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READING AND INTERPRETING
LITERARY TEXTS

INTRODUCTION TO READING AND INTERPRETING
LITERARY TEXTS

Writing is not life, but I think that sometimes it can be a way back to life. ― Stephen King, On
Writing: A Memoir of the Craft

Learning Outcomes

• Identify the key features of prose
• Identify the key features of poetry
• Identify and describe the major critical approaches to literary

interpretation: New Criticism/Formalism, Reader-Response,
Feminism, and Marxism
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Old Fence. A short story has a structure and a

message. Can you analyze this picture in much the

same way as a short story?

HOW TO ANALYZE A SHORT STORY

What Is a Short Story?

A short story is a work of short, narrative prose that is usually
centered around one single event. It is limited in scope and has
an introduction, body and conclusion. Although a short story
has much in common with a novel (See How to Analyze a
Novel), it is written with much greater precision. You will often
be asked to write a literary analysis. An analysis of a short
story requires basic knowledge of literary elements. The
following guide and questions may help you:

Setting

Setting is a description of where and when the story takes
place. In a short story there are fewer settings compared to a
novel. The time is more limited. Ask yourself the following
questions:

• How is the setting created? Consider geography,
weather, time of day, social conditions, etc.

• What role does setting play in the story? Is it an
important part of the plot or theme? Or is it just a
backdrop against which the action takes place?

Study the time period, which is also part of the setting, and ask
yourself the following:

• When was the story written?
• Does it take place in the present, the past, or the future?
• How does the time period affect the language, atmosphere or social circumstances of the short story?

Characterization

Characterization deals with how the characters in the story are described. In short stories there are usually fewer
characters compared to a novel. They usually focus on one central character or protagonist. Ask yourself the
following:

• Who is the main character?
• Are the main character and other characters described through dialogue – by the way they speak

(dialect or slang for instance)?
• Has the author described the characters by physical appearance, thoughts and feelings, and interaction

(the way they act towards others)?
• Are they static/flat characters who do not change?
• Are they dynamic/round characters who DO change?
• What type of characters are they? What qualities stand out? Are they stereotypes?
• Are the characters believable?
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Plot and structure

The plot is the main sequence of events that make up the story. In short stories the plot is usually centered
around one experience or significant moment. Consider the following questions:

• What is the most important event?
• How is the plot structured? Is it linear, chronological or does it move around?
• Is the plot believable?

Narrator and Point of view

The narrator is the person telling the story. Consider this question: Are the narrator and the main character the
same?

By point of view we mean from whose eyes the story is being told. Short stories tend to be told through one
character’s point of view. The following are important questions to consider:

• Who is the narrator or speaker in the story?
• Does the author speak through the main character?
• Is the story written in the first person “I” point of view?
• Is the story written in a detached third person “he/she” point of view?
• Is there an “all-knowing” third person who can reveal what all the characters are thinking and doing at all

times and in all places?

Conflict

Conflict or tension is usually the heart of the short story and is related to the main character. In a short story there
is usually one main struggle.

• How would you describe the main conflict?
• Is it an internal conflict within the character?
• Is it an external conflict caused by the surroundings or environment the main character finds himself/

herself in?

Climax

The climax is the point of greatest tension or intensity in the short story. It can also be the point where events take
a major turn as the story races towards its conclusion. Ask yourself:

• Is there a turning point in the story?
• When does the climax take place?

Theme

The theme is the main idea, lesson, or message in the short story. It may be an abstract idea about the human
condition, society, or life. Ask yourself:

• How is the theme expressed?
• Are any elements repeated and therefore suggest a theme?
• Is there more than one theme?
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Style

The author’s style has to do with the his or her vocabulary, use of imagery, tone, or the feeling of the story. It has
to do with the author’s attitude toward the subject. In some short stories the tone can be ironic, humorous, cold, or
dramatic.

• Is the author’s language full of figurative language?
• What images are used?
• Does the author use a lot of symbolism? Metaphors (comparisons that do not use “as” or “like”) or

similes (comparisons that use “as” or “like”)?

Your literary analysis of a short story will often be in the form of an essay where you may be asked to give your
opinions of the short story at the end. Choose the elements that made the greatest impression on you. Point out
which character/characters you liked best or least and always support your arguments.
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A SHORT HISTORY OF THE EARLY AMERICAN
NOVEL

While most historians of the modern novel trace its beginnings to Cervantes’s Don Quixote (1605, 1616) and its
English-language origins are often located in Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719), the novel did not truly
emerge in the United States until the end of the eighteenth century. Critics and historians have offered several
reasons for this delay, citing a continuing Puritan distrust of fictional representations, a relative lack of leisure
time, and, relatedly, the lack of a large, concentrated group of middle-class readers with substantial enough
wealth and time to pursue the genre. Most accounts of the development of the novel, such as Ian Watt’s The Rise
of the Novel, Michael McKeon’s The Origins of the English Novel (on
England), M. M. Bakhtin’s various writings, and Georg Lukács’s Theory of the
Novel (focusing more on the European continent), describe the genre as
arising with a number of socioeconomic, religious, cultural, and philosophical
factors. In particular, they point to the birth of the middle-class, with its
emphasis on social fluidity and individual self-determination; the Protestant
Reformation and its appeal to individual interpretation of texts; and the
development of scientific and philosophical empiricism with its focus on
specific sensual details of life as the ultimate source of knowledge.

From these different factors emerge the novel’s distinctive break from earlier
long narrative forms such as the epic—its emphasis on everyday people,
living their lives in familiar places according to a realistic time frame; its
narratives of personal psychological, economic, and social struggle and
development; and its close attention to the details of everyday life, including
the objects purveyed through the rising commodity culture of which the novel
itself was a part. Among other things that set the novel apart from preceding
literary forms—perhaps most important, unlike poetry and drama, it was
never an oral or performative form—was the fact that from its inception it was
a commodity, a work produced for a literary marketplace. In the American
context, we can see these connections through Benjamin Franklin’s
relationship to the novel. While Franklin never wrote a novel and sometimes derided the fine arts, he was the first
American printer to publish a novel (Samuel Richardson’s Pamela in 1742), and he offered one of the most
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succinct accounts of the novel’s attraction in his Autobiography in commenting on John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s
Progress, a Protestant allegory often seen as anticipating many elements of the novel:

Honest John was the first that I know of who mix’d Narration and Dialogue, a Method of Writing very
engaging to the Reader, who in the most interesting Parts finds himself as it were brought into the
Company, and present at the Discourse. Defoe in his Crusoe, his Moll Flanders . . . has imitated it with
Success. And Richardson has done the same in his Pamela, etc. (24).

While many readers now identify “literature” with the novel (most bookstores’ “literature” sections are comprised
mainly of novels), most critics in the eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries viewed the novel as sub-literary, as
merely popular dross. This disdain towards the genre lingered longer, perhaps, in the United States than in most
of Western Europe. Especially in the first years of the United States, a variety of critics registered significant
concerns about the immoral (or, at best, amoral) nature of the novel. These critics were particularly concerned
about what Franklin identified as its chief attraction, its ability to draw readers into the fictive world and make them
feel like participants in the action. Samuel Miller, for example, in his Brief Retrospect of the Eighteenth Century,
abjured that he “has no hesitation in saying, that, if it were possible, he would wholly prohibit the reading of novels
. . . . For it may, with confidence, be pronounced that no one was ever an extensive and especially an habitual
reader of novels, even supposing them to be all well selected, without suffering both intellectual and moral injury”
(2:179). During a period when social and political hierarchies
were in transition in the wake of the Revolution, the novel’s
emphasis on individual happiness, on an individual reader’s
sentiments, and on an individual reader’s identification were
seen as endangering the future of the young nation.

In response, many early American novels actively positioned
themselves against other, less morally upright novels. For
example, William Hill Brown’s The Power of Sympathy
(1789), a work often taken to be the first American novel,
offers a contrast in his preface to those “novels which
expose no particular Vice, and which recommend no
particular Virtue,” before moving into its epistolary seduction
tale in which the moral characters often comment on the
detrimental effects of novel-reading (7). Brown’s Power of
Sympathy exemplifies one of the major trends within the development of the early American novel—the use of
seduction plots to elicit readers’ sympathy and warn them of the dangers of straying even the least bit from moral
propriety. Perhaps the most popular novel of the era was Susanna Rowson’s Charlotte Temple (1791). Although
first published in England (when Rowson resided there), the novel was immediately popular in the United States
(where Rowson soon moved). Through the text, the reader follows the title character from being ensconced in a
girls’ school in England to being seduced by a soldier on his way to fight against the American revolutionaries to
her pregnancy and death in New York. Republished repeatedly throughout the nineteenth century, Charlotte
Temple exemplified the appeal the novel made specifically to women readers, an appeal that male critics often
attacked or derided.

While sentimental works such as Charlotte Temple were perhaps the most popular fare among early American
novel-readers, the most prominent novelist of the early period in the critical tradition is Charles Brockden Brown.
Brockden Brown produced a series of four gothic novels between 1798 and 1800 (and two more sentimental ones
in 1800–1801) before giving up novel-writing altogether. In these works, which would be read avidly by some
British romantics and picked up by early-nineteenth-century American critics as a first glimmer of a national
literature, Brown explores the dark side of the American nation and the human psyche. In his first novel, Wieland
(1798), for example, he tells the story of an apparently model family that is destroyed through madness and
murder when a stranger employing his ventriloquism skills throws their assumptions about one another and the
world into turmoil. Often seen as prefiguring later themes explored by later American writers, Brown’s attention to
the psychological, political, and economic influence of American society and nature on his characters marked a
new development.

Only somewhere around one hundred American novels were published before 1820, but in the decade that
followed, nearly that many again would be published, with the 1830s, 40s, and 50s seeing an explosion in the
number of American novels. Even as elite critics continued to express concerns about the morality of the novel,
readers would make the novel the most popular genre of the antebellum period. In fact, the novel would come not
just to dominate but also, in many ways, to define the literary marketplace. The exponential growth in the
production of novels paralleled that of the American literary marketplace, and both depended on the same socio-
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economic factors—increasing literacy rates due to the expansion of public education; improvements in printing
technology, including the steam-powered press and the use of stereotype plates; and what has been called the
transportation revolution, with roads, canals, and eventually railroads, tying far-flung urban publishing centers to
the outskirts of the nation. The 1820s saw the emergence of the United States’ first critically and economically
successful novelist with James Fenimore Cooper. After writing an Austen-esque novel of manners, Cooper turned
to historical fiction, following in the footsteps of Sir Walter Scott, whose Waverly novels had become incredibly
popular in both Europe and the United States in the 1810s (and whose novels would remain quite popular in the
U.S. through the Civil War). After writing The Spy (1821), a novel set during the American Revolution, Cooper
penned the first of the Leatherstocking Tales, The Pioneers (1823), beginning one of the most successful novel
series in American literary history and introducing his most famous character, Natty Bumppo. In The Pioneers and
The Last of the Mohicans (along with several other works), Cooper would depict the decline and disappearance of
Native Americans from the nation. Often taking an elegiac tone, these works depicted some Native Americans as
noble savages, nearly as role models for the Euro-American characters attempting to make their way in the new
world. At the same time, however, they embraced the idea of the Native Americans’ inexorable, if regrettable,
withdrawal from the nation.

While Cooper’s accounts are most famous, the theme of the “vanishing” Native American appeared widely in
American literature of the 1820s and 1830s (and later), across numerous
genres, from long epic poems (Eastburn and Sands, Yamoyden [1820]);
drama (Stone, Metamora [1829]); and autobiography (Black Hawk
[1833]). It was the novel that gave the fullest shape to this narrative. In
recent years, critics and historians have begun to explore a broader
range of texts that develop this theme, including sentimental texts such
as Lydia Maria Child’s Hobomok (1824) and Catharine Sedgwick’s Hope
Leslie (1827) and gothic ones such as John Neal’s Logan (1822). While
these different works offer alternative conceptions of the relationship
between gender and race and sometimes more equivocal visions of the
future of the U. S., they tend to share the idea that Native Americans
have already all but disappeared from the American landscape. The
great irony, of course, was that this period saw the election of Andrew
Jackson (1828), with his program of Native American removal. While
novels portrayed the Native American’s disappearance as a fait
accompli, Jackson and other politicians worked to make sure it actually
happened.

The antebellum decades (1830s–1850s) saw not only the immense
expansion of the market for novels in the United States but also the
further development of specific genres. Critics throughout most of the
twentieth century focused on the artistic achievement of a few novelists during this period, especially Nathaniel
Hawthorne and Herman Melville. Variously read in terms of their interest in the romance (with its greater
imaginative range) as opposed to the novel or their darker romanticism (as opposed to the transcendentalist
optimism of Emerson and Thoreau), or their deep exploration of human psychology, Hawthorne and Melville
seemed to anticipate the modernist emphasis on symbolic layering, linguistic complexity, and ambiguous truths
that would dominate critical thought for most of the twentieth century. However, in recent decades, American
literary historians have increasingly attended to the vast variety amongst the novels produced during this period.
In particular, they have investigated more popular genres, including domestic sentimental literature and
sensational gothic and urban fictions. Even more recently, scholars have begun to distinguish the work and
popularity of religious novels, reform novels, and regional fictions that deployed sentimental, sensational, and
symbolic modes to differing extents. At the time of the Civil War, the novel was still seen by most American critics
as inferior to poetry, as a less significant artistic form. Similarly, while concerns about the morally enervating
effects of the novel had largely dissipated, even such classic works as Hawthorne’s
The Scarlet Letter were still often judged in terms of their morality (or lack thereof). American novelists still found
themselves often disparaged or overlooked in favor of their British counterparts. At the same time, the novel had
secured its place within American culture, with authors increasingly offering artistic (and moral and political)
defenses of the form in its various guises.
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APPROACHING POETRY

Introduction

This reading is designed to develop the analytical skills you need for a more in-depth study of literary texts. You
will learn about rhythm, alliteration, rhyme, poetic inversion, voice and line lengths and endings. You will examine
poems that do not rhyme and learn how to compare and contrast poetry.

By the end of this reading you should be able to:

• have an awareness of the role of analysis to inform appreciation and understanding of poetry;
• be able to identify and discuss the main analytical concepts used in analyzing poetry.
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What is the point of analyzing poetry? One simple answer is that the more
we know about anything the more interesting it becomes: listening to music
or looking at paintings with someone who can tell us a little about what we
hear or see – or what we’re reading – is one way of increasing our
understanding and pleasure. That may mean learning something about the
people who produced the writing, music, painting that we are interested in,
and why they produced it. But it may also mean understanding why one
particular form was chosen rather than another: why, for example, did the
poet choose to write a sonnet rather than an ode, a ballad, or a villanelle?
To appreciate the appropriateness of one form, we need to be aware of a
range of options available to that particular writer at that particular time. In
the same way, we also need to pay attention to word choice. Why was this
particular word chosen from a whole range of words that might have said much the same? Looking at manuscript
drafts can be really enlightening, showing how much effort was expended in order to find the most appropriate or
most evocative expression.

Activity 1

Click on William Blake’s “Tyger” to read and compare the two versions of the poem. The one on the left is a
draft; the other is the final published version.

Discussion

The most obvious difference between the two is that stanza 4 of the draft does not survive in the published
version, and an entirely new stanza, “When the stars threw down their spears,” appears in the finished poem.
Significantly, this introduces the idea of “the Lamb,” a dramatic contrast to the tiger, as well as the idea of a “he”
who made the lamb. One similarity between the draft and final version is that each is made up entirely of
unanswered questions. But if you look at the manuscript stanza 5, you can see revisions from “What” to “Where,”
and the struggle with the third line, where Blake eventually decided that the idea of an arm was redundant,
subsumed in the notions of grasping and clasping. The two rhyme words are decided—grasp/clasp—but in which
order should they come? ‘Clasp’ is a less aggressive word than ‘grasp’; ‘clasp’ is not quite as gentle as an
embrace, but it is closer to embracing than ‘grasp’ is – so it must be for deliberate effect that we end up with
‘What dread grasp/Dare its deadly terrors clasp?

It is rare to have manuscript drafts to examine in this way, but I hope that this convinces you of the kind of
attention writers pay to word choice. Let us take one more example. Think about this first stanza of Thomas
Hardy’s ‘Neutral Tones’ (1867):

We stood by a pond that winter day,

And the sun was white, as though chidden of God,

And a few leaves lay on the starving sod;

—They had fallen from an ash, and were gray. (Gibson, 1976, p. 12)

Notice that, in the last line, ‘oak’ or ‘elm’ would work just as well as far as the rhythm or music of the line is
concerned, but ‘ash’ has extra connotations of grayness, of something burnt out, dead, finished (‘ashes to ashes’,
too, perhaps?), all of which contribute to the mood that Hardy conveys in a way that ‘oak’ or ‘elm’ wouldn’t.

To return to my original question then, ‘what is the point of analyzing poetry?’, one answer is that only an
analytical approach can help us arrive at an informed appreciation and understanding of the poem. Whether we
like a poem or not, we should be able to recognize the craftsmanship that has gone into making it, the ways in
which stylistic techniques and devices have worked to create meaning. General readers may be entirely happy to
find a poem pleasing, or unsatisfactory, without stopping to ask why. But
studying poetry is a different matter and requires some background understanding of what those stylistic
techniques might be, as well as an awareness of constraints and conventions within which poets have written
throughout different periods of history.

88

http://www.open.edu/openlearn/ocw/mod/oucontent/olink.php?id=1713&targetdoc=William+Blake%27s+%E2%80%98Tyger%E2%80%99


You may write poetry yourself. If so, you probably know only too well how difficult it is to produce something you
feel really expresses what you want to convey. Writing an essay presents enough problems – a poem is a
different matter, but certainly no easier. Thinking of poetry as a discipline and a craft which, to some extent, can
be learned, is another useful way of approaching analysis. After all, how successful are emotional outpourings on
paper? Words one might scribble down in the heat of an intense moment may have some validity in conveying
that intensity, but in general might they not be more satisfactory if they were later revised? My own feeling is that
a remark Wordsworth made 200 years ago has become responsible for a number of misconceptions about what
poetry should do. In the Preface to a volume of poems called
Lyrical Ballads (1802) he wrote that ‘all good poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings’ (Owens and
Johnson, 1998, p.85,11.105–6). The second time he uses the same phrase he says something that I think is often
forgotten today: ‘poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings; it takes its origin from emotion
recollected in tranquillity’ (my italics) (ibid., p. 95, ll.557–8). Notice the significant time lapse implied there – the
idea that, however powerful or spontaneous the emotion, it needs to be carefully considered before you start
writing. He goes on:

The emotion is contemplated till, by a species of reaction, the tranquillity gradually disappears, and an
emotion kindred to that which was before the subject of contemplation is gradually reproduced, and
does itself actually exist in the mind. In this mood successful composition generally begins.

You don’t have to agree with Wordsworth about what poetry is or how best to achieve it. (Would you always want
a poem to express powerful emotion, for example? I referred to Hardy’s ‘Neutral Tones’ above, where the whole
point is that neither of the two characters described feels anything much at all.) But the idea of contemplation is a
useful and important one: it implies distance, perhaps detachment, but above all re-creation, not the thing itself.
And if we try to re-create something, we must choose our methods and our words carefully in order to convey
what we experienced as closely as possible. A word of warning though: writers do not always aim to express
personal experiences; often a persona is created.

The poet Ezra Pound offered this advice to other poets in an essay written in 1913: ‘Use no superfluous word, no
adjective, which does not reveal something’ (Gray, 1990, p. 56). And in the 1950s William Carlos Williams
advised, ‘cut and cut again whatever you write’. In his opinion, the ‘test of the artist is to be able to revise without
showing a seam’ (loc. cit.). That sewing image he uses appeals to me particularly because it stresses the notion
of skilled craftsmanship. Pound and Williams were American, writing long after Wordsworth, but, as you can see,
like countless other poets they too reflected very seriously on their own poetic practice. I hope this helps convince
you that as students we owe it to the poems we read to give them close analytical attention.

Note About Organization

In what follows, section headings like ‘Rhyme’, ‘Rhythm’, ‘Line lengths and line endings’, ‘Alliteration’, and so on,
are intended to act as signposts to help you (if terms are unfamiliar, look them up in the glossary at the end). But
these headings indicate only the main technique being discussed. While it is something we need to attempt, it is
very difficult to try to isolate devices in this way – to separate out, for example, the effects of rhythm from rhyme.
This doesn’t mean that we shouldn’t look for particular techniques at work in a poem, but we need to be aware
that they will be interdependent and the end product effective or not because of the way such elements work
together.

As you work through this reading, don’t be discouraged if your response to exercises differs from mine.
Remember that I had the advantage of choosing my own examples and that I’ve long been familiar with the
poems I’ve used. On a daily basis, we probably read much less poetry than we do prose. This is perhaps one
reason why many people say they find poetry difficult – unfamiliarity and lack of practice. But, like anything else,
the more effort we put in, the wider the range of experiences we have to draw on. I hope that when you come
across an unfamiliar extract in the discussions that follow you might decide to look up the whole poem on your
own account, widening your own experience and enjoying it too.

Remember that language changes over the years. I’ve deliberately chosen to discuss poems from different
periods, and given dates of first publication. Do keep this in mind, especially as you may find some examples
more accessible than others. The idiom and register of a poem written in the eighteenth century will usually be
quite different from one written in the twentieth. Different verse forms are popular at different times: while sonnets
have been written for centuries, they were especially fashionable in Elizabethan times, for example. Don’t expect
to find free verse written much before the twentieth century.
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If you are working on a poem, it can be a good idea to print it, maybe
even enlarge it, and then write anything you find particularly striking in
the margins. Use highlighters or colored pens to underline repetitions
and link rhyme words. Patterns may well emerge that will help you
understand the way the poem develops. Make the poems your own in
this way, and then, if you are the kind of person who doesn’t mind
writing in books, you can insert notes in a more restrained way in the
margins of your book.

If you prefer to work on your computer, you can do a similar thing by
using an annotation tool on your word processor.

Whatever you do, always ask yourself what the effect of a particular technique that you identify is. Noticing an
unusual choice of words, a particular rhyme scheme or use of alliteration is an important first step, but you need
to take another one. Unless you go on to say why what you have noticed is effective, what it contributes to the
rest of the poem, how it endorses or changes things, then you are doing less than half the job. Get into the habit
of asking yourself questions, even if you can’t always answer them satisfactorily.

Rhythm

All speech has rhythm because we naturally stress some words or syllables more than others. The rhythm can
sometimes be very regular and pronounced, as in a children’s nursery rhyme – ‘JACK and JILL went UP the HILL’
– but even in the most ordinary sentence the important words are given more stress. In poetry, rhythm is
extremely important: patterns are deliberately created and repeated for varying effects. The rhythmical pattern of
a poem is called its meter, and we can analyze, or ‘scan’ lines of poetry to identify stressed and unstressed
syllables. In marking the text to show this, the mark ‘/’ is used to indicate a stressed syllable, and ‘x’ to indicate an
unstressed syllable. Each complete unit of stressed and unstressed syllables is called a ‘foot’, which usually has
one stressed and one or two unstressed syllables.

The most common foot in English is known as the iamb, which is an unstressed syllable followed by a stressed
one (x /). Many words in English are iambic: a simple example is the word ‘forgot’. When we say this, the stresses
naturally fall in the sequence:

Iambic rhythm is in fact the basic sound pattern in ordinary English speech. If you say the following line aloud you
will hear what I mean:

The next most common foot is the trochee, a stressed syllable (or ‘beat’, if you like) followed by an unstressed
one (/x), as in the word

Both the iamb and the trochee have two syllables, the iamb being a ‘rising’ rhythm and the trochee a ‘falling’
rhythm. Another two-syllable foot known as the spondee has two equally stressed beats (/ /), as in

Other important feet have three syllables. The most common are the anapest (x x /) and the dactyl (/ x x), which
are triple rhythms, rising and falling respectively, as in the words
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Here are some fairly regular examples of the four main kinds of meter used in poetry. (I have separated the feet
by using a vertical slash.) You should say the lines aloud, listening for the stress patterns and noting how the
‘beats’ fall on particular syllables or words.

Iambic meter

Trochaic meter

Anapestic meter

Dactylic meter

The other technical point that you need to know about is the way the lengths of lines of verse are described. This
is done according to the number of feet they contain, and the names given to different lengths of lines are as
follows:

monometer a line of one foot

dimeter a line of two feet

trimeter a line of three feet

tetrameter a line of four feet

pentameter a line of five feet

hexameter a line of six feet

heptameter a line of seven feet

octameter a line of eight feet.

By far the most widely used of these are the tetrameter and the pentameter. If you look back at the four lines of
poetry given as examples above, you can count the feet. You will see that the first one has five feet, so it is an
iambic pentameter line; the second one has four feet, so it is a trochaic tetrameter line; the fourth and fifth also
have four feet, so are anapestic and dactylic tetrameter lines respectively. Lines do not always have exactly the
‘right’ number of beats. Sometimes a pentameter line will have an extra ‘beat’, as in the famous line from Hamlet,
‘To be or not to be: that is the question’, where the ‘tion’ of question is an eleventh, unstressed beat. (It is worth
asking yourself why Shakespeare wrote the line like this. Why did he not write what would have been a perfectly
regular ten-syllable line, such as ‘The question is, to be or not to be’?)

Having outlined some of the basic meters of English poetry, it is important to say at once that very few poems
would ever conform to a perfectly regular metrical pattern. The effect of that would be very boring indeed: imagine
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being restricted to using only iambic words, or trying to keep up a regular trochaic rhythm. Poets therefore often
include trochaic or anapestic or dactylic words or phrases within what are basically iambic lines, in order to make
them more interesting and suggestive, and to retain normal pronunciation. Here is a brief example from
Shakespeare to show you what I mean. I have chosen a couple of lines spoken by Rosalind in
As You Like It, Act 1, scene 2, and have marked this first version to show you the basic iambic meter:

If you say the lines out loud in this regular way you can hear that the effect is very unnatural. Here is one way the
lines might be scanned to show how the stresses would fall in speech (though there are other ways of scanning
them):

It must be emphasized that there is no need to feel that you must try to remember all the technical terms I have
been introducing here. The purpose has been to help you to become aware of the importance of rhythmic effects
in poetry, and it can be just as effective to try to describe these in your own words. The thing to hang on to when
writing about the rhythm of a poem is that, as Ezra Pound put it, ‘Rhythm MUST have meaning’: ‘It can’t be
merely a careless dash off with no grip and no real hold to the words and sense, a tumty tum tumpty tum tum ta’
(quoted in Gray, 1990, p. 56). There are occasions, of course, when a tum-ty-ty-tum rhythm may be appropriate,
and ‘have meaning’. When Tennyson wrote ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’, he recreated the sound, pace, and
movement of horses thundering along with the emphatic dactyls of ‘Half a league, half a league, half a league
onward / Into the valley of death rode the six hundred’. But for a very different example we might take a short two-
line poem by Pound himself. This time there is no fixed meter: like much twentieth-century poetry, this poem is in
‘free verse’. Its title is ‘In a Station of the Metro’ (the Metro being the Paris underground railway), and it was
written in 1916:

Here you can see that the rhythm plays a subtle part in conveying the meaning. The poem is comparing the faces
of people in a crowded underground to petals that have fallen on to a wet bough. The rhythm not only highlights
the key words in each line, but produces much of the emotional feeling of the poem by slowing down the middle
words of the first line and the final three words of the second.

For our final example of rhythm I’ve chosen a passage from Alexander Pope’s An Essay on Criticism (1711).

Activity 2

Take a look at this excerpt from An Essay on Criticism. Read it aloud if you can. Listen to the rhythm, and
identify why the rhythm is appropriate to the meaning.

Discussion

Pope here uses a basic structure of iambic pentameters with variations, so that the lines sound as if they have a
different pace, faster or slower, depending on what is being described. It is not just rhythm that contributes to the
effect here: rhyme and alliteration (successive words beginning with the same sound) recreate smooth, rough,
slow and swift movement. Rhythm is entirely dependent on word choice, but is also influenced by other
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interdependent stylistic devices. Pope’s lines enact what they describe simply because of the care that has gone
into choosing the right words. It doesn’t matter if you don’t recognise the classical allusions: from the descriptions
it is clear that Ajax is a strong man and Camilla is quick and light. If you count the beats of each line, you’ll notice
that, in spite of the variety of sound and effect, all have five stresses, except the last, which has six. Strangely
enough it is the last and longest line that creates an impression of speed. How is this achieved? Try to hear the
lines by reading them again out loud.

There is really only one way, and that is through the words chosen to represent movement: the repeated ‘s’
sounds associated with Camilla trip swiftly off the tip of the tongue, whereas Ajax’s lines demand real physical
effort from mouth, lips, and tongue. You will get a much stronger sense of this if you form the words in this way,
even if you are unable to say them out loud. In an exam, for instance, silent articulation of a poem will help you
grasp many poetic techniques and effects that may otherwise be missed.

This extract from Pope’s An Essay on Criticism, like the whole poem, is written in rhyming couplets (lines rhyming
in pairs). They confer a formal, regular quality to the verse. The punctuation helps to control the way in which we
read: notice that there is a pause at the end of each line, either a comma, a semi-colon, or a full stop. This use of
the end-stopped line is characteristic of eighteenth-century heroic couplets (iambic pentameter lines rhyming in
pairs), where the aim was to reproduce classical qualities of balance, harmony, and proportion.

Get into the habit of looking at rhyme words. Are any of Pope’s rhymes particularly interesting here? One thing I
noticed was what is known as poetic inversion. The rhyme ‘shore’/’roar’is clearly important to the sound sense of
the verse, but the more natural word order (were this ordinary speech) would be ‘The hoarse rough verse should
roar like the torrent’. Had he written this, Pope would have lost the sound qualities of the rhyme ‘shore’/’roar’. He
would have had to find a word such as ‘abhorrent’ to rhyme with ‘torrent’ and the couplet would have had a very
different meaning. He would also have lost the rhythm of the line, in spite of the fact that the words are exactly the
same.

Before we leave An Essay on Criticism, did you notice that Pope’s subject in this poem is really poetry itself? Like
Wordsworth, Pound, and William Carlos Williams, all of whom I’ve quoted earlier, Pope too was concerned with
poetry as a craft.

Alliteration

Alliteration is the term used to describe successive words beginning with the same sound – usually, then, with the
same letter.

To illustrate this I would like to use a stanza from Arthur Hugh Clough’s poem, ‘Natura naturans’. There is not
enough space to quote the whole poem, but to give you some idea of the context of this stanza so that you can
more fully appreciate what Clough is doing, it is worth explaining that ‘Natura naturans’ describes the sexual
tension between a young man and woman who sit next to each other in a railway carriage. They have not been
introduced, and they neither speak nor exchange so much as a glance. The subject matter and its treatment is
unusual and also extraordinarily frank for the time of writing (about 1849), but you need to know what is being
described in order to appreciate the physicality of the lines I quote.
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Activity 3

Read the attached stanza from Arthur Hugh Clough’s poem “Natura Naturans” and consider the following
questions:

1. What is the single most striking technique used, and what are the effects?
2. How would you describe the imagery, and what does it contribute to the overall effect?

Discussion

1. Visually the use of alliteration is striking, particularly in the first line and almost equally so in the second.
If you took the advice above about paying attention to the physical business of articulating the words too,
you should be in a good position to discriminate between the rapidity of the flies and the heavier
movement of the bees, and to notice how tactile the language is. The effect is actually to create
sensuality in the stanza.

2. Notice that though we begin with flies, bees and rooks, all of which are fairly common flying creatures,
we move to the more romantic lark with its ‘wild’ song, and then to the positively exotic gazelle, leopard,
and dolphin. From the rather homely English air (flies, bees, birds), we move to foreign locations ‘Libyan
dell’ and ‘Indian glade’, and from there to ‘tropic seas’. (Cod in the North Sea would have very different
connotations from dolphins in the tropics.) Air, earth, and sea are all invoked to help express the variety
of changing highly charged erotic feelings that the speaker remembers. The images are playful and
preposterous, joyfully expressing the familiar poetic subject of sexual attraction and arousal in a way that
makes it strange and new. Notice that in each case the image is more effective because the alliteration
emphasizes it.

Rhyme

If a poem rhymes, then considering how the rhyme works is always important.

Rhyme schemes can be simple or highly intricate and complex; it will always be worth considering why a
particular rhyme pattern was chosen and trying to assess its effects.

Activity 4

Read “Love from the North” (1862) by Christina Rossetti. What is the poem about, and how does the rhyme
contribute to the meaning and overall effect?

Discussion

‘Love From the North’ tells a simple story. A woman about to marry one man is whisked away by another, just as
she is about to exchange vows. The form of the poem is very simple: the second and fourth lines of each of the
eight 4-line stanzas rhyme. More significantly, because the last word of each stanza is ‘nay’, there is only one
rhyme sound throughout. There are more internal rhymes relying on the same repeated sound, however, aren’t
there? Look at the last lines of stanzas 1, 2, 6, 7 and 8 where ‘say’ ‘nay’; ‘nay’ ‘nay’; ‘say’ ‘nay’; ‘yea’ ‘nay’; and
‘say’ ‘nay’ appear. In the second stanza, ‘gay’ occurs twice in line 2; stanza five and six both have ‘yea’ in line 3.
What is the effect of this?

Do you think the effect might be to help over-simplify the story? Clearly the woman has doubts about the man
from the south’s devotion: he ‘never dared’ to say no to her. He seems to have no will of his own: he ‘saddens’
when she does, is ‘gay’ when she is, wants only what she does. On her wedding day she thinks: ‘It’s quite too late
to think of nay’. But is she any happier with the strong man from the north? Who is he? Has he carried her off
against her will? And what exactly do you make of the last stanza? Do the ‘links of love’ imply a chain? This

1414

http://www.open.edu/openlearn/ocw/mod/oucontent/olink.php?id=1713&targetdoc=Natura+naturans%E2%80%99
http://www.open.edu/openlearn/ocw/mod/oucontent/olink.php?id=1713&targetdoc=%E2%80%98Love+From+the+North%E2%80%99


strong-minded woman who imposed her will on the man from the south has ‘neither heart nor power/Nor will nor
wish’ to say no to the man from the north. Is that good, or bad? And what do you make of the ‘book and bell’ with
which she’s made to stay? Certainly they imply something different from the conventional Christian marriage she
was about to embark on in the middle of the poem – witchcraft, perhaps, or magic? And are the words ‘Till now’
particularly significant at the beginning of line 3 in the last stanza? Might they suggest a new resolve to break
free?

How important is it to resolve such questions? It is very useful to ask them, but not at all easy to find answers. In
fact, that is one of the reasons I like the poem so much. The language is very simple and so is the form – eight
quatrains (or four-line stanzas) – and yet the more I think about the poem, the more interesting and ambiguous it
seems. In my opinion, that is its strength. After all, do we always know exactly what we want or how we feel about
relationships? Even if we do, is it always possible to put such feelings into words? Aren’t feelings often ambivalent
rather than straightforward?

It is also worth bearing in mind the fact that the poem is written in ballad form. A ballad tells a story, but it does
only recount events – part of the convention is that ballads don’t go into psychological complexities. It is likely that
Rossetti chose this ancient oral verse form because she was interested in raising ambiguities. But perhaps the
point of the word ‘nay’ chiming throughout ‘Love From the North’ is to indicate the female speaker saying no to
both men – the compliant lover and his opposite, the demon lover, alike? After all, ‘nay’ is the sound which gives
the poem striking unity and coherence.

Keats’s ‘Eve of St Agnes’ (1820) also tells a tale of lovers, but it isn’t a ballad, even though the rhyme scheme of
the first four lines is the same as Rossetti’s quatrains. The stanzas are longer, and the form more complex and
sophisticated. The rhyme pattern is the same throughout all 42 stanzas, the first two of which are reproduced for
the following activity:

Activity 5

Read the first two stanzas of Keats’s “Eve of St Agnes.” How would you describe the rhyme scheme, and
does it seem appropriate for the subject matter?

Discussion

In comparison to the Rossetti poem the rhyme sounds form complex patterns, don’t they? While ‘was’/’grass’ in
the first stanza and ‘man’/’wan’ in the second do not quite produce a full rhyme (depending on your accent), the
first and third lines do rhyme in subsequent stanzas. Using a letter of the alphabet to describe each new rhyme
sound, we could describe the pattern like this: a b a b b c b c c (imagine sustaining that intricate patterning for 42
stanzas). This kind of formula is useful up to a point for showing how often the same sounds recur, and it does
show how complicated the interweaving of echoing sounds is. But it says nothing about how the sounds relate to
what is being said – and, as I have been arguing all along, it is the relationship between meaning and word choice
that is of particular interest. To give a full answer to my own question, I’d really need to consider the function of
rhyme throughout the poem. It would not be necessary to describe what happens in each stanza, but picking out
particular pertinent examples would help me argue a case. With only the first two stanzas to work with, I could say
that, if nothing else, the intricate rhyme pattern seems appropriate not only for the detailed descriptions but also
for the medieval, slightly gothic setting of the chapel where the holy man prays.

Activity 6

Read the extract from Tennyson’s “Mariana” (1830). Again, this comes from a longer poem, so it would be
useful to look it up and read the rest if you have the opportunity.

Read the extract and consider the following questions:

1. Describe the rhyme in the stanza from Tennyson’s ‘Mariana’.
2. What is the first stanza about?
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Discussion

1. As with the Keats poem, the rhyme scheme here is quite complicated. Using the same diagrammatic
formula of a letter for each new rhyme sound, we could describe this as ‘a b a b c d d c e f e f. You might
notice too that indentations at the beginning of each line emphasise lines that rhyme with each other:
usually the indentations are alternate, except for lines 6 and 7, which form a couplet in the middle of the
stanza. It is worth telling you too that each of the stanzas ends with a variation of the line ‘I would that I
were dead’ (this is known as a refrain) so – as in Christina Rossetti’s ‘Love From the North’ – a dominant
sound or series of sounds throughout helps to control the mood of the poem.

2. We may not know who Mariana is, or why she is in the lonely, crumbling grange, but she is obviously
waiting for a man who is slow in arriving. The ‘dreary’/’aweary’ and ‘dead’/’said’ rhymes, which, if you
read the rest of the poem, you will see are repeated in each stanza, convey her dejection and express
the boredom of endless waiting. As with the stanzas from Keats’s ‘Eve of St Agnes’, there is plenty of
carefully observed detail – black moss on the flower-plots, rusty nails, a clinking latch on a gate or door –
all of which description contributes to the desolation of the scene and Mariana’s mood. Were the moated
grange a lively, sociable household, the poem would be very different. Either Mariana would be cheerful,
or her suicidal misery would be in sharp contrast to her surroundings. It is always worth considering what
settings contribute to the overall mood of a poem.

Poetic Inversion

Poetic inversion, or changing the usual word order of speech, is often linked to the need to maintain a rhythm or
to find a rhyme. We noticed Pope’s poetic inversion in An Essay on Criticism and saw how the rhyme was
intimately linked to the rhythm of the verse. The song ‘Dancing in the Street’, first recorded by Martha and the
Vandellas in the 1960s, does violence to word order in the interests of rhyme – ‘There’ll be dancing in the street/
A chance new folk to meet’ – but, because the words are sung to a driving rhythm, we are unlikely to notice how
awkward they are. There’s a convention that we recognise, however unconsciously, that prevents us from
mentally re-writing the line as ‘a chance to meet new people’. (‘People’ rather than ‘folk’ would be more usual
usage for me, but, as with the Pope example, this would mean that the rhythm too would be lost.)

Poems That Don’t Rhyme

Are poems that don’t rhyme prose? Not necessarily. Virginia Woolf (1882–1941), a novelist rather than a poet,
and T.S. Eliot (1888–1965), known particularly for his poetry, both wrote descriptive pieces best described as
‘prose poems’. These look like short prose passages since there is no attention to line lengths or layout on the
page, as there was, for example, in ‘Mariana’. When you study Shakespeare you will come across blank verse.
‘Blank’ here means ‘not rhyming’, but the term ‘blank verse’ is used specifically to describe verse in unrhyming
iambic pentameters.

Although iambic pentameters resemble our normal speech patterns, in ordinary life we speak in prose. You’ll
notice if you look through Shakespeare’s plays that blank verse is reserved for kings, nobles, heroes and
heroines. They may
also speak in prose, as lesser characters do, but commoners don’t ever have speeches in blank verse.
Shakespeare – and other playwrights like him – used the form to indicate status. It is important to recognise this
convention, which would have been understood by his contemporaries – writers, readers, and audiences alike. So
choosing to write a poem in blank verse is an important decision: it will elevate the subject. One such example is
Milton’s epic Paradise Lost(1667), a long poem in twelve Books describing Creation, Adam and Eve’s temptation,
disobedience and expulsion from Paradise. It sets out to justify the ways of God to man, so blank verse is entirely
appropriate. This great epic was in Wordsworth’s mind when he chose the same form for his autobiographical
poem, The Prelude.
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Activity 7

Read and compare these extracts. One is from Book XIII of The Prelude, where Wordsworth is walking up
Mount Snowdon; the other is from “The Idiot Boy,” one of his Lyrical Ballads. What effects are achieved by the
different forms?

Discussion

Both poems use iambic meter – an unstressed followed by a stressed syllable. The extract from The Prelude uses
iambic pentameters, five metrical feet in each line, whereas ‘The Idiot Boy’ (like the ballad, ‘Love From the North’)
is in tetrameters, only four, establishing a more sing-song rhythm. Other stylistic techniques contribute to the
difference in tone too: the language of The Prelude is formal (Wordsworth’s ‘Ascending’ rather than ‘going up’),
whereas ‘The Idiot Boy’ uses deliberately homely diction, and rhyme. Three simple rhyme words ring out
throughout the 92 stanzas of the latter: ‘Foy’, ‘boy’ and ‘joy’ stand at the heart of the poem, expressing the
mother’s pride in her son. The moon features in each extract. In The Prelude, as Wordsworth climbs, the ground
lightens, as it does in The Old Testament before a prophet appears. Far from being a meaningless syllable to fill
the rhythm of a line, ‘lo’ heightens the religious parallel, recalling the biblical ‘Lo, I bring you tidings of great joy’:
this episode from The Prelude describes a moment of spiritual illumination. Wordsworth’s intentions in these two
poems were quite different, and the techniques reflect that.

Other poems that don’t use rhyme are discussed later (‘Wherever I Hang’; ‘Mona Lisa’; ‘Poem’). Notice that they
use a variety of rhythms, and because of that none can be described as blank verse.

Voice

Is the speaker in a poem one and the same as the writer? Stop and consider
this for a few moments. Can you think of any poems you have read where a
writer has created a character, or persona, whose voice we hear when we
read?

Wordsworth’s The Prelude was written as an autobiographical poem, but
there are many instances where it is obvious that poet and persona are
different. Charlotte Mew’s poem, ‘The Farmer’s Bride’ (1916) begins like
this:

Three summers since I chose a maid,
Too young maybe – but more’s to do
At harvest-time than bide and woo.
When us was wed she turned afraid
Of love and me and all things human;

(Warner, 1981, pp. 1–2)

Mew invents a male character here, and clearly separates herself as a writer from the voice in her poem. Some of
the most well-known created characters – or personae – in poetry are Browning’s dramatic monologues.

Activity 8

Consider the opening lines from three Robert Browning poems. Who do you think is speaking?
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Discussion

Well, the first speaker isn’t named, but we can infer that, like Brother Lawrence whom he hates, he’s a monk. The
second must be a Duke since he refers to his ‘last Duchess’ and, if we read to the end of the third poem, we
discover that the speaker is a man consumed with such jealousy that he strangles his beloved Porphyria with her
own hair. Each of the poems is written in the first person (‘
my heart’s abhorrence’; ‘That’s my last Duchess’; I listened with heart fit to break’). None of the characters
Browning created in these poems bears any resemblance to him: the whole point of a dramatic monologue is the
creation of a character who is most definitely not the poet. Charlotte Mew’s poem can be described in the same
way.

Line Lengths and Line Endings

Read the following prose extract taken from Walter Pater’s discussion of the Mona Lisa, written in 1893, and then
complete the activity:

She is older than the rocks among which she sits; like the vampire, she has been dead many times,
and learned the secrets of the grave; and has been a diver in deep seas, and keeps their fallen day
about her; and trafficked for strange webs with Eastern merchants: and, as Leda, was the mother of
Helen of Troy, and, as Saint Anne, the mother of Mary; and all this has been to her but as the sound of
lyres and flutes, and lives only in the delicacy with which it has moulded the changing lineaments, and
tinged the eyelids and the hands.

Activity 9

When W.B. Yeats was asked to edit The Oxford Book of Modern Verse 1892–1935 (1936), he chose to begin
with this passage from Pater, but he set it out quite differently on the page. Before you read his version, write
out the extract as a poem yourself. The exercise is designed to make you think about line lengths, where to
start a new line and where to end it when there is no rhyme to give you a clue. There is no regular rhythm
either, though I’m sure you will discover rhythms in the words, as well as repeated patterns. How can you best
bring out these poetic features?

Discussion

Of course, there is no right answer to this exercise, but you should compare your version to Yeats’s, printed
below, to see if you made similar decisions.

She is older than the rocks among which she sits;
Like the Vampire,
She has been dead many times,
And learned the secrets of the grave;
And has been a diver in deep seas,
And keeps their fallen day about her;
And trafficked for strange webs with Eastern merchants;
And, as Leda,
Was the mother of Helen of Troy,
And, as St Anne,
Was the mother of Mary;
And all this has been to her but as the sound of lyres and flutes,
And lives
Only in the delicacy
With which it has moulded the changing lineaments,
And tinged the eyelids and the hands.

View the document as a PDF.
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I wonder whether you used upper case letters for the first word of each line, as Yeats did? You may have
changed the punctuation, or perhaps have left it out altogether. Like Yeats, you may have used ‘And’ at the
beginnings of lines to draw attention to the repetitions: nine of the lines begin in this way, emphasising the way
the clauses pile up, defining and redefining the mysterious Mona Lisa. Two lines begin with ‘She’: while there was
no choice about the first, beginning the third in the same way focuses attention on her right at the start of the
poem. Yeats has used Pater’s punctuation to guide his line endings in all but two places: lines 13 and 14 run on –
a stylistic device known as enjambment. The effect is an interesting interaction between eyes and ears. While we
may be tempted to read on without pausing to find the sense, the line endings and white space of the page
impose pauses on our reading, less than the commas and semi-colons that mark off the other lines, but significant
nevertheless.

Yeats’s arrangement of the words makes the structure and movement of Pater’s long sentence clearer than it
appears when written as prose. The poem begins with age – she is ‘older than the rocks’ – and refers to
‘Vampire’, death, and ‘grave’ in the first lines. The decision to single out the two words ‘And lives’ in a line by
themselves towards the end of the poem sets them in direct opposition to the opening; we have moved from great
age and living death to life. The arrangement of lines 8–11 highlights her links with both pagan and Christian
religions: the Mona Lisa was the mother of Helen of Troy and the Virgin Mary. The wisdom and knowledge she
has acquired is worn lightly, nothing more than ‘the sound of lyres and flutes’, apparent only in the ‘delicacy’ of
colour on ‘eyelids and hands’.

The aim of the preceding exercise was to encourage you to think about form and structure even when a poem
does not appear to follow a conventional pattern. Because you have now ‘written’ a poem and had the opportunity
to compare it with someone else’s version of the same words, you should begin to realise the importance of
decisions about where exactly to place a word for maximum effect, and how patterns can emerge which will
control our reading when, for example, successive lines begin with repetitions. It should have made you think
about the importance of the beginnings of lines, as well as line endings. What has been achieved by using a short
line here, a longer one there? How do these decisions relate to what is being said? These are questions that can
usefully be asked of any poem.

Earlier, discussing the extract from Pope’s An Essay on Criticism, I asked you to concentrate on the sound
qualities of the poetry. Here, I want you to consider the visual impact of the poem on the page. It is a good thing to
be aware of what a complex task reading is, and to be alive to the visual as well as the aural qualities of the
verse.

Activity 10

When W.B. Yeats was asked to edit The Oxford Book of Modern Verse 1892–1935 (1936), he chose to begin
with this passage from Pater, but he set it out quite differently on the page. Before you read his version, write
out the extract as a poem yourself. The exercise is designed to make you think about line lengths, where to
start a new line and where to end it when there is no rhyme to give you a clue. There is no regular rhythm
either, though I’m sure you will discover rhythms in the words, as well as repeated patterns. How can you best
bring out these poetic features?

Further exercise: taking Grace Nichols’s ‘Wherever I Hang’, discussed in Activity 10, you could reverse the
process carried out in the previous exercise by writing out the poem as prose. Then, covering up the original,
you could rewrite it as verse and compare your version with the original.

Comparing and Contrasting

Often you will find that an assignment asks you to ‘compare and contrast’ poems. There’s a very good reason for
this, for often it is only by considering different treatments of similar subjects that we become aware of a range of
possibilities, and begin to understand why particular choices have been made. You will have realised that often in
the previous discussions I’ve used a similar strategy, showing, for example, how we can describe the rhyme
scheme of ‘Love From the North’ as simple once we have looked at the more intricate patterning of Keats’s ‘The
Eve of St Agnes’ or Tennyson’s ‘Mariana’. Anne Brontë’s ‘Home’ and Grace Nichols’s ‘Wherever I Hang’ treat the
subject of exile in quite different ways, and looking at one can sharpen our understanding of what the other does.
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Activity 11

Read the opening lines from these two poems commemorating deaths. What can you explain why they sound
so very different?

Discussion

If I had to identify one thing, I would say that the first begins more elaborately and with a more formal tone than
the second. ‘Felix Randal’ tends to use language in an unusual way, but you would probably agree that the first
sentence is quite straightforward and sounds colloquial (or informal), as if the speaker has just overheard
someone talking about Randal’s death and wants to confirm his impression. ‘Lycidas’ opens quite differently. It is
not immediately apparent what evergreens have to do with anything (in fact they work to establish an
appropriately melancholy atmosphere or tone), and it isn’t until line 8 that we learn of a death. The word ‘dead’ is
repeated, and the following line tells us that Lycidas was a young man. While ‘Felix Randal’ has an immediacy,
the speaker of ‘Lycidas’ seems to find it hard to get going.

Both poems are elegies – poems written to commemorate death – and both poets are aware of writing within this
convention, although they treat it differently.

Activity 12

What do the titles of the poems used in Activity 13 tell us about each poem, and how might they help us
understand the different uses of the elegiac convention?

Discussion

I think it would be apparent to most readers that ‘Felix Randall’ is 
simply a man’s name, while ‘Lycidas’ is more mysterious. In fact 
Lycidas is a traditional pastoral name, but unless you know something 
about the classical pastoral tradition it might mean very little to you. 
The young man whose death Milton was commemorating was actually 
called Edward King, but, at the time he was writing, elegies were 
formal, public and impersonal poems rather than private expressions 
of grief. ‘Lycidas’ commemorates a member of a prominent family 
rather than a close friend of the poet’s. Over two hundred years later, 
Hopkins, while working loosely within the same elegiac convention, 
adapts it. Felix Randal is an ordinary working man, not a public figure. 
In the seventeenth century it would have been unlikely that he would 
have been considered worthy of a poem like this.

If you were making a special study of elegies, there would be a great
deal more to say. That’s not the idea here, though. The point is that
by comparing and contrasting the tone of the opening lines and the
titles, and considering when the poems were written, we have come
up with a number of significant differences.

Activity 13

Read this poem by Robert Browning carefully. Who is speaking, and who is being addressed?

2020

http://www.open.edu/openlearn/ocw/mod/oucontent/olink.php?id=1713&targetdoc=poems+commemorating+deaths.
http://www.open.edu/openlearn/history-the-arts/culture/literature-and-creative-writing/literature/approaching-poetry/content-section-12#act013/?printable=1
http://www.open.edu/openlearn/ocw/mod/oucontent/olink.php?id=1713&targetdoc=Robert+Browning+poem


Discussion

From the evidence of the poem we know that the speaker once walked across a moor, found an eagle’s feather,
and has a high regard for the poet Shelley (1792–1822). The person being addressed is not named, but we
discover that he (or she) once met Shelley, and this alone confers status by association. The word ‘you’ (‘your’ in
one instance) is repeated in 6 out of the first 8 lines. ‘You’ becomes a rhyme word at the end of the second line,
so when we reach the word ‘new’ in line four – one of the two lines in the first stanzas that doesn’t contain ‘you’ –
the echo supplies the deficiency. ‘You’ clearly represents an important focus in the first half of the poem, but who
exactly is ‘you’ ?

Thinking about this apparently straightforward question of who is being addressed takes us into an important area
of critical debate: for each one of us who has just read the poem has, in one sense, become a person who not
only knows who Shelley is (which may not necessarily be the case) but lived when he did, met him, listened to
him, and indeed exchanged at least a couple of words with him. Each of us reads the poem as an individual, but
the poem itself constructs a reader who is not identical to any of us. We are so used to adopting ‘reading’ roles
dictated by texts like this that often we don’t even notice the way in which the text has manipulated us.

Activity 14

Now read the Robert Browning poem again, this time asking yourself if the speaking voice changes in the last
two stanzas, and if the person who is being addressed remains the same.

Discussion

If the first half of the poem is characterised by the repetition of ‘you’ and the sense of an audience that pronoun
creates, then the second half seems quite different in content and tone. The speaker is trying to find a parallel in
his experience to make sense of and explain his feeling of awe; the change of tone is subtle. Whereas someone
is undoubtedly being addressed directly in the first stanza, in the third and fourth, readers overhear – as if the
speaker is talking to himself.

At first the connection between the man who met Shelley and the memory of finding an eagle’s feather may not
be obvious, but there is a point of comparison. As stanza 2 explains, part of the speaker’s sense of wonder stems
from the fact that time did not stand still: ‘you were living before that, / And also you are living after’. The moor in
stanza 3, like the listener, is anonymous – it has ‘a name of its own … no doubt’ – but where it is or what it is
called is unimportant: only one ‘hand’s-breadth’ is memorable, the spot that ‘shines alone’ where the feather was
found. The poem is about moments that stand out in our memories while the ordinary daily stuff of life fades. It
also acknowledges that we don’t all value the same things.

Activity 15

Take another look at the poem. How would you describe its form?

Discussion

The structure of the poem is perfectly balanced: of the four quatrains, two deal with each memory, so, although
the nature of each seems quite different, implicitly the form invites us to compare them. Think about the way in
which Browning introduces the eagle feather. How does he convince us that this is a rare find?

To begin with, the third and fourth stanzas make up one complete sentence, with a colon at the end of the third
announcing the fourth; this helps to achieve a sense of building up to something important. Then we move from
the visual image of a large space of moor to the very circumscribed place where the feather is found, but the
reason why this ‘hand’s-breadth’ shines out is delayed for the next two lines ‘For there I picked up on the heather’
– yes? what? – ‘And there I put inside my breast’ – well? – ‘A moulted feather’, ah (and notice the internal rhyme
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there of ‘feather’ with ‘heather’ which draws attention to and emphasises the harmony of the moment), and then
the word ‘feather’ is repeated and expanded: ‘an eagle-feather’ Clearly the feather of no other bird would do, for
ultimately the comparison is of eagle to the poet; Browning knows Shelley through his poetry as he knows the
eagle through its feather, and that feather presents a striking visual image.

There is an immediacy about the conversational opening of the poem which, I have suggested, deliberately
moves into a more contemplative tone, possibly in the second stanza (think about it), but certainly by the third. We
have considered some of the poetic techniques that Browning employs to convince us of the rarity of his find in
the third and fourth stanzas. You might like to think more analytically about the word sounds, not just the rhyme
but, for example, the repeated ‘ae’ sound in ‘breadth’ ‘heather’ ‘breast’ and ‘feather’. What, however, do you make
of the tone of the last line? Try saying the last lines of each stanza out loud. Whether you can identify the meter
with technical language or not is beside the point. The important thing is that ‘Well, I forget the rest’ sounds
deliberately lame. After the intensity of two extraordinary memories, everything else pales into insignificance and,
to reiterate this, the rhythm tails off. While the tone throughout is informal, the last remark is deliberately casual.

Glossary

Alliteration
repetition of sounds, usually the first letters of successive words, or words that are close
together. Alliteration usually applies only to consonants.

Anapest see under foot.

Assonance repetition of identical or similar vowel sounds.

Ballad
originally a song which tells a story, often involving dialogue. Characteristically, the
storyteller’s own feelings are not expressed.

Caesura
strong pause in a line of verse, usually appearing in the middle of a line and marked with a
comma, semi-colon, or a full stop.

Couplet
pair of rhymed lines, often used as a way of rounding off a sonnet; hence the term ‘closing
couplet’.

Dactyl see under foot.

Dialogue
spoken exchange between characters, usually in drama and fiction but also sometimes in
poetry.

Diction
writer’s choice of words. Poetic diction might be described, for instance, as formal or
informal, elevated or colloquial.

Elegy poem of loss, usually mourning the death of a public figure, or someone close to the poet.

Ellipsis omission of words from a sentence to achieve brevity and compression.

Enjambment
the use of run-on lines in poetry. Instead of stopping or pausing at the end of a line of poetry,
we have to carry on reading until we complete the meaning in a later line. The term comes
from the French for ‘striding’.

Epic
a long narrative poem dealing with events on a grand scale, often with a hero above average
in qualities and exploits.

Epigram
witty, condensed expression. The closing couplet in some of Shakepeare’s sonnets is often
described as an epigram.
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Foot
a unit of meter with a pattern of stressed and unstressed syllables. In the examples that
follow, a stressed syllable is indicated by ‘/’, and an unstressed syllable by ‘x’: anapest: xx/;
dactyl: /xx; iamb: x/; spondee: //; trochee: /x

Heroic couplet
iambic pentameter lines rhyming in pairs, most commonly used for satiric or didactic poetry,
and particularly favoured in the eighteenth century.

Iamb see under foot.

Iambic
pentameter

a line consisting of five iambs.

Imagery

special use of language in a way that evokes sense impressions (usually visual). Many
poetic images function as mental pictures that give shape and appeal to something otherwise
vague and abstract; for example, ‘yonder before us lie/Deserts of vast Eternity’. Simile and
metaphor are two types of imagery.

Metaphor
image in which one thing is substituted for another, or the quality of one object is identified
with another. The sun, for Shakespeare, becomes ‘the eye of heaven’.

Meter

(from the Greek
metron, ‘measure’) measurement of a line of poetry, including its length and its pattern of
stressed and unstressed syllables. There are different meter in poetry. Most sonnets, for
example, written in English are divided into lines of ten syllables with five stresses – a
measure known as pentameter (from the Greek pente for ‘five’). The sonnet also tends to
use a line (known as the iambic line) in which an unstressed syllable is followed by a
stressed one, as in this line: ‘If I should die, think only this of me’. Most sonnets, then are
written in iambic pentameters.

Narrative
the telling of a series of events (either true or fictitious). The person relating these events is
the narrator. However, it is often more usual in poetry to refer to ‘the speaker’.

Octave group of eight lines of poetry, often forming the first part of a sonnet.

Ode
a poem on a serious subject, usually written in an elevated formal style; often written to
commemorate public events.

Onomatopoeia
a word that seems to imitate the sound or sounds associated with the object or action, for
example, ‘cuckoo’.

Ottava rima a poem in eight-line stanzas, rhyming a b a b a b c c.

Personification
writing about something not human as if it were a person, for example ‘Busy old fool, unruly
Sun,/Why dost thou thus,/Through windows and through curtains call onus?’.

Poetic
inversion

reversing the order of normal speech in order to make the words fit a particular rhythm, or
rhyme, or both.

Pun
double meaning or ambiguity in a word, often employed in a witty way. Puns are often
associated with wordplay.

Quatrain group of four lines of poetry, usually rhymed.

Refrain
a line or phrase repeated throughout a poem, sometimes with variations, often at the end of
each stanza.
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Rhyme
echo of a similar sound, usually at the end of a line of poetry. Occasionally, internal rhymes
can be found, as in: ‘Sister, my sister, O
fleet, sweet swallow’.

Rhyme
scheme

pattern of rhymes established in a poem. The pattern of rhymes in a quatrain, for instance,
might be ‘a b a b’ or ‘a b b a’.

Rhythm
the pattern of beats or stresses in a line creating a sense of movement. Sestet: group of six
lines of poetry, often forming the second part of a sonnet.

Simile
image in which one thing is likened to another. The similarity is usually pointed out with the
word ‘like’ or ‘as’: ‘My love is like a red, red rose’.

Sonnet fourteen iambic pentameter lines with varying rhyme schemes.

Spondee see under foot.

Syllable single unit of pronunciation. ‘Sun’ is one syllable; ‘sunshine’ is two syllables.

Tercet
group of three lines in poetry, sometimes referred to as a triplet. Trochee:
see under foot.

Turn
distinctive movement of change in mood or thought or feeling. In the sonnet, the turn usually
occurs between the octave and the sestet, though the closing couplet in Shakespeare’s
sonnets often constitutes the turn.

Villanelle
an intricate French verse form with some lines repeated, and only two rhyme sounds
throughout the five three-line stanzas and the final four-line stanza.
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FREE VERSE

Free verse refers to poetry that does not follow standard or regularized
meter (the organization of stressed and unstressed syllables) or rhyme
scheme. As opposed to more traditional poetry, which tends to use
recurring line lengths, metrical patterns, and rhyme to unify individual lines
of verse and tie them to other lines within the same poem, free verse can, at
times, seem to be random, having no pattern or organization at all. Yet in
the hands of many poets, free verse enables a different kind of
organization, as they balance free verse’s openness, its ability to provide
elements of the poem with a different amount of emphasis, with the use of
repeated imagery or syntactic patterns (parallel organization of grammatical
elements) to maintain coherence and create a sense of connection among
lines. Even as it eschews regular meter and rhyme schemes, free verse does, at times, draw on metrical patterns
and occasional rhyme to tie lines together. What distinguishes free verse from other traditional forms of verse is
that it only uses these elements occasionally—for a few lines here and there in a longer poem—and does not use
them to structure the poem as a whole. A poem in free verse, then, does not lack structure—or, in many cases,
some instances of metrical organization or rhyme—it simply does not maintain or use a regular pattern of meter or
rhyme to structure the poem as a whole. Instead, free verse relies more on thematic, syntactic, or semantic
repetition and development to create coherence.

Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass is often credited as introducing free verse into English-language poetry. While
not quite true (other experiments and uses preceded his), Whitman’s poetry helped to establish free verse’s
potential for exploring a broad range of topics and its ability to embrace an extensive number of ways of
organizing verse lines. Later-nineteenth-century poets, such as Matthew Arnold in England, further explored the
use of free verse, but it was the French symbolists (Jules Laforgue, Gustave Kahn, and Arthur Rimbaud) who
practiced what they called vers libre most fully during this period. In the twentieth century, free verse came to
dominate much poetic production in English, beginning with the modernists (such as T. S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, and
William Carlos Williams) who saw the open form as allowing for the more nimble representation of a modern
fragmented and accelerated world.
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LITERARY TERMS: A GUIDE

Metre

MetreMetre refers to the rhythmic structure of lines of verse. The majority of English verse since Chaucer is
inaccentual-syllabic metreaccentual-syllabic metre, which consists of alternating stressed and unstressed syllables within a fixed total
number of syllables in each line. The metrical rhythm is thus the pattern of stressed and unstressed syllables in
each line. Groups of syllables are known as metrical feetfeet; each line of verse is made up of a set number of feet.
Thus:

MonometerMonometer: one foot per line
DimeterDimeter: two feet per line
TrimeterTrimeter: three feet per line
TetrameterTetrameter: four feet per line
PentameterPentameter: five feet per line
HexameterHexameter: six feet per line
HeptameterHeptameter: seven feet per line
OctameterOctameter: eight feet per line

Each foot usually consists of a single stressed syllable—though there are some important variations—therefore
these patterns correspond to the number of stressed syllables in a line; thus tetrameter has four, pentameter five,
etc.

There are two types of metrical feet in English accentual-syllabic metre: duple metreduple metre, consisting of disyllabic
(2-syllable) feet, in which stressed syllables (xx) and unstressed syllables (oo) alternate in pairs; and triple metretriple metre,
consisting of trisyllabic (3-syllable) feet, in which single stressed syllables are grouped with a pair of unstressed
syllables. Duple metre is the metre most commonly found in English verse.

The following metrical feet make up the most common rhythmical patterns:

Duple metreDuple metre:

IambIamb (iambic foot): o xo x
TrocheeTrochee (trochaic foot): x ox o
SpondeeSpondee (spondaic foot): x xx x
PyrrhusPyrrhus / dibrach (pyrrhic foot): o oo o

Triple metreTriple metre:

DactylDactyl (dactylic foot): x o ox o o
AnapaestAnapaest (anapaestic foot): o o xo o x
AmphibrachAmphibrach: o x oo x o
MolossusMolossus: x x xx x x

Note that the spondee, pyrrhus and molossus do not usually form the basis for whole lines of verse, but are
considered forms of substitutionsubstitution: that is, when a foot required by the metrical pattern being used is replaced by a
different sort of foot. A frequently-found example of substitution is the replacement of the initial iamb in an iambic
line by a trochee, e.g. (underlined syllables represent stressed syllables):

In me thou seest the twilight of such day
As after sunset fadeth in the west,
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Which by and by black night doth take away,
Death’s second self, that seals up all in rest.

—Shakespeare, Sonnet 73

(The first three lines of this quatrain are perfectly iambic; the initial foot of the fourth line is an example of trochaic
substitution, also known as inversioninversion.)

Other variations in metrical rhythm include acephalexisacephalexis, in which the first syllable of a line that would be expected
according to the regular metre of the line, is lacking; and catalexiscatalexis, in which a line lacks the final syllable expected
by its metrical pattern. Amasculine endingmasculine ending is a line that ends on a stressed syllable, while a feminine endingfeminine ending is a
line that ends on an unstressed syllable.

FreeFree verseverse is poetry that does not conform to any regular metre.

Examples of different meters and metrical substitutions:Examples of different meters and metrical substitutions:

Iambic pentameter:

We few, we happy few, we band of brothers.
For he today that sheds his blood with me
Shall be my brother; be he ne’er so vile,
This day shall gentle his condition.
Shall think themselves accursed they were not here,
And hold their manhoods cheap whiles any speaks
That fought with us upon Saint Crispin’s day.

—Shakespeare, Henry V, IV.iii

An example of perfect iambic pentameter. Note the feminine ending in l.1 (in iambic metre a feminine ending adds
an extra syllable to the line), and how the stresses follow the sense of the lines.

Trochaic tetrameter:

In what distant deeps or skies
Burnt the fire of thine eyes?
On what wings dare he aspire?
What the hand dare seize the fire?

—Blake, “The Tyger”

The first two lines exhibit masculine endings, and thus are catalectic according to the regular pattern of trochaic
metre; that is, they lack their final syllable. Arguably, the second foot in l.4 could be read as a spondaic
substitution (if dare is stressed).

Spondaic substitution in iambic pentameter (l.3):

Or if thy mistress some rich anger shows,
Em prison her soft hand, and let her rave,
And feed deep, deep upon her peerless eyes.

—Keats, “Ode on Melancholy”

Pyrrhic substitution in iambic tetrameter (l.2):

The woods are lovely, dark and deep.
But I have promises to keep,
And miles to go before I sleep,
And miles to go before I sleep.

—Frost, “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening”
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Dactylic dimeter:

Theirs not to make reply,
Theirs not to reason why,
Theirs but to do and die

—Tennyson, “The Charge of the Light Brigade”

Anapaestic metre:

There was an Old Lady of Chertsey,
Who made a remarkable curtsey;
She twirled round and round,
Till she sunk underground,
Which distressed all the people of Chertsey.

—Edward Lear, “There Was an Old Lady of Chertsey”

As is common in limericks, this example includes multiple iambic substitutions, here in the initial syllables of lines
1-3.

Amphibrach:

And now comes an act of enormous enormance!
No former performer’s performed this performance!

—Dr. Seuss, If I Ran the Circus

Molossus:

Break, break, break,
On thy cold gray stones, O Sea!
And I would that my tongue could utter
The thoughts that arise in me.

—Tennyson, “Break, Break, Break”

The first line is an example of a molossus; it is also an example of epizeuxis (see below).

Stanzas

When a poem is divided into sections, each section is known as a stanza. Stanzas usually share the same
structure as the other stanzas within the poem.

TercetTercet: a unit or stanza of three verse lines
QuatrainQuatrain: a unit or stanza of four verse lines
QuintainQuintain: a stanza of five verse lines
SestetSestet: a unit or stanza of six verse lines
SeptetSeptet or heptastichheptastich: a stanza of seven lines
OctaveOctave: a unit or stanza of eight verse lines
DecastichDecastich: a stanza or poem of ten lines

Note that many of these terms refer to a unit of this number of lines within a larger stanza or within a poem not
divided into stanzas (e.g. a Shakespearean sonnet, which consists of three quatrains followed by a couplet).

RefrainRefrain: a line or lines regularly repeated throughout a poem, traditionally at the end of each stanza. Very often
found in ballads; it was also used to great effect by Yeats (see for example ‘The Withering of the Boughs’ or ‘The
Black Tower’). Usually nowadays printed in italic to distinguish it from the main body of the poem.
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EnjambmentEnjambment: when the sense of a verse line runs over into the next line with no punctuated pause. The opposite
is known as an end-stoppedend-stopped line. An example of enjambment in iambic pentameter:

A dungeon horrible, on all sides round

As one great furnace flamed, yet from those flames

No light, but rather darkness visible

Served only to discover sights of woe

—Milton, Paradise Lost, I

Rhyme

End rhymeEnd rhyme: rhyme occurring on stressed syllables at the ends of verse lines. The most common form of rhyme.
Couplet: a pair of end-rhyming verse lines, usually of the same length. E.g.:

Had we but World enough, and Time,

This coyness Lady were no crime.

We would sit down, and think which way

To walk, and pass our long Loves Day.

—Marvell, “To his Coy Mistress”

Internal rhymeInternal rhyme: rhyme occurring within a single verse line.

Crossed rhymeCrossed rhyme: the rhyming of one word in the middle of a verse line with a word in the middle of the following
line.

Half rhymeHalf rhyme: also known as slant rhymeslant rhyme; an incomplete form of rhyme in which final consonants match but vowel
sounds do not. E.g.:

I have heard that hysterical women say

They are sick of the palette and fiddle-bow.

Of poets that are always gay,

For everybody knows or else should know

That if nothing drastic is done

Aeroplane and Zeppelin will come out.

Pitch like King Billy bomb-balls in

Until the town lie beaten flat.

—Yeats, “Lapis Lazuli”

The first quatrain is an example of full end rhyme; the second quatrain an example of half rhyme.

Para-rhymePara-rhyme: a form of half rhymel; when all the consonants of the relevant words match, not just the final
consonants. E.g.:

It seemed that out of battle I escaped
Down some profound dull tunnel, long since scooped
Through granites which titanic wars had groined.
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Yet also there encumbered sleepers groaned,
Too fast in thought or death to be bestirred.
Then, as I probed them, one sprang up, and stared
With piteous recognition in fixed eyes,
Lifting distressful hands, as if to bless.
And by his smile, I knew that sullen hall, –
By his dead smile I knew we stood in Hell.

—Wilfred Owen, “Strange Meeting”

Eye rhymeEye rhyme: a visual-only rhyme; i.e. when spellings match but in pronunciation there is no rhyme, e.g. want/pant,
five/give.

Double rhymeDouble rhyme: a rhyme on two syllables, the first stressed, the second unstressed. E.g.

I want a hero: —an uncommon want,

When every year and month sends forth a new one,

Till, after cloying the gazettes with can’t,

The age discovers he is not the true one

—Byron, Don Juan, I.i

The second and fourth lines are double rhymes; the first and third lines are examples of half rhyme/eye rhyme.

AssonanceAssonance: the recurrence of similar vowel sounds in neighbouring words where the consonants do not match.
E.g.:

For the raare and raadiant maiaiden whom the aangels naame Lenore—
Naameless here for evermore.

—Poe, “The Raven”

ConsonanceConsonance: the recurrence of similar consonants in neighbouring words where the vowel sounds do not match.
The most commonly found forms of consonance, other than half rhyme and para-rhyme, are alliteration and
sibilance.

Alliteration: the repetition of initial consonants in a sequence of neighbouring words. E.g.:

Hear the loud alarum bells—

BBrazen BBells!

What a ttale of tterror, now, their tturbulency ttells!

—Poe, “The Bells”

SibilanceSibilance: the repetition of sibilants, i.e. consonants producing a hissing sound. E.g.:

Ships that pass in the night, and speak each other in passing;

Only a signal shown and a distant voice in the darkness

—Longfellow, Tales of a Wayside Inn

Blank verseBlank verse: metrical verse that does not rhyme. Milton’s Paradise Lost is an example; the majority of
Shakespeare is also in blank verse.
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Figurative, rhetorical, and structural devices

MetaphorMetaphor: when one thing is said to be another thing, or is described in terms normally connected to another
thing, in order to suggest a quality shared by both. E.g.:

Love, fame, ambition, avarice—’tis the same,

Each idle, and all ill, and none the worst—

For all are meteors with a different name,

And Death the sable smoke where vanishes the flame.

—Byron, Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, IV

SimileSimile: when one thing is directly compared with another thing; indicated by use of the words “as” or “like.” E.g.:

I wandered lonely as a cloud

—Wordsworth, “Daffodils”

MetonymyMetonymy: when something is referred to by an aspect or attribute of it, or by something associated with it. E.g.:

Now is the winter of our discontent

Made glorious summer by this son of York . . .

—Shakespeare, Richard III, I.i

Here “winter” and “summer” are examples of metaphor; “son of York” is an example of metonymy, being an
attribute of Richard’s brother, Edward IV, here the person being referred to.

SynecdocheSynecdoche: a form of metonymy in which something is referred to by a specific part of its whole. “All hands on
deck” is an example, in which the crew are being referred to by one specific part—their hands. E.g.:

Take thy face hence.

—Shakespeare, Macbeth, V.iii

PersonificationPersonification or prosopopoeiaprosopopoeia: when inanimate objects, animals or ideas are referred to as if they were human.
Similar terms are anthropomorphism, when human form is ascribed to something not human, e.g., a deity; and
the pathetic fallacy, when natural phenomena are described as if they could feel as humans do. Shelley’s
‘Invocation to Misery’ is an example.

OnomatopoeiaOnomatopoeia: a word that imitates the sound to which it refers. E.g. “clang,” “crackle,” “bang,” etc.

SynaesthesiaSynaesthesia: the application of terms relating to one sense to a different one, e.g., “a warm sound.” For example:

Odours there are . . . green as meadow grass

—Baudelaire, “Correspondences”

OxymoronOxymoron: the combination of two contradictory terms. E.g.:

Feather of lead, bright smoke, cold fire, sick health,

Still-waking sleep that is not what it is!

—Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet, I.i

HendiadysHendiadys: when a single idea is expressed by two nouns, used in conjunction. E.g. “house and home” or
Hamlet’s “Angels and ministers of grace” (Hamlet, I.iv).
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AnaphoraAnaphora: the repetition of the same word or group of words at the beginnings of successive lines or clauses.
E.g.:

Is thisthis the region, thisthis the soil, the clime,

Said then the lost archangel, thisthis the seat

That we must change for heaven . . .

—Milton, Paradise Lost, I

EpistropheEpistrophe: the repetition of the same word or group of words at the ends of successive lines or clauses. E.g.:

I know theethee, I have found theethee, & I will not let theethee go

—Blake, “America—a Prophecy”

EpizeuxisEpizeuxis: the repetition of a word with no intervening words. E.g., Tennyson’s “Break, break, break,” quoted
above.

PolysyndetonPolysyndeton: use of more than the required amount of conjunctions. E.g.:

Havoc and spoil and ruin are my gain.

—Milton, Paradise Lost, II

The opposite of asyndeton, which refers to the deliberate omission of conjunctions.

AnachronismAnachronism: when an object, custom or idea is misplaced outside of its proper historical time. A famous example
is the clock in Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar.

ApostropheApostrophe: an address to an inanimate object, abstraction, or a dead or absent person. E.g.:

Busie old foole, unruly Sunne,

Why dost thou thus,

Through windowes, and through curtaines call on us?

—Donne, “The Sunne Rising”

HyperboleHyperbole: extreme exaggeration, not intended literally. E.g.:

Since Hero’s time hath half the world been black.

—Marlowe, Hero and Leander

AdynatonAdynaton: a form of hyperbole—a figure of speech that stresses the inexpressibility of something, usually by
stating that words cannot describe it. H. P. Lovecraft’s short story “The Unnamable” is essentially a riff on this
figure of speech, satirizing Lovecraft’s own regular use of it in his work.

MeiosisMeiosis: an intentional understatement in which something is described as less significant than it really is. A well-
known example is found in Romeo and Juliet when Mercutio describes his death-wound as ‘a scratch’ (III.iii).

LitotesLitotes: a form of meiosis; the affirmation of something by the denial of its opposite, e.g. “not uncommon,” “not
bad.” Erotesis (rhetorical question): asking a question without requiring an answer, in order to assert or deny a
statement. E.g.:

What though the field be lost? All is not lost . . .

—Paradise Lost, I
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In medias res: the technique of beginning a narrative in the middle of the action, before relating preceding events
at a later point. Paradise Lost is an example (following the convention of epic poetry).

LeitmotifLeitmotif: a phrase, image or situation frequently repeated throughout a work, supporting a central theme. An
example is the personification of the mine shaft lift as a devouring creature in Zola’s
Germinal, repeated throughout the novel. Remember! Simply being able to identify the devices and knowing the
terms is not enough. They are only a means to an end. You must always consider: why they are being used, what
effect they have, and how they affect meaning(s).

Further reading

Baldick, C., Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008.

Preminger, A., Brogan, T. and Warnke, F. (eds), The New Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics,
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993.

Hollander, J., Rhyme’s Reason: A Guide to English Verse, New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2001.

Attridge, D., Poetic Rhythm: An Introduction, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995.

Strand, M., The Making of a Poem: A Norton Anthology of Poetic Forms, New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 2001.
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LITERARY CRITICISM

By reading and discussing literature, we expand our imagination, our sense of what is possible, and our ability to
empathize with others. Improve your ability to read critically and interpret texts while gaining appreciation for
different literary genres and theories of interpretation. Read samples of literary interpretation. Write a critique of a
literary work.

Texts that interpret literary works are usually persuasive texts. Literary critics may conduct a close reading of a
literary work, critique a literary work from the stance of a particular literary theory, or debate the soundness of
other critics’ interpretations. The work of literary critics is similar to the work of authors writing evaluative texts. For
example, the skills required to critique films, interpret laws, or evaluate artistic trends are similar to those skills
required by literary critics.

Watch this video online: https://youtu.be/8adKfLwIrVk

Why Write Literary Criticism?

People have been telling stories and sharing responses to stories since the beginning of time. By reading and
discussing literature, we expand our imagination, our sense of what is possible, and our ability to empathize with
others. Reading and discussing literature can enhance our ability to write. It can sharpen our critical faculties,
enabling us to assess works and better understand why literature can have such a powerful effect on our lives.

“Literary texts” include works of fiction and poetry. In school, English instructors ask students to critique literary
texts, or works. Literary criticism refers to a genre of writing whereby an author critiques a literary text, either a
work of fiction, a play, or poetry. Alternatively, some works of literary criticism address how a particular theory of
interpretation informs a reading of a work or refutes some other critics’ reading of a work.
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Diverse Rhetorical Situations

The genre of literary interpretation is more specialized than most of the other genres addressed in this section, as
suggested by the table below. People may discuss their reactions to literary works informally (at coffee houses,
book clubs, or the gym) but the lion’s share of literary criticism takes place more formally: in college classrooms,
professional journals, academic magazines, and Web sites.

Students interpret literary works for English instructors or for students enrolled in English classes. In their
interpretations, students may argue for a particular interpretation or they may dispute other critics’ interpretations.
Alternatively, students may read a text with a particular literary theory in mind, using the theory to explicate a
particular point of view. For example, writers could critique The Story of an Hour by Kate Chopin from a feminist
theoretical perspective. Thanks to the Internet, some English classes are now publishing students’ interpretations
on Web sites. In turn, some students and English faculty publish their work in academic literary criticism journals.

Over the years, literary critics have argued about the best ways to interpret literature. Accordingly, many “schools”
or “theories of criticism” have emerged. As you can imagine–given that they were developed by sophisticated
specialists–some of these theoretical approaches are quite sophisticated and abstract.

Below is a summary of some of the more popular literary theories. Because it is a summary, the following tends to
oversimplify the theories. In any case, unless you are enrolled in a literary criticism course, you won’t need to
learn the particulars of all of these approaches. Instead, your teacher may ask you to take an eclectic approach,
pulling interpretative questions from multiple literary theories.

NoteNote: If you are interested in learning more about these theories, review either Skylar Hamilton Burris’ Literary
Criticism: An Overview of Approaches or Dino F. Felluga’s Undergraduate Guide to Critical Theory

• Schools of Literary Criticism
• New Criticism: Focuses on “objectively” evaluating the text, identifying its underlying form. May study, for

example, a text’s use of imagery, metaphor, or symbolism. Isn’t concerned with matters outside the text,
such as biographical or contextual information. Online Examples: A Formalist Reading of Sandra
Cisneros’s “Woman Hollering Creek” , Sound in William Shakespeare’s The Tempest by Skylar Hamilton
Burris

• Reader-Respons: Criticism Focuses on each reader’s personal reactions to a text, assuming meaning is
created by a reader’s or interpretive community’s personal interaction with a text. Assumes no single,
correct, universal meaning exists because meaning resides in the minds of readers. Online
Examples:Theodore Roethke’s “My Papa’s Waltz”: A Reader’s Response (PDF)

• Feminism: Criticism Focuses on understanding ways gender roles are reflected or contradicted by texts,
how dominance and submission play out in texts, and how gender roles evolve in texts. Online Example:
“The Yellow Wall-Paper”: A Twist on Conventional Symbols, Subverting the French Androcentric
Influence by Jane Le Marquand

• New Historicism Focuses on understanding texts by viewing texts in the context of other texts. Seeks to
understand economic, social, and political influences on texts. Tend to broadly define the term “text,” so,
for example, the Catholic Church could be defined as a “text.” May adopt the perspectives of other
interpretive communities–particularly reader-response criticism, feminist criticism, and Marxist
approaches–to interpret texts. Online Example Monstrous Acts by Jonathan Lethem

• Media Criticism Focuses on writers’ use of multimedia and hypertexts. Online Examples The Electronic
Labyrinth by Christopher Keep, Tim McLaughlin, and Robin Parmar

• Psychoanalytical Criticism Focuses on psychological dimensions of the work. Online Examples: A
Freudian Approach to Erin McGraw’s “A Thief” by Skylar Hamilton Burris

• Marxist Criticism Focuses on ways texts reflect, reinforce, or challenge the effects of class, power
relations, and social roles. Online Example: A Reading of Shirley Jackson’s “The Lottery” by Peter
Kosenko

• Archetypal Criticism Focuses on identifying the underlying myths in stories and archetypes, which reflect
what the psychologist Carl Jung called the “collective unconsciousness.” Online Example: A Catalogue
of Symbols in The Awakening by Kate Chopin by Skylar Hamilton Burris

• Postcolonial Criticism Focuses on how Western culture’s (mis)representation of third-world countries and
peoples in stories, myths, and stereotypical images encourages repression and domination. Online
Example: Other Voices

• Structuralism/Semiotics Focuses on literature as a system of signs where meaning is constructed in a
context, where words are inscribed with meaning by being compared to other words and structures.
Online Example: Applied Semiotics [Online journal with many samples]
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• Post-Structuralism/Deconstruction Focuses, along with Structuralism, on viewing literature as a system
of signs, yet rejects the Structuralist view that a critic can identify the inherent meaning of a text,
suggesting, instead that literature has no center, no single interpretation, that literary language is
inherently ambiguous

Powerful works of literature invoke multiple readings. In other words, we can all read the same story or poem (or
watch the same movie or listen to the same song) and come up with different, even conflicting, interpretations
about what the work means. Who we are reflects how we read texts. Our experiences inspire us to relate to and
sympathize with characters and difficult situations. Have we read similar stories? Have we actually faced some of
the same challenges the characters in the story face?

In addition, literary theories have unique ways to develop and substantiate arguments. Some theories draw
extensively on the work of other critics, while others concentrate on the reader’s thoughts and feelings. Some
theories analyze a work from an historical perspective, while others focus solely on a close reading of a text.

Accordingly, as with other genres, the following key features need to be read as points of departure as opposed to
a comprehensive blueprint:

Focus

Examine a subject from a rhetorical perspective. Identify the intended audience, purpose, context, media, voice,
tone, and persona.Distinguish between summarizing the literary work and presenting your argument. Many
students fall into the trap of spending too much time summarizing the literature being analyzed as opposed to
critiquing it. As a result, it would be wise to check with your teacher regarding how much plot summary is
expected. As you approach this project, remember to keep your eye on the ball: What, exactly (in one sentence)
is the gist of your interpretation?

Development

You can develop your ideas by researching the work of other literary critics. How do other critics evaluate an
author’s work? What literary theories do literary critics use to interpret texts or particular moments in history?
Reading sample proposals can help you find and adopt an appropriate voice and persona. By reading samples,
you can learn how others have prioritized particular criteria.

Below are some of the questions invoked by popular literary theories. Consider these questions as you read a
work, perhaps taking notes on your thoughts as you reread. You may focus on using one theory to “read and
interpret” text or, more commonly, you may compare the critical concerns of different theories.

New Criticism/Formalism

• Character: How does the character evolve during the story? What is unique or interesting about a
character? Is the character a stereotypical action hero, a patriarchal father figure, or Madonna? How
does a character interact with other characters?

• Setting: How does the setting enhance tension within the work? Do any elements in the setting
foreshadow the conclusion of the piece?

• Plot:What is the conflict? How do scenes lead to a suspenseful resolution? What scenes make the plot
unusual, unexpected, suspenseful?

• Point of View: Who is telling the story? Is the narrator omniscient (all knowing) or does the narrator have
limited understanding?

Reader-Response Criticism

How does the text make you feel? What memories or experiences come to mind when you read? If you were the
central protagonist, would you have behaved differently? Why? What values or ethics do you believe are
suggested by the story? As your reading of a text progresses, what surprises you, inspires you?
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Feminist Criticism

How does the story re-inscribe or contradict traditional gender roles? For example, are the male characters in
“power positions” while the women are “dominated”? Are the men prone to action, decisiveness, and leadership
while the female characters are passive, subordinate? Do gender roles create tension within the story? Do
characters’ gender roles evolve over the course of the narrative?

New Historicism Cristicism

How does the story reflect the aspirations and conditions of the lower classes or upper classes? Is tension
created by juxtaposing privileged, powerful positions to subordinated, dominated positions? What information
about the historical context of the story helps explain the character’s motivations? Who benefits from the outcome
of the story or from a given character’s motivation?

Media Criticism

How does the medium alter readers’ interactions with the text? Has the reader employed multimedia or hypertext?
What traditions from print and page design have shaped the structure of the text? In what ways has the author
deviated from traditional, deductively organized linear texts?

