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experiment, a literary research initiative, a writers’ residency, and an 
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 Writing to her niece from Stockbridge in the midst of the Ameri-

can Civil War (1861-1865), novelist Catharine Maria Sedgwick described 

how it felt to live in the Berkshires during the most agitated period in 

the nation’s history.  “It is strange how cheerily the world goes on, liv-

ing as we do at this moment on a volcano,” she begins, “[and] as I look 

out of the window on a lawn of the richest clover my eye ever fell on, 

and on one of the loveliest of sylvan scenes…it is difficult to realize that 

there is any worse evil afloat than the daily showers that discourage the 

husbandman.”  Yet she immediately exposes the fiction of this bucolic 

idyll, revealing that her thoughts are frequently disturbed by the conflict 

raging hundreds of miles to the south: “a general dread pervades us all, 

not without terror, when the cheerful light of day is gone” (394).  Though 

hoping to seek refuge in the rural rhythms of Western Massachusetts, 

she instead finds herself seized by nighttime fears about the country’s po-

litical and military strife.  “One can not long keep up to the symphonies 

of nature in war-time,” she remarks to her niece in another letter, “and 

with all my earnest feeling and love for this divine month, I was even to-

day crying out my window and breaking the Sunday stillness by an appeal 

for a newspaper” (390-91). 

 In her wartime letters from the Berkshires, Sedgwick balanced 

images of pastoral tranquility with intimations of how national affairs 

regularly pressed upon her and her neighbors.  She expressed her anxiet-

ies about the fate of the Union, and her desire to receive what she once 

referred to as the “daily food” of national news.  It has become custom-
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ary to describe the nineteenth-century Berkshires as a place where writ-

ers, artists, and nature lovers came to escape the concerns of modern life.  

We hear about Melville retiring from New York to Arrowhead in 1850 

to dedicate himself to Moby-Dick, Hawthorne fleeing his ancestral home 

in Salem for the picturesque cottage in Tanglewood, and Longfellow and 

Holmes abandoning the hubbub of Boston to summer in Pittsfield.  Yet 

Sedgwick’s letters remind us that many nineteenth-century writers and 

residents in the Berkshires were keenly alert to the political and social 

events of the wider world. Even as they made their homes in what famed 

British actress and writer Fanny Kemble called New England’s “secluded 

paradise,” they obsessively thought, read, and wrote about the major 

national and international problems of the period.

 The Mastheads theme for 2018 is literature and activism.  In 

this year’s program and lecture series, we will explore how Berkshire 

authors have imagined political and social change through their writings.  

The Mastheads was founded on the belief that we must creatively engage 

with the literary history of the Berkshires.  This year, at a time of acute 

national turmoil, we wish to revisit political writings from the region’s past 

to see what resources they might provide for literature and activism in 

the present.  To that end, we have selected texts for the 2018 Mastheads 

Reader by five politically engaged authors of the nineteenth century: 

Sedgwick, William Cullen Bryant, Kemble, Melville, and W.E.B. Du 

Bois.  

 The five historical Berkshire authors we have chosen for this 

year grappled with several key nineteenth-century issues: slavery and the 

Civil War, women’s rights, the place of religion in American culture, and 

the transformation of the U.S. economy.  Viewed from a contemporary 

political lens, these writers would be characterized as “progressive” on 

most (though not all) of these issues.  They almost uniformly opposed 

slavery, promoted increased participation of women in the public sphere, 

combatted religious orthodoxy, and regarded with suspicion the most 

visible abuses of the industrial revolution.  Sedgwick (1789-1867), the 
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most famous American woman author of the first half of the nineteenth 

century, focused her work largely on religious questions and the role 

of women in the early US Republic.  Bryant (1794-1878), a renowned 

poet and editor, gravitated toward the problem of slavery, as did Kemble 

(1809-1893), who had already achieved notoriety early in her life as 

an accomplished stage performer.  The political interests of Melville 

(1819-1891) ran far and wide, but here we single out his approach to 

the mid-century concentration of economic power in his most famous 

short story, “Bartleby, A Scrivener’s Tale: A Tale of Wall St.”  Finally 

Du Bois (1868-1963), whose career extended well into the second half 

of the twentieth century, pursued his lifelong goal of fighting discrimina-

tion against African Americans in part by advocating a radical revision of 

the history of the Civil War and the late nineteenth century.  Of course, 

as is the case with all writers, these Berkshire authors remain bound by 

certain assumptions and biases of their historical moment.  Our purpose 

in revisiting them is not to claim that they were always right.  Rather, it 

is to show that they passionately—and at times messily—engaged with the 

problems of their time, and that understanding that engagement helps us 

wrestle with the problems of our own.      

 Before we can begin to work through the ideas and texts of our 

historical authors, it will be useful to first establish an overview of the 

Berkshire’s political and cultural climate at the beginning of the nine-

teenth century.  At that time, many Berkshire writers filtered their politi-

cal and social attitudes through their religious beliefs, beliefs that were 

closely bound up with the legacy of the Puritan faith that most inhabitants 

of the region continued to uphold.  Beginning with the Second Great 

Awakening of the mid-eighteenth century, with its call for New England-

ers to rededicate themselves to the Calvinist creeds of their ancestors, 

the Berkshires had become a hotbed of religious activism.  From 1750 

to 1758, legendary theologian Jonathan Edwards served as pastor for the 

congregation in Stockbridge, and his presence there contributed to mak-

ing Berkshire County what cultural historian Richard Birdsall described 



as “the greatest center of eighteenth-century Calvinist orthodoxy in 

New England” (41).  By the first decades of the 1800s, however, several 

spiritual currents arose to challenge the Puritan orthodoxy.  The most 

prominent of these was the Unitarian movement, led in the United States 

by William Ellery Channing.  In his 1819 essay “Unitarian Christianity,” 

Channing argued that Unitarianism offered a more optimistic vision of 

human behavior than that of Puritanism, which he accused of being be-

holden to a “severe and partial Deity” (71).  In his sermons and writings, 

Channing also associated Unitarianism with the hopefulness of the young 

United States Republic, arguing that Americans should “reason about the 

Bible precisely as civilians do about the constitution under which we live” 

(53).  Sedgwick, Bryant, and Kemble all eventually joined the Unitarian 

church, and Channing’s religio-political views echo through their literary 

works and personal correspondence.  After the publication of her histori-

cal novel Hope Leslie, or, Early Times in the Massachusetts, Sedgwick 

confided in her diary that a letter of support from Channing was “worth 

all the trouble all my literary labor has cost me” (119). 

 Catharine Maria Sedgwick did more than any other antebellum 

writer to establish an intellectual community in the Berkshires.  Writers, 

artists, philosophers, and politicians made pilgrimages to Stockbridge 

and Lenox to visit her in her family homes.  And from the early 1820s 

to the late 1850s, she stood at the center of Berkshire literary life.  Born 

to a prominent political family in Stockbridge in 1789, the year that the 

US Congress first met under the newly ratified US Constitution, Sedg-

wick spent most of her adult life between the Berkshires and New York 

City.  After her public conversion to Unitarianism in 1821, her brothers 

encouraged her to expand a religious tract she was working on into a 

novel, which was published the following year as A New England Tale.  

In the novel, Sedgwick juxtaposes the strict (read Calvinist) orthodoxy of 

the old-time Berkshire woman Mrs. Wilson with the more flexible and 

unassuming religiosity of the young orphan Jane Elton and the widowed 

schoolteacher Mr. Lloyd, who marries Jane at the end of the novel.  The 
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text bears unmistakable signs of the Unitarian critique of Puritanism in its 

depiction of Mrs. Wilson, who “assumed the form of godliness, without 

feeling its power” (24).  But Sedgwick insisted that she had not simply 

produced a brief for her chosen faith, pointing out that the word “Uni-

tarian” never appeared in the text, and that her main characters were a 

Quaker (Mr. Lloyd) and a “simple Biblist” (Jane).  Still, the appearance 

of A New England’s Tale caused a stir, both in New England and abroad, 

and her name became synonymous with the new religious feeling emerg-

ing in Berkshire County.     

 With the publication of Hope Leslie in 1827, Sedgwick ce-

mented her reputation as the most famous American woman novelist of 

the early nineteenth-century.  She was frequently mentioned alongside 

James Fenimore Cooper, Washington Irving, and Bryant as a key figure 

in the founding of a national literary tradition.  Her lifelong decision to 

remain single, at a time when nine out of ten women married, was a fre-

quent topic in her public and private writings (her final novel, published 

in 1857, was titled Married or Single?).  The short story included here, 

“Cacoethes Scribendi” (a Latinate phrase meaning “the irresistible urge 

to write”), offers a satirical take on the problem of female authorship 

and marriage.  In the small New England town of H, with a population 

made of entirely of “widow[s] and maiden[s],” a literary mania grips the 

female population.  Spurred by the allure of seeing their name in print, 

the women of the town begin to publish in the most eminent Boston 

literary magazines.  A reluctant author herself, Sedgwick clearly works 

through her own complicated feelings toward literary celebrity in “Ca-

coethes Scribendi.”  But perhaps the most striking part of the story is the 

ending, when young Alice Courland gives up a potential writing career 

in order to marry her eligible cousin Ralph.  The didacticism with which 

the story seems to champion marital bliss over Sedgwick’s own chosen 

path—once they see Alice the “happiest of wives,” her mother and aunts 

“relinquis[h], without a sigh, the hope of ever seeing her an AUTHOR”—

might seem surprising to us today.  But as scholar Mary Kelly has ob-



served, Sedgwick generally “tacked back and forth” throughout her work 

“between observing gender conventions…and using those conventions 

as a point of departure in fashioning a more autonomous identity” (xiii).  

We revisit her texts not only for their vivid depictions of unconventional 

women, but also for their capacity to make us aware of how forcefully 

conventions about gender and literature impressed themselves upon 

women (and men) in the antebellum United States.       

 From the time he moved to Great Barrington in 1818 until his 

departure from the town seven years later, William Cullen Bryant was a 

constant visitor to the Sedgwick household.  Born in 1794 in the Berk-

shire mountain town of Cummington, Bryant briefly attended Williams 

College in 1810 before deciding to become a lawyer.  Although he wrote 

much of his best poetry in the Berkshires before the age of thirty, he 

struggled to balance his literary ambitions with his professional obliga-

tions, lamenting through the speaker of the poem “Green River” about 

being “forced to drudge for the dregs of men,/And scrawl strange words 

with the barbarous pen” (220).  At the urging of Sedgwick’s brothers 

Henry and Charles, Bryant gave up his law practice in Great Barrington 

and relocated to New York City in 1825.  He eventually took over the 

editorship of the New-York Evening Post, becoming one of the most 

influential political writers of the nineteenth century.  

In an 1820 oration in Stockbridge, Bryant had publically decried the 

expansion of slavery enshrined in the Missouri Compromise, and over 

the following decades, he would gradually increase his anti-slavery activ-

ism.  Like many New Englanders of the time, he was initially skeptical 

of the radical abolitionism of David Walker and William Lloyd Garri-

son.  As Bryant biographer Gilbert Muller writes, “while personally and 

ideologically opposed to slavery, Bryant was not prepared to embrace the 

abolitionist cause, warning the Evening Post’s readers against Northern 

interference in the affairs of the South” (115).  In 1848, however, he left 

the Democratic Party for the Free Soil Party over the issue of slavery.  

Alongside fellow writers John Greenleaf Whittier and Walt Whitman, he 
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advocated for the prohibition of slavery in the territories recently ac-

quired from Mexico.  He eventually joined the newly formed Republican 

Party, introducing presidential candidate Abraham Lincoln in a cel-

ebrated speech at New York’s Cooper Union in 1860.  Bryant composed 

the poem included here, “The Death of Slavery,” to commemorate the 

end of chattel slavery in the United States with the passage of the Thir-

teenth Amendment and the conclusion of the Civil War.  In an unusual 

move, the poem apostrophizes slavery itself, bidding the “great Wrong” 

to “take thy place/With hateful memories of the elder time.”   Here, too, 

we detect the presence of a progressive and providential Unitarian deity: 

“Great as thou wert, and feared from shore to shore,/The wrath of Heav-

en o’ertook thee in thy pride.”  In 1865, the year before he published 

“The Death of Slavery,” Bryant bought back his childhood home in 

Cummington—now known as The William Cullen Bryant Homestead—

where he spent many of his remaining summers.   

 By the time Fanny Kemble traveled to the Berkshires in 1835, 

she had already become an international sensation.  A member of the 

most renowned acting family in England, Kemble had come to the Unit-

ed States for a theater tour in 1832, performing before sold-out crowds 

along the Eastern seaboard.  After meeting Kemble in New York in the 

winter of 1833, Sedgwick wrote that she “lives in a cloud of incense and 

yet seems not to be blinded and to be so accustomed to it that she sees 

through a false medium” (132).  The metaphor alludes to the famous 

performer’s capacity to grasp reality beyond the distortions of the stage 

(in the nineteenth-century, theater continued to be associated with decep-

tion in the popular mind), but it also could be applied to her incipient so-

cial vision.  In 1834, at the conclusion of her American tour, Kemble had 

married Pierce Butler, a wealthy Philadelphia businessman who inherited 

a vast slave plantation in Georgia shortly after their marriage.  Like most 

British people of the time, Kemble harbored strong abolitionist convic-

tions, yet her attitude toward slavery bore the indelible influence of her 

Unitarian faith.  As historian John Scott has argued, Kemble’s reading 



of Channing’s 1835 volume Slavery profoundly influenced her thinking, 

particularly his argument that reason rather than “insurrection” was more 

likely to result in the end of slavery in the U.S. South: “The Christian 

must seek to win the soul of the slaveowner, to make him understand the 

nature of his sin, to win him to repentance” (xxxiii).  On the basis of this 

philosophy, Kemble convinced Butler to allow her to spend five months 

on his cotton and rice plantations in Georgia in 1838, where she com-

posed her Journal of a Residence on a Georgian Plantation in 1838-1839 

in the form of letters addressed to Sedgwick’s sister-in-law Elizabeth.  

In the midst of the “false medium” of the Southern plantation, where 

she heard daily justifications for the bondage and forced labor of nearly 

seven-hundred black slaves, she produced a 300-page political document: 

part description, part exposé, and part philosophical treatise.

 The beginning of the Journal, which we have reproduced here, 

lays out an argument against widespread nineteenth-century European 

and American cultural beliefs about the inferiority of African-descended 

peoples (what contemporary scholars often refer to as scientific racism).  

In the excerpt, Kemble takes pains to explain that what the unidentified 

“Mr. ----“ claims to be the “natural deficiency” of black people in the 

South is in fact a product of their status as slaves.  Indeed, one of the 

journal’s main rhetorical efforts is to demonstrate that while slave apolo-

gists maintain that characteristics of the slave population such as illiteracy 

or uncleanliness indicate their inferiority to their white masters, the truth 

is that a primary function of slavery in the U.S. South was to enforce 

these very conditions.  Later in the Journal, Kemble describes draconian 

laws prohibiting the teaching of reading to slaves and negligent sanitary 

practices in plantation infirmaries.  In an early-nineteenth-century vo-

cabulary, Kemble anticipates the widely accepted contemporary view that 

racial inequalities derive principally from social factors rather than bio-

logical differences.  This is not to say that Kemble’s text remains free of 

racial stereotyping.  Nevertheless, her contemporaries read the text as an 

unequivocal attack on the institution of slavery, both when Kemble circu-
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lated it privately among abolitionists in the 1840s and when it was finally 

published at the height of the Civil War.  In fact, as Catherine Clinton 

has written, it was largely Kemble’s insistence on equality—both in the 

public and private spheres—that led her to take the unusual step of suing 

for divorce (in a private pamphlet, her husband accused her of holding 

that “marriage should be companionship on equal terms,” [153]).  It 

1849, the same year that the divorce was legally granted, she purchased a 

home (“The Perch”) in Lenox.  She was an integral part of the Berkshire 

cultural community of the 1850s, where her recitations of Shakespearean 

monologues received particular acclaim.     

 Herman Melville’s residence in Pittsfield from 1850 to 1863 

was unquestionably the most productive literary period of his life.  In 

addition to completing Moby-Dick, he wrote the novels Pierre, Israel 

Potter, and The Confidence-Man and published fifteen stories, six of 

which were collected in the 1856 volume The Piazza Tales.  The story 

we included in the 2017 Mastheads Reader, “The Piazza,” takes place in 

the immediate environs of Melville’s Arrowhead home.  But the collec-

tion’s best-known story, “Bartleby, the Scrivener: A Story of Wall Street,” 

is set far from the Berkshires, in New York’s notorious financial district.  

“Bartleby” has often been interpreted as a tale of resistance, an allegory 

about the basic human impulse to refuse, memorably captured in the 

title character’s enigmatic refrain, “I prefer not to.”  But when Melville 

composed the story in the early 1850s, he was likely also thinking of 

the specific conditions for rebellion arising after the Panic of 1837, the 

cataclysmic economic crisis that had effectively wiped out the Melville 

family finances.  As Andrew Delbanco has suggested, Melville’s decision 

to place Bartleby in a struggling law office (one that resembled that of his 

financially distressed brothers Allan and Gansevoort) reflected his aware-

ness of the urban transformations brought about in the wake of the eco-

nomic downturn: “The glut in the Manhattan labor supply was destroying 

the old apprentice system whereby merchants took on apprentices from 

their own social class.  By the 1850s, apprenticeship in a law office was 



more likely to be a dead-end job than a stepping stone to a legal career” 

(214).  Seen in this light, Bartleby’s refusal to make copies for his boss 

registers not only as an existential gesture but also as a symbolic protest 

on behalf of an entire social class.

 Reading “Bartleby” in relation to the economic climate of the 

mid-nineteenth-century also might help us to understand why Melville 

subtitled the tale “A Story of Wall St.”  From the beginning of the story, 

Melville’s first-person narrator introduces himself as a kind of servant to 

the city’s financial elite, “one of those unambitious lawyers who never ad-

dresses a jury, or in any way draws down public applause; but in the cool 

tranquility of a snug retreat, do a snug business among rich men’s bonds 

and mortgages and title-deeds.”  Indeed, we are quickly given informa-

tion that leads us to doubt our narrator’s perspective and his professional 

motives.  So obsessed is he with the notorious New York investor and 

real-estate mogul John Jacob Astor that he admits he “love[s] to repeat” 

Astor’s name, “for it hath a rounded and orbicular sound to it, and rings 

like unto bullion.”  Bartleby’s asceticism, his evident unconcern for the 

trappings of the Wall Street world that captivate the narrator, sets up a 

sharp contrast.  The story unfolds through the narrator’s gradual un-

mooring from his assumptions about business and life.  After losing both 

his office space and his professional standing to Bartleby’s obstinacy (“all 

through the circle of my professional acquaintance, a whisper of wonder 

was running round, having reference to the strange creature I kept at my 

office”), the narrator spirals into what we would now call a personal crisis.  

