells filled the air, while many houses were shrouded with crape, and 

the streets were black with people. As the day advanced, the procession made its 

appearance, coming slowly through the Avenue, carriage after carriage, in long 

succession, while thousands upon thousands followed on foot—all moving to the 

sound of melancholy music. They were bearing the dead body of Harrison to the 

grave. 

 

From early in the morning, I was constantly in the company of Hamilton and 

Brown. They were the only persons I knew in Washington. We stood together as 

the funeral pomp passed by. I remember distinctly how the window glass would 

break and rattle to the ground, after each report of the cannon they were firing in 

the burial ground. We went to the Capitol, and walked a long time about the 

grounds. In the afternoon, they strolled towards the President’s House, all the time 

keeping me near to them, and pointing out various places of interest. As yet, I had 

seen nothing of the circus. In fact, I had thought of it but little, if at all, amidst the 

excitement of the day. 

 

My friends, several times during the afternoon, entered drinking saloons, and 

called for liquor. They were by no means in the habit, however, so far as I knew 

them, of indulging to excess. On these occasions, after serving themselves, they 

would pour out a glass and hand it to me. I did not become intoxicated, as may be 

inferred from what subsequently occurred. Towards evening, and soon after 

partaking of one of these potations, I began to experience most unpleasant 

sensations. I felt extremely ill. My head commenced aching—a dull, heavy pain, 

inexpressibly disagreeable. At the supper table, I was without appetite; the sight 

and flavor of food was nauseous. About dark the same servant conducted me to 

the room I had occupied the previous night. Brown and Hamilton advised me to 

retire, commiserating me kindly, and expressing hopes that I would be better in 

the morning. Divesting myself of coat and boots merely, I threw myself upon the 



193 

 

bed. It was impossible to sleep. The pain in my head continued to increase, until it 

became almost unbearable. In a short time I became thirsty. My lips were 

parched. I could think of nothing but water—of lakes and flowing rivers, of 

brooks where I had stooped to drink, and of the dripping bucket, rising with its 

cool and overflowing nectar, from the bottom of the well. Towards midnight, as 

near as I could judge, I arose, unable longer to bear such intensity of thirst. I was a 

stranger in the house, and knew nothing of its apartments. There was no one up, 

as I could observe. Groping about at random, I knew not where, I found the way 

at last to a kitchen in the basement. Two or three colored servants were moving 

through it, one of whom, a woman, gave me two glasses of water. It afforded 

momentary relief, but by the time I had reached my room again, the same burning 

desire of drink, the same tormenting thirst, had again returned. It was even more 

torturing than before, as was also the wild pain in my head, if such a thing could 

be. I was in sore distress—in most excruciating agony! I seemed to stand on the 

brink of madness! The memory of that night of horrible suffering will follow me 

to the grave. 

 

In the course of an hour or more after my return from the kitchen, I was conscious 

of some one entering my room. There seemed to be several—a mingling of 

various voices,—but how many, or who they were, I cannot tell. Whether Brown 

and Hamilton were among them, is a mere matter of conjecture. I only remember, 

with any degree of distinctness, that I was told it was necessary to go to a 

physician and procure medicine, and that pulling on my boots, without coat or hat, 

I followed them through a long passage-way, or alley, into the open street. It ran 

out at right angles from Pennsylvania Avenue. On the opposite side there was a 

light burning in a window. My impression is there were then three persons with 

me, but it is altogether indefinite and vague, and like the memory of a painful 

dream. Going towards the light, which I imagined proceeded from a physician’s 

office, and which seemed to recede as I advanced, is the last glimmering 

recollection I can now recall. From that moment I was insensible. How long I 

remained in that condition—whether only that night, or many days and nights—I 

do not know; but when consciousness returned, I found myself alone, in utter 

darkness, and in chains. 

 

The pain in my head had subsided in a measure, but I was very faint and weak. I 

was sitting upon a low bench, made of rough boards, and without coat or hat. I 

was hand-cuffed. Around my ankles also were a pair of heavy fetters. One end of 

a chain was fastened to a large ring in the floor, the other to the fetters on my 

ankles. I tried in vain to stand upon my feet. Waking from such a painful trance, it 

was some time before I could collect my thoughts. Where was I? What was the 

meaning of these chains? Where were Brown and Hamilton? What had I done to 

deserve imprisonment in such a dungeon? I could not comprehend. There was a 

blank of some indefinite period, preceding my awakening in that lonely place, the 

events of which the utmost stretch of memory was unable to recall. I listened 

intently for some sign or sound of life, but nothing broke the oppressive silence, 

save the clinking of my chains, whenever I chanced to move. I spoke aloud, but 
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the sound of my voice startled me. I felt of my pockets, so far as the fetters would 

allow—far enough, indeed, to ascertain that I had not only been robbed of liberty, 

but that my money and free papers were also gone! Then did the idea begin to 

break upon my mind, at first dim and confused, that I had been kidnapped. But 

that I thought was incredible. There must have been some misapprehension—

some unfortunate mistake. It could not be that a free citizen of New-York, who 

had wronged no man, nor violated any law, should be dealt with thus inhumanly. 

The more I contemplated my situation, however, the more I became confirmed in 

my suspicions. It was a desolate thought, indeed. I felt there was no trust or mercy 

in unfeeling man; and commending myself to the God of the oppressed, bowed 

my head upon my fettered hands, and wept most bitterly. 

 

Chapter 13 

 

On my arrival at Master Epps’, in obedience to his order, the first business upon 

which I entered was the making of an axe-helve. The handles in use there are 

simply a round, straight stick. I made a crooked one, shaped like those to which I 

had been accustomed at the North. When finished, and presented to Epps, he 

looked at it with astonishment, unable to determine exactly what it was. He had 

never before seen such a handle, and when I explained its conveniences, he was 

forcibly struck with the novelty of the idea. He kept it in the house a long time, 

and when his friends called, was wont to exhibit it as a curiosity. 

 

It was now the season of hoeing. I was first sent into the corn-field, and 

afterwards set to scraping cotton. In this employment I remained until hoeing time 

was nearly passed, when I began to experience the symptoms of approaching 

illness. I was attacked with chills, which were succeeded by a burning fever. I 

became weak and emaciated, and frequently so dizzy that it caused me to reel and 

stagger like a drunken man. Nevertheless, I was compelled to keep up my row. 

When in health I found little difficulty in keeping pace with my fellow-laborers, 

but now it seemed to be an utter impossibility. Often I fell behind, when the 

driver’s lash was sure to greet my back, infusing into my sick and drooping body 

a little temporary energy. I continued to decline until at length the whip became 

entirely ineffectual. The sharpest sting of the rawhide could not arouse me. 

Finally, in September, when the busy season of cotton picking was at hand, I was 

unable to leave my cabin. Up to this time I had received no medicine, nor any 

attention from my master or mistress. The old cook visited me occasionally, 

preparing me corn-coffee, and sometimes boiling a bit of bacon, when I had 

grown too feeble to accomplish it myself. 

 

When it was said that I would die, Master Epps, unwilling to bear the loss, which 

the death of an animal worth a thousand dollars would bring upon him, concluded 

to incur the expense of sending to Holmesville for Dr. Wines. He announced to 

Epps that it was the effect of the climate, and there was a probability of his losing 

me. He directed me to eat no meat, and to partake of no more food than was 

absolutely necessary to sustain life. Several weeks elapsed, during which time, 
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under the scanty diet to which I was subjected, I had partially recovered. One 

morning, long before I was in a proper condition to labor, Epps appeared at the 

cabin door, and, presenting me a sack, ordered me to the cotton field. At this time 

I had had no experience whatever in cotton picking. It was an awkward business 

indeed. While others used both hands, snatching the cotton and depositing it in the 

mouth of the sack, with a precision and dexterity that was incomprehensible to 

me, I had to seize the boll with one hand, and deliberately draw out the white, 

gushing blossom with the other. 

 

Depositing the cotton in the sack, moreover, was a difficulty that demanded the 

exercise of both hands and eyes. I was compelled to pick it from the ground where 

it would fall, nearly as often as from the stalk where it had grown. I made havoc 

also with the branches, loaded with the yet unbroken bolls, the long, cumbersome 

sack swinging from side to side in a manner not allowable in the cotton field. 

After a most laborious day I arrived at the gin-house with my load. When the 

scale determined its weight to be only ninety-five pounds, not half the quantity 

required of the poorest picker, Epps threatened the severest flogging, but in 

consideration of my being a “raw hand,” concluded to pardon me on that 

occasion. The following day, and many days succeeding, I returned at night with 

no better success—I was evidently not designed for that kind of labor. I had not 

the gift—the dexterous fingers and quick motion of Patsey, who could fly along 

one side of a row of cotton, stripping it of its undefiled and fleecy whiteness 

miraculously fast. Practice and whipping were alike unavailing, and Epps, 

satisfied of it at last, swore I was a disgrace—that I was not fit to associate with a 

cotton-picking “nigger”—that I could not pick enough in a day to pay the trouble 

of weighing it, and that I should go into the cotton field no more. I was now 

employed in cutting and hauling wood, drawing cotton from the field to the gin-

house, and performed whatever other service was required. Suffice to say, I was 

never permitted to be idle. 

 

It was rarely that a day passed by without one or more whippings. This occurred 

at the time the cotton was weighed. The delinquent, whose weight had fallen 

short, was taken out, stripped, made to lie upon the ground, face downwards, 

when he received a punishment proportioned to his offence. It is the literal, 

unvarnished truth, that the crack of the lash, and the shrieking of the slaves, can 

be heard from dark till bed time, on Epps’ plantation, any day almost during the 

entire period of the cotton-picking season. 

 

The number of lashes is graduated according to the nature of the case. Twenty-

five are deemed a mere brush, inflicted, for instance, when a dry leaf or piece of 

boll is found in the cotton, or when a branch is broken in the field; fifty is the 

ordinary penalty following all delinquencies of the next higher grade; 

one hundred is called severe: it is the punishment inflicted for the serious offence 

of standing idle in the field; from one hundred and fifty to two hundred is 

bestowed upon him who quarrels with his cabin-mates, and five hundred, well 
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laid on, besides the mangling of the dogs, perhaps, is certain to consign the poor, 

unpitied runaway to weeks of pain and agony. 

 

During the two years Epps remained on the plantation at Bayou Huff Power, he 

was in the habit, as often as once in a fortnight at least, of coming home 

intoxicated from Holmesville. The shooting-matches almost invariably concluded 

with a debauch. At such times he was boisterous and half-crazy. Often he would 

break the dishes, chairs, and whatever furniture he could lay his hands on. When 

satisfied with his amusement in the house, he would seize the whip and walk forth 

into the yard. Then it behooved the slaves to be watchful and exceeding wary. The 

first one who came within reach felt the smart of his lash. Sometimes for hours he 

would keep them running in all directions, dodging around the corners of the 

cabins. Occasionally he would come upon one unawares, and if he succeeded in 

inflicting a fair, round blow, it was a feat that much delighted him. The younger 

children, and the aged, who had become inactive, suffered then. In the midst of 

the confusion he would slily take his stand behind a cabin, waiting with raised 

whip, to dash it into the first black face that peeped cautiously around the corner. 

 

At other times he would come home in a less brutal humor. Then there must be a 

merry-making. Then all must move to the measure of a tune. Then Master Epps 

must needs regale his melodious ears with the music of a fiddle. Then did he 

become buoyant, elastic, gaily “tripping the light fantastic toe” around the piazza 

and all through the house. 

 

Tibeats, at the time of my sale, had informed him I could play on the violin. He 

had received his information from Ford. Through the importunities of Mistress 

Epps, her husband had been induced to purchase me one during a visit to New-

Orleans. Frequently I was called into the house to play before the family, mistress 

being passionately fond of music. 

 

All of us would be assembled in the large room of the great house, whenever Epps 

came home in one of his dancing moods. No matter how worn out and tired we 

were, there must be a general dance. When properly stationed on the floor, I 

would strike up a tune. 

 

“Dance, you d—d niggers, dance,” Epps would shout. 

 

Then there must be no halting or delay, no slow or languid movements; all must 

be brisk, and lively, and alert. “Up and down, heel and toe, and away we go,” was 

the order of the hour. Epps’ portly form mingled with those of his dusky slaves, 

moving rapidly through all the mazes of the dance. 

 

Usually his whip was in his hand, ready to fall about the ears of the presumptuous 

thrall, who dared to rest a moment, or even stop to catch his breath. When he was 

himself exhausted, there would be a brief cessation, but it would be very brief. 

With a slash, and crack, and flourish of the whip, he would shout again, “Dance, 



197 

 

niggers, dance,” and away they would go once more, pell-mell, while I spurred by 

an occasional sharp touch of the lash, sat in a corner, extracting from my violin a 

marvelous quick-stepping tune. The mistress often upbraided him, declaring she 

would return to her father’s house at Cheneyville; nevertheless, there were times 

she could not restrain a burst of laughter, on witnessing his uproarious pranks. 

Frequently, we were thus detained until almost morning. Bent with excessive 

toil—actually suffering for a little refreshing rest, and feeling rather as if we could 

cast ourselves upon the earth and weep, many a night in the house of Edwin Epps 

have his unhappy slaves been made to dance and laugh. 

 

Notwithstanding these deprivations in order to gratify the whim of an 

unreasonable master, we had to be in the field as soon as it was light, and during 

the day perform the ordinary and accustomed task. Such deprivations could not be 

urged at the scales in extenuation of any lack of weight, or in the cornfield for not 

hoeing with the usual rapidity. The whippings were just as severe as if we had 

gone forth in the morning, strengthened and invigorated by a night’s repose. 

Indeed, after such frantic revels, he was always more sour and savage than before, 

punishing for slighter causes, and using the whip with increased and more 

vindictive energy. 

 

Ten years I toiled for that man without reward. Ten years of my incessant labor 

has contributed to increase the bulk of his possessions. Ten years I was compelled 

to address him with down-cast eyes and uncovered head—in the attitude and 

language of a slave. I am indebted to him for nothing, save undeserved abuse and 

stripes. 

 

Beyond the reach of his inhuman thong, and standing on the soil of the free State 

where I was born, thanks be to Heaven, I can raise my head once more among 

men. I can speak of the wrongs I have suffered, and of those who inflicted them, 

with upraised eyes. But I have no desire to speak of him or any other one 

otherwise than truthfully. Yet to speak truthfully of Edwin Epps would be to 

say—he is a man in whose heart the quality of kindness or of justice is not found. 

A rough, rude energy, united with an uncultivated mind and an avaricious spirit, 

are his prominent characteristics. He is known as a “nigger breaker,” 

distinguished for his faculty of subduing the spirit of the slave, and priding 

himself upon his reputation in this respect, as a jockey boasts of his skill in 

managing a refractory horse. He looked upon a colored man, not as a human 

being, responsible to his Creator for the small talent entrusted to him, but as a 

“chattel personal,” as mere live property, no better, except in value, than his mule 

or dog. When the evidence, clear and indisputable, was laid before him that I was 

a free man, and as much entitled to my liberty as he—when, on the day I left, he 

was informed that I had a wife and children, as dear to me as his own babes to 

him, he only raved and swore, denouncing the law that tore me from him, and 

declaring he would find out the man who had forwarded the letter that disclosed 

the place of my captivity, if there was any virtue or power in money, and would 

take his life. He thought of nothing but his loss, and cursed me for having been 
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born free. He could have stood unmoved and seen the tongues of his poor slaves 

torn out by the roots—he could have seen them burned to ashes over a slow fire, 

or gnawed to death by dogs, if it only brought him profit. Such a hard, cruel, 

unjust man is Edwin Epps. 

 

There was but one greater savage on Bayou Bœuf than he. Jim Burns’ plantation 

was cultivated, as already mentioned, exclusively by women. That barbarian kept 

their backs so sore and raw, that they could not perform the customary labor 

demanded daily of the slave. He boasted of his cruelty, and through all the 

country round was accounted a more thorough-going, energetic man than even 

Epps. A brute himself, Jim Burns had not a particle of mercy for his subject 

brutes, and like a fool, whipped and scourged away the very strength upon which 

depended his amount of gain. 

 

Epps remained on Huff Power two years, when, having accumulated a 

considerable sum of money, he expended it in the purchase of the plantation on 

the east bank of Bayou Bœuf, where he still continues to reside. He took 

possession of it in 1845, after the holidays were passed. He carried thither with 

him nine slaves, all of whom, except myself, and Susan, who has since died, 

remain there yet. He made no addition to this force, and for eight years the 

following were my companions in his quarters, viz: Abram, Wiley, Phebe, Bob, 

Henry, Edward, and Patsey. All these, except Edward, born since, were purchased 

out of a drove by Epps during the time he was overseer for Archy B. Williams, 

whose plantation is situated on the shore of Red River, not far from Alexandria. 

 

Abram was tall, standing a full head above any common man. He is sixty years of 

age, and was born in Tennessee. Twenty years ago, he was purchased by a trader, 

carried into South Carolina, and sold to James Buford, of Williamsburgh county, 

in that State. In his youth he was renowned for his great strength, but age and 

unremitting toil have somewhat shattered his powerful frame and enfeebled his 

mental faculties. 

 

Wiley is forty-eight. He was born on the estate of William Tassle, and for many 

years took charge of that gentleman’s ferry over the Big Black River, in South 

Carolina. 

 

Phebe was a slave of Buford, Tassle’s neighbor, and having married Wiley, he 

bought the latter, at her instigation. Buford was a kind master, sheriff of the 

county, and in those days a man of wealth. 

 

Bob and Henry are Phebe’s children, by a former husband, their father having 

been abandoned to give place to Wiley. That seductive youth had insinuated 

himself into Phebe’s affections, and therefore the faithless spouse had gently 

kicked her first husband out of her cabin door. Edward had been born to them on 

Bayou Huff Power. 
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Patsey is twenty-three—also from Buford’s plantation. She is in no wise 

connected with the others, but glories in the fact that she is the offspring of a 

“Guinea nigger,” brought over to Cuba in a slave ship, and in the course of trade 

transferred to Buford, who was her mother’s owner. 

 

This, as I learned from them, is a genealogical account of my master’s slaves. For 

years they had been together. Often they recalled the memories of other days, and 

sighed to retrace their steps to the old home in Carolina. Troubles came upon their 

master Buford, which brought far greater troubles upon them. He became 

involved in debt, and unable to bear up against his failing fortunes, was compelled 

to sell these, and others of his slaves. In a chain gang they had been driven from 

beyond the Mississippi to the plantation of Archy B. Williams. Edwin Epps, who, 

for a long while had been his driver and overseer, was about establishing himself 

in business on his own account, at the time of their arrival, and accepted them in 

payment of his wages. 

 

Old Abram was a kind-hearted being—a sort of patriarch among us, fond of 

entertaining his younger brethren with grave and serious discourse. He was deeply 

versed in such philosophy as is taught in the cabin of the slave; but the great 

absorbing hobby of Uncle Abram was General Jackson, whom his young master 

in Tennessee had followed to the wars. He loved to wander back, in imagination, 

to the place where he was born, and to recount the scenes of his youth during 

those stirring times when the nation was in arms. He had been athletic, and more 

keen and powerful than the generality of his race, but now his eye had become 

dim, and his natural force abated. Very often, indeed, while discussing the best 

method of baking the hoe-cake, or expatiating at large upon the glory of Jackson, 

he would forget where he left his hat, or his hoe, or his basket; and then would the 

old man be laughed at, if Epps was absent, and whipped if he was present. So was 

he perplexed continually, and sighed to think that he was growing aged and going 

to decay. Philosophy and Jackson and forgetfulness had played the mischief with 

him, and it was evident that all of them combined were fast bringing down the 

gray hairs of Uncle Abram to the grave. 

 

Aunt Phebe had been an excellent field hand, but latterly was put into the kitchen, 

where she remained, except occasionally, in a time of uncommon hurry. She was 

a sly old creature, and when not in the presence of her mistress or her master, was 

garrulous in the extreme. 

 

Wiley, on the contrary, was silent. He performed his task without murmur or 

complaint, seldom indulging in the luxury of speech, except to utter a wish, that 

he was away from Epps, and back once more in South Carolina. 

 

Bob and Henry had reached the ages of twenty and twenty-three, and were 

distinguished for nothing extraordinary or unusual, while Edward, a lad of 

thirteen, not yet able to maintain his row in the corn or the cotton field, was kept 

in the great house, to wait on the little Eppses. 
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Patsey was slim and straight. She stood erect as the human form is capable of 

standing. There was an air of loftiness in her movement, that neither labor, nor 

weariness, nor punishment could destroy. Truly, Patsey was a splendid animal, 

and were it not that bondage had enshrouded her intellect in utter and everlasting 

darkness, would have been chief among ten thousand of her people. She could 

leap the highest fences, and a fleet hound it was indeed, that could outstrip her in 

a race. No horse could fling her from his back. She was a skillful teamster. She 

turned as true a furrow as the best, and at splitting rails there were none who 

could excel her. When the order to halt was heard at night, she would have her 

mules at the crib, unharnessed, fed and curried, before uncle Abram had found his 

hat. Not, however, for all or any of these, was she chiefly famous. Such lightning-

like motion was in her fingers as no other fingers ever possessed, and therefore it 

was, that in cotton picking time, Patsey was queen of the field. 

 

She had a genial and pleasant temper, and was faithful and obedient. Naturally, 

she was a joyous creature, a laughing, light-hearted girl, rejoicing in the mere 

sense of existence. Yet Patsey wept oftener, and suffered more, than any of her 

companions. She had been literally excoriated. Her back bore the scars of a 

thousand stripes; not because she was backward in her work, nor because she was 

of an unmindful and rebellious spirit, but because it had fallen to her lot to be the 

slave of a licentious master and a jealous mistress. She shrank before the lustful 

eye of the one, and was in danger even of her life at the hands of the other, and 

between the two, she was indeed accursed. In the great house, for days together, 

there were high and angry words, poutings and estrangement, whereof she was the 

innocent cause. Nothing delighted the mistress so much as to see her suffer, and 

more than once, when Epps had refused to sell her, has she tempted me with 

bribes to put her secretly to death, and bury her body in some lonely place in the 

margin of the swamp. Gladly would Patsey have appeased this unforgiving spirit, 

if it had been in her power, but not like Joseph, dared she escape from Master 

Epps, leaving her garment in his hand. Patsey walked under a cloud. If she uttered 

a word in opposition to her master’s will, the lash was resorted to at once, to bring 

her to subjection; if she was not watchful when about her cabin, or when walking 

in the yard, a billet of wood, or a broken bottle perhaps, hurled from her mistress’ 

hand, would smite her unexpectedly in the face. The enslaved victim of lust and 

hate, Patsey had no comfort of her life. 

 

These were my companions and fellow-slaves, with whom I was accustomed to 

be driven to the field, and with whom it has been my lot to dwell for ten years in 

the log cabins of Edwin Epps. They, if living, are yet toiling on the banks of 

Bayou Bœuf, never destined to breathe, as I now do, the blessed air of liberty, nor 

to shake off the heavy shackles that enthrall them, until they shall lie down 

forever in the dust. 
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2.9 Edgar Allan Poe (1809-1849) 
 

Born in Boston to actors Elizabeth Arnold Poe and David 

Poe, Jr., Edgar Allan Poe was swiftly abandoned by both 

parents before the age of four. His father simply picked up 

and left the family. A year later, Poe’s mother 

unfortunately contracted tuberculosis and passed away, 

leaving Poe an orphan. He was taken in by John Allan, a 

tobacco merchant, and his wife, Frances Valentine Allan. 

The Allans raised Poe as their own, though he was never 

officially adopted by the couple.  

 

Poe took to poetry at a young age, which often caused a 

clash between himself and his adoptive father. Whereas 

John Allan wished for Poe to take over the family 

business, Poe had no such desire and continued to write. 

As a young man, he attended the University of Virginia 

with Allan footing the bill. However, this arrangement 

didn’t last long as Allan refused to continue to pay for 

Poe’s secondary education, reportedly due to financial 

disagreements between the two men. After amounting a 

mass of debt due to gambling, Poe was forced to leave the university and enlisted in the Army.  

 

It was while in the Army that Poe anonymously published his first collection, Tamerlane and 

Other Poems (1827). After Frances Valentine Allan, the only mother Poe knew, died of 

tuberculosis, John Allan and Poe mended their relationship, and Allan helped Poe get accepted 

into West Point. Though he was a good student, Poe’s mind wandered more to prose and poetry 

and less to his duties at West Point. Worse yet, his relationship with Allan was on the rocks yet 

again. Poe was kicked out of West Point, though it is unclear if Poe purposefully caused his 

expulsion to spite his foster father. Allan won the parting shot though; after his death in 1834, he 

left Poe out of his will completely.  

 

After West Point, Poe traveled extensively, living in poverty as a full-time writer in major cities 

like New York City, Baltimore, Philadelphia, and Richmond. While in Richmond, he fell in love 

with his cousin, Virginia Clemm, and married her in 1836. Poe was 27, and Clemm was 13.  

 

After winning a short story contest, Poe’s writing career picked up and he went on to publish 

more short stories in literary journals and magazines. He also worked as a critic for the Southern 

Literary Messenger and was notorious for his biting reviews, earning him the nickname 

“Tomahawk Man.” His position as critic with the magazine proved short-lived as his seething 

reviews often led to confrontation. It is believed he was fired after his boss found him drunk on 

the job. Over the years, Poe had developed a liking to alcohol, eventually leading to a 

dependence on liquor. This dependence evolved into full-blown alcoholism when Virginia fell ill 

with tuberculosis in 1842. The very disease that killed his birth mother and later his adoptive 

mother seemed insatiable, targeting the women Poe loved. It was while his wife was sick that 

Poe wrote the famous poem for which he is known: “The Raven” (1845).  

Image 2.8: Edgar Allan Poe 

Photographer: W. S. Hartshorn 

Source: Wikimedia Commons 

License: Public Domain 
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“The Raven” skyrocketed Poe from infamous critic to famous poet. But the literary recognition 

of his arguably most popular poem did not come with the paycheck one would expect. He only 

received $9 from The American Review for it, and Poe continued to struggle financially for the 

rest of his life.  

 

Debt and alcoholism weren’t the only demons haunting Poe. Death soon darkened his door yet 

again. In 1847, Virginia lost her battle with tuberculosis, devastating Poe. She was only 24 years 

old. After her death, Poe’s dependency on substances grew until, in 1849, he died at the age of 

40 under suspicious circumstances. Some sources say he drank himself to death while others 

blame his death on drugs or rabies. No one is certain how Poe died, and it remains a mystery to 

this day, not unlike the gothic endings of some of his most celebrated works.  

 

Poe may have beaten Death in the end; his works are still recognized as an important part of the 

American Literature canon. Modern day readers have Poe to thank for detective fiction, a genre 

which some credit him for creating. Best known for his evocative storytelling and his gothic 

style, Poe continues to influence writers across the centuries from Sir Arthur Conan Doyle to 

Stephen King, who is quoted in a Mystery Scene magazine article as saying of Poe, “He wasn’t 

just a mystery/suspense writer. He was the first.” 

 
Written by Corey Parson. The Edgar Allan Poe biography was reproduced from Wendy Kurant’s 

Becoming America: An Exploration of American Literature from Precolonial to Post-Revolution.  
Kurant, Wendy, Becoming America: An Exploration of American Literature from Precolonial to Post-
Revolution (2019). English Open Textbooks. 19. Link to eBook 

 
2.9.1 “Sonnet—To Science” (1829) 
 

Science! true daughter of Old Time thou art! 

   Who alterest all things with thy peering eyes. 

Why preyest thou thus upon the poet’s heart, 

   Vulture, whose wings are dull realities? 

How should he love thee? or how deem thee wise, 

   Who wouldst not leave him in his wandering 

To seek for treasure in the jewelled skies, 

   Albeit he soared with an undaunted wing? 

Hast thou not dragged Diana from her car, 

   And driven the Hamadryad from the wood 

To seek a shelter in some happier star? 

   Hast thou not torn the Naiad from her flood, 

The Elfin from the green grass, and from me 

The summer dream beneath the tamarind tree? 

 

2.9.2 “The Fall of the House of Usher” (1839) 
 

Son coeur est un luth suspendu; 

     Sitôt qu’on le touche il rèsonne.. 

https://oer.galileo.usg.edu/english-textbooks/19/
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                               De Béranger. 

 

DURING the whole of a dull, dark, and soundless day in the autumn of the year, 

when the clouds hung oppressively low in the heavens, I had been passing alone, 

on horseback, through a singularly dreary tract of country; and at length found 

myself, as the shades of the evening drew on, within view of the melancholy 

House of Usher. I know not how it was—but, with the first glimpse of the 

building, a sense of insufferable gloom pervaded my spirit. I say insufferable; for 

the feeling was unrelieved by any of that half-pleasurable, because poetic, 

sentiment, with which the mind usually receives even the sternest natural images 

of the desolate or terrible. I looked upon the scene before me—upon the mere 

house, and the simple landscape features of the domain—upon the bleak walls—

upon the vacant eye-like windows—upon a few rank sedges—and upon a few 

white trunks of decayed trees—with an utter depression of soul which I can 

compare to no earthly sensation more properly than to the after-dream of the 

reveller upon opium—the bitter lapse into everyday life—the hideous dropping 

off of the veil. There was an iciness, a sinking, a sickening of the heart—an 

unredeemed dreariness of thought which no goading of the imagination could 

torture into aught of the sublime. What was it—I paused to think—what was it 

that so unnerved me in the contemplation of the House of Usher? It was a mystery 

all insoluble; nor could I grapple with the shadowy fancies that crowded upon me 

as I pondered. I was forced to fall back upon the unsatisfactory conclusion, that 

while, beyond doubt, there are combinations of very simple natural objects which 

have the power of thus affecting us, still the analysis of this power lies among 

considerations beyond our depth. It was possible, I reflected, that a mere different 

arrangement of the particulars of the scene, of the details of the picture, would be 

sufficient to modify, or perhaps to annihilate its capacity for sorrowful 

impression; and, acting upon this idea, I reined my horse to the precipitous brink 

of a black and lurid tarn that lay in unruffled lustre by the dwelling, and gazed 

down—but with a shudder even more thrilling than before—upon the remodelled 

and inverted images of the gray sedge, and the ghastly tree-stems, and the vacant 

and eye-like windows. 

 

Nevertheless, in this mansion of gloom I now proposed to myself a sojourn of 

some weeks. Its proprietor, Roderick Usher, had been one of my boon 

companions in boyhood; but many years had elapsed since our last meeting. A 

letter, however, had lately reached me in a distant part of the country—a letter 

from him—which, in its wildly importunate nature, had admitted of no other than 

a personal reply. The MS. gave evidence of nervous agitation. The writer spoke of 

acute bodily illness—of a mental disorder which oppressed him—and of an 

earnest desire to see me, as his best, and indeed his only personal friend, with a 

view of attempting, by the cheerfulness of my society, some alleviation of his 

malady. It was the manner in which all this, and much more, was said—it was the 

apparent heart that went with his request—which allowed me no room for 

hesitation; and I accordingly obeyed forthwith what I still considered a very 

singular summons. 
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Although, as boys, we had been even intimate associates, yet I really knew little 

of my friend. His reserve had been always excessive and habitual. I was aware, 

however, that his very ancient family had been noted, time out of mind, for a 

peculiar sensibility of temperament, displaying itself, through long ages, in many 

works of exalted art, and manifested, of late, in repeated deeds of munificent yet 

unobtrusive charity, as well as in a passionate devotion to the intricacies, perhaps 

even more than to the orthodox and easily recognisable beauties, of musical 

science. I had learned, too, the very remarkable fact, that the stem of the Usher 

race, all time-honored as it was, had put forth, at no period, any enduring branch; 

in other words, that the entire family lay in the direct line of descent, and had 

always, with very trifling and very temporary variation, so lain. It was this 

deficiency, I considered, while running over in thought the perfect keeping of the 

character of the premises with the accredited character of the people, and while 

speculating upon the possible influence which the one, in the long lapse of 

centuries, might have exercised upon the other—it was this deficiency, perhaps, 

of collateral issue, and the consequent undeviating transmission, from sire to son, 

of the patrimony with the name, which had, at length, so identified the two as to 

merge the original title of the estate in the quaint and equivocal appellation of the 

“House of Usher”—an appellation which seemed to include, in the minds of the 

peasantry who used it, both the family and the family mansion. 

 

I have said that the sole effect of my somewhat childish experiment—that of 

looking down within the tarn—had been to deepen the first singular impression. 

There can be no doubt that the consciousness of the rapid increase of my 

superstition—for why should I not so term it?—served mainly to accelerate the 

increase itself. Such, I have long known, is the paradoxical law of all sentiments 

having terror as a basis. And it might have been for this reason only, that, when I 

again uplifted my eyes to the house itself, from its image in the pool, there grew 

in my mind a strange fancy—a fancy so ridiculous, indeed, that I but mention it to 

show the vivid force of the sensations which oppressed me. I had so worked upon 

my imagination as really to believe that about the whole mansion and domain 

there hung an atmosphere peculiar to themselves and their immediate vicinity—an 

atmosphere which had no affinity with the air of heaven, but which had reeked up 

from the decayed trees, and the gray wall, and the silent tarn—a pestilent and 

mystic vapor, dull, sluggish, faintly discernible, and leaden-hued. 

 

Shaking off from my spirit what must have been a dream, I scanned more 

narrowly the real aspect of the building. Its principal feature seemed to be that of 

an excessive antiquity. The discoloration of ages had been great. Minute fungi 

overspread the whole exterior, hanging in a fine tangled web-work from the 

eaves. Yet all this was apart from any extraordinary dilapidation. No portion of 

the masonry had fallen; and there appeared to be a wild inconsistency between its 

still perfect adaptation of parts, and the crumbling condition of the individual 

stones. In this there was much that reminded me of the specious totality of old 

wood-work which has rotted for long years in some neglected vault, with no 
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disturbance from the breath of the external air. Beyond this indication of 

extensive decay, however, the fabric gave little token of instability. Perhaps the 

eye of a scrutinizing observer might have discovered a barely perceptible fissure, 

which, extending from the roof of the building in front, made its way down the 

wall in a zigzag direction, until it became lost in the sullen waters of the tarn. 

 

Noticing these things, I rode over a short causeway to the house. A servant in 

waiting took my horse, and I entered the Gothic archway of the hall. A valet, of 

stealthy step, thence conducted me, in silence, through many dark and intricate 

passages in my progress to the studio of his master. Much that I encountered on 

the way contributed, I know not how, to heighten the vague sentiments of which I 

have already spoken. While the objects around me—while the carvings of the 

ceilings, the sombre tapestries of the walls, the ebon blackness of the floors, and 

the phantasmagoric armorial trophies which rattled as I strode, were but matters to 

which, or to such as which, I had been accustomed from my infancy—while I 

hesitated not to acknowledge how familiar was all this—I still wondered to find 

how unfamiliar were the fancies which ordinary images were stirring up. On one 

of the staircases, I met the physician of the family. His countenance, I thought, 

wore a mingled expression of low cunning and perplexity. He accosted me with 

trepidation and passed on. The valet now threw open a door and ushered me into 

the presence of his master. 

 

The room in which I found myself was very large and lofty. The windows were 

long, narrow, and pointed, and at so vast a distance from the black oaken floor as 

to be altogether inaccessible from within. Feeble gleams of encrimsoned light 

made their way through the trellissed panes, and served to render sufficiently 

distinct the more prominent objects around; the eye, however, struggled in vain to 

reach the remoter angles of the chamber, or the recesses of the vaulted and fretted 

ceiling. Dark draperies hung upon the walls. The general furniture was profuse, 

comfortless, antique, and tattered. Many books and musical instruments lay 

scattered about, but failed to give any vitality to the scene. I felt that I breathed an 

atmosphere of sorrow. An air of stern, deep, and irredeemable gloom hung over 

and pervaded all. 

 

Upon my entrance, Usher arose from a sofa on which he had been lying at full 

length, and greeted me with a vivacious warmth which had much in it, I at first 

thought, of an overdone cordiality—of the constrained effort of the ennuyé man 

of the world. A glance, however, at his countenance, convinced me of his perfect 

sincerity. We sat down; and for some moments, while he spoke not, I gazed upon 

him with a feeling half of pity, half of awe. Surely, man had never before so 

terribly altered, in so brief a period, as had Roderick Usher! It was with difficulty 

that I could bring myself to admit the identity of the wan being before me with the 

companion of my early boyhood. Yet the character of his face had been at all 

times remarkable. A cadaverousness of complexion; an eye large, liquid, and 

luminous beyond comparison; lips somewhat thin and very pallid, but of a 

surpassingly beautiful curve; a nose of a delicate Hebrew model, but with a 



206 

 

breadth of nostril unusual in similar formations; a finely moulded chin, speaking, 

in its want of prominence, of a want of moral energy; hair of a more than web-like 

softness and tenuity; these features, with an inordinate expansion above the 

regions of the temple, made up altogether a countenance not easily to be 

forgotten. And now in the mere exaggeration of the prevailing character of these 

features, and of the expression they were wont to convey, lay so much of change 

that I doubted to whom I spoke. The now ghastly pallor of the skin, and the now 

miraculous lustre of the eye, above all things startled and even awed me. The 

silken hair, too, had been suffered to grow all unheeded, and as, in its wild 

gossamer texture, it floated rather than fell about the face, I could not, even with 

effort, connect its Arabesque expression with any idea of simple humanity. 

 

In the manner of my friend I was at once struck with an incoherence—an 

inconsistency; and I soon found this to arise from a series of feeble and futile 

struggles to overcome an habitual trepidancy—an excessive nervous agitation. 

For something of this nature I had indeed been prepared, no less by his letter, than 

by reminiscences of certain boyish traits, and by conclusions deduced from his 

peculiar physical conformation and temperament. His action was alternately 

vivacious and sullen. His voice varied rapidly from a tremulous indecision (when 

the animal spirits seemed utterly in abeyance) to that species of energetic 

concision—that abrupt, weighty, unhurried, and hollow-sounding enunciation—

that leaden, self-balanced and perfectly modulated guttural utterance, which may 

be observed in the lost drunkard, or the irreclaimable eater of opium, during the 

periods of his most intense excitement. 

 

It was thus that he spoke of the object of my visit, of his earnest desire to see me, 

and of the solace he expected me to afford him. He entered, at some length, into 

what he conceived to be the nature of his malady. It was, he said, a constitutional 

and a family evil, and one for which he despaired to find a remedy—a mere 

nervous affection, he immediately added, which would undoubtedly soon pass 

off. It displayed itself in a host of unnatural sensations. Some of these, as he 

detailed them, interested and bewildered me; although, perhaps, the terms, and the 

general manner of the narration had their weight. He suffered much from a 

morbid acuteness of the senses; the most insipid food was alone endurable; he 

could wear only garments of certain texture; the odors of all flowers were 

oppressive; his eyes were tortured by even a faint light; and there were but 

peculiar sounds, and these from stringed instruments, which did not inspire him 

with horror. 

 

To an anomalous species of terror I found him a bounden slave. “I shall perish,” 

said he, “I must perish in this deplorable folly. Thus, thus, and not otherwise, shall 

I be lost. I dread the events of the future, not in themselves, but in their results. I 

shudder at the thought of any, even the most trivial, incident, which may operate 

upon this intolerable agitation of soul. I have, indeed, no abhorrence of danger, 

except in its absolute effect—in terror. In this unnerved—in this pitiable 
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condition—I feel that the period will sooner or later arrive when I must abandon 

life and reason together, in some struggle with the grim phantasm, FEAR.” 

 

I learned, moreover, at intervals, and through broken and equivocal hints, another 

singular feature of his mental condition. He was enchained by certain 

superstitious impressions in regard to the dwelling which he tenanted, and 

whence, for many years, he had never ventured forth—in regard to an influence 

whose supposititious force was conveyed in terms too shadowy here to be re-

stated—an influence which some peculiarities in the mere form and substance of 

his family mansion, had, by dint of long sufferance, he said, obtained over his 

spirit—an effect which the physique of the gray walls and turrets, and of the dim 

tarn into which they all looked down, had, at length, brought about upon 

the morale of his existence. 

 

He admitted, however, although with hesitation, that much of the peculiar gloom 

which thus afflicted him could be traced to a more natural and far more palpable 

origin—to the severe and long-continued illness—indeed to the evidently 

approaching dissolution—of a tenderly beloved sister—his sole companion for 

long years—his last and only relative on earth. “Her decease,” he said, with a 

bitterness which I can never forget, “would leave him (him the hopeless and the 

frail) the last of the ancient race of the Ushers.” While he spoke, the lady 

Madeline (for so was she called) passed slowly through a remote portion of the 

apartment, and, without having noticed my presence, disappeared. I regarded her 

with an utter astonishment not unmingled with dread—and yet I found it 

impossible to account for such feelings. A sensation of stupor oppressed me, as 

my eyes followed her retreating steps. When a door, at length, closed upon her, 

my glance sought instinctively and eagerly the countenance of the brother—but 

he had buried his face in his hands, and I could only perceive that a far more than 

ordinary wanness had overspread the emaciated fingers through which trickled 

many passionate tears. 

 

The disease of the lady Madeline had long baffled the skill of her physicians. A 

settled apathy, a gradual wasting away of the person, and frequent although 

transient affections of a partially cataleptical character, were the unusual 

diagnosis. Hitherto she had steadily borne up against the pressure of her malady, 

and had not betaken herself finally to bed; but, on the closing in of the evening of 

my arrival at the house, she succumbed (as her brother told me at night with 

inexpressible agitation) to the prostrating power of the destroyer; and I learned 

that the glimpse I had obtained of her person would thus probably be the last I 

should obtain—that the lady, at least while living, would be seen by me no more. 

 

For several days ensuing, her name was unmentioned by either Usher or myself: 

and during this period I was busied in earnest endeavors to alleviate the 

melancholy of my friend. We painted and read together; or I listened, as if in a 

dream, to the wild improvisations of his speaking guitar. And thus, as a closer and 

still closer intimacy admitted me more unreservedly into the recesses of his spirit, 



208 

 

the more bitterly did I perceive the futility of all attempt at cheering a mind from 

which darkness, as if an inherent positive quality, poured forth upon all objects of 

the moral and physical universe, in one unceasing radiation of gloom. 

 

I shall ever bear about me a memory of the many solemn hours I thus spent alone 

with the master of the House of Usher. Yet I should fail in any attempt to convey 

an idea of the exact character of the studies, or of the occupations, in which he 

involved me, or led me the way. An excited and highly distempered ideality threw 

a sulphureous lustre over all. His long improvised dirges will ring forever in my 

ears. Among other things, I hold painfully in mind a certain singular perversion 

and amplification of the wild air of the last waltz of Von Weber. From the 

paintings over which his elaborate fancy brooded, and which grew, touch by 

touch, into vaguenesses at which I shuddered the more thrillingly, because I 

shuddered knowing not why;—from these paintings (vivid as their images now 

are before me) I would in vain endeavor to educe more than a small portion which 

should lie within the compass of merely written words. By the utter simplicity, by 

the nakedness of his designs, he arrested and overawed attention. If ever mortal 

painted an idea, that mortal was Roderick Usher. For me at least—in the 

circumstances then surrounding me—there arose out of the pure abstractions 

which the hypochondriac contrived to throw upon his canvass, an intensity of 

intolerable awe, no shadow of which felt I ever yet in the contemplation of the 

certainly glowing yet too concrete reveries of Fuseli. 

 

One of the phantasmagoric conceptions of my friend, partaking not so rigidly of 

the spirit of abstraction, may be shadowed forth, although feebly, in words. A 

small picture presented the interior of an immensely long and rectangular vault or 

tunnel, with low walls, smooth, white, and without interruption or device. Certain 

accessory points of the design served well to convey the idea that this excavation 

lay at an exceeding depth below the surface of the earth. No outlet was observed 

in any portion of its vast extent, and no torch, or other artificial source of light 

was discernible; yet a flood of intense rays rolled throughout, and bathed the 

whole in a ghastly and inappropriate splendor. 

 

I have just spoken of that morbid condition of the auditory nerve which rendered 

all music intolerable to the sufferer, with the exception of certain effects of 

stringed instruments. It was, perhaps, the narrow limits to which he thus confined 

himself upon the guitar, which gave birth, in great measure, to the fantastic 

character of his performances. But the fervid facility of his impromptus could not 

be so accounted for. They must have been, and were, in the notes, as well as in the 

words of his wild fantasias (for he not unfrequently accompanied himself with 

rhymed verbal improvisations), the result of that intense mental collectedness and 

concentration to which I have previously alluded as observable only in particular 

moments of the highest artificial excitement. The words of one of these 

rhapsodies I have easily remembered. I was, perhaps, the more forcibly impressed 

with it, as he gave it, because, in the under or mystic current of its meaning, I 

fancied that I perceived, and for the first time, a full consciousness on the part of 
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Usher, of the tottering of his lofty reason upon her throne. The verses, which were 

entitled “The Haunted Palace,” ran very nearly, if not accurately, thus: 

                         I. 

     In the greenest of our valleys, 

         By good angels tenanted, 

     Once a fair and stately palace— 

         Radiant palace—reared its head. 

     In the monarch Thought’s dominion— 

         It stood there! 

     Never seraph spread a pinion 

         Over fabric half so fair. 

                         II. 

    Banners yellow, glorious, golden, 

         On its roof did float and flow; 

     (This—all this—was in the olden 

         Time long ago) 

     And every gentle air that dallied, 

         In that sweet day, 

     Along the ramparts plumed and pallid, 

         A winged odor went away. 

                         III. 

     Wanderers in that happy valley 

         Through two luminous windows saw 

     Spirits moving musically 

         To a lute’s well-tunéd law, 

     Round about a throne, where sitting 

         (Porphyrogene!) 

     In state his glory well befitting, 

         The ruler of the realm was seen. 

                          IV. 

     And all with pearl and ruby glowing 

         Was the fair palace door, 

     Through which came flowing, flowing, flowing, 

         And sparkling evermore, 

     A troop of Echoes whose sweet duty 

         Was but to sing, 

     In voices of surpassing beauty, 

         The wit and wisdom of their king. 

                         V. 

     But evil things, in robes of sorrow, 

         Assailed the monarch’s high estate; 

     (Ah, let us mourn, for never morrow 

         Shall dawn upon him, desolate!) 

     And, round about his home, the glory 

         That blushed and bloomed 

     Is but a dim-remembered story 
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         Of the old time entombed. 

                         VI. 

     And travellers now within that valley, 

         Through the red-litten windows, see 

     Vast forms that move fantastically 

         To a discordant melody; 

     While, like a rapid ghastly river, 

         Through the pale door, 

     A hideous throng rush out forever, 

         And laugh—but smile no more. 

 

I well remember that suggestions arising from this ballad, led us into a train of 

thought wherein there became manifest an opinion of Usher’s which I mention 

not so much on account of its novelty, (for other men* have thought thus,) as on 

account of the pertinacity with which he maintained it. This opinion, in its general 

form, was that of the sentience of all vegetable things. But, in his disordered 

fancy, the idea had assumed a more daring character, and trespassed, under 

certain conditions, upon the kingdom of inorganization. I lack words to express 

the full extent, or the earnest abandon of his persuasion. The belief, however, was 

connected (as I have previously hinted) with the gray stones of the home of his 

forefathers. The conditions of the sentience had been here, he imagined, fulfilled 

in the method of collocation of these stones—in the order of their arrangement, as 

well as in that of the many fungi which overspread them, and of the decayed trees 

which stood around—above all, in the long undisturbed endurance of this 

arrangement, and in its reduplication in the still waters of the tarn. Its evidence—

the evidence of the sentience—was to be seen, he said, (and I here started as he 

spoke,) in the gradual yet certain condensation of an atmosphere of their own 

about the waters and the walls. The result was discoverable, he added, in that 

silent, yet importunate and terrible influence which for centuries had moulded the 

destinies of his family, and which made him what I now saw him—what he was. 

Such opinions need no comment, and I will make none. 

 

Our books—the books which, for years, had formed no small portion of the 

mental existence of the invalid—were, as might be supposed, in strict keeping 

with this character of phantasm. We pored together over such works as the 

Ververt et Chartreuse of Gresset; the Belphegor of Machiavelli; the Heaven and 

Hell of Swedenborg; the Subterranean Voyage of Nicholas Klimm by Holberg; 

the Chiromancy of Robert Flud, of Jean D’Indaginé, and of De la Chambre; the 

Journey into the Blue Distance of Tieck; and the City of the Sun of Campanella. 

One favorite volume was a small octavo edition of the Directorium Inquisitorium, 

by the Dominican Eymeric de Gironne; and there were passages in Pomponius 

Mela, about the old African Satyrs and OEgipans, over which Usher would sit 

dreaming for hours. His chief delight, however, was found in the perusal of an  

 
* Watson, Dr. Percival, Spallanzani, and especially the Bishop of Landaff.—See “Chemical 

Essays,” vol v. 
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exceedingly rare and curious book in quarto Gothic—the manual of a forgotten 

church—the Vigiliae Mortuorum secundum Chorum Ecclesiae Maguntinae. 

 

I could not help thinking of the wild ritual of this work, and of its probable 

influence upon the hypochondriac, when, one evening, having informed me 

abruptly that the lady Madeline was no more, he stated his intention of preserving 

her corpse for a fortnight, (previously to its final interment,) in one of the 

numerous vaults within the main walls of the building. The worldly reason, 

however, assigned for this singular proceeding, was one which I did not feel at 

liberty to dispute. The brother had been led to his resolution (so he told me) by 

consideration of the unusual character of the malady of the deceased, of certain 

obtrusive and eager inquiries on the part of her medical men, and of the remote 

and exposed situation of the burial-ground of the family. I will not deny that when 

I called to mind the sinister countenance of the person whom I met upon the 

staircase, on the day of my arrival at the house, I had no desire to oppose what I 

regarded as at best but a harmless, and by no means an unnatural, precaution. 

 

At the request of Usher, I personally aided him in the arrangements for the 

temporary entombment. The body having been encoffined, we two alone bore it to 

its rest. The vault in which we placed it (and which had been so long unopened 

that our torches, half smothered in its oppressive atmosphere, gave us little 

opportunity for investigation) was small, damp, and entirely without means of 

admission for light; lying, at great depth, immediately beneath that portion of the 

building in which was my own sleeping apartment. It had been used, apparently, 

in remote feudal times, for the worst purposes of a donjon-keep, and, in later days, 

as a place of deposit for powder, or some other highly combustible substance, as a 

portion of its floor, and the whole interior of a long archway through which we 

reached it, were carefully sheathed with copper. The door, of massive iron, had 

been, also, similarly protected. Its immense weight caused an unusually sharp 

grating sound, as it moved upon its hinges. 

 

Having deposited our mournful burden upon tressels within this region of horror, 

we partially turned aside the yet unscrewed lid of the coffin, and looked upon the 

face of the tenant. A striking similitude between the brother and sister now first 

arrested my attention; and Usher, divining, perhaps, my thoughts, murmured out 

some few words from which I learned that the deceased and himself had been 

twins, and that sympathies of a scarcely intelligible nature had always existed 

between them. Our glances, however, rested not long upon the dead—for we 

could not regard her unawed. The disease which had thus entombed the lady in 

the maturity of youth, had left, as usual in all maladies of a strictly cataleptical 

character, the mockery of a faint blush upon the bosom and the face, and that 

suspiciously lingering smile upon the lip which is so terrible in death. We 

replaced and screwed down the lid, and, having secured the door of iron, made 

our way, with toil, into the scarcely less gloomy apartments of the upper portion 

of the house. 
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And now, some days of bitter grief having elapsed, an observable change came 

over the features of the mental disorder of my friend. His ordinary manner had 

vanished. His ordinary occupations were neglected or forgotten. He roamed from 

chamber to chamber with hurried, unequal, and objectless step. The pallor of his 

countenance had assumed, if possible, a more ghastly hue—but the luminousness 

of his eye had utterly gone out. The once occasional huskiness of his tone was 

heard no more; and a tremulous quaver, as if of extreme terror, habitually 

characterized his utterance. There were times, indeed, when I thought his 

unceasingly agitated mind was laboring with some oppressive secret, to divulge 

which he struggled for the necessary courage. At times, again, I was obliged to 

resolve all into the mere inexplicable vagaries of madness, for I beheld him 

gazing upon vacancy for long hours, in an attitude of the profoundest attention, as 

if listening to some imaginary sound. It was no wonder that his condition 

terrified—that it infected me. I felt creeping upon me, by slow yet certain degrees, 

the wild influences of his own fantastic yet impressive superstitions. 