Cite from the Work

Literary criticism involves close reading of a literary work, regardless of whether you are arguing about a particular
interpretation, comparing stories or poems, or using a theory to interpret literature.Do not summarize the story.
The purpose of the document is not to inform the readers, but to argue a particular interpretation. You only need
to cite parts of the work that support or relate to your argument and follow the citation format required by your
instructor (see Using and Citing Sources).

Below is an example from Sample Essays for English 103: Introduction to Fiction, Professor Matthew Hurt. Note
how the writer uses block quotes to highlight key elements and paraphrase and summarizes the original works,
using quotation marks where necessary.

…Twain offers a long descriptive passage of Huck and Jim’s life on the raft that seems, at first glance,
to celebrate the idyllic freedom symbolized by the river and nature. . . A close reading of this passage,
however, shows that the river is not a privileged natural space outside of and uncontaminated by
society, but is inextricably linked to the social world on the shore, which itself has positive value for
Huck. Instead of seeking to escape society, Huck wants to escape the dull routines of life.

The passage abounds with lyrical descriptions of the river’s natural beauty. For example, Huck’s long description
of the sunrise over the river captures the peaceful stillness and the visual beauty of the scene:

The first thing to see, looking away over the water, was a kind of dull line — that was the woods on
t’other side — you couldn’t make nothing else out; then a pale place in the sky; then more paleness,
spreading around; then the river softened up, away off, and warn’t black any more, but gray; . . .
sometimes you could hear a sweep screaking; or jumbled up voices, it was so still, and sounds come
so far; and by-and-by you could see a streak on the water which you know by the look of the streak that
there’s a snag there in the swift current which breaks on it and makes the streak look that way; and you
see the mist curl up off of the water, and the east reddens up, and the river, and you make out a log
cabin in the edge of the woods, away on the bank on t’other side of the river, . . . then the nice breeze
springs up, and comes fanning you from over there, so cool and fresh, and sweet to smell, on account
of the woods and the flowers; . . . and next you’ve got the full day, and everything smiling in the sun,
and the song-birds just going at it! (129-130)

Here Huck celebrates the beauty of the natural world coming to life at the beginning of a new day. The “paleness”
gradually spreading across the sky makes new objects visible which he describes in loving detail for the reader.
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The “nice breeze” is “cool and fresh” and “sweet to smell,” and the world seems to be “smiling in the sun” as the
song-birds welcome the new day.

However, Huck includes a number of details within this passage that would seem to work against the language of
natural beauty. After describing the gradually brightening sky, Huck notes that “you could see little dark spots
drifting along, ever so far away — trading scows, and such things; and long black streaks — rafts.” The sun rise
reveals not only natural objects (the brightening sky, the “snag,” the “mist”), but also brings into view man-made
objects (“trading scows” and “rafts”) that signify human society’s presence in this natural environment. Similarly,
Huck speculates that the picturesque “log cabin” on the distant shore is a “woodyard, likely, and piled by them
cheats so you can throw a dog through it anywheres.” Here the marker of human society takes on a sinister tone
of corruption as Huck describes how unscrupulous wood sellers stack wood loosely to cheat their customers.
Finally, although the breeze is “sweet to smell,” Huck assures the reader that this isn’t always the case: “but
sometimes not that way, because they’ve left dead fish laying around, gars, and such, and they do get pretty
rank.”

These signs of society’s presence on the river are largely negative. The woodyard is “piled by cheats” and the
stacked fish pollute the “sweet” smell of the breeze. At this point, the opposition between “good nature” and “bad
society” remains intact. The signs of human presence suggest a corruption of nature’s beauty. In the paragraphs
that follow, however, this opposition is subtly reversed. After Huck’s account of the sunrise over the river, he
describes how he and Jim watch the steamboats “coughing along up stream.” But when there are no steamboats
or rafts to watch, he describes the scene as “solid lonesomeness” (130). No songbirds, no sweet breezes.
Without human activities to watch, the scene suddenly becomes empty and “lonesome,” and nothing captures
Huck’s attention until more rafts and boats pass by and he can watch them chopping wood or listen to them
beating pans in the fog.

Cite Other Critics’ Interpretations of the Work

Criticism written by advanced English majors, graduate students, and literary critics may be more about what
other critics have said than about the actual text. Indeed, many critics spend more time reading criticism and
arguing about critical approaches than actually reading original works. However, unless you are enrolled in a
literary theory course, your instructor probably wants you to focus more on interpreting the work than discussing
other critical interpretations. This does not mean, however, that you should write about a literary work “blindly.”
Instead, you are wise to find out what other students and critics have said about the work.

Below is a sample passage that illustrates how other critics’ works can inspire an author and guide him or her in
constructing a counter argument, support an author’s interpretation, and provide helpful biographical information.

In her critical biography of Shirley Jackson, Lenemaja Friedman notes that when Shirley Jackson’s
story “The Lottery” was published in the June 28, 1948 issue of the New Yorker it received a response
that “no New Yorker story had ever received”: hundreds of letters poured in that were characterized by
“bewilderment, speculation, and old-fashioned abuse.”1 It is not hard to account for this response:
Jackson’s story portrays an “average” New England village with “average” citizens engaged in a deadly
rite, the annual selection of a sacrificial victim by means of a public lottery, and does so quite deviously:
not until well along in the story do we suspect that the “winner” will be stoned to death by the rest of the
villagers.

Organization

The format for literary critiques is fairly standard:

• State your claim(s).
• Forecast your organization.
• Marshal evidence for your claim.
• Reiterate argument and elaborate on its significance.

In English classes, you may be able to assume that your readers are familiar with the work you are critiquing.
Perhaps, for example, the entire class is responding to one particular work after some class discussions about it.
However, if your instructor asks you to address a broader audience, you may need to provide bibliographical
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information for the work. In other words, you may need to cite the title, publisher, date, and pages of the work (see
Citing Sources ).

Literary critiques are arguments. As such, your instructors expect you to state a claim in your introduction and
then provide quotes and paraphrased statements from the text to serve as evidence for your claim. Ideally, your
critique will be insightful and interesting. You’ll want to come up with an interpretation that isn’t immediately
obvious. Below are some examples of “thesis statements” or “claims” from literary critiques:

• In “The Yellow Wallpaper,” by Charlotte Perkins Gilman, the protagonist is oppressed and represents the
effect of the oppression of women in society. This effect is created by the use of complex symbols such
as the house, the window, and the wall-paper which facilitate her oppression as well as her self
expression. [“‘The Yellow Wall-Paper’: A Twist on Conventional Symbols” by Liselle Sant]

• “The Yellow Wallpaper” by Charlotte Gilman is a sad story of the repression that women face in the days
of the late 1800’s as well as being representative of the turmoil that women face today. [Critique of “The
Yellow Wallpaper” by Brandi Mahon]

• “The Yellow Wallpaper,” written by Charlotte Perkins Gilman, is a story of a woman, her psychological
difficulties and her husband’s so called therapeutic treatment of her aliments during the late 1800s. . .
Gilman does well throughout the story to show with descriptive phrases just how easily and effectively
the man “seemingly” wields his “maleness” to control the woman. But, with further interpretation and
insight I believe Gilman succeeds in nothing more than showing the weakness of women, of the day, as
active persons in their own as well as society’s decision making processes instead of the strength of
men as women dominating machines. “The View from the Inside” by Timothy J. Decker

• In Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Mark Twain creates a strong opposition between the freedom of
Huck and Jim’s life on the raft drifting down the Mississippi River, which represents “nature,” and the
confining and restrictive life on the shore, which represents “society.” [ “‘All I wanted was a change’:
Positive Images of Nature and Society in Chapter 19 of Adventures of Huckleberry Finn” from Professor
Matthew Hurt’s “Sample Essays for English 103: Introduction to Fiction”]

• In Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s short story, “A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings,” an unexpected visitor
comes down from the sky, and seems to test the faith of a community. The villagers have a difficult time
figuring out just how the very old man with enormous wings fits into their lives. Because this character
does not agree with their conception of what an angel should look like, they try to determine if the aged
man could actually be an angel. In trying to prove the origin of their visitor, the villagers lose faith in the
possibility of him being an angel because he does not adhere to their ordered world. Marquez keeps the
identity of the very old man with enormous wings ambiguous to critique the villagers and, more generally,
organized religion for having a lack of faith to believe in miracles that do not comply with their master
narrative. [“Prove It: A Critique of the Villagers’ Faith in ‘A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings'” from
Sample Essays for English 103: Introduction to Fiction, Professor Matthew Hurt]

Style

Literary criticism is a fairly specialized kind of writing. Instead of writing to a general lay audience, you are writing
to members of a literary community who have read a work and who developed opinions about the work–as well
as a vocabulary of interpretation.

Following are some common words used by literary critics. More specialized terms can be learned by reading
criticism or by referring to a good encyclopedia for criticism or writing, including the Writer’s Encyclopedia:

• Protagonist: The protagonist is the major character of the story; typically the character must overcome
significant challenges.

• Antagonist: The protagonist’s chief nemesis; in other words, the character whom the protagonist must
overcome.

• Symbols: Metaphoric language; see A Catalogue of Symbols in The Awakening by Kate Chopin
• Viewpoint: Stories are told either in the first person or third person point of view. The first person is

limited to a single character, although dialog can let you guess at other characters’ intentions. The third
person allows readers inside the character’s mind so you know what the character feels and
thinks.Viewpoint can be “limited,” where the character knows less than the reader, or “omniscient,”
where the reader can hear the thoughts and feelings of all characters. Occasionally writers will use
multiple character viewpoint, which takes you from one character’s perspective to another.

• Plot: Plots are a series of scenes, typically moving from a conflict situation to a resolution. To surprise
readers, authors will foreshadow “false plants,” which lead readers to anticipate other resolutions. The
term “denouement” refers to the unraveling of the plot in the conclusion.
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A MODEL OF CHRISTIAN CHARITY

“A Model of Christian CharityA Model of Christian Charity” is a 1630 sermon by Puritan layman and leader
John Winthrop, who delivered on board the ship Arbella while en route to the
Massachusetts Bay Colony. It is also known as City upon a Hill and denotes the
notion of American exceptionalism. Although known by reputation and preserved
in contemporary manuscript copy held by the New-York Historical Society, the
sermon was not published until the 1830s.

Note: this text retains most of the original spelling.

WRITTEN ON BOARD THE ARBELLA, ON THE ATLANTIC OCEAN.WRITTEN ON BOARD THE ARBELLA, ON THE ATLANTIC OCEAN.

By the Hon. John Winthrop Esqr. In his passage (with a great company of Religious people, of which Christian
tribes he was the Brave Leader and famous Governor;) from the Island of Great Brittaine to New-England in the
North America. Anno 1630.

CHRISTIAN CHARITIE.

A Modell hereof.

God Almighty in his most holy and wise providence, hath soe disposed of the condition of mankind, as in all times
some must be rich, some poore, some high and eminent in power and dignitie; others mean and in submission.

The Reason hereof.

1
Reason. First to hold conformity with the rest of his world, being delighted to show forth the glory of his wisdom in
the variety and difference of the creatures, and the glory of his power in ordering all these differences for the
preservation and good of the whole; and the glory of his greatness, that as it is the glory of princes to have many
officers, soe this great king will have many stewards, counting himself more honoured in dispensing his gifts to
man by man, than if he did it by his owne immediate hands.

2
Reason. Secondly that he might have the more occasion to manifest the work of his Spirit: first upon the wicked in
moderating and restraining them: soe that the riche and mighty should not eate upp the poore nor the poore and
dispised rise upp against and shake off theire yoake. Secondly, in the regenerate, in exerciseing his graces in
them, as in the grate ones, theire love, mercy, gentleness, temperance, etc., in the poore and inferior sorte, theire
faithe, patience, obedience, etc.

3
Reason. Thirdly, that every man might have need of others, and from hence they might be all knitt more nearly
together in the Bonds of brotherly affection. From hence it appears plainly that noe man is made more honourable
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than another or more wealthy, etc., out of any particular and singular respect to himselfe, but for the glory of his
creator and the common good of the creature, man. Therefore God still reserves the propperty of these gifts to
himself as Ezek. 16. 17. he there calls wealthe, his gold and his silver, and Prov. 3. 9. he claims theire service as
his due, honor the Lord with thy riches, etc.—All men being thus (by divine providence) ranked into two sorts,
riche and poore; under the first are comprehended all such as are able to live comfortably by their own meanes
duely improved; and all others are poore according to the former distribution. There are two rules whereby we are
to walk one towards another: Justice and Mercy. These are always distinguished in their act and in their object,
yet may they both concurre in the same subject in eache respect; as sometimes there may be an occasion of
showing mercy to a rich man in some sudden danger or distresse, and alsoe doeing of meere justice to a poor
man in regard of some perticular contract, etc. There is likewise a double Lawe by which wee are regulated in our
conversation towardes another; in both the former respects, the lawe of nature and the lawe of grace, or the
morrall lawe or the lawe of the gospell, to omitt the rule of justice as not propperly belonging to this purpose
otherwise than it may fall into consideration in some perticular cases. By the first of these lawes man as he was
enabled soe withall is commanded to love his neighbour as himself. Upon this ground stands all the precepts of
the morrall lawe, which concernes our dealings with men. To apply this to the works of mercy; this lawe requires
two things. First that every man afford his help to another in every want or distresse. Secondly, that hee performe
this out of the same affection which makes him carefull of his owne goods, according to that of our Savior, (Math.)
Whatsoever ye would that men should do to you. This was practised by Abraham and Lot in entertaining the
angells and the old man of Gibea. The lawe of Grace or of the Gospell hath some difference from the former; as
in these respects, First the lawe of nature was given to man in the estate of innocency; this of the Gospell in the
estate of regeneracy. Secondly, the former propounds one man to another, as the same flesh and image of God;
this as a brother in Christ allsoe, and in the communion of the same Spirit, and soe teacheth to put a difference
between christians and others. Doe good to all, especially to the household of faith; upon this ground the
Israelites were to putt a difference betweene the brethren of such as were strangers though not of the
Canaanites.

Thirdly. The Lawe of nature would give no rules for dealing with enemies, for all are to be considered as friends in
the state of innocency, but the Gospell commands love to an enemy. Proofe. If thine Enemy hunger, feed him;
Love your Enemies, doe good to them that hate you. Math. 5. 44.

This lawe of the Gospell propounds likewise a difference of seasons and occasions. There is a time when a
christian must sell all and give to the poor, as they did in the Apostles times. There is a time also when christians
(though they give not all yet) must give beyond their ability, as they of Macedonia, Cor. 2, 6. Likewise community
of perills calls for extraordinary liberality, and soe doth community in some speciall service for the churche. Lastly,
when there is no other means whereby our christian brother may be relieved in his distress, we must help him
beyond our ability rather than tempt God in putting him upon help by miraculous or extraordinary meanes.

This duty of mercy is exercised in the kinds, Giving, lending and forgiving.—

Question. What rule shall a man observe in giving in respect of the measure?

Answer. If the time and occasion be ordinary he is to give out of his abundance. Let him lay aside as God hath
blessed him. If the time and occasion be extraordinary, he must be ruled by them; taking this withall, that then a
man cannot likely doe too much, especially if he may leave himselfe and his family under probable means of
comfortable subsistence.

Objection. A man must lay upp for posterity, the fathers lay upp for posterity and children, and he is worse than an
infidell that provideth not for his owne.

Answer. For the first, it is plaine that it being spoken by way of comparison, it must be meant of the ordinary and
usuall course of fathers, and cannot extend to times and occasions extraordinary. For the other place the Apostle
speaks against such as walked inordinately, and it is without question, that he is worse than an infidell who
through his owne sloathe and voluptuousness shall neglect to provide for his family.—

Objection. The wise man’s Eies are in his head, saith Solomon, and foreseeth the plague; therefore he must
forecast and lay upp against evill times when hee or his may stand in need of all he can gather.

Answer. This very Argument Solomon useth to persuade to liberallity, Eccle.: Cast thy bread upon the waters, and
for thou knowest not what evill may come upon the land. Luke 26. Make you friends of the riches of iniquity; you
will ask how this shall be? very well. For first he that gives to the poore, lends to the lord and he will repay him
even in this life an hundredfold to him or his.—The righteous is ever mercifull and lendeth and his seed enjoyeth
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the blessing; and besides wee know what advantage it will be to us in the day of account when many such
witnesses shall stand forth for us to witnesse the improvement of our tallent. And I would know of those whoe
pleade soe much for laying up for time to come, whether they holde that to be Gospell, Math. 16. 19. Lay not upp
for yourselves Treasures upon Earth etc. If they acknowledge it, what extent will they allowe it? if only to those
primitive times, let them consider the reason whereopon our Saviour groundes it. The first is that they are subject
to the moathe, the rust, the theife. Secondly, They will steale away the hearte; where the treasure is there will ye
heart be allsoe. The reasons are of like force at all times. Therefore the exhortation must be generall and
perpetuall, withallwayes in respect of the love and affection to riches and in regard of the things themselves when
any speciall service for the churche or perticular Distresse of our brother doe call for the use of them; otherwise it
is not only lawfull but necessary to lay upp as Joseph did to have ready upon such occasions, as the Lord (whose
stewards wee are of them) shall call for them from us; Christ gives us an Instance of the first, when hee sent his
disciples for the Ass, and bidds them answer the owner thus, the Lord hath need of him: soe when the Tabernacle
was to be built, he sends to his people to call for their silver and gold, etc.; and yeildes no other reason but that it
was for his worke. When Elisha comes to the widow of Sareptah and findes her preparing to make ready her
pittance for herselfe and family, he bids her first provide for him, he challengeth first God’s parte which she must
first give before shee must serve her owne family. All these teache us that the Lord lookes that when hee is
pleased to call for his right in any thing wee have, our owne interest wee have, must stand aside till his turne be
served. For the other, wee need looke noe further then to that of John 1. he whoe hath this world’s goodes and
seeth his brother to neede and shutts upp his compassion from him, how dwelleth the love of God in him, which
comes punctually to this conclusion; if thy brother be in want and thou canst help him, thou needst not make
doubt, what thou shouldst doe; if thou lovest God thou must help him.

Question. What rule must wee observe in lending?

Answer. Thou must observe whether thy brother hath present or probable or possible means of repaying thee, if
there be none of those, thou must give him according to his necessity, rather then lend him as he requires; if he
hath present means of repaying thee, thou art to look at him not as an act of mercy, but by way of Commerce,
wherein thou arte to walk by the rule of justice; but if his means of repaying thee be only probable or possible,
then is hee an object of thy mercy, thou must lend him, though there be danger of losing it, Deut. 15. 7. If any of
thy brethren be poore, etc., thou shalt lend him sufficient. That men might not shift off this duty by the apparent
hazzard, he tells them that though the yeare of Jubile were at hand (when he must remitt it, if hee were not able to
repay it before) yet he must lend him and that chearefully. It may not grieve thee to give him (saith hee) and
because some might object, why soe I should soone impoverishe myself and my family, he adds with all thy
worke, etc; for our Saviour, Math. 5. 42. From him that would borrow of thee turne not away.

Question. What rule must we observe in forgiving?

Answer. Whether thou didst lend by way of commerce or in mercy, if he hath nothing to pay thee, must forgive,
(except in cause where thou hast a surety or a lawfull pleadge) Deut. 15. 2. Every seaventh yeare the Creditor
was to quitt that which he lent to his brother if he were poore as appears ver. 8. Save when there shall be no
poore with thee. In all these and like cases, Christ was a generall rule, Math. 7. 22. Whatsoever ye would that
men should doe to you, doe yee the same to them allsoe.

Question. What rule must wee observe and walke by in cause of community of perill?

Answer. The same as before, but with more enlargement towards others and lesse respect towards ourselves
and our owne right. Hence it was that in the primitive Churche they sold all, had all things in common, neither did
any man say that which he possessed was his owne. Likewise in theire returne out of the captivity, because the
worke was greate for the restoring of the church and the danger of enemies was common to all, Nehemiah directs
the Jews to liberallity and readiness in remitting theire debts to theire brethren, and disposing liberally to such as
wanted, and stand not upon their owne dues which they might have demanded of them. Thus did some of our
Forefathers in times of persecution in England, and soe did many of the faithful of other churches, whereof wee
keepe an honorable remembrance of them; and it is to be observed that both in Scriptures and latter stories of the
churches that such as have beene most bountifull to the poore saintes, especially in those extraordinary times
and occasions, God hath left them highly commended to posterity, as Zacheus, Cornelius, Dorcas, Bishop
Hooper, the Cuttler of Brussells and divers others. Observe againe that the Scripture gives noe caution to
restraine any from being over liberall this way; but all men to the liberall and cherefull practise hereof by the
sweeter promises; as to instance one for many, Isaiah 58. 6. Is not this the fast I have chosen to loose the bonds
of wickedness, to take off the heavy burdens, to lett the oppressed go free and to breake every yoke, to deale thy
bread to the hungry and to bring the poore that wander into thy house, when thou seest the naked to cover them;
and then shall thy light brake forth as the morning and thy healthe shall growe speedily, thy righteousness shall
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goe before God, and the glory of the Lord shall embrace thee; then thou shall call and the Lord shall answer
thee, etc., Ch. 2. 10. If thou power out thy soule to the hungry, then shall thy light spring out in darkness, and the
Lord shall guide thee continually, and satisfie thy soule in draught, and make falt thy bones, thou shalt be like a
watered garden, and they shalt be of thee that shall build the old wast places, etc. On the contrary most heavy
cursses are layed upon such as are straightened towards the Lord and his people, Judg. 5. Cursse the Meroshe
because he came not to help the Lord. Hee whoe shutteth his eares from hearing the cry of the poore, he shall
cry and shall not be heard; Math. 25. Goe ye curssed into everlasting fire, etc. I was hungry and ye fed mee not,
Cor. 2. 9. 16. He that soweth sparingly shall reape sparingly. Haveing already sett forth the practice of mercy
according to the rule of God’s lawe, it will be useful to lay open the groundes of it allsoe, being the other parte of
the Commandment and that is the affection from which this exercise of mercy must arise, the Apostle tells us that
this love is the fullfilling of the lawe, not that it is enough to love our brother and soe noe further; but in regard of
the excellency of his partes giving any motion to the other as the soule to the body and the power it hath to sett all
the faculties on worke in the outward exercise of this duty; as when wee bid one make the clocke strike, he doth
not lay hand on the hammer, which is the immediate instrument of the sound, but setts on worke the first mouer or
maine wheele; knoweing that will certainely produce the sound which he intends. Soe the way to drawe men to
the workes of mercy, is not by force of Argument from the goodness or necessity of the worke; for though this
cause may enforce, a rationall minde to some present act of mercy, as is frequent in experience, yet it cannot
worke such a habit in a soule, as shall make it prompt upon all occasions to produce the same effect, but by
frameing these affections of love in the hearte which will as naturally bring forthe the other, as any cause doth
produce the effect.

The deffinition which the Scripture gives us of love is this. Love is the bond of perfection, first it is a bond or
ligament. Secondly it makes the worke perfect. There is noe body but consists of partes and that which knitts
these partes together, gives the body its perfection, because it makes eache parte soe contiguous to others as
thereby they doe mutually participate with each other, both in strengthe and infirmity, in pleasure and paine. To
instance in the most perfect of all bodies; Christ and his Church make one body; the severall partes of this body
considered a parte before they were united, were as disproportionate and as much disordering as soe many
contrary quallities or elements, but when Christ comes, and by his spirit and love knitts all these partes to himselfe
and each to other, it is become the most perfect and best proportioned body in the world, Eph. 4. 16. Christ, by
whome all the body being knitt together by every joint for the furniture thereof, according to the effectuall power
which is in the measure of every perfection of partes, a glorious body without spott or wrinkle; the ligaments
hereof being Christ, or his love, for Christ is love, 1 John 4. 8. Soe this definition is right. Love is the bond of
perfection.

From hence we may frame these conclusions. 1. First of all, true Christians are of one body in Christ, 1 Cor. 12.
12. 13. 17. Ye are the body of Christ and members of their parte.All the partes of this body being thus united are
made soe contiguous in a speciall relation as they must needes partake of each other’s strength and infirmity; joy
and sorrowe, weale and woe. 1 Cor. 12. 26. If one member suffers, all suffer with it, if one be in honor, all rejoyce
with it. Secondly. The ligaments of this body which knitt together are love. Thirdly. Noe body can be perfect which
wants its propar ligament. Fifthly. This sensibleness and sympathy of each other’s conditions will necessarily
infuse into each parte a native desire and endeavour, to strengthen, defend, preserve and comfort the other. To
insist a little on this conclusion being the product of all the former, the truthe hereof will appeare both by precept
and patterne. 1 John 3. 10. Yee ought to lay doune your lives for the brethren. Gal. 6. 2. beare ye one another’s
burthen’s and soe fulfill the lawe of Christ. For patterns wee have that first of our Saviour whoe out of his good will
in obedience to his father, becomeing a parte of this body and being knitt with it in the bond of love, found such a
native sensibleness of our infirmities and sorrowes as he willingly yielded himselfe to deathe to ease the
infirmities of the rest of his body, and soe healed theire sorrowes. From the like sympathy of partes did the
Apostles and many thousands of the Saintes lay doune theire lives for Christ. Againe the like wee may see in the
members of this body among themselves. 1 Rom. 9. Paule could have been contented to have been separated
from Christ, that the Jewes might not be cutt off from the body. It is very observable what hee professeth of his
affectionate partaking with every member; whoe is weake (saith hee) and I am not weake? whoe is offended and I
burne not; and againe, 2 Cor. 7. 13. therefore wee are comforted because yee were comforted. Of Epaphroditus
he speaketh, Phil. 2. 30. that he regarded not his owne life to do him service. Soe Phebe and others are called
the servants of the churche. Now it is apparent that they served not for wages, or by constrainte, but out of love.
The like we shall finde in the histories of the churche, in all ages; the sweete sympathie of affections which was in
the members of this body one towards another; theire chearfullness in serving and suffering together; how liberall
they were without repineing, harbourers without grudgeing, and helpfull without reproaching; and all from hence,
because they had fervent love amongst them; which onely makes the practise of mercy constant and easie.

The next consideration is how this love comes to be wrought. Adam in his first estate was a perfect modell of
mankinde in all their generations, and in him this love was perfected in regard of the habit. But Adam, rent
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himselfe from his Creator, rent all his posterity also one from another; whence it comes that every man is borne
with this principle in him to love and seeke himselfe only, and thus a man continueth till Christ comes and takes
possession of the soule and infuseth another principle, love to God and our brother, and this latter having
continuall supply from Christ, as the head and roote by which he is united, gets the predomining in the soule, soe
by little and little expells the former. 1 John 4. 7. love cometh of God and every one that loveth is borne of God,
soe that this love is the fruite of the new birthe, and none can have it but the new creature. Now when this quallity
is thus formed in the soules of men, it workes like the Spirit upon the drie bones. Ezek. 39. bone came to bone. It
gathers together the scattered bones, or perfect old man Adam, and knitts them into one body againe in Christ,
whereby a man is become againe a living soule.

The third consideration is concerning the exercise of this love, which is twofold, inward or outward. The outward
hath beene handled in the former preface of this discourse. From unfolding the other wee must take in our way
that maxime of philosophy. Simile simili gaudet, or like will to like; for as of things which are turned with
disaffection to eache other, the ground of it is from a dissimilitude or ariseing from the contrary or different nature
of the things themselves; for the ground of love is an apprehension of some resemblance in the things loved to
that which affects it. This is the cause why the Lord loves the creature, soe farre as it hathe any of his Image in it;
he loves his elect because they are like himselfe, he beholds them in his beloved sonne. So a mother loves her
childe, because shee throughly conceives a resemblance of herselfe in it. Thus it is betweene the members of
Christ; eache discernes, by the worke of the Spirit, his oune Image and resemblance in another, and therefore
cannot but love him as he loves himself. Now when the soule, which is of a sociable nature, findes anything like to
itselfe, it is like Adam when Eve was brought to him. She must be one with himselfe. This is flesh of my flesh
(saith he) and bone of my bone. Soe the soule conceives a greate delighte in it; therefore shee desires nearness
and familiarity with it. Shee hath a greate propensity to doe it good and receives such content in it, as fearing the
miscarriage of her beloved, she bestows it in the inmost closett of her heart. Shee will not endure that it shall want
any good which shee can give it. If by occasion shee be withdrawne from the company of it, shee is still looking
towardes the place where shee left her beloved. If shee heard it groane, shee is with it presently. If shee finde it
sadd and disconsolate, shee sighes and moanes with it. Shee hath noe such joy as to see her beloved merry and
thriving. If shee see it wronged, shee cannot hear it without passion. Shee setts noe boundes to her affections,
nor hath any thought of reward. Shee findes recompense enough in the exercise of her love towardes it. Wee
may see this acted to life in Jonathan and David. Jonathan a valiant man endued with the spirit of love, soe soone
as he discovered the same spirit in David had presently his hearte knitt to him by this ligament of love; soe that it
is said he loved him as his owne soule, he takes soe great pleasure in him, that hee stripps himselfe to adorne his
beloved. His father’s kingdome was not soe precious to him as his beloved David, David shall have it with all his
hearte. Himself desires noe more but that hee may be neare to him to rejoyce in his good. Hee chooseth to
converse with him in the wildernesse even to the hazzard of his oune life, rather than with the greate Courtiers in
his father’s Pallace. When hee sees danger towards him, hee spares neither rare paines nor perill to direct it.
When injury was offered his beloved David, hee would not beare it, though from his oune father. And when they
must parte for a season onely, they thought theire heartes would have broake for sorrowe, had not theire
affections found vent by abundance of teares. Other instances might be brought to showe the nature of this
affection; as of Ruthe and Naomi, and many others; but this truthe is cleared enough. If any shall object that it is
not possible that love shall be bred or upheld without hope of requitall, it is granted; but that is not our cause; for
this love is alluayes under reward. It never gives, but it alluayes receives with advantage; First in regard that
among the members of the same body, love and affection are reciprocall in a most equall and sweete kinde of
commerce.

Secondly. In regard of the pleasure and content that the exercise of love carries with it, as wee may see in the
naturall body. The mouth is at all the paines to receive and mince the foode which serves for the nourishment of
all the other partes of the body; yet it hath noe cause to complaine; for first the other partes send backe, by
severall passages, a due proportion of the same nourishment, in a better forme for the strengthening and
comforting the mouthe. Secondly the laboure of the mouthe is accompanied with such pleasure and content as
farre exceedes the paines it takes. Soe is it in all the labour of love among Christians. The partie loving, reapes
love again, as was showed before, which the soule covetts more then all the wealthe in the world. Thirdly. Nothing
yeildes more pleasure and content to the soule then when it findes that which it may love fervently; for to love and
live beloved is the soule’s paradise both here and in heaven. In the State of wedlock there be many comforts to
learne out of the troubles of that Condition; but let such as have tryed the most, say if there be any sweetness in
that Condition comparable to the exercise of mutuall love.

From the former Considerations arise these Conclusions.—1. First, This love among Christians is a reall thing, not
imaginarie. Secondly. This love is as absolutely necessary to the being of the body of Christ, as the sinews and
other ligaments of a naturall body are to the being of that body. Thirdly. This love is a divine, spirituall, nature;
free, active, strong, couragious, permanent; undervaluing all things beneathe its propper object and of all the
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graces, this makes us nearer to resemble the virtues of our heavenly father. Fourthly, it rests in the love and
wellfare of its beloved. For the full certain knowledge of those truthes concerning the nature, use, and excellency
of this grace, that which the holy ghost hath left recorded,
1 Cor. 13, may give full satisfaction, which is needful for every true member of this lovely body of the Lord Jesus,
to worke upon theire heartes by prayer, meditation continuall exercise at least of the speciall [influence] of this
grace, till Christ be formed in them and they in him, all in eache other, knitt together by this bond of love.

It rests now to make some application of this discourse, by the present designe, which gave the occasion of
writing of it. Herein are 4 things to he propounded;
first the persons, secondly the worke, thirdly the end, fourthly the meanes. 1. For the persons. Wee are a
company professing ourselves fellow members of Christ, in which respect onely though wee were absent from
each other many miles, and had our imployments as farre distant, yet wee ought to account ourselves knitt
together by this bond of love, and, live in the exercise of it, if wee would have comforte of our being in Christ. This
was notorious in the practise of the Christians in former times; as is testified of the Waldenses, from the mouth of
one of the adversaries Æneas Sylvius “mutuo ament pere antequam norunt,” they use to love any of theire owne
religion even before they were acquainted with them. Secondly for the worke wee have in hand. It is by a mutuall
consent, through a speciall overvaluing providence and a more than an ordinary approbation of the Churches of
Christ, to seeke out a place of cohabitation and Consorteshipp under a due forme of Government both civill and
ecclesiasticall. In such cases as this, the care of the publique must oversway all private respects, by which, not
only conscience, but meare civill pollicy, dothe binde us. For it is a true rule that particular Estates cannot subsist
in the ruin of the publique. Fourthly the end is to improve our lives to doe more service to the Lord; the comforte
and encrease of the body of Christe, whereof we are members; that ourselves and posterity may be the better
preserved from the common corruptions of this evill world, to serve the Lord and worke out our Salvation under
the power and purity of his holy ordinances. Fourthly for the meanes whereby this must be effected. They are
twofold, a conformity with the worke and end wee aime at. These wee see are extraordinary, therefore wee must
not content ourselves with usuall ordinary meanes. Whatsoever wee did, or ought to have, done, when wee lived
in England, the same must wee doe, and more allsoe, where wee goe. That which the most in theire churches
mainetaine as truthe in profession onely, wee must bring into familiar and constant practise; as in this duty of love,
wee must love brotherly without dissimulation, wee must love one another with a pure hearte fervently. Wee must
beare one anothers burthens. We must not looke onely on our owne things, but allsoe on the things of our
brethren. Neither must wee thinke that the Lord will beare with such faileings at our hands as he dothe from those
among whome wee have lived; and that for these 3 Reasons; 1. In regard of the more neare bond of mariage
between him and us, wherein hee hath taken us to be his, after a most strickt and peculiar manner, which will
make them the more jealous of our love and obedience. Soe he tells the people of Israell, you onely have I
knowne of all the families of the Earthe, therefore will I punishe you for your Transgressions. Secondly, because
the Lord will be sanctified in them that come neare him. We know that there were many that corrupted the service
of the Lord; some setting upp altars before his owne; others offering both strange fire and strange sacrifices
allsoe; yet there came noe fire from heaven, or other sudden judgement upon them, as did upon Nadab and
Abihu, whoe yet wee may think did not sinne presumptuously. Thirdly when God gives a speciall commission he
lookes to have it strictly observed in every article, When he gave Saule a commission to destroy Amaleck, Hee
indented with him upon certain articles, and because hee failed in one of the least, and that upon a faire pretense,
it lost him the kingdom, which should have beene his reward, if hee had observed his commission. Thus stands
the cause betweene God and us. We are entered into Covenant with Him for this worke. Wee have taken out a
commission. The Lord hath given us leave to drawe our own articles. Wee have professed to enterprise these and
those accounts, upon these and those ends. Wee have hereupon besought Him of favour and blessing. Now if
the Lord shall please to heare us, and bring us in peace to the place we desire, then hath hee ratified this
covenant and sealed our Commission, and will expect a strict performance of the articles contained in it; but if
wee shall neglect the observation of these articles which are the ends wee have propounded, and, dissembling
with our God, shall fall to embrace this present world and prosecute our carnall intentions, seeking greate things
for ourselves and our posterity, the Lord will surely breake out in wrathe against us; be revenged of such a [sinful]
people and make us knowe the price of the breache of such a covenant.

Now the onely way to avoyde this shipwracke, and to provide for our posterity, is to followe the counsell of
Micah, to doe justly, to love mercy, to walk humbly with our God. For this end, wee must be knitt together, in this
worke, as one man. Wee must entertaine each other in brotherly affection. Wee must be willing to abridge
ourselves of our superfluities, for the supply of other’s necessities. Wee must uphold a familiar commerce
together in all meekeness, gentlenes, patience and liberality. Wee must delight in eache other; make other’s
conditions our oune; rejoice together, mourne together, labour and suffer together, allwayes having before our
eyes our commission and community in the worke, as members of the same body. Soe shall wee keepe the unitie
of the spirit in the bond of peace. The Lord will be our God, and delight to dwell among us, as his oune people,
and will command a blessing upon us in all our wayes. Soe that wee shall see much more of his wisdome, power,
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goodness and truthe, than formerly wee have been acquainted with. Wee shall finde that the God of Israell is
among us, when ten of us shall be able to resist a thousand of our enemies; when hee shall make us a prayse
and glory that men shall say of succeeding plantations, “the Lord make it likely that of New England.” For wee
must consider that wee shall be as a citty upon a hill. The eies of all people are uppon us. Soe that if wee shall
deale falsely with our God in this worke wee have undertaken, and soe cause him to withdrawe his present help
from us, wee shall be made a story and a by-word through the world. Wee shall open the mouthes of enemies to
speake evill of the wayes of God, and all professors for God’s sake. Wee shall shame the faces of many of God’s
worthy servants, and cause theire prayers to be turned into curses upon us till wee be consumed out of the good
land whither wee are a goeing.

I shall shutt upp this discourse with that exhortation of Moses, that faithfull servant of the Lord, in his last farewell
to Israell, Deut. 30. Beloved there is now sett before us life and good, Death and evill, in that wee are commanded
this day to love the Lord our God, and to love one another, to walke in his wayes and to keepe his
Commandements and his Ordinance and his lawes, and the articles of our Covenant with him, that wee may live
and be multiplied, and that the Lord our God may blesse us in the land whither wee goe to possesse it. But if our
heartes shall turne away, soe that wee will not obey, but shall be seduced, and worshipp and serue other Gods,
our pleasure and proffitts, and serue them; it is propounded unto us this day, wee shall surely perishe out of the
good land whither wee passe over this vast sea to possesse it;

Therefore lett us choose life

that wee, and our seede

may live, by obeyeing His

voyce and cleaveing to Him,

for Hee is our life and

our prosperity.
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“Sinners in the Hands of an Angry GodSinners in the Hands of an Angry God” is a sermon written by British Colonial Christian theologian Jonathan
Edwards, preached to his own congregation in Northampton, Massachusetts to unknown effect, and again on
July 8, 1741 in Enfield, Connecticut. Like Edwards’ other works, it combines vivid imagery of Hell with
observations of the world and citations of the scripture. It is Edwards’ most famous written work, is a fitting
representation of his preaching style, and is widely studied by Christians and historians, providing a glimpse
into the theology of the Great Awakening of c. 1730–1755.

This is a typical sermon of the Great Awakening, emphasizing the belief that Hell is a real place. Edwards
hoped that the imagery and message of his sermon would awaken his audience to the horrific reality that
awaited them should they continue without Christ. The underlying point is that God has given humanity a
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Deuteronomy xxxii. 35.—Their foot shall slide in due time.

In this verse is threatened the vengeance of God on the wicked unbelieving
Israelites, that were God’s visible people, and lived under means of grace; and
that notwithstanding all God’s wonderful works that he had wrought towards that
people, yet remained, as is expressed verse 28, void of counsel, having no
understanding in them; and that, under all the cultivations of heaven, brought
forth bitter and poisonous fruit; as in the two verses next preceding the text.

The expression that I have chosen for my text, their foot shall slide in due time,
seems to imply the following things relating to the punishment and destruction
that these wicked Israelites were exposed to.

1. That they were always exposed to destruction; as one that stands or walks in
slippery places is always exposed to fall. This is implied in the manner of their
destruction’s coming upon them, being represented by their foot’s sliding. The
same is expressed, Psalm lxxiii. 18: “Surely thou didst set them in slippery places; 
thou castedst them down into destruction.”

2. It implies that they were always exposed to sudden, unexpected destruction; as he that walks in slippery places 
is every moment liable to fall, he can’t foresee one moment whether he shall stand or fall the next; and when he 
does fall, he falls at once, without warning, which is also expressed in that Psalm lxxiii. 18, 19: “Surely thou didst 
set them in slippery places: thou castedst them down into destruction. How are they brought into desolation, as in 
a moment!”

3. Another thing implied is, that they are liable to fall of themselves, without being thrown down by the hand of 
another; as he that stands or walks on slippery ground needs nothing but his own weight to throw him down.

4. That the reason why they are not fallen already, and don’t fall now, is only that God’s appointed time is not 
come. For it is said that when that due time, or appointed time comes, their foot shall slide. Then they shall be left 
to fall, as they are inclined by their own weight. God won’t hold them up in these slippery places any longer, but 
will let them go; and then, at that very instant, they shall fall to destruction; as he that stands in such slippery 
declining ground on the edge of a pit that he can’t stand alone, when he is let go he immediately falls and is lost. 

The observation from the words that I would now insist upon is this,

There is nothing that keeps wicked men at any one moment out of hell, but the mere pleasure of God.

By the mere pleasure of God, I mean his sovereign pleasure, his arbitrary will, restrained by no obligation,
hindered by no manner of difficulty, any more than if nothing else but God’s mere will had in the least degree or in
any respect whatsoever any hand in the preservation of wicked men one moment.

The truth of this observation may appear by the following considerations.

1. There is no want of power in God to cast wicked men into hell at any moment. Men’s hands can’t be strong
when God rises up: the strongest have no power to resist him, nor can any deliver out of his hands.

He is not only able to cast wicked men into hell, but he can most easily do it. Sometimes an earthly prince meets
with a great deal of difficulty to subdue a rebel that has found means to fortify himself, and has made himself
strong by the number of his followers. But it is not so with God. There is no fortress that is any defence against
the power of God. Though hand join in hand, and vast multitudes of God’s enemies combine and associate
themselves, they are easily broken in pieces: they are as great heaps of light chaff before the whirlwind; or large
quantities of dry stubble before devouring flames. We find it easy to tread on and crush a worm that we see
crawling on the earth; so ’tis easy for us to cut or singe a slender thread that any thing hangs by; thus easy is it for
God, when he pleases, to cast his enemies down to hell. What are we, that we should think to stand before him,
at whose rebuke the earth trembles, and before whom the rocks are thrown down!

2. They deserve to be cast into hell; so that divine justice never stands in the way, it makes no objection against
God’s using his power at any moment to destroy them. Yea, on the contrary, justice calls aloud for an infinite
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punishment of their sins. Divine justice says of the tree that brings forth such grapes of Sodom, “Cut it down, why
cumbereth it the ground?” Luke xiii. 7. The sword of divine justice is every moment brandished over their heads,
and ’tis nothing but the hand of arbitrary mercy, and God’s mere will, that holds it back.

3. They are already under a sentence of condemnation to hell. They don’t only justly deserve to be cast down
thither, but the sentence of the law of God, that eternal and immutable rule of righteousness that God has fixed
between him and mankind, is gone out against them, and stands against them; so that they are bound over
already to hell: John iii. 18, “He that believeth not is condemned already.” So that every unconverted man properly
belongs to hell; that is his place; from thence he is: John viii. 23, “Ye are from beneath:” and thither he is bound;
’tis the place that justice, and God’s word, and the sentence of his unchangeable law, assigns to him.

They are now the objects of that very same anger and wrath of God, that is expressed in the torments of hell: and
the reason why they don’t go down to hell at each moment is not because God, in whose power they are, is not
then very angry with them; as angry as he is with many of those miserable creatures that he is now tormenting in
hell, and do there feel and bear the fierceness of his wrath. Yea, God is a great deal more angry with great
numbers that are now on earth, yea, doubtless, with many that are now in this congregation, that, it may be, are at
ease and quiet, than he is with many of those that are now in the flames of hell.

So that it is not because God is unmindful of their wickedness, and don’t resent it, that he don’t let loose his hand
and cut them off. God is not altogether such a one as themselves, though they may imagine him to be so. The
wrath of God burns against them; their damnation don’t slumber; the pit is prepared; the fire is made ready; the
furnace is now hot, ready to receive them; the flames do now rage and glow. The glittering sword is whet, and
held over them, and the pit hath opened her mouth under them.

5. The devil stands ready to fall upon them, and seize them as his own, at what moment God shall permit him.
They belong to him; he has their souls in his possession, and under his dominion. The Scripture represents them
as his goods, Luke xi. 21. The devils watch them; they are ever by them, at their right hand; they stand waiting for
them, like greedy hungry lions that see their prey, and expect to have it, but are for the present kept back; if God
should withdraw his hand by which they are restrained, they would in one moment fly upon their poor souls. The
old serpent is gaping for them; hell opens its mouth wide to receive them; and if God should permit it, they would
be hastily swallowed up and lost.

6. There are in the souls of wicked men those hellish principles reigning, that would presently kindle and flame out
into hell-fire, if it were not for God’s restraints. There is laid in[Pg 82] the very nature of carnal men a foundation
for the torments of hell: there are those corrupt principles, in reigning power in them, and in full possession of
them, that are seeds of hell-fire. These principles are active and powerful, exceeding violent in their nature, and if
it were not for the restraining hand of God upon them, they would soon break out, they would flame out after the
same manner as the same corruptions, the same enmity does in the heart of damned souls, and would beget the
same torments in ’em as they do in them. The souls of the wicked are in Scripture compared to the troubled sea,
Isaiah lvii. 20. For the present God restrains their wickedness by his mighty power, as he does the raging waves
of the troubled sea, saying, “Hitherto shalt thou come, and no further;” but if God should withdraw that restraining
power, it would soon carry all afore it. Sin is the ruin and misery of the soul; it is destructive in its nature; and if
God should leave it without restraint, there would need nothing else to make the soul perfectly miserable. The
corruption of the heart of man is a thing that is immoderate and boundless in its fury; and while wicked men live
here, it is like fire pent up by God’s restraints, whenas if it were let loose, it would set on fire the course of nature;
and as the heart is now a sink of sin, so, if sin was not restrained, it would immediately turn the soul into a fiery
oven, or a furnace of fire and brimstone.

7. It is no security to wicked men for one moment, that there are no visible means of death at hand. ’Tis no
security to a natural man, that he is now in health, and that he don’t see which way he should now immediately go
out of the world by any accident, and that there is no visible danger in any respect in his circumstances. The
manifold and continual experience of the world in all ages shows that this is no evidence that a man is not on the
very brink of eternity, and that the next step won’t be into another world. The unseen, unthought of ways and
means of persons’ going suddenly out of the world are innumerable and inconceivable. Unconverted men walk
over the pit of hell on a rotten covering, and there are innumerable places in this covering so weak that they won’t
bear their weight, and these places are not seen. The arrows of death fly unseen at noonday; the sharpest sight
can’t discern them. God has so many different, unsearchable ways of taking wicked men out of the world and
sending ’em to hell, that there is nothing to make it appear that God had need to be at the expense of a miracle,
or go out of the ordinary course of his providence, to destroy any wicked man, at any moment. All the means that
there are of sinners’ going out of the world are so in God’s hands, and so absolutely subject to his power and
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determination, that it don’t depend at all less on the mere will of God, whether sinners shall at any moment go to
hell, than if means were never made use of, or at all concerned in the case.

8. Natural men’s prudence and care to preserve their own lives, or the care of others to preserve them, don’t
secure ’em a moment. This, divine providence and universal experience does also bear testimony to. There is this
clear evidence that men’s own wisdom is no security to them from death; that if it were otherwise we should see
some difference between the wise and politic men of the world and others, with regard to their liableness to early
and unexpected death; but how is it in fact? Eccles. ii. 16, “How dieth the wise man? As the fool.”

9. All wicked men’s pains and contrivance they use to escape hell, while they continue to reject Christ, and so
remain wicked men, don’t secure ’em from hell one moment. Almost every natural man that hears of hell flatters
himself that he shall escape it; he depends upon himself for his own security, he flatters himself in what he has
done, in what he is now doing, or what he intends to do; every one lays out matters in his own mind how he shall
avoid damnation, and flatters [Pg 84]himself that he contrives well for himself, and that his schemes won’t fail.
They hear indeed that there are but few saved, and that the bigger part of men that have died heretofore are gone
to hell; but each one imagines that he lays out matters better for his own escape than others have done: he don’t
intend to come to that place of torment; he says within himself, that he intends to take care that shall be effectual,
and to order matters so for himself as not to fail.

But the foolish children of men do miserably delude themselves in their own schemes, and in their confidence in
their own strength and wisdom; they trust to nothing but a shadow. The bigger part of those that heretofore have
lived under the same means of grace, and are now dead, are undoubtedly gone to hell; and it was not because
they were not as wise as those that are now alive; it was not because they did not lay out matters as well for
themselves to secure their own escape. If it were so that we could come to speak with them, and could inquire of
them, one by one, whether they expected, when alive, and when they used to hear about hell, ever to be subjects
of that misery, we, doubtless, should hear one and another reply, “No, I never intended to come here: I had laid
out matters otherwise in my mind; I thought I should contrive well for myself: I thought my scheme good: I
intended to take effectual care; but it came upon me unexpected; I did not look for it at that time, and in that
manner; it came as a thief: death outwitted me: God’s wrath was too quick for me. O my cursed foolishness! I was
flattering myself, and pleasing myself with vain dreams of what I would do hereafter; and when I was saying
peace and safety, then sudden destruction came upon me.”

10. God has laid himself under no obligation, by any promise, to keep any natural man out of hell one moment.
God certainly has made no promises either of eternal life, or of any deliverance or preservation from eternal
death, but what are contained in the covenant of grace, the promises that are given[Pg 85] in Christ, in whom all
the promises are yea and amen. But surely they have no interest in the promises of the covenant of grace that are
not the children of the covenant, and that do not believe in any of the promises of the covenant, and have no
interest in the Mediator of the covenant.

So that, whatever some have imagined and pretended about promises made to natural men’s earnest seeking
and knocking, ’tis plain and manifest, that whatever pains a natural man takes in religion, whatever prayers he
makes, till he believes in Christ, God is under no manner of obligation to keep him a moment from eternal
destruction.

So that thus it is, that natural men are held in the hand of God over the pit of hell; they have deserved the fiery pit,
and are already sentenced to it; and God is dreadfully provoked, his anger is as great towards them as to those
that are actually suffering the executions of the fierceness of his wrath in hell, and they have done nothing in the
least to appease or abate that anger, neither is God in the least bound by any promise to hold ’em up one
moment; the devil is waiting for them, hell is gaping for them, the flames gather and flash about them, and would
fain lay hold on them and swallow them up; the fire pent up in their own hearts is struggling to break out; and they
have no interest in any Mediator, there are no means within reach that can be any security to them. In short they
have no refuge, nothing to take hold of; all that preserves them every moment is the mere arbitrary will, and
uncovenanted, unobliged forbearance of an incensed God.

Application

The use may be of awakening to unconverted persons in this congregation. This that you have heard is the case
of every one of you that are out of Christ. That world of misery, that lake of burning brimstone, is extended abroad
under you. There is the dreadful pit of the glowing flames of the wrath of God; there is hell’s wide gaping mouth
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open; and you have nothing to stand upon, nor any thing to take hold of. There is nothing between you and hell
but the air; ’tis only the power and mere pleasure of God that holds you up.

You probably are not sensible of this; you find you are kept out of hell, but don’t see the hand of God in it, but look
at other things, as the good state of your bodily constitution, your care of your own life, and the means you use for
your own preservation. But indeed these things are nothing; if God should withdraw his hand, they would avail no
more to keep you from falling than the thin air to hold up a person that is suspended in it.

Your wickedness makes you as it were heavy as lead, and to tend downwards with great weight and pressure
towards hell; and if God should let you go, you would immediately sink and swiftly descend and plunge into the
bottomless gulf, and your healthy constitution, and your own care and prudence, and best contrivance, and all
your righteousness, would have no more influence to uphold you and keep you out of hell than a spider’s web
would have to stop a falling rock. Were it not that so is the sovereign pleasure of God, the earth would not bear
you one moment; for you are a burden to it; the creation groans with you; the creature is made subject to the
bondage of your corruption, not willingly; the sun don’t willingly shine upon you to give you light to serve sin and
Satan; the earth don’t willingly yield her increase to satisfy your lusts; nor is it willingly a stage for your wickedness
to be acted upon; the air don’t willingly serve you for breath to maintain the flame of life in your vitals, while you
spend your life in the service of God’s enemies. God’s creatures are good, and were made for men to serve God
with, and don’t willingly subserve to any other purpose, and groan when they are abused to purposes so directly
contrary to their nature and end. And the world would spew you out, were it not for the sovereign hand of him who
hath subjected it in hope. There are the black clouds of God’s wrath now hanging directly over your heads, full of
the dreadful storm, and big with thunder; and were it not for the restraining hand of God, it would immediately
burst forth upon you. The sovereign pleasure of God, for the present, stays his rough wind; otherwise it would
come with fury, and your destruction would come like a whirlwind, and you would be like the chaff of the summer
threshing floor.

The wrath of God is like great waters that are dammed for the present; they increase more and more, and rise
higher and higher, till an outlet is given; and the longer the stream is stopped, the more rapid and mighty is its
course, when once it is let loose. ’Tis true, that judgment against your evil work has not been executed hitherto;
the floods of God’s vengeance have been withheld; but your guilt in the mean time is constantly increasing, and
you are every day treasuring up more wrath; the waters are continually rising, and waxing more and more mighty;
and there is nothing but the mere pleasure of God that holds the waters back, that are unwilling to be stopped,
and press hard to go forward. If God should only withdraw his hand from the floodgate, it would immediately fly
open, and the fiery floods of the fierceness and wrath of God would rush forth with inconceivable fury, and would
come upon you with omnipotent power; and if your strength were ten thousand times greater than it is, yea, ten
thousand times greater than the strength of the stoutest, sturdiest devil in hell, it would be nothing to withstand or
endure it.

The bow of God’s wrath is bent, and the arrow made ready on the string, and justice bends the arrow at your
heart, and strains the bow, and it is nothing but the mere pleasure of God, and that of an angry God, without any
promise or obligation at all, that keeps the arrow one moment from being made drunk with your blood.

Thus are all you that never passed under a great change of heart by the mighty power of the Spirit of God upon
your souls; all that were never born again, and made new creatures, and raised from being dead in sin to a state
of new and before altogether unexperienced light and life, (however you may have reformed your life in many
things, and may have had religious affections, and may keep up a form of religion in your families and closets,
and in the house of God, and may be strict in it), you are thus in the hands of an angry God; ’tis nothing but his
mere pleasure that keeps you from being this moment swallowed up in everlasting destruction.

However unconvinced you may now be of the truth of what you hear, by and by you will be fully convinced of it.
Those that are gone from being in the like circumstances with you see that it was so with them; for destruction
came suddenly upon most of them; when they expected nothing of it, and while they were saying, Peace and
safety: now they see, that those things that they depended on for peace and safety were nothing but thin air and
empty shadows.

The God that holds you over the pit of hell, much as one holds a spider or some loathsome insect over the fire,
abhors you, and is dreadfully provoked; his wrath towards you burns like fire; he looks upon you as worthy of
nothing else, but to be cast into the fire; he is of purer eyes than to bear to have you in his sight; you are ten
thousand times so abominable in his eyes, as the most hateful and venomous serpent is in ours. You have
offended him infinitely more than ever a stubborn rebel did his prince: and yet it is nothing but his hand that holds
you from falling into the fire every moment. ’Tis ascribed to nothing else, that you did not go to hell the last night;
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that you was suffered to awake again in this world after you closed your eyes to sleep; and there is no other
reason to be given why you have not dropped into hell since you arose in the morning, but that God’s hand has
held you up. There is no other reason to be given why you han’t gone to hell since you have sat here in the house
of God, provoking his pure eyes by your sinful wicked manner of attending his solemn worship. Yea, there is
nothing else that is to be given as a reason why you don’t this very moment drop down into hell.°

O sinner! consider the fearful danger you are in. ’Tis a great furnace of wrath, a wide and bottomless pit, full of the
fire of wrath, that you are held over in the hand of that God whose wrath is provoked and incensed as much
against you as against many of the damned in hell. You hang by a slender thread, with the flames of divine wrath
flashing about it, and ready every moment to singe it and burn it asunder; and you have no interest in any
Mediator, and nothing to lay hold of to save yourself, nothing to keep off the flames of wrath, nothing of your own,
nothing that you ever have done, nothing that you can do, to induce God to spare you one moment.

And consider here more particularly several things concerning that wrath that you are in such danger of.

1. Whose wrath it is. It is the wrath of the infinite God. If it were only the wrath of man, though it were of the most
potent prince, it would be comparatively little to be regarded. The wrath of kings is very much dreaded, especially
of absolute monarchs, that have the possessions and lives of their subjects wholly in their power, to be disposed
of at their mere will. Prov. xx. 2, “The fear of a king is as the roaring of a lion: whoso provoketh him to anger
sinneth against his own soul.” The subject that very much enrages an arbitrary prince is liable to suffer the most
extreme torments that human art can invent, or human power can inflict. But the greatest earthly potentates, in
their greatest majesty and strength, and when clothed in their greatest terrors, are but feeble, despicable worms
of the dust, in comparison of the great and almighty Creator and King of heaven and earth: it is but little that they
can do when most enraged, and when they have exerted the utmost of their fury. All the kings of the earth before
God are as grasshoppers; they are nothing, and less than nothing: both their love and their hatred is to be
despised. The wrath of the great King of kings is as much more terrible than theirs, as his majesty is greater. Luke
xii. 4, 5, “And I say unto you my friends, Be not afraid of them that kill the body, and after that have no more that
they can do. But I will forewarn you whom you shall fear: Fear him, which after he hath killed hath power to cast
into hell; yea, I say unto you, Fear him.”

2. ’Tis the fierceness of his wrath that you are exposed to. We often read of the fury of God; as in Isaiah lix. 18:
“According to their deeds, accordingly he will repay fury to his adversaries.” So Isaiah lxvi. 15, “For, behold, the
Lord will come with fire, and with his chariots like a whirlwind, to render his anger with fury, and his rebuke with
flames of fire.” And so in many other places. So we read of God’s fierceness, Rev. xix. 15. There we read of “the
wine-press of the fierceness and wrath of Almighty God.” The words are exceeding terrible: if it had only been
said, “the wrath of God,” the words would have implied that which is infinitely dreadful: but ’tis not only said so, but
“the fierceness and wrath of God.” The fury of God! The fierceness of Jehovah! Oh, how dreadful must that be!
Who can utter or conceive what such expressions carry in them! But it is not only said so, but “the fierceness and
wrath of Almighty God.” As though there would be a very great manifestation of his almighty power in what the
fierceness of his wrath should inflict, as though omnipotence should be as it were enraged, and exerted, as men
are wont to exert their strength in the fierceness of their wrath. Oh! then, what will be the consequence! What will
become of the poor worm that shall suffer it! Whose hands can be strong! And whose heart endure! To what a
dreadful, inexpressible, inconceivable depth of misery must the poor creature be sunk who shall be the subject of
this!

Consider this, you that are here present, that yet remain in an unregenerate state. That God will execute the
fierceness of his anger implies that he will inflict wrath without any pity. When God beholds the ineffable extremity
of your case, and sees your torment so vastly disproportioned to your strength, and sees how your poor soul is
crushed, and sinks down, as it were, into an infinite gloom; he will have no compassion upon you, he will not
forbear the executions of his wrath, or in the least lighten his hand; there shall be no moderation or mercy, nor will
God then at all stay his rough wind; he will have no regard to your welfare, nor be at all careful lest you should
suffer too much in any other sense, than only that you should not suffer beyond what strict justice requires:
nothing shall be withheld because it is so hard for you to bear. Ezek. viii. 18, “Therefore will I also deal in fury:
mine eye shall not spare, neither will I have pity: and though they cry in mine ears with a loud voice, yet will I not
hear them.” Now God stands ready to pity you; this is a day of mercy; you may cry now with some
encouragement of obtaining mercy: but when once the day of mercy is past, your most lamentable and dolorous
cries and shrieks will be in vain; you will be wholly lost and thrown away of God, as to any regard to your welfare;
God will have no other use to put you to, but only to suffer misery; you shall be continued in being to no other end;
for you will be a vessel of wrath fitted to destruction; and there will be no other use of this vessel, but only to be
filled full of wrath: God will be so far from pitying you when you cry to him, that ’tis said he will only “laugh and
mock,” Prov. i. 25, 26, &c.
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How awful are those words, Isaiah lxiii. 3, which are the words of the great God: “I will tread them in mine anger,
and trample them in my fury; and their blood shall be sprinkled upon my garments, and I will stain all my raiment.”
’Tis perhaps impossible to conceive of words that carry in them greater manifestations of these three things, viz.,
contempt and hatred and fierceness of indignation. If you cry to God to pity you, he will be so far from pitying you
in your doleful case, or showing you the least regard or favor, that instead of that he’ll only tread you under foot:
and though he will know that you can’t bear the weight of omnipotence treading upon you, yet he won’t regard
that, but he will crush you under his feet without mercy; he’ll crush out your blood, and make it fly, and it shall be
sprinkled on his garments, so as to stain all his raiment. He will not only hate you, but he will have you in the
utmost contempt; no place shall be thought fit for you but under his feet, to be trodden down as the mire of the
streets.

3. The misery you are exposed to is that which God will inflict to that end, that he might show what that wrath of
Jehovah is. God hath had it on his heart to show to angels and men, both how excellent his love is, and also how
terrible his wrath is. Sometimes earthly kings have a mind to show how terrible their wrath is, by the extreme
punishments they would execute on those that provoke ’em. Nebuchadnezzar, that mighty and haughty monarch
of the Chaldean empire, was willing to show his wrath when enraged with Shadrach, Meshech, and Abednego;
and accordingly gave order that the burning fiery furnace should be heated seven times hotter than it was before;
doubtless, it was raised to the utmost degree of fierceness that human art could raise it; but the great God is also
willing to show his wrath, and magnify his awful Majesty and mighty power in the extreme sufferings of his
enemies. Rom. ix. 22, “What if God, willing to show his wrath, and to make his power known, endured with much
long-suffering the vessels of wrath fitted to destruction?” And seeing this is his design, and what he has
determined, to show how terrible the unmixed, unrestrained wrath, the fury and fierceness of Jehovah is, he will
do it to effect. There will be something accomplished and brought to pass that will be dreadful with a witness.
When the great and angry God hath risen up and executed his awful vengeance on the poor sinner, and the
wretch is actually suffering the infinite weight and power of his indignation, then will God call upon the whole
universe to behold that awful majesty and mighty power that is to be seen in it. Isa. xxxiii. 12, 13, 14, “And the
people shall be as the burnings of lime, as thorns cut up shall they be burnt in the fire. Hear, ye that are far off,
what I have done; and ye that are near, acknowledge my might. The sinners in Zion are afraid; fearfulness hath
surprised the hypocrites,” etc.

Thus it will be with you that are in an unconverted state, if you continue in it; the infinite might, and majesty, and
terribleness, of the Omnipotent God shall be magnified upon you in the ineffable strength of your torments. You
shall be tormented in the presence of the holy angels, and in the presence of the Lamb; and when you shall be in
this state of suffering, the glorious inhabitants of heaven shall go forth and look on the awful spectacle, that they
may see what the wrath and fierceness of the Almighty is; and when they have seen it, they will fall down and
adore that great power and majesty. Isa. lxvi. 23, 24, “And it shall come to pass, that from one new moon to
another, and from one sabbath to another, shall all flesh come to worship before me, saith the Lord. And they
shall go forth, and look upon the carcasses of the men that have transgressed against me: for their worm shall not
die, neither shall their fire be quenched; and they shall be an abhorring unto all flesh.”

4. It is everlasting wrath. It would be dreadful to suffer this fierceness and wrath of Almighty God one moment; but
you must suffer it to all eternity: there will be no end to this exquisite, horrible misery. When you look forward, you
shall see a long forever, a boundless duration before you, which will swallow up your thoughts, and amaze your
soul; and you will absolutely despair of ever having any deliverance, any end, any mitigation, any rest at all; you
will know certainly that you must wear out long ages, millions of millions of ages, in wrestling and conflicting with
this almighty, merciless vengeance; and then when you have so done, when so many ages have actually been
spent by you in this manner, you will know that all is but a point to what remains. So that your punishment will
indeed be infinite. Oh, who can express what the state of a soul in such circumstances is! All that we can possibly
say about it gives but a very feeble, faint representation of it; it is inexpressible and inconceivable: for “who knows
the power of God’s anger?”

How dreadful is the state of those that are daily and hourly in danger of this great wrath and infinite misery! But
this is the dismal case of every soul in this congregation that has not been born again, however moral and strict,
sober and religious, they may otherwise be. Oh, that you would consider it, whether you be young or old! There is
reason to think that there are many in this congregation now hearing this discourse, that will actually be the
subjects of this very misery to all eternity. We know not who they are, or in what seats they sit, or what thoughts
they now have. It may be they are now at ease, and hear all these things without much disturbance, and are now
flattering themselves that they are not the persons, promising themselves that they shall escape. If we knew that
there was one person, and but one, in the whole congregation, that was to be the subject of this misery, what an
awful thing it would be to think of! If we knew who it was, what an awful sight would it be to see such a person!
How might all the rest of the congregation lift up a lamentable and bitter cry over him! But alas! instead of one,
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how many is it likely will remember this discourse in hell! And it would be a wonder, if some that are now present
should not be in hell in a very short time, before this year is out. And it would be no wonder[Pg 95] if some
persons that now sit here in some seats of this meeting-house in health, and quiet and secure, should be there
before to-morrow morning. Those of you that finally continue in a natural condition, that shall keep out of hell
longest, will be there in a little time! Your damnation don’t slumber; it will come swiftly and, in all probability, very
suddenly upon many of you. You have reason to wonder that you are not already in hell. ’Tis doubtless the case
of some that heretofore you have seen and known, that never deserved hell more than you and that heretofore
appeared as likely to have been now alive as you. Their case is past all hope; they are crying in extreme misery
and perfect despair. But here you are in the land of the living and in the house of God, and have an opportunity to
obtain salvation. What would not those poor, damned, hopeless souls give for one day’s such opportunity as you
now enjoy!

And now you have an extraordinary opportunity, a day wherein Christ has flung the door of mercy wide open, and
stands in the door calling and crying with a loud voice to poor sinners; a day wherein many are flocking to him and
pressing into the Kingdom of God. Many are daily coming from the east, west, north and south; many that were
very likely in the same miserable condition that you are in are in now a happy state, with their hearts filled with
love to him that has loved them and washed them from their sins in his own blood, and rejoicing in hope of the
glory of God. How awful is it to be left behind at such a day! To see so many others feasting, while you are pining
and perishing! To see so many rejoicing and singing for joy of heart, while you have cause to mourn for sorrow of
heart and howl for vexation of spirit! How can you rest for one moment in such a condition? Are not your souls as
precious as the souls of the people at Suffield,[15] where they are flocking from day to day to Christ?

[Pg 96]Are there not many here that have lived long in the world that are not to this day born again, and so are
aliens from the commonwealth of Israel and have done nothing ever since they have lived but treasure up wrath
against the day of wrath? Oh, sirs, your case in an especial manner is extremely dangerous; your guilt and
hardness of heart is extremely great. Don’t you see how generally persons of your years are passed over and left
in the present remarkable and wonderful dispensation of God’s mercy? You had need to consider yourselves and
wake thoroughly out of sleep; you cannot bear the fierceness and the wrath of the infinite God.

And you that are young men and young women, will you neglect this precious season that you now enjoy, when
so many others of your age are renouncing all youthful vanities and flocking to Christ? You especially have now
an extraordinary opportunity; but if you neglect it, it will soon be with you as it is with those persons that spent
away all the precious days of youth in sin and are now come to such a dreadful pass in blindness and hardness.

And you children that are unconverted, don’t you know that you are going down to hell to bear the dreadful wrath
of that God that is now angry with you every day and every night? Will you be content to be the children of the
devil, when so many other children in the land are converted and are become the holy and happy children of the
King of kings?

And let every one that is yet out of Christ and hanging over the pit of hell, whether they be old men and women or
middle-aged or young people or little children, now hearken to the loud calls of God’s word and providence. This
acceptable year of the Lord that is a day of such great favor to some will doubtless be a day of as remarkable
vengeance to others. Men’s hearts harden and their guilt increases apace at such a day as this, if they neglect
their souls. And never was there so great danger of such persons being given up to hardness of heart and[Pg 97]
blindness of mind. God seems now to be hastily gathering in his elect in all parts of the land; and probably the
bigger part of adult persons that ever shall be saved will be brought in now in a little time, and that it will be as it
was on that great outpouring of the Spirit upon the Jews in the Apostles’ days, the election will obtain and the rest
will be blinded. If this should be the case with you, you will eternally curse this day, and will curse the day that
ever you was born to see such a season of the pouring out of God’s Spirit, and will wish that you had died and
gone to hell before you had seen it. Now undoubtedly it is as it was in the days of John the Baptist, the axe is in
an extraordinary manner laid at the root of the trees, that every tree that bringeth not forth good fruit may be hewn
down and cast into the fire.

Therefore let every one that is out of Christ now awake and fly from the wrath to come. The wrath of Almighty God
is now undoubtedly hanging over great part of this congregation. Let every one fly out of Sodom. “Haste and
escape for your lives, look not behind you, escape to the mountain, lest ye be consumed.”
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VERSES UPON THE BURNING OF OUR HOUSE

Verses upon the Burning of our HouseVerses upon the Burning of our House (full title: Here follow some verses upon the burningHere follow some verses upon the burning
of our house, July 10, 1666of our house, July 10, 1666) is a poem by Anne Bradstreet. She wrote it to express the
traumatic loss of her home and most of her material. However, she expands the
understanding that God had taken them away in order for her family to live a more pious
life.

The poem has a couplet-based rhyme scheme. It has many lines with an inverted syntax,
making lines sound “odd”.

In silent night when rest I took,
For sorrow near I did not look,
I waken’d was with thund’ring noise
And piteous shrieks of dreadful voice.
That fearful sound of “Fire” and “Fire,”
Let no man know is my Desire.
I starting up, the light did spy,
And to my God my heart did cry
To straighten me in my Distress
And not to leave me succourless.
Then coming out, behold a space
The flame consume my dwelling place.
And when I could no longer look,
I blest his grace that gave and took,
That laid my goods now in the dust.
Yea, so it was, and so ‘twas just.
It was his own; it was not mine.
Far be it that I should repine,
He might of all justly bereft
But yet sufficient for us left.
When by the Ruins oft I past
My sorrowing eyes aside did cast
And here and there the places spy
Where oft I sate and long did lie.
Here stood that Trunk, and there that chest,
There lay that store I counted best,
My pleasant things in ashes lie
And them behold no more shall I.
Under the roof no guest shall sit,
Nor at thy Table eat a bit.
No pleasant talk shall ‘ere be told
Nor things recounted done of old.
No Candle ‘ere shall shine in Thee,
Nor bridegroom’s voice ere heard shall bee.
In silence ever shalt thou lie.
Adieu, Adieu, All’s Vanity.
Then straight I ‘gin my heart to chide:
And did thy wealth on earth abide,
Didst fix thy hope on mouldring dust,
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The arm of flesh didst make thy trust?
Raise up thy thoughts above the sky
That dunghill mists away may fly.
Thou hast a house on high erect
Fram’d by that mighty Architect,
With glory richly furnished
Stands permanent, though this be fled.
It’s purchased and paid for too
By him who hath enough to do.
A price so vast as is unknown,
Yet by his gift is made thine own.
There’s wealth enough; I need no more.
Farewell, my pelf; farewell, my store.
The world no longer let me love;
My hope and Treasure lies above.

Watch this video online: https://youtu.be/i9J0KT3Yhf4
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Traveling through time on the Spadina Streetcar

ENLIGHTENMENT LITERATURE
(1760–1820)

INTRODUCTION TO ENLIGHTENMENT
LITERATURE

“The sacred rights of mankind…are written, as with a sunbeam, in the whole volume of human nature,
by the hand of the divinity itself.” – Alexander Hamilton

Learning Outcomes

• Describe the major historical and cultural
developments of the Enlightenment; explain key
concepts

• Describe the major conventions, tropes, and
themes of Enlightenment literature; identify and
discuss those features with regard to individual
authors/works
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GIVE ME LIBERTY OR GIVE ME DEATH

“Give me liberty, or give me death!Give me liberty, or give me death!” is a quotation attributed to Patrick Henry from a
speech he made to the Virginia Convention in 1775, at St. John’s Church in Richmond,
Virginia.

He is credited with having swung the balance in convincing the convention to pass a
resolution delivering Virginian troops for theRevolutionary War. Among the delegates to
the convention were future U.S. Presidents Thomas Jefferson and George Washington.

March 23, 1775.

No man thinks more highly than I do of the patriotism, as well as abilities, of the very worthy gentlemen who have
just addressed the House. But different men often see the same subject in different lights; and, therefore, I hope it
will not be thought disrespectful to those gentlemen if, entertaining as I do opinions of a character very opposite to
theirs, I shall speak forth my sentiments freely and without reserve. This is no time for ceremony. The question
before the House is one of awful moment to this country. For my own part, I consider it as nothing less than a
question of freedom or slavery; and in proportion to the magnitude of the subject ought to be the freedom of the
debate. It is only in this way that we can hope to arrive at truth, and fulfill the great responsibility which we hold to
God and our country. Should I keep back my opinions at such a time, through fear of giving offense, I should
consider myself as guilty of treason towards my country, and of an act of disloyalty toward the Majesty of Heaven,
which I revere above all earthly kings.

Mr. President, it is natural to man to indulge in the illusions of hope. We are apt to shut our eyes against a painful
truth, and listen to the song of that siren till she transforms us into beasts. Is this the part of wise men, engaged in
a great and arduous struggle for liberty? Are we disposed to be of the number of those who, having eyes, see not,
and, having ears, hear not, the things which so nearly concern their temporal salvation? For my part, whatever
anguish of spirit it may cost, I am willing to know the whole truth; to know the worst, and to provide for it.

I have but one lamp by which my feet are guided, and that is the lamp of experience. I know of no way of judging
of the future but by the past. And judging by the past, I wish to know what there has been in the conduct of the
British ministry for the last ten years to justify those hopes with which gentlemen have been pleased to solace
themselves and the House. Is it that insidious smile with which our petition has been lately received? Trust it not,
sir; it will prove a snare to your feet. Suffer not yourselves to be betrayed with a kiss. Ask yourselves how this
gracious reception of our petition comports with those warlike preparations which cover our waters and darken
our land. Are fleets and armies necessary to a work of love and reconciliation? Have we shown ourselves so
unwilling to be reconciled that force must be called in to win back our love? Let us not deceive ourselves, sir.
These are the implements of war and subjugation; the last arguments to which kings resort. I ask gentlemen, sir,
what means this martial array, if its purpose be not to force us to submission? Can gentlemen assign any other
possible motive for it? Has Great Britain any enemy, in this quarter of the world, to call for all this accumulation of
navies and armies? No, sir, she has none. They are meant for us: they can be meant for no other. They are sent
over to bind and rivet upon us those chains which the British ministry have been so long forging. And what have
we to oppose to them? Shall we try argument? Sir, we have been trying that for the last ten years. Have we
anything new to offer upon the subject? Nothing. We have held the subject up in every light of which it is capable;
but it has been all in vain. Shall we resort to entreaty and humble supplication? What terms shall we find which
have not been already exhausted? Let us not, I beseech you, sir, deceive ourselves. Sir, we have done
everything that could be done to avert the storm which is now coming on. We have petitioned; we have
remonstrated; we have supplicated; we have prostrated ourselves before the throne, and have implored its
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interposition to arrest the tyrannical hands of the ministry and Parliament. Our petitions have been slighted; our
remonstrances have produced additional violence and insult; our supplications have been disregarded; and we
have been spurned, with contempt, from the foot of the throne! In vain, after these things, may we indulge the
fond hope of peace and reconciliation. There is no longer any room for hope. If we wish to be free—if we mean to
preserve inviolate those inestimable privileges for which we have been so long contending—if we mean not
basely to abandon the noble struggle in which we have been so long engaged, and which we have pledged
ourselves never to abandon until the glorious object of our contest shall be obtained—we must fight! I repeat it,
sir, we must fight! An appeal to arms and to the God of hosts is all that is left us!

They tell us, sir, that we are weak; unable to cope with so formidable an adversary. But when shall we be
stronger? Will it be the next week, or the next year? Will it be when we are totally disarmed, and when a British
guard shall be stationed in every house? Shall we gather strength by irresolution and inaction? Shall we acquire
the means of effectual resistance by lying supinely on our backs and hugging the delusive phantom of hope, until
our enemies shall have bound us hand and foot? Sir, we are not weak if we make a proper use of those means
which the God of hath placed in our power. The millions of people, armed in the holy cause of liberty, and in such
a country as that which we possess, are invincible by any force which our enemy can send against us. Besides,
sir, we shall not fight our battles alone. There is a just God who presides over the destinies of nations, and who
will raise up friends to fight our battles for us. The battle, sir, is not to the strong alone; it is to the vigilant, the
active, the brave. Besides, sir, we have no election. If we were base enough to desire it, it is now too late to retire
from the contest. There is no retreat but in submission and slavery! Our chains are forged! Their clanking may be
heard on the plains of Boston! The war is inevitable—and let it come! I repeat it, sir, let it come.

It is in vain, sir, to extenuate the matter. Gentlemen may cry, Peace, Peace—but there is no peace. The war is
actually begun! The next gale that sweeps from the north will bring to our ears the clash of resounding arms! Our
brethren are already in the field! Why stand we here idle? What is it that gentlemen wish? What would they have?
Is life so dear, or peace so sweet, as to be purchased at the price of chains and slavery? Forbid it, Almighty God!
I know not what course others may take; but as for me, give me liberty or give me death!

Watch this video online: https://youtu.be/h9wbomkul8I
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AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF BENJAMIN FRANKLIN

The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin is the traditional name for the unfinished
record of his own life written by Benjamin Franklin from 1771 to 1790; however,
Franklin himself appears to have called the work his Memoirs. Although it had a
tortuous publication history after Franklin’s death, this work has become one of the
most famous and influential examples of an autobiography ever written.

Franklin’s account of his life is divided into four parts, reflecting the different periods
at which he wrote them. There are actual breaks in the narrative between the first
three parts, but Part Three’s narrative continues into Part Four without an authorial
break (only an editorial one).
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Read Chapters I–IX (pp 1–168) of Franklin’s Autobiography

Alternatively, you can play audio files of Franklin’s Autobiography here.
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“Kindred Spirits” oil painting by Asher Durand,

1849

ROMANTIC LITERATURE (1820–1860)

INTRODUCTION TO ROMANTIC LITERATURE

All things must change to something new, to something strange. – Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

Learning Outcomes

• Describe the major historical and cultural developments of
the Romantic period; explain key concepts and terms (e.g.,
the sentimental)

• Describe the major conventions, tropes, and themes of
Romantic literature; identify and discuss those features with
regard to individual authors/works

• Describe the major conventions, tropes, and themes of
Gothic literature; identify and discuss those features with
regard to individual authors/works

• Describe the major conventions, tropes, and themes of
transcendental literature; identify and discuss those
features with regard to individual authors/works

• Describe the major conventions, tropes, and themes of
abolitionist literature and slave narratives; identify and
discuss those features with regard to individual authors/
works
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THE ROMANTIC PERIOD, 1820–1860: ESSAYISTS
AND POETS

Fresh New Vision Electrified Artistic and Intellectual Circles

The Romantic movement, which originated in Germany but quickly spread to England, France, and beyond,
reached America around the year 1820, some twenty years after William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor
Coleridge had revolutionized English poetry by publishing Lyrical Ballads. In America as in Europe, fresh new
vision electrified artistic and intellectual circles. Yet there was an important difference: Romanticism in America
coincided with the period of national expansion and the discovery of a distinctive American voice. The
solidification of a national identity and the surging idealism and passion of Romanticism nurtured the
masterpieces of “the American Renaissance.”

Romantic ideas centered around art as inspiration, the spiritual and aesthetic dimension of nature, and metaphors
of organic growth. Art, rather than science, Romantics argued, could best express universal truth. The Romantics
underscored the importance of expressive art for the individual and society. In his essay “The Poet” (1844), Ralph
Waldo Emerson, perhaps the most influential writer of the Romantic era, asserts:

For all men live by truth, and stand in need of expression. In love, in art, in avarice, in politics, in labor,
in games, we study to utter our painful secret. The man is only half himself, the other half is his
expression.

The development of the self became a major theme; self-awareness a primary method. If, according to Romantic
theory, self and nature were one, self-awareness was not a selfish dead end but a mode of knowledge opening
up the universe. If one’s self were one with all humanity, then the individual had a moral duty to reform social
inequalities and relieve human suffering. The idea of “self”—which suggested selfishness to earlier
generations—was redefined. New compound words with positive meanings emerged: “self-realization,” “self-
expression,” “self-reliance.”

As the unique, subjective self became important, so did the realm of psychology. Exceptional artistic effects and
techniques were developed to evoke heightened psychological states. The “sublime”—an effect of beauty in
grandeur (for example, a view from a mountaintop)—produced feelings of awe, reverence, vastness, and a power
beyond human comprehension.

Romanticism was affirmative and appropriate for most American poets and creative essayists. America’s vast
mountains, deserts, and tropics embodied the sublime. The Romantic spirit seemed particularly suited to
American democracy: It stressed individualism, affirmed the value of the common person, and looked to the
inspired imagination for its aesthetic and ethical values. Certainly the New England Transcendentalists—Ralph
Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, and their associates—were inspired to a new optimistic affirmation by the
Romantic movement. In New England, Romanticism fell upon fertile soil.

Transcendentalism

The Transcendentalist movement was a reaction against 18th century rationalism and a manifestation of the
general humanitarian trend of nineteenth century thought. The movement was based on a fundamental belief in
the unity of the world and God. The soul of each individual was thought to be identical with the world—a
microcosm of the world itself. The doctrine of self-reliance and individualism developed through the belief in the
identification of the individual soul with God.

Transcendentalism was intimately connected with Concord, a small New England village thirty-two kilometers
west of Boston. Concord was the first inland settlement of the original Massachusetts Bay Colony. Surrounded by
forest, it was and remains a peaceful town close enough to Boston’s lectures, bookstores, and colleges to be
intensely cultivated, but far enough away to be serene. Concord was the site of the first battle of the American
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Revolution, and Ralph Waldo Emerson’s poem commemorating the battle, “Concord Hymn,” has one of the most
famous opening stanzas in American literature:

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.

Concord was the first rural artist’s colony, and the first place to offer a spiritual and cultural alternative to American
materialism. It was a place of high-minded conversation and simple living (Emerson and Henry David Thoreau
both had vegetable gardens). Emerson, who moved to Concord in 1834, and Thoreau are most closely
associated with the town, but the locale also attracted the novelist Nathaniel Hawthorne, the feminist writer
Margaret Fuller, the educator (and father of novelist Louisa May Alcott) Bronson Alcott, and the poet William
Ellery Channing. The Transcendental Club was loosely organized in 1836 and included, at various times,
Emerson, Thoreau, Fuller, Channing, Bronson Alcott, Orestes Brownson (a leading minister), Theodore Parker
(abolitionist and minister), and others.

The Transcendentalists published a quarterly magazine, The Dial, which lasted four years and was first edited by
Margaret Fuller and later by Emerson. Reform efforts engaged them as well as literature. A number of
Transcendentalists were abolitionists, and some were involved in experimental utopian communities such as
nearby Brook Farm (described in Hawthorne’s The Blithedale Romance) and Fruitlands.

Unlike many European groups, the Transcendentalists never issued a manifesto. They insisted on individual
differences – on the unique viewpoint of the individual. American Transcendental Romantics pushed radical
individualism to the extreme. American writers often saw themselves as lonely explorers outside society and
convention. The American hero—like Herman Melville’s Captain Ahab, or Mark Twain’s Huck Finn, or Edgar Allan
Poe’s Arthur Gordon Pym—typically faced risk, or even certain destruction, in the pursuit of metaphysical self-
discovery. For the Romantic American writer, nothing was a given. Literary and social conventions, far from being
helpful, were dangerous. There was tremendous pressure to discover an authentic literary form, content, and
voice – all at the same time. It is clear from the many masterpieces produced in the three decades before the U.S.
Civil War (1861–65) that American writers rose to the challenge.

Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803–1882)

Ralph Waldo Emerson, the towering figure of his era, had a religious sense of mission. Although many accused
him of subverting Christianity, he explained that, for him “to be a good minister, it was necessary to leave the
church.” The address he delivered in 1838 at his alma mater, the Harvard Divinity School, made him unwelcome
at Harvard for thirty years. In it, Emerson accused the church of acting “as if God were dead” and of emphasizing
dogma while stifling the spirit.

Emerson’s philosophy has been called contradictory, and it is true that he consciously avoided building a logical
intellectual system because such a rational system would have negated his Romantic belief in intuition and
flexibility. In his essay “Self-Reliance,” Emerson remarks: “A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds.”
Yet he is remarkably consistent in his call for the birth of American individualism inspired by nature. Most of his
major ideas—the need for a new national vision, the use of personal experience, the notion of the cosmic Over-
Soul, and the doctrine of compensation—are suggested in his first publication,
Nature (1836). This essay opens:

Our age is retrospective. It builds the sepulchres of the fathers. It writes biographies, histories, 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 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…? The sun
shines today 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.

Emerson loved the aphoristic genius of the sixteenth-century French essayist Montaigne, and he once told
Bronson Alcott that he wanted to write a book like Montaigne’s, “full of fun, poetry, business, divinity, philosophy,
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anecdotes, smut.” He complained that Alcott’s abstract style omitted “the light that shines on a man’s hat, in a
child’s spoon.”

Spiritual vision and practical, aphoristic expression make Emerson exhilarating; one of the Concord
Transcendentalists aptly compared listening to him with “going to heaven in a swing.” Much of his spiritual insight
comes from his readings in Eastern religion, especially Hinduism, Confucianism, and Islamic Sufism. For
example, his poem “Brahma” relies on Hindu sources to assert a cosmic order beyond the limited perception of
mortals:

If the red slayer think he slay Or the slain think he is slain, They know not well the subtle ways I
keep, and pass, and turn again.
Far or forgot to me is near Shadow and sunlight are the same; The vanished gods to me appear;
And one to me are shame and fame.
They reckon ill who leave me out; When me they fly, I am the wings; I am the doubter and the doubt,
And I the hymn the Brahmin sings
The strong gods pine for my abode, And pine in vain the sacred Seven, But thou, meek lover of the
good! Find me, and turn thy back on heaven.

This poem, published in the first number of the Atlantic Monthly magazine (1857), confused readers unfamiliar
with Brahma, the highest Hindu god, the eternal and infinite soul of the universe. Emerson had this advice for his
readers: “Tell them to say Jehovah instead of Brahma.”

The British critic Matthew Arnold said the most important writings in English in the nineteenth century had been
Wordsworth’s poems and Emerson’s essays. A great prose-poet, Emerson influenced a long line of American
poets, including Walt Whitman, Emily Dickinson, Edwin Arlington Robinson, Wallace Stevens, Hart Crane, and
Robert Frost. He is also credited with influencing the philosophies of John Dewey, George Santayana, Friedrich
Nietzsche, and William James.

Henry David Thoreau (1817–1862)

Henry David Thoreau, of French and Scottish descent, was born in Concord and made it his permanent home.
From a poor family, like Emerson, he worked his way through Harvard. Throughout his life, he reduced his needs
to the simplest level and managed to live on very little money, thus maintaining his independence. In essence, he
made living his career. A nonconformist, he attempted to live his life at all times according to his rigorous
principles. This attempt was the subject of many of his writings.