He reads philosophy (“Edwards on the Will,” “Priestley on Necessity”), 

spends days at a time driving his carriage through the “suburbs,” and 

fretfully seeks answers from Bartleby in prison.  The famous lament he 

issues at the conclusion of the story, after hearing that Bartleby had once 

been a clerk in the Dead Letter Office (“Ah Bartleby! Ah humanity!”), 

hints at his growing realization that his renegade copyist’s affliction mir-

rors a broader social malady.  In the end, the purpose of telling Bartle-

by’s tale seems to be to shock those very “good-natured gentlemen” to 
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whom the narrator earlier professed his affinities.         

 W.E.B. Du Bois, perhaps the most important twentieth-century 

writer on race in the United States, was born in Great Barrington in 

1868, and dedicated much of his later work to analyzing the nineteenth 

century in both personal and political terms. In the autobiographical 

excerpt included here from Du Bois’s Darkwater (1920), he describes 

his coming of age in Great Barrington as well as his process of coming 

to racial consciousness. Claiming that his childhood in Great Barrington 

was for the most part “very happy,” he also speaks of the inevitable limi-

tations placed on black families in the Berkshires in the late nineteenth 

century: “at about the time of my birth economic pressure was transmut-

ing the family generally from farmers to ‘hired’ help.”  Biographer David 

Levering Lewis has demonstrated that, even in spite of such caveats, Du 

Bois’s autobiographical writings tend to guild his family history and the 

details of his childhood in the Berkshires (19, 42).  In the case of this 

early section of Darkwater, that embellishment likely has something to 

do with the buoyant tone that Du Bois wishes to convey.  As he briskly 

takes us through the arc of his fifty years of life, he repeatedly emphasizes 

how he sought to match outright discrimination and implicit bias with 

intellectual determination.  “Who was I to fight a world of prejudice,” he 

asks rhetorically when referring to his return from Europe to the United 

States in 1894: “I raise my hat to myself when I remember that, even 

with these thoughts, I did not hesitate or waver; but just went doggedly to 

work.” 

 The work that Du Bois produced over the next seventy-odd 

years, from early writings such as The Philadelphia Negro (1899) and 

The Souls of Black Folks (1903) to Dark Princess (1928), Black Re-

construction in America (1935) and Dusk of Dawn (1940), spans an 

extraordinary range of genres and sensibilities.  At the end of his life, 

Du Bois told an interviewer, “I very early got the idea that what I was 

going to do was to prove to the world that Negroes were just like other 

people” (quoted in Lewis, 32).  It was a simple aspiration, but it required 



him to challenge many widely held beliefs about American history, 

literature, sociology, and economics. In the popular imagination, Du 

Bois is mostly recognized for his activism with the National Association 

for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and for galvanizing 

the literary movement we now know as the Harlem Renaissance.  Yet 

one of his most lasting contributions to contemporary thought was his 

reinterpretation of the causes and effects of the Civil War.  Going against 

the dominant historiography of the period, which attributed the aboli-

tion of slavery almost solely to the efforts of white Northern leaders and 

soldiers, Du Bois claimed that black slaves themselves had forced the 

Union to declare the end of slavery as its ultimate goal.  He argued that 

the Reconstruction Period in the South immediately after the war (1865-

1875) was not a failed Northern interventionist venture, as most previ-

ous historians had characterized it.  Instead, it was a significant bi-racial 

political achievement whose “rollback,” in the words of 2018 Mastheads 

speaker Neil Roberts, led directly “to the establishment of Jim Crow 

segregation” (45). Du Bois’s attempt to connect the legacy of slavery with 

ongoing racial inequality in the United States has had a profound influ-

ence on academic historians over the past few decades, including Cedric 

Robinson and Walter Johnson.  And in recent years, the sociologist 

Aldon Morris has excavated Du Bois’s foundational role in emergence of 

the discipline of sociology in the United States.  One can also find clear 

echoes of Du Bois’s ideas in mainstream contemporary productions such 

as Ava DuVernay’s 2016 documentary 13th.   

 There are many lessons to be learned from reading about the 

political past in the texts of Sedgwick, Kemble, Bryant, Du Bois, and 

Melville. But equally importantly, I would suggest, the more one sub-

merges oneself in the historical archives of these Berkshire writers, the 

better one understands how art and writing can address socio-political 

concerns with nuance, ambivalence, and depth. Our desire for The 

Mastheads has always been to initiate community conversations about 

the cultural heritage of the Berkshires, not simply to start and end them 
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ourselves. In that spirit, I invite you to immerse yourself in the texts of 

the 2018 Mastheads Reader, to read them and contemplate them and 

bring back what you will. 
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Glory and gain the industrious tribe provoke.--Pope. 

 The little secluded and quiet village of H. lies at no great distance 

from our “literary emporium.” It was never remarked or remarkable for 

anything, save one mournful preeminence, to those who sojourned with-

in its borders — it was duller even than common villages. The young men 

of the better class all emigrated. The most daring spirits adventured on 

the sea. Some went to Boston; some to the south; and some to the west; 

and left a community of women who lived like nuns, with the advantage 

of more liberty and fresh air, but without the consolation and excitement 

of a religious vow. Literally, there was not a single young gentleman in 

the village — nothing in manly shape to which these desperate circum-

stances could give the form and quality and use of a beau. Some dashing 

city blades, who once strayed from the turnpike to this sequestered spot, 

averred that the girls stared at them as if, like Miranda, they would have 

exclaimed — 

 “What 1st? a spirit? 

Lord, how it looks about! Believe me, sir, 

It carries a brave form: — But ‘tis a spirit.” 

 A peculiar fatality hung over this devoted place. If death seized 

on either head of a family, he was sure to take the husband; every woman 

in H. was a widow or maiden; and it is a sad fact, that when the holiest 

office of the church was celebrated, they were compel led to borrow 

deacons from an adjacent village. But, incredible as it may be, there was 

Cacoethes Scribendi

Catharine Maria Sedgwick



no great diminution of happiness in consequence of the absence of the 

nobler sex. Mothers were occupied with their children and housewifery, 

and the young ladies read their books with as much interest as if they 

had lovers to discuss them with, and worked their frills and capes as 

diligently, and wore them as complacently, as if they were to be seen by 

manly eyes. Never were there pleasanter gatherings or parties (for that 

was the word even in their nomenclature) than those of the young girls 

of H. There was no mincing — no affectation — no hope of passing for 

what they were not — no envy of the pretty and fortunate — no insolent 

triumph over the plain and demure and neglected, — but all was good will 

and good humour. They were a pretty circle of girls — a garland of bright 

fresh flowers. Never were there more sparkling glances, — never sweeter 

smiles — nor more of them. Their present was all health and cheerful-

ness; and their future, not the gloomy perspective of dreary singleness, 

for somewhere in the passage of life they were sure to be mated. Most 

of the young men who had abandoned their native soil, as soon as they 

found themselves getting along, loyally returned to lay their fortunes at 

the feet of the companions of their childhood. 

 The girls made occasional visits to Boston, and occasional 

journeys to various parts of the country, for they were all enterprising and 

independent, and had the characteristic New England avidity for seizing 

a “privilege;” and in these various ways, to borrow a phrase of their good 

grandames, a door was opened for them, and in due time they fulfilled 

the destiny of women. 

 We spoke strictly, and a la lettre, when we said that in the village 

of H. there was not a single beau. But on the outskirts of the town, at a 

pleasant farm, embracing hill and valley, upland and meadow land; in 

a neat house, looking to the south, with true economy of sunshine and 

comfort, and overlooking the prettiest winding stream that ever sent up 

its sparkling beauty to the eye, and flanked on the north by a rich maple 

grove, beautiful in spring and summer, and glorious in autumn, and the 

kindest defence in winter; — on this farm and in this house dwelt a youth, 
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to fame unknown, but known and loved by every inhabitant of H., old 

and young, grave and gay, lively and severe. Ralph Hepburn was one of 

nature’s favourites. He had a figure that would have adorned courts and 

cities; and a face that adorned human nature, for it was full of good hu-

mour, kindheartedness, spirit, and intelligence; and driving the plough or 

wielding the scythe, his cheek flushed with manly and profitable exercise, 

he looked as if he had been moulded in a poet’s fancy — as farmers look 

in Georgics and Pastorals. His gifts were by no means all external. He 

wrote verses in every album in the village, and very pretty album verses 

they were, and numerous too — for the number of albums was equivalent 

to the whole “female” population. He was admirable at pencil sketches; 

and once with a little paint, the refuse of a house painting, he achieved an 

admirable portrait of his grandmother and her cat. There was, to be sure, 

a striking likeness between the two figures, but he was limited to the same 

colours for both; and besides, it was not out of nature, for the old lady 

and her cat had purred together in the chimney corner, till their physiog-

nomies bore an obvious resemblance to each other. Ralph had a talent 

for music too. His voice was the sweetest of all the Sunday choir, and one 

would have fancied, from the bright eyes that were turned on him from 

the long line and double lines of treble and counter singers, that Ralph 

Hepburn was a note book, or that the girls listened with their eyes as 

well as their ears. Ralph did not restrict himself to psalmody. He had an 

ear so exquisitely susceptible to the “touches of sweet harmony,” that he 

discovered, by the stroke of his axe, the musical capacities of certain spe-

cies of wood, and he made himself a violin of chestnut, and drew strains 

from it, that if they could not create a soul under the ribs of death, could 

make the prettiest feet and the lightest hearts dance, an achievement far 

more to Ralph’s taste than the aforesaid miracle. In short, it seemed as if 

nature, in her love of compensation, had showered on Ralph all the gifts 

that are usually diffused through a community of beaux. Yet Ralph was 

no prodigy; none of his talents were in excess, but all in moderate degree. 

No genius was ever so good humoured, so useful, so practical; and 



though, in his small and modest way, a Crichton, he was not, like most 

universal geniuses, good for nothing for any particular office in life. His 

farm was not a pattern farm — a prize farm for an agricultural society, but 

in wonderful order considering — his miscellaneous pursuits. He was the 

delight of his grandfather for his sagacity in hunting bees — the old man’s 

favourite, in truth his only pursuit. He was so skilled in woodcraft that the 

report of his gun was as certain a signal of death as the tolling of a church 

bell. The fish always caught at his bait. He manufactured half his farm-

ing utensils, improved upon old inventions, and struck out some new 

ones; tamed partridges — the most untameable of all the feathered tribe; 

domesticated squirrels; rivalled Scheherazade herself in telling stories, 

strange and long — the latter quality being essential at a country fireside; 

and, in short, Ralph made a perpetual holiday of a life of labour. 

 Every girl in the village street knew when Ralph’s wagon or sleigh 

traversed it; indeed, there was scarcely a house to which the horses did 

not, as if by instinct, turn up while their master greeted its fair tenants. 

This state of affairs had continued for two winters and two summers since 

Ralph came to his majority and, by the death of his father, to the sole 

proprietorship of the “Hepburn farm,” — the name his patrimonial acres 

had obtained from the singular circumstance (in our moving country) of 

their having remained in the same family for four generations. Never was 

the matrimonial destiny of a young lord, or heir just come to his estate, 

more thoroughly canvassed than young Hepburn’s by mothers, aunts, 

daughters, and nieces. But Ralph, perhaps from sheer good heartedness, 

seemed reluctant to give to one the heart that diffused rays of sunshine 

through the whole village. 

 With all decent people he eschewed the doctrines of a certain 

erratic female lecturer on the odious monopoly of marriage, yet Ralph, 

like a tender hearted judge, hesitated to place on a single brow the crown 

matrimonial which so many deserved, and which, though Ralph was far 

enough from a coxcomb, he could not but see so many coveted. 
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Whether our hero perceived that his mind was becoming elated or dis-

tracted with this general favour, or that he observed a dawning of rivalry 

among the fair competitors, or whatever was the cause, the fact was, that 

he by degrees circumscribed his visits, and finally concentrated them in 

the family of his Aunt Courland. 

 Mrs. Courland was a widow, and Ralph was the kindest of 

nephews to her, and the kindest of cousins to her children. To their 

mother he seemed their guardian angel. That the five lawless, daring little 

urchins did not drown themselves when they were swimming, nor shoot 

themselves when they were shooting, was, in her eyes, Ralph’s merit; and 

then he was so attentive to Alice, her only daughter — a brother could not 

be kinder. But who would not be kind to Alice? she was a sweet girl of 

seventeen, not beautiful, not handsome perhaps, — but pretty enough — 

with soft hazel eyes, a profusion of light brown hair, always in the neatest 

trim, and a mouth that could not but be lovely and loveable, for all kind 

and tender affections were playing about it. Though Alice was the only 

daughter of a doting mother, the only sister of five loving boys, the only 

niece of three single, fond aunts, and, last and greatest, the only cousin of 

our only beau, Ralph Hepburn, no girl of seventeen was ever more dis-

interested, unassuming, unostentatious, and unspoiled. Ralph and Alice 

had always lived on terms of cousinly affection — an affection of a neutral 

tint that they never thought of being shaded into the deep dye of a more 

tender passion. Ralph rendered her all cousinly offices. If he had twenty 

damsels to escort, not an uncommon case, he never forgot Alice. When 

he returned from any little excursion, he always brought some graceful 

offering to Alice. 

 He had lately paid a visit to Boston. It was at the season of the 

periodical inundation of annuals. He brought two of the prettiest to 

Alice. Ah! little did she think they were to prove Pandora’s box to her. 

Poor simple girl! she sat down to read them, as if an annual were meant 

to be read, and she was honestly interested and charmed. Her mother 

observed her delight. “What have you there, Alice?” she asked, “Oh the 



prettiest story, mamma! — two such tried faithful lovers, and married at 

last ! It ends beautifully: I hate love stories that don’t end in marriage.” 

 “And so do I, Alice,” exclaimed Ralph, who entered at the mo-

ment, and for the first time Alice felt her cheeks tingle at his approach. 

He had brought a basket, containing a choice plant he had obtained for 

her, and she laid down the annual and went with him to the garden to see 

it set by his own hand. 

 Mrs. Courland seized upon the annual with avidity. She had 

imbibed a literary taste in Boston, where the best and happiest years of 

her life were passed. She had some literary ambition too. She read the 

North American Review from beginning to end, and she fancied no 

conversation could be sensible or improving that was not about books. 

But she had been effectually prevented, by the necessities of a narrow 

income, and by the unceasing wants of five teasing boys, from indulging 

her literary inclinations; for Mrs. Courland, like all New England women, 

had been taught to consider domestic duties as the first temporal duties 

of her sex. She had recently seen some of the native productions with 

which the press is daily teeming, and which certainly have a tendency to 

dispel our early illusions about the craft of authorship. She had even felt 

some obscure intimations, within her secret soul, that she might herself 

become an author. The annual was destined to fix her fate. She opened 

it — the publisher had written the names of the authors of the anonymous 

pieces against their productions. Among them she found some of the 

familiar friends of her childhood and youth. 

 If, by a sudden gift of second sight, she had seen them enthroned 

as kings and queens, she would not have been more astonished. She 

turned to their pieces, and read them, as perchance no one else ever did, 

from beginning to end — faithfully. Not a sentence — a sentence! not a 

word was skipped. She paused to consider commas, colons, and dashes. 

All the art and magic of authorship were made level to her comprehen-

sion, and when she closed the book, she felt a call to become an author, 

and before she retired to bed she obeyed the call, as if it had been, in 
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truth, a divinity stirring within her. In the morning she presented an 

article to her public, consisting of her own family and a few select friends. 

All applauded, and every voice, save one, was unanimous for publication 

— that one was Alice. She was a modest, prudent girl; she feared failure, 

and feared notoriety still more. Her mother laughed at her childish 

scruples. The piece was sent off, and in due time graced the pages of an 

annual. Mrs. Courland’s fate was now decided. She had, to use her own 

phrase, started in the career of letters, and she was no Atalanta to be se-

duced from her straight onward way. She was a social, sympathetic, good 

hearted creature too, and she could not bear to go forth in the golden 

field to reap alone. 

 She was, besides, a prudent woman, as most of her country-

women are, and the little pecuniary equivalent for this delightful exercise 

of talents was not over looked. Mrs. Courland, as we have somewhere 

said, had three single sisters — worthy women they were — but nobody 

ever dreamed of their taking to authorship. She, however, held them all 

in sisterly estimation. Their talents were magnified as the talents of per-

sons who live in a circumscribed sphere are apt to be, particularly if seen 

through the dilating medium of affection. 

 Miss Anne, the oldest, was fond of flowers, a successful cultiva-

tor, and a diligent student of the science of botany. All this taste and 

knowledge, Mrs. Courland thought, might be turned to excellent account; 

and she persuaded Miss Anne to write a little book entitled “Familiar 

Dialogues on Botany.” The second sister, Miss Ruth, had a turn for 

education (“bachelor’s wives and maid’s children are always well taught”), 

and Miss Ruth undertook a popular treatise on that subject. Miss Sally, 

the youngest, was the saint of the family, and she doubted about the 

propriety of a literary occupation, till her scruples were overcome by the 

fortunate suggestion that her coup d’essai should be a Saturday night 

book entitled “Solemn Hours,” — and solemn hours they were to their 

unhappy readers. Mrs. Courland next besieged her old mother. “You 

know, mamma,” she said, “you have such a precious fund of anecdotes 



of the revolution and the French war, and you talk just like the “Annals 

of the Parish,” and I am certain you can write a book fully as good.” 

 “My child, you are distracted! I write a dreadful poor hand, and I 

never learned to spell — no girls did in my time.” 

 “Spell! that is not of the least consequence — the printers correct 

the spelling.” 

 But the honest old lady would not be tempted on the crusade, 

and her daughter consoled herself with the reflection that if she would 

not write, she was an admirable subject to be written about, and her dili-

gent fingers worked off three distinct stories in which the old lady figured. 

 Mrs. Courland’s ambition, of course, embraced within its widen-

ing circle her favourite nephew Ralph. She had always thought him a 

genius, and genius in her estimation was the philosopher’s stone. In his 

youth she had laboured to persuade his father to send him to Cambridge, 

but the old man uniformly replied that Ralph was a smart lad on the 

farm, and steady, and by that he knew he was no genius. As Ralph’s char-

acter was developed, and talent after talent broke forth, his aunt renewed 

her lamentations over his ignoble destiny. That Ralph was useful, good, 

and happy — the most difficult and rare results achieved in life — was 

nothing, so long as he was but a farmer in H. Once she did half persuade 

him to turn painter, but his good sense and filial duty triumphed over her 

eloquence, and suppressed the hankerings after distinction that are innate 

in every human breast, from the little ragged chimneysweep that hopes 

to be a boss, to the political aspirant whose bright goal is the presidential 

chair. 