 

It was, especially, upon retiring to bed late in the night of the seventh or eighth 

day after the placing of the lady Madeline within the donjon, that I experienced 

the full power of such feelings. Sleep came not near my couch—while the hours 

waned and waned away. I struggled to reason off the nervousness which had 

dominion over me. I endeavored to believe that much, if not all of what I felt, was 

due to the bewildering influence of the gloomy furniture of the room—of the dark 

and tattered draperies, which, tortured into motion by the breath of a rising 

tempest, swayed fitfully to and fro upon the walls, and rustled uneasily about the 

decorations of the bed. But my efforts were fruitless. An irrepressible tremor 

gradually pervaded my frame; and, at length, there sat upon my very heart an 

incubus of utterly causeless alarm. Shaking this off with a gasp and a struggle, I 

uplifted myself upon the pillows, and, peering earnestly within the intense 

darkness of the chamber, harkened—I know not why, except that an instinctive 

spirit prompted me—to certain low and indefinite sounds which came, through 

the pauses of the storm, at long intervals, I knew not whence. Overpowered by an 

intense sentiment of horror, unaccountable yet unendurable, I threw on my clothes 

with haste (for I felt that I should sleep no more during the night), and endeavored 

to arouse myself from the pitiable condition into which I had fallen, by pacing 

rapidly to and fro through the apartment. 

 

I had taken but few turns in this manner, when a light step on an adjoining 

staircase arrested my attention. I presently recognised it as that of Usher. In an 

instant afterward he rapped, with a gentle touch, at my door, and entered, bearing 

a lamp. His countenance was, as usual, cadaverously wan—but, moreover, there 

was a species of mad hilarity in his eyes—an evidently restrained hysteria in his 

whole demeanor. His air appalled me—but anything was preferable to the solitude 

which I had so long endured, and I even welcomed his presence as a relief. 

 

“And you have not seen it?” he said abruptly, after having stared about him for 

some moments in silence—“you have not then seen it?—but, stay! you shall.” 
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Thus speaking, and having carefully shaded his lamp, he hurried to one of the 

casements, and threw it freely open to the storm. 

 

The impetuous fury of the entering gust nearly lifted us from our feet. It was, 

indeed, a tempestuous yet sternly beautiful night, and one wildly singular in its 

terror and its beauty. A whirlwind had apparently collected its force in our 

vicinity; for there were frequent and violent alterations in the direction of the 

wind; and the exceeding density of the clouds (which hung so low as to press 

upon the turrets of the house) did not prevent our perceiving the life-like velocity 

with which they flew careering from all points against each other, without passing 

away into the distance. I say that even their exceeding density did not prevent our 

perceiving this—yet we had no glimpse of the moon or stars—nor was there any 

flashing forth of the lightning. But the under surfaces of the huge masses of 

agitated vapor, as well as all terrestrial objects immediately around us, were 

glowing in the unnatural light of a faintly luminous and distinctly visible gaseous 

exhalation which hung about and enshrouded the mansion. 

 

“You must not—you shall not behold this!” said I, shudderingly, to Usher, as I led 

him, with a gentle violence, from the window to a seat. “These appearances, 

which bewilder you, are merely electrical phenomena not uncommon—or it may 

be that they have their ghastly origin in the rank miasma of the tarn. Let us close 

this casement;—the air is chilling and dangerous to your frame. Here is one of 

your favorite romances. I will read, and you shall listen;—and so we will pass 

away this terrible night together.” 

 

The antique volume which I had taken up was the “Mad Trist” of Sir Launcelot 

Canning; but I had called it a favorite of Usher’s more in sad jest than in earnest; 

for, in truth, there is little in its uncouth and unimaginative prolixity which could 

have had interest for the lofty and spiritual ideality of my friend. It was, however, 

the only book immediately at hand; and I indulged a vague hope that the 

excitement which now agitated the hypochondriac, might find relief (for the 

history of mental disorder is full of similar anomalies) even in the extremeness of 

the folly which I should read. Could I have judged, indeed, by the wild 

overstrained air of vivacity with which he harkened, or apparently harkened, to 

the words of the tale, I might well have congratulated myself upon the success of 

my design. 

 

I had arrived at that well-known portion of the story where Ethelred, the hero of 

the Trist, having sought in vain for peaceable admission into the dwelling of the 

hermit, proceeds to make good an entrance by force. Here, it will be remembered, 

the words of the narrative run thus: 

 

“And Ethelred, who was by nature of a doughty heart, and who was now mighty 

withal, on account of the powerfulness of the wine which he had drunken, waited 

no longer to hold parley with the hermit, who, in sooth, was of an obstinate and 

maliceful turn, but, feeling the rain upon his shoulders, and fearing the rising of 
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the tempest, uplifted his mace outright, and, with blows, made quickly room in 

the plankings of the door for his gauntleted hand; and now pulling therewith 

sturdily, he so cracked, and ripped, and tore all asunder, that the noise of the dry 

and hollow-sounding wood alarummed and reverberated throughout the forest.” 

 

At the termination of this sentence I started, and for a moment, paused; for it 

appeared to me (although I at once concluded that my excited fancy had deceived 

me)—it appeared to me that, from some very remote portion of the mansion, there 

came, indistinctly, to my ears, what might have been, in its exact similarity of 

character, the echo (but a stifled and dull one certainly) of the very cracking and 

ripping sound which Sir Launcelot had so particularly described. It was, beyond 

doubt, the coincidence alone which had arrested my attention; for, amid the 

rattling of the sashes of the casements, and the ordinary commingled noises of the 

still increasing storm, the sound, in itself, had nothing, surely, which should have 

interested or disturbed me. I continued the story: 

 

“But the good champion Ethelred, now entering within the door, was sore enraged 

and amazed to perceive no signal of the maliceful hermit; but, in the stead thereof, 

a dragon of a scaly and prodigious demeanor, and of a fiery tongue, which sate in 

guard before a palace of gold, with a floor of silver; and upon the wall there hung 

a shield of shining brass with this legend enwritten— 

 

     Who entereth herein, a conqueror hath bin; 

     Who slayeth the dragon, the shield he shall win; 

 

And Ethelred uplifted his mace, and struck upon the head of the dragon, which 

fell before him, and gave up his pesty breath, with a shriek so horrid and harsh, 

and withal so piercing, that Ethelred had fain to close his ears with his hands 

against the dreadful noise of it, the like whereof was never before heard.” 

 

Here again I paused abruptly, and now with a feeling of wild amazement—for 

there could be no doubt whatever that, in this instance, I did actually hear 

(although from what direction it proceeded I found it impossible to say) a low and 

apparently distant, but harsh, protracted, and most unusual screaming or grating 

sound—the exact counterpart of what my fancy had already conjured up for the 

dragon’s unnatural shriek as described by the romancer. 

 

Oppressed, as I certainly was, upon the occurrence of this second and most 

extraordinary coincidence, by a thousand conflicting sensations, in which wonder 

and extreme terror were predominant, I still retained sufficient presence of mind 

to avoid exciting, by any observation, the sensitive nervousness of my companion. 

I was by no means certain that he had noticed the sounds in question; although, 

assuredly, a strange alteration had, during the last few minutes, taken place in his 

demeanor. From a position fronting my own, he had gradually brought round his 

chair, so as to sit with his face to the door of the chamber; and thus I could but 

partially perceive his features, although I saw that his lips trembled as if he were 



215 

 

murmuring inaudibly. His head had dropped upon his breast—yet I knew that he 

was not asleep, from the wide and rigid opening of the eye as I caught a glance of 

it in profile. The motion of his body, too, was at variance with this idea—for he 

rocked from side to side with a gentle yet constant and uniform sway. Having 

rapidly taken notice of all this, I resumed the narrative of Sir Launcelot, which 

thus proceeded: 

 

“And now, the champion, having escaped from the terrible fury of the dragon, 

bethinking himself of the brazen shield, and of the breaking up of the 

enchantment which was upon it, removed the carcass from out of the way before 

him, and approached valorously over the silver pavement of the castle to where 

the shield was upon the wall; which in sooth tarried not for his full coming, but 

fell down at his feet upon the silver floor, with a mighty great and terrible ringing 

sound.” 

 

No sooner had these syllables passed my lips, than—as if a shield of brass had 

indeed, at the moment, fallen heavily upon a floor of silver—I became aware of a 

distinct, hollow, metallic, and clangorous, yet apparently muffled reverberation. 

Completely unnerved, I leaped to my feet; but the measured rocking movement of 

Usher was undisturbed. I rushed to the chair in which he sat. His eyes were bent 

fixedly before him, and throughout his whole countenance there reigned a stony 

rigidity. But, as I placed my hand upon his shoulder, there came a strong shudder 

over his whole person; a sickly smile quivered about his lips; and I saw that he 

spoke in a low, hurried, and gibbering murmur, as if unconscious of my presence. 

Bending closely over him, I at length drank in the hideous import of his words. 

 

“Not hear it?—yes, I hear it, and have heard it. Long—long—long—many 

minutes, many hours, many days, have I heard it—yet I dared not—oh, pity me, 

miserable wretch that I am!—I dared not—I dared not speak! We have put her 

living in the tomb! Said I not that my senses were acute? I now tell you that I 

heard her first feeble movements in the hollow coffin. I heard them—many, many 

days ago—yet I dared not—I dared not speak! And now—to-night—Ethelred—

ha! ha!—the breaking of the hermit’s door, and the death-cry of the dragon, and 

the clangor of the shield!—say, rather, the rending of her coffin, and the grating 

of the iron hinges of her prison, and her struggles within the coppered archway of 

the vault! Oh whither shall I fly? Will she not be here anon? Is she not hurrying to 

upbraid me for my haste? Have I not heard her footstep on the stair? Do I not 

distinguish that heavy and horrible beating of her heart? Madman!”—here he 

sprang furiously to his feet, and shrieked out his syllables, as if in the effort he 

were giving up his soul—“Madman! I tell you that she now stands without the 

door!” 

 

As if in the superhuman energy of his utterance there had been found the potency 

of a spell—the huge antique pannels to which the speaker pointed, threw slowly 

back, upon the instant, their ponderous and ebony jaws. It was the work of the 

rushing gust—but then without those doors there did stand the lofty and 
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enshrouded figure of the lady Madeline of Usher. There was blood upon her white 

robes, and the evidence of some bitter struggle upon every portion of her 

emaciated frame. For a moment she remained trembling and reeling to and fro 

upon the threshold—then, with a low moaning cry, fell heavily inward upon the 

person of her brother, and in her violent and now final death-agonies, bore him to 

the floor a corpse, and a victim to the terrors he had anticipated. 

 

From that chamber, and from that mansion, I fled aghast. The storm was still 

abroad in all its wrath as I found myself crossing the old causeway. Suddenly 

there shot along the path a wild light, and I turned to see whence a gleam so 

unusual could have issued; for the vast house and its shadows were alone behind 

me. The radiance was that of the full, setting, and blood-red moon, which now 

shone vividly through that once barely-discernible fissure, of which I have before 

spoken as extending from the roof of the building, in a zigzag direction, to the 

base. While I gazed, this fissure rapidly widened—there came a fierce breath of 

the whirlwind—the entire orb of the satellite burst at once upon my sight—my 

brain reeled as I saw the mighty walls rushing asunder—there was a long 

tumultuous shouting sound like the voice of a thousand waters—and the deep and 

dank tarn at my feet closed sullenly and silently over the fragments of the “House 

of Usher.” 

 
2.9.3 “The Tell-Tale Heart” (1843) 
 

TRUE!—nervous—very, very dreadfully nervous I had been and am; but why 

will you say that I am mad? The disease had sharpened my senses—not 

destroyed—not dulled them. Above all was the sense of hearing acute. I heard all 

things in the heaven and in the earth. I heard many things in hell. How, then, am I 

mad? Hearken! and observe how healthily—how calmly I can tell you the whole 

story. 

 

It is impossible to say how first the idea entered my brain; but once conceived, it 

haunted me day and night. Object there was none. Passion there was none. I loved 

the old man. He had never wronged me. He had never given me insult. For his 

gold I had no desire. I think it was his eye! yes, it was this! He had the eye of a 

vulture—a pale blue eye, with a film over it. Whenever it fell upon me, my blood 

ran cold; and so by degrees—very gradually—I made up my mind to take the life 

of the old man, and thus rid myself of the eye forever. 

 

Now this is the point. You fancy me mad. Madmen know nothing. But you should 

have seen me. You should have seen how wisely I proceeded—with what 

caution—with what foresight—with what dissimulation I went to work! I was 

never kinder to the old man than during the whole week before I killed him. And 

every night, about midnight, I turned the latch of his door and opened it—oh so 

gently! And then, when I had made an opening sufficient for my head, I put in a 

dark lantern, all closed, closed, that no light shone out, and then I thrust in my 

head. Oh, you would have laughed to see how cunningly I thrust it in! I moved it 
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slowly—very, very slowly, so that I might not disturb the old man’s sleep. It took 

me an hour to place my whole head within the opening so far that I could see him 

as he lay upon his bed. Ha! would a madman have been so wise as this? And then, 

when my head was well in the room, I undid the lantern cautiously—oh, so 

cautiously—cautiously (for the hinges creaked)—I undid it just so much that a 

single thin ray fell upon the vulture eye. And this I did for seven long nights—

every night just at midnight—but I found the eye always closed; and so it was 

impossible to do the work; for it was not the old man who vexed me, but his Evil 

Eye. And every morning, when the day broke, I went boldly into the chamber, and 

spoke courageously to him, calling him by name in a hearty tone, and inquiring 

how he has passed the night. So you see he would have been a very profound old 

man, indeed, to suspect that every night, just at twelve, I looked in upon him 

while he slept. 

 

Upon the eighth night I was more than usually cautious in opening the door. A 

watch’s minute hand moves more quickly than did mine. Never before that night 

had I felt the extent of my own powers—of my sagacity. I could scarcely contain 

my feelings of triumph. To think that there I was, opening the door, little by little, 

and he not even to dream of my secret deeds or thoughts. I fairly chuckled at the 

idea; and perhaps he heard me; for he moved on the bed suddenly, as if startled. 

Now you may think that I drew back—but no. His room was as black as pitch 

with the thick darkness, (for the shutters were close fastened, through fear of 

robbers,) and so I knew that he could not see the opening of the door, and I kept 

pushing it on steadily, steadily. 

 

I had my head in, and was about to open the lantern, when my thumb slipped 

upon the tin fastening, and the old man sprang up in bed, crying out—“Who’s 

there?” 

 

I kept quite still and said nothing. For a whole hour I did not move a muscle, and 

in the meantime I did not hear him lie down. He was still sitting up in the bed 

listening;—just as I have done, night after night, hearkening to the death watches 

in the wall. 

 

Presently I heard a slight groan, and I knew it was the groan of mortal terror. It 

was not a groan of pain or of grief—oh, no!—it was the low stifled sound that 

arises from the bottom of the soul when overcharged with awe. I knew the sound 

well. Many a night, just at midnight, when all the world slept, it has welled up 

from my own bosom, deepening, with its dreadful echo, the terrors that distracted 

me. I say I knew it well. I knew what the old man felt, and pitied him, although I 

chuckled at heart. I knew that he had been lying awake ever since the first slight 

noise, when he had turned in the bed. His fears had been ever since growing upon 

him. He had been trying to fancy them causeless, but could not. He had been 

saying to himself—“It is nothing but the wind in the chimney—it is only a mouse 

crossing the floor,” or “It is merely a cricket which has made a single chirp.” Yes, 

he had been trying to comfort himself with these suppositions: but he had found 
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all in vain. All in vain; because Death, in approaching him had stalked with his 

black shadow before him, and enveloped the victim. And it was the mournful 

influence of the unperceived shadow that caused him to feel—although he neither 

saw nor heard—to feel the presence of my head within the room. 

 

When I had waited a long time, very patiently, without hearing him lie down, I 

resolved to open a little—a very, very little crevice in the lantern. So I opened it—

you cannot imagine how stealthily, stealthily—until, at length a simple dim ray, 

like the thread of the spider, shot from out the crevice and fell full upon the 

vulture eye. 

 

It was open—wide, wide open—and I grew furious as I gazed upon it. I saw it 

with perfect distinctness—all a dull blue, with a hideous veil over it that chilled 

the very marrow in my bones; but I could see nothing else of the old man’s face 

or person: for I had directed the ray as if by instinct, precisely upon the damned 

spot. 

 

And have I not told you that what you mistake for madness is but over-acuteness 

of the sense?—now, I say, there came to my ears a low, dull, quick sound, such as 

a watch makes when enveloped in cotton. I knew that sound well, too. It was the 

beating of the old man’s heart. It increased my fury, as the beating of a drum 

stimulates the soldier into courage. 

 

But even yet I refrained and kept still. I scarcely breathed. I held the lantern 

motionless. I tried how steadily I could maintain the ray upon the eve. Meantime 

the hellish tattoo of the heart increased. It grew quicker and quicker, and louder 

and louder every instant. The old man’s terror must have been extreme! It grew 

louder, I say, louder every moment!—do you mark me well I have told you that I 

am nervous: so I am. And now at the dead hour of the night, amid the dreadful 

silence of that old house, so strange a noise as this excited me to uncontrollable 

terror. Yet, for some minutes longer I refrained and stood still. But the beating 

grew louder, louder! I thought the heart must burst. And now a new anxiety seized 

me—the sound would be heard by a neighbour! The old man’s hour had come! 

With a loud yell, I threw open the lantern and leaped into the room. He shrieked 

once—once only. In an instant I dragged him to the floor, and pulled the heavy 

bed over him. I then smiled gaily, to find the deed so far done. But, for many 

minutes, the heart beat on with a muffled sound. This, however, did not vex me; it 

would not be heard through the wall. At length it ceased. The old man was dead. I 

removed the bed and examined the corpse. Yes, he was stone, stone dead. I placed 

my hand upon the heart and held it there many minutes. There was no pulsation. 

He was stone dead. His eye would trouble me no more. 

 

If still you think me mad, you will think so no longer when I describe the wise 

precautions I took for the concealment of the body. The night waned, and I 

worked hastily, but in silence. First of all I dismembered the corpse. I cut off the 

head and the arms and the legs. 
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I then took up three planks from the flooring of the chamber, and deposited all 

between the scantlings. I then replaced the boards so cleverly, so cunningly, that 

no human eye—not even his—could have detected any thing wrong. There was 

nothing to wash out—no stain of any kind—no blood-spot whatever. I had been 

too wary for that. A tub had caught all—ha! ha! 

 

When I had made an end of these labors, it was four o’clock—still dark as 

midnight. As the bell sounded the hour, there came a knocking at the street door. I 

went down to open it with a light heart,—for what had I now to fear? There 

entered three men, who introduced themselves, with perfect suavity, as officers of 

the police. A shriek had been heard by a neighbour during the night; suspicion of 

foul play had been aroused; information had been lodged at the police office, and 

they (the officers) had been deputed to search the premises. 

 

I smiled,—for what had I to fear? I bade the gentlemen welcome. The shriek, I 

said, was my own in a dream. The old man, I mentioned, was absent in the 

country. I took my visitors all over the house. I bade them search—search well. I 

led them, at length, to his chamber. I showed them his treasures, secure, 

undisturbed. In the enthusiasm of my confidence, I brought chairs into the room, 

and desired them here to rest from their fatigues, while I myself, in the wild 

audacity of my perfect triumph, placed my own seat upon the very spot beneath 

which reposed the corpse of the victim. 

 

The officers were satisfied. My manner had convinced them. I was singularly at 

ease. They sat, and while I answered cheerily, they chatted of familiar things. But, 

ere long, I felt myself getting pale and wished them gone. My head ached, and I 

fancied a ringing in my ears: but still they sat and still chatted. The ringing 

became more distinct:—It continued and became more distinct: I talked more 

freely to get rid of the feeling: but it continued and gained definiteness—until, at 

length, I found that the noise was not within my ears. 

 

No doubt I now grew very pale;—but I talked more fluently, and with a 

heightened voice. Yet the sound increased—and what could I do? It was a low, 

dull, quick sound—much such a sound as a watch makes when enveloped in 

cotton. I gasped for breath—and yet the officers heard it not. I talked more 

quickly—more vehemently; but the noise steadily increased. I arose and argued 

about trifles, in a high key and with violent gesticulations; but the noise steadily 

increased. Why would they not be gone? I paced the floor to and fro with heavy 

strides, as if excited to fury by the observations of the men—but the noise steadily 

increased. Oh God! what could I do? I foamed—I raved—I swore! I swung the 

chair upon which I had been sitting, and grated it upon the boards, but the noise 

arose over all and continually increased. It grew louder—louder—louder! And 

still the men chatted pleasantly, and smiled. Was it possible they heard not? 

Almighty God!—no, no! They heard!—they suspected!—they knew!—they were 

making a mockery of my horror!—this I thought, and this I think. But anything 
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was better than this agony! Anything was more tolerable than this derision! I 

could bear those hypocritical smiles no longer! I felt that I must scream or die! 

and now—again!—hark! louder! louder! louder! louder! 

 

“Villains!” I shrieked, “dissemble no more! I admit the deed!—tear up the planks! 

here, here!—It is the beating of his hideous heart!” 

 
2.9.4 “The Purloined Letter” (1844) 
 

Nil sapientiae odiosius acumine nimio. 

                                Seneca. 

 

At Paris, just after dark one gusty evening in the autumn of 18-, I was enjoying 

the twofold luxury of meditation and a meerschaum, in company with my friend 

C. Auguste Dupin, in his little back library, or book-closet, au troisiême, No. 33, 

Rue Dunôt, Faubourg St. Germain. For one hour at least we had maintained a 

profound silence; while each, to any casual observer, might have seemed intently 

and exclusively occupied with the curling eddies of smoke that oppressed the 

atmosphere of the chamber. For myself, however, I was mentally discussing 

certain topics which had formed matter for conversation between us at an earlier 

period of the evening; I mean the affair of the Rue Morgue, and the mystery 

attending the murder of Marie Rogêt. I looked upon it, therefore, as something of 

a coincidence, when the door of our apartment was thrown open and admitted our 

old acquaintance, Monsieur G—, the Prefect of the Parisian police. 

 

We gave him a hearty welcome; for there was nearly half as much of the 

entertaining as of the contemptible about the man, and we had not seen him for 

several years. We had been sitting in the dark, and Dupin now arose for the 

purpose of lighting a lamp, but sat down again, without doing so, upon G.’s 

saying that he had called to consult us, or rather to ask the opinion of my friend, 

about some official business which had occasioned a great deal of trouble. 

 

“If it is any point requiring reflection,” observed Dupin, as he forebore to 

enkindle the wick, “we shall examine it to better purpose in the dark.” 

 

“That is another of your odd notions,” said the Prefect, who had a fashion of 

calling every thing “odd” that was beyond his comprehension, and thus lived 

amid an absolute legion of “oddities.” 

 

“Very true,” said Dupin, as he supplied his visiter with a pipe, and rolled towards 

him a comfortable chair. 

 

“And what is the difficulty now?” I asked. “Nothing more in the assassination 

way, I hope?” 
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“Oh no; nothing of that nature. The fact is, the business is very simple indeed, and 

I make no doubt that we can manage it sufficiently well ourselves; but then I 

thought Dupin would like to hear the details of it, because it is so excessively 

odd.” 

 

“Simple and odd,” said Dupin. 

 

“Why, yes; and not exactly that, either. The fact is, we have all been a good deal 

puzzled because the affair is so simple, and yet baffles us altogether.” 

 

“Perhaps it is the very simplicity of the thing which puts you at fault,” said my 

friend. 

 

“What nonsense you do talk!” replied the Prefect, laughing heartily. 

 

“Perhaps the mystery is a little too plain,” said Dupin. 

 

“Oh, good heavens! who ever heard of such an idea?” 

 

“A little too self-evident.” 

 

“Ha! ha! ha—ha! ha! ha!—ho! ho! ho!” roared our visiter, profoundly amused, 

“oh, Dupin, you will be the death of me yet!” 

 

“And what, after all, is the matter on hand?” I asked. 

 

“Why, I will tell you,” replied the Prefect, as he gave a long, steady and 

contemplative puff, and settled himself in his chair. “I will tell you in a few 

words; but, before I begin, let me caution you that this is an affair demanding the 

greatest secrecy, and that I should most probably lose the position I now hold, 

were it known that I confided it to any one.” 

 

“Proceed,” said I. 

 

“Or not,” said Dupin. 

 

“Well, then; I have received personal information, from a very high quarter, that a 

certain document of the last importance, has been purloined from the royal 

apartments. The individual who purloined it is known; this beyond a doubt; he 

was seen to take it. It is known, also, that it still remains in his possession.” 

 

“How is this known?” asked Dupin. 

 

“It is clearly inferred,” replied the Prefect, “from the nature of the document, and 

from the non-appearance of certain results which would at once arise from its 
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passing out of the robber’s possession; that is to say, from his employing it as he 

must design in the end to employ it.” 

 

“Be a little more explicit,” I said. 

 

“Well, I may venture so far as to say that the paper gives its holder a certain 

power in a certain quarter where such power is immensely valuable.” The Prefect 

was fond of the cant of diplomacy. 

 

“Still I do not quite understand,” said Dupin. 

 

“No? Well; the disclosure of the document to a third person, who shall be 

nameless, would bring in question the honor of a personage of most exalted 

station; and this fact gives the holder of the document an ascendancy over the 

illustrious personage whose honor and peace are so jeopardized.” 

 

“But this ascendancy,” I interposed, “would depend upon the robber’s knowledge 

of the loser’s knowledge of the robber. Who would dare—” 

 

“The thief,” said G., “is the Minister D—, who dares all things, those unbecoming 

as well as those becoming a man. The method of the theft was not less ingenious 

than bold. The document in question—a letter, to be frank—had been received by 

the personage robbed while alone in the royal boudoir. During its perusal she was 

suddenly interrupted by the entrance of the other exalted personage from whom 

especially it was her wish to conceal it. After a hurried and vain endeavor to thrust 

it in a drawer, she was forced to place it, open as it was, upon a table. The 

address, however, was uppermost, and, the contents thus unexposed, the letter 

escaped notice. At this juncture enters the Minister D—. His lynx eye 

immediately perceives the paper, recognises the handwriting of the address, 

observes the confusion of the personage addressed, and fathoms her secret. After 

some business transactions, hurried through in his ordinary manner, he produces a 

letter somewhat similar to the one in question, opens it, pretends to read it, and 

then places it in close juxtaposition to the other. Again he converses, for some 

fifteen minutes, upon the public affairs. At length, in taking leave, he takes also 

from the table the letter to which he had no claim. Its rightful owner saw, but, of 

course, dared not call attention to the act, in the presence of the third personage 

who stood at her elbow. The minister decamped; leaving his own letter—one of 

no importance—upon the table.” 

 

“Here, then,” said Dupin to me, “you have precisely what you demand to make 

the ascendancy complete—the robber’s knowledge of the loser’s knowledge of 

the robber.” 

 

“Yes,” replied the Prefect; “and the power thus attained has, for some months 

past, been wielded, for political purposes, to a very dangerous extent. The 

personage robbed is more thoroughly convinced, every day, of the necessity of 
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reclaiming her letter. But this, of course, cannot be done openly. In fine, driven to 

despair, she has committed the matter to me.” 

 

“Than whom,” said Dupin, amid a perfect whirlwind of smoke, “no more 

sagacious agent could, I suppose, be desired, or even imagined.” 

 

“You flatter me,” replied the Prefect; “but it is possible that some such opinion 

may have been entertained.” 

 

“It is clear,” said I, “as you observe, that the letter is still in possession of the 

minister; since it is this possession, and not any employment of the letter, which 

bestows the power. With the employment the power departs.” 

 

“True,” said G.; “and upon this conviction I proceeded. My first care was to make 

thorough search of the minister’s hotel; and here my chief embarrassment lay in 

the necessity of searching without his knowledge. Beyond all things, I have been 

warned of the danger which would result from giving him reason to suspect our 

design.” 

 

“But,” said I, “you are quite au fait in these investigations. The Parisian police 

have done this thing often before.” 

 

“O yes; and for this reason I did not despair. The habits of the minister gave me, 

too, a great advantage. He is frequently absent from home all night. His servants 

are by no means numerous. They sleep at a distance from their master’s 

apartment, and, being chiefly Neapolitans, are readily made drunk. I have keys, as 

you know, with which I can open any chamber or cabinet in Paris. For three 

months a night has not passed, during the greater part of which I have not been 

engaged, personally, in ransacking the D— Hotel. My honor is interested, and, to 

mention a great secret, the reward is enormous. So I did not abandon the search 

until I had become fully satisfied that the thief is a more astute man than myself. I 

fancy that I have investigated every nook and corner of the premises in which it is 

possible that the paper can be concealed.” 

 

“But is it not possible,” I suggested, “that although the letter may be in possession 

of the minister, as it unquestionably is, he may have concealed it elsewhere than 

upon his own premises?” 

 

“This is barely possible,” said Dupin. “The present peculiar condition of affairs at 

court, and especially of those intrigues in which D— is known to be involved, 

would render the instant availability of the document—its susceptibility of being 

produced at a moment’s notice—a point of nearly equal importance with its 

possession.” 

 

“Its susceptibility of being produced?” said I. 
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“That is to say, of being destroyed,” said Dupin. 

 

“True,” I observed; “the paper is clearly then upon the premises. As for its being 

upon the person of the minister, we may consider that as out of the question.” 

 

“Entirely,” said the Prefect. “He has been twice waylaid, as if by footpads, and his 

person rigorously searched under my own inspection.” 

 

“You might have spared yourself this trouble,” said Dupin. “D—, I presume, is 

not altogether a fool, and, if not, must have anticipated these waylayings, as a 

matter of course.” 

 

“Not altogether a fool,” said G., “but then he’s a poet, which I take to be only one 

remove from a fool.” 

 

“True,” said Dupin, after a long and thoughtful whiff from his meerschaum, 

“although I have been guilty of certain doggrel myself.” 

 

“Suppose you detail,” said I, “the particulars of your search.” 

 

“Why the fact is, we took our time, and we searched every where. I have had long 

experience in these affairs. I took the entire building, room by room; devoting the 

nights of a whole week to each. We examined, first, the furniture of each 

apartment. We opened every possible drawer; and I presume you know that, to a 

properly trained police agent, such a thing as a secret drawer is impossible. Any 

man is a dolt who permits a ‘secret’ drawer to escape him in a search of this kind. 

The thing is so plain. There is a certain amount of bulk—of space—to be 

accounted for in every cabinet. Then we have accurate rules. The fiftieth part of a 

line could not escape us. After the cabinets we took the chairs. The cushions we 

probed with the fine long needles you have seen me employ. From the tables we 

removed the tops.” 

 

“Why so?” 

 

“Sometimes the top of a table, or other similarly arranged piece of furniture, is 

removed by the person wishing to conceal an article; then the leg is excavated, the 

article deposited within the cavity, and the top replaced. The bottoms and tops of 

bedposts are employed in the same way.” 

 

“But could not the cavity be detected by sounding?” I asked. 

 

“By no means, if, when the article is deposited, a sufficient wadding of cotton be 

placed around it. Besides, in our case, we were obliged to proceed without noise.” 

 

“But you could not have removed—you could not have taken to pieces all articles 

of furniture in which it would have been possible to make a deposit in the manner 
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you mention. A letter may be compressed into a thin spiral roll, not differing 

much in shape or bulk from a large knitting-needle, and in this form it might be 

inserted into the rung of a chair, for example. You did not take to pieces all the 

chairs?” 

 

“Certainly not; but we did better—we examined the rungs of every chair in the 

hotel, and, indeed the jointings of every description of furniture, by the aid of a 

most powerful microscope. Had there been any traces of recent disturbance we 

should not have failed to detect it instantly. A single grain of gimlet-dust, for 

example, would have been as obvious as an apple. Any disorder in the glueing—

any unusual gaping in the joints—would have sufficed to insure detection.” 

 

“I presume you looked to the mirrors, between the boards and the plates, and you 

probed the beds and the bed-clothes, as well as the curtains and carpets.” 

 

“That of course; and when we had absolutely completed every particle of the 

furniture in this way, then we examined the house itself. We divided its entire 

surface into compartments, which we numbered, so that none might be missed; 

then we scrutinized each individual square inch throughout the premises, 

including the two houses immediately adjoining, with the microscope, as before.” 

 

“The two houses adjoining!” I exclaimed; “you must have had a great deal of 

trouble.” 

 

“We had; but the reward offered is prodigious!” 

 

“You include the grounds about the houses?” 

 

“All the grounds are paved with brick. They gave us comparatively little trouble. 

We examined the moss between the bricks, and found it undisturbed.” 

 

“You looked among D—’s papers, of course, and into the books of the library?” 

 

“Certainly; we opened every package and parcel; we not only opened every book, 

but we turned over every leaf in each volume, not contenting ourselves with a 

mere shake, according to the fashion of some of our police officers. We also 

measured the thickness of every book-cover, with the most accurate 

admeasurement, and applied to each the most jealous scrutiny of the microscope. 

Had any of the bindings been recently meddled with, it would have been utterly 

impossible that the fact should have escaped observation. Some five or six 

volumes, just from the hands of the binder, we carefully probed, longitudinally, 

with the needles.” 

 

“You explored the floors beneath the carpets?” 
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“Beyond doubt. We removed every carpet, and examined the boards with the 

microscope.” 

 

“And the paper on the walls?” 

 

“Yes.” 

 

“You looked into the cellars?” 

 

“We did.” 

 

“Then,” I said, “you have been making a miscalculation, and the letter is not upon 

the premises, as you suppose.” 

 

“I fear you are right there,” said the Prefect. “And now, Dupin, what would you 

advise me to do?” 

 

“To make a thorough re-search of the premises.” 

 

“That is absolutely needless,” replied G—. “I am not more sure that I breathe than 

I am that the letter is not at the Hotel.” 

 

“I have no better advice to give you,” said Dupin. “You have, of course, an 

accurate description of the letter?” 

 

“Oh yes!”—And here the Prefect, producing a memorandum-book proceeded to 

read aloud a minute account of the internal, and especially of the external 

appearance of the missing document. Soon after finishing the perusal of this 

description, he took his departure, more entirely depressed in spirits than I had 

ever known the good gentleman before. In about a month afterwards he paid us 

another visit, and found us occupied very nearly as before. He took a pipe and a 

chair and entered into some ordinary conversation. At length I said,— 

 

“Well, but G—, what of the purloined letter? I presume you have at last made up 

your mind that there is no such thing as overreaching the Minister?” 

 

“Confound him, say I—yes; I made the re-examination, however, as Dupin 

suggested—but it was all labor lost, as I knew it would be.” 

 

“How much was the reward offered, did you say?” asked Dupin. 

 

“Why, a very great deal—a very liberal reward—I don’t like to say how much, 

precisely; but one thing I will say, that I wouldn’t mind giving my individual 

check for fifty thousand francs to any one who could obtain me that letter. The 

fact is, it is becoming of more and more importance every day; and the reward has 
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been lately doubled. If it were trebled, however, I could do no more than I have 

done.” 

 

“Why, yes,” said Dupin, drawlingly, between the whiffs of his meerschaum, “I 

really—think, G—, you have not exerted yourself—to the utmost in this matter. 

You might—do a little more, I think, eh?” 

 

“How?—in what way?’ 

 

“Why—puff, puff—you might—puff, puff—employ counsel in the matter, eh?—

puff, puff, puff. Do you remember the story they tell of Abernethy?” 

 

“No; hang Abernethy!” 

 

“To be sure! hang him and welcome. But, once upon a time, a certain rich miser 

conceived the design of spunging upon this Abernethy for a medical opinion. 

Getting up, for this purpose, an ordinary conversation in a private company, he 

insinuated his case to the physician, as that of an imaginary individual. 

 

“‘We will suppose,’ said the miser, ‘that his symptoms are such and such; now, 

doctor, what would you have directed him to take?’ 

 

“‘Take!’ said Abernethy, ‘why, take advice, to be sure.’” 

 

“But,” said the Prefect, a little discomposed, “I am perfectly willing to take 

advice, and to pay for it. I would really give fifty thousand francs to any one who 

would aid me in the matter.” 

 

“In that case,” replied Dupin, opening a drawer, and producing a check-book, 

“you may as well fill me up a check for the amount mentioned. When you have 

signed it, I will hand you the letter.” 

 

I was astounded. The Prefect appeared absolutely thunder-stricken. For some 

minutes he remained speechless and motionless, looking incredulously at my 

friend with open mouth, and eyes that seemed starting from their sockets; then, 

apparently recovering himself in some measure, he seized a pen, and after several 

pauses and vacant stares, finally filled up and signed a check for fifty thousand 

francs, and handed it across the table to Dupin. The latter examined it carefully 

and deposited it in his pocket-book; then, unlocking an escritoire, took thence a 

letter and gave it to the Prefect. This functionary grasped it in a perfect agony of 

joy, opened it with a trembling hand, cast a rapid glance at its contents, and then, 

scrambling and struggling to the door, rushed at length unceremoniously from the 

room and from the house, without having uttered a syllable since Dupin had 

requested him to fill up the check. 

 

When he had gone, my friend entered into some explanations. 
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“The Parisian police,” he said, “are exceedingly able in their way. They are 

persevering, ingenious, cunning, and thoroughly versed in the knowledge which 

their duties seem chiefly to demand. Thus, when G— detailed to us his mode of 

searching the premises at the Hotel D—, I felt entire confidence in his having 

made a satisfactory investigation—so far as his labors extended.” 

 

“So far as his labors extended?” said I. 

 

“Yes,” said Dupin. “The measures adopted were not only the best of their kind, 

but carried out to absolute perfection. Had the letter been deposited within the 

range of their search, these fellows would, beyond a question, have found it.” 

 

I merely laughed—but he seemed quite serious in all that he said. 

 

“The measures, then,” he continued, “were good in their kind, and well executed; 

their defect lay in their being inapplicable to the case, and to the man. A certain 

set of highly ingenious resources are, with the Prefect, a sort of Procrustean bed, 

to which he forcibly adapts his designs. But he perpetually errs by being too deep 

or too shallow, for the matter in hand; and many a schoolboy is a better reasoner 

than he. I knew one about eight years of age, whose success at guessing in the 

game of ‘even and odd’ attracted universal admiration. This game is simple, and 

is played with marbles. One player holds in his hand a number of these toys, and 

demands of another whether that number is even or odd. If the guess is right, the 

guesser wins one; if wrong, he loses one. The boy to whom I allude won all the 

marbles of the school. Of course he had some principle of guessing; and this lay 

in mere observation and admeasurement of the astuteness of his opponents. For 

example, an arrant simpleton is his opponent, and, holding up his closed hand, 

asks, ‘are they even or odd?’ Our schoolboy replies, ‘odd,’ and loses; but upon the 

second trial he wins, for he then says to himself, ‘the simpleton had them even 

upon the first trial, and his amount of cunning is just sufficient to make him have 

them odd upon the second; I will therefore guess odd’;—he guesses odd, and 

wins. Now, with a simpleton a degree above the first, he would have reasoned 

thus: ‘This fellow finds that in the first instance I guessed odd, and, in the second, 

he will propose to himself, upon the first impulse, a simple variation from even to 

odd, as did the first simpleton; but then a second thought will suggest that this is 

too simple a variation, and finally he will decide upon putting it even as before. I 

will therefore guess even’;—he guesses even, and wins. Now this mode of 

reasoning in the schoolboy, whom his fellows termed ‘lucky,’—what, in its last 

analysis, is it?” 

 

“It is merely,” I said, “an identification of the reasoner’s intellect with that of his 

opponent.” 

 

“It is,” said Dupin; “and, upon inquiring of the boy by what means he effected the 

thorough identification in which his success consisted, I received answer as 
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follows: ‘When I wish to find out how wise, or how stupid, or how good, or how 

wicked is any one, or what are his thoughts at the moment, I fashion the 

expression of my face, as accurately as possible, in accordance with the 

expression of his, and then wait to see what thoughts or sentiments arise in my 

mind or heart, as if to match or correspond with the expression.’ This response of 

the schoolboy lies at the bottom of all the spurious profundity which has been 

attributed to Rochefoucault, to La Bougive, to Machiavelli, and to Campanella.” 

 

“And the identification,” I said, “of the reasoner’s intellect with that of his 

opponent, depends, if I understand you aright, upon the accuracy with which the 

opponent’s intellect is admeasured.” 

 

“For its practical value it depends upon this,” replied Dupin; “and the Prefect and 

his cohort fail so frequently, first, by default of this identification, and, secondly, 

by ill-admeasurement, or rather through non-admeasurement, of the intellect with 

which they are engaged. They consider only their own ideas of ingenuity; and, in 

searching for anything hidden, advert only to the modes in which they would have 

hidden it. They are right in this much—that their own ingenuity is a faithful 

representative of that of the mass; but when the cunning of the individual felon is 

diverse in character from their own, the felon foils them, of course. This always 

happens when it is above their own, and very usually when it is below. They have 

no variation of principle in their investigations; at best, when urged by some 

unusual emergency—by some extraordinary reward—they extend or exaggerate 

their old modes of practice, without touching their principles. What, for example, 

in this case of D—, has been done to vary the principle of action? What is all this 

boring, and probing, and sounding, and scrutinizing with the microscope and 

dividing the surface of the building into registered square inches—what is it all 

but an exaggeration of the application of the one principle or set of principles of 

search, which are based upon the one set of notions regarding human ingenuity, to 

which the Prefect, in the long routine of his duty, has been accustomed? Do you 

not see he has taken it for granted that all men proceed to conceal a letter,—not 

exactly in a gimlet hole bored in a chair-leg—but, at least, in some out-of-the-way 

hole or corner suggested by the same tenor of thought which would urge a man to 

secrete a letter in a gimlet-hole bored in a chair-leg? And do you not see also, that 

such recherchés nooks for concealment are adapted only for ordinary occasions, 

and would be adopted only by ordinary intellects; for, in all cases of concealment, 

a disposal of the article concealed—a disposal of it in this recherché manner,—is, 

in the very first instance, presumable and presumed; and thus its discovery 

depends, not at all upon the acumen, but altogether upon the mere care, patience, 

and determination of the seekers; and where the case is of importance—or, what 

amounts to the same thing in the policial eyes, when the reward is of 

magnitude,—the qualities in question have never been known to fail. You will 

now understand what I meant in suggesting that, had the purloined letter been 

hidden any where within the limits of the Prefect’s examination—in other words, 

had the principle of its concealment been comprehended within the principles of 

the Prefect—its discovery would have been a matter altogether beyond question. 
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This functionary, however, has been thoroughly mystified; and the remote source 

of his defeat lies in the supposition that the Minister is a fool, because he has 

acquired renown as a poet. All fools are poets; this the Prefect feels; and he is 

merely guilty of a non distributio medii in thence inferring that all poets are 

fools.” 

 

“But is this really the poet?” I asked. “There are two brothers, I know; and both 

have attained reputation in letters. The Minister I believe has written learnedly on 

the Differential Calculus. He is a mathematician, and no poet.” 

 

“You are mistaken; I know him well; he is both. As poet and mathematician, he 

would reason well; as mere mathematician, he could not have reasoned at all, and 

thus would have been at the mercy of the Prefect.” 

 

“You surprise me,” I said, “by these opinions, which have been contradicted by 

the voice of the world. You do not mean to set at naught the well-digested idea of 

centuries. The mathematical reason has long been regarded as the reason par 

excellence.” 

 

“‘Il y a à parièr,’” replied Dupin, quoting from Chamfort, “‘que toute idée 

publique, toute convention reçue est une sottise, car elle a convenue au plus grand 

nombre.’ The mathematicians, I grant you, have done their best to promulgate the 

popular error to which you allude, and which is none the less an error for its 

promulgation as truth. With an art worthy a better cause, for example, they have 

insinuated the term ‘analysis’ into application to algebra. The French are the 

originators of this particular deception; but if a term is of any importance—if 

words derive any value from applicability—then ‘analysis’ conveys ‘algebra’ 

about as much as, in Latin, ‘ambitus’ implies ‘ambition,’ ‘religio’ ‘religion,’ or 

‘homines honesti,’ a set of honorablemen.” 

 

“You have a quarrel on hand, I see,” said I, “with some of the algebraists of Paris; 

but proceed.” 

 

“I dispute the availability, and thus the value, of that reason which is cultivated in 

any especial form other than the abstractly logical. I dispute, in particular, the 

reason educed by mathematical study. The mathematics are the science of form 

and quantity; mathematical reasoning is merely logic applied to observation upon 

form and quantity. The great error lies in supposing that even the truths of what is 

called pure algebra, are abstract or general truths. And this error is so egregious 

that I am confounded at the universality with which it has been received. 

Mathematical axioms are not axioms of general truth. What is true of relation—of 

form and quantity—is often grossly false in regard to morals, for example. In this 

latter science it is very usually untrue that the aggregated parts are equal to the 

whole. In chemistry also the axiom fails. In the consideration of motive it fails; 

for two motives, each of a given value, have not, necessarily, a value when united, 

equal to the sum of their values apart. There are numerous other mathematical 
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truths which are only truths within the limits of relation. But the mathematician 

argues, from his finite truths, through habit, as if they were of an absolutely 

general applicability—as the world indeed imagines them to be. Bryant, in his 

very learned ‘Mythology,’ mentions an analogous source of error, when he says 

that ‘although the Pagan fables are not believed, yet we forget ourselves 

continually, and make inferences from them as existing realities.’ With the 

algebraists, however, who are Pagans themselves, the ‘Pagan fables’ are believed, 

and the inferences are made, not so much through lapse of memory, as through an 

unaccountable addling of the brains. In short, I never yet encountered the mere 

mathematician who could be trusted out of equal roots, or one who did not 

clandestinely hold it as a point of his faith that x2+px was absolutely and 

unconditionally equal to q. Say to one of these gentlemen, by way of experiment, 

if you please, that you believe occasions may occur where x2+px is not altogether 

equal to q, and, having made him understand what you mean, get out of his reach 

as speedily as convenient, for, beyond doubt, he will endeavor to knock you 

down. 

 

“I mean to say,” continued Dupin, while I merely laughed at his last observations, 

“that if the Minister had been no more than a mathematician, the Prefect would 

have been under no necessity of giving me this check. I know him, however, as 

both mathematician and poet, and my measures were adapted to his capacity, with 

reference to the circumstances by which he was surrounded. I knew him as a 

courtier, too, and as a bold intriguant. Such a man, I considered, could not fail to 

be aware of the ordinary policial modes of action. He could not have failed to 

anticipate—and events have proved that he did not fail to anticipate—the 

waylayings to which he was subjected. He must have foreseen, I reflected, the 

secret investigations of his premises. His frequent absences from home at night, 

which were hailed by the Prefect as certain aids to his success, I regarded only as 

ruses, to afford opportunity for thorough search to the police, and thus the sooner 

to impress them with the conviction to which G—, in fact, did finally arrive—the 

conviction that the letter was not upon the premises. I felt, also, that the whole 

train of thought, which I was at some pains in detailing to you just now, 

concerning the invariable principle of policial action in searches for articles 

concealed—I felt that this whole train of thought would necessarily pass through 

the mind of the Minister. It would imperatively lead him to despise all the 

ordinary nooks of concealment. He could not, I reflected, be so weak as not to see 

that the most intricate and remote recess of his hotel would be as open as his 

commonest closets to the eyes, to the probes, to the gimlets, and to the 

microscopes of the Prefect. I saw, in fine, that he would be driven, as a matter of 

course, to simplicity, if not deliberately induced to it as a matter of choice. You 

will remember, perhaps, how desperately the Prefect laughed when I suggested, 

upon our first interview, that it was just possible this mystery troubled him so 

much on account of its being so very self-evident.” 

 

“Yes,” said I, “I remember his merriment well. I really thought he would have 

fallen into convulsions.” 
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“The material world,” continued Dupin, “abounds with very strict analogies to the 

immaterial; and thus some color of truth has been given to the rhetorical dogma, 

that metaphor, or simile, may be made to strengthen an argument, as well as to 

embellish a description. The principle of the vis inertiæ, for example, seems to be 

identical in physics and metaphysics. It is not more true in the former, that a large 

body is with more difficulty set in motion than a smaller one, and that its 

subsequent momentum is commensurate with this difficulty, than it is, in the 

latter, that intellects of the vaster capacity, while more forcible, more constant, 

and more eventful in their movements than those of inferior grade, are yet the less 

readily moved, and more embarrassed and full of hesitation in the first few steps 

of their progress. Again: have you ever noticed which of the street signs, over the 

shop-doors, are the most attractive of attention?” 

 

“I have never given the matter a thought,” I said. 

 

“There is a game of puzzles,” he resumed, “which is played upon a map. One 

party playing requires another to find a given word—the name of town, river, 

state or empire—any word, in short, upon the motley and perplexed surface of the 

chart. A novice in the game generally seeks to embarrass his opponents by giving 

them the most minutely lettered names; but the adept selects such words as 

stretch, in large characters, from one end of the chart to the other. These, like the 

over-largely lettered signs and placards of the street, escape observation by dint of 

being excessively obvious; and here the physical oversight is precisely analogous 

with the moral inapprehension by which the intellect suffers to pass unnoticed 

those considerations which are too obtrusively and too palpably self-evident. But 

this is a point, it appears, somewhat above or beneath the understanding of the 

Prefect. He never once thought it probable, or possible, that the Minister had 

deposited the letter immediately beneath the nose of the whole world, by way of 

best preventing any portion of that world from perceiving it. 

 

“But the more I reflected upon the daring, dashing, and discriminating ingenuity 

of D—; upon the fact that the document must always have been at hand, if he 

intended to use it to good purpose; and upon the decisive evidence, obtained by 

the Prefect, that it was not hidden within the limits of that dignitary’s ordinary 

search—the more satisfied I became that, to conceal this letter, the Minister had 

resorted to the comprehensive and sagacious expedient of not attempting to 

conceal it at all. 

 

“Full of these ideas, I prepared myself with a pair of green spectacles, and called 

one fine morning, quite by accident, at the Ministerial hotel. I found D— at home, 

yawning, lounging, and dawdling, as usual, and pretending to be in the last 

extremity of ennui. He is, perhaps, the most really energetic human being now 

alive—but that is only when nobody sees him. 
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“To be even with him, I complained of my weak eyes, and lamented the necessity 

of the spectacles, under cover of which I cautiously and thoroughly surveyed the 

whole apartment, while seemingly intent only upon the conversation of my host. 

 

“I paid especial attention to a large writing-table near which he sat, and upon 

which lay confusedly, some miscellaneous letters and other papers, with one or 

two musical instruments and a few books. Here, however, after a long and very 

deliberate scrutiny, I saw nothing to excite particular suspicion. 

 

“At length my eyes, in going the circuit of the room, fell upon a trumpery 

fillagree card-rack of pasteboard, that hung dangling by a dirty blue ribbon, from 

a little brass knob just beneath the middle of the mantel-piece. In this rack, which 

had three or four compartments, were five or six visiting cards and a solitary 

letter. This last was much soiled and crumpled. It was torn nearly in two, across 

the middle—as if a design, in the first instance, to tear it entirely up as worthless, 

had been altered, or stayed, in the second. It had a large black seal, bearing the 

D— cipher very conspicuously, and was addressed, in a diminutive female hand, 

to D—, the minister, himself. It was thrust carelessly, and even, as it seemed, 

contemptuously, into one of the uppermost divisions of the rack. 