Thoreau’s masterpiece, Walden, or Life in the Woods (1854), is the result of two years, two months, and two days
(from 1845 to 1847) he spent living in a cabin he built at Walden Pond on property owned by Emerson. In
Walden, Thoreau consciously shapes this time into one year, and the book is carefully constructed so the
seasons are subtly evoked in order. The book also is organized so that the simplest earthly concerns come first
(in the section called “Economy,” he describes the expenses of building a cabin); by the ending, the book has
progressed to meditations on the stars.

In Walden, Thoreau, a lover of travel books and the author of several, gives us an anti-travel book that
paradoxically opens the inner frontier of self-discovery as no American book had up to this time. As deceptively
modest as Thoreau’s ascetic life, it is no less than a guide to living the classical ideal of the good life. Both poetry
and philosophy, this long poetic essay challenges the reader to examine his or her life and live it authentically.
The building of the cabin, described in great detail, is a concrete metaphor for the careful building of a soul. In his
journal for January 30, 1852, Thoreau explains his preference for living rooted in one place: “I am afraid to travel
much or to famous places, lest it might completely dissipate the mind.”

Thoreau’s method of retreat and concentration resembles Asian meditation techniques. The resemblance is not
accidental: like Emerson and Whitman, he was influenced by Hindu and Buddhist philosophy. His most treasured
possession was his library of Asian classics, which he shared with Emerson. His eclectic style draws on Greek
and Latin classics and is crystalline, punning, and as richly metaphorical as the English metaphysical writers of
the late Renaissance.

In Walden, Thoreau not only tests the theories of Transcendentalism, he reenacts the collective American
experience of the nineteenth century: living on the frontier. Thoreau felt that his contribution would be to renew a
sense of the wilderness in language. His journal has an undated entry from 1851:
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English literature from the days of the minstrels to the Lake Poets, Chaucer and Spenser and
Shakespeare and Milton included, breathes no quite fresh and in this sense, wild strain. It is an
essentially tame and civilized literature, reflecting Greece and Rome. Her wilderness is a
greenwood, her wildman a Robin Hood. There is plenty of genial love of nature in her poets, but not
so much of nature herself. Her chronicles inform us when her wild animals, but not the wildman in
her, became extinct. There was need of America.

Walden inspired William Butler Yeats, a passionate Irish nationalist, to write “The Lake Isle of Innisfree,” while
Thoreau’s essay “Civil Disobedience,” with its theory of passive resistance based on the moral necessity for the
just individual to disobey unjust laws, was an inspiration for Mahatma Gandhi’s Indian independence movement
and Martin Luther King’s struggle for black Americans’ civil rights in the twentieth century.

Thoreau is the most attractive of the Transcendentalists today because of his ecological consciousness, do-it-
yourself independence, ethical commitment to abolitionism, and political theory of civil disobedience and peaceful
resistance. His ideas are still fresh, and his incisive poetic style and habit of close observation are still modern.

Walt Whitman (1819–1892)

Born on Long Island, New York, Walt Whitman was a part-time carpenter and man of the people, whose brilliant,
innovative work expressed the country’s democratic spirit. Whitman was largely self-taught; he left school at the
age of 11 to go to work, missing the sort of traditional education that made most American authors respectful
imitators of the English. His Leaves of Grass (1855), which he rewrote and revised throughout his life, contains
“Song of Myself,” the most stunningly original poem ever written by an American. The enthusiastic praise that
Emerson and a few others heaped on this daring volume confirmed Whitman in his poetic vocation, although the
book was not a popular success.

A visionary book celebrating all creation, Leaves of Grass was inspired largely by Emerson’s writings, especially
his essay “The Poet,” which predicted a robust, open-hearted, universal kind of poet uncannily like Whitman
himself. The poem’s innovative, unrhymed, free-verse form, open celebration of sexuality, vibrant democratic
sensibility, and extreme Romantic assertion that the poet’s self was one with the poem, the universe, and the
reader permanently altered the course of American poetry.

Leaves of Grass is as vast, energetic, and natural as the American continent; it was the epic generations of
American critics had been calling for, although they did not recognize it. Movement ripples through “Song of
Myself” like restless music:

My ties and ballasts leave me . . . I skirt sierras, my palms cover continents I am afoot with my
vision.

The poem bulges with myriad concrete sights and sounds. Whitman’s birds are not the conventional “winged
spirits” of poetry. His “yellow-crown’d heron comes to the edge of the marsh at night and feeds upon small crabs.”
Whitman seems to project himself into everything that he sees or imagines. He is mass man, “Voyaging to every
port to dicker and adventure, / Hurrying with the modern crowd as eager and fickle as any.” But he is equally the
suffering individual, “The mother of old, condemn’d for a witch, burnt with dry wood, her children gazing on….I am
the hounded slave, I wince at the bite of the dogs….I am the mash’d fireman with breast-bone broken….”

More than any other writer, Whitman invented the myth of democratic America. “The Americans of all nations at
any time upon the earth have probably the fullest poetical nature. The United States is essentially the greatest
poem.” When Whitman wrote this, he daringly turned upside down the general opinion that America was too
brash and new to be poetic. He invented a timeless America of the free imagination, peopled with pioneering
spirits of all nations. D.H. Lawrence, the British novelist and poet, accurately called him the poet of the “open
road.”

Whitman’s greatness is visible in many of his poems, among them “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry,” “Out of the Cradle
Endlessly Rocking,” and “When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom’d,” a moving elegy on the death of Abraham
Lincoln. Another important work is his long essay “Democratic Vistas” (1871), written during the unrestrained
materialism of industrialism’s “Gilded Age.” In this essay, Whitman justly criticizes America for its “mighty, many-
threaded wealth and industry” that mask an underlying “dry and flat Sahara” of soul. He calls for a new kind of
literature to revive the American population (“Not the book needs so much to be the complete thing, but the
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reader of the book does”). Yet ultimately, Whitman’s main claim to immortality lies in “Song of Myself.” Here he
places the Romantic self at the center of the consciousness of the poem:

I celebrate myself, and sing myself, And what I assume you shall assume, For every atom belonging
to me as good belongs to you.

Whitman’s voice electrifies even modern readers with his proclamation of the unity and vital force of all creation.
He was enormously innovative. From him spring the poem as autobiography, the American Everyman as bard,
the reader as creator, and the still-contemporary discovery of “experimental,” or organic, form.

The Brahmin Poets

In their time, the Boston Brahmins (as the patrician, Harvard-educated class came to be called) supplied the most
respected and genuinely cultivated literary arbiters of the United States. Their lives fitted a pleasant pattern of
wealth and leisure directed by the strong New England work ethic and respect for learning.

In an earlier Puritan age, the Boston Brahmins would have been ministers; in the nineteenth century, they
became professors, often at Harvard. Late in life they sometimes became ambassadors or received honorary
degrees from European institutions. Most of them travelled or were educated in Europe: They were familiar with
the ideas and books of Britain, Germany, and France, and often Italy and Spain. Upper class in background but
democratic in sympathy, the Brahmin poets carried their genteel, European-oriented views to every section of the
United States, through public lectures at the three thousand lyceums (centers for public lectures) and in the pages
of two influential Boston magazines, the North American Review and the Atlantic Monthly.

The writings of the Brahmin poets fused American and European traditions and sought to create a continuity of
shared Atlantic experience. These scholar-poets attempted to educate and elevate the general populace by
introducing a European dimension to American literature. Ironically, their overall effect was conservative. By
insisting on European things and forms, they retarded the growth of a distinctive American consciousness. Well-
meaning men, their conservative backgrounds blinded them to the daring innovativeness of Thoreau, Whitman
(whom they refused to meet socially), and Edgar Allan Poe (whom even Emerson regarded as the “jingle man”).
They were pillars of what was called the “genteel tradition” that three generations of American realists had to
battle. Partly because of their benign but bland influence, it was almost one hundred years before the distinctive
American genius of Whitman, Melville, Thoreau, and Poe was generally recognized in the United States.

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (1807–1882)

The most important Boston Brahmin poets were Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, Oliver Wendell Holmes, and
James Russell Lowell. Longfellow, professor of modern languages at Harvard, was the best-known American
poet of his day. He was responsible for the misty, ahistorical, legendary sense of the past that merged American
and European traditions. He wrote three long narrative poems popularizing native legends in European meters
“Evangeline” (1847), “The Song of Hiawatha” (1855), and “The Courtship of Miles Standish” (1858).

Longfellow also wrote textbooks on modern languages and a travel book entitled Outre-Mer, retelling foreign
legends and patterned after Washington Irving’s Sketch Book. Although conventionality, sentimentality, and facile
handling mar the long poems, haunting short lyrics like “The Jewish Cemetery at Newport” (1854), “My Lost
Youth” (1855), and “The Tide Rises, The Tide Falls” (1880) continue to give pleasure.

James Russell Lowell (1819–1891)

James Russell Lowell, who became professor of modern languages at Harvard after Longfellow retired, is the
Matthew Arnold of American literature. He began as a poet but gradually lost his poetic ability, ending as a
respected critic and educator. As editor of the Atlantic and co-editor of the North American Review, Lowell
exercised enormous influence. Lowell’s A Fable for Critics (1848) is a funny and apt appraisal of American
writers, as in his comment: “There comes Poe, with his raven, like Barnaby Rudge / Three-fifths of him genius and
two-fifths sheer fudge.”

Under his wife’s influence, Lowell became a liberal reformer, abolitionist, and supporter of women’s suffrage and
laws ending child labor. His Biglow Papers, First Series (1847–48) creates Hosea Biglow, a shrewd but
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uneducated village poet who argues for reform in dialect poetry. Benjamin Franklin and Phillip Freneau had used
intelligent villagers as mouthpieces for social commentary. Lowell writes in the same vein, linking the colonial
“character” tradition with the new realism and regionalism based on dialect that flowered in the 1850s and came
to fruition in Mark Twain.

Oliver Wendell Holmes (1809–1894)

Oliver Wendell Holmes, a celebrated physician and professor of anatomy and physiology at Harvard, is the
hardest of the three well-known Brahmins to categorize because his work is marked by a refreshing versatility. It
encompasses collections of humorous essays (for example,
The Autocrat of the Breakfast-Table, 1858), novels (Elsie Venner, 1861), biographies (Ralph Waldo Emerson,
1885), and verse that could be sprightly (“The Deacon’s Masterpiece, or, The Wonderful One-Hoss Shay”),
philosophical (“The Chambered Nautilus”), or fervently patriotic (“Old Ironsides”).

Born in Cambridge, Massachusetts, the suburb of Boston that is home to Harvard, Holmes was the son of a
prominent local minister. His mother was a descendant of the poet Anne Bradstreet. In his time, and more so
thereafter, he symbolized wit, intelligence, and charm not as a discoverer or a trailblazer, but rather as an
exemplary interpreter of everything from society and language to medicine and human nature.

Two Reformers

New England sparkled with intellectual energy in the years before the Civil War. Some of the stars that shine
more brightly today than the famous constellation of Brahmins were dimmed by poverty or accidents of gender or
race in their own time. Modern readers increasingly value the work of abolitionist John Greenleaf Whittier and
feminist and social reformer Margaret Fuller.

John Greenleaf Whittier (1807–1892)

John Greenleaf Whittier, the most active poet of the era, had a background very similar to Walt Whitman’s. He
was born and raised on a modest Quaker farm in Massachusetts, had little formal education, and worked as a
journalist. For decades before it became popular, he was an ardent abolitionist. Whittier is respected for anti-
slavery poems such as “Ichabod,” and his poetry is sometimes viewed as an early example of regional realism.

Whittier’s sharp images, simple constructions, and ballad-like tetrameter couplets have the simple earthy texture
of Robert Burns. His best work, the long poem “Snow Bound,” vividly recreates the poet’s deceased family
members and friends as he remembers them from childhood, huddled cozily around the blazing hearth during one
of New England’s blustering snowstorms. This simple, religious, intensely personal poem, coming after the long
nightmare of the Civil War, is an elegy for the dead and a healing hymn. It affirms the eternity of the spirit, the
timeless power of love in the memory, and the undiminished beauty of nature, despite violent outer political
storms.

Margaret Fuller (1810–1850)

Margaret Fuller, an outstanding essayist, was born and raised in Cambridge, Massachusetts. From a modest
financial background, she was educated at home by her father (women were not allowed to attend Harvard) and
became a child prodigy in the classics and modern literatures. Her special passion was German Romantic
literature, especially Goethe, whom she translated.

The first professional woman journalist of note in America, Fuller wrote influential book reviews and reports on
social issues such as the treatment of women prisoners and the insane. Some of these essays were published in
her book Papers on Literature and Art (1846). A year earlier, she had her most significant book, Woman in the
Nineteenth Century. It originally had appeared in the Transcendentalist magazine, The Dial, which she edited
from 1840 to 1842.

Fuller’s Woman in the Nineteenth Century is the earliest and most American exploration of women’s role in
society. Often applying democratic and Transcendental principles, Fuller thoughtfully analyzes the numerous
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subtle causes and evil consequences of sexual discrimination and suggests positive steps to be taken. Many of
her ideas are strikingly modern. She stresses the importance of “self-dependence,” which women lack because
“they are taught to learn their rule from without, not to unfold it from within.”

Fuller is finally not a feminist so much as an activist and reformer dedicated to the cause of creative human
freedom and dignity for all:

. . . Let us be wise and not impede the soul. . . . Let us have one creative energy. . . .Let it take what
form it will, and let us not bind it by the past to man or woman, black or white.

Emily Dickinson (1830–1886)

Emily Dickinson is, in a sense, a link between her era and the literary sensitivities of the turn of the century. A
radical individualist, she was born and spent her life in Amherst, Massachusetts, a small Calvinist village. She
never married, and she led an unconventional life that was outwardly uneventful but was full of inner intensity.
She loved nature and found deep inspiration in the birds, animals, plants, and changing seasons of the New
England countryside.

Dickinson spent the latter part of her life as a recluse, due to an extremely sensitive psyche and possibly to make
time for writing (for stretches of time she wrote about one poem a day). Her day also included homemaking for
her attorney father, a prominent figure in Amherst who became a member of Congress.

Dickinson was not widely read, but knew the Bible, the works of William Shakespeare, and works of classical
mythology in great depth. These were her true teachers, for Dickinson was certainly the most solitary literary
figure of her time. That this shy, withdrawn, village woman, almost unpublished and unknown, created some of
the greatest American poetry of the nineteenth century has fascinated the public since the 1950s, when her
poetry was rediscovered.

Dickinson’s terse, frequently imagistic style is even more modern and innovative than Whitman’s. She never uses
two words when one will do, and combines concrete things with abstract ideas in an almost proverbial,
compressed style. Her best poems have no fat; many mock current sentimentality, and some are even heretical.
She sometimes shows a terrifying existential awareness. Like Poe, she explores the dark and hidden part of the
mind, dramatizing death and the grave. Yet she also celebrated simple objects – a flower, a bee. Her poetry
exhibits great intelligence and often evokes the agonizing paradox of the limits of the human consciousness
trapped in time. She had an excellent sense of humor, and her range of subjects and treatment is amazingly wide.
Her poems are generally known by the numbers assigned them in Thomas H. Johnson’s standard edition of 1955.
They bristle with odd capitalizations and dashes.

A nonconformist, like Thoreau she often reversed meanings of words and phrases and used paradox to great
effect. From 435:

Much Madness is divinest sense – To a discerning Eye – Much Sense – the starkest Madness – ‘Tis
the Majority In this, as All, prevail – Assent – and you are sane – Demur – you’re straightway
dangerous And handled with a chain –

Her wit shines in the following poem (288), which ridicules ambition and public life:

I’m Nobody! Who are you? Are you – Nobody – Too? Then there’s a pair of us? Don’t tell! they’d
advertise – you know!
How dreary – to be – Somebody! How public – like a Frog – To tell one’s name – the livelong June –
To an admiring Bog!

Dickinson’s 1,775 poems continue to intrigue critics, who often disagree about them. Some stress her mystical
side, some her sensitivity to nature; many note her odd, exotic appeal. One modern critic, R. P. Blackmur,
comments that Dickinson’s poetry sometimes feels as if “a cat came at us speaking English.” Her clean, clear,
chiseled poems are some of the most fascinating and challenging in American literature.
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THANATOPSIS

“ThanatopsisThanatopsis” is a poem by the American poet William Cullen Bryant.

The title comes from the Greek thanatos (“death”) and opsis (“sight”); it has often been
translated as “Meditation upon Death.” Bryant wrote the bulk of the poem in 1811 at age 17,
and it was first published in 1817 by the North American Review. He added the introductory
and concluding lines 10 years later in 1821.

To him who in the love of Nature holds
Communion with her visible forms, she speaks
A various language; for his gayer hours
She has a voice of gladness, and a smile
And eloquence of beauty, and she glides
Into his darker musings, with a mild
And healing sympathy, that steals away
Their sharpness, ere he is aware. When thoughts
Of the last bitter hour come like a blight
Over thy spirit, and sad images
Of the stern agony, and shroud, and pall,
And breathless darkness, and the narrow house,
Make thee to shudder, and grow sick at heart;—
Go forth, under the open sky, and list
To Nature’s teachings, while from all around—
Earth and her waters, and the depths of air—
Comes a still voice—Yet a few days, and thee
The all-beholding sun shall see no more
In all his course; nor yet in the cold ground,
Where thy pale form was laid, with many tears,
Nor in the embrace of ocean, shall exist
Thy image. Earth, that nourished thee, shall claim
Thy growth, to be resolved to earth again,
And, lost each human trace, surrendering up
Thine individual being, shalt thou go
To mix for ever with the elements,
To be a brother to the insensible rock
And to the sluggish clod, which the rude swain
Turns with his share, and treads upon. The oak
Shall send his roots abroad, and pierce thy mould.

Yet not to thine eternal resting-place
Shalt thou retire alone, nor couldst thou wish
Couch more magnificent. Thou shalt lie down
With patriarchs of the infant world—with kings,
The powerful of the earth—the wise, the good,
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Fair forms, and hoary seers of ages past,
All in one mighty sepulchre. The hills
Rock-ribbed and ancient as the sun,—the vales
Stretching in pensive quietness between;
The venerable woods—rivers that move
In majesty, and the complaining brooks
That make the meadows green; and, poured round all,
Old Ocean’s gray and melancholy waste,—
Are but the solemn decorations all
Of the great tomb of man. The golden sun,
The planets, all the infinite host of heaven,
Are shining on the sad abodes of death,
Through the still lapse of ages. All that tread
The globe are but a handful to the tribes
That slumber in its bosom.—- Take the wings
Of morning, pierce the Barean wilderness,
Or lose thyself in the continuous woods
Where rolls the Oregon, and hears no sound,
Save his own dashings—yet the dead are there:
And millions in those solitudes, since first
The flight of years began, have laid them down
In their last sleep—the dead reign there alone,
So shalt thou rest, and what if thou withdraw
In silence from the living, and no friend
Take note of thy departure? All that breathe
Will share thy destiny. The gay will laugh
When thou art gone, the solemn brood of care
Plod on, and each one as before will chase
His favorite phantom; yet all these shall leave
Their mirth and their employments, and shall come
And make their bed with thee. As the long train
Of ages glide away, the sons of men,
The youth in life’s green spring, and he who goes
In the full strength of years, matron and maid,
The speechless babe, and the gray-headed man—
Shall one by one be gathered to thy side,
By those, who in their turn shall follow them.

So live, that when thy summons comes to join
The innumerable caravan, which moves
To that mysterious realm, where each shall take
His chamber in the silent halls of death,
Thou go not, like the quarry-slave at night,
Scourged to his dungeon, but, sustained and soothed
By an unfaltering trust, approach thy grave,
Like one who wraps the drapery of his couch
About him, and lies down to pleasant dreams.

Watch this video online: https://youtu.be/hGvX15W5dE4
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WAKEFIELD

Nathaniel HawthorneNathaniel Hawthorne; born Nathaniel HathorneNathaniel Hathorne; July 4, 1804 – May 19, 1864) was an
American novelist and short story writer.

Much of Hawthorne’s writing centers on New England, many works featuring
moral allegories with a Puritan inspiration. His fiction works are considered part of the
Romantic movement and, more specifically, Dark romanticism. His themes often center
on the inherent evil and sin of humanity, and his works often have moral messages and
deep psychological complexity.

In some old magazine or newspaper I recollect a story, told as truth, of a man—let us call him Wakefield—who
absented himself for a long time from his wife. The fact, thus abstractedly stated, is not very uncommon, nor,
without a proper distinction of circumstances, to be condemned either as naughty or nonsensical. Howbeit, this,
though far from the most aggravated, is perhaps the strangest instance on record of marital delinquency, and,
moreover, as remarkable a freak as may be found in the whole list of human oddities. The wedded couple lived in
London. The man, under pretence of going a journey, took lodgings in the next street to his own house, and there,
unheard of by his wife or friends and without the shadow of a reason for such self-banishment, dwelt upward of
twenty years. During that period he beheld his home every day, and frequently the forlorn Mrs. Wakefield. And
after so great a gap in his matrimonial felicity—when his death was reckoned certain, his estate settled, his name
dismissed from memory and his wife long, long ago resigned to her autumnal widowhood—he entered the door
one evening quietly as from a day’s absence, and became a loving spouse till death.

This outline is all that I remember. But the incident, though of the purest originality, unexampled, and probably
never to be repeated, is one, I think, which appeals to the general sympathies of mankind. We know, each for
himself, that none of us would perpetrate such a folly, yet feel as if some other might. To my own contemplations,
at least, it has often recurred, always exciting wonder, but with a sense that the story must be true and a
conception of its hero’s character. Whenever any subject so forcibly affects the mind, time is well spent in thinking
of it. If the reader choose, let him do his own meditation; or if he prefer to ramble with me through the twenty
years of Wakefield’s vagary, I bid him welcome, trusting that there will be a pervading spirit and a moral, even
should we fail to find them, done up neatly and condensed into the final sentence. Thought has always its efficacy
and every striking incident its moral.

What sort of a man was Wakefield? We are free to shape out our own idea and call it by his name. He was now in
the meridian of life; his matrimonial affections, never violent, were sobered into a calm, habitual sentiment; of all
husbands, he was likely to be the most constant, because a certain sluggishness would keep his heart at rest
wherever it might be placed. He was intellectual, but not actively so; his mind occupied itself in long and lazy
musings that tended to no purpose or had not vigor to attain it; his thoughts were seldom so energetic as to seize
hold of words. Imagination, in the proper meaning of the term, made no part of Wakefield’s gifts. With a cold but
not depraved nor wandering heart, and a mind never feverish with riotous thoughts nor perplexed with originality,
who could have anticipated that our friend would entitle himself to a foremost place among the doers of eccentric
deeds? Had his acquaintances been asked who was the man in London the surest to perform nothing to-day
which should be remembered on the morrow, they would have thought of Wakefield. Only the wife of his bosom
might have hesitated. She, without having analyzed his character, was partly aware of a quiet selfishness that had
rusted into his inactive mind; of a peculiar sort of vanity, the most uneasy attribute about him; of a disposition to
craft which had seldom produced more positive effects than the keeping of petty secrets hardly worth revealing;
and, lastly, of what she called a little strangeness sometimes in the good man. This latter quality is indefinable,
and perhaps non-existent.
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Let us now imagine Wakefield bidding adieu to his wife. It is the dusk of an October evening. His equipment is a
drab greatcoat, a hat covered with an oil-cloth, top-boots, an umbrella in one hand and a small portmanteau in the
other. He has informed Mrs. Wakefield that he is to take the night-coach into the country. She would fain inquire
the length of his journey, its object and the probable time of his return, but, indulgent to his harmless love of
mystery, interrogates him only by a look. He tells her not to expect him positively by the return-coach nor to be
alarmed should he tarry three or four days, but, at all events, to look for him at supper on Friday evening.
Wakefield, himself, be it considered, has no suspicion of what is before him. He holds out his hand; she gives her
own and meets his parting kiss in the matter-of-course way of a ten years’ matrimony, and forth goes the middle-
aged Mr. Wakefield, almost resolved to perplex his good lady by a whole week’s absence. After the door has
closed behind him, she perceives it thrust partly open and a vision of her husband’s face through the aperture,
smiling on her and gone in a moment. For the time this little incident is dismissed without a thought, but long
afterward, when she has been more years a widow than a wife, that smile recurs and flickers across all her
reminiscences of Wakefield’s visage. In her many musings she surrounds the original smile with a multitude of
fantasies which make it strange and awful; as, for instance, if she imagines him in a coffin, that parting look is
frozen on his pale features; or if she dreams of him in heaven, still his blessed spirit wears a quiet and crafty
smile. Yet for its sake, when all others have given him up for dead, she sometimes doubts whether she is a
widow.

But our business is with the husband. We must hurry after him along the street ere he lose his individuality and
melt into the great mass of London life. It would be vain searching for him there. Let us follow close at his heels,
therefore, until, after several superfluous turns and doublings, we find him comfortably established by the fireside
of a small apartment previously bespoken. He is in the next street to his own and at his journey’s end. He can
scarcely trust his good-fortune in having got thither unperceived, recollecting that at one time he was delayed by
the throng in the very focus of a lighted lantern, and again there were footsteps that seemed to tread behind his
own, distinct from the multitudinous tramp around him, and anon he heard a voice shouting afar and fancied that it
called his name. Doubtless a dozen busybodies had been watching him and told his wife the whole affair.

Poor Wakefield! little knowest thou thine own insignificance in this great world. No mortal eye but mine has traced
thee. Go quietly to thy bed, foolish man, and on the morrow, if thou wilt be wise, get thee home to good Mrs.
Wakefield and tell her the truth. Remove not thyself even for a little week from thy place in her chaste bosom.
Were she for a single moment to deem thee dead or lost or lastingly divided from her, thou wouldst be woefully
conscious of a change in thy true wife for ever after. It is perilous to make a chasm in human affections—not that
they gape so long and wide, but so quickly close again.

Almost repenting of his frolic, or whatever it may be termed, Wakefield lies down betimes, and, starting from his
first nap, spreads forth his arms into the wide and solitary waste of the unaccustomed bed, “No,” thinks he,
gathering the bedclothes about him; “I will not sleep alone another night.” In the morning he rises earlier than
usual and sets himself to consider what he really means to do. Such are his loose and rambling modes of thought
that he has taken this very singular step with the consciousness of a purpose, indeed, but without being able to
define it sufficiently for his own contemplation. The vagueness of the project and the convulsive effort with which
he plunges into the execution of it are equally characteristic of a feeble-minded man. Wakefield sifts his ideas,
however, as minutely as he may, and finds himself curious to know the progress of matters at home—how his
exemplary wife will endure her widowhood of a week, and, briefly, how the little sphere of creatures and
circumstances in which he was a central object will be affected by his removal. A morbid vanity, therefore, lies
nearest the bottom of the affair. But how is he to attain his ends? Not, certainly, by keeping close in this
comfortable lodging, where, though he slept and awoke in the next street to his home, he is as effectually abroad
as if the stage-coach had been whirling him away all night. Yet should he reappear, the whole project is knocked
in the head. His poor brains being hopelessly puzzled with this dilemma, he at length ventures out, partly
resolving to cross the head of the street and send one hasty glance toward his forsaken domicile. Habit—for he is
a man of habits—takes him by the hand and guides him, wholly unaware, to his own door, where, just at the
critical moment, he is aroused by the scraping of his foot upon the step.—Wakefield, whither are you going?

At that instant his fate was turning on the pivot. Little dreaming of the doom to which his first backward step
devotes him, he hurries away, breathless with agitation hitherto unfelt, and hardly dares turn his head at the
distant corner. Can it be that nobody caught sight of him? Will not the whole household—the decent Mrs.
Wakefield, the smart maid-servant and the dirty little footboy—raise a hue-and-cry through London streets in
pursuit of their fugitive lord and master? Wonderful escape! He gathers courage to pause and look homeward, but
is perplexed with a sense of change about the familiar edifice such as affects us all when, after a separation of
months or years, we again see some hill or lake or work of art with which we were friends of old. In ordinary cases
this indescribable impression is caused by the comparison and contrast between our imperfect reminiscences and
the reality. In Wakefield the magic of a single night has wrought a similar transformation, because in that brief
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period a great moral change has been effected. But this is a secret from himself. Before leaving the spot he
catches a far and momentary glimpse of his wife passing athwart the front window with her face turned toward the
head of the street. The crafty nincompoop takes to his heels, scared with the idea that among a thousand such
atoms of mortality her eye must have detected him. Right glad is his heart, though his brain be somewhat dizzy,
when he finds himself by the coal-fire of his lodgings.

So much for the commencement of this long whim-wham. After the initial conception and the stirring up of the
man’s sluggish temperament to put it in practice, the whole matter evolves itself in a natural train. We may
suppose him, as the result of deep deliberation, buying a new wig of reddish hair and selecting sundry garments,
in a fashion unlike his customary suit of brown, from a Jew’s old-clothes bag. It is accomplished: Wakefield is
another man. The new system being now established, a retrograde movement to the old would be almost as
difficult as the step that placed him in his unparalleled position. Furthermore, he is rendered obstinate by a
sulkiness occasionally incident to his temper and brought on at present by the inadequate sensation which he
conceives to have been produced in the bosom of Mrs. Wakefield. He will not go back until she be frightened half
to death. Well, twice or thrice has she passed before his sight, each time with a heavier step, a paler cheek and
more anxious brow, and in the third week of his non-appearance he detects a portent of evil entering the house in
the guise of an apothecary. Next day the knocker is muffled. Toward nightfall comes the chariot of a physician
and deposits its big-wigged and solemn burden at Wakefield’s door, whence after a quarter of an hour’s visit he
emerges, perchance the herald of a funeral. Dear woman! will she die?

By this time Wakefield is excited to something like energy of feeling, but still lingers away from his wife’s bedside,
pleading with his conscience that she must not be disturbed at such a juncture. If aught else restrains him, he
does not know it. In the course of a few weeks she gradually recovers. The crisis is over; her heart is sad,
perhaps, but quiet, and, let him return soon or late, it will never be feverish for him again. Such ideas glimmer
through the mist of Wakefield’s mind and render him indistinctly conscious that an almost impassable gulf divides
his hired apartment from his former home. “It is but in the next street,” he sometimes says. Fool! it is in another
world. Hitherto he has put off’ his return from one particular day to another; henceforward he leaves the precise
time undetermined—not to-morrow; probably next week; pretty soon. Poor man! The dead have nearly as much
chance of revisiting their earthly homes as the self-banished Wakefield.

Would that I had a folio to write, instead of an article of a dozen pages! Then might I exemplify how an influence
beyond our control lays its strong hand on every deed which we do and weaves its consequences into an iron
tissue of necessity.

Wakefield is spellbound. We must leave him for ten years or so to haunt around his house without once crossing
the threshold, and to be faithful to his wife with all the affection of which his heart is capable, while he is slowly
fading out of hers. Long since, it must be remarked, he has lost the perception of singularity in his conduct.

Now for a scene. Amid the throng of a London street we distinguish a man, now waxing elderly, with few
characteristics to attract careless observers, yet bearing in his whole aspect the handwriting of no common fate
for such as have the skill to read it. He is meagre; his low and narrow forehead is deeply wrinkled; his eyes, small
and lustreless, sometimes wander apprehensively about him, but oftener seem to look inward. He bends his head
and moves with an indescribable obliquity of gait, as if unwilling to display his full front to the world. Watch him
long enough to see what we have described, and you will allow that circumstances—which often produce
remarkable men from Nature’s ordinary handiwork—have produced one such here. Next, leaving him to sidle
along the footwalk, cast your eyes in the opposite direction, where a portly female considerably in the wane of life,
with a prayer-book in her hand, is proceeding to yonder church. She has the placid mien of settled widowhood.
Her regrets have either died away or have become so essential to her heart that they would be poorly exchanged
for joy. Just as the lean man and well-conditioned woman are passing a slight obstruction occurs and brings these
two figures directly in contact. Their hands touch; the pressure of the crowd forces her bosom against his
shoulder; they stand face to face, staring into each other’s eyes. After a ten years’ separation thus Wakefield
meets his wife. The throng eddies away and carries them asunder. The sober widow, resuming her former pace,
proceeds to church, but pauses in the portal and throws a perplexed glance along the street. She passes in,
however, opening her prayer-book as she goes.

And the man? With so wild a face that busy and selfish London stands to gaze after him he hurries to his
lodgings, bolts the door and throws himself upon the bed. The latent feelings of years break out; his feeble mind
acquires a brief energy from their strength; all the miserable strangeness of his life is revealed to him at a glance,
and he cries out passionately, “Wakefield, Wakefield! You are mad!” Perhaps he was so. The singularity of his
situation must have so moulded him to itself that, considered in regard to his fellow-creatures and the business of
life, he could not be said to possess his right mind. He had contrived—or, rather, he had happened—to dissever
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himself from the world, to vanish, to give up his place and privileges with living men without being admitted among
the dead. The life of a hermit is nowise parallel to his. He was in the bustle of the city as of old, but the crowd
swept by and saw him not; he was, we may figuratively say, always beside his wife and at his hearth, yet must
never feel the warmth of the one nor the affection of the other. It was Wakefield’s unprecedented fate to retain his
original share of human sympathies and to be still involved in human interests, while he had lost his reciprocal
influence on them. It would be a most curious speculation to trace out the effect of such circumstances on his
heart and intellect separately and in unison. Yet, changed as he was, he would seldom be conscious of it, but
deem himself the same man as ever; glimpses of the truth, indeed, would come, but only for the moment, and still
he would keep saying, “I shall soon go back,” nor reflect that he had been saying so for twenty years.

I conceive, also, that these twenty years would appear in the retrospect scarcely longer than the week to which
Wakefield had at first limited his absence. He would look on the affair as no more than an interlude in the main
business of his life. When, after a little while more, he should deem it time to re-enter his parlor, his wife would
clap her hands for joy on beholding the middle-aged Mr. Wakefield. Alas, what a mistake! Would Time but await
the close of our favorite follies, we should be young men—all of us—and till Doomsday.

One evening, in the twentieth year since he vanished, Wakefield is taking his customary walk toward the dwelling
which he still calls his own. It is a gusty night of autumn, with frequent showers that patter down upon the
pavement and are gone before a man can put up his umbrella. Pausing near the house, Wakefield discerns
through the parlor-windows of the second floor the red glow and the glimmer and fitful flash of a comfortable fire.
On the ceiling appears a grotesque shadow of good Mrs. Wakefield. The cap, the nose and chin and the broad
waist form an admirable caricature, which dances, moreover, with the up-flickering and down-sinking blaze almost
too merrily for the shade of an elderly widow. At this instant a shower chances to fall, and is driven by the
unmannerly gust full into Wakefield’s face and bosom. He is quite penetrated with its autumnal chill. Shall he
stand wet and shivering here, when his own hearth has a good fire to warm him and his own wife will run to fetch
the gray coat and small-clothes which doubtless she has kept carefully in the closet of their bedchamber? No;
Wakefield is no such fool. He ascends the steps—heavily, for twenty years have stiffened his legs since he came
down, but he knows it not.—Stay, Wakefield! Would you go to the sole home that is left you? Then step into your
grave.—The door opens. As he passes in we have a parting glimpse of his visage, and recognize the crafty smile
which was the precursor of the little joke that he has ever since been playing off at his wife’s expense. How
unmercifully has he quizzed the poor woman! Well, a good night’s rest to Wakefield!

This happy event—supposing it to be such—could only have occurred at an unpremeditated moment. We will not
follow our friend across the threshold. He has left us much food for thought, a portion of which shall lend its
wisdom to a moral and be shaped into a figure. Amid the seeming confusion of our mysterious world individuals
are so nicely adjusted to a system, and systems to one another and to a whole, that by stepping aside for a
moment a man exposes himself to a fearful risk of losing his place for ever. Like Wakefield, he may become, as it
were, the outcast of the universe.

Watch this video online: https://youtu.be/qp3Ug60HHgI
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SONG OF MYSELF

“Song of MyselfSong of Myself” is a poem by Walt Whitman that is included in his work Leaves of Grass. It
has been credited as “representing the core of Whitman’s poetic vision.”

The poem is written in Whitman’s signature free verse style. Whitman, who praises words
“as simple as grass” (section 39) forgoes standard verse and stanza patterns in favor of a
simple, legible style that can appeal to a mass audience.

1

I CELEBRATE myself, and sing myself,

And what I assume you shall assume,

For every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you.

I loafe and invite my soul,

I lean and loafe at my ease observing a spear of summer grass.

My tongue, every atom of my blood, form’d from this soil, this
air,

Born here of parents born here from parents the same, and their
parents the same,

I, now thirty-seven years old in perfect health begin,

Hoping to cease not till death.

Creeds and schools in abeyance,

Retiring back a while sufficed at what they are, but never forgotten,

I harbor for good or bad, I permit to speak at every hazard,

Nature without check with original energy.

2

Houses and rooms are full of perfumes, the shelves are crowded
with perfumes,

I breathe the fragrance myself and know it and like it,

The distillation would intoxicate me also, but I shall not let it.

The atmosphere is not a perfume, it has no taste of the distillation,
it is odorless,

7676



It is for my mouth forever, I am in love with it,

I will go to the bank by the wood and become undisguised and
naked,

I am mad for it to be in contact with me.

The smoke of my own breath,

Echoes, ripples, buzz’d whispers, love-root, silk-thread, crotch and
vine,

My respiration and inspiration, the beating of my heart, the pass-
ing of blood and air through my lungs,

The sniff of green leaves and dry leaves, and of the shore and
dark-color’d sea-rocks, and of hay in the barn,

The sound of the belch’d words of my voice loos’d to the eddies
of the wind,

A few light kisses, a few embraces, a reaching around of arms,

The play of shine and shade on the trees as the supple boughs
wag,

The delight alone or in the rush of the streets, or along the fields
and hill-sides,

The feeling of health, the full-noon trill, the song of me rising from
bed and meeting the sun.

Have you reckon’d a thousand acres much? have you reckon’d
the earth much?

Have you practis’d so long to learn to read?

Have you felt so proud to get at the meaning of poems?

Stop this day and night with me and you shall possess the origin
of all poems,

You shall possess the good of the earth and sun, (there are millions
of suns left,)

You shall no longer take things at second or third hand, nor look
through the eyes of the dead, nor feed on the spectres in books,

You shall not look through my eyes either, nor take things from me,

You shall listen to all sides and filter them from your self.

3

I have heard what the talkers were talking, the talk of the beginning and the end,

But I do not talk of the beginning or the end.

There was never any more inception than there is now,

Nor any more youth or age than there is now,
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And will never be any more perfection than there is now,

Nor any more heaven or hell than there is now.

Urge and urge and urge,

Always the procreant urge of the world.

Out of the dimness opposite equals advance, always substance and
increase, always sex,

Always a knit of identity, always distinction, always a breed of life.

To elaborate is no avail, learn’d and unlearn’d feel that it is so.

Sure as the most certain sure, plumb in the uprights, well entretied,
braced in the beams,

Stout as a horse, affectionate, haughty, electrical,

I and this mystery here we stand.

Clear and sweet is my soul, and clear and sweet is all that is not
my soul.

Lack one lacks both, and the unseen is proved by the seen,

Till that becomes unseen and receives proof in its turn.

Showing the best and dividing it from the worst age vexes age,

Knowing the perfect fitness and equanimity of things, while they
discuss I am silent, and go bathe and admire myself.

Welcome is every organ and attribute of me, and of any man
hearty and clean,

Not an inch nor a particle of an inch is vile, and none shall be
less familiar than the rest.

I am satisfied—I see, dance, laugh, sing;

As the hugging and loving bed-fellow sleeps at my side through
the night, and withdraws at the peep of the day with

stealthy tread,

Leaving me baskets cover’d with white towels swelling the house
with their plenty,

Shall I postpone my acceptation and realization and scream at my
eyes,

That they turn from gazing after and down the road,

And forthwith cipher and show me to a cent,

Exactly the value of one and exactly the value of two, and which
is ahead?
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4

Trippers and askers surround me,

People I meet, the effect upon me of my early life or the ward
and city I live in, or the nation,

The latest dates, discoveries, inventions, societies, authors old and
new,

My dinner, dress, associates, looks, compliments, dues,

The real or fancied indifference of some man or woman I love,

The sickness of one of my folks or of myself, or ill-doing or loss or
lack of money, or depressions or exaltations,

Battles, the horrors of fratricidal war, the fever of doubtful news,
the fitful events;

These come to me days and nights and go from me again,

But they are not the Me myself.

Apart from the pulling and hauling stands what I am,

Stands amused, complacent, compassionating, idle, unitary,

Looks down, is erect, or bends an arm on an impalpable certain
rest,

Looking with side-curved head curious what will come next,

Both in and out of the game and watching and wondering at it.

Backward I see in my own days where I sweated through fog with
linguists and contenders,

I have no mockings or arguments, I witness and wait.

5

I believe in you my soul, the other I am must not abase itself to you,

And you must not be abased to the other.

Loafe with me on the grass, loose the stop from your throat,

Not words, not music or rhyme I want, not custom or lecture, not
even the best,

Only the lull I like, the hum of your valvèd voice.

I mind how once we lay such a transparent summer morning,

How you settled your head athwart my hips and gently turn’d over
upon me,

And parted the shirt from my bosom-bone, and plunged your
tongue to my bare-stript heart,
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And reach’d till you felt my beard, and reach’d till you held my
feet.

Swiftly arose and spread around me the peace and knowledge that
pass all the argument of the earth,

And I know that the hand of God is the promise of my own,

And I know that the spirit of God is the brother of my own,

And that all the men ever born are also my brothers, and the
women my sisters and lovers,

And that a kelson of the creation is love,

And limitless are leaves stiff or drooping in the fields,

And brown ants in the little wells beneath them,

And mossy scabs of the worm fence, heap’d stones, elder, mullein
and poke-weed.

6

A child said What is the grass? fetching it to me with full hands;

How could I answer the child? I do not know what it is any
more than he.

I guess it must be the flag of my disposition, out of hopeful green
stuff woven.

Or I guess it is the handkerchief of the Lord,

A scented gift and remembrancer designedly dropt,

Bearing the owner’s name someway in the corners, that we may
see and remark, and say
Whose?

Or I guess the grass is itself a child, the produced babe of the
vegetation.

Or I guess it is a uniform hieroglyphic,

And it means, Sprouting alike in broad zones and narrow zones,

Growing among black folks as among white,

Kanuck, Tuckahoe, Congressman, Cuff, I give them the same, I
receive them the same.

And now it seems to me the beautiful uncut hair of graves.

Tenderly will I use you curling grass,

It may be you transpire from the breasts of young men,

It may be if I had known them I would have loved them,

It may be you are from old people, or from offspring taken soon
out of their mothers’ laps,
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And here you are the mothers’ laps.

This grass is very dark to be from the white heads of old mothers,

Darker than the colorless beards of old men,

Dark to come from under the faint red roofs of mouths.

O I perceive after all so many uttering tongues,

And I perceive they do not come from the roofs of mouths for
nothing.

I wish I could translate the hints about the dead young men and
women,

And the hints about old men and mothers, and the offspring taken
soon out of their laps.

What do you think has become of the young and old men?

And what do you think has become of the women and chil-
dren?

They are alive and well somewhere,

The smallest sprout shows there is really no death,

And if ever there was it led forward life, and does not wait at the
end to arrest it,

And ceas’d the moment life appear’d.

All goes onward and outward, nothing collapses,

And to die is different from what any one supposed, and luckier.

7

Has any one supposed it lucky to be born?

I hasten to inform him or her it is just as lucky to die, and I
know it.

I pass death with the dying and birth with the new-wash’d babe,
and am not contain’d between my hat and boots,

And peruse manifold objects, no two alike and every one good,

The earth good and the stars good, and their adjuncts all good.

I am not an earth nor an adjunct of an earth,

I am the mate and companion of people, all just as immortal and
fathomless as myself,

(They do not know how immortal, but I know.)

Every kind for itself and its own, for me mine male and female,

For me those that have been boys and that love women,
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For me the man that is proud and feels how it stings to be
slighted,

For me the sweet-heart and the old maid, for me mothers and the
mothers of mothers,

For me lips that have smiled, eyes that have shed tears,

For me children and the begetters of children.

Undrape! you are not guilty to me, nor stale nor discarded,

I see through the broadcloth and gingham whether or no,

And am around, tenacious, acquisitive, tireless, and cannot be
shaken away.

8

The little one sleeps in its cradle,

I lift the gauze and look a long time, and silently brush away flies
with my hand.

The youngster and the red-faced girl turn aside up the bushy hill,

I peeringly view them from the top.

The suicide sprawls on the bloody floor of the bedroom,

I witness the corpse with its dabbled hair, I note where the pistol
has fallen.

The blab of the pave, tires of carts, sluff of boot-soles, talk of the
promenaders,

The heavy omnibus, the driver with his interrogating thumb, the
clank of the shod horses on the granite floor,

The snow-sleighs, clinking, shouted jokes, pelts of snow-balls,

The hurrahs for popular favorites, the fury of rous’d mobs,

The flap of the curtain’d litter, a sick man inside borne to the
hospital,

The meeting of enemies, the sudden oath, the blows and fall,

The excited crowd, the policeman with his star quickly working
his passage to the centre of the crowd,

The impassive stones that receive and return so many echoes,

What groans of over-fed or half-starv’d who fall sunstruck or in
fits,

What exclamations of women taken suddenly who hurry home and
give birth to babes,

What living and buried speech is always vibrating here, what howls
restrain’d by decorum,
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Arrests of criminals, slights, adulterous offers made, acceptances,
rejections with convex lips,

I mind them or the show or resonance of them—I come and I
depart.

9

The big doors of the country barn stand open and ready,

The dried grass of the harvest-time loads the slow-drawn wagon,

The clear light plays on the brown gray and green intertinged,

The armfuls are pack’d to the sagging mow.

I am there, I help, I came stretch’d atop of the load,

I felt its soft jolts, one leg reclined on the other,

I jump from the cross-beams and seize the clover and timothy,

And roll head over heels and tangle my hair full of wisps.

10

Alone far in the wilds and mountains I hunt,

Wandering amazed at my own lightness and glee,

In the late afternoon choosing a safe spot to pass the night,

Kindling a fire and broiling the fresh-kill’d game,

Falling asleep on the gather’d leaves with my dog and gun by my
side.

The Yankee clipper is under her sky-sails, she cuts the sparkle and
scud,

My eyes settle the land, I bend at her prow or shout joyously from
the deck.

The boatmen and clam-diggers arose early and stopt for me,

I tuck’d my trowser-ends in my boots and went and had a good
time;

You should have been with us that day round the chowder-kettle.

I saw the marriage of the trapper in the open air in the far west,
the bride was a red girl,

Her father and his friends sat near cross-legged and dumbly
smoking, they had moccasins to their feet and large thick

blankets hanging from their shoulders,

On a bank lounged the trapper, he was drest mostly in skins, his
luxuriant beard and curls protected his neck, he held his
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bride by the hand,

She had long eyelashes, her head was bare, her coarse straight
locks descended upon her voluptuous limbs and reach’d to

her feet.

The runaway slave came to my house and stopt outside,

I heard his motions crackling the twigs of the woodpile,

Through the swung half-door of the kitchen I saw him limpsy and
weak,

And went where he sat on a log and led him in and assured him,

And brought water and fill’d a tub for his sweated body and bruis’d
feet,

And gave him a room that enter’d from my own, and gave him
some coarse clean clothes,

And remember perfectly well his revolving eyes and his awkwardness,

And remember putting plasters on the galls of his neck and ankles;

He staid with me a week before he was recuperated and pass’d
north,

I had him sit next me at table, my fire-lock lean’d in the corner.

11

Twenty-eight young men bathe by the shore,

Twenty-eight young men and all so friendly;

Twenty-eight years of womanly life and all so lonesome.

She owns the fine house by the rise of the bank,

She hides handsome and richly drest aft the blinds of the window.

Which of the young men does she like the best?

Ah the homeliest of them is beautiful to her.

Where are you off to, lady? for I see you,

You splash in the water there, yet stay stock still in your room.

Dancing and laughing along the beach came the twenty-ninth bather,

The rest did not see her, but she saw them and loved them.

The beards of the young men glisten’d with wet, it ran from their
long hair,

Little streams pass’d all over their bodies.

An unseen hand also pass’d over their bodies,
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It descended tremblingly from their temples and ribs.

The young men float on their backs, their white bellies bulge to
the sun, they do not ask who seizes fast to them,

They do not know who puffs and declines with pendant and bend-
ing arch,

They do not think whom they souse with spray.

12

The butcher-boy puts off his killing-clothes, or sharpens his knife
at the stall in the market,

I loiter enjoying his repartee and his shuffle and break-down.

Blacksmiths with grimed and hairy chests environ the anvil,

Each has his main-sledge, they are all out, there is a great heat in
the fire.

From the cinder-strew’d threshold I follow their movements,

The lithe sheer of their waists plays even with their massive arms,

Overhand the hammers swing, overhand so slow, overhand so
sure,

They do not hasten, each man hits in his place.

13

The negro holds firmly the reins of his four horses, the block swags
underneath on its tied-over chain,

The negro that drives the long dray of the stone-yard, steady and
tall he stands pois’d on one leg on the string-piece,

His blue shirt exposes his ample neck and breast and loosens over
his hip-band,

His glance is calm and commanding, he tosses the slouch of his
hat away from his forehead,

The sun falls on his crispy hair and mustache, falls on the black
of his polish’d and perfect limbs.

I behold the picturesque giant and love him, and I do not stop
there,

I go with the team also.

In me the caresser of life wherever moving, backward as well as
forward sluing,

To niches aside and junior bending, not a person or object miss-
ing,

Absorbing all to myself and for this song.
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Oxen that rattle the yoke and chain or halt in the leafy shade,
what is that you express in your eyes?

It seems to me more than all the print I have read in my life.

My tread scares the wood-drake and wood-duck on my distant and
day-long ramble,

They rise together, they slowly circle around.

I believe in those wing’d purposes,

And acknowledge red, yellow, white, playing within me,

And consider green and violet and the tufted crown intentional,

And do not call the tortoise unworthy because she is not something
else,

And the jay in the woods never studied the gamut, yet trills pretty
well to me,

And the look of the bay mare shames silliness out of me.

14

The wild gander leads his flock through the cool night,

Ya-honk he says, and sounds it down to me like an invitation,

The pert may suppose it meaningless, but I listening close,

Find its purpose and place up there toward the wintry sky.

The sharp-hoof’d moose of the north, the cat on the house-sill,
the chickadee, the prairie-dog,

The litter of the grunting sow as they tug at her teats,

The brood of the turkey-hen and she with her half-spread wings,

I see in them and myself the same old law.

The press of my foot to the earth springs a hundred affections,

They scorn the best I can do to relate them.

I am enamour’d of growing out-doors,

Of men that live among cattle or taste of the ocean or woods,

Of the builders and steerers of ships and the wielders of axes and
mauls, and the drivers of horses,

I can eat and sleep with them week in and week out.

What is commonest, cheapest, nearest, easiest, is Me,

Me going in for my chances, spending for vast returns,

Adorning myself to bestow myself on the first that will take me,

8686



Not asking the sky to come down to my good will,

Scattering it freely forever.

15

The pure contralto sings in the organ loft,

The carpenter dresses his plank, the tongue of his foreplane whistles
its wild ascending lisp,

The married and unmarried children ride home to their Thanks-
giving dinner,

The pilot seizes the king-pin, he heaves down with a strong arm,

The mate stands braced in the whale-boat, lance and harpoon are
ready,

The duck-shooter walks by silent and cautious stretches,

The deacons are ordain’d with cross’d hands at the altar,

The spinning-girl retreats and advances to the hum of the big
wheel,

The farmer stops by the bars as he walks on a First-day loafe and
looks at the oats and rye,

The lunatic is carried at last to the asylum a confirm’d case,

(He will never sleep any more as he did in the cot in his mother’s
bed-room;)

The jour printer with gray head and gaunt jaws works at his case,

He turns his quid of tobacco while his eyes blurr with the manu-
script;

The malform’d limbs are tied to the surgeon’s table,

What is removed drops horribly in a pail;

View Page 40

The quadroon girl is sold at the auction-stand, the drunkard nods
by the bar-room stove,

The machinist rolls up his sleeves, the policeman travels his beat,
the gate-keeper marks who pass,

The young fellow drives the express-wagon, (I love him, though
I do not know him;)

The half-breed straps on his light boots to compete in the race,

The western turkey-shooting draws old and young, some lean on
their rifles, some sit on logs,
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Out from the crowd steps the marksman, takes his position, levels
his piece;

The groups of newly-come immigrants cover the wharf or levee,

As the woolly-pates hoe in the sugar-field, the overseer views them
from his saddle,

The bugle calls in the ball-room, the gentlemen run for their part-
ners, the dancers bow to each other,

The youth lies awake in the cedar-roof’d garret and harks to the
musical rain,

The Wolverine sets traps on the creek that helps fill the Huron,

The squaw wrapt in her yellow-hemm’d cloth is offering moccasins
and bead-bags for sale,

The connoisseur peers along the exhibition-gallery with half-shut
eyes bent sideways,

As the deck-hands make fast the steamboat the plank is thrown for
the shore-going passengers,

The young sister holds out the skein while the elder sister winds it
off in a ball, and stops now and then for the knots,

The one-year wife is recovering and happy having a week ago
borne her first child,

The clean-hair’d Yankee girl works with her sewing-machine or in
the factory or mill,

The paving-man leans on his two-handed rammer, the reporter’s
lead flies swiftly over the note-book, the sign-painter is

lettering with blue and gold,

The canal boy trots on the tow-path, the book-keeper counts at
his desk, the shoemaker waxes his thread,

The conductor beats time for the band and all the performers
follow him,

The child is baptized, the convert is making his first professions,

The regatta is spread on the bay, the race is begun, (how the
white sails sparkle!)

The drover watching his drove sings out to them that would
stray,

The pedler sweats with his pack on his back, (the purchaser hig-
gling about the odd cent;)

View Page 41

The bride unrumples her white dress, the minute-hand of the clock
moves slowly,
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The opium-eater reclines with rigid head and just-open’d lips,

The prostitute draggles her shawl, her bonnet bobs on her tipsy
and pimpled neck,

The crowd laugh at her blackguard oaths, the men jeer and wink
to each other,

(Miserable! I do not laugh at your oaths nor jeer you;)

The President holding a cabinet council is surrounded by the great
Secretaries,

On the piazza walk three matrons stately and friendly with twined
arms,

The crew of the fish-smack pack repeated layers of halibut in the
hold,

The Missourian crosses the plains toting his wares and his cattle,

As the fare-collector goes through the train he gives notice by the
jingling of loose change,

The floor-men are laying the floor, the tinners are tinning the roof,
the masons are calling for mortar,

In single file each shouldering his hod pass onward the laborers;

Seasons pursuing each other the indescribable crowd is gather’d,
it is the fourth of Seventh-month, (what salutes of cannon

and small arms!)

Seasons pursuing each other the plougher ploughs, the mower
mows, and the winter-grain falls in the ground;

Off on the lakes the pike-fisher watches and waits by the hole in
the frozen surface,

The stumps stand thick round the clearing, the squatter strikes
deep with his axe,

Flatboatmen make fast towards dusk near the cotton-wood or
pecan-trees,

Coon-seekers go through the regions of the Red river or through
those drain’d by the Tennessee, or through those of the

Arkansas,

Torches shine in the dark that hangs on the Chattahooche or
Altamahaw,

Patriarchs sit at supper with sons and grandsons and great-grand-
sons around them,

In walls of adobie, in canvas tents, rest hunters and trappers after
their day’s sport,

The city sleeps and the country sleeps,

The living sleep for their time, the dead sleep for their time,
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The old husband sleeps by his wife and the young husband sleeps
by his wife;

And these tend inward to me, and I tend outward to them,

View Page 42

And such as it is to be of these more or less I am,

And of these one and all I weave the song of myself.

16

I am of old and young, of the foolish as much as the wise,

Regardless of others, ever regardful of others,

Maternal as well as paternal, a child as well as a man,

Stuff’d with the stuff that is coarse and stuff’d with the stuff that
is fine,

One of the Nation of many nations, the smallest the same and the
largest the same,

A Southerner soon as a Northerner, a planter nonchalant and
hospitable down by the Oconee I live,

A Yankee bound my own way ready for trade, my joints the
limberest joints on earth and the sternest joints on

earth,

A Kentuckian walking the vale of the Elkhorn in my deer-skin
leggings, a Louisianian or Georgian,

A boatman over lakes or bays or along coasts, a Hoosier, Badger,
Buckeye;

At home on Kanadian snow-shoes or up in the bush, or with
fishermen off Newfoundland,

At home in the fleet of ice-boats, sailing with the rest and tack-
ing,

At home on the hills of Vermont or in the woods of Maine, or the
Texan ranch,

Comrade of Californians, comrade of free North-Westerners, (lov-
ing their big proportions,)

Comrade of raftsmen and coalmen, comrade of all who shake
hands and welcome to drink and meat,

A learner with the simplest, a teacher of the thoughtfullest,

A novice beginning yet experient of myriads of seasons,

Of every hue and caste am I, of every rank and religion,
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A farmer, mechanic, artist, gentleman, sailor, quaker,

Prisoner, fancy-man, rowdy, lawyer, physician, priest.

I resist any thing better than my own diversity,

Breathe the air but leave plenty after me,

And am not stuck up, and am in my place.

(The moth and the fish-eggs are in their place,

The bright suns I see and the dark suns I cannot see are in their
place,

The palpable is in its place and the impalpable is in its place.)

17

These are really the thoughts of all men in all ages and lands, they
are not original with me,

If they are not yours as much as mine they are nothing, or next
to nothing,

If they are not the riddle and the untying of the riddle they are
nothing,

If they are not just as close as they are distant they are nothing.

This is the grass that grows wherever the land is and the water is,

This the common air that bathes the globe.

18

With music strong I come, with my cornets and my drums,

I play not marches for accepted victors only, I play marches for
conquer’d and slain persons.

Have you heard that it was good to gain the day?

I also say it is good to fall, battles are lost in the same spirit in
which they are won.

I beat and pound for the dead,

I blow through my embouchures my loudest and gayest for them.

Vivas to those who have fail’d!

And to those whose war-vessels sank in the sea!

And to those themselves who sank in the sea!

And to all generals that lost engagements, and all overcome heroes!

And the numberless unknown heroes equal to the greatest heroes
known!
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19

This is the meal equally set, this the meat for natural hunger,

It is for the wicked just the same as the righteous, I make appoint-
ments with all,

I will not have a single person slighted or left away,

The kept-woman, sponger, thief, are hereby invited,

The heavy-lipp’d slave is invited, the venerealee is invited;

There shall be no difference between them and the rest.

This is the press of a bashful hand, this the float and odor of hair,

This the touch of my lips to yours, this the murmur of yearning,

This the far-off depth and height reflecting my own face,

This the thoughtful merge of myself, and the outlet again.

Do you guess I have some intricate purpose?

Well I have, for the Fourth-month showers have, and the mica on
the side of a rock has.

Do you take it I would astonish?

Does the daylight astonish? does the early redstart twittering
through the woods?

Do I astonish more than they?

This hour I tell things in confidence,

I might not tell everybody, but I will tell you.

20

Who goes there? hankering, gross, mystical, nude;

How is it I extract strength from the beef I eat?

What is a man anyhow? what am I? what are you?

All I mark as my own you shall offset it with your own,

Else it were time lost listening to me.

I do not snivel that snivel the world over,

That months are vacuums and the ground but wallow and filth.

Whimpering and truckling fold with powders for invalids, con-
formity goes to the fourth-remov’d,

I wear my hat as I please indoors or out.

Why should I pray? why should I venerate and be ceremonious?
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Having pried through the strata, analyzed to a hair, counsel’d with
doctors and calculated close,

I find no sweeter fat than sticks to my own bones.

In all people I see myself, none more and not one a barley-corn
less,

And the good or bad I say of myself I say of them.

I know I am solid and sound,

To me the converging objects of the universe perpetually flow,

All are written to me, and I must get what the writing means.

I know I am deathless,

I know this orbit of mine cannot be swept by a carpenter’s
compass,

I know I shall not pass like a child’s carlacue cut with a burnt

stick at night.

I know I am august,

I do not trouble my spirit to vindicate itself or be understood,

I see that the elementary laws never apologize,

(I reckon I behave no prouder than the level I plant my house by,
after all.)

I exist as I am, that is enough,

If no other in the world be aware I sit content,

And if each and all be aware I sit content.

One world is aware and by far the largest to me, and that is my-
self,

And whether I come to my own to-day or in ten thousand or ten
million years,

I can cheerfully take it now, or with equal cheerfulness I can wait.

My foothold is tenon’d and mortis’d in granite,

I laugh at what you call dissolution,

And I know the amplitude of time.

21

I am the poet of the Body and I am the poet of the Soul,

The pleasures of heaven are with me and the pains of hell are
with me,
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The first I graft and increase upon myself, the latter I translate
into a new tongue.

I am the poet of the woman the same as the man,

And I say it is as great to be a woman as to be a man,

And I say there is nothing greater than the mother of men.

I chant the chant of dilation or pride,

We have had ducking and deprecating about enough,

I show that size is only development.

Have you outstript the rest? are you the President?

It is a trifle, they will more than arrive there every one, and still
pass on.

I am he that walks with the tender and growing night,

I call to the earth and sea half-held by the night

Press close bare-bosom’d night—press close magnetic nourishing
night!

Night of south winds—night of the large few stars!

Still nodding night—mad naked summer night.

Smile O voluptuous cool-breath’d earth!

Earth of the slumbering and liquid trees!

Earth of departed sunset—earth of the mountains misty-topt!

Earth of the vitreous pour of the full moon just tinged with blue!

Earth of shine and dark mottling the tide of the river!

Earth of the limpid gray of clouds brighter and clearer for my
sake!

Far-swooping elbow’d earth—rich apple-blossom’d earth!

Smile, for your lover comes.

Prodigal, you have given me love—therefore I to you give love!

O unspeakable passionate love.

22

You sea! I resign myself to you also—I guess what you mean,

I behold from the beach your crooked inviting fingers,

I believe you refuse to go back without feeling of me,

We must have a turn together, I undress, hurry me out of sight of
the land,

9494



Cushion me soft, rock me in billowy drowse,

Dash me with amorous wet, I can repay you.

Sea of stretch’d ground-swells,

Sea breathing broad and convulsive breaths,

Sea of the brine of life and of unshovell’d yet always-ready graves,

Howler and scooper of storms, capricious and dainty sea,

I am integral with you, I too am of one phase and of all phases.

Partaker of influx and efflux I, extoller of hate and conciliation,

Extoller of amies and those that sleep in each others’ arms.

I am he attesting sympathy,

(Shall I make my list of things in the house and skip the house
that supports them?)

I am not the poet of goodness only, I do not decline to be the
poet of wickedness also.

What blurt is this about virtue and about vice?

Evil propels me and reform of evil propels me, I stand indifferent,

My gait is no fault-finder’s or rejecter’s gait,

I moisten the roots of all that has grown.

Did you fear some scrofula out of the unflagging pregnancy?

Did you guess the celestial laws are yet to be work’d over and
rectified?

I find one side a balance and the antipodal side a balance,

Soft doctrine as steady help as stable doctrine,

Thoughts and deeds of the present our rouse and early start.

This minute that comes to me over the past decillions,

There is no better than it and now.

What behaved well in the past or behaves well to-day is not such a
wonder,

The wonder is always and always how there can be a mean man
or an infidel.

23

Endless unfolding of words of ages!

And mine a word of the modern, the word En-Masse.

A word of the faith that never balks,
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Here or henceforward it is all the same to me, I accept Time abso-
lutely.

It alone is without flaw, it alone rounds and completes all,

That mystic baffling wonder alone completes all.

I accept Reality and dare not question it,

Materialism first and last imbuing.

Hurrah for positive science! long live exact demonstration!

Fetch stonecrop mixt with cedar and branches of lilac,

This is the lexicographer, this the chemist, this made a grammar
of the old cartouches,

These mariners put the ship through dangerous unknown seas.

This is the geologist, this works with the scalpel, and this is a
mathematician.

Gentlemen, to you the first honors always!

Your facts are useful, and yet they are not my dwelling,

I but enter by them to an area of my dwelling.

Less the reminders of properties told my words,

And more the reminders they of life untold, and of freedom and
extrication,

And make short account of neuters and geldings, and favor men
and women fully equipt,

And beat the gong of revolt, and stop with fugitives and them that
plot and conspire.

24

Walt Whitman, a kosmos, of Manhattan the son,

Turbulent, fleshy, sensual, eating, drinking and breeding,

No sentimentalist, no stander above men and women or apart from
them,

No more modest than immodest.

Unscrew the locks from the doors!

Unscrew the doors themselves from their jambs!

Whoever degrades another degrades me,

And whatever is done or said returns at last to me.

Through me the afflatus surging and surging, through me the cur-
rent and index.
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I speak the pass-word primeval, I give the sign of democracy,

By God! I will accept nothing which all cannot have their coun-
terpart of on the same terms.

Through me many long dumb voices,

Voices of the interminable generations of prisoners and slaves,

Voices of the diseas’d and despairing and of thieves and dwarfs,

Voices of cycles of preparation and accretion,

And of the threads that connect the stars, and of wombs and of
the father-stuff,

And of the rights of them the others are down upon,

Of the deform’d, trivial, flat, foolish, despised,

Fog in the air, beetles rolling balls of dung.

Through me forbidden voices,

Voices of sexes and lusts, voices veil’d and I remove the veil,

Voices indecent by me clarified and transfigur’d.

I do not press my fingers across my mouth,

I keep as delicate around the bowels as around the head and heart,

Copulation is no more rank to me than death is.

I believe in the flesh and the appetites,

Seeing, hearing, feeling, are miracles, and each part and tag of me
is a miracle.

Divine am I inside and out, and I make holy whatever I touch or
am touch’d from,

The scent of these arm-pits aroma finer than prayer,

This head more than churches, bibles, and all the creeds.

If I worship one thing more than another it shall be the spread of
my own body, or any part of it,

Translucent mould of me it shall be you!

Shaded ledges and rests it shall be you!

Firm masculine colter it shall be you!

Whatever goes to the tilth of me it shall be you!

You my rich blood! your milky stream pale strippings of my life!

Breast that presses against other breasts it shall be you!

My brain it shall be your occult convolutions!
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Root of wash’d sweet-flag! timorous pond-snipe! nest of guarded
duplicate eggs! it shall be you!

Mix’d tussled hay of head, beard, brawn, it shall be you!

Trickling sap of maple, fibre of manly wheat, it shall be you!

Sun so generous it shall be you!

Vapors lighting and shading my face it shall be you!

You sweaty brooks and dews it shall be you!

Winds whose soft-tickling genitals rub against me it shall be you!

Broad muscular fields, branches of live oak, loving lounger in my
winding paths, it shall be you!

Hands I have taken, face I have kiss’d, mortal I have ever
touch’d, it shall be you.

I dote on myself, there is that lot of me and all so luscious,

Each moment and whatever happens thrills me with joy,

I cannot tell how my ankles bend, nor whence the cause of my
faintest wish,

Nor the cause of the friendship I emit, nor the cause of the friend-
ship I take again.

That I walk up my stoop, I pause to consider if it really be,

A morning-glory at my window satisfies me more than the meta-
physics of books.

To behold the day-break!

The little light fades the immense and diaphanous shadows,

The air tastes good to my palate.

Hefts of the moving world at innocent gambols silently rising
freshly exuding,

Scooting obliquely high and low.

Something I cannot see puts upward libidinous prongs,

Seas of bright juice suffuse heaven.

The earth by the sky staid with, the daily close of their junction,

The heav’d challenge from the east that moment over my head,

The mocking taunt. See then whether you shall be master!

25

Dazzling and tremendous how quick the sun-rise would kill me,

If I could not now and always send sun-rise out of me.

9898



We also ascend dazzling and tremendous as the sun,

We found our own O my soul in the calm and cool of the day-
break.

My voice goes after what my eyes cannot reach,

With the twirl of my tongue I encompass worlds and volumes of
worlds.

Speech is the twin of my vision, it is unequal to measure itself,

It provokes me forever, it says sarcastically,

Walt you contain enough, why don’t you let it out then?

Come now I will not be tantalized, you conceive too much of
articulation,

Do you not know O speech how the buds beneath you are folded?

Waiting in gloom, protected by frost,

The dirt receding before my prophetical screams,

I underlying causes to balance them at last,

My knowledge my live parts, it keeping tally with the meaning of
all things,

Happiness, (which whoever hears me let him or her set out in
search of this day.)

My final merit I refuse you, I refuse putting from me what I really
am,

Encompass worlds, but never try to encompass me,

I crowd your sleekest and best by simply looking toward you.

Writing and talk do not prove me,

I carry the plenum of proof and every thing else in my face,

With the hush of my lips I wholly confound the skeptic.

26

Now I will do nothing but listen,

To accrue what I hear into this song, to let sounds contribute
toward it.

I hear bravuras of birds, bustle of growing wheat, gossip of flames,
clack of sticks cooking my meals,

I hear the sound I love, the sound of the human voice,

I hear all sounds running together, combined, fused or following,

Sounds of the city and sounds out of the city, sounds of the day
and night,

9999



Talkative young ones to those that like them, the loud laugh of
work-people at their meals,

The angry base of disjointed friendship, the faint tones of the sick,

The judge with hands tight to the desk, his pallid lips pronoun-
cing a death-sentence,

The heave’e’yo of stevedores unlading ships by the wharves, the
refrain of the anchor-lifters,

The ring of alarm-bells, the cry of fire, the whirr of swift-streak-
ing engines and hose-carts with premonitory tinkles and

color’d lights,

The steam-whistle, the solid roll of the train of approaching cars,

The slow march play’d at the head of the association marching
two and two,

(They go to guard some corpse, the flag-tops are draped with
black muslin.)

I hear the violoncello, (’tis the young man’s heart’s complaint,)

I hear the key’d cornet, it glides quickly in through my ears,

It shakes mad-sweet pangs through my belly and breast.

I hear the chorus, it is a grand opera,

Ah this indeed is music—this suits me.

A tenor large and fresh as the creation fills me,

The orbic flex of his mouth is pouring and filling me full.

I hear the train’d soprano (what work with hers is this?)

The orchestra whirls me wider than Uranus flies,

It wrenches such ardors from me I did not know I possess’d
them,

It sails me, I dab with bare feet, they are lick’d by the indolent
waves,

I am cut by bitter and angry hail, I lose my breath,

Steep’d amid honey’d morphine, my windpipe throttled in fakes
of death,

At length let up again to feel the puzzle of puzzles,

And that we call Being.

27

To be in any form, what is that?

(Round and round we go, all of us, and ever come back thither,)
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If nothing lay more develop’d the quahaug in its callous shell were
enough.

Mine is no callous shell,

I have instant conductors all over me whether I pass or stop,

They seize every object and lead it harmlessly through me.

I merely stir, press, feel with my fingers, and am happy,

To touch my person to some one else’s is about as much as I can
stand.

28

Is this then a touch? quivering me to a new identity,

Flames and ether making a rush for my veins,

Treacherous tip of me reaching and crowding to help them,

My flesh and blood playing out lightning to strike what is hardly
different from myself,

On all sides prurient provokers stiffening my limbs,

Straining the udder of my heart for its withheld drip,

Behaving licentious toward me, taking no denial,

Depriving me of my best as for a purpose,

Unbuttoning my clothes, holding me by the bare waist,

Deluding my confusion with the calm of the sunlight and pasture-
fields,

Immodestly sliding the fellow-senses away,

They bribed to swap off with touch and go and graze at the edges
of me,

No consideration, no regard for my draining strength or my anger,

Fetching the rest of the herd around to enjoy them a while,

Then all uniting to stand on a headland and worry me.

The sentries desert every other part of me,

They have left me helpless to a red marauder,

They all come to the headland to witness and assist against me.

I am given up by traitors,

I talk wildly, I have lost my wits, I and nobody else am the
greatest traitor,

I went myself first to the headland, my own hands carried me
there.

101101



You villain touch! what are you doing? my breath is tight in its
throat,

Unclench your floodgates, you are too much for me.

29

Blind loving wrestling touch, sheath’d hooded sharp-tooth’d
touch!

Did it make you ache so, leaving me?

Parting track’d by arriving, perpetual payment of perpetual loan,

Rich showering rain, and recompense richer afterward.

Sprouts take and accumulate, stand by the curb prolific and vital,

Landscapes projected masculine, full-sized and golden.

30

All truths wait in all things,

They neither hasten their own delivery nor resist it,

They do not need the obstetric forceps of the surgeon,

The insignificant is as big to me as any,

(What is less or more than a touch?)

Logic and sermons never convince,

The damp of the night drives deeper into my soul.

(Only what proves itself to every man and woman is so,

Only what nobody denies is so.)

A minute and a drop of me settle my brain,

I believe the soggy clods shall become lovers and lamps,

And a compend of compends is the meat of a man or woman,

And a summit and flower there is the feeling they have for each
other,

And they are to branch boundlessly out of that lesson until it
becomes omnific,

And until one and all shall delight us, and we them.

31

I believe a leaf of grass is no less than the journey-work of the stars,

And the pismire is equally perfect, and a grain of sand, and the
egg of the wren,

102102



And the tree-toad is a chef-d’oeuvre for the highest,

And the running blackberry would adorn the parlors of heaven,

And the narrowest hinge in my hand puts to scorn all machinery,

And the cow crunching with depress’d head surpasses any statue,

And a mouse is miracle enough to stagger sextillions of infidels.

I find I incorporate gneiss, coal, long-threaded moss, fruits, grains,
esculent roots,

And am stucco’d with quadrupeds and birds all over,

And have distanced what is behind me for good reasons,

But call any thing back again when I desire it.

In vain the speeding or shyness,

In vain the plutonic rocks send their old heat against my approach,

In vain the mastodon retreats beneath its own powder’d bones,

In vain objects stand leagues off and assume manifold shapes,

In vain the ocean settling in hollows and the great monsters lying
low,

In vain the buzzard houses herself with the sky,

In vain the snake slides through the creepers and logs,

In vain the elk takes to the inner passes of the woods,

In vain the razor-bill’d auk sails far north to Labrador,

I follow quickly, I ascend to the nest in the fissure of the cliff.

32

I think I could turn and live with animals, they are so placid and
self-contain’d,

I stand and look at them long and long.

They do not sweat and whine about their condition,

They do not lie awake in the dark and weep for their sins,

They do not make me sick discussing their duty to God,

Not one is dissatisfied, not one is demented with the mania of
owning things,

Not one kneels to another, nor to his kind that lived thousands of
years ago,

Not one is respectable or unhappy over the whole earth.

So they show their relations to me and I accept them,
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They bring me tokens of myself, they evince them plainly in their
possession.

I wonder where they get those tokens,

Did I pass that way huge times ago and negligently drop them?

Myself moving forward then and now and forever,

Gathering and showing more always and with velocity,

Infinite and omnigenous, and the like of these among them,

Not too exclusive toward the reachers of my remembrancers,

Picking out here one that I love, and now go with him on brotherly
terms.

A gigantic beauty of a stallion, fresh and responsive to my caresses,

Head high in the forehead, wide between the ears,

Limbs glossy and supple, tail dusting the ground,

Eyes full of sparkling wickedness, ears finely cut, flexibly moving.

His nostrils dilate as my heels embrace him,

His well-built limbs tremble with pleasure as we race around and
return.

I but use you a minute, then I resign you, stallion,

Why do I need your paces when I myself out-gallop them?

Even as I stand or sit passing faster than you.

33

Space and Time! now I see it is true, what I guess’d at,

What I guess’d when I loaf’d on the grass,

What I guess’d while I lay alone in my bed,

And again as I walk’d the beach under the paling stars of the
morning.

My ties and ballasts leave me, my elbows rest in sea-gaps,

I skirt sierras, my palms cover continents,

I am afoot with my vision.

By the city’s quadrangular houses—in log huts, camping with
lumbermen,

Along the ruts of the turnpike, along the dry gulch and rivulet bed,

Weeding my onion-patch or hoeing rows of carrots and parsnips,
crossing savannas, trailing in forests,
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Prospecting, gold-digging, girdling the trees of a new purchase,

Scorch’d ankle-deep by the hot sand, hauling my boat down the
shallow river,

Where the panther walks to and fro on a limb overhead, where
the buck turns furiously at the hunter,

Where the rattlesnake suns his flabby length on a rock, where the
otter is feeding on fish,

Where the alligator in his tough pimples sleeps by the bayou,

Where the black bear is searching for roots or honey, where the
beaver pats the mud with his paddle-shaped tail;

Over the growing sugar, over the yellow-flower’d cotton plant, over
the rice in its low moist field,

Over the sharp-peak’d farm house, with its scallop’d scum and
slender shoots from the gutters,

Over the western persimmon, over the long-leav’d corn, over the
delicate blue-flower flax,

Over the white and brown buckwheat, a hummer and buzzer there
with the rest,

Over the dusky green of the rye as it ripples and shades in the
breeze;

Scaling mountains, pulling myself cautiously up, holding on by low
scragged limbs,

Walking the path worn in the grass and beat through the leaves of
the brush,

Where the quail is whistling betwixt the woods and the wheat-lot,

Where the bat flies in the Seventh-month eve, where the great gold-
bug drops through the dark,

Where the brook puts out of the roots of the old tree and flows to
the meadow,

Where cattle stand and shake away flies with the tremulous shud-
dering of their hides,

Where the cheese-cloth hangs in the kitchen, where andirons
straddle the hearth-slab, where cobwebs fall in festoons

from the rafters;

Where trip-hammers crash, where the press is whirling its cylinders,

Wherever the human heart beats with terrible throes under its
ribs,

Where the pear-shaped balloon is floating aloft, (floating in it my-
self and looking composedly down,)

Where the life-car is drawn on the slip-noose, where the heat
hatches pale-green eggs in the dented sand,
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Where the she-whale swims with her calf and never forsakes it,

Where the steam-ship trails hind-ways its long pennant of smoke,

Where the fin of the shark cuts like a black chip out of the water,

Where the half-burn’d brig is riding on unknown currents,

Where shells grow to her slimy deck, where the dead are corrupt-
ing below;

Where the dense-starr’d flag is borne at the head of the regiments,

Approaching Manhattan up by the long-stretching island,

Under Niagara, the cataract falling like a veil over my countenance,

Upon a door-step, upon the horse-block of hard wood outside,

Upon the race-course, or enjoying picnics or jigs or a good game
of base-ball,

At he-festivals, with blackguard gibes, ironical license, bull-dances,
drinking, laughter,

At the cider-mill tasting the sweets of the brown mash, sucking
the juice through a straw,

At apple-peelings wanting kisses for all the red fruit I find,

At musters, beach-parties, friendly bees, huskings, house-raisings;

Where the mocking-bird sounds his delicious gurgles, cackles,
screams, weeps,

Where the hay-rick stands in the barn-yard, where the dry-stalks
are scatter’d, where the brood-cow waits in the hovel,

Where the bull advances to do his masculine work, where the stud
to the mare, where the cock is treading the hen,

Where the heifers browse, where geese nip their food with short
jerks,

Where sun-down shadows lengthen over the limitless and lonesome
prairie,

Where herds of buffalo make a crawling spread of the square
miles far and near,

Where the humming-bird shimmers, where the neck of the long-
lived swan is curving and winding,

Where the laughing-gull scoots by the shore, where she laughs her
near-human laugh,

Where bee-hives range on a gray bench in the garden half hid by
the high weeds,

Where band-neck’d partridges roost in a ring on the ground with
their heads out,

Where burial coaches enter the arch’d gates of a cemetery,
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Where winter wolves bark amid wastes of snow and icicled trees,

Where the yellow-crown’d heron comes to the edge of the marsh
at night and feeds upon small crabs,

Where the splash of swimmers and divers cools the warm noon,

Where the katy-did works her chromatic reed on the walnut-tree
over the well,

Through patches of citrons and cucumbers with silver-wired leaves,

Through the salt-lick or orange glade, or under conical firs,

Through the gymnasium, through the curtain’d saloon, through the
office or public hall;

Pleas’d with the native and pleas’d with the foreign, pleas’d with
the new and old,

Pleas’d with the homely woman as well as the handsome,

Pleas’d with the quakeress as she puts off her bonnet and talks
melodiously,

Pleas’d with the tune of the choir of the whitewash’d church,

Pleas’d with the earnest words of the sweating Methodist preach-
er, impress’d seriously at the camp-meeting;

Looking in at the shop-windows of Broadway the whole forenoon,
flatting the flesh of my nose on the thick plate glass,

Wandering the same afternoon with my face turn’d up to the
clouds, or down a lane or along the beach,

My right and left arms round the sides of two friends, and I in the
middle;

Coming home with the silent and dark-cheek’d bush-boy, (behind
me he rides at the drape of the day,)

Far from the settlements studying the print of animals’ feet, or
the moccasin print,

By the cot in the hospital reaching lemonade to a feverish patient,

Nigh the coffin’d corpse when all is still, examining with a candle;

Voyaging to every port to dicker and adventure,

Hurrying with the modern crowd as eager and fickle as any,

Hot toward one I hate, ready in my madness to knife him,

Solitary at midnight in my back yard, my thoughts gone from me
a long while,

Walking the old hills of Judaea with the beautiful gentle God by
my side,

Speeding through space, speeding through heaven and the stars,
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Speeding amid the seven satellites and the broad ring, and the
diameter of eighty thousand miles,

Speeding with tail’d meteors, throwing fire-balls like the rest,

Carrying the crescent child that carries its own full mother in
its belly,

Storming, enjoying, planning, loving, cautioning,

Backing and filling, appearing and disappearing,

I tread day and night such roads.

I visit the orchards of spheres and look at the product,

And look at quintillions ripen’d and look at quintillions green.

I fly those flights of a fluid and swallowing soul,

My course runs below the soundings of plummets.

I help myself to material and immaterial,

No guard can shut me off, no law prevent me.

I anchor my ship for a little while only,

My messengers continually cruise away or bring their returns to me.

I go hunting polar furs and the seal, leaping chasms with a pike-
pointed staff, clinging to topples of brittle and blue.

I ascend to the foretruck,

I take my place late at night in the crow’s-nest,

We sail the arctic sea, it is plenty light enough,

Through the clear atmosphere I stretch around on the wonderful
beauty,

The enormous masses of ice pass me and I pass them, the scenery
is plain in all directions,

The white-topt mountains show in the distance, I fling out my
fancies toward them,

We are approaching some great battle-field in which we are soon
to be engaged,

We pass the colossal outposts of the encampment, we pass with
still feet and caution,

Or we are entering by the suburbs some vast and ruin’d city,

The blocks and fallen architecture more than all the living cities
of the globe.

I am a free companion, I bivouac by invading watchfires,

I turn the bridegroom out of bed and stay with the bride myself,
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I tighten her all night to my thighs and lips.

My voice is the wife’s voice, the screech by the rail of the stairs,

They fetch my man’s body up dripping and drown’d.

I understand the large hearts of heroes,

The courage of present times and all times,

How the skipper saw the crowded and rudderless wreck of the
steam-ship, and Death chasing it up and down the storm,

How he knuckled tight and gave not back an inch, and was faith
ful of days and faithful of nights,

And chalk’d in large letters on a board, Be of good cheer, we will
not desert you;

How he follow’d with them and tack’d with them three days and
would not give it up,

How he saved the drifting company at last,

How the lank loose-gown’d women look’d when boated from the
side of their prepared graves,

How the silent old-faced infants and the lifted sick, and the sharp-
lipp’d unshaved men;

All this I swallow, it tastes good, I like it well, it becomes mine,

I am the man, I suffer’d, I was there.

The disdain and calmness of martyrs,

The mother of old, condemn’d for a witch, burnt with dry wood,
her children gazing on,

The hounded slave that flags in the race, leans by the fence, blow-
ing, cover’d with sweat,

The twinges that sting like needles his legs and neck, the mur-
derous buckshot and the bullets,

All these I feel or am.

I am the hounded slave, I wince at the bite of the dogs,

Hell and despair are upon me, crack and again crack the marks-
men,

I clutch the rails of the fence, my gore dribs, thinn’d with the
ooze of my skin,

I fall on the weeds and stones,

The riders spur their unwilling horses, haul close,

Taunt my dizzy ears and beat me violently over the head with
whip-stocks.

Agonies are one of my changes of garments,
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I do not ask the wounded person how he feels, I myself become
the wounded person,

My hurts turn livid upon me as I lean on a cane and observe.

I am the mash’d fireman with breast-bone broken,

Tumbling walls buried me in their debris,

Heat and smoke I inspired, I heard the yelling shouts of my com-
rades,

I heard the distant click of their picks and shovels,

They have clear’d the beams away, they tenderly lift me forth.

I lie in the night air in my red shirt, the pervading hush is for my
sake,

Painless after all I lie exhausted but not so unhappy,

White and beautiful are the faces around me, the heads are bared
of their fire-caps,

The kneeling crowd fades with the light of the torches.

Distant and dead resuscitate,

They show as the dial or move as the hands of me, I am the clock
myself.

I am an old artillerist, I tell of my fort’s bombardment,

I am there again.

Again the long roll of the drummers,

Again the attacking cannon, mortars,

Again to my listening ears the cannon responsive.

I take part, I see and hear the whole,

The cries, curses, roar, the plaudits for well-aim’d shots,

The ambulanza slowly passing trailing its red drip,

Workmen searching after damages, making indispensable repairs,

The fall of grenades through the rent roof, the fan-shaped explo-
sion,

The whizz of limbs, heads, stone, wood, iron, high in the air.

Again gurgles the mouth of my dying general, he furiously waves
with his hand,

He gasps through the clot Mind not me—mind—the entrench-
ments.
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34

Now I tell what I knew in Texas in my early youth,

(I tell not the fall of Alamo,

Not one escaped to tell the fall of Alamo,

The hundred and fifty are dumb yet at Alamo,)

‘Tis the tale of the murder in cold blood of four hundred and
twelve young men.

Retreating they had form’d in a hollow square with their baggage
for breastworks,

Nine hundred lives out of the surrounding enemy’s, nine times
their number, was the price they took in advance,

Their colonel was wounded and their ammunition gone,

They treated for an honorable capitulation, receiv’d writing and
seal, gave up their arms and march’d back prisoners of war.

They were the glory of the race of rangers,

Matchless with horse, rifle, song, supper, courtship,

Large, turbulent, generous, handsome, proud, and affectionate,

Bearded, sunburnt, drest in the free costume of hunters,

Not a single one over thirty years of age.

The second First-day morning they were brought out in squads
and massacred, it was beautiful early summer,

The work commenced about five o’clock and was over by eight.

None obey’d the command to kneel,

Some made a mad and helpless rush, some stood stark and
straight,

A few fell at once, shot in the temple or heart, the living and dead
lay together,

The maim’d and mangled dug in the dirt, the new-comers saw
them there,

Some half-kill’d attempted to crawl away,

These were despatch’d with bayonets or batter’d with the blunts
of muskets,

A youth not seventeen years old seiz’d his assassin till two more
came to release him,

The three were all torn and cover’d with the boy’s blood.