 Now Mrs. Courland fancied Ralph might climb the steep of 

fame without quitting his farm; occasional authorship was compatible 

with his vocation. But alas! she could not persuade Ralph to pluck the 

laurels that she saw ready grown to his hand. She was not offended, for 

she was the best natured woman in the world, but she heartily pitied him, 

and seldom mentioned his name without repeating that stanza of Gray’s, 

inspired for the consolation of hopeless obscurity. :
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 “Full many a gem of purest ray serene,”

 Poor Alice’s sorrows we have reserved to the last, for they were 

heaviest. “Alice,” her mother said, “was gifted; she was well educated, 

well informed; she was everything necessary to be an author.” But Alice 

resisted; and, though the gentlest, most complying of all good daughters, 

she would have resisted to the death — she would as soon have stood in 

a pillory as appeared in print. Her mother, Mrs. Courland, was not an 

obstinate woman, and gave up in despair. But still our poor heroine was 

destined to be the victim of this cacoethes scribendi; for Mrs. Courland 

divided the world into two classes, or rather parts — authors and subjects 

for authors; the one active, the other passive. At first blush one would 

have thought the village of H. rather a barren field for such a reaper as 

Mrs. Courland, but her zeal and indefatigableness worked wonders. She 

converted the stern scholastic divine of H. into as much of a La Roche 

as she could describe; a tall wrinkled bony old woman, who reminded 

her of Meg Merrilies, sat for a witch; the school master for an Ichabod 

Crane; a poor half wilted boy was made to utter as much pathos and 

sentiment and wit as she could put into his lips; and a crazy vagrant was 

a God-send to her. Then every “wide spreading elm,” “blasted pine,” or 

“gnarled oak,” flourished on her pages. The village church and school 

house stood there according to their actual dimensions. One old pilgrim 

house was as prolific as haunted tower or ruined abbey. It was surveyed 

outside, ransacked inside, and again made habitable for the reimbodied 

spirits of its founders. 

 The most kind hearted of women, Mrs. Courland’s interests 

came to be so at variance with the prosperity of the little community of 

H., that a sudden calamity, a death, a funeral, were fortunate events to 

her. To do her justice she felt them in a twofold capacity. She wept as 

a woman, and exulted as an author. The days of the calamities of au-

thors have passed by. We have all wept over Otway and shivered at the 

thought of Tasso. But times are changed. The lean sheaf is devouring the 



full one. A new class of sufferers has arisen, and there is nothing more 

touching in all the memoirs Mr. D’Israeli has collected, than the trials of 

poor Alice, tragi-comic though they were. Mrs. Courland’s new passion 

ran most naturally in the worn channel of maternal affection. Her boys 

were too purely boys for her art — but Alice, her sweet Alice, was pre-

eminently lovely in the new light in which she now placed every object. 

Not an incident of her life but was inscribed on her mother’s memory, 

and thence transferred to her pages, by way of precept, or example, or 

pathetic or ludicrous circumstance. She regretted now, for the first time, 

that Alice had no lover whom she might introduce among her dramatis 

personse. Once her thoughts did glance on Ralph, but she had not quite 

merged the woman in the author; she knew instinctively that Alice would 

be particularly offended at being thus paired with Ralph. But Alice’s 

public life was not limited to her mother’s productions. She was the 

darling niece of her three aunts. She had studied botany with the eldest, 

and Miss Anne had recorded in her private diary all her favourite’s clever 

remarks during their progress in the science. This diary was now a mine 

of gold to her, and faithfully worked up for a circulating medium. But, 

most trying of all to poor Alice, was the attitude in which she appeared 

in her aunt Sally’s “solemn hours.” Every aspiration of piety to which her 

young lips had given utterance was there printed. She felt as if she were 

condemned to say her prayers in the market place. Every act of kind-

ness, every deed of charity, she had ever performed, were produced to 

the public. Alice would have been consoled if she had known how small 

that public was; but, as it was, she felt like a modest country girl when she 

first enters an apartment hung on every side with mirrors, when, shrink-

ing from observation, she sees in every direction her image multiplied 

and often distorted; for, notwithstanding Alice’s dutiful respect for her 

good aunts, and her consciousness of their affectionate intentions, she 

could not but perceive that they were unskilled painters. She grew afraid 

to speak or to act, and from being the most artless, frank, and, at home, 

social little creature in the world, she became as silent and as stiff as a 
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statue. And, in the circle of her young associates, her natural gaiety was 

constantly checked by their winks and smiles, and broader allusions to 

her multiplied portraits; for they had instantly recognized them through 

the thin veil of feigned names of persons and places. They called her a 

blue stocking too; for they had the vulgar notion that everybody must be 

tinged that lived under the same roof with an author. Our poor victim 

was afraid to speak of a book — worse than that, she was afraid to touch 

one, and the last Waverley novel actually lay in the house a month before 

she opened it. She avoided wearing even a blue ribbon, as fearfully as a 

forsaken damsel shuns the colour of green. 

 It was during the height of this literary fever in the Courland 

family, that Ralph Hepburn, as has been mentioned, concentrated all his 

visiting there. He was of a compassionate disposition, and he knew Alice 

was, unless relieved by him, in solitary possession of their once social 

parlour, while her mother and aunts were driving their quills in their 

several apartments. 

 Oh! what a changed place was that parlour! Not the tower of 

Babel, after the builders had forsaken it, exhibited a sadder reverse; not 

a Lancaster school, when the boys have left it, a more striking contrast. 

Mrs. Courland and her sisters were all “talking women,” and too gen-

erous to encroach on one another’s rights and happiness. They had 

acquired the power to hear and speak simultaneously. Their parlour 

was the general gathering place, a sort of village exchange, where all the 

innocent gossips, old and young, met together. “There are tongues in 

trees,” and surely there seemed to be tongues in the very walls of that 

vocal parlour. Everything there had a social aspect. There was something 

agreeable and conversable in the litter of netting and knitting work, of 

sewing implements, and all the signs and shows of happy female occupa-

tion. 

 Now, all was as orderly as a town drawing room in company 

hours. Not a sound was heard there save Ralph’s and Alice’s voices, min-

gling in soft and suppressed murmurs, as if afraid of breaking the chain 



of their aunt’s ideas, or, perchance, of too rudely jarring a tenderer chain. 

One evening, after tea, Mrs. Courland remained with her daughter, 

instead of retiring, as usual, to her writing desk. — “Alice, my dear,” said 

the good mother, “I have noticed for a few days past that you look out of 

spirits. You will listen to nothing I say on that subject; but if you would 

try it, my dear, if you would only try it, you would find there is nothing so 

tranquillizing as the occupation of writing.” 

 “I shall never try it, mamma.” 

 “You are afraid of being called a blue stocking. Ah! Ralph, how 

are you?” — Ralph entered at this moment. — “Ralph, tell me honestly, 

do you not think it a weakness in Alice to be so afraid of blue stockings?” 

 “It would be a pity, aunt, to put blue stockings on such pretty feet 

as Alice’s.” 

 Alice blushed and smiled, and her mother said — “Nonsense, 

Ralph; you should bear in mind the celebrated saying of the Edinburgh 

wit — “no matter how blue the stockings are, if the petticoats are long 

enough to hide them.” 

 “Hide Alice’s feet! Oh aunt, worse and worse!” 

 “Better hide her feet, Ralph, than her talents— that is a sin for 

which both she and you will have to answer. Oh! you and Alice need 

not exchange such significant glances! You are doing yourselves and the 

public injustice, and you have no idea how easy writing is.” 

 “Easy writing, but hard reading, aunt.” 

 “That’s false modesty, Ralph. If I had but your opportunities to 

collect materials” — Mrs. Courland did not know that in literature, as in 

some species of manufacture, the most exquisite productions are wrought 

from the smallest quantity of raw material — “There’s your journey to 

New York, Ralph,” she continued, “you might have made three capital 

articles out of that. The revolutionary officer would have worked up for 

the “Legendary;” the mysterious lady for the “Token;” and the man in 

black for the “Remember Me;” — all founded on fact, all romantic and 

pathetic.” 
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 “But mamma,” said Alice, expressing in words what Ralph’s arch 

smile expressed almost as plainly, “you know the officer drank too much; 

and the mysterious lady turned out to be a runaway milliner; and the 

man in black — oh! what a theme for a pathetic story! — the man in black 

was a widower, on his way to New Haven, where he was to select his third 

wife from three recommended candidates.” 

 “Pshaw! Alice: do you suppose it is necessary to tell things pre-

cisely as they are?” 

 “Alice is wrong, aunt, and you are right; and if she will open her 

writing desk for me, I will sit down this moment, and write a story — a 

true story — true from beginning to end; and if it moves you, my dear 

aunt, if it meets your approbation, my destiny is decided.” 

 Mrs. Courland was delighted; she had slain the giant, and she 

saw fame and fortune smiling on her favourite. She arranged the desk 

for him herself; she prepared a folio sheet of paper, folded the ominous 

margins; and was so absorbed in her bright visions, that she did not hear 

a little by-talk between Ralph and Alice, nor see the tell-tale flush on their 

cheeks, nor notice the perturbation with which Alice walked first to one 

window and then to another, and finally settled herself to that best of 

all sedatives — hemming a ruffle. Ralph chewed off the end of his quill, 

mended his pen twice, though his aunt assured him “printers did not 

mind the penmanship,” and had achieved a single line when Mrs. Cour-

land’s vigilant eye was averted by the entrance of her servant girl, who 

put a packet into her hands. She looked at the direction, cut the string, 

broke the seals, and took out a periodical fresh from the publisher. She 

opened at the first article — a strangely mingled current of maternal pride 

and literary triumph rushed through her heart and brightened her face. 

She whispered to the servant a summons to all her sisters to the parlour, 

and an intimation, sufficiently intelligible to them, of her joyful reason for 

interrupting them. 

 Our readers will sympathize with her, and with Alice too, when 

we disclose to them the secret of her joy. The article in question was a 



clever composition written by our devoted Alice when she was at school. 

One of her fond aunts had preserved it; and aunts and mother had 

combined in the pious fraud of giving it to the public, unknown to Alice. 

They were perfectly aware of her determination never to be an author. 

But they fancied it was the mere timidity of an unfledged bird; and that 

when, by their innocent artifice, she found that her opinions could soar 

in a literary atmosphere, she would realize the sweet fluttering sensations 

they had experienced at their first flight. The good souls all hurried to 

the parlour, eager to witness the coup de theatre. Miss Sally’s pen stood 

emblematically erect in her turban; Miss Ruth, in her haste, had overset 

her inkstand, and the drops were trickling down her white dressing, or, 

as she now called it, writing gown; and Miss Anne had a wild flower in 

her hand, as she hoped, of an undescribed species, which, in her joyful 

agitation, she most unluckily picked to pieces. All bit their lips to keep 

impatient congratulation from bursting forth. Ralph was so intent on his 

writing, and Alice on her hemming, that neither noticed the irruption; 

and Mrs. Courland was obliged twice to speak to her daughter before she 

could draw her attention. 

 “Alice, look here — Alice, my dear.” 

 “What is it, mamma? something new of yours?” 

 “No; guess again, Alice.” 

 “Of one of my aunts, of course?” 

 “Neither, dear, neither. Come and look for yourself, and see if 

you can then tell whose it is.” 

 Alice dutifully laid aside her work, approached and took the 

book. The moment her eye glanced on the fatal page, all her apathy van-

ished — deep crimson overspread her cheeks, brow, and neck. She burst 

into tears of irrepressible vexation, and threw the book into the blazing 

fire. 

 The gentle Alice! Never had she been guilty of such an ebullition 

of temper. Her poor dismayed aunts retreated; her mother looked at her 

in mute astonishment; and Ralph, struck with her emotion, started from 



29

the desk, and would have asked an explanation, but Alice exclaimed — 

“Don’t say anything about it, mamma — I cannot bear it now.” 

 Mrs. Courland knew instinctively that Ralph would sympathize 

entirely with Alice, and quite willing to avoid an explanation, she said — 

“Some other time, Ralph, I’ll tell you the whole. Show me now what you 

have written. How have you begun?” 

 Ralph handed her the paper with a novice’s trembling hand. 

 “Oh! how very little! and so scratched and interlined! but never 

mind — “c’est le premier pas qui coute.” 

 While making these general observations, the good mother was 

getting out and fixing her spectacles, and Alice and Ralph had retreated 

behind her. Alice rested her head on his shoulder, and Ralph’s lips were 

not far from her ear. Whether he was soothing her ruffled spirit, or 

what he was doing, is not recorded. Mrs. Courland read and re-read the 

sentence. She dropped a tear on it. She forgot her literary aspirations for 

Ralph and Alice — forgot she was herself an author — forgot everything 

but the mother; and rising, embraced them both as her dear children, 

and expressed, in her raised and moistened eye, consent to their union, 

which Ralph had dutifully and prettily asked in that short and true story 

of his love for his sweet cousin Alice.

 In due time the village of H. was animated with the celebration 

of Alice’s nuptials: and when her mother and aunts saw her the happy 

mistress of the Hepburn farm, and the happiest of wives, they relin-

quished, without a sigh, the hope of ever seeing her an AUTHOR.
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O THOU great Wrong, that, through the slow-paced years,

  Didst hold thy millions fettered, and didst wield

  The scourge that drove the laborer to the field,

And turn a stony gaze on human tears,

    Thy cruel reign is o’er;

    Thy bondmen crouch no more

In terror at the menace of thine eye;

  For He who marks the bounds of guilty power,

Long-suffering, hath heard the captive’s cry,

  And touched his shackles at the appointed hour,

And lo! they fall, and he whose limbs they galled

Stands in his native manhood, disenthralled.

 

A shout of joy from the redeemed is sent;

  Ten thousand hamlets swell the hymn of thanks;

  Our rivers roll exulting, and their banks

Send up hosannas to the firmament!

    Fields where the bondman’s toil

    No more shall trench the soil,

Seem now to bask in a serener day;

  The meadow-birds sing sweeter, and the airs

Of heaven with more caressing softness play,

  Welcoming man to liberty like theirs.

A glory clothes the land from sea to sea,

For the great land and all its coasts are free.

The Death of Slavery

William Cullen Bryant



 Within that land wert thou enthroned of late,

  And they by whom the nation’s laws were made,

  And they who filled its judgment-seats, obeyed

Thy mandate, rigid as the will of Fate.

    Fierce men at thy right hand,

    With gesture of command,

Gave forth the word that none might dare gainsay;

  And grave and reverend ones, who loved thee not,

Shrank from thy presence, and in blank dismay

  Choked down, unuttered, the rebellious thought;

While meaner cowards, mingling with thy train,

Proved, from the book of God, thy right to reign.

 

Great as thou wert, and feared from shore to shore,

  The wrath of Heaven o’ertook thee in thy pride;

  Thou sitt’st a ghastly shadow; by thy side

Thy once strong arms hang nerveless evermore.

    And they who quailed but now

    Before thy lowering brow,

Devote thy memory to scorn and shame,

  And scoff at the pale, powerless thing thou art.

And they who ruled in thine imperial name,

  Subdued, and standing sullenly apart,

Scowl at the hands that overthrew thy reign,

And shattered at a blow the prisoner’s chain.

 

Well was thy doom deserved; thou didst not spare

  Life’s tenderest ties, but cruelly didst part

  Husband and wife, and from the mother’s heart

Didst wrest her children, deaf to shriek and prayer;

    Thy inner lair became

    The haunt of guilty shame;
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Thy lash dropped blood; the murderer, at thy side,

  Showed his red hands, nor feared the vengeance due.

Thou didst sow earth with crimes, and, far and wide,

  A harvest of uncounted miseries grew,

Until the measure of thy sins at last

Was full, and then the avenging bolt was cast!

 

Go now, accursed of God, and take thy place

  With hateful memories of the elder time,

  With many a wasting plague, and nameless crime,

And bloody war that thinned the human race;

    With the Black Death, whose way

    Through wailing cities lay,

Worship of Moloch, tyrannies that built

  The Pyramids, and cruel creeds that taught

To avenge a fancied guilt by deeper guilt—

  Death at the stake to those that held them not.

Lo! the foul phantoms, silent in the gloom

Of the flown ages, part to yield thee room.

 

I see the better years that hasten by

  Carry thee back into that shadowy past,

  Where, in the dusty spaces, void and vast,

The graves of those whom thou hast murdered lie.

    The slave-pen, through whose door

    Thy victims pass no more,

Is there, and there shall the grim block remain

  At which the slave was sold; while at thy feet

Scourges and engines of restraint and pain

  Moulder and rust by thine eternal seat.

There, mid the symbols that proclaim thy crimes,

Dwell thou, a warning to the coming times.
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Philadelphia: December 1838.

 My Dear E——. I return you Mr. ——’s letter. I do not think 

it answers any of the questions debated in our last conversation at all 

satisfactorily: the right one man has to enslave another, he has not the 

hardihood to assert; but in the reasons he adduces to defend that act of 

injustice, the contradictory statements he makes appear to me to refute 

each other. He says, that to the continental European protesting against 

the abstract iniquity of slavery, his answer would be, ‘the slaves are infi-

nitely better off than half the continental peasantry.’ To the Englishman, 

‘they are happy compared with the miserable Irish.’ But supposing that 

this answered the question of original injustice, which it does not, it is 

not a true reply. Though the negroes are fed, clothed, and housed, and 

though the Irish peasant is starved, naked, and roofless, the bare name 

of freeman—the lordship over his own person, the power to choose and 

will—are blessings beyond food, raiment, or shelter; possessing which, 

the want of every comfort of life is yet more tolerable than their full-

est enjoyment without them. Ask the thousands of ragged destitutes 

who yearly land upon these shores to seek the means of existence—ask 

the friendless, penniless foreign emigrant, if he will give up his present 

misery, his future uncertainty, his doubtful and difficult struggle for life, 

at once, for the secure, and as it is called, fortunate dependence of the 

slave: the indignation with which he would spurn the offer will prove that 

he possesses one good beyond all others, and that his birthright as a man 
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is more precious to him yet than the mess of pottage for which he is told 

to exchange it because he is starving.