 

“No sooner had I glanced at this letter, than I concluded it to be that of which I 

was in search. To be sure, it was, to all appearance, radically different from the 

one of which the Prefect had read us so minute a description. Here the seal was 

large and black, with the D— cipher; there it was small and red, with the ducal 

arms of the S— family. Here, the address, to the Minister, diminutive and 

feminine; there the superscription, to a certain royal personage, was markedly 

bold and decided; the size alone formed a point of correspondence. But, then, the 

radicalness of these differences, which was excessive; the dirt; the soiled and torn 

condition of the paper, so inconsistent with the true methodical habits of D—, and 

so suggestive of a design to delude the beholder into an idea of the worthlessness 

of the document; these things, together with the hyper-obtrusive situation of this 

document, full in the view of every visiter, and thus exactly in accordance with 

the conclusions to which I had previously arrived; these things, I say, were 

strongly corroborative of suspicion, in one who came with the intention to 

suspect. 

 

“I protracted my visit as long as possible, and, while I maintained a most 

animated discussion with the Minister upon a topic which I knew well had never 

failed to interest and excite him, I kept my attention really riveted upon the letter. 

In this examination, I committed to memory its external appearance and 

arrangement in the rack; and also fell, at length, upon a discovery which set at rest 

whatever trivial doubt I might have entertained. In scrutinizing the edges of the 

paper, I observed them to be more chafed than seemed necessary. They presented 

the broken appearance which is manifested when a stiff paper, having been once 

folded and pressed with a folder, is refolded in a reversed direction, in the same 

creases or edges which had formed the original fold. This discovery was 
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sufficient. It was clear to me that the letter had been turned, as a glove, inside out, 

re-directed, and re-sealed. I bade the Minister good morning, and took my 

departure at once, leaving a gold snuff-box upon the table. 

 

“The next morning I called for the snuff-box, when we resumed, quite eagerly, the 

conversation of the preceding day. While thus engaged, however, a loud report, as 

if of a pistol, was heard immediately beneath the windows of the hotel, and was 

succeeded by a series of fearful screams, and the shoutings of a terrified mob. 

D— rushed to a casement, threw it open, and looked out. In the meantime, I 

stepped to the card-rack, took the letter, put it in my pocket, and replaced it by a 

fac-simile, (so far as regards externals,) which I had carefully prepared at my 

lodgings—imitating the D— cipher, very readily, by means of a seal formed of 

bread. 

 

“The disturbance in the street had been occasioned by the frantic behavior of a 

man with a musket. He had fired it among a crowd of women and children. It 

proved, however, to have been without ball, and the fellow was suffered to go his 

way as a lunatic or a drunkard. When he had gone, D— came from the window, 

whither I had followed him immediately upon securing the object in view. Soon 

afterwards I bade him farewell. The pretended lunatic was a man in my own pay.” 

 

“But what purpose had you,” I asked, “in replacing the letter by a fac-simile? 

Would it not have been better, at the first visit, to have seized it openly, and 

departed?” 

 

“D—,” replied Dupin, “is a desperate man, and a man of nerve. His hotel, too, is 

not without attendants devoted to his interests. Had I made the wild attempt you 

suggest, I might never have left the Ministerial presence alive. The good people of 

Paris might have heard of me no more. But I had an object apart from these 

considerations. You know my political prepossessions. In this matter, I act as a 

partisan of the lady concerned. For eighteen months the Minister has had her in 

his power. She has now him in hers—since, being unaware that the letter is not in 

his possession, he will proceed with his exactions as if it was. Thus will he 

inevitably commit himself, at once, to his political destruction. His downfall, too, 

will not be more precipitate than awkward. It is all very well to talk about the 

facilis descensus Averni; but in all kinds of climbing, as Catalani said of singing, 

it is far more easy to get up than to come down. In the present instance I have no 

sympathy—at least no pity—for him who descends. He is that monstrum 

horrendum, an unprincipled man of genius. I confess, however, that I should like 

very well to know the precise character of his thoughts, when, being defied by her 

whom the Prefect terms ‘a certain personage’ he is reduced to opening the letter 

which I left for him in the card-rack.” 

 

“How? did you put any thing particular in it?” 
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“Why—it did not seem altogether right to leave the interior blank—that would 

have been insulting. D—, at Vienna once, did me an evil turn, which I told him, 

quite good-humoredly, that I should remember. So, as I knew he would feel some 

curiosity in regard to the identity of the person who had outwitted him, I thought 

it a pity not to give him a clue. He is well acquainted with my MS., and I just 

copied into the middle of the blank sheet the words— 

 

“‘— — Un dessein si funeste, S’il n’est digne d’Atrée, est digne de Thyeste. They 

are to be found in Crebillon’s ‘Atrée.’” 

 
2.9.5 “The Raven” (1845)  
 

Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered, weak and weary, 

Over many a quaint and curious volume of forgotten lore— 

    While I nodded, nearly napping, suddenly there came a tapping, 

As of some one gently rapping, rapping at my chamber door. 

“’Tis some visitor,” I muttered, “tapping at my chamber door— 

            Only this and nothing more.” 

 

    Ah, distinctly I remember it was in the bleak December; 

And each separate dying ember wrought its ghost upon the floor. 

    Eagerly I wished the morrow;—vainly I had sought to borrow 

    From my books surcease of sorrow—sorrow for the lost Lenore— 

For the rare and radiant maiden whom the angels name Lenore— 

            Nameless here for evermore. 

 

    And the silken, sad, uncertain rustling of each purple curtain 

Thrilled me—filled me with fantastic terrors never felt before; 

    So that now, to still the beating of my heart, I stood repeating 

    “’Tis some visitor entreating entrance at my chamber door— 

Some late visitor entreating entrance at my chamber door;— 

            This it is and nothing more.” 

 

    Presently my soul grew stronger; hesitating then no longer, 

“Sir,” said I, “or Madam, truly your forgiveness I implore; 

    But the fact is I was napping, and so gently you came rapping, 

    And so faintly you came tapping, tapping at my chamber door, 

That I scarce was sure I heard you”—here I opened wide the door;— 

            Darkness there and nothing more. 

 

    Deep into that darkness peering, long I stood there wondering, fearing, 

Doubting, dreaming dreams no mortal ever dared to dream before; 

    But the silence was unbroken, and the stillness gave no token, 

    And the only word there spoken was the whispered word, “Lenore?” 

This I whispered, and an echo murmured back the word, “Lenore!”— 

            Merely this and nothing more. 
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    Back into the chamber turning, all my soul within me burning, 

Soon again I heard a tapping somewhat louder than before. 

    “Surely,” said I, “surely that is something at my window lattice; 

      Let me see, then, what thereat is, and this mystery explore— 

Let my heart be still a moment and this mystery explore;— 

            ’Tis the wind and nothing more!” 

 

    Open here I flung the shutter, when, with many a flirt and flutter, 

In there stepped a stately Raven of the saintly days of yore; 

    Not the least obeisance made he; not a minute stopped or stayed he; 

    But, with mien of lord or lady, perched above my chamber door— 

Perched upon a bust of Pallas just above my chamber door— 

            Perched, and sat, and nothing more. 

 

Then this ebony bird beguiling my sad fancy into smiling, 

By the grave and stern decorum of the countenance it wore, 

“Though thy crest be shorn and shaven, thou,” I said, “art sure no craven, 

Ghastly grim and ancient Raven wandering from the Nightly shore— 

Tell me what thy lordly name is on the Night’s Plutonian shore!” 

            Quoth the Raven “Nevermore.” 

 

    Much I marvelled this ungainly fowl to hear discourse so plainly, 

Though its answer little meaning—little relevancy bore; 

    For we cannot help agreeing that no living human being 

    Ever yet was blessed with seeing bird above his chamber door— 

Bird or beast upon the sculptured bust above his chamber door, 

            With such name as “Nevermore.” 

 

    But the Raven, sitting lonely on the placid bust, spoke only 

That one word, as if his soul in that one word he did outpour. 

    Nothing farther then he uttered—not a feather then he fluttered— 

    Till I scarcely more than muttered “Other friends have flown before— 

On the morrow he will leave me, as my Hopes have flown before.” 

            Then the bird said “Nevermore.” 

 

    Startled at the stillness broken by reply so aptly spoken, 

“Doubtless,” said I, “what it utters is its only stock and store 

    Caught from some unhappy master whom unmerciful Disaster 

    Followed fast and followed faster till his songs one burden bore— 

Till the dirges of his Hope that melancholy burden bore 

            Of ‘Never—nevermore’.” 

 

    But the Raven still beguiling all my fancy into smiling, 

Straight I wheeled a cushioned seat in front of bird, and bust and door; 

    Then, upon the velvet sinking, I betook myself to linking 
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    Fancy unto fancy, thinking what this ominous bird of yore— 

What this grim, ungainly, ghastly, gaunt, and ominous bird of yore 

            Meant in croaking “Nevermore.” 

 

    This I sat engaged in guessing, but no syllable expressing 

To the fowl whose fiery eyes now burned into my bosom’s core; 

    This and more I sat divining, with my head at ease reclining 

    On the cushion’s velvet lining that the lamp-light gloated o’er, 

But whose velvet-violet lining with the lamp-light gloating o’er, 

            She shall press, ah, nevermore! 

 

    Then, methought, the air grew denser, perfumed from an unseen censer 

Swung by Seraphim whose foot-falls tinkled on the tufted floor. 

    “Wretch,” I cried, “thy God hath lent thee—by these angels he hath sent thee 

    Respite—respite and nepenthe from thy memories of Lenore; 

Quaff, oh quaff this kind nepenthe and forget this lost Lenore!” 

            Quoth the Raven “Nevermore.” 

 

    “Prophet!” said I, “thing of evil!—prophet still, if bird or devil!— 

Whether Tempter sent, or whether tempest tossed thee here ashore, 

    Desolate yet all undaunted, on this desert land enchanted— 

    On this home by Horror haunted—tell me truly, I implore— 

Is there—is there balm in Gilead?—tell me—tell me, I implore!” 

            Quoth the Raven “Nevermore.” 

 

    “Prophet!” said I, “thing of evil!—prophet still, if bird or devil! 

By that Heaven that bends above us—by that God we both adore— 

    Tell this soul with sorrow laden if, within the distant Aidenn, 

    It shall clasp a sainted maiden whom the angels name Lenore— 

Clasp a rare and radiant maiden whom the angels name Lenore.” 

            Quoth the Raven “Nevermore.” 

 

    “Be that word our sign of parting, bird or fiend!” I shrieked, upstarting— 

“Get thee back into the tempest and the Night’s Plutonian shore! 

    Leave no black plume as a token of that lie thy soul hath spoken! 

    Leave my loneliness unbroken!—quit the bust above my door! 

Take thy beak from out my heart, and take thy form from off my door!” 

            Quoth the Raven “Nevermore.” 

 

    And the Raven, never flitting, still is sitting, still is sitting 

On the pallid bust of Pallas just above my chamber door; 

    And his eyes have all the seeming of a demon’s that is dreaming, 

    And the lamp-light o’er him streaming throws his shadow on the floor; 

And my soul from out that shadow that lies floating on the floor 

            Shall be lifted—nevermore! 
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2.9.6 “The Philosophy of Composition” (1846) 
 

Charles Dickens, in a note now lying before me, alluding to an examination I once 

made of the mechanism of “Barnaby Rudge,” says—“By the way, are you aware 

that Godwin wrote his ‘Caleb Williams’ backwards? He first involved his hero in 

a web of difficulties, forming the second volume, and then, for the first, cast about 

him for some mode of accounting for what had been done.” 

 

I cannot think this the precise mode of procedure on the part of Godwin—and 

indeed what he himself acknowledges, is not altogether in accordance with Mr. 

Dickens’ idea—but the author of “Caleb Williams” was too good an artist not to 

perceive the advantage derivable from at least a somewhat similar process. 

Nothing is more clear than that every plot, worth the name, must be elaborated to 

its denouement before anything be attempted with the pen. It is only with the 

denouement constantly in view that we can give a plot its indispensable air of 

consequence, or causation, by making the incidents, and especially the tone at all 

points, tend to the development of the intention. 

 

There is a radical error, I think, in the usual mode of constructing a story. Either 

history affords a thesis—or one is suggested by an incident of the day—or, at 

best, the author sets himself to work in the combination of striking events to form 

merely the basis of his narrative—designing, generally, to fill in with description, 

dialogue, or autorial comment, whatever crevices of fact, or action, may, from 

page to page, render themselves apparent. 

 

I prefer commencing with the consideration of an effect. Keeping originality 

always in view—for he is false to himself who ventures to dispense with so 

obvious and so easily attainable a source of interest—I say to myself, in the first 

place, “Of the innumerable effects, or impressions, of which the heart, the 

intellect, or (more generally) the soul is susceptible, what one shall I, on the 

present occasion, select?” Having chosen a novel, first, and secondly a vivid 

effect, I consider whether it can be best wrought by incident or tone—whether by 

ordinary incidents and peculiar tone, or the converse, or by peculiarity both of 

incident and tone—afterward looking about me (or rather within) for such 

combinations of event, or tone, as shall best aid me in the construction of the 

effect. 

 

I have often thought how interesting a magazine paper might be written by any 

author who would—that is to say, who could—detail, step by step, the processes 

by which any one of his compositions attained its ultimate point of completion. 

Why such a paper has never been given to the world, I am much at a loss to say—

but, perhaps, the autorial vanity has had more to do with the omission than any 

one other cause. Most writers—poets in especial—prefer having it understood 

that they compose by a species of fine frenzy—an ecstatic intuition—and would 

positively shudder at letting the public take a peep behind the scenes, at the 

elaborate and vacillating crudities of thought—at the true purposes seized only at 
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the last moment—at the innumerable glimpses of idea that arrived not at the 

maturity of full view—at the fully-matured fancies discarded in despair as 

unmanageable—at the cautious selections and rejections—at the painful erasures 

and interpolations—in a word, at the wheels and pinions—the tackle for scene-

shifting—the step-ladders, and demon-traps—the cock’s feathers, the red paint 

and the black patches, which, in ninety-nine cases out of a hundred, constitute the 

properties of the literary histrio. 

 

I am aware, on the other hand, that the case is by no means common, in which an 

author is at all in condition to retrace the steps by which his conclusions have 

been attained. In general, suggestions, having arisen pell-mell are pursued and 

forgotten in a similar manner. 

 

For my own part, I have neither sympathy with the repugnance alluded to, nor, at 

any time, the least difficulty in recalling to mind the progressive steps of any of 

my compositions, and, since the interest of an analysis or reconstruction, such as I 

have considered a desideratum, is quite independent of any real or fancied interest 

in the thing analysed, it will not be regarded as a breach of decorum on my part to 

show the modus operandi by which some one of my own works was put together. 

I select “The Raven” as most generally known. It is my design to render it 

manifest that no one point in its composition is referable either to accident or 

intuition—that the work proceeded step by step, to its completion, with the 

precision and rigid consequence of a mathematical problem. 

 

Let us dismiss, as irrelevant to the poem, per se, the circumstance—or say the 

necessity—which, in the first place, gave rise to the intention of composing a 

poem that should suit at once the popular and the critical taste. 

 

We commence, then, with this intention. 

 

The initial consideration was that of extent. If any literary work is too long to be 

read at one sitting, we must be content to dispense with the immensely important 

effect derivable from unity of impression—for, if two sittings be required, the 

affairs of the world interfere, and everything like totality is at once destroyed. But 

since, ceteris paribus, no poet can afford to dispense with anything that may 

advance his design, it but remains to be seen whether there is, in extent, any 

advantage to counterbalance the loss of unity which attends it. Here I say no, at 

once. What we term a long poem is, in fact, merely a succession of brief ones—

that is to say, of brief poetical effects. It is needless to demonstrate that a poem is 

such only inasmuch as it intensely excites, by elevating the soul; and all intense 

excitements are, through a psychal necessity, brief. For this reason, at least, one-

half of the Paradise Lost is essentially prose—a succession of poetical 

excitements interspersed, inevitably, with corresponding depressions—the whole 

being deprived, through the extremeness of its length, of the vastly important 

artistic element, totality, or unity of effect. 
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It appears evident, then, that there is a distinct limit, as regards length, to all 

works of literary art—the limit of a single sitting—and that, although in certain 

classes of prose composition, such as Robinson Crusoe (demanding no unity), this 

limit may be advantageously overpassed, it can never properly be overpassed in a 

poem. Within this limit, the extent of a poem may be made to bear mathematical 

relation to its merit—in other words, to the excitement or elevation—again, in 

other words, to the degree of the true poetical effect which it is capable of 

inducing; for it is clear that the brevity must be in direct ratio of the intensity of 

the intended effect—this, with one proviso—that a certain degree of duration is 

absolutely requisite for the production of any effect at all. 

 

Holding in view these considerations, as well as that degree of excitement which I 

deemed not above the popular, while not below the critical taste, I reached at once 

what I conceived the proper length for my intended poem—a length of about one 

hundred lines. It is, in fact, a hundred and eight. 

 

My next thought concerned the choice of an impression, or effect, to be conveyed: 

and here I may as well observe that throughout the construction, I kept steadily in 

view the design of rendering the work universally appreciable. I should be carried 

too far out of my immediate topic were I to demonstrate a point upon which I 

have repeatedly insisted, and which, with the poetical, stands not in the slightest 

need of demonstration—the point, I mean, that Beauty is the sole legitimate 

province of the poem. A few words, however, in elucidation of my real meaning, 

which some of my friends have evinced a disposition to misrepresent. That 

pleasure which is at once the most intense, the most elevating, and the most pure 

is, I believe, found in the contemplation of the beautiful. When, indeed, men 

speak of Beauty, they mean, precisely, not a quality, as is supposed, but an 

effect—they refer, in short, just to that intense and pure elevation of soul—not of 

intellect, or of heart—upon which I have commented, and which is experienced in 

consequence of contemplating the “beautiful.” Now I designate Beauty as the 

province of the poem, merely because it is an obvious rule of Art that effects 

should be made to spring from direct causes—that objects should be attained 

through means best adapted for their attainment—no one as yet having been weak 

enough to deny that the peculiar elevation alluded to is most readily attained in 

the poem. Now the object Truth, or the satisfaction of the intellect, and the object 

Passion, or the excitement of the heart, are, although attainable to a certain extent 

in poetry, far more readily attainable in prose. Truth, in fact, demands a precision, 

and Passion, a homeliness (the truly passionate will comprehend me), which are 

absolutely antagonistic to that Beauty which, I maintain, is the excitement or 

pleasurable elevation of the soul. It by no means follows, from anything here said, 

that passion, or even truth, may not be introduced, and even profitably introduced, 

into a poem for they may serve in elucidation, or aid the general effect, as do 

discords in music, by contrast—but the true artist will always contrive, first, to 

tone them into proper subservience to the predominant aim, and, secondly, to 

enveil them, as far as possible, in that Beauty which is the atmosphere and the 

essence of the poem. 
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Regarding, then, Beauty as my province, my next question referred to the tone of 

its highest manifestation—and all experience has shown that this tone is one of 

sadness. Beauty of whatever kind in its supreme development invariably excites 

the sensitive soul to tears. Melancholy is thus the most legitimate of all the 

poetical tones. 

 

The length, the province, and the tone, being thus determined, I betook myself to 

ordinary induction, with the view of obtaining some artistic piquancy which might 

serve me as a key-note in the construction of the poem—some pivot upon which 

the whole structure might turn. In carefully thinking over all the usual artistic 

effects—or more properly points, in the theatrical sense—I did not fail to perceive 

immediately that no one had been so universally employed as that of the refrain. 

The universality of its employment sufficed to assure me of its intrinsic value, and 

spared me the necessity of submitting it to analysis. I considered it, however, with 

regard to its susceptibility of improvement, and soon saw it to be in a primitive 

condition. As commonly used, the refrain, or burden, not only is limited to lyric 

verse, but depends for its impression upon the force of monotone—both in sound 

and thought. The pleasure is deduced solely from the sense of identity—of 

repetition. I resolved to diversify, and so heighten the effect, by adhering in 

general to the monotone of sound, while I continually varied that of thought: that 

is to say, I determined to produce continuously novel effects, by the variation of 

the application of the refrain—the refrain itself remaining for the most part, 

unvaried. 

 

These points being settled, I next bethought me of the nature of my refrain. Since 

its application was to be repeatedly varied it was clear that the refrain itself must 

be brief, for there would have been an insurmountable difficulty in frequent 

variations of application in any sentence of length. In proportion to the brevity of 

the sentence would, of course, be the facility of the variation. This led me at once 

to a single word as the best refrain. 

 

The question now arose as to the character of the word. Having made up my mind 

to a refrain, the division of the poem into stanzas was of course a corollary, the 

refrain forming the close to each stanza. That such a close, to have force, must be 

sonorous and susceptible of protracted emphasis, admitted no doubt, and these 

considerations inevitably led me to the long o as the most sonorous vowel in 

connection with r as the most producible consonant. 

 

The sound of the refrain being thus determined, it became necessary to select a 

word embodying this sound, and at the same time in the fullest possible keeping 

with that melancholy which I had pre-determined as the tone of the poem. In such 

a search it would have been absolutely impossible to overlook the word 

“Nevermore.” In fact it was the very first which presented itself. 
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The next desideratum was a pretext for the continuous use of the one word 

“nevermore.” In observing the difficulty which I had at once found in inventing a 

sufficiently plausible reason for its continuous repetition, I did not fail to perceive 

that this difficulty arose solely from the preassumption that the word was to be so 

continuously or monotonously spoken by a human being—I did not fail to 

perceive, in short, that the difficulty lay in the reconciliation of this monotony 

with the exercise of reason on the part of the creature repeating the word. Here, 

then, immediately arose the idea of a non-reasoning creature capable of speech, 

and very naturally, a parrot, in the first instance, suggested itself, but was 

superseded forthwith by a Raven as equally capable of speech, and infinitely more 

in keeping with the intended tone. 

 

I had now gone so far as the conception of a Raven, the bird of ill-omen, 

monotonously repeating the one word “Nevermore” at the conclusion of each 

stanza in a poem of melancholy tone, and in length about one hundred lines. Now, 

never losing sight of the object—supremeness or perfection at all points, I asked 

myself—“Of all melancholy topics what, according to the universal understanding 

of mankind, is the most melancholy?” Death, was the obvious reply. “And when,” 

I said, “is this most melancholy of topics most poetical?” From what I have 

already explained at some length the answer here also is obvious—“When it most 

closely allies itself to Beauty: the death then of a beautiful woman is 

unquestionably the most poetical topic in the world, and equally is it beyond 

doubt that the lips best suited for such topic are those of a bereaved lover.” 

 

I had now to combine the two ideas of a lover lamenting his deceased mistress 

and a Raven continuously repeating the word “Nevermore.” I had to combine 

these, bearing in mind my design of varying at every turn the application of the 

word repeated, but the only intelligible mode of such combination is that of 

imagining the Raven employing the word in answer to the queries of the lover. 

And here it was that I saw at once the opportunity afforded for the effect on which 

I had been depending, that is to say, the effect of the variation of application. I 

saw that I could make the first query propounded by the lover—the first query to 

which the Raven should reply “Nevermore”—that I could make this first query a 

commonplace one, the second less so, the third still less, and so on, until at length 

the lover, startled from his original nonchalance by the melancholy character of 

the word itself, by its frequent repetition, and by a consideration of the ominous 

reputation of the fowl that uttered it, is at length excited to superstition, and wildly 

propounds queries of a far different character—queries whose solution he has 

passionately at heart—propounds them half in superstition and half in that species 

of despair which delights in self-torture—propounds them not altogether because 

he believes in the prophetic or demoniac character of the bird (which reason 

assures him is merely repeating a lesson learned by rote), but because he 

experiences a frenzied pleasure in so modelling his questions as to receive from 

the expected “Nevermore” the most delicious because the most intolerable of 

sorrows. Perceiving the opportunity thus afforded me, or, more strictly, thus 

forced upon me in the progress of the construction, I first established in my mind 
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the climax or concluding query—that query to which “Nevermore” should be in 

the last place an answer—that query in reply to which this word “Nevermore” 

should involve the utmost conceivable amount of sorrow and despair. 

 

Here then the poem may be said to have had its beginning—at the end where all 

works of art should begin—for it was here at this point of my preconsiderations 

that I first put pen to paper in the composition of the stanza: 

 

“Prophet!” said I, “thing of evil! prophet still if bird or devil! 

By that Heaven that bends above us—by that God we both 

   adore, 

Tell this soul with sorrow laden, if, within the distant Aidenn, 

It shall clasp a sainted maiden whom the angels name Lenore— 

Clasp a rare and radiant maiden whom the angels name 

   Lenore.” 

Quoth the Raven—“Nevermore.” 

 

I composed this stanza, at this point, first that, by establishing the climax, I might 

the better vary and graduate, as regards seriousness and importance, the preceding 

queries of the lover, and secondly, that I might definitely settle the rhythm, the 

metre, and the length and general arrangement of the stanza, as well as graduate 

the stanzas which were to precede, so that none of them might surpass this in 

rhythmical effect. Had I been able in the subsequent composition to construct 

more vigorous stanzas I should without scruple have purposely enfeebled them so 

as not to interfere with the climacteric effect. 

 

And here I may as well say a few words of the versification. My first object (as 

usual) was originality. The extent to which this has been neglected in versification 

is one of the most unaccountable things in the world. Admitting that there is little 

possibility of variety in mere rhythm, it is still clear that the possible varieties of 

metre and stanza are absolutely infinite, and yet, for centuries, no man, in verse, 

has ever done, or ever seemed to think of doing, an original thing. The fact is that 

originality (unless in minds of very unusual force) is by no means a matter, as 

some suppose, of impulse or intuition. In general, to be found, it must be 

elaborately sought, and although a positive merit of the highest class, demands in 

its attainment less of invention than negation. 

 

Of course I pretend to no originality in either the rhythm or metre of the “Raven.” 

The former is trochaic—the latter is octametre acatalectic, alternating with 

heptametre catalectic repeated in the refrain of the fifth verse, and terminating 

with tetrametre catalectic. Less pedantically the feet employed throughout 

(trochees) consist of a long syllable followed by a short, the first line of the stanza 

consists of eight of these feet, the second of seven and a half (in effect two-

thirds), the third of eight, the fourth of seven and a half, the fifth the same, the 

sixth three and a half. Now, each of these lines taken individually has been 

employed before, and what originality the “Raven” has, is in their combination 
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into stanza; nothing even remotely approaching this has ever been attempted. The 

effect of this originality of combination is aided by other unusual and some 

altogether novel effects, arising from an extension of the application of the 

principles of rhyme and alliteration. 

 

The next point to be considered was the mode of bringing together the lover and 

the Raven—and the first branch of this consideration was the locale. For this the 

most natural suggestion might seem to be a forest, or the fields—but it has always 

appeared to me that a close circumscription of space is absolutely necessary to the 

effect of insulated incident—it has the force of a frame to a picture. It has an 

indisputable moral power in keeping concentrated the attention, and, of course, 

must not be confounded with mere unity of place. 

 

I determined, then, to place the lover in his chamber—in a chamber rendered 

sacred to him by memories of her who had frequented it. The room is represented 

as richly furnished—this in mere pursuance of the ideas I have already explained 

on the subject of Beauty, as the sole true poetical thesis. 

 

The locale being thus determined, I had now to introduce the bird—and the 

thought of introducing him through the window was inevitable. The idea of 

making the lover suppose, in the first instance, that the flapping of the wings of 

the bird against the shutter, is a “tapping” at the door, originated in a wish to 

increase, by prolonging, the reader’s curiosity, and in a desire to admit the 

incidental effect arising from the lover’s throwing open the door, finding all dark, 

and thence adopting the half-fancy that it was the spirit of his mistress that 

knocked. 

 

I made the night tempestuous, first to account for the Raven’s seeking admission, 

and secondly, for the effect of contrast with the (physical) serenity within the 

chamber. 

 

I made the bird alight on the bust of Pallas, also for the effect of contrast between 

the marble and the plumage—it being understood that the bust was absolutely 

suggested by the bird—the bust of Pallas being chosen, first, as most in keeping 

with the scholarship of the lover, and secondly, for the sonorousness of the word, 

Pallas, itself. 

 

About the middle of the poem, also, I have availed myself of the force of contrast, 

with a view of deepening the ultimate impression. For example, an air of the 

fantastic—approaching as nearly to the ludicrous as was admissible—is given to 

the Raven’s entrance. He comes in “with many a flirt and flutter.” 

 

Not the least obeisance made he—not a moment stopped or 

   stayed he, 

But with mien of lord or lady, perched above my chamber door. 
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In the two stanzas which follow, the design is more obviously carried out:— 

 

Then this ebony bird, beguiling my sad fancy into smiling 

By the grave and stern decorum of the countenance it wore, 

“Though thy crest be shorn and shaven, thou,” I said, “art sure 

   no craven, 

Ghastly grim and ancient Raven wandering from the Nightly 

   shore— 

Tell me what thy lordly name is on the Night’s Plutonian shore?” 

Quoth the Raven—“Nevermore.” 

 

Much I marvelled this ungainly fowl to hear discourse so plainly, 

Though its answer little meaning—little relevancy bore; 

For we cannot help agreeing that no living human being 

Ever yet was blessed with seeing bird above his chamber door— 

Bird or beast upon the sculptured bust above his chamber door, 

With such name as “Nevermore.” 

 

The effect of the denouement being thus provided for, I immediately drop the 

fantastic for a tone of the most profound seriousness—this tone commencing in 

the stanza directly following the one last quoted, with the line, 

 

But the Raven, sitting lonely on that placid bust, spoke only, 

   etc. 

 

From this epoch the lover no longer jests—no longer sees anything even of the 

fantastic in the Raven’s demeanour. He speaks of him as a “grim, ungainly, 

ghastly, gaunt, and ominous bird of yore,” and feels the “fiery eyes” burning into 

his “bosom’s core.” This revolution of thought, or fancy, on the lover’s part, is 

intended to induce a similar one on the part of the reader—to bring the mind into 

a proper frame for the denouement—which is now brought about as rapidly and 

as directly as possible. 

 

With the denouement proper—with the Raven’s reply, “Nevermore,” to the 

lover’s final demand if he shall meet his mistress in another world—the poem, in 

its obvious phase, that of a simple narrative, may be said to have its completion. 

So far, everything is within the limits of the accountable—of the real. A raven, 

having learned by rote the single word “Nevermore,” and having escaped from 

the custody of its owner, is driven at midnight, through the violence of a storm, to 

seek admission at a window from which a light still gleams—the chamber-

window of a student, occupied half in poring over a volume, half in dreaming of a 

beloved mistress deceased. The casement being thrown open at the fluttering of 

the bird’s wings, the bird itself perches on the most convenient seat out of the 

immediate reach of the student, who amused by the incident and the oddity of the 

visitor’s demeanour, demands of it, in jest and without looking for a reply, its 

name. The raven addressed, answers with its customary word, “Nevermore”—a 
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word which finds immediate echo in the melancholy heart of the student, who, 

giving utterance aloud to certain thoughts suggested by the occasion, is again 

startled by the fowl’s repetition of “Nevermore.” The student now guesses the 

state of the case, but is impelled, as I have before explained, by the human thirst 

for self-torture, and in part by superstition, to propound such queries to the bird as 

will bring him, the lover, the most of the luxury of sorrow, through the anticipated 

answer, “Nevermore.” With the indulgence, to the extreme, of this self-torture, the 

narration, in what I have termed its first or obvious phase, has a natural 

termination, and so far there has been no overstepping of the limits of the real. 

 

But in subjects so handled, however skillfully, or with however vivid an array of 

incident, there is always a certain hardness or nakedness which repels the 

artistical eye. Two things are invariably required—first, some amount of 

complexity, or more properly, adaptation; and, secondly, some amount of 

suggestiveness—some under-current, however indefinite, of meaning. It is this 

latter, in especial, which imparts to a work of art so much of that richness (to 

borrow from colloquy a forcible term), which we are too fond of confounding 

with the ideal. It is the excess of the suggested meaning—it is the rendering this 

the upper instead of the under-current of the theme—which turns into prose (and 

that of the very flattest kind), the so-called poetry of the so-called 

transcendentalists. 

 

Holding these opinions, I added the two concluding stanzas of the poem—their 

suggestiveness being thus made to pervade all the narrative which has preceded 

them. The under-current of meaning is rendered first apparent in the line— 

 

“Take thy beak from out my heart, and take thy form from off 

   my door!” 

Quoth the Raven “Nevermore!” 

 

It will be observed that the words, “from out my heart,” involve the first 

metaphorical expression in the poem. They, with the answer, “Nevermore,” 

dispose the mind to seek a moral in all that has been previously narrated. The 

reader begins now to regard the Raven as emblematical—but it is not until the 

very last line of the very last stanza that the intention of making him emblematical 

of Mournful and never ending Remembrance is permitted distinctly to be seen: 

 

And the Raven, never flitting, still is sitting, still is sitting, 

On the pallid bust of Pallas just above my chamber door; 

And his eyes have all the seeming of a demon that is dreaming, 

And the lamplight o’er him streaming throws his shadow on the 

   floor; 

And my soul from out that shadow that lies floating on the floor 

Shall be lifted—nevermore. 
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2.9.7 “The Cask of Amontillado” (1846) 
 

The thousand injuries of Fortunato I had borne as I best could, but when he 

ventured upon insult, I vowed revenge. You, who so well know the nature of my 

soul, will not suppose, however, that I gave utterance to a threat. At length I 

would be avenged; this was a point definitely settled—but the very definitiveness 

with which it was resolved, precluded the idea of risk. I must not only punish, but 

punish with impunity. A wrong is unredressed when retribution overtakes its 

redresser. It is equally unredressed when the avenger fails to make himself felt as 

such to him who has done the wrong. 

 

It must be understood that neither by word nor deed had I given Fortunato cause 

to doubt my good will. I continued, as was my wont, to smile in his face, and he 

did not perceive that my smile now was at the thought of his immolation. 

 

He had a weak point—this Fortunato—although in other regards he was a man to 

be respected and even feared. He prided himself on his connoisseurship in wine. 

Few Italians have the true virtuoso spirit. For the most part their enthusiasm is 

adopted to suit the time and opportunity—to practise imposture upon the British 

and Austrian millionaires. In painting and gemmary, Fortunato, like his 

countrymen, was a quack—but in the matter of old wines he was sincere. In this 

respect I did not differ from him materially: I was skillful in the Italian vintages 

myself, and bought largely whenever I could. 

 

It was about dusk, one evening during the supreme madness of the carnival 

season, that I encountered my friend. He accosted me with excessive warmth, for 

he had been drinking much. The man wore motley. He had on a tight-fitting parti-

striped dress, and his head was surmounted by the conical cap and bells. I was so 

pleased to see him, that I thought I should never have done wringing his hand. 

 

I said to him—“My dear Fortunato, you are luckily met. How remarkably well 

you are looking to-day! But I have received a pipe of what passes for 

Amontillado, and I have my doubts.” 

 

“How?” said he. “Amontillado? A pipe? Impossible! And in the middle of the 

carnival!” 

 

“I have my doubts,” I replied; “and I was silly enough to pay the full Amontillado 

price without consulting you in the matter. You were not to be found, and I was 

fearful of losing a bargain.” 

 

“Amontillado!” 

 

“I have my doubts.” 

 

“Amontillado!” 
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“And I must satisfy them.” 

 

“Amontillado!” 

 

“As you are engaged, I am on my way to Luchesi. If any one has a critical turn, it 

is he. He will tell me—” 

 

“Luchesi cannot tell Amontillado from Sherry.” 

 

“And yet some fools will have it that his taste is a match for your own.” 

 

“Come, let us go.” 

 

“Whither?” 

 

“To your vaults.” 

 

“My friend, no; I will not impose upon your good nature. I perceive you have an 

engagement. Luchesi—” 

 

“I have no engagement;—come.” 

 

“My friend, no. It is not the engagement, but the severe cold with which I 

perceive you are afflicted. The vaults are insufferably damp. They are encrusted 

with nitre.” 

 

“Let us go, nevertheless. The cold is merely nothing. Amontillado! You have 

been imposed upon. And as for Luchesi, he cannot distinguish Sherry from 

Amontillado.” 

 

Thus speaking, Fortunato possessed himself of my arm. Putting on a mask of 

black silk, and drawing a roquelaire closely about my person, I suffered him to 

hurry me to my palazzo. 

 

There were no attendants at home; they had absconded to make merry in honour 

of the time. I had told them that I should not return until the morning, and had 

given them explicit orders not to stir from the house. These orders were sufficient, 

I well knew, to insure their immediate disappearance, one and all, as soon as my 

back was turned. 

 

I took from their sconces two flambeaux, and giving one to Fortunato, bowed him 

through several suites of rooms to the archway that led into the vaults. I passed 

down a long and winding staircase, requesting him to be cautious as he followed. 

We came at length to the foot of the descent, and stood together on the damp 

ground of the catacombs of the Montresors. 
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The gait of my friend was unsteady, and the bells upon his cap jingled as he 

strode. 

 

“The pipe,” said he. 

 

“It is farther on,” said I; “but observe the white web-work which gleams from 

these cavern walls.” 

 

He turned towards me, and looked into my eyes with two filmy orbs that distilled 

the rheum of intoxication. 

 

“Nitre?” he asked, at length. 

 

“Nitre,” I replied. “How long have you had that cough?” 

 

“Ugh! ugh! ugh!—ugh! ugh! ugh!—ugh! ugh! ugh!—ugh! ugh! ugh!—ugh! ugh! 

ugh!” 

 

My poor friend found it impossible to reply for many minutes. 

 

“It is nothing,” he said, at last. 

 

“Come,” I said, with decision, “we will go back; your health is precious. You are 

rich, respected, admired, beloved; you are happy, as once I was. You are a man to 

be missed. For me it is no matter. We will go back; you will be ill, and I cannot be 

responsible. Besides, there is Luchesi—” 

 

“Enough,” he said; “the cough is a mere nothing; it will not kill me. I shall not die 

of a cough.” 

 

“True—true,” I replied; “and, indeed, I had no intention of alarming you 

unnecessarily—but you should use all proper caution. A draught of this Medoc 

will defend us from the damps.” 

 

Here I knocked off the neck of a bottle which I drew from a long row of its 

fellows that lay upon the mould. 

 

“Drink,” I said, presenting him the wine. 

 

He raised it to his lips with a leer. He paused and nodded to me familiarly, while 

his bells jingled. 

 

“I drink,” he said, “to the buried that repose around us.” 

 

“And I to your long life.” 
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He again took my arm, and we proceeded. 

 

“These vaults,” he said, “are extensive.” 

 

“The Montresors,” I replied, “were a great and numerous family.” 

 

“I forget your arms.” 

 

“A huge human foot d’or, in a field azure; the foot crushes a serpent rampant 

whose fangs are imbedded in the heel.” 

 

“And the motto?” 

 

“Nemo me impune lacessit.” 

 

“Good!” he said. 

 

The wine sparkled in his eyes and the bells jingled. My own fancy grew warm 

with the Medoc. We had passed through walls of piled bones, with casks and 

puncheons intermingling, into the inmost recesses of catacombs. I paused again, 

and this time I made bold to seize Fortunato by an arm above the elbow. 

 

“The nitre!” I said; “see, it increases. It hangs like moss upon the vaults. We are 

below the river’s bed. The drops of moisture trickle among the bones. Come, we 

will go back ere it is too late. Your cough—” 

 

“It is nothing,” he said; “let us go on. But first, another draught of the Medoc.” 

 

I broke and reached him a flagon of De Grave. He emptied it at a breath. His eyes 

flashed with a fierce light. He laughed and threw the bottle upwards with a 

gesticulation I did not understand. 

 

I looked at him in surprise. He repeated the movement—a grotesque one. 

 

“You do not comprehend?” he said. 

 

“Not I,” I replied. 

 

“Then you are not of the brotherhood.” 

 

“How?” 

 

“You are not of the masons.” 

 

“Yes, yes,” I said; “yes, yes.” 
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“You? Impossible! A mason?” 

 

“A mason,” I replied. 

 

“A sign,” he said, “a sign.” 

 

“It is this,” I answered, producing a trowel from beneath the folds of 

my roquelaire. 

 

“You jest,” he exclaimed, recoiling a few paces. “But let us proceed to the 

Amontillado.” 

 

“Be it so,” I said, replacing the tool beneath the cloak and again offering him my 

arm. He leaned upon it heavily. We continued our route in search of the 

Amontillado. We passed through a range of low arches, descended, passed on, 

and descending again, arrived at a deep crypt, in which the foulness of the air 

caused our flambeaux rather to glow than flame. 

 

At the most remote end of the crypt there appeared another less spacious. Its walls 

had been lined with human remains, piled to the vault overhead, in the fashion of 

the great catacombs of Paris. Three sides of this interior crypt were still 

ornamented in this manner. From the fourth side the bones had been thrown 

down, and lay promiscuously upon the earth, forming at one point a mound of 

some size. Within the wall thus exposed by the displacing of the bones, we 

perceived a still interior recess, in depth about four feet in width three, in height 

six or seven. It seemed to have been constructed for no especial use within itself, 

but formed merely the interval between two of the colossal supports of the roof of 

the catacombs, and was backed by one of their circumscribing walls of solid 

granite. 

 

It was in vain that Fortunato, uplifting his dull torch, endeavoured to pry into the 

depth of the recess. Its termination the feeble light did not enable us to see. 

 

“Proceed,” I said; “herein is the Amontillado. As for Luchesi—” 

 

“He is an ignoramus,” interrupted my friend, as he stepped unsteadily forward, 

while I followed immediately at his heels. In an instant he had reached the 

extremity of the niche, and finding his progress arrested by the rock, stood 

stupidly bewildered. A moment more and I had fettered him to the granite. In its 

surface were two iron staples, distant from each other about two feet, horizontally. 

From one of these depended a short chain, from the other a padlock. Throwing the 

links about his waist, it was but the work of a few seconds to secure it. He was too 

much astounded to resist. Withdrawing the key I stepped back from the recess. 
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“Pass your hand,” I said, “over the wall; you cannot help feeling the nitre. Indeed, 

it is very damp. Once more let me implore you to return. No? Then I must 

positively leave you. But I must first render you all the little attentions in my 

power.” 

 

“The Amontillado!” ejaculated my friend, not yet recovered from his 

astonishment. 

 

“True,” I replied; “the Amontillado.” 

 

As I said these words I busied myself among the pile of bones of which I have 

before spoken. Throwing them aside, I soon uncovered a quantity of building 

stone and mortar. With these materials and with the aid of my trowel, I began 

vigorously to wall up the entrance of the niche. 

 

I had scarcely laid the first tier of the masonry when I discovered that the 

intoxication of Fortunato had in a great measure worn off. The earliest indication I 

had of this was a low moaning cry from the depth of the recess. It was not the cry 

of a drunken man. There was then a long and obstinate silence. I laid the second 

tier, and the third, and the fourth; and then I heard the furious vibrations of the 

chain. The noise lasted for several minutes, during which, that I might hearken to 

it with the more satisfaction, I ceased my labours and sat down upon the bones. 

When at last the clanking subsided, I resumed the trowel, and finished without 

interruption the fifth, the sixth, and the seventh tier. The wall was now nearly 

upon a level with my breast. I again paused, and holding the flambeaux over the 

mason-work, threw a few feeble rays upon the figure within. 

 

A succession of loud and shrill screams, bursting suddenly from the throat of the 

chained form, seemed to thrust me violently back. For a brief moment I 

hesitated—I trembled. Unsheathing my rapier, I began to grope with it about the 

recess; but the thought of an instant reassured me. I placed my hand upon the 

solid fabric of the catacombs, and felt satisfied. I reapproached the wall; I replied 

to the yells of him who clamoured. I re-echoed—I aided—I surpassed them in 

volume and in strength. I did this, and the clamourer grew still. 

 

It was now midnight, and my task was drawing to a close. I had completed the 

eighth, the ninth, and the tenth tier. I had finished a portion of the last and the 

eleventh; there remained but a single stone to be fitted and plastered in. I 

struggled with its weight; I placed it partially in its destined position. But now 

there came from out the niche a low laugh that erected the hairs upon my head. It 

was succeeded by a sad voice, which I had difficulty in recognizing as that of the 

noble Fortunato. The voice said— 

 

“Ha! ha! ha!—he! he! he!—a very good joke indeed—an excellent jest. We shall 

have many a rich laugh about it at the palazzo—he! he! he!—over our wine—he! 

he! he!” 
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“The Amontillado!” I said. 

 

“He! he! he!—he! he! he!—yes, the Amontillado. But is it not getting late? Will 

not they be awaiting us at the palazzo, the Lady Fortunato and the rest? Let us be 

gone.” 

 

“Yes,” I said, “let us be gone.” 

 

“For the love of God, Montresor!” 

 

“Yes,” I said, “for the love of God!” 

 

But to these words I hearkened in vain for a reply. I grew impatient. I called 

aloud— 

 

“Fortunato!” 

 

No answer. I called again— 

 

“Fortunato—” 

 

No answer still. I thrust a torch through the remaining aperture and let it fall 

within. There came forth in reply only a jingling of the bells. My heart grew sick 

on account of the dampness of the catacombs. I hastened to make an end of my 

labour. I forced the last stone into its position; I plastered it up. Against the new 

masonry I re-erected the old rampart of bones. For the half of a century no mortal 

has disturbed them. In pace requiescat! 

 
2.9.8 “Annabel Lee” (1849) 
 

It was many and many a year ago, 

   In a kingdom by the sea, 

That a maiden there lived whom you may know 

   By the name of Annabel Lee; 

And this maiden she lived with no other thought 

   Than to love and be loved by me. 

 

I was a child and she was a child, 

   In this kingdom by the sea, 

But we loved with a love that was more than love— 

   I and my Annabel Lee— 

With a love that the wingèd seraphs of Heaven 

   Coveted her and me. 

 

And this was the reason that, long ago, 
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   In this kingdom by the sea, 

A wind blew out of a cloud, chilling 

   My beautiful Annabel Lee; 

So that her highborn kinsmen came 

   And bore her away from me, 

To shut her up in a sepulchre 

   In this kingdom by the sea. 

 

The angels, not half so happy in Heaven, 

   Went envying her and me— 

Yes!—that was the reason (as all men know, 

   In this kingdom by the sea) 

That the wind came out of the cloud by night, 

   Chilling and killing my Annabel Lee. 

 

But our love it was stronger by far than the love 

   Of those who were older than we— 

   Of many far wiser than we— 

And neither the angels in Heaven above 

   Nor the demons down under the sea 

Can ever dissever my soul from the soul 

   Of the beautiful Annabel Lee; 

 

For the moon never beams, without bringing me dreams 

   Of the beautiful Annabel Lee; 

And the stars never rise, but I feel the bright eyes 

   Of the beautiful Annabel Lee; 

And so, all the night-tide, I lie down by the side 

   Of my darling—my darling—my life and my bride, 

   In her sepulchre there by the sea— 

   In her tomb by the sounding sea. 
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2.10 Abraham Lincoln (1809-1865) 
 

Sixteenth president of the United States, Abraham Lincoln was a 

statesman, author, lawyer, and preserver of the union during the 

American Civil War. He was born in Hodgenville, Kentucky, in a 

small log cabin. His family instilled in him a hard working ethic, 

which continued throughout his life. An aspiring blacksmith, he 

changed his mind and studied law. He was a self-taught and avid 

reader. By 1836, Lincoln passed the bar exam and began his law 

career. He then moved to Illinois the following year and became 

partners with William H. Herdon.  

 

From 1861-1865, Lincoln served as president. A leader in the new 

Republican party, he was viewed by many Southerners as the final 

blow in decades of sectional conflict. In his inauguration speech, 

Lincoln attempted to bring peace to the South by stating that he 

would not interfere with slavery where it existed but that the 

secession of states from the Union was illegal. He warned that he 

would respond with force.  

 

Force came on April 12, 1861, when the American Civil War began. General Pierre G. T. 

Beauregard’s Confederate artillery opened fire on Fort Sumter in the harbor of Charleston, South 

Carolina. The Confederates took down the stars and stripes and raised the stars and bars at Fort 

Sumter. To answer the South’s attack, Lincoln called for 75,000 troops to fight. 

 

On November 19, 1863, Lincoln made his famous Gettysburg Address, reproduced below. It was 

a short but poignant tribute to honor the many who gave their lives. In 1864, Lincoln was 

reelected by the Republican National Convention. During this term, the House of 

Representatives approved the Thirteenth Amendment, which called for the emancipation of all 

slaves and no compensation to their owners. On January 31, 1865, the House of Representatives 

passed the Thirteenth Amendment, which made slavery illegal in the United States. Three-

hundred thousand slaves were given the opportunity to fight in the war in return for freedom. 

After Union forces captured Confederate supplies at Appomattox Court House, Virginia, 

Confederate General Robert E. Lee surrendered to General Grant, ending the Civil War. Out of 

the five million men serving as soldiers, more than 600,000 of them died, making it the bloodiest 

war in American history.  

 

Just five days after the end of the war, Lincoln was shot by John Wilkes Booth in Washington, 

D.C. and died the next day. The assassin was a confederate sympathizer and wanted to avenge 

the South. Lincoln’s death stunned the country as it dimmed the joy over the end of the Civil 

War. 

 

The Abraham Lincoln biography was written by Justin Sparks, a University of Delaware student. 

  

Image 2.9: Abraham Lincoln 

Photographer: Alexander Gardner 

Source: Wikimedia Commons 
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2.10.1 “Gettysburg Address” (1863) 
 

Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this continent, a new 

nation, conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are 

created equal.  

 

Now we are engaged in a great civil war, testing whether that nation, or any 

nation so conceived and so dedicated, can long endure. We are met on a great 

battlefield of that war. We have come to dedicate a portion of that field, as a final 

resting place for those who here gave their lives that that nation might live. It is 

altogether fitting and proper that we should do this.  

 

But, in a larger sense, we cannot dedicate — we cannot consecrate — we cannot 

hallow — this ground. The brave men, living and dead, who struggled here, have 

consecrated it, far above our poor power to add or detract. The world will little 

note, nor long remember what we say here, but it can never forget what they did 

here. It is for us the living, rather, to be dedicated here to the unfinished work 

which they who fought here have thus far so nobly advanced. It is rather for us to 

be here dedicated to the great task remaining before us — that from these honored 

dead we take increased devotion to that cause for which they gave the last full 

measure of devotion — that we here highly resolve that these dead shall not have 

died in vain — that this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom — 

and that government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish 

from the earth.  
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2.11 Elizabeth Cady Stanton (1815-1902)  
 

Born on November 12, 1815, in Johnstown, New York, 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton was the daughter of Johnstown’s 

most prominent citizens, Margaret Livingston and Daniel 

Cady. Elizabeth’s father was a noted lawyer, which allowed 

her to gain an informal legal education. The well-educated 

Elizabeth later married Henry Stanton, an abolitionist 

lecturer. With her husband and abolitionists Sarah Moore 

and Angelina Emily Grimkeé, Stanton engaged in anti-

slavery work.  
 

During her honeymoon, she met Lucretia Mott. This 

relationship would have a profound impact on women’s 

rights. With Mott, Stanton held the first Women’s Rights 

Convention at Seneca Falls. Stanton authored the 

“Resolutions of the Seneca Falls Convention,” reproduced 

below, along with many petitions for women’s rights. This 

work led her to meet Susan B. Anthony. By 1852, Stanton 

was writing speeches that Anthony delivered. Many of these 

speeches addressed issues that directly affected women, 

which included maternity, child rearing, and divorce law.  

 

Two years later, Anthony delivered an important speech to the New York State Women’s Rights 

Convention in Albany that was widely circulated. The speech, written by Stanton, described the 

unfair legal restrictions women endured. In addition to being printed as a tract, the speech was 

presented to lawmakers in the New York State legislature.     

 

During the Civil War, she was instrumental in having the thirteenth amendment passed, which 

abolished slavery. Toward the end of her life, she formed and served as president of the National 

Woman Suffrage Association. She died before seeing the fruits of her efforts, as women’s 

suffrage was not granted until 1920 with the passage of the nineteenth amendment. Nonetheless, 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton saw many accomplishments in her life that have greatly affected every 

single American woman since the 1800s.  

 

The Elizabeth Cady Stanton biography was written by Kylie Mattson, a University of Delaware 

student. 

  

Image 2.10: Elizabeth Cady Stanton 
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2.11.1 “Resolutions of the Seneca Falls Convention” (1848) 
 

When in the course of human events, it becomes necessary for one portion of the 

family of man to assume among the people of the earth a position different from 

that which they have hitherto occupied, but one to which the laws of nature and 

nature’s God entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires 

that they should declare the causes that impel them to such a course. 