At eleven o’clock began the burning of the bodies;
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That is the tale of the murder of the four hundred and twelve
young men.

35

Would you hear of an old-time sea-fight?

Would you learn who won by the light of the moon and stars?

List to the yarn, as my grandmother’s father the sailor told it to me.

Our foe was no skulk in his ship I tell you, (said he,)

His was the surly English pluck, and there is no tougher or truer,
and never was, and never will be;

Along the lower’d eve he came horribly raking us.

We closed with him, the yards entangled, the cannon touch’d,

My captain lash’d fast with his own hands.

We had receiv’d some eighteen pound shots under the water,

On our lower-gun-deck two large pieces had burst at the first fire,
killing all around and blowing up overhead.

Fighting at sun-down, fighting at dark,

Ten o’clock at night, the full moon well up, our leaks on the gain,
and five feet of water reported,

The master-at-arms loosing the prisoners confined in the after-hold
to give them a chance for themselves.

The transit to and from the magazine is now stopt by the sentinels,

They see so many strange faces they do not know whom to trust.

Our frigate takes fire,

The other asks if we demand quarter?

If our colors are struck and the fighting done?

Now I laugh content, for I hear the voice of my little captain,

We have not struck, he composedly cries, we have just begun our
part of the fighting.

Only three guns are in use,

One is directed by the captain himself against the enemy’s main-
mast,

Two well serv’d with grape and canister silence his musketry and
clear his decks.

The tops alone second the fire of this little battery, especially the
main-top,

They hold out bravely during the whole of the action.
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Not a moment’s cease,

The leaks gain fast on the pumps, the fire eats toward the powder-
magazine.

One of the pumps has been shot away, it is generally thought we
are sinking.

Serene stands the little captain,

He is not hurried, his voice is neither high nor low,

His eyes give more light to us than our battle-lanterns.

Toward twelve there in the beams of the moon they surrender to
us.

36

Stretch’d and still lies the midnight,

Two great hulls motionless on the breast of the darkness,

Our vessel riddled and slowly sinking, preparations to pass to the
one we have conquer’d,

The captain on the quarter-deck coldly giving his orders through
a countenance white as a sheet,

Near by the corpse of the child that serv’d in the cabin,

The dead face of an old salt with long white hair and carefully
curl’d whiskers,

The flames spite of all that can be done flickering aloft and below,

The husky voices of the two or three officers yet fit for duty,

Formless stacks of bodies and bodies by themselves, dabs of flesh
upon the masts and spars,

Cut of cordage, dangle of rigging, slight shock of the soothe of
waves,

Black and impassive guns, litter of powder-parcels, strong scent,

A few large stars overhead, silent and mournful shining,

Delicate sniffs of sea-breeze, smells of sedgy grass and fields by the
shore, death-messages given in charge to survivors,

The hiss of the surgeon’s knife, the gnawing teeth of his saw,

Wheeze, cluck, swash of falling blood, short wild scream, and long,
dull, tapering groan,

These so, these irretrievable.

37

You laggards there on guard! look to your arms!
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In at the conquer’d doors they crowd! I am possess’d!

Embody all presences outlaw’d or suffering,

See myself in prison shaped like another man,

And feel the dull unintermitted pain.

For me the keepers of convicts shoulder their carbines and keep
watch,

It is I let out in the morning and barr’d at night.

Not a mutineer walks handcuff’d to jail but I am handcuff’d to
him and walk by his side,

(I am less the jolly one there, and more the silent one with sweat
on my twitching lips.)

Not a youngster is taken for larceny but I go up too, and am tried
and sentenced.

Not a cholera patient lies at the last gasp but I also lie at the last
gasp,

My face is ash-color’d, my sinews gnarl, away from me people
retreat.

Askers embody themselves in me and I am embodied in them,

I project my hat, sit shame-faced, and beg.

38

Enough! enough! enough!

Somehow I have been stunn’d. Stand back!

Give me a little time beyond my cuff’d head, slumbers, dreams,
gaping,

I discover myself on the verge of a usual mistake.

That I could forget the mockers and insults!

That I could forget the trickling tears and the blows of the bludg-
eons and hammers!

That I could look with a separate look on my own crucifixion and
bloody crowning.

I remember now,

I resume the overstaid fraction,

The grave of rock multiplies what has been confided to it, or to
any graves,

Corpses rise, gashes heal, fastenings roll from me.

I troop forth replenish’d with supreme power, one of an average
unending procession,
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Inland and sea-coast we go, and pass all boundary lines,

Our swift ordinances on their way over the whole earth,

The blossoms we wear in our hats the growth of thousands of
years.

Eleves, I salute you! come forward!

Continue your annotations, continue your questionings.

39

The friendly and flowing savage, who is he?

Is he waiting for civilization, or past it and mastering it?

Is he some Southwesterner rais’d out-doors? is he Kanadian?

Is he from the Mississippi country? Iowa, Oregon, California?

The mountains? prairie-life, bush-life? or sailor from the sea?

Wherever he goes men and women accept and desire him,

They desire he should like them, touch them, speak to them, stay
with them.

Behavior lawless as snow-flakes, words simple as grass, uncomb’d
head, laughter, and naivetè,

Slow-stepping feet, common features, common modes and ema-
nations,

They descend in new forms from the tips of his fingers,

They are wafted with the odor of his body or breath, they fly out
of the glance of his eyes.

40

Flaunt of the sunshine I need not your bask—lie over!

You light surfaces only, I force surfaces and depths also.

Earth! you seem to look for something at my hands,

Say, old top-knot, what do you want?

Man or woman, I might tell how I like you, but cannot,

And might tell what it is in me and what it is in you, but cannot,

And might tell that pining I have, that pulse of my nights and
days.

Behold, I do not give lectures or a little charity,

When I give I give myself.

You there, impotent, loose in the knees,
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Open your scarf’d chops till I blow grit within you,

Spread your palms and lift the flaps of your pockets,

I am not to be denied, I compel, I have stores plenty and to spare,

And any thing I have I bestow.

I do not ask who you are, that is not important to me,

You can do nothing and be nothing but what I will infold you.

To cotton-field drudge or cleaner of privies I lean,

On his right cheek I put the family kiss,

And in my soul I swear I never will deny him.

On women fit for conception I start bigger and nimbler babes,

(This day I am jetting the stuff of far more arrogant republics.)

To any one dying, thither I speed and twist the knob of the door,

Turn the bed-clothes toward the foot of the bed,

Let the physician and the priest go home.

I seize the descending man and raise him with resistless will,

O despairer, here is my neck,

By God, you shall not go down! hang your whole weight upon me.

I dilate you with tremendous breath, I buoy you up,

Every room of the house do I fill with an arm’d force,

Lovers of me, bafflers of graves.

Sleep—I and they keep guard all night,

Not doubt, not decease shall dare to lay finger upon you,

I have embraced you, and henceforth possess you to myself,

And when you rise in the morning you will find what I tell you is so.

41

I am he bringing help for the sick as they pant on their backs,

And for strong upright men I bring yet more needed help.

I heard what was said of the universe,

Heard it and heard it of several thousand years;

It is middling well as far as it goes—but is that all?

Magnifying and applying come I,

Outbidding at the start the old cautious hucksters,
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Taking myself the exact dimensions of Jehovah,

Lithographing Kronos, Zeus his son, and Hercules his grandson,

Buying drafts of Osiris, Isis, Belus, Brahma, Buddha,

In my portfolio placing Manito loose, Allah on a leaf, the crucifix
engraved,

With Odin and the hideous-faced Mexitli and every idol and image,

Taking them all for what they are worth and not a cent more,

Admitting they were alive and did the work of their days,

(They bore mites as for unfledg’d birds who have now to rise and
fly and sing for themselves,)

Accepting the rough deific sketches to fill out better in myself,
bestowing them freely on each man and woman I see,

Discovering as much or more in a framer framing a house,

Putting higher claims for him there with his roll’d-up sleeves driving
the mallet and chisel,

Not objecting to special revelations, considering a curl of smoke
or a hair on the back of my hand just as curious as any

revelation,

Lads ahold of fire-engines and hook-and-ladder ropes no less to
me than the gods of the antique wars,

Minding their voices peal through the crash of destruction,

Their brawny limbs passing safe over charr’d laths, their white
foreheads whole and unhurt out of the flames;

By the mechanic’s wife with her babe at her nipple interceding for
every person born,

Three scythes at harvest whizzing in a row from three lusty angels
with shirts bagg’d out at their waists,

The snag-tooth’d hostler with red hair redeeming sins past and to
come,

Selling all he possesses, traveling on foot to fee lawyers for his
brother and sit by him while he is tried for forgery;

What was strewn in the amplest strewing the square rod about
me, and not filling the square rod then,

The bull and the bug never worshipp’d half enough,

Dung and dirt more admirable than was dream’d,

The supernatural of no account, myself waiting my time to be one
of the supremes,

The day getting ready for me when I shall do as much good as
the best, and be as prodigious;
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By my life-lumps! becoming already a creator,

Putting myself here and now to the ambush’d womb of the shadows.

42

A call in the midst of the crowd,

My own voice, orotund sweeping and final.

Come my children,

Come my boys and girls, my women, household and intimates,

Now the performer launches his nerve, he has pass’d his prelude
on the reeds within.

Easily written loose-finger’d chords—I feel the thrum of your
climax and close.

My head slues round on my neck,

Music rolls, but not from the organ,

Folks are around me, but they are no household of mine.

Ever the hard unsunk ground,

Ever the eaters and drinkers, ever the upward and downward sun,
ever the air and the ceaseless tides,

Ever myself and my neighbors, refreshing, wicked, real,

Ever the old inexplicable query, ever that thorn’d thumb, that
breath of itches and thirsts,

Ever the vexer’s hoot! hoot! till we find where the sly one hides
and bring him forth,

Ever love, ever the sobbing liquid of life,

Ever the bandage under the chin, ever the trestles of death.

Here and there with dimes on the eyes walking,

To feed the greed of the belly the brains liberally spooning,

Tickets buying, taking, selling, but in to the feast never once going.

Many sweating, ploughing, thrashing, and then the chaff for pay-
ment receiving,

A few idly owning, and they the wheat continually claiming.

This is the city and I am one of the citizens,

Whatever interests the rest interests me, politics, wars, markets,
newspapers, schools,

The mayor and councils, banks, tariffs, steamships, factories, stocks,
stores, real estate and personal estate.
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The little plentiful manikins skipping around in collars and tail’d
coats,

I am aware who they are, (they are positively not worms or fleas,)

I acknowledge the duplicates of myself, the weakest and shallowest
is deathless with me,

What I do and say the same waits for them,

Every thought that flounders in me the same flounders in them.

I know perfectly well my own egotism,

Know my omnivorous lines and must not write any less,

And would fetch you whoever you are flush with myself.

Not words of routine this song of mine,

But abruptly to question, to leap beyond yet nearer bring;

This printed and bound book—but the printer and the printing-
office boy?

The well-taken photographs—but your wife or friend close and
solid in your arms?

The black ship mail’d with iron, her mighty guns in her turrets—
but the pluck of the captain and engineers?

In the houses the dishes and fare and furniture—but the host and
hostess, and the look out of their eyes?

The sky up there—yet here or next door, or across the way?

The saints and sages in history—but you yourself?

Sermons, creeds, theology—but the fathomless human brain,

And what is reason? and what is love? and what is life?

43

I do not despise you priests, all time, the world over,

My faith is the greatest of faiths and the least of faiths,

Enclosing worship ancient and modern and all between ancient
and modern,

Believing I shall come again upon the earth after five thousand
years,

Waiting responses from oracles, honoring the gods, saluting the
sun,

Making a fetich of the first rock or stump, powowing with sticks in
the circle of obis,

Helping the llama or brahmin as he trims the lamps of the idols,
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Dancing yet through the streets in a phallic procession, rapt and
austere in the woods a gymnosophist,

Drinking mead from the skull-cup, to Shastas and Vedas admirant,
minding the Koran,

Walking the teokallis, spotted with gore from the stone and knife,
beating the serpent-skin drum,

Accepting the Gospels, accepting him that was crucified, knowing
assuredly that he is divine,

To the mass kneeling or the puritan’s prayer rising, or sitting
patiently in a pew,

Ranting and frothing in my insane crisis, or waiting dead-like till
my spirit arouses me,

Looking forth on pavement and land, or outside of pavement and
land,

Belonging to the winders of the circuit of circuits.

One of that centripetal and centrifugal gang I turn and talk like a
man leaving charges before a journey.

Down-hearted doubters dull and excluded,

Frivolous, sullen, moping, angry, affected, dishearten’d, atheistical,

I know every one of you, I know the sea of torment, doubt,
despair and unbelief.

How the flukes splash!

How they contort rapid as lightning, with spasms and spouts of
blood!

Be at peace bloody flukes of doubters and sullen mopers,

I take my place among you as much as among any,

The past is the push of you, me, all, precisely the same,

And what is yet untried and afterward is for you, me, all, precisely
the same.

I do not know what is untried and afterward,

But I know it will in its turn prove sufficient, and cannot fail.

Each who passes is consider’d, each who stops is consider’d, not
a single one can it fail.

It cannot fail the young man who died and was buried,

Nor the young woman who died and was put by his side,

Nor the little child that peep’d in at the door, and then drew back
and was never seen again,

Nor the old man who has lived without purpose, and feels it with
bitterness worse than gall,
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Nor him in the poor house tubercled by rum and the bad dis-
order,

Nor the numberless slaughter’d and wreck’d, nor the brutish koboo
call’d the ordure of humanity,

Nor the sacs merely floating with open mouths for food to slip in,

Nor any thing in the earth, or down in the oldest graves of the
earth,

Nor any thing in the myriads of spheres, nor the myriads of
myriads that inhabit them,

Nor the present, nor the least wisp that is known.

44

It is time to explain myself—let us stand up.

What is known I strip away,

I launch all men and women forward with me into the Unknown.

The clock indicates the moment—but what does eternity indicate?

We have thus far exhausted trillions of winters and summers,

There are trillions ahead, and trillions ahead of them.

Births have brought us richness and variety,

And other births will bring us richness and variety.

I do not call one greater and one smaller,

That which fills its period and place is equal to any.

Were mankind murderous or jealous upon you, my brother, my
sister?

I am sorry for you, they are not murderous or jealous upon me,

All has been gentle with me, I keep no account with lamentation,

(What have I to do with lamentation?)

I am an acme of things accomplish’d, and I an encloser of things
to be.

My feet strike an apex of the apices of the stairs,

On every step bunches of ages, and larger bunches between the
steps,

All below duly travel’d, and still I mount and mount.

Rise after rise bow the phantoms behind me,

Afar down I see the huge first Nothing, I know I was even there,

I waited unseen and always, and slept through the lethargic mist,
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And took my time, and took no hurt from the fetid carbon.

Long I was hugg’d close—long and long.

Immense have been the preparations for me,

Faithful and friendly the arms that have help’d me.

Cycles ferried my cradle, rowing and rowing like cheerful boatmen,

For room to me stars kept aside in their own rings,

They sent influences to look after what was to hold me.

Before I was born out of my mother generations guided me,

My embryo has never been torpid, nothing could overlay it.

For it the nebula cohered to an orb,

The long slow strata piled to rest it on,

Vast vegetables gave it sustenance,

Monstrous sauroids transported it in their mouths and deposited
it with care.

All forces have been steadily employ’d to complete and delight me,

Now on this spot I stand with my robust soul.

45

O span of youth! ever-push’d elasticity!

O manhood, balanced, florid and full.

My lovers suffocate me,

Crowding my lips, thick in the pores of my skin,

Jostling me through streets and public halls, coming naked to me
at night,

Crying by day Ahoy! from the rocks of the river, swinging and
chirping over my head,

Calling my name from flower-beds, vines, tangled underbrush,

Lighting on every moment of my life,

Bussing my body with soft balsamic busses,

Noiselessly passing handfuls out of their hearts and giving them
to be mine.

Old age superbly rising! O welcome, ineffable grace of dying
days!

Every condition promulges not only itself, it promulges what grows
after and out of itself,
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And the dark hush promulges as much as any.

I open my scuttle at night and see the far-sprinkled systems,

And all I see multiplied as high as I can cipher edge but the rim
of the farther systems.

Wider and wider they spread, expanding, always expanding,

Outward and outward and forever outward.

My sun has his sun and round him obediently wheels,

He joins with his partners a group of superior circuit,

And greater sets follow, making specks of the greatest inside them.

There is no stoppage and never can be stoppage,

If I, you, and the worlds, and all beneath or upon their surfaces,
were this moment reduced back to a pallid float, it would

not avail in the long run,

We should surely bring up again where we now stand,

And surely go as much farther, and then farther and farther.

A few quadrillions of eras, a few octillions of cubic leagues, do not
hazard the span or make it impatient,

They are but parts, any thing is but a part.

See ever so far, there is limitless space outside of that,

Count ever so much, there is limitless time around that.

My rendezvous is appointed, it is certain,

The Lord will be there and wait till I come on perfect terms,

The great Camerado, the lover true for whom I pine will be there.

46

I know I have the best of time and space, and was never measured
and never will be measured.

I tramp a perpetual journey, (come listen all!)

My signs are a rain-proof coat, good shoes, and a staff cut from
the woods,

No friend of mine takes his ease in my chair,

I have no chair, no church, no philosophy,

I lead no man to a dinner-table, library, exchange,

But each man and each woman of you I lead upon a knoll,

My left hand hooking you round the waist,
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My right hand pointing to landscapes of continents and the public
road.

Not I, not any one else can travel that road for you,

You must travel it for yourself.

It is not far, it is within reach,

Perhaps you have been on it since you were born and did not
know,

Perhaps it is everywhere on water and on land.

Shoulder your duds dear son, and I will mine, and let us hasten
forth,

Wonderful cities and free nations we shall fetch as we go.

If you tire, give me both burdens, and rest the chuff of your hand
on my hip,

And in due time you shall repay the same service to me,

For after we start we never lie by again.

This day before dawn I ascended a hill and look’d at the crowded
heaven,

And I said to my spirit When we become the enfolders of those
orbs, and the pleasure and knowledge of every thing in
them, shall we be fill’d and satisfied then?

And my spirit said No, we but level that lift to pass and continue
beyond.

You are also asking me questions and I hear you,

I answer that I cannot answer, you must find out for yourself.

Sit a while dear son,

Here are biscuits to eat and here is milk to drink,

But as soon as you sleep and renew yourself in sweet clothes, I
kiss you with a good-by kiss and open the gate for your

egress hence.

Long enough have you dream’d contemptible dreams,

Now I wash the gum from your eyes,

You must habit yourself to the dazzle of the light and of every
moment of your life.

Long have you timidly waded holding a plank by the shore,

Now I will you to be a bold swimmer,

To jump off in the midst of the sea, rise again, nod to me, shout,
and laughingly dash with your hair.
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47

I am the teacher of athletes,

He that by me spreads a wider breast than my own proves the
width of my own,

He most honors my who learns under it to destroy the
teacher.

The boy I love, the same becomes a man not through derived
power, but in his own right,

Wicked rather than virtuous out of conformity or fear,

Fond of his sweetheart, relishing well his steak,

Unrequited love or a slight cutting him worse than sharp steel
cuts,

First-rate to ride, to fight, to hit the bull’s eye, to sail a skiff, to
sing a song or play on the banjo,

Preferring scars and the beard and faces pitted with small-pox
over all latherers,

And those well-tann’d to those that keep out of the sun.

I teach straying from me, yet who can stray from me?

I follow you whoever you are from the present hour,

My words itch at your ears till you understand them.

I do not say these things for a dollar or to fill up the time while I
wait for a boat,

(It is you talking just as much as myself, I act as the tongue of
you,

Tied in your mouth, in mine it begins to be loosen’d.)

I swear I will never again mention love or death inside a house,

And I swear I will never translate myself at all, only to him or her
who privately stays with me in the open air.

If you would understand me go to the heights or water-shore,

The nearest gnat is an explanation, and a drop or motion of waves
a key,

The maul, the oar, the hand-saw, second my words.

No shutter’d room or school can commune with me,

But roughs and little children better than they.

The young mechanic is closest to me, he knows me well,

The woodman that takes his axe and jug with him shall take me
with him all day,
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The farm-boy ploughing in the field feels good at the sound of my
voice,

In vessels that sail my words sail, I go with fishermen and seamen
and love them.

The soldier camp’d or upon the march is mine,

On the night ere the pending battle many seek me, and I do not
fail them,

On that solemn night (it may be their last) those that know me
seek me.

My face rubs to the hunter’s face when he lies down alone in his
blanket,

The driver thinking of me does not mind the jolt of his wagon,

The young mother and old mother comprehend me,

The girl and the wife rest the needle a moment and forget where
they are,

They and all would resume what I have told them.

48

I have said that the soul is not more than the body,

And I have said that the body is not more than the soul,

And nothing, not God, is greater to one than one’s self is,

And whoever walks a furlong without sympathy walks to his own
funeral drest in his shroud,

And I or you pocketless of a dime may purchase the pick of the
earth,

And to glance with an eye or show a bean in its pod confounds
the learning of all times,

And there is no trade or employment but the young man following
it may become a hero,

And there is no object so soft but it makes a hub for the wheel’d
universe,

And I say to any man or woman, Let your soul stand cool and
composed before a million universes.

And I say to mankind, Be not curious about God,

For I who am curious about each am not curious about God,

(No array of terms can say how much I am at peace about God
and about death.)

I hear and behold God in every object, yet understand God not
in the least,
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Nor do I understand who there can be more wonderful than
myself.

Why should I wish to see God better than this day?

I see something of God each hour of the twenty-four, and each
moment then,

In the faces of men and women I see God, and in my own face in
the glass,

I find letters from God dropt in the street, and every one is sign’d
by God’s name,

And I leave them where they are, for I know that wheresoe’er I go,

Others will punctually come for ever and ever.

49

And as to you Death, and you bitter hug of mortality, it is idle to
try to alarm me.

To his work without flinching the accoucheur comes,

I see the elder-hand pressing receiving supporting,

I recline by the sills of the exquisite flexible doors,

And mark the outlet, and mark the relief and escape.

And as to you Corpse I think you are good manure, but that does
not offend me,

I smell the white roses sweet-scented and growing,

I reach to the leafy lips, I reach to the polish’d breasts of melons.

And as to you Life I reckon you are the leavings of many deaths,

(No doubt I have died myself ten thousand times before.)

I hear you whispering there O stars of heaven,

O suns—O grass of graves—O perpetual transfers and pro-
motions,

If you do not say any thing how can I say any thing?

Of the turbid pool that lies in the autumn forest,

Of the moon that descends the steeps of the soughing twilight,

Toss, sparkles of day and dusk—toss on the black stems that
decay in the muck,

Toss to the moaning gibberish of the dry limbs.

I ascend from the moon, I ascend from the night,

I perceive that the ghastly glimmer is noonday sunbeams reflected,
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And debouch to the steady and central from the offspring great or
small.

50

There is that in me—I do not know what it is—but I know it is
in me.

Wrench’d and sweaty—calm and cool then my body becomes,

I sleep—I sleep long.

I do not know it—it is without name—it is a word unsaid,

It is not in any dictionary, utterance, symbol.

Something it swings on more than the earth I swing on,

To it the creation is the friend whose embracing awakes me.

Perhaps I might tell more. Outlines! I plead for my brothers
and sisters.

Do you see O my brothers and sisters?

It is not chaos or death—it is form, union, plan—it is eternal
life—it is Happiness.

51

The past and present wilt—I have fill’d them, emptied them.

And proceed to fill my next fold of the future.

Listener up there! what have you to confide to me?

Look in my face while I snuff the sidle of evening,

(Talk honestly, no one else hears you, and I stay only a minute
longer.)

Do I contradict myself?

Very well then I contradict myself,

(I am large, I contain multitudes.)

I concentrate toward them that are nigh, I wait on the door-slab.

Who has done his day’s work? who will soonest be through with
his supper?

Who wishes to walk with me?

Will you speak before I am gone? will you prove already too late?

52

The spotted hawk swoops by and accuses me, he complains of my
gab and my loitering.
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I too am not a bit tamed, I too am untranslatable,

I sound my barbaric yawp over the roofs of the world.

The last scud of day holds back for me,

It flings my likeness after the rest and true as any on the shadow’d
wilds,

It coaxes me to the vapor and the dusk.

I depart as air, I shake my white locks at the runaway sun,

I effuse my flesh in eddies, and drift it in lacy jags.

I bequeath myself to the dirt to grow from the grass I love,

If you want me again look for me under your boot-soles.

You will hardly know who I am or what I mean,

But I shall be good health to you nevertheless,

And filter and fibre your blood.

Failing to fetch me at first keep encouraged,

Missing me one place search another,

I stop somewhere waiting for you.

Watch this video online: https://youtu.be/nUBtt--0hkY
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THE USE OF NATURE IN AMERICAN GOTHIC

When thinking about nature as a tool used by the masters of American Gothic, it seems impossible not to mention
at least two things. The first is the impact of their British forerunners and counterparts. The second appears to be
even more crucial as it is said to stand behind the entirety of American Gothic, or even Gothic as a whole, and
this is the reference to the ideas of Edmund Burke and Immanuel Kant. The aim of the following work is to
analyze the philosophical grounds of American Gothic and to illustrate various functions of nature in this particular
literary genre exploited by American writers.

The roots of regarding nature as a literary instrument in gothic compositions can be sought in the year 1757,
when Burke’s A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origins of Our Ideas of the Sublime and the Beautiful is published.
In this essay on aesthetics, the British philosopher presents concepts which were to leave a great mark on all
horror fiction in America. In his work Burke acknowledges himself as a debtor of the ancient thinker – Pseudo-
Longinus – and his concept of the sublime. He decides to go back to this term and rediscovers that aesthetics do
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not have to be associated only with beauty but also with something “other”; a kind of terror to be appreciated.
Nature is connected not solely with splendor – it is combined with certain types of emotions evoked by the
sublime. Most notably Burke writes about astonishment, which “is that state of soul, in which all its motions are
suspended, with some degree of horror” (1999: 64). Fear and terror are another passion labeled as sublime by
Burke. The former is described as “an apprehension of pain or death” which “operates in a manner that resembles
actual pain” (1999: 64). The latter is the one followed by fear and “the ruling principle of the sublime” (1999: 64).
What is important for Burke, is that the sublime remains outside of a human being; it is situated in nature.
Moreover, it cannot invade the mind – it has to be agreed on. Also, particular constituents of nature make it
equipped with the power of terror. Burke writes about fauna:

There are many animals, who though far from being large, are yet capable of raising ideas of the
sublime, because they are considered as objects of terror. As serpents and poisonous animals of
almost all kinds. And to things of great dimensions, if we annex an adventitious idea of terror, they
become without comparison greater (1999: 64).

The second key element which makes nature terrifying, is obscurity. Its essence is described in a few sentences:

When we know the full extent of any danger, when we can accustom our eyes to it, a great deal of the
apprehension vanishes. Everyone will be sensible of this, who considers how greatly night adds to our
dread, in all cases of danger, and how much the notions of ghosts and goblins, of which none can firm
clear ideas, affect minds which give credit to the popular tales concerning such sorts of beings. Those
despotic governments, which are founded on the passions of men, and principally upon the passion of
fear, keep their chief as much as may be from the public eye (Burke 1999: 65).

Burke recognizes the supremacy of the darkness and murkiness over lightness and clearness when it comes to
evoking sublime feelings by means of nature. He states that “(…) dark, confused, uncertain images have a
greater power on the fancy to form the grander passions, than those have which are more clear and determinate”
(1999: 68). On the basis of these words it could also be surmised that what really counts for nature as a tool in
American Gothic is its incompleteness and infinity. The latter term, together with eternity, is mentioned in the text
when Burke feels amazed by the fact that these notions are second to none when it comes to affecion but
simultaneously they are the least explored and known fields (1999: 67). What seems to remain in close
connection with them is the power of dimension. The philosopher suggests ways of its occurrence – each being
distinguishingly qualitative in its capability of evoking passions. He proposes the depth as the most powerfull,
followed subsequently by height and length (1999: 74).

The ideas of Burke constituted a kind of stimulus for Horace Walpole who responded to the philosophy of the
sublime, created Gothic as such, and created the literary ground for his followers. Again, with regard to nature,
the interest in the sublime started to be common and manifested itself also through gardening and its theories.
The concept of the English garden, with all its width, unkemptness and asymmetry was not without importance.

Depicting Burke’s sublime in connection with nature, Bryan Wolf labels it as a transgressive one, which “viewed
nature as a punishing father and then transformed that punishment into a spectacle that could be safely viewed –
and enjoyed – from a distance” (1986: 155). He juxtaposes it with what was to come – the sublime perceived by
Kant. The German philosopher in his notable work, The Critique of Judgement (1790), changes the focus of the
sublime – “from nature as an external power to theobserver within nature” (Wolf 1986: 155). According to Kant,
nature is “(…) called sublime merely beacause it raises the imagination to a presentation of those cases in which
the mind can make itself sensible of the appropriate sublimity of the sphere of its own being, even above nature”
(2004). Now, it is the spectator and his mind that recognize nature as sublime or not. As Wolf puts it, to do it “was
not simply to witness the elements in all their grandeur but to appropriate that grandeur as a metaphorfor
consciousness”. Kant makes a condition for appreciating the sublimity of nature – one has to be capable of
making an aesthetic judgement as such. He also makes an important statement that nature indeed is powerful,
but the human mind is omnipotent and can resist the fear it invokes. Wolf describes what the nineteenth-century
sublime was all about after introduction of Kant’s philosophy, and what it meant for the Americans: “(…) an
astonishing capacity of mind, an ability to consume the world as nothing more than a plenum of nutrients in that
characteristically American project of self-making” (1986: 155). As it is further stated, the language and its ability
to capture and define things was the engine contributing pricelessly to this project. Summing up, nature became
simply “nothing more than a vehicle for the individual thoughts” (Wolf 1986: 146).

The space of many years has proved that the masters of American Gothic have possessed the ability to employ
nature for various literary purposes and have exercised it in a brilliant way. Some ideas standing behind nature as
a tool in gothic fiction were less common, some were noticeable in a great number of works. One of the most
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exploited ways of utilizing nature in Gothic was treating it as a kind of supplement for the real source of terror or
simply a setting. Among a number of elements which enhance the power of affecting a reader’s mind, Nathaniel
Drake, in his On Objects of Terror, necessitates the introduction of “picturesque description, or sublime and
pathetic sentiment” (2000: 160). The very first authors of horror literature in America knew this very well. Firstly,
let us consider Charles Brockden Brown and nature as a complement in Somnambulism. The focal source of
terror is a human being – Alothorpe – a sleepwalker, whose affection for Constantia Davis throws him into
madness and persecution of his beloved during sleep. The journey which lasts through the most part of the story
is set in terrifying wilderness during the cold, dark night. The Burkean obscurity comes into play – characters do
not feel sure, and cannot see clearly who precisely troubles them. The darkness works on behalf of Alothorpe – it
is his ally that supplements the fear evoked by him, provides him with a shelter and facilitates his actions.
Moreover, it is the accomplice of his misdeeds and the pretext which stands behind his shadowing. Alothorpe
speaks: “A journey in darkness is not unaccompanied with peril. (…) there is danger, from which, I am persuaded,
my attendance would be a sufficient, an indispensable safeguard. […] It was easy to enumerate and magnify
possibilities; that a tree or ridge, or stone unobserved might overturn the carriage (…) were far from being
impossible” (1987: 7-8). Also, the darkness and obstructions accompany the characters of Richard Henry Dana’s
Paul Felton. Paul and Abel travel in tiring gloom. The frenzy of their minds is only fanned by horrid weather: “Day
broke before they cleared the ridge; a drizzling rain come on; and the wind, beginning to rise, drove through the
clefts in the rocks, with sharp, whistling sounds, which seemed to come from malignant spirits of the air” (1850:
335). In The Fall of the House of Usher Edgar Allan Poe equips the decrepitude and decay of the mansion with a
proper surrounding – “a few rank sedges – and upon a few white trunks of decayed trees” to achieve the
coherence of the landscape and building’s condition. In addition, nature and the weather feed the tension and
supplement the final disaster at the end of the story – the angry storm is raging and a whirlwind brings about the
fall of the house, with a blood-red moon shining upon (1997). The last example, also worth mentioning, is
Nathaniel Hawthorne’s Young Goodman Brown where nature plays a role very akin to its counterpart in Brown’s
Somnambulism. The main character’s journey is also set in the wilderness during the nightfall; the road leads
through “all the gloomiest trees of the forest” (1937: 1034). Again, the landscape serves as a refuge for the
person of the devil, and makes the forest a kind of Venetian window thanks to which evil can watch every step of
any human being. Besides, the trees hide other wicked beings – the Indians, being even described as “devilish”
(1937: 1034).

Having in mind Burke’s thoughts concerning the sublime in nature, it cannot be forgotten that nature could always
constitute a great source of terror itself. The traces of nature as a stimulus of fear can be spotted in Charles
Brockden Brown’s Edgar Huntly. Burke spoke about dark and confused images distorting calmness and order.
InEdgar Huntly the narrator, who is the main character, sees no images at all – he is overwhelmed by total
darkness. It can only have a detrimental effect on Edgar as, being trapped in a dark cave, he speaks: “Famine,
and blindness, and death, and savage enemies, never fail to be conjured up by the silence and darkness of the
night” (1984: 158). Finding himself in, so to say, an anti-Lockian situation where his senses either cannot be used
or are useless, the gloom deprives him of any faith; paralyzes and sucks all the energy out of him as he recalls:
“The darkness disabled me from comparing directions and distances.[…] Overpowered by my fears and my
agonies I desisted from my fruitless search, and sat down, supporting my back against the wall” (1984: 161).
Edgar Huntly carries one more important notion of nature as an oppressor and this is (also mentioned by Burke)
the appearance of a fierce animal, that is a panther. The narrator speaks of its eyes as of “a fixed and obscure
flame, (…) motionless” . His position seems to be the inferior one” “Thus had I struggled to obtain a post where a
savage was lurking, and waited only till my efforts should place me within reach of his fangs” (1984: 166).
However, following what Kant has mentioned about the power of humans, Edgar restores the presence of his
mind in time and having overcome the fear, kills the beast. He proves the idea of human superiority over nature.
Other characters who are driven to madness by nature are those of Dana’s Paul Felton. The narrator describes
the weather just before the character enters the woods: “(…) a drizzling rain came on; and the wind, beginning to
rise, drove through the clefts in the rocks, with sharp, whistling sounds, which seemed to come from malignant
spirits of the air” (1850: 335). When the storm breaks out and the tree braches start to hit each other as if in a kind
of fight, “as if there were life and passion in them”, frenzy seems to overcome the mind of Abel. The narrator
speaks: “The terror of these sights and sounds was too much for poor Abel; it nearly crazed him; and he set up a
shriek that pierced through the noises of the storm. (…) the boy’s face was a ghostly whiteness (1850: 336).
Dana’s description of this scene has a number of comparisons to humans and uses personifications as if to
suggest that nature is a malevolent, hidden person which is yet palpable. This is also reflected in the moment
when Paul reaches the house:

(…) there was that stillness round, which, in the country, sometimes pervades nature like a diffused
spiritual presence. Paul felt as if the brightness and quiet betrayed him. Everything he passed by
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seemed to have a knowledge of him, and strange eyes were on him. He hardly dared look round (1850:
344-345).

Even though it is bright and shiny, Paul dreads doing anything as he senses something supernatural around him.

Ever since literature has existed, one of the roles nature has been performing, is this of representing. Although
speaking about a painting, Thomas Cole’s St. John in the Wilderness to be more precise, Bryan Wolf makes a
very important point about nature, which can be applied to literary purposes as well. Speaking about the trees
which make a cross in the painting, he states that they:

possess no semiotic significance; they remain natural objects in a mute world. Cole’s trees display no
intrinsic meaning until they are marshaled in the service of a symbolic system. Wood remains wood
until its rearrangement serves larger linguistic ends, until it becomes a cross, a a sign in a larger
signifying system (…). Through language, nature is rendered the servant of forces larger than itself
(1986: 158).

American Gothic writers seem to employ this pattern frequently in view of putting meaning on nature, and
communicating with the reader by transferring some general ideas. The works are often equipped with recurrent
elements of the landscape just like in Somnambulism. The large oak which is mentioned several times appears to
create some level of anxiety in the reader. The characters are warned about it; it serves as an omen of a terrible
event that is going to take place. Eventually, it becomes the cause of an accident which is a kind of “beginning of
the end” in Somnambulism. Also, this story is one among many others which utilize the motif of the woods as
something accursed. The characters waver when they are to enter the wilderness intuiting that something bad will
happen. The same is in Paul Felton – entering the woods is like crossing the border of what is forbidden; stepping
into madness. Nature somehow reflects Paul’s and Abel’s states of mind all the time – the trees are tossing in
agony when the characters feel agitated. Later, when Paul quits the hut and his suffering is over, the storm
passes over and what can be seen are “the myriads of silver rain-drops, falling, or quivering on the leaves” – just
as if the weather was also tired with torments” (1850: 341). Another masterpiece where the woods play the key
role, is Young Goodman Brown. Brown goes into the forest as if he was entering hell – he leaves his beloved
Faith, the Puritan community, and enters into the obscure and unknown. What is more, he meets the devil himself
there, and witnesses a black mess in the nearly inaccessible part of it. This remains in close connection with the
words of Burke mentioning that “(…) all the heathen temples were dark” and speaking about the Druids who
“performed all their ceremonies in the bosom of the darkest woods, and in the shade of the oldest and most
spreading oaks” (1999: 65). With regard to Hawthorne’s interests in the problem of tradition and attitudes towards
the past, the journey into the woods could also symbolize a fearful step into the future, and a question whether the
Puritan community – the past – should be forgotten. The ambiguity of meaning only illustrates how complex this
problem is.

Finally, nature in American Gothic owes Kant’s philosophy one more fundamental favor – it is the reflection of
individual consciousness and an insight into the mind – a haunted one. Therefore, all the dread associated with
nature and experienced by literary characters constitutes a pass to human mentality; it provokes us, helps us
understand characteristically American self-making, but, first and foremost, it gives us a fright. In this respect,
writers could create more emotionally-unstable heroes and enhance their verisimilitude by exploiting the field of
subjectivity. Alothorpe of Somnambulism is a perfect example – finding himself in dangerous enchantment, he
fights an internal struggle; he seems to have a split-personality and is dangerous from the inside. Being aware
that the risk of a hazardous journey of his beloved and her father is marginal, he is still capable of enumerating a
myriad of reasons for joining them. On one hand, he sees nature as safe, on the other, it is dangerous for him. A
masterful grip of the human mind’s nature in correlation with the landscape is also present in Poe’s The Fall of the
House of Usher where the narrator makes a sad but true 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” (1997). The atmosphere of the story is gloomy because he
perceives and presents his vision of the landscape to the reader in such a way. There seems to be no other
possibility – the somberness of his spirit is “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 and terrible” (1997). By this means the mood of the story is a perfect ground for the Gothic. We have
to depend solely on the narrator, and his emotions are subject to the laws of nature, although, he admits 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 (…)” (1997).

To sum up, what can be inferred form analyzed works, is that there is a great variety of perspectives which can be
applied to the insight into the use of nature in American Gothic masterpieces. Nature seems to permeate the
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matter of all the mentioned stories with sets of dualities – it can aid in inspiring fear, or spread terror itself; it may
haunt from the outside as well as from the inside; it works as an simple element of described world, or as a
symbol of higher meaning. Therefore, American horror stories are brilliantly diversified by its presence.
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In spite of all the learned have said,
I still my old opinion keep;
The posture, that we give the dead,
Points out the soul’s eternal sleep.

Not so the ancients of these lands—
The Indian, when from life released,
Again is seated with his friends,
And shares again the joyous feast. (Note: "The North American Indians bury their dead in a sitting posture;
decorating the corpse with wampum, the images of birds, quadrupeds, &c: And (if that of a warrior) with bows,
arrows, tomhawks, and other military weapons."—Freneau's note.)

His imaged birds, and painted bowl,
And venison, for a journey dressed,
Bespeak the nature of the soul,
Activity, that knows no rest.

His bow, for action ready bent,
And arrows, with a head of stone,
Can only mean that life is spent,
And not the old ideas gone.

Thou, stranger, that shalt come this way,
No fraud upon the dead commit—
Observe the swelling turf, and say
They do not lie, but here they sit.

Here still a lofty rock remains,
On which the curious eye may trace
(Now wasted, half, by wearing rains)
The fancies of a ruder race.

Here still an aged elm aspires,
Beneath whose far-projecting shade
(And which the shepherd still admires)
The children of the forest played!

There oft a restless Indian queen
(Pale Shebah, with her braided hair)
And many a barbarous form is seen
To chide the man that lingers there.

By midnight moons, o’er moistening dews;
In habit for the chase arrayed,
The hunter still the deer pursues,
The hunter and the deer, a shade!

And long shall timorous fancy see
The painted chief, and pointed spear,
And Reason’s self shall bow the knee
To shadows and delusions here.

Watch this video online: https://youtu.be/FiIvDfYK_EM
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Sketch Book of Geoffrey Crayon, Gent. Written while Irving was living abroad in
Birmingham, England, “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” was first published in 1820. Along
with Irving’s companion piece “Rip Van Winkle”, “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” is among
the earliest examples of American fiction with enduring popularity, especially during the
Halloween season.

Found among the papers of the late Diedrich Knickerbocker.

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 pass,
Forever 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 Greensburgh, 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.

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
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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 cannon-ball, 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.

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 snipe nose, so that it looked like a weather-cock
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 schoolhouse 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 eelpot. The schoolhouse 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 beehive; interrupted now and then by the authoritative 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
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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 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 millpond, 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, gentlemanlike 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 teapot. 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 overran 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
millpond; 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 spell-
bound 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 schoolhouse, and there con over old Mather’s direful tales, until the gathering dusk of evening
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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 fireflies, too, which sparkled most vividly in the darkest places, now and then
startled him, as one of uncommon brightness would stream across his 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.

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.

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 babbled
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
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the sunshine on the roof. Sleek unwieldy porkers were grunting in the repose and abundance of their pens, from
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; 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;
andirons, 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 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, roystering 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
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great knowledge and skill in horsemanship, being as dexterous on horseback as a Tartar. He was foremost at all
races and cock fights; and, with the ascendancy which bodily strength always 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 that admitted 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 round. 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 farmhouses 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 lion in his amours; 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 tough; 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 a 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
farmhouse; 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 mean time, 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 others 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 a
still greater proof of generalship to maintain possession of the latter, for 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 to the palings on Sunday nights, and a deadly feud
gradually arose between him and the preceptor of Sleepy Hollow.

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 schoolhouse;” 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
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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 situations of the
contending powers. On a fine autumnal afternoon, Ichabod, in pensive mood, sat enthroned on the lofty stool from
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 evil doers,
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 schoolroom. 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 schoolroom. 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 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
schoolhouse. 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 plow-horse, that had outlived almost everything but its
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 burs; 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 the horses 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 fullness 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 cock robin, the favorite game of stripling sportsmen, with its loud querulous note; and the
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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 underclothes,
screaming and chattering, nodding and bobbing 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 in 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 short gowns, 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 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 mettle 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 tender oly 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 schoolhouse;
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!
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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 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 St. 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, cowboys, 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 White Plains, 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 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 cause, 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 André 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
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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 overtaken 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 tête-à-tête 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
chapfallen. 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 henroost, 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 travels 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 watchdog 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 farmhouse
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 the guttural twang of a bullfrog 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 hid
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 André, who had been taken
prisoner hard by; and was universally known by the name of Major André’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.
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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 André 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
brambles and alder bushes. The schoolmaster now bestowed both whip and heel upon the starveling ribs of old
Gunpowder, who dashed forward, snuffling 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 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 his 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.

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 downhill 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.
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As yet the panic of the steed had given his unskilful rider an apparent advantage in the chase, but just as he had
got half way through the hollow, the girths of the saddle gave way, 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 (unskilful 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 backbone, 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’s 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 schoolhouse, 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 ran deep and black, was found the hat of the unfortunate Ichabod, and close beside it
a shattered 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
schoolhouse, 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 winter 
evening 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 millpond. The 
schoolhouse being deserted soon fell to decay, and was reported to be haunted by the ghost of the unfortunate 
pedagogue and the plowboy, 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 at 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 humourous 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 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.”

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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THE RAVEN

“The RavenThe Raven” is a narrative poem by American writer Edgar Allan Poe. First published in
January 1845, the poem is often noted for its musicality, stylized language, and
supernatural atmosphere. It tells of a talking raven’s mysterious visit to a distraught lover,
tracing the man’s slow fall into madness. The lover, often identified as being a student, is
lamenting the loss of his love, Lenore. Sitting on a bust of Pallas, the raven seems to
further instigate his distress with its constant repetition of the word “Nevermore.” The
poem makes use of a number of folk and classical references.

Poe claimed to have written the poem very logically and methodically, intending to create
a poem that would appeal to both critical and popular tastes, as he explained in his 1846
follow-up essay, “The Philosophy of Composition.” The poem was inspired in part by a
talking raven in the novel Barnaby Rudge: A Tale of the Riots of ‘Eighty by Charles
Dickens. Poe borrows the complex rhythm and meter of Elizabeth Barrett’s poem “Lady Geraldine’s
Courtship,” and makes use of internal rhyme as well as alliteration throughout.

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 visiter,” 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 visiter entreating entrance at my chamber door–
Some late visiter 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 mortals ever dared to dream before;
But the silence was unbroken, and the stillness gave no token,
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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.

Back into the chamber turning, all my soul within me burning,
Soon again I heard a tapping something 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 the 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 that placid bust, spoke only
That one word, as if its 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 sad soul 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
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!
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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 has 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 shadows on the floor;
And my soul from out that shadow that lies floating on the floor
Shall be lifted–nevermore!

Watch this video online: https://youtu.be/cLSmhpwLdEQ
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HISTORY OF AMERICAN LITERATURE

New England transcendentalism was a late and local manifestation of that great movement for the liberation of
humanity which, invading practically every sphere of civilized activity, swept over Europe at the end of the
eighteenth and the beginning of the nineteenth century.

With the fading of the Renaissance, Europe had passed into an age of criticism, during which all it had inherited
and achieved in the preceding era was subjected to the test of reason. Throughout the eighteenth century
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especially, the existing structure of society was subtly undermined, and when, at the end of that century, it finally
collapsed, the revolution which in reality had long been in preparation took on an abrupt and miraculous
appearance.

“Heaven smiles, and faiths and empires gleam / Like wrecks of a dissolving dream,” cried Shelley, attempting to
describe this remarkable period, and his lines are scarcely an exaggeration. Smiles and wrecks, these were the
characteristic products of the time, blasted institutions and blossoming ideals.

What those ideals were—some of them soon to be realized, others destined to remain distant visions—is tolerably
clear. Socially this revolution meant democracy, the assertion of the brotherhood and potential equality of men.
Politically and religiously it meant the overthrow of feudal and ecclesiastical tyrannies and customs, and the
setting up of liberal forms of government and belief as instruments for testing the new social doctrine.
Philosophically it meant the contention, in the face of existing rationalisms and skepticisms, that man’s practical
and imaginative faculties play a part in his apprehension of the truth. In the realm of art and literature it meant the
shattering of pseudo-classic rules and forms in favor of a spirit of freedom, the creation of works filled with the
new passion for nature and common humanity and incarnating a fresh sense of the wonder, promise, and
romance of life. In the scientific and industrial worlds it meant those fundamental and far-reaching changes which
came with the constantly fuller recognition and adoption of the scientific method.

To the special student, each of these revolutionary movements has its separate history. But life, in spite of the
student, is not a matter of watertight compartments, and a first fact to be seized and held fast in any discussion of
New England transcendentalism is that the new spirit which appeared in Europe a century and more ago was
neither social, nor political, nor industrial, nor economic, nor literary, nor scientific, nor religious. It was all of them
at once. It transcended every phase of life—though it is true, of course, that in this particular locality or at that
particular time, in this individual or in that social atmosphere, it did take on this or that predominant emphasis or
color.

On this side of the Atlantic, for instance, it assumed at the outset a preeminently political character, and America,
in her own Revolution and in the events which followed it, made an early and memorable contribution to that
greater revolution of the human spirit of which the source and center was in Europe. But America, save in the
case here and there of an exceptional mind, remained largely unconscious, even as a matter of political theory, of
the general significance for the world of what she had accomplished. Still less had she distilled from her
democratic practice any fresh philosophy or faith. When, then, voices from abroad of those who were seeking a
religion for the new order of things penetrated to a community which, religious to the core, had long been
religiously starved, those voices were bound to be heard and answered. That is precisely what began happening
near Boston shortly before the year 1830. The result was similar to what occurs, under like conditions, in the case
of an individual.

Whoever has seen a young man of high mental and spiritual endowment lifted out of a provincial environment and
placed suddenly in contact with the central intellectual and religious forces of his time, has a key to much of the
transcendental movement in New England. The unsettling of traditional foundations, the ferment of thought and
emotion, the aspirations, the excesses, the unleashing of dormant and unsuspected powers, all the effects, in
fact, which attend such an experience in the case of the individual were reproduced on a wider scale when the
spirit of revolutionary Europe descended upon a group of the finest minds of early nineteenth-century New
England. The spirit of the eighteenth century had survived in the neighborhood of Boston long after the eighteenth
century was dead. And suddenly—so at least it seemed—this group of young men and women became intensely
aware of that fact. The new ideas and ideals found their way to them through a score of channels and affected as
many phases of New England life. But because of the predominant part which religion still played in that life and
its traditions, it was within the religious world that the influence of the new spirit was immediate and marked.
Transcendentalism was the religious conversion of early nineteenth-century New England. And because of the
relative cultural eminence of New England, it became indirectly, in some measure, the religious conversion of
America. Emerson’s address, The American scholar, is called our intellectual Declaration of Independence. With
far more fundamental truth his little volume, Nature, might be called our religious Declaration of Independence.

New England transcendentalism, then, was the product of European forces brought to bear on New England
character and conditions. To analyze the movement further it will be necessary to look somewhat more closely at
the nature of those conditions and that character and to study in a little more detail the outside forces which were
brought in contact with them.

The religious evolution of New England from the period of the Puritan theocracy to the beginning of the nineteenth
century is on the whole, with a certain change of scale and retardation of movement, strikingly similar to the
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religious development during the same period abroad, a fact which, at the outset, renders futile any hope to
estimate with exactness how far the two movements were parallel, how far the one was influenced by the other.

New England took no plunge, as England did, from the moral heights of Puritanism into the abyss of Restoration
licentiousness. But there was a descent, which, if more gradual, was not on that account less real. Seventeenth-

century Puritanism held within itself the germ of its own disintegration.1 Already, by the second generation, under
the law of psychological reaction and the exacting material demands of a pioneer community, “the decay of
godliness in the land” had become conspicuous, and it seems difficult not to regard Salem witchcraft as the
reductio ad absurdum of the extreme religious spirit. The revulsion of feeling that followed that outburst of
superstition, the increasing interest in commercial and political questions, the gradual introduction of English
rationalistic doctrines, the growing influence of the philosophy of Locke and of the literature of the “classical”
school, all these causes, and many others, combined to accelerate the change in spiritual atmosphere, and it was
not long before there was prevalent, especially in the neighborhood of Boston, much of that temper of prose and
reason which we habitually associate with the eighteenth century. With this changing mood, “heresies” began to
creep into the religious world: Arminianism, Arianism, and other dissolvents of Calvinism. Interest in “morality”
began to infringe on interest in theology. A line of increasingly “liberal” ministers occupied prominent Boston
pulpits.

The career of Jonathan Edwards serves, by contrast, to tell the story of what was happening. He, if anyone, was
fitted to stem the tide of encroaching secular interests. The Great Awakening, that transitory religious revival of
the second generation of the eighteenth century which is in many ways the American counterpart of the Methodist
movement, was designed to remedy the spiritual deadness of the time. But it merely widened the opening gulf in
the religious world. The New Calvinists, as the followers of Edwards were called, went on to develop a theology of
their own, while the liberals, constantly in closer touch with English thinking, grew more and more radical, until, as
the two schools diverged, the term Unitarian was finally applied to them. Though 1785, the year in which King’s
Chapel in the revision of its liturgy tacitly denied the doctrine of the Trinity, is often selected as the beginning of
the Unitarian movement, and though the actual schism between the Unitarian and the Trinitarian churches did not
come till 1815, it is convenient, if not strictly accurate, to speak of the whole evolution of American liberalism in
the eighteenth century as the Unitarian movement.

Throughout that century the position of the New England liberal had been an increasingly strong one, the typical
Unitarian of the time being a man of tolerance, of intellect, of cultured tastes, of unexceptionable private morality
and notable civic virtue. Emotional or spiritual in temperament, however, he was not. When, therefore, the intense
fervor and the new ideals of revolutionary Europe began to make their way to New England, the Unitarian (like the
orthodox Calvinist of a century before) began to find himself in an untenable position, transformed by the altered
spirit of the age from a radical into a conservative. A number of Unitarian clergymen, notably the Rev. Joseph
Stevens Buckminster (1784–1812), seem to have had an inkling of new things, but Buckminster died at the age of
twenty-eight, and it was left to William Ellery Channing to be the first Unitarian to show something like a full
appreciation of the significance for religion of the changing spirit of the time. Channing is the bridge between
Unitarianism and transcendentalism.

Channing was born in Newport, Rhode Island, in 1780. His early religious environment was Calvinistic but not
illiberal, his parents being orthodox in belief but tolerant in spirit. The stern Calvinism of Dr. Samuel Hopkins,
Edwards’s pupil, the minister to whose preaching Channing listened as a boy, shocked his delicately sensitive
nature, and was doubtless one of the influences that by reaction led to his liberal religious views. During his
college days at Harvard Channing’s early tendency toward revolt was strengthened and his seeking for
intellectual independence encouraged. Contact in his reading with radical English writers of the eighteenth
century gave a direction to his thinking which, in spite of marked mental growth in later years, was never
fundamentally altered.

On leaving Harvard he acted for nearly two years as tutor in a Virginia family, imbibing in the course of this
experience an intense hatred of slavery. During this period, too, he became acquainted with the works of
Rousseau, Godwin, and Mary Wollstonecraft, and from that time the kinship of many of his ideas with those of
French Revolutionary origin can be clearly traced, though in passing through his serene and profoundly Christian
mind those ideas often became scarcely recognizable.

On returning north Channing studied theology, becoming in 1803 minister of the Federal Street Society, Boston, a
pulpit from which, until his death in 1842, he preached, in a spirit of singularly mingled benignity and power,
sermons of constantly increasing influence that emphasized consistently the spiritual and practical as opposed to
the doctrinal aspects of Christianity. Ultimately his fame even crossed the ocean, a number of his essays and
reviews being translated and widely read, especially in France. The eminence he attained was due fundamentally
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to the gracious, almost saintly, character behind both his written and his spoken words; and it is worth
remembering that all he did was accomplished in the face of a physical condition that made him essentially an
invalid.

Although Channing is usually spoken of as the greatest Unitarian of his time, his sermon on Unitarian Christianity,
preached at the ordination of Jared Sparks at Baltimore in 1819, being often called the creed of that
denomination, he was, if we are to give him that name, a Unitarian of an entirely new type, and his works are full
of indictments of what Emerson later called “the pale negations of Boston Unitarianism.”

“Unitarianism,” we find him writing, for instance, “has suffered from union with a heart- withering philosophy. . . . I
fear that we must look to other schools for the thoughts which thrill us, which touch the most inward springs, and
disclose to us the depths of our own souls.”

Or again:

Now, religion ought to be dispensed in accommodation to this spirit and character of our age. Men
desire excitement, and religion must be communicated in a more exciting form. . . . Men will not now be
trifled with . . . . They want a religion which will take a strong hold upon them.

“And they desire the same quality in their literature,” he says elsewhere, “a poetry which pierces beneath the
exterior of life to the depths of the soul.”

Manifestly, as these references to changing standards in philosophy, religion, and literature make clear, a new
spirit was abroad in the land, and though Channing himself had caught much of it from other and earlier sources,
it is certain that German philosophy and literature, some of it directly, much more of it indirectly, was, by the third
decade of the century, becoming a chief influence in its dissemination.
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THE SECOND GREAT AWAKENING AND
TRANSCENDENTALISM

Historians estimate that only about 30–40% of Americans were members of churches or regularly attended
church in the late-eighteenth century, but by 1850 the number was closer to 75–80%. Further, whereas at the end
of the eighteenth century, the two largest religious denominations in the United States were the
Congregationalists (the descendants of the Puritans) and the Episcopalians (the American version of the state-
sponsored Anglican Church of the colonial era), by 1850 the Baptists and Methodists had become more
numerous with a great dispersion of Protestants into numerous new denominations. This upsurge in religious
activity, along with its concomitant shifts in theology and practice, changes to the social organization of religion,
and developments in the relationship between religion and politics, has usually been termed the “Second Great
Awakening,” as a way of referring to the earlier revival in Protestantism in the 1730s and 1740s in the colonies.

The Second Great Awakening rendered the nation more united in terms of a broadly accepted Protestantism even
as it led to the multiplication of different sects and denominations. It helped propel numerous reform movements,
most notably involving temperance and abolition, even as it attempted to return Christianity to its primitive roots.
And it reinforced American beliefs in the individual’s priority and agency even as it helped to bring a sense of
community to a highly mobile populace. The Second Great Awakening transformed American religion and society
in a number of ways and can be traced to a number of interrelated causes. Perhaps the most helpful way to begin
understanding it is by emphasizing how different the dominant strains of Protestantism in 1850 were from those of
the 1700s. By 1850, most Protestants had come to accept some version of Arminianism, the notion that God
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offers the possibility of salvation to any and all who accept Christ as their savior and through that acceptance
undergo a true change of heart, a spiritual rebirth. This move towards the possibility of universal salvation
represented a distinct break from Calvinism that had dominated American Protestantism throughout the colonial
era. Calvinist theology holds that humankind, due to Adam’s fall, is born sinful (innate depravity), and God will
only save a select few (the elect) who have been chosen before time began. The saved can only passively accept
a gift which they have not and could not possibly have earned. While the new Protestantism of the Second Great
Awakening still emphasized a Gospel of Grace (only God could save the individual’s soul) over a Gospel of Works
(one could earn his way into heaven through good behavior), it stressed individual volition—the individual’s choice
to accept God’s free gift of grace—in a way Calvinists never had. In doing so, this theological shift simultaneously
weakened the idea of innate depravity. While all humans might be prone to sinfulness and only through God’s
help could they overcome those sinful tendencies, they were not doomed to sinfulness in a way older Calvinist
theology sometimes seemed to suggest.

This theological shift both proceeded from and furthered social and political changes. In moving from an idea of
the elect to the notion of universal salvation, this transformation followed the democratic emphasis of the
American Revolution and its faith in the universal capacity of individuals to decide for themselves on personal and
political matters. While much of the intellectual energy behind the American Revolution was grounded in secular
philosophy concerning natural rights, American Protestantism had played an important role in the movement
towards independence. Much of the revolutionary fervor coming from American Protestantism centered on
concerns about the imposition of religious beliefs through the established Anglican Church. While the
Constitution’s 1st Amendment assured that there would be no nationally established religion, the amendment was
taken to apply only to the Federal government, and numerous states, especially in the northeast, maintained an
established religion well into the nineteenth century. This meant that all citizens of the state were presumed to be
members of the established church and could be taxed to support that church. By the 1830s, however, the
Enlightenment’s emphasis on individual reason and agency and continuing concerns about the tyranny of
established religion from both secular and religious perspectives led to the disestablishment of churches in all the
states. While some religious leaders feared that decoupling the church from state support would lead to a decline
in faith, it instead led to the flourishing of religion, if in more dispersed form.

In place of being a state-sponsored institution, religious institutions came to take on some of the features of the
marketplace, as individuals now could decide on their own with which church to associate. This emphasis on
individual choice in the religious as well as the economic and political spheres was fundamental to the emergence
of what has been called Jacksonian democracy. Where the majority of the founding fathers held deep
reservations about expanding the franchise to all citizens and tended to believe that a democratic republic (with
republic—the public good—emphasized over democracy) could only thrive if the masses deferred to their better
educated, wiser betters, by the time Andrew Jackson was elected president in 1828 almost all states had lifted
property restrictions on voting rights, thus opening elections to all adult white men. This overturning of long-
standing assumptions of deference to an educated elite in the political arena was accompanied by a similar shift
in religion. Not only did individuals feel empowered to make spiritual choices on their own, especially in the wake
of the disestablishment of religion, but many of them took up the charge to preach. One of the distinct features of
the Second Great Awakening, then, was the democratization of the clerisy, as many barely literate men (and
occasionally women), including both African Americans and American Indians, became church leaders and,
sometimes, licensed ministers.

This emphasis on individual volition and choice paralleled a theological shift that echoed the Enlightenment’s
emphasis on humankind over the divine and on human agency over supernatural agency. In turn, against
Calvinism’s very weak notion of free will, the Protestant synthesis that emerged from this period stressed the
individual’s free choice and, relatedly, suggested that humans had some inborn tendency towards good. While
Protestantism continued to foreground God’s role in human transformation and salvation, the emerging synthesis
emphasized to a much greater extent than earlier ministers and thinkers that the individual could decide for him or
herself whether to accept salvation and that more physical, more worldly means could lead to salvation.

Charles Grandison Finney, one of the most important religious leaders during this period, can help to ground
these theological innovations and connect them to the political and social changes undergirding them. Like many
of the ministers and converts of the Second Great Awakening, Finney grew up in a relatively non-religious
home. Self-educated, he was part of an emerging middle-class of professionals (he was originally a lawyer),
artisans, and small farmers who would form the core of the Second Great Awakening. He came to adulthood in
central and western New York, a region he nicknamed the burned over district to suggest how fervent the revival
spirit became there. The Second Great Awakening burned most brightly in similar areas throughout the Midwest,
South, and Northeast, areas recently settled, consisting of displaced people seeking social and economic stability
and simultaneously looking for a spiritual foundation to counterbalance the relative instability of their lives.
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Finney became famous through his itinerant ministry, as he traveled the country conducting revivals. Much of the
fervor and energy of the Second Great Awakening came through less formally established ministers who moved
from place to place, attempting to bring as many believers to the faith as possible. Finney famously stressed that
revivals worked through “the right exercise of the powers of nature,” emphasizing the emotional roots of the
spiritual transformation of rebirth over God’s direct, miraculous intercession. Critics, especially from older
established churches and more conservative theological positions, rejected such revival spirit as nothing more
than emotionalism, as lacking in the intellectual and spiritual groundwork needed to assure salvation and a long-
term commitment to Christ. They further attacked Finney for allowing women to take an active role in revival
proceedings, for focusing on individuals by specifying them by name in prayers, and for using colloquial language,
among other things. Their critique reiterates some of the most noteworthy features of the Second Great
Awakening—its populist spirit, including its opening religious services to the participation of women, and its
emotional nature. In particular, the Second Great Awakening has sometimes been seen in terms of the
feminization of American religion, as women began to take a much more active role in a variety of Protestant
denominations and Protestant theology took on a decidedly more sentimental cast, emphasizing the more
maternal, loving vision of Jesus over the strict patriarchal Jehovah. Finally, Finney saw his Christianity as directly
related to the social issues of the day, becoming a leader in the temperance movement and in abolitionism. This
shift in focus from theology to morality, from discerning the exact, abstract laws of God to feeling God’s truth and
power internally and acting accordingly, undergirded both the emotional appeal of much anti-slavery activity and
other reform movements and the development of domestic sentimentalism as one of the most popular literary
forms of the period.

At the same time, Finney’s differences from others within the Second Great Awakening suggest the disunity of the
movement. While Finney was ordained a Presbyterian minister, he almost immediately broke with its Calvinist
doctrine, leading to a convention where New Light Calvinists (such as Lyman Beecher) attempted to reconcile
with Finney’s new ways. Where Beecher and the New Lights can be included within the Second Great
Awakening, they represent a more conservative version of it— a reaction on the part of the established churches
(here Presbyterian and Congregationalists) to revise their methods and theology to fit better with the new nation.
Unlike other Calvinists, the New Lights saw religious experience as an essential component to salvation. They
tended to embrace the idea of a sudden-rebirth into grace rather than foregrounding the importance of slow
preparation for it. In that way, they anticipated and paralleled Finney, but they worried over his methods, seeing
them as relying too heavily on worldly means. On the other hand, the fastest growing denominations of the era,
the Baptists and Methodists, tended to go further than Finney in breaking with the older more denominations, yet
tended to remain less committed to their Christianity becoming a guiding force in social and political reforms. The
success of these denominations in the South paralleled their reticence on slavery, even as many Baptists and
Methodists began to preaching to African Americans in broad numbers, leading to one of the Second Great
Awakening’s most long-lasting impacts, the more thorough-going integration of African-American culture into
American Protestantism. New faiths and denominations, such as the Church of Christ and the Church of the
Latter Day Saints (the Mormons) along with numerous offshoots and short-lived sects and utopian communities,
moved even further from the older social and theological structures of American Protestantism.

Because of all these differences, a number of historians have disputed the usefulness of placing these disparate
religious developments under the umbrella of the Second Great Awakening, arguing that it incorrectly links
together largely disconnected, sometimes contradictory or conflicting developments within American
Protestantism over the course of the first half of the nineteenth century. Yet most historians have agreed that
although never centralized those changes followed many parallel tracks, emphasizing its overall tendency
towards democratization of the ministry, its decentering of religious authority, its foregrounding of emotion, and its
theological emphasis on universal salvation and individual rebirth through the active acceptance of Christ as one’s
savior. That is to say, that we need to understand the Second Great Awakening as a term for viewing a number of
often disconnected intellectual, cultural, and social processes as moving towards similar endpoints. It is within this
broader framework that we might consider transcendentalism, one of the most important American literary-
philosophical movements of the nineteenth century, as part of the Second Great Awakening.

The next subunit of this course will explore the transcendentalists in more depth, but here it is important to place
them within this broader context of religious fervor and upheaval. While, as we will see, the movement grew out of
a number of philosophical, literary, and political developments and movements in the transatlantic world, in terms
of American religion, transcendentalism most directly emerged out of Unitarianism. Unitarianism had represented
the liberal development of New England Congregationalism growing out of the Enlightenment and the First Great
Awakening. Where more traditional, if innovative, theologians and ministers such as Jonathan Edwards continued
to hew to strict Calvinist beliefs in innate depravity and election, drawing on developments within the sensational
psychology of John Locke and his followers to defend the use of emotion in the conversion process (thus paving
the way for New Light Calvinism), the more liberal wing of Congregationalism tended to move away from the
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emphasis on humankind’s incapacity to affect their own spiritual change due to their inherent sinfulness and to
remain skeptical of what they saw as emotional excess. With the formal rejection of the trinity (instead of viewing
Jesus as a part of God seeing him as a great spiritual leader), Unitarianism split from Congregationalism in the
late-eighteenth century, exemplifying a type of Enlightenment Christianity that emphasized reason, progress,
learning, stability, and harmony. While Unitarianism was still seen as heretical by more traditional
Congregationalists, it had come to represent the established church in parts of New England by the 1820s,
especially in the Boston area. Emerging in the 1830s, transcendentalism, in many ways, reacted against
Unitarianism as others within the Second Great Awakening reacted against the more established denominations,
rejecting what they saw as its cold rationality and its elitist tendencies in emphasizing doctrine and erudition over
feeling. Many of the leading transcendentalists began as Unitarian ministers before abandoning what they saw as
the restrictive theology and rituals in favor of less organized philosophical and personal explorations of the
relations among the self, nature, and the divine. While the transcendentalists differed from the majority involved in
the Second Great Awakening due to their own elite status (many were college-educated), the ways they grounded
their focus on experience in their own eclectic learning, and their movement away from even the loosest religious
community in favor of the individual’s self-culture and away from Christianity to a form of naturalistic spirituality,
they paralleled the Second Great Awakening’s attention to a kind of ecstatic, life-changing spiritual experience,
their emphasis on the inner life and the individual conscience over book-learning, and their tendency to connect
spiritual regeneration with moral and social change.
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NATURE

“NatureNature” is an essay written by Ralph Waldo Emerson, and published by James
Munroe and Company in 1836. In this essay Emerson put forth the foundation of
transcendentalism, a belief system that espouses a non-traditional appreciation of
nature. Transcendentalism suggests that the divine, or God, suffuses nature, and
suggests that reality can be understood by studying nature. Emerson’s visit to the
Muséum National d’Histoire Naturelle in Paris inspired a set of lectures he later
delivered in Boston which were then published.

Within the essay, Emerson divides nature into four usages: Commodity, Beauty,
Language and Discipline. These distinctions define the ways by which humans use
nature for their basic needs, their desire for delight, their communication with one
another and their understanding of the world. Emerson followed the success of “Nature”
with a speech, “The American Scholar,” which together with his previous lectures laid
the foundation for transcendentalism and his literary career.

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 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.
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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.

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 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

157157



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 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.
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THE AMERICAN SCHOLAR

“The American ScholarThe American Scholar” was a speech given by Ralph Waldo Emerson on August 31,
1837, to the Phi Beta Kappa Society at Cambridge, Massachusetts. He was invited to
speak in recognition of his groundbreaking work Nature, published a year earlier, in which
he established a new way for America’s fledgling society to regard the world. Sixty years
after declaring independence, American culture was still heavily influenced by Europe, and
Emerson, for possibly the first time in the country’s history, provided a visionary
philosophical framework for escaping “from under its iron lids” and building a new, distinctly
American cultural identity.

Emerson uses Transcendentalist and Romantic views to get his points across by
explaining a true American scholar’s relationship to nature.

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
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meetings, which have been the occasion for addresses from the most distinguished scholars and thinkers of the
day.

Mr. President and Gentlemen,

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[1] or skill, for the recitation of histories, tragedies, and
odes, like the ancient Greeks; for parliaments of love and poesy, like the Troubadours;[2] 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 [20]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.[3] 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[4] 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.[5]

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 [21]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[6] 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 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[7] 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 [22]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.[8] 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.”[9] 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;[10] and, after sunset, Night and her stars. Ever the winds blow; ever the grass grows. Every day, men and
women, conversing, beholding and beholden.[11] 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
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never an end, to the inexplicable continuity of this web of God, but always circular power returning into itself.[12]
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 [23]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.

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, [24]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.[13] 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,”[14] 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; [25]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.[15] 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,[16] 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 noxious.[17] [26]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,[18] which
Bacon,[19] have given; forgetful that Cicero, Locke and Bacon were only young men in libraries when they wrote
these books.
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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[20] with the world
and soul. Hence the restorers of readings,[21] the emendators,[22] the bibliomaniacs[23] 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.[24] 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 [27]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.[25] 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.[26] 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;[27]—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[28] is done. Genius
is always sufficiently the enemy of genius by over-influence.[29] The literature of [28]every nation bear me
witness. The English dramatic poets have Shakespearized now for two hundred years.[30]

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 times. When he can read God directly, the hour is too precious to
be wasted in other men’s transcripts of their readings.[31] 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.[32] 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,[33] of Marvell,[34] of Dryden,[35] 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 [29]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[36] 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.

[30]

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
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knowledge are natures in which apparatus and pretension avail nothing. Gowns[37] and pecuniary
foundations,[38] though of towns of gold, can never countervail the least sentence or syllable of wit.[39] 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,[40]—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[41] 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 [31]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[42] 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[43] be vocal with speech. I pierce its order; I dissipate its fear;[44] 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.

[32]

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.[45] 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,[46] to become a
thought of the mind. Instantly it is raised, transfigured; the corruptible has put on incorruption.[47] 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.[48] Cradle and infancy, school and playground, the fear of boys, and dogs, and ferules,[49] the love of
little maids and berries, and many another [33]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.[50]

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,[51] 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.[52] 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

162162

http://www.gutenberg.org/files/16643/16643-h/16643-h.htm#Footnote_37_37
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/16643/16643-h/16643-h.htm#Footnote_38_38
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/16643/16643-h/16643-h.htm#Footnote_39_39
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/16643/16643-h/16643-h.htm#Footnote_40_40
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/16643/16643-h/16643-h.htm#Footnote_41_41
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/16643/16643-h/16643-h.htm#Footnote_42_42
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/16643/16643-h/16643-h.htm#Footnote_43_43
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/16643/16643-h/16643-h.htm#Footnote_44_44
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/16643/16643-h/16643-h.htm#Footnote_45_45
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/16643/16643-h/16643-h.htm#Footnote_46_46
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/16643/16643-h/16643-h.htm#Footnote_47_47
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/16643/16643-h/16643-h.htm#Footnote_48_48
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/16643/16643-h/16643-h.htm#Footnote_49_49
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/16643/16643-h/16643-h.htm#Footnote_50_50
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/16643/16643-h/16643-h.htm#Footnote_51_51
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/16643/16643-h/16643-h.htm#Footnote_52_52


[34]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[53] 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, 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 [35]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[54] savage nature; out of terrible Druids[55] and Berserkers[56] come at last Alfred[57] 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,[58] 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[59] and Herschel,[60] in their glazed observatories, may catalogue the
stars with the praise of all [36]men, and, the results being splendid and useful, honor is sure. But he, in his private
observatory, cataloguing obscure and nebulous[61] 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
[37]history. 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[62] of a government, some ephemeral trade, or war, or man, is cried up[63] 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[64] 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
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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 [38]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[65] 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. [39]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 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[66] 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. [40]Wherever Macdonald[67]
sits, there is the head of the table. Linnæus[68] makes botany the most alluring of studies, and wins it from the
farmer and the herb-woman: Davy,[69] chemistry; and Cuvier,[70] 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.[71]

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;[72] 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.[73]
[41]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[74] 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 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[75] 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 [42]more than the apple
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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.[76] 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, [43]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.[77] Must that needs be evil? We, it seems, are critical. We are
embarrassed with second thoughts.[78] 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.”[79]

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 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 [44]poetry and
art, through philosophy and science, through church and state.

One of these signs is the fact that the same movement[80] 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 [45]of nature; let me see
every trifle bristling with the polarity that ranges it instantly on an eternal law;[81] 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,[82] Burns,[83] Cowper,[84] and, in a newer time, of Goethe,[85]
Wordsworth,[86] and Carlyle.[87] This idea they have differently followed and with various success. In contrast
with their writing, the style of Pope,[88] of Johnson,[89] of Gibbon,[90] 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
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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.

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.[91] 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 [46]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,[92] “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
[47]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 [48]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 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.
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SELF-RELIANCE

“Self-RelianceSelf-Reliance” is an essay written by American transcendentalist philosopher and
essayist Ralph Waldo Emerson. It contains the most thorough statement of one of
Emerson’s recurrent themes, the need for each individual to avoid conformity and false
consistency, and follow his or her own instincts and ideas. It is the source of one of
Emerson’s most famous quotations: “A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds,
adored by little statesmen and philosophers and divines.” This essay is an analysis into the
nature of the “aboriginal self on which a universal reliance may be grounded.”

“Ne te quæsiveris extra.”
[145]

“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.”[146]

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.[147]

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. [148] Speak your latent conviction, and it shall be the universal
sense;[149] 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,[150] and Milton[151] 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:[152] 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[153] the whole cry of voices
is on the other side. Else, to-morrow a stranger will say with masterly good sense precisely what we have thought
and felt all the time, and we shall be forced to take with shame our own opinion from another.

There is a time in every man’s education when he arrives at the conviction that envy is ignorance; that imitation is
suicide;[154] 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,[155] 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.
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Trust thyself:[156] 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[157] 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[158] 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[159] 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[160] 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;[161] independent, irresponsible, looking out from his corner on such people and facts as pass by, he
tries and sentences them on their merits, in the swift, summary way of boys, as good, bad, interesting, silly,
eloquent, troublesome. He cumbers himself never about consequences about interests; he gives an independent,
genuine verdict. You must court him: he does not court you. But the man is, as it were, clapped into jail by his
consciousness. As soon as he has once acted or spoken with éclat[162] 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[163]
for this. Ah, that he could pass again into his neutrality! Who[164] 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.[165] He who would gather immortal palms must not be
hindered by the name of goodness, but must explore if it be goodness.[166] Nothing is at last sacred but the
integrity of your own mind. Absolve you to yourself, and you shall have the suffrage[167] 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;[168] 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,[169] why should I not say to him: “Go
love thy infant; love thy wood-chopper: be good-natured and modest: have that grace; and never varnish your
hard, uncharitable ambition with this incredible tenderness for black folk a thousand miles off. Thy love afar is
spite at home.” Rough and graceless would be such greeting, but truth is handsomer than the affectation of love.
Your goodness must have some edge to it,—else it is none. The doctrine of hatred must be preached as the
counteraction of the doctrine of love when that pules and whines. I shun father and mother and wife and brother,
when my genius calls me. I would write on the lintels of the door-post, Whim.[170] 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
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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.[171] 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.
[172]

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[173] man you are. And, of course, so much force is
withdrawn from your proper life. But do your work, and I shall know you.[174] Do your work, and you shall
reinforce yourself. A man must consider what a blindman’s-buff is this game of conformity. If I know your sect, I
anticipate your argument. I hear a preacher announce for his text and topic the expediency of one of the
institutions of his church. Do I not know beforehand that not possibly can he say a new and spontaneous word?
Do I not know that, with[175] 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[176] are the emptiest affectation.
Well, most men have bound their eyes with one or another handkerchief,[177] and attached themselves to some
one of these communities of opinion.[178] 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.[179] 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.[180] 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[181] that scares us from self-trust is our consistency;[182] a reverence for our past act or word,
because the eyes of others have no other data for computing our orbit[183] than our past acts, and we are loth to
disappoint them.
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But why should you keep your head over your shoulder? Why drag about this corpse of your memory, lest you
contradict somewhat[184] you have stated in this or that public place? Suppose you should contradict yourself;
what then? It seems to be a rule of wisdom never to rely on your memory alone, scarcely even in acts of pure
memory, but to bring the past for judgment into the thousand-eyed present, and live ever in a new day. In your
metaphysics you have denied personality to the Deity; yet when the devout motions of the soul come, yield to
them heart and life, though they should clothe God with shape and color. Leave your theory, as Joseph his coat in
the hand of the harlot, and flee.[185]

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[186] was misunderstood, and Socrates,[187] and Jesus, and Luther,[188]
and Copernicus,[189] and Galileo,[190] and Newton,[191] 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[192] and Himmaleh[193] 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;[194]—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.[195] 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,[196] 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[197] voice, and dignity into Washington’s port, and America into
Adams’s[198] eye. Honor is venerable to us because it is no ephemeris. It is always ancient virtue. We worship it
to-day because it is not of to-day. We love it and pay it homage, because it is not a trap for our love and homage,
but is self-dependent, self-derived, and therefore of an old immaculate pedigree, even if shown in a young person.

I hope in these days we have heard the last of conformity and consistency. Let the words be gazetted and
ridiculous henceforward. Instead of the gong for dinner, let us hear a whistle from the Spartan[199] 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[200] 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;[201] the Reformation, of Luther; Quakerism, of Fox;[202] Methodism,
of Wesley;[203] Abolition, of Clarkson.[204] Scipio,[205]Milton called “the height of Rome”; and all history resolves
itself very easily into the biography of a few stout and earnest persons.
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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,[206] owes its
popularity to the fact that it symbolizes so well the state of man, who is in the world a sort of sot, but now and then
wakes up, exercises his reason, and finds himself a true prince.

Our reading is mendicant and sycophantic. In history, our imagination plays us false. Kingdom and lordship,
power and estate, are a gaudier vocabulary than private John and Edward in a small house and common day’s
work; but the things of life are the same to both; the sum total of both is the same. Why all this deference to
Alfred,[207] and Scanderbeg,[208] and Gustavus?[209] 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[210] 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,[211] 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 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?[212] Whence, then, this worship of the past?[213] The centuries
are conspirators against the sanity and authority of the soul. Time and space are but physiological colors which
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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.[214] 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 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[215] equally aside. Why, then, do we prate of self-
reliance? Inasmuch as the soul is present, there will be power not confident but agent.[216] To talk of reliance is a
poor external way of speaking. Speak rather of that which relies, because it works and is. Who has more
obedience than I masters me, though he should not raise his finger. Round him I must revolve by the gravitation
of spirits. We fancy it rhetoric, when we speak of eminent virtue. We do not yet see that virtue is Height, and that
a man or a company of men, plastic and permeable to principles, by the law of nature must overpower and ride all
cities, nations, kings, rich men, poets, who are not.

This is the ultimate fact which we so quickly reach on this, as on every topic, the resolution of all into the ever-
blessed One. Self-existence is the attribute of the Supreme Cause, and it constitutes the measure of good by the
degree in which it enters into all lower forms. All things real are so by so much virtue as they contain. Commerce,
husbandry, hunting, whaling, war eloquence, personal weight, are somewhat, and engage my respect as
examples of its presence and impure action. I see the same law working in nature for conservation and growth.
Power is in nature the essential measure of right. Nature suffers nothing to remain in her kingdoms which cannot
help itself. The genesis and maturation of a planet, its poise and orbit, the bended tree recovering itself from the
strong wind, the vital resources of every animal and vegetable, are demonstrations of the self-sufficing, and
therefore self-relying soul.

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.[217] Let our simplicity judge them, and our docility to our own law
demonstrate the poverty of nature and fortune beside our native riches.
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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.[218] 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,[219] 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.[220] 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.[221] If you can love me for what I am, we shall be the
happier. If you cannot, I will still seek to deserve that you should. I will not hide my tastes or aversions. I will so
trust that what is deep is holy, that I will do strongly before the sun and moon whatever inly rejoices me, and the
heart appoints. If you are noble, I will love you; if you are not, I will not hurt you and myself by hypocritical
attentions. If you are true, but not in the same truth with me, cleave to your companions; I will seek my own. I do
this not selfishly, but humbly and truly. It is alike your interest, and mine, and all men’s however long we have
dwelt in lies, to live in truth. Does this sound harsh to-day? You will soon love what is dictated by your nature as
well as mine, and, if we follow the truth, it will bring us out safe at last.[222] 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;[223] 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,[224] 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
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turn tries all the professions, who teams it, farms it,[225] peddles, keeps a school, preaches, edits a newspaper,
goes to Congress, buys a township, and so forth, in successive years, and always, like a cat, falls on his feet, is
worth a hundred of these city dolls. He walks abreast with his days, and feels no shame in not “studying a
profession,” for he does not postpone his life, but lives already. He has not one chance, but a hundred chances.
Let a Stoic[226] 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,[227]
born to shed healing to the nations,[228] 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![229] [106] 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.[230] 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,[231] 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 gods love him because men
hated him. “To the persevering mortal,” said Zoroaster,[232] “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.”[233] 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,[234] a Lavoisier,[235] a Hutton,[236] a Betham,[237] a
Fourier,[238] 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,[239]Quakerism,[240]
Swedenborgism.[241] 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
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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,[242] travels
away from himself, and grows old even in youth among old things. In Thebes,[243] in Palmyra,[244] 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.[245] I seek the Vatican,[246] 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 Doric[247] or the Gothic[248] 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.[249] 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?[250] Where is the master who
could have instructed Franklin,[251] or Washington, or Bacon,[252] or Newton?[253] Every great man is a unique.
The Scipionism of Scipio[254] is 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,[255] or trowel of
the Egyptians,[256] or the pen of Moses,[257] or Dante,[258] 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[259] again.

4. As our Religion, our Education, our Art look abroad, so does our spirit of society. All men plume themselves on
the improvement of society, and no man improves.

Society never advances. It recedes as fast on one side as it gains on the other. It undergoes continual changes; it
is barbarous, it is civilized, it is Christianized, it is rich, it is scientific; but this change is not amelioration. For
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,[260] 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[261] watch, but he fails of the skill to tell the hour by the sun. A
Greenwich nautical almanac[262] 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[263] 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
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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[264] heroes, three or four and twenty centuries ago. Not in time is the race progressive.
Phocion,[265]Socrates, Anaxagoras,[266] Diogenes,[267] 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[268] and Bering[269] accomplished so much in their fishing boats,
as to astonish Parry[270] and Franklin,[271] 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[272] found the New World in an undecked boat. It is curious to see the periodical disuse and perishing
of means and machinery, which were introduced with loud laudation a few years or centuries before. The great
genius returns to essential man. We reckoned the improvements of the art of war among the triumphs of science,
and yet Napoleon[273] 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,[274]
“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,[275] “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![276] 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.

So use all that is called Fortune.[277] 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.

https://youtu.be/akZMaMf07J0
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WALDEN: ECONOMY

Walden (first published as Walden; or, Life in the Woods), by
noted transcendentalist Henry David Thoreau, is a reflection upon simple living in
natural surroundings. The work is part personal declaration of independence, social
experiment, voyage of spiritual discovery, satire, and manual for self-reliance. First
published in 1854, it details Thoreau’s experiences over the course of two years, two
months, and two days in a cabin he built near Walden Pond, amidst woodland owned
by his friend and mentor Ralph Waldo Emerson, near Concord, Massachusetts. The
book compresses the time into a single calendar year and uses passages of four
seasons to symbolize human development.

By immersing himself in nature, Thoreau hoped to gain a more objective
understanding of society through personal introspection. Simple living and self-
sufficiency were Thoreau’s other goals, and the whole project was inspired by transcendentalist philosophy, a
central theme of the American Romantic Period. As Thoreau made clear in his book, his cabin was not in
wilderness but at the edge of town, about two miles (3 km) from his family home.

When I wrote the following pages, or rather the bulk of them, I lived alone, in the woods, a mile from any neighbor,
in a house which I had built myself, on the shore of Walden Pond, in Concord, Massachusetts, and earned my
living by the labor of my hands only. I lived there two years and two months. At present I am a sojourner in
civilized life again.

I should not obtrude my affairs so much on the notice of my readers if very particular inquiries had not been made
by my townsmen concerning my mode of life, which some would call impertinent, though they do not appear to
me at all impertinent, but, considering the circumstances, very natural and pertinent. Some have asked what I got
to eat; if I did not feel lonesome; if I was not afraid; and the like. Others have been curious to learn what portion of
my income I devoted to charitable purposes; and some, who have large families, how many poor children I
maintained. I will therefore ask those of my readers who feel no particular interest in me to pardon me if I
undertake to answer some of these questions in this book. In most books, the I, or first person, is omitted; in this it
will be retained; that, in respect to egotism, is the main difference. We commonly do not remember that it is, after
all, always the first person that is speaking. I should not talk so much about myself if there were anybody else
whom I knew as well. Unfortunately, I am confined to this theme by the narrowness of my experience. Moreover,
I, on my side, require of every writer, first or last, a simple and sincere account of his own life, and not merely
what he has heard of other men’s lives; some such account as he would send to his kindred from a distant land;
for if he has lived sincerely, it must have been in a distant land to me. Perhaps these pages are more particularly
addressed to poor students. As for the rest of my readers, they will accept such portions as apply to them. I trust
that none will stretch the seams in putting on the coat, for it may do good service to him whom it fits.