 Of course the reverse alternative cannot be offered to the slaves, 

for at the very word the riches of those who own them would make them-

selves wings and flee away. But I do not admit the comparison between 

your slaves and even the lowest class of European free labourers, for the 

former are allowed the exercise of no faculties but those which they enjoy 

in common with the brutes that perish. The just comparison is between 

the slaves and the useful animals to whose level your laws reduce them; 

and I will acknowledge that the slaves of a kind owner may be as well 

cared for, and as happy, as the dogs and horses of a merciful master; but 

the latter condition—i.e. that of happiness—must again depend upon the 

complete perfection of their moral and mental degradation. Mr. ——, in 

his letter, maintains that they are an inferior race, and, compared with 

the whites, ‘animals, incapable of mental culture and moral improve-

ment:’ to this I can only reply, that if they are incapable of profiting by 

instruction, I do not see the necessity for laws inflicting heavy penalties 

on those who offer it to them. If they really are brutish, witless, dull, and 

devoid of capacity for progress, where lies the danger which is constantly 

insisted upon of offering them that of which they are incapable. We 

have no laws forbidding us to teach our dogs and horses as much as they 

can comprehend; nobody is fined or imprisoned for reasoning upon 

knowledge, and liberty, to the beasts of the field, for they are incapable 

of such truths. But these themes are forbidden to slaves, not because 

they cannot, but because they can and would seize on them with avidity—

receive them gladly, comprehend them quickly; and the masters’ power 

over them would be annihilated at once and for ever. But I have more 

frequently heard, not that they were incapable of receiving instruction, 

but something much nearer the truth—that knowledge only makes them 

miserable: the moment they are in any degree enlightened, they become 

unhappy. In the letter I return to you Mr. —— says that the very slightest 

amount of education, merely teaching them to read, ‘impairs their value 
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as slaves, for it instantly destroys their contentedness, and since you do 

not contemplate changing their condition, it is surely doing them an ill 

service to destroy their acquiescence in it;’ but this is a very different 

ground of argument from the other. The discontent they evince upon the 

mere dawn of an advance in intelligence proves not only that they can 

acquire but combine ideas, a process to which it is very difficult to assign 

a limit; and there indeed the whole question lies, and there and nowhere 

else the shoe really pinches. A slave is ignorant; he eats, drinks, sleeps, 

labours, and is happy. He learns to read; he feels, thinks, reflects, and 

becomes miserable. He discovers himself to be one of a debased and 

degraded race, deprived of the elementary rights which God has granted 

to all men alike; every action is controlled, every word noted; he may 

not stir beyond his appointed bounds, to the right hand or to the left, at 

his own will, but at the will of another he may be sent miles and miles 

of weary journeying—tethered, yoked, collared, and fettered—away from 

whatever he may know as home, severed from all those ties of blood 

and affection which he alone of all human, of all living creatures on the 

face of the earth may neither enjoy in peace nor defend when they are 

outraged. If he is well treated, if his master be tolerably humane or even 

understand his own interest tolerably, this is probably all he may have to 

endure: it is only to the consciousness of these evils that knowledge and 

reflection awaken him. But how is it if his master be severe, harsh, cruel—

or even only careless—leaving his creatures to the delegated dominion 

of some overseer, or agent, whose love of power, or other evil disposi-

tions, are checked by no considerations of personal interest? Imagination 

shrinks from the possible result of such a state of things; nor must you, 

or Mr. ——, tell me that the horrors thus suggested exist only in imagina-

tion. The Southern newspapers, with their advertisements of negro sales 

and personal descriptions of fugitive slaves, supply details of misery that 

it would be difficult for imagination to exceed. Scorn, derision, insult, 

menace—the handcuff, the lash—the tearing away of children from 

parents, of husbands from wives—the weary trudging in droves along the 
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of heart—these are the realities which belong to the system, and form the 

rule, rather than the exception, in the slave’s experience. And this system 

exists here in this country of your’s, which boasts itself the asylum of the 

oppressed, the home of freedom, the one place in all the world where 

all men may find enfranchisement from all thraldoms of mind, soul, or 

body—the land elect of liberty.

 Mr. —— lays great stress, as a proof of the natural inferiority of 

the blacks, on the little comparative progress they have made in those 

States where they enjoy their freedom, and the fact that, whatever quick-

ness of parts they may exhibit while very young, on attaining maturity 

they invariably sink again into inferiority, or at least mediocrity, and 

indolence. But surely there are other causes to account for this besides 

natural deficiency, which must, I think, be obvious to any unprejudiced 

person observing the condition of the free blacks in your Northern com-

munities. If, in the early portion of their life, they escape the contempt 

and derision of their white associates—if the blessed unconsciousness 

and ignorance of childhood keeps them for a few years unaware of the 

conventional proscription under which their whole race is placed (and it 

is difficult to walk your streets, and mark the tone of insolent superior-

ity assumed by even the gutter-urchins over their dusky contemporaries, 

and imagine this possible)—as soon as they acquire the first rudiments of 

knowledge, as soon as they begin to grow up and pass from infancy to 

youth, as soon as they cast the first observing glance upon the world by 

which they are surrounded, and the society of which, they are members, 

they must become conscious that they are marked as the Hebrew lepers 

of old, and are condemned to sit, like those unfortunates, without the 

gates of every human and social sympathy. From their own sable colour, 

a pall falls over the whole of God’s universe to them, and they find 

themselves stamped with a badge of infamy of Nature’s own devising, at 

sight of which all natural kindliness of man to man seems to recoil from 

them. They are not slaves indeed, but they are pariahs; debarred from 
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all fellowship save with their own despised race—scorned by the lowest 

white ruffian in your streets, not tolerated as companions even by the 

foreign menials in your kitchen. They are free certainly, but they are also 

degraded, rejected, the offscum and the offscouring of the very dregs of 

your society; they are free from the chain, the whip, the enforced task 

and unpaid toil of slavery; but they are not the less under a ban. Their 

kinship with slaves for ever bars them from a full share of the free-

man’s inheritance of equal rights, and equal consideration and respect. 

All hands are extended to thrust them out, all fingers point at their 

dusky skin, all tongues—the most vulgar, as well as the self-styled most 

refined—have learnt to turn the very name of their race into an insult and 

a reproach. How, in the name of all that is natural, probable, possible, 

should the spirit and energy of any human creature support itself under 

such an accumulation of injustice and obloquy? Where shall any mass 

of men be found with power of character and mind sufficient to bear up 

against such a weight of prejudice? Why, if one individual rarely gifted by 

heaven were to raise himself out of such a slough of despond, he would 

be a miracle; and what would be his reward? Would he be admitted to 

an equal share in your political rights?—would he ever be allowed to cross 

the threshold of your doors?—would any of you give your daughter to 

his son, or your son to his daughter?—would you, in any one particular, 

admit him to the footing of equality which any man with a white skin 

would claim, whose ability and worth had so raised him from the lower 

degrees of the social scale. You would turn from such propositions with 

abhorrence, and the servants in your kitchen and stable—the ignorant and 

boorish refuse of foreign populations, in whose countries no such preju-

dice exists, imbibing it with the very air they breathe here—would shrink 

from eating at the same table with such a man, or holding out the hand of 

common fellowship to him. Under the species of social proscription in 

which the blacks in your Northern cities exist, if they preserved energy of 

mind, enterprise of spirit, or any of the best attributes and powers of free 

men, they would prove themselves, instead of the lowest and least of hu-
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ever have existed; for they alone would seek and cultivate knowledge, 

goodness, truth, science, art, refinement, and all improvement, purely for 

the sake of their own excellence, and without one of those incentives of 

honour, power, and fortune, which are found to be the chief, too often 

the only, inducements which lead white men to the pursuit of the same 

objects.

 You know very well dear E——, that in speaking of the free blacks 

of the North I here state nothing but what is true and of daily experience. 

Only last week I heard, in this very town of Philadelphia, of a family of 

strict probity and honour, highly principled, intelligent, well-educated, 

and accomplished, and (to speak the world’s language) respectable in 

every way—i.e. rich. Upon an English lady’s stating it to be her intention 

to visit these persons when she came to Philadelphia, she was told that 

if she did nobody else would visit her; and she probably would excite a 

malevolent feeling, which might find vent in some violent demonstration 

against this family. All that I have now said of course bears only upon the 

condition of the free coloured population of the North, with which I am 

familiar enough to speak confidently of it. As for the slaves, and their ca-

pacity for progress, I can say nothing, for I have never been among them 

to judge what faculties their unhappy social position leaves to them un-

impaired. But it seems to me, that no experiment on a sufficiently large 

scale can have been tried for a sufficient length of time to determine the 

question of their incurable inferiority. Physiologists say that three succes-

sive generations appear to be necessary to produce an effectual change 

of constitution (bodily and mental), be it for health or disease. There are 

positive physical defects which produce positive mental ones; the dis-

eases of the muscular and nervous systems descend from father to son. 

Upon the agency of one corporal power how much that is not corporal 

depends; from generation to generation internal disease and external 

deformity, vices, virtues, talents, and deficiencies are transmitted, and by 

the action of the same law it must be long indeed before the offspring of 
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slaves—creatures begotten of a race debased and degraded to the lowest 

degree, themselves born in slavery, and whose progenitors have eaten the 

bread and drawn the breath of slavery for years—can be measured, with 

any show of justice, by even the least favoured descendants of European 

nations, whose qualities have been for centuries developing themselves 

under the beneficent influence of freedom, and the progress it inspires.

 I am rather surprised at the outbreak of violent disgust which 

Mr. —— indulges in on the subject of amalgamation; as that formed no 

part of our discussion, and seems to me a curious subject for abstract 

argument. I should think the intermarrying between blacks and whites a 

matter to be as little insisted upon if repugnant, as prevented if agreeable 

to the majority of the two races. At the same time, I cannot help being 

astonished at the furious and ungoverned execration which all reference 

to the possibility of a fusion of the races draws down upon those who 

suggest it; because nobody pretends to deny that, throughout the South, 

a large proportion of the population is the offspring of white men and 

coloured women. In New Orleans, a class of unhappy females exists 

whose mingled blood does not prevent their being remarkable for their 

beauty, and with whom no man, no gentleman, in that city shrinks from 

associating; and while the slaveowners of the Southern States insist vehe-

mently upon the mental and physical inferiority of the blacks, they are 

benevolently doing their best, in one way at least, to raise and improve 

the degraded race, and the bastard population which forms so ominous 

an element in the social safety of their cities certainly exhibit in their 

forms and features the benefit they derive from their white progenitors. It 

is hard to conceive that some mental improvement does not accompany 

this physical change. Already the finer forms of the European races are 

cast in these dusky moulds: the outward configuration can hardly thus 

improve without corresponding progress in the inward capacities. The 

white man’s blood and bones have begotten this bronze race, and be-

queathed to it in some degree qualities, tendencies, capabilities, such as 

are the inheritance of the highest order of human animals. Mr. —— (and 



many others) speaks as if there were a natural repugnance in all whites 

to any alliance with the black race; and yet it is notorious, that almost 

every Southern planter has a family more or less numerous of illegitimate 

coloured children. Most certainly, few people would like to assert that 

such connections are formed because it is the interest of these planters 

to increase the number of their human property, and that they add to 

their revenue by the closest intimacy with creatures that they loathe, in 

order to reckon among their wealth the children of their body. Surely 

that is a monstrous and unnatural supposition, and utterly unworthy of 

belief. That such connections exist commonly, is a sufficient proof that 

they are not abhorrent to nature; but it seems, indeed, as if marriage (and 

not concubinage) was the horrible enormity which cannot be tolerated, 

and against which, moreover, it has been deemed expedient to enact 

laws. Now it appears very evident that there is no law in the white man’s 

nature which prevents him from making a coloured woman the mother 

of his children, but there is a law on his statute books forbidding him to 

make her his wife; and if we are to admit the theory that the mixing of 

the races is a monstrosity, it seems almost as curious that laws should be 

enacted to prevent men marrying women towards whom they have an 

invincible natural repugnance, as that education should by law be pro-

hibited to creatures incapable of receiving it. As for the exhortation with 

which Mr. —— closes his letter, that I will not ‘go down to my husband’s 

plantation prejudiced against what I am to find there,’ I know not well 

how to answer it. Assuredly I am going prejudiced against slavery, for I 

am an Englishwoman, in whom the absence of such a prejudice would be 

disgraceful. Nevertheless, I go prepared to find many mitigations in the 

practice to the general injustice and cruelty of the system—much kindness 

on the part of the masters, much content on that of the slaves; and I feel 

very sure that you may rely upon the carefulness of my observation, and 

the accuracy of my report, of every detail of the working of the thing that 

comes under my notice; and certainly, on the plantation to which I am 

going, it will be more likely that I should some things extenuate, than set 
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down aught in malice.
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 I am a rather elderly man. The nature of my avocations for the last 

thirty years has brought me into more than ordinary contact with what would 

seem an interesting and somewhat singular set of men, of whom as yet noth-

ing that I know of has ever been written:—I mean the law-copyists or scriv-

eners. I have known very many of them, professionally and privately, and 

if I pleased, could relate divers histories, at which good-natured gentlemen 

might smile, and sentimental souls might weep. But I waive the biographies 

of all other scriveners for a few passages in the life of Bartleby, who was a 

scrivener of the strangest I ever saw or heard of. While of other law-copyists 

I might write the complete life, of Bartleby nothing of that sort can be done. 

I believe that no materials exist for a full and satisfactory biography of this 

man. It is an irreparable loss to literature. Bartleby was one of those beings 

of whom nothing is ascertainable, except from the original sources, and in 

his case those are very small. What my own astonished eyes saw of Bartleby, 

that is all I know of him, except, indeed, one vague report which will appear 

in the sequel.

 Ere introducing the scrivener, as he first appeared to me, it is fit I 

make some mention of myself, my employees, my business, my chambers, 

and general surroundings; because some such description is indispensable to 

an adequate understanding of the chief character about to be presented.

 Imprimis: I am a man who, from his youth upwards, has been filled 

with a profound conviction that the easiest way of life is the best. Hence, 

though I belong to a profession proverbially energetic and nervous, even to 

turbulence, at times, yet nothing of that sort have I ever suffered to invade 

Bartleby, the Scrivener; A Story of 

Wall Street
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my peace. I am one of those unambitious lawyers who never addresses a 

jury, or in any way draws down public applause; but in the cool tranquility of 

a snug retreat, do a snug business among rich men’s bonds and mortgages 

and title-deeds. All who know me, consider me an eminently safe man. The 

late John Jacob Astor, a personage little given to poetic enthusiasm, had no 

hesitation in pronouncing my first grand point to be prudence; my next, 

method. I do not speak it in vanity, but simply record the fact, that I was not 

unemployed in my profession by the late John Jacob Astor; a name which, I 

admit, I love to repeat, for it hath a rounded and orbicular sound to it, and 

rings like unto bullion. I will freely add, that I was not insensible to the late 

John Jacob Astor’s good opinion.

 Some time prior to the period at which this little history begins, my 

avocations had been largely increased. The good old office, now extinct in 

the State of New York, of a Master in Chancery, had been conferred upon 

me. It was not a very arduous office, but very pleasantly remunerative. I sel-

dom lose my temper; much more seldom indulge in dangerous indignation 

at wrongs and outrages; but I must be permitted to be rash here and declare, 

that I consider the sudden and violent abrogation of the office of Master in 

Chancery, by the new Constitution, as a—premature act; inasmuch as I had 

counted upon a life-lease of the profits, whereas I only received those of a 

few short years. But this is by the way.

 My chambers were up stairs at No.—Wall-street. At one end they 

looked upon the white wall of the interior of a spacious sky-light shaft, 

penetrating the building from top to bottom. This view might have been 

considered rather tame than otherwise, deficient in what landscape painters 

call “life.” But if so, the view from the other end of my chambers offered, at 

least, a contrast, if nothing more. In that direction my windows commanded 

an unobstructed view of a lofty brick wall, black by age and everlasting shade; 

which wall required no spy-glass to bring out its lurking beauties, but for the 

benefit of all near-sighted spectators, was pushed up to within ten feet of my 

window panes. Owing to the great height of the surrounding buildings, and 

my chambers being on the second floor, the interval between this wall and 
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mine not a little resembled a huge square cistern.

 At the period just preceding the advent of Bartleby, I had two 

persons as copyists in my employment, and a promising lad as an office-boy. 

First, Turkey; second, Nippers; third, Ginger Nut. These may seem names, 

the like of which are not usually found in the Directory. In truth they were 

nicknames, mutually conferred upon each other by my three clerks, and 

were deemed expressive of their respective persons or characters. Turkey 

was a short, pursy Englishman of about my own age, that is, somewhere not 

far from sixty. In the morning, one might say, his face was of a fine florid 

hue, but after twelve o’clock, meridian—his dinner hour—it blazed like a grate 

full of Christmas coals; and continued blazing—but, as it were, with a gradual 

wane—till 6 o’clock, P.M. or thereabouts, after which I saw no more of the 

proprietor of the face, which gaining its meridian with the sun, seemed to set 

with it, to rise, culminate, and decline the following day, with the like regular-

ity and undiminished glory. There are many singular coincidences I have 

known in the course of my life, not the least among which was the fact, that 

exactly when Turkey displayed his fullest beams from his red and radiant 

countenance, just then, too, at that critical moment, began the daily period 

when I considered his business capacities as seriously disturbed for the re-

mainder of the twenty-four hours. Not that he was absolutely idle, or averse 

to business then; far from it. The difficulty was, he was apt to be altogether 

too energetic. There was a strange, inflamed, flurried, flighty recklessness 

of activity about him. He would be incautious in dipping his pen into his 

inkstand. All his blots upon my documents, were dropped there after twelve 

o’clock, meridian. Indeed, not only would he be reckless and sadly given to 

making blots in the afternoon, but some days he went further, and was rather 

noisy. At such times, too, his face flamed with augmented blazonry, as if can-

nel coal had been heaped on anthracite. He made an unpleasant racket with 

his chair; spilled his sand-box; in mending his pens, impatiently split them 

all to pieces, and threw them on the floor in a sudden passion; stood up and 

leaned over his table, boxing his papers about in a most indecorous man-

ner, very sad to behold in an elderly man like him. Nevertheless, as he was 
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o’clock, meridian, was the quickest, steadiest creature too, accomplishing 

a great deal of work in a style not easy to be matched—for these reasons, 

I was willing to overlook his eccentricities, though indeed, occasionally, I 

remonstrated with him. I did this very gently, however, because, though the 

civilest, nay, the blandest and most reverential of men in the morning, yet 

in the afternoon he was disposed, upon provocation, to be slightly rash with 

his tongue, in fact, insolent. Now, valuing his morning services as I did, and 

resolved not to lose them; yet, at the same time made uncomfortable by his 

inflamed ways after twelve o’clock; and being a man of peace, unwilling by 

my admonitions to call forth unseemly retorts from him; I took upon me, 

one Saturday noon (he was always worse on Saturdays), to hint to him, very 

kindly, that perhaps now that he was growing old, it might be well to abridge 

his labors; in short, he need not come to my chambers after twelve o’clock, 

but, dinner over, had best go home to his lodgings and rest himself till 

teatime. But no; he insisted upon his afternoon devotions. His countenance 

became intolerably fervid, as he oratorically assured me—gesticulating with 

a long ruler at the other end of the room—that if his services in the morning 

were useful, how indispensable, then, in the afternoon?

 “With submission, sir,” said Turkey on this occasion, “I consider 

myself your right-hand man. In the morning I but marshal and deploy my 

columns; but in the afternoon I put myself at their head, and gallantly charge 

the foe, thus!”—and he made a violent thrust with the ruler.

 “But the blots, Turkey,” intimated I.

 “True,—but, with submission, sir, behold these hairs! I am getting 

old. Surely, sir, a blot or two of a warm afternoon is not to be severely urged 

against gray hairs. Old age—even if it blot the page—is honorable. With sub-

mission, sir, we both are getting old.”

 This appeal to my fellow-feeling was hardly to be resisted. At all 

events, I saw that go he would not. So I made up my mind to let him stay, 

resolving, nevertheless, to see to it, that during the afternoon he had to do 

with my less important papers.
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 Nippers, the second on my list, was a whiskered, sallow, and, upon 

the whole, rather piratical-looking young man of about five and twenty. I 

always deemed him the victim of two evil powers—ambition and indigestion. 