 

We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men and women are created equal; 

that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights; that among 

these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness; that to secure these rights 

governments are instituted, deriving their just powers from the consent of the 

governed. Whenever any form of government becomes destructive of these ends, 

it is the right of those who suffer from it to refuse allegiance to it, and to insist 

upon the institution of a new government, laying its foundation on such 

principles, and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most 

likely to effect their safety and happiness. Prudence, indeed, will dictate that 

governments long established should not be changed for light and transient 

causes; and accordingly all experience hath shown that mankind are more 

disposed to suffer while evils are sufferable, than to right themselves by 

abolishing the forms to which they accustomed. But when a long train of abuses 

and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same object, evinces a design to reduce 

them under absolute despotism, it is their duty to throw off such government, and 

to provide new guards for their future security. Such has been the patient 

sufferance of women under this government, and such is now the necessity which 

constrains them to demand the equal station to which they are entitled. 

 

The history of mankind is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations on the 

part of man toward woman, having in direct object the establishment of an 

absolute tyranny over her. To prove this, let facts be submitted to a candid world. 

 

He has never permitted her to exercise her inalienable right to the elective 

franchise. 

 

He has compelled her to submit to laws, in the formation of which she had no 

voice.  

 

He has withheld from her rights which are given to the most ignorant and 

degraded men—both native and foreigner.  

 

Having deprived her of this first right of a citizen, the elective franchise, thereby 

leaving her without representation in the halls of legislation, he has oppressed her 

on all sides. 

 

He has made her, if married, in the eye of the law, civilly dead. He has taken from 

her all right in property, even to wages she earns.  
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He has made her, morally, an irresponsible being, as she can commit many crimes 

with impunity, provided they can be done in the presence of her husband. In the 

covenant of marriage, she is compelled to promise obedience to her husband, he 

becoming, to all intents and purposes, her master—the law giving him power to 

deprive her of her liberty, and to administer chastisement. 

 

He has so framed the laws of divorce, as to what shall be the proper causes, and in 

case of separation, to who, the guardianship of the children shall be given, as to be 

wholly regardless of the happiness of women—the law, in all cases, going upon a 

false supposition of the supremacy of man, giving all power into his hands.  

 

After depriving her of all rights as a married woman, if single, and the owner of 

property, he has taxed her to support a government which recognizes her only 

when her property can be made profitable to it.  

 

He has monopolized nearly all the profitable employments, and from those she is 

permitted to follow, she receives but a scanty remuneration. He closes against her 

all the avenues to wealth and distinction which he considers most honorable to 

himself. As a teacher of theology, medicine, or law, she is not known.  

 

He has denied her the facilities for obtaining a thorough education, all colleges 

being closed against her.  

 

He allows her in Church, as well as State, but a subordinate position, claiming 

Apostolic authority for her exclusion from the ministry, and, with some 

exceptions, from any public participation in the affairs of the Church.  

 

He has created a false public sentiment by giving to the world a different code of 

morals for men and women, by which moral delinquencies which exclude women 

from society, are not only tolerated, but deemed of little account in man.  

 

He has usurped the prerogative of Jehovah himself, claiming it as his right to 

assign for her a sphere of action, when that belongs to her conscience and to her 

God.  

 

He has endeavored, in every way that he could, to destroy her confidence in her 

own powers, to lessen her self-respect and to make her willing to lead a dependent 

and abject life.  

 

Now, in view of this entire disfranchisement of one-half the people of this 

country, their social and religious degradation—in view of the unjust laws above 

mentioned, and because women do feel themselves aggrieved, oppressed and 

fraudulently deprived of their most sacred rights, we insist that they have 

immediate admission to all the rights and privileges which belong to them as 

citizens of the United States.  
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In entering upon the great work before us, we anticipate no small amount of 

misconception, misrepresentation, and ridicule; but we shall use every 

instrumentality within our power to effect our object. We shall employ agents, 

circulate tracts, petition the State and national Legislatures, and endeavor to enlist 

the pulpit and the press in our behalf. We hope this Convention will be followed 

by a series of Conventions, embracing every part of the country.  

 

Firmly relying upon the final triumph of the Right and the True, we do this day 

affix our signatures to this declaration.  

 

WHEREAS, The great precept of nature is conceded to be, that “man shall pursue 

his own true and substantial happiness.” Blackstone in his Commentaries remarks, 

that this law of Nature being coeval with mankind, and dictated by God himself, 

is of course superior in obligation to any other. It is binding over all the globe, in 

all countries and at all times; no human laws are of any validity if contrary to this, 

and such of them as are valid, derive all their force, and all their validity, and all 

their authority, mediately and immediately, from this original; therefore,  

 

Resolved, That such laws as conflict, in any way, with the true and substantial 

happiness of woman, are contrary to the great precept of nature and of no validity, 

for this is “superior in obligation to any other.”  

 

Resolved, That all laws which prevent woman from occupying such a station in 

society as her conscience shall dictate, or which place her in a position inferior to 

that of man, are contrary to the great precept of nature, and therefore of no force 

or authority.  

 

Resolved, That woman is man’s equal—was intended to be so by the Creator, and 

the highest good of the race demands that she should be recognized as such.  

 

Resolved, That the women of this country ought to be enlightened in regard to the 

laws under which they live, that they may no longer publish their degradation by 

declaring themselves satisfied with their present position, nor their ignorance, by 

asserting that they have all the rights they want.  

 

Resolved, That inasmuch as man, while claiming for himself intellectual 

superiority, does accord to woman moral superiority, it is pre-eminently his duty 

to encourage her to speak and teach, as she has an opportunity, in all religious 

assemblies.  

 

Resolved, That the same amount of virtue, delicacy, and refinement of behavior 

that is required of woman in the social state, should also be required of man, and 

the same transgressions should be visited with equal severity on both man and 

woman.  
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Resolved, That the objection of indelicacy and impropriety, which is so often 

brought against woman when she addresses a public audience, comes with a very 

ill-grace from those who encourage, by their attendance, her appearance on the 

stage, in the concert, or in feats of the circus.  

 

Resolved, That woman has too long rested satisfied in the circumscribed limits 

which corrupt customs and a perverted application of the scriptures have marked 

out for her, and that it is time she should move in the enlarged sphere which her 

great Creator has assigned her.  

 

Resolved, That it is the duty of the women of this country to secure to themselves 

their sacred right to the elective franchise.  

 

Resolved, That the equality of human rights results necessarily from the fact of 

the identity of the race in capabilities and responsibilities.  

 

Resolved, therefore, That, being invested by the Creator with the same 

capabilities, and the same consciousness of responsibility for their exercise, it is 

demonstrably the right and duty of woman, equally with man, to promote every 

righteous cause by every righteous means, and especially in regard to the great 

subjects of morals and religion, it is self-evidently her right to participate with her 

brother in teaching them, I both in private and in public, by writing and by 

speaking, by any instrumentalities proper to be used, and many assemblies proper 

to be held; and this being a self-evident truth growing out of the divinely 

implanted principles of human nature, any custom or authority adverse to it, 

whether modern or wearing the hoary sanction of antiquity, is to be regarded as a 

self-evident falsehood, and at war with mankind.  

 

Resolved, That the speedy success of our cause depends upon the zealous and 

untiring efforts of both men and women, for the overthrow of the monopoly of the 

pulpit, and for the securing to woman an equal participation with men in the 

various trades, professions, and commerce.  
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2.12 Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862) 
 

Henry David Thoreau sought to live an essentialist life, one 

devoid of the unnatural excrescences loaded upon individuals by 

society and societal institutions. By realizing self-unity and 

being true to his individual self, he sought to realize his true 

selfhood as an organically-rendered microcosm of the 

macrocosm that is the world in nature. For Thoreau, nature has 

subjective value and meaning and shapes not only the body but 

also the mind and spirit. When such external institutions as the 

church and the government divert the individual from the 

overarching unity of themselves and nature, then Thoreau 

thought the individual should prefer integrity over conformity.  

 

Thoreau distills philosophical thought—such as 

Transcendentalism— and objective, sensory, scientific 

collection of concrete facts—such as Darwin claimed as his 

methodology—into a unique expression of integration: of self 

with nature, of self with culture, of culture with nature. He 

expressed these views both lyrically and plainly in the two 

books published during his lifetime—A Week on the Concord 

and Merrimack Rivers (1848) and Walden, or Life in the Woods 

(1854)—in the lectures he gave from Boston to Bangor, Maine; in his published essays, 

including “Resistance to Civil Government” (1849) (later retitled “Civil Disobedience”); and in 

the personal journals he started at Emerson’s urging, kept throughout his life, and that filled 

twenty volumes when published after his death.  

 

The actions of his life, though not apparently earth-shaking, reflect Thoreau’s self-integrity. He 

was born in Concord, Massachusetts, to John Thoreau and Cynthia Dunbar. His father made a 

meager living as a store-keeper before manufacturing lead pencils. Thoreau and his brother John 

attended the Concord Academy. Thoreau’s devotion to reading made him the strongest family 

candidate for study at Harvard. He was enrolled there in 1833 and graduated in 1837. He then 

returned to Concord and taught briefly at an elementary school, from which he resigned when the 

school board ordered him to flog students. In 1838, he took a position as teacher and 

administrator at Concord Academy. In 1839, his brother joined him as teacher and co-director. 

That same year, he and John took a two-week boating trip. In 1841, he left the Academy with his 

brother due to John’s poor health, with John dying of lockjaw on January 1, 1842.  

 

Thoreau had met Emerson in 1836, heard Emerson’s lecture “The American Scholar,” and began 

to lecture himself. He later attended Bronson Alcott’s intellectual “conversations” and became 

involved in the Transcendental Club. Thoreau published poems and essays in The Dial, the 

journal sponsored by that club. When he lived at his parents’ home in Concord, Thoreau assisted 

at his father’s pencil factory. He also worked as a surveyor. When he lived at Emerson’s home, 

he did handyman chores. When he lived with Emerson’s brother William at Staten Island, he 

tutored the family’s son. In 1844, he burned around 300 acres when he accidentally set fire to 

Concord woods. On July 4, 1845, he moved into a cabin that he built on Emerson’s land at 

Image 2.11: Henry David Thoreau 
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Source: Wikimedia Commons 
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Walden Pond, near the Concord woods. He lived there two years, two months, and two days. 

During that time, he spent one night in the Concord jail on July 23, 1846, for refusing to pay a 

poll tax that would support a government that sanctioned slavery and waged a pro-slavery war in 

Mexico.  

 

In 1848, he published at his own expense A Week on the Concord and the Merrimack Rivers, a 

hybrid-genre book recording his boat trip with his brother which included poetry, nature 

observations, personal meditations, and scripture. It sold 306 of its 1,000 copies and received 

little public notice. He attended antislavery conventions and published articles against slavery, 

including “Slavery in Massachusetts” in 1854. That same year, he published Walden. In it, he 

explains his reason for going to the woods:  

 

“I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, 

and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discovery that I had 

not lived.”  

 

Thoreau publicly supported John Brown’s anti-slavery attack on Harper’s Ferry, publishing “A 

Plea for John Brown” in 1859. He explored forests in Maine and made walking tours in 

Massachusetts and Canada. He suffered from tuberculosis for six years before he died in 1862. 

Several of his works were published posthumously by his friends, including The Maine Woods 

(1864), Cape Cod (1865), and A Yankee in Canada, Anti-Slavery and Reform Papers (1866). His 

journals were published in chronological order in 1906.  

 

He did not, as Oscar Wilde would say of himself, put his art into his life. But he did make his life 

his art. His writing style is marked by wit, puns, allusions, metaphors, and symbols; its content 

comprehended social issues like slavery, economy, politics, and nature. Its impact still continues. 

Both Mahatma Ghandi, supporting Indian independence from England, and Martin Luther King 

Jr., supporting black civil rights in America, modeled their activism on Thoreau’s “Resistance to 

Civil Government.” Thoreau’s observations of nature and man’s place in and impact on nature 

inspired environmentalists like John Muir. His writing realizes art’s ability to enlighten and 

inspire and to link the dead with the living. 

 
The Henry David Thoreau biography was reproduced from Wendy Kurant’s Becoming America: An 
Exploration of American Literature from Precolonial to Post-Revolution.  
Kurant, Wendy, Becoming America: An Exploration of American Literature from Precolonial to Post-

Revolution (2019). English Open Textbooks. 19. Link to eBook 

 

  

https://oer.galileo.usg.edu/english-textbooks/19/
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2.12.1 “Resistance to Civil Government” (1849) 
 

I heartily accept the motto,—“That government is best which governs least”; and 

I should like to see it acted up to more rapidly and systematically. Carried out, it 

finally amounts to this, which also I believe—“That government is best which 

governs not at all”; and when men are prepared for it, that will be the kind of 

government which they will have. Government is at best but an expedient; but 

most governments are usually, and all governments are sometimes, inexpedient. 

The objections which have been brought against a standing army, and they are 

many and weighty, and deserve to prevail, may also at last be brought against a 

standing government. The standing army is only an arm of the standing 

government. The government itself, which is only the mode which the people 

have chosen to execute their will, is equally liable to be abused and perverted 

before the people can act through it. Witness the present Mexican war, the work 

of comparatively a few individuals using the standing government as their tool; 

for, in the outset, the people would not have consented to this measure. 

 

This American government,—what is it but a tradition, though a recent one, 

endeavoring to transmit itself unimpaired to posterity, but each instant losing 

some of its integrity? It has not the vitality and force of a single living man; for a 

single man can bend it to his will. It is a sort of wooden gun to the people 

themselves; and, if ever they should use it in earnest as a real one against each 

other, it will surely split. But it is not the less necessary for this; for the people 

must have some complicated machinery or other, and hear its din, to satisfy that 

idea of government which they have. Governments show thus how successfully 

men can be imposed on, even impose on themselves, for their own advantage. It is 

excellent, we must all allow; yet this government never of itself furthered any 

enterprise, but by the alacrity with which it got out of its way. It does not keep the 

country free. It does not settle the West. It does not educate. The character 

inherent in the American people has done all that has been accomplished; and it 

would have done somewhat more, if the government had not sometimes got in its 

way. For government is an expedient, by which men would fain succeed in letting 

one another alone; and, as has been said, when it is most expedient, the governed 

are most let alone by it. Trade and commerce, if they were not made of India 

rubber, would never manage to bounce over obstacles which legislators are 

continually putting in their way; and, if one were to judge these men wholly by 

the effects of their actions, and not partly by their intentions, they would deserve 

to be classed and punished with those mischievous persons who put obstructions 

on the railroads. 

 

But, to speak practically and as a citizen, unlike those who call themselves no-

government men, I ask for, not at once no government, but at once a better 

government. Let every man make known what kind of government would 

command his respect, and that will be one step toward obtaining it. 
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After all, the practical reason why, when the power is once in the hands of the 

people, a majority are permitted, and for a long period continue, to rule, is not 

because they are most likely to be in the right, nor because this seems fairest to 

the minority, but because they are physically the strongest. But a government in 

which the majority rule in all cases can not be based on justice, even as far as men 

understand it. Can there not be a government in which the majorities do not 

virtually decide right and wrong, but conscience?—in which majorities decide 

only those questions to which the rule of expediency is applicable? Must the 

citizen ever for a moment, or in the least degree, resign his conscience to the 

legislator? Why has every man a conscience, then? I think that we should be men 

first, and subjects afterward. It is not desirable to cultivate a respect for the law, so 

much as for the right. The only obligation which I have a right to assume, is to do 

at any time what I think right. It is truly enough said that a corporation has no 

conscience; but a corporation of conscientious men is a corporation with a 

conscience. Law never made men a whit more just; and, by means of their respect 

for it, even the well-disposed are daily made the agents of injustice. A common 

and natural result of an undue respect for the law is, that you may see a file of 

soldiers, colonel, captain, corporal, privates, powder-monkeys and all, marching 

in admirable order over hill and dale to the wars, against their wills, aye, against 

their common sense and consciences, which makes it very steep marching indeed, 

and produces a palpitation of the heart. They have no doubt that it is a damnable 

business in which they are concerned; they are all peaceably inclined. Now, what 

are they? Men at all? or small movable forts and magazines, at the service of 

some unscrupulous man in power? Visit the Navy Yard, and behold a marine, 

such a man as an American government can make, or such as it can make a man 

with its black arts, a mere shadow and reminiscence of humanity, a man laid out 

alive and standing, and already, as one may say, buried under arms with funeral 

accompaniment, though it may be 

 

“Not a drum was heard, not a funeral note, 

    As his corpse to the ramparts we hurried; 

Not a soldier discharged his farewell shot 

    O’er the grave where our hero we buried.” 

 

The mass of men serve the State thus, not as men mainly, but as machines, with 

their bodies. They are the standing army, and the militia, jailers, constables, posse 

comitatus, &c. In most cases there is no free exercise whatever of the judgment or 

of the moral sense; but they put themselves on a level with wood and earth and 

stones; and wooden men can perhaps be manufactured that will serve the purpose 

as well. Such command no more respect than men of straw, or a lump of dirt. 

They have the same sort of worth only as horses and dogs. Yet such as these even 

are commonly esteemed good citizens. Others, as most legislators, politicians, 

lawyers, ministers, and office-holders, serve the state chiefly with their heads; 

and, as they rarely make any moral distinctions, they are as likely to serve the 

devil, without intending it, as God. A very few, as heroes, patriots, martyrs, 

reformers in the great sense, and men, serve the State with their consciences also, 
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and so necessarily resist it for the most part; and they are commonly treated by it 

as enemies. A wise man will only be useful as a man, and will not submit to be 

“clay,” and “stop a hole to keep the wind away,” but leave that office to his dust 

at least: 

 

“I am too high-born to be propertied, 

To be a secondary at control, 

Or useful serving-man and instrument 

To any sovereign state throughout the world.” 

 

He who gives himself entirely to his fellow-men appears to them useless and 

selfish; but he who gives himself partially to them is pronounced a benefactor and 

philanthropist. 

 

How does it become a man to behave toward the American government today? I 

answer that he cannot without disgrace be associated with it. I cannot for an 

instant recognize that political organization as my government which is 

the slave’s government also. 

 

All men recognize the right of revolution; that is, the right to refuse allegiance to 

and to resist the government, when its tyranny or its inefficiency are great and 

unendurable. But almost all say that such is not the case now. But such was the 

case, they think, in the Revolution of ’75. If one were to tell me that this was a 

bad government because it taxed certain foreign commodities brought to its ports, 

it is most probable that I should not make an ado about it, for I can do without 

them: all machines have their friction; and possibly this does enough good to 

counter-balance the evil. At any rate, it is a great evil to make a stir about it. But 

when the friction comes to have its machine, and oppression and robbery are 

organized, I say, let us not have such a machine any longer. In other words, when 

a sixth of the population of a nation which has undertaken to be the refuge of 

liberty are slaves, and a whole country is unjustly overrun and conquered by a 

foreign army, and subjected to military law, I think that it is not too soon for 

honest men to rebel and revolutionize. What makes this duty the more urgent is 

that fact, that the country so overrun is not our own, but ours is the invading army. 

 

Paley, a common authority with many on moral questions, in his chapter on the 

“Duty of Submission to Civil Government,” resolves all civil obligation into 

expediency; and he proceeds to say, “that so long as the interest of the whole 

society requires it, that is, so long as the established government cannot be 

resisted or changed without public inconveniency, it is the will of God that the 

established government be obeyed, and no longer.”—“This principle being 

admitted, the justice of every particular case of resistance is reduced to a 

computation of the quantity of the danger and grievance on the one side, and of 

the probability and expense of redressing it on the other.” Of this, he says, every 

man shall judge for himself. But Paley appears never to have contemplated those 

cases to which the rule of expediency does not apply, in which a people, as well 
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as an individual, must do justice, cost what it may. If I have unjustly wrested a 

plank from a drowning man, I must restore it to him though I drown myself. This, 

according to Paley, would be inconvenient. But he that would save his life, in 

such a case, shall lose it. This people must cease to hold slaves, and to make war 

on Mexico, though it cost them their existence as a people. 

 

In their practice, nations agree with Paley; but does anyone think that 

Massachusetts does exactly what is right at the present crisis? 

 

“A drab of state, a cloth-o’-silver slut, 

To have her train borne up, and her soul trail in the dirt.” 

 

Practically speaking, the opponents to a reform in Massachusetts are not a 

hundred thousand politicians at the South, but a hundred thousand merchants and 

farmers here, who are more interested in commerce and agriculture than they are 

in humanity, and are not prepared to do justice to the slave and to Mexico, cost 

what it may. I quarrel not with far-off foes, but with those who, near at home, co-

operate with, and do the bidding of those far away, and without whom the latter 

would be harmless. We are accustomed to say, that the mass of men are 

unprepared; but improvement is slow, because the few are not materially wiser or 

better than the many. It is not so important that many should be as good as you, as 

that there be some absolute goodness somewhere; for that will leaven the whole 

lump. There are thousands who are in opinion opposed to slavery and to the war, 

who yet in effect do nothing to put an end to them; who, esteeming themselves 

children of Washington and Franklin, sit down with their hands in their pockets, 

and say that they know not what to do, and do nothing; who even postpone the 

question of freedom to the question of free-trade, and quietly read the prices-

current along with the latest advices from Mexico, after dinner, and, it may be, 

fall asleep over them both. What is the price-current of an honest man and patriot 

today? They hesitate, and they regret, and sometimes they petition; but they do 

nothing in earnest and with effect. They will wait, well disposed, for others to 

remedy the evil, that they may no longer have it to regret. At most, they give only 

a cheap vote, and a feeble countenance and Godspeed, to the right, as it goes by 

them. There are nine hundred and ninety-nine patrons of virtue to one virtuous 

man; but it is easier to deal with the real possessor of a thing than with the 

temporary guardian of it. 

 

All voting is a sort of gaming, like chequers or backgammon, with a slight moral 

tinge to it, a playing with right and wrong, with moral questions; and betting 

naturally accompanies it. The character of the voters is not staked. I cast my vote, 

perchance, as I think right; but I am not vitally concerned that that right should 

prevail. I am willing to leave it to the majority. Its obligation, therefore, never 

exceeds that of expediency. Even voting for the right is doing nothing for it. It is 

only expressing to men feebly your desire that it should prevail. A wise man will 

not leave the right to the mercy of chance, nor wish it to prevail through the 

power of the majority. There is but little virtue in the action of masses of men. 
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When the majority shall at length vote for the abolition of slavery, it will be 

because they are indifferent to slavery, or because there is but little slavery left to 

be abolished by their vote. They will then be the only slaves. Only his vote can 

hasten the abolition of slavery who asserts his own freedom by his vote. 

 

I hear of a convention to be held at Baltimore, or elsewhere, for the selection of a 

candidate for the Presidency, made up chiefly of editors, and men who are 

politicians by profession; but I think, what is it to any independent, intelligent, 

and respectable man what decision they may come to, shall we not have the 

advantage of his wisdom and honesty, nevertheless? Can we not count upon some 

independent votes? Are there not many individuals in the country who do not 

attend conventions? But no: I find that the respectable man, so called, has 

immediately drifted from his position, and despairs of his country, when his 

country has more reasons to despair of him. He forthwith adopts one of the 

candidates thus selected as the only available one, thus proving that he is 

himself available for any purposes of the demagogue. His vote is of no more 

worth than that of any unprincipled foreigner or hireling native, who may have 

been bought. Oh for a man who is a man, and, as my neighbor says, has a bone in 

his back which you cannot pass your hand through! Our statistics are at fault: the 

population has been returned too large. How many men are there to a square 

thousand miles in the country? Hardly one. Does not America offer any 

inducement for men to settle here? The American has dwindled into an Odd 

Fellow,—one who may be known by the development of his organ of 

gregariousness, and a manifest lack of intellect and cheerful self-reliance; whose 

first and chief concern, on coming into the world, is to see that the alms-houses 

are in good repair; and, before yet he has lawfully donned the virile garb, to 

collect a fund for the support of the widows and orphans that may be; who, in 

short, ventures to live only by the aid of the Mutual Insurance company, which 

has promised to bury him decently. 

 

It is not a man’s duty, as a matter of course, to devote himself to the eradication of 

any, even the most enormous wrong; he may still properly have other concerns to 

engage him; but it is his duty, at least, to wash his hands of it, and, if he gives it 

no thought longer, not to give it practically his support. If I devote myself to other 

pursuits and contemplations, I must first see, at least, that I do not pursue them 

sitting upon another man’s shoulders. I must get off him first, that he may pursue 

his contemplations too. See what gross inconsistency is tolerated. I have heard 

some of my townsmen say, “I should like to have them order me out to help put 

down an insurrection of the slaves, or to march to Mexico,—see if I would go”; 

and yet these very men have each, directly by their allegiance, and so indirectly, 

at least, by their money, furnished a substitute. The soldier is applauded who 

refuses to serve in an unjust war by those who do not refuse to sustain the unjust 

government which makes the war; is applauded by those whose own act and 

authority he disregards and sets at naught; as if the State were penitent to that 

degree that it hired one to scourge it while it sinned, but not to that degree that it 

left off sinning for a moment. Thus, under the name of Order and Civil 
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Government, we are all made at last to pay homage to and support our own 

meanness. After the first blush of sin, comes its indifference; and from immoral it 

becomes, as it were, unmoral, and not quite unnecessary to that life which we 

have made. 

 

The broadest and most prevalent error requires the most disinterested virtue to 

sustain it. The slight reproach to which the virtue of patriotism is commonly 

liable, the noble are most likely to incur. Those who, while they disapprove of the 

character and measures of a government, yield to it their allegiance and support, 

are undoubtedly its most conscientious supporters, and so frequently the most 

serious obstacles to reform. Some are petitioning the State to dissolve the Union, 

to disregard the requisitions of the President. Why do they not dissolve it 

themselves,—the union between themselves and the State,—and refuse to pay 

their quota into its treasury? Do not they stand in same relation to the State, that 

the State does to the Union? And have not the same reasons prevented the State 

from resisting the Union, which have prevented them from resisting the State? 

 

How can a man be satisfied to entertain an opinion merely, and enjoy it? Is there 

any enjoyment in it, if his opinion is that he is aggrieved? If you are cheated out 

of a single dollar by your neighbor, you do not rest satisfied with knowing you are 

cheated, or with saying that you are cheated, or even with petitioning him to pay 

you your due; but you take effectual steps at once to obtain the full amount, and 

see that you are never cheated again. Action from principle,—the perception and 

the performance of right,—changes things and relations; it is essentially 

revolutionary, and does not consist wholly with anything which was. It not only 

divided states and churches, it divides families; aye, it divides the individual, 

separating the diabolical in him from the divine. 

 

Unjust laws exist: shall we be content to obey them, or shall we endeavor to 

amend them, and obey them until we have succeeded, or shall we transgress them 

at once? Men generally, under such a government as this, think that they ought to 

wait until they have persuaded the majority to alter them. They think that, if they 

should resist, the remedy would be worse than the evil. But it is the fault of the 

government itself that the remedy is worse than the evil. It makes it worse. Why is 

it not more apt to anticipate and provide for reform? Why does it not cherish its 

wise minority? Why does it cry and resist before it is hurt? Why does it not 

encourage its citizens to be on the alert to point out its faults, and do better than it 

would have them? Why does it always crucify Christ, and excommunicate 

Copernicus and Luther, and pronounce Washington and Franklin rebels? 

 

One would think, that a deliberate and practical denial of its authority was the 

only offence never contemplated by government; else, why has it not assigned its 

definite, its suitable and proportionate penalty? If a man who has no property 

refuses but once to earn nine shillings for the State, he is put in prison for a period 

unlimited by any law that I know, and determined only by the discretion of those 
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who placed him there; but if he should steal ninety times nine shillings from the 

State, he is soon permitted to go at large again. 

 

If the injustice is part of the necessary friction of the machine of government, let it 

go, let it go: perchance it will wear smooth,—certainly the machine will wear out. 

If the injustice has a spring, or a pulley, or a rope, or a crank, exclusively for 

itself, then perhaps you may consider whether the remedy will not be worse than 

the evil; but if it is of such a nature that it requires you to be the agent of injustice 

to another, then, I say, break the law. Let your life be a counter friction to stop the 

machine. What I have to do is to see, at any rate, that I do not lend myself to the 

wrong which I condemn. 

 

As for adopting the ways which the State has provided for remedying the evil, I 

know not of such ways. They take too much time, and a man’s life will be gone. I 

have other affairs to attend to. I came into this world, not chiefly to make this a 

good place to live in, but to live in it, be it good or bad. A man has not every thing 

to do, but something; and because he cannot do every thing, it is not necessary 

that he should do something wrong. It is not my business to be petitioning the 

Governor or the Legislature any more than it is theirs to petition me; and, if they 

should not hear my petition, what should I do then? But in this case the State has 

provided no way: its very Constitution is the evil. This may seem to be harsh and 

stubborn and unconcilliatory; but it is to treat with the utmost kindness and 

consideration the only spirit that can appreciate or deserves it. So is all change for 

the better, like birth and death which convulse the body. 

 

I do not hesitate to say, that those who call themselves abolitionists should at once 

effectually withdraw their support, both in person and property, from the 

government of Massachusetts, and not wait till they constitute a majority of one, 

before they suffer the right to prevail through them. I think that it is enough if 

they have God on their side, without waiting for that other one. Moreover, any 

man more right than his neighbors constitutes a majority of one already. 

 

I meet this American government, or its representative, the State government, 

directly, and face to face, once a year, no more, in the person of its tax-gatherer; 

this is the only mode in which a man situated as I am necessarily meets it; and it 

then says distinctly, Recognize me; and the simplest, the most effectual, and, in 

the present posture of affairs, the indispensablest mode of treating with it on this 

head, of expressing your little satisfaction with and love for it, is to deny it then. 

My civil neighbor, the tax-gatherer, is the very man I have to deal with,—for it is, 

after all, with men and not with parchment that I quarrel,—and he has voluntarily 

chosen to be an agent of the government. How shall he ever know well what he is 

and does as an officer of the government, or as a man, until he is obliged to 

consider whether he shall treat me, his neighbor, for whom he has respect, as a 

neighbor and well-disposed man, or as a maniac and disturber of the peace, and 

see if he can get over this obstruction to his neighborliness without a ruder and 

more impetuous thought or speech corresponding with his action? I know this 
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well, that if one thousand, if one hundred, if ten men whom I could name,—if 

ten honest men only,—aye, if one HONEST man, in this State of 

Massachusetts, ceasing to hold slaves, were actually to withdraw from this 

copartnership, and be locked up in the county jail therefor, it would be the 

abolition of slavery in America. For it matters not how small the beginning may 

seem to be: what is once well done is done for ever. But we love better to talk 

about it: that we say is our mission. Reform keeps many scores of newspapers in 

its service, but not one man. If my esteemed neighbor, the State’s ambassador, 

who will devote his days to the settlement of the question of human rights in the 

Council Chamber, instead of being threatened with the prisons of Carolina, were 

to sit down the prisoner of Massachusetts, that State which is so anxious to foist 

the sin of slavery upon her sister,—though at present she can discover only an act 

of inhospitality to be the ground of a quarrel with her,—the Legislature would not 

wholly waive the subject of the following winter. 

 

Under a government which imprisons any unjustly, the true place for a just man is 

also a prison. The proper place today, the only place which Massachusetts has 

provided for her freer and less desponding spirits, is in her prisons, to be put out 

and locked out of the State by her own act, as they have already put themselves 

out by their principles. It is there that the fugitive slave, and the Mexican prisoner 

on parole, and the Indian come to plead the wrongs of his race, should find them; 

on that separate, but more free and honorable ground, where the State places those 

who are not with her but against her,—the only house in a slave-state in which a 

free man can abide with honor. If any think that their influence would be lost 

there, and their voices no longer afflict the ear of the State, that they would not be 

as an enemy within its walls, they do not know by how much truth is stronger 

than error, nor how much more eloquently and effectively he can combat injustice 

who has experienced a little in his own person. Cast your whole vote, not a strip 

of paper merely, but your whole influence. A minority is powerless while it 

conforms to the majority; it is not even a minority then; but it is irresistible when 

it clogs by its whole weight. If the alternative is to keep all just men in prison, or 

give up war and slavery, the State will not hesitate which to choose. If a thousand 

men were not to pay their tax-bills this year, that would not be a violent and 

bloody measure, as it would be to pay them, and enable the State to commit 

violence and shed innocent blood. This is, in fact, the definition of a peaceable 

revolution, if any such is possible. If the tax-gatherer, or any other public officer, 

asks me, as one has done, “But what shall I do?” my answer is, “If you really wish 

to do any thing, resign your office.” When the subject has refused allegiance, and 

the officer has resigned his office, then the revolution is accomplished. But even 

suppose blood should flow. Is there not a sort of blood shed when the conscience 

is wounded? Through this wound a man’s real manhood and immortality flow 

out, and he bleeds to an everlasting death. I see this blood flowing now. 

 

I have contemplated the imprisonment of the offender, rather than the seizure of 

his goods,—though both will serve the same purpose,—because they who assert 

the purest right, and consequently are most dangerous to a corrupt State, 
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commonly have not spent much time in accumulating property. To such the State 

renders comparatively small service, and a slight tax is wont to appear exorbitant, 

particularly if they are obliged to earn it by special labor with their hands. If there 

were one who lived wholly without the use of money, the State itself would 

hesitate to demand it of him. But the rich man—not to make any invidious 

comparison—is always sold to the institution which makes him rich. Absolutely 

speaking, the more money, the less virtue; for money comes between a man and 

his objects, and obtains them for him; it was certainly no great virtue to obtain it. 

It puts to rest many questions which he would otherwise be taxed to answer; while 

the only new question which it puts is the hard but superfluous one, how to spend 

it. Thus his moral ground is taken from under his feet. The opportunities of living 

are diminished in proportion as what are called the “means” are increased. The 

best thing a man can do for his culture when he is rich is to endeavor to carry out 

those schemes which he entertained when he was poor. Christ answered the 

Herodians according to their condition. “Show me the tribute-money,” said he;—

and one took a penny out of his pocket;—if you use money which has the image 

of Cæsar on it, and which he has made current and valuable, that is, if you are 

men of the State, and gladly enjoy the advantages of Cæsar’s government, then 

pay him back some of his own when he demands it; “Render therefore to Cæsar 

that which is Cæsar’s and to God those things which are God’s,”—leaving them 

no wiser than before as to which was which; for they did not wish to know. 

 

When I converse with the freest of my neighbors, I perceive that, whatever they 

may say about the magnitude and seriousness of the question, and their regard for 

the public tranquillity, the long and the short of the matter is, that they cannot 

spare the protection of the existing government, and they dread the consequences 

of disobedience to it to their property and families. For my own part, I should not 

like to think that I ever rely on the protection of the State. But, if I deny the 

authority of the State when it presents its tax-bill, it will soon take and waste all 

my property, and so harass me and my children without end. This is hard. This 

makes it impossible for a man to live honestly and at the same time comfortably 

in outward respects. It will not be worth the while to accumulate property; that 

would be sure to go again. You must hire or squat somewhere, and raise but a 

small crop, and eat that soon. You must live within yourself, and depend upon 

yourself, always tucked up and ready for a start, and not have many affairs. A 

man may grow rich in Turkey even, if he will be in all respects a good subject of 

the Turkish government. Confucius said,—“If a State is governed by the 

principles of reason, poverty and misery are subjects of shame; if a State is not 

governed by the principles of reason, riches and honors are the subjects of 

shame.” No: until I want the protection of Massachusetts to be extended to me in 

some distant southern port, where my liberty is endangered, or until I am bent 

solely on building up an estate at home by peaceful enterprise, I can afford to 

refuse allegiance to Massachusetts, and her right to my property and life. It costs 

me less in every sense to incur the penalty of disobedience to the State, than it 

would to obey. I should feel as if I were worth less in that case. 
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Some years ago, the State met me in behalf of the church, and commanded me to 

pay a certain sum toward the support of a clergyman whose preaching my father 

attended, but never I myself. “Pay it,” it said, “or be locked up in the jail.” I 

declined to pay. But, unfortunately, another man saw fit to pay it. I did not see 

why the schoolmaster should be taxed to support the priest, and not the priest the 

schoolmaster; for I was not the State’s schoolmaster, but I supported myself by 

voluntary subscription. I did not see why the lyceum should not present its tax-

bill, and have the State to back its demand, as well as the church. However, at the 

request of the selectmen, I condescended to make some such statement as this in 

writing:—“Know all men by these presents, that I, Henry Thoreau, do not wish to 

be regarded as a member of any incorporated society which I have not joined.” 

This I gave to the town-clerk; and he has it. The State, having thus learned that I 

did not wish to be regarded as a member of that church, has never made a like 

demand on me since; though it said that it must adhere to its original presumption 

that time. If I had known how to name them, I should then have signed off in 

detail from all the societies which I never signed on to; but I did not know where 

to find such a complete list. 

 

I have paid no poll-tax for six years. I was put into a jail once on this account, for 

one night; and, as I stood considering the walls of solid stone, two or three feet 

thick, the door of wood and iron, a foot thick, and the iron grating which strained 

the light, I could not help being struck with the foolishness of that institution 

which treated me as if I were mere flesh and blood and bones, to be locked up. I 

wondered that it should have concluded at length that this was the best use it 

could put me to, and had never thought to avail itself of my services in some way. 

I saw that, if there was a wall of stone between me and my townsmen, there was a 

still more difficult one to climb or break through, before they could get to be as 

free as I was. I did nor for a moment feel confined, and the walls seemed a great 

waste of stone and mortar. I felt as if I alone of all my townsmen had paid my tax. 

They plainly did not know how to treat me, but behaved like persons who are 

underbred. In every threat and in every compliment there was a blunder; for they 

thought that my chief desire was to stand the other side of that stone wall. I could 

not but smile to see how industriously they locked the door on my meditations, 

which followed them out again without let or hindrance, and they were really all 

that was dangerous. As they could not reach me, they had resolved to punish my 

body; just as boys, if they cannot come at some person against whom they have a 

spite, will abuse his dog. I saw that the State was half-witted, that it was timid as a 

lone woman with her silver spoons, and that it did not know its friends from its 

foes, and I lost all my remaining respect for it, and pitied it. 

 

Thus the state never intentionally confronts a man’s sense, intellectual or moral, 

but only his body, his senses. It is not armed with superior wit or honesty, but 

with superior physical strength. I was not born to be forced. I will breathe after 

my own fashion. Let us see who is the strongest. What force has a multitude? 

They only can force me who obey a higher law than I. They force me to become 

like themselves. I do not hear of men being forced to live this way or that by 
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masses of men. What sort of life were that to live? When I meet a government 

which says to me, “Your money or your life,” why should I be in haste to give it 

my money? It may be in a great strait, and not know what to do: I cannot help 

that. It must help itself; do as I do. It is not worth the while to snivel about it. I am 

not responsible for the successful working of the machinery of society. I am not 

the son of the engineer. I perceive that, when an acorn and a chestnut fall side by 

side, the one does not remain inert to make way for the other, but both obey their 

own laws, and spring and grow and flourish as best they can, till one, perchance, 

overshadows and destroys the other. If a plant cannot live according to its nature, 

it dies; and so a man. 

 

The night in prison was novel and interesting enough. The prisoners in their shirt-

sleeves were enjoying a chat and the evening air in the door-way, when I entered. 

But the jailer said, “Come, boys, it is time to lock up;” and so they dispersed, and 

I heard the sound of their steps returning into the hollow apartments. My room-

mate was introduced to me by the jailer as “a first-rate fellow and a clever man.” 

When the door was locked, he showed me where to hang my hat, and how he 

managed matters there. The rooms were whitewashed once a month; and this one, 

at least, was the whitest, most simply furnished, and probably the neatest 

apartment in town. He naturally wanted to know where I came from, and what 

brought me there; and, when I had told him, I asked him in my turn how he came 

there, presuming him to be an honest man, of course; and, as the world goes, I 

believe he was. “Why,” said he, “they accuse me of burning a barn; but I never 

did it.” As near as I could discover, he had probably gone to bed in a barn when 

drunk, and smoked his pipe there; and so a barn was burnt. He had the reputation 

of being a clever man, had been there some three months waiting for his trial to 

come on, and would have to wait as much longer; but he was quite domesticated 

and contented, since he got his board for nothing, and thought that he was well 

treated. 

 

He occupied one window, and I the other; and I saw, that, if one stayed there long, 

his principal business would be to look out the window. I had soon read all the 

tracts that were left there, and examined where former prisoners had broken out, 

and where a grate had been sawed off, and heard the history of the various 

occupants of that room; for I found that even here there was a history and a gossip 

which never circulated beyond the walls of the jail. Probably this is the only 

house in the town where verses are composed, which are afterward printed in a 

circular form, but not published. I was shown quite a long list of verses which 

were composed by some young men who had been detected in an attempt to 

escape, who avenged themselves by singing them. 

 

I pumped my fellow-prisoner as dry as I could, for fear I should never see him 

again; but at length he showed me which was my bed, and left me to blow out the 

lamp. 
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It was like travelling into a far country, such as I had never expected to behold, to 

lie there for one night. It seemed to me that I never had heard the town-clock 

strike before, nor the evening sounds of the village; for we slept with the windows 

open, which were inside the grating. It was to see my native village in the light of 

the Middle Ages, and our Concord was turned into a Rhine stream, and visions of 

knights and castles passed before me. They were the voices of old burghers that I 

heard in the streets. I was an involuntary spectator and auditor of whatever was 

done and said in the kitchen of the adjacent village-inn—a wholly new and rare 

experience to me. It was a closer view of my native town. I was fairly inside of it. 

I never had seen its institutions before. This is one of its peculiar institutions; for 

it is a shire town. I began to comprehend what its inhabitants were about. 

 

In the morning, our breakfasts were put through the hole in the door, in small 

oblong-square tin pans, made to fit, and holding a pint of chocolate, with brown 

bread, and an iron spoon. When they called for the vessels again, I was green 

enough to return what bread I had left; but my comrade seized it, and said that I 

should lay that up for lunch or dinner. Soon after, he was let out to work at haying 

in a neighboring field, whither he went every day, and would not be back till 

noon; so he bade me good-day, saying that he doubted if he should see me again. 

 

When I came out of prison,—for some one interfered, and paid the tax,—I did not 

perceive that great changes had taken place on the common, such as he observed 

who went in a youth, and emerged a gray-headed man; and yet a change had to 

my eyes come over the scene,—the town, and State, and country,—greater than 

any that mere time could effect. I saw yet more distinctly the State in which I 

lived. I saw to what extent the people among whom I lived could be trusted as 

good neighbors and friends; that their friendship was for summer weather only; 

that they did not greatly purpose to do right; that they were a distinct race from 

me by their prejudices and superstitions, as the Chinamen and Malays are; that, in 

their sacrifices to humanity they ran no risks, not even to their property; that, after 

all, they were not so noble but they treated the thief as he had treated them, and 

hoped, by a certain outward observance and a few prayers, and by walking in a 

particular straight though useless path from time to time, to save their souls. This 

may be to judge my neighbors harshly; for I believe that most of them are not 

aware that they have such an institution as the jail in their village. 

 

It was formerly the custom in our village, when a poor debtor came out of jail, for 

his acquaintances to salute him, looking through their fingers, which were crossed 

to represent the grating of a jail window, “How do ye do?” My neighbors did not 

thus salute me, but first looked at me, and then at one another, as if I had returned 

from a long journey. I was put into jail as I was going to the shoemaker’s to get a 

shoe which was mended. When I was let out the next morning, I proceeded to 

finish my errand, and, having put on my mended shoe, joined a huckleberry party, 

who were impatient to put themselves under my conduct; and in half an hour,—

for the horse was soon tackled,—was in the midst of a huckleberry field, on one 

of our highest hills, two miles off; and then the State was nowhere to be seen. 
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This is the whole history of “My Prisons.” 

 

I have never declined paying the highway tax, because I am as desirous of being a 

good neighbor as I am of being a bad subject; and, as for supporting schools, I am 

doing my part to educate my fellow-countrymen now. It is for no particular item 

in the tax-bill that I refuse to pay it. I simply wish to refuse allegiance to the State, 

to withdraw and stand aloof from it effectually. I do not care to trace the course of 

my dollar, if I could, till it buys a man, or a musket to shoot one with,—the dollar 

is innocent,—but I am concerned to trace the effects of my allegiance. In fact, I 

quietly declare war with the State, after my fashion, though I will still make use 

and get what advantages of her I can, as is usual in such cases. 

 

If others pay the tax which is demanded of me, from a sympathy with the State, 

they do but what they have already done in their own case, or rather they abet 

injustice to a greater extent than the State requires. If they pay the tax from a 

mistaken interest in the individual taxed, to save his property or prevent his going 

to jail, it is because they have not considered wisely how far they let their private 

feelings interfere with the public good. 

 

This, then, is my position at present. But one cannot be too much on his guard in 

such a case, lest his actions be biassed by obstinacy, or an undue regard for the 

opinions of men. Let him see that he does only what belongs to himself and to the 

hour. 

 

I think sometimes, Why, this people mean well; they are only ignorant; they 

would do better if they knew how: why give your neighbors this pain to treat you 

as they are not inclined to? But I think, again, this is no reason why I should do as 

they do, or permit others to suffer much greater pain of a different kind. Again, I 

sometimes say to myself, When many millions of men, without heat, without ill-

will, without personal feeling of any kind, demand of you a few shillings only, 

without the possibility, such is their constitution, of retracting or altering their 

present demand, and without the possibility, on your side, of appeal to any other 

millions, why expose yourself to this overwhelming brute force? You do not resist 

cold and hunger, the winds and the waves, thus obstinately; you quietly submit to 

a thousand similar necessities. You do not put your head into the fire. But just in 

proportion as I regard this as not wholly a brute force, but partly a human force, 

and consider that I have relations to those millions as to so many millions of men, 

and not of mere brute or inanimate things, I see that appeal is possible, first and 

instantaneously, from them to the Maker of them, and, secondly, from them to 

themselves. But, if I put my head deliberately into the fire, there is no appeal to 

fire or to the Maker of fire, and I have only myself to blame. If I could convince 

myself that I have any right to be satisfied with men as they are, and to treat them 

accordingly, and not according, in some respects, to my requisitions and 

expectations of what they and I ought to be, then, like a good Mussulman and 

fatalist, I should endeavor to be satisfied with things as they are, and say it is the 
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will of God. And, above all, there is this difference between resisting this and a 

purely brute or natural force, that I can resist this with some effect; but I cannot 

expect, like Orpheus, to change the nature of the rocks and trees and beasts. 

 

I do not wish to quarrel with any man or nation. I do not wish to split hairs, to 

make fine distinctions, or set myself up as better than my neighbors. I seek rather, 

I may say, even an excuse for conforming to the laws of the land. I am but too 

ready to conform to them. Indeed I have reason to suspect myself on this head; 

and each year, as the tax-gatherer comes round, I find myself disposed to review 

the acts and position of the general and state governments, and the spirit of the 

people to discover a pretext for conformity. 

 

“We must affect our country as our parents, 

And if at any time we alienate 

Our love of industry from doing it honor, 

We must respect effects and teach the soul 

Matter of conscience and religion, 

And not desire of rule or benefit.” 

 

I believe that the State will soon be able to take all my work of this sort out of my 

hands, and then I shall be no better patriot than my fellow-countrymen. Seen from 

a lower point of view, the Constitution, with all its faults, is very good; the law 

and the courts are very respectable; even this State and this American government 

are, in many respects, very admirable, and rare things, to be thankful for, such as a 

great many have described them; seen from a higher still, and the highest, who 

shall say what they are, or that they are worth looking at or thinking of at all? 

 

However, the government does not concern me much, and I shall bestow the 

fewest possible thoughts on it. It is not many moments that I live under a 

government, even in this world. If a man is thought-free, fancy-free, imagination-

free, that which is not never for a long time appearing to be to him, unwise rulers 

or reformers cannot fatally interrupt him. 

 

I know that most men think differently from myself; but those whose lives are by 

profession devoted to the study of these or kindred subjects content me as little as 

any. Statesmen and legislators, standing so completely within the institution, 

never distinctly and nakedly behold it. They speak of moving society, but have no 

resting-place without it. They may be men of a certain experience and 

discrimination, and have no doubt invented ingenious and even useful systems, 

for which we sincerely thank them; but all their wit and usefulness lie within 

certain not very wide limits. They are wont to forget that the world is not 

governed by policy and expediency. Webster never goes behind government, and 

so cannot speak with authority about it. His words are wisdom to those legislators 

who contemplate no essential reform in the existing government; but for thinkers, 

and those who legislate for all time, he never once glances at the subject. I know 

of those whose serene and wise speculations on this theme would soon reveal the 
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limits of his mind’s range and hospitality. Yet, compared with the cheap 

professions of most reformers, and the still cheaper wisdom and eloquence of 

politicians in general, his are almost the only sensible and valuable words, and we 

thank Heaven for him. Comparatively, he is always strong, original, and, above 

all, practical. Still his quality is not wisdom, but prudence. The lawyer’s truth is 

not Truth, but consistency or a consistent expediency. Truth is always in harmony 

with herself, and is not concerned chiefly to reveal the justice that may consist 

with wrong-doing. He well deserves to be called, as he has been called, the 

Defender of the Constitution. There are really no blows to be given by him but 

defensive ones. He is not a leader, but a follower. His leaders are the men of ’87. 

“I have never made an effort,” he says, “and never propose to make an effort; I 

have never countenanced an effort, and never mean to countenance an effort, to 

disturb the arrangement as originally made, by which the various States came into 

the Union.” Still thinking of the sanction which the Constitution gives to slavery, 

he says, “Because it was part of the original compact,—let it stand.” 

Notwithstanding his special acuteness and ability, he is unable to take a fact out of 

its merely political relations, and behold it as it lies absolutely to be disposed of 

by the intellect,—what, for instance, it behoves a man to do here in America 

today with regard to slavery, but ventures, or is driven, to make some such 

desperate answer as the following, while professing to speak absolutely, and as a 

private man,—from which what new and singular code of social duties might be 

inferred?—“The manner,” says he, “in which the governments of those States 

where slavery exists are to regulate it, is for their own consideration, under the 

responsibility to their constituents, to the general laws of propriety, humanity, and 

justice, and to God. Associations formed elsewhere, springing from a feeling of 

humanity, or any other cause, have nothing whatever to do with it. They have 

never received any encouragement from me and they never will.” [These extracts 

have been inserted since the Lecture was read —HDT] 

 

They who know of no purer sources of truth, who have traced up its stream no 

higher, stand, and wisely stand, by the Bible and the Constitution, and drink at it 

there with reverence and humanity; but they who behold where it comes trickling 

into this lake or that pool, gird up their loins once more, and continue their 

pilgrimage toward its fountain-head. 

 

No man with a genius for legislation has appeared in America. They are rare in 

the history of the world. There are orators, politicians, and eloquent men, by the 

thousand; but the speaker has not yet opened his mouth to speak who is capable of 

settling the much-vexed questions of the day. We love eloquence for its own sake, 

and not for any truth which it may utter, or any heroism it may inspire. Our 

legislators have not yet learned the comparative value of free-trade and of 

freedom, of union, and of rectitude, to a nation. They have no genius or talent for 

comparatively humble questions of taxation and finance, commerce and 

manufactures and agriculture. If we were left solely to the wordy wit of legislators 

in Congress for our guidance, uncorrected by the seasonable experience and the 

effectual complaints of the people, America would not long retain her rank among 
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the nations. For eighteen hundred years, though perchance I have no right to say 

it, the New Testament has been written; yet where is the legislator who has 

wisdom and practical talent enough to avail himself of the light which it sheds on 

the science of legislation. 