I would fain say something, not so much concerning the Chinese and Sandwich Islanders as you who read these
pages, who are said to live in New England; something about your condition, especially your outward condition or
circumstances in this world, in this town, what it is, whether it is necessary that it be as bad as it is, whether it
cannot be improved as well as not. I have travelled a good deal in Concord; and everywhere, in shops, and
offices, and fields, the inhabitants have appeared to me to be doing penance in a thousand remarkable ways.
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What I have heard of Bramins sitting exposed to four fires and looking in the face of the sun; or hanging
suspended, with their heads downward, over flames; or looking at the heavens over their shoulders “until it
becomes impossible for them to resume their natural position, while from the twist of the neck nothing but liquids
can pass into the stomach”; or dwelling, chained for life, at the foot of a tree; or measuring with their bodies, like
caterpillars, the breadth of vast empires; or standing on one leg on the tops of pillars—even these forms of
conscious penance are hardly more incredible and astonishing than the scenes which I daily witness. The twelve
labors of Hercules were trifling in comparison with those which my neighbors have undertaken; for they were only
twelve, and had an end; but I could never see that these men slew or captured any monster or finished any labor.
They have no friend Iolaus to burn with a hot iron the root of the hydra’s head, but as soon as one head is
crushed, two spring up.

I see young men, my townsmen, whose misfortune it is to have inherited farms, houses, barns, cattle, and farming
tools; for these are more easily acquired than got rid of. Better if they had been born in the open pasture and
suckled by a wolf, that they might have seen with clearer eyes what field they were called to labor in. Who made
them serfs of the soil? Why should they eat their sixty acres, when man is condemned to eat only his peck of dirt?
Why should they begin digging their graves as soon as they are born? They have got to live a man’s life, pushing
all these things before them, and get on as well as they can. How many a poor immortal soul have I met well-nigh
crushed and smothered under its load, creeping down the road of life, pushing before it a barn seventy-five feet
by forty, its Augean stables never cleansed, and one hundred acres of land, tillage, mowing, pasture, and
woodlot! The portionless, who struggle with no such unnecessary inherited encumbrances, find it labor enough to
subdue and cultivate a few cubic feet of flesh.

But men labor under a mistake. The better part of the man is soon plowed into the soil for compost. By a seeming
fate, commonly called necessity, they are employed, as it says in an old book, laying up treasures which moth
and rust will corrupt and thieves break through and steal. It is a fool’s life, as they will find when they get to the
end of it, if not before. It is said that Deucalion and Pyrrha created men by throwing stones over their heads
behind them:—

Inde genus durum sumus, experiensque laborum,
Et documenta damus qua simus origine nati.
Or, as Raleigh rhymes it in his sonorous way,—
“From thence our kind hard-hearted is, enduring pain and care,
Approving that our bodies of a stony nature are.”

So much for a blind obedience to a blundering oracle, throwing the stones over their heads behind them, and not
seeing where they fell.

Most men, even in this comparatively free country, through mere ignorance and mistake, are so occupied with the
factitious cares and superfluously coarse labors of life that its finer fruits cannot be plucked by them. Their fingers,
from excessive toil, are too clumsy and tremble too much for that. Actually, the laboring man has not leisure for a
true integrity day by day; he cannot afford to sustain the manliest relations to men; his labor would be depreciated
in the market. He has no time to be anything but a machine. How can he remember well his ignorance—which his
growth requires—who has so often to use his knowledge? We should feed and clothe him gratuitously
sometimes, and recruit him with our cordials, before we judge of him. The finest qualities of our nature, like the
bloom on fruits, can be preserved only by the most delicate handling. Yet we do not treat ourselves nor one
another thus tenderly.

Some of you, we all know, are poor, find it hard to live, are sometimes, as it were, gasping for breath. I have no
doubt that some of you who read this book are unable to pay for all the dinners which you have actually eaten, or
for the coats and shoes which are fast wearing or are already worn out, and have come to this page to spend
borrowed or stolen time, robbing your creditors of an hour. It is very evident what mean and sneaking lives many
of you live, for my sight has been whetted by experience; always on the limits, trying to get into business and
trying to get out of debt, a very ancient slough, called by the Latins
aes alienum, another’s brass, for some of their coins were made of brass; still living, and dying, and buried by this
other’s brass; always promising to pay, promising to pay, tomorrow, and dying today, insolvent; seeking to curry
favor, to get custom, by how many modes, only not state-prison offenses; lying, flattering, voting, contracting
yourselves into a nutshell of civility or dilating into an atmosphere of thin and vaporous generosity, that you may
persuade your neighbor to let you make his shoes, or his hat, or his coat, or his carriage, or import his groceries
for him; making yourselves sick, that you may lay up something against a sick day, something to be tucked away
in an old chest, or in a stocking behind the plastering, or, more safely, in the brick bank; no matter where, no
matter how much or how little.
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I sometimes wonder that we can be so frivolous, I may almost say, as to attend to the gross but somewhat foreign
form of servitude called Negro Slavery, there are so many keen and subtle masters that enslave both North and
South. It is hard to have a Southern overseer; it is worse to have a Northern one; but worst of all when you are the
slave-driver of yourself. Talk of a divinity in man! Look at the teamster on the highway, wending to market by day
or night; does any divinity stir within him? His highest duty to fodder and water his horses! What is his destiny to
him compared with the shipping interests? Does not he drive for Squire Make-a-stir? How godlike, how immortal,
is he? See how he cowers and sneaks, how vaguely all the day he fears, not being immortal nor divine, but the
slave and prisoner of his own opinion of himself, a fame won by his own deeds. Public opinion is a weak tyrant
compared with our own private opinion. What a man thinks of himself, that it is which determines, or rather
indicates, his fate. Self-emancipation even in the West Indian provinces of the fancy and imagination—what
Wilberforce is there to bring that about? Think, also, of the ladies of the land weaving toilet cushions against the
last day, not to betray too green an interest in their fates! As if you could kill time without injuring eternity.

The mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation. What is called resignation is confirmed desperation. From the
desperate city you go into the desperate country, and have to console yourself with the bravery of minks and
muskrats. A stereotyped but unconscious despair is concealed even under what are called the games and
amusements of mankind. There is no play in them, for this comes after work. But it is a characteristic of wisdom
not to do desperate things.

When we consider what, to use the words of the catechism, is the chief end of man, and what are the true
necessaries and means of life, it appears as if men had deliberately chosen the common mode of living because
they preferred it to any other. Yet they honestly think there is no choice left. But alert and healthy natures
remember that the sun rose clear. It is never too late to give up our prejudices. No way of thinking or doing,
however ancient, can be trusted without proof. What everybody echoes or in silence passes by as true to-day
may turn out to be falsehood to-morrow, mere smoke of opinion, which some had trusted for a cloud that would
sprinkle fertilizing rain on their fields. What old people say you cannot do, you try and find that you can. Old deeds
for old people, and new deeds for new. Old people did not know enough once, perchance, to fetch fresh fuel to
keep the fire a-going; new people put a little dry wood under a pot, and are whirled round the globe with the speed
of birds, in a way to kill old people, as the phrase is. Age is no better, hardly so well, qualified for an instructor as
youth, for it has not profited so much as it has lost. One may almost doubt if the wisest man has learned anything
of absolute value by living. Practically, the old have no very important advice to give the young, their own
experience has been so partial, and their lives have been such miserable failures, for private reasons, as they
must believe; and it may be that they have some faith left which belies that experience, and they are only less
young than they were. I have lived some thirty years on this planet, and I have yet to hear the first syllable of
valuable or even earnest advice from my seniors. They have told me nothing, and probably cannot tell me
anything to the purpose. Here is life, an experiment to a great extent untried by me; but it does not avail me that
they have tried it. If I have any experience which I think valuable, I am sure to reflect that this my Mentors said
nothing about.

One farmer says to me, “You cannot live on vegetable food solely, for it furnishes nothing to make bones with”;
and so he religiously devotes a part of his day to supplying his system with the raw material of bones; walking all
the while he talks behind his oxen, which, with vegetable-made bones, jerk him and his lumbering plow along in
spite of every obstacle. Some things are really necessaries of life in some circles, the most helpless and
diseased, which in others are luxuries merely, and in others still are entirely unknown.

The whole ground of human life seems to some to have been gone over by their predecessors, both the heights
and the valleys, and all things to have been cared for. According to Evelyn, “the wise Solomon prescribed
ordinances for the very distances of trees; and the Roman prætors have decided how often you may go into your
neighbor’s land to gather the acorns which fall on it without trespass, and what share belongs to that neighbor.”
Hippocrates has even left directions how we should cut our nails; that is, even with the ends of the fingers, neither
shorter nor longer. Undoubtedly the very tedium and ennui which presume to have exhausted the variety and the
joys of life are as old as Adam. But man’s capacities have never been measured; nor are we to judge of what he
can do by any precedents, so little has been tried. Whatever have been thy failures hitherto, “be not afflicted, my
child, for who shall assign to thee what thou hast left undone?”

We might try our lives by a thousand simple tests; as, for instance, that the same sun which ripens my beans
illumines at once a system of earths like ours. If I had remembered this it would have prevented some mistakes.
This was not the light in which I hoed them. The stars are the apexes of what wonderful triangles! What distant
and different beings in the various mansions of the universe are contemplating the same one at the same
moment! Nature and human life are as various as our several constitutions. Who shall say what prospect life
offers to another? Could a greater miracle take place than for us to look through each other’s eyes for an instant?
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We should live in all the ages of the world in an hour; ay, in all the worlds of the ages. History, Poetry,
Mythology!—I know of no reading of another’s experience so startling and informing as this would be.

The greater part of what my neighbors call good I believe in my soul to be bad, and if I repent of anything, it is
very likely to be my good behavior. What demon possessed me that I behaved so well? You may say the wisest
thing you can, old man—you who have lived seventy years, not without honor of a kind—I hear an irresistible
voice which invites me away from all that. One generation abandons the enterprises of another like stranded
vessels.

I think that we may safely trust a good deal more than we do. We may waive just so much care of ourselves as
we honestly bestow elsewhere. Nature is as well adapted to our weakness as to our strength. The incessant
anxiety and strain of some is a well-nigh incurable form of disease. We are made to exaggerate the importance of
what work we do; and yet how much is not done by us! or, what if we had been taken sick? How vigilant we are!
determined not to live by faith if we can avoid it; all the day long on the alert, at night we unwillingly say our
prayers and commit ourselves to uncertainties. So thoroughly and sincerely are we compelled to live, reverencing
our life, and denying the possibility of change. This is the only way, we say; but there are as many ways as there
can be drawn radii from one centre. All change is a miracle to contemplate; but it is a miracle which is taking place
every instant. Confucius said, “To know that we know what we know, and that we do not know what we do not
know, that is true knowledge.” When one man has reduced a fact of the imagination to be a fact to his
understanding, I foresee that all men at length establish their lives on that basis.

Let us consider for a moment what most of the trouble and anxiety which I have referred to is about, and how
much it is necessary that we be troubled, or at least careful. It would be some advantage to live a primitive and
frontier life, though in the midst of an outward civilization, if only to learn what are the gross necessaries of life and
what methods have been taken to obtain them; or even to look over the old day-books of the merchants, to see
what it was that men most commonly bought at the stores, what they stored, that is, what are the grossest
groceries. For the improvements of ages have had but little influence on the essential laws of man’s existence; as
our skeletons, probably, are not to be distinguished from those of our ancestors.

By the words, necessary of life, I mean whatever, of all that man obtains by his own exertions, has been from the
first, or from long use has become, so important to human life that few, if any, whether from savageness, or
poverty, or philosophy, ever attempt to do without it. To many creatures there is in this sense but one necessary
of life, Food. To the bison of the prairie it is a few inches of palatable grass, with water to drink; unless he seeks
the Shelter of the forest or the mountain’s shadow. None of the brute creation requires more than Food and
Shelter. The necessaries of life for man in this climate may, accurately enough, be distributed under the several
heads of Food, Shelter, Clothing, and Fuel; for not till we have secured these are we prepared to entertain the
true problems of life with freedom and a prospect of success. Man has invented, not only houses, but clothes and
cooked food; and possibly from the accidental discovery of the warmth of fire, and the consequent use of it, at first
a luxury, arose the present necessity to sit by it. We observe cats and dogs acquiring the same second nature. By
proper Shelter and Clothing we legitimately retain our own internal heat; but with an excess of these, or of Fuel,
that is, with an external heat greater than our own internal, may not cookery properly be said to begin? Darwin,
the naturalist, says of the inhabitants of Tierra del Fuego, that while his own party, who were well clothed and
sitting close to a fire, were far from too warm, these naked savages, who were farther off, were observed, to his
great surprise, “to be streaming with perspiration at undergoing such a roasting.” So, we are told, the New
Hollander goes naked with impunity, while the European shivers in his clothes. Is it impossible to combine the
hardiness of these savages with the intellectualness of the civilized man? According to Liebig, man’s body is a
stove, and food the fuel which keeps up the internal combustion in the lungs. In cold weather we eat more, in
warm less. The animal heat is the result of a slow combustion, and disease and death take place when this is too
rapid; or for want of fuel, or from some defect in the draught, the fire goes out. Of course the vital heat is not to be
confounded with fire; but so much for analogy. It appears, therefore, from the above list, that the expression,
animal life, is nearly synonymous with the expression, animal heat; for while Food may be regarded as the Fuel
which keeps up the fire within us—and Fuel serves only to prepare that Food or to increase the warmth of our
bodies by addition from without—Shelter and Clothing also serve only to retain the heat thus generated and
absorbed.

The grand necessity, then, for our bodies, is to keep warm, to keep the vital heat in us. What pains we accordingly
take, not only with our Food, and Clothing, and Shelter, but with our beds, which are our night-clothes, robbing the
nests and breasts of birds to prepare this shelter within a shelter, as the mole has its bed of grass and leaves at
the end of its burrow! The poor man is wont to complain that this is a cold world; and to cold, no less physical than
social, we refer directly a great part of our ails. The summer, in some climates, makes possible to man a sort of
Elysian life. Fuel, except to cook his Food, is then unnecessary; the sun is his fire, and many of the fruits are
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sufficiently cooked by its rays; while Food generally is more various, and more easily obtained, and Clothing and
Shelter are wholly or half unnecessary. At the present day, and in this country, as I find by my own experience, a
few implements, a knife, an axe, a spade, a wheelbarrow, etc., and for the studious, lamplight, stationery, and
access to a few books, rank next to necessaries, and can all be obtained at a trifling cost. Yet some, not wise, go
to the other side of the globe, to barbarous and unhealthy regions, and devote themselves to trade for ten or
twenty years, in order that they may live—that is, keep comfortably warm—and die in New England at last. The
luxuriously rich are not simply kept comfortably warm, but unnaturally hot; as I implied before, they are cooked, of
course à la mode.

Most of the luxuries, and many of the so-called comforts of life, are not only not indispensable, but positive
hindrances to the elevation of mankind. With respect to luxuries and comforts, the wisest have ever lived a more
simple and meagre life than the poor. The ancient philosophers, Chinese, Hindoo, Persian, and Greek, were a
class than which none has been poorer in outward riches, none so rich in inward. We know not much about them.
It is remarkable that we know so much of them as we do. The same is true of the more modern reformers and
benefactors of their race. None can be an impartial or wise observer of human life but from the vantage ground of
what we should call voluntary poverty. Of a life of luxury the fruit is luxury, whether in agriculture, or commerce, or
literature, or art. There are nowadays professors of philosophy, but not philosophers. Yet it is admirable to profess
because it was once admirable to live. To be a philosopher is not merely to have subtle thoughts, nor even to
found a school, but so to love wisdom as to live according to its dictates, a life of simplicity, independence,
magnanimity, and trust. It is to solve some of the problems of life, not only theoretically, but practically. The
success of great scholars and thinkers is commonly a courtier-like success, not kingly, not manly. They make shift
to live merely by conformity, practically as their fathers did, and are in no sense the progenitors of a noble race of
men. But why do men degenerate ever? What makes families run out? What is the nature of the luxury which
enervates and destroys nations? Are we sure that there is none of it in our own lives? The philosopher is in
advance of his age even in the outward form of his life. He is not fed, sheltered, clothed, warmed, like his
contemporaries. How can a man be a philosopher and not maintain his vital heat by better methods than other
men?

When a man is warmed by the several modes which I have described, what does he want next? Surely not more
warmth of the same kind, as more and richer food, larger and more splendid houses, finer and more abundant
clothing, more numerous, incessant, and hotter fires, and the like. When he has obtained those things which are
necessary to life, there is another alternative than to obtain the superfluities; and that is, to adventure on life now,
his vacation from humbler toil having commenced. The soil, it appears, is suited to the seed, for it has sent its
radicle downward, and it may now send its shoot upward also with confidence. Why has man rooted himself thus
firmly in the earth, but that he may rise in the same proportion into the heavens above?—for the nobler plants are
valued for the fruit they bear at last in the air and light, far from the ground, and are not treated like the humbler
esculents, which, though they may be biennials, are cultivated only till they have perfected their root, and often cut
down at top for this purpose, so that most would not know them in their flowering season.

I do not mean to prescribe rules to strong and valiant natures, who will mind their own affairs whether in heaven
or hell, and perchance build more magnificently and spend more lavishly than the richest, without ever
impoverishing themselves, not knowing how they live—if, indeed, there are any such, as has been dreamed; nor
to those who find their encouragement and inspiration in precisely the present condition of things, and cherish it
with the fondness and enthusiasm of lovers—and, to some extent, I reckon myself in this number; I do not speak
to those who are well employed, in whatever circumstances, and they know whether they are well employed or
not;—but mainly to the mass of men who are discontented, and idly complaining of the hardness of their lot or of
the times, when they might improve them. There are some who complain most energetically and inconsolably of
any, because they are, as they say, doing their duty. I also have in my mind that seemingly wealthy, but most
terribly impoverished class of all, who have accumulated dross, but know not how to use it, or get rid of it, and
thus have forged their own golden or silver fetters.

If I should attempt to tell how I have desired to spend my life in years past, it would probably surprise those of my
readers who are somewhat acquainted with its actual history; it would certainly astonish those who know nothing
about it. I will only hint at some of the enterprises which I have cherished.

In any weather, at any hour of the day or night, I have been anxious to improve the nick of time, and notch it on
my stick too; to stand on the meeting of two eternities, the past and future, which is precisely the present moment;
to toe that line. You will pardon some obscurities, for there are more secrets in my trade than in most men’s, and
yet not voluntarily kept, but inseparable from its very nature. I would gladly tell all that I know about it, and never
paint “No Admittance” on my gate.
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I long ago lost a hound, a bay horse, and a turtle dove, and am still on their trail. Many are the travellers I have
spoken concerning them, describing their tracks and what calls they answered to. I have met one or two who had
heard the hound, and the tramp of the horse, and even seen the dove disappear behind a cloud, and they
seemed as anxious to recover them as if they had lost them themselves.

To anticipate, not the sunrise and the dawn merely, but, if possible, Nature herself! How many mornings, summer
and winter, before yet any neighbor was stirring about his business, have I been about mine! No doubt, many of
my townsmen have met me returning from this enterprise, farmers starting for Boston in the twilight, or
woodchoppers going to their work. It is true, I never assisted the sun materially in his rising, but, doubt not, it was
of the last importance only to be present at it.

So many autumn, ay, and winter days, spent outside the town, trying to hear what was in the wind, to hear and
carry it express! I well-nigh sunk all my capital in it, and lost my own breath into the bargain, running in the face of
it. If it had concerned either of the political parties, depend upon it, it would have appeared in the Gazette with the
earliest intelligence. At other times watching from the observatory of some cliff or tree, to telegraph any new
arrival; or waiting at evening on the hill-tops for the sky to fall, that I might catch something, though I never caught
much, and that, manna-wise, would dissolve again in the sun.

For a long time I was reporter to a journal, of no very wide circulation, whose editor has never yet seen fit to print
the bulk of my contributions, and, as is too common with writers, I got only my labor for my pains. However, in this
case my pains were their own reward.

For many years I was self-appointed inspector of snow-storms and rain-storms, and did my duty faithfully;
surveyor, if not of highways, then of forest paths and all across-lot routes, keeping them open, and ravines
bridged and passable at all seasons, where the public heel had testified to their utility.

I have looked after the wild stock of the town, which give a faithful herdsman a good deal of trouble by leaping
fences; and I have had an eye to the unfrequented nooks and corners of the farm; though I did not always know
whether Jonas or Solomon worked in a particular field to-day; that was none of my business. I have watered the
red huckleberry, the sand cherry and the nettle-tree, the red pine and the black ash, the white grape and the
yellow violet, which might have withered else in dry seasons.

In short, I went on thus for a long time (I may say it without boasting), faithfully minding my business, till it became
more and more evident that my townsmen would not after all admit me into the list of town officers, nor make my
place a sinecure with a moderate allowance. My accounts, which I can swear to have kept faithfully, I have,
indeed, never got audited, still less accepted, still less paid and settled. However, I have not set my heart on that.

Not long since, a strolling Indian went to sell baskets at the house of a well-known lawyer in my neighborhood.
“Do you wish to buy any baskets?” he asked. “No, we do not want any,” was the reply. “What!” exclaimed the
Indian as he went out the gate, “do you mean to starve us?” Having seen his industrious white neighbors so well
off—that the lawyer had only to weave arguments, and, by some magic, wealth and standing followed—he had
said to himself: I will go into business; I will weave baskets; it is a thing which I can do. Thinking that when he had
made the baskets he would have done his part, and then it would be the white man’s to buy them. He had not
discovered that it was necessary for him to make it worth the other’s while to buy them, or at least make him think
that it was so, or to make something else which it would be worth his while to buy. I too had woven a kind of
basket of a delicate texture, but I had not made it worth any one’s while to buy them. Yet not the less, in my case,
did I think it worth my while to weave them, and instead of studying how to make it worth men’s while to buy my
baskets, I studied rather how to avoid the necessity of selling them. The life which men praise and regard as
successful is but one kind. Why should we exaggerate any one kind at the expense of the others?

Finding that my fellow-citizens were not likely to offer me any room in the court house, or any curacy or living
anywhere else, but I must shift for myself, I turned my face more exclusively than ever to the woods, where I was
better known. I determined to go into business at once, and not wait to acquire the usual capital, using such
slender means as I had already got. My purpose in going to Walden Pond was not to live cheaply nor to live
dearly there, but to transact some private business with the fewest obstacles; to be hindered from accomplishing
which for want of a little common sense, a little enterprise and business talent, appeared not so sad as foolish.

I have always endeavored to acquire strict business habits; they are indispensable to every man. If your trade is
with the Celestial Empire, then some small counting house on the coast, in some Salem harbor, will be fixture
enough. You will export such articles as the country affords, purely native products, much ice and pine timber and
a little granite, always in native bottoms. These will be good ventures. To oversee all the details yourself in

182182



person; to be at once pilot and captain, and owner and underwriter; to buy and sell and keep the accounts; to
read every letter received, and write or read every letter sent; to superintend the discharge of imports night and
day; to be upon many parts of the coast almost at the same time—often the richest freight will be discharged upon
a Jersey shore;—to be your own telegraph, unweariedly sweeping the horizon, speaking all passing vessels
bound coastwise; to keep up a steady despatch of commodities, for the supply of such a distant and exorbitant
market; to keep yourself informed of the state of the markets, prospects of war and peace everywhere, and
anticipate the tendencies of trade and civilization—taking advantage of the results of all exploring expeditions,
using new passages and all improvements in navigation;—charts to be studied, the position of reefs and new
lights and buoys to be ascertained, and ever, and ever, the logarithmic tables to be corrected, for by the error of
some calculator the vessel often splits upon a rock that should have reached a friendly pier—there is the untold
fate of La Prouse;—universal science to be kept pace with, studying the lives of all great discoverers and
navigators, great adventurers and merchants, from Hanno and the Phoenicians down to our day; in fine, account
of stock to be taken from time to time, to know how you stand. It is a labor to task the faculties of a man—such
problems of profit and loss, of interest, of tare and tret, and gauging of all kinds in it, as demand a universal
knowledge.

I have thought that Walden Pond would be a good place for business, not solely on account of the railroad and
the ice trade; it offers advantages which it may not be good policy to divulge; it is a good port and a good
foundation. No Neva marshes to be filled; though you must everywhere build on piles of your own driving. It is
said that a flood-tide, with a westerly wind, and ice in the Neva, would sweep St. Petersburg from the face of the
earth.

As this business was to be entered into without the usual capital, it may not be easy to conjecture where those
means, that will still be indispensable to every such undertaking, were to be obtained. As for Clothing, to come at
once to the practical part of the question, perhaps we are led oftener by the love of novelty and a regard for the
opinions of men, in procuring it, than by a true utility. Let him who has work to do recollect that the object of
clothing is, first, to retain the vital heat, and secondly, in this state of society, to cover nakedness, and he may
judge how much of any necessary or important work may be accomplished without adding to his wardrobe. Kings
and queens who wear a suit but once, though made by some tailor or dressmaker to their majesties, cannot know
the comfort of wearing a suit that fits. They are no better than wooden horses to hang the clean clothes on. Every
day our garments become more assimilated to ourselves, receiving the impress of the wearer’s character, until we
hesitate to lay them aside without such delay and medical appliances and some such solemnity even as our
bodies. No man ever stood the lower in my estimation for having a patch in his clothes; yet I am sure that there is
greater anxiety, commonly, to have fashionable, or at least clean and unpatched clothes, than to have a sound
conscience. But even if the rent is not mended, perhaps the worst vice betrayed is improvidence. I sometimes try
my acquaintances by such tests as this—Who could wear a patch, or two extra seams only, over the knee? Most
behave as if they believed that their prospects for life would be ruined if they should do it. It would be easier for
them to hobble to town with a broken leg than with a broken pantaloon. Often if an accident happens to a
gentleman’s legs, they can be mended; but if a similar accident happens to the legs of his pantaloons, there is no
help for it; for he considers, not what is truly respectable, but what is respected. We know but few men, a great
many coats and breeches. Dress a scarecrow in your last shift, you standing shiftless by, who would not soonest
salute the scarecrow? Passing a cornfield the other day, close by a hat and coat on a stake, I recognized the
owner of the farm. He was only a little more weather-beaten than when I saw him last. I have heard of a dog that
barked at every stranger who approached his master’s premises with clothes on, but was easily quieted by a
naked thief. It is an interesting question how far men would retain their relative rank if they were divested of their
clothes. Could you, in such a case, tell surely of any company of civilized men which belonged to the most
respected class? When Madam Pfeiffer, in her adventurous travels round the world, from east to west, had got so
near home as Asiatic Russia, she says that she felt the necessity of wearing other than a travelling dress, when
she went to meet the authorities, for she “was now in a civilized country, where… people are judged of by their
clothes.” Even in our democratic New England towns the accidental possession of wealth, and its manifestation in
dress and equipage alone, obtain for the possessor almost universal respect. But they yield such respect,
numerous as they are, are so far heathen, and need to have a missionary sent to them. Beside, clothes
introduced sewing, a kind of work which you may call endless; a woman’s dress, at least, is never done.

A man who has at length found something to do will not need to get a new suit to do it in; for him the old will do,
that has lain dusty in the garret for an indeterminate period. Old shoes will serve a hero longer than they have
served his valet—if a hero ever has a valet—bare feet are older than shoes, and he can make them do. Only they
who go to soirées and legislative balls must have new coats, coats to change as often as the man changes in
them. But if my jacket and trousers, my hat and shoes, are fit to worship God in, they will do; will they not? Who
ever saw his old clothes—his old coat, actually worn out, resolved into its primitive elements, so that it was not a
deed of charity to bestow it on some poor boy, by him perchance to be bestowed on some poorer still, or shall we
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say richer, who could do with less? I say, beware of all enterprises that require new clothes, and not rather a new
wearer of clothes. If there is not a new man, how can the new clothes be made to fit? If you have any enterprise
before you, try it in your old clothes. All men want, not something to
do with, but something to do, or rather something to be. Perhaps we should never procure a new suit, however
ragged or dirty the old, until we have so conducted, so enterprised or sailed in some way, that we feel like new
men in the old, and that to retain it would be like keeping new wine in old bottles. Our moulting season, like that of
the fowls, must be a crisis in our lives. The loon retires to solitary ponds to spend it. Thus also the snake casts its
slough, and the caterpillar its wormy coat, by an internal industry and expansion; for clothes are but our outmost
cuticle and mortal coil. Otherwise we shall be found sailing under false colors, and be inevitably cashiered at last
by our own opinion, as well as that of mankind.

We don garment after garment, as if we grew like exogenous plants by addition without. Our outside and often
thin and fanciful clothes are our epidermis, or false skin, which partakes not of our life, and may be stripped off
here and there without fatal injury; our thicker garments, constantly worn, are our cellular integument, or cortex;
but our shirts are our liber, or true bark, which cannot be removed without girdling and so destroying the man. I
believe that all races at some seasons wear something equivalent to the shirt. It is desirable that a man be clad so
simply that he can lay his hands on himself in the dark, and that he live in all respects so compactly and
preparedly that, if an enemy take the town, he can, like the old philosopher, walk out the gate empty-handed
without anxiety. While one thick garment is, for most purposes, as good as three thin ones, and cheap clothing
can be obtained at prices really to suit customers; while a thick coat can be bought for five dollars, which will last
as many years, thick pantaloons for two dollars, cowhide boots for a dollar and a half a pair, a summer hat for a
quarter of a dollar, and a winter cap for sixty-two and a half cents, or a better be made at home at a nominal cost,
where is he so poor that, clad in such a suit, of his own earning, there will not be found wise men to do him
reverence?

When I ask for a garment of a particular form, my tailoress tells me gravely, “They do not make them so now,” not
emphasizing the “They” at all, as if she quoted an authority as impersonal as the Fates, and I find it difficult to get
made what I want, simply because she cannot believe that I mean what I say, that I am so rash. When I hear this
oracular sentence, I am for a moment absorbed in thought, emphasizing to myself each word separately that I
may come at the meaning of it, that I may find out by what degree of consanguinity
They are related to me, and what authority they may have in an affair which affects me so nearly; and, finally, I
am inclined to answer her with equal mystery, and without any more emphasis of the “they”—”It is true, they did
not make them so recently, but they do now.” Of what use this measuring of me if she does not measure my
character, but only the breadth of my shoulders, as it were a peg to bang the coat on? We worship not the
Graces, nor the Parcae, but Fashion. She spins and weaves and cuts with full authority. The head monkey at
Paris puts on a traveller’s cap, and all the monkeys in America do the same. I sometimes despair of getting
anything quite simple and honest done in this world by the help of men. They would have to be passed through a
powerful press first, to squeeze their old notions out of them, so that they would not soon get upon their legs
again; and then there would be some one in the company with a maggot in his head, hatched from an egg
deposited there nobody knows when, for not even fire kills these things, and you would have lost your labor.
Nevertheless, we will not forget that some Egyptian wheat was handed down to us by a mummy.

On the whole, I think that it cannot be maintained that dressing has in this or any country risen to the dignity of an
art. At present men make shift to wear what they can get. Like shipwrecked sailors, they put on what they can find
on the beach, and at a little distance, whether of space or time, laugh at each other’s masquerade. Every
generation laughs at the old fashions, but follows religiously the new. We are amused at beholding the costume of
Henry VIII, or Queen Elizabeth, as much as if it was that of the King and Queen of the Cannibal Islands. All
costume off a man is pitiful or grotesque. It is only the serious eye peering from and the sincere life passed within
it which restrain laughter and consecrate the costume of any people. Let Harlequin be taken with a fit of the colic
and his trappings will have to serve that mood too. When the soldier is hit by a cannonball, rags are as becoming
as purple.

The childish and savage taste of men and women for new patterns keeps how many shaking and squinting
through kaleidoscopes that they may discover the particular figure which this generation requires today. The
manufacturers have learned that this taste is merely whimsical. Of two patterns which differ only by a few threads
more or less of a particular color, the one will be sold readily, the other lie on the shelf, though it frequently
happens that after the lapse of a season the latter becomes the most fashionable. Comparatively, tattooing is not
the hideous custom which it is called. It is not barbarous merely because the printing is skin-deep and unalterable.

I cannot believe that our factory system is the best mode by which men may get clothing. The condition of the
operatives is becoming every day more like that of the English; and it cannot be wondered at, since, as far as I
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have heard or observed, the principal object is, not that mankind may be well and honestly clad, but,
unquestionably, that corporations may be enriched. In the long run men hit only what they aim at. Therefore,
though they should fail immediately, they had better aim at something high.

As for a Shelter, I will not deny that this is now a necessary of life, though there are instances of men having done
without it for long periods in colder countries than this. Samuel Laing says that “the Laplander in his skin dress,
and in a skin bag which he puts over his head and shoulders, will sleep night after night on the snow… in a
degree of cold which would extinguish the life of one exposed to it in any woollen clothing.” He had seen them
asleep thus. Yet he adds, “They are not hardier than other people.” But, probably, man did not live long on the
earth without discovering the convenience which there is in a house, the domestic comforts, which phrase may
have originally signified the satisfactions of the house more than of the family; though these must be extremely
partial and occasional in those climates where the house is associated in our thoughts with winter or the rainy
season chiefly, and two thirds of the year, except for a parasol, is unnecessary. In our climate, in the summer, it
was formerly almost solely a covering at night. In the Indian gazettes a wigwam was the symbol of a day’s march,
and a row of them cut or painted on the bark of a tree signified that so many times they had camped. Man was not
made so large limbed and robust but that he must seek to narrow his world and wall in a space such as fitted him.
He was at first bare and out of doors; but though this was pleasant enough in serene and warm weather, by
daylight, the rainy season and the winter, to say nothing of the torrid sun, would perhaps have nipped his race in
the bud if he had not made haste to clothe himself with the shelter of a house. Adam and Eve, according to the
fable, wore the bower before other clothes. Man wanted a home, a place of warmth, or comfort, first of warmth,
then the warmth of the affections.

We may imagine a time when, in the infancy of the human race, some enterprising mortal crept into a hollow in a
rock for shelter. Every child begins the world again, to some extent, and loves to stay outdoors, even in wet and
cold. It plays house, as well as horse, having an instinct for it. Who does not remember the interest with which,
when young, he looked at shelving rocks, or any approach to a cave? It was the natural yearning of that portion,
any portion of our most primitive ancestor which still survived in us. From the cave we have advanced to roofs of
palm leaves, of bark and boughs, of linen woven and stretched, of grass and straw, of boards and shingles, of
stones and tiles. At last, we know not what it is to live in the open air, and our lives are domestic in more senses
than we think. From the hearth the field is a great distance. It would be well, perhaps, if we were to spend more of
our days and nights without any obstruction between us and the celestial bodies, if the poet did not speak so
much from under a roof, or the saint dwell there so long. Birds do not sing in caves, nor do doves cherish their
innocence in dovecots.

However, if one designs to construct a dwelling-house, it behooves him to exercise a little Yankee shrewdness,
lest after all he find himself in a workhouse, a labyrinth without a clue, a museum, an almshouse, a prison, or a
splendid mausoleum instead. Consider first how slight a shelter is absolutely necessary. I have seen Penobscot
Indians, in this town, living in tents of thin cotton cloth, while the snow was nearly a foot deep around them, and I
thought that they would be glad to have it deeper to keep out the wind. Formerly, when how to get my living
honestly, with freedom left for my proper pursuits, was a question which vexed me even more than it does now,
for unfortunately I am become somewhat callous, I used to see a large box by the railroad, six feet long by three
wide, in which the laborers locked up their tools at night; and it suggested to me that every man who was hard
pushed might get such a one for a dollar, and, having bored a few auger holes in it, to admit the air at least, get
into it when it rained and at night, and hook down the lid, and so have freedom in his love, and in his soul be free.
This did not appear the worst, nor by any means a despicable alternative. You could sit up as late as you pleased,
and, whenever you got up, go abroad without any landlord or house-lord dogging you for rent. Many a man is
harassed to death to pay the rent of a larger and more luxurious box who would not have frozen to death in such
a box as this. I am far from jesting. Economy is a subject which admits of being treated with levity, but it cannot so
be disposed of. A comfortable house for a rude and hardy race, that lived mostly out of doors, was once made
here almost entirely of such materials as Nature furnished ready to their hands. Gookin, who was superintendent
of the Indians subject to the Massachusetts Colony, writing in 1674, says, “The best of their houses are covered
very neatly, tight and warm, with barks of trees, slipped from their bodies at those seasons when the sap is up,
and made into great flakes, with pressure of weighty timber, when they are green…. The meaner sort are covered
with mats which they make of a kind of bulrush, and are also indifferently tight and warm, but not so good as the
former…. Some I have seen, sixty or a hundred feet long and thirty feet broad…. I have often lodged in their
wigwams, and found them as warm as the best English houses.” He adds that they were commonly carpeted and
lined within with well-wrought embroidered mats, and were furnished with various utensils. The Indians had
advanced so far as to regulate the effect of the wind by a mat suspended over the hole in the roof and moved by
a string. Such a lodge was in the first instance constructed in a day or two at most, and taken down and put up in
a few hours; and every family owned one, or its apartment in one.
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In the savage state every family owns a shelter as good as the best, and sufficient for its coarser and simpler
wants; but I think that I speak within bounds when I say that, though the birds of the air have their nests, and the
foxes their holes, and the savages their wigwams, in modern civilized society not more than one half the families
own a shelter. In the large towns and cities, where civilization especially prevails, the number of those who own a
shelter is a very small fraction of the whole. The rest pay an annual tax for this outside garment of all, become
indispensable summer and winter, which would buy a village of Indian wigwams, but now helps to keep them poor
as long as they live. I do not mean to insist here on the disadvantage of hiring compared with owning, but it is
evident that the savage owns his shelter because it costs so little, while the civilized man hires his commonly
because he cannot afford to own it; nor can he, in the long run, any better afford to hire. But, answers one, by
merely paying this tax, the poor civilized man secures an abode which is a palace compared with the savage’s.
An annual rent of from twenty-five to a hundred dollars (these are the country rates) entitles him to the benefit of
the improvements of centuries, spacious apartments, clean paint and paper, Rumford fire-place, back plastering,
Venetian blinds, copper pump, spring lock, a commodious cellar, and many other things. But how happens it that
he who is said to enjoy these things is so commonly a poor civilized man, while the savage, who has them not, is
rich as a savage? If it is asserted that civilization is a real advance in the condition of man—and I think that it is,
though only the wise improve their advantages—it must be shown that it has produced better dwellings without
making them more costly; and the cost of a thing is the amount of what I will call life which is required to be
exchanged for it, immediately or in the long run. An average house in this neighborhood costs perhaps eight
hundred dollars, and to lay up this sum will take from ten to fifteen years of the laborer’s life, even if he is not
encumbered with a family—estimating the pecuniary value of every man’s labor at one dollar a day, for if some
receive more, others receive less;—so that he must have spent more than half his life commonly before his
wigwam will be earned. If we suppose him to pay a rent instead, this is but a doubtful choice of evils. Would the
savage have been wise to exchange his wigwam for a palace on these terms?

It may be guessed that I reduce almost the whole advantage of holding this superfluous property as a fund in
store against the future, so far as the individual is concerned, mainly to the defraying of funeral expenses. But
perhaps a man is not required to bury himself. Nevertheless this points to an important distinction between the
civilized man and the savage; and, no doubt, they have designs on us for our benefit, in making the life of a
civilized people an institution, in which the life of the individual is to a great extent absorbed, in order to preserve
and perfect that of the race. But I wish to show at what a sacrifice this advantage is at present obtained, and to
suggest that we may possibly so live as to secure all the advantage without suffering any of the disadvantage.
What mean ye by saying that the poor ye have always with you, or that the fathers have eaten sour grapes, and
the children’s teeth are set on edge?

“As I live, saith the Lord God, ye shall not have occasion any more to use this proverb in Israel.

“Behold all souls are mine; as the soul of the father, so also the soul of the son is mine: the soul that sinneth, it
shall die.”

When I consider my neighbors, the farmers of Concord, who are at least as well off as the other classes, I find
that for the most part they have been toiling twenty, thirty, or forty years, that they may become the real owners of
their farms, which commonly they have inherited with encumbrances, or else bought with hired money—and we
may regard one third of that toil as the cost of their houses—but commonly they have not paid for them yet. It is
true, the encumbrances sometimes outweigh the value of the farm, so that the farm itself becomes one great
encumbrance, and still a man is found to inherit it, being well acquainted with it, as he says. On applying to the
assessors, I am surprised to learn that they cannot at once name a dozen in the town who own their farms free
and clear. If you would know the history of these homesteads, inquire at the bank where they are mortgaged. The
man who has actually paid for his farm with labor on it is so rare that every neighbor can point to him. I doubt if
there are three such men in Concord. What has been said of the merchants, that a very large majority, even
ninety-seven in a hundred, are sure to fail, is equally true of the farmers. With regard to the merchants, however,
one of them says pertinently that a great part of their failures are not genuine pecuniary failures, but merely
failures to fulfil their engagements, because it is inconvenient; that is, it is the moral character that breaks down.
But this puts an infinitely worse face on the matter, and suggests, beside, that probably not even the other three
succeed in saving their souls, but are perchance bankrupt in a worse sense than they who fail honestly.
Bankruptcy and repudiation are the springboards from which much of our civilization vaults and turns its
somersets, but the savage stands on the unelastic plank of famine. Yet the Middlesex Cattle Show goes off here
with
éclat annually, as if all the joints of the agricultural machine were suent.

The farmer is endeavoring to solve the problem of a livelihood by a formula more complicated than the problem
itself. To get his shoestrings he speculates in herds of cattle. With consummate skill he has set his trap with a hair
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spring to catch comfort and independence, and then, as he turned away, got his own leg into it. This is the reason
he is poor; and for a similar reason we are all poor in respect to a thousand savage comforts, though surrounded
by luxuries. As Chapman sings,

“The false society of men—
—for earthly greatness
All heavenly comforts rarefies to air.”

And when the farmer has got his house, he may not be the richer but the poorer for it, and it be the house that has
got him. As I understand it, that was a valid objection urged by Momus against the house which Minerva made,
that she “had not made it movable, by which means a bad neighborhood might be avoided”; and it may still be
urged, for our houses are such unwieldy property that we are often imprisoned rather than housed in them; and
the bad neighborhood to be avoided is our own scurvy selves. I know one or two families, at least, in this town,
who, for nearly a generation, have been wishing to sell their houses in the outskirts and move into the village, but
have not been able to accomplish it, and only death will set them free.

Granted that the majority are able at last either to own or hire the modern house with all its improvements. While
civilization has been improving our houses, it has not equally improved the men who are to inhabit them. It has
created palaces, but it was not so easy to create noblemen and kings. And if the civilized man’s pursuits are no
worthier than the savage’s, if he is employed the greater part of his life in obtaining gross necessaries and
comforts merely, why should he have a better dwelling than the former?

But how do the poor minority fare? Perhaps it will be found that just in proportion as some have been placed in
outward circumstances above the savage, others have been degraded below him. The luxury of one class is
counterbalanced by the indigence of another. On the one side is the palace, on the other are the almshouse and
“silent poor.” The myriads who built the pyramids to be the tombs of the Pharaohs were fed on garlic, and it may
be were not decently buried themselves. The mason who finishes the cornice of the palace returns at night
perchance to a hut not so good as a wigwam. It is a mistake to suppose that, in a country where the usual
evidences of civilization exist, the condition of a very large body of the inhabitants may not be as degraded as that
of savages. I refer to the degraded poor, not now to the degraded rich. To know this I should not need to look
farther than to the shanties which everywhere border our railroads, that last improvement in civilization; where I
see in my daily walks human beings living in sties, and all winter with an open door, for the sake of light, without
any visible, often imaginable, wood-pile, and the forms of both old and young are permanently contracted by the
long habit of shrinking from cold and misery, and the development of all their limbs and faculties is checked. It
certainly is fair to look at that class by whose labor the works which distinguish this generation are accomplished.
Such too, to a greater or less extent, is the condition of the operatives of every denomination in England, which is
the great workhouse of the world. Or I could refer you to Ireland, which is marked as one of the white or
enlightened spots on the map. Contrast the physical condition of the Irish with that of the North American Indian,
or the South Sea Islander, or any other savage race before it was degraded by contact with the civilized man. Yet
I have no doubt that that people’s rulers are as wise as the average of civilized rulers. Their condition only proves
what squalidness may consist with civilization. I hardly need refer now to the laborers in our Southern States who
produce the staple exports of this country, and are themselves a staple production of the South. But to confine
myself to those who are said to be in
moderate circumstances.

Most men appear never to have considered what a house is, and are actually though needlessly poor all their
lives because they think that they must have such a one as their neighbors have. As if one were to wear any sort
of coat which the tailor might cut out for him, or, gradually leaving off palm-leaf hat or cap of woodchuck skin,
complain of hard times because he could not afford to buy him a crown! It is possible to invent a house still more
convenient and luxurious than we have, which yet all would admit that man could not afford to pay for. Shall we
always study to obtain more of these things, and not sometimes to be content with less? Shall the respectable
citizen thus gravely teach, by precept and example, the necessity of the young man’s providing a certain number
of superfluous glow-shoes, and umbrellas, and empty guest chambers for empty guests, before he dies? Why
should not our furniture be as simple as the Arab’s or the Indian’s? When I think of the benefactors of the race,
whom we have apotheosized as messengers from heaven, bearers of divine gifts to man, I do not see in my mind
any retinue at their heels, any carload of fashionable furniture. Or what if I were to allow—would it not be a
singular allowance?—that our furniture should be more complex than the Arab’s, in proportion as we are morally
and intellectually his superiors! At present our houses are cluttered and defiled with it, and a good housewife
would sweep out the greater part into the dust hole, and not leave her morning’s work undone. Morning work! By
the blushes of Aurora and the music of Memnon, what should be man’s morning work in this world? I had three
pieces of limestone on my desk, but I was terrified to find that they required to be dusted daily, when the furniture
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of my mind was all undusted still, and threw them out the window in disgust. How, then, could I have a furnished
house? I would rather sit in the open air, for no dust gathers on the grass, unless where man has broken ground.

It is the luxurious and dissipated who set the fashions which the herd so diligently follow. The traveller who stops
at the best houses, so called, soon discovers this, for the publicans presume him to be a Sardanapalus, and if he
resigned himself to their tender mercies he would soon be completely emasculated. I think that in the railroad car
we are inclined to spend more on luxury than on safety and convenience, and it threatens without attaining these
to become no better than a modern drawing-room, with its divans, and ottomans, and sun-shades, and a hundred
other oriental things, which we are taking west with us, invented for the ladies of the harem and the effeminate
natives of the Celestial Empire, which Jonathan should be ashamed to know the names of. I would rather sit on a
pumpkin and have it all to myself than be crowded on a velvet cushion. I would rather ride on earth in an ox cart,
with a free circulation, than go to heaven in the fancy car of an excursion train and breathe a malaria all the way.

The very simplicity and nakedness of man’s life in the primitive ages imply this advantage, at least, that they left
him still but a sojourner in nature. When he was refreshed with food and sleep, he contemplated his journey
again. He dwelt, as it were, in a tent in this world, and was either threading the valleys, or crossing the plains, or
climbing the mountain-tops. But lo! men have become the tools of their tools. The man who independently
plucked the fruits when he was hungry is become a farmer; and he who stood under a tree for shelter, a
housekeeper. We now no longer camp as for a night, but have settled down on earth and forgotten heaven. We
have adopted Christianity merely as an improved method of agri-culture. We have built for this world a family
mansion, and for the next a family tomb. The best works of art are the expression of man’s struggle to free himself
from this condition, but the effect of our art is merely to make this low state comfortable and that higher state to be
forgotten. There is actually no place in this village for a work of fine art, if any had come down to us, to stand, for
our lives, our houses and streets, furnish no proper pedestal for it. There is not a nail to hang a picture on, nor a
shelf to receive the bust of a hero or a saint. When I consider how our houses are built and paid for, or not paid
for, and their internal economy managed and sustained, I wonder that the floor does not give way under the visitor
while he is admiring the gewgaws upon the mantelpiece, and let him through into the cellar, to some solid and
honest though earthy foundation. I cannot but perceive that this so-called rich and refined life is a thing jumped at,
and I do not get on in the enjoyment of the fine arts which adorn it, my attention being wholly occupied with the
jump; for I remember that the greatest genuine leap, due to human muscles alone, on record, is that of certain
wandering Arabs, who are said to have cleared twenty-five feet on level ground. Without factitious support, man is
sure to come to earth again beyond that distance. The first question which I am tempted to put to the proprietor of
such great impropriety is, Who bolsters you? Are you one of the ninety-seven who fail, or the three who succeed?
Answer me these questions, and then perhaps I may look at your bawbles and find them ornamental. The cart
before the horse is neither beautiful nor useful. Before we can adorn our houses with beautiful objects the walls
must be stripped, and our lives must be stripped, and beautiful housekeeping and beautiful living be laid for a
foundation: now, a taste for the beautiful is most cultivated out of doors, where there is no house and no
housekeeper.

Old Johnson, in his “Wonder-Working Providence,” speaking of the first settlers of this town, with whom he was
contemporary, tells us that “they burrow themselves in the earth for their first shelter under some hillside, and,
casting the soil aloft upon timber, they make a smoky fire against the earth, at the highest side.” They did not
“provide them houses,” says he, “till the earth, by the Lord’s blessing, brought forth bread to feed them,” and the
first year’s crop was so light that “they were forced to cut their bread very thin for a long season.” The secretary of
the Province of New Netherland, writing in Dutch, in 1650, for the information of those who wished to take up land
there, states more particularly that “those in New Netherland, and especially in New England, who have no means
to build farmhouses at first according to their wishes, dig a square pit in the ground, cellar fashion, six or seven
feet deep, as long and as broad as they think proper, case the earth inside with wood all round the wall, and line
the wood with the bark of trees or something else to prevent the caving in of the earth; floor this cellar with plank,
and wainscot it overhead for a ceiling, raise a roof of spars clear up, and cover the spars with bark or green sods,
so that they can live dry and warm in these houses with their entire families for two, three, and four years, it being
understood that partitions are run through those cellars which are adapted to the size of the family. The wealthy
and principal men in New England, in the beginning of the colonies, commenced their first dwelling-houses in this
fashion for two reasons: firstly, in order not to waste time in building, and not to want food the next season;
secondly, in order not to discourage poor laboring people whom they brought over in numbers from Fatherland. In
the course of three or four years, when the country became adapted to agriculture, they built themselves
handsome houses, spending on them several thousands.”

In this course which our ancestors took there was a show of prudence at least, as if their principle were to satisfy
the more pressing wants first. But are the more pressing wants satisfied now? When I think of acquiring for myself
one of our luxurious dwellings, I am deterred, for, so to speak, the country is not yet adapted to human culture,
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and we are still forced to cut our spiritual bread far thinner than our forefathers did their wheaten. Not that all
architectural ornament is to be neglected even in the rudest periods; but let our houses first be lined with beauty,
where they come in contact with our lives, like the tenement of the shellfish, and not overlaid with it. But, alas! I
have been inside one or two of them, and know what they are lined with.

Though we are not so degenerate but that we might possibly live in a cave or a wigwam or wear skins today, it
certainly is better to accept the advantages, though so dearly bought, which the invention and industry of mankind
offer. In such a neighborhood as this, boards and shingles, lime and bricks, are cheaper and more easily obtained
than suitable caves, or whole logs, or bark in sufficient quantities, or even well-tempered clay or flat stones. I
speak understandingly on this subject, for I have made myself acquainted with it both theoretically and practically.
With a little more wit we might use these materials so as to become richer than the richest now are, and make our
civilization a blessing. The civilized man is a more experienced and wiser savage. But to make haste to my own
experiment.

Near the end of March, 1845, I borrowed an axe and went down to the woods by Walden Pond, nearest to where
I intended to build my house, and began to cut down some tall, arrowy white pines, still in their youth, for timber. It
is difficult to begin without borrowing, but perhaps it is the most generous course thus to permit your fellow-men to
have an interest in your enterprise. The owner of the axe, as he released his hold on it, said that it was the apple
of his eye; but I returned it sharper than I received it. It was a pleasant hillside where I worked, covered with pine
woods, through which I looked out on the pond, and a small open field in the woods where pines and hickories
were springing up. The ice in the pond was not yet dissolved, though there were some open spaces, and it was all
dark-colored and saturated with water. There were some slight flurries of snow during the days that I worked
there; but for the most part when I came out on to the railroad, on my way home, its yellow sand heap stretched
away gleaming in the hazy atmosphere, and the rails shone in the spring sun, and I heard the lark and pewee and
other birds already come to commence another year with us. They were pleasant spring days, in which the winter
of man’s discontent was thawing as well as the earth, and the life that had lain torpid began to stretch itself. One
day, when my axe had come off and I had cut a green hickory for a wedge, driving it with a stone, and had placed
the whole to soak in a pond-hole in order to swell the wood, I saw a striped snake run into the water, and he lay
on the bottom, apparently without inconvenience, as long as I stayed there, or more than a quarter of an hour;
perhaps because he had not yet fairly come out of the torpid state. It appeared to me that for a like reason men
remain in their present low and primitive condition; but if they should feel the influence of the spring of springs
arousing them, they would of necessity rise to a higher and more ethereal life. I had previously seen the snakes in
frosty mornings in my path with portions of their bodies still numb and inflexible, waiting for the sun to thaw them.
On the 1st of April it rained and melted the ice, and in the early part of the day, which was very foggy, I heard a
stray goose groping about over the pond and cackling as if lost, or like the spirit of the fog.

So I went on for some days cutting and hewing timber, and also studs and rafters, all with my narrow axe, not
having many communicable or scholar-like thoughts, singing to myself,—

Men say they know many things;
But lo! they have taken wings—
The arts and sciences,
And a thousand appliances;
The wind that blows
Is all that any body knows.

I hewed the main timbers six inches square, most of the studs on two sides only, and the rafters and floor timbers
on one side, leaving the rest of the bark on, so that they were just as straight and much stronger than sawed
ones. Each stick was carefully mortised or tenoned by its stump, for I had borrowed other tools by this time. My
days in the woods were not very long ones; yet I usually carried my dinner of bread and butter, and read the
newspaper in which it was wrapped, at noon, sitting amid the green pine boughs which I had cut off, and to my
bread was imparted some of their fragrance, for my hands were covered with a thick coat of pitch. Before I had
done I was more the friend than the foe of the pine tree, though I had cut down some of them, having become
better acquainted with it. Sometimes a rambler in the wood was attracted by the sound of my axe, and we chatted
pleasantly over the chips which I had made.

By the middle of April, for I made no haste in my work, but rather made the most of it, my house was framed and
ready for the raising. I had already bought the shanty of James Collins, an Irishman who worked on the Fitchburg
Railroad, for boards. James Collins’ shanty was considered an uncommonly fine one. When I called to see it he
was not at home. I walked about the outside, at first unobserved from within, the window was so deep and high. It
was of small dimensions, with a peaked cottage roof, and not much else to be seen, the dirt being raised five feet
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all around as if it were a compost heap. The roof was the soundest part, though a good deal warped and made
brittle by the sun. Doorsill there was none, but a perennial passage for the hens under the door board. Mrs. C.
came to the door and asked me to view it from the inside. The hens were driven in by my approach. It was dark,
and had a dirt floor for the most part, dank, clammy, and aguish, only here a board and there a board which would
not bear removal. She lighted a lamp to show me the inside of the roof and the walls, and also that the board floor
extended under the bed, warning me not to step into the cellar, a sort of dust hole two feet deep. In her own
words, they were “good boards overhead, good boards all around, and a good window”—of two whole squares
originally, only the cat had passed out that way lately. There was a stove, a bed, and a place to sit, an infant in the
house where it was born, a silk parasol, gilt-framed looking-glass, and a patent new coffee-mill nailed to an oak
sapling, all told. The bargain was soon concluded, for James had in the meanwhile returned. I to pay four dollars
and twenty-five cents tonight, he to vacate at five tomorrow morning, selling to nobody else meanwhile: I to take
possession at six. It were well, he said, to be there early, and anticipate certain indistinct but wholly unjust claims
on the score of ground rent and fuel. This he assured me was the only encumbrance. At six I passed him and his
family on the road. One large bundle held their all—bed, coffee-mill, looking-glass, hens—all but the cat; she took
to the woods and became a wild cat, and, as I learned afterward, trod in a trap set for woodchucks, and so
became a dead cat at last.

I took down this dwelling the same morning, drawing the nails, and removed it to the pond-side by small cartloads,
spreading the boards on the grass there to bleach and warp back again in the sun. One early thrush gave me a
note or two as I drove along the woodland path. I was informed treacherously by a young Patrick that neighbor
Seeley, an Irishman, in the intervals of the carting, transferred the still tolerable, straight, and drivable nails,
staples, and spikes to his pocket, and then stood when I came back to pass the time of day, and look freshly up,
unconcerned, with spring thoughts, at the devastation; there being a dearth of work, as he said. He was there to
represent spectatordom, and help make this seemingly insignificant event one with the removal of the gods of
Troy.

I dug my cellar in the side of a hill sloping to the south, where a woodchuck had formerly dug his burrow, down
through sumach and blackberry roots, and the lowest stain of vegetation, six feet square by seven deep, to a fine
sand where potatoes would not freeze in any winter. The sides were left shelving, and not stoned; but the sun
having never shone on them, the sand still keeps its place. It was but two hours’ work. I took particular pleasure in
this breaking of ground, for in almost all latitudes men dig into the earth for an equable temperature. Under the
most splendid house in the city is still to be found the cellar where they store their roots as of old, and long after
the superstructure has disappeared posterity remark its dent in the earth. The house is still but a sort of porch at
the entrance of a burrow.

At length, in the beginning of May, with the help of some of my acquaintances, rather to improve so good an
occasion for neighborliness than from any necessity, I set up the frame of my house. No man was ever more
honored in the character of his raisers than I. They are destined, I trust, to assist at the raising of loftier structures
one day. I began to occupy my house on the 4th of July, as soon as it was boarded and roofed, for the boards
were carefully feather-edged and lapped, so that it was perfectly impervious to rain, but before boarding I laid the
foundation of a chimney at one end, bringing two cartloads of stones up the hill from the pond in my arms. I built
the chimney after my hoeing in the fall, before a fire became necessary for warmth, doing my cooking in the
meanwhile out of doors on the ground, early in the morning: which mode I still think is in some respects more
convenient and agreeable than the usual one. When it stormed before my bread was baked, I fixed a few boards
over the fire, and sat under them to watch my loaf, and passed some pleasant hours in that way. In those days,
when my hands were much employed, I read but little, but the least scraps of paper which lay on the ground, my
holder, or tablecloth, afforded me as much entertainment, in fact answered the same purpose as the Iliad.

It would be worth the while to build still more deliberately than I did, considering, for instance, what foundation a
door, a window, a cellar, a garret, have in the nature of man, and perchance never raising any superstructure until
we found a better reason for it than our temporal necessities even. There is some of the same fitness in a man’s
building his own house that there is in a bird’s building its own nest. Who knows but if men constructed their
dwellings with their own hands, and provided food for themselves and families simply and honestly enough, the
poetic faculty would be universally developed, as birds universally sing when they are so engaged? But alas! we
do like cowbirds and cuckoos, which lay their eggs in nests which other birds have built, and cheer no traveller
with their chattering and unmusical notes. Shall we forever resign the pleasure of construction to the carpenter?
What does architecture amount to in the experience of the mass of men? I never in all my walks came across a
man engaged in so simple and natural an occupation as building his house. We belong to the community. It is not
the tailor alone who is the ninth part of a man; it is as much the preacher, and the merchant, and the farmer.
Where is this division of labor to end? and what object does it finally serve? No doubt another may also think for
me; but it is not therefore desirable that he should do so to the exclusion of my thinking for myself.
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True, there are architects so called in this country, and I have heard of one at least possessed with the idea of
making architectural ornaments have a core of truth, a necessity, and hence a beauty, as if it were a revelation to
him. All very well perhaps from his point of view, but only a little better than the common dilettantism. A
sentimental reformer in architecture, he began at the cornice, not at the foundation. It was only how to put a core
of truth within the ornaments, that every sugarplum, in fact, might have an almond or caraway seed in it—though I
hold that almonds are most wholesome without the sugar—and not how the inhabitant, the indweller, might build
truly within and without, and let the ornaments take care of themselves. What reasonable man ever supposed that
ornaments were something outward and in the skin merely—that the tortoise got his spotted shell, or the shell-fish
its mother-o’-pearl tints, by such a contract as the inhabitants of Broadway their Trinity Church? But a man has no
more to do with the style of architecture of his house than a tortoise with that of its shell: nor need the soldier be
so idle as to try to paint the precise color of his virtue on his standard. The enemy will find it out. He may turn pale
when the trial comes. This man seemed to me to lean over the cornice, and timidly whisper his half truth to the
rude occupants who really knew it better than he. What of architectural beauty I now see, I know has gradually
grown from within outward, out of the necessities and character of the indweller, who is the only builder—out of
some unconscious truthfulness, and nobleness, without ever a thought for the appearance and whatever
additional beauty of this kind is destined to be produced will be preceded by a like unconscious beauty of life. The
most interesting dwellings in this country, as the painter knows, are the most unpretending, humble log huts and
cottages of the poor commonly; it is the life of the inhabitants whose shells they are, and not any peculiarity in
their surfaces merely, which makes them picturesque; and equally interesting will be the citizen’s suburban box,
when his life shall be as simple and as agreeable to the imagination, and there is as little straining after effect in
the style of his dwelling. A great proportion of architectural ornaments are literally hollow, and a September gale
would strip them off, like borrowed plumes, without injury to the substantials. They can do without architecture
who have no olives nor wines in the cellar. What if an equal ado were made about the ornaments of style in
literature, and the architects of our bibles spent as much time about their cornices as the architects of our
churches do? So are made the belles-lettres and the beaux-arts and their professors. Much it concerns a man,
forsooth, how a few sticks are slanted over him or under him, and what colors are daubed upon his box. It would
signify somewhat, if, in any earnest sense, he slanted them and daubed it; but the spirit having departed out of
the tenant, it is of a piece with constructing his own coffin—the architecture of the grave—and “carpenter” is but
another name for “coffin-maker.” One man says, in his despair or indifference to life, take up a handful of the earth
at your feet, and paint your house that color. Is he thinking of his last and narrow house? Toss up a copper for it
as well. What an abundance of leisure he must have! Why do you take up a handful of dirt? Better paint your
house your own complexion; let it turn pale or blush for you. An enterprise to improve the style of cottage
architecture! When you have got my ornaments ready, I will wear them.

Before winter I built a chimney, and shingled the sides of my house, which were already impervious to rain, with
imperfect and sappy shingles made of the first slice of the log, whose edges I was obliged to straighten with a
plane.

I have thus a tight shingled and plastered house, ten feet wide by fifteen long, and eight-feet posts, with a garret
and a closet, a large window on each side, two trap doors, one door at the end, and a brick fireplace opposite.
The exact cost of my house, paying the usual price for such materials as I used, but not counting the work, all of
which was done by myself, was as follows; and I give the details because very few are able to tell exactly what
their houses cost, and fewer still, if any, the separate cost of the various materials which compose them:—

Boards…………………….. $ 8.03-1/2;, mostly shanty boards.
Refuse shingles for roof sides… 4.00
Laths………………………. 1.25
Two second-hand windows
with glass……………….. 2.43
One thousand old brick……….. 4.00
Two casks of lime……………. 2.40 That was high.
Hair……………………….. 0.31 More than I needed.
Mantle-tree iron…………….. 0.15
Nails………………………. 3.90
Hinges and screws……………. 0.14
Latch………………………. 0.10
Chalk………………………. 0.01
Transportation………………. 1.40 I carried a good part on my back.
————————————–————
In all…………………. $28.12-1/2
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These are all the materials, excepting the timber, stones, and sand, which I claimed by squatter’s right. I have
also a small woodshed adjoining, made chiefly of the stuff which was left after building the house.

I intend to build me a house which will surpass any on the main street in Concord in grandeur and luxury, as soon
as it pleases me as much and will cost me no more than my present one.

I thus found that the student who wishes for a shelter can obtain one for a lifetime at an expense not greater than
the rent which he now pays annually. If I seem to boast more than is becoming, my excuse is that I brag for
humanity rather than for myself; and my shortcomings and inconsistencies do not affect the truth of my statement.
Notwithstanding much cant and hypocrisy—chaff which I find it difficult to separate from my wheat, but for which I
am as sorry as any man—I will breathe freely and stretch myself in this respect, it is such a relief to both the moral
and physical system; and I am resolved that I will not through humility become the devil’s attorney. I will endeavor
to speak a good word for the truth. At Cambridge College the mere rent of a student’s room, which is only a little
larger than my own, is thirty dollars each year, though the corporation had the advantage of building thirty-two
side by side and under one roof, and the occupant suffers the inconvenience of many and noisy neighbors, and
perhaps a residence in the fourth story. I cannot but think that if we had more true wisdom in these respects, not
only less education would be needed, because, forsooth, more would already have been acquired, but the
pecuniary expense of getting an education would in a great measure vanish. Those conveniences which the
student requires at Cambridge or elsewhere cost him or somebody else ten times as great a sacrifice of life as
they would with proper management on both sides. Those things for which the most money is demanded are
never the things which the student most wants. Tuition, for instance, is an important item in the term bill, while for
the far more valuable education which he gets by associating with the most cultivated of his contemporaries no
charge is made. The mode of founding a college is, commonly, to get up a subscription of dollars and cents, and
then, following blindly the principles of a division of labor to its extreme—a principle which should never be
followed but with circumspection—to call in a contractor who makes this a subject of speculation, and he employs
Irishmen or other operatives actually to lay the foundations, while the students that are to be are said to be fitting
themselves for it; and for these oversights successive generations have to pay. I think that it would be better than
this, for the students, or those who desire to be benefited by it, even to lay the foundation themselves. The
student who secures his coveted leisure and retirement by systematically shirking any labor necessary to man
obtains but an ignoble and unprofitable leisure, defrauding himself of the experience which alone can make
leisure fruitful. “But,” says one, “you do not mean that the students should go to work with their hands instead of
their heads?” I do not mean that exactly, but I mean something which he might think a good deal like that; I mean
that they should not play life, or study it merely, while the community supports them at this expensive game, but
earnestly live it from beginning to end. How could youths better learn to live than by at once trying the experiment
of living? Methinks this would exercise their minds as much as mathematics. If I wished a boy to know something
about the arts and sciences, for instance, I would not pursue the common course, which is merely to send him
into the neighborhood of some professor, where anything is professed and practised but the art of life;—to survey
the world through a telescope or a microscope, and never with his natural eye; to study chemistry, and not learn
how his bread is made, or mechanics, and not learn how it is earned; to discover new satellites to Neptune, and
not detect the motes in his eyes, or to what vagabond he is a satellite himself; or to be devoured by the monsters
that swarm all around him, while contemplating the monsters in a drop of vinegar. Which would have advanced
the most at the end of a month—the boy who had made his own jackknife from the ore which he had dug and
smelted, reading as much as would be necessary for this—or the boy who had attended the lectures on
metallurgy at the Institute in the meanwhile, and had received a Rodgers’ penknife from his father? Which would
be most likely to cut his fingers?… To my astonishment I was informed on leaving college that I had studied
navigation!—why, if I had taken one turn down the harbor I should have known more about it. Even the poor
student studies and is taught only political economy, while that economy of living which is synonymous with
philosophy is not even sincerely professed in our colleges. The consequence is, that while he is reading Adam
Smith, Ricardo, and Say, he runs his father in debt irretrievably.

As with our colleges, so with a hundred “modern improvements”; there is an illusion about them; there is not
always a positive advance. The devil goes on exacting compound interest to the last for his early share and
numerous succeeding investments in them. Our inventions are wont to be pretty toys, which distract our attention
from serious things. They are but improved means to an unimproved end, an end which it was already but too
easy to arrive at; as railroads lead to Boston or New York. We are in great haste to construct a magnetic
telegraph from Maine to Texas; but Maine and Texas, it may be, have nothing important to communicate. Either is
in such a predicament as the man who was earnest to be introduced to a distinguished deaf woman, but when he
was presented, and one end of her ear trumpet was put into his hand, had nothing to say. As if the main object
were to talk fast and not to talk sensibly. We are eager to tunnel under the Atlantic and bring the Old World some
weeks nearer to the New; but perchance the first news that will leak through into the broad, flapping American ear
will be that the Princess Adelaide has the whooping cough. After all, the man whose horse trots a mile in a minute
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does not carry the most important messages; he is not an evangelist, nor does he come round eating locusts and
wild honey. I doubt if Flying Childers ever carried a peck of corn to mill.

One says to me, “I wonder that you do not lay up money; you love to travel; you might take the cars and go to
Fitchburg today and see the country.” But I am wiser than that. I have learned that the swiftest traveller is he that
goes afoot. I say to my friend, Suppose we try who will get there first. The distance is thirty miles; the fare ninety
cents. That is almost a day’s wages. I remember when wages were sixty cents a day for laborers on this very
road. Well, I start now on foot, and get there before night; I have travelled at that rate by the week together. You
will in the meanwhile have earned your fare, and arrive there some time tomorrow, or possibly this evening, if you
are lucky enough to get a job in season. Instead of going to Fitchburg, you will be working here the greater part of
the day. And so, if the railroad reached round the world, I think that I should keep ahead of you; and as for seeing
the country and getting experience of that kind, I should have to cut your acquaintance altogether.

Such is the universal law, which no man can ever outwit, and with regard to the railroad even we may say it is as
broad as it is long. To make a railroad round the world available to all mankind is equivalent to grading the whole
surface of the planet. Men have an indistinct notion that if they keep up this activity of joint stocks and spades
long enough all will at length ride somewhere, in next to no time, and for nothing; but though a crowd rushes to
the depot, and the conductor shouts “All aboard!” when the smoke is blown away and the vapor condensed, it will
be perceived that a few are riding, but the rest are run over—and it will be called, and will be, “A melancholy
accident.” No doubt they can ride at last who shall have earned their fare, that is, if they survive so long, but they
will probably have lost their elasticity and desire to travel by that time. This spending of the best part of one’s life
earning money in order to enjoy a questionable liberty during the least valuable part of it reminds me of the
Englishman who went to India to make a fortune first, in order that he might return to England and live the life of a
poet. He should have gone up garret at once. “What!” exclaim a million Irishmen starting up from all the shanties
in the land, “is not this railroad which we have built a good thing?” Yes, I answer, comparatively good, that is, you
might have done worse; but I wish, as you are brothers of mine, that you could have spent your time better than
digging in this dirt.

Before I finished my house, wishing to earn ten or twelve dollars by some honest and agreeable method, in order
to meet my unusual expenses, I planted about two acres and a half of light and sandy soil near it chiefly with
beans, but also a small part with potatoes, corn, peas, and turnips. The whole lot contains eleven acres, mostly
growing up to pines and hickories, and was sold the preceding season for eight dollars and eight cents an acre.
One farmer said that it was “good for nothing but to raise cheeping squirrels on.” I put no manure whatever on this
land, not being the owner, but merely a squatter, and not expecting to cultivate so much again, and I did not quite
hoe it all once. I got out several cords of stumps in plowing, which supplied me with fuel for a long time, and left
small circles of virgin mould, easily distinguishable through the summer by the greater luxuriance of the beans
there. The dead and for the most part unmerchantable wood behind my house, and the driftwood from the pond,
have supplied the remainder of my fuel. I was obliged to hire a team and a man for the plowing, though I held the
plow myself. My farm outgoes for the first season were, for implements, seed, work, etc., $14.72-1/2. The seed
corn was given me. This never costs anything to speak of, unless you plant more than enough. I got twelve
bushels of beans, and eighteen bushels of potatoes, beside some peas and sweet corn. The yellow corn and
turnips were too late to come to anything. My whole income from the farm was

$ 23.44

Deducting the outgoes…….14.72-1/2

——————

There are left……………… $ 8.71-1/2

beside produce consumed and on hand at the time this estimate was made of the value of $4.50—the amount on
hand much more than balancing a little grass which I did not raise. All things considered, that is, considering the
importance of a man’s soul and of today, notwithstanding the short time occupied by my experiment, nay, partly
even because of its transient character, I believe that that was doing better than any farmer in Concord did that
year.

The next year I did better still, for I spaded up all the land which I required, about a third of an acre, and I learned
from the experience of both years, not being in the least awed by many celebrated works on husbandry, Arthur
Young among the rest, that if one would live simply and eat only the crop which he raised, and raise no more than
he ate, and not exchange it for an insufficient quantity of more luxurious and expensive things, he would need to
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cultivate only a few rods of ground, and that it would be cheaper to spade up that than to use oxen to plow it, and
to select a fresh spot from time to time than to manure the old, and he could do all his necessary farm work as it
were with his left hand at odd hours in the summer; and thus he would not be tied to an ox, or horse, or cow, or
pig, as at present. I desire to speak impartially on this point, and as one not interested in the success or failure of
the present economical and social arrangements. I was more independent than any farmer in Concord, for I was
not anchored to a house or farm, but could follow the bent of my genius, which is a very crooked one, every
moment. Beside being better off than they already, if my house had been burned or my crops had failed, I should
have been nearly as well off as before.

I am wont to think that men are not so much the keepers of herds as herds are the keepers of men, the former are
so much the freer. Men and oxen exchange work; but if we consider necessary work only, the oxen will be seen to
have greatly the advantage, their farm is so much the larger. Man does some of his part of the exchange work in
his six weeks of haying, and it is no boy’s play. Certainly no nation that lived simply in all respects, that is, no
nation of philosophers, would commit so great a blunder as to use the labor of animals. True, there never was and
is not likely soon to be a nation of philosophers, nor am I certain it is desirable that there should be. However,
I should never have broken a horse or bull and taken him to board for any work he might do for me, for fear I
should become a horseman or a herdsman merely; and if society seems to be the gainer by so doing, are we
certain that what is one man’s gain is not another’s loss, and that the stable-boy has equal cause with his master
to be satisfied? Granted that some public works would not have been constructed without this aid, and let man
share the glory of such with the ox and horse; does it follow that he could not have accomplished works yet more
worthy of himself in that case? When men begin to do, not merely unnecessary or artistic, but luxurious and idle
work, with their assistance, it is inevitable that a few do all the exchange work with the oxen, or, in other words,
become the slaves of the strongest. Man thus not only works for the animal within him, but, for a symbol of this,
he works for the animal without him. Though we have many substantial houses of brick or stone, the prosperity of
the farmer is still measured by the degree to which the barn overshadows the house. This town is said to have the
largest houses for oxen, cows, and horses hereabouts, and it is not behindhand in its public buildings; but there
are very few halls for free worship or free speech in this county. It should not be by their architecture, but why not
even by their power of abstract thought, that nations should seek to commemorate themselves? How much more
admirable the Bhagvat-Geeta than all the ruins of the East! Towers and temples are the luxury of princes. A
simple and independent mind does not toil at the bidding of any prince. Genius is not a retainer to any emperor,
nor is its material silver, or gold, or marble, except to a trifling extent. To what end, pray, is so much stone
hammered? In Arcadia, when I was there, I did not see any hammering stone. Nations are possessed with an
insane ambition to perpetuate the memory of themselves by the amount of hammered stone they leave. What if
equal pains were taken to smooth and polish their manners? One piece of good sense would be more memorable
than a monument as high as the moon. I love better to see stones in place. The grandeur of Thebes was a vulgar
grandeur. More sensible is a rod of stone wall that bounds an honest man’s field than a hundred-gated Thebes
that has wandered farther from the true end of life. The religion and civilization which are barbaric and heathenish
build splendid temples; but what you might call Christianity does not. Most of the stone a nation hammers goes
toward its tomb only. It buries itself alive. As for the Pyramids, there is nothing to wonder at in them so much as
the fact that so many men could be found degraded enough to spend their lives constructing a tomb for some
ambitious booby, whom it would have been wiser and manlier to have drowned in the Nile, and then given his
body to the dogs. I might possibly invent some excuse for them and him, but I have no time for it. As for the
religion and love of art of the builders, it is much the same all the world over, whether the building be an Egyptian
temple or the United States Bank. It costs more than it comes to. The mainspring is vanity, assisted by the love of
garlic and bread and butter. Mr. Balcom, a promising young architect, designs it on the back of his Vitruvius, with
hard pencil and ruler, and the job is let out to Dobson & Sons, stonecutters. When the thirty centuries begin to
look down on it, mankind begin to look up at it. As for your high towers and monuments, there was a crazy fellow
once in this town who undertook to dig through to China, and he got so far that, as he said, he heard the Chinese
pots and kettles rattle; but I think that I shall not go out of my way to admire the hole which he made. Many are
concerned about the monuments of the West and the East—to know who built them. For my part, I should like to
know who in those days did not build them—who were above such trifling. But to proceed with my statistics.

By surveying, carpentry, and day-labor of various other kinds in the village in the meanwhile, for I have as many
trades as fingers, I had earned $13.34. The expense of food for eight months, namely, from July 4th to March 1st,
the time when these estimates were made, though I lived there more than two years—not counting potatoes, a
little green corn, and some peas, which I had raised, nor considering the value of what was on hand at the last
date—was

Rice……………….. $ 1.73-1/2
Molasses…………….. 1.73 Cheapest form of the saccharine.
Rye meal…………….. 1.04-3/4
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Indian meal………….. 0.99-3/4 Cheaper than rye.
Pork………………… 0.22
All experiments which failed:
Flour……………….. 0.88 Costs more than Indian meal, both money and trouble.
Sugar……………….. 0.80
Lard………………… 0.65
Apples………………. 0.25
Dried apple………….. 0.22
Sweet potatoes……….. 0.10
One pumpkin………….. 0.06
One watermelon……….. 0.02
Salt………………… 0.03

Yes, I did eat $8.74, all told; but I should not thus unblushingly publish my guilt, if I did not know that most of my
readers were equally guilty with myself, and that their deeds would look no better in print. The next year I
sometimes caught a mess of fish for my dinner, and once I went so far as to slaughter a woodchuck which
ravaged my bean-field—effect his transmigration, as a Tartar would say—and devour him, partly for experiment’s
sake; but though it afforded me a momentary enjoyment, notwithstanding a musky flavor, I saw that the longest
use would not make that a good practice, however it might seem to have your woodchucks ready dressed by the
village butcher.

Clothing and some incidental expenses within the same dates, though little can be inferred from this item,
amounted to

$8.40-3/4
Oil and some household utensils…….. 2.00

So that all the pecuniary outgoes, excepting for washing and mending, which for the most part were done out of
the house, and their bills have not yet been received—and these are all and more than all the ways by which
money necessarily goes out in this part of the world—were

House…………………………… $ 28.12-1/2
Farm one year……………………… 14.72-1/2
Food eight months………………….. 8.74
Clothing, etc., eight months………… 8.40-3/4
Oil, etc., eight months…………….. 2.00
——————————-——————
In all………………………. $ 61.99-3/4

I address myself now to those of my readers who have a living to get. And to meet this I have for farm produce
sold

$23.44
Earned by day-labor……………….. 13.34
————————————-————
In all……………………….. $36.78,

which subtracted from the sum of the outgoes leaves a balance of $25.21-3/4 on the one side—this being very
nearly the means with which I started, and the measure of expenses to be incurred—and on the other, beside the
leisure and independence and health thus secured, a comfortable house for me as long as I choose to occupy it.

These statistics, however accidental and therefore uninstructive they may appear, as they have a certain
completeness, have a certain value also. Nothing was given me of which I have not rendered some account. It
appears from the above estimate, that my food alone cost me in money about twenty-seven cents a week. It was,
for nearly two years after this, rye and Indian meal without yeast, potatoes, rice, a very little salt pork, molasses,
and salt; and my drink, water. It was fit that I should live on rice, mainly, who love so well the philosophy of India.
To meet the objections of some inveterate cavillers, I may as well state, that if I dined out occasionally, as I
always had done, and I trust shall have opportunities to do again, it was frequently to the detriment of my
domestic arrangements. But the dining out, being, as I have stated, a constant element, does not in the least
affect a comparative statement like this.
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I learned from my two years’ experience that it would cost incredibly little trouble to obtain one’s necessary food,
even in this latitude; that a man may use as simple a diet as the animals, and yet retain health and strength. I
have made a satisfactory dinner, satisfactory on several accounts, simply off a dish of purslane (Portulaca
oleracea) which I gathered in my cornfield, boiled and salted. I give the Latin on account of the savoriness of the
trivial name. And pray what more can a reasonable man desire, in peaceful times, in ordinary noons, than a
sufficient number of ears of green sweet corn boiled, with the addition of salt? Even the little variety which I used
was a yielding to the demands of appetite, and not of health. Yet men have come to such a pass that they
frequently starve, not for want of necessaries, but for want of luxuries; and I know a good woman who thinks that
her son lost his life because he took to drinking water only.

The reader will perceive that I am treating the subject rather from an economic than a dietetic point of view, and
he will not venture to put my abstemiousness to the test unless he has a well-stocked larder.

Bread I at first made of pure Indian meal and salt, genuine hoe-cakes, which I baked before my fire out of doors
on a shingle or the end of a stick of timber sawed off in building my house; but it was wont to get smoked and to
have a piny flavor. I tried flour also; but have at last found a mixture of rye and Indian meal most convenient and
agreeable. In cold weather it was no little amusement to bake several small loaves of this in succession, tending
and turning them as carefully as an Egyptian his hatching eggs. They were a real cereal fruit which I ripened, and
they had to my senses a fragrance like that of other noble fruits, which I kept in as long as possible by wrapping
them in cloths. I made a study of the ancient and indispensable art of bread-making, consulting such authorities
as offered, going back to the primitive days and first invention of the unleavened kind, when from the wildness of
nuts and meats men first reached the mildness and refinement of this diet, and travelling gradually down in my
studies through that accidental souring of the dough which, it is supposed, taught the leavening process, and
through the various fermentations thereafter, till I came to “good, sweet, wholesome bread,” the staff of life.
Leaven, which some deem the soul of bread, the spiritus which fills its cellular tissue, which is religiously
preserved like the vestal fire—some precious bottleful, I suppose, first brought over in the Mayflower, did the
business for America, and its influence is still rising, swelling, spreading, in cerealian billows over the land—this
seed I regularly and faithfully procured from the village, till at length one morning I forgot the rules, and scalded
my yeast; by which accident I discovered that even this was not indispensable—for my discoveries were not by
the synthetic but analytic process—and I have gladly omitted it since, though most housewives earnestly assured
me that safe and wholesome bread without yeast might not be, and elderly people prophesied a speedy decay of
the vital forces. Yet I find it not to be an essential ingredient, and after going without it for a year am still in the
land of the living; and I am glad to escape the trivialness of carrying a bottleful in my pocket, which would
sometimes pop and discharge its contents to my discomfiture. It is simpler and more respectable to omit it. Man is
an animal who more than any other can adapt himself to all climates and circumstances. Neither did I put any sal-
soda, or other acid or alkali, into my bread. It would seem that I made it according to the recipe which Marcus
Porcius Cato gave about two centuries before Christ. “Panem depsticium sic facito. Manus mortariumque bene
lavato. Farinam in mortarium indito, aquae paulatim addito, subigitoque pulchre. Ubi bene subegeris, defingito,
coquitoque sub testu.” Which I take to mean,—”Make kneaded bread thus. Wash your hands and trough well. Put
the meal into the trough, add water gradually, and knead it thoroughly. When you have kneaded it well, mould it,
and bake it under a cover,” that is, in a baking kettle. Not a word about leaven. But I did not always use this staff
of life. At one time, owing to the emptiness of my purse, I saw none of it for more than a month.

Every New Englander might easily raise all his own breadstuffs in this land of rye and Indian corn, and not depend
on distant and fluctuating markets for them. Yet so far are we from simplicity and independence that, in Concord,
fresh and sweet meal is rarely sold in the shops, and hominy and corn in a still coarser form are hardly used by
any. For the most part the farmer gives to his cattle and hogs the grain of his own producing, and buys flour,
which is at least no more wholesome, at a greater cost, at the store. I saw that I could easily raise my bushel or
two of rye and Indian corn, for the former will grow on the poorest land, and the latter does not require the best,
and grind them in a hand-mill, and so do without rice and pork; and if I must have some concentrated sweet, I
found by experiment that I could make a very good molasses either of pumpkins or beets, and I knew that I
needed only to set out a few maples to obtain it more easily still, and while these were growing I could use various
substitutes beside those which I have named. “For,” as the Forefathers sang,—

“we can make liquor to sweeten our lips
Of pumpkins and parsnips and walnut-tree chips.”

Finally, as for salt, that grossest of groceries, to obtain this might be a fit occasion for a visit to the seashore, or, if
I did without it altogether, I should probably drink the less water. I do not learn that the Indians ever troubled
themselves to go after it.
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Thus I could avoid all trade and barter, so far as my food was concerned, and having a shelter already, it would
only remain to get clothing and fuel. The pantaloons which I now wear were woven in a farmer’s family—thank
Heaven there is so much virtue still in man; for I think the fall from the farmer to the operative as great and
memorable as that from the man to the farmer;—and in a new country, fuel is an encumbrance. As for a habitat, if
I were not permitted still to squat, I might purchase one acre at the same price for which the land I cultivated was
sold—namely, eight dollars and eight cents. But as it was, I considered that I enhanced the value of the land by
squatting on it.

There is a certain class of unbelievers who sometimes ask me such questions as, if I think that I can live on
vegetable food alone; and to strike at the root of the matter at once—for the root is faith—I am accustomed to
answer such, that I can live on board nails. If they cannot understand that, they cannot understand much that I
have to say. For my part, I am glad to hear of experiments of this kind being tried; as that a young man tried for a
fortnight to live on hard, raw corn on the ear, using his teeth for all mortar. The squirrel tribe tried the same and
succeeded. The human race is interested in these experiments, though a few old women who are incapacitated
for them, or who own their thirds in mills, may be alarmed.

My furniture, part of which I made myself—and the rest cost me nothing of which I have not rendered an
account—consisted of a bed, a table, a desk, three chairs, a looking-glass three inches in diameter, a pair of
tongs and andirons, a kettle, a skillet, and a frying-pan, a dipper, a wash-bowl, two knives and forks, three plates,
one cup, one spoon, a jug for oil, a jug for molasses, and a japanned lamp. None is so poor that he need sit on a
pumpkin. That is shiftlessness. There is a plenty of such chairs as I like best in the village garrets to be had for
taking them away. Furniture! Thank God, I can sit and I can stand without the aid of a furniture warehouse. What
man but a philosopher would not be ashamed to see his furniture packed in a cart and going up country exposed
to the light of heaven and the eyes of men, a beggarly account of empty boxes? That is Spaulding’s furniture. I
could never tell from inspecting such a load whether it belonged to a so-called rich man or a poor one; the owner
always seemed poverty-stricken. Indeed, the more you have of such things the poorer you are. Each load looks
as if it contained the contents of a dozen shanties; and if one shanty is poor, this is a dozen times as poor. Pray,
for what do we
move ever but to get rid of our furniture, our exuviœ: at last to go from this world to another newly furnished, and
leave this to be burned? It is the same as if all these traps were buckled to a man’s belt, and he could not move
over the rough country where our lines are cast without dragging them—dragging his trap. He was a lucky fox that
left his tail in the trap. The muskrat will gnaw his third leg off to be free. No wonder man has lost his elasticity.
How often he is at a dead set! “Sir, if I may be so bold, what do you mean by a dead set?” If you are a seer,
whenever you meet a man you will see all that he owns, ay, and much that he pretends to disown, behind him,
even to his kitchen furniture and all the trumpery which he saves and will not burn, and he will appear to be
harnessed to it and making what headway he can. I think that the man is at a dead set who has got through a
knot-hole or gateway where his sledge load of furniture cannot follow him. I cannot but feel compassion when I
hear some trig, compact-looking man, seemingly free, all girded and ready, speak of his “furniture,” as whether it
is insured or not. “But what shall I do with my furniture?”—My gay butterfly is entangled in a spider’s web then.
Even those who seem for a long while not to have any, if you inquire more narrowly you will find have some
stored in somebody’s barn. I look upon England today as an old gentleman who is travelling with a great deal of
baggage, trumpery which has accumulated from long housekeeping, which he has not the courage to burn; great
trunk, little trunk, bandbox, and bundle. Throw away the first three at least. It would surpass the powers of a well
man nowadays to take up his bed and walk, and I should certainly advise a sick one to lay down his bed and run.
When I have met an immigrant tottering under a bundle which contained his all—looking like an enormous wen
which had grown out of the nape of his neck—I have pitied him, not because that was his all, but because he had
all that to carry. If I have got to drag my trap, I will take care that it be a light one and do not nip me in a vital part.
But perchance it would be wisest never to put one’s paw into it.