The ambition was evinced by a certain impatience of the duties of a mere 

copyist, an unwarrantable usurpation of strictly professional affairs, such as 

the original drawing up of legal documents. The indigestion seemed beto-

kened in an occasional nervous testiness and grinning irritability, causing the 

teeth to audibly grind together over mistakes committed in copying; unneces-

sary maledictions, hissed, rather than spoken, in the heat of business; and 

especially by a continual discontent with the height of the table where he 

worked. Though of a very ingenious mechanical turn, Nippers could never 

get this table to suit him. He put chips under it, blocks of various sorts, bits 

of pasteboard, and at last went so far as to attempt an exquisite adjustment by 

final pieces of folded blotting paper. But no invention would answer. If, for 

the sake of easing his back, he brought the table lid at a sharp angle well up 

towards his chin, and wrote there like a man using the steep roof of a Dutch 

house for his desk:—then he declared that it stopped the circulation in his 

arms. If now he lowered the table to his waistbands, and stooped over it in 

writing, then there was a sore aching in his back. In short, the truth of the 

matter was, Nippers knew not what he wanted. Or, if he wanted any thing, it 

was to be rid of a scrivener’s table altogether. Among the manifestations of 

his diseased ambition was a fondness he had for receiving visits from certain 

ambiguous-looking fellows in seedy coats, whom he called his clients. Indeed 

I was aware that not only was he, at times, considerable of a ward-politician, 

but he occasionally did a little business at the Justices’ courts, and was not 

unknown on the steps of the Tombs. I have good reason to believe, howev-

er, that one individual who called upon him at my chambers, and who, with 

a grand air, he insisted was his client, was no other than a dun, and the al-

leged title-deed, a bill. But with all his failings, and the annoyances he caused 

me, Nippers, like his compatriot Turkey, was a very useful man to me; wrote 

a neat, swift hand; and, when he chose, was not deficient in a gentlemanly 

sort of deportment. Added to this, he always dressed in a gentlemanly sort 



of way; and so, incidentally, reflected credit upon my chambers. Whereas 

with respect to Turkey, I had much ado to keep him from being a reproach 

to me. His clothes were apt to look oily and smell of eating-houses. He wore 

his pantaloons very loose and baggy in summer. His coats were execrable; 

his hat not to be handled. But while the hat was a thing of indifference to 

me, inasmuch as his natural civility and deference, as a dependent English-

man, always led him to doff it the moment he entered the room, yet his coat 

was another matter. Concerning his coats, I reasoned with him; but with no 

effect. The truth was, I suppose, that a man of so small an income, could not 

afford to sport such a lustrous face and a lustrous coat at one and the same 

time. As Nippers once observed, Turkey’s money went chiefly for red ink. 

One winter day I presented Turkey with a highly-respectable looking coat of 

my own, a padded gray coat, of a most comfortable warmth, and which but-

toned straight up from the knee to the neck. I thought Turkey would appre-

ciate the favor, and abate his rashness and obstreperousness of afternoons. 

But no. I verily believe that buttoning himself up in so downy and blanket-

like a coat had a pernicious effect upon him; upon the same principle that 

too much oats are bad for horses. In fact, precisely as a rash, restive horse is 

said to feel his oats, so Turkey felt his coat. It made him insolent. He was a 

man whom prosperity harmed.

 Though concerning the self-indulgent habits of Turkey I had my 

own private surmises, yet touching Nippers I was well persuaded that what-

ever might be his faults in other respects, he was, at least, a temperate young 

man. But indeed, nature herself seemed to have been his vintner, and at his 

birth charged him so thoroughly with an irritable, brandy-like disposition, 

that all subsequent potations were needless. When I consider how, amid the 

stillness of my chambers, Nippers would sometimes impatiently rise from his 

seat, and stooping over his table, spread his arms wide apart, seize the whole 

desk, and move it, and jerk it, with a grim, grinding motion on the floor, as 

if the table were a perverse voluntary agent, intent on thwarting and vexing 

him; I plainly perceive that for Nippers, brandy and water were altogether 

superfluous.
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 It was fortunate for me that, owing to its peculiar cause—indiges-

tion—the irritability and consequent nervousness of Nippers, were mainly 

observable in the morning, while in the afternoon he was comparatively 

mild. So that Turkey’s paroxysms only coming on about twelve o’clock, I 

never had to do with their eccentricities at one time. Their fits relieved each 

other like guards. When Nippers’ was on, Turkey’s was off; and vice versa. 

This was a good natural arrangement under the circumstances.

 Ginger Nut, the third on my list, was a lad some twelve years old. 

His father was a carman, ambitious of seeing his son on the bench instead 

of a cart, before he died. So he sent him to my office as student at law, er-

rand boy, and cleaner and sweeper, at the rate of one dollar a week. He had 

a little desk to himself, but he did not use it much. Upon inspection, the 

drawer exhibited a great array of the shells of various sorts of nuts. Indeed, 

to this quick-witted youth the whole noble science of the law was contained 

in a nut-shell. Not the least among the employments of Ginger Nut, as well 

as one which he discharged with the most alacrity, was his duty as cake and 

apple purveyor for Turkey and Nippers. Copying law papers being proverbi-

ally dry, husky sort of business, my two scriveners were fain to moisten their 

mouths very often with Spitzenbergs to be had at the numerous stalls nigh 

the Custom House and Post Office. Also, they sent Ginger Nut very fre-

quently for that peculiar cake—small, flat, round, and very spicy—after which 

he had been named by them. Of a cold morning when business was but dull, 

Turkey would gobble up scores of these cakes, as if they were mere wafers—

indeed they sell them at the rate of six or eight for a penny—the scrape of his 

pen blending with the crunching of the crisp particles in his mouth. Of all 

the fiery afternoon blunders and flurried rashnesses of Turkey, was his once 

moistening a ginger-cake between his lips, and clapping it on to a mortgage 

for a seal. I came within an ace of dismissing him then. But he mollified me 

by making an oriental bow, and saying—”With submission, sir, it was gener-

ous of me to find you in stationery on my own account.”

 Now my original business—that of a conveyancer and title hunter, 

and drawer-up of recondite documents of all sorts—was considerably 



increased by receiving the master’s office. There was now great work for 

scriveners. Not only must I push the clerks already with me, but I must have 

additional help. In answer to my advertisement, a motionless young man one 

morning, stood upon my office threshold, the door being open, for it was 

summer. I can see that figure now—pallidly neat, pitiably respectable, incur-

ably forlorn! It was Bartleby.

 After a few words touching his qualifications, I engaged him, glad 

to have among my corps of copyists a man of so singularly sedate an aspect, 

which I thought might operate beneficially upon the flighty temper of Tur-

key, and the fiery one of Nippers.

 I should have stated before that ground glass folding-doors divided 

my premises into two parts, one of which was occupied by my scriveners, 

the other by myself. According to my humor I threw open these doors, or 

closed them. I resolved to assign Bartleby a corner by the folding-doors, 

but on my side of them, so as to have this quiet man within easy call, in case 

any trifling thing was to be done. I placed his desk close up to a small side-

window in that part of the room, a window which originally had afforded a 

lateral view of certain grimy back-yards and bricks, but which, owing to sub-

sequent erections, commanded at present no view at all, though it gave some 

light. Within three feet of the panes was a wall, and the light came down 

from far above, between two lofty buildings, as from a very small opening in 

a dome. Still further to a satisfactory arrangement, I procured a high green 

folding screen, which might entirely isolate Bartleby from my sight, though 

not remove him from my voice. And thus, in a manner, privacy and society 

were conjoined.

 At first Bartleby did an extraordinary quantity of writing. As if long 

famishing for something to copy, he seemed to gorge himself on my docu-

ments. There was no pause for digestion. He ran a day and night line, copy-

ing by sun-light and by candle-light. I should have been quite delighted with 

his application, had he been cheerfully industrious. But he wrote on silently, 

palely, mechanically.

 It is, of course, an indispensable part of a scrivener’s business to 



53

verify the accuracy of his copy, word by word. Where there are two or more 

scriveners in an office, they assist each other in this examination, one reading 

from the copy, the other holding the original. It is a very dull, wearisome, 

and lethargic affair. I can readily imagine that to some sanguine tempera-

ments it would be altogether intolerable. For example, I cannot credit that 

the mettlesome poet Byron would have contentedly sat down with Bartleby 

to examine a law document of, say five hundred pages, closely written in a 

crimpy hand.

 Now and then, in the haste of business, it had been my habit to as-

sist in comparing some brief document myself, calling Turkey or Nippers for 

this purpose. One object I had in placing Bartleby so handy to me behind 

the screen, was to avail myself of his services on such trivial occasions. It 

was on the third day, I think, of his being with me, and before any necessity 

had arisen for having his own writing examined, that, being much hurried to 

complete a small affair I had in hand, I abruptly called to Bartleby. In my 

haste and natural expectancy of instant compliance, I sat with my head bent 

over the original on my desk, and my right hand sideways, and somewhat 

nervously extended with the copy, so that immediately upon emerging from 

his retreat, Bartleby might snatch it and proceed to business without the least 

delay.

 In this very attitude did I sit when I called to him, rapidly stating 

what it was I wanted him to do—namely, to examine a small paper with me. 

Imagine my surprise, nay, my consternation, when without moving from his 

privacy, Bartleby in a singularly mild, firm voice, replied, “I would prefer not 

to.”

 I sat awhile in perfect silence, rallying my stunned faculties. Im-

mediately it occurred to me that my ears had deceived me, or Bartleby had 

entirely misunderstood my meaning. I repeated my request in the clearest 

tone I could assume. But in quite as clear a one came the previous reply, “I 

would prefer not to.”

 “Prefer not to,” echoed I, rising in high excitement, and crossing the 

room with a stride. “What do you mean? Are you moon-struck? I want you 



to help me compare this sheet here—take it,” and I thrust it towards him.

 “I would prefer not to,” said he.

 I looked at him steadfastly. His face was leanly composed; his gray 

eye dimly calm. Not a wrinkle of agitation rippled him. Had there been 

the least uneasiness, anger, impatience or impertinence in his manner; in 

other words, had there been any thing ordinarily human about him, doubt-

less I should have violently dismissed him from the premises. But as it was, 

I should have as soon thought of turning my pale plaster-of-paris bust of 

Cicero out of doors. I stood gazing at him awhile, as he went on with his own 

writing, and then reseated myself at my desk. This is very strange, thought I. 

What had one best do? But my business hurried me. I concluded to forget 

the matter for the present, reserving it for my future leisure. So calling Nip-

pers from the other room, the paper was speedily examined.

 A few days after this, Bartleby concluded four lengthy documents, 

being quadruplicates of a week’s testimony taken before me in my High 

Court of Chancery. It became necessary to examine them. It was an im-

portant suit, and great accuracy was imperative. Having all things arranged 

I called Turkey, Nippers and Ginger Nut from the next room, meaning 

to place the four copies in the hands of my four clerks, while I should 

read from the original. Accordingly Turkey, Nippers and Ginger Nut had 

taken their seats in a row, each with his document in hand, when I called to 

Bartleby to join this interesting group.

 “Bartleby! quick, I am waiting.”

 I heard a slow scrape of his chair legs on the uncarpeted floor, and 

soon he appeared standing at the entrance of his hermitage.

 “What is wanted?” said he mildly.

 “The copies, the copies,” said I hurriedly. “We are going to exam-

ine them. There”—and I held towards him the fourth quadruplicate.

 “I would prefer not to,” he said, and gently disappeared behind the 

screen.

 For a few moments I was turned into a pillar of salt, standing at the 

head of my seated column of clerks. Recovering myself, I advanced towards 
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the screen, and demanded the reason for such extraordinary conduct.

 “Why do you refuse?”

 “I would prefer not to.”

 With any other man I should have flown outright into a dreadful 

passion, scorned all further words, and thrust him ignominiously from my 

presence. But there was something about Bartleby that not only strangely 

disarmed me, but in a wonderful manner touched and disconcerted me. I 

began to reason with him.

 “These are your own copies we are about to examine. It is labor 

saving to you, because one examination will answer for your four papers. It 

is common usage. Every copyist is bound to help examine his copy. Is it not 

so? Will you not speak? Answer!”

 “I prefer not to,” he replied in a flute-like tone. It seemed to me 

that while I had been addressing him, he carefully revolved every statement 

that I made; fully comprehended the meaning; could not gainsay the ir-

resistible conclusions; but, at the same time, some paramount consideration 

prevailed with him to reply as he did.

 “You are decided, then, not to comply with my request—a request 

made according to common usage and common sense?”

 He briefly gave me to understand that on that point my judgment 

was sound. Yes: his decision was irreversible.

 It is not seldom the case that when a man is browbeaten in some 

unprecedented and violently unreasonable way, he begins to stagger in his 

own plainest faith. He begins, as it were, vaguely to surmise that, wonderful 

as it may be, all the justice and all the reason is on the other side. Accord-

ingly, if any disinterested persons are present, he turns to them for some 

reinforcement for his own faltering mind.

 “Turkey,” said I, “what do you think of this? Am I not right?”

 “With submission, sir,” said Turkey, with his blandest tone, “I think 

that you are.”

 “Nippers,” said I, “what do you think of it?”

 “I think I should kick him out of the office.”



 (The reader of nice perceptions will here perceive that, it being 

morning, Turkey’s answer is couched in polite and tranquil terms, but Nip-

pers replies in ill-tempered ones. Or, to repeat a previous sentence, Nippers’ 

ugly mood was on duty and Turkey’s off.)

 “Ginger Nut,” said I, willing to enlist the smallest suffrage in my 

behalf, “what do you think of it?”

 “I think, sir, he’s a little luny,” replied Ginger Nut with a grin.

 “You hear what they say,” said I, turning towards the screen, “come 

forth and do your duty.”

 But he vouchsafed no reply. I pondered a moment in sore perplex-

ity. But once more business hurried me. I determined again to postpone the 

consideration of this dilemma to my future leisure. With a little trouble we 

made out to examine the papers without Bartleby, though at every page or 

two, Turkey deferentially dropped his opinion that this proceeding was quite 

out of the common; while Nippers, twitching in his chair with a dyspeptic 

nervousness, ground out between his set teeth occasional hissing maledic-

tions against the stubborn oaf behind the screen. And for his (Nippers’) 

part, this was the first and the last time he would do another man’s business 

without pay.

 Meanwhile Bartleby sat in his hermitage, oblivious to every thing 

but his own peculiar business there.

 Some days passed, the scrivener being employed upon another 

lengthy work. His late remarkable conduct led me to regard his ways nar-

rowly. I observed that he never went to dinner; indeed that he never went 

any where. As yet I had never of my personal knowledge known him to 

be outside of my office. He was a perpetual sentry in the corner. At about 

eleven o’clock though, in the morning, I noticed that Ginger Nut would ad-

vance toward the opening in Bartleby’s screen, as if silently beckoned thither 

by a gesture invisible to me where I sat. The boy would then leave the office 

jingling a few pence, and reappear with a handful of ginger-nuts which he 

delivered in the hermitage, receiving two of the cakes for his trouble.

 He lives, then, on ginger-nuts, thought I; never eats a dinner, 
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properly speaking; he must be a vegetarian then; but no; he never eats even 

vegetables, he eats nothing but ginger-nuts. My mind then ran on in rever-

ies concerning the probable effects upon the human constitution of living 

entirely on ginger-nuts. Ginger-nuts are so called because they contain ginger 

as one of their peculiar constituents, and the final flavoring one. Now what 

was ginger? A hot, spicy thing. Was Bartleby hot and spicy? Not at all. Gin-

ger, then, had no effect upon Bartleby. Probably he preferred it should have 

none.

 Nothing so aggravates an earnest person as a passive resistance. 

If the individual so resisted be of a not inhumane temper, and the resist-

ing one perfectly harmless in his passivity; then, in the better moods of the 

former, he will endeavor charitably to construe to his imagination what 

proves impossible to be solved by his judgment. Even so, for the most part, 

I regarded Bartleby and his ways. Poor fellow! thought I, he means no 

mischief; it is plain he intends no insolence; his aspect sufficiently evinces 

that his eccentricities are involuntary. He is useful to me. I can get along 

with him. If I turn him away, the chances are he will fall in with some less 

indulgent employer, and then he will be rudely treated, and perhaps driven 

forth miserably to starve. Yes. Here I can cheaply purchase a delicious self-

approval. To befriend Bartleby; to humor him in his strange willfulness, will 

cost me little or nothing, while I lay up in my soul what will eventually prove 

a sweet morsel for my conscience. But this mood was not invariable with me. 

The passiveness of Bartleby sometimes irritated me. I felt strangely goaded 

on to encounter him in new opposition, to elicit some angry spark from him 

answerable to my own. But indeed I might as well have essayed to strike fire 

with my knuckles against a bit of Windsor soap. But one afternoon the evil 

impulse in me mastered me, and the following little scene ensued:

 “Bartleby,” said I, “when those papers are all copied, I will compare 

them with you.”

 “I would prefer not to.”

 “How? Surely you do not mean to persist in that mulish vagary?”

 No answer.



 I threw open the folding-doors near by, and turning upon Turkey 

and Nippers, exclaimed in an excited manner—

 “He says, a second time, he won’t examine his papers. What do you 

think of it, Turkey?”

 It was afternoon, be it remembered. Turkey sat glowing like a brass 

boiler, his bald head steaming, his hands reeling among his blotted papers.

 “Think of it?” roared Turkey; “I think I’ll just step behind his 

screen, and black his eyes for him!”

 So saying, Turkey rose to his feet and threw his arms into a pu-

gilistic position. He was hurrying away to make good his promise, when I 

detained him, alarmed at the effect of incautiously rousing Turkey’s combat-

iveness after dinner.

 “Sit down, Turkey,” said I, “and hear what Nippers has to say. 

What do you think of it, Nippers? Would I not be justified in immediately 

dismissing Bartleby?”

 “Excuse me, that is for you to decide, sir. I think his conduct quite 

unusual, and indeed unjust, as regards Turkey and myself. But it may only 

be a passing whim.”

 “Ah,” exclaimed I, “you have strangely changed your mind then—

you speak very gently of him now.”

 “All beer,” cried Turkey; “gentleness is effects of beer—Nippers and 

I dined together to-day. You see how gentle I am, sir. Shall I go and black 

his eyes?”

 “You refer to Bartleby, I suppose. No, not to-day, Turkey,” I re-

plied; “pray, put up your fists.”

 I closed the doors, and again advanced towards Bartleby. I felt ad-

ditional incentives tempting me to my fate. I burned to be rebelled against 

again. I remembered that Bartleby never left the office.

 “Bartleby,” said I, “Ginger Nut is away; just step round to the Post 

Office, won’t you? (it was but a three minute walk,) and see if there is any 

thing for me.”

 “I would prefer not to.”
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 “You will not?”

 “I prefer not.”

 I staggered to my desk, and sat there in a deep study. My blind 

inveteracy returned. Was there any other thing in which I could procure 

myself to be ignominiously repulsed by this lean, penniless wight?—my hired 

clerk? What added thing is there, perfectly reasonable, that he will be sure to 

refuse to do?

 “Bartleby!”

 No answer.

 “Bartleby,” in a louder tone.

 No answer.

 “Bartleby,” I roared.

 Like a very ghost, agreeably to the laws of magical invocation, at the 

third summons, he appeared at the entrance of his hermitage.

 “Go to the next room, and tell Nippers to come to me.”

 “I prefer not to,” he respectfully and slowly said, and mildly disap-

peared.

 “Very good, Bartleby,” said I, in a quiet sort of serenely severe 

self-possessed tone, intimating the unalterable purpose of some terrible 

retribution very close at hand. At the moment I half intended something of 

the kind. But upon the whole, as it was drawing towards my dinner-hour, I 

thought it best to put on my hat and walk home for the day, suffering much 

from perplexity and distress of mind.