 

The authority of government, even such as I am willing to submit to,—for I will 

cheerfully obey those who know and can do better than I, and in many things even 

those who neither know nor can do so well,—is still an impure one: to be strictly 

just, it must have the sanction and consent of the governed. It can have no pure 

right over my person and property but what I concede to it. The progress from an 

absolute to a limited monarchy, from a limited monarchy to a democracy, is a 

progress toward a true respect for the individual. Even the Chinese philosopher 

was wise enough to regard the individual as the basis of the empire. Is a 

democracy, such as we know it, the last improvement possible in government? Is 

it not possible to take a step further towards recognizing and organizing the rights 

of man? There will never be a really free and enlightened State, until the State 

comes to recognize the individual as a higher and independent power, from which 

all its own power and authority are derived, and treats him accordingly. I please 

myself with imagining a State at last which can afford to be just to all men, and to 

treat the individual with respect as a neighbor; which even would not think it 

inconsistent with its own repose, if a few were to live aloof from it, not meddling 

with it, nor embraced by it, who fulfilled all the duties of neighbors and fellow-

men. A State which bore this kind of fruit, and suffered it to drop off as fast as it 

ripened, would prepare the way for a still more perfect and glorious State, which 

also I have imagined, but not yet anywhere seen. 

 
2.12.2 From Walden (1854) 
 

“Where I Lived and What I Lived For”  

 

At a certain season of our life we are accustomed to consider every spot as the 

possible site of a house. I have thus surveyed the country on every side within a 

dozen miles of where I live. In imagination I have bought all the farms in 

succession, for all were to be bought, and I knew their price. I walked over each 

farmer’s premises, tasted his wild apples, discoursed on husbandry with him, 

took his farm at his price, at any price, mortgaging it to him in my mind; even 

put a higher price on it,—took everything but a deed of it,—took his word for his 

deed, for I dearly love to talk,—cultivated it, and him too to some extent, I trust, 

and withdrew when I had enjoyed it long enough, leaving him to carry it on. This 

experience entitled me to be regarded as a sort of real-estate broker by my 

friends. Wherever I sat, there I might live, and the landscape radiated from me 

accordingly. What is a house but a sedes, a seat?—better if a country seat. I 

discovered many a site for a house not likely to be soon improved, which some 

might have thought too far from the village, but to my eyes the village was too 

far from it. Well, there I might live, I said; and there I did live, for an hour, a 

summer and a winter life; saw how I could let the years run off, buffet the winter 
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through, and see the spring come in. The future inhabitants of this region, 

wherever they may place their houses, may be sure that they have been 

anticipated. An afternoon sufficed to lay out the land into orchard, woodlot, and 

pasture, and to decide what fine oaks or pines should be left to stand before the 

door, and whence each blasted tree could be seen to the best advantage; and then 

I let it lie, fallow perchance, for a man is rich in proportion to the number of 

things which he can afford to let alone. 

 

My imagination carried me so far that I even had the refusal of several farms,—

the refusal was all I wanted,—but I never got my fingers burned by actual 

possession. The nearest that I came to actual possession was when I bought the 

Hollowell place, and had begun to sort my seeds, and collected materials with 

which to make a wheelbarrow to carry it on or off with; but before the owner 

gave me a deed of it, his wife—every man has such a wife—changed her mind 

and wished to keep it, and he offered me ten dollars to release him. Now, to 

speak the truth, I had but ten cents in the world, and it surpassed my arithmetic to 

tell, if I was that man who had ten cents, or who had a farm, or ten dollars, or all 

together. However, I let him keep the ten dollars and the farm too, for I had 

carried it far enough; or rather, to be generous, I sold him the farm for just what I 

gave for it, and, as he was not a rich man, made him a present of ten dollars, and 

still had my ten cents, and seeds, and materials for a wheelbarrow left. I found 

thus that I had been a rich man without any damage to my poverty. But I retained 

the landscape, and I have since annually carried off what it yielded without a 

wheelbarrow. With respect to landscapes,— 

 

“I am monarch of all I survey, 

My right there is none to dispute.” 

 

I have frequently seen a poet withdraw, having enjoyed the most valuable part of 

a farm, while the crusty farmer supposed that he had got a few wild apples only. 

Why, the owner does not know it for many years when a poet has put his farm in 

rhyme, the most admirable kind of invisible fence, has fairly impounded it, 

milked it, skimmed it, and got all the cream, and left the farmer only the 

skimmed milk. 

 

The real attractions of the Hollowell farm, to me, were; its complete retirement, 

being, about two miles from the village, half a mile from the nearest neighbor, 

and separated from the highway by a broad field; its bounding on the river, 

which the owner said protected it by its fogs from frosts in the spring, though 

that was nothing to me; the gray color and ruinous state of the house and barn, 

and the dilapidated fences, which put such an interval between me and the last 

occupant; the hollow and lichen-covered apple trees, gnawed by rabbits, showing 

what kind of neighbors I should have; but above all, the recollection I had of it 

from my earliest voyages up the river, when the house was concealed behind a 

dense grove of red maples, through which I heard the house-dog bark. I was in 

haste to buy it, before the proprietor finished getting out some rocks, cutting 
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down the hollow apple trees, and grubbing up some young birches which had 

sprung up in the pasture, or, in short, had made any more of his improvements. 

To enjoy these advantages I was ready to carry it on; like Atlas, to take the world 

on my shoulders,—I never heard what compensation he received for that,—and 

do all those things which had no other motive or excuse but that I might pay for 

it and be unmolested in my possession of it; for I knew all the while that it would 

yield the most abundant crop of the kind I wanted if I could only afford to let it 

alone. But it turned out as I have said. 

 

All that I could say, then, with respect to farming on a large scale, (I have always 

cultivated a garden,) was, that I had had my seeds ready. Many think that seeds 

improve with age. I have no doubt that time discriminates between the good and 

the bad; and when at last I shall plant, I shall be less likely to be disappointed. 

But I would say to my fellows, once for all, As long as possible live free and 

uncommitted. It makes but little difference whether you are committed to a farm 

or the county jail. 

 

Old Cato, whose “De Re Rusticâ” is my “Cultivator,” says, and the only 

translation I have seen makes sheer nonsense of the passage, “When you think of 

getting a farm, turn it thus in your mind, not to buy greedily; nor spare your pains 

to look at it, and do not think it enough to go round it once. The oftener you go 

there the more it will please you, if it is good.” I think I shall not buy greedily, 

but go round and round it as long as I live, and be buried in it first, that it may 

please me the more at last. 

 

The present was my next experiment of this kind, which I purpose to describe 

more at length; for convenience, putting the experience of two years into one. As 

I have said, I do not propose to write an ode to dejection, but to brag as lustily as 

chanticleer in the morning, standing on his roost, if only to wake my neighbors 

up. 

 

When first I took up my abode in the woods, that is, began to spend my nights as 

well as days there, which, by accident, was on Independence Day, or the Fourth 

of July, 1845, my house was not finished for winter, but was merely a defence 

against the rain, without plastering or chimney, the walls being of rough, 

weather-stained boards, with wide chinks, which made it cool at night. The 

upright white hewn studs and freshly planed door and window casings gave it a 

clean and airy look, especially in the morning, when its timbers were saturated 

with dew, so that I fancied that by noon some sweet gum would exude from 

them. To my imagination it retained throughout the day more or less of this 

auroral character, reminding me of a certain house on a mountain which I had 

visited the year before. This was an airy and unplastered cabin, fit to entertain a 

travelling god, and where a goddess might trail her garments. The winds which 

passed over my dwelling were such as sweep over the ridges of mountains, 

bearing the broken strains, or celestial parts only, of terrestrial music. The 
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morning wind forever blows, the poem of creation is uninterrupted; but few are 

the ears that hear it. Olympus is but the outside of the earth every where. 

 

The only house I had been the owner of before, if I except a boat, was a tent, 

which I used occasionally when making excursions in the summer, and this is 

still rolled up in my garret; but the boat, after passing from hand to hand, has 

gone down the stream of time. With this more substantial shelter about me, I had 

made some progress toward settling in the world. This frame, so slightly clad, 

was a sort of crystallization around me, and reacted on the builder. It was 

suggestive somewhat as a picture in outlines. I did not need to go outdoors to 

take the air, for the atmosphere within had lost none of its freshness. It was not 

so much within doors as behind a door where I sat, even in the rainiest weather. 

The Harivansa says, “An abode without birds is like a meat without seasoning.” 

Such was not my abode, for I found myself suddenly neighbor to the birds; not 

by having imprisoned one, but having caged myself near them. I was not only 

nearer to some of those which commonly frequent the garden and the orchard, 

but to those wilder and more thrilling songsters of the forest which never, or 

rarely, serenade a villager,—the wood-thrush, the veery, the scarlet tanager, the 

field-sparrow, the whippoorwill, and many others. 

 

I was seated by the shore of a small pond, about a mile and a half south of the 

village of Concord and somewhat higher than it, in the midst of an extensive 

wood between that town and Lincoln, and about two miles south of that our only 

field known to fame, Concord Battle Ground; but I was so low in the woods that 

the opposite shore, half a mile off, like the rest, covered with wood, was my most 

distant horizon. For the first week, whenever I looked out on the pond it 

impressed me like a tarn high up on the side of a mountain, its bottom far above 

the surface of other lakes, and, as the sun arose, I saw it throwing off its nightly 

clothing of mist, and here and there, by degrees, its soft ripples or its smooth 

reflecting surface was revealed, while the mists, like ghosts, were stealthily 

withdrawing in every direction into the woods, as at the breaking up of some 

nocturnal conventicle. The very dew seemed to hang upon the trees later into the 

day than usual, as on the sides of mountains. 

 

This small lake was of most value as a neighbor in the intervals of a gentle rain 

storm in August, when, both air and water being perfectly still, but the sky 

overcast, mid-afternoon had all the serenity of evening, and the wood-thrush 

sang around, and was heard from shore to shore. A lake like this is never 

smoother than at such a time; and the clear portion of the air above it being 

shallow and darkened by clouds, the water, full of light and reflections, becomes 

a lower heaven itself so much the more important. From a hill top near by, where 

the wood had been recently cut off, there was a pleasing vista southward across 

the pond, through a wide indentation in the hills which form the shore there, 

where their opposite sides sloping toward each other suggested a stream flowing 

out in that direction through a wooded valley, but stream there was none. That 

way I looked between and over the near green hills to some distant and higher 
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ones in the horizon, tinged with blue. Indeed, by standing on tiptoe I could catch 

a glimpse of some of the peaks of the still bluer and more distant mountain 

ranges in the north-west, those true-blue coins from heaven’s own mint, and also 

of some portion of the village. But in other directions, even from this point, I 

could not see over or beyond the woods which surrounded me. It is well to have 

some water in your neighborhood, to give buoyancy to and float the earth. One 

value even of the smallest well is, that when you look into it you see that earth is 

not continent but insular. This is as important as that it keeps butter cool. When I 

looked across the pond from this peak toward the Sudbury meadows, which in 

time of flood I distinguished elevated perhaps by a mirage in their seething 

valley, like a coin in a basin, all the earth beyond the pond appeared like a thin 

crust insulated and floated even by this small sheet of interverting water, and I 

was reminded that this on which I dwelt was but dry land. 

 

Though the view from my door was still more contracted, I did not feel crowded 

or confined in the least. There was pasture enough for my imagination. The low 

shrub-oak plateau to which the opposite shore arose, stretched away toward the 

prairies of the West and the steppes of Tartary, affording ample room for all the 

roving families of men. “There are none happy in the world but beings who 

enjoy freely a vast horizon,”—said Damodara, when his herds required new and 

larger pastures. 

 

Both place and time were changed, and I dwelt nearer to those parts of the 

universe and to those eras in history which had most attracted me. Where I lived 

was as far off as many a region viewed nightly by astronomers. We are wont to 

imagine rare and delectable places in some remote and more celestial corner of 

the system, behind the constellation of Cassiopeia’s Chair, far from noise and 

disturbance. I discovered that my house actually had its site in such a withdrawn, 

but forever new and unprofaned, part of the universe. If it were worth the while 

to settle in those parts near to the Pleiades or the Hyades, to Aldebaran or Altair, 

then I was really there, or at an equal remoteness from the life which I had left 

behind, dwindled and twinkling with as fine a ray to my nearest neighbor, and to 

be seen only in moonless nights by him. Such was that part of creation where I 

had squatted;— 

 

“There was a shepherd that did live, 

    And held his thoughts as high 

As were the mounts whereon his flocks 

    Did hourly feed him by.” 

 

What should we think of the shepherd’s life if his flocks always wandered to 

higher pastures than his thoughts? 

 

Every morning was a cheerful invitation to make my life of equal simplicity, and 

I may say innocence, with Nature herself. I have been as sincere a worshipper of 

Aurora as the Greeks. I got up early and bathed in the pond; that was a religious 
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exercise, and one of the best things which I did. They say that characters were 

engraven on the bathing tub of king Tching-thang to this effect: “Renew thyself 

completely each day; do it again, and again, and forever again.” I can understand 

that. Morning brings back the heroic ages. I was as much affected by the faint 

hum of a mosquito making its invisible and unimaginable tour through my 

apartment at earliest dawn, when I was sitting with door and windows open, as I 

could be by any trumpet that ever sang of fame. It was Homer’s requiem; itself 

an Iliad and Odyssey in the air, singing its own wrath and wanderings. There was 

something cosmical about it; a standing advertisement, till forbidden, of the 

everlasting vigor and fertility of the world. The morning, which is the most 

memorable season of the day, is the awakening hour. Then there is least 

somnolence in us; and for an hour, at least, some part of us awakes which 

slumbers all the rest of the day and night. Little is to be expected of that day, if it 

can be called a day, to which we are not awakened by our Genius, but by the 

mechanical nudgings of some servitor, are not awakened by our own newly-

acquired force and aspirations from within, accompanied by the undulations of 

celestial music, instead of factory bells, and a fragrance filling the air—to a 

higher life than we fell asleep from; and thus the darkness bear its fruit, and 

prove itself to be good, no less than the light. That man who does not believe that 

each day contains an earlier, more sacred, and auroral hour than he has yet 

profaned, has despaired of life, and is pursuing a descending and darkening way. 

After a partial cessation of his sensuous life, the soul of man, or its organs rather, 

are reinvigorated each day, and his Genius tries again what noble life it can 

make. All memorable events, I should say, transpire in morning time and in a 

morning atmosphere. The Vedas say, “All intelligences awake with the 

morning.” Poetry and art, and the fairest and most memorable of the actions of 

men, date from such an hour. All poets and heroes, like Memnon, are the 

children of Aurora, and emit their music at sunrise. To him whose elastic and 

vigorous thought keeps pace with the sun, the day is a perpetual morning. It 

matters not what the clocks say or the attitudes and labors of men. Morning is 

when I am awake and there is a dawn in me. Moral reform is the effort to throw 

off sleep. Why is it that men give so poor an account of their day if they have not 

been slumbering? They are not such poor calculators. If they had not been 

overcome with drowsiness, they would have performed something. The millions 

are awake enough for physical labor; but only one in a million is awake enough 

for effective intellectual exertion, only one in a hundred millions to a poetic or 

divine life. To be awake is to be alive. I have never yet met a man who was quite 

awake. How could I have looked him in the face? 

 

We must learn to reawaken and keep ourselves awake, not by mechanical aids, 

but by an infinite expectation of the dawn, which does not forsake us in our 

soundest sleep. I know of no more encouraging fact than the unquestionable 

ability of man to elevate his life by a conscious endeavor. It is something to be 

able to paint a particular picture, or to carve a statue, and so to make a few 

objects beautiful; but it is far more glorious to carve and paint the very 

atmosphere and medium through which we look, which morally we can do. To 
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affect the quality of the day, that is the highest of arts. Every man is tasked to 

make his life, even in its details, worthy of the contemplation of his most 

elevated and critical hour. If we refused, or rather used up, such paltry 

information as we get, the oracles would distinctly inform us how this might be 

done. 

 

I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the 

essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, 

when I came to die, discover that I had not lived. I did not wish to live what was 

not life, living is so dear; nor did I wish to practise resignation, unless it was 

quite necessary. I wanted to live deep and suck out all the marrow of life, to live 

so sturdily and Spartan-like as to put to rout all that was not life, to cut a broad 

swath and shave close, to drive life into a corner, and reduce it to its lowest 

terms, and, if it proved to be mean, why then to get the whole and genuine 

meanness of it, and publish its meanness to the world; or if it were sublime, to 

know it by experience, and be able to give a true account of it in my next 

excursion. For most men, it appears to me, are in a strange uncertainty about it, 

whether it is of the devil or of God, and have somewhat hastily concluded that it 

is the chief end of man here to “glorify God and enjoy him forever.” 

 

Still we live meanly, like ants; though the fable tells us that we were long ago 

changed into men; like pygmies we fight with cranes; it is error upon error, and 

clout upon clout, and our best virtue has for its occasion a superfluous and 

evitable wretchedness. Our life is frittered away by detail. An honest man has 

hardly need to count more than his ten fingers, or in extreme cases he may add 

his ten toes, and lump the rest. Simplicity, simplicity, simplicity! I say, let your 

affairs be as two or three, and not a hundred or a thousand; instead of a million 

count half a dozen, and keep your accounts on your thumb nail. In the midst of 

this chopping sea of civilized life, such are the clouds and storms and quicksands 

and thousand-and-one items to be allowed for, that a man has to live, if he would 

not founder and go to the bottom and not make his port at all, by dead reckoning, 

and he must be a great calculator indeed who succeeds. Simplify, simplify. 

Instead of three meals a day, if it be necessary eat but one; instead of a hundred 

dishes, five; and reduce other things in proportion. Our life is like a German 

Confederacy, made up of petty states, with its boundary forever fluctuating, so 

that even a German cannot tell you how it is bounded at any moment. The nation 

itself, with all its so called internal improvements, which, by the way are all 

external and superficial, is just such an unwieldy and overgrown establishment, 

cluttered with furniture and tripped up by its own traps, ruined by luxury and 

heedless expense, by want of calculation and a worthy aim, as the million 

households in the land; and the only cure for it as for them is in a rigid economy, 

a stern and more than Spartan simplicity of life and elevation of purpose. It lives 

too fast. Men think that it is essential that the Nation have commerce, and export 

ice, and talk through a telegraph, and ride thirty miles an hour, without a doubt, 

whether they do or not; but whether we should live like baboons or like men, is a 

little uncertain. If we do not get out sleepers, and forge rails, and devote days and 
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nights to the work, but go to tinkering upon our lives to improve them, who will 

build railroads? And if railroads are not built, how shall we get to heaven in 

season? But if we stay at home and mind our business, who will want railroads? 

We do not ride on the railroad; it rides upon us. Did you ever think what those 

sleepers are that underlie the railroad? Each one is a man, an Irish-man, or a 

Yankee man. The rails are laid on them, and they are covered with sand, and the 

cars run smoothly over them. They are sound sleepers, I assure you. And every 

few years a new lot is laid down and run over; so that, if some have the pleasure 

of riding on a rail, others have the misfortune to be ridden upon. And when they 

run over a man that is walking in his sleep, a supernumerary sleeper in the wrong 

position, and wake him up, they suddenly stop the cars, and make a hue and cry 

about it, as if this were an exception. I am glad to know that it takes a gang of 

men for every five miles to keep the sleepers down and level in their beds as it is, 

for this is a sign that they may sometime get up again. 

 

Why should we live with such hurry and waste of life? We are determined to be 

starved before we are hungry. Men say that a stitch in time saves nine, and so 

they take a thousand stitches to-day to save nine to-morrow. As for work, we 

haven’t any of any consequence. We have the Saint Vitus’ dance, and cannot 

possibly keep our heads still. If I should only give a few pulls at the parish bell-

rope, as for a fire, that is, without setting the bell, there is hardly a man on his 

farm in the outskirts of Concord, notwithstanding that press of engagements 

which was his excuse so many times this morning, nor a boy, nor a woman, I 

might almost say, but would forsake all and follow that sound, not mainly to save 

property from the flames, but, if we will confess the truth, much more to see it 

burn, since burn it must, and we, be it known, did not set it on fire,—or to see it 

put out, and have a hand in it, if that is done as handsomely; yes, even if it were 

the parish church itself. Hardly a man takes a half hour’s nap after dinner, but 

when he wakes he holds up his head and asks, “What’s the news?” as if the rest 

of mankind had stood his sentinels. Some give directions to be waked every half 

hour, doubtless for no other purpose; and then, to pay for it, they tell what they 

have dreamed. After a night’s sleep the news is as indispensable as the breakfast. 

“Pray tell me any thing new that has happened to a man any where on this 

globe,”—and he reads it over his coffee and rolls, that a man has had his eyes 

gouged out this morning on the Wachito River; never dreaming the while that he 

lives in the dark unfathomed mammoth cave of this world, and has but the 

rudiment of an eye himself. 

 

For my part, I could easily do without the post-office. I think that there are very 

few important communications made through it. To speak critically, I never 

received more than one or two letters in my life—I wrote this some years ago—

that were worth the postage. The penny-post is, commonly, an institution through 

which you seriously offer a man that penny for his thoughts which is so often 

safely offered in jest. And I am sure that I never read any memorable news in a 

newspaper. If we read of one man robbed, or murdered, or killed by accident, or 

one house burned, or one vessel wrecked, or one steamboat blown up, or one 
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cow run over on the Western Railroad, or one mad dog killed, or one lot of 

grasshoppers in the winter,—we never need read of another. One is enough. If 

you are acquainted with the principle, what do you care for a myriad instances 

and applications? To a philosopher all news, as it is called, is gossip, and they 

who edit and read it are old women over their tea. Yet not a few are greedy after 

this gossip. There was such a rush, as I hear, the other day at one of the offices to 

learn the foreign news by the last arrival, that several large squares of plate glass 

belonging to the establishment were broken by the pressure,—news which I 

seriously think a ready wit might write a twelve-month, or twelve years, 

beforehand with sufficient accuracy. As for Spain, for instance, if you know how 

to throw in Don Carlos and the Infanta, and Don Pedro and Seville and Granada, 

from time to time in the right proportions,—they may have changed the names a 

little since I saw the papers,—and serve up a bull-fight when other 

entertainments fail, it will be true to the letter, and give us as good an idea of the 

exact state or ruin of things in Spain as the most succinct and lucid reports under 

this head in the newspapers: and as for England, almost the last significant scrap 

of news from that quarter was the revolution of 1649; and if you have learned the 

history of her crops for an average year, you never need attend to that thing 

again, unless your speculations are of a merely pecuniary character. If one may 

judge who rarely looks into the newspapers, nothing new does ever happen in 

foreign parts, a French revolution not excepted. 

 

What news! how much more important to know what that is which was never 

old! “Kieou-he-yu (great dignitary of the state of Wei) sent a man to Khoung-

tseu to know his news. Khoung-tseu caused the messenger to be seated near him, 

and questioned him in these terms: What is your master doing? The messenger 

answered with respect: My master desires to diminish the number of his faults, 

but he cannot come to the end of them. The messenger being gone, the 

philosopher remarked: What a worthy messenger! What a worthy messenger!” 

The preacher, instead of vexing the ears of drowsy farmers on their day of rest at 

the end of the week,—for Sunday is the fit conclusion of an ill-spent week, and 

not the fresh and brave beginning of a new one,—with this one other draggle-tail 

of a sermon, should shout with thundering voice, “Pause! Avast! Why so 

seeming fast, but deadly slow?” 

 

Shams and delusions are esteemed for soundest truths, while reality is fabulous. 

If men would steadily observe realities only, and not allow themselves to be 

deluded, life, to compare it with such things as we know, would be like a fairy 

tale and the Arabian Nights’ Entertainments. If we respected only what is 

inevitable and has a right to be, music and poetry would resound along the 

streets. When we are unhurried and wise, we perceive that only great and worthy 

things have any permanent and absolute existence,—that petty fears and petty 

pleasures are but the shadow of the reality. This is always exhilarating and 

sublime. By closing the eyes and slumbering, and consenting to be deceived by 

shows, men establish and confirm their daily life of routine and habit 

everywhere, which still is built on purely illusory foundations. Children, who 
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play life, discern its true law and relations more clearly than men, who fail to live 

it worthily, but who think that they are wiser by experience, that is, by failure. I 

have read in a Hindoo book, that “there was a king’s son, who, being expelled in 

infancy from his native city, was brought up by a forester, and, growing up to 

maturity in that state, imagined himself to belong to the barbarous race with 

which he lived. One of his father’s ministers having discovered him, revealed to 

him what he was, and the misconception of his character was removed, and he 

knew himself to be a prince. So soul,” continues the Hindoo philosopher, “from 

the circumstances in which it is placed, mistakes its own character, until the truth 

is revealed to it by some holy teacher, and then it knows itself to be Brahme.” I 

perceive that we inhabitants of New England live this mean life that we do 

because our vision does not penetrate the surface of things. We think that 

that is which appears to be. If a man should walk through this town and see only 

the reality, where, think you, would the “Mill-dam” go to? If he should give us 

an account of the realities he beheld there, we should not recognize the place in 

his description. Look at a meeting-house, or a court-house, or a jail, or a shop, or 

a dwelling-house, and say what that thing really is before a true gaze, and they 

would all go to pieces in your account of them. Men esteem truth remote, in the 

outskirts of the system, behind the farthest star, before Adam and after the last 

man. In eternity there is indeed something true and sublime. But all these times 

and places and occasions are now and here. God himself culminates in the 

present moment, and will never be more divine in the lapse of all the ages. And 

we are enabled to apprehend at all what is sublime and noble only by the 

perpetual instilling and drenching of the reality that surrounds us. The universe 

constantly and obediently answers to our conceptions; whether we travel fast or 

slow, the track is laid for us. Let us spend our lives in conceiving then. The poet 

or the artist never yet had so fair and noble a design but some of his posterity at 

least could accomplish it. 

 

Let us spend one day as deliberately as Nature, and not be thrown off the track 

by every nutshell and mosquito’s wing that falls on the rails. Let us rise early and 

fast, or break fast, gently and without perturbation; let company come and let 

company go, let the bells ring and the children cry,—determined to make a day 

of it. Why should we knock under and go with the stream? Let us not be upset 

and overwhelmed in that terrible rapid and whirlpool called a dinner, situated in 

the meridian shallows. Weather this danger and you are safe, for the rest of the 

way is down hill. With unrelaxed nerves, with morning vigor, sail by it, looking 

another way, tied to the mast like Ulysses. If the engine whistles, let it whistle till 

it is hoarse for its pains. If the bell rings, why should we run? We will consider 

what kind of music they are like. Let us settle ourselves, and work and wedge 

our feet downward through the mud and slush of opinion, and prejudice, and 

tradition, and delusion, and appearance, that alluvion which covers the globe, 

through Paris and London, through New York and Boston and Concord, through 

church and state, through poetry and philosophy and religion, till we come to a 

hard bottom and rocks in place, which we can call reality, and say, This is, and 

no mistake; and then begin, having a point d’appui, below freshet and frost and 
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fire, a place where you might found a wall or a state, or set a lamp-post safely, or 

perhaps a gauge, not a Nilometer, but a Realometer, that future ages might know 

how deep a freshet of shams and appearances had gathered from time to time. If 

you stand right fronting and face to face to a fact, you will see the sun glimmer 

on both its surfaces, as if it were a cimeter, and feel its sweet edge dividing you 

through the heart and marrow, and so you will happily conclude your mortal 

career. Be it life or death, we crave only reality. If we are really dying, let us hear 

the rattle in our throats and feel cold in the extremities; if we are alive, let us go 

about our business. 

 

Time is but the stream I go a-fishing in. I drink at it; but while I drink I see the 

sandy bottom and detect how shallow it is. Its thin current slides away, but 

eternity remains. I would drink deeper; fish in the sky, whose bottom is pebbly 

with stars. I cannot count one. I know not the first letter of the alphabet. I have 

always been regretting that I was not as wise as the day I was born. The intellect 

is a cleaver; it discerns and rifts its way into the secret of things. I do not wish to 

be any more busy with my hands than is necessary. My head is hands and feet. I 

feel all my best faculties concentrated in it. My instinct tells me that my head is 

an organ for burrowing, as some creatures use their snout and fore-paws, and 

with it I would mine and burrow my way through these hills. I think that the 

richest vein is somewhere hereabouts; so by the divining-rod and thin rising 

vapors I judge; and here I will begin to mine. 

 

“Solitude”  

 

This is a delicious evening, when the whole body is one sense, and imbibes 

delight through every pore. I go and come with a strange liberty in Nature, a part 

of herself. As I walk along the stony shore of the pond in my shirt sleeves, 

though it is cool as well as cloudy and windy, and I see nothing special to attract 

me, all the elements are unusually congenial to me. The bullfrogs trump to usher 

in the night, and the note of the whippoorwill is borne on the rippling wind from 

over the water. Sympathy with the fluttering alder and poplar leaves almost takes 

away my breath; yet, like the lake, my serenity is rippled but not ruffled. These 

small waves raised by the evening wind are as remote from storm as the smooth 

reflecting surface. Though it is now dark, the wind still blows and roars in the 

wood, the waves still dash, and some creatures lull the rest with their notes. The 

repose is never complete. The wildest animals do not repose, but seek their prey 

now; the fox, and skunk, and rabbit, now roam the fields and woods without fear. 

They are Nature’s watchmen,—links which connect the days of animated life. 

 

When I return to my house I find that visitors have been there and left their 

cards, either a bunch of flowers, or a wreath of evergreen, or a name in pencil on 

a yellow walnut leaf or a chip. They who come rarely to the woods take some 

little piece of the forest into their hands to play with by the way, which they 

leave, either intentionally or accidentally. One has peeled a willow wand, woven 

it into a ring, and dropped it on my table. I could always tell if visitors had called 
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in my absence, either by the bended twigs or grass, or the print of their shoes, 

and generally of what sex or age or quality they were by some slight trace left, as 

a flower dropped, or a bunch of grass plucked and thrown away, even as far off 

as the railroad, half a mile distant, or by the lingering odor of a cigar or pipe. 

Nay, I was frequently notified of the passage of a traveller along the highway 

sixty rods off by the scent of his pipe. 

 

There is commonly sufficient space about us. Our horizon is never quite at our 

elbows. The thick wood is not just at our door, nor the pond, but somewhat is 

always clearing, familiar and worn by us, appropriated and fenced in some way, 

and reclaimed from Nature. For what reason have I this vast range and circuit, 

some square miles of unfrequented forest, for my privacy, abandoned to me by 

men? My nearest neighbor is a mile distant, and no house is visible from any 

place but the hill-tops within half a mile of my own. I have my horizon bounded 

by woods all to myself; a distant view of the railroad where it touches the pond 

on the one hand, and of the fence which skirts the woodland road on the other. 

But for the most part it is as solitary where I live as on the prairies. It is as much 

Asia or Africa as New England. I have, as it were, my own sun and moon and 

stars, and a little world all to myself. At night there was never a traveller passed 

my house, or knocked at my door, more than if I were the first or last man; 

unless it were in the spring, when at long intervals some came from the village to 

fish for pouts,—they plainly fished much more in the Walden Pond of their own 

natures, and baited their hooks with darkness,—but they soon retreated, usually 

with light baskets, and left “the world to darkness and to me,” and the black 

kernel of the night was never profaned by any human neighborhood. I believe 

that men are generally still a little afraid of the dark, though the witches are all 

hung, and Christianity and candles have been introduced. 

 

Yet I experienced sometimes that the most sweet and tender, the most innocent 

and encouraging society may be found in any natural object, even for the poor 

misanthrope and most melancholy man. There can be no very black melancholy 

to him who lives in the midst of Nature and has his senses still. There was never 

yet such a storm but it was Æolian music to a healthy and innocent ear. Nothing 

can rightly compel a simple and brave man to a vulgar sadness. While I enjoy the 

friendship of the seasons I trust that nothing can make life a burden to me. The 

gentle rain which waters my beans and keeps me in the house to-day is not drear 

and melancholy, but good for me too. Though it prevents my hoeing them, it is 

of far more worth than my hoeing. If it should continue so long as to cause the 

seeds to rot in the ground and destroy the potatoes in the low lands, it would still 

be good for the grass on the uplands, and, being good for the grass, it would be 

good for me. Sometimes, when I compare myself with other men, it seems as if I 

were more favored by the gods than they, beyond any deserts that I am conscious 

of; as if I had a warrant and surety at their hands which my fellows have not, and 

were especially guided and guarded. I do not flatter myself, but if it be possible 

they flatter me. I have never felt lonesome, or in the least oppressed by a sense of 

solitude, but once, and that was a few weeks after I came to the woods, when, for 
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an hour, I doubted if the near neighborhood of man was not essential to a serene 

and healthy life. To be alone was something unpleasant. But I was at the same 

time conscious of a slight insanity in my mood, and seemed to foresee my 

recovery. In the midst of a gentle rain while these thoughts prevailed, I was 

suddenly sensible of such sweet and beneficent society in Nature, in the very 

pattering of the drops, and in every sound and sight around my house, an infinite 

and unaccountable friendliness all at once like an atmosphere sustaining me, as 

made the fancied advantages of human neighborhood insignificant, and I have 

never thought of them since. Every little pine needle expanded and swelled with 

sympathy and befriended me. I was so distinctly made aware of the presence of 

something kindred to me, even in scenes which we are accustomed to call wild 

and dreary, and also that the nearest of blood to me and humanest was not a 

person nor a villager, that I thought no place could ever be strange to me 

again.— 

 

“Mourning untimely consumes the sad; 

Few are their days in the land of the living, 

Beautiful daughter of Toscar.” 

 

Some of my pleasantest hours were during the long rain storms in the spring or 

fall, which confined me to the house for the afternoon as well as the forenoon, 

soothed by their ceaseless roar and pelting; when an early twilight ushered in a 

long evening in which many thoughts had time to take root and unfold 

themselves. In those driving north-east rains which tried the village houses so, 

when the maids stood ready with mop and pail in front entries to keep the deluge 

out, I sat behind my door in my little house, which was all entry, and thoroughly 

enjoyed its protection. In one heavy thunder shower the lightning struck a large 

pitch-pine across the pond, making a very conspicuous and perfectly regular 

spiral groove from top to bottom, an inch or more deep, and four or five inches 

wide, as you would groove a walking-stick. I passed it again the other day, and 

was struck with awe on looking up and beholding that mark, now more distinct 

than ever, where a terrific and resistless bolt came down out of the harmless sky 

eight years ago. Men frequently say to me, “I should think you would feel 

lonesome down there, and want to be nearer to folks, rainy and snowy days and 

nights especially.” I am tempted to reply to such,—This whole earth which we 

inhabit is but a point in space. How far apart, think you, dwell the two most 

distant inhabitants of yonder star, the breadth of whose disk cannot be 

appreciated by our instruments? Why should I feel lonely? is not our planet in 

the Milky Way? This which you put seems to me not to be the most important 

question. What sort of space is that which separates a man from his fellows and 

makes him solitary? I have found that no exertion of the legs can bring two 

minds much nearer to one another. What do we want most to dwell near to? Not 

to many men surely, the depot, the post-office, the bar-room, the meeting-house, 

the school-house, the grocery, Beacon Hill, or the Five Points, where men most 

congregate, but to the perennial source of our life, whence in all our experience 

we have found that to issue, as the willow stands near the water and sends out its 
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roots in that direction. This will vary with different natures, but this is the place 

where a wise man will dig his cellar.... I one evening overtook one of my 

townsmen, who has accumulated what is called “a handsome property,”—though 

I never got a fair view of it,—on the Walden road, driving a pair of cattle to 

market, who inquired of me how I could bring my mind to give up so many of 

the comforts of life. I answered that I was very sure I liked it passably well; I was 

not joking. And so I went home to my bed, and left him to pick his way through 

the darkness and the mud to Brighton,—or Bright-town,—which place he would 

reach some time in the morning. 

 

Any prospect of awakening or coming to life to a dead man makes indifferent all 

times and places. The place where that may occur is always the same, and 

indescribably pleasant to all our senses. For the most part we allow only outlying 

and transient circumstances to make our occasions. They are, in fact, the cause of 

our distraction. Nearest to all things is that power which fashions their 

being. Next to us the grandest laws are continually being executed. Next to us is 

not the workman whom we have hired, with whom we love so well to talk, but 

the workman whose work we are. 

 

“How vast and profound is the influence of the subtile powers of Heaven and of 

Earth!” 

 

“We seek to perceive them, and we do not see them; we seek to hear them, and 

we do not hear them; identified with the substance of things, they cannot be 

separated from them.” 

 

“The cause that in all the universe men purify and sanctify their hearts, and 

clothe themselves in their holiday garments to offer sacrifices and oblations to 

their ancestors. It is an ocean of subtile intelligences. They are every where, 

above us, on our left, on our right; they environ us on all sides.” 

 

We are the subjects of an experiment which is not a little interesting to me. Can 

we not do without the society of our gossips a little while under these 

circumstances,—have our own thoughts to cheer us? Confucius says truly, 

“Virtue does not remain as an abandoned orphan; it must of necessity have 

neighbors.” 

 

With thinking we may be beside ourselves in a sane sense. By a conscious effort 

of the mind we can stand aloof from actions and their consequences; and all 

things, good and bad, go by us like a torrent. We are not wholly involved in 

Nature. I may be either the drift-wood in the stream, or Indra in the sky looking 

down on it. I may be affected by a theatrical exhibition; on the other hand, I may 

not be affected by an actual event which appears to concern me much more. I 

only know myself as a human entity; the scene, so to speak, of thoughts and 

affections; and am sensible of a certain doubleness by which I can stand as 

remote from myself as from another. However intense my experience, I am 
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conscious of the presence and criticism of a part of me, which, as it were, is not a 

part of me, but spectator, sharing no experience, but taking note of it; and that is 

no more I than it is you. When the play, it may be the tragedy, of life is over, the 

spectator goes his way. It was a kind of fiction, a work of the imagination only, 

so far as he was concerned. This doubleness may easily make us poor neighbors 

and friends sometimes. 

 

I find it wholesome to be alone the greater part of the time. To be in company, 

even with the best, is soon wearisome and dissipating. I love to be alone. I never 

found the companion that was so companionable as solitude. We are for the most 

part more lonely when we go abroad among men than when we stay in our 

chambers. A man thinking or working is always alone, let him be where he will. 

Solitude is not measured by the miles of space that intervene between a man and 

his fellows. The really diligent student in one of the crowded hives of Cambridge 

College is as solitary as a dervish in the desert. The farmer can work alone in the 

field or the woods all day, hoeing or chopping, and not feel lonesome, because 

he is employed; but when he comes home at night he cannot sit down in a room 

alone, at the mercy of his thoughts, but must be where he can “see the folks,” and 

recreate, and as he thinks remunerate himself for his day’s solitude; and hence he 

wonders how the student can sit alone in the house all night and most of the day 

without ennui and “the blues;” but he does not realize that the student, though in 

the house, is still at work in his field, and chopping in his woods, as the farmer in 

his, and in turn seeks the same recreation and society that the latter does, though 

it may be a more condensed form of it. 

 

Society is commonly too cheap. We meet at very short intervals, not having had 

time to acquire any new value for each other. We meet at meals three times a 

day, and give each other a new taste of that old musty cheese that we are. We 

have had to agree on a certain set of rules, called etiquette and politeness, to 

make this frequent meeting tolerable and that we need not come to open war. We 

meet at the post-office, and at the sociable, and about the fireside every night; we 

live thick and are in each other’s way, and stumble over one another, and I think 

that we thus lose some respect for one another. Certainly less frequency would 

suffice for all important and hearty communications. Consider the girls in a 

factory,—never alone, hardly in their dreams. It would be better if there were but 

one inhabitant to a square mile, as where I live. The value of a man is not in his 

skin, that we should touch him. 

 

I have heard of a man lost in the woods and dying of famine and exhaustion at 

the foot of a tree, whose loneliness was relieved by the grotesque visions with 

which, owing to bodily weakness, his diseased imagination surrounded him, and 

which he believed to be real. So also, owing to bodily and mental health and 

strength, we may be continually cheered by a like but more normal and natural 

society, and come to know that we are never alone. 
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I have a great deal of company in my house; especially in the morning, when 

nobody calls. Let me suggest a few comparisons, that some one may convey an 

idea of my situation. I am no more lonely than the loon in the pond that laughs so 

loud, or than Walden Pond itself. What company has that lonely lake, I pray? 

And yet it has not the blue devils, but the blue angels in it, in the azure tint of its 

waters. The sun is alone, except in thick weather, when there sometimes appear 

to be two, but one is a mock sun. God is alone,—but the devil, he is far from 

being alone; he sees a great deal of company; he is legion. I am no more lonely 

than a single mullein or dandelion in a pasture, or a bean leaf, or sorrel, or a 

horse-fly, or a bumble-bee. I am no more lonely than the Mill Brook, or a 

weathercock, or the north star, or the south wind, or an April shower, or a 

January thaw, or the first spider in a new house. 

 

I have occasional visits in the long winter evenings, when the snow falls fast and 

the wind howls in the wood, from an old settler and original proprietor, who is 

reported to have dug Walden Pond, and stoned it, and fringed it with pine woods; 

who tells me stories of old time and of new eternity; and between us we manage 

to pass a cheerful evening with social mirth and pleasant views of things, even 

without apples or cider,—a most wise and humorous friend, whom I love much, 

who keeps himself more secret than ever did Goffe or Whalley; and though he is 

thought to be dead, none can show where he is buried. An elderly dame, too, 

dwells in my neighborhood, invisible to most persons, in whose odorous herb 

garden I love to stroll sometimes, gathering simples and listening to her fables; 

for she has a genius of unequalled fertility, and her memory runs back farther 

than mythology, and she can tell me the original of every fable, and on what fact 

every one is founded, for the incidents occurred when she was young. A ruddy 

and lusty old dame, who delights in all weathers and seasons, and is likely to 

outlive all her children yet. 

 

The indescribable innocence and beneficence of Nature,—of sun and wind and 

rain, of summer and winter,—such health, such cheer, they afford forever! and 

such sympathy have they ever with our race, that all Nature would be affected, 

and the sun’s brightness fade, and the winds would sigh humanely, and the 

clouds rain tears, and the woods shed their leaves and put on mourning in 

midsummer, if any man should ever for a just cause grieve. Shall I not have 

intelligence with the earth? Am I not partly leaves and vegetable mould myself? 

 

What is the pill which will keep us well, serene, contented? Not my or thy great-

grandfather’s, but our great-grandmother Nature’s universal, vegetable, botanic 

medicines, by which she has kept herself young always, outlived so many old 

Parrs in her day, and fed her health with their decaying fatness. For my panacea, 

instead of one of those quack vials of a mixture dipped from Acheron and the 

Dead Sea, which come out of those long shallow black-schooner looking wagons 

which we sometimes see made to carry bottles, let me have a draught of 

undiluted morning air. Morning air! If men will not drink of this at the fountain-

head of the day, why, then, we must even bottle up some and sell it in the shops, 
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for the benefit of those who have lost their subscription ticket to morning time in 

this world. But remember, it will not keep quite till noon-day even in the coolest 

cellar, but drive out the stopples long ere that and follow westward the steps of 

Aurora. I am no worshipper of Hygeia, who was the daughter of that old herb-

doctor Æsculapius, and who is represented on monuments holding a serpent in 

one hand, and in the other a cup out of which the serpent sometimes drinks; but 

rather of Hebe, cupbearer to Jupiter, who was the daughter of Juno and wild 

lettuce, and who had the power of restoring gods and men to the vigor of youth. 

She was probably the only thoroughly sound-conditioned, healthy, and robust 

young lady that ever walked the globe, and wherever she came it was spring. 

 

“Conclusion” 

 

To the sick the doctors wisely recommend a change of air and scenery. Thank 

Heaven, here is not all the world. The buck-eye does not grow in New England, 

and the mocking-bird is rarely heard here. The wild-goose is more of a 

cosmopolite than we; he breaks his fast in Canada, takes a luncheon in the Ohio, 

and plumes himself for the night in a southern bayou. Even the bison, to some 

extent, keeps pace with the seasons, cropping the pastures of the Colorado only 

till a greener and sweeter grass awaits him by the Yellowstone. Yet we think that 

if rail-fences are pulled down, and stone-walls piled up on our farms, bounds are 

henceforth set to our lives and our fates decided. If you are chosen town-clerk, 

forsooth, you cannot go to Tierra del Fuego this summer: but you may go to the 

land of infernal fire nevertheless. The universe is wider than our views of it. 

 

Yet we should oftener look over the tafferel of our craft, like curious passengers, 

and not make the voyage like stupid sailors picking oakum. The other side of the 

globe is but the home of our correspondent. Our voyaging is only great-circle 

sailing, and the doctors prescribe for diseases of the skin merely. One hastens to 

Southern Africa to chase the giraffe; but surely that is not the game he would be 

after. How long, pray, would a man hunt giraffes if he could? Snipes and 

woodcocks also may afford rare sport; but I trust it would be nobler game to 

shoot one’s self.— 

 

“Direct your eye right inward, and you’ll find 

A thousand regions in your mind 

Yet undiscovered. Travel them, and be 

Expert in home-cosmography.” 

 

What does Africa,—what does the West stand for? Is not our own interior white 

on the chart? black though it may prove, like the coast, when discovered. Is it the 

source of the Nile, or the Niger, or the Mississippi, or a North-West Passage 

around this continent, that we would find? Are these the problems which most 

concern mankind? Is Franklin the only man who is lost, that his wife should be 

so earnest to find him? Does Mr. Grinnell know where he himself is? Be rather 

the Mungo Park, the Lewis and Clarke and Frobisher, of your own streams and 
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oceans; explore your own higher latitudes,—with shiploads of preserved meats 

to support you, if they be necessary; and pile the empty cans sky-high for a sign. 

Were preserved meats invented to preserve meat merely? Nay, be a Columbus to 

whole new continents and worlds within you, opening new channels, not of 

trade, but of thought. Every man is the lord of a realm beside which the earthly 

empire of the Czar is but a petty state, a hummock left by the ice. Yet some can 

be patriotic who have no self-respect, and sacrifice the greater to the less. They 

love the soil which makes their graves, but have no sympathy with the spirit 

which may still animate their clay. Patriotism is a maggot in their heads. What 

was the meaning of that South-Sea Exploring Expedition, with all its parade and 

expense, but an indirect recognition of the fact, that there are continents and seas 

in the moral world to which every man is an isthmus or an inlet, yet unexplored 

by him, but that it is easier to sail many thousand miles through cold and storm 

and cannibals, in a government ship, with five hundred men and boys to assist 

one, than it is to explore the private sea, the Atlantic and Pacific Ocean of one’s 

being alone.— 

 

“Erret, et extremos alter scrutetur Iberos. 

Plus habet hic vitæ, plus habet ille viæ.” 

 

Let them wander and scrutinize the outlandish Australians. 

I have more of God, they more of the road. 

 

It is not worth the while to go round the world to count the cats in Zanzibar. Yet 

do this even till you can do better, and you may perhaps find some “Symmes’ 

Hole” by which to get at the inside at last. England and France, Spain and 

Portugal, Gold Coast and Slave Coast, all front on this private sea; but no bark 

from them has ventured out of sight of land, though it is without doubt the direct 

way to India. If you would learn to speak all tongues and conform to the customs 

of all nations, if you would travel farther than all travellers, be naturalized in all 

climes, and cause the Sphinx to dash her head against a stone, even obey the 

precept of the old philosopher, and Explore thyself. Herein are demanded the eye 

and the nerve. Only the defeated and deserters go to the wars, cowards that run 

away and enlist. Start now on that farthest western way, which does not pause at 

the Mississippi or the Pacific, nor conduct toward a worn-out China or Japan, but 

leads on direct a tangent to this sphere, summer and winter, day and night, sun 

down, moon down, and at last earth down too. 

 

It is said that Mirabeau took to highway robbery “to ascertain what degree of 

resolution was necessary in order to place one’s self in formal opposition to the 

most sacred laws of society.” He declared that “a soldier who fights in the ranks 

does not require half so much courage as a foot-pad,”—“that honor and religion 

have never stood in the way of a well-considered and a firm resolve.” This was 

manly, as the world goes; and yet it was idle, if not desperate. A saner man 

would have found himself often enough “in formal opposition” to what are 

deemed “the most sacred laws of society,” through obedience to yet more sacred 
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laws, and so have tested his resolution without going out of his way. It is not for 

a man to put himself in such an attitude to society, but to maintain himself in 

whatever attitude he find himself through obedience to the laws of his being, 

which will never be one of opposition to a just government, if he should chance 

to meet with such. 

 

I left the woods for as good a reason as I went there. Perhaps it seemed to me 

that I had several more lives to live, and could not spare any more time for that 

one. It is remarkable how easily and insensibly we fall into a particular route, and 

make a beaten track for ourselves. I had not lived there a week before my feet 

wore a path from my door to the pond-side; and though it is five or six years 

since I trod it, it is still quite distinct. It is true, I fear that others may have fallen 

into it, and so helped to keep it open. The surface of the earth is soft and 

impressible by the feet of men; and so with the paths which the mind travels. 

How worn and dusty, then, must be the highways of the world, how deep the ruts 

of tradition and conformity! I did not wish to take a cabin passage, but rather to 

go before the mast and on the deck of the world, for there I could best see the 

moonlight amid the mountains. I do not wish to go below now. 

 

I learned this, at least, by my experiment; that if one advances confidently in the 

direction of his dreams, and endeavors to live the life which he has imagined, he 

will meet with a success unexpected in common hours. He will put some things 

behind, will pass an invisible boundary; new, universal, and more liberal laws 

will begin to establish themselves around and within him; or the old laws be 

expanded, and interpreted in his favor in a more liberal sense, and he will live 

with the license of a higher order of beings. In proportion as he simplifies his 

life, the laws of the universe will appear less complex, and solitude will not be 

solitude, nor poverty poverty, nor weakness weakness. If you have built castles 

in the air, your work need not be lost; that is where they should be. Now put the 

foundations under them. 

 

It is a ridiculous demand which England and America make, that you shall speak 

so that they can understand you. Neither men nor toad-stools grow so. As if that 

were important, and there were not enough to understand you without them. As 

if Nature could support but one order of understandings, could not sustain birds 

as well as quadrupeds, flying as well as creeping things, and hush and who, 

which Bright can understand, were the best English. As if there were safety in 

stupidity alone. I fear chiefly lest my expression may not be extra-

vagant enough, may not wander far enough beyond the narrow limits of my daily 

experience, so as to be adequate to the truth of which I have been 

convinced. Extra vagance! it depends on how you are yarded. The migrating 

buffalo, which seeks new pastures in another latitude, is not extravagant like the 

cow which kicks over the pail, leaps the cow-yard fence, and runs after her calf, 

in milking time. I desire to speak somewhere without bounds; like a man in a 

waking moment, to men in their waking moments; for I am convinced that I 

cannot exaggerate enough even to lay the foundation of a true expression. Who 
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that has heard a strain of music feared then lest he should speak extravagantly 

any more forever? In view of the future or possible, we should live quite laxly 

and undefined in front, our outlines dim and misty on that side; as our shadows 

reveal an insensible perspiration toward the sun. The volatile truth of our words 

should continually betray the inadequacy of the residual statement. Their truth is 

instantly translated; its literal monument alone remains. The words which 

express our faith and piety are not definite; yet they are significant and fragrant 

like frankincense to superior natures. 

 

Why level downward to our dullest perception always, and praise that as 

common sense? The commonest sense is the sense of men asleep, which they 

express by snoring. Sometimes we are inclined to class those who are once-and-

a-half-witted with the half-witted, because we appreciate only a third part of their 

wit. Some would find fault with the morning-red, if they ever got up early 

enough. “They pretend,” as I hear, “that the verses of Kabir have four different 

senses; illusion, spirit, intellect, and the exoteric doctrine of the Vedas”; but in 

this part of the world it is considered a ground for complaint if a man’s writings 

admit of more than one interpretation. While England endeavors to cure the 

potato-rot, will not any endeavor to cure the brain-rot, which prevails so much 

more widely and fatally? 

 

I do not suppose that I have attained to obscurity, but I should be proud if no 

more fatal fault were found with my pages on this score than was found with the 

Walden ice. Southern customers objected to its blue color, which is the evidence 

of its purity, as if it were muddy, and preferred the Cambridge ice, which is 

white, but tastes of weeds. The purity men love is like the mists which envelop 

the earth, and not like the azure ether beyond. 