I would observe, by the way, that it costs me nothing for curtains, for I have no gazers to shut out but the sun and
moon, and I am willing that they should look in. The moon will not sour milk nor taint meat of mine, nor will the sun
injure my furniture or fade my carpet; and if he is sometimes too warm a friend, I find it still better economy to
retreat behind some curtain which nature has provided, than to add a single item to the details of housekeeping. A
lady once offered me a mat, but as I had no room to spare within the house, nor time to spare within or without to
shake it, I declined it, preferring to wipe my feet on the sod before my door. It is best to avoid the beginnings of
evil.

Not long since I was present at the auction of a deacon’s effects, for his life had not been ineffectual:—

“The evil that men do lives after them.”
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As usual, a great proportion was trumpery which had begun to accumulate in his father’s day. Among the rest was
a dried tapeworm. And now, after lying half a century in his garret and other dust holes, these things were not
burned; instead of a bonfire, or purifying destruction of them, there was an auction, or increasing of them. The
neighbors eagerly collected to view them, bought them all, and carefully transported them to their garrets and dust
holes, to lie there till their estates are settled, when they will start again. When a man dies he kicks the dust.

The customs of some savage nations might, perchance, be profitably imitated by us, for they at least go through
the semblance of casting their slough annually; they have the idea of the thing, whether they have the reality or
not. Would it not be well if we were to celebrate such a “busk,” or “feast of first fruits,” as Bartram describes to
have been the custom of the Mucclasse Indians? “When a town celebrates the busk,” says he, “having previously
provided themselves with new clothes, new pots, pans, and other household utensils and furniture, they collect all
their worn out clothes and other despicable things, sweep and cleanse their houses, squares, and the whole town
of their filth, which with all the remaining grain and other old provisions they cast together into one common heap,
and consume it with fire. After having taken medicine, and fasted for three days, all the fire in the town is
extinguished. During this fast they abstain from the gratification of every appetite and passion whatever. A general
amnesty is proclaimed; all malefactors may return to their town.”

“On the fourth morning, the high priest, by rubbing dry wood together, produces new fire in the public square, from
whence every habitation in the town is supplied with the new and pure flame.”

They then feast on the new corn and fruits, and dance and sing for three days, “and the four following days they
receive visits and rejoice with their friends from neighboring towns who have in like manner purified and prepared
themselves.”

The Mexicans also practised a similar purification at the end of every fifty-two years, in the belief that it was time
for the world to come to an end.

I have scarcely heard of a truer sacrament, that is, as the dictionary defines it, “outward and visible sign of an
inward and spiritual grace,” than this, and I have no doubt that they were originally inspired directly from Heaven
to do thus, though they have no Biblical record of the revelation.

For more than five years I maintained myself thus solely by the labor of my hands, and I found that, by working
about six weeks in a year, I could meet all the expenses of living. The whole of my winters, as well as most of my
summers, I had free and clear for study. I have thoroughly tried school-keeping, and found that my expenses
were in proportion, or rather out of proportion, to my income, for I was obliged to dress and train, not to say think
and believe, accordingly, and I lost my time into the bargain. As I did not teach for the good of my fellow-men, but
simply for a livelihood, this was a failure. I have tried trade but I found that it would take ten years to get under
way in that, and that then I should probably be on my way to the devil. I was actually afraid that I might by that
time be doing what is called a good business. When formerly I was looking about to see what I could do for a
living, some sad experience in conforming to the wishes of friends being fresh in my mind to tax my ingenuity, I
thought often and seriously of picking huckleberries; that surely I could do, and its small profits might suffice—for
my greatest skill has been to want but little—so little capital it required, so little distraction from my wonted moods,
I foolishly thought. While my acquaintances went unhesitatingly into trade or the professions, I contemplated this
occupation as most like theirs; ranging the hills all summer to pick the berries which came in my way, and
thereafter carelessly dispose of them; so, to keep the flocks of Admetus. I also dreamed that I might gather the
wild herbs, or carry evergreens to such villagers as loved to be reminded of the woods, even to the city, by hay-
cart loads. But I have since learned that trade curses everything it handles; and though you trade in messages
from heaven, the whole curse of trade attaches to the business.

As I preferred some things to others, and especially valued my freedom, as I could fare hard and yet succeed
well, I did not wish to spend my time in earning rich carpets or other fine furniture, or delicate cookery, or a house
in the Grecian or the Gothic style just yet. If there are any to whom it is no interruption to acquire these things, and
who know how to use them when acquired, I relinquish to them the pursuit. Some are “industrious,” and appear to
love labor for its own sake, or perhaps because it keeps them out of worse mischief; to such I have at present
nothing to say. Those who would not know what to do with more leisure than they now enjoy, I might advise to
work twice as hard as they do—work till they pay for themselves, and get their free papers. For myself I found that
the occupation of a day-laborer was the most independent of any, especially as it required only thirty or forty days
in a year to support one. The laborer’s day ends with the going down of the sun, and he is then free to devote
himself to his chosen pursuit, independent of his labor; but his employer, who speculates from month to month,
has no respite from one end of the year to the other.
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In short, I am convinced, both by faith and experience, that to maintain one’s self on this earth is not a hardship
but a pastime, if we will live simply and wisely; as the pursuits of the simpler nations are still the sports of the
more artificial. It is not necessary that a man should earn his living by the sweat of his brow, unless he sweats
easier than I do.

One young man of my acquaintance, who has inherited some acres, told me that he thought he should live as I
did, if he had the means. I would not have any one adopt my mode of living on any account; for, beside that
before he has fairly learned it I may have found out another for myself, I desire that there may be as many
different persons in the world as possible; but I would have each one be very careful to find out and pursue his
own way, and not his father’s or his mother’s or his neighbor’s instead. The youth may build or plant or sail, only
let him not be hindered from doing that which he tells me he would like to do. It is by a mathematical point only
that we are wise, as the sailor or the fugitive slave keeps the polestar in his eye; but that is sufficient guidance for
all our life. We may not arrive at our port within a calculable period, but we would preserve the true course.

Undoubtedly, in this case, what is true for one is truer still for a thousand, as a large house is not proportionally
more expensive than a small one, since one roof may cover, one cellar underlie, and one wall separate several
apartments. But for my part, I preferred the solitary dwelling. Moreover, it will commonly be cheaper to build the
whole yourself than to convince another of the advantage of the common wall; and when you have done this, the
common partition, to be much cheaper, must be a thin one, and that other may prove a bad neighbor, and also
not keep his side in repair. The only co-operation which is commonly possible is exceedingly partial and
superficial; and what little true co-operation there is, is as if it were not, being a harmony inaudible to men. If a
man has faith, he will co-operate with equal faith everywhere; if he has not faith, he will continue to live like the
rest of the world, whatever company he is joined to. To co-operate in the highest as well as the lowest sense,
means to get our living together. I heard it proposed lately that two young men should travel together over the
world, the one without money, earning his means as he went, before the mast and behind the plow, the other
carrying a bill of exchange in his pocket. It was easy to see that they could not long be companions or co-operate,
since one would not operate at all. They would part at the first interesting crisis in their adventures. Above all, as I
have implied, the man who goes alone can start today; but he who travels with another must wait till that other is
ready, and it may be a long time before they get off.

But all this is very selfish, I have heard some of my townsmen say. I confess that I have hitherto indulged very
little in philanthropic enterprises. I have made some sacrifices to a sense of duty, and among others have
sacrificed this pleasure also. There are those who have used all their arts to persuade me to undertake the
support of some poor family in the town; and if I had nothing to do—for the devil finds employment for the idle—I
might try my hand at some such pastime as that. However, when I have thought to indulge myself in this respect,
and lay their Heaven under an obligation by maintaining certain poor persons in all respects as comfortably as I
maintain myself, and have even ventured so far as to make them the offer, they have one and all unhesitatingly
preferred to remain poor. While my townsmen and women are devoted in so many ways to the good of their
fellows, I trust that one at least may be spared to other and less humane pursuits. You must have a genius for
charity as well as for anything else. As for Doing-good, that is one of the professions which are full. Moreover, I
have tried it fairly, and, strange as it may seem, am satisfied that it does not agree with my constitution. Probably I
should not consciously and deliberately forsake my particular calling to do the good which society demands of
me, to save the universe from annihilation; and I believe that a like but infinitely greater steadfastness elsewhere
is all that now preserves it. But I would not stand between any man and his genius; and to him who does this
work, which I decline, with his whole heart and soul and life, I would say, Persevere, even if the world call it doing
evil, as it is most likely they will.

I am far from supposing that my case is a peculiar one; no doubt many of my readers would make a similar
defence. At doing something—I will not engage that my neighbors shall pronounce it good—I do not hesitate to
say that I should be a capital fellow to hire; but what that is, it is for my employer to find out. What good I do, in the
common sense of that word, must be aside from my main path, and for the most part wholly unintended. Men say,
practically, Begin where you are and such as you are, without aiming mainly to become of more worth, and with
kindness aforethought go about doing good. If I were to preach at all in this strain, I should say rather, Set about
being good. As if the sun should stop when he had kindled his fires up to the splendor of a moon or a star of the
sixth magnitude, and go about like a Robin Goodfellow, peeping in at every cottage window, inspiring lunatics,
and tainting meats, and making darkness visible, instead of steadily increasing his genial heat and beneficence till
he is of such brightness that no mortal can look him in the face, and then, and in the meanwhile too, going about
the world in his own orbit, doing it good, or rather, as a truer philosophy has discovered, the world going about
him getting good. When Phaeton, wishing to prove his heavenly birth by his beneficence, had the sun’s chariot
but one day, and drove out of the beaten track, he burned several blocks of houses in the lower streets of heaven,
and scorched the surface of the earth, and dried up every spring, and made the great desert of Sahara, till at
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length Jupiter hurled him headlong to the earth with a thunderbolt, and the sun, through grief at his death, did not
shine for a year.

There is no odor so bad as that which arises from goodness tainted. It is human, it is divine, carrion. If I knew for a
certainty that a man was coming to my house with the conscious design of doing me good, I should run for my
life, as from that dry and parching wind of the African deserts called the simoom, which fills the mouth and nose
and ears and eyes with dust till you are suffocated, for fear that I should get some of his good done to me—some
of its virus mingled with my blood. No—in this case I would rather suffer evil the natural way. A man is not a
good man to me because he will feed me if I should be starving, or warm me if I should be freezing, or pull me out
of a ditch if I should ever fall into one. I can find you a Newfoundland dog that will do as much. Philanthropy is not
love for one’s fellow-man in the broadest sense. Howard was no doubt an exceedingly kind and worthy man in his
way, and has his reward; but, comparatively speaking, what are a hundred Howards to us, if their philanthropy do
not help us in our best estate, when we are most worthy to be helped? I never heard of a philanthropic meeting in
which it was sincerely proposed to do any good to me, or the like of me.

The Jesuits were quite balked by those Indians who, being burned at the stake, suggested new modes of torture
to their tormentors. Being superior to physical suffering, it sometimes chanced that they were superior to any
consolation which the missionaries could offer; and the law to do as you would be done by fell with less
persuasiveness on the ears of those who, for their part, did not care how they were done by, who loved their
enemies after a new fashion, and came very near freely forgiving them all they did.

Be sure that you give the poor the aid they most need, though it be your example which leaves them far behind. If
you give money, spend yourself with it, and do not merely abandon it to them. We make curious mistakes
sometimes. Often the poor man is not so cold and hungry as he is dirty and ragged and gross. It is partly his
taste, and not merely his misfortune. If you give him money, he will perhaps buy more rags with it. I was wont to
pity the clumsy Irish laborers who cut ice on the pond, in such mean and ragged clothes, while I shivered in my
more tidy and somewhat more fashionable garments, till, one bitter cold day, one who had slipped into the water
came to my house to warm him, and I saw him strip off three pairs of pants and two pairs of stockings ere he got
down to the skin, though they were dirty and ragged enough, it is true, and that he could afford to refuse the
extra garments which I offered him, he had so many intra ones. This ducking was the very thing he needed. Then
I began to pity myself, and I saw that it would be a greater charity to bestow on me a flannel shirt than a whole
slop-shop on him. There are a thousand hacking at the branches of evil to one who is striking at the root, and it
may be that he who bestows the largest amount of time and money on the needy is doing the most by his mode
of life to produce that misery which he strives in vain to relieve. It is the pious slave-breeder devoting the
proceeds of every tenth slave to buy a Sunday’s liberty for the rest. Some show their kindness to the poor by
employing them in their kitchens. Would they not be kinder if they employed themselves there? You boast of
spending a tenth part of your income in charity; maybe you should spend the nine tenths so, and done with it.
Society recovers only a tenth part of the property then. Is this owing to the generosity of him in whose possession
it is found, or to the remissness of the officers of justice?

Philanthropy is almost the only virtue which is sufficiently appreciated by mankind. Nay, it is greatly overrated; and
it is our selfishness which overrates it. A robust poor man, one sunny day here in Concord, praised a fellow-
townsman to me, because, as he said, he was kind to the poor; meaning himself. The kind uncles and aunts of
the race are more esteemed than its true spiritual fathers and mothers. I once heard a reverend lecturer on
England, a man of learning and intelligence, after enumerating her scientific, literary, and political worthies,
Shakespeare, Bacon, Cromwell, Milton, Newton, and others, speak next of her Christian heroes, whom, as if his
profession required it of him, he elevated to a place far above all the rest, as the greatest of the great. They were
Penn, Howard, and Mrs. Fry. Every one must feel the falsehood and cant of this. The last were not England’s best
men and women; only, perhaps, her best philanthropists.

I would not subtract anything from the praise that is due to philanthropy, but merely demand justice for all who by
their lives and works are a blessing to mankind. I do not value chiefly a man’s uprightness and benevolence,
which are, as it were, his stem and leaves. Those plants of whose greenness withered we make herb tea for the
sick serve but a humble use, and are most employed by quacks. I want the flower and fruit of a man; that some
fragrance be wafted over from him to me, and some ripeness flavor our intercourse. His goodness must not be a
partial and transitory act, but a constant superfluity, which costs him nothing and of which he is unconscious. This
is a charity that hides a multitude of sins. The philanthropist too often surrounds mankind with the remembrance
of his own castoff griefs as an atmosphere, and calls it sympathy. We should impart our courage, and not our
despair, our health and ease, and not our disease, and take care that this does not spread by contagion. From
what southern plains comes up the voice of wailing? Under what latitudes reside the heathen to whom we would
send light? Who is that intemperate and brutal man whom we would redeem? If anything ail a man, so that he

200200



does not perform his functions, if he have a pain in his bowels even—for that is the seat of sympathy—he
forthwith sets about reforming—the world. Being a microcosm himself, he discovers—and it is a true discovery,
and he is the man to make it—that the world has been eating green apples; to his eyes, in fact, the globe itself is
a great green apple, which there is danger awful to think of that the children of men will nibble before it is ripe; and
straightway his drastic philanthropy seeks out the Esquimau and the Patagonian, and embraces the populous
Indian and Chinese villages; and thus, by a few years of philanthropic activity, the powers in the meanwhile using
him for their own ends, no doubt, he cures himself of his dyspepsia, the globe acquires a faint blush on one or
both of its cheeks, as if it were beginning to be ripe, and life loses its crudity and is once more sweet and
wholesome to live. I never dreamed of any enormity greater than I have committed. I never knew, and never shall
know, a worse man than myself.

I believe that what so saddens the reformer is not his sympathy with his fellows in distress, but, though he be the
holiest son of God, is his private ail. Let this be righted, let the spring come to him, the morning rise over his
couch, and he will forsake his generous companions without apology. My excuse for not lecturing against the use
of tobacco is, that I never chewed it, that is a penalty which reformed tobacco-chewers have to pay; though there
are things enough I have chewed which I could lecture against. If you should ever be betrayed into any of these
philanthropies, do not let your left hand know what your right hand does, for it is not worth knowing. Rescue the
drowning and tie your shoestrings. Take your time, and set about some free labor.

Our manners have been corrupted by communication with the saints. Our hymn-books resound with a melodious
cursing of God and enduring Him forever. One would say that even the prophets and redeemers had rather
consoled the fears than confirmed the hopes of man. There is nowhere recorded a simple and irrepressible
satisfaction with the gift of life, any memorable praise of God. All health and success does me good, however far
off and withdrawn it may appear; all disease and failure helps to make me sad and does me evil, however much
sympathy it may have with me or I with it. If, then, we would indeed restore mankind by truly Indian, botanic,
magnetic, or natural means, let us first be as simple and well as Nature ourselves, dispel the clouds which hang
over our own brows, and take up a little life into our pores. Do not stay to be an overseer of the poor, but
endeavor to become one of the worthies of the world.

I read in the Gulistan, or Flower Garden, of Sheik Sadi of Shiraz, that “they asked a wise man, saying: Of the
many celebrated trees which the Most High God has created lofty and umbrageous, they call none azad, or free,
excepting the cypress, which bears no fruit; what mystery is there in this? He replied, Each has its appropriate
produce, and appointed season, during the continuance of which it is fresh and blooming, and during their
absence dry and withered; to neither of which states is the cypress exposed, being always flourishing; and of this
nature are the azads, or religious independents.—Fix not thy heart on that which is transitory; for the Dijlah, or
Tigris, will continue to flow through Bagdad after the race of caliphs is extinct: if thy hand has plenty, be liberal as
the date tree; but if it affords nothing to give away, be an azad, or free man, like the cypress.”

COMPLEMENTAL VERSES
The Pretensions of Poverty
Thou dost presume too much, poor needy wretch,
To claim a station in the firmament
Because thy humble cottage, or thy tub,
Nurses some lazy or pedantic virtue
In the cheap sunshine or by shady springs,
With roots and pot-herbs; where thy right hand,
Tearing those humane passions from the mind,
Upon whose stocks fair blooming virtues flourish,
Degradeth nature, and benumbeth sense,
And, Gorgon-like, turns active men to stone.
We not require the dull society
Of your necessitated temperance,
Or that unnatural stupidity
That knows nor joy nor sorrow; nor your forc’d
Falsely exalted passive fortitude
Above the active. This low abject brood,
That fix their seats in mediocrity,
Become your servile minds; but we advance
Such virtues only as admit excess,
Brave, bounteous acts, regal magnificence,
All-seeing prudence, magnanimity
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That knows no bound, and that heroic virtue
For which antiquity hath left no name,
But patterns only, such as Hercules,
Achilles, Theseus. Back to thy loath’d cell;
And when thou seest the new enlightened sphere,
Study to know but what those worthies were.
T. CAREW
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WALDEN: WHERE I LIVED, AND WHAT I LIVED
FOR

Walden (first published as Walden; or, Life in the Woods), by noted transcendentalist
Henry David Thoreau, is a reflection upon simple living in natural surroundings. The work
is part personal declaration of independence, social experiment, voyage of spiritual
discovery, satire, and manual for self-reliance. First published in 1854, it details Thoreau’s
experiences over the course of two years, two months, and two days in a cabin he built
near Walden Pond, amidst woodland owned by his friend and mentor Ralph Waldo
Emerson, near Concord, Massachusetts. The book compresses the time into a single
calendar year and uses passages of four seasons to symbolize human development.

By immersing himself in nature, Thoreau hoped to gain a more objective understanding of
society through personal introspection. Simple living and self-sufficiency were Thoreau’s other goals, and the
whole project was inspired by transcendentalist philosophy, a central theme of the American Romantic Period.
As Thoreau made clear in his book, his cabin was not in wilderness but at the edge of town, about two miles
(3 km) from his family home.

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 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, wood-lot, and pasture, and to decide what fine oaks or pines should be left to stand before the door, and
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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 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
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the day more or less of this auroral character, reminding me of a certain house on a mountain which I had visited
a 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 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 everywhere.

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 smaller 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 whip-poor-will, 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 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 northwest,
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;
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“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 exercise, and one of the best things which I did. They say that characters were engraven on the
bathing tub of King Tchingthang 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 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 practice 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,
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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 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 Irishman, 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 today to save nine tomorrow. 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 anything new that has happened to a man anywhere 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 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
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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 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 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.
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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.
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WALDEN: CONCLUSION

Walden (first published as Walden; or, Life in the Woods), by noted transcendentalist
Henry David Thoreau, is a reflection upon simple living in natural surroundings. The
work is part personal declaration of independence, social experiment, voyage of
spiritual discovery, satire, and manual for self-reliance. First published in 1854, it details
Thoreau’s experiences over the course of two years, two months, and two days in a
cabin he built near Walden Pond, amidst woodland owned by his friend and mentor
Ralph Waldo Emerson, near Concord, Massachusetts. The book compresses the time
into a single calendar year and uses passages of four seasons to symbolize human
development.

By immersing himself in nature, Thoreau hoped to gain a more objective understanding
of society through personal introspection. Simple living and self-sufficiency were Thoreau’s other goals, and
the whole project was inspired by transcendentalist philosophy, a central theme of the American Romantic
Period. As Thoreau made clear in his book, his cabin was not in wilderness but at the edge of town, about two
miles (3 km) from his family home.

To the sick the doctors wisely recommend a change of air and scenery. Thank Heaven, here is not all the world.
The buckeye does not grow in New England, and the mockingbird 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
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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 Northwest
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 Clark and Frobisher, of your own streams and 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 vitae, plus habet ille viae.”
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 footpad”—”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 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
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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 toadstools 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 whoa, 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
extravagant 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. Extravagance! 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 cowyard 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 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 ferule 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 poorhouse. The setting sun is reflected
from the windows of the almshouse 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 thoughts, as
in a palace. The town’s poor seem to me often to live the most independent lives of any. Maybe 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 Croesus, 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,
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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
commerce to spring an arch before I have got a solid foundation. Let us not play at kittly-benders. There is a solid
bottom everywhere. 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 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 bide 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

212212



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.

Watch this video online: https://youtu.be/IE1ZfouMrWA
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WOMEN’S SPHERE AND THE EMERGENCE OF THE
WOMEN’S RIGHTS MOVEMENT

We often view the nineteenth century as fundamentally defined by its traditional notion of gender roles, especially
as embodied in the cult of domesticity. While the identification of the women’s sphere within the home had deep
roots in Western culture, and such identification was central to dominant thinking about gender for centuries,
domestic ideology was a particular historical development that emerged in the early decades of the nineteenth
century, and over time it had ambivalent implications for women. Domestic ideology, or the cult of domesticity,
can be defined as a series of related ideas that characterized the family home as the particular domain of the
woman, that idealized the woman in the home (the angel in house) as the center of spiritual and moral goodness
for the nuclear family, and that based these ideas in the belief that women were innately weaker—both physically
and intellectually—and less capable of taking care of themselves in the rough and tumble public sphere. Thus,
women needed constant protection. Domestic ideology raised women up as naturally more religious and moral,
giving them a special place within society, even as it demeaned them by tying that superiority to their incapacity
within the public world and to their restrained sexuality.

As promulgated by a wide array of advice literature, sermons, novels, periodicals, and scientific writing, the ideas
at the core of domestic ideology strictly defined the public and private spheres in terms of gender. Women
properly remained in the private, domestic sphere, because they were physically frailer and morally less resilient
to the amoral, if not immoral, struggles that defined the public realm of the economy and politics. This
identification of women with the domestic sphere as a moral redoubt against the ethically questionable
entanglements and temptations of the public world reinforced a sexual double standard. Where women’s sexual
purity—defined in terms of their virginity—had been a long-standing social concern, domestic ideology
emphasized the importance of a woman’s resistance to sexual desires as essential to her primary role as moral
defender of the nuclear family. This emphasis on women remaining above sexual desires led to the
pathologization of the women’s libido even as it excused, to some extent, men’s inability to control their own
sexual urges. For a woman to have sexual desires was unnatural, and women expressing sexual urges were
deemed to be sick. It was the woman’s role to help constrain men’s sexuality and to provide a safe outlet for it,
limited to the marriage bed.
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In this way, domestic ideology envisioned the home as a bulwark against those immoral forces in the larger world,
imagining the family—centered around the wife/mother—as providing the moral center and spiritual fuel that
would allow the husband/father to pursue economic ventures in the wider world and that would prepare children
for that world. As such, the nuclear family rather than extended networks of kin began to be seen as the primary
site of individual identification and socialization. As such, the woman in the home—and the idea of a private self
connected to that home—became an essential component of changing ideas that would accept the role of a
selfish, hyper-competitive, market-oriented public world. As much as the gendered distinction between the home
and the public has roots stretching far back in Western history, domestic ideology needs to be seen in relation to
the development of a market economy and the changing place and nature of work. Prior to the nineteenth
century—and throughout much of that century—economic production was centered in the home through the
home being contiguous with the farm, where much economic production still took place, or through artisanal
workshops, small shops, or the small-scale production of items for sale (textiles, foodstuffs, etc.) that were located
in the home. With increased urbanization, the development of the factory system and a shift away from artisanal
production, and the emergence of a middle-class with leisure time, the home came to be defined economically not
in terms of production but in terms of consumption.

While domestic ideology implied that all women should live more retired, reserved lives, devoted to the apparently
light labor of taking care of the home for the men who entered into the economic world, the reality for most
women—especially lower-class women and women of color—was far different. Many women began to or
continued to work outside of the home as domestic workers as well as factory operatives, especially in the textile
industry. For these women, domestic ideology’s ideal of the household angel being protected from laboring
outside the home remained merely a dream. Yet in the rising middle class and the upper classes, the women’s
sphere became linked more to leisure or consumption. Middle-class American families increasingly relied on
goods produced outside of the home for their daily lives, and American men increasingly worked away from their
homes. Thus, in general women began to be seen more in terms of their leisure activity or in terms of their work in
making the home a hospitable, relaxing refuge apart from the public sphere. One mark of this turn to leisure was
the burgeoning market in periodicals, novels, and domestic manuals for women readers. These texts, in turn,
helped to reinforce the strict distinctions in gendered spheres associated with domestic ideology and thus helped
to foster these developments.

Domestic ideology and some of its core ideas both provided the foundation for the emergence of feminism in the
nineteenth century and embodied the concepts much feminist thought attempted to challenge. In the years
following the Revolution, a number of American women, most notably Judith Sargent Murray, followed their
better-known English counterpart Mary Wollstonecraft in arguing for the extension of Enlightenment precepts
about human freedom and individual development to women.

In “On the Equality of the Sexes” (1790), for example, Murray attacks the sexual double- standard, cleverly using
it as a way to argue that society already accords women a great deal of strength. She builds on that idea to
contend for women having greater access to education, focusing on their rational capacities as implicitly being
acknowledged by society. In part, her argument can be read as part of what has been described as “republican
motherhood,” a shift in emphasis following the Revolution, where women’s role in shaping the next generation
came to be seen as key to developing the virtuous electorate necessary for the American experiment in self-
government to succeed. From Murray’s position, for women to fulfill this role, they had to have equal access to
education and had to be free to develop their minds as fully as they could. Murray does not, as later American
women writers would, insist on opening political and professional doors for women but rather keeps her focus
largely on educational, intellectual, and spiritual opportunities in terms of self-improvement and self-development.

While mid-nineteenth-century women would similarly emphasize women’s rational and intellectual potential in
arguing for social change, one of the immediate grounds for the emergence of a more developed movement for
women’s rights was domestic ideology’s emphasis on women as embodying and protecting society’s moral
needs. The mid-nineteenth-century women’s rights movement grew directly out of other reform movements, most
notably the temperance movement, abolitionism, and campaigns against prostitution. Based on domestic
ideology’s emphasis on women’s moral and spiritual capacity, if not superiority, many women came to feel
empowered to speak about social ills that they felt directly impacted the moral condition of the home. Alcohol
abuse and alcoholism were incredibly widespread, as the drinking of alcohol was fully integrated into the everyday
lives of most Americans, beginning at a fairly early age. As work became more disciplined in the late-eighteenth
and early-nineteenth centuries, more Americans began to view alcohol as the leading cause of many social ills,
from prostitution to spousal abuse to financial ruin. Women and children often bore the brunt of these problems,
and women took a leading role in the growth of the temperance movement over the course of the nineteenth
century.
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While temperance and efforts to stamp out prostitution brought many women into the public sphere, it was
abolitionism that most firmly launched the women’s rights movement. Women such as Angelina Grimké, Sarah
Grimké, and Abby Kelley became vocal critics of slavery in the 1830s. Many in the antislavery movement
questioned the propriety of women speaking in public, and some attempted to silence these women, but others,
such as William Lloyd Garrison, embraced their advocacy on behalf of the slaves. In 1838, Angelina Grimké
became the first woman to address an American legislative body (the Massachusetts legislature), and as the
abolitionist movement grew, more women began to connect the sufferings and limitations that slaves faced to
their own lives. Women, especially married women, had few to no rights. While some states began to change
these laws in the antebellum period, laws of coverture—meaning that the married woman’s legal standing was
covered by her husband—predominated. That meant that a married woman could not own property on her own,
make her own will, or make legal claims on behalf of herself or her children. The emphasis for most abolitionist-
feminists in the 1830s and 1840s was on moral suasion, trying to persuade men to change their hearts so that
they could begin to change social mores and behavior. While there was some agitation for legal changes and for
expanding women’s economic and social opportunities, much of the focus was on creating and fostering equality
in marital relationships.

By the late 1840s the focus of women’s rights advocates was shifting. At the Seneca Fall Convention in 1848, a
meeting often seen as inaugurating the modern women’s rights movement in the United States, the delegates
issued a Declaration of Sentiments, modeled on the Declaration of Independence. After long debate over a
resolution put forward by Elizabeth Cady Stanton, the delegates narrowly passed this resolution, which called for
women’s suffrage. This turn to political rights marked a change in the movement for women’s equality. In the early
1800s, many, if not most, white American adult men did not have the right to vote, due to property requirements in
most states. By the 1840s, however, that had changed, and universal white adult male suffrage was the standard
not the exception. The inclusion of suffrage in the demands of women’s rights advocates mirrored this expansion
of suffrage. Suffrage would become the key issue in the women’s rights movement for the next seventy years and
would become a central point of contention in the post–Civil War years as the link between feminism and
abolitionism began to disintegrate over disagreements of whether freed slaves or white women deserved the vote
more.

The intricate relationship between the development of the women’s rights movement and the domestic ideology it
largely questioned can help us to make sense of the complex appeals and politics of literature by women
novelists during this period. Women authored the most popular novels of the mid-nineteenth century. Harriet
Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1851–52), Susan Warner’s The Wide, Wide World (1850), and Maria
Cummins’s The Lamplighter (1854) are often cited as the three best-selling novels of the period. This popularity
pushed these writers into the public limelight, but in presenting their works, they frequently revealed a deep
ambivalence about becoming publicly recognized. Their works depicted true women as eschewing the public
sphere, and in their letters to publishers and fans they recognized their own transgressive behavior in entering
into the public sphere, apologizing for doing so on the grounds of helping their families or, in the case of Uncle
Tom’s Cabin, responding to a moral quandary that invaded the domestic sphere. These works often appear to
accede to domestic ideology’s most sexist notions—that women are innately weaker, that they must subordinate
themselves to male authorities in order to find their proper place in the world, and that any romantic feelings at all
suggestive of sexuality are potentially destructive. Yet, these works also represent the extent to which women
inhabited a perilous position within their society due to these notions and their institutionalization. Some works,
such as Fanny Fern’s Ruth Hall and Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women, increasingly and more explicitly
questioned domestic ideology, even as some of its core tenets—most prominently the woman’s central role to the
well-being of the family and her task of ensuring society’s morality—remained central to the accounts of their
heroines’ struggles.
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WOMAN IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

Woman in the Nineteenth Century is a book by American journalist, editor, and
women’s rights advocate Margaret Fuller. Originally published in July 1843 in The Dial
magazine as “The Great Lawsuit. Man versus Men. Woman versus Women,” it was later
expanded and republished in book form in 1845.

There are many transcendentalist ideas expressed in the essay based on Fuller’s strong
dedication to transcendentalism. One of the main ideas is the cultivation of the individual,
which to Fuller included women as well as men. The essay applies the idea of the
individual to the enlightenment of all mankind: allowing women as individuals to have
greater spiritual and intellectual freedom will advance the enlightenment of both men and
women and, therefore, all of mankind.

“Frailty, thy name is WOMAN.”
“The Earth waits for her Queen.”

The connection between these quotations may not be obvious, but it is strict. Yet would any contradict us, if we
made them applicable to the other side, and began also,

Frailty, thy name is MAN.
The Earth waits for its King?

Yet Man, if not yet fully installed in his powers, has given much earnest of his claims. Frail he is indeed,—how
frail! how impure! Yet often has the vein of gold displayed itself amid the baser ores, and Man has appeared
before us in princely promise worthy of his future.

If, oftentimes, we see the prodigal son feeding on the husks in the fair field no more his own, anon we raise the
eyelids, heavy from bitter tears, to behold in him the radiant apparition of genius and love, demanding not less
than the all of goodness, power and beauty. We see that in him the largest claim finds a due foundation. That
claim is for no partial sway, no exclusive possession. He cannot be satisfied with any one gift of life, any one
department of knowledge or telescopic peep at the heavens. He feels himself called to understand and aid
Nature, that she may, through his intelligence, be raised and interpreted; to be a student of, and servant to, the
universe-spirit; and king of his planet, that, as an angelic minister he may bring it into conscious harmony with the
law of that spirit.

In clear, triumphant moments, many times, has rung through the spheres the prophecy of his jubilee; and those
moments, though past in time, have been translated into eternity by thought; the bright signs they left hang in the
heavens, as single stars or constellations, and, already, a thickly sown radiance consoles the wanderer in the
darkest night. Other heroes since Hercules have fulfilled the zodiac of beneficent labors, and then given up their
mortal part to the fire without a murmur; while no God dared deny that they should have their reward,

Siquis tamen, Hercule, siquis
Forte Deo doliturus erit, daia praemia nollet,
Sed meruise dari sciet, invitus que probabit,
Assensere Dei

Sages and lawgivers have bent their whole nature to the search for truth, and thought themselves happy if they
could buy, with the sacrifice of all temporal ease and pleasure, one seed for the future Eden. Poets and priests
have strung the lyre with the heart-strings, poured out their best blood upon the altar, which, reared anew from
age to age, shall at last sustain the flame pure enough to rise to highest heaven. Shall we not name with as deep
a benediction those who, if not so immediately, or so consciously, in connection with the eternal truth, yet, led and
fashioned by a divine instinct, serve no less to develop and interpret the open secret of love passing into life,
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energy creating for the purpose of happiness; the artist whose hand, drawn by a preexistent harmony to a certain
medium, moulds it to forms of life more highly and completely organized than are seen elsewhere, and, by
carrying out the intention of nature, reveals her meaning to those who are not yet wise enough to divine it; the
philosopher who listens steadily for laws and causes, and from those obvious infers those yet unknown; the
historian who, in faith that all events must have their reason and their aim, records them, and thus fills archives
from which the youth of prophets may be fed; the man of science dissecting the statements, testing the facts and
demonstrating order, even where he cannot its purpose?

Lives, too, which bear none of these names, have yielded tones of no less significance. The candlestick set in a
low place has given light as faithfully, where it was needed, as that upon the hill, In close alleys, in dismal nooks,
the Word has been read as distinctly, as when shown by angels to holy men in the dark prison. Those who till a
spot of earth scarcely larger than is wanted for a grave, have deserved that the sun should shine upon its sod till
violets answer.

So great has been, from time to time, the promise, that, in all ages, men have said the gods themselves came
down to dwell with them; that the All-Creating wandered on the earth to taste, in a limited nature, the sweetness of
virtue; that the All-Sustaining incarnated himself to guard, in space and time, the destinies of this world; that
heavenly genius dwelt among the shepherds, to sing to them and teach them how to sing. Indeed,

“Der stets den Hirten gnadig sich bewies.”

“He has constantly shown himself favorable to shepherds.”

And the dwellers in green pastures and natural students of the stars were selected to hail, first among men, the
holy child, whose life and death were to present the type of excellence, which has sustained the heart of so large
a portion of mankind in these later generations.

Such marks have been made by the footsteps of
man (still, alas! to be spoken of as the ideal man), wherever he has passed through the wilderness of men, and
whenever the pigmies stepped in one of those, they felt dilate within the breast somewhat that promised nobler
stature and purer blood. They were impelled to forsake their evil ways of decrepit scepticism and covetousness of
corruptible possessions. Convictions flowed in upon them. They, too, raised the cry: God is living, now, to-day;
and all beings are brothers, for they are his children. Simple words enough, yet which only angelic natures can
use or hear in their full, free sense.

These were the triumphant moments; but soon the lower nature took its turn, and the era of a truly human life was
postponed.

Thus is man still a stranger to his inheritance, still a pleader, still a pilgrim. Yet his happiness is secure in the end.
And now, no more a glimmering consciousness, but assurance begins to be felt and spoken, that the highest ideal
Man can form of his own powers is that which he is destined to attain. Whatever the soul knows how to seek, it
cannot fail to obtain. This is the Law and the Prophets. Knock and it shall be opened; seek and ye shall find. It is
demonstrated; it is a maxim. Man no longer paints his proper nature in some form, and says, “Prometheus had it;
it is God-like;” but “Man must have it; it is human.” However disputed by many, however ignorantly used, or
falsified by those who do receive it, the fact of an universal, unceasing revelation has been too clearly stated in
words to be lost sight of in thought; and sermons preached from the text, “Be ye perfect,” are the only sermons of
a pervasive and deep-searching influence.

But, among those who meditate upon this text, there is a great difference of view as to the way in which perfection
shall be sought.

“Through the intellect,” say some. “Gather from every growth of life its seed of thought; look behind every symbol
for its law; if thou canst
see clearly, the rest will follow.”

“Through the life,” say others. “Do the best thou knowest today. Shrink not from frequent error in this gradual,
fragmentary state. Follow thy light for as much as it will show thee; be faithful as far as thou canst, in hope that
faith presently will lead to sight. Help others, without blaming their need of thy help. Love much, and be forgiven.”

“It needs not intellect, needs not experience,” says a third. “If you took the true way, your destiny would be
accomplished, in a purer and more natural order. You would not learn through facts of thought or action, but
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express through them the certainties of wisdom. In quietness yield thy soul to the causal soul. Do not disturb thy
apprenticeship by premature effort; neither check the tide of instruction by methods of thy own. Be still; seek not,
but wait in obedience. Thy commission will be given.”

Could we indeed say what we want, could we give a description of the child that is lost, he would be found. As
soon as the soul can affirm clearly that a certain demonstration is wanted, it is at hand. When the Jewish prophet
described the Lamb, as the expression of what was required by the coming era, the time drew nigh. But we say
not, see not as yet, clearly, what we would. Those who call for a more triumphant expression of love, a love that
cannot be crucified, show not a perfect sense of what has already been given. Love has already been expressed,
that made all things new, that gave the worm its place and ministry as well as the eagle; a love to which it was
alike to descend into the depths of hell, or to sit at the right hand of the Father.

Yet, no doubt, a new manifestation is at hand, a new hour in the day of Man. We cannot expect to see any one
sample of completed being, when the mass of men still lie engaged in the sod, or use the freedom of their limbs
only with wolfish energy. The tree cannot come to flower till its root be free from the cankering worm, and its
whole growth open to air and light. While any one is base, none can be entirely free and noble. Yet something
new shall presently be shown of the life of man, for hearts crave, if minds do not know how to ask it.

Among the strains of prophecy, the following, by an earnest mind of a foreign land, written some thirty years ago,
is not yet outgrown; and it has the merit of being a positive appeal from the heart, instead of a critical declaration
what Man should not do.

“The ministry of Man implies that he must be filled from the divine fountains which are being
engendered through all eternity, so that, at the mere name of his master, he may be able to cast all his
enemies into the abyss; that he may deliver all parts of nature from the barriers that imprison them; that
he may purge the terrestrial atmosphere from the poisons that infect it; that he may preserve the bodies
of men from the corrupt influences that surround, and the maladies that afflict them; still more, that he
may keep their souls pure from the malignant insinuations which pollute, and the gloomy images that
obscure them; that he may restore its serenity to the Word, which false words of men fill with mourning
and sadness; that he may satisfy the desires of the angels, who await from him the development of the
marvels of nature; that, in fine, his world may be filled with God, as eternity is.” [Footnote: St. Martin]

Another attempt we will give, by an obscure observer of our own day and country, to draw some lines of the
desired image. It was suggested by seeing the design of Crawford’s Orpheus, and connecting with the
circumstance of the American, in his garret at Rome, making choice of this subject, that of Americans here at
home showing such ambition to represent the character, by calling their prose and verse “Orphic
sayings”—”Orphics.” We wish we could add that they have shown that musical apprehension of the progress of
Nature through her ascending gradations which entitled them so to do, but their attempts are frigid, though
sometimes grand; in their strain we are not warmed by the fire which fertilized the soil of Greece.

Orpheus was a lawgiver by theocratic commission. He understood nature, and made her forms move to his
music. He told her secrets in the form of hymns, Nature as seen in the mind of God. His soul went forth toward all
beings, yet could remain sternly faithful to a chosen type of excellence. Seeking what he loved, he feared not
death nor hell; neither could any shape of dread daunt his faith in the power of the celestial harmony that filled his
soul.

It seemed significant of the state of things in this country, that the sculptor should have represented the seer at
the moment when he was obliged with his hand to shade his eyes.

Each Orpheus must to the depths descend;
For only thus the Poet can be wise;
Must make the sad Persephone his friend,
And buried love to second life arise;
Again his love must lose through too much love,
Must lose his life by living life too true,
For what he sought below is passed above,
Already done is all that he would do
Must tune all being with his single lyre,
Must melt all rooks free from their primal pain,
Must search all nature with his one soul’s fire,
Must bind anew all forms in heavenly chain.
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If he already sees what he must do,
Well may he shade his eyes from the far-shining view.

A better comment could not be made on what is required to perfect Man, and place him in that superior position
for which he was designed, than by the interpretation of Bacon upon the legends of the Syren coast “When the
wise Ulysses passed,” says he, “he caused his mariners to stop their ears, with wax, knowing there was in them
no power to resist the lure of that voluptuous song. But he, the much experienced man, who wished to be
experienced in all, and use all to the service of wisdom, desired to hear the song that he might understand its
meaning. Yet, distrusting his own power to be firm in his better purpose, he caused himself to be bound to the
mast, that he might be kept secure against his own weakness. But Orpheus passed unfettered, so absorbed in
singing hymns to the gods that he could not even hear those sounds of degrading enchantment.”

Meanwhile, not a few believe, and men themselves have expressed the opinion, that the time is come when
Eurydice is to call for an Orpheus, rather than Orpheus for Eurydice; that the idea of Man, however imperfectly
brought out, has been far more so than that of Woman; that she, the other half of the same thought, the other
chamber of the heart of life, needs now take her turn in the full pulsation, and that improvement in the daughters
will best aid in the reformation of the sons of this age.

It should be remarked that, as the principle of liberty is better understood, and more nobly interpreted, a broader
protest is made in behalf of Woman. As men become aware that few men have had a fair chance, they are
inclined to say that no women have had a fair chance. The French Revolution, that strangely disguised angel,
bore witness in favor of Woman, but interpreted her claims no less ignorantly than those of Man. Its idea of
happiness did not rise beyond outward enjoyment, unobstructed by the tyranny of others. The title it gave was
“citoyen,” “citoyenne;” and it is not unimportant to Woman that even this species of equality was awarded her.
Before, she could be condemned to perish on the scaffold for treason, not as a citizen, but as a subject. The right
with which this title then invested a human being was that of bloodshed and license. The Goddess of Liberty was
impure. As we read the poem addressed to her, not long since, by Beranger, we can scarcely refrain from tears
as painful as the tears of blood that flowed when “such crimes were committed in her name.” Yes! Man, born to
purify and animate the unintelligent and the cold, can, in his madness, degrade and pollute no less the fair and
the chaste. Yet truth was prophesied in the ravings of that hideous fever, caused by long ignorance and abuse.
Europe is conning a valued lesson from the blood-stained page. The same tendencies, further unfolded, will bear
good fruit in this country.

Yet, by men in this country, as by the Jews, when Moses was leading them to the promised land, everything has
been done that inherited depravity could do, to hinder the promise of Heaven from its fulfilment. The cross, here
as elsewhere, has been planted only to be blasphemed by cruelty and fraud. The name of the Prince of Peace
has been profaned by all kinds of injustice toward the Gentile whom he said he came to save. But I need not
speak of what has been done towards the Red Man, the Black Man. Those deeds are the scoff of the world; and
they have been accompanied by such pious words that the gentlest would not dare to intercede with “Father,
forgive them, for they know not what they do.”

Here, as elsewhere, the gain of creation consists always in the growth of individual minds, which live and aspire,
as flowers bloom and birds sing, in the midst of morasses; and in the continual development of that thought, the
thought of human destiny, which is given to eternity adequately to express, and which ages of failure only
seemingly impede. Only seemingly; and whatever seems to the contrary, this country is as surely destined to
elucidate a great moral law, as Europe was to promote the mental culture of Man.

Though the national independence be blurred by the servility of individuals; though freedom and equality have
been proclaimed only to leave room for a monstrous display of slave-dealing and slave-keeping; though the free
American so often feels himself free, like the Roman, only to pamper his appetites end his indolence through the
misery of his fellow-beings; still it is not in vain that the verbal statement has been made, “All men are born free
and equal.” There it stands, a golden certainty wherewith to encourage the good, to shame the bad. The New
World may be called clearly to perceive that it incurs the utmost penalty if it reject or oppress the sorrowful
brother. And, if men are deaf, the angels hear. But men cannot be deaf. It is inevitable that an external freedom,
an independence of the encroachments of other men, such as has been achieved for the nation, should be so
also for every member of it. That which has once been clearly conceived in the intelligence cannot fail, sooner or
later, to be acted out. It has become a law as irrevocable as that of the Medes in their ancient dominion; men will
privately sin against it, but the law, as expressed by a leading mind of the age,

“Tutti fatti a semblanza d’un Solo,
Figli tutti d’un solo riscatto,
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In qual’ora, in qual parte del suolo
Trascorriamo quest’ aura vital,
Siam fratelli, siam stretti ad un patto:
Maladetto colui che lo infrange,
Che s’innalza sul finoco che piange
Che contrista uno spirto immortal.” [Footnote: Manzoni]

“All made in the likeness of the One.
All children of one ransom,
In whatever hour, in whatever part of the soil,
We draw this vital air,
We are brothers; we must be bound by one compact;
Accursed he who infringes it,
Who raises himself upon the weak who weep,
Who saddens an immortal spirit.”

This law cannot fail of universal recognition. Accursed be he who willingly saddens an immortal spirit—doomed to
infamy in later, wiser ages, doomed in future stages of his own being to deadly penance, only short of death.
Accursed be he who sins in ignorance, if that ignorance be caused by sloth.

We sicken no less at the pomp than the strife of words. We feel that never were lungs so puffed with the wind of
declamation, on moral and religious subjects, as now. We are tempted to implore these “word-heroes,” these
word-Catos, word-Christs, to beware of cant [Footnote: Dr. Johnson’s one piece of advice should be written on
every door: “Clear your mind of cant.” But Byron, to whom it was so acceptable, in clearing away the noxious vine,
shook down the building. Sterling’s emendation is worthy of honor:

“Realize your cant, not cast it off.”]

above all things; to remember that hypocrisy is the most hopeless as well as the meanest of crimes, and that
those must surely be polluted by it, who do not reserve a part of their morality and religion for private use. Landor
says that he cannot have a great deal of mind who cannot afford to let the larger part of it lie fallow; and what is
true of genius is not less so of virtue. The tongue is a valuable member, but should appropriate but a small part of
the vital juices that are needful all over the body. We feel that the mind may “grow black and rancid in the smoke”
even “of altars.” We start up from the harangue to go into our closet and shut the door. There inquires the spirit,
“Is this rhetoric the bloom of healthy blood, or a false pigment artfully laid on?” And yet again we know where is so
much smoke, must be some fire; with so much talk about virtue and freedom, must be mingled some desire for
them; that it cannot be in vain that such have become the common topics of conversation among men, rather than
schemes for tyranny and plunder, that the very newspapers see it best to proclaim themselves “Pilgrims,”
“Puritans,” “Heralds of Holiness.” The king that maintains so costly a retinue cannot be a mere boast, or Carabbas
fiction. We have waited here long in the dust; we are tired and hungry; but the triumphal procession must appear
at last.

Of all its banners, none has been more steadily upheld, and under none have more valor and willingness for real
sacrifices been shown, than that of the champions of the enslaved African. And this band it is, which, partly from a
natural following out of principles, partly because many women have been prominent in that cause, makes, just
now, the warmest appeal in behalf of Woman.

Though there has been a growing liberality on this subject, yet society at large is not so prepared for the demands
of this party, but that its members are, and will be for some time, coldly regarded as the Jacobins of their day.

“Is it not enough,” cries the irritated trader, “that you have done all you could to break up the national union, and
thus destroy the prosperity of our country, but now you must be trying to break up family union, to take my wife
away from the cradle and the kitchen-hearth to vote at polls, and preach from a pulpit? Of course, if she does
such things, she cannot attend to those of her own sphere. She is happy enough as she is. She has more leisure
than I have,—every means of improvement, every indulgence.”

“Have you asked her whether she was satisfied with these indulgences?”

“No, but I know she is. She is too amiable to desire what would make me unhappy, and too judicious to wish to
step beyond the sphere of her sex. I will never consent to have our peace disturbed by any such discussions.”
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“‘Consent—you?’ it is not consent from you that is in question—it is assent from your wife.”

“Am not I the head of my house?”

“You are not the head of your wife. God has given her a mind of her own.

“I am the head, and she the heart.”

“God grant you play true to one another, then! I suppose I am to be grateful that you did not say she was only the
hand. If the head represses no natural pulse of the heart, there can be no question as to your giving your consent.
Both will be of one accord, and there needs but to present any question to get a full and true answer. There is no
need of precaution, of indulgence, nor consent. But our doubt is whether the heart does consent with the head, or
only obeys its decrees with a passiveness that precludes the exercise of its natural powers, or a repugnance that
turns sweet qualities to bitter, or a doubt that lays waste the fair occasions of life. It is to ascertain the truth that we
propose some liberating measures.”

Thus vaguely are these questions proposed and discussed at present. But their being proposed at all implies
much thought, and suggests more. Many women are considering within themselves what they need that they
have not, and what they can have if they find they need it. Many men are considering whether women are
capable of being and having more than they are and have, and whether, if so, it will be best to consent to
improvement in their condition.

This morning, I open the Boston “Daily Mail,” and find in its “poet’s corner” a translation of Schiller’s “Dignity of
Woman.” In the advertisement of a book on America, I see in the table of contents this sequence, “Republican
Institutions. American Slavery. American Ladies.”

I open the “Deutsche Schnellpost” published in New York, and find at the head of a column, Juden und
Frauenemancipation in Ungarn—”Emancipation of Jews and Women in Hungary.”

The past year has seen action in the Rhode Island legislature, to secure married women rights over their own
property, where men showed that a very little examination of the subject could teach them much; an article in the
Democratic Review on the same subject more largely considered, written by a woman, impelled, it is said, by
glaring wrong to a distinguished friend, having shown the defects in the existing laws, and the state of opinion
from which they spring; and on answer from the revered old man, J. Q. Adams, in some respects the Phocion of
his time, to an address made him by some ladies. To this last I shall again advert in another place.

These symptoms of the times have come under my view quite accidentally: one who seeks, may, each month or
week, collect more.

The numerous party, whose opinions are already labeled and adjusted too much to their mind to admit of any new
light, strive, by lectures on some model-woman of bride-like beauty and gentleness, by writing and lending little
treatises, intended to mark out with precision the limits of Woman’s sphere, and Woman’s mission, to prevent
other than the rightful shepherd from climbing the wall, or the flock from using any chance to go astray.

Without enrolling ourselves at once on either side, let us look upon the subject from the best point of view which
to-day offers; no better, it is to be feared, than a high house-top. A high hill-top, or at least a cathedral-spire,
would be desirable.

It may well be an Anti-Slavery party that pleads for Woman, if we consider merely that she does not hold property
on equal terms with men; so that, if a husband dies without making a will, the wife, instead of taking at once his
place as head of the family, inherits only a part of his fortune, often brought him by herself, as if she were a child,
or ward only, not an equal partner.

We will not speak of the innumerable instances in which profligate and idle men live upon the earnings of
industrious wives; or if the wives leave them, and take with them the children, to perform the double duty of
mother and father, follow from place to place, and threaten to rob them of the children, if deprived of the rights of
a husband, as they call them, planting themselves in their poor lodgings, frightening them into paying tribute by
taking from them the children, running into debt at the expense of these otherwise so overtasked helots. Such
instances count up by scores within my own memory. I have seen the husband who had stained himself by a long
course of low vice, till his wife was wearied from her heroic forgiveness, by finding that his treachery made it
useless, and that if she would provide bread for herself and her children, she must be separate from his ill
fame—I have known this man come to install himself in the chamber of a woman who loathed him, and say she
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should never take food without his company. I have known these men steal their children, whom they knew they
had no means to maintain, take them into dissolute company, expose them to bodily danger, to frighten the poor
woman, to whom, it seems, the fact that she alone had borne the pangs of their birth, and nourished their infancy,
does not give an equal right to them. I do believe that this mode of kidnapping—and it is frequent enough in all
classes of society—will be by the next age viewed as it is by Heaven now, and that the man who avails himself of
the shelter of men’s laws to steal from a mother her own children, or arrogate any superior right in them, save that
of superior virtue, will bear the stigma he deserves, in common with him who steals grown men from their mother-
land, their hopes, and their homes.

I said, we will not speak of this now; yet I have spoken, for the subject makes me feel too much. I could give
instances that would startle the most vulgar and callous; but I will not, for the public opinion of their own sex is
already against such men, and where cases of extreme tyranny are made known, there is private action in the
wife’s favor. But she ought not to need this, nor, I think, can she long. Men must soon see that as, on their own
ground, Woman is the weaker party, she ought to have legal protection, which would make such oppression
impossible. But I would not deal with “atrocious instances,” except in the way of illustration, neither demand from
men a partial redress in some one matter, but go to the root of the whole. If principles could be established,
particulars would adjust themselves aright. Ascertain the true destiny of Woman; give her legitimate hopes, and a
standard within herself; marriage and all other relations would by degrees be harmonized with these.

But to return to the historical progress of this matter. Knowing that there exists in the minds of men a tone of
feeling toward women as toward slaves, such as is expressed in the common phrase, “Tell that to women and
children;” that the infinite soul can only work through them in already ascertained limits; that the gift of reason,
Man’s highest prerogative, is allotted to them in much lower degree; that they must be kept from mischief and
melancholy by being constantly engaged in active labor, which is to be furnished and directed by those better able
to think, &etc., etc.,—we need not multiply instances, for who can review the experience of last week without
recalling words which imply, whether in jest or earnest, these views, or views like these,—knowing this, can we
wonder that many reformers think that measures are not likely to be taken in behalf of women, unless their wishes
could be publicly represented by women?

“That can never be necessary,” cry the other side. “All men are privately influenced by women; each has his wife,
sister, or female friends, and is too much biased by these relations to fail of representing their interests; and, if this
is not enough, let them propose and enforce their wishes with the pen. The beauty of home would be destroyed,
the delicacy of the sex be violated, the dignity of halls of legislation degraded, by an attempt to introduce them
there. Such duties are inconsistent with those of a mother;” and then we have ludicrous pictures of ladies in
hysterics at the polls, and senate-chambers filled with cradles.

But if, in reply, we admit as truth that Woman seems destined by nature rather for the inner circle, we must add
that the arrangements of civilized life have not been, as yet, such as to secure it to her. Her circle, if the duller, is
not the quieter. If kept from “excitement,” she is not from drudgery. Not only the Indian squaw carries the burdens
of the camp, but the favorites of Louis XIV. accompany him in his journeys, and the washerwoman stands at her
tub, and carries home her work at all seasons, and in all states of health. Those who think the physical
circumstances of Woman would make a part in the affairs of national government unsuitable, are by no means
those who think it impossible for negresses to endure field-work, even during pregnancy, or for sempstresses to
go through their killing labors.

As to the use of the pen, there was quite as much opposition to Woman’s possessing herself of that help to free
agency as there is now to her seizing on the rostrum or the desk; and she is likely to draw, from a permission to
plead her cause that way, opposite inferences to what might be wished by those who now grant it.

As to the possibility of her filling with grace and dignity any such position, we should think those who had seen the
great actresses, and heard the Quaker preachers of modern times, would not doubt that Woman can express
publicly the fulness of thought and creation, without losing any of the peculiar beauty of her sex. What can pollute
and tarnish is to act thus from any motive except that something needs to be said or done. Woman could take
part in the processions, the songs, the dances of old religion; no one fancied her delicacy was impaired by
appearing in public for such a cause.

As to her home, she is not likely to leave it more than she now does for balls, theatres, meetings for promoting
missions, revival meetings, and others to which she flies, in hope of an animation for her existence commensurate
with what she sees enjoyed by men. Governors of ladies’-fairs are no less engrossed by such a charge, than the
governor of a state by his; presidents of Washingtonian societies no less away from home than presidents of
conventions. If men look straitly to it, they will find that, unless their lives are domestic, those of the women will not
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be. A house is no home unless it contain food and fire for the mind as well as for the body. The female Greek, of
our day, is as much in the street as the male to cry, “What news?” We doubt not it was the same in Athens of old.
The women, shut out from the market-place, made up for it at the religious festivals. For human beings are not so
constituted that they can live without expansion. If they do not get it in one way, they must in another, or perish.

As to men’s representing women fairly at present, while we hear from men who owe to their wives not only all that
is comfortable or graceful, but all that is wise, in the arrangement of their lives, the frequent remark, “You cannot
reason with a woman,”—when from those of delicacy, nobleness, and poetic culture, falls the contemptuous
phrase “women and children,” and that in no light sally of the hour, but in works intended to give a permanent
statement of the best experiences,—when not one man, in the million, shall I say? no, not in the hundred million,
can rise above the belief that Woman was made for Man,—when such traits as these are daily forced upon the
attention, can we feel that Man will always do justice to the interests of Woman? Can we think that he takes a
sufficiently discerning and religious view of her office and destiny ever to do her justice, except when prompted by
sentiment,—accidentally or transiently, that is, for the sentiment will vary according to the relations in which he is
placed? The lover, the poet, the artist, are likely to view her nobly. The father and the philosopher have some
chance of liberality; the man of the world, the legislator for expediency, none.

Under these circumstances, without attaching importance, in themselves, to the changes demanded by the
champions of Woman, we hail them as signs of the times. We would have every arbitrary barrier thrown down.
We would have every path laid open to Woman as freely as to Man. Were this done, and a slight temporary
fermentation allowed to subside, we should see crystallizations more pure and of more various beauty. We
believe the divine energy would pervade nature to a degree unknown in the history of former ages, and that no
discordant collision, but a ravishing harmony of the spheres, would ensue.

Yet, then and only then will mankind be ripe for this, when inward and outward freedom for Woman as much as
for Man shall be acknowledged as a right, not yielded as a concession. As the friend of the negro assumes that
one man cannot by right hold another in bondage, so should the friend of Woman assume that Man cannot by
right lay even well-meant restrictions on Woman. If the negro be a soul, if the woman be a soul, apparelled in
flesh, to one Master only are they accountable. There is but one law for souls, and, if there is to be an interpreter
of it, he must come not as man, or son of man, but as son of God.

Were thought and feeling once so far elevated that Man should esteem himself the brother and friend, but nowise
the lord and tutor, of Woman,—were he really bound with her in equal worship,—arrangements as to function and
employment would be of no consequence. What Woman needs is not as a woman to act or rule, but as a nature
to grow, as an intellect to discern, as a soul to live freely and unimpeded, to unfold such powers as were given her
when we left our common home. If fewer talents were given her, yet if allowed the free and full employment of
these, so that she may render back to the giver his own with usury, she will not complain; nay, I dare to say she
will bless and rejoice in her earthly birth-place, her earthly lot. Let us consider what obstructions impede this good
era, and what signs give reason to hope that it draws near.

I was talking on this subject with Miranda, a woman, who, if any in the world could, might speak without heat and
bitterness of the position of her sex. Her father was a man who cherished no sentimental reverence for Woman,
but a firm belief in the equality of the sexes. She was his eldest child, and came to him at an age when he needed
a companion. From the time she could speak and go alone, he addressed her not as a plaything, but as a living
mind. Among the few verses he ever wrote was a copy addressed to this child, when the first locks were cut from
her head; and the reverence expressed on this occasion for that cherished head, he never belied. It was to him
the temple of immortal intellect. He respected his child, however, too much to be an indulgent parent. He called
on her for clear judgment, for courage, for honor and fidelity; in short, for such virtues as he knew. In so far as he
possessed the keys to the wonders of this universe, he allowed free use of them to her, and, by the incentive of a
high expectation, he forbade, so far as possible, that she should let the privilege lie idle.

Thus this child was early led to feel herself a child of the spirit. She took her place easily, not only in the world of
organized being, but in the world of mind. A dignified sense of self-dependence was given as all her portion, and
she found it a sure anchor. Herself securely anchored, her relations with others were established with equal
security. She was fortunate in a total absence of those charms which might have drawn to her bewildering
flatteries, and in a strong electric nature, which repelled those who did not belong to her, and attracted those who
did. With men and women her relations were noble,—affectionate without passion, intellectual without coldness.
The world was free to her, and she lived freely in it. Outward adversity came, and inward conflict; but that faith
and self-respect had early been awakened which must always lead, at last, to an outward serenity and an inward
peace.
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Of Miranda I had always thought as an example, that the restraints upon the sex were insuperable only to those
who think them so, or who noisily strive to break them. She had taken a course of her own, and no man stood in
her way. Many of her acts had been unusual, but excited no uproar. Few helped, but none checked her; and the
many men who knew her mind and her life, showed to her confidence as to a brother, gentleness as to a sister.
And not only refined, but very coarse men approved and aided one in whom they saw resolution and clearness of
design. Her mind was often the leading one, always effective.

When I talked with her upon these matters, and had said very much what I have written, she smilingly replied;
“And yet we must admit that I have been fortunate, and this should not be. My good father’s early trust gave the
first bias, and the rest followed, of course. It is true that I have had less outward aid, in after years, than most
women; but that is of little consequence. Religion was early awakened in my soul,—a sense that what the soul is
capable to ask it must attain, and that, though I might be aided and instructed by others, I must depend on myself
as the only constant friend. This self-dependence, which was honored in me, is deprecated as a fault in most
women. They are taught to learn their rule from without, not to unfold it from within.

“This is the fault of Man, who is still vain, and wishes to be more important to Woman than, by right, he should
be.”

“Men have not shown this disposition toward you,” I said.

“No; because the position I early was enabled to take was one of self-reliance. And were all women as sure of
their wants as I was, the result would be the same. But they are so overloaded with precepts by guardians, who
think that nothing is so much to be dreaded for a woman as originality of thought or character, that their minds are
impeded by doubts till they lose their chance of fair, free proportions. The difficulty is to got them to the point from
which they shall naturally develop self-respect, and learn self-help.

“Once I thought that men would help to forward this state of things more than I do now. I saw so many of them
wretched in the connections they had formed in weakness and vanity. They seemed so glad to esteem women
whenever they could.

“‘The soft arms of affection,’ said one of the most discerning spirits, ‘will not suffice for me, unless on them I see
the steel bracelets of strength.’

“But early I perceived that men never, in any extreme of despair, wished to be women. On the contrary, they were
ever ready to taunt one another, at any sign of weakness, with,

“‘Art thou not like the women, who,’—

The passage ends various ways, according to the occasion and rhetoric of the speaker. When they admired any
woman, they were inclined to speak of her as ‘above her sex.’ Silently I observed this, and feared it argued a
rooted scepticism, which for ages had been fastening on the heart, and which only an age of miracles could
eradicate. Ever I have been treated with great sincerity; and I look upon it as a signal instance of this, that an
intimate friend of the other sex said, in a fervent moment, that I ‘deserved in some star to be a man.’ He was
much surprised when I disclosed my view of my position and hopes, when I declared my faith that the feminine
side, the side of love, of beauty, of holiness, was now to have its full chance, and that, if either were better, it was
better now to be a woman; for even the slightest achievement of good was furthering an especial work of our
time. He smiled incredulously. ‘She makes the best she can of it,’ thought he. ‘Let Jews believe the pride of
Jewry, but I am of the better sort, and know better.’

“Another used as highest praise, in speaking of a character in literature, the words ‘a manly woman.’

“So in the noble passage of Ben Jonson:

‘I meant the day-star should not brighter ride,
Nor shed like influence, from its lucent seat;
I meant she should be courteous, facile, sweet,
Free from that solemn vice of greatness, pride;
I meant each softest virtue there should meet,
Fit in that softer bosom to abide,
Only a learned and amanly soul
I purposed her, that should with even powers
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The rock, the spindle, and the shears control
Of destiny, and spin her own free hours.’”

“Me thinks,” said I, “you are too fastidious in objecting to this. Jonson, in using the word ‘manly,’ only meant to
heighten the picture of this, the true, the intelligent fate, with one of the deeper colors.”

“And yet,” said she, “so invariable is the use of this word where a heroic quality is to be described, and I feel so
sure that persistence and courage are the most womanly no less than the most manly qualities, that I would
exchange these words for others of a larger sense, at the risk of marring the fine tissue of the verse. Read, ‘A
heavenward and instructed soul,’ and I should be satisfied. Let it not be said, wherever there is energy or creative
genius, ‘She has a masculine mind.’”

This by no means argues a willing want of generosity toward Woman. Man is as generous towards her as he
knows how to be.

Wherever she has herself arisen in national or private history, and nobly shone forth in any form of excellence,
men have received her, not only willingly, but with triumph. Their encomiums, indeed, are always, in some sense,
mortifying; they show too much surprise. “Can this be you?” he cries to the transfigured Cinderella; “well, I should
never have thought it, but I am very glad. We will tell every one that you have ‘
surpassed your sex.’”

In every-day life, the feelings of the many are stained with vanity. Each wishes to be lord in a little world, to be
superior at least over one; and he does not feel strong enough to retain a life-long ascendency over a strong
nature. Only a Theseus could conquer before he wed the Amazonian queen. Hercules wished rather to rest with
Dejanira, and received the poisoned robe as a fit guerdon. The tale should be interpreted to all those who seek
repose with the weak.

But not only is Man vain and fond of power, but the same want of development, which thus affects him morally,
prevents his intellectually discerning the destiny of Woman: The boy wants no woman, but only a girl to play ball
with him, and mark his pocket handkerchief.

Thus, in Schiller’s Dignity of Woman, beautiful as the poem is, there is no “grave and perfect man,” but only a
great boy to be softened and restrained by the influence of girls. Poets—the elder brothers of their race—have
usually seen further; but what can you expect of every-day men, if Schiller was not more prophetic as to what
women must be? Even with Richter, one foremost thought about a wife was that she would “cook him something
good.” But as this is a delicate subject, and we are in constant danger of being accused of slighting what are
called “the functions,” let me say, in behalf of Miranda and myself, that we have high respect for those who “cook
something good,” who create and preserve fair order in houses, and prepare therein the shining raiment for
worthy inmates, worthy guests. Only these “functions” must not be a drudgery, or enforced necessity, but a part of
life. Let Ulysses drive the beeves home, while Penelope there piles up the fragrant loaves; they are both well
employed if these be done in thought and love, willingly. But Penelope is no more meant for a baker or weaver
solely, than Ulysses for a cattle-herd.

The sexes should not only correspond to and appreciate, but prophesy to one another. In individual instances this
happens. Two persons love in one another the future good which they aid one another to unfold. This is
imperfectly or rarely done in the general life. Man has gone but little way; now he is waiting to see whether
Woman can keep step with him; but, instead of calling but, like a good brother, “You can do it, if you only think
so,” or impersonally, “Any one can do what he tries to do;” he often discourages with school-boy brag: “Girls can’t
do that; girls can’t play ball.” But let any one defy their taunts, break through and be brave and secure, they rend
the air with shouts.

Audio files of the chapters of this text can be found on the LibriVox website.
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RESISTANCE AND ABOLITION

Resistance to slavery came in many forms, all of which contributed to the abolition of slavery as an institution in
the Americas in the second half of the nineteenth century. There were two main arms of resistance: that of slaves
themselves and that of abolitionists, whose calls for the end of slavery became louder and more forceful
beginning in the last two decades of the eighteenth century.

Africans resisted slavery in several ways. First, they adopted defensive measures in their own villages to elude
capture by slavers. Second, they launched attacks on the crews aboard slave ships. Slavers’ reports document
more than four hundred such attacks, but scholars believe there were many more. Third, once ashore, Africans
ran away, sometimes establishing Maroon communities. Maroon communities, such as those in Suriname and
Jamaica, and the Republic of Palmares in Brazil, warred with white settlers throughout the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries. Fourth, African slaves revolted on the very lands on which they were enslaved. The first
slave revolt in the Americas we know of occurred in 1522 on the island of Hispaniola. This revolt, like most that
would follow in the next two hundred fifty years, was quickly put down. During the late eighteenth century,
however, the Americas saw an increase in slave revolts, especially in the French Caribbean. The French and
Haitian Revolutions, which began in 1789 and 1791 respectively, largely inspired these revolts. Both revolutions
were fought in the name of natural rights and the equality of men, ideas not lost on those who remained enslaved
in the French colonial world. The French revolutionary government even abolished slavery in its colonies,
although this did not last for very long, as slavery was soon reinstated during the reign of Napoleon. Slave revolts
continued into the nineteenth century in British and Spanish Caribbean colonies. A revolt on the British-controlled
island of Barbados in 1816 involved twenty thousand slaves from more than seventy plantations.

In 1831, a slave revolt in Virginia led by Nat Turner, although small in comparison with other slave revolts of the
same period, became a symbol for American slaveholders of the danger posed by abolition. For others, however,
two decades of increased slave unrest supported calls for the end of slavery. These were the individuals involved
in antislavery movements, which began gaining substantial ground with public opinion beginning in the 1780s.
The antislavery movement was perhaps strongest in Britain, where member of Parliament William Wilberforce led
antislavery campaigns from the 1780s onwards. Evangelical Protestant Christians joined him. These campaigns
led to thousands of petitions to end slavery between the 1780s and 1830s. The slave trade was antislavery’s first
target, and in 1787 the Society for the Abolition of the Slave Trade was established in Britain. Wilberforce and
evangelical Protestants saw slavery and slaveholders as evil. So, too, did the Quakers (or the Society of Friends).
On both sides of the Atlantic, Quakers attacked slavery as immoral and prohibited their members from owning
slaves or being involved in any part of the slave trade.

In addition to these moral attacks on slavery, Enlightenment thinkers attacked slavery on philosophical grounds.
French Enlightenment philosophers such as Montesquieu argued that slavery went against the natural rights of
man. During the French Revolution, members of the Society of the Friends of Blacks, which originated among
Enlightenment thinkers, joined with free blacks from the Caribbean colonies living in France, who organized the
Society of Colored Citizens, to advocate for equal rights for free people of color and the end of slavery. The
antislavery movement scored a victory in 1807 when the United States and then Britain signed bills to end their
nations’ involvement in the slave trade. Many in the antislavery movement believed this was the first step to
abolishing slavery as an institution.
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NARRATIVE OF THE LIFE OF FREDERICK
DOUGLASS, AN AMERICAN SLAVE

Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass is an 1845 memoir and treatise
on abolition written by famous orator and former slave Frederick Douglass. It is
generally held to be the most famous of a number of narratives written by former
slaves during the same period. In factual detail, the text describes the events of his life
and is considered to be one of the most influential pieces of literature to fuel the
abolitionist movement of the early 19th century in the United States.

Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass encompasses eleven chapters that recount
Douglass’ life as a slave and his ambition to become a free man.

Preface

In the month of August, 1841, I attended an anti-slavery convention in Nantucket, at which it was my happiness to
become acquainted with Frederick Douglass, the writer of the following Narrative. He was a stranger to nearly
every member of that body; but, having recently made his escape from the southern prison-house of bondage,
and feeling his curiosity excited to ascertain the principles and measures of the abolitionists,—of whom he had
heard a somewhat vague description while he was a slave,—he was induced to give his attendance, on the
occasion alluded to, though at that time a resident in New Bedford.

Fortunate, most fortunate occurrence!—fortunate for the millions of his manacled brethren, yet panting for
deliverance from their awful thraldom!—fortunate for the cause of negro emancipation, and of universal
liberty!—fortunate for the land of his birth, which he has already done so much to save and bless!—fortunate for a
large circle of friends and acquaintances, whose sympathy and affection he has strongly secured by the many
sufferings he has endured, by his virtuous traits of character, by his ever-abiding remembrance of those who are
in bonds, as being bound with them!—fortunate for the multitudes, in various parts of our republic, whose minds
he has enlightened on the subject of slavery, and who have been melted to tears by his pathos, or roused to
virtuous indignation by his stirring eloquence against the enslavers of men!—fortunate for himself, as it at once
brought him into the field of public usefulness, “gave the world assurance of a MAN,” quickened the slumbering
energies of his soul, and consecrated him to the great work of breaking the rod of the oppressor, and letting the
oppressed go free!

I shall never forget his first speech at the convention—the extraordinary emotion it excited in my own mind—the
powerful impression it created upon a crowded auditory, completely taken by surprise—the applause which
followed from the beginning to the end of his felicitous remarks. I think I never hated slavery so intensely as at
that moment; certainly, my perception of the enormous outrage which is inflicted by it, on the godlike nature of its
victims, was rendered far more clear than ever. There stood one, in physical proportion and stature commanding
and exact—in intellect richly endowed—in natural eloquence a prodigy—in soul manifestly “created but a little
lower than the angels”—yet a slave, ay, a fugitive slave,—trembling for his safety, hardly daring to believe that on
the American soil, a single white person could be found who would befriend him at all hazards, for the love of God
and humanity! Capable of high attainments as an intellectual and moral being—needing nothing but a
comparatively small amount of cultivation to make him an ornament to society and a blessing to his race—by the
law of the land, by the voice of the people, by the terms of the slave code, he was only a piece of property, a
beast of burden, a chattel personal, nevertheless!
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A beloved friend from New Bedford prevailed on Mr. Douglass to address the convention: He came forward to the
platform with a hesitancy and embarrassment, necessarily the attendants of a sensitive mind in such a novel
position. After apologizing for his ignorance, and reminding the audience that slavery was a poor school for the
human intellect and heart, he proceeded to narrate some of the facts in his own history as a slave, and in the
course of his speech gave utterance to many noble thoughts and thrilling reflections. As soon as he had taken his
seat, filled with hope and admiration, I rose, and declared that Patrick Henry, of revolutionary fame, never made a
speech more eloquent in the cause of liberty, than the one we had just listened to from the lips of that hunted
fugitive. So I believed at that time—such is my belief now. I reminded the audience of the peril which surrounded
this self-emancipated young man at the North,—even in Massachusetts, on the soil of the Pilgrim Fathers, among
the descendants of revolutionary sires; and I appealed to them, whether they would ever allow him to be carried
back into slavery,—law or no law, constitution or no constitution. The response was unanimous and in thunder-
tones—”NO!” “Will you succor and protect him as a brother-man—a resident of the old Bay State?” “YES!”
shouted the whole mass, with an energy so startling, that the ruthless tyrants south of Mason and Dixon’s line
might almost have heard the mighty burst of feeling, and recognized it as the pledge of an invincible
determination, on the part of those who gave it, never to betray him that wanders, but to hide the outcast, and
firmly to abide the consequences.

It was at once deeply impressed upon my mind, that, if Mr. Douglass could be persuaded to consecrate his time
and talents to the promotion of the anti-slavery enterprise, a powerful impetus would be given to it, and a stunning
blow at the same time inflicted on northern prejudice against a colored complexion. I therefore endeavored to
instil hope and courage into his mind, in order that he might dare to engage in a vocation so anomalous and
responsible for a person in his situation; and I was seconded in this effort by warm-hearted friends, especially by
the late General Agent of the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society, Mr. John A. Collins, whose judgment in this
instance entirely coincided with my own. At first, he could give no encouragement; with unfeigned diffidence, he
expressed his conviction that he was not adequate to the performance of so great a task; the path marked out
was wholly an untrodden one; he was sincerely apprehensive that he should do more harm than good. After much
deliberation, however, he consented to make a trial; and ever since that period, he has acted as a lecturing agent,
under the auspices either of the American or the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society. In labors he has been most
abundant; and his success in combating prejudice, in gaining proselytes, in agitating the public mind, has far
surpassed the most sanguine expectations that were raised at the commencement of his brilliant career. He has
borne himself with gentleness and meekness, yet with true manliness of character. As a public speaker, he excels
in pathos, wit, comparison, imitation, strength of reasoning, and fluency of language. There is in him that union of
head and heart, which is indispensable to an enlightenment of the heads and a winning of the hearts of others.
May his strength continue to be equal to his day! May he continue to “grow in grace, and in the knowledge of
God,” that he may be increasingly serviceable in the cause of bleeding humanity, whether at home or abroad!

It is certainly a very remarkable fact, that one of the most efficient advocates of the slave population, now before
the public, is a fugitive slave, in the person of Frederick Douglass; and that the free colored population of the
United States are as ably represented by one of their own number, in the person of Charles Lenox Remond,
whose eloquent appeals have extorted the highest applause of multitudes on both sides of the Atlantic. Let the
calumniators of the colored race despise themselves for their baseness and illiberality of spirit, and henceforth
cease to talk of the natural inferiority of those who require nothing but time and opportunity to attain to the highest
point of human excellence.

It may, perhaps, be fairly questioned, whether any other portion of the population of the earth could have endured
the privations, sufferings and horrors of slavery, without having become more degraded in the scale of humanity
than the slaves of African descent. Nothing has been left undone to cripple their intellects, darken their minds,
debase their moral nature, obliterate all traces of their relationship to mankind; and yet how wonderfully they have
sustained the mighty load of a most frightful bondage, under which they have been groaning for centuries! To
illustrate the effect of slavery on the white man,—to show that he has no powers of endurance, in such a
condition, superior to those of his black brother,—Daniel O’connell, the distinguished advocate of universal
emancipation, and the mightiest champion of prostrate but not conquered Ireland, relates the following anecdote
in a speech delivered by him in the Conciliation Hall, Dublin, before the Loyal National Repeal Association, March
31, 1845. “No matter,” said Mr. O’connell, “under what specious term it may disguise itself, slavery is still hideous.
It has a natural, an inevitable tendency to brutalize every noble faculty of man. An American sailor, who was cast
away on the shore of Africa, where he was kept in slavery for three years, was, at the expiration of that period,
found to be imbruted and stultified—he had lost all reasoning power; and having forgotten his native language,
could only utter some savage gibberish between Arabic and English, which nobody could understand, and which
even he himself found difficulty in pronouncing. So much for the humanizing influence of The Domestic
Institution!” Admitting this to have been an extraordinary case of mental deterioration, it proves at least that the
white slave can sink as low in the scale of humanity as the black one.
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Mr. Douglass has very properly chosen to write his own Narrative, in his own style, and according to the best of
his ability, rather than to employ some one else. It is, therefore, entirely his own production; and, considering how
long and dark was the career he had to run as a slave,—how few have been his opportunities to improve his mind
since he broke his iron fetters,—it is, in my judgment, highly creditable to his head and heart. He who can peruse
it without a tearful eye, a heaving breast, an afflicted spirit,—without being filled with an unutterable abhorrence of
slavery and all its abettors, and animated with a determination to seek the immediate overthrow of that execrable
system,—without trembling for the fate of this country in the hands of a righteous God, who is ever on the side of
the oppressed, and whose arm is not shortened that it cannot save,—must have a flinty heart, and be qualified to
act the part of a trafficker “in slaves and the souls of men.” I am confident that it is essentially true in all its
statements; that nothing has been set down in malice, nothing exaggerated, nothing drawn from the imagination;
that it comes short of the reality, rather than overstates a single fact in regard to slavery as it is. The experience of
Frederick Douglass, as a slave, was not a peculiar one; his lot was not especially a hard one; his case may be
regarded as a very fair specimen of the treatment of slaves in Maryland, in which State it is conceded that they
are better fed and less cruelly treated than in Georgia, Alabama, or Louisiana. Many have suffered incomparably
more, while very few on the plantations have suffered less, than himself. Yet how deplorable was his situation!
what terrible chastisements were inflicted upon his person! what still more shocking outrages were perpetrated
upon his mind! with all his noble powers and sublime aspirations, how like a brute was he treated, even by those
professing to have the same mind in them that was in Christ Jesus! to what dreadful liabilities was he continually
subjected! how destitute of friendly counsel and aid, even in his greatest extremities! how heavy was the midnight
of woe which shrouded in blackness the last ray of hope, and filled the future with terror and gloom! what longings
after freedom took possession of his breast, and how his misery augmented, in proportion as he grew reflective
and intelligent,—thus demonstrating that a happy slave is an extinct man! how he thought, reasoned, felt, under
the lash of the driver, with the chains upon his limbs! what perils he encountered in his endeavors to escape from
his horrible doom! and how signal have been his deliverance and preservation in the midst of a nation of pitiless
enemies!

This Narrative contains many affecting incidents, many passages of great eloquence and power; but I think the
most thrilling one of them all is the description Douglass gives of his feelings, as he stood soliloquizing respecting
his fate, and the chances of his one day being a freeman, on the banks of the Chesapeake Bay—viewing the
receding vessels as they flew with their white wings before the breeze, and apostrophizing them as animated by
the living spirit of freedom. Who can read that passage, and be insensible to its pathos and sublimity?
Compressed into it is a whole Alexandrian library of thought, feeling, and sentiment—all that can, all that need be
urged, in the form of expostulation, entreaty, rebuke, against that crime of crimes,—making man the property of
his fellow-man! O, how accursed is that system, which entombs the godlike mind of man, defaces the divine
image, reduces those who by creation were crowned with glory and honor to a level with four-footed beasts, and
exalts the dealer in human flesh above all that is called God! Why should its existence be prolonged one hour? Is
it not evil, only evil, and that continually? What does its presence imply but the absence of all fear of God, all
regard for man, on the part of the people of the United States? Heaven speed its eternal overthrow!

So profoundly ignorant of the nature of slavery are many persons, that they are stubbornly incredulous whenever
they read or listen to any recital of the cruelties which are daily inflicted on its victims. They do not deny that the
slaves are held as property; but that terrible fact seems to convey to their minds no idea of injustice, exposure to
outrage, or savage barbarity. Tell them of cruel scourgings, of mutilations and brandings, of scenes of pollution
and blood, of the banishment of all light and knowledge, and they affect to be greatly indignant at such enormous
exaggerations, such wholesale misstatements, such abominable libels on the character of the southern planters!
As if all these direful outrages were not the natural results of slavery! As if it were less cruel to reduce a human
being to the condition of a thing, than to give him a severe flagellation, or to deprive him of necessary food and
clothing! As if whips, chains, thumb-screws, paddles, blood-hounds, overseers, drivers, patrols, were not all
indispensable to keep the slaves down, and to give protection to their ruthless oppressors! As if, when the
marriage institution is abolished, concubinage, adultery, and incest, must not necessarily abound; when all the
rights of humanity are annihilated, any barrier remains to protect the victim from the fury of the spoiler; when
absolute power is assumed over life and liberty, it will not be wielded with destructive sway! Skeptics of this
character abound in society. In some few instances, their incredulity arises from a want of reflection; but,
generally, it indicates a hatred of the light, a desire to shield slavery from the assaults of its foes, a contempt of
the colored race, whether bond or free. Such will try to discredit the shocking tales of slaveholding cruelty which
are recorded in this truthful Narrative; but they will labor in vain. Mr. Douglass has frankly disclosed the place of
his birth, the names of those who claimed ownership in his body and soul, and the names also of those who
committed the crimes which he has alleged against them. His statements, therefore, may easily be disproved, if
they are untrue.
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In the course of his Narrative, he relates two instances of murderous cruelty,—in one of which a planter
deliberately shot a slave belonging to a neighboring plantation, who had unintentionally gotten within his lordly
domain in quest of fish; and in the other, an overseer blew out the brains of a slave who had fled to a stream of
water to escape a bloody scourging. Mr. Douglass states that in neither of these instances was any thing done by
way of legal arrest or judicial investigation. The Baltimore American, of March 17, 1845, relates a similar case of
atrocity, perpetrated with similar impunity—as follows:—”Shooting a slave.—We learn, upon the authority of a
letter from Charles county, Maryland, received by a gentleman of this city, that a young man, named Matthews, a
nephew of General Matthews, and whose father, it is believed, holds an office at Washington, killed one of the
slaves upon his father’s farm by shooting him. The letter states that young Matthews had been left in charge of
the farm; that he gave an order to the servant, which was disobeyed, when he proceeded to the house, obtained
a gun, and, returning, shot the servant.He immediately, the letter continues, fled to his father’s residence, where
he still remains unmolested.”—Let it never be forgotten, that no slaveholder or overseer can be convicted of any
outrage perpetrated on the person of a slave, however diabolical it may be, on the testimony of colored witnesses,
whether bond or free. By the slave code, they are adjudged to be as incompetent to testify against a white man,
as though they were indeed a part of the brute creation. Hence, there is no legal protection in fact, whatever there
may be in form, for the slave population; and any amount of cruelty may be inflicted on them with impunity. Is it
possible for the human mind to conceive of a more horrible state of society?

The effect of a religious profession on the conduct of southern masters is vividly described in the following
Narrative, and shown to be any thing but salutary. In the nature of the case, it must be in the highest degree
pernicious. The testimony of Mr. Douglass, on this point, is sustained by a cloud of witnesses, whose veracity is
unimpeachable. “A slaveholder’s profession of Christianity is a palpable imposture. He is a felon of the highest
grade. He is a man-stealer. It is of no importance what you put in the other scale.”