 Shall I acknowledge it? The conclusion of this whole business was, 

that it soon became a fixed fact of my chambers, that a pale young scrivener, 

by the name of Bartleby, and a desk there; that he copied for me at the 

usual rate of four cents a folio (one hundred words); but he was permanently 

exempt from examining the work done by him, that duty being transferred to 

Turkey and Nippers, one of compliment doubtless to their superior acute-

ness; moreover, said Bartleby was never on any account to be dispatched on 

the most trivial errand of any sort; and that even if entreated to take upon 

him such a matter, it was generally understood that he would prefer not to—



in other words, that he would refuse pointblank.

 As days passed on, I became considerably reconciled to Bartleby. 

His steadiness, his freedom from all dissipation, his incessant industry 

(except when he chose to throw himself into a standing revery behind his 

screen), his great stillness, his unalterableness of demeanor under all circum-

stances, made him a valuable acquisition. One prime thing was this,—he was 

always there;—first in the morning, continually through the day, and the last 

at night. I had a singular confidence in his honesty. I felt my most precious 

papers perfectly safe in his hands. Sometimes to be sure I could not, for the 

very soul of me, avoid falling into sudden spasmodic passions with him. For 

it was exceeding difficult to bear in mind all the time those strange peculiari-

ties, privileges, and unheard of exemptions, forming the tacit stipulations 

on Bartleby’s part under which he remained in my office. Now and then, in 

the eagerness of dispatching pressing business, I would inadvertently sum-

mon Bartleby, in a short, rapid tone, to put his finger, say, on the incipient 

tie of a bit of red tape with which I was about compressing some papers. Of 

course, from behind the screen the usual answer, “I prefer not to,” was sure 

to come; and then, how could a human creature with the common infirmi-

ties of our nature, refrain from bitterly exclaiming upon such perverseness—

such unreasonableness. However, every added repulse of this sort which I 

received only tended to lessen the probability of my repeating the inadver-

tence.

 Here it must be said, that according to the custom of most legal 

gentlemen occupying chambers in densely-populated law buildings, there 

were several keys to my door. One was kept by a woman residing in the attic, 

which person weekly scrubbed and daily swept and dusted my apartments. 

Another was kept by Turkey for convenience sake. The third I sometimes 

carried in my own pocket. The fourth I knew not who had.

 Now, one Sunday morning I happened to go to Trinity Church, to 

hear a celebrated preacher, and finding myself rather early on the ground, I 

thought I would walk around to my chambers for a while. Luckily I had my 

key with me; but upon applying it to the lock, I found it resisted by some-
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thing inserted from the inside. Quite surprised, I called out; when to my 

consternation a key was turned from within; and thrusting his lean visage at 

me, and holding the door ajar, the apparition of Bartleby appeared, in his 

shirt sleeves, and otherwise in a strangely tattered dishabille, saying quietly 

that he was sorry, but he was deeply engaged just then, and—preferred not 

admitting me at present. In a brief word or two, he moreover added, that 

perhaps I had better walk round the block two or three times, and by that 

time he would probably have concluded his affairs.

 Now, the utterly unsurmised appearance of Bartleby, tenanting 

my law-chambers of a Sunday morning, with his cadaverously gentlemanly 

nonchalance, yet withal firm and self-possessed, had such a strange effect 

upon me, that incontinently I slunk away from my own door, and did as 

desired. But not without sundry twinges of impotent rebellion against the 

mild effrontery of this unaccountable scrivener. Indeed, it was his wonder-

ful mildness chiefly, which not only disarmed me, but unmanned me, as it 

were. For I consider that one, for the time, is a sort of unmanned when he 

tranquilly permits his hired clerk to dictate to him, and order him away from 

his own premises. Furthermore, I was full of uneasiness as to what Bartleby 

could possibly be doing in my office in his shirt sleeves, and in an otherwise 

dismantled condition of a Sunday morning. Was any thing amiss going on? 

Nay, that was out of the question. It was not to be thought of for a moment 

that Bartleby was an immoral person. But what could he be doing there?—

copying? Nay again, whatever might be his eccentricities, Bartleby was an 

eminently decorous person. He would be the last man to sit down to his 

desk in any state approaching to nudity. Besides, it was Sunday; and there 

was something about Bartleby that forbade the supposition that he would by 

any secular occupation violate the proprieties of the day.

 Nevertheless, my mind was not pacified; and full of a restless curi-

osity, at last I returned to the door. Without hindrance I inserted my key, 

opened it, and entered. Bartleby was not to be seen. I looked round anxious-

ly, peeped behind his screen; but it was very plain that he was gone. Upon 

more closely examining the place, I surmised that for an indefinite period 



Bartleby must have ate, dressed, and slept in my office, and that too without 

plate, mirror, or bed. The cushioned seat of a rickety old sofa in one corner 

bore the faint impress of a lean, reclining form. Rolled away under his desk, 

I found a blanket; under the empty grate, a blacking box and brush; on a 

chair, a tin basin, with soap and a ragged towel; in a newspaper a few crumbs 

of ginger-nuts and a morsel of cheese. Yes, thought I, it is evident enough 

that Bartleby has been making his home here, keeping bachelor’s hall all by 

himself. Immediately then the thought came sweeping across me, What mis-

erable friendlessness and loneliness are here revealed! His poverty is great; 

but his solitude, how horrible! Think of it. Of a Sunday, Wall-street is de-

serted as Petra; and every night of every day it is an emptiness. This building 

too, which of week-days hums with industry and life, at nightfall echoes with 

sheer vacancy, and all through Sunday is forlorn. And here Bartleby makes 

his home; sole spectator of a solitude which he has seen all populous—a sort 

of innocent and transformed Marius brooding among the ruins of Carthage!

 For the first time in my life a feeling of overpowering stinging mel-

ancholy seized me. Before, I had never experienced aught but a not-unpleas-

ing sadness. The bond of a common humanity now drew me irresistibly to 

gloom. A fraternal melancholy! For both I and Bartleby were sons of Adam. 

I remembered the bright silks and sparkling faces I had seen that day, in gala 

trim, swan-like sailing down the Mississippi of Broadway; and I contrasted 

them with the pallid copyist, and thought to myself, Ah, happiness courts the 

light, so we deem the world is gay; but misery hides aloof, so we deem that 

misery there is none. These sad fancyings—chimeras, doubtless, of a sick and 

silly brain—led on to other and more special thoughts, concerning the eccen-

tricities of Bartleby. Presentiments of strange discoveries hovered round me. 

The scrivener’s pale form appeared to me laid out, among uncaring strang-

ers, in its shivering winding sheet.

 Suddenly I was attracted by Bartleby’s closed desk, the key in open 

sight left in the lock.

 I mean no mischief, seek the gratification of no heartless curiosity, 

thought I; besides, the desk is mine, and its contents too, so I will make bold 
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to look within. Every thing was methodically arranged, the papers smoothly 

placed. The pigeon holes were deep, and removing the files of documents, 

I groped into their recesses. Presently I felt something there, and dragged it 

out. It was an old bandanna handkerchief, heavy and knotted. I opened it, 

and saw it was a savings’ bank.

 I now recalled all the quiet mysteries which I had noted in the man. 

I remembered that he never spoke but to answer; that though at intervals 

he had considerable time to himself, yet I had never seen him reading—no, 

not even a newspaper; that for long periods he would stand looking out, at 

his pale window behind the screen, upon the dead brick wall; I was quite 

sure he never visited any refectory or eating house; while his pale face clearly 

indicated that he never drank beer like Turkey, or tea and coffee even, like 

other men; that he never went any where in particular that I could learn; 

never went out for a walk, unless indeed that was the case at present; that 

he had declined telling who he was, or whence he came, or whether he had 

any relatives in the world; that though so thin and pale, he never complained 

of ill health. And more than all, I remembered a certain unconscious air of 

pallid—how shall I call it?—of pallid haughtiness, say, or rather an austere 

reserve about him, which had positively awed me into my tame compli-

ance with his eccentricities, when I had feared to ask him to do the slightest 

incidental thing for me, even though I might know, from his long-continued 

motionlessness, that behind his screen he must be standing in one of those 

dead-wall reveries of his.

 Revolving all these things, and coupling them with the recently 

discovered fact that he made my office his constant abiding place and home, 

and not forgetful of his morbid moodiness; revolving all these things, a 

prudential feeling began to steal over me. My first emotions had been those 

of pure melancholy and sincerest pity; but just in proportion as the forlorn-

ness of Bartleby grew and grew to my imagination, did that same melancholy 

merge into fear, that pity into repulsion. So true it is, and so terrible too, that 

up to a certain point the thought or sight of misery enlists our best affections; 

but, in certain special cases, beyond that point it does not. They err who 



would assert that invariably this is owing to the inherent selfishness of the 

human heart. It rather proceeds from a certain hopelessness of remedying 

excessive and organic ill. To a sensitive being, pity is not seldom pain. And 

when at last it is perceived that such pity cannot lead to effectual succor, 

common sense bids the soul rid of it. What I saw that morning persuaded 

me that the scrivener was the victim of innate and incurable disorder. I might 

give alms to his body; but his body did not pain him; it was his soul that suf-

fered, and his soul I could not reach.

 I did not accomplish the purpose of going to Trinity Church that 

morning. Somehow, the things I had seen disqualified me for the time from 

church-going. I walked homeward, thinking what I would do with Bartleby. 

Finally, I resolved upon this;—I would put certain calm questions to him the 

next morning, touching his history, etc., and if he declined to answer them 

openly and unreservedly (and I supposed he would prefer not), then to give 

him a twenty dollar bill over and above whatever I might owe him, and tell 

him his services were no longer required; but that if in any other way I could 

assist him, I would be happy to do so, especially if he desired to return to 

his native place, wherever that might be, I would willingly help to defray the 

expenses. Moreover, if, after reaching home, he found himself at any time in 

want of aid, a letter from him would be sure of a reply.

 The next morning came.

 “Bartleby,” said I, gently calling to him behind his screen.

 No reply.

 “Bartleby,” said I, in a still gentler tone, “come here; I am not go-

ing to ask you to do any thing you would prefer not to do—I simply wish to 

speak to you.”

 Upon this he noiselessly slid into view.

 “Will you tell me, Bartleby, where you were born?”

 “I would prefer not to.”

 “Will you tell me any thing about yourself?”

 “I would prefer not to.”

 “But what reasonable objection can you have to speak to me? I feel 
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friendly towards you.”

 He did not look at me while I spoke, but kept his glance fixed upon 

my bust of Cicero, which as I then sat, was directly behind me, some six 

inches above my head.

 “What is your answer, Bartleby?” said I, after waiting a considerable 

time for a reply, during which his countenance remained immovable, only 

there was the faintest conceivable tremor of the white attenuated mouth.

 “At present I prefer to give no answer,” he said, and retired into his 

hermitage.

 It was rather weak in me I confess, but his manner on this occasion 

nettled me. Not only did there seem to lurk in it a certain calm disdain, but 

his perverseness seemed ungrateful, considering the undeniable good usage 

and indulgence he had received from me.

 Again I sat ruminating what I should do. Mortified as I was at his 

behavior, and resolved as I had been to dismiss him when I entered my 

offices, nevertheless I strangely felt something superstitious knocking at my 

heart, and forbidding me to carry out my purpose, and denouncing me for a 

villain if I dared to breathe one bitter word against this forlornest of man-

kind. At last, familiarly drawing my chair behind his screen, I sat down and 

said: “Bartleby, never mind then about revealing your history; but let me 

entreat you, as a friend, to comply as far as may be with the usages of this 

office. Say now you will help to examine papers to-morrow or next day: in 

short, say now that in a day or two you will begin to be a little reasonable:—

say so, Bartleby.”

 “At present I would prefer not to be a little reasonable,” was his 

mildly cadaverous reply.

 Just then the folding-doors opened, and Nippers approached. He 

seemed suffering from an unusually bad night’s rest, induced by severer 

indigestion than common. He overheard those final words of Bartleby.

 “Prefer not, eh?” gritted Nippers—”I’d prefer him, if I were you, 

sir,” addressing me—”I’d prefer him; I’d give him preferences, the stubborn 

mule! What is it, sir, pray, that he prefers not to do now?”



 Bartleby moved not a limb.

 “Mr. Nippers,” said I, “I’d prefer that you would withdraw for the 

present.”

 Somehow, of late I had got into the way of involuntarily using this 

word “prefer” upon all sorts of not exactly suitable occasions. And I trem-

bled to think that my contact with the scrivener had already and seriously 

affected me in a mental way. And what further and deeper aberration might 

it not yet produce? This apprehension had not been without efficacy in 

determining me to summary means.

 As Nippers, looking very sour and sulky, was departing, Turkey 

blandly and deferentially approached.

 “With submission, sir,” said he, “yesterday I was thinking about 

Bartleby here, and I think that if he would but prefer to take a quart of good 

ale every day, it would do much towards mending him, and enabling him to 

assist in examining his papers.”

 “So you have got the word too,” said I, slightly excited.

 “With submission, what word, sir,” asked Turkey, respectfully 

crowding himself into the contracted space behind the screen, and by so do-

ing, making me jostle the scrivener. “What word, sir?”

 “I would prefer to be left alone here,” said Bartleby, as if offended 

at being mobbed in his privacy.

 “That’s the word, Turkey,” said I—”that’s it.”

 “Oh, prefer? oh yes—queer word. I never use it myself. But, sir, as I 

was saying, if he would but prefer—”

 “Turkey,” interrupted I, “you will please withdraw.”

 “Oh certainly, sir, if you prefer that I should.”

 As he opened the folding-door to retire, Nippers at his desk caught 

a glimpse of me, and asked whether I would prefer to have a certain paper 

copied on blue paper or white. He did not in the least roguishly accent 

the word prefer. It was plain that it involuntarily rolled from his tongue. I 

thought to myself, surely I must get rid of a demented man, who already has 

in some degree turned the tongues, if not the heads of myself and clerks. But 
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I thought it prudent not to break the dismission at once.

 The next day I noticed that Bartleby did nothing but stand at his 

window in his dead-wall revery. Upon asking him why he did not write, he 

said that he had decided upon doing no more writing.

 “Why, how now? what next?” exclaimed I, “do no more writing?”

 “No more.”

 “And what is the reason?”

 “Do you not see the reason for yourself,” he indifferently replied.

 I looked steadfastly at him, and perceived that his eyes looked dull 

and glazed. Instantly it occurred to me, that his unexampled diligence in 

copying by his dim window for the first few weeks of his stay with me might 

have temporarily impaired his vision.

 I was touched. I said something in condolence with him. I hinted 

that of course he did wisely in abstaining from writing for a while; and urged 

him to embrace that opportunity of taking wholesome exercise in the open 

air. This, however, he did not do. A few days after this, my other clerks be-

ing absent, and being in a great hurry to dispatch certain letters by the mail, I 

thought that, having nothing else earthly to do, Bartleby would surely be less 

inflexible than usual, and carry these letters to the post-office. But he blankly 

declined. So, much to my inconvenience, I went myself.

 Still added days went by. Whether Bartleby’s eyes improved or not, 

I could not say. To all appearance, I thought they did. But when I asked him 

if they did, he vouchsafed no answer. At all events, he would do no copy-

ing. At last, in reply to my urgings, he informed me that he had permanently 

given up copying.

 “What!” exclaimed I; “suppose your eyes should get entirely well—

better than ever before—would you not copy then?”

 “I have given up copying,” he answered, and slid aside.

 He remained as ever, a fixture in my chamber. Nay—if that were 

possible—he became still more of a fixture than before. What was to be 

done? He would do nothing in the office: why should he stay there? In plain 

fact, he had now become a millstone to me, not only useless as a necklace, 



but afflictive to bear. Yet I was sorry for him. I speak less than truth when 

I say that, on his own account, he occasioned me uneasiness. If he would 

but have named a single relative or friend, I would instantly have written, 

and urged their taking the poor fellow away to some convenient retreat. But 

he seemed alone, absolutely alone in the universe. A bit of wreck in the 

mid Atlantic. At length, necessities connected with my business tyrannized 

over all other considerations. Decently as I could, I told Bartleby that in six 

days’ time he must unconditionally leave the office. I warned him to take 

measures, in the interval, for procuring some other abode. I offered to assist 

him in this endeavor, if he himself would but take the first step towards a 

removal. “And when you finally quit me, Bartleby,” added I, “I shall see that 

you go not away entirely unprovided. Six days from this hour, remember.”

 At the expiration of that period, I peeped behind the screen, and lo! 

Bartleby was there.

 I buttoned up my coat, balanced myself; advanced slowly towards 

him, touched his shoulder, and said, “The time has come; you must quit this 

place; I am sorry for you; here is money; but you must go.”

 “I would prefer not,” he replied, with his back still towards me.

 “You must.”

 He remained silent.

 Now I had an unbounded confidence in this man’s common 

honesty. He had frequently restored to me sixpences and shillings carelessly 

dropped upon the floor, for I am apt to be very reckless in such shirt-button 

affairs. The proceeding then which followed will not be deemed extraordi-

nary.

 “Bartleby,” said I, “I owe you twelve dollars on account; here are 

thirty-two; the odd twenty are yours.—Will you take it?” and I handed the 

bills towards him.

 But he made no motion.

 “I will leave them here then,” putting them under a weight on 

the table. Then taking my hat and cane and going to the door I tranquilly 

turned and added—”After you have removed your things from these offices, 
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Bartleby, you will of course lock the door—since every one is now gone for 

the day but you—and if you please, slip your key underneath the mat, so that 

I may have it in the morning. I shall not see you again; so good-bye to you. If 

hereafter in your new place of abode I can be of any service to you, do not 

fail to advise me by letter. Good-bye, Bartleby, and fare you well.”

 But he answered not a word; like the last column of some ruined 

temple, he remained standing mute and solitary in the middle of the other-

wise deserted room.

 As I walked home in a pensive mood, my vanity got the better of 

my pity. I could not but highly plume myself on my masterly management 

in getting rid of Bartleby. Masterly I call it, and such it must appear to any 

dispassionate thinker. The beauty of my procedure seemed to consist in its 

perfect quietness. There was no vulgar bullying, no bravado of any sort, no 

choleric hectoring, and striding to and fro across the apartment, jerking out 

vehement commands for Bartleby to bundle himself off with his beggarly 

traps. Nothing of the kind. Without loudly bidding Bartleby depart—as an 

inferior genius might have done—I assumed the ground that depart he must; 

and upon that assumption built all I had to say. The more I thought over 

my procedure, the more I was charmed with it. Nevertheless, next morning, 

upon awakening, I had my doubts,—I had somehow slept off the fumes of 

vanity. One of the coolest and wisest hours a man has, is just after he awakes 

in the morning. My procedure seemed as sagacious as ever.—but only in 

theory. How it would prove in practice—there was the rub. It was truly a 

beautiful thought to have assumed Bartleby’s departure; but, after all, that 

assumption was simply my own, and none of Bartleby’s. The great point was, 

not whether I had assumed that he would quit me, but whether he would 

prefer so to do. He was more a man of preferences than assumptions.