 

Some are dinning in our ears that we Americans, and moderns generally, are 

intellectual dwarfs compared with the ancients, or even the Elizabethan men. But 

what is that to the purpose? A living dog is better than a dead lion. Shall a man 

go and hang himself because he belongs to the race of pygmies, and not be the 

biggest pygmy that he can? Let every one mind his own business, and endeavor 

to be what he was made. 

 

Why should we be in such desperate haste to succeed, and in such desperate 

enterprises? If a man does not keep pace with his companions, perhaps it is 

because he hears a different drummer. Let him step to the music which he hears, 

however measured or far away. It is not important that he should mature as soon 

as an apple-tree or an oak. Shall he turn his spring into summer? If the condition 

of things which we were made for is not yet, what were any reality which we can 

substitute? We will not be shipwrecked on a vain reality. Shall we with pains 

erect a heaven of blue glass over ourselves, though when it is done we shall be 

sure to gaze still at the true ethereal heaven far above, as if the former were not? 
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There was an artist in the city of Kouroo who was disposed to strive after 

perfection. One day it came into his mind to make a staff. Having considered that 

in an imperfect work time is an ingredient, but into a perfect work time does not 

enter, he said to himself, It shall be perfect in all respects, though I should do 

nothing else in my life. He proceeded instantly to the forest for wood, being 

resolved that it should not be made of unsuitable material; and as he searched for 

and rejected stick after stick, his friends gradually deserted him, for they grew 

old in their works and died, but he grew not older by a moment. His singleness of 

purpose and resolution, and his elevated piety, endowed him, without his 

knowledge, with perennial youth. As he made no compromise with Time, Time 

kept out of his way, and only sighed at a distance because he could not overcome 

him. Before he had found a stock in all respects suitable the city of Kouroo was a 

hoary ruin, and he sat on one of its mounds to peel the stick. Before he had given 

it the proper shape the dynasty of the Candahars was at an end, and with the 

point of the stick he wrote the name of the last of that race in the sand, and then 

resumed his work. By the time he had smoothed and polished the staff Kalpa was 

no longer the pole-star; and ere he had put on the ferrule and the head adorned 

with precious stones, Brahma had awoke and slumbered many times. But why do 

I stay to mention these things? When the finishing stroke was put to his work, it 

suddenly expanded before the eyes of the astonished artist into the fairest of all 

the creations of Brahma. He had made a new system in making a staff, a world 

with full and fair proportions; in which, though the old cities and dynasties had 

passed away, fairer and more glorious ones had taken their places. And now he 

saw by the heap of shavings still fresh at his feet, that, for him and his work, the 

former lapse of time had been an illusion, and that no more time had elapsed than 

is required for a single scintillation from the brain of Brahma to fall on and 

inflame the tinder of a mortal brain. The material was pure, and his art was pure; 

how could the result be other than wonderful? 

 

No face which we can give to a matter will stead us so well at last as the truth. 

This alone wears well. For the most part, we are not where we are, but in a false 

position. Through an infinity of our natures, we suppose a case, and put 

ourselves into it, and hence are in two cases at the same time, and it is doubly 

difficult to get out. In sane moments we regard only the facts, the case that is. 

Say what you have to say, not what you ought. Any truth is better than make-

believe. Tom Hyde, the tinker, standing on the gallows, was asked if he had 

anything to say. “Tell the tailors,” said he, “to remember to make a knot in their 

thread before they take the first stitch.” His companion’s prayer is forgotten. 

 

However mean your life is, meet it and live it; do not shun it and call it hard 

names. It is not so bad as you are. It looks poorest when you are richest. The 

fault-finder will find faults even in paradise. Love your life, poor as it is. You 

may perhaps have some pleasant, thrilling, glorious hours, even in a poor-house. 

The setting sun is reflected from the windows of the alms-house as brightly as 

from the rich man’s abode; the snow melts before its door as early in the spring. I 

do not see but a quiet mind may live as contentedly there, and have as cheering 
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thoughts, as in a palace. The town’s poor seem to me often to live the most 

independent lives of any. May be they are simply great enough to receive 

without misgiving. Most think that they are above being supported by the town; 

but it oftener happens that they are not above supporting themselves by dishonest 

means, which should be more disreputable. Cultivate poverty like a garden herb, 

like sage. Do not trouble yourself much to get new things, whether clothes or 

friends. Turn the old; return to them. Things do not change; we change. Sell your 

clothes and keep your thoughts. God will see that you do not want society. If I 

were confined to a corner of a garret all my days, like a spider, the world would 

be just as large to me while I had my thoughts about me. The philosopher said: 

“From an army of three divisions one can take away its general, and put it in 

disorder; from the man the most abject and vulgar one cannot take away his 

thought.” Do not seek so anxiously to be developed, to subject yourself to many 

influences to be played on; it is all dissipation. Humility like darkness reveals the 

heavenly lights. The shadows of poverty and meanness gather around us, “and 

lo! creation widens to our view.” We are often reminded that if there were 

bestowed on us the wealth of Crœsus, our aims must still be the same, and our 

means essentially the same. Moreover, if you are restricted in your range by 

poverty, if you cannot buy books and newspapers, for instance, you are but 

confined to the most significant and vital experiences; you are compelled to deal 

with the material which yields the most sugar and the most starch. It is life near 

the bone where it is sweetest. You are defended from being a trifler. No man 

loses ever on a lower level by magnanimity on a higher. Superfluous wealth can 

buy superfluities only. Money is not required to buy one necessary of the soul. 

 

I live in the angle of a leaden wall, into whose composition was poured a little 

alloy of bell metal. Often, in the repose of my mid-day, there reaches my ears a 

confused tintinnabulum from without. It is the noise of my contemporaries. My 

neighbors tell me of their adventures with famous gentlemen and ladies, what 

notabilities they met at the dinner-table; but I am no more interested in such 

things than in the contents of the Daily Times. The interest and the conversation 

are about costume and manners chiefly; but a goose is a goose still, dress it as 

you will. They tell me of California and Texas, of England and the Indies, of the 

Hon. Mr. —— of Georgia or of Massachusetts, all transient and fleeting 

phenomena, till I am ready to leap from their court-yard like the Mameluke bey. 

I delight to come to my bearings,—not walk in procession with pomp and 

parade, in a conspicuous place, but to walk even with the Builder of the universe, 

if I may,—not to live in this restless, nervous, bustling, trivial Nineteenth 

Century, but stand or sit thoughtfully while it goes by. What are men 

celebrating? They are all on a committee of arrangements, and hourly expect a 

speech from somebody. God is only the president of the day, and Webster is his 

orator. I love to weigh, to settle, to gravitate toward that which most strongly and 

rightfully attracts me;—not hang by the beam of the scale and try to weigh 

less,—not suppose a case, but take the case that is; to travel the only path I can, 

and that on which no power can resist me. It affords me no satisfaction to 

commence to spring an arch before I have got a solid foundation. Let us not play 
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at kittly-benders. There is a solid bottom every where. We read that the traveller 

asked the boy if the swamp before him had a hard bottom. The boy replied that it 

had. But presently the traveller’s horse sank in up to the girths, and he observed 

to the boy, “I thought you said that this bog had a hard bottom.” “So it has,” 

answered the latter, “but you have not got half way to it yet.” So it is with the 

bogs and quicksands of society; but he is an old boy that knows it. Only what is 

thought, said, or done at a certain rare coincidence is good. I would not be one of 

those who will foolishly drive a nail into mere lath and plastering; such a deed 

would keep me awake nights. Give me a hammer, and let me feel for the furring. 

Do not depend on the putty. Drive a nail home and clinch it so faithfully that you 

can wake up in the night and think of your work with satisfaction,—a work at 

which you would not be ashamed to invoke the Muse. So will help you God, and 

so only. Every nail driven should be as another rivet in the machine of the 

universe, you carrying on the work. 

 

Rather than love, than money, than fame, give me truth. I sat at a table where 

were rich food and wine in abundance, and obsequious attendance, but sincerity 

and truth were not; and I went away hungry from the inhospitable board. The 

hospitality was as cold as the ices. I thought that there was no need of ice to 

freeze them. They talked to me of the age of the wine and the fame of the 

vintage; but I thought of an older, a newer, and purer wine, of a more glorious 

vintage, which they had not got, and could not buy. The style, the house and 

grounds and “entertainment” pass for nothing with me. I called on the king, but 

he made me wait in his hall, and conducted like a man incapacitated for 

hospitality. There was a man in my neighborhood who lived in a hollow tree. His 

manners were truly regal. I should have done better had I called on him. 

 

How long shall we sit in our porticoes practising idle and musty virtues, which 

any work would make impertinent? As if one were to begin the day with long-

suffering, and hire a man to hoe his potatoes; and in the afternoon go forth to 

practise Christian meekness and charity with goodness aforethought! Consider 

the China pride and stagnant self-complacency of mankind. This generation 

inclines a little to congratulate itself on being the last of an illustrious line; and in 

Boston and London and Paris and Rome, thinking of its long descent, it speaks of 

its progress in art and science and literature with satisfaction. There are the 

Records of the Philosophical Societies, and the public Eulogies of Great Men! It 

is the good Adam contemplating his own virtue. “Yes, we have done great deeds, 

and sung divine songs, which shall never die,”—that is, as long as we can 

remember them. The learned societies and great men of Assyria,—where are 

they? What youthful philosophers and experimentalists we are! There is not one 

of my readers who has yet lived a whole human life. These may be but the spring 

months in the life of the race. If we have had the seven-years’ itch, we have not 

seen the seventeen-year locust yet in Concord. We are acquainted with a mere 

pellicle of the globe on which we live. Most have not delved six feet beneath the 

surface, nor leaped as many above it. We know not where we are. Beside, we are 

sound asleep nearly half our time. Yet we esteem ourselves wise, and have an 
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established order on the surface. Truly, we are deep thinkers, we are ambitious 

spirits! As I stand over the insect crawling amid the pine needles on the forest 

floor, and endeavoring to conceal itself from my sight, and ask myself why it 

will cherish those humble thoughts, and hide its head from me who might, 

perhaps, be its benefactor, and impart to its race some cheering information, I am 

reminded of the greater Benefactor and Intelligence that stands over me the 

human insect. 

 

There is an incessant influx of novelty into the world, and yet we tolerate 

incredible dulness. I need only suggest what kind of sermons are still listened to 

in the most enlightened countries. There are such words as joy and sorrow, but 

they are only the burden of a psalm, sung with a nasal twang, while we believe in 

the ordinary and mean. We think that we can change our clothes only. It is said 

that the British Empire is very large and respectable, and that the United States 

are a first-rate power. We do not believe that a tide rises and falls behind every 

man which can float the British Empire like a chip, if he should ever harbor it in 

his mind. Who knows what sort of seventeen-year locust will next come out of 

the ground? The government of the world I live in was not framed, like that of 

Britain, in after-dinner conversations over the wine. 

 

The life in us is like the water in the river. It may rise this year higher than man 

has ever known it, and flood the parched uplands; even this may be the eventful 

year, which will drown out all our muskrats. It was not always dry land where 

we dwell. I see far inland the banks which the stream anciently washed, before 

science began to record its freshets. Every one has heard the story which has 

gone the rounds of New England, of a strong and beautiful bug which came out 

of the dry leaf of an old table of apple-tree wood, which had stood in a farmer’s 

kitchen for sixty years, first in Connecticut, and afterward in Massachusetts,—

from an egg deposited in the living tree many years earlier still, as appeared by 

counting the annual layers beyond it; which was heard gnawing out for several 

weeks, hatched perchance by the heat of an urn. Who does not feel his faith in a 

resurrection and immortality strengthened by hearing of this? Who knows what 

beautiful and winged life, whose egg has been buried for ages under many 

concentric layers of woodenness in the dead dry life of society, deposited at first 

in the alburnum of the green and living tree, which has been gradually converted 

into the semblance of its well-seasoned tomb,—heard perchance gnawing out 

now for years by the astonished family of man, as they sat round the festive 

board,—may unexpectedly come forth from amidst society’s most trivial and 

handselled furniture, to enjoy its perfect summer life at last! 

 

I do not say that John or Jonathan will realize all this; but such is the character of 

that morrow which mere lapse of time can never make to dawn. The light which 

puts out our eyes is darkness to us. Only that day dawns to which we are awake. 

There is more day to dawn. The sun is but a morning star. 
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2.13 Frederick Douglass (1818-1895) 
 

A human rights activist, Frederick Douglass encountered 

nineteenth century dichotomies that defined him as “other” 

both in himself and his work. The dominant white hegemony 

into which Frederick Augustus Washington Bailey was born 

enslaved him because he was the black son of a black slave, 

though his father was probably her white master. The 

dominant white hegemony prospered in a land founded 

ostensibly on the principles of equality and freedom for all, 

but which in practice refused to accept the American 

populous as it then already was: multiracial. Douglass 

worked throughout his life to bring these principles of 

equality and freedom to all men and women in America.  

 

Born a slave to Aaron Anthony (c. 1766–1826) at Holme 

Hill Farm in Talbot County, Maryland, Frederick Douglass 

was left to the care of his grandmother, Betsey Bailey, who 

was given the charge of all the enslaved children at Holme 

Hill Farm. His mother, Harriet Bailey, was hired out to labor 

off the plantation along with her four sisters. Douglass later 

expressed the importance of these women—especially his grandmother—to his life and sense of 

self. At the age of seven, Anthony moved Douglass to the main residence, thus permanently 

separating him from his grandmother.  

 

After Anthony died, Douglass became the property of Thomas Auld (d. 1880). Auld sent him to 

Baltimore to live with his brother, Hugh. Hugh’s wife, unbeknownst to herself, made the first 

step leading to Douglass’s life’s vocation in freedom by teaching him to read. She was soon 

stopped by her husband, who understood the power of knowledge. Douglass nevertheless worked 

at teaching himself to read and write. He learned humanist principles from such texts as The 

Columbian Orator (1797), learned of Abolitionist efforts from the Baltimore American, and 

learned through Charles Lawson, a free black preacher, to take up the “great work” for which 

Douglass was destined.  

 

In 1833, Douglass was returned to Thomas Auld to work on the plantation; Auld hired Douglass 

out to Edward Covey (1805–1875), a notorious slavebreaker, to fit Douglass for his enforced 

work. From Covey, Douglass learned violence; for months, Douglass was whipped daily. He 

then defended himself in a two-hour combat with Covey. The beatings ceased. Douglass’s work 

to escape slavery began. A failed escape attempt with five other slaves caused Douglass to be 

arrested and jailed in Easton. He then was returned to Hugh Auld, who hired Douglass out to the 

Baltimore shipyards where he learned the caulking trade. Douglass managed to save for himself 

some money from what he earned for Hugh Auld. With it, and with the aid of the free black 

Anna Murray (1813–1882), Douglass boarded a train for New York, wearing the clothes and 

bearing the legal papers of a free black sailor.  

 

Image 2.12: Frederick Douglass 

Photographer: George Kendall Warren 

Source: Wikimedia Commons 

License: Public Domain 
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Murray joined him in New York, and the two married. They moved to New Bedford to avoid 

Douglass’s being recaptured as a fugitive slave. He also changed his last name and dropped his 

middle names, henceforth becoming known as Frederick Douglass. At New Bedford, he 

encountered a racism that prevented his earning a fair living through his trade. Despite his 

poverty, and the demands of his growing family, Douglass subscribed to William Lloyd 

Garrison’s abolitionist newspaper The Liberator. After hearing Douglass give an antislavery 

speech, Garrison hired him as an abolitionist lecturer.  

 

Despite the dangers he faced as an escaped slave and from anti-abolitionists, Douglass lectured 

throughout the North. He also wrote his Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass which was 

published by Garrison’s American Anti-Slavery Society in Boston. Through its use of his own 

voice and words to give a first-hand description of slavery’s brutality and the hypocrisy of self-

degrading, immoral white slave-holders, Douglass’s Narrative achieved remarkable success, 

selling around 30,000 copies in five years. He continued lecturing as a recognized leader of the 

Abolitionist movement. In 1845 and 1846, he traveled to Great Britain on a speaking tour. Anti-

slavery British friends purchased Douglass’s freedom in 1846. Between 1851 and 1863, he 

founded three African American newspapers, starting with The North Star (1847–1851).  

 

Douglass followed his Narrative with two other versions, My Bondage and My Freedom (1855) 

and Life and Times of Frederick Douglass (1881, revised 1892), describing his continuing 

experiences and contributing to the ongoing national discourse on slavery among abolitionists 

like Garrison and Stowe. Because he supported John Brown’s attack on Harper’s Ferry, 

Douglass was forced to escape to safety to Canada and then Great Britain. After his return to 

America, he supported the Civil War, advocating enlisting blacks and himself recruiting black 

soldiers.  

 

After the Civil War, he continued publishing and editing newspapers, served as a United States 

marshal, a recorder of deeds in Washington, D.C., and consul-general to the Republic of Haiti. 

He also criticized the Reconstruction policy, and supported women’s rights, giving his last 

speech at a women’s rights rally. 

 
The Frederick Douglass biography was reproduced from Wendy Kurant’s Becoming America: An 

Exploration of American Literature from Precolonial to Post-Revolution.  

Kurant, Wendy, Becoming America: An Exploration of American Literature from Precolonial to Post-
Revolution (2019). English Open Textbooks. 19. Link to eBook  

https://oer.galileo.usg.edu/english-textbooks/19/
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2.13.1. From Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave 

(1845) 
 

Chapter 1 

 
I was born in Tuckahoe, near Hillsborough, and about twelve miles from Easton, 

in Talbot county, Maryland. I have no accurate knowledge of my age, never 

having seen any authentic record containing it. By far the larger part of the slaves 

know as little of their ages as horses know of theirs, and it is the wish of most 

masters within my knowledge to keep their slaves thus ignorant. I do not 

remember to have ever met a slave who could tell of his birthday. They seldom 

come nearer to it than planting-time, harvest-time, cherry-time, spring-time, or 

fall-time. A want of information concerning my own was a source of unhappiness 

to me even during childhood. The white children could tell their ages. I could not 

tell why I ought to be deprived of the same privilege. I was not allowed to make 

any inquiries of my master concerning it. He deemed all such inquiries on the part 

of a slave improper and impertinent, and evidence of a restless spirit. The nearest 

estimate I can give makes me now between twenty-seven and twenty-eight years 

of age. I come to this, from hearing my master say, some time during 1835, I was 

about seventeen years old. 

 

My mother was named Harriet Bailey. She was the daughter of Isaac and Betsey 

Bailey, both colored, and quite dark. My mother was of a darker complexion than 

either my grandmother or grandfather. 

 

My father was a white man. He was admitted to be such by all I ever heard speak 

of my parentage. The opinion was also whispered that my master was my father; 

but of the correctness of this opinion, I know nothing; the means of knowing was 

withheld from me. My mother and I were separated when I was but an infant—

before I knew her as my mother. It is a common custom, in the part of Maryland 

from which I ran away, to part children from their mothers at a very early age. 

Frequently, before the child has reached its twelfth month, its mother is taken 

from it, and hired out on some farm a considerable distance off, and the child is 

placed under the care of an old woman, too old for field labor. For what this 

separation is done, I do not know, unless it be to hinder the development of the 

child’s affection toward its mother, and to blunt and destroy the natural affection 

of the mother for the child. This is the inevitable result. 

 

I never saw my mother, to know her as such, more than four or five times in my 

life; and each of these times was very short in duration, and at night. She was 

hired by a Mr. Stewart, who lived about twelve miles from my home. She made 

her journeys to see me in the night, travelling the whole distance on foot, after the 

performance of her day’s work. She was a field hand, and a whipping is the 

penalty of not being in the field at sunrise, unless a slave has special permission 

from his or her master to the contrary—a permission which they seldom get, and 

one that gives to him that gives it the proud name of being a kind master. I do not 
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recollect of ever seeing my mother by the light of day. She was with me in the 

night. She would lie down with me, and get me to sleep, but long before I waked 

she was gone. Very little communication ever took place between us. Death soon 

ended what little we could have while she lived, and with it her hardships and 

suffering. She died when I was about seven years old, on one of my master’s 

farms, near Lee’s Mill. I was not allowed to be present during her illness, at her 

death, or burial. She was gone long before I knew any thing about it. Never 

having enjoyed, to any considerable extent, her soothing presence, her tender and 

watchful care, I received the tidings of her death with much the same emotions I 

should have probably felt at the death of a stranger. 

 

Called thus suddenly away, she left me without the slightest intimation of who my 

father was. The whisper that my master was my father, may or may not be true; 

and, true or false, it is of but little consequence to my purpose whilst the fact 

remains, in all its glaring odiousness, that slaveholders have ordained, and by law 

established, that the children of slave women shall in all cases follow the 

condition of their mothers; and this is done too obviously to administer to their 

own lusts, and make a gratification of their wicked desires profitable as well as 

pleasurable; for by this cunning arrangement, the slaveholder, in cases not a few, 

sustains to his slaves the double relation of master and father. 

 

I know of such cases; and it is worthy of remark that such slaves invariably suffer 

greater hardships, and have more to contend with, than others. They are, in the 

first place, a constant offence to their mistress. She is ever disposed to find fault 

with them; they can seldom do any thing to please her; she is never better pleased 

than when she sees them under the lash, especially when she suspects her husband 

of showing to his mulatto children favors which he withholds from his black 

slaves. The master is frequently compelled to sell this class of his slaves, out of 

deference to the feelings of his white wife; and, cruel as the deed may strike any 

one to be, for a man to sell his own children to human flesh-mongers, it is often 

the dictate of humanity for him to do so; for, unless he does this, he must not only 

whip them himself, but must stand by and see one white son tie up his brother, of 

but few shades darker complexion than himself, and ply the gory lash to his naked 

back; and if he lisp one word of disapproval, it is set down to his parental 

partiality, and only makes a bad matter worse, both for himself and the slave 

whom he would protect and defend. 

 

Every year brings with it multitudes of this class of slaves. It was doubtless in 

consequence of a knowledge of this fact, that one great statesman of the south 

predicted the downfall of slavery by the inevitable laws of population. Whether 

this prophecy is ever fulfilled or not, it is nevertheless plain that a very different-

looking class of people are springing up at the south, and are now held in slavery, 

from those originally brought to this country from Africa; and if their increase do 

no other good, it will do away the force of the argument, that God cursed Ham, 

and therefore American slavery is right. If the lineal descendants of Ham are 

alone to be scripturally enslaved, it is certain that slavery at the south must soon 
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become unscriptural; for thousands are ushered into the world, annually, who, like 

myself, owe their existence to white fathers, and those fathers most frequently 

their own masters. 

 

I have had two masters. My first master’s name was Anthony. I do not remember 

his first name. He was generally called Captain Anthony—a title which, I 

presume, he acquired by sailing a craft on the Chesapeake Bay. He was not 

considered a rich slaveholder. He owned two or three farms, and about thirty 

slaves. His farms and slaves were under the care of an overseer. The overseer’s 

name was Plummer. Mr. Plummer was a miserable drunkard, a profane swearer, 

and a savage monster. He always went armed with a cowskin and a heavy cudgel. 

I have known him to cut and slash the women’s heads so horribly, that even 

master would be enraged at his cruelty, and would threaten to whip him if he did 

not mind himself. Master, however, was not a humane slaveholder. It required 

extraordinary barbarity on the part of an overseer to affect him. He was a cruel 

man, hardened by a long life of slaveholding. He would at times seem to take 

great pleasure in whipping a slave. I have often been awakened at the dawn of day 

by the most heart-rending shrieks of an own aunt of mine, whom he used to tie up 

to a joist, and whip upon her naked back till she was literally covered with blood. 

No words, no tears, no prayers, from his gory victim, seemed to move his iron 

heart from its bloody purpose. The louder she screamed, the harder he whipped; 

and where the blood ran fastest, there he whipped longest. He would whip her to 

make her scream, and whip her to make her hush; and not until overcome by 

fatigue, would he cease to swing the blood-clotted cowskin. I remember the first 

time I ever witnessed this horrible exhibition. I was quite a child, but I well 

remember it. I never shall forget it whilst I remember any thing. It was the first of 

a long series of such outrages, of which I was doomed to be a witness and a 

participant. It struck me with awful force. It was the blood-stained gate, the 

entrance to the hell of slavery, through which I was about to pass. It was a most 

terrible spectacle. I wish I could commit to paper the feelings with which I beheld 

it. 

 

This occurrence took place very soon after I went to live with my old master, and 

under the following circumstances. Aunt Hester went out one night,—where or 

for what I do not know,—and happened to be absent when my master desired her 

presence. He had ordered her not to go out evenings, and warned her that she 

must never let him catch her in company with a young man, who was paying 

attention to her belonging to Colonel Lloyd. The young man’s name was Ned 

Roberts, generally called Lloyd’s Ned. Why master was so careful of her, may be 

safely left to conjecture. She was a woman of noble form, and of graceful 

proportions, having very few equals, and fewer superiors, in personal appearance, 

among the colored or white women of our neighborhood. 

 

Aunt Hester had not only disobeyed his orders in going out, but had been found in 

company with Lloyd’s Ned; which circumstance, I found, from what he said 

while whipping her, was the chief offence. Had he been a man of pure morals 
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himself, he might have been thought interested in protecting the innocence of my 

aunt; but those who knew him will not suspect him of any such virtue. Before he 

commenced whipping Aunt Hester, he took her into the kitchen, and stripped her 

from neck to waist, leaving her neck, shoulders, and back, entirely naked. He then 

told her to cross her hands, calling her at the same time a d——d b—-h. After 

crossing her hands, he tied them with a strong rope, and led her to a stool under a 

large hook in the joist, put in for the purpose. He made her get upon the stool, and 

tied her hands to the hook. She now stood fair for his infernal purpose. Her arms 

were stretched up at their full length, so that she stood upon the ends of her toes. 

He then said to her, “Now, you d——d b—-h, I’ll learn you how to disobey my 

orders!” and after rolling up his sleeves, he commenced to lay on the heavy 

cowskin, and soon the warm, red blood (amid heart-rending shrieks from her, and 

horrid oaths from him) came dripping to the floor. I was so terrified and horror-

stricken at the sight, that I hid myself in a closet, and dared not venture out till 

long after the bloody transaction was over. I expected it would be my turn next. It 

was all new to me. I had never seen any thing like it before. I had always lived 

with my grandmother on the outskirts of the plantation, where she was put to raise 

the children of the younger women. I had therefore been, until now, out of the 

way of the bloody scenes that often occurred on the plantation. 

 

Chapter 6 

 

My new mistress proved to be all she appeared when I first met her at the door,—

a woman of the kindest heart and finest feelings. She had never had a slave under 

her control previously to myself, and prior to her marriage she had been 

dependent upon her own industry for a living. She was by trade a weaver; and by 

constant application to her business, she had been in a good degree preserved 

from the blighting and dehumanizing effects of slavery. I was utterly astonished at 

her goodness. I scarcely knew how to behave towards her. She was entirely unlike 

any other white woman I had ever seen. I could not approach her as I was 

accustomed to approach other white ladies. My early instruction was all out of 

place. The crouching servility, usually so acceptable a quality in a slave, did not 

answer when manifested toward her. Her favor was not gained by it; she seemed 

to be disturbed by it. She did not deem it impudent or unmannerly for a slave to 

look her in the face. The meanest slave was put fully at ease in her presence, and 

none left without feeling better for having seen her. Her face was made of 

heavenly smiles, and her voice of tranquil music. 

 

But, alas! this kind heart had but a short time to remain such. The fatal poison of 

irresponsible power was already in her hands, and soon commenced its infernal 

work. That cheerful eye, under the influence of slavery, soon became red with 

rage; that voice, made all of sweet accord, changed to one of harsh and horrid 

discord; and that angelic face gave place to that of a demon. 

 

Very soon after I went to live with Mr. and Mrs. Auld, she very kindly 

commenced to teach me the A, B, C. After I had learned this, she assisted me in 
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learning to spell words of three or four letters. Just at this point of my progress, 

Mr. Auld found out what was going on, and at once forbade Mrs. Auld to instruct 

me further, telling her, among other things, that it was unlawful, as well as unsafe, 

to teach a slave to read. To use his own words, further, he said, “If you give a 

nigger an inch, he will take an ell. A nigger should know nothing but to obey his 

master—to do as he is told to do. Learning would spoil the best nigger in the 

world. Now,” said he, “if you teach that nigger (speaking of myself) how to read, 

there would be no keeping him. It would forever unfit him to be a slave. He would 

at once become unmanageable, and of no value to his master. As to himself, it 

could do him no good, but a great deal of harm. It would make him discontented 

and unhappy.” These words sank deep into my heart, stirred up sentiments within 

that lay slumbering, and called into existence an entirely new train of thought. It 

was a new and special revelation, explaining dark and mysterious things, with 

which my youthful understanding had struggled, but struggled in vain. I now 

understood what had been to me a most perplexing difficulty—to wit, the white 

man’s power to enslave the black man. It was a grand achievement, and I prized it 

highly. From that moment, I understood the pathway from slavery to freedom. It 

was just what I wanted, and I got it at a time when I the least expected it. Whilst I 

was saddened by the thought of losing the aid of my kind mistress, I was 

gladdened by the invaluable instruction which, by the merest accident, I had 

gained from my master. Though conscious of the difficulty of learning without a 

teacher, I set out with high hope, and a fixed purpose, at whatever cost of trouble, 

to learn how to read. The very decided manner with which he spoke, and strove to 

impress his wife with the evil consequences of giving me instruction, served to 

convince me that he was deeply sensible of the truths he was uttering. It gave me 

the best assurance that I might rely with the utmost confidence on the results 

which, he said, would flow from teaching me to read. What he most dreaded, that 

I most desired. What he most loved, that I most hated. That which to him was a 

great evil, to be carefully shunned, was to me a great good, to be diligently 

sought; and the argument which he so warmly urged, against my learning to read, 

only served to inspire me with a desire and determination to learn. In learning to 

read, I owe almost as much to the bitter opposition of my master, as to the kindly 

aid of my mistress. I acknowledge the benefit of both. 

 

I had resided but a short time in Baltimore before I observed a marked difference, 

in the treatment of slaves, from that which I had witnessed in the country. A city 

slave is almost a freeman, compared with a slave on the plantation. He is much 

better fed and clothed, and enjoys privileges altogether unknown to the slave on 

the plantation. There is a vestige of decency, a sense of shame, that does much to 

curb and check those outbreaks of atrocious cruelty so commonly enacted upon 

the plantation. He is a desperate slaveholder, who will shock the humanity of his 

non-slaveholding neighbors with the cries of his lacerated slave. Few are willing 

to incur the odium attaching to the reputation of being a cruel master; and above 

all things, they would not be known as not giving a slave enough to eat. Every 

city slaveholder is anxious to have it known of him, that he feeds his slaves well; 

and it is due to them to say, that most of them do give their slaves enough to eat. 
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There are, however, some painful exceptions to this rule. Directly opposite to us, 

on Philpot Street, lived Mr. Thomas Hamilton. He owned two slaves. Their names 

were Henrietta and Mary. Henrietta was about twenty-two years of age, Mary was 

about fourteen; and of all the mangled and emaciated creatures I ever looked 

upon, these two were the most so. His heart must be harder than stone, that could 

look upon these unmoved. The head, neck, and shoulders of Mary were literally 

cut to pieces. I have frequently felt her head, and found it nearly covered with 

festering sores, caused by the lash of her cruel mistress. I do not know that her 

master ever whipped her, but I have been an eye-witness to the cruelty of Mrs. 

Hamilton. I used to be in Mr. Hamilton’s house nearly every day. Mrs. Hamilton 

used to sit in a large chair in the middle of the room, with a heavy cowskin always 

by her side, and scarce an hour passed during the day but was marked by the 

blood of one of these slaves. The girls seldom passed her without her saying, 

“Move faster, you black gip!” at the same time giving them a blow with the 

cowskin over the head or shoulders, often drawing the blood. She would then say, 

“Take that, you black gip!” continuing, “If you don’t move faster, I’ll move you!” 

Added to the cruel lashings to which these slaves were subjected, they were kept 

nearly half-starved. They seldom knew what it was to eat a full meal. I have seen 

Mary contending with the pigs for the offal thrown into the street. So much was 

Mary kicked and cut to pieces, that she was oftener called “pecked” than by her 

name. 

 

Chapter 7 

 

I lived in Master Hugh’s family about seven years. During this time, I succeeded 

in learning to read and write. In accomplishing this, I was compelled to resort to 

various stratagems. I had no regular teacher. My mistress, who had kindly 

commenced to instruct me, had, in compliance with the advice and direction of 

her husband, not only ceased to instruct, but had set her face against my being 

instructed by any one else. It is due, however, to my mistress to say of her, that 

she did not adopt this course of treatment immediately. She at first lacked the 

depravity indispensable to shutting me up in mental darkness. It was at least 

necessary for her to have some training in the exercise of irresponsible power, to 

make her equal to the task of treating me as though I were a brute. 

 

My mistress was, as I have said, a kind and tender-hearted woman; and in the 

simplicity of her soul she commenced, when I first went to live with her, to treat 

me as she supposed one human being ought to treat another. In entering upon the 

duties of a slaveholder, she did not seem to perceive that I sustained to her the 

relation of a mere chattel, and that for her to treat me as a human being was not 

only wrong, but dangerously so. Slavery proved as injurious to her as it did to me. 

When I went there, she was a pious, warm, and tender-hearted woman. There was 

no sorrow or suffering for which she had not a tear. She had bread for the hungry, 

clothes for the naked, and comfort for every mourner that came within her reach. 

Slavery soon proved its ability to divest her of these heavenly qualities. Under its 

influence, the tender heart became stone, and the lamblike disposition gave way to 
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one of tiger-like fierceness. The first step in her downward course was in her 

ceasing to instruct me. She now commenced to practise her husband’s precepts. 

She finally became even more violent in her opposition than her husband himself. 

She was not satisfied with simply doing as well as he had commanded; she 

seemed anxious to do better. Nothing seemed to make her more angry than to see 

me with a newspaper. She seemed to think that here lay the danger. I have had her 

rush at me with a face made all up of fury, and snatch from me a newspaper, in a 

manner that fully revealed her apprehension. She was an apt woman; and a little 

experience soon demonstrated, to her satisfaction, that education and slavery were 

incompatible with each other. 

 

From this time I was most narrowly watched. If I was in a separate room any 

considerable length of time, I was sure to be suspected of having a book, and was 

at once called to give an account of myself. All this, however, was too late. The 

first step had been taken. Mistress, in teaching me the alphabet, had given me 

the inch, and no precaution could prevent me from taking the ell. 

 

The plan which I adopted, and the one by which I was most successful, was that 

of making friends of all the little white boys whom I met in the street. As many of 

these as I could, I converted into teachers. With their kindly aid, obtained at 

different times and in different places, I finally succeeded in learning to read. 

When I was sent of errands, I always took my book with me, and by going one 

part of my errand quickly, I found time to get a lesson before my return. I used 

also to carry bread with me, enough of which was always in the house, and to 

which I was always welcome; for I was much better off in this regard than many 

of the poor white children in our neighborhood. This bread I used to bestow upon 

the hungry little urchins, who, in return, would give me that more valuable bread 

of knowledge. I am strongly tempted to give the names of two or three of those 

little boys, as a testimonial of the gratitude and affection I bear them; but 

prudence forbids;—not that it would injure me, but it might embarrass them; for it 

is almost an unpardonable offence to teach slaves to read in this Christian country. 

It is enough to say of the dear little fellows, that they lived on Philpot Street, very 

near Durgin and Bailey’s ship-yard. I used to talk this matter of slavery over with 

them. I would sometimes say to them, I wished I could be as free as they would 

be when they got to be men. “You will be free as soon as you are twenty-one, but 

I am a slave for life! Have not I as good a right to be free as you have?” These 

words used to trouble them; they would express for me the liveliest sympathy, and 

console me with the hope that something would occur by which I might be free. 

 

I was now about twelve years old, and the thought of being a slave for life began 

to bear heavily upon my heart. Just about this time, I got hold of a book entitled 

“The Columbian Orator.” Every opportunity I got, I used to read this book. 

Among much of other interesting matter, I found in it a dialogue between a master 

and his slave. The slave was represented as having run away from his master three 

times. The dialogue represented the conversation which took place between them, 

when the slave was retaken the third time. In this dialogue, the whole argument in 
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behalf of slavery was brought forward by the master, all of which was disposed of 

by the slave. The slave was made to say some very smart as well as impressive 

things in reply to his master—things which had the desired though unexpected 

effect; for the conversation resulted in the voluntary emancipation of the slave on 

the part of the master. 

 

In the same book, I met with one of Sheridan’s mighty speeches on and in behalf 

of Catholic emancipation. These were choice documents to me. I read them over 

and over again with unabated interest. They gave tongue to interesting thoughts of 

my own soul, which had frequently flashed through my mind, and died away for 

want of utterance. The moral which I gained from the dialogue was the power of 

truth over the conscience of even a slaveholder. What I got from Sheridan was a 

bold denunciation of slavery, and a powerful vindication of human rights. The 

reading of these documents enabled me to utter my thoughts, and to meet the 

arguments brought forward to sustain slavery; but while they relieved me of one 

difficulty, they brought on another even more painful than the one of which I was 

relieved. The more I read, the more I was led to abhor and detest my enslavers. I 

could regard them in no other light than a band of successful robbers, who had left 

their homes, and gone to Africa, and stolen us from our homes, and in a strange 

land reduced us to slavery. I loathed them as being the meanest as well as the 

most wicked of men. As I read and contemplated the subject, behold! that very 

discontentment which Master Hugh had predicted would follow my learning to 

read had already come, to torment and sting my soul to unutterable anguish. As I 

writhed under it, I would at times feel that learning to read had been a curse rather 

than a blessing. It had given me a view of my wretched condition, without the 

remedy. It opened my eyes to the horrible pit, but to no ladder upon which to get 

out. In moments of agony, I envied my fellow-slaves for their stupidity. I have 

often wished myself a beast. I preferred the condition of the meanest reptile to my 

own. Any thing, no matter what, to get rid of thinking! It was this everlasting 

thinking of my condition that tormented me. There was no getting rid of it. It was 

pressed upon me by every object within sight or hearing, animate or inanimate. 

The silver trump of freedom had roused my soul to eternal wakefulness. Freedom 

now appeared, to disappear no more forever. It was heard in every sound, and 

seen in every thing. It was ever present to torment me with a sense of my 

wretched condition. I saw nothing without seeing it, I heard nothing without 

hearing it, and felt nothing without feeling it. It looked from every star, it smiled 

in every calm, breathed in every wind, and moved in every storm. 

 

I often found myself regretting my own existence, and wishing myself dead; and 

but for the hope of being free, I have no doubt but that I should have killed 

myself, or done something for which I should have been killed. While in this state 

of mind, I was eager to hear any one speak of slavery. I was a ready listener. 

Every little while, I could hear something about the abolitionists. It was some 

time before I found what the word meant. It was always used in such connections 

as to make it an interesting word to me. If a slave ran away and succeeded in 

getting clear, or if a slave killed his master, set fire to a barn, or did any thing very 
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wrong in the mind of a slaveholder, it was spoken of as the fruit 

of abolition. Hearing the word in this connection very often, I set about learning 

what it meant. The dictionary afforded me little or no help. I found it was “the act 

of abolishing”; but then I did not know what was to be abolished. Here I was 

perplexed. I did not dare to ask any one about its meaning, for I was satisfied that 

it was something they wanted me to know very little about. After a patient 

waiting, I got one of our city papers, containing an account of the number of 

petitions from the north, praying for the abolition of slavery in the District of 

Columbia, and of the slave trade between the States. From this time I understood 

the words abolition and abolitionist, and always drew near when that word was 

spoken, expecting to hear something of importance to myself and fellow-slaves. 

The light broke in upon me by degrees. I went one day down on the wharf of Mr. 

Waters; and seeing two Irishmen unloading a scow of stone, I went, unasked, and 

helped them. When we had finished, one of them came to me and asked me if I 

were a slave. I told him I was. He asked, “Are ye a slave for life?” I told him that 

I was. The good Irishman seemed to be deeply affected by the statement. He said 

to the other that it was a pity so fine a little fellow as myself should be a slave for 

life. He said it was a shame to hold me. They both advised me to run away to the 

north; that I should find friends there, and that I should be free. I pretended not to 

be interested in what they said, and treated them as if I did not understand them; 

for I feared they might be treacherous. White men have been known to encourage 

slaves to escape, and then, to get the reward, catch them and return them to their 

masters. I was afraid that these seemingly good men might use me so; but I 

nevertheless remembered their advice, and from that time I resolved to run away. 

I looked forward to a time at which it would be safe for me to escape. I was too 

young to think of doing so immediately; besides, I wished to learn how to write, 

as I might have occasion to write my own pass. I consoled myself with the hope 

that I should one day find a good chance. Meanwhile, I would learn to write. 

 

The idea as to how I might learn to write was suggested to me by being in Durgin 

and Bailey’s ship-yard, and frequently seeing the ship carpenters, after hewing, 

and getting a piece of timber ready for use, write on the timber the name of that 

part of the ship for which it was intended. When a piece of timber was intended 

for the larboard side, it would be marked thus—“L.” When a piece was for the 

starboard side, it would be marked thus—“S.” A piece for the larboard side 

forward, would be marked thus—“L. F.” When a piece was for starboard side 

forward, it would be marked thus—“S. F.” For larboard aft, it would be marked 

thus—“L. A.” For starboard aft, it would be marked thus—“S. A.” I soon learned 

the names of these letters, and for what they were intended when placed upon a 

piece of timber in the ship-yard. I immediately commenced copying them, and in 

a short time was able to make the four letters named. After that, when I met with 

any boy who I knew could write, I would tell him I could write as well as he. The 

next word would be, “I don’t believe you. Let me see you try it.” I would then 

make the letters which I had been so fortunate as to learn, and ask him to beat 

that. In this way I got a good many lessons in writing, which it is quite possible I 

should never have gotten in any other way. During this time, my copy-book was 
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the board fence, brick wall, and pavement; my pen and ink was a lump of chalk. 

With these, I learned mainly how to write. I then commenced and continued 

copying the Italics in Webster’s Spelling Book, until I could make them all 

without looking on the book. By this time, my little Master Thomas had gone to 

school, and learned how to write, and had written over a number of copy-books. 

These had been brought home, and shown to some of our near neighbors, and then 

laid aside. My mistress used to go to class meeting at the Wilk Street 

meetinghouse every Monday afternoon, and leave me to take care of the house. 

When left thus, I used to spend the time in writing in the spaces left in Master 

Thomas’s copy-book, copying what he had written. I continued to do this until I 

could write a hand very similar to that of Master Thomas. Thus, after a long, 

tedious effort for years, I finally succeeded in learning how to write. 

 

Chapter 10 

 

I had left Master Thomas’s house, and went to live with Mr. Covey, on the 1st of 

January, 1833. I was now, for the first time in my life, a field hand. In my new 

employment, I found myself even more awkward than a country boy appeared to 

be in a large city. I had been at my new home but one week before Mr. Covey 

gave me a very severe whipping, cutting my back, causing the blood to run, and 

raising ridges on my flesh as large as my little finger. The details of this affair are 

as follows: Mr. Covey sent me, very early in the morning of one of our coldest 

days in the month of January, to the woods, to get a load of wood. He gave me a 

team of unbroken oxen. He told me which was the in-hand ox, and which the off-

hand one. He then tied the end of a large rope around the horns of the in-hand ox, 

and gave me the other end of it, and told me, if the oxen started to run, that I must 

hold on upon the rope. I had never driven oxen before, and of course I was very 

awkward. I, however, succeeded in getting to the edge of the woods with little 

difficulty; but I had got a very few rods into the woods, when the oxen took fright, 

and started full tilt, carrying the cart against trees, and over stumps, in the most 

frightful manner. I expected every moment that my brains would be dashed out 

against the trees. After running thus for a considerable distance, they finally upset 

the cart, dashing it with great force against a tree, and threw themselves into a 

dense thicket. How I escaped death, I do not know. There I was, entirely alone, in 

a thick wood, in a place new to me. My cart was upset and shattered, my oxen 

were entangled among the young trees, and there was none to help me. After a 

long spell of effort, I succeeded in getting my cart righted, my oxen disentangled, 

and again yoked to the cart. I now proceeded with my team to the place where I 

had, the day before, been chopping wood, and loaded my cart pretty heavily, 

thinking in this way to tame my oxen. I then proceeded on my way home. I had 

now consumed one half of the day. I got out of the woods safely, and now felt out 

of danger. I stopped my oxen to open the woods gate; and just as I did so, before I 

could get hold of my ox-rope, the oxen again started, rushed through the gate, 

catching it between the wheel and the body of the cart, tearing it to pieces, and 

coming within a few inches of crushing me against the gate-post. Thus twice, in 

one short day, I escaped death by the merest chance. On my return, I told Mr. 
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Covey what had happened, and how it happened. He ordered me to return to the 

woods again immediately. I did so, and he followed on after me. Just as I got into 

the woods, he came up and told me to stop my cart, and that he would teach me 

how to trifle away my time, and break gates. He then went to a large gum-tree, 

and with his axe cut three large switches, and, after trimming them up neatly with 

his pocketknife, he ordered me to take off my clothes. I made him no answer, but 

stood with my clothes on. He repeated his order. I still made him no answer, nor 

did I move to strip myself. Upon this he rushed at me with the fierceness of a 

tiger, tore off my clothes, and lashed me till he had worn out his switches, cutting 

me so savagely as to leave the marks visible for a long time after. This whipping 

was the first of a number just like it, and for similar offences. 

 

I lived with Mr. Covey one year. During the first six months, of that year, scarce a 

week passed without his whipping me. I was seldom free from a sore back. My 

awkwardness was almost always his excuse for whipping me. We were worked 

fully up to the point of endurance. Long before day we were up, our horses fed, 

and by the first approach of day we were off to the field with our hoes and 

ploughing teams. Mr. Covey gave us enough to eat, but scarce time to eat it. We 

were often less than five minutes taking our meals. We were often in the field 

from the first approach of day till its last lingering ray had left us; and at saving-

fodder time, midnight often caught us in the field binding blades. 

 

Covey would be out with us. The way he used to stand it, was this. He would 

spend the most of his afternoons in bed. He would then come out fresh in the 

evening, ready to urge us on with his words, example, and frequently with the 

whip. Mr. Covey was one of the few slaveholders who could and did work with 

his hands. He was a hard-working man. He knew by himself just what a man or a 

boy could do. There was no deceiving him. His work went on in his absence 

almost as well as in his presence; and he had the faculty of making us feel that he 

was ever present with us. This he did by surprising us. He seldom approached the 

spot where we were at work openly, if he could do it secretly. He always aimed at 

taking us by surprise. Such was his cunning, that we used to call him, among 

ourselves, “the snake.” When we were at work in the cornfield, he would 

sometimes crawl on his hands and knees to avoid detection, and all at once he 

would rise nearly in our midst, and scream out, “Ha, ha! Come, come! Dash on, 

dash on!” This being his mode of attack, it was never safe to stop a single minute. 

His comings were like a thief in the night. He appeared to us as being ever at 

hand. He was under every tree, behind every stump, in every bush, and at every 

window, on the plantation. He would sometimes mount his horse, as if bound to 

St. Michael’s, a distance of seven miles, and in half an hour afterwards you would 

see him coiled up in the corner of the wood-fence, watching every motion of the 

slaves. He would, for this purpose, leave his horse tied up in the woods. Again, he 

would sometimes walk up to us, and give us orders as though he was upon the 

point of starting on a long journey, turn his back upon us, and make as though he 

was going to the house to get ready; and, before he would get half way thither, he 
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would turn short and crawl into a fence-corner, or behind some tree, and there 

watch us till the going down of the sun. 

 

Mr. Covey’s forte consisted in his power to deceive. His life was devoted to 

planning and perpetrating the grossest deceptions. Every thing he possessed in the 

shape of learning or religion, he made conform to his disposition to deceive. He 

seemed to think himself equal to deceiving the Almighty. He would make a short 

prayer in the morning, and a long prayer at night; and, strange as it may seem, few 

men would at times appear more devotional than he. The exercises of his family 

devotions were always commenced with singing; and, as he was a very poor 

singer himself, the duty of raising the hymn generally came upon me. He would 

read his hymn, and nod at me to commence. I would at times do so; at others, I 

would not. My non-compliance would almost always produce much confusion. 

To show himself independent of me, he would start and stagger through with his 

hymn in the most discordant manner. In this state of mind, he prayed with more 

than ordinary spirit. Poor man! such was his disposition, and success at deceiving, 

I do verily believe that he sometimes deceived himself into the solemn belief, that 

he was a sincere worshipper of the most high God; and this, too, at a time when 

he may be said to have been guilty of compelling his woman slave to commit the 

sin of adultery. The facts in the case are these: Mr. Covey was a poor man; he was 

just commencing in life; he was only able to buy one slave; and, shocking as is 

the fact, he bought her, as he said, for a breeder. This woman was named 

Caroline. Mr. Covey bought her from Mr. Thomas Lowe, about six miles from St. 

Michael’s. She was a large, able-bodied woman, about twenty years old. She had 

already given birth to one child, which proved her to be just what he wanted. 

After buying her, he hired a married man of Mr. Samuel Harrison, to live with 

him one year; and him he used to fasten up with her every night! The result was, 

that, at the end of the year, the miserable woman gave birth to twins. At this result 

Mr. Covey seemed to be highly pleased, both with the man and the wretched 

woman. Such was his joy, and that of his wife, that nothing they could do for 

Caroline during her confinement was too good, or too hard, to be done. The 

children were regarded as being quite an addition to his wealth. 

 

If at any one time of my life more than another, I was made to drink the bitterest 

dregs of slavery, that time was during the first six months of my stay with Mr. 

Covey. We were worked in all weathers. It was never too hot or too cold; it could 

never rain, blow, hail, or snow, too hard for us to work in the field. Work, work, 

work, was scarcely more the order of the day than of the night. The longest days 

were too short for him, and the shortest nights too long for him. I was somewhat 

unmanageable when I first went there, but a few months of this discipline tamed 

me. Mr. Covey succeeded in breaking me. I was broken in body, soul, and spirit. 

My natural elasticity was crushed, my intellect languished, the disposition to read 

departed, the cheerful spark that lingered about my eye died; the dark night of 

slavery closed in upon me; and behold a man transformed into a brute! 
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Sunday was my only leisure time. I spent this in a sort of beast-like stupor, 

between sleep and wake, under some large tree. At times I would rise up, a flash 

of energetic freedom would dart through my soul, accompanied with a faint beam 

of hope, that flickered for a moment, and then vanished. I sank down again, 

mourning over my wretched condition. I was sometimes prompted to take my life, 

and that of Covey, but was prevented by a combination of hope and fear. My 

sufferings on this plantation seem now like a dream rather than a stern reality. 

 

Our house stood within a few rods of the Chesapeake Bay, whose broad bosom 

was ever white with sails from every quarter of the habitable globe. Those 

beautiful vessels, robed in purest white, so delightful to the eye of freemen, were 

to me so many shrouded ghosts, to terrify and torment me with thoughts of my 

wretched condition. I have often, in the deep stillness of a summer’s Sabbath, 

stood all alone upon the lofty banks of that noble bay, and traced, with saddened 

heart and tearful eye, the countless number of sails moving off to the mighty 

ocean. The sight of these always affected me powerfully. My thoughts would 

compel utterance; and there, with no audience but the Almighty, I would pour out 

my soul’s complaint, in my rude way, with an apostrophe to the moving multitude 

of ships:— 

 

“You are loosed from your moorings, and are free; I am fast in my chains, and am 

a slave! You move merrily before the gentle gale, and I sadly before the bloody 

whip! You are freedom’s swift-winged angels, that fly round the world; I am 

confined in bands of iron! O that I were free! O, that I were on one of your gallant 

decks, and under your protecting wing! Alas! betwixt me and you, the turbid 

waters roll. Go on, go on. O that I could also go! Could I but swim! If I could fly! 