Reader! are you with the man-stealers in sympathy and purpose, or on the side of their down-trodden victims? If
with the former, then are you the foe of God and man. If with the latter, what are you prepared to do and dare in
their behalf? Be faithful, be vigilant, be untiring in your efforts to break every yoke, and let the oppressed go free.
Come what may—cost what it may—inscribe on the banner which you unfurl to the breeze, as your religious and
political motto—”NO COMPROMISE WITH SLAVERY! NO UNION WITH SLAVEHOLDERS!”

Wm. Lloyd Garrison Boston,
May 1, 1845.

Letter from Wendell Phillips, Esq.

Boston, April 22, 1845.

My Dear Friend:

You remember the old fable of “The Man and the Lion,” where the lion complained that he should not be so
misrepresented “when the lions wrote history.”

I am glad the time has come when the “lions write history.” We have been left long enough to gather the
character of slavery from the involuntary evidence of the masters. One might, indeed, rest sufficiently
satisfied with what, it is evident, must be, in general, the results of such a relation, without seeking farther to
find whether they have followed in every instance. Indeed, those who stare at the half-peck of corn a week,
and love to count the lashes on the slave’s back, are seldom the “stuff” out of which reformers and
abolitionists are to be made. I remember that, in 1838, many were waiting for the results of the West India
experiment, before they could come into our ranks. Those “results” have come long ago; but, alas! few of
that number have come with them, as converts. A man must be disposed to judge of emancipation by other
tests than whether it has increased the produce of sugar,—and to hate slavery for other reasons than
because it starves men and whips women,—before he is ready to lay the first stone of his anti-slavery life.

I was glad to learn, in your story, how early the most neglected of God’s children waken to a sense of their
rights, and of the injustice done them. Experience is a keen teacher; and long before you had mastered your
A B C, or knew where the “white sails” of the Chesapeake were bound, you began, I see, to gauge the
wretchedness of the slave, not by his hunger and want, not by his lashes and toil, but by the cruel and
blighting death which gathers over his soul.
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In connection with this, there is one circumstance which makes your recollections peculiarly valuable, and
renders your early insight the more remarkable. You come from that part of the country where we are told
slavery appears with its fairest features. Let us hear, then, what it is at its best estate—gaze on its bright
side, if it has one; and then imagination may task her powers to add dark lines to the picture, as she travels
southward to that (for the colored man) Valley of the Shadow of Death, where the Mississippi sweeps along.

Again, we have known you long, and can put the most entire confidence in your truth, candor, and sincerity.
Every one who has heard you speak has felt, and, I am confident, every one who reads your book will feel,
persuaded that you give them a fair specimen of the whole truth. No one-sided portrait,—no wholesale
complaints,—but strict justice done, whenever individual kindliness has neutralized, for a moment, the deadly
system with which it was strangely allied. You have been with us, too, some years, and can fairly compare
the twilight of rights, which your race enjoy at the North, with that “noon of night” under which they labor
south of Mason and Dixon’s line. Tell us whether, after all, the half-free colored man of Massachusetts is
worse off than the pampered slave of the rice swamps!

In reading your life, no one can say that we have unfairly picked out some rare specimens of cruelty. We
know that the bitter drops, which even you have drained from the cup, are no incidental aggravations, no
individual ills, but such as must mingle always and necessarily in the lot of every slave. They are the
essential ingredients, not the occasional results, of the system.

After all, I shall read your book with trembling for you. Some years ago, when you were beginning to tell me
your real name and birthplace, you may remember I stopped you, and preferred to remain ignorant of all.
With the exception of a vague description, so I continued, till the other day, when you read me your memoirs.
I hardly knew, at the time, whether to thank you or not for the sight of them, when I reflected that it was still
dangerous, in Massachusetts, for honest men to tell their names! They say the fathers, in 1776, signed the
Declaration of Independence with the halter about their necks. You, too, publish your declaration of freedom
with danger compassing you around. In all the broad lands which the Constitution of the United States
overshadows, there is no single spot,—however narrow or desolate,—where a fugitive slave can plant
himself and say, “I am safe.” The whole armory of Northern Law has no shield for you. I am free to say that,
in your place, I should throw the MS. into the fire.

You, perhaps, may tell your story in safety, endeared as you are to so many warm hearts by rare gifts, and a
still rarer devotion of them to the service of others. But it will be owing only to your labors, and the fearless
efforts of those who, trampling the laws and Constitution of the country under their feet, are determined that
they will “hide the outcast,” and that their hearths shall be, spite of the law, an asylum for the oppressed, if,
some time or other, the humblest may stand in our streets, and bear witness in safety against the cruelties of
which he has been the victim.

Yet it is sad to think, that these very throbbing hearts which welcome your story, and form your best
safeguard in telling it, are all beating contrary to the “statute in such case made and provided.” Go on, my
dear friend, till you, and those who, like you, have been saved, so as by fire, from the dark prison-house,
shall stereotype these free, illegal pulses into statutes; and New England, cutting loose from a blood-stained
Union, shall glory in being the house of refuge for the oppressed,—till we no longer merely ”
hide the outcast,” or make a merit of standing idly by while he is hunted in our midst; but, consecrating anew
the soil of the Pilgrims as an asylum for the oppressed, proclaim our welcome to the slave so loudly, that the
tones shall reach every hut in the Carolinas, and make the broken-hearted bondman leap up at the thought
of old Massachusetts.

God speed the day!

Till then, and ever,
Yours truly,

Wendell Phillips

Frederick Douglass

Frederick Douglass was born in slavery as Frederick Augustus Washington Bailey near Easton in Talbot County,
Maryland. He was not sure of the exact year of his birth, but he knew that it was 1817 or 1818. As a young boy he
was sent to Baltimore, to be a house servant, where he learned to read and write, with the assistance of his
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master’s wife. In 1838 he escaped from slavery and went to New York City, where he married Anna Murray, a
free colored woman whom he had met in Baltimore. Soon thereafter he changed his name to Frederick Douglass.
In 1841 he addressed a convention of the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society in Nantucket and so greatly
impressed the group that they immediately employed him as an agent. He was such an impressive orator that
numerous persons doubted if he had ever been a slave, so he wrote
Narrative Of The Life Of Frederick Douglass. During the Civil War he assisted in the recruiting of colored men for
the 54th and 55th Massachusetts Regiments and consistently argued for the emancipation of slaves. After the
war he was active in securing and protecting the rights of the freemen. In his later years, at different times, he was
secretary of the Santo Domingo Commission, marshall and recorder of deeds of the District of Columbia, and
United States Minister to Haiti. His other autobiographical works are My Bondage And My Freedom and Life And
Times Of Frederick Douglass, published in 1855 and 1881 respectively. He died in 1895.

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 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;
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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 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 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
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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 2

My master’s family consisted of two sons, Andrew and Richard; one daughter, Lucretia, and her husband, Captain
Thomas Auld. They lived in one house, upon the home plantation of Colonel Edward Lloyd. My master was
Colonel Lloyd’s clerk and superintendent. He was what might be called the overseer of the overseers. I spent two
years of childhood on this plantation in my old master’s family. It was here that I witnessed the bloody transaction
recorded in the first chapter; and as I received my first impressions of slavery on this plantation, I will give some
description of it, and of slavery as it there existed. The plantation is about twelve miles north of Easton, in Talbot
county, and is situated on the border of Miles River. The principal products raised upon it were tobacco, corn, and
wheat. These were raised in great abundance; so that, with the products of this and the other farms belonging to
him, he was able to keep in almost constant employment a large sloop, in carrying them to market at Baltimore.
This sloop was named Sally Lloyd, in honor of one of the colonel’s daughters. My master’s son-in-law, Captain
Auld, was master of the vessel; she was otherwise manned by the colonel’s own slaves. Their names were Peter,
Isaac, Rich, and Jake. These were esteemed very highly by the other slaves, and looked upon as the privileged
ones of the plantation; for it was no small affair, in the eyes of the slaves, to be allowed to see Baltimore.

Colonel Lloyd kept from three to four hundred slaves on his home plantation, and owned a large number more on
the neighboring farms belonging to him. The names of the farms nearest to the home plantation were Wye Town
and New Design. “Wye Town” was under the overseership of a man named Noah Willis. New Design was under
the overseership of a Mr. Townsend. The overseers of these, and all the rest of the farms, numbering over twenty,
received advice and direction from the managers of the home plantation. This was the great business place. It
was the seat of government for the whole twenty farms. All disputes among the overseers were settled here. If a
slave was convicted of any high misdemeanor, became unmanageable, or evinced a determination to run away,
he was brought immediately here, severely whipped, put on board the sloop, carried to Baltimore, and sold to
Austin Woolfolk, or some other slave-trader, as a warning to the slaves remaining.

Here, too, the slaves of all the other farms received their monthly allowance of food, and their yearly clothing. The
men and women slaves received, as their monthly allowance of food, eight pounds of pork, or its equivalent in
fish, and one bushel of corn meal. Their yearly clothing consisted of two coarse linen shirts, one pair of linen
trousers, like the shirts, one jacket, one pair of trousers for winter, made of coarse negro cloth, one pair of
stockings, and one pair of shoes; the whole of which could not have cost more than seven dollars. The allowance
of the slave children was given to their mothers, or the old women having the care of them. The children unable to
work in the field had neither shoes, stockings, jackets, nor trousers, given to them; their clothing consisted of two
coarse linen shirts per year. When these failed them, they went naked until the next allowance-day. Children from
seven to ten years old, of both sexes, almost naked, might be seen at all seasons of the year.

There were no beds given the slaves, unless one coarse blanket be considered such, and none but the men and
women had these. This, however, is not considered a very great privation. They find less difficulty from the want
of beds, than from the want of time to sleep; for when their day’s work in the field is done, the most of them having
their washing, mending, and cooking to do, and having few or none of the ordinary facilities for doing either of
these, very many of their sleeping hours are consumed in preparing for the field the coming day; and when this is
done, old and young, male and female, married and single, drop down side by side, on one common bed,—the
cold, damp floor,—each covering himself or herself with their miserable blankets; and here they sleep till they are
summoned to the field by the driver’s horn. At the sound of this, all must rise, and be off to the field. There must
be no halting; every one must be at his or her post; and woe betides them who hear not this morning summons to
the field; for if they are not awakened by the sense of hearing, they are by the sense of feeling: no age nor sex
finds any favor. Mr. Severe, the overseer, used to stand by the door of the quarter, armed with a large hickory
stick and heavy cowskin, ready to whip any one who was so unfortunate as not to hear, or, from any other cause,
was prevented from being ready to start for the field at the sound of the horn.
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Mr. Severe was rightly named: he was a cruel man. I have seen him whip a woman, causing the blood to run half
an hour at the time; and this, too, in the midst of her crying children, pleading for their mother’s release. He
seemed to take pleasure in manifesting his fiendish barbarity. Added to his cruelty, he was a profane swearer. It
was enough to chill the blood and stiffen the hair of an ordinary man to hear him talk. Scarce a sentence escaped
him but that was commenced or concluded by some horrid oath. The field was the place to witness his cruelty and
profanity. His presence made it both the field of blood and of blasphemy. From the rising till the going down of the
sun, he was cursing, raving, cutting, and slashing among the slaves of the field, in the most frightful manner. His
career was short. He died very soon after I went to Colonel Lloyd’s; and he died as he lived, uttering, with his
dying groans, bitter curses and horrid oaths. His death was regarded by the slaves as the result of a merciful
providence.

Mr. Severe’s place was filled by a Mr. Hopkins. He was a very different man. He was less cruel, less profane, and
made less noise, than Mr. Severe. His course was characterized by no extraordinary demonstrations of cruelty.
He whipped, but seemed to take no pleasure in it. He was called by the slaves a good overseer.

The home plantation of Colonel Lloyd wore the appearance of a country village. All the mechanical operations for
all the farms were performed here. The shoemaking and mending, the blacksmithing, cartwrighting, coopering,
weaving, and grain-grinding, were all performed by the slaves on the home plantation. The whole place wore a
business-like aspect very unlike the neighboring farms. The number of houses, too, conspired to give it advantage
over the neighboring farms. It was called by the slaves the
Great House Farm. Few privileges were esteemed higher, by the slaves of the out-farms, than that of being
selected to do errands at the Great House Farm. It was associated in their minds with greatness. A representative
could not be prouder of his election to a seat in the American Congress, than a slave on one of the out-farms
would be of his election to do errands at the Great House Farm. They regarded it as evidence of great confidence
reposed in them by their overseers; and it was on this account, as well as a constant desire to be out of the field
from under the driver’s lash, that they esteemed it a high privilege, one worth careful living for. He was called the
smartest and most trusty fellow, who had this honor conferred upon him the most frequently. The competitors for
this office sought as diligently to please their overseers, as the office-seekers in the political parties seek to please
and deceive the people. The same traits of character might be seen in Colonel Lloyd’s slaves, as are seen in the
slaves of the political parties.

The slaves selected to go to the Great House Farm, for the monthly allowance for themselves and their fellow-
slaves, were peculiarly enthusiastic. While on their way, they would make the dense old woods, for miles around,
reverberate with their wild songs, revealing at once the highest joy and the deepest sadness. They would
compose and sing as they went along, consulting neither time nor tune. The thought that came up, came out—if
not in the word, in the sound;—and as frequently in the one as in the other. They would sometimes sing the most
pathetic sentiment in the most rapturous tone, and the most rapturous sentiment in the most pathetic tone. Into all
of their songs they would manage to weave something of the Great House Farm. Especially would they do this,
when leaving home. They would then sing most exultingly the following words:—

“I am going away to the Great House Farm! O, yea! O, yea! O!”

This they would sing, as a chorus, to words which to many would seem unmeaning jargon, but which,
nevertheless, were full of meaning to themselves. I have sometimes thought that the mere hearing of those songs
would do more to impress some minds with the horrible character of slavery, than the reading of whole volumes of
philosophy on the subject could do.

I did not, when a slave, understand the deep meaning of those rude and apparently incoherent songs. I was
myself within the circle; so that I neither saw nor heard as those without might see and hear. They told a tale of
woe which was then altogether beyond my feeble comprehension; they were tones loud, long, and deep; they
breathed the prayer and complaint of souls boiling over with the bitterest anguish. Every tone was a testimony
against slavery, and a prayer to God for deliverance from chains. The hearing of those wild notes always
depressed my spirit, and filled me with ineffable sadness. I have frequently found myself in tears while hearing
them. The mere recurrence to those songs, even now, afflicts me; and while I am writing these lines, an
expression of feeling has already found its way down my cheek. To those songs I trace my first glimmering
conception of the dehumanizing character of slavery. I can never get rid of that conception. Those songs still
follow me, to deepen my hatred of slavery, and quicken my sympathies for my brethren in bonds. If any one
wishes to be impressed with the soul-killing effects of slavery, let him go to Colonel Lloyd’s plantation, and, on
allowance-day, place himself in the deep pine woods, and there let him, in silence, analyze the sounds that shall
pass through the chambers of his soul,—and if he is not thus impressed, it will only be because “there is no flesh
in his obdurate heart.”

235235



I have often been utterly astonished, since I came to the north, to find persons who could speak of the singing,
among slaves, as evidence of their contentment and happiness. It is impossible to conceive of a greater mistake.
Slaves sing most when they are most unhappy. The songs of the slave represent the sorrows of his heart; and he
is relieved by them, only as an aching heart is relieved by its tears. At least, such is my experience. I have often
sung to drown my sorrow, but seldom to express my happiness. Crying for joy, and singing for joy, were alike
uncommon to me while in the jaws of slavery. The singing of a man cast away upon a desolate island might be as
appropriately considered as evidence of contentment and happiness, as the singing of a slave; the songs of the
one and of the other are prompted by the same emotion.

Chapter 3

Colonel Lloyd kept a large and finely cultivated garden, which afforded almost constant employment for four men,
besides the chief gardener, (Mr. M’Durmond.) This garden was probably the greatest attraction of the place.
During the summer months, people came from far and near—from Baltimore, Easton, and Annapolis—to see it. It
abounded in fruits of almost every description, from the hardy apple of the north to the delicate orange of the
south. This garden was not the least source of trouble on the plantation. Its excellent fruit was quite a temptation
to the hungry swarms of boys, as well as the older slaves, belonging to the colonel, few of whom had the virtue or
the vice to resist it. Scarcely a day passed, during the summer, but that some slave had to take the lash for
stealing fruit. The colonel had to resort to all kinds of stratagems to keep his slaves out of the garden. The last
and most successful one was that of tarring his fence all around; after which, if a slave was caught with any tar
upon his person, it was deemed sufficient proof that he had either been into the garden, or had tried to get in. In
either case, he was severely whipped by the chief gardener. This plan worked well; the slaves became as fearful
of tar as of the lash. They seemed to realize the impossibility of touching tar without being defiled.

The colonel also kept a splendid riding equipage. His stable and carriage-house presented the appearance of
some of our large city livery establishments. His horses were of the finest form and noblest blood. His carriage-
house contained three splendid coaches, three or four gigs, besides dearborns and barouches of the most
fashionable style.

This establishment was under the care of two slaves—old Barney and young Barney—father and son. To attend
to this establishment was their sole work. But it was by no means an easy employment; for in nothing was Colonel
Lloyd more particular than in the management of his horses. The slightest inattention to these was unpardonable,
and was visited upon those, under whose care they were placed, with the severest punishment; no excuse could
shield them, if the colonel only suspected any want of attention to his horses—a supposition which he frequently
indulged, and one which, of course, made the office of old and young Barney a very trying one. They never knew
when they were safe from punishment. They were frequently whipped when least deserving, and escaped
whipping when most deserving it. Every thing depended upon the looks of the horses, and the state of Colonel
Lloyd’s own mind when his horses were brought to him for use. If a horse did not move fast enough, or hold his
head high enough, it was owing to some fault of his keepers. It was painful to stand near the stable-door, and
hear the various complaints against the keepers when a horse was taken out for use. “This horse has not had
proper attention. He has not been sufficiently rubbed and curried, or he has not been properly fed; his food was
too wet or too dry; he got it too soon or too late; he was too hot or too cold; he had too much hay, and not enough
of grain; or he had too much grain, and not enough of hay; instead of old Barney’s attending to the horse, he had
very improperly left it to his son.” To all these complaints, no matter how unjust, the slave must answer never a
word. Colonel Lloyd could not brook any contradiction from a slave. When he spoke, a slave must stand, listen,
and tremble; and such was literally the case. I have seen Colonel Lloyd make old Barney, a man between fifty
and sixty years of age, uncover his bald head, kneel down upon the cold, damp ground, and receive upon his
naked and toil-worn shoulders more than thirty lashes at the time. Colonel Lloyd had three sons—Edward,
Murray, and Daniel,—and three sons-in-law, Mr. Winder, Mr. Nicholson, and Mr. Lowndes. All of these lived at the
Great House Farm, and enjoyed the luxury of whipping the servants when they pleased, from old Barney down to
William Wilkes, the coach-driver. I have seen Winder make one of the house-servants stand off from him a
suitable distance to be touched with the end of his whip, and at every stroke raise great ridges upon his back.

To describe the wealth of Colonel Lloyd would be almost equal to describing the riches of Job. He kept from ten to
fifteen house-servants. He was said to own a thousand slaves, and I think this estimate quite within the truth.
Colonel Lloyd owned so many that he did not know them when he saw them; nor did all the slaves of the out-
farms know him. It is reported of him, that, while riding along the road one day, he met a colored man, and
addressed him in the usual manner of speaking to colored people on the public highways of the south: “Well, boy,
whom do you belong to?” “To Colonel Lloyd,” replied the slave. “Well, does the colonel treat you well?” “No, sir,”
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was the ready reply. “What, does he work you too hard?” “Yes, sir.” “Well, don’t he give you enough to eat?” “Yes,
sir, he gives me enough, such as it is.”

The colonel, after ascertaining where the slave belonged, rode on; the man also went on about his business, not
dreaming that he had been conversing with his master. He thought, said, and heard nothing more of the matter,
until two or three weeks afterwards. The poor man was then informed by his overseer that, for having found fault
with his master, he was now to be sold to a Georgia trader. He was immediately chained and handcuffed; and
thus, without a moment’s warning, he was snatched away, and forever sundered, from his family and friends, by a
hand more unrelenting than death. This is the penalty of telling the truth, of telling the simple truth, in answer to a
series of plain questions.

It is partly in consequence of such facts, that slaves, when inquired of as to their condition and the character of
their masters, almost universally say they are contented, and that their masters are kind. The slaveholders have
been known to send in spies among their slaves, to ascertain their views and feelings in regard to their condition.
The frequency of this has had the effect to establish among the slaves the maxim, that a still tongue makes a wise
head. They suppress the truth rather than take the consequences of telling it, and in so doing prove themselves a
part of the human family. If they have any thing to say of their masters, it is generally in their masters’ favor,
especially when speaking to an untried man. I have been frequently asked, when a slave, if I had a kind master,
and do not remember ever to have given a negative answer; nor did I, in pursuing this course, consider myself as
uttering what was absolutely false; for I always measured the kindness of my master by the standard of kindness
set up among slaveholders around us. Moreover, slaves are like other people, and imbibe prejudices quite
common to others. They think their own better than that of others. Many, under the influence of this prejudice,
think their own masters are better than the masters of other slaves; and this, too, in some cases, when the very
reverse is true. Indeed, it is not uncommon for slaves even to fall out and quarrel among themselves about the
relative goodness of their masters, each contending for the superior goodness of his own over that of the others.
At the very same time, they mutually execrate their masters when viewed separately. It was so on our plantation.
When Colonel Lloyd’s slaves met the slaves of Jacob Jepson, they seldom parted without a quarrel about their
masters; Colonel Lloyd’s slaves contending that he was the richest, and Mr. Jepson’s slaves that he was the
smartest, and most of a man. Colonel Lloyd’s slaves would boast his ability to buy and sell Jacob Jepson. Mr.
Jepson’s slaves would boast his ability to whip Colonel Lloyd. These quarrels would almost always end in a fight
between the parties, and those that whipped were supposed to have gained the point at issue. They seemed to
think that the greatness of their masters was transferable to themselves. It was considered as being bad enough
to be a slave; but to be a poor man’s slave was deemed a disgrace indeed!

Chapter 4

Mr. Hopkins remained but a short time in the office of overseer. Why his career was so short, I do not know, but
suppose he lacked the necessary severity to suit Colonel Lloyd. Mr. Hopkins was succeeded by Mr. Austin Gore,
a man possessing, in an eminent degree, all those traits of character indispensable to what is called a first-rate
overseer. Mr. Gore had served Colonel Lloyd, in the capacity of overseer, upon one of the out-farms, and had
shown himself worthy of the high station of overseer upon the home or Great House Farm.

Mr. Gore was proud, ambitious, and persevering. He was artful, cruel, and obdurate. He was just the man for
such a place, and it was just the place for such a man. It afforded scope for the full exercise of all his powers, and
he seemed to be perfectly at home in it. He was one of those who could torture the slightest look, word, or
gesture, on the part of the slave, into impudence, and would treat it accordingly. There must be no answering
back to him; no explanation was allowed a slave, showing himself to have been wrongfully accused. Mr. Gore
acted fully up to the maxim laid down by slaveholders,—”It is better that a dozen slaves should suffer under the
lash, than that the overseer should be convicted, in the presence of the slaves, of having been at fault.” No matter
how innocent a slave might be—it availed him nothing, when accused by Mr. Gore of any misdemeanor. To be
accused was to be convicted, and to be convicted was to be punished; the one always following the other with
immutable certainty. To escape punishment was to escape accusation; and few slaves had the fortune to do
either, under the overseership of Mr. Gore. He was just proud enough to demand the most debasing homage of
the slave, and quite servile enough to crouch, himself, at the feet of the master. He was ambitious enough to be
contented with nothing short of the highest rank of overseers, and persevering enough to reach the height of his
ambition. He was cruel enough to inflict the severest punishment, artful enough to descend to the lowest trickery,
and obdurate enough to be insensible to the voice of a reproving conscience. He was, of all the overseers, the
most dreaded by the slaves. His presence was painful; his eye flashed confusion; and seldom was his sharp,
shrill voice heard, without producing horror and trembling in their ranks.
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Mr. Gore was a grave man, and, though a young man, he indulged in no jokes, said no funny words, seldom
smiled. His words were in perfect keeping with his looks, and his looks were in perfect keeping with his words.
Overseers will sometimes indulge in a witty word, even with the slaves; not so with Mr. Gore. He spoke but to
command, and commanded but to be obeyed; he dealt sparingly with his words, and bountifully with his whip,
never using the former where the latter would answer as well. When he whipped, he seemed to do so from a
sense of duty, and feared no consequences. He did nothing reluctantly, no matter how disagreeable; always at
his post, never inconsistent. He never promised but to fulfil. He was, in a word, a man of the most inflexible
firmness and stone-like coolness.

His savage barbarity was equalled only by the consummate coolness with which he committed the grossest and
most savage deeds upon the slaves under his charge. Mr. Gore once undertook to whip one of Colonel Lloyd’s
slaves, by the name of Demby. He had given Demby but few stripes, when, to get rid of the scourging, he ran and
plunged himself into a creek, and stood there at the depth of his shoulders, refusing to come out. Mr. Gore told
him that he would give him three calls, and that, if he did not come out at the third call, he would shoot him. The
first call was given. Demby made no response, but stood his ground. The second and third calls were given with
the same result. Mr. Gore then, without consultation or deliberation with any one, not even giving Demby an
additional call, raised his musket to his face, taking deadly aim at his standing victim, and in an instant poor
Demby was no more. His mangled body sank out of sight, and blood and brains marked the water where he had
stood.

A thrill of horror flashed through every soul upon the plantation, excepting Mr. Gore. He alone seemed cool and
collected. He was asked by Colonel Lloyd and my old master, why he resorted to this extraordinary expedient. His
reply was, (as well as I can remember,) that Demby had become unmanageable. He was setting a dangerous
example to the other slaves,—one which, if suffered to pass without some such demonstration on his part, would
finally lead to the total subversion of all rule and order upon the plantation. He argued that if one slave refused to
be corrected, and escaped with his life, the other slaves would soon copy the example; the result of which would
be, the freedom of the slaves, and the enslavement of the whites. Mr. Gore’s defence was satisfactory. He was
continued in his station as overseer upon the home plantation. His fame as an overseer went abroad. His horrid
crime was not even submitted to judicial investigation. It was committed in the presence of slaves, and they of
course could neither institute a suit, nor testify against him; and thus the guilty perpetrator of one of the bloodiest
and most foul murders goes unwhipped of justice, and uncensured by the community in which he lives. Mr. Gore
lived in St. Michael’s, Talbot county, Maryland, when I left there; and if he is still alive, he very probably lives there
now; and if so, he is now, as he was then, as highly esteemed and as much respected as though his guilty soul
had not been stained with his brother’s blood.

I speak advisedly when I say this,—that killing a slave, or any colored person, in Talbot county, Maryland, is not
treated as a crime, either by the courts or the community. Mr. Thomas Lanman, of St. Michael’s, killed two slaves,
one of whom he killed with a hatchet, by knocking his brains out. He used to boast of the commission of the awful
and bloody deed. I have heard him do so laughingly, saying, among other things, that he was the only benefactor
of his country in the company, and that when others would do as much as he had done, we should be relieved of
“the d——d niggers.”

The wife of Mr. Giles Hicks, living but a short distance from where I used to live, murdered my wife’s cousin, a
young girl between fifteen and sixteen years of age, mangling her person in the most horrible manner, breaking
her nose and breastbone with a stick, so that the poor girl expired in a few hours afterward. She was immediately
buried, but had not been in her untimely grave but a few hours before she was taken up and examined by the
coroner, who decided that she had come to her death by severe beating. The offence for which this girl was thus
murdered was this:—She had been set that night to mind Mrs. Hicks’s baby, and during the night she fell asleep,
and the baby cried. She, having lost her rest for several nights previous, did not hear the crying. They were both
in the room with Mrs. Hicks. Mrs. Hicks, finding the girl slow to move, jumped from her bed, seized an oak stick of
wood by the fireplace, and with it broke the girl’s nose and breastbone, and thus ended her life. I will not say that
this most horrid murder produced no sensation in the community. It did produce sensation, but not enough to
bring the murderess to punishment. There was a warrant issued for her arrest, but it was never served. Thus she
escaped not only punishment, but even the pain of being arraigned before a court for her horrid crime.

Whilst I am detailing bloody deeds which took place during my stay on Colonel Lloyd’s plantation, I will briefly
narrate another, which occurred about the same time as the murder of Demby by Mr. Gore.

Colonel Lloyd’s slaves were in the habit of spending a part of their nights and Sundays in fishing for oysters, and
in this way made up the deficiency of their scanty allowance. An old man belonging to Colonel Lloyd, while thus
engaged, happened to get beyond the limits of Colonel Lloyd’s, and on the premises of Mr. Beal Bondly. At this
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trespass, Mr. Bondly took offence, and with his musket came down to the shore, and blew its deadly contents into
the poor old man.

Mr. Bondly came over to see Colonel Lloyd the next day, whether to pay him for his property, or to justify himself
in what he had done, I know not. At any rate, this whole fiendish transaction was soon hushed up. There was very
little said about it at all, and nothing done. It was a common saying, even among little white boys, that it was worth
a half-cent to kill a “nigger,” and a half-cent to bury one.

Chapter 5

As to my own treatment while I lived on Colonel Lloyd’s plantation, it was very similar to that of the other slave
children. I was not old enough to work in the field, and there being little else than field work to do, I had a great
deal of leisure time. The most I had to do was to drive up the cows at evening, keep the fowls out of the garden,
keep the front yard clean, and run of errands for my old master’s daughter, Mrs. Lucretia Auld. The most of my
leisure time I spent in helping Master Daniel Lloyd in finding his birds, after he had shot them. My connection with
Master Daniel was of some advantage to me. He became quite attached to me, and was a sort of protector of me.
He would not allow the older boys to impose upon me, and would divide his cakes with me.

I was seldom whipped by my old master, and suffered little from any thing else than hunger and cold. I suffered
much from hunger, but much more from cold. In hottest summer and coldest winter, I was kept almost naked—no
shoes, no stockings, no jacket, no trousers, nothing on but a coarse tow linen shirt, reaching only to my knees. I
had no bed. I must have perished with cold, but that, the coldest nights, I used to steal a bag which was used for
carrying corn to the mill. I would crawl into this bag, and there sleep on the cold, damp, clay floor, with my head in
and feet out. My feet have been so cracked with the frost, that the pen with which I am writing might be laid in the
gashes.

We were not regularly allowanced. Our food was coarse corn meal boiled. This was called mush. It was put into a
large wooden tray or trough, and set down upon the ground. The children were then called, like so many pigs, and
like so many pigs they would come and devour the mush; some with oyster-shells, others with pieces of shingle,
some with naked hands, and none with spoons. He that ate fastest got most; he that was strongest secured the
best place; and few left the trough satisfied.

I was probably between seven and eight years old when I left Colonel Lloyd’s plantation. I left it with joy. I shall
never forget the ecstasy with which I received the intelligence that my old master (Anthony) had determined to let
me go to Baltimore, to live with Mr. Hugh Auld, brother to my old master’s son-in-law, Captain Thomas Auld. I
received this information about three days before my departure. They were three of the happiest days I ever
enjoyed. I spent the most part of all these three days in the creek, washing off the plantation scurf, and preparing
myself for my departure.

The pride of appearance which this would indicate was not my own. I spent the time in washing, not so much
because I wished to, but because Mrs. Lucretia had told me I must get all the dead skin off my feet and knees
before I could go to Baltimore; for the people in Baltimore were very cleanly, and would laugh at me if I looked
dirty. Besides, she was going to give me a pair of trousers, which I should not put on unless I got all the dirt off
me. The thought of owning a pair of trousers was great indeed! It was almost a sufficient motive, not only to make
me take off what would be called by pig-drovers the mange, but the skin itself. I went at it in good earnest,
working for the first time with the hope of reward.

The ties that ordinarily bind children to their homes were all suspended in my case. I found no severe trial in my
departure. My home was charmless; it was not home to me; on parting from it, I could not feel that I was leaving
any thing which I could have enjoyed by staying. My mother was dead, my grandmother lived far off, so that I
seldom saw her. I had two sisters and one brother, that lived in the same house with me; but the early separation
of us from our mother had well nigh blotted the fact of our relationship from our memories. I looked for home
elsewhere, and was confident of finding none which I should relish less than the one which I was leaving. If,
however, I found in my new home hardship, hunger, whipping, and nakedness, I had the consolation that I should
not have escaped any one of them by staying. Having already had more than a taste of them in the house of my
old master, and having endured them there, I very naturally inferred my ability to endure them elsewhere, and
especially at Baltimore; for I had something of the feeling about Baltimore that is expressed in the proverb, that
“being hanged in England is preferable to dying a natural death in Ireland.” I had the strongest desire to see
Baltimore. Cousin Tom, though not fluent in speech, had inspired me with that desire by his eloquent description
of the place. I could never point out any thing at the Great House, no matter how beautiful or powerful, but that he
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had seen something at Baltimore far exceeding, both in beauty and strength, the object which I pointed out to him.
Even the Great House itself, with all its pictures, was far inferior to many buildings in Baltimore. So strong was my
desire, that I thought a gratification of it would fully compensate for whatever loss of comforts I should sustain by
the exchange. I left without a regret, and with the highest hopes of future happiness.

We sailed out of Miles River for Baltimore on a Saturday morning. I remember only the day of the week, for at that
time I had no knowledge of the days of the month, nor the months of the year. On setting sail, I walked aft, and
gave to Colonel Lloyd’s plantation what I hoped would be the last look. I then placed myself in the bows of the
sloop, and there spent the remainder of the day in looking ahead, interesting myself in what was in the distance
rather than in things near by or behind.

In the afternoon of that day, we reached Annapolis, the capital of the State. We stopped but a few moments, so
that I had no time to go on shore. It was the first large town that I had ever seen, and though it would look small
compared with some of our New England factory villages, I thought it a wonderful place for its size—more
imposing even than the Great House Farm!

We arrived at Baltimore early on Sunday morning, landing at Smith’s Wharf, not far from Bowley’s Wharf. We had
on board the sloop a large flock of sheep; and after aiding in driving them to the slaughterhouse of Mr. Curtis on
Louden Slater’s Hill, I was conducted by Rich, one of the hands belonging on board of the sloop, to my new home
in Alliciana Street, near Mr. Gardner’s ship-yard, on Fells Point.

Mr. and Mrs. Auld were both at home, and met me at the door with their little son Thomas, to take care of whom I
had been given. And here I saw what I had never seen before; it was a white face beaming with the most kindly
emotions; it was the face of my new mistress, Sophia Auld. I wish I could describe the rapture that flashed
through my soul as I beheld it. It was a new and strange sight to me, brightening up my pathway with the light of
happiness. Little Thomas was told, there was his Freddy,—and I was told to take care of little Thomas; and thus I
entered upon the duties of my new home with the most cheering prospect ahead.

I look upon my departure from Colonel Lloyd’s plantation as one of the most interesting events of my life. It is
possible, and even quite probable, that but for the mere circumstance of being removed from that plantation to
Baltimore, I should have to-day, instead of being here seated by my own table, in the enjoyment of freedom and
the happiness of home, writing this Narrative, been confined in the galling chains of slavery. Going to live at
Baltimore laid the foundation, and opened the gateway, to all my subsequent prosperity. I have ever regarded it
as the first plain manifestation of that kind providence which has ever since attended me, and marked my life with
so many favors. I regarded the selection of myself as being somewhat remarkable. There were a number of slave
children that might have been sent from the plantation to Baltimore. There were those younger, those older, and
those of the same age. I was chosen from among them all, and was the first, last, and only choice.

I may be deemed superstitious, and even egotistical, in regarding this event as a special interposition of divine
Providence in my favor. But I should be false to the earliest sentiments of my soul, if I suppressed the opinion. I
prefer to be true to myself, even at the hazard of incurring the ridicule of others, rather than to be false, and incur
my own abhorrence. From my earliest recollection, I date the entertainment of a deep conviction that slavery
would not always be able to hold me within its foul embrace; and in the darkest hours of my career in slavery, this
living word of faith and spirit of hope departed not from me, but remained like ministering angels to cheer me
through the gloom. This good spirit was from God, and to him I offer thanksgiving and praise.

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.
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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 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. 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.
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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 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 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
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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 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
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copy-book was 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 8

In a very short time after I went to live at Baltimore, my old master’s youngest son Richard died; and in about
three years and six months after his death, my old master, Captain Anthony, died, leaving only his son, Andrew,
and daughter, Lucretia, to share his estate. He died while on a visit to see his daughter at Hillsborough. Cut off
thus unexpectedly, he left no will as to the disposal of his property. It was therefore necessary to have a valuation
of the property, that it might be equally divided between Mrs. Lucretia and Master Andrew. I was immediately sent
for, to be valued with the other property. Here again my feelings rose up in detestation of slavery. I had now a
new conception of my degraded condition. Prior to this, I had become, if not insensible to my lot, at least partly so.
I left Baltimore with a young heart overborne with sadness, and a soul full of apprehension. I took passage with
Captain Rowe, in the schooner Wild Cat, and, after a sail of about twenty-four hours, I found myself near the
place of my birth. I had now been absent from it almost, if not quite, five years. I, however, remembered the place
very well. I was only about five years old when I left it, to go and live with my old master on Colonel Lloyd’s
plantation; so that I was now between ten and eleven years old.

We were all ranked together at the valuation. Men and women, old and young, married and single, were ranked
with horses, sheep, and swine. There were horses and men, cattle and women, pigs and children, all holding the
same rank in the scale of being, and were all subjected to the same narrow examination. Silvery-headed age and
sprightly youth, maids and matrons, had to undergo the same indelicate inspection. At this moment, I saw more
clearly than ever the brutalizing effects of slavery upon both slave and slaveholder.

After the valuation, then came the division. I have no language to express the high excitement and deep anxiety
which were felt among us poor slaves during this time. Our fate for life was now to be decided. we had no more
voice in that decision than the brutes among whom we were ranked. A single word from the white men was
enough—against all our wishes, prayers, and entreaties—to sunder forever the dearest friends, dearest kindred,
and strongest ties known to human beings. In addition to the pain of separation, there was the horrid dread of
falling into the hands of Master Andrew. He was known to us all as being a most cruel wretch,—a common
drunkard, who had, by his reckless mismanagement and profligate dissipation, already wasted a large portion of
his father’s property. We all felt that we might as well be sold at once to the Georgia traders, as to pass into his
hands; for we knew that that would be our inevitable condition,—a condition held by us all in the utmost horror
and dread.

I suffered more anxiety than most of my fellow-slaves. I had known what it was to be kindly treated; they had
known nothing of the kind. They had seen little or nothing of the world. They were in very deed men and women
of sorrow, and acquainted with grief. Their backs had been made familiar with the bloody lash, so that they had
become callous; mine was yet tender; for while at Baltimore I got few whippings, and few slaves could boast of a
kinder master and mistress than myself; and the thought of passing out of their hands into those of Master
Andrew—a man who, but a few days before, to give me a sample of his bloody disposition, took my little brother
by the throat, threw him on the ground, and with the heel of his boot stamped upon his head till the blood gushed
from his nose and ears—was well calculated to make me anxious as to my fate. After he had committed this
savage outrage upon my brother, he turned to me, and said that was the way he meant to serve me one of these
days,—meaning, I suppose, when I came into his possession.

Thanks to a kind Providence, I fell to the portion of Mrs. Lucretia, and was sent immediately back to Baltimore, to
live again in the family of Master Hugh. Their joy at my return equalled their sorrow at my departure. It was a glad
day to me. I had escaped a worse than lion’s jaws. I was absent from Baltimore, for the purpose of valuation and
division, just about one month, and it seemed to have been six.
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Very soon after my return to Baltimore, my mistress, Lucretia, died, leaving her husband and one child, Amanda;
and in a very short time after her death, Master Andrew died. Now all the property of my old master, slaves
included, was in the hands of strangers,—strangers who had had nothing to do with accumulating it. Not a slave
was left free. All remained slaves, from the youngest to the oldest. If any one thing in my experience, more than
another, served to deepen my conviction of the infernal character of slavery, and to fill me with unutterable
loathing of slaveholders, it was their base ingratitude to my poor old grandmother. She had served my old master
faithfully from youth to old age. She had been the source of all his wealth; she had peopled his plantation with
slaves; she had become a great grandmother in his service. She had rocked him in infancy, attended him in
childhood, served him through life, and at his death wiped from his icy brow the cold death-sweat, and closed his
eyes forever. She was nevertheless left a slave—a slave for life—a slave in the hands of strangers; and in their
hands she saw her children, her grandchildren, and her great-grandchildren, divided, like so many sheep, without
being gratified with the small privilege of a single word, as to their or her own destiny. And, to cap the climax of
their base ingratitude and fiendish barbarity, my grandmother, who was now very old, having outlived my old
master and all his children, having seen the beginning and end of all of them, and her present owners finding she
was of but little value, her frame already racked with the pains of old age, and complete helplessness fast stealing
over her once active limbs, they took her to the woods, built her a little hut, put up a little mud-chimney, and then
made her welcome to the privilege of supporting herself there in perfect loneliness; thus virtually turning her out to
die! If my poor old grandmother now lives, she lives to suffer in utter loneliness; she lives to remember and mourn
over the loss of children, the loss of grandchildren, and the loss of great-grandchildren. They are, in the language
of the slave’s poet, Whittier,—

“Gone, gone, sold and gone
To the rice swamp dank and lone,
Where the slave-whip ceaseless swings,
Where the noisome insect stings,
Where the fever-demon strews
Poison with the falling dews,
Where the sickly sunbeams glare
Through the hot and misty air:—
Gone, gone, sold and gone
To the rice swamp dank and lone,
From Virginia hills and waters—
Woe is me, my stolen daughters!”

The hearth is desolate. The children, the unconscious children, who once sang and danced in her presence, are
gone. She gropes her way, in the darkness of age, for a drink of water. Instead of the voices of her children, she
hears by day the moans of the dove, and by night the screams of the hideous owl. All is gloom. The grave is at
the door. And now, when weighed down by the pains and aches of old age, when the head inclines to the feet,
when the beginning and ending of human existence meet, and helpless infancy and painful old age combine
together—at this time, this most needful time, the time for the exercise of that tenderness and affection which
children only can exercise towards a declining parent—my poor old grandmother, the devoted mother of twelve
children, is left all alone, in yonder little hut, before a few dim embers. She stands—she sits—she staggers—she
falls—she groans—she dies—and there are none of her children or grandchildren present, to wipe from her
wrinkled brow the cold sweat of death, or to place beneath the sod her fallen remains. Will not a righteous God
visit for these things?

In about two years after the death of Mrs. Lucretia, Master Thomas married his second wife. Her name was
Rowena Hamilton. She was the eldest daughter of Mr. William Hamilton. Master now lived in St. Michael’s. Not
long after his marriage, a misunderstanding took place between himself and Master Hugh; and as a means of
punishing his brother, he took me from him to live with himself at St. Michael’s. Here I underwent another most
painful separation. It, however, was not so severe as the one I dreaded at the division of property; for, during this
interval, a great change had taken place in Master Hugh and his once kind and affectionate wife. The influence of
brandy upon him, and of slavery upon her, had effected a disastrous change in the characters of both; so that, as
far as they were concerned, I thought I had little to lose by the change. But it was not to them that I was attached.
It was to those little Baltimore boys that I felt the strongest attachment. I had received many good lessons from
them, and was still receiving them, and the thought of leaving them was painful indeed. I was leaving, too, without
the hope of ever being allowed to return. Master Thomas had said he would never let me return again. The barrier
betwixt himself and brother he considered impassable.

I then had to regret that I did not at least make the attempt to carry out my resolution to run away; for the chances
of success are tenfold greater from the city than from the country.
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I sailed from Baltimore for St. Michael’s in the sloop Amanda, Captain Edward Dodson. On my passage, I paid
particular attention to the direction which the steamboats took to go to Philadelphia. I found, instead of going
down, on reaching North Point they went up the bay, in a north-easterly direction. I deemed this knowledge of the
utmost importance. My determination to run away was again revived. I resolved to wait only so long as the
offering of a favorable opportunity. When that came, I was determined to be off.

Chapter 9

I have now reached a period of my life when I can give dates. I left Baltimore, and went to live with Master
Thomas Auld, at St. Michael’s, in March, 1832. It was now more than seven years since I lived with him in the
family of my old master, on Colonel Lloyd’s plantation. We of course were now almost entire strangers to each
other. He was to me a new master, and I to him a new slave. I was ignorant of his temper and disposition; he was
equally so of mine. A very short time, however, brought us into full acquaintance with each other. I was made
acquainted with his wife not less than with himself. They were well matched, being equally mean and cruel. I was
now, for the first time during a space of more than seven years, made to feel the painful gnawings of hunger—a
something which I had not experienced before since I left Colonel Lloyd’s plantation. It went hard enough with me
then, when I could look back to no period at which I had enjoyed a sufficiency. It was tenfold harder after living in
Master Hugh’s family, where I had always had enough to eat, and of that which was good. I have said Master
Thomas was a mean man. He was so. Not to give a slave enough to eat, is regarded as the most aggravated
development of meanness even among slaveholders. The rule is, no matter how coarse the food, only let there be
enough of it. This is the theory; and in the part of Maryland from which I came, it is the general practice,—though
there are many exceptions. Master Thomas gave us enough of neither coarse nor fine food. There were four
slaves of us in the kitchen—my sister Eliza, my aunt Priscilla, Henny, and myself; and we were allowed less than
a half of a bushel of corn-meal per week, and very little else, either in the shape of meat or vegetables. It was not
enough for us to subsist upon. We were therefore reduced to the wretched necessity of living at the expense of
our neighbors. This we did by begging and stealing, whichever came handy in the time of need, the one being
considered as legitimate as the other. A great many times have we poor creatures been nearly perishing with
hunger, when food in abundance lay mouldering in the safe and smoke-house, and our pious mistress was aware
of the fact; and yet that mistress and her husband would kneel every morning, and pray that God would bless
them in basket and store!

Bad as all slaveholders are, we seldom meet one destitute of every element of character commanding respect.
My master was one of this rare sort. I do not know of one single noble act ever performed by him. The leading
trait in his character was meanness; and if there were any other element in his nature, it was made subject to this.
He was mean; and, like most other mean men, he lacked the ability to conceal his meanness. Captain Auld was
not born a slaveholder. He had been a poor man, master only of a Bay craft. He came into possession of all his
slaves by marriage; and of all men, adopted slaveholders are the worst. He was cruel, but cowardly. He
commanded without firmness. In the enforcement of his rules, he was at times rigid, and at times lax. At times, he
spoke to his slaves with the firmness of Napoleon and the fury of a demon; at other times, he might well be
mistaken for an inquirer who had lost his way. He did nothing of himself. He might have passed for a lion, but for
his ears. In all things noble which he attempted, his own meanness shone most conspicuous. His airs, words, and
actions, were the airs, words, and actions of born slaveholders, and, being assumed, were awkward enough. He
was not even a good imitator. He possessed all the disposition to deceive, but wanted the power. Having no
resources within himself, he was compelled to be the copyist of many, and being such, he was forever the victim
of inconsistency; and of consequence he was an object of contempt, and was held as such even by his slaves.
The luxury of having slaves of his own to wait upon him was something new and unprepared for. He was a
slaveholder without the ability to hold slaves. He found himself incapable of managing his slaves either by force,
fear, or fraud. We seldom called him “master;” we generally called him “Captain Auld,” and were hardly disposed
to title him at all. I doubt not that our conduct had much to do with making him appear awkward, and of
consequence fretful. Our want of reverence for him must have perplexed him greatly. He wished to have us call
him master, but lacked the firmness necessary to command us to do so. His wife used to insist upon our calling
him so, but to no purpose. In August, 1832, my master attended a Methodist camp-meeting held in the Bay-side,
Talbot county, and there experienced religion. I indulged a faint hope that his conversion would lead him to
emancipate his slaves, and that, if he did not do this, it would, at any rate, make him more kind and humane. I
was disappointed in both these respects. It neither made him to be humane to his slaves, nor to emancipate
them. If it had any effect on his character, it made him more cruel and hateful in all his ways; for I believe him to
have been a much worse man after his conversion than before. Prior to his conversion, he relied upon his own
depravity to shield and sustain him in his savage barbarity; but after his conversion, he found religious sanction
and support for his slaveholding cruelty. He made the greatest pretensions to piety. His house was the house of
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prayer. He prayed morning, noon, and night. He very soon distinguished himself among his brethren, and was
soon made a class-leader and exhorter. His activity in revivals was great, and he proved himself an instrument in
the hands of the church in converting many souls. His house was the preachers’ home. They used to take great
pleasure in coming there to put up; for while he starved us, he stuffed them. We have had three or four preachers
there at a time. The names of those who used to come most frequently while I lived there, were Mr. Storks, Mr.
Ewery, Mr. Humphry, and Mr. Hickey. I have also seen Mr. George Cookman at our house. We slaves loved Mr.
Cookman. We believed him to be a good man. We thought him instrumental in getting Mr. Samuel Harrison, a
very rich slaveholder, to emancipate his slaves; and by some means got the impression that he was laboring to
effect the emancipation of all the slaves. When he was at our house, we were sure to be called in to prayers.
When the others were there, we were sometimes called in and sometimes not. Mr. Cookman took more notice of
us than either of the other ministers. He could not come among us without betraying his sympathy for us, and,
stupid as we were, we had the sagacity to see it.

While I lived with my master in St. Michael’s, there was a white young man, a Mr. Wilson, who proposed to keep a
Sabbath school for the instruction of such slaves as might be disposed to learn to read the New Testament. We
met but three times, when Mr. West and Mr. Fairbanks, both class-leaders, with many others, came upon us with
sticks and other missiles, drove us off, and forbade us to meet again. Thus ended our little Sabbath school in the
pious town of St. Michael’s.

I have said my master found religious sanction for his cruelty. As an example, I will state one of many facts going
to prove the charge. I have seen him tie up a lame young woman, and whip her with a heavy cowskin upon her
naked shoulders, causing the warm red blood to drip; and, in justification of the bloody deed, he would quote this
passage of Scripture—”He that knoweth his master’s will, and doeth it not, shall be beaten with many stripes.”

Master would keep this lacerated young woman tied up in this horrid situation four or five hours at a time. I have
known him to tie her up early in the morning, and whip her before breakfast; leave her, go to his store, return at
dinner, and whip her again, cutting her in the places already made raw with his cruel lash. The secret of master’s
cruelty toward “Henny” is found in the fact of her being almost helpless. When quite a child, she fell into the fire,
and burned herself horribly. Her hands were so burnt that she never got the use of them. She could do very little
but bear heavy burdens. She was to master a bill of expense; and as he was a mean man, she was a constant
offence to him. He seemed desirous of getting the poor girl out of existence. He gave her away once to his sister;
but, being a poor gift, she was not disposed to keep her. Finally, my benevolent master, to use his own words,
“set her adrift to take care of herself.” Here was a recently-converted man, holding on upon the mother, and at the
same time turning out her helpless child, to starve and die! Master Thomas was one of the many pious
slaveholders who hold slaves for the very charitable purpose of taking care of them.

My master and myself had quite a number of differences. He found me unsuitable to his purpose. My city life, he
said, had had a very pernicious effect upon me. It had almost ruined me for every good purpose, and fitted me for
every thing which was bad. One of my greatest faults was that of letting his horse run away, and go down to his
father-inlaw’s farm, which was about five miles from St. Michael’s. I would then have to go after it. My reason for
this kind of carelessness, or carefulness, was, that I could always get something to eat when I went there. Master
William Hamilton, my master’s father-in-law, always gave his slaves enough to eat. I never left there hungry, no
matter how great the need of my speedy return. Master Thomas at length said he would stand it no longer. I had
lived with him nine months, during which time he had given me a number of severe whippings, all to no good
purpose. He resolved to put me out, as he said, to be broken; and, for this purpose, he let me for one year to a
man named Edward Covey. Mr. Covey was a poor man, a farm-renter. He rented the place upon which he lived,
as also the hands with which he tilled it. Mr. Covey had acquired a very high reputation for breaking young slaves,
and this reputation was of immense value to him. It enabled him to get his farm tilled with much less expense to
himself than he could have had it done without such a reputation. Some slaveholders thought it not much loss to
allow Mr. Covey to have their slaves one year, for the sake of the training to which they were subjected, without
any other compensation. He could hire young help with great ease, in consequence of this reputation. Added to
the natural good qualities of Mr. Covey, he was a professor of religion—a pious soul—a member and a class-
leader in the Methodist church. All of this added weight to his reputation as a “nigger-breaker.” I was aware of all
the facts, having been made acquainted with them by a young man who had lived there. I nevertheless made the
change gladly; for I was sure of getting enough to eat, which is not the smallest consideration to a hungry man.

247247



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. 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 would turn short and crawl into a fence-corner, or behind some tree,
and there watch us till the going down of the sun.
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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!

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
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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.

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, 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
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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. 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 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.
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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 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 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.
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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
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.

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.
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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 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, 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
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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.

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
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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 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 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
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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
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
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!”
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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 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.

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

258258



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.

Chapter 11

I now come to that part of my life during which I planned, and finally succeeded in making, my escape from
slavery. But before narrating any of the peculiar circumstances, I deem it proper to make known my intention not
to state all the facts connected with the transaction. My reasons for pursuing this course may be understood from
the following: First, were I to give a minute statement of all the facts, it is not only possible, but quite probable, that
others would thereby be involved in the most embarrassing difficulties. Secondly, such a statement would most
undoubtedly induce greater vigilance on the part of slaveholders than has existed heretofore among them; which
would, of course, be the means of guarding a door whereby some dear brother bondman might escape his galling
chains. I deeply regret the necessity that impels me to suppress any thing of importance connected with my
experience in slavery. It would afford me great pleasure indeed, as well as materially add to the interest of my
narrative, were I at liberty to gratify a curiosity, which I know exists in the minds of many, by an accurate
statement of all the facts pertaining to my most fortunate escape. But I must deprive myself of this pleasure, and
the curious of the gratification which such a statement would afford. I would allow myself to suffer under the
greatest imputations which evil-minded men might suggest, rather than exculpate myself, and thereby run the
hazard of closing the slightest avenue by which a brother slave might clear himself of the chains and fetters of
slavery.

I have never approved of the very public manner in which some of our western friends have conducted what they
call the underground railroad, but which I think, by their open declarations, has been made most emphatically the
upper-ground railroad. I honor those good men and women for their noble daring, and applaud them for willingly
subjecting themselves to bloody persecution, by openly avowing their participation in the escape of slaves. I,
however, can see very little good resulting from such a course, either to themselves or the slaves escaping; while,
upon the other hand, I see and feel assured that those open declarations are a positive evil to the slaves
remaining, who are seeking to escape. They do nothing towards enlightening the slave, whilst they do much
towards enlightening the master. They stimulate him to greater watchfulness, and enhance his power to capture
his slave. We owe something to the slave south of the line as well as to those north of it; and in aiding the latter
on their way to freedom, we should be careful to do nothing which would be likely to hinder the former from
escaping from slavery. I would keep the merciless slaveholder profoundly ignorant of the means of flight adopted
by the slave. I would leave him to imagine himself surrounded by myriads of invisible tormentors, ever ready to
snatch from his infernal grasp his trembling prey. Let him be left to feel his way in the dark; let darkness
commensurate with his crime hover over him; and let him feel that at every step he takes, in pursuit of the flying
bondman, he is running the frightful risk of having his hot brains dashed out by an invisible agency. Let us render
the tyrant no aid; let us not hold the light by which he can trace the footprints of our flying brother. But enough of
this. I will now proceed to the statement of those facts, connected with my escape, for which I am alone
responsible, and for which no one can be made to suffer but myself.

In the early part of the year 1838, I became quite restless. I could see no reason why I should, at the end of each
week, pour the reward of my toil into the purse of my master. When I carried to him my weekly wages, he would,
after counting the money, look me in the face with a robber-like fierceness, and ask, “Is this all?” He was satisfied
with nothing less than the last cent. He would, however, when I made him six dollars, sometimes give me six
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cents, to encourage me. It had the opposite effect. I regarded it as a sort of admission of my right to the whole.
The fact that he gave me any part of my wages was proof, to my mind, that he believed me entitled to the whole
of them. I always felt worse for having received any thing; for I feared that the giving me a few cents would ease
his conscience, and make him feel himself to be a pretty honorable sort of robber. My discontent grew upon me. I
was ever on the look-out for means of escape; and, finding no direct means, I determined to try to hire my time,
with a view of getting money with which to make my escape. In the spring of 1838, when Master Thomas came to
Baltimore to purchase his spring goods, I got an opportunity, and applied to him to allow me to hire my time. He
unhesitatingly refused my request, and told me this was another stratagem by which to escape. He told me I
could go nowhere but that he could get me; and that, in the event of my running away, he should spare no pains
in his efforts to catch me. He exhorted me to content myself, and be obedient. He told me, if I would be happy, I
must lay out no plans for the future. He said, if I behaved myself properly, he would take care of me. Indeed, he
advised me to complete thoughtlessness of the future, and taught me to depend solely upon him for happiness.
He seemed to see fully the pressing necessity of setting aside my intellectual nature, in order to contentment in
slavery. But in spite of him, and even in spite of myself, I continued to think, and to think about the injustice of my
enslavement, and the means of escape.

About two months after this, I applied to Master Hugh for the privilege of hiring my time. He was not acquainted
with the fact that I had applied to Master Thomas, and had been refused. He too, at first, seemed disposed to
refuse; but, after some reflection, he granted me the privilege, and proposed the following terms: I was to be
allowed all my time, make all contracts with those for whom I worked, and find my own employment; and, in return
for this liberty, I was to pay him three dollars at the end of each week; find myself in calking tools, and in board
and clothing. My board was two dollars and a half per week. This, with the wear and tear of clothing and calking
tools, made my regular expenses about six dollars per week. This amount I was compelled to make up, or
relinquish the privilege of hiring my time. Rain or shine, work or no work, at the end of each week the money must
be forthcoming, or I must give up my privilege. This arrangement, it will be perceived, was decidedly in my
master’s favor. It relieved him of all need of looking after me. His money was sure. He received all the benefits of
slaveholding without its evils; while I endured all the evils of a slave, and suffered all the care and anxiety of a
freeman. I found it a hard bargain. But, hard as it was, I thought it better than the old mode of getting along. It was
a step towards freedom to be allowed to bear the responsibilities of a freeman, and I was determined to hold on
upon it. I bent myself to the work of making money. I was ready to work at night as well as day, and by the most
untiring perseverance and industry, I made enough to meet my expenses, and lay up a little money every week. I
went on thus from May till August. Master Hugh then refused to allow me to hire my time longer. The ground for
his refusal was a failure on my part, one Saturday night, to pay him for my week’s time. This failure was
occasioned by my attending a camp meeting about ten miles from Baltimore. During the week, I had entered into
an engagement with a number of young friends to start from Baltimore to the camp ground early Saturday
evening; and being detained by my employer, I was unable to get down to Master Hugh’s without disappointing
the company. I knew that Master Hugh was in no special need of the money that night. I therefore decided to go
to camp meeting, and upon my return pay him the three dollars. I staid at the camp meeting one day longer than I
intended when I left. But as soon as I returned, I called upon him to pay him what he considered his due. I found
him very angry; he could scarce restrain his wrath. He said he had a great mind to give me a severe whipping. He
wished to know how I dared go out of the city without asking his permission. I told him I hired my time and while I
paid him the price which he asked for it, I did not know that I was bound to ask him when and where I should go.
This reply troubled him; and, after reflecting a few moments, he turned to me, and said I should hire my time no
longer; that the next thing he should know of, I would be running away. Upon the same plea, he told me to bring
my tools and clothing home forthwith. I did so; but instead of seeking work, as I had been accustomed to do
previously to hiring my time, I spent the whole week without the performance of a single stroke of work. I did this
in retaliation. Saturday night, he called upon me as usual for my week’s wages. I told him I had no wages; I had
done no work that week. Here we were upon the point of coming to blows. He raved, and swore his determination
to get hold of me. I did not allow myself a single word; but was resolved, if he laid the weight of his hand upon me,
it should be blow for blow. He did not strike me, but told me that he would find me in constant employment in
future. I thought the matter over during the next day, Sunday, and finally resolved upon the third day of
September, as the day upon which I would make a second attempt to secure my freedom. I now had three weeks
during which to prepare for my journey. Early on Monday morning, before Master Hugh had time to make any
engagement for me, I went out and got employment of Mr. Butler, at his ship-yard near the drawbridge, upon what
is called the City Block, thus making it unnecessary for him to seek employment for me. At the end of the week, I
brought him between eight and nine dollars. He seemed very well pleased, and asked why I did not do the same
the week before. He little knew what my plans were. My object in working steadily was to remove any suspicion
he might entertain of my intent to run away; and in this I succeeded admirably. I suppose he thought I was never
better satisfied with my condition than at the very time during which I was planning my escape. The second week
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passed, and again I carried him my full wages; and so well pleased was he, that he gave me twenty-five cents,
(quite a large sum for a slaveholder to give a slave,) and bade me to make a good use of it. I told him I would.

Things went on without very smoothly indeed, but within there was trouble. It is impossible for me to describe my
feelings as the time of my contemplated start drew near. I had a number of warmhearted friends in
Baltimore,—friends that I loved almost as I did my life,—and the thought of being separated from them forever
was painful beyond expression. It is my opinion that thousands would escape from slavery, who now remain, but
for the strong cords of affection that bind them to their friends. The thought of leaving my friends was decidedly
the most painful thought with which I had to contend. The love of them was my tender point, and shook my
decision more than all things else. Besides the pain of separation, the dread and apprehension of a failure
exceeded what I had experienced at my first attempt. The appalling defeat I then sustained returned to torment
me. I felt assured that, if I failed in this attempt, my case would be a hopeless one—it would seal my fate as a
slave forever. I could not hope to get off with any thing less than the severest punishment, and being placed
beyond the means of escape. It required no very vivid imagination to depict the most frightful scenes through
which I should have to pass, in case I failed. The wretchedness of slavery, and the blessedness of freedom, were
perpetually before me. It was life and death with me. But I remained firm, and, according to my resolution, on the
third day of September, 1838, I left my chains, and succeeded in reaching New York without the slightest
interruption of any kind. How I did so,—what means I adopted,—what direction I travelled, and by what mode of
conveyance,—I must leave unexplained, for the reasons before mentioned.

I have been frequently asked how I felt when I found myself in a free State. I have never been able to answer the
question with any satisfaction to myself. It was a moment of the highest excitement I ever experienced. I suppose
I felt as one may imagine the unarmed mariner to feel when he is rescued by a friendly man-of-war from the
pursuit of a pirate. In writing to a dear friend, immediately after my arrival at New York, I said I felt like one who
had escaped a den of hungry lions. This state of mind, however, very soon subsided; and I was again seized with
a feeling of great insecurity and loneliness. I was yet liable to be taken back, and subjected to all the tortures of
slavery. This in itself was enough to damp the ardor of my enthusiasm. But the loneliness overcame me. There I
was in the midst of thousands, and yet a perfect stranger; without home and without friends, in the midst of
thousands of my own brethren—children of a common Father, and yet I dared not to unfold to any one of them my
sad condition. I was afraid to speak to any one for fear of speaking to the wrong one, and thereby falling into the
hands of money-loving kidnappers, whose business it was to lie in wait for the panting fugitive, as the ferocious
beasts of the forest lie in wait for their prey. The motto which I adopted when I started from slavery was
this—”Trust no man!” I saw in every white man an enemy, and in almost every colored man cause for distrust. It
was a most painful situation; and, to understand it, one must needs experience it, or imagine himself in similar
circumstances. Let him be a fugitive slave in a strange land—a land given up to be the hunting-ground for
slaveholders—whose inhabitants are legalized kidnappers—where he is every moment subjected to the terrible
liability of being seized upon by his fellowmen, as the hideous crocodile seizes upon his prey!—I say, let him
place himself in my situation—without home or friends—without money or credit—wanting shelter, and no one to
give it—wanting bread, and no money to buy it,—and at the same time let him feel that he is pursued by merciless
men-hunters, and in total darkness as to what to do, where to go, or where to stay,—perfectly helpless both as to
the means of defence and means of escape,—in the midst of plenty, yet suffering the terrible gnawings of
hunger,—in the midst of houses, yet having no home,—among fellow-men, yet feeling as if in the midst of wild
beasts, whose greediness to swallow up the trembling and half-famished fugitive is only equalled by that with
which the monsters of the deep swallow up the helpless fish upon which they subsist,—I say, let him be placed in
this most trying situation,—the situation in which I was placed,—then, and not till then, will he fully appreciate the
hardships of, and know how to sympathize with, the toil-worn and whip-scarred fugitive slave.

Thank Heaven, I remained but a short time in this distressed situation. I was relieved from it by the humane hand
of Mr. David Ruggles, whose vigilance, kindness, and perseverance, I shall never forget. I am glad of an
opportunity to express, as far as words can, the love and gratitude I bear him. Mr. Ruggles is now afflicted with
blindness, and is himself in need of the same kind offices which he was once so forward in the performance of
toward others. I had been in New York but a few days, when Mr. Ruggles sought me out, and very kindly took me
to his boarding-house at the corner of Church and Lespenard Streets. Mr. Ruggles was then very deeply engaged
in the memorable Darg case, as well as attending to a number of other fugitive slaves, devising ways and means
for their successful escape; and, though watched and hemmed in on almost every side, he seemed to be more
than a match for his enemies.

Very soon after I went to Mr. Ruggles, he wished to know of me where I wanted to go; as he deemed it unsafe for
me to remain in New York. I told him I was a calker, and should like to go where I could get work. I thought of
going to Canada; but he decided against it, and in favor of my going to New Bedford, thinking I should be able to
get work there at my trade. At this time, Anna,* my intended wife, came on; for I wrote to her immediately after my
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arrival at New York, (notwithstanding my homeless, houseless, and helpless condition,) informing her of my
successful flight, and wishing her to come on forthwith. In a few days after her arrival, Mr. Ruggles called in the
Rev. J. W. C. Pennington, who, in the presence of Mr. Ruggles, Mrs. Michaels, and two or three others,
performed the marriage ceremony, and gave us a certificate, of which the following is an exact copy:—

“This may certify, that I joined together in holy matrimony Frederick
Johnson** and Anna Murray, as man and wife, in the presence of Mr. David
Ruggles and Mrs. Michaels.
“JAMES W. C. PENNINGTON
“New York, Sept. 15, 1838”

*She was free.

**I had changed my name from Frederick Bailey to that of Johnson.

Upon receiving this certificate, and a five-dollar bill from Mr. Ruggles, I shouldered one part of our baggage, and
Anna took up the other, and we set out forthwith to take passage on board of the steamboat John W. Richmond
for Newport, on our way to New Bedford. Mr. Ruggles gave me a letter to a Mr. Shaw in Newport, and told me, in
case my money did not serve me to New Bedford, to stop in Newport and obtain further assistance; but upon our
arrival at Newport, we were so anxious to get to a place of safety, that, notwithstanding we lacked the necessary
money to pay our fare, we decided to take seats in the stage, and promise to pay when we got to New Bedford.
We were encouraged to do this by two excellent gentlemen, residents of New Bedford, whose names I afterward
ascertained to be Joseph Ricketson and William C. Taber. They seemed at once to understand our
circumstances, and gave us such assurance of their friendliness as put us fully at ease in their presence.

It was good indeed to meet with such friends, at such a time. Upon reaching New Bedford, we were directed to
the house of Mr. Nathan Johnson, by whom we were kindly received, and hospitably provided for. Both Mr. and
Mrs. Johnson took a deep and lively interest in our welfare. They proved themselves quite worthy of the name of
abolitionists. When the stage-driver found us unable to pay our fare, he held on upon our baggage as security for
the debt. I had but to mention the fact to Mr. Johnson, and he forthwith advanced the money.

We now began to feel a degree of safety, and to prepare ourselves for the duties and responsibilities of a life of
freedom. On the morning after our arrival at New Bedford, while at the breakfast-table, the question arose as to
what name I should be called by. The name given me by my mother was, “Frederick Augustus Washington
Bailey.” I, however, had dispensed with the two middle names long before I left Maryland so that I was generally
known by the name of “Frederick Bailey.” I started from Baltimore bearing the name of “Stanley.” When I got to
New York, I again changed my name to “Frederick Johnson,” and thought that would be the last change. But
when I got to New Bedford, I found it necessary again to change my name. The reason of this necessity was, that
there were so many Johnsons in New Bedford, it was already quite difficult to distinguish between them. I gave
Mr. Johnson the privilege of choosing me a name, but told him he must not take from me the name of “Frederick.”
I must hold on to that, to preserve a sense of my identity. Mr. Johnson had just been reading the “Lady of the
Lake,” and at once suggested that my name be “Douglass.” From that time until now I have been called
“Frederick Douglass;” and as I am more widely known by that name than by either of the others, I shall continue
to use it as my own.

I was quite disappointed at the general appearance of things in New Bedford. The impression which I had
received respecting the character and condition of the people of the north, I found to be singularly erroneous. I
had very strangely supposed, while in slavery, that few of the comforts, and scarcely any of the luxuries, of life
were enjoyed at the north, compared with what were enjoyed by the slaveholders of the south. I probably came to
this conclusion from the fact that northern people owned no slaves. I supposed that they were about upon a level
with the non-slaveholding population of the south. I knew they were exceedingly poor, and I had been
accustomed to regard their poverty as the necessary consequence of their being non-slaveholders. I had
somehow imbibed the opinion that, in the absence of slaves, there could be no wealth, and very little refinement.
And upon coming to the north, I expected to meet with a rough, hard-handed, and uncultivated population, living
in the most Spartan-like simplicity, knowing nothing of the ease, luxury, pomp, and grandeur of southern
slaveholders. Such being my conjectures, any one acquainted with the appearance of New Bedford may very
readily infer how palpably I must have seen my mistake.

In the afternoon of the day when I reached New Bedford, I visited the wharves, to take a view of the shipping.
Here I found myself surrounded with the strongest proofs of wealth. Lying at the wharves, and riding in the
stream, I saw many ships of the finest model, in the best order, and of the largest size. Upon the right and left, I
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was walled in by granite warehouses of the widest dimensions, stowed to their utmost capacity with the
necessaries and comforts of life. Added to this, almost every body seemed to be at work, but noiselessly so,
compared with what I had been accustomed to in Baltimore. There were no loud songs heard from those engaged
in loading and unloading ships. I heard no deep oaths or horrid curses on the laborer. I saw no whipping of men;
but all seemed to go smoothly on. Every man appeared to understand his work, and went at it with a sober, yet
cheerful earnestness, which betokened the deep interest which he felt in what he was doing, as well as a sense of
his own dignity as a man. To me this looked exceedingly strange. From the wharves I strolled around and over
the town, gazing with wonder and admiration at the splendid churches, beautiful dwellings, and finely-cultivated
gardens; evincing an amount of wealth, comfort, taste, and refinement, such as I had never seen in any part of
slaveholding Maryland.

Every thing looked clean, new, and beautiful. I saw few or no dilapidated houses, with poverty-stricken inmates;
no half-naked children and barefooted women, such as I had been accustomed to see in Hillsborough, Easton, St.
Michael’s, and Baltimore. The people looked more able, stronger, healthier, and happier, than those of Maryland.
I was for once made glad by a view of extreme wealth, without being saddened by seeing extreme poverty. But
the most astonishing as well as the most interesting thing to me was the condition of the colored people, a great
many of whom, like myself, had escaped thither as a refuge from the hunters of men. I found many, who had not
been seven years out of their chains, living in finer houses, and evidently enjoying more of the comforts of life,
than the average of slaveholders in Maryland. I will venture to assert, that my friend Mr. Nathan Johnson (of
whom I can say with a grateful heart, “I was hungry, and he gave me meat; I was thirsty, and he gave me drink; I
was a stranger, and he took me in”) lived in a neater house; dined at a better table; took, paid for, and read, more
newspapers; better understood the moral, religious, and political character of the nation,—than nine tenths of the
slaveholders in Talbot county Maryland. Yet Mr. Johnson was a working man. His hands were hardened by toil,
and not his alone, but those also of Mrs. Johnson. I found the colored people much more spirited than I had
supposed they would be. I found among them a determination to protect each other from the blood-thirsty
kidnapper, at all hazards. Soon after my arrival, I was told of a circumstance which illustrated their spirit. A colored
man and a fugitive slave were on unfriendly terms. The former was heard to threaten the latter with informing his
master of his whereabouts. Straightway a meeting was called among the colored people, under the stereotyped
notice, “Business of importance!” The betrayer was invited to attend. The people came at the appointed hour, and
organized the meeting by appointing a very religious old gentleman as president, who, I believe, made a prayer,
after which he addressed the meeting as follows: “Friends, we have got him here, and I would recommend that
you young men just take him outside the door, and kill him!” With this, a number of them bolted at him; but they
were intercepted by some more timid than themselves, and the betrayer escaped their vengeance, and has not
been seen in New Bedford since. I believe there have been no more such threats, and should there be hereafter, I
doubt not that death would be the consequence.

I found employment, the third day after my arrival, in stowing a sloop with a load of oil. It was new, dirty, and hard
work for me; but I went at it with a glad heart and a willing hand. I was now my own master. It was a happy
moment, the rapture of which can be understood only by those who have been slaves. It was the first work, the
reward of which was to be entirely my own. There was no Master Hugh standing ready, the moment I earned the
money, to rob me of it. I worked that day with a pleasure I had never before experienced. I was at work for myself
and newly-married wife. It was to me the starting-point of a new existence. When I got through with that job, I
went in pursuit of a job of calking; but such was the strength of prejudice against color, among the white calkers,
that they refused to work with me, and of course I could get no employment.*

*I am told that colored persons can now get employment at
calking in New Bedford—a result of anti-slavery effort.

Finding my trade of no immediate benefit, I threw off my calking habiliments, and prepared myself to do any kind
of work I could get to do. Mr. Johnson kindly let me have his wood-horse and saw, and I very soon found myself a
plenty of work. There was no work too hard—none too dirty. I was ready to saw wood, shovel coal, carry wood,
sweep the chimney, or roll oil casks,—all of which I did for nearly three years in New Bedford, before I became
known to the anti-slavery world.

In about four months after I went to New Bedford, there came a young man to me, and inquired if I did not wish to
take the “Liberator.” I told him I did; but, just having made my escape from slavery, I remarked that I was unable
to pay for it then. I, however, finally became a subscriber to it. The paper came, and I read it from week to week
with such feelings as it would be quite idle for me to attempt to describe. The paper became my meat and my
drink. My soul was set all on fire. Its sympathy for my brethren in bonds—its scathing denunciations of
slaveholders—its faithful exposures of slavery—and its powerful attacks upon the upholders of the
institution—sent a thrill of joy through my soul, such as I had never felt before!
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I had not long been a reader of the “Liberator,” before I got a pretty correct idea of the principles, measures and
spirit of the anti-slavery reform. I took right hold of the cause. I could do but little; but what I could, I did with a
joyful heart, and never felt happier than when in an anti-slavery meeting. I seldom had much to say at the
meetings, because what I wanted to say was said so much better by others. But, while attending an anti-slavery
convention at Nantucket, on the 11th of August, 1841, I felt strongly moved to speak, and was at the same time
much urged to do so by Mr. William C. Coffin, a gentleman who had heard me speak in the colored people’s
meeting at New Bedford. It was a severe cross, and I took it up reluctantly. The truth was, I felt myself a slave,
and the idea of speaking to white people weighed me down. I spoke but a few moments, when I felt a degree of
freedom, and said what I desired with considerable ease. From that time until now, I have been engaged in
pleading the cause of my brethren—with what success, and with what devotion, I leave those acquainted with my
labors to decide.

Appendix

I find, since reading over the foregoing Narrative, that I have, in several instances, spoken in such a tone and
manner, respecting religion, as may possibly lead those unacquainted with my religious views to suppose me an
opponent of all religion. To remove the liability of such misapprehension, I deem it proper to append the following
brief explanation. What I have said respecting and against religion, I mean strictly to apply to the slaveholding
religion of this land, and with no possible reference to Christianity proper; for, between the Christianity of this land,
and the Christianity of Christ, I recognize the widest possible difference—so wide, that to receive the one as good,
pure, and holy, is of necessity to reject the other as bad, corrupt, and wicked. To be the friend of the one, is of
necessity to be the enemy of the other. I love the pure, peaceable, and impartial Christianity of Christ: I therefore
hate the corrupt, slaveholding, women-whipping, cradle-plundering, partial and hypocritical Christianity of this
land. Indeed, I can see no reason, but the most deceitful one, for calling the religion of this land Christianity. I look
upon it as the climax of all misnomers, the boldest of all frauds, and the grossest of all libels. Never was there a
clearer case of “stealing the livery of the court of heaven to serve the devil in.” I am filled with unutterable loathing
when I contemplate the religious pomp and show, together with the horrible inconsistencies, which every where
surround me. We have men-stealers for ministers, women-whippers for missionaries, and cradle-plunderers for
church members. The man who wields the blood-clotted cowskin during the week fills the pulpit on Sunday, and
claims to be a minister of the meek and lowly Jesus. The man who robs me of my earnings at the end of each
week meets me as a class-leader on Sunday morning, to show me the way of life, and the path of salvation. He
who sells my sister, for purposes of prostitution, stands forth as the pious advocate of purity. He who proclaims it
a religious duty to read the Bible denies me the right of learning to read the name of the God who made me. He
who is the religious advocate of marriage robs whole millions of its sacred influence, and leaves them to the
ravages of wholesale pollution. The warm defender of the sacredness of the family relation is the same that
scatters whole families,—sundering husbands and wives, parents and children, sisters and brothers,—leaving the
hut vacant, and the hearth desolate. We see the thief preaching against theft, and the adulterer against adultery.
We have men sold to build churches, women sold to support the gospel, and babes sold to purchase Bibles for
the Poor Heathen! All For The Glory Of God And The Good Of Souls! The slave auctioneer’s bell and the church-
going bell chime in with each other, and the bitter cries of the heart-broken slave are drowned in the religious
shouts of his pious master. Revivals of religion and revivals in the slave-trade go hand in hand together. The
slave prison and the church stand near each other. The clanking of fetters and the rattling of chains in the prison,
and the pious psalm and solemn prayer in the church, may be heard at the same time. The dealers in the bodies
and souls of men erect their stand in the presence of the pulpit, and they mutually help each other. The dealer
gives his blood-stained gold to support the pulpit, and the pulpit, in return, covers his infernal business with the
garb of Christianity. Here we have religion and robbery the allies of each other—devils dressed in angels’ robes,
and hell presenting the semblance of paradise.

“Just God! and these are they,
Who minister at thine altar, God of right!
Men who their hands, with prayer and blessing, lay
On Israel’s ark of light.
“What! preach, and kidnap men?
Give thanks, and rob thy own afflicted poor?
Talk of thy glorious liberty, and then
Bolt hard the captive’s door?
“What! servants of thy own
Merciful Son, who came to seek and save
The homeless and the outcast, fettering down
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The tasked and plundered slave!
“Pilate and Herod friends!
Chief priests and rulers, as of old, combine!
Just God and holy! is that church which lends
Strength to the spoiler thine?”

The Christianity of America is a Christianity, of whose votaries it may be as truly said, as it was of the ancient
scribes and Pharisees, “They bind heavy burdens, and grievous to be borne, and lay them on men’s shoulders,
but they themselves will not move them with one of their fingers. All their works they do for to be seen of
men.—They love the uppermost rooms at feasts, and the chief seats in the synagogues, . . . . . . and to be called
of men, Rabbi, Rabbi.—But woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for ye shut up the kingdom of
heaven against men; for ye neither go in yourselves, neither suffer ye them that are entering to go in. Ye devour
widows’ houses, and for a pretence make long prayers; therefore ye shall receive the greater damnation. Ye
compass sea and land to make one proselyte, and when he is made, ye make him twofold more the child of hell
than yourselves.—Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for ye pay tithe of mint, and anise, and
cumin, and have omitted the weightier matters of the law, judgment, mercy, and faith; these ought ye to have
done, and not to leave the other undone. Ye blind guides! which strain at a gnat, and swallow a camel. Woe unto
you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for ye make clean the outside of the cup and of the platter; but within,
they are full of extortion and excess.—Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for ye are like unto
whited sepulchres, which indeed appear beautiful outward, but are within full of dead men’s bones, and of all
uncleanness. Even so ye also outwardly appear righteous unto men, but within ye are full of hypocrisy and
iniquity.”

Dark and terrible as is this picture, I hold it to be strictly true of the overwhelming mass of professed Christians in
America. They strain at a gnat, and swallow a camel. Could any thing be more true of our churches? They would
be shocked at the proposition of fellowshipping a sheep-stealer; and at the same time they hug to their
communion a man-stealer, and brand me with being an infidel, if I find fault with them for it. They attend with
Pharisaical strictness to the outward forms of religion, and at the same time neglect the weightier matters of the
law, judgment, mercy, and faith. They are always ready to sacrifice, but seldom to show mercy. They are they
who are represented as professing to love God whom they have not seen, whilst they hate their brother whom
they have seen. They love the heathen on the other side of the globe. They can pray for him, pay money to have
the Bible put into his hand, and missionaries to instruct him; while they despise and totally neglect the heathen at
their own doors.

Such is, very briefly, my view of the religion of this land; and to avoid any misunderstanding, growing out of the
use of general terms, I mean by the religion of this land, that which is revealed in the words, deeds, and actions,
of those bodies, north and south, calling themselves Christian churches, and yet in union with slaveholders. It is
against religion, as presented by these bodies, that I have felt it my duty to testify.

I conclude these remarks by copying the following portrait of the religion of the south, (which is, by communion
and fellowship, the religion of the north,) which I soberly affirm is “true to the life,” and without caricature or the
slightest exaggeration. It is said to have been drawn, several years before the present anti-slavery agitation
began, by a northern Methodist preacher, who, while residing at the south, had an opportunity to see slaveholding
morals, manners, and piety, with his own eyes. “Shall I not visit for these things? saith the Lord. Shall not my soul
be avenged on such a nation as this?”

A Parody

“Come, saints and sinners, hear me tell
How pious priests whip Jack and Nell,
And women buy and children sell,
And preach all sinners down to hell,
And sing of heavenly union.
“They’ll bleat and baa, dona like goats,
Gorge down black sheep, and strain at motes,
Array their backs in fine black coats,
Then seize their negroes by their throats,

265265



And choke, for heavenly union.
“They’ll church you if you sip a dram,
And damn you if you steal a lamb;
Yet rob old Tony, Doll, and Sam,
Of human rights, and bread and ham;
Kidnapper’s heavenly union.
“They’ll loudly talk of Christ’s reward,
And bind his image with a cord,
And scold, and swing the lash abhorred,
And sell their brother in the Lord
To handcuffed heavenly union.
“They’ll read and sing a sacred song,
And make a prayer both loud and long,
And teach the right and do the wrong,
Hailing the brother, sister throng,
With words of heavenly union.
“We wonder how such saints can sing,
Or praise the Lord upon the wing,
Who roar, and scold, and whip, and sting,
And to their slaves and mammon cling,
In guilty conscience union.
“They’ll raise tobacco, corn, and rye,
And drive, and thieve, and cheat, and lie,
And lay up treasures in the sky,
By making switch and cowskin fly,
In hope of heavenly union.
“They’ll crack old Tony on the skull,
And preach and roar like Bashan bull,
Or braying ass, of mischief full,
Then seize old Jacob by the wool,
And pull for heavenly union.
“A roaring, ranting, sleek man-thief,
Who lived on mutton, veal, and beef,
Yet never would afford relief
To needy, sable sons of grief,
Was big with heavenly union.
“‘Love not the world,’ the preacher said,
And winked his eye, and shook his head;
He seized on Tom, and Dick, and Ned,
Cut short their meat, and clothes, and bread,
Yet still loved heavenly union.
“Another preacher whining spoke
Of One whose heart for sinners broke:
He tied old Nanny to an oak,
And drew the blood at every stroke,
And prayed for heavenly union.
“Two others oped their iron jaws,
And waved their children-stealing paws;
There sat their children in gewgaws;
By stinting negroes’ backs and maws,
They kept up heavenly union.
“All good from Jack another takes,
And entertains their flirts and rakes,
Who dress as sleek as glossy snakes,
And cram their mouths with sweetened cakes;
And this goes down for union.”

Sincerely and earnestly hoping that this little book may do something toward throwing light on the American slave
system, and hastening the glad day of deliverance to the millions of my brethren in bonds—faithfully relying upon

266266



the power of truth, love, and justice, for success in my humble efforts—and solemnly pledging my self anew to the
sacred cause,—I subscribe myself,

Frederick Douglass.

Lynn, Mass.

April 28, 1845.

The End

Watch this video online: https://youtu.be/HzkMKD0Mlrs
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UNCLE TOM'S CABIN

Uncle Tom’s Cabin; or, Life Among the Lowly, is an anti-slavery novel by American
author Harriet Beecher Stowe. Published in 1852, the novel “helped lay the groundwork
for the Civil War”, according to Will Kaufman.

Stowe, a Connecticut-born teacher at the Hartford Female Seminary and an
active abolitionist, featured the character of Uncle Tom, a long-suffering black slave
around whom the stories of other characters revolve. The sentimental novel depicts the
reality of slavery while also asserting that Christian love can overcome something as
destructive as enslavement of fellow human beings.

Uncle Tom’s Cabin was the best-selling novel of the 19th century and the second best-
selling book of that century, following the Bible. It is credited with helping fuel the
abolitionist cause in the 1850s.

The book and the plays it inspired helped popularize a number of stereotypes about black people. These
include the affectionate, dark-skinned “mammy”; the “pickaninny” stereotype of black children; and the “Uncle
Tom,” or dutiful, long-suffering servant faithful to his white master or mistress. In recent years, the negative
associations with Uncle Tom’s Cabin have, to an extent, overshadowed the historical impact of the book as a
“vital antislavery tool.”

Read Uncle Tom’s Cabin

Alternatively, access audio files of Uncle Tom’s Cabin from Librivox.
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WRITING ABOUT LITERATURE

INTRODUCTION TO WRITING ABOUT LITERATURE

The best of a book is not the thought which it contains, but the thought which it suggests; just as the
charm of music dwells not in the tones but in the echoes of our hearts. – Oliver Wendell Holmes

Learning Outcomes

• Find and use historical sources to discuss the historical
context of a literary work

• Find and use literary criticism in your analysis of literary works
• Cite sources correctly using MLA format
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DISTINGUISH BETWEEN PRIMARY AND
SECONDARY SOURCES

1. Introduction

Whether conducting research in the social sciences, humanities (especially history), arts, or natural sciences, the
ability to distinguish between primaryprimary and secondary source materialsecondary source material is essential. Basically, this distinction
illustrates the degree to which the author of a piece is removed from the actual event being described, informing
the reader as to whether the author is reporting impressions first hand (or is first to record these immediately
following an event), or conveying the experiences and opinions of others—that is, second hand.

2. Primary Sources

These are contemporary accountscontemporary accounts of an event, written by someone who experienced or witnessed the event in
question. These original documentsoriginal documents (i.e., they are not about another document or account) are often diaries,
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letters, memoirs, journals, speeches, manuscripts, interviews and other such unpublished works. They may also
include published pieces such as newspaper or magazine articles (as long as they are written soon after the fact
and not as historical accounts), photographs, audio or video recordings, research reports in the natural or social
sciences, or original literary or theatrical works.