 After breakfast, I walked down town, arguing the probabilities pro 

and con. One moment I thought it would prove a miserable failure, and 

Bartleby would be found all alive at my office as usual; the next moment 

it seemed certain that I should see his chair empty. And so I kept veering 

about. At the corner of Broadway and Canal-street, I saw quite an excited 



group of people standing in earnest conversation.

 “I’ll take odds he doesn’t,” said a voice as I passed.

 “Doesn’t go?—done!” said I, “put up your money.”

 I was instinctively putting my hand in my pocket to produce my 

own, when I remembered that this was an election day. The words I had 

overheard bore no reference to Bartleby, but to the success or non-success 

of some candidate for the mayoralty. In my intent frame of mind, I had, as it 

were, imagined that all Broadway shared in my excitement, and were debat-

ing the same question with me. I passed on, very thankful that the uproar of 

the street screened my momentary absent-mindedness.

 As I had intended, I was earlier than usual at my office door. I 

stood listening for a moment. All was still. He must be gone. I tried the 

knob. The door was locked. Yes, my procedure had worked to a charm; he 

indeed must be vanished. Yet a certain melancholy mixed with this: I was 

almost sorry for my brilliant success. I was fumbling under the door mat 

for the key, which Bartleby was to have left there for me, when accidentally 

my knee knocked against a panel, producing a summoning sound, and in 

response a voice came to me from within—”Not yet; I am occupied.”

 It was Bartleby.

 I was thunderstruck. For an instant I stood like the man who, pipe 

in mouth, was killed one cloudless afternoon long ago in Virginia, by a sum-

mer lightning; at his own warm open window he was killed, and remained 

leaning out there upon the dreamy afternoon, till some one touched him, 

when he fell.

 “Not gone!” I murmured at last. But again obeying that wondrous 

ascendancy which the inscrutable scrivener had over me, and from which 

ascendancy, for all my chafing, I could not completely escape, I slowly went 

down stairs and out into the street, and while walking round the block, 

considered what I should next do in this unheard-of perplexity. Turn the 

man out by an actual thrusting I could not; to drive him away by calling him 

hard names would not do; calling in the police was an unpleasant idea; and 

yet, permit him to enjoy his cadaverous triumph over me,—this too I could 
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not think of. What was to be done? or, if nothing could be done, was there 

any thing further that I could assume in the matter? Yes, as before I had 

prospectively assumed that Bartleby would depart, so now I might retro-

spectively assume that departed he was. In the legitimate carrying out of this 

assumption, I might enter my office in a great hurry, and pretending not to 

see Bartleby at all, walk straight against him as if he were air. Such a pro-

ceeding would in a singular degree have the appearance of a home-thrust. It 

was hardly possible that Bartleby could withstand such an application of the 

doctrine of assumptions. But upon second thoughts the success of the plan 

seemed rather dubious. I resolved to argue the matter over with him again.

 “Bartleby,” said I, entering the office, with a quietly severe expres-

sion, “I am seriously displeased. I am pained, Bartleby. I had thought better 

of you. I had imagined you of such a gentlemanly organization, that in any 

delicate dilemma a slight hint would have suffice—in short, an assumption. 

But it appears I am deceived. Why,” I added, unaffectedly starting, “you 

have not even touched that money yet,” pointing to it, just where I had left it 

the evening previous.

 He answered nothing.

 “Will you, or will you not, quit me?” I now demanded in a sudden 

passion, advancing close to him.

 “I would prefer not to quit you,” he replied, gently emphasizing the 

not.

 “What earthly right have you to stay here? Do you pay any rent? 

Do you pay my taxes? Or is this property yours?”

 He answered nothing.

 “Are you ready to go on and write now? Are your eyes recovered? 

Could you copy a small paper for me this morning? or help examine a few 

lines? or step round to the post-office? In a word, will you do any thing at all, 

to give a coloring to your refusal to depart the premises?”

 He silently retired into his hermitage.

 I was now in such a state of nervous resentment that I thought it but 

prudent to check myself at present from further demonstrations. Bartleby 



and I were alone. I remembered the tragedy of the unfortunate Adams and 

the still more unfortunate Colt in the solitary office of the latter; and how 

poor Colt, being dreadfully incensed by Adams, and imprudently permitting 

himself to get wildly excited, was at unawares hurried into his fatal act—an act 

which certainly no man could possibly deplore more than the actor himself. 

Often it had occurred to me in my ponderings upon the subject, that had 

that altercation taken place in the public street, or at a private residence, it 

would not have terminated as it did. It was the circumstance of being alone 

in a solitary office, up stairs, of a building entirely unhallowed by humanizing 

domestic associations—an uncarpeted office, doubtless, of a dusty, haggard 

sort of appearance;—this it must have been, which greatly helped to enhance 

the irritable desperation of the hapless Colt.

 But when this old Adam of resentment rose in me and tempted me 

concerning Bartleby, I grappled him and threw him. How? Why, simply by 

recalling the divine injunction: “A new commandment give I unto you, that 

ye love one another.” Yes, this it was that saved me. Aside from higher con-

siderations, charity often operates as a vastly wise and prudent principle—a 

great safeguard to its possessor. Men have committed murder for jealousy’s 

sake, and anger’s sake, and hatred’s sake, and selfishness’ sake, and spiritual 

pride’s sake; but no man that ever I heard of, ever committed a diabolical 

murder for sweet charity’s sake. Mere self-interest, then, if no better mo-

tive can be enlisted, should, especially with high-tempered men, prompt 

all beings to charity and philanthropy. At any rate, upon the occasion in 

question, I strove to drown my exasperated feelings towards the scrivener by 

benevolently construing his conduct. Poor fellow, poor fellow! thought I, he 

don’t mean any thing; and besides, he has seen hard times, and ought to be 

indulged.

 I endeavored also immediately to occupy myself, and at the same 

time to comfort my despondency. I tried to fancy that in the course of the 

morning, at such time as might prove agreeable to him, Bartleby, of his own 

free accord, would emerge from his hermitage, and take up some decided 

line of march in the direction of the door. But no. Half-past twelve o’clock 
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came; Turkey began to glow in the face, overturn his inkstand, and become 

generally obstreperous; Nippers abated down into quietude and courtesy; 

Ginger Nut munched his noon apple; and Bartleby remained standing at his 

window in one of his profoundest dead-wall reveries. Will it be credited? 

Ought I to acknowledge it? That afternoon I left the office without saying 

one further word to him.

 Some days now passed, during which, at leisure intervals I looked 

a little into “Edwards on the Will,” and “Priestly on Necessity.” Under the 

circumstances, those books induced a salutary feeling. Gradually I slid into 

the persuasion that these troubles of mine touching the scrivener, had been 

all predestinated from eternity, and Bartleby was billeted upon me for some 

mysterious purpose of an all-wise Providence, which it was not for a mere 

mortal like me to fathom. Yes, Bartleby, stay there behind your screen, 

thought I; I shall persecute you no more; you are harmless and noiseless as 

any of these old chairs; in short, I never feel so private as when I know you 

are here. At last I see it, I feel it; I penetrate to the predestinated purpose of 

my life. I am content. Others may have loftier parts to enact; but my mission 

in this world, Bartleby, is to furnish you with office-room for such period as 

you may see fit to remain.

 I believe that this wise and blessed frame of mind would have con-

tinued with me, had it not been for the unsolicited and uncharitable remarks 

obtruded upon me by my professional friends who visited the rooms. But 

thus it often is, that the constant friction of illiberal minds wears out at last 

the best resolves of the more generous. Though to be sure, when I reflected 

upon it, it was not strange that people entering my office should be struck 

by the peculiar aspect of the unaccountable Bartleby, and so be tempted to 

throw out some sinister observations concerning him. Sometimes an attor-

ney having business with me, and calling at my office and finding no one but 

the scrivener there, would undertake to obtain some sort of precise infor-

mation from him touching my whereabouts; but without heeding his idle 

talk, Bartleby would remain standing immovable in the middle of the room. 

So after contemplating him in that position for a time, the attorney would 



depart, no wiser than he came.

 Also, when a Reference was going on, and the room full of lawyers 

and witnesses and business was driving fast; some deeply occupied legal 

gentleman present, seeing Bartleby wholly unemployed, would request him 

to run round to his (the legal gentleman’s) office and fetch some papers for 

him. Thereupon, Bartleby would tranquilly decline, and yet remain idle as 

before. Then the lawyer would give a great stare, and turn to me. And what 

could I say? At last I was made aware that all through the circle of my profes-

sional acquaintance, a whisper of wonder was running round, having refer-

ence to the strange creature I kept at my office. This worried me very much. 

And as the idea came upon me of his possibly turning out a long-lived man, 

and keep occupying my chambers, and denying my authority; and perplex-

ing my visitors; and scandalizing my professional reputation; and casting a 

general gloom over the premises; keeping soul and body together to the last 

upon his savings (for doubtless he spent but half a dime a day), and in the 

end perhaps outlive me, and claim possession of my office by right of his 

perpetual occupancy: as all these dark anticipations crowded upon me more 

and more, and my friends continually intruded their relentless remarks upon 

the apparition in my room; a great change was wrought in me. I resolved to 

gather all my faculties together, and for ever rid me of this intolerable incu-

bus.

 Ere revolving any complicated project, however, adapted to this 

end, I first simply suggested to Bartleby the propriety of his permanent 

departure. In a calm and serious tone, I commended the idea to his careful 

and mature consideration. But having taken three days to meditate upon it, 

he apprised me that his original determination remained the same; in short, 

that he still preferred to abide with me.

 What shall I do? I now said to myself, buttoning up my coat to the 

last button. What shall I do? what ought I to do? what does conscience say 

I should do with this man, or rather ghost. Rid myself of him, I must; go, 

he shall. But how? You will not thrust him, the poor, pale, passive mortal,—

you will not thrust such a helpless creature out of your door? you will not 
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dishonor yourself by such cruelty? No, I will not, I cannot do that. Rather 

would I let him live and die here, and then mason up his remains in the wall. 

What then will you do? For all your coaxing, he will not budge. Bribes he 

leaves under your own paperweight on your table; in short, it is quite plain 

that he prefers to cling to you.

 Then something severe, something unusual must be done. What! 

surely you will not have him collared by a constable, and commit his inno-

cent pallor to the common jail? And upon what ground could you procure 

such a thing to be done?—a vagrant, is he? What! he a vagrant, a wanderer, 

who refuses to budge? It is because he will not be a vagrant, then, that you 

seek to count him as a vagrant. That is too absurd. No visible means of sup-

port: there I have him. Wrong again: for indubitably he does support him-

self, and that is the only unanswerable proof that any man can show of his 

possessing the means so to do. No more then. Since he will not quit me, I 

must quit him. I will change my offices; I will move elsewhere; and give him 

fair notice, that if I find him on my new premises I will then proceed against 

him as a common trespasser.

 Acting accordingly, next day I thus addressed him: “I find these 

chambers too far from the City Hall; the air is unwholesome. In a word, I 

propose to remove my offices next week, and shall no longer require your 

services. I tell you this now, in order that you may seek another place.”

 He made no reply, and nothing more was said.

 On the appointed day I engaged carts and men, proceeded to my 

chambers, and having but little furniture, every thing was removed in a few 

hours. Throughout, the scrivener remained standing behind the screen, 

which I directed to be removed the last thing. It was withdrawn; and being 

folded up like a huge folio, left him the motionless occupant of a naked 

room. I stood in the entry watching him a moment, while something from 

within me upbraided me.

 I re-entered, with my hand in my pocket—and—and my heart in my 

mouth.

 “Good-bye, Bartleby; I am going—good-bye, and God some way 
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upon the floor, and then,—strange to say—I tore myself from him whom I 

had so longed to be rid of.

 Established in my new quarters, for a day or two I kept the door 

locked, and started at every footfall in the passages. When I returned to my 

rooms after any little absence, I would pause at the threshold for an instant, 

and attentively listen, ere applying my key. But these fears were needless. 

Bartleby never came nigh me.

 I thought all was going well, when a perturbed looking stranger 

visited me, inquiring whether I was the person who had recently occupied 

rooms at No.—Wall-street.

 Full of forebodings, I replied that I was.

 “Then sir,” said the stranger, who proved a lawyer, “you are respon-

sible for the man you left there. He refuses to do any copying; he refuses to 

do any thing; he says he prefers not to; and he refuses to quit the premises.”

 “I am very sorry, sir,” said I, with assumed tranquility, but an inward 

tremor, “but, really, the man you allude to is nothing to me—he is no relation 

or apprentice of mine, that you should hold me responsible for him.”

 “In mercy’s name, who is he?”

 “I certainly cannot inform you. I know nothing about him. Formerly 

I employed him as a copyist; but he has done nothing for me now for some 

time past.”

 “I shall settle him then,—good morning, sir.”

 Several days passed, and I heard nothing more; and though I often 

felt a charitable prompting to call at the place and see poor Bartleby, yet a 

certain squeamishness of I know not what withheld me.

 All is over with him, by this time, thought I at last, when through 

another week no further intelligence reached me. But coming to my room 

the day after, I found several persons waiting at my door in a high state of 

nervous excitement.

 “That’s the man—here he comes,” cried the foremost one, whom I 

recognized as the lawyer who had previously called upon me alone.
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 “You must take him away, sir, at once,” cried a portly person among 

them, advancing upon me, and whom I knew to be the landlord of No.—

Wall-street. “These gentlemen, my tenants, cannot stand it any longer; Mr. 

B—” pointing to the lawyer, “has turned him out of his room, and he now 

persists in haunting the building generally, sitting upon the banisters of the 

stairs by day, and sleeping in the entry by night. Every body is concerned; cli-

ents are leaving the offices; some fears are entertained of a mob; something 

you must do, and that without delay.”

 Aghast at this torrent, I fell back before it, and would fain have 

locked myself in my new quarters. In vain I persisted that Bartleby was 

nothing to me—no more than to any one else. In vain:—I was the last person 

known to have any thing to do with him, and they held me to the terrible 

account. Fearful then of being exposed in the papers (as one person present 

obscurely threatened) I considered the matter, and at length said, that if the 

lawyer would give me a confidential interview with the scrivener, in his (the 

lawyer’s) own room, I would that afternoon strive my best to rid them of the 

nuisance they complained of.

 Going up stairs to my old haunt, there was Bartleby silently sitting 

upon the banister at the landing.

 “What are you doing here, Bartleby?” said I.

 “Sitting upon the banister,” he mildly replied.

 I motioned him into the lawyer’s room, who then left us.

 “Bartleby,” said I, “are you aware that you are the cause of great 

tribulation to me, by persisting in occupying the entry after being dismissed 

from the office?”

 No answer.

 “Now one of two things must take place. Either you must do some-

thing, or something must be done to you. Now what sort of business would 

you like to engage in? Would you like to re-engage in copying for some 

one?”

 “No; I would prefer not to make any change.”

 “Would you like a clerkship in a dry-goods store?”



 “There is too much confinement about that. No, I would not like a 

clerkship; but I am not particular.”

 “Too much confinement,” I cried, “why you keep yourself confined 

all the time!”

 “I would prefer not to take a clerkship,” he rejoined, as if to settle 

that little item at once.

 “How would a bar-tender’s business suit you? There is no trying of 

the eyesight in that.”

 “I would not like it at all; though, as I said before, I am not particu-

lar.”

 His unwonted wordiness inspirited me. I returned to the charge.

 “Well then, would you like to travel through the country collecting 

bills for the merchants? That would improve your health.”

 “No, I would prefer to be doing something else.”

 “How then would going as a companion to Europe, to entertain 

some young gentleman with your conversation,—how would that suit you?”

 “Not at all. It does not strike me that there is any thing definite 

about that. I like to be stationary. But I am not particular.”

 “Stationary you shall be then,” I cried, now losing all patience, and 

for the first time in all my exasperating connection with him fairly flying 

into a passion. “If you do not go away from these premises before night, I 

shall feel bound—indeed I am bound—to—to—to quit the premises myself!” 

I rather absurdly concluded, knowing not with what possible threat to try 

to frighten his immobility into compliance. Despairing of all further efforts, 

I was precipitately leaving him, when a final thought occurred to me—one 

which had not been wholly unindulged before.

 “Bartleby,” said I, in the kindest tone I could assume under such 

exciting circumstances, “will you go home with me now—not to my office, 

but my dwelling—and remain there till we can conclude upon some conve-

nient arrangement for you at our leisure? Come, let us start now, right away.”

 “No: at present I would prefer not to make any change at all.”

 I answered nothing; but effectually dodging every one by the sud-
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denness and rapidity of my flight, rushed from the building, ran up Wall-

street towards Broadway, and jumping into the first omnibus was soon 

removed from pursuit. As soon as tranquility returned I distinctly perceived 

that I had now done all that I possibly could, both in respect to the demands 

of the landlord and his tenants, and with regard to my own desire and sense 

of duty, to benefit Bartleby, and shield him from rude persecution. I now 

strove to be entirely care-free and quiescent; and my conscience justified me 

in the attempt; though indeed it was not so successful as I could have wished. 

So fearful was I of being again hunted out by the incensed landlord and his 

exasperated tenants, that, surrendering my business to Nippers, for a few 

days I drove about the upper part of the town and through the suburbs, in 

my rockaway; crossed over to Jersey City and Hoboken, and paid fugitive 

visits to Manhattanville and Astoria. In fact I almost lived in my rockaway for 

the time.

 When again I entered my office, lo, a note from the landlord lay 

upon the desk. I opened it with trembling hands. It informed me that the 

writer had sent to the police, and had Bartleby removed to the Tombs as 

a vagrant. Moreover, since I knew more about him than any one else, he 

wished me to appear at that place, and make a suitable statement of the facts. 

These tidings had a conflicting effect upon me. At first I was indignant; but at 

last almost approved. The landlord’s energetic, summary disposition had led 

him to adopt a procedure which I do not think I would have decided upon 

myself; and yet as a last resort, under such peculiar circumstances, it seemed 

the only plan.

 As I afterwards learned, the poor scrivener, when told that he must 

be conducted to the Tombs, offered not the slightest obstacle, but in his pale 

unmoving way, silently acquiesced.

 Some of the compassionate and curious bystanders joined the party; 

and headed by one of the constables arm in arm with Bartleby, the silent 

procession filed its way through all the noise, and heat, and joy of the roaring 

thoroughfares at noon.

 The same day I received the note I went to the Tombs, or to speak 
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pose of my call, and was informed that the individual I described was indeed 

within. I then assured the functionary that Bartleby was a perfectly honest 

man, and greatly to be compassionated, however unaccountably eccentric. I 

narrated all I knew, and closed by suggesting the idea of letting him remain 

in as indulgent confinement as possible till something less harsh might be 

done—though indeed I hardly knew what. At all events, if nothing else could 

be decided upon, the alms-house must receive him. I then begged to have an 

interview.

 Being under no disgraceful charge, and quite serene and harmless 

in all his ways, they had permitted him freely to wander about the prison, 

and especially in the inclosed grass-platted yard thereof. And so I found him 

there, standing all alone in the quietest of the yards, his face towards a high 

wall, while all around, from the narrow slits of the jail windows, I thought I 

saw peering out upon him the eyes of murderers and thieves.

 “Bartleby!”

 “I know you,” he said, without looking round,—”and I want nothing 

to say to you.”