O, why was I born a man, of whom to make a brute! The glad ship is gone; she 

hides in the dim distance. I am left in the hottest hell of unending slavery. O God, 

save me! God, deliver me! Let me be free! Is there any God? Why am I a slave? I 

will run away. I will not stand it. Get caught, or get clear, I’ll try it. I had as well 

die with ague as the fever. I have only one life to lose. I had as well be killed 

running as die standing. Only think of it; one hundred miles straight north, and I 

am free! Try it? Yes! God helping me, I will. It cannot be that I shall live and die 

a slave. I will take to the water. This very bay shall yet bear me into freedom. The 

steamboats steered in a north-east course from North Point. I will do the same; 

and when I get to the head of the bay, I will turn my canoe adrift, and walk 

straight through Delaware into Pennsylvania. When I get there, I shall not be 

required to have a pass; I can travel without being disturbed. Let but the first 

opportunity offer, and, come what will, I am off. Meanwhile, I will try to bear up 

under the yoke. I am not the only slave in the world. Why should I fret? I can bear 

as much as any of them. Besides, I am but a boy, and all boys are bound to some 

one. It may be that my misery in slavery will only increase my happiness when I 

get free. There is a better day coming.” 

 

Thus I used to think, and thus I used to speak to myself; goaded almost to 

madness at one moment, and at the next reconciling myself to my wretched lot. 
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I have already intimated that my condition was much worse, during the first six 

months of my stay at Mr. Covey’s, than in the last six. The circumstances leading 

to the change in Mr. Covey’s course toward me form an epoch in my humble 

history. You have seen how a man was made a slave; you shall see how a slave 

was made a man. On one of the hottest days of the month of August, 1833, Bill 

Smith, William Hughes, a slave named Eli, and myself, were engaged in fanning 

wheat. Hughes was clearing the fanned wheat from before the fan. Eli was 

turning, Smith was feeding, and I was carrying wheat to the fan. The work was 

simple, requiring strength rather than intellect; yet, to one entirely unused to such 

work, it came very hard. About three o’clock of that day, I broke down; my 

strength failed me; I was seized with a violent aching of the head, attended with 

extreme dizziness; I trembled in every limb. Finding what was coming, I nerved 

myself up, feeling it would never do to stop work. I stood as long as I could 

stagger to the hopper with grain. When I could stand no longer, I fell, and felt as if 

held down by an immense weight. The fan of course stopped; every one had his 

own work to do; and no one could do the work of the other, and have his own go 

on at the same time. 

 

Mr. Covey was at the house, about one hundred yards from the treading-yard 

where we were fanning. On hearing the fan stop, he left immediately, and came to 

the spot where we were. He hastily inquired what the matter was. Bill answered 

that I was sick, and there was no one to bring wheat to the fan. I had by this time 

crawled away under the side of the post and rail-fence by which the yard was 

enclosed, hoping to find relief by getting out of the sun. He then asked where I 

was. He was told by one of the hands. He came to the spot, and, after looking at 

me awhile, asked me what was the matter. I told him as well as I could, for I 

scarce had strength to speak. He then gave me a savage kick in the side, and told 

me to get up. I tried to do so, but fell back in the attempt. He gave me another 

kick, and again told me to rise. I again tried, and succeeded in gaining my feet; 

but, stooping to get the tub with which I was feeding the fan, I again staggered 

and fell. While down in this situation, Mr. Covey took up the hickory slat with 

which Hughes had been striking off the half-bushel measure, and with it gave me 

a heavy blow upon the head, making a large wound, and the blood ran freely; and 

with this again told me to get up. I made no effort to comply, having now made 

up my mind to let him do his worst. In a short time after receiving this blow, my 

head grew better. Mr. Covey had now left me to my fate. At this moment I 

resolved, for the first time, to go to my master, enter a complaint, and ask his 

protection. In order to do this, I must that afternoon walk seven miles; and this, 

under the circumstances, was truly a severe undertaking. I was exceedingly 

feeble; made so as much by the kicks and blows which I received, as by the 

severe fit of sickness to which I had been subjected. I, however, watched my 

chance, while Covey was looking in an opposite direction, and started for St. 

Michael’s. I succeeded in getting a considerable distance on my way to the 

woods, when Covey discovered me, and called after me to come back, threatening 

what he would do if I did not come. I disregarded both his calls and his threats, 
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and made my way to the woods as fast as my feeble state would allow; and 

thinking I might be overhauled by him if I kept the road, I walked through the 

woods, keeping far enough from the road to avoid detection, and near enough to 

prevent losing my way. I had not gone far before my little strength again failed 

me. I could go no farther. I fell down, and lay for a considerable time. The blood 

was yet oozing from the wound on my head. For a time I thought I should bleed to 

death; and think now that I should have done so, but that the blood so matted my 

hair as to stop the wound. After lying there about three quarters of an hour, I 

nerved myself up again, and started on my way, through bogs and briers, 

barefooted and bareheaded, tearing my feet sometimes at nearly every step; and 

after a journey of about seven miles, occupying some five hours to perform it, I 

arrived at master’s store. I then presented an appearance enough to affect any but 

a heart of iron. From the crown of my head to my feet, I was covered with blood. 

My hair was all clotted with dust and blood; my shirt was stiff with blood. I 

suppose I looked like a man who had escaped a den of wild beasts, and barely 

escaped them. In this state I appeared before my master, humbly entreating him to 

interpose his authority for my protection. I told him all the circumstances as well 

as I could, and it seemed, as I spoke, at times to affect him. He would then walk 

the floor, and seek to justify Covey by saying he expected I deserved it. He asked 

me what I wanted. I told him, to let me get a new home; that as sure as I lived 

with Mr. Covey again, I should live with but to die with him; that Covey would 

surely kill me; he was in a fair way for it. Master Thomas ridiculed the idea that 

there was any danger of Mr. Covey’s killing me, and said that he knew Mr. 

Covey; that he was a good man, and that he could not think of taking me from 

him; that, should he do so, he would lose the whole year’s wages; that I belonged 

to Mr. Covey for one year, and that I must go back to him, come what might; and 

that I must not trouble him with any more stories, or that he would himself get 

hold of me. After threatening me thus, he gave me a very large dose of salts, 

telling me that I might remain in St. Michael’s that night, (it being quite late,) but 

that I must be off back to Mr. Covey’s early in the morning; and that if I did not, 

he would get hold of me, which meant that he would whip me. I remained all 

night, and, according to his orders, I started off to Covey’s in the morning, 

(Saturday morning,) wearied in body and broken in spirit. I got no supper that 

night, or breakfast that morning. I reached Covey’s about nine o’clock; and just as 

I was getting over the fence that divided Mrs. Kemp’s fields from ours, out ran 

Covey with his cowskin, to give me another whipping. Before he could reach me, 

I succeeded in getting to the cornfield; and as the corn was very high, it afforded 

me the means of hiding. He seemed very angry, and searched for me a long time. 

My behavior was altogether unaccountable. He finally gave up the chase, 

thinking, I suppose, that I must come home for something to eat; he would give 

himself no further trouble in looking for me. I spent that day mostly in the woods, 

having the alternative before me,—to go home and be whipped to death, or stay in 

the woods and be starved to death. That night, I fell in with Sandy Jenkins, a slave 

with whom I was somewhat acquainted. Sandy had a free wife who lived about 

four miles from Mr. Covey’s; and it being Saturday, he was on his way to see her. 

I told him my circumstances, and he very kindly invited me to go home with him. 



320 

 

I went home with him, and talked this whole matter over, and got his advice as to 

what course it was best for me to pursue. I found Sandy an old adviser. He told 

me, with great solemnity, I must go back to Covey; but that before I went, I must 

go with him into another part of the woods, where there was a certain root, which, 

if I would take some of it with me, carrying it always on my right side, would 

render it impossible for Mr. Covey, or any other white man, to whip me. He said 

he had carried it for years; and since he had done so, he had never received a 

blow, and never expected to while he carried it. I at first rejected the idea, that the 

simple carrying of a root in my pocket would have any such effect as he had said, 

and was not disposed to take it; but Sandy impressed the necessity with much 

earnestness, telling me it could do no harm, if it did no good. To please him, I at 

length took the root, and, according to his direction, carried it upon my right side. 

This was Sunday morning. I immediately started for home; and upon entering the 

yard gate, out came Mr. Covey on his way to meeting. He spoke to me very 

kindly, bade me drive the pigs from a lot near by, and passed on towards the 

church. Now, this singular conduct of Mr. Covey really made me begin to think 

that there was something in the root which Sandy had given me; and had it been 

on any other day than Sunday, I could have attributed the conduct to no other 

cause than the influence of that root; and as it was, I was half inclined to think 

the root to be something more than I at first had taken it to be. All went well till 

Monday morning. On this morning, the virtue of the root was fully tested. Long 

before daylight, I was called to go and rub, curry, and feed, the horses. I obeyed, 

and was glad to obey. But whilst thus engaged, whilst in the act of throwing down 

some blades from the loft, Mr. Covey entered the stable with a long rope; and just 

as I was half out of the loft, he caught hold of my legs, and was about tying me. 

As soon as I found what he was up to, I gave a sudden spring, and as I did so, he 

holding to my legs, I was brought sprawling on the stable floor. Mr. Covey 

seemed now to think he had me, and could do what he pleased; but at this 

moment—from whence came the spirit I don’t know—I resolved to fight; and, 

suiting my action to the resolution, I seized Covey hard by the throat; and as I did 

so, I rose. He held on to me, and I to him. My resistance was so entirely 

unexpected that Covey seemed taken all aback. He trembled like a leaf. This gave 

me assurance, and I held him uneasy, causing the blood to run where I touched 

him with the ends of my fingers. Mr. Covey soon called out to Hughes for help. 

Hughes came, and, while Covey held me, attempted to tie my right hand. While 

he was in the act of doing so, I watched my chance, and gave him a heavy kick 

close under the ribs. This kick fairly sickened Hughes, so that he left me in the 

hands of Mr. Covey. This kick had the effect of not only weakening Hughes, but 

Covey also. When he saw Hughes bending over with pain, his courage quailed. 

He asked me if I meant to persist in my resistance. I told him I did, come what 

might; that he had used me like a brute for six months, and that I was determined 

to be used so no longer. With that, he strove to drag me to a stick that was lying 

just out of the stable door. He meant to knock me down. But just as he was 

leaning over to get the stick, I seized him with both hands by his collar, and 

brought him by a sudden snatch to the ground. By this time, Bill came. Covey 

called upon him for assistance. Bill wanted to know what he could do. Covey 
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said, “Take hold of him, take hold of him!” Bill said his master hired him out to 

work, and not to help to whip me; so he left Covey and myself to fight our own 

battle out. We were at it for nearly two hours. Covey at length let me go, puffing 

and blowing at a great rate, saying that if I had not resisted, he would not have 

whipped me half so much. The truth was, that he had not whipped me at all. I 

considered him as getting entirely the worst end of the bargain; for he had drawn 

no blood from me, but I had from him. The whole six months afterwards, that I 

spent with Mr. Covey, he never laid the weight of his finger upon me in anger. He 

would occasionally say, he didn’t want to get hold of me again. “No,” thought I, 

“you need not; for you will come off worse than you did before.” 

 

This battle with Mr. Covey was the turning-point in my career as a slave. It 

rekindled the few expiring embers of freedom, and revived within me a sense of 

my own manhood. It recalled the departed self-confidence, and inspired me again 

with a determination to be free. The gratification afforded by the triumph was a 

full compensation for whatever else might follow, even death itself. He only can 

understand the deep satisfaction which I experienced, who has himself repelled by 

force the bloody arm of slavery. I felt as I never felt before. It was a glorious 

resurrection, from the tomb of slavery, to the heaven of freedom. My long-

crushed spirit rose, cowardice departed, bold defiance took its place; and I now 

resolved that, however long I might remain a slave in form, the day had passed 

forever when I could be a slave in fact. I did not hesitate to let it be known of me, 

that the white man who expected to succeed in whipping, must also succeed in 

killing me. 

 

From this time I was never again what might be called fairly whipped, though I 

remained a slave four years afterwards. I had several fights, but was never 

whipped. 

 

 

It was for a long time a matter of surprise to me why Mr. Covey did not 

immediately have me taken by the constable to the whipping-post, and there 

regularly whipped for the crime of raising my hand against a white man in 

defence of myself. And the only explanation I can now think of does not entirely 

satisfy me; but such as it is, I will give it. Mr. Covey enjoyed the most unbounded 

reputation for being a first-rate overseer and negro-breaker. It was of considerable 

importance to him. That reputation was at stake; and had he sent me—a boy about 

sixteen years old—to the public whipping-post, his reputation would have been 

lost; so, to save his reputation, he suffered me to go unpunished. 

 

My term of actual service to Mr. Edward Covey ended on Christmas day, 1833. 

The days between Christmas and New Year’s day are allowed as holidays; and, 

accordingly, we were not required to perform any labor, more than to feed and 

take care of the stock. This time we regarded as our own, by the grace of our 

masters; and we therefore used or abused it nearly as we pleased. Those of us who 

had families at a distance, were generally allowed to spend the whole six days in 
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their society. This time, however, was spent in various ways. The staid, sober, 

thinking and industrious ones of our number would employ themselves in making 

corn-brooms, mats, horse-collars, and baskets; and another class of us would 

spend the time in hunting opossums, hares, and coons. But by far the larger part 

engaged in such sports and merriments as playing ball, wrestling, running foot-

races, fiddling, dancing, and drinking whisky; and this latter mode of spending the 

time was by far the most agreeable to the feelings of our masters. A slave who 

would work during the holidays was considered by our masters as scarcely 

deserving them. He was regarded as one who rejected the favor of his master. It 

was deemed a disgrace not to get drunk at Christmas; and he was regarded as lazy 

indeed, who had not provided himself with the necessary means, during the year, 

to get whisky enough to last him through Christmas. 

 

From what I know of the effect of these holidays upon the slave, I believe them to 

be among the most effective means in the hands of the slaveholder in keeping 

down the spirit of insurrection. Were the slaveholders at once to abandon this 

practice, I have not the slightest doubt it would lead to an immediate insurrection 

among the slaves. These holidays serve as conductors, or safety-valves, to carry 

off the rebellious spirit of enslaved humanity. But for these, the slave would be 

forced up to the wildest desperation; and woe betide the slaveholder, the day he 

ventures to remove or hinder the operation of those conductors! I warn him that, 

in such an event, a spirit will go forth in their midst, more to be dreaded than the 

most appalling earthquake. 

 

The holidays are part and parcel of the gross fraud, wrong, and inhumanity of 

slavery. They are professedly a custom established by the benevolence of the 

slaveholders; but I undertake to say, it is the result of selfishness, and one of the 

grossest frauds committed upon the down-trodden slave. They do not give the 

slaves this time because they would not like to have their work during its 

continuance, but because they know it would be unsafe to deprive them of it. This 

will be seen by the fact, that the slaveholders like to have their slaves spend those 

days just in such a manner as to make them as glad of their ending as of their 

beginning. Their object seems to be, to disgust their slaves with freedom, by 

plunging them into the lowest depths of dissipation. For instance, the slaveholders 

not only like to see the slave drink of his own accord, but will adopt various plans 

to make him drunk. One plan is, to make bets on their slaves, as to who can drink 

the most whisky without getting drunk; and in this way they succeed in getting 

whole multitudes to drink to excess. Thus, when the slave asks for virtuous 

freedom, the cunning slaveholder, knowing his ignorance, cheats him with a dose 

of vicious dissipation, artfully labelled with the name of liberty. The most of us 

used to drink it down, and the result was just what might be supposed; many of us 

were led to think that there was little to choose between liberty and slavery. We 

felt, and very properly too, that we had almost as well be slaves to man as to rum. 

So, when the holidays ended, we staggered up from the filth of our wallowing, 

took a long breath, and marched to the field,—feeling, upon the whole, rather glad 
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to go, from what our master had deceived us into a belief was freedom, back to 

the arms of slavery. 

 

I have said that this mode of treatment is a part of the whole system of fraud and 

inhumanity of slavery. It is so. The mode here adopted to disgust the slave with 

freedom, by allowing him to see only the abuse of it, is carried out in other things. 

For instance, a slave loves molasses; he steals some. His master, in many cases, 

goes off to town, and buys a large quantity; he returns, takes his whip, and 

commands the slave to eat the molasses, until the poor fellow is made sick at the 

very mention of it. The same mode is sometimes adopted to make the slaves 

refrain from asking for more food than their regular allowance. A slave runs 

through his allowance, and applies for more. His master is enraged at him; but, 

not willing to send him off without food, gives him more than is necessary, and 

compels him to eat it within a given time. Then, if he complains that he cannot eat 

it, he is said to be satisfied neither full nor fasting, and is whipped for being hard 

to please! I have an abundance of such illustrations of the same principle, drawn 

from my own observation, but think the cases I have cited sufficient. The practice 

is a very common one. 

 

On the first of January, 1834, I left Mr. Covey, and went to live with Mr. William 

Freeland, who lived about three miles from St. Michael’s. I soon found Mr. 

Freeland a very different man from Mr. Covey. Though not rich, he was what 

would be called an educated southern gentleman. Mr. Covey, as I have shown, 

was a well-trained negro-breaker and slave-driver. The former (slaveholder 

though he was) seemed to possess some regard for honor, some reverence for 

justice, and some respect for humanity. The latter seemed totally insensible to all 

such sentiments. Mr. Freeland had many of the faults peculiar to slaveholders, 

such as being very passionate and fretful; but I must do him the justice to say, that 

he was exceedingly free from those degrading vices to which Mr. Covey was 

constantly addicted. The one was open and frank, and we always knew where to 

find him. The other was a most artful deceiver, and could be understood only by 

such as were skilful enough to detect his cunningly-devised frauds. Another 

advantage I gained in my new master was, he made no pretensions to, or 

profession of, religion; and this, in my opinion, was truly a great advantage. I 

assert most unhesitatingly, that the religion of the south is a mere covering for the 

most horrid crimes,—a justifier of the most appalling barbarity,—a sanctifier of 

the most hateful frauds,—and a dark shelter under, which the darkest, foulest, 

grossest, and most infernal deeds of slaveholders find the strongest protection. 

Were I to be again reduced to the chains of slavery, next to that enslavement, I 

should regard being the slave of a religious master the greatest calamity that could 

befall me. For of all slaveholders with whom I have ever met, religious 

slaveholders are the worst. I have ever found them the meanest and basest, the 

most cruel and cowardly, of all others. It was my unhappy lot not only to belong 

to a religious slaveholder, but to live in a community of such religionists. Very 

near Mr. Freeland lived the Rev. Daniel Weeden, and in the same neighborhood 

lived the Rev. Rigby Hopkins. These were members and ministers in the 
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Reformed Methodist Church. Mr. Weeden owned, among others, a woman slave, 

whose name I have forgotten. This woman’s back, for weeks, was kept literally 

raw, made so by the lash of this merciless, religious wretch. He used to hire 

hands. His maxim was, Behave well or behave ill, it is the duty of a master 

occasionally to whip a slave, to remind him of his master’s authority. Such was 

his theory, and such his practice. 

 

Mr. Hopkins was even worse than Mr. Weeden. His chief boast was his ability to 

manage slaves. The peculiar feature of his government was that of whipping 

slaves in advance of deserving it. He always managed to have one or more of his 

slaves to whip every Monday morning. He did this to alarm their fears, and strike 

terror into those who escaped. His plan was to whip for the smallest offences, to 

prevent the commission of large ones. Mr. Hopkins could always find some 

excuse for whipping a slave. It would astonish one, unaccustomed to a 

slaveholding life, to see with what wonderful ease a slaveholder can find things, 

of which to make occasion to whip a slave. A mere look, word, or motion,—a 

mistake, accident, or want of power,—are all matters for which a slave may be 

whipped at any time. Does a slave look dissatisfied? It is said, he has the devil in 

him, and it must be whipped out. Does he speak loudly when spoken to by his 

master? Then he is getting high-minded, and should be taken down a button-hole 

lower. Does he forget to pull off his hat at the approach of a white person? Then 

he is wanting in reverence, and should be whipped for it. Does he ever venture to 

vindicate his conduct, when censured for it? Then he is guilty of impudence,—

one of the greatest crimes of which a slave can be guilty. Does he ever venture to 

suggest a different mode of doing things from that pointed out by his master? He 

is indeed presumptuous, and getting above himself; and nothing less than a 

flogging will do for him. Does he, while ploughing, break a plough,—or, while 

hoeing, break a hoe? It is owing to his carelessness, and for it a slave must always 

be whipped. Mr. Hopkins could always find something of this sort to justify the 

use of the lash, and he seldom failed to embrace such opportunities. There was not 

a man in the whole county, with whom the slaves who had the getting their own 

home, would not prefer to live, rather than with this Rev. Mr. Hopkins. And yet 

there was not a man any where round, who made higher professions of religion, or 

was more active in revivals,—more attentive to the class, love-feast, prayer and 

preaching meetings, or more devotional in his family,—that prayed earlier, later, 

louder, and longer,—than this same reverend slave-driver, Rigby Hopkins. 

 

But to return to Mr. Freeland, and to my experience while in his employment. He, 

like Mr. Covey, gave us enough to eat; but, unlike Mr. Covey, he also gave us 

sufficient time to take our meals. He worked us hard, but always between sunrise 

and sunset. He required a good deal of work to be done, but gave us good tools 

with which to work. His farm was large, but he employed hands enough to work 

it, and with ease, compared with many of his neighbors. My treatment, while in 

his employment, was heavenly, compared with what I experienced at the hands of 

Mr. Edward Covey. 
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Mr. Freeland was himself the owner of but two slaves. Their names were Henry 

Harris and John Harris. The rest of his hands he hired. These consisted of myself, 

Sandy Jenkins,* and Handy Caldwell. 

     

   *This is the same man who gave me the roots to prevent my 

    being whipped by Mr. Covey. He was “a clever soul.” We used 

     frequently to talk about the fight with Covey, and as often 

     as we did so, he would claim my success as the result of the 

     roots which he gave me. This superstition is very common 

     among the more ignorant slaves. A slave seldom dies but that 

     his death is attributed to trickery. 

 

Henry and John were quite intelligent, and in a very little while after I went there, 

I succeeded in creating in them a strong desire to learn how to read. This desire 

soon sprang up in the others also. They very soon mustered up some old spelling-

books, and nothing would do but that I must keep a Sabbath school. I agreed to do 

so, and accordingly devoted my Sundays to teaching these my loved fellow-slaves 

how to read. Neither of them knew his letters when I went there. Some of the 

slaves of the neighboring farms found what was going on, and also availed 

themselves of this little opportunity to learn to read. It was understood, among all 

who came, that there must be as little display about it as possible. It was necessary 

to keep our religious masters at St. Michael’s unacquainted with the fact, that, 

instead of spending the Sabbath in wrestling, boxing, and drinking whisky, we 

were trying to learn how to read the will of God; for they had much rather see us 

engaged in those degrading sports, than to see us behaving like intellectual, moral, 

and accountable beings. My blood boils as I think of the bloody manner in which 

Messrs. Wright Fairbanks and Garrison West, both class-leaders, in connection 

with many others, rushed in upon us with sticks and stones, and broke up our 

virtuous little Sabbath school, at St. Michael’s—all calling themselves Christians! 

humble followers of the Lord Jesus Christ! But I am again digressing. 

 

I held my Sabbath school at the house of a free colored man, whose name I deem 

it imprudent to mention; for should it be known, it might embarrass him greatly, 

though the crime of holding the school was committed ten years ago. I had at one 

time over forty scholars, and those of the right sort, ardently desiring to learn. 

They were of all ages, though mostly men and women. I look back to those 

Sundays with an amount of pleasure not to be expressed. They were great days to 

my soul. The work of instructing my dear fellow-slaves was the sweetest 

engagement with which I was ever blessed. We loved each other, and to leave 

them at the close of the Sabbath was a severe cross indeed. When I think that 

these precious souls are to-day shut up in the prison-house of slavery, my feelings 

overcome me, and I am almost ready to ask, “Does a righteous God govern the 

universe? and for what does he hold the thunders in his right hand, if not to smite 

the oppressor, and deliver the spoiled out of the hand of the spoiler?” These dear 

souls came not to Sabbath school because it was popular to do so, nor did I teach 

them because it was reputable to be thus engaged. Every moment they spent in 
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that school, they were liable to be taken up, and given thirty-nine lashes. They 

came because they wished to learn. Their minds had been starved by their cruel 

masters. They had been shut up in mental darkness. I taught them, because it was 

the delight of my soul to be doing something that looked like bettering the 

condition of my race. I kept up my school nearly the whole year I lived with Mr. 

Freeland; and, beside my Sabbath school, I devoted three evenings in the week, 

during the winter, to teaching the slaves at home. And I have the happiness to 

know, that several of those who came to Sabbath school learned how to read; and 

that one, at least, is now free through my agency. 

 

The year passed off smoothly. It seemed only about half as long as the year which 

preceded it. I went through it without receiving a single blow. I will give Mr. 

Freeland the credit of being the best master I ever had, till I became my own 

master. For the ease with which I passed the year, I was, however, somewhat 

indebted to the society of my fellow-slaves. They were noble souls; they not only 

possessed loving hearts, but brave ones. We were linked and interlinked with each 

other. I loved them with a love stronger than any thing I have experienced since. 

It is sometimes said that we slaves do not love and confide in each other. In 

answer to this assertion, I can say, I never loved any or confided in any people 

more than my fellow-slaves, and especially those with whom I lived at Mr. 

Freeland’s. I believe we would have died for each other. We never undertook to 

do any thing, of any importance, without a mutual consultation. We never moved 

separately. We were one; and as much so by our tempers and dispositions, as by 

the mutual hardships to which we were necessarily subjected by our condition as 

slaves. 

 

At the close of the year 1834, Mr. Freeland again hired me of my master, for the 

year 1835. But, by this time, I began to want to live upon free land as well as with 

Freeland; and I was no longer content, therefore, to live with him or any other 

slaveholder. I began, with the commencement of the year, to prepare myself for a 

final struggle, which should decide my fate one way or the other. My tendency 

was upward. I was fast approaching manhood, and year after year had passed, and 

I was still a slave. These thoughts roused me—I must do something. I therefore 

resolved that 1835 should not pass without witnessing an attempt, on my part, to 

secure my liberty. But I was not willing to cherish this determination alone. My 

fellow-slaves were dear to me. I was anxious to have them participate with me in 

this, my life-giving determination. I therefore, though with great prudence, 

commenced early to ascertain their views and feelings in regard to their condition, 

and to imbue their minds with thoughts of freedom. I bent myself to devising 

ways and means for our escape, and meanwhile strove, on all fitting occasions, to 

impress them with the gross fraud and inhumanity of slavery. I went first to 

Henry, next to John, then to the others. I found, in them all, warm hearts and 

noble spirits. They were ready to hear, and ready to act when a feasible plan 

should be proposed. This was what I wanted. I talked to them of our want of 

manhood, if we submitted to our enslavement without at least one noble effort to 

be free. We met often, and consulted frequently, and told our hopes and fears, 
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recounted the difficulties, real and imagined, which we should be called on to 

meet. At times we were almost disposed to give up, and try to content ourselves 

with our wretched lot; at others, we were firm and unbending in our determination 

to go. Whenever we suggested any plan, there was shrinking—the odds were 

fearful. Our path was beset with the greatest obstacles; and if we succeeded in 

gaining the end of it, our right to be free was yet questionable—we were yet liable 

to be returned to bondage. We could see no spot, this side of the ocean, where we 

could be free. We knew nothing about Canada. Our knowledge of the north did 

not extend farther than New York; and to go there, and be forever harassed with 

the frightful liability of being returned to slavery—with the certainty of being 

treated tenfold worse than before—the thought was truly a horrible one, and one 

which it was not easy to overcome. The case sometimes stood thus: At every gate 

through which we were to pass, we saw a watchman—at every ferry a guard—on 

every bridge a sentinel—and in every wood a patrol. We were hemmed in upon 

every side. Here were the difficulties, real or imagined—the good to be sought, 

and the evil to be shunned. On the one hand, there stood slavery, a stern reality, 

glaring frightfully upon us,—its robes already crimsoned with the blood of 

millions, and even now feasting itself greedily upon our own flesh. On the other 

hand, away back in the dim distance, under the flickering light of the north star, 

behind some craggy hill or snow-covered mountain, stood a doubtful freedom—

half frozen—beckoning us to come and share its hospitality. This in itself was 

sometimes enough to stagger us; but when we permitted ourselves to survey the 

road, we were frequently appalled. Upon either side we saw grim death, assuming 

the most horrid shapes. Now it was starvation, causing us to eat our own flesh;—

now we were contending with the waves, and were drowned;—now we were 

overtaken, and torn to pieces by the fangs of the terrible bloodhound. We were 

stung by scorpions, chased by wild beasts, bitten by snakes, and finally, after 

having nearly reached the desired spot,—after swimming rivers, encountering 

wild beasts, sleeping in the woods, suffering hunger and nakedness,—we were 

overtaken by our pursuers, and, in our resistance, we were shot dead upon the 

spot! I say, this picture sometimes appalled us, and made us 

     

      “rather bear those ills we had, 

     Than fly to others, that we knew not of.” 

 

In coming to a fixed determination to run away, we did more than Patrick Henry, 

when he resolved upon liberty or death. With us it was a doubtful liberty at most, 

and almost certain death if we failed. For my part, I should prefer death to 

hopeless bondage. 

 

Sandy, one of our number, gave up the notion, but still encouraged us. Our 

company then consisted of Henry Harris, John Harris, Henry Bailey, Charles 

Roberts, and myself. Henry Bailey was my uncle, and belonged to my master. 

Charles married my aunt: he belonged to my master’s father-in-law, Mr. William 

Hamilton. 
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The plan we finally concluded upon was, to get a large canoe belonging to Mr. 

Hamilton, and upon the Saturday night previous to Easter holidays, paddle 

directly up the Chesapeake Bay. On our arrival at the head of the bay, a distance 

of seventy or eighty miles from where we lived, it was our purpose to turn our 

canoe adrift, and follow the guidance of the north star till we got beyond the limits 

of Maryland. Our reason for taking the water route was, that we were less liable to 

be suspected as runaways; we hoped to be regarded as fishermen; whereas, if we 

should take the land route, we should be subjected to interruptions of almost every 

kind. Any one having a white face, and being so disposed, could stop us, and 

subject us to examination. 

 

The week before our intended start, I wrote several protections, one for each of 

us. As well as I can remember, they were in the following words, to wit:— 

     

     “This is to certify that I, the undersigned, have given the bearer, my 

     servant, full liberty to go to Baltimore, and spend the Easter holidays. 

     Written with mine own hand, &c., 1835. 

 

     “WILLIAM HAMILTON, 

 

 

“Near St. Michael’s, in Talbot county, Maryland.” 

 

We were not going to Baltimore; but, in going up the bay, we went toward 

Baltimore, and these protections were only intended to protect us while on the 

bay. 

 

As the time drew near for our departure, our anxiety became more and more 

intense. It was truly a matter of life and death with us. The strength of our 

determination was about to be fully tested. At this time, I was very active in 

explaining every difficulty, removing every doubt, dispelling every fear, and 

inspiring all with the firmness indispensable to success in our undertaking; 

assuring them that half was gained the instant we made the move; we had talked 

long enough; we were now ready to move; if not now, we never should be; and if 

we did not intend to move now, we had as well fold our arms, sit down, and 

acknowledge ourselves fit only to be slaves. This, none of us were prepared to 

acknowledge. Every man stood firm; and at our last meeting, we pledged 

ourselves afresh, in the most solemn manner, that, at the time appointed, we 

would certainly start in pursuit of freedom. This was in the middle of the week, at 

the end of which we were to be off. We went, as usual, to our several fields of 

labor, but with bosoms highly agitated with thoughts of our truly hazardous 

undertaking. We tried to conceal our feelings as much as possible; and I think we 

succeeded very well. 

 

After a painful waiting, the Saturday morning, whose night was to witness our 

departure, came. I hailed it with joy, bring what of sadness it might. Friday night 
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was a sleepless one for me. I probably felt more anxious than the rest, because I 

was, by common consent, at the head of the whole affair. The responsibility of 

success or failure lay heavily upon me. The glory of the one, and the confusion of 

the other, were alike mine. The first two hours of that morning were such as I 

never experienced before, and hope never to again. Early in the morning, we 

went, as usual, to the field. We were spreading manure; and all at once, while thus 

engaged, I was overwhelmed with an indescribable feeling, in the fulness of 

which I turned to Sandy, who was near by, and said, “We are betrayed!” “Well,” 

said he, “that thought has this moment struck me.” We said no more. I was never 

more certain of any thing. 

 

The horn was blown as usual, and we went up from the field to the house for 

breakfast. I went for the form, more than for want of any thing to eat that 

morning. Just as I got to the house, in looking out at the lane gate, I saw four 

white men, with two colored men. The white men were on horseback, and the 

colored ones were walking behind, as if tied. I watched them a few moments till 

they got up to our lane gate. Here they halted, and tied the colored men to the 

gate-post. I was not yet certain as to what the matter was. In a few moments, in 

rode Mr. Hamilton, with a speed betokening great excitement. He came to the 

door, and inquired if Master William was in. He was told he was at the barn. Mr. 

Hamilton, without dismounting, rode up to the barn with extraordinary speed. In a 

few moments, he and Mr. Freeland returned to the house. By this time, the three 

constables rode up, and in great haste dismounted, tied their horses, and met 

Master William and Mr. Hamilton returning from the barn; and after talking 

awhile, they all walked up to the kitchen door. There was no one in the kitchen 

but myself and John. Henry and Sandy were up at the barn. Mr. Freeland put his 

head in at the door, and called me by name, saying, there were some gentlemen at 

the door who wished to see me. I stepped to the door, and inquired what they 

wanted. They at once seized me, and, without giving me any satisfaction, tied 

me—lashing my hands closely together. I insisted upon knowing what the matter 

was. They at length said, that they had learned I had been in a “scrape,” and that I 

was to be examined before my master; and if their information proved false, I 

should not be hurt. 

 

In a few moments, they succeeded in tying John. They then turned to Henry, who 

had by this time returned, and commanded him to cross his hands. “I won’t!” said 

Henry, in a firm tone, indicating his readiness to meet the consequences of his 

refusal. “Won’t you?” said Tom Graham, the constable. “No, I won’t!” said 

Henry, in a still stronger tone. With this, two of the constables pulled out their 

shining pistols, and swore, by their Creator, that they would make him cross his 

hands or kill him. Each cocked his pistol, and, with fingers on the trigger, walked 

up to Henry, saying, at the same time, if he did not cross his hands, they would 

blow his damned heart out. “Shoot me, shoot me!” said Henry; “you can’t kill me 

but once. Shoot, shoot,—and be damned! I won’t be tied!” This he said in a tone 

of loud defiance; and at the same time, with a motion as quick as lightning, he 

with one single stroke dashed the pistols from the hand of each constable. As he 
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did this, all hands fell upon him, and, after beating him some time, they finally 

overpowered him, and got him tied. 

 

During the scuffle, I managed, I know not how, to get my pass out, and, without 

being discovered, put it into the fire. We were all now tied; and just as we were to 

leave for Easton jail, Betsy Freeland, mother of William Freeland, came to the 

door with her hands full of biscuits, and divided them between Henry and John. 

She then delivered herself of a speech, to the following effect:—addressing 

herself to me, she said, “You devil! You yellow devil! it was you that put it into the 

heads of Henry and John to run away. But for you, you long-legged mulatto devil! 

Henry nor John would never have thought of such a thing.” I made no reply, and 

was immediately hurried off towards St. Michael’s. Just a moment previous to the 

scuffle with Henry, Mr. Hamilton suggested the propriety of making a search for 

the protections which he had understood Frederick had written for himself and the 

rest. But, just at the moment he was about carrying his proposal into effect, his aid 

was needed in helping to tie Henry; and the excitement attending the scuffle 

caused them either to forget, or to deem it unsafe, under the circumstances, to 

search. So we were not yet convicted of the intention to run away. 

 

When we got about half way to St. Michael’s, while the constables having us in 

charge were looking ahead, Henry inquired of me what he should do with his 

pass. I told him to eat it with his biscuit, and own nothing; and we passed the 

word around, “Own nothing;” and “Own nothing!” said we all. Our confidence in 

each other was unshaken. We were resolved to succeed or fail together, after the 

calamity had befallen us as much as before. We were now prepared for any thing. 

We were to be dragged that morning fifteen miles behind horses, and then to be 

placed in the Easton jail. When we reached St. Michael’s, we underwent a sort of 

examination. We all denied that we ever intended to run away. We did this more 

to bring out the evidence against us, than from any hope of getting clear of being 

sold; for, as I have said, we were ready for that. The fact was, we cared but little 

where we went, so we went together. Our greatest concern was about separation. 

We dreaded that more than any thing this side of death. We found the evidence 

against us to be the testimony of one person; our master would not tell who it was; 

but we came to a unanimous decision among ourselves as to who their informant 

was. We were sent off to the jail at Easton. When we got there, we were delivered 

up to the sheriff, Mr. Joseph Graham, and by him placed in jail. Henry, John, and 

myself, were placed in one room together—Charles, and Henry Bailey, in 

another. Their object in separating us was to hinder concert. 

 

We had been in jail scarcely twenty minutes, when a swarm of slave traders, and 

agents for slave traders, flocked into jail to look at us, and to ascertain if we were 

for sale. Such a set of beings I never saw before! I felt myself surrounded by so 

many fiends from perdition. A band of pirates never looked more like their father, 

the devil. They laughed and grinned over us, saying, “Ah, my boys! we have got 

you, haven’t we?” And after taunting us in various ways, they one by one went 

into an examination of us, with intent to ascertain our value. They would 
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impudently ask us if we would not like to have them for our masters. We would 

make them no answer, and leave them to find out as best they could. Then they 

would curse and swear at us, telling us that they could take the devil out of us in a 

very little while, if we were only in their hands. 

 

While in jail, we found ourselves in much more comfortable quarters than we 

expected when we went there. We did not get much to eat, nor that which was 

very good; but we had a good clean room, from the windows of which we could 

see what was going on in the street, which was very much better than though we 

had been placed in one of the dark, damp cells. Upon the whole, we got along 

very well, so far as the jail and its keeper were concerned. Immediately after the 

holidays were over, contrary to all our expectations, Mr. Hamilton and Mr. 

Freeland came up to Easton, and took Charles, the two Henrys, and John, out of 

jail, and carried them home, leaving me alone. I regarded this separation as a final 

one. It caused me more pain than any thing else in the whole transaction. I was 

ready for any thing rather than separation. I supposed that they had consulted 

together, and had decided that, as I was the whole cause of the intention of the 

others to run away, it was hard to make the innocent suffer with the guilty; and 

that they had, therefore, concluded to take the others home, and sell me, as a 

warning to the others that remained. It is due to the noble Henry to say, he seemed 

almost as reluctant at leaving the prison as at leaving home to come to the prison. 

But we knew we should, in all probability, be separated, if we were sold; and 

since he was in their hands, he concluded to go peaceably home. 

 

I was now left to my fate. I was all alone, and within the walls of a stone prison. 

But a few days before, and I was full of hope. I expected to have been safe in a 

land of freedom; but now I was covered with gloom, sunk down to the utmost 

despair. I thought the possibility of freedom was gone. I was kept in this way 

about one week, at the end of which, Captain Auld, my master, to my surprise and 

utter astonishment, came up, and took me out, with the intention of sending me, 

with a gentleman of his acquaintance, into Alabama. But, from some cause or 

other, he did not send me to Alabama, but concluded to send me back to 

Baltimore, to live again with his brother Hugh, and to learn a trade. 

 

Thus, after an absence of three years and one month, I was once more permitted 

to return to my old home at Baltimore. My master sent me away, because there 

existed against me a very great prejudice in the community, and he feared I might 

be killed. 

 

In a few weeks after I went to Baltimore, Master Hugh hired me to Mr. William 

Gardner, an extensive ship-builder, on Fell’s Point. I was put there to learn how to 

calk. It, however, proved a very unfavorable place for the accomplishment of this 

object. Mr. Gardner was engaged that spring in building two large man-of-war 

brigs, professedly for the Mexican government. The vessels were to be launched 

in the July of that year, and in failure thereof, Mr. Gardner was to lose a 

considerable sum; so that when I entered, all was hurry. There was no time to 
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learn any thing. Every man had to do that which he knew how to do. In entering 

the shipyard, my orders from Mr. Gardner were, to do whatever the carpenters 

commanded me to do. This was placing me at the beck and call of about seventy-

five men. I was to regard all these as masters. Their word was to be my law. My 

situation was a most trying one. At times I needed a dozen pair of hands. I was 

called a dozen ways in the space of a single minute. Three or four voices would 

strike my ear at the same moment. It was—“Fred., come help me to cant this 

timber here.”—“Fred., come carry this timber yonder.”—“Fred., bring that roller 

here.”—“Fred., go get a fresh can of water.”—“Fred., come help saw off the end 

of this timber.”—“Fred., go quick, and get the crowbar.”—“Fred., hold on the end 

of this fall.”—“Fred., go to the blacksmith’s shop, and get a new punch.”—

“Hurra, Fred! run and bring me a cold chisel.”—“I say, Fred., bear a hand, and get 

up a fire as quick as lightning under that steam-box.”—“Halloo, nigger! come, 

turn this grindstone.”—“Come, come! move, move! and bowse this timber 

forward.”—“I say, darky, blast your eyes, why don’t you heat up some pitch?”—

“Halloo! halloo! halloo!” (Three voices at the same time.) “Come here!—Go 

there!—Hold on where you are! Damn you, if you move, I’ll knock your brains 

out!” 

 

This was my school for eight months; and I might have remained there longer, but 

for a most horrid fight I had with four of the white apprentices, in which my left 

eye was nearly knocked out, and I was horribly mangled in other respects. The 

facts in the case were these: Until a very little while after I went there, white and 

black ship-carpenters worked side by side, and no one seemed to see any 

impropriety in it. All hands seemed to be very well satisfied. Many of the black 

carpenters were freemen. Things seemed to be going on very well. All at once, the 

white carpenters knocked off, and said they would not work with free colored 

workmen. Their reason for this, as alleged, was, that if free colored carpenters 

were encouraged, they would soon take the trade into their own hands, and poor 

white men would be thrown out of employment. They therefore felt called upon at 

once to put a stop to it. And, taking advantage of Mr. Gardner’s necessities, they 

broke off, swearing they would work no longer, unless he would discharge his 

black carpenters. Now, though this did not extend to me in form, it did reach me 

in fact. My fellow-apprentices very soon began to feel it degrading to them to 

work with me. They began to put on airs, and talk about the “niggers” taking the 

country, saying we all ought to be killed; and, being encouraged by the 

journeymen, they commenced making my condition as hard as they could, by 

hectoring me around, and sometimes striking me. I, of course, kept the vow I 

made after the fight with Mr. Covey, and struck back again, regardless of 

consequences; and while I kept them from combining, I succeeded very well; for I 

could whip the whole of them, taking them separately. They, however, at length 

combined, and came upon me, armed with sticks, stones, and heavy handspikes. 

One came in front with a half brick. There was one at each side of me, and one 

behind me. While I was attending to those in front, and on either side, the one 

behind ran up with the handspike, and struck me a heavy blow upon the head. It 

stunned me. I fell, and with this they all ran upon me, and fell to beating me with 
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their fists. I let them lay on for a while, gathering strength. In an instant, I gave a 

sudden surge, and rose to my hands and knees. Just as I did that, one of their 

number gave me, with his heavy boot, a powerful kick in the left eye. My eyeball 

seemed to have burst. When they saw my eye closed, and badly swollen, they left 

me. With this I seized the handspike, and for a time pursued them. But here the 

carpenters interfered, and I thought I might as well give it up. It was impossible to 

stand my hand against so many. All this took place in sight of not less than fifty 

white ship-carpenters, and not one interposed a friendly word; but some cried, 

“Kill the damned nigger! Kill him! kill him! He struck a white person.” I found 

my only chance for life was in flight. I succeeded in getting away without an 

additional blow, and barely so; for to strike a white man is death by Lynch law,—

and that was the law in Mr. Gardner’s ship-yard; nor is there much of any other 

out of Mr. Gardner’s ship-yard. 

 

I went directly home, and told the story of my wrongs to Master Hugh; and I am 

happy to say of him, irreligious as he was, his conduct was heavenly, compared 

with that of his brother Thomas under similar circumstances. He listened 

attentively to my narration of the circumstances leading to the savage outrage, and 

gave many proofs of his strong indignation at it. The heart of my once overkind 

mistress was again melted into pity. My puffed-out eye and blood-covered face 

moved her to tears. She took a chair by me, washed the blood from my face, and, 

with a mother’s tenderness, bound up my head, covering the wounded eye with a 

lean piece of fresh beef. It was almost compensation for my suffering to witness, 

once more, a manifestation of kindness from this, my once affectionate old 

mistress. Master Hugh was very much enraged. He gave expression to his feelings 

by pouring out curses upon the heads of those who did the deed. As soon as I got 

a little the better of my bruises, he took me with him to Esquire Watson’s, on 

Bond Street, to see what could be done about the matter. Mr. Watson inquired 

who saw the assault committed. Master Hugh told him it was done in Mr. 

Gardner’s ship-yard at midday, where there were a large company of men at 

work. “As to that,” he said, “the deed was done, and there was no question as to 

who did it.” His answer was, he could do nothing in the case, unless some white 

man would come forward and testify. He could issue no warrant on my word. If I 

had been killed in the presence of a thousand colored people, their testimony 

combined would have been insufficient to have arrested one of the murderers. 

Master Hugh, for once, was compelled to say this state of things was too bad. Of 

course, it was impossible to get any white man to volunteer his testimony in my 

behalf, and against the white young men. Even those who may have sympathized 

with me were not prepared to do this. It required a degree of courage unknown to 

them to do so; for just at that time, the slightest manifestation of humanity toward 

a colored person was denounced as abolitionism, and that name subjected its 

bearer to frightful liabilities. The watchwords of the bloody-minded in that region, 

and in those days, were, “Damn the abolitionists!” and “Damn the niggers!” There 

was nothing done, and probably nothing would have been done if I had been 

killed. Such was, and such remains, the state of things in the Christian city of 

Baltimore. 
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Master Hugh, finding he could get no redress, refused to let me go back again to 

Mr. Gardner. He kept me himself, and his wife dressed my wound till I was again 

restored to health. He then took me into the ship-yard of which he was foreman, 

in the employment of Mr. Walter Price. There I was immediately set to calking, 

and very soon learned the art of using my mallet and irons. In the course of one 

year from the time I left Mr. Gardner’s, I was able to command the highest wages 

given to the most experienced calkers. I was now of some importance to my 

master. I was bringing him from six to seven dollars per week. I sometimes 

brought him nine dollars per week: my wages were a dollar and a half a day. After 

learning how to calk, I sought my own employment, made my own contracts, and 

collected the money which I earned. My pathway became much more smooth 

than before; my condition was now much more comfortable. When I could get no 

calking to do, I did nothing. During these leisure times, those old notions about 

freedom would steal over me again. When in Mr. Gardner’s employment, I was 

kept in such a perpetual whirl of excitement, I could think of nothing, scarcely, 

but my life; and in thinking of my life, I almost forgot my liberty. I have observed 

this in my experience of slavery,—that whenever my condition was improved, 

instead of its increasing my contentment, it only increased my desire to be free, 

and set me to thinking of plans to gain my freedom. I have found that, to make a 

contented slave, it is necessary to make a thoughtless one. It is necessary to 

darken his moral and mental vision, and, as far as possible, to annihilate the 

power of reason. He must be able to detect no inconsistencies in slavery; he must 

be made to feel that slavery is right; and he can be brought to that only when he 

ceases to be a man. 

 

I was now getting, as I have said, one dollar and fifty cents per day. I contracted 

for it; I earned it; it was paid to me; it was rightfully my own; yet, upon each 

returning Saturday night, I was compelled to deliver every cent of that money to 

Master Hugh. And why? Not because he earned it,—not because he had any hand 

in earning it,—not because I owed it to him,—nor because he possessed the 

slightest shadow of a right to it; but solely because he had the power to compel 

me to give it up. The right of the grim-visaged pirate upon the high seas is exactly 

the same. 

 
2.13.2 “What to the Slave is the Fourth of July?” (1852) 

 

Mr. President, Friends and Fellow Citizens:  

 

He who could address this audience without a quailing sensation, has stronger 

nerves than I have. I do not remember ever to have appeared as a speaker before 

any assembly more shrinkingly, nor with greater distrust of my ability, than I do 

this day. A feeling has crept over me, quite unfavorable to the exercise of my 

limited powers of speech. The task before me is one which requires much 

previous thought and study for its proper performance. I know that apologies of 

this sort are generally considered flat and unmeaning. I trust, however, that mine 
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will not be so considered. Should I seem at ease, my appearance would much 

misrepresent me. The little experience I have had in addressing public meetings, 

in country schoolhouses, avails me nothing on the present occasion.  

 

The papers and placards say, that I am to deliver a 4th [of] July oration. This 

certainly sounds large, and out of the common way, for it is true that I have often 

had the privilege to speak in this beautiful Hall, and to address many who now 

honor me with their presence. But neither their familiar faces, nor the perfect gage 

I think I have of Corinthian Hall, seems to free me from embarrassment.  

 

The fact is, ladies and gentlemen, the distance between this platform and the slave 

plantation, from which I escaped, is considerable — and the difficulties to be 

overcome in getting from the latter to the former, are by no means slight. That I 

am here to-day is, to me, a matter of astonishment as well as of gratitude. You 

will not, therefore, be surprised, if in what I have to say I evince no elaborate 

preparation, nor grace my speech with any high sounding exordium. With little 

experience and with less learning, I have been able to throw my thoughts hastily 

and imperfectly together; and trusting to your patient and generous indulgence, I 

will proceed to lay them before you.  

 

This, for the purpose of this celebration, is the 4th of July. It is the birthday of 

your National Independence, and of your political freedom. This, to you, is what 

the Passover was to the emancipated people of God. It carries your minds back to 

the day, and to the act of your great deliverance; and to the signs, and to the 

wonders, associated with that act, and that day. This celebration also marks the 

beginning of another year of your national life; and reminds you that the Republic 

of America is now 76 years old. I am glad, fellow-citizens, that your nation is so 

young. Seventy-six years, though a good old age for a man, is but a mere speck in 

the life of a nation. Three score years and ten is the allotted time for individual 

men; but nations number their years by thousands. According to this fact, you are, 

even now, only in the beginning of your national career, still lingering in the 

period of childhood. I repeat, I am glad this is so. There is hope in the thought, 

and hope is much needed, under the dark clouds which lower above the horizon. 

The eye of the reformer is met with angry flashes, portending disastrous times; 

but his heart may well beat lighter at the thought that America is young, and that 

she is still in the impressible stage of her existence. May he not hope that high 

lessons of wisdom, of justice and of truth, will yet give direction to her destiny? 

Were the nation older, the patriot’s heart might be sadder, and the reformer’s 

brow heavier. Its future might be shrouded in gloom, and the hope of its prophets 

go out in sorrow. There is consolation in the thought that America is young. Great 

streams are not easily turned from channels, worn deep in the course of ages. 

They may sometimes rise in quiet and stately majesty, and inundate the land, 

refreshing and fertilizing the earth with their mysterious properties. They may 

also rise in wrath and fury, and bear away, on their angry waves, the accumulated 

wealth of years of toil and hardship. They, however, gradually flow back to the 

same old channel, and flow on as serenely as ever. But, while the river may not be 
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turned aside, it may dry up, and leave nothing behind but the withered branch, and 

the unsightly rock, to howl in the abyss-sweeping wind, the sad tale of departed 

glory. As with rivers so with nations.  

 

Fellow-citizens, I shall not presume to dwell at length on the associations that 

cluster about this day. The simple story of it is that, 76 years ago, the people of 

this country were British subjects. The style and title of your “sovereign people” 

(in which you now glory) was not then born. You were under the British Crown. 

Your fathers esteemed the English Government as the home government; and 

England as the fatherland. This home government, you know, although a 

considerable distance from your home, did, in the exercise of its parental 

prerogatives, impose upon its colonial children, such restraints, burdens and 

limitations, as, in its mature judgment, it deemed wise, right and proper.  