3. Secondary Sources

The function of these is to interpret primary sourcesinterpret primary sources, and so can be described as at least one step removed from
the event or phenomenon under review. Secondary source materials, then, interpret, assign value to, conjecture
upon, and draw conclusions about the events reported in primary sources. These are usually in the form of
published works such as journal articles or books, but may include radio or television documentaries, or
conference proceedings.

4. Defining Questions

When evaluating primary or secondary sources, the following questions might be asked to help ascertain the
nature and value of material being considered:

• How does the author know these details (names, dates, times)? Was the author present at the event or
soon on the scene?

• Where does this information come from—personal experience, eyewitness accounts, or reports written
by others?

• Are the author’s conclusions based on a single piece of evidence, or have many sources been taken into
account (e.g., diary entries, along with third-party eyewitness accounts, impressions of contemporaries,
newspaper accounts)?

Ultimately, all source materials of whatever type must be assessed critically and even the most scrupulous and
thorough work is viewed through the eyes of the writer/interpreter. This must be taken into account when one is
attempting to arrive at the ‘truth’ of an event.
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ANNOTATED LIST OF USEFUL ONLINE
RESOURCES

These days, we’re finding more and more information for free online. The following eight websites (or types of
websites) are recommended for first-year undergraduate students. Most of the websites are broad-based and
interdisciplinary, useful for searching any topic or subject. A few of the websites are subject-specific (such as
health/medicine or controversial issues) or type-specific (such as primary sources or writing lab handouts). The
following annotated list provides:
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Wood, Shaun, “Wet Web” September 8, 2009 via Flickr.
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1. the names of the websites (and authors, if not
the same as the publishers or providers),

2. the associated publishers or providers,
3. URLs to the home pages for the websites,
4. and summaries that describe the websites’

content and coverage as well as suggested
research use.

All of these websites are free and open access.

CIA World Factbook. Central Intelligence Agency.

“The World Factbook provides information on the
history, people, government, economy,
geography, communications, transportation,
military, and transnational issues for 267 world
entities.” It provides maps and flags for each
country, along with detailed statistics in each of
the main categories. For example, the “People
and Society” category provides a variety of
demographic statistics ranging from ethnic groups to languages to birth and death rates. This is a good site
for both foundational and statistical information at the broad, national level for countries around the world.

Government Statistical Sites

Government bodies publish more and more statistical information online, both to save printing costs and to allow
for greater transparency. These sites can be treasure troves for students looking for supporting documentation
regarding current events, controversial issues, and other topics. Here are two examples to give you an idea of
what you can find.

Bureau of Labor Statistics. U.S. Department of Labor.

The Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) focuses on “measuring labor market activity, working conditions, and
price changes in the economy.” This is the place to go to research employment, occupational information,
salary and benefits, and other labor-related information. Students researching careers will find a lot of
information in the
Occupational Outlook Handbook.

National Center for Education Statistics. Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education.

The National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) “collect[s] and analyz[es] data related to education in
the U.S. and other nations.” It reports statistics and publishes reports from early childhood education all the
way up to higher education. It also collects and publishes data about libraries. This is the place to go to
research assessment scores, school programs, enrollment figures, tuition costs, financial aid, graduation
rates, and other similar topics.

Internet Archive. Internet Archive.

The Internet Archive is more than just an archive of web pages. (Even though looking up older versions of
web pages can be a pretty cool thing!) It also includes “texts, audio, moving images, and software.” It is
international in scope and offers “specialized services for adaptive reading and information access for the
blind and other persons with disabilities.” This site would be a good place to check for media archives for
video and music events. It’s also a good source for public domain works (i.e., works that are no longer in
copyright).

National Archives and Records Administration. U.S. National Archives and Records Administration.

The National Archives holds a variety of records and other important documents as “the nation’s record
keeper.” Many of these sources are digitized and available online. Even if the documents aren’t digitized, the
National Archives provides records to tell you where you can locate or request a print copy. You can search
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the site for “documents, photos, and records,” or you can review educational material. This site is also the
place to research military records. Because of the site’s emphasis on recording information of historical
significance, it’s best used for historical or genealogical research.

National Institutes of Health. U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.

The National Institutes of Health (NIH) “is the nation’s medical research agency.” It’s actually “made up of 27
Institutes and Centers, each with a specific research agenda, often focusing on particular diseases or body
systems.” Some of the institutes include the National Cancer Institute and the National Institute of
Environmental Health Sciences, along with the National Library of Medicine. Each of these institutes has its
own site where it provides information about its specialization in the forms of documents, pamphlets, training
materials, consumer-focused data, and statistics. These sites would be good sources for locating information
related to the biological sciences: biology, anatomy, disease, environment, aging, nursing research, etc.

ProCon.org: Pros and Cons of Controversial Issues. ProCon.org.

ProCon.org is a non-profit site that focuses on covering both sides of controversial issues. It organizes topics
according to subject, with some topics containing additional subtopics. Each argument includes citations to
supporting documentation. In this way, students are able to use the site as both a brainstorming tool and a
source of relevant articles and online sources.

Purdue University Writing Lab. Purdue Online Writing Lab [Purdue OWL]. Purdue University.

The Purdue Online Writing Lab [OWL] is one of the most well-known online writing labs. The site contains
sections for writing (both general and subject-specific), research, and citation. It also provides detailed
guides for writing and citing in both MLA and APA styles. This is a good site for students seeking more
information about writing and citation styles, as well as the general mechanics of writing.

The Writing Center at UNC Chapel Hill. Handouts & Demos. College of Arts and Sciences, University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill.

Handouts & Demos is a collection of materials to help students with the writing process. The site is
organized into four sections: “Writing the Paper,” “Citation, Style, and Sentence Level Concerns,” “Specific
Writing Assignments/Contexts,” and “Writing for Specific Fields.” This is a good site for students needing
more information about the mechanics and background of writing.

Reflection Questions

• What skill does this content help you develop?
• What are the key topics covered in this content?
• How can the content in this section help you demonstrate mastery of a specific skill?
• What questions do you have about this content?
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USING DATABASES: PERIODICAL INDEXES AND
ABSTRACTS

Search Magazine Articles, Research Reports, Journal Articles, and
Abstracts Published in Magazines, Newspapers, and Scholarly
Journals.

Magazines, newspapers, and scholarly journals provide contemporary material that is often on very narrow topics.
Magazines are written in a more popular style and aimed at a general audience. The term “journals” is used for
scholarly research publications. (Librarians use the term “periodicals” to include both magazines and journals.)
Often journals are peer-reviewed, which means that the articles are read by a number of scholars in the field
before being approved for publication. There are thousands of journals, magazines, and newspapers published
annually. Instead of leafing through journals, magazines, and newspapers themselves, you can consult a
periodical database to find out what articles have appeared on a given topic.

Before the Internet, printed indexes listed articles by subject headings. Entries included author, title of article,
magazine or journal title, volume, issue, and page numbers. Given the researching habits of today’s scholars and
students, it’s highly likely that your library has incorporated online resources into their collections. Produced by the
same publishers who once provided print indexes, these online databases are proprietary and you will probably
need to go through an authorization procedure in order to use them when you are off-campus. Check with your
library to find out the procedures you need to follow.

Go to this link for hte video: https://player.vimeo.com/video/12861706

Full-Text Databases

Not every article ever published is available with full text online. Some databases provide indexing only. However,
even those services can be useful. If you have enough time, you can look first in your own library to see if the
articles are available and then ask about the possibility of using interlibrary loan services to obtain the articles.

Databases can be searched by author, title, keywords, or subject headings (or descriptors). Increasingly, full-text
PDFs are available for you to download, although it’s important to keep in mind that planning ahead is the best
policy; most university libraries have a lag-time of about one year before converting print to online text/PDFs
(meaning that the most up-to-date academic journal articles, for instance, may only be available in the print
version until a year or so after their publication).

If you have never used a computerized index, then you will probably come away shocked and delighted by their
potential. Rather than shuffling through mountains of books and periodicals and becoming distracted by tangential
or irrelevant ideas, you can sift through a world of information in minutes by accessing the appropriate databases.

No indexing service covers every journal published in the world. Databases range from Art Abstracts to Zoological
Records. There are general, multidisciplinary databases such as EBSCOHost, InfoTrac, Wilson Select Plus, and
Readers Guide Abstracts. (Some of these have corresponding printed indexes and some are available online
only.) How to Choose the Appropriate Database

How do you know which ones to use? Your library’s Web site will have a subject-oriented listing of the databases
and indexes available. If you are having trouble deciding where to look, this is a good time to ask your librarian!

Although they differ in searching procedures, most databases can be searched by authors, titles of articles,
keywords, and subject headings—most often referred to as descriptors. Every database has its own list of
descriptors. A thesaurus of these descriptors may be available in print form as well as online. Looking up
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“classroom management” in ERIC, an education database, indicates that the preferred descriptor used by ERIC
for this concept is “classroom techniques.” PsycINFO—an excellent indexing service produced by the American
Psychological Association—uses descriptors such as “classroom behavior” and “classroom discipline” for the
same concept. When using indexes online, first try a few keywords of your own, and then look carefully at the
complete entries to see if you can identify other useful descriptors to use as research keywords/descriptors.

Once you have found the citations for the articles, you may
find that the database you have selected includes online full
text of all the articles indexed. If not, you will want to check
your library’s catalog to see if the journal is available in print
or electronically through another service. Libraries often
provide a list of all of the journals that are made available
electronically in the databases they license.

Online indexing can also provide additional filtering features,
to make searching for specific keywords/descriptors/articles,
etc. even more specific – for instance, you can usually
search using limited publication dates. You may be able to
limit your search to articles in a specific language. Some
databases such as EXPANDED ACADEMIC ASAP allow
users to limit their search to “peer-reviewed journals” (i.e.
scholarly journals rather than popular magazines). Some databases provide a table of contents feature so that
you can choose the name of a journal and then browse through each issue. Your library may license a large (and
expensive) database called ISI Web of Science. Web of Science has a special “cited reference” feature. You can
identify an article and then find out what other writers are citing that article! Then, if you wish, you can review what
these other scholars have written about this particular source.

Given the remarkable capabilities of ISI Web of Science (and other databases), you can see why more and more
researchers depend on them to locate all of the essays written by a particular scholar or to determine what
studies are being referred to most frequently or to obtain a complete listing of all of the articles on a subject that
have been cited in a prominent journal.

Next are some examples of databases that you may be able to access at your library. (The producers of these
databases are continually updating their products. The years of coverage and the number of journals indexed
may have changed.)
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ANNOTATED LIST OF USEFUL DATABASES

While internet search engines have made locating sources online easier, there are still many digital sources
beyond websites. Databases contract with publishers and other content providers to package access to articles,
reports, conference proceedings, ebooks, films, images, and other material. Using databases and having access
to such a variety of source material is an important part of the research process.

Search Engines vs. Databases vs. Catalogs

Most libraries provide links to different types of search systems, which contain the information, data, and search
interfaces used to locate sources. The most common types of search systems are internet search engines,
databases, and catalogs. They each search different types of information in different ways.
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• How Databases and Search Engines Differ. Created by Undergraduate Library, University Library,
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.

• How Databases and Online Catalogs Differ. Created by Undergraduate Library, University Library,
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.

Libraries subscribe to the databases to provide access to their users (students, faculty, staff, etc.), and because
libraries subscribe to dozens (if not hundreds) of databases, it’s often helpful to evaluate both the database and
the sources within the database. The following annotated list of databases helps with preliminary evaluation by
describing the types of sources with the databases. Some of the databases are broad-based, interdisciplinary
systems that can be used to search any topic or subject. Other databases provide sources according to specific
type (such as newspaper or video) or specific subjects (such as literature or science).

Most academic libraries should subscribe to these databases. Please be sure to check your library’s database
aggregator or list of databases for availability and access.

Broad-Based Databases

Academic Search™ Complete. EBSCO Publishing.

Academic Search Complete™ is a multidisciplinary database that offers indexing and abstracts as well as
full-text and scholarly sources. It also contains popular sources, such as magazines and newspapers. The
variety of subjects includes “anthropology, astronomy, biology, chemistry, civil engineering, engineering,
ethnic & multicultural studies, geology, law, materials science, mathematics, music, pharmaceutical
sciences, physics, psychology, religion & theology, veterinary science, women’s studies, zoology, and many
other fields.” This database works well for interdisciplinary searches as well as being a starting place for
subject-specific searches.

JSTOR. ITHAKA.

JSTOR is a multidisciplinary database that offers indexing and abstracts as well as full-text and scholarly
sources. It also contains books and primary sources. The database offers both the usual search options
along with a subject browse tool for the following areas: area studies, arts, business and economics, history,
humanities, law, medicine and allied health, science and mathematics, and social sciences. This database
works well for interdisciplinary searches, but may be better for students with more experience searching
databases. For example, it has a more unique search interface that does not allow for subject heading (also
known as subject term) searches. However, it contains high-quality sources that are worth the effort of
searching.

ProQuest Research Library™. ProQuest.

ProQuest Research Library™ is a multidisciplinary database that offers indexing and abstracts as well as
full-text and scholarly sources. It also contains popular sources, such as magazines and newspapers.
Specific subjects range from business to education to humanities to sciences, plus many more. This
database supports interdisciplinary searches while still providing a good starting point for subject-specific
searches. (ProQuest developed a LibGuide tutorial for this database, which is located here.)

Web of Science®. Thomson Reuters.

Web of Science® is a multidisciplinary database that offers indexing and abstracts for sources. It offers links
to full-text availability from other sources—either directly from the publishers (at cost) or through a library’s
OpenURL connector to other databases. The database’s interdisciplinary nature comes from the
combination of its indexes: Science Citation Index Expanded®, Social Sciences Citation Index®, Arts &
Humanities Citation Index®, Conference Proceedings Citation Index, Index Chemicus®, and Current
Chemical Reactions®. It also integrates EndNote Web® for managing articles and references online. This
database works well for interdisciplinary searches as well as citation mapping, which is a form of search that
locates articles based on their citations in other articles.
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Source-Type Databases

ARTstor Digital Library. ARTstor.

“The ARTstor Digital Library is a nonprofit resource that provides more than one million digital images in the
arts, architecture, humanities, and sciences with an accessible suite of software tools for teaching and
research.” It allows users to search for, view, and download images related to a variety of topics, such as:
art, architecture, religion, anthropology, history, and literature. The database also provides image credit
information for properly citing the images. Students can use these images in papers, presentations, and
other assignments.

CQ Researcher. CQ Press, SAGE Publications.

CQ Researcher is a topics-focused database that “covers a wide range of social, economic, political, and
environmental issues.” The database’s standardized reports review current events as researched by
journalists. The reports include twelve sections, some of which are: an overview, background, outlook, pro/
con, and bibliography. Students will be able to use these reports to research current events and controversial
issues. The reports also provide broad background information to aid students in developing the foundations
for their research.

Films on Demand. Films Media Group.

Films on Demand is a database of streaming videos. It includes both a search function and browsing ability
by subject and collection. The collections come from a variety of well-known film production companies, such
as the BBC, PBS, and other news organizations, as well as National Geographic and TED. Subject browsing
begins with broad categories, such as biology and political science, and narrows down to more specific
subtopics, such as genetics and political institutions. This database is a good option for visual learners and
researchers who want a broad range of source types. The videos can be embedded into presentations, and
many videos include transcripts and closed captioning, which helps for quoting material.

ProQuest Newsstand™. ProQuest.

ProQuest Newsstand™ focuses on news sources, including newspapers and wire services. It offers
indexing, abstracts, and full-text availability. Its newspaper coverage “includes international, national and
regional papers.” This database would be useful for researching current events or opinions, such as
controversial topics. It also assists with historical, human interest, and genealogical searches.

Subject-Specific Databases

ABI/INFORM®. ProQuest.

ABI/INFORM® is a business research database that provides indexing and abstracts, full text, images, and
graphics. Sources include articles from journals and conference proceedings, market reports, business
news, business cases, and dissertations. This would be a good database choice for students researching
topics in business, economics, corporate strategies, management, business trends, accounting, finance, etc.

ACM Digital Library. Association for Computing Machinery.

The ACM Digital Library focuses on computing, computer systems, and related subjects. The database
contains “full text of every article ever published by ACM and bibliographic citations from major publishers in
computing.” This means that it is both an indexing and abstracting database (for non-ACM publishers) and a
full-text database (for ACM-published sources). Sources include articles, conference proceedings, books,
interviews, and other sources. Students should be able to locate sources to support research involving
information technology, computers, software, computer and/or software engineering, programming, technical
communication, telecommunications, and other related fields.

History Reference Center®. EBSCO Publishing.
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History Reference Center® is a history research database. It is created specifically for researchers ranging
from high school students to undergraduates. Sources include reference materials, biographies, documents,
photos, maps, videos, and scholarly articles. Students should be able to locate sources to support research
involving historical events, specific time periods, figures, military history, and other related historical topics.

IEEE Xplore® Digital Library. IEEE [Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers].

IEEE Xplore® is a subject-specific database for “scientific and technical content published by the IEEE
(Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers) and its publishing partners.” Sources include journals,
conference proceedings, reports, standards, and electronic books. Students should be able to locate sources
to support research involving engineering, computer science, electronics, and related fields. For a better idea
of the range of related fields, review the IEEE Society Memberships page, which includes: IEEE Broadcast
Technology Society, IEEE Education Society, IEEE Oceanic Engineering Society, IEEE Professional
Communications Society, etc. All of these groups have publications included in the database.

Literature Resource Center. Gale, Cengage Learning.

Literature Resource Center is a subject-specific database for literature, literary criticism, and the humanities.
It offers a variety of types of searches for both specific works and authors. Sources include critical essays,
interviews, reviews, and other scholarly articles. This database would be a good choice for students
researching literature, literary theory, poetry, and drama.

MathSciNet®. American Mathematical Society.

MathSciNet® is a mathematical literature review database. It includes the literature reviews along with
abstracts, indexing, and links to articles. This database would be most useful for students researching the
mathematical sciences: algebra, trigonometry, geometry, calculus, etc.

PsycINFO®. American Psychological Association.

PsycINFO® is a subject-specific database that focuses on behavioral sciences and mental health studies
(such as psychology, neuroscience, social work, medicine, nursing, etc.) along with related fields (such as
forensics, business, engineering, etc.). It is an indexing and abstracting database that also provides either
links to full text or the actual full text, depending on the platform. (The database is available from several
vendors, including the APA, EBSCO, and ProQuest.) This database would be a good source for students
studying behaviors, social sciences, psychology, medicine, and related fields.

ScienceDirect. Elsevier.

ScienceDirect is a science and technology database that provides indexing and abstracts along with full-text
access to journal articles and book chapters published by Elsevier and its imprints. It carries very few third-
party sources. The majority of the information contained in the database focuses on the sciences—physical
sciences and engineering (such as chemistry, computer science, engineering, mathematics), life sciences
(such as agriculture, biology, neuroscience), and health sciences (medicine, pharmacology, nursing,
veterinary science). It also includes some articles from related fields in the social sciences and humanities,
but in general, it’s not a social science or humanities database. Students should be able to locate sources in
the sciences, technical fields, and related subjects.

Further Reading

Please view these links for related search, database, and library information:

• Boolean Operators from Database Search Tips. MIT Libraries.
• Web Search Strategies
• Using Databases
• Search the Library Catalog
• Seek Help from Librarians
• Understanding Library Resources

277277

http://www.ieee.org/publications_standards/publications/xplore/index.html
http://www.ieee.org/index.html
http://www.ieee.org/membership_services/membership/societies/index.html
http://bts.ieee.org/
http://bts.ieee.org/
http://www.ewh.ieee.org/soc/es/
http://www.oceanicengineering.org/
http://pcs.ieee.org/
http://pcs.ieee.org/
http://gdc.gale.com/gale-literature-collections/literature-resource-center
http://www.gale.cengage.com/
http://www.cengage.com/us/
http://www.ams.org/mathscinet/
http://www.ams.org/home/page
http://www.apa.org/pubs/databases/psycinfo/index.aspx
http://www.apa.org/
http://www.sciencedirect.com/
http://www.elsevier.com/
http://www.ehow.com/facts_7343502_publishing-imprint_.html
http://libguides.mit.edu/content.php?pid=36863&sid=271372
http://libguides.mit.edu/content.php?pid=36863
http://writingcommons.org/component/content/32-writing-commons-book/information-literacy/library-a-internet-research/810-web-search-strategies?Itemid=2020
http://writingcommons.org/component/content/32-writing-commons-book/information-literacy/library-a-internet-research/737-using-databases-periodical-indexes-and-abstracts?Itemid=2023
http://writingcommons.org/component/content/32-writing-commons-book/information-literacy/library-a-internet-research/734-search-the-library-catalog?Itemid=2021
http://writingcommons.org/component/content/32-writing-commons-book/information-literacy/library-a-internet-research/733-seek-help-from-librarians?Itemid=2025
http://writingcommons.org/component/content/32-writing-commons-book/information-literacy/library-a-internet-research/818-understanding-library-resources?Itemid=2032


Licensing & AttributionsLicensing & Attributions

CC licensed content, Shared previouslyCC licensed content, Shared previously

• Annotated List of Useful Databases. Authored byAuthored by: Amy Coughenour. Provided byProvided by: Writing Commons. Located atLocated at: http://writingcommons.org/open-text/information-literacy/library-and-internet-research/using-databases/
848-annotated-list-of-useful-library-databases. LicenseLicense: CC BY-NC-ND: Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives

FINDING AND EVALUATING RESEARCH SOURCES

Introduction

In order to create rhetorically effective and engaging pieces, research writers must be able to find appropriate and
diverse sources and to evaluate those sources for usefulness and credibility. This chapter discusses how to
locate such sources and how to evaluate them. On the one hand, this is a chapter about the nuts and bolts of
research. If you have written research papers before, searching for sources and citing them in your paper may, at
times, have appeared to you as purely mechanical processes, chores necessary to produce a paper. On the other
hand, when writers work with research sources, first finding and then evaluating them, they do rhetorical work.
Finding good sources and using them effectively helps you to create a message and a persona that your readers
are more likely to accept, believe, and be interested in than if unsuitable and unreliable sources are used. This
chapter covers the various kinds of research sources available to writers. It discusses how to find, evaluate, and
use primary and secondary sources, printed and online ones.

Types of Research Sources

It is a well-known cliché: we live in an information age. Information has become a tangible commodity capable of
creating and destroying wealth, influencing public opinion and government policies, and effecting social change.
As writers and citizens, we have unprecedented access to different kinds of information from different sources.
Writers who hope to influence their audiences need to know what research sources are available, where to find
them, and how to use them.

Primary and Secondary Sources

Definition of Primary Sources

Let us begin with the definition of primary and secondary sources. A primary research sources is one that allows
you to learn about your subject “firsthand.” Primary sources provide direct evidence about the topic under
investigation. They offer us “direct access” to the events or phenomena we are studying. For example, if you are
researching the history of World War II and decide to study soldiers’ letters home or maps of battlefields, you are
working with primary sources. Similarly, if you are studying the history of your hometown in a local archive that
contains documents pertaining to that history, you are engaging in primary research. Among other primary
sources and methods are interviews, surveys, polls, observations, and other similar “firsthand” investigative
techniques. The fact that primary sources allow us “direct access” to the topic does not mean that they offer an
objective and unbiased view of it. It is therefore important to consider primary sources critically and, if possible,
gather multiple perspectives on the same event, time period, or questions from multiple primary sources.

Definition of Secondary Sources

Secondary sources describe, discuss, and analyze research obtained from primary sources or from other
secondary sources. Using the previous example about World War II, if you read other historians’ accounts of it,
government documents, maps, and other written documents, you are engaging in secondary research. Some
types of secondary sources with which you are likely to work include books, academic journals, popular
magazines and newspapers, websites, and other electronic sources. The same source can be both primary and
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secondary, depending on the nature and purpose of the project. For example, if you study a culture or group of
people by examining texts they produce, you are engaging in primary research. On the other hand, if that same
group published a text analyzing some external event, person, or issue and if your focus is not on the text’s
authors but on their analysis, you would be doing secondary research. Secondary sources often contain
descriptions and analyses of primary sources. Therefore, accounts, descriptions, and interpretations of research
subjects found in secondary sources are at least one step further removed from what can be found in primary
sources about the same subject. And while primary sources do not give us a completely objective view of reality,
secondary sources inevitably add an extra layer of opinion and interpretation to the views and ideas found in
primary sources. All texts are rhetorical creations, and writers make choices about what to include and what to
omit. As researchers, we need to understand that and not rely on either primary or secondary sources blindly.

Writing Activity: Examining the Same Topic through Primary and Secondary
Sources

Primary and secondary sources can offer writers different views of the same topic. This activity invites you to
explore the different perspectives that you may get after investigating the same subject through primary and
secondary sources. It should help us see how our views of different topics depend on the kinds of sources we
use. Find several primary sources on a topic that interests you. Include archival documents, first- hand accounts,
lab experiment results, interviews, surveys, and so on. Depending on how much time you have for this project,
you may or may not be able to consult all of the above source types. In either case, try to consult sources of three
or four different kinds. Next, write a summary of what you learned about your subject as a result of your primary-
source investigation. Mention facts, dates, important people, opinions, theories, and anything that seems
important or interesting. Now, conduct a brief secondary-source search on the same subject. Use books, journals,
popular magazines and newspapers, Internet sites, and so on. Write a summary of your findings. Finally, compare
the two summaries. What differences do you see? What new ideas, perspectives, ideas, or opinions did your
secondary-source search yield? As a result of these two searches, have you obtained different accounts of the
same research subject? Pay special attention to the differences in descriptions, accounts, or interpretations of the
same subject. Notice what secondary sources add to the treatment of the subject and what they take away,
compared to the primary sources.

Print and Electronic Sources

Researcher have at their disposal both printed and electronic sources. Before the advent of the Internet, most
research papers were written with the use of printed sources only. Until fairly recently, one of the main stated
goals of research writing instruction was to give students practice in the use of the library. Libraries are venerable
institutions, and therefore printed sources have traditionally been seen (with good reason, usually,) as more solid
and reliable than those found on the Internet. With the growing popularity of the Internet and other computerized
means of storing and communicating information, traditional libraries faced serious competition for clients. It has
become impractical if not impossible for researchers to ignore the massive amount of information available to
them on the Internet or from other online sources. As a result, it is not uncommon for many writers beginning a
research project to begin searching online rather than at a library or a local archive. For example, several times in
the process of writing this essay, when I found myself in need of information fast, I opened my Web browser and
researched online. With the popularity of the Internet ever increasing, it has become common practice for many
student writers to limit themselves to online research and to ignore the library. While there are some cases when
a modified version of such an approach to searching may be justifiable (more about that later), it is clear that by
using only online research sources, a writer severely limits his or her options. This section covers three areas.
First, we will discuss the various types of printed and online sources as well the main similarities and differences
between them. Next, I’d like to offer some suggestions on using your library effectively and creatively. Finally, we
will examine the topic of conducting online searches, including methods of evaluating information found on the
Internet.

Know Your Library

It is likely that your college or university library consists of two parts. One is the brick and mortar building, often at
a central location on campus, where you can go to look for books, magazines, newspapers, and other
publications. The other part is online. Most good libraries keep a collection of online research databases that are

279279



supported, at least in part, by your tuition and fees, and to which only people who are affiliated with the college or
the university that subscribes to these databases have access. Let us begin with the brick and mortar library. If
you have not yet been to your campus library, visit it soon. Larger colleges and universities usually have several
libraries that may specialize in different academic disciplines. As you enter the library, you are likely to find a
circulation desk (place where you can check out materials) and a reference desk. Behind the reference desk you
will find reference librarians. Instead of wandering around the library alone, hoping to hit the research sources that
you need for your project, it is a good idea to talk to a reference librarian at the beginning of every research
project, especially if you are at a loss for a topic or research materials. Your brick and mortar campus library is
likely to house the following types of materials:

• Books (these include encyclopedias, dictionaries, indexes, and so on)
• Academic Journals
• Popular magazines
• Newspapers
• Government documents
• A music and film collection (on CDs, VHS tapes, and DVDs)
• A CD-Rom collection
• A microfilm and microfiche collection
• Special collections, such as ancient manuscripts or documents related to local history and culture.

According to librarian Linda M. Miller, researchers need to “gather relevant information about a topic or research
question thoroughly and efficiently. To be thorough, it helps to be familiar with the kinds of resources that the
library holds, and the services it provides to enable access to the holdings of other libraries” (2001, 61). Miller’s
idea is a simple one, yet it is amazing how many inexperienced writers prefer to use the first book or journal they
come across in the library as the basis for their writing and do not take the time to learn what the library has to
offer. Here are some practical steps that will help you learn about your library:

Take a tour of the library with your class or other groups if such tours are available. While such group tours are
generally less effective than conducting your own searches of a topic that interests you, they will give you a good
introduction to the library and, perhaps, give you a chance to talk to a librarian.

Check your library’s website to see if online “virtual” tours are available. At James Madison University where I
work, the librarians have developed a series of interactive online activities and quizzes which anyone wishing to
learn about the JMU libraries can take in their spare time.

Talk to reference librarians! They are truly your best source of information. They will not get mad at you if you ask
them too many questions. Not only are they paid to answer your questions, but most librarians love what they do
and are eager to share their expertise with others.

Go from floor to floor and browse the shelves. Learn where different kinds of materials are located and what they
look like.

Pay attention to the particulars of your campus library’s architecture. I am an experienced library user, but it look
me some time, after I arrived at my university for the first time, to figure out that our library building has an annex
that can only be accessed by taking a different elevator from the one leading to the main floors.

Use the library not only as a source of knowledge but as a source of entertainment and diversion. I like going to
the library to browse through new fiction acquisitions. Many campus libraries also have excellent film and music
collections.

The items on the list above will help you to acquire a general understanding of your campus library. However, the
only way to gain an in-depth and meaningful knowledge of your library is to use it for specific research and writing
projects. No matter how attentive you are during a library tour or while going from floor to floor and learning about
all the different resources your library has to offer, it is during searchers that you conduct for your research
projects that you will become most interested and involved in what you are doing. Here, therefore, is an activity
that combines the immediate goal of finding research sources for a research project with the more long-term goal
of knowing what your campus library has to offer.
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Activity: Conducting a Library Search for a Writing Project

If you have a research and writing topic in mind for your next project, head for your brick-and-mortar campus
library. As soon as you enter the building, go straight to the reference desk and talk to a reference librarian. Be
aware that some of the people behind the reference desk may be student assistants working there. As a former
librarian assistant myself and as a current library user, I know that most student assistants know their job rather
well, but sometimes they need help from the professionals. So, don’t be surprised if the first person you approach
refers you to someone else. Describe your research interests to the librarian. Be proactive. The worst disservice
you can do yourself at this point is to look, sound, and act disinterested. Remember that the librarian can be most
helpful if you are passionate about the subject of your research and if—this is very important—the paper you are
writing is not due the next day. So, before you go to the library, try to narrow your topic or formulate some specific
research questions. For example, instead of saying that you are interested in dolphins, you might explain that you
are looking for information about people who train dolphins to be rescue animals. If the librarian senses that you
have a rather vague idea about what to research and write about, he or she may point you to general reference
sources such as indexes, encyclopedias, and research guides. While those may prove to be excellent thought-
triggering publications, use them judiciously and don’t choose the first research topic you find just because your
library has a lot of resources on it. After all, your research and writing will be successful only when you are deeply
interested in and committed to your investigation. If you have a more definite idea about what you would like to
research and write about, the reference librarian will likely point you to the library’s online catalog. I have often
seen librarians working alongside students to help them identify or refine a writing topic. Find several different
types of materials pertaining to your topic. Include books and academic articles. Don’t forget popular magazines
and newspapers—the popular press covers just about any subject, event, or phenomena, and such articles may
bring a unique perspective not found in academic sources. Also, don’t neglect to look in the government
documents section to see if there has been any legislation or government regulation relevant to your research
subject. Remember that at this stage your goal is to learn as much as you can about your topic by casting your
research net as far and wide as you can. So, do not limit yourself to the first few sources you will find. Keep
looking, and remember that your goal is to find the best information available. You will probably have to look in a
variety of sources. If you are pressed for time you may not be able to study the books dedicated to your topic in
detail. In this case, you may decide to focus your research entirely on shorter texts, such as journal and magazine
articles, websites, government documents, and so on. However it is always a good idea to at least browse
through the books on your topic to see whether they contain any information or leads worth investigating further.

Cyber Library

Besides the brick and mortar buildings, nearly all college and university libraries have a Web space that is a
gateway to more documents, resources, and information than any library building can house. From your library’s
website, you can not only search the library’s holdings but also access millions of articles, electronic books, and
other resources available on the Internet. It is a good idea to conduct a search from your campus library page
rather than from your favorite search engine. There are three reasons for that. First, most of the materials you will
find through your library site are accessible to paying subscribers only and cannot be found via any search
engine. Second, online library searches return organized and categorized results, complete with the date of
publication and source—something that cannot be said about popular search engines. Finally, by searching
online library databases you can be reasonably sure that the information you retrieve is reliable.

So, what might you expect to find on your library’s website? The site of the library at James Madison University
where I work offers several links. In addition to the link to the library catalog, there is a Quick Reference link, a link
called Research Databases, a Periodical Locator, Research Guides, and Internet Search. There are also links to
special collections and to the featured or new electronic databases to which the library has recently subscribed.
While your school library may use other names for these links, the kinds of resources they offer will be similar to
what JMU’s library has to offer. Most of these links are self-explanatory. Obviously, the link to the library catalog
allows you to search your brick and mortar library’s collection. A periodical locator search will tell you what
academic journals, popular magazines, and newspapers are available at your library. The Internet search option
will allow you to search the World Wide Web, except that your library’s Internet searching function will probably
allow you to conduct meta-searches—i.e., searches using many search engines simultaneously. Where a link like
Research Databases or Research Guides will take you is a little less obvious. Therefore I will cover these two
types of library resources in some detail. Let us start with the research databases. An average-size college or
university subscribes to hundreds, if not thousands, of online databases on just about every subject. These
databases contain, at a minimum, information about titles, authors, and sources of relevant newspaper and
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journal articles, government documents, online archive materials, and other research sources. Most databases
provide readers with abstracts (short summaries) of those materials, and a growing number of online databases
offer full texts of articles. From the research-database home page, it is possible to search for a specific database
or by subject. Research-guide websites are similar to the database home pages, except that, in addition to
database links, they often offer direct connections to academic journals and other relevant online resources on
the research subject. Searching online is a skill that can only be learned through frequent practice and critical
reflection. Therefore, in order to become a proficient user of your library’s electronic resources, you will need to
visit the library’s website often and conduct many searches. Although most library websites are organized
according to similar principles and offer similar types of resources, it will be up to you as a researcher and learner
to find out what your school library has to offer and to learn to use those resources. I hope that the following
activities will help you in that process.

Activity: Exploring your Cyber Library

Go to your school library’s website and explore the kinds of resources it has to offer.

Conduct searches on a subject you are currently investigating or interested in investigating in the future, using the
a periodical locator resource (if your library has one). Then, conduct similar searches of electronic databases and
research guides.

Summarize, whether in an oral presentation or in writing, your search process and the kinds of sources you have
found. Pay attention to particular successes and failures that occurred as you searched.

Print Sources or Electronic?

In the early years of the Internet, there was widespread mistrust of the World Wide Web and the information it had
to offer. While some of this mistrust is still present (and justifiable), the undeniable fact is that the authority of the
Internet as a legitimate and reliable source of information has increased considerably in recent years. For
example, academic journals in almost every discipline complement their printed volumes with Web versions, and
some are now only available online. These online journals employ the same rigorous submission review
processes as their printed counterparts. Complete texts of academic and other books are sometimes available on
the Internet. Respected specialized databases and government document collections are published entirely and
exclusively online. Print and electronic sources are not created equal, and although online and other electronic
texts are gaining ground as legitimate research resources, there is still a widespread and often justified opinion
among academics and other writers that printed materials make better research sources. Some materials
available in some libraries simply cannot be found online and vice versa. For example, if you are a Shakespeare
scholar wishing to examine manuscripts from the Elizabethan times, you will not find them online. To get to them,
you will have to visit the Folger Shakespeare Library in Washington, DC, or a similar repository of Elizabethan
manuscripts. On the other hand, if you are researching the Creative Commons movement, which is a community
dedicated to reforming copyright laws in this country, then your best bet is to begin your search on the Internet at
http://www.creativecommons.org/. Surely, after reading the website, you will need to augment your research by
reading other related materials, both online and in print, but in this case, starting online rather than in the library is
a reasonable idea. As a researching writer, you should realize that printed and electronic sources are not
inherently bad or good. Either type can be reliable or unreliable; either can be appropriate or inappropriate for a
specific research project. It is up to researchers and writers to learn how to select both print and electronic
sources judiciously and how to evaluate them for their reliability and appropriateness for particular purposes.

Determining the Suitability and Reliability of Research Sources

Much of the discussion about the relative value of printed and electronic—especially Internet—sources revolves
around the issue of reliability. When it comes to libraries, the issue is more or less clear. Libraries keep books,
journals, ands other publications that usually undergo a rigorous pre- and post-publication review process. It is
reasonable to assume that your campus library contains very few or no materials that are blatantly unreliable or
false, unless those materials are kept there precisely to demonstrate their unreliability and falsehood. As a faculty
member, I am sometimes asked by my university librarians to recommend titles in my academic field that our
university library should own. Of course my opinion (or that of another faculty member) does not completely
safeguard against the library acquiring materials that contain errors and or misleading information; we use our

282282



experience and knowledge in the field to recommend certain titles and omit certain others. Faculty
recommendations are the last stage of long process before a publication gets to a campus library. Before that,
every book, journal article, or other material undergoes a stringent review from the publisher’s editors and other
readers. And while researchers still need to use sound judgment in deciding which library sources to use in their
project, the issue is usually one of relevance and suitability for a specific research project and specific research
questions rather than one of whether the information presented in the source is truthful or not. The same is true of
some electronic sources. Databases and other research sources published on CD-ROMs, as well as various
online research websites that accompany many contemporary writing textbooks, for example, are subject to the
same strict review process as their printed counterparts. Information contained in specialized academic and
professional databases is also screened for reliability and accuracy. If, as we have established, most of the
materials you are likely to encounter in your campus library are generally trustworthy, then your task as a
researcher is to determine the relevance of the information contained in books, journals, and other materials for
your particular research project. It is a simple question, really: will my research sources help me answer the
research questions that I am posing in my project? Will they help me learn as much as I can about my topic and
create a rhetorically effective and interesting text for my readers? Consider the following example. Recently, the
topic of the connection between certain antidepressant drugs and suicidal tendencies among teenagers who take
those drugs has received a lot of media coverage. Suppose you are interested in researching this topic further.
Suppose, too, that you want not only to give statistical information about the problem in your paper but also to
study firsthand accounts of the people who have been negatively affected by the antidepressants. When you
come to your campus library, you have no trouble locating the latest reports and studies that give you a general
overview of your topic, including rates of suicidal behavior in teenagers who took the drugs, tabulated data on the
exact relationships between the dosage of the drugs and the changes in the patients’ moods, and so on. All this
may be useful information, and there is a good chance that, as a writer, you will still find a way to use it in your
paper. You could, for example, provide the summary of the statistics in order to introduce the topic to your
readers. However, this information does not fulfill your research purpose completely. You want to understand
what it is like to be a teenager whose body and mind have been affected by the antidepressants, yet the printed
materials you have found so far offer no such insight. They fulfill your goal only partially. To find such firsthand
accounts, then, you will either have to keep looking in the library or conduct interviews with people who have been
affected by these drugs.

Suitability of Sources

Determine how suitable a particular source is for your current research project. To do this, consider the following
factors:

• Scope: What topics and subtopics does the source cover? Is it a general overview of your subject or it is
a specialized resource?

• Audience: Who is the intended audience for the text? If the text itself is too basic or too specialized, it
may not match the expectations and needs of your own target audience.

• Timeliness: When was the source published? Does it represent the latest information, theories, and
views? Bear in mind, though, that if you are conducting a historical investigation, you will probably need
to consult older materials, too.

Authority

What are credentials of the author(s)? This may be particularly important when you use Internet sources, since
there are so few barriers to publishing online. One needn’t have an academic degree or credentials to make one’s
writing publicly available. As part of your evaluation of the source’s authority, you should also pay attention to the
kinds of external sources that were used during its creation. Look through the bibliography or list of works cited
attached to the text. Not only will it help you determine how reliable and suitable the source is, but it may also
provide you with further leads for your own research. Try asking the above questions of any source you are using
for a research project you are currently conducting.

Reliability of Internet Sources

Charles Lowe, the author of the essay “The Internet Can Be a Wonderful Place, but . . .” offers the following
opinion of the importance of the Internet as a research source for contemporary researchers:
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To a generation raised in the electronic media culture, the Internet is an environment where you feel
more comfortable, more at home than the antiquated libraries and research arenas of the pre-
electronic, print culture. To you, instructors just don’t get it when they advise against using the Internet
for research or require the bulk of the sources for a research paper to come from the library (129-130).

Indeed, the Internet has become the main source of information not only for college students, but also for many
people outside academia. And while I do not advise you to stay away from the Internet when researching and I
generally do not require my own students to use only printed sources, I do know that working with Internet
sources places additional demands on the researcher and the writer. Because much of the Internet is a
democratic, open space, and because anyone with a computer can post materials online, evaluating online
sources is not always easy. A surprisingly large number of people believe much of the information on the Internet,
even if this information is blatantly misleading or its authors have a self-serving agenda. I think many students
uncritically accept information they find on the Internet because some of the sites on which this information
appears look and sound very authoritative. Used to believing the published word, inexperienced writers often fall
for such information as legitimate research data. So, what are some of strategies you can use to determine that
reliability? The key to successful evaluation of Internet research sources, as any other research sources, is
application of your critical reading and thinking skills. In order to determine the reliability of any source, including
online sources, it is advisable to conduct a basic rhetorical analysis of that source. When deciding whether to use
a particular website as a research source, every writer should ask and answer the following questions:

1. Who is the author (or, authors) of the website and the materials presented on it? What is known about
the site’s author(s) and its publishers and their agendas and goals?

2. What is the purpose of the website?
3. Who is the target audience of the website
4. How do the writing style and the design of the website contribute to (or detract from) its meaning?

Website Authors and Publishers

As with a printed source, first we need to consider the author and the publisher of a website. Lowe suggests that
we start by looking at the tag in the website’s URL. Whether it is a “.com,” an “.org,” a “.net, “or an “.edu” site can
offer useful clues about the types and credibility of materials located on the site. In addition to the three most
common URL tags listed above, websites of military organizations use the extension “.mil” while websites hosted
in other countries have other tags that are usually abbreviations of those countries’ names. Sites of government
agencies end in “.gov.” For example, most sites hosted in Great Britain have the tag “.uk,” which stands for
“United Kingdom.” Websites based in Italy usually have the tag “.it,” and so on. Typically, a “.com” site is set up to
sell or promote a product or service. Therefore, if you are researching Nike shoes, you will probably not want to
rely on http://www.nike.com/ if you want to get a more objective review of the product. While Nike’s website may
provide some useful information about the products it sells, the site’s main purpose is to sell Nike’s goods, playing
up the advantages of their products. Keep in mind that not all “.com” websites try to sell something. Sometimes
academics and other professionals obtain “.com” addresses because they are easy to obtain. For example, the
professional website of Charles Lowe (cited above) is located at http://www.cyberdash.com/. Political candidates
running for office often also choose “.com” addresses for their campaign websites. In every case, you need to
apply your critical reading skills and your judgment when evaluating a website. The “.org” sites usually belong to
organizations, including political groups. These sites can present some specific challenges to researchers trying
to evaluate their credibility and usefulness. To understand these challenges, let us consider the “.org” sites of two
political research organizations, also known as “think tanks.” One is the conservative Heritage Foundation
(http://www.heritage.org), and the other is the traditionally liberal Center for National Policy
(http://www.cnponline.org). Both sites have “About” pages intended to explain to their readers the goals and
purposes of the organizations they represent. The Heritage Foundation’s site contains the following information:

. . . The Heritage Foundation is a research and educational institute—a think tank—whose mission is to
formulate and promote conservative public policies based on the principles of free enterprise, limited
government, individual freedom, traditional American values, and a strong national defense.
(http://www.heritage.org/about)

This statement can tell a researcher a lot about the research articles and other materials contained in the site. It
tells us that the authors of the site are not neutral, nor do they pretend to be. Instead, they are advancing a
particular political agenda, so, when used as research sources, the writings on the site should not be seen as
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unbiased “truths” but as arguments. The same is true of the Center for National Policy’s website, although its
authors use a different rhetorical strategy to explain their political commitments. They write:

The Center for National Policy (CNP) is a nonprofit, nonpartisan public policy organization located in
Washington, DC. Founded in 1981, the center’s mission is to engage national leaders with new policy
options and innovative programs designed to advance progressive ideas in the interest of all Americans
(http://www.cnponline.org/people_and_programs.html)

It takes further study of the center’s website, as well as sure knowledge of the American political scene, to realize
that the organization leans toward the left of the political spectrum. The websites of both organizations contain an
impressive amount of research, commentary, and other materials designed to advance the groups’ causes. When
evaluating “.org” sites, it is important to realize that they belong to organizations, and each organization has a
purpose or a cause. Therefore, each organizational website will try to advance that cause and fulfill that purpose
by publishing appropriate materials. Even if the research and arguments presented on those sites are solid (and
they often are), there is no such thing as an unbiased and disinterested source. This is especially true of political
and social organizations whose sole purpose is to promote agendas. The Internet addresses ending in “.edu” are
rather self-evident—they belong to universities and other educational institutions. On these sites we can expect
academic articles and other writings, as well as papers and other works created by students. These websites are
also useful resources if you are looking for information on a specific college or university. Be aware, though, that
typically any college faculty member or student can obtain Web space from their institution and publish materials
of their own choosing there. Thus some of the texts that appear on “.edu” sites may be personal rather than
academic. In recent years, some political research organizations have begun to use Web addresses with the
“.edu” tag. One of these organizations is The Brookings Institution, whose address is http://www.brookings.edu.
Government websites that end in “.gov” can be useful sources of information on the latest legislation and other
regulatory documents. The website with a “.net” extension can belong to commercial organizations or online
forums.

Website Content

Now that we have established principles for evaluating the authors and publishers of Web materials, let us look at
the content of the writing. As I have stated above, like all writing, Web writing is argumentative; therefore it is
important to recognize that authors of Web texts work to promote their agendas or highlight the events,
organizations, and opinions that they consider right, important, and worthy of public attention. Different writers
work from different assumptions and try to reach different audiences. Websites of political organizations are prime
examples of that.

Activity: Evaluating Website Content

Go to one of the following websites: The Heritage Foundation (http://www.heritage.org), The Center for National
Policy (http://www.cnponline.org), The Brookings Institution (http://www.brookings.edu), or The American
Enterprise Institute (http://www.aei.org). Or choose another website suggested by your instructor. Browse through
the site’s content and consider the following questions:

1. What is the purpose of the site?
2. What is its intended audience? How do we know?
3. What are the main subjects discussed on the sites?
4. What assumptions and biases do the authors of the publications on the site seem to have? How do we

know?
5. What research methods and sources do the authors of these materials use? How does research help the

writers of the site state their case?

Apply the same analysis to any online sources you are using for one of your research projects.

Website Design and Style

The style and layout of any text is a part of that text’s message, and online research sources are no exception.
Well-designed and written websites add to the ethos (credibility) of their authors while badly designed and poorly
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written ones detract from it. Sometimes, however, a website with a good-looking design can turn out to be an
unreliable or unsuitable research source.

In Place of a Conclusion: Do Not Accept A Source Just Because It
Sounds or Looks Authoritative

Good writers try to create authoritative texts. Having authority in their writing helps them advance their arguments
and influence their audiences. To establish such authority, writers use a variety of methods. As has been
discussed throughout this essay, it is important for any researcher to recognize authoritative and credible
research sources. On the other hand, it is also important not to accept authoritative sources without questioning
them. After all, the purpose of every researched piece of writing is to create new views and new theories on the
subject, not to repeat the old ones, however good and well presented those old theories may be. Therefore, when
working with reliable and suitable research sources, consider them solid foundations that will help you to achieve
a new understanding of your subject, which will be your own. Applying the critical source-evaluation techniques
discussed in this essay will help you to accomplish this goal.
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FINDING LITERARY CRITICISM

Literary criticism is writing that explores the meaning of works of literature. Among other things, literary criticism
analyzes works of literature in terms of their historical and literary context. It can also examine a particular type of
literature or compare different works by the same author or works by different authors.

Literary criticism analyzes fiction, poetry, drama and some types of non-fiction by considering key issues such as
plot, character, setting, theme, imagery, and voice. Literary criticism may also consider the effectiveness of a work
of literature, but it’s important to note that in this context the word “criticism” doesn’t simply mean finding fault with
the writing but rather looking at it from a critical or analytical viewpoint in order to understand it better.

It’s also important to note that literary criticism involves more than just summarizing the plot or offering
biographical information about the author.

Evaluating Sources of Literary Criticism

If you’re asked to find scholarly sources of literary criticism, you should look for journals that are peer-reviewed. In
other words, before articles are accepted for publication in the journal, they’re reviewed by other scholars. Articles
in a scholarly journal will also include citations for other works that are referenced. Scholarly books, likewise, will
document their sources and are usually written by someone affiliated with a college or university and published by
a university press. Sometimes a book of literary criticism is actually a compilation of articles that have previously
appeared in journals. If that’s the case, you can try to ascertain the nature of the journal in question.

Even if you know an article has come from a peer-reviewed journal, you may still wonder about its relevance,
particularly if the work or author you’re researching is one that’s been studied extensively. One way to get more
information about a source is to type the title of the article into Google Scholar and see how many times it’s been
cited. The higher the number, the more likely it is that the article is influential—or at least controversial. You can
do a similar search to learn more about the reputation of a journal, book, or author.

Finally, when looking for critical work, don’t rely on sources like SparkNotes, which provide help for students but
are not considered reputable scholarly sources.
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Sources of Literary Criticism

An ideal placeto begin your search for literary criticism is the English subject guide on the TAMU libraries’
website: library.tamu.edu/subject-guides/English. We also recommend their handout “Starting Points for Literary
Criticism.”

Here are some of the useful links you’ll find on the library website:

ABELL (Annual Bibliography of English Language and Literature):ABELL (Annual Bibliography of English Language and Literature): This database includes English-language
articles, books, and reviews published since 1920 on English language and literature, traditional culture and
bibliography. It also includes unpublished dissertations from the years 1920-1999. It covers English, American
and Commonwealth writers.

Academic Search Complete: EBSCOAcademic Search Complete: EBSCO: This online database, a general source for scholarly works in a variety of
disciplines, covers works on the literature of all languages. The database covers almost 11,000 publications and
offers full text on about 5,000 of those.

Modern Language Association (MLA) International Bibliograghy:Modern Language Association (MLA) International Bibliograghy: This is a key resource for information on
literature, linguistics, and folklore. The database includes more than 4,000 journals in the field, as well as books,
collections of essays, dissertations and other bibliographies. It covers work from 1920 to the present. When
searching, you can specify the kind of references you want, i.e. books, journals, websites. You can also choose
only those listings that link to a full text version of the material. You can also set the search parameters to show
you only scholarly (peer reviewed) journals or you can request entries within a certain timeframe, such as only
those published after the year 2000.

The TAMU library’s English subject page also links to databases geared to specific time periods (such as Brepolis
Medieval Bibliographies) and those pertaining to certain types of literature (such as the Children’s Literature
Database).

A few other resources you may want to investigate:

African American Review:African American Review: This online journal specifically focuses on African American literature and ethnic
studies, “[providing] a lively exchange between writers and scholars in the arts, humanities, and social sciences
who hold diverse perspectives on African American literature and culture.” The website features full-text online
access to back issues.

American Literary Scholarship:American Literary Scholarship: This journal offers current critical analysis of American literature. Among the
writers discussed are Whitman, Hawthorne, Poe, Melville, Twain, and Faulkner. It is available in print at PS3.A47
or electronically.

A Handbook to Literature:A Handbook to Literature: A collection of defined literary terms, movements, and theories, this text is edited by
William Harmon and C. Hugh Holman and is easy to use. It is available in print at PN41 .H355 2000.

Literary Research: A Guide to Reference Sources for the Study of Literature in English and Related Topics:Literary Research: A Guide to Reference Sources for the Study of Literature in English and Related Topics: This
book, published in 1993, is helpful for locating other bibliographies for English and American literature by period. It
also provides a list of related topics (music, science, art, etc.) that may also be useful. The book is edited by
James Harner and is available in print at Z2011.H34 1993.

The Year’s Work in English Studies:The Year’s Work in English Studies: This bibliography lists and assesses the scholarly literary criticism published
in a given year. The information is presented according to major literary periods, such as “American Literature to
1900” and can also be searched by author. It can be accessed at: ywes.oxfordjournals.org/

Also recommended for you:

Literary Terms

Analyzing Novels & Short Stories

Analyzing Plays
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Analyzing Poetry
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USING MODERN LANGUAGE ASSOCIATION (MLA)
STYLE

Learning Objectives

1. Identify the major components of a research paper written using MLA style.
2. Apply general Modern Language Association (MLA) style and formatting conventions in a research

paper.

We have addressed American Psychological Association (APA) style, as well as the importance of giving credit
where credit is due, so now let’s turn our attention to the formatting and citation style of the Modern Language
Association, known as MLA style.

MLA style is often used in the liberal arts and humanities. Like APA style, it provides a uniform framework for
consistency across a document in several areas. MLA style provides a format for the manuscript text and
parenthetical citations, or in-text citations. It also provides the framework for the works cited area for references at
the end of the essay. MLA style emphasizes brevity and clarity. As a student writer, it is to your advantage to be
familiar with both major styles, and this section will outline the main points of MLA as well as offer specific
examples of commonly used references. Remember that your writing represents you in your absence. The correct
use of a citation style demonstrates your attention to detail and ability to produce a scholarly work in an
acceptable style, and it can help prevent the appearance or accusations of plagiarism.

If you are taking an English, art history, or music appreciation class, chances are that you will be asked to write an
essay in MLA format. One common question goes something like “What’s the difference?” referring to APA and
MLA style, and it deserves our consideration. The liberal arts and humanities often reflect works of creativity that
come from individual and group effort, but they may adapt, change, or build on previous creative works. The
inspiration to create something new, from a song to a music video, may contain elements of previous works.
Drawing on your fellow artists and authors is part of the creative process, and so is giving credit where credit is
due.

A reader interested in your subject wants not only to read what you wrote but also to be aware of the works that
you used to create it. Readers want to examine your sources to see if you know your subject, to see if you missed
anything, or if you offer anything new and interesting. Your new or up-to-date sources may offer the reader
additional insight on the subject being considered. It also demonstrates that you, as the author, are up-to-date on
what is happening in the field or on the subject. Giving credit where it is due enhances your credibility, and the
MLA style offers a clear format to use.

Uncredited work that is incorporated into your own writing is considered plagiarism. In the professional world,
plagiarism results in loss of credibility and often compensation, including future opportunities. In a classroom
setting, plagiarism results in a range of sanctions, from loss of a grade to expulsion from a school or university. In
both professional and academic settings, the penalties are severe. MLA offers artists and authors a systematic
style of reference, again giving credit where credit is due, to protect MLA users from accusations of plagiarism.

MLA style uses a citation in the body of the essay that links to the works cited page at the end. The in-text citation
is offset with parentheses, clearly calling attention to itself for the reader. The reference to the author or title is like
a signal to the reader that information was incorporated from a separate source. It also provides the reader with
information to then turn to the works cited section of your essay (at the end) where they can find the complete
reference. If you follow the MLA style, and indicate your source both in your essay and in the works cited section,
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you will prevent the possibility of plagiarism. If you follow the MLA guidelines, pay attention to detail, and clearly
indicate your sources, then this approach to formatting and citation offers a proven way to demonstrate your
respect for other authors and artists.

Five Reasons to Use MLA Style

1. To demonstrate your ability to present a professional, academic essay in the correct style
2. To gain credibility and authenticity for your work
3. To enhance the ability of the reader to locate information discussed in your essay
4. To give credit where credit is due and prevent plagiarism
5. To get a good grade or demonstrate excellence in your writing

Before we transition to specifics, please consider one word of caution: consistency. If you are instructed to use
the MLA style and need to indicate a date, you have options. For example, you could use an international or a US
style:

• International style:International style: 18 May 1980 (day/month/year)
• US style:US style: May 18, 1980 (month/day/year)

If you are going to the US style, be consistent in its use. You’ll find you have the option on page 83 of the MLA
Handbook for Writers of Research Papers, 7th edition. You have many options when writing in English as the
language itself has several conventions, or acceptable ways of writing particular parts of speech or information.

You are welcome to look in the MLA Handbook and see there is one preferred style or convention (you will also
find the answer at end of this section marked by an asterisk [*]). Now you may say to yourself that you won’t write
that term and it may be true, but you will come to a term or word that has more than one way it can be written. In
that case, what convention is acceptable in MLA style? This is where the MLA Handbook serves as an invaluable
resource. Again, your attention to detail and the professional presentation of your work are aspects of learning to
write in an academic setting.

Now let’s transition from a general discussion on the advantages of MLA style to what we are required to do to
write a standard academic essay. We will first examine a general “to do” list, then review a few “do not”
suggestions, and finally take a tour through a sample of MLA features. Links to sample MLA papers are located at
the end of this section.

General MLA List

1. Use standard white paper (8.5 × 11 inches).
2. Double space the essay and quotes.
3. Use Times New Roman 12-point font.
4. Use one-inch margins on all sides
5. Indent paragraphs (five spaces or 1.5 inches).
6. Include consecutive page numbers in the upper-right corner.
7. Use italics to indicate a title, as in Writing for Success.
8. On the first page, place your name, course, date, and instructor’s name in the upper-left corner.
9. On the first page, place the title centered on the page, with no bold or italics and all words capitalized.

10. On all pages, place the header, student’s name + one space + page number, 1.5 inches from the top,
aligned on the right.

Tip

Depending on your field of study, you may sometimes write research papers in either APA or MLA style.
Recognize that each has its advantages and preferred use in fields and disciplines. Learn to write and reference
in both styles with proficiency.
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Title Block Format

You never get a second chance to make a first impression, and your title block (not a separate title page; just a
section at the top of the first page) makes an impression on the reader. If correctly formatted with each element of
information in its proper place, form, and format, it says to the reader that you mean business, that you are a
professional, and that you take your work seriously, so it should, in turn, be seriously considered. Your title block
in MLA style contributes to your credibility. Remember that your writing represents you in your absence, and the
title block is the tailored suit or outfit that represents you best. That said, sometimes a separate title page is
necessary, but it is best both to know how to properly format a title block or page in MLA style and to ask your
instructor if it is included as part of the assignment.

Your name

Instructor

Course number

Date

Title of Paper

Paragraphs and Indentation

Make sure you indent five spaces (from the left margin). You’ll see that the indent offsets the beginning of a new
paragraph. We use paragraphs to express single ideas or topics that reinforce our central purpose or thesis
statement. Paragraphs include topic sentences, supporting sentences, and conclusion or transitional sentences
that link paragraphs together to support the main focus of the essay.

Tables and Illustrations

Place tables and illustrations as close as possible to the text they reinforce or complement. Here’s an example of
a table in MLA.

Table 1

Sales Figures by YearSales Figures by Year Sales Amount ($)Sales Amount ($)

2007 100,000

2008 125,000

2009 185,000

2010 215,000

As we can see in Table 1, we have experienced significant growth since 2008.

This example demonstrates that the words that you write and the tables, figures, illustrations, or images that you
include should be next to each other in your paper.

Parenthetical Citations

You must cite your sources as you use them. In the same way that a table or figure should be located right next to
the sentence that discusses it (see the previous example), parenthetical citations, or citations enclosed in
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parenthesis that appear in the text, are required. You need to cite all your information. If someone else wrote it,
said it, drew it, demonstrated it, or otherwise expressed it, you need to cite it. The exception to this statement is
common, widespread knowledge. For example, if you search online for MLA resources, and specifically MLA
sample papers, you will find many similar discussions on MLA style. MLA is a style and cannot be copyrighted
because it is a style, but the seventh edition of the MLA Handbook can be copyright protected. If you reference a
specific page in that handbook, you need to indicate it. If you write about a general MLA style issue that is
commonly covered or addressed in multiple sources, you do not. When in doubt, reference the specific resource
you used to write your essay.

Your in-text, or parenthetical, citations should do the following:

• Clearly indicate the specific sources also referenced in the works cited
• Specifically identify the location of the information that you used
• Keep the citation clear and concise, always confirming its accuracy

Works Cited Page

After the body of your paper comes the works cited page. It features the reference sources used in your essay.
List the sources alphabetically by last name, or list them by title if the author is not known as is often the case of
web-based articles. You will find links to examples of the works cited page in several of the sample MLA essays
at the end of this section.

As a point of reference and comparison to our APA examples, let’s examine the following three citations and the
order of the information needed.

CitationCitation
TypeType

MLA StyleMLA Style APA StyleAPA Style

Website
Author’s Last Name, First Name. Title of the website.
Publication Date. Name of Organization (if applicable).
Date you accessed the website. <URL>.

Author’s Last Name, First Initial. (Date of
publication). Title of document. Retrieved
from URL

Online
article

Author’s Last Name, First Name. “Title of Article.” Title
of the website. Date of publication. Organization that
provides the website. Date you accessed the website.

Author’s Last name, First Initial. (Date of
publication). Title of article. Title of
Journal, Volume(Issue). Retrieved from
URL

Book
Author’s Last Name, First Name. Title of the Book.
Place of Publication: Publishing Company, Date of
publication.

Author’s Last Name, First Initial. (Date of
publication). Title of the book. Place of
Publication: Publishing Company.

Note: The items listed include proper punctuation and capitalization according to the style’s guidelines.Note: The items listed include proper punctuation and capitalization according to the style’s guidelines.

Exercise 1

In Chapter 13 “APA and MLA Documentation and Formatting”, Section 13.1 “Formatting a Research Paper”, you
created a sample essay in APA style. After reviewing this section and exploring the resources linked at the end of
the section (including California State University–Sacramento’s clear example of a paper in MLA format), please
convert your paper to MLA style using the formatting and citation guidelines. You may find it helpful to use online
applications that quickly, easily, and at no cost convert your citations to MLA format.

Exercise 2

Please convert the APA-style citations to MLA style. You may find that online applications can quickly, easily, and
at no cost convert your citations to MLA format. There are several websites and applications available free (or as
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a free trial) that will allow you to input the information and will produce a correct citation in the style of your choice.
Consider these two sites:

• http://www.noodletools.com
• http://citationmachine.net

Hint: You may need access to the Internet to find any missing information required to correctly cite in MLA style.
This demonstrates an important difference between APA and MLA style—the information provided to the reader.

Sample Student Reference List in APA StyleSample Student Reference List in APA Style

1
Brent, D. A., Poling, K. D., & Goldstein, T. R. (2010). Treating depressed and suicidal
adolescents: A clinician’s guide. New York, NY: Guilford Press.

MLA

2
Dewan, S. (2007, September 17). Using crayons to exorcise Katrina. The New York
Times.Retrieved from http://www.nytimes.com/2007/09/17/arts/design/17ther.html

MLA

3
Freud, S. (1955). Beyond the pleasure principle. In The Complete Works of Sigmund Freud.
(Vol. XVII, pp. 3–66). London, England: Hogarth.

MLA

4
Henley, D. (2007). Naming the enemy: An art therapy intervention for children with bipolar
and comorbid disorders. Art Therapy: Journal of the American Art Therapy Association,
24(3), 104–110.

MLA

5
Hutson, M. (2008). Art therapy: The healing arts. Psychology Today. Retrieved from
http://www.psychologytoday.com/articles/200705/art-therapy-the-healing-arts

MLA

6
Isis, P. D., Bus, J., Siegel, C. A., & Ventura, Y. (2010). Empowering students through
creativity: Art therapy in Miami-Dade County Public Schools. Art Therapy: Journal of the
American Art Therapy Association, 27(2), 56–61.

MLA

7
Johnson, D. (1987). The role of the creative arts therapies in the diagnosis and treatment of
psychological trauma. The Arts in Psychotherapy, 14, 7–13.

MLA

8 Malchiodi, C. (2006). Art therapy sourcebook. New York, NY: McGraw-Hill.

MLA

9
Markel, R. (Producer). (2010). I’m an artist [Motion picture]. United States: Red Pepper
Films.

MLA
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Sample Student Reference List in APA StyleSample Student Reference List in APA Style

10
Kelley, S. J. (1984). The use of art therapy with sexually abused children. Journal of
Psychosocial Nursing and Mental Health, 22(12), 12–28.

MLA

11
Pifalo, T. (2008). Why art therapy? Darkness to light: Confronting child abuse with courage.
Retrieved from http://www.darkness2light.org/KnowAbout/articles_art_therapy.asp

MLA

12 Rubin, J. A. (2005). Child art therapy (25th ed.). New York, NY: Wiley.

MLA

13
Schimek, J. (1975). A critical re-examination of Freud’s concept of unconscious mental
representation. International Review of Psychoanalysis, 2, 171–187.

MLA

14 Strauss, M. B. (1999). No talk therapy for children and adolescents. New York, NY: Norton.

MLA

15
Thompson, T. (2008). Freedom from meltdowns: Dr. Thompson’s solutions for children with
autism. Baltimore, MD: Paul H. Brookes.

MLA

Useful Sources of Examples of MLA Style

• Arizona State University Libraries offers an excellent resource with clear examples.
◦ http://libguides.asu.edu/content.php?pid=122697&sid=1132964

• Purdue Online Writing Lab includes sample pages and works cited.
◦ http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/01

• California State University–Sacramento’s Online Writing Lab has an excellent visual description and
example of an MLA paper.

◦ http://www.csus.edu/owl/index/mla/mla_format.htm
• SUNY offers an excellent, brief, side-by-side comparison of MLA and APA citations.

◦ http://www.sunywcc.edu/LIBRARY/research/MLA_APA_08.03.10.pdf
• Cornell University Library provides comprehensive MLA information on its Citation Management website.

◦ http://www.library.cornell.edu/resrch/citmanage/mla
• The University of Kansas Writing Center is an excellent resource.

◦ http://www.writing.ku.edu/guides

* (a) is the correct answer to the question at the beginning of this section. The MLA Handbook prefers “twentieth
century.”

Key Takeaways

• MLA style is often used in the liberal arts and humanities.
• MLA style emphasizes brevity and clarity.
• A reader interested in your subject wants not only to read what you wrote but also to be informed of the

works you used to create it.
• MLA style uses a citation in the body of the essay that refers to the works cited section at the end.
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• If you follow MLA style, and indicate your source both in your essay and in the works cited section, you
will prevent the possibility of plagiarism.

Licensing & AttributionsLicensing & Attributions
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• Using Modern Language Association (MLA) Style. From Successful Writing. Authored byAuthored by: Anonymous. Located atLocated at: http://2012books.lardbucket.org/books/successful-writing/s17-04-using-modern-language-associat.html.
LicenseLicense: CC BY-NC-SA: Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

All assignments for this course must be formatted properly in MLA. This link will help you practice this all
important skill: Introduction to MLA Documentation by Wren Mills, Bowling Green Technical College

Examples

Here you will find an exceptional student literary analysis as well as an explanation to the main body of her paper.
Her introduction and conclusion were examined earlier in this competency.

Monica Platten

Professor Ryan Cordell

Introduction to Literature

December 17, 20–

“The Legend of Sleepy Hollow”: An Allegory for a Young America

When one hears the title “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow,” they might shiver a little and think of the infamous
spectre, “the apparition of a figure on horseback without a head … known, at all the country firesides, by the
name of The Headless Horseman of Sleepy Hollow” (Irving 966). It is this legendary phantom that grants
Washington Irving’s tale the label of ghost story. As such, readers would expect the legend to be overflowing with
superstition and opposing forces—good vs. evil, known vs. unknown, supernatural vs. reality. “The Legend of
Sleepy Hollow” can be read as a tale of opposing forces, but not in the same way as ghost story. It is a legend of
rivalry, a rivalry between the characters Ichabod Crane and Brom Van Brunt. Readers may benefit by
understanding that the opposing forces presented here are these two characters, the victim and the victor, the
underdog and the front-runner—not those of supernatural and reality—in order to understand a major significance
of Irving’s tale. Ichabod Crane and Brom Van Brunt are meant to be more than just two characters with a
rivalry—they are actually representations of the young American nation and its “motherland,” Great Britain. When
these allegories are understood, and these opposing forces are revealed, readers will finally be able to
understand a central message behind Irving’s tale—it is an allegory for the goals, the problems, and the livelihood
of an adolescent America.

The glen of Sleepy Hollow itself embodies the characteristics of the fresh, new land of America. It is a little valley
in which “a small brook glides through [it], with just murmur enough to lull you to repose, and the occasional
whistle of a quail, or the tapping of a woodpecker, is almost the only sound that ever breaks in upon the uniform
tranquility” (956). This place is tranquil and beautiful, just as the new land of America was perceived by all who
settled there. Not only is the beauty ample, but the natural resources are overflowing: there are “fat meadow
lands, the rich fields of wheat, of rye, of buckwheat, and Indian corn, and the orchard burthened with ruddy fruit”
(971); in this place “nature wore that rich and golden livery which we always associate with the idea of
abundance” (976). Sleepy Hollow is a valley of bounty, a land of plenty. But like any other wild and largely
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uncharted territory, this land possesses an air of mystery. “A drowsy, dreamy influence seems to hang over the
land, and pervade the very atmosphere” (965), and any who dally long enough while passing through or decide to
call the place home “begin to grow imaginative—to dream dreams, and see apparitions” (966). Likewise, the first
settlers in America came as dreamers, searching for a new world, a new life, riches, and freedom.

Ichabod Crane is essential to this allegory of the new nation, because he is the representation of the American
nation itself. The description of this character does not conform to one of a strong favorite, but to that of an
underdog: “He was tall, but exceedingly lank, with narrow shoulders, long arms and leg, hands that dangled a
mile out of his sleeves, feet that might have served for shovels, and his whole fame most loosely hung together”
(967). He is not a well-built man but an awkward one. As a schoolteacher he is intelligent, but does not hold a
prestigious position in society; this reflects the rank of the new nation in a world order of countries. Nonetheless,
he is optimistic and determined: “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 tough; 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” (973). The personality of Ichabod Crane reflects the same qualities of the newly independent
states of America—he is, like they are, an optimistic underdog.

The personality of Ichabod Crane also reflects the status of the American nation in his want for maturity. Crane,
although a grown man, displays certain qualities of youth in his superstitious beliefs and his “his appetite for the
marvelous, and his powers of digesting it, [which] were equally extraordinary” (969). These traits imply that he is
still young and childish, not yet mature like an adult: “No tale was too gross or monstrous for his capacious
swallow” (969). Nothing pleases him more than to “listen to marvellous tales of ghosts and goblins, and haunted
fields and haunted brooks, and haunted bridges and haunted house, and particularly of the headless horseman”
(969). Terence Martin breaks these ideas down: “By fitting the notion of gullibility into the dominant metaphor of
Ichabod’s oral preoccupation, Irving emphasizes the childlike quality of his protagonist. Ichabod can swallow and
digest anything; therefore he is always and increasingly gullible.… Irving couples the oral stage and imaginative
indulgence; both signify childhood” (143). The young colonies of America are certainly lacking the wisdom and
maturity of their relative, Great Britain; “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow,” published in 1820, just over 40 years after
the Declaration of Independence, is set in “a remote period of American history, that is to say, some thirty year
since” (Irving 967).

Martin agrees that “America … was a new nation which saw itself … [as] fresh and innocent” (137), but explains
that it wanted to become an “adult” as quickly as possible, and therefore needed to stay away from child-like
obsessions of fancy and the imagination. “A childish (primitive) society might legitimately take an interest in things
imaginative; such a society, however, was precisely what America wanted not to be” (Martin 139). Washington
Irving obviously shared this belief, because in the end of his tale, Crane’s excessive imagination leads to
embarrassment and failure. This is, in a way, a warning for adolescent America. Martin concurs: “It would appear
that for Irving there is no place, or a very limited place, for the hero of the imagination in the culture of early
America. A nation of [Rips and] Ichabods, Americans might reason, would soon be no nation at all” (144).

Crane and the American nation have in common one more imperative attribute: ambition. This ambition is
demonstrated in many ways. Just as the colonists of this new nation hungered for a better life, Ichabod Crane
hungers: “In his devouring mind’s eye, he pictured to himself every roasting pig running about with a pudding in its
belly, and an apple in its mouth; 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” (Irving 971).
Delicious food is not the only luxury Crane hungers for; he longs for material possessions, too, such as land and
the many animals that provide his scrumptious meals: “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.… He beheld himself
bestriding a pacing mare, with a colt at her heel, setting out for Kentucky, Tennessee, or the Lord knows where”!
(971).

This desire and ambition to possess and expand reflects the American initiative of Manifest Destiny. Crane is
ambitious and confident that he is meant to fulfill these big plans: “He could not help, too, rolling his large eyes
round him as he eat, and chuckling with the possibility that he might one day be lord of all this scene of almost
unimaginable luxury and splendor” (977). Lloyd Daigrepont states that “Ichabod [also] represents the modern
debasement of imagination by materialism, a pious utilitarianism, and the idea of progress, particularly as these
were supported in early 19th-century America” (72) and goes so far as to call Crane himself “a representative of
progress” (73). However, this ambition and desire for progress borders on greed. Crane is overly confident that he
will one day acquire for himself the beautiful daughter and land of Baltus Van Tassel, a wealthy Dutch farmer. His
motives for this possession are not supported by any reasons but personal desire. This same kind of greed and
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personal desire was demonstrated by the American states, as their motives for Manifest Destiny (although the
particular term had not been coined quite yet) transformed from those of exploration and expansion to dominance
and control over the native people and their land.

Brom Van Brunt, nicknamed appropriately Brom Bones, represents the strength of America’s motherland, Great
Britain. He is a formidable man, “a burley, roaring, roystering blade … the hero of the country round, which rung
with his feats of strength and hardihood” (Irving 972). He is powerful and skilled, always coming out on top: “He
was famed for great knowledge and skill [in horsemanship] … he was foremost at all races and cockfights, and
with the ascendancy which bodily strength always acquires in rustic life, was the umpire of all disputes” (972).
This strength, knowledge, and skill—along with his competing interest in Katrina Van Tassel, the “apple” of
Crane’s eye—makes him “the formidable rival with whom Ichabod Crane had to contend” (973). And although he
is respected and admired—“The neighbours looked upon him with a mixture of awe, admiration, and good-will”
(973)—he can be a bit of a bully, especially in said rivalry:

Ichabod became the object of whimsical persecution to Bones, and his gang of rough riders. They harried his
hitherto peaceful domain; smoked out his singing school, by stopping up the chimney; broke in to the school-
house at night, in spite of its formidable fastening 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 the 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. (974)

This list of grievances against Ichabod is reminiscent of the list of grievances claimed in the Declaration of
Independence. Brom Bones is the powerful, respected rival of Crane, the slightly awkward underdog. And just as
Great Britain used its power and strength to worry the colonies and then later the young American states, Brom
uses his to harass Crane.

Katrina Van Tassel, daughter of the aforementioned Baltus Van Tassel, completes this allegory of an adolescent
America because she is the prize, the treasure coveted by each nation—she represents power, honor, respect,
and abundant resources. She is described as “blooming … plump as a partridge; ripe and melting and rosy
cheeked as one of her father’s peaches, and universally famed” (970). The land of America is likewise copious in
beauty, nature and wildlife abounding, the land is lush, fresh, and immense. People from all around the world
would soon be immigrating to this new world in hopes of building a better life. “So tempting a morsel” (970) she
was, yes, but also difficult to conquer: “Ichabod … 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 … keeping a watchful and angry eye upon
each other” (972). Not only did many different countries and groups of people lust over the ample land, but this
new world also created a struggle for power. Great Britain, the motherland, had been disowned by its young child.
The American colonies decided to break away from this unfair and oppressive parent and start a life of their own,
as a new nation. This budding nation, youthful and inexperienced as it was, found it necessary to work its way up
in the world. This adolescent American had proved its ambition to be free, but now hoped to gain the respect of
the world, power in the world order, pride in itself, and a sense of nationalism to infuse its people. Great Britain,
however, was struggling to maintain its own pride and power after its defeat to the adolescent America; this once
all-powerful empire wanted to uphold the respect it had earned throughout history. Which country would ultimately
prove itself to be superior? This was the rivalry between the two nations. And that is the rivalry between Ichabod
Crane and Brom Bones: who is the better man, who will win the girl and all her treasures, the respect, and the
power?

While it appears clear that Irving’s tale is an allegory for a budding America and the rivalry between this underdog
and its stronger, older relative Great Britain, some would disagree. Many critics, in fact, depict the rivalry as one
between the regions and cultures in New England, and label Ichabod as the “threat,” or the bully. Donald Ringe
boldly claims that “Ichabod Crane is clearly a Connecticut Yankee invading—and threatening—a New York Dutch
society” (455). Following suit, Daniel Hoffman calls Brom Bones Irving’s “realistic Dutch frontiersman, who meets
and bests a Yankee” (427). Their idea of Irving’s tale is summed up by Lloyd Daigrepont, who argues that “Brom
is no musclebound bully, but rather a vigorous youth with a puckish spirit and a joyful exuberance for life” (75),
who simply “wishes to rid Sleepy Hollow of the threat of Ichabod Crane” (76–77).

This claim that Brom Bones is the story’s hero and Crane the threatening force, while intriguing, seems
misguided, especially as Irving himself described Bones as Crane’s “formidable rival” (973), as previously
mentioned. In addition, Jeffrey Insko points out that Irving’s “body of work includes ‘serious’ histories (notably,
biographies of George Washington and Christopher Columbus) and fictional sketches—among them ‘Rip Van
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Winkle’ and ‘The Legend of Sleepy Hollow’—that are themselves deeply concerned with matters
historiographical” (609). Regional conflicts in an adolescent America’s New England were much more recent and
current for Irving’s time than conflicts between America and Great Britain. Levine and Krupat note these concerns:
“There was a sense during the 1790s and early 1800s … that American nationalism was provisional, vulnerable,
fragile. The War of 1812, which emerged from trade disputes with England, can therefore be seen as a war that,
at least in part, spoke to Americans’ desires to put an end to such anxiety by in effect reenacting the American
Revolution against England and winning a victory once and for all” (931). Although the rivalry between America
and its overseas lineage was indeed current and ongoing, it extended a bit farther back into history. Before there
could be conflict between regions of the American nation, it had to become a nation. The first major conflict was
between America and Great Britain.

When readers understand that the rivalry in Irving’s “The Legend of Sleepy of Hollow” is not only between the
opposing forces of two characters, but also between an underdog and a powerful bully, then they can understand
a central allegory of the story: an allegory of a young and developing America. Irving meant his tale to convey a
warning to the budding nation: it is a reminder of its vulnerability, its problems, and the obstacles and hardships
that stand in the way of its success. While Irving and other members of “the American literary nationalism of the
1820s … ultimately raised tough questions about the nation’s future, about its strengths and vulnerabilities, and
about its character and potential as a democratic republic” (Levine and Krupat 934), these questions and
criticisms, along with “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow,” are not without a sense of hope or optimism. Readers
should remember that “Ichabod is not ultimately the loser in this legend. All he has lost is a farm girl’s love and a
measure of self-respect; the former was no real passion, the latter can be repaired” (Hoffman 433–34). The
American nation, like Ichabod, has the potential to succeed: to grow up, to learn from mistakes, and then to thrive
against all odds.
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Understanding the Body of Monica’s Argument

Remember that the primary question readers ask of writers is “What do you think?” Because claims are specific
and debatable, however, writers cannot simply state their claim. They must anticipate their readers’ new
questions: “Why do you think that?” and “How do you know?” To explain why she thinks as she does about
“Sleepy Hollow,” Monica begins each section of her paper with a subclaim, which is a specific, debatable
statement that supports the global claim from the introduction. Let’s pull the subclaims out of the body of Monica’s
paper so we can look at them more closely:

• SC1: “The glen of Sleepy Hollow itself embodies the characteristics of the fresh, new land of America.”
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• SC2: “Ichabod Crane is essential to this allegory of the new nation, because he is the representation of
the American nation itself. The description of this character does not conform to one of a strong favorite,
but to that of an underdog.”

• SC3: “Brom Van Brunt, nicknamed appropriately Brom Bones, represents the strength of America’s
motherland, Great Britain. He is a formidable man … powerful and skilled, always coming out on top.”

• SC4: “Katrina Van Tassel, daughter of the aforementioned Baltus Van Tassel, completes this allegory of
an adolescent America because she is the prize, the treasure coveted by each nation—she represents
power, honor, respect, and abundant resources.”

Each of these subclaims advances one aspect of the global claim, helping round out the ideas that Monica
broaches in her introduction. Monica believes that Irving’s story “is an allegory for the goals, the problems, and
the livelihood of an adolescent America” because “the description of [Ichabod] does not conform to one of a
strong favorite, but to that of an underdog.” She also believes as she does because “Katrina Van Tassel…is the
prize, the treasure coveted by each nation—she represents power, honor, respect, and abundant resources.” We
could say the same thing about Monica’s other subclaims. None of these statements is self-evidently true; like the
global claim in the paper’s introduction, the subclaims are debatable statements.

Now that Monica has answered her readers’ questions, “What do you think?” and “Why do you think that?” she
must explain how she knows her ideas are true. To answer “How do you know?” Monica supports each of her
subclaims with a range of evidence, both primary evidence (quotations from “Sleepy Hollow” itself) and secondary
evidence (quotations from scholars writing about the story or its historical period). To demonstrate Ichabod’s
“ambition,” for instance, Monica quotes from Irving’s story directly: “‘In his devouring mind’s eye, he pictured to
himself every roasting pig running about with a pudding in its belly, and an apple in its mouth; 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’” (Irving 971). This textual evidence grounds Monica’s claims,
helping readers see why she thinks what she thinks about Irving’s tale.

You should think carefully about how the evidence you quote supports the subclaims you make. While the
connections between your claims and evidence may seem self-evident to you they may not be evident to your
readers. Imagine, for instance, if a report came out saying students from a particular school were underperforming
on their standardized tests. One person might see the report as evidence the school needs more funding. Another
person might see the same report as evidence the school should be closed and its students sent elsewhere. Still
another might see the report as evidence that the system of standardized testing doesn’t fairly evaluate students
and should be changed. Readers interpret evidence in light of their social, political, religious, and cultural values
and assumptions. Writing scholars call these underlying values and assumptions warrantswarrants. When you use
evidence, you should consider how different readers might interpret it, and if you foresee dramatic differences,
you should carefully explain how you arrived at the connections you’ve drawn.

The following is one example that will show you how warrants provide the logical connection between claim and
evidence. Most warrants are not directly stated but implied, which makes it useful for you to articulate your
warrants so that you can concretely see the logical connection between claim and evidence:

Thesis Claim: “…Ichabod Crane and Brom Van Brunt are meant to be more than just two characters with a
rivalry—they are actually representations of the young American nation and its ‘motherland,’ Great Britain. When
these allegories are understood, and these opposing forces are revealed, readers will finally be able to
understand a central message behind Irving’s tale—it is an allegory for the goals, the problems, and the livelihood
of an adolescent America.”

• SC1: “The glen of Sleepy Hollow itself embodies the characteristics of the fresh, new land of America.”
• Warrant: The glen symbolizes the new America, which is central to the thesis since landscape, the

geography, is essential to the allegory of Crane as representative of the new America.

In addition, Monica supplements her direct textual evidence in her paper with insights from other scholars, which
also become counterclaims to her argument: “Lloyd Daigrepont states that ‘Ichabod [also] represents the modern
debasement of imagination by materialism, a pious utilitarianism, and the idea of progress, particularly as these
were supported in early 19th-century America’ and goes so far as to call Crane himself ‘a representative of
progress’ (72, 73).” Secondary evidence grants authority to Monica’s argument, demonstrating that she has
studied scholarly conversations around this work and is now engaging in those conversations in her own writing.

The word “conversation” tells us quite a bit about why Monica’s argument works so well. She maintains a tone of
engagement with other scholars throughout the paper, even when she disagrees with their ideas. In short, she
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answers yet another question readers are likely to ask of writers: “Have you considered this other point of view?”
Note the way Monica explains potential objections to her argument, anticipating her readers’ skepticism about her
argument.

While it appears clear that Irving’s tale is an allegory for a budding America and the rivalry between this
underdog and its stronger, older relative Great Britain, some would disagree. Many critics, in fact, depict
the rivalry as one between the regions and cultures in New England, and label Ichabod as the “threat,”
or the bully. Donald Ringe boldly claims that “Ichabod Crane is clearly a Connecticut Yankee
invading—and threatening—a New York Dutch society” (455). Following suit, Daniel Hoffman calls
Brom Bones Irving’s “realistic Dutch frontiersman, who meets and bests a Yankee” (427). Their idea of
Irving’s tale is summed up by Lloyd Daigrepont, who argues that “Brom is no musclebound bully, but
rather a vigorous youth with a puckish spirit and a joyful exuberance for life,” who simply “wishes to rid
Sleepy Hollow of the threat of Ichabod Crane” (75, 76–77).

As in her introduction, Monica outlines an alternative argument carefully and fairly. She quotes directly from
scholars she disagrees with. Doing this doesn’t undermine the points Monica wants to make about “Sleepy
Hollow.” Instead, by demonstrating her awareness of other possibilities, Monica demonstrates that her argument
comes from close consideration of the story and many potential interpretations. Because Monica demonstrates
her thorough research in the paragraph just quoted, her rebuttal of those opinions in the following paragraph has
more force and authority.

This claim that Brom Bones is the story’s hero and Crane the threatening force, while intriguing, seems
misguided, especially as Irving himself described Bones as Crane’s “formidable rival” (973), as
previously mentioned. In addition, Jeffrey Insko points out that Irving’s “body of work includes ‘serious’
histories (notably, biographies of George Washington and Christopher Columbus) and fictional
sketches—among them ‘Rip Van Winkle’ and ‘The Legend of Sleepy Hollow’—that are themselves
deeply concerned with matters historiographical” (609). Regional conflicts in an adolescent America’s
New England were much more recent and current for Irving’s time than conflicts between America and
Great Britain. Levine and Krupat note these concerns:

There was a sense during the 1790s and early 1800s … that American nationalism was provisional,
vulnerable, fragile. The War of 1812, which emerged from trade disputes with England, can therefore
be seen as a war that, at least in part, spoke to Americans’ desires to put an end to such anxiety by in
effect reenacting the American Revolution against England and winning a victory once and for all. (931)

Although the rivalry between America and its overseas lineage was indeed current and ongoing, it
extended a bit farther back into history. Before there could be conflict between regions of the American
nation, it had to become a nation. The first major conflict was between America and Great Britain.

An effective academic writer considers multiple points of view in his or her writing. Such writers persuade their
readers to follow their opinions about literature through carefully considered, well-organized claims, subclaims,
and evidence.
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