 

But, your fathers, who had not adopted the fashionable idea of this day, of the 

infallibility of government, and the absolute character of its acts, presumed to 

differ from the home government in respect to the wisdom and the justice of some 

of those burdens and restraints. They went so far in their excitement as to 

pronounce the measures of government unjust, unreasonable, and oppressive, and 

altogether such as ought not to be quietly submitted to. I scarcely need say, 

fellowcitizens, that my opinion of those measures fully accords with that of your 

fathers. Such a declaration of agreement on my part would not be worth much to 

anybody. It would, certainly, prove nothing, as to what part I might have taken, 

had I lived during the great controversy of 1776. To say now that America was 

right, and England wrong, is exceedingly easy. Everybody can say it; the dastard, 

not less than the noble brave, can flippantly discant on the tyranny of England 

towards the American Colonies. It is fashionable to do so; but there was a time 

when to pronounce against England, and in favor of the cause of the colonies, 

tried men’s souls. They who did so were accounted in their day, plotters of 

mischief, agitators and rebels, dangerous men. To side with the right, against the 

wrong, with the weak against the strong, and with the oppressed against the 

oppressor! here lies the merit, and the one which, of all others, seems 

unfashionable in our day. The cause of liberty may be stabbed by the men who 

glory in the deeds of your fathers. But, to proceed.  

 

Feeling themselves harshly and unjustly treated by the home government, your 

fathers, like men of honesty, and men of spirit, earnestly sought redress. They 

petitioned and remonstrated; they did so in a decorous, respectful, and loyal 

manner. Their conduct was wholly unexceptionable. This, however, did not 

answer the purpose. They saw themselves treated with sovereign indifference, 

coldness and scorn. Yet they persevered. They were not the men to look back.  

 

As the sheet anchor takes a firmer hold, when the ship is tossed by the storm, so 

did the cause of your fathers grow stronger, as it breasted the chilling blasts of 

kingly displeasure. The greatest and best of British statesmen admitted its justice, 

and the loftiest eloquence of the British Senate came to its support. But, with that 
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blindness which seems to be the unvarying characteristic of tyrants, since Pharaoh 

and his hosts were drowned in the Red Sea, the British Government persisted in 

the exactions complained of.  

 

The madness of this course, we believe, is admitted now, even by England; but 

we fear the lesson is wholly lost on our present ruler.  

 

Oppression makes a wise man mad. Your fathers were wise men, and if they did 

not go mad, they became restive under this treatment. They felt themselves the 

victims of grievous wrongs, wholly incurable in their colonial capacity. With 

brave men there is always a remedy for oppression. Just here, the idea of a total 

separation of the colonies from the crown was born! It was a startling idea, much 

more so, than we, at this distance of time, regard it. The timid and the prudent (as 

has been intimated) of that day, were, of course, shocked and alarmed by it.  

 

Such people lived then, had lived before, and will, probably, ever have a place on 

this planet; and their course, in respect to any great change, (no matter how great 

the good to be attained, or the wrong to be redressed by it), may be calculated 

with as much precision as can be the course of the stars. They hate all changes, 

but silver, gold and copper change! Of this sort of change they are always 

strongly in favor.  

 

These people were called Tories in the days of your fathers; and the appellation, 

probably, conveyed the same idea that is meant by a more modern, though a 

somewhat less euphonious term, which we often find in our papers, applied to 

some of our old politicians.  

 

Their opposition to the then dangerous thought was earnest and powerful; but, 

amid all their terror and affrighted vociferations against it, the alarming and 

revolutionary idea moved on, and the country with it.  

 

On the 2d of July, 1776, the old Continental Congress, to the dismay of the lovers 

of ease, and the worshipers of property, clothed that dreadful idea with all the 

authority of national sanction. They did so in the form of a resolution; and as we 

seldom hit upon resolutions, drawn up in our day whose transparency is at all 

equal to this, it may refresh your minds and help my story if I read it. “Resolved, 

That these united colonies are, and of right, ought to be free and Independent 

States; that they are absolved from all allegiance to the British Crown; and that all 

political connection between them and the State of Great Britain is, and ought to 

be, dissolved.”  

 

Citizens, your fathers made good that resolution. They succeeded; and to-day you 

reap the fruits of their success. The freedom gained is yours; and you, therefore, 

may properly celebrate this anniversary. The 4th of July is the first great fact in 

your nation’s history — the very ring-bolt in the chain of your yet undeveloped 

destiny.  
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Pride and patriotism, not less than gratitude, prompt you to celebrate and to hold it 

in perpetual remembrance. I have said that the Declaration of Independence is the 

ring-bolt to the chain of your nation’s destiny; so, indeed, I regard it. The 

principles contained in that instrument are saving principles. Stand by those 

principles, be true to them on all occasions, in all places, against all foes, and at 

whatever cost.  

 

From the round top of your ship of state, dark and threatening clouds may be 

seen. Heavy billows, like mountains in the distance, disclose to the leeward huge 

forms of flinty rocks! That bolt drawn, that chain broken, and all is lost. Cling to 

this day — cling to it, and to its principles, with the grasp of a storm-tossed 

mariner to a spar at midnight.  

 

The coming into being of a nation, in any circumstances, is an interesting event. 

But, besides general considerations, there were peculiar circumstances which 

make the advent of this republic an event of special attractiveness.  

 

The whole scene, as I look back to it, was simple, dignified and sublime.  

 

The population of the country, at the time, stood at the insignificant number of 

three millions. The country was poor in the munitions of war. The population was 

weak and scattered, and the country a wilderness unsubdued. There were then no 

means of concert and combination, such as exist now. Neither steam nor lightning 

had then been reduced to order and discipline. From the Potomac to the Delaware 

was a journey of many days. Under these, and innumerable other disadvantages, 

your fathers declared for liberty and independence and triumphed.  

 

Fellow Citizens, I am not wanting in respect for the fathers of this republic. The 

signers of the Declaration of Independence were brave men. They were great men 

too — great enough to give fame to a great age. It does not often happen to a 

nation to raise, at one time, such a number of truly great men. The point from 

which I am compelled to view them is not, certainly, the most favorable; and yet I 

cannot contemplate their great deeds with less than admiration. They were 

statesmen, patriots and heroes, and for the good they did, and the principles they 

contended for, I will unite with you to honor their memory.  

 

They loved their country better than their own private interests; and, though this is 

not the highest form of human excellence, all will concede that it is a rare virtue, 

and that when it is exhibited, it ought to command respect. He who will, 

intelligently, lay down his life for his country, is a man whom it is not in human 

nature to despise. Your fathers staked their lives, their fortunes, and their sacred 

honor, on the cause of their country. In their admiration of liberty, they lost sight 

of all other interests.  
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They were peace men; but they preferred revolution to peaceful submission to 

bondage. They were quiet men; but they did not shrink from agitating against 

oppression. They showed forbearance; but that they knew its limits. They 

believed in order; but not in the order of tyranny. With them, nothing was 

“settled” that was not right. With them, justice, liberty and humanity were “final”; 

not slavery and oppression. You may well cherish the memory of such men. They 

were great in their day and generation. Their solid manhood stands out the more 

as we contrast it with these degenerate times.  

 

How circumspect, exact and proportionate were all their movements! How unlike 

the politicians of an hour! Their statesmanship looked beyond the passing 

moment, and stretched away in strength into the distant future. They seized upon 

eternal principles, and set a glorious example in their defense. Mark them!  

 

Fully appreciating the hardship to be encountered, firmly believing in the right of 

their cause, honorably inviting the scrutiny of an on-looking world, reverently 

appealing to heaven to attest their sincerity, soundly comprehending the solemn 

responsibility they were about to assume, wisely measuring the terrible odds 

against them, your fathers, the fathers of this republic, did, most deliberately, 

under the inspiration of a glorious patriotism, and with a sublime faith in the great 

principles of justice and freedom, lay deep the corner-stone of the national 

superstructure, which has risen and still rises in grandeur around you.  

 

Of this fundamental work, this day is the anniversary. Our eyes are met with 

demonstrations of joyous enthusiasm. Banners and pennants wave exultingly on 

the breeze. The din of business, too, is hushed. Even Mammon seems to have 

quitted his grasp on this day. The ear-piercing fife and the stirring drum unite 

their accents with the ascending peal of a thousand church bells. Prayers are 

made, hymns are sung, and sermons are preached in honor of this day; while the 

quick martial tramp of a great and multitudinous nation, echoed back by all the 

hills, valleys and mountains of a vast continent, bespeak the occasion one of 

thrilling and universal interest — a nation’s jubilee.  

 

Friends and citizens, I need not enter further into the causes which led to this 

anniversary. Many of you understand them better than I do. You could instruct me 

in regard to them. That is a branch of knowledge in which you feel, perhaps, a 

much deeper interest than your speaker. The causes which led to the separation of 

the colonies from the British crown have never lacked for a tongue. They have all 

been taught in your common schools, narrated at your firesides, unfolded from 

your pulpits, and thundered from your legislative halls, and are as familiar to you 

as household words. They form the staple of your national poetry and eloquence.  

 

I remember, also, that, as a people, Americans are remarkably familiar with all 

facts which make in their own favor. This is esteemed by some as a national trait 

— perhaps a national weakness. It is a fact, that whatever makes for the wealth or 

for the reputation of Americans, and can be had cheap! will be found by 
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Americans. I shall not be charged with slandering Americans, if I say I think the 

American side of any question may be safely left in American hands.  

 

I leave, therefore, the great deeds of your fathers to other gentlemen whose claim 

to have been regularly descended will be less likely to be disputed than mine!  

 

My business, if I have any here to-day, is with the present. The accepted time with 

God and his cause is the ever-living now.  

 

Trust no future, however pleasant,  

Let the dead past bury its dead;  

Act, act in the living present,  

Heart within, and God overhead.  

 

We have to do with the past only as we can make it useful to the present and to 

the future. To all inspiring motives, to noble deeds which can be gained from the 

past, we are welcome. But now is the time, the important time. Your fathers have 

lived, died, and have done their work, and have done much of it well. You live 

and must die, and you must do your work. You have no right to enjoy a child’s 

share in the labor of your fathers, unless your children are to be blest by your 

labors. You have no right to wear out and waste the hard-earned fame of your 

fathers to cover your indolence. Sydney Smith tells us that men seldom eulogize 

the wisdom and virtues of their fathers, but to excuse some folly or wickedness of 

their own. This truth is not a doubtful one. There are illustrations of it near and 

remote, ancient and modern. It was fashionable, hundreds of years ago, for the 

children of Jacob to boast, we have “Abraham to our father,” when they had long 

lost Abraham’s faith and spirit. That people contented themselves under the 

shadow of Abraham’s great name, while they repudiated the deeds which made 

his name great. Need I remind you that a similar thing is being done all over this 

country to-day? Need I tell you that the Jews are not the only people who built the 

tombs of the prophets, and garnished the sepulchres of the righteous? Washington 

could not die till he had broken the chains of his slaves. Yet his monument is built 

up by the price of human blood, and the traders in the bodies and souls of men 

shout — “We have Washington to our father.” — Alas! that it should be so; yet so 

it is.  

 

The evil that men do, lives after them, The good is oft-interred with their bones.  

 

Fellow-citizens, pardon me, allow me to ask, why am I called upon to speak here 

to-day? What have I, or those I represent, to do with your national independence? 

Are the great principles of political freedom and of natural justice, embodied in 

that Declaration of Independence, extended to us? and am I, therefore, called 

upon to bring our humble offering to the national altar, and to confess the benefits 

and express devout gratitude for the blessings resulting from your independence 

to us?  
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Would to God, both for your sakes and ours, that an affirmative answer could be 

truthfully returned to these questions! Then would my task be light, and my 

burden easy and delightful. For who is there so cold, that a nation’s sympathy 

could not warm him? Who so obdurate and dead to the claims of gratitude, that 

would not thankfully acknowledge such priceless benefits? Who so stolid and 

selfish, that would not give his voice to swell the hallelujahs of a nation’s jubilee, 

when the chains of servitude had been torn from his limbs? I am not that man. In a 

case like that, the dumb might eloquently speak, and the “lame man leap as an 

hart.”  

 

But, such is not the state of the case. I say it with a sad sense of the disparity 

between us. I am not included within the pale of this glorious anniversary! Your 

high independence only reveals the immeasurable distance between us. The 

blessings in which you, this day, rejoice, are not enjoyed in common. — The rich 

inheritance of justice, liberty, prosperity and independence, bequeathed by your 

fathers, is shared by you, not by me. The sunlight that brought life and healing to 

you, has brought stripes and death to me. This Fourth [of] July is yours, not mine. 

You may rejoice, I must mourn. To drag a man in fetters into the grand 

illuminated temple of liberty, and call upon him to join you in joyous anthems, 

were inhuman mockery and sacrilegious irony. Do you mean, citizens, to mock 

me, by asking me to speak to-day? If so, there is a parallel to your conduct. And 

let me warn you that it is dangerous to copy the example of a nation whose 

crimes, lowering up to heaven, were thrown down by the breath of the Almighty, 

burying that nation in irrecoverable ruin! I can to-day take up the plaintive lament 

of a peeled and woe-smitten people!  

 

“By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down. Yea! we wept when we 

remembered Zion. We hanged our harps upon the willows in the midst thereof. 

For there, they that carried us away captive, required of us a song; and they who 

wasted us required of us mirth, saying, Sing us one of the songs of Zion. How can 

we sing the Lord’s song in a strange land? If I forget thee, O Jerusalem, let my 

right hand forget her cunning. If I do not remember thee, let my tongue cleave to 

the roof of my mouth.”  

 

Fellow-citizens; above your national, tumultuous joy, I hear the mournful wail of 

millions! whose chains, heavy and grievous yesterday, are, to-day, rendered more 

intolerable by the jubilee shouts that reach them. If I do forget, if I do not 

faithfully remember those bleeding children of sorrow this day, “may my right 

hand forget her cunning, and may my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth!” To 

forget them, to pass lightly over their wrongs, and to chime in with the popular 

theme, would be treason most scandalous and shocking, and would make me a 

reproach before God and the world. My subject, then fellow-citizens, is 

AMERICAN SLAVERY. I shall see, this day, and its popular characteristics, 

from the slave’s point of view. Standing, there, identified with the American 

bondman, making his wrongs mine, I do not hesitate to declare, with all my soul, 

that the character and conduct of this nation never looked blacker to me than on 



342 

 

this 4th of July! Whether we turn to the declarations of the past, or to the 

professions of the present, the conduct of the nation seems equally hideous and 

revolting. America is false to the past, false to the present, and solemnly binds 

herself to be false to the future. Standing with God and the crushed and bleeding 

slave on this occasion, I will, in the name of humanity which is outraged, in the 

name of liberty which is fettered, in the name of the constitution and the Bible, 

which are disregarded and trampled upon, dare to call in question and to 

denounce, with all the emphasis I can command, everything that serves to 

perpetuate slavery — the great sin and shame of America! “I will not equivocate; 

I will not excuse”; I will use the severest language I can command; and yet not 

one word shall escape me that any man, whose judgment is not blinded by 

prejudice, or who is not at heart a slaveholder, shall not confess to be right and 

just.  

 

But I fancy I hear some one of my audience say, it is just in this circumstance that 

you and your brother abolitionists fail to make a favorable impression on the 

public mind. Would you argue more, and denounce less, would you persuade 

more, and rebuke less, your cause would be much more likely to succeed. But, I 

submit, where all is plain there is nothing to be argued. What point in the anti-

slavery creed would you have me argue? On what branch of the subject do the 

people of this country need light? Must I undertake to prove that the slave is a 

man? That point is conceded already. Nobody doubts it. The slaveholders 

themselves acknowledge it in the enactment of laws for their government. They 

acknowledge it when they punish disobedience on the part of the slave. There are 

seventy-two crimes in the State of Virginia, which, if committed by a black man, 

(no matter how ignorant he be), subject him to the punishment of death; while 

only two of the same crimes will subject a white man to the like punishment. 

What is this but the acknowledgement that the slave is a moral, intellectual and 

responsible being? The manhood of the slave is conceded. It is admitted in the 

fact that Southern statute books are covered with enactments forbidding, under 

severe fines and penalties, the teaching of the slave to read or to write. When you 

can point to any such laws, in reference to the beasts of the field, then I may 

consent to argue the manhood of the slave. When the dogs in your streets, when 

the fowls of the air, when the cattle on your hills, when the fish of the sea, and the 

reptiles that crawl, shall be unable to distinguish the slave from a brute, then will I 

argue with you that the slave is a man!  

 

For the present, it is enough to affirm the equal manhood of the Negro race. Is it 

not astonishing that, while we are ploughing, planting and reaping, using all kinds 

of mechanical tools, erecting houses, constructing bridges, building ships, 

working in metals of brass, iron, copper, silver and gold; that, while we are 

reading, writing and cyphering, acting as clerks, merchants and secretaries, having 

among us lawyers, doctors, ministers, poets, authors, editors, orators and teachers; 

that, while we are engaged in all manner of enterprises common to other men, 

digging gold in California, capturing the whale in the Pacific, feeding sheep and 

cattle on the hill-side, living, moving, acting, thinking, planning, living in families 
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as husbands, wives and children, and, above all, confessing and worshipping the 

Christian’s God, and looking hopefully for life and immortality beyond the grave, 

we are called upon to prove that we are men!  

 

Would you have me argue that man is entitled to liberty? that he is the rightful 

owner of his own body? You have already declared it. Must I argue the 

wrongfulness of slavery? Is that a question for Republicans? Is it to be settled by 

the rules of logic and argumentation, as a matter beset with great difficulty, 

involving a doubtful application of the principle of justice, hard to be understood? 

How should I look to-day, in the presence of Americans, dividing, and 

subdividing a discourse, to show that men have a natural right to freedom? 

speaking of it relatively, and positively, negatively, and affirmatively. To do so, 

would be to make myself ridiculous, and to offer an insult to your understanding. 

— There is not a man beneath the canopy of heaven, that does not know that 

slavery is wrong for him.  

 

What, am I to argue that it is wrong to make men brutes, to rob them of their 

liberty, to work them without wages, to keep them ignorant of their relations to 

their fellow men, to beat them with sticks, to flay their flesh with the lash, to load 

their limbs with irons, to hunt them with dogs, to sell them at auction, to sunder 

their families, to knock out their teeth, to bum their flesh, to starve them into 

obedience and submission to their masters? Must I argue that a system thus 

marked with blood, and stained with pollution, is wrong? No! I will not. I have 

better employments for my time and strength than such arguments would imply.  

 

What, then, remains to be argued? Is it that slavery is not divine; that God did not 

establish it; that our doctors of divinity are mistaken? There is blasphemy in the 

thought. That which is inhuman, cannot be divine! Who can reason on such a 

proposition? They that can, may; I cannot. The time for such argument is passed.  

 

At a time like this, scorching irony, not convincing argument, is needed. O! had I 

the ability, and could I reach the nation’s ear, I would, to-day, pour out a fiery 

stream of biting ridicule, blasting reproach, withering sarcasm, and stern rebuke. 

For it is not light that is needed, but fire; it is not the gentle shower, but thunder. 

We need the storm, the whirlwind, and the earthquake. The feeling of the nation 

must be quickened; the conscience of the nation must be roused; the propriety of 

the nation must be startled; the hypocrisy of the nation must be exposed; and its 

crimes against God and man must be proclaimed and denounced.  

 

What, to the American slave, is your 4th of July? I answer: a day that reveals to 

him, more than all other days in the year, the gross injustice and cruelty to which 

he is the constant victim. To him, your celebration is a sham; your boasted liberty, 

an unholy license; your national greatness, swelling vanity; your sounds of 

rejoicing are empty and heartless; your denunciations of tyrants, brass fronted 

impudence; your shouts of liberty and equality, hollow mockery; your prayers and 

hymns, your sermons and thanksgivings, with all your religious parade, and 
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solemnity, are, to him, mere bombast, fraud, deception, impiety, and hypocrisy — 

a thin veil to cover up crimes which would disgrace a nation of savages. There is 

not a nation on the earth guilty of practices, more shocking and bloody, than are 

the people of these United States, at this very hour.  

 

Go where you may, search where you will, roam through all the monarchies and 

despotisms of the old world, travel through South America, search out every 

abuse, and when you have found the last, lay your facts by the side of the 

everyday practices of this nation, and you will say with me, that, for revolting 

barbarity and shameless hypocrisy, America reigns without a rival.  

 

Take the American slave-trade, which, we are told by the papers, is especially 

prosperous just now. Ex-Senator Benton tells us that the price of men was never 

higher than now. He mentions the fact to show that slavery is in no danger. This 

trade is one of the peculiarities of American institutions. It is carried on in all the 

large towns and cities in one-half of this confederacy; and millions are pocketed 

every year, by dealers in this horrid traffic. In several states, this trade is a chief 

source of wealth. It is called (in contradistinction to the foreign slave-trade) “the 

internal slave trade.” It is, probably, called so, too, in order to divert from it the 

horror with which the foreign slave-trade is contemplated. That trade has long 

since been denounced by this government, as piracy. It has been denounced with 

burning words, from the high places of the nation, as an execrable traffic. To 

arrest it, to put an end to it, this nation keeps a squadron, at immense cost, on the 

coast of Africa. Everywhere, in this country, it is safe to speak of this foreign 

slave-trade, as a most inhuman traffic, opposed alike to the laws of God and of 

man. The duty to extirpate and destroy it, is admitted even by our DOCTORS OF 

DIVINITY. In order to put an end to it, some of these last have consented that 

their colored brethren (nominally free) should leave this country, and establish 

themselves on the western coast of Africa! It is, however, a notable fact that, 

while so much execration is poured out by Americans upon those engaged in the 

foreign slave-trade, the men engaged in the slave-trade between the states pass 

without condemnation, and their business is deemed honorable.  

 

Behold the practical operation of this internal slave-trade, the American slave-

trade, sustained by American politics and America religion. Here you will see 

men and women reared like swine for the market. You know what is a swine-

drover? I will show you a man-drover. They inhabit all our Southern States. They 

perambulate the country, and crowd the highways of the nation, with droves of 

human stock. You will see one of these human flesh-jobbers, armed with pistol, 

whip and bowieknife, driving a company of a hundred men, women, and children, 

from the Potomac to the slave market at New Orleans. These wretched people are 

to be sold singly, or in lots, to suit purchasers. They are food for the cotton-field, 

and the deadly sugar-mill. Mark the sad procession, as it moves wearily along, 

and the inhuman wretch who drives them. Hear his savage yells and his 

bloodchilling oaths, as he hurries on his affrighted captives! There, see the old 

man, with locks thinned and gray. Cast one glance, if you please, upon that young 
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mother, whose shoulders are bare to the scorching sun, her briny tears falling on 

the brow of the babe in her arms. See, too, that girl of thirteen, weeping, yes! 

weeping, as she thinks of the mother from whom she has been torn! The drove 

moves tardily. Heat and sorrow have nearly consumed their strength; suddenly 

you hear a quick snap, like the discharge of a rifle; the fetters clank, and the chain 

rattles simultaneously; your ears are saluted with a scream, that seems to have 

torn its way to the center of your soul! The crack you heard, was the sound of the 

slave-whip; the scream you heard, was from the woman you saw with the babe. 

Her speed had faltered under the weight of her child and her chains! that gash on 

her shoulder tells her to move on. Follow the drove to New Orleans. Attend the 

auction; see men examined like horses; see the forms of women rudely and 

brutally exposed to the shocking gaze of American slave-buyers. See this drove 

sold and separated forever; and never forget the deep, sad sobs that arose from 

that scattered multitude. Tell me citizens, WHERE, under the sun, you can 

witness a spectacle more fiendish and shocking. Yet this is but a glance at the 

American slave-trade, as it exists, at this moment, in the ruling part of the United 

States.  

 

I was born amid such sights and scenes. To me the American slave-trade is a 

terrible reality. When a child, my soul was often pierced with a sense of its 

horrors. I lived on Philpot Street, Fell’s Point, Baltimore, and have watched from 

the wharves, the slave ships in the Basin, anchored from the shore, with their 

cargoes of human flesh, waiting for favorable winds to waft them down the 

Chesapeake. There was, at that time, a grand slave mart kept at the head of Pratt 

Street, by Austin Woldfolk. His agents were sent into every town and county in 

Maryland, announcing their arrival, through the papers, and on flaming “hand-

bills,” headed CASH FOR NEGROES. These men were generally well dressed 

men, and very captivating in their manners. Ever ready to drink, to treat, and to 

gamble. The fate of many a slave has depended upon the turn of a single card; and 

many a child has been snatched from the arms of its mother by bargains arranged 

in a state of brutal drunkenness.  

 

The flesh-mongers gather up their victims by dozens, and drive them, chained, to 

the general depot at Baltimore. When a sufficient number have been collected 

here, a ship is chartered, for the purpose of conveying the forlorn crew to Mobile, 

or to New Orleans. From the slave prison to the ship, they are usually driven in 

the darkness of night; for since the antislavery agitation, a certain caution is 

observed.  

 

In the deep still darkness of midnight, I have been often aroused by the dead 

heavy footsteps, and the piteous cries of the chained gangs that passed our door. 

The anguish of my boyish heart was intense; and I was often consoled, when 

speaking to my mistress in the morning, to hear her say that the custom was very 

wicked; that she hated to hear the rattle of the chains, and the heartrending cries. I 

was glad to find one who sympathized with me in my horror.  
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Fellow-citizens, this murderous traffic is, to-day, in active operation in this 

boasted republic. In the solitude of my spirit, I see clouds of dust raised on the 

highways of the South; I see the bleeding footsteps; I hear the doleful wail of 

fettered humanity, on the way to the slave-markets, where the victims are to be 

sold like horses, sheep, and swine, knocked off to the highest bidder. There I see 

the tenderest ties ruthlessly broken, to gratify the lust, caprice and rapacity of the 

buyers and sellers of men. My soul sickens at the sight.  

 

Is this the land your Fathers loved,  

The freedom which they toiled to win?  

Is this the earth whereon they moved?  

Are these the graves they slumber in?  

 

But a still more inhuman, disgraceful, and scandalous state of things remains to be 

presented. By an act of the American Congress, not yet two years old, slavery has 

been nationalized in its most horrible and revolting form. By that act, Mason and 

Dixon’s line has been obliterated; New York has become as Virginia; and the 

power to hold, hunt, and sell men, women, and children as slaves remains no 

longer a mere state institution, but is now an institution of the whole United 

States. The power is co-extensive with the Star-Spangled Banner and American 

Christianity. Where these go, may also go the merciless slave-hunter. Where these 

are, man is not sacred. He is a bird for the sportsman’s gun. By that most foul and 

fiendish of all human decrees, the liberty and person of every man are put in peril. 

Your broad republican domain is hunting ground for men. Not for thieves and 

robbers, enemies of society, merely, but for men guilty of no crime. Your 

lawmakers have commanded all good citizens to engage in this hellish sport. Your 

President, your Secretary of State, our lords, nobles, and ecclesiastics, enforce, as 

a duty you owe to your free and glorious country, and to your God, that you do 

this accursed thing. Not fewer than forty Americans have, within the past two 

years, been hunted down and, without a moment’s warning, hurried away in 

chains, and consigned to slavery and excruciating torture. Some of these have had 

wives and children, dependent on them for bread; but of this, no account was 

made. The right of the hunter to his prey stands superior to the right of marriage, 

and to all rights in this republic, the rights of God included! For black men there 

are neither law, justice, humanity, not religion. The Fugitive Slave Law makes 

mercy to them a crime; and bribes the judge who tries them. An American judge 

gets ten dollars for every victim he consigns to slavery, and five, when he fails to 

do so. The oath of any two villains is sufficient, under this hell-black enactment, 

to send the most pious and exemplary black man into the remorseless jaws of 

slavery! His own testimony is nothing. He can bring no witnesses for himself. The 

minister of American justice is bound by the law to hear but one side; and that 

side, is the side of the oppressor. Let this damning fact be perpetually told. Let it 

be thundered around the world, that, in tyrant-killing, king-hating, people-loving, 

democratic, Christian America, the seats of justice are filled with judges, who 

hold their offices under an open and palpable bribe, and are bound, in deciding in 

the case of a man’s liberty, hear only his accusers!  
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In glaring violation of justice, in shameless disregard of the forms of 

administering law, in cunning arrangement to entrap the defenseless, and in 

diabolical intent, this Fugitive Slave Law stands alone in the annals of tyrannical 

legislation. I doubt if there be another nation on the globe, having the brass and 

the baseness to put such a law on the statute-book. If any man in this assembly 

thinks differently from me in this matter, and feels able to disprove my 

statements, I will gladly confront him at any suitable time and place he may 

select.  

 

I take this law to be one of the grossest infringements of Christian Liberty, and, if 

the churches and ministers of our country were not stupidly blind, or most 

wickedly indifferent, they, too, would so regard it.  

 

At the very moment that they are thanking God for the enjoyment of civil and 

religious liberty, and for the right to worship God according to the dictates of their 

own consciences, they are utterly silent in respect to a law which robs religion of 

its chief significance, and makes it utterly worthless to a world lying in 

wickedness. Did this law concern the “mint, anise, and cumin” — abridge the 

right to sing psalms, to partake of the sacrament, or to engage in any of the 

ceremonies of religion, it would be smitten by the thunder of a thousand pulpits. 

A general shout would go up from the church, demanding repeal, repeal, instant 

repeal! — And it would go hard with that politician who presumed to solicit the 

votes of the people without inscribing this motto on his banner. Further, if this 

demand were not complied with, another Scotland would be added to the history 

of religious liberty, and the stern old Covenanters would be thrown into the shade. 

A John Knox would be seen at every church door, and heard from every pulpit, 

and Fillmore would have no more quarter than was shown by Knox, to the 

beautiful, but treacherous queen Mary of Scotland. The fact that the church of our 

country, (with fractional exceptions), does not esteem “the Fugitive Slave Law” 

as a declaration of war against religious liberty, implies that that church regards 

religion simply as a form of worship, an empty ceremony, and not a vital 

principle, requiring active benevolence, justice, love and good will towards man. 

It esteems sacrifice above mercy; psalm-singing above right doing; solemn 

meetings above practical righteousness. A worship that can be conducted by 

persons who refuse to give shelter to the houseless, to give bread to the hungry, 

clothing to the naked, and who enjoin obedience to a law forbidding these acts of 

mercy, is a curse, not a blessing to mankind. The Bible addresses all such persons 

as “scribes, Pharisees, hypocrites, who pay tithe of mint, anise, and cumin, and 

have omitted the weightier matters of the law, judgment, mercy and faith.”  

 

But the church of this country is not only indifferent to the wrongs of the slave, it 

actually takes sides with the oppressors. It has made itself the bulwark of 

American slavery, and the shield of American slave-hunters. Many of its most 

eloquent Divines, who stand as the very lights of the church, have shamelessly 

given the sanction of religion and the Bible to the whole slave system. They have 
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taught that man may, properly, be a slave; that the relation of master and slave is 

ordained of God; that to send back an escaped bondman to his master is clearly 

the duty of all the followers of the Lord Jesus Christ; and this horrible blasphemy 

is palmed off upon the world for Christianity.  

 

For my part, I would say, welcome infidelity! welcome atheism! welcome 

anything! in preference to the gospel, as preached by those Divines! They convert 

the very name of religion into an engine of tyranny, and barbarous cruelty, and 

serve to confirm more infidels, in this age, than all the infidel writings of Thomas 

Paine, Voltaire, and Bolingbroke, put together, have done! These ministers make 

religion a cold and flinty-hearted thing, having neither principles of right action, 

nor bowels of compassion. They strip the love of God of its beauty, and leave the 

throng of religion a huge, horrible, repulsive form. It is a religion for oppressors, 

tyrants, man-stealers, and thugs. It is not that “pure and undefiled religion” which 

is from above, and which is “first pure, then peaceable, easy to be entreated, full 

of mercy and good fruits, without partiality, and without hypocrisy.” But a 

religion which favors the rich against the poor; which exalts the proud above the 

humble; which divides mankind into two classes, tyrants and slaves; which says 

to the man in chains, stay there; and to the oppressor, oppress on; it is a religion 

which may be professed and enjoyed by all the robbers and enslavers of mankind; 

it makes God a respecter of persons, denies his fatherhood of the race, and 

tramples in the dust the great truth of the brotherhood of man. All this we affirm 

to be true of the popular church, and the popular worship of our land and nation 

— a religion, a church, and a worship which, on the authority of inspired wisdom, 

we pronounce to be an abomination in the sight of God. In the language of Isaiah, 

the American church might be well addressed, “Bring no more vain ablations; 

incense is an abomination unto me: the new moons and Sabbaths, the calling of 

assemblies, I cannot away with; it is iniquity even the solemn meeting. Your new 

moons and your appointed feasts my soul hateth. They are a trouble to me; I am 

weary to bear them; and when ye spread forth your hands I will hide mine eyes 

from you. Yea! when ye make many prayers, I will not hear. YOUR HANDS 

ARE FULL OF BLOOD; cease to do evil, learn to do well; seek judgment; 

relieve the oppressed; judge for the fatherless; plead for the widow.”  

 

The American church is guilty, when viewed in connection with what it is doing 

to uphold slavery; but it is superlatively guilty when viewed in connection with its 

ability to abolish slavery. The sin of which it is guilty is one of omission as well 

as of commission. Albert Barnes but uttered what the common sense of every man 

at all observant of the actual state of the case will receive as truth, when he 

declared that “There is no power out of the church that could sustain slavery an 

hour, if it were not sustained in it.”  

 

Let the religious press, the pulpit, the Sunday school, the conference meeting, the 

great ecclesiastical, missionary, Bible and tract associations of the land array their 

immense powers against slavery and slave-holding; and the whole system of 
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crime and blood would be scattered to the winds; and that they do not do this 

involves them in the most awful responsibility of which the mind can conceive.  

 

In prosecuting the anti-slavery enterprise, we have been asked to spare the church, 

to spare the ministry; but how, we ask, could such a thing be done? We are met on 

the threshold of our efforts for the redemption of the slave, by the church and 

ministry of the country, in battle arrayed against us; and we are compelled to fight 

or flee. From what quarter, I beg to know, has proceeded a fire so deadly upon our 

ranks, during the last two years, as from the Northern pulpit? As the champions of 

oppressors, the chosen men of American theology have appeared — men, 

honored for their so called piety, and their real learning. The Lords of Buffalo, the 

Springs of New York, the Lathrops of Auburn, the Coxes and Spencers of 

Brooklyn, the Gannets and Sharps of Boston, the Deweys of Washington, and 

other great religious lights of the land have, in utter denial of the authority of Him 

by whom they professed to be called to the ministry, deliberately taught us, 

against the example of the Hebrews and against the remonstrance of the Apostles, 

they teach that we ought to obey man’s law before the law of God.  

 

My spirit wearies of such blasphemy; and how such men can be supported, as the 

“standing types and representatives of Jesus Christ,” is a mystery which I leave 

others to penetrate. In speaking of the American church, however, let it be 

distinctly understood that I mean the great mass of the religious organizations of 

our land. There are exceptions, and I thank God that there are. Noble men may be 

found, scattered all over these Northern States, of whom Henry Ward Beecher of 

Brooklyn, Samuel J. May of Syracuse, and my esteemed friend (Rev. R. R. 

Raymond) on the platform, are shining examples; and let me say further, that 

upon these men lies the duty to inspire our ranks with high religious faith and 

zeal, and to cheer us on in the great mission of the slave’s redemption from his 

chains.  

 

One is struck with the difference between the attitude of the American church 

towards the antislavery movement, and that occupied by the churches in England 

towards a similar movement in that country. There, the church, true to its mission 

of ameliorating, elevating, and improving the condition of mankind, came 

forward promptly, bound up the wounds of the West Indian slave, and restored 

him to his liberty. There, the question of emancipation was a high religious 

question. It was demanded, in the name of humanity, and according to the law of 

the living God. The Sharps, the Clarksons, the Wilberforces, the Buxtons, and 

Burchells and the Knibbs, were alike famous for their piety, and for their 

philanthropy. The anti-slavery movement there was not an anti-church movement, 

for the reason that the church took its full share in prosecuting that movement: 

and the anti-slavery movement in this country will cease to be an anti-church 

movement, when the church of this country shall assume a favorable, instead of a 

hostile position towards that movement. Americans! your republican politics, not 

less than your republican religion, are flagrantly inconsistent. You boast of your 

love of liberty, your superior civilization, and your pure Christianity, while the 
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whole political power of the nation (as embodied in the two great political 

parties), is solemnly pledged to support and perpetuate the enslavement of three 

millions of your countrymen. You hurl your anathemas at the crowned headed 

tyrants of Russia and Austria, and pride yourselves on your Democratic 

institutions, while you yourselves consent to be the mere tools and body-guards of 

the tyrants of Virginia and Carolina. You invite to your shores fugitives of 

oppression from abroad, honor them with banquets, greet them with ovations, 

cheer them, toast them, salute them, protect them, and pour out your money to 

them like water; but the fugitives from your own land you advertise, hunt, arrest, 

shoot and kill. You glory in your refinement and your universal education yet you 

maintain a system as barbarous and dreadful as ever stained the character of a 

nation — a system begun in avarice, supported in pride, and perpetuated in 

cruelty. You shed tears over fallen Hungary, and make the sad story of her wrongs 

the theme of your poets, statesmen and orators, till your gallant sons are ready to 

fly to arms to vindicate her cause against her oppressors; but, in regard to the ten 

thousand wrongs of the American slave, you would enforce the strictest silence, 

and would hail him as an enemy of the nation who dares to make those wrongs 

the subject of public discourse! You are all on fire at the mention of liberty for 

France or for Ireland; but are as cold as an iceberg at the thought of liberty for the 

enslaved of America. You discourse eloquently on the dignity of labor; yet, you 

sustain a system which, in its very essence, casts a stigma upon labor. You can 

bare your bosom to the storm of British artillery to throw off a threepenny tax on 

tea; and yet wring the last hard-earned farthing from the grasp of the black 

laborers of your country. You profess to believe “that, of one blood, God made all 

nations of men to dwell on the face of all the earth,” and hath commanded all 

men, everywhere to love one another; yet you notoriously hate, (and glory in your 

hatred), all men whose skins are not colored like your own. You declare, before 

the world, and are understood by the world to declare, that you “hold these truths 

to be self evident, that all men are created equal; and are endowed by their Creator 

with certain inalienable rights; and that, among these are, life, liberty, and the 

pursuit of happiness;” and yet, you hold securely, in a bondage which, according 

to your own Thomas Jefferson, “is worse than ages of that which your fathers rose 

in rebellion to oppose,” a seventh part of the inhabitants of your country.  

 

Fellow-citizens! I will not enlarge further on your national inconsistencies. The 

existence of slavery in this country brands your republicanism as a sham, your 

humanity as a base pretence, and your Christianity as a lie. It destroys your moral 

power abroad; it corrupts your politicians at home. It saps the foundation of 

religion; it makes your name a hissing, and a bye-word to a mocking earth. It is 

the antagonistic force in your government, the only thing that seriously disturbs 

and endangers your Union. It fetters your progress; it is the enemy of 

improvement, the deadly foe of education; it fosters pride; it breeds insolence; it 

promotes vice; it shelters crime; it is a curse to the earth that supports it; and yet, 

you cling to it, as if it were the sheet anchor of all your hopes. Oh! be warned! be 

warned! a horrible reptile is coiled up in your nation’s bosom; the venomous 

creature is nursing at the tender breast of your youthful republic; for the love of 
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God, tear away, and fling from you the hideous monster, and let the weight of 

twenty millions crush and destroy it forever!  

 

But it is answered in reply to all this, that precisely what I have now denounced is, 

in fact, guaranteed and sanctioned by the Constitution of the United States; that 

the right to hold and to hunt slaves is a part of that Constitution framed by the 

illustrious Fathers of this Republic.  

 

Then, I dare to affirm, notwithstanding all I have said before, your fathers 

stooped, basely stooped  

 

To palter with us in a double sense:  

And keep the word of promise to the ear,  

But break it to the heart.  

 

And instead of being the honest men I have before declared them to be, they were 

the veriest imposters that ever practiced on mankind. This is the inevitable 

conclusion, and from it there is no escape. But I differ from those who charge this 

baseness on the framers of the Constitution of the United States. It is a slander 

upon their memory, at least, so I believe. There is not time now to argue the 

constitutional question at length — nor have I the ability to discuss it as it ought 

to be discussed. The subject has been handled with masterly power by Lysander 

Spooner, Esq., by William Goodell, by Samuel E. Sewall, Esq., and last, though 

not least, by Gerritt Smith, Esq. These gentlemen have, as I think, fully and 

clearly vindicated the Constitution from any design to support slavery for an hour.  

 

Fellow-citizens! there is no matter in respect to which, the people of the North 

have allowed themselves to be so ruinously imposed upon, as that of the pro-

slavery character of the Constitution. In that instrument I hold there is neither 

warrant, license, nor sanction of the hateful thing; but, interpreted as it ought to be 

interpreted, the Constitution is a GLORIOUS LIBERTY DOCUMENT. Read its 

preamble, consider its purposes. Is slavery among them? Is it at the gateway? or is 

it in the temple? It is neither. While I do not intend to argue this question on the 

present occasion, let me ask, if it be not somewhat singular that, if the 

Constitution were intended to be, by its framers and adopters, a slave-holding 

instrument, why neither slavery, slaveholding, nor slave can anywhere be found in 

it. What would be thought of an instrument, drawn up, legally drawn up, for the 

purpose of entitling the city of Rochester to a track of land, in which no mention 

of land was made? Now, there are certain rules of interpretation, for the proper 

understanding of all legal instruments. These rules are well established. They are 

plain, common-sense rules, such as you and I, and all of us, can understand and 

apply, without having passed years in the study of law. I scout the idea that the 

question of the constitutionality or unconstitutionality of slavery is not a question 

for the people. I hold that every American citizen has a right to form an opinion of 

the constitution, and to propagate that opinion, and to use all honorable means to 

make his opinion the prevailing one. Without this right, the liberty of an 
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American citizen would be as insecure as that of a Frenchman. Ex-Vice-President 

Dallas tells us that the Constitution is an object to which no American mind can 

be too attentive, and no American heart too devoted. He further says, the 

Constitution, in its words, is plain and intelligible, and is meant for the home-

bred, unsophisticated understandings of our fellow-citizens. Senator Berrien tell 

us that the Constitution is the fundamental law, that which controls all others. The 

charter of our liberties, which every citizen has a personal interest in 

understanding thoroughly. The testimony of Senator Breese, Lewis Cass, and 

many others that might be named, who are everywhere esteemed as sound 

lawyers, so regard the constitution. I take it, therefore, that it is not presumption in 

a private citizen to form an opinion of that instrument.  

 

Now, take the Constitution according to its plain reading, and I defy the 

presentation of a single proslavery clause in it. On the other hand it will be found 

to contain principles and purposes, entirely hostile to the existence of slavery.  

 

I have detained my audience entirely too long already. At some future period I 

will gladly avail myself of an opportunity to give this subject a full and fair 

discussion.  

 

Allow me to say, in conclusion, notwithstanding the dark picture I have this day 

presented of the state of the nation, I do not despair of this country. There are 

forces in operation, which must inevitably work the downfall of slavery. “The arm 

of the Lord is not shortened,” and the doom of slavery is certain. I, therefore, 

leave off where I began, with hope. While drawing encouragement from the 

Declaration of Independence, the great principles it contains, and the genius of 

American Institutions, my spirit is also cheered by the obvious tendencies of the 

age. Nations do not now stand in the same relation to each other that they did ages 

ago. No nation can now shut itself up from the surrounding world, and trot round 

in the same old path of its fathers without interference. The time was when such 

could be done. Long established customs of hurtful character could formerly 

fence themselves in, and do their evil work with social impunity. Knowledge was 

then confined and enjoyed by the privileged few, and the multitude walked on in 

mental darkness. But a change has now come over the affairs of mankind. Walled 

cities and empires have become unfashionable. The arm of commerce has borne 

away the gates of the strong city. Intelligence is penetrating the darkest corners of 

the globe. It makes its pathway over and under the sea, as well as on the earth. 

Wind, steam, and lightning are its chartered agents. Oceans no longer divide, but 

link nations together. From Boston to London is now a holiday excursion. Space 

is comparatively annihilated. Thoughts expressed on one side of the Atlantic, are 

distinctly heard on the other. The far off and almost fabulous Pacific rolls in 

grandeur at our feet. The Celestial Empire, the mystery of ages, is being solved. 

The fiat of the Almighty, “Let there be Light,” has not yet spent its force. No 

abuse, no outrage whether in taste, sport or avarice, can now hide itself from the 

all-pervading light. The iron shoe, and crippled foot of China must be seen, in 

contrast with nature. Africa must rise and put on her yet unwoven garment. 
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“Ethiopia shall stretch out her hand unto God.” In the fervent aspirations of 

William Lloyd Garrison, I say, and let every heart join in saying it: 

 

God speed the year of jubilee  

The wide world o’er  

When from their galling chains set free,  

Th’ oppress’d shall vilely bend the knee,  

 

And wear the yoke of tyranny  

Like brutes no more.  

That year will come, and freedom’s reign,  

To man his plundered fights again  

Restore.  

 

God speed the day when human blood  

Shall cease to flow!  

In every clime be understood,  

The claims of human brotherhood,  

And each return for evil, good,  

Not blow for blow;  

That day will come all feuds to end.  

And change into a faithful friend  

Each foe.  

 

God speed the hour, the glorious hour,  

When none on earth  

Shall exercise a lordly power,  

Nor in a tyrant’s presence cower;  

But all to manhood’s stature tower,  

By equal birth!  

That hour will come, to each, to all,  

And from his prison-house, the thrall  

Go forth.  

 

Until that year, day, hour, arrive,  

With head, and heart, and hand I’ll strive,  

To break the rod, and rend the gyve,  

The spoiler of his prey deprive —  

So witness Heaven!  

And never from my chosen post,  

Whate’er the peril or the cost,  

Be driven. 
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2.14 Herman Melville (1819-1891) 
 

Herman Melville’s family seems to have given him some 

grounding in great events of early American history. His 

paternal grandfather participated in the Boston Tea Party; 

his maternal grandfather was a Revolutionary War hero. 

His parents also framed the material opportunities and 

dangers in American life. His mother Maria Gansevoort 

came from one of the richest families in Albany, New 

York. His father Allan Mellvill, however, had all of the 

appearance of prosperity with little of the substance. His 

Manhattan dry goods store went bankrupt; he left unpaid 

bills behind when he fled with his family to Albany. He 

apparently suffered a mental breakdown just before his 

death in 1832.  

 

The freedom (or lack thereof) of the will; fate and 

destiny; surface and depth: these are themes that Melville 

(the final “e” was added to the family name after his 

father’s death and the “l” dropped) encountered early in 

his own life. These are universal themes given a distinct 

twist, or bent, by the great American experiment in 

democracy and freedom, by opportunities in this land of apparently unmatched resources, and by 

the underlying—perhaps unconscious, perhaps evil, probably selfish and ambitious—motives 

tyrannizing over and driving individual actions.  

 

Despite whatever might have been Melville’s own wishes at the time, he was taken out of school 

when he was twelve so that he could earn a living and help support his family. He worked as a 

bank clerk and as a teacher, in his brother’s fur-cap store in Albany and on his Uncle’s farm in 

Pittsfield. In 1839, he lit out not for the wilderness but for a different frontier: the ocean. He 

served as a cabin boy on a ship bound for Liverpool. That city acquainted Melville with slum 

life, an experience he would later recall in his satirical novel Redburn (1849). In 1841, he served 

on The Acushnet, a whaler in the South Seas. The conditions of life on that ship caused Melville 

and a shipmate Richard Tobias Greene (b. 1825) to desert in the Marquesas Islands. The two 

spent a month among the Marquesan Taipis, supposedly cannibalistic islanders. After being 

retrieved by an Australian whaler, Melville enlisted in the United States navy as an ordinary 

seaman. After sailing the Pacific on the United States, he returned to Boston in 1844. On this 

voyage, he witnessed over 150 shipmates punished by flogging.  

 

In 1846, he published Typee, a novel drawing upon his experiences on The Acushnet and at the 

Marquesas. Thereafter, Melville became known as the man who lived with cannibals. The book 

sold very well, as did his second novel Omoo (1847). His more philosophical third novel, Mardi 

(1849), did not sell well. He bolstered up his apparently-flagging writing career with Redburn 

and WhiteJacket (1850), the latter exposing the cruelties suffered by men in the navy. In 1847, 

Melville married Elizabeth Knapp Shaw, daughter of the chief justice of the Massachusetts 

Supreme Court. With his father-in-law’s assistance, Melville settled with his family first in 
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Manhattan then at a farm near Pittsfield, Massachusetts. His next work, Moby-Dick; or, The 

Whale (1851), should have confirmed his literary reputation. Instead, it almost ruined it.  

 

In Albany, he lived near his friend Nathaniel Hawthorne who introduced Melville to other 

literary figures. Melville also immersed himself in reading Shakespeare; Milton; George Gordon; 

Lord Byron; John Keats; and Emerson. He grew ambitious for great American literature, 

asserting the ability of American writers like Hawthorne to rival Shakespeare. He himself sought 

not to write adventure stories but works of genius, to achieve an artist’s stance of engagement 

and detachment that gives as much energy and truth to an Iago as a Desdemona, as Keats said of 

Shakespeare’s art. In Moby-Dick, Melville follows Shakespeare’s lead through such disparate 

characters as Captain Ahab and Ishmael, exploring the mysteries of human nature, lifting the 

mask of appearance to reveal unfathomable truths—about nature, God, and death. But he leaves 

his readers to find their truths. Melville’s contemporary readers rejected the book.  

 

His next book Pierre; or the Ambiguities (1852), ostensibly sought to appeal to female readers 

with a love story. It satirized hypocrisy, dishonesty, and sexuality (or perceptions of sexuality). It 

also failed. Melville turned to anonymously publishing short stories and novellas in Harper’s 

Magazine and Putnam’s Magazine at rate fees. He later collected them in The Piazza Tales 

(1856). In such works as “Bartleby the Scrivener,” “The Paradise of Bachelors and the Tartarus 

of Maids,” and “Benito Cereno,” he touched upon slavery, industrialization, and labor 

conditions. Melville revealed what Charles Dickens’s Stephen Blackpool called the “muddle” of 

a modern society that inverts good and evil and pulls even the brightest into the dark. 

 

In his final years, Melville lectured, traveled to the Holy Land, wrote poetry on the Civil War, 

obliquely criticized Hawthorne in The Confidence-Man: His Masquerade (1857), and returned to 

a story of the sea in Billy Budd, Foretopman, a novella based on an actual incident in which a 

sailor may have been unjustly hanged. 

 
The Herman Melville biography was reproduced from Wendy Kurant’s Becoming America: An 

Exploration of American Literature from Precolonial to Post-Revolution.  

Kurant, Wendy, Becoming America: An Exploration of American Literature from Precolonial to Post-

Revolution (2019). English Open Textbooks. 19. Link to eBook  

 
2.14.1 “Bartleby, the Scrivener” (1853) 
 

A STORY OF WALL-STREET. 

 

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 

https://oer.galileo.usg.edu/english-textbooks/19/
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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 employees, 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 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 
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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 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 
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himself till teatime. But no; he insisted upon his afternoon 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 

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 
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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 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. 
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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.” 

 

Now my original business—that of a conveyancer and title hunter, and drawer-up 

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 
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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 

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. 
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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 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 
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dilemma to my future 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. Ginger-nuts 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 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 



365 

 

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.” 

 

“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. 
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“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. 

 

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, and 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 
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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. 

 

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 
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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 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 remembered 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 
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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. 

 

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 to 

steal 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. 
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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 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. 
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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. 

 

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 than 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 from 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 in a great 

hurry to dispatch certain letters by the mail, I thought that, having nothing else 



373 

 

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. 

 

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 
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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 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. 
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“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 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. 
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“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 have 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 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 
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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 

“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. 
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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 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 
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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. 

 

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.” 
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“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?” 

 

No answer. 
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“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 
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dwelling—and remain there till we can 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 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. 
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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 

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 seem to say he was all impatience for an opportunity to give a specimen of 

his breeding. 
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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. 

 

“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, 
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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 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. 
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Ah Bartleby! Ah humanity! 
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