 “It was not I that brought you here, Bartleby,” said I, keenly pained 

at his implied suspicion. “And to you, this should not be so vile a place. 

Nothing reproachful attaches to you by being here. And see, it is not so sad a 

place as one might think. Look, there is the sky, and here is the grass.”

 “I know where I am,” he replied, but would say nothing more, and 

so I left him.

 As I entered the corridor again, a broad meat-like man, in an apron, 

accosted me, and jerking his thumb over his shoulder said—”Is that your 

friend?”

 “Yes.”

 “Does he want to starve? If he does, let him live on the prison fare, 

that’s all.”

 “Who are you?” asked I, not knowing what to make of such an 

unofficially speaking person in such a place.
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 “I am the grub-man. Such gentlemen as have friends here, hire me 

to provide them with something good to eat.”

 “Is this so?” said I, turning to the turnkey.

 He said it was.

 “Well then,” said I, slipping some silver into the grub-man’s hands 

(for so they called him). “I want you to give particular attention to my friend 

there; let him have the best dinner you can get. And you must be as polite to 

him as possible.”

 “Introduce me, will you?” said the grub-man, looking at me with 

an expression which seem to say he was all impatience for an opportunity to 

give a specimen of his breeding.

 Thinking it would prove of benefit to the scrivener, I acquiesced; 

and asking the grub-man his name, went up with him to Bartleby.

 “Bartleby, this is Mr. Cutlets; you will find him very useful to you.”

 “Your sarvant, sir, your sarvant,” said the grub-man, making a low 

salutation behind his apron. “Hope you find it pleasant here, sir;—spacious 

grounds—cool apartments, sir—hope you’ll stay with us some time—try to 

make it agreeable. May Mrs. Cutlets and I have the pleasure of your com-

pany to dinner, sir, in Mrs. Cutlets’ private room?”

 “I prefer not to dine to-day,” said Bartleby, turning away. “It would 

disagree with me; I am unused to dinners.” So saying he slowly moved to the 

other side of the inclosure, and took up a position fronting the dead-wall.

 “How’s this?” said the grub-man, addressing me with a stare of 

astonishment. “He’s odd, aint he?”

 “I think he is a little deranged,” said I, sadly.

 “Deranged? deranged is it? Well now, upon my word, I thought 

that friend of yourn was a gentleman forger; they are always pale and genteel-

like, them forgers. I can’t pity’em—can’t help it, sir. Did you know Monroe 

Edwards?” he added touchingly, and paused. Then, laying his hand pity-

ingly on my shoulder, sighed, “he died of consumption at Sing-Sing. So you 

weren’t acquainted with Monroe?”

 “No, I was never socially acquainted with any forgers. But I cannot 
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again.”

 Some few days after this, I again obtained admission to the Tombs, 

and went through the corridors in quest of Bartleby; but without finding him.

 “I saw him coming from his cell not long ago,” said a turnkey, “may 

be he’s gone to loiter in the yards.”

 So I went in that direction.

 “Are you looking for the silent man?” said another turnkey pass-

ing me. “Yonder he lies—sleeping in the yard there. ‘Tis not twenty minutes 

since I saw him lie down.”

 The yard was entirely quiet. It was not accessible to the common 

prisoners. The surrounding walls, of amazing thickness, kept off all sounds 

behind them. The Egyptian character of the masonry weighed upon me with 

its gloom. But a soft imprisoned turf grew under foot. The heart of the eter-

nal pyramids, it seemed, wherein, by some strange magic, through the clefts, 

grass-seed, dropped by birds, had sprung.

 Strangely huddled at the base of the wall, his knees drawn up, and 

lying on his side, his head touching the cold stones, I saw the wasted Bartle-

by. But nothing stirred. I paused; then went close up to him; stooped over, 

and saw that his dim eyes were open; otherwise he seemed profoundly sleep-

ing. Something prompted me to touch him. I felt his hand, when a tingling 

shiver ran up my arm and down my spine to my feet.

 The round face of the grub-man peered upon me now. “His dinner 

is ready. Won’t he dine to-day, either? Or does he live without dining?”

 “Lives without dining,” said I, and closed his eyes.

 “Eh!—He’s asleep, aint he?”

 “With kings and counselors,” murmured I.

* * * * * * * *

 There would seem little need for proceeding further in this history. 

Imagination will readily supply the meager recital of poor Bartleby’s inter-
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ment. But ere parting with the reader, let me say, that if this little narrative 

has sufficiently interested him, to awaken curiosity as to who Bartleby was, 

and what manner of life he led prior to the present narrator’s making his 

acquaintance, I can only reply, that in such curiosity I fully share, but am 

wholly unable to gratify it. Yet here I hardly know whether I should divulge 

one little item of rumor, which came to my ear a few months after the 

scrivener’s decease. Upon what basis it rested, I could never ascertain; and 

hence, how true it is I cannot now tell. But inasmuch as this vague report 

has not been without certain strange suggestive interest to me, however sad, 

it may prove the same with some others; and so I will briefly mention it. 

The report was this: that Bartleby had been a subordinate clerk in the Dead 

Letter Office at Washington, from which he had been suddenly removed 

by a change in the administration. When I think over this rumor, I cannot 

adequately express the emotions which seize me. Dead letters! Does it not 

sound like dead men? Conceive a man by nature and misfortune prone to 

a pallid hopelessness, can any business seem more fitted to heighten it than 

that of continually handling these dead letters, and assorting them for the 

flames? For by the cart-load they are annually burned. Sometimes from out 

the folded paper the pale clerk takes a ring:—the finger it was meant for, per-

haps, moulders in the grave; a bank-note sent in swiftest charity:—he whom 

it would relieve, nor eats nor hungers any more; pardon for those who died 

despairing; hope for those who died unhoping; good tidings for those who 

died stifled by unrelieved calamities. On errands of life, these letters speed 

to death.

 Ah Bartleby! Ah humanity!
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 I was born by a golden river and in the shadow of two great hills, 

five years after the Emancipation Proclamation. The house was quaint, 

with clapboards running up and down, neatly trimmed, and there were five 

rooms, a tiny porch, a rosy front yard, and unbelievably delicious strawber-

ries in the rear. A South Carolinian, lately come to the Berkshire Hills, 

owned all this—tall, thin, and black, with golden earrings, and given to reli-

gious trances. We were his transient tenants for the time.

 My own people were part of a great clan. Fully two hundred years 

before, Tom Burghardt had come through the western pass from the Hud-

son with his Dutch captor, “Coenraet Burghardt,” sullen in his slavery and 

achieving his freedom by volunteering for the Revolution at a time of sudden 

alarm. His wife was a little, black, Bantu woman, who never became recon-

ciled to this strange land; she clasped her knees and rocked and crooned:

 “Do bana coba—gene me, gene me! Ben d’nuli, ben d’le—”

 Tom died about 1787, but of him came many sons, and one, Jack, 

who helped in the War of 1812. Of Jack and his wife, Violet, was born a 

mighty family, splendidly named: Harlow and Ira, Cloë, Lucinda, Maria, and 

Othello! I dimly remember my grandfather, Othello,—or “Uncle Tallow,”—a 

brown man, strong-voiced and redolent with tobacco, who sat stiffly in a great 

high chair because his hip was broken. He was probably a bit lazy and given 

to wassail. At any rate, grandmother had a shrewish tongue and often berated 

him. This grandmother was Sarah—”Aunt Sally”—a stern, tall, Dutch-African 

woman, beak-nosed, but beautiful-eyed and golden-skinned. Ten or more 

children were theirs, of whom the youngest was Mary, my mother.

Excerpt from: Darkwater
 
W.E.B. Du Bois



 Mother was dark shining bronze, with a tiny ripple in her black hair, 

black-eyed, with a heavy, kind face. She gave one the impression of infinite 

patience, but a curious determination was concealed in her softness. The 

family were small farmers on Egremont Plain, between Great Barrington 

and Sheffield, Massachusetts. The bits of land were too small to support the 

great families born on them and we were always poor. I never remember be-

ing cold or hungry, but I do remember that shoes and coal, and sometimes 

flour, caused mother moments of anxious thought in winter, and a new suit 

was an event!

 At about the time of my birth economic pressure was transmuting 

the family generally from farmers to “hired” help. Some revolted and mi-

grated westward, others went cityward as cooks and barbers. Mother worked 

for some years at house service in Great Barrington, and after a disappointed 

love episode with a cousin, who went to California, she met and married Al-

fred Du Bois and went to town to live by the golden river where I was born.

 Alfred, my father, must have seemed a splendid vision in that little 

valley under the shelter of those mighty hills. He was small and beautiful of 

face and feature, just tinted with the sun, his curly hair chiefly revealing his 

kinship to Africa. In nature he was a dreamer,—romantic, indolent, kind, 

unreliable. He had in him the making of a poet, an adventurer, or a Beloved 

Vagabond, according to the life that closed round him; and that life gave him 

all too little. His father, Alexander Du Bois, cloaked under a stern, austere 

demeanor a passionate revolt against the world. He, too, was small, but 

squarish. I remember him as I saw him first, in his home in New Bedford,—

white hair close-cropped; a seamed, hard face, but high in tone, with a gray 

eye that could twinkle or glare.

 Long years before him Louis XIV drove two Huguenots, Jacques 

and Louis Du Bois, into wild Ulster County, New York. One of them in the 

third or fourth generation had a descendant, Dr. James Du Bois, a gay, rich 

bachelor, who made his money in the Bahamas, where he and the Gilberts 

had plantations. There he took a beautiful little mulatto slave as his mistress, 

and two sons were born: Alexander in 1803 and John, later. They were 



87

fine, straight, clear-eyed boys, white enough to “pass.” He brought them to 

America and put Alexander in the celebrated Cheshire School, in Con-

necticut. Here he often visited him, but one last time, fell dead. He left no 

will, and his relations made short shrift of these sons. They gathered in the 

property, apprenticed grandfather to a shoemaker; then dropped him.

 Grandfather took his bitter dose like a thoroughbred. Wild as was 

his inner revolt against this treatment, he uttered no word against the thieves 

and made no plea. He tried his fortunes here and in Haiti, where, during 

his short, restless sojourn, my own father was born. Eventually, grandfather 

became chief steward on the passenger boat between New York and New 

Haven; later he was a small merchant in Springfield; and finally he retired 

and ended his days at New Bedford. Always he held his head high, took no 

insults, made few friends. He was not a “Negro”; he was a man! Yet the cur-

rent was too strong even for him. Then even more than now a colored man 

had colored friends or none at all, lived in a colored world or lived alone. A 

few fine, strong, black men gained the heart of this silent, bitter man in New 

York and New Haven. If he had scant sympathy with their social clannish-

ness, he was with them in fighting discrimination. So, when the white Epis-

copalians of Trinity Parish, New Haven, showed plainly that they no longer 

wanted black Folks as fellow Christians, he led the revolt which resulted in 

St. Luke’s Parish, and was for years its senior warden. He lies dead in the 

Grove Street Cemetery, beside Jehudi Ashmun.

 Beneath his sternness was a very human man. Slyly he wrote 

poetry,—stilted, pleading things from a soul astray. He loved women in his 

masterful way, marrying three beautiful wives in succession and clinging to 

each with a certain desperate, even if unsympathetic, affection. As a father he 

was, naturally, a failure,—hard, domineering, unyielding. His four children 

reacted characteristically: one was until past middle life a thin spinster, the 

mental image of her father; one died; one passed over into the white world 

and her children’s children are now white, with no knowledge of their Negro 

blood; the fourth, my father, bent before grandfather, but did not break—

better if he had. He yielded and flared back, asked forgiveness and forgot 



why, became the harshly-held favorite, who ran away and rioted and roamed 

and loved and married my brown mother.

 So with some circumstance having finally gotten myself born, with a 

flood of  Negro blood, a strain of French, a bit of Dutch, but, thank God! no 

“Anglo-Saxon,” I come to the days of my childhood.

 They were very happy. Early we moved back to Grandfather 

Burghardt’s home,—I barely remember its stone fireplace, big kitchen, and 

delightful woodshed. Then this house passed to other branches of the clan 

and we moved to rented quarters in town,—to one delectable place “up-

stairs,” with a wide yard full of shrubbery, and a brook; to another house 

abutting a railroad, with infinite interests and astonishing playmates; and 

finally back to the quiet street on which I was born,—down a long lane and 

in a homely, cozy cottage, with a living-room, a tiny sitting-room, a pantry, 

and two attic bedrooms. Here mother and I lived until she died, in 1884, for 

father early began his restless wanderings. I last remember urgent letters for 

us to come to New Milford, where he had started a barber shop. Later he 

became a preacher. But mother no longer trusted his dreams, and he soon 

faded out of our lives into silence.

 From the age of five until I was sixteen I went to a school on the 

same grounds,—down a lane, into a widened yard, with a big choke-cherry 

tree and two buildings, wood and brick. Here I got acquainted with my 

world, and soon had my criterions of judgment.

 Wealth had no particular lure. On the other hand, the shadow 

of wealth was about us. That river of my birth was golden because of the 

woolen and paper waste that soiled it. The gold was theirs, not ours; but the 

gleam and glint was for all. To me it was all in order and I took it philosophi-

cally. I cordially despised the poor Irish and South Germans, who slaved in 

the mills, and annexed the rich and well-to-do as my natural companions. Of 

such is the kingdom of snobs!

 Most of our townfolk were, naturally, the well-to-do, shading 

downward, but seldom reaching poverty. As playmate of the children I saw 

the homes of nearly every one, except a few immigrant New Yorkers, of 
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whom none of us approved. The homes I saw impressed me, but did not 

overwhelm me. Many were bigger than mine, with newer and shinier things, 

but they did not seem to differ in kind. I think I probably surprised my hosts 

more than they me, for I was easily at home and perfectly happy and they 

looked to me just like ordinary people, while my brown face and frizzled 

hair must have seemed strange to them.

 Yet I was very much one of them. I was a center and sometimes the 

leader of the town gang of boys. We were noisy, but never very bad,—and, 

indeed, my mother’s quiet influence came in here, as I realize now. She did 

not try to make me perfect. To her I was already perfect. She simply warned 

me of a few things, especially saloons. In my town the saloon was the open 

door to hell. The best families had their drunkards and the worst had little 

else.

 Very gradually,—I cannot now distinguish the steps, though here 

and there I remember a jump or a jolt—but very gradually I found myself 

assuming quite placidly that I was different from other children. At first I 

think I connected the difference with a manifest ability to get my lessons 

rather better than most and to recite with a certain happy, almost taunting, 

glibness, which brought frowns here and there. Then, slowly, I realized that 

some folks, a few, even several, actually considered my brown skin a misfor-

tune; once or twice I became painfully aware that some human beings even 

thought it a crime. I was not for a moment daunted,—although, of course, 

there were some days of secret tears—rather I was spurred to tireless effort. 

If they beat me at anything, I was grimly determined to make them sweat for 

it! Once I remember challenging a great, hard farmer-boy to battle, when I 

knew he could whip me; and he did. But ever after, he was polite.

 As time flew I felt not so much disowned and rejected as rather 

drawn up into higher spaces and made part of a mightier mission. At times I 

almost pitied my pale companions, who were not of the Lord’s anointed and 

who saw in their dreams no splendid quests of golden fleeces.

 Even in the matter of girls my peculiar phantasy asserted itself. 

Naturally, it was in our town voted bad form for boys of twelve and fourteen 
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and then they played in our games, when I joined in quite as naturally as the 

rest. It was when strangers came, or summer boarders, or when the old-

est girls grew up that my sharp senses noted little hesitancies in public and 

searchings for possible public opinion. Then I flamed! I lifted my chin and 

strode off to the mountains, where I viewed the world at my feet and strained 

my eyes across the shadow of the hills.

 I was graduated from high school at sixteen, and I talked of “Wen-

dell Phillips.” This was my first sweet taste of the world’s applause. There 

were flowers and upturned faces, music and marching, and there was my 

mother’s smile. She was lame, then, and a bit drawn, but very happy. It was 

her great day and that very year she lay down with a sigh of content and has 

not yet awakened. I felt a certain gladness to see her, at last, at peace, for she 

had worried all her life. Of my own loss I had then little realization. That 

came only with the after-years. Now it was the choking gladness and solemn 

feel of wings! At last, I was going beyond the hills and into the world that 

beckoned steadily.

 There came a little pause,—a singular pause. I was given to under-

stand that I was almost too young for the world. Harvard was the goal of my 

dreams, but my white friends hesitated and my colored friends were silent. 

Harvard was a mighty conjure-word in that hill town, and even the mill own-

ers’ sons had aimed lower. Finally it was tactfully explained that the place 

for me was in the South among my people. A scholarship had been already 

arranged at Fisk, and my summer earnings would pay the fare. My relatives 

grumbled, but after a twinge I felt a strange delight! I forgot, or did not thor-

oughly realize, the curious irony by which I was not looked upon as a real 

citizen of my birth-town, with a future and a career, and instead was being 

sent to a far land among strangers who were regarded as (and in truth were) 

“mine own people.”

 Ah! the wonder of that journey, with its faint spice of adventure, 

as I entered the land of slaves; the never-to-be-forgotten marvel of that first 

supper at Fisk with the world “colored” and opposite two of the most beauti-
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ful beings God ever revealed to the eyes of seventeen. I promptly lost my 

appetite, but I was deliriously happy!

 As I peer back through the shadow of my years, seeing not too 

clearly, but through the thickening veil of wish and after-thought, I seem to 

view my life divided into four distinct parts: the Age of Miracles, the Days of 

Disillusion, the Discipline of Work and Play, and the Second Miracle Age.

 The Age of Miracles began with Fisk and ended with Germany. 

I was bursting with the joy of living. I seemed to ride in conquering might. 

I was captain of my soul and master of fate! I willed to do! It was done. I 

wished! The wish came true.

 Now and then out of the void flashed the great sword of hate to re-

mind me of the battle. I remember once, in Nashville, brushing by accident 

against a white woman on the street. Politely and eagerly I raised my hat to 

apologize. That was thirty-five years ago. From that day to this I have never 

knowingly raised my hat to a Southern white woman.

 I suspect that beneath all of my seeming triumphs there were many 

failures and disappointments, but the realities loomed so large that they 

swept away even the memory of other dreams and wishes. Consider, for a 

moment, how miraculous it all was to a boy of seventeen, just escaped from 

a narrow valley: I willed and lo! my people came dancing about me,—riotous 

in color, gay in laughter, full of sympathy, need, and pleading; darkly deli-

cious girls—”colored” girls—sat beside me and actually talked to me while I 

gazed in tongue-tied silence or babbled in boastful dreams. Boys with my 

own experiences and out of my own world, who knew and understood, 

wrought out with me great remedies. I studied eagerly under teachers who 

bent in subtle sympathy, feeling themselves some shadow of the Veil and 

lifting it gently that we darker souls might peer through to other worlds.

 I willed and lo! I was walking beneath the elms of Harvard,—the 

name of allurement, the college of my youngest, wildest visions! I needed 

money; scholarships and prizes fell into my lap,—not all I wanted or strove 

for, but all I needed to keep in school. Commencement came and stand-

ing before governor, president, and grave, gowned men, I told them certain 



astonishing truths, waving my arms and breathing fast! They applauded with 

what now seems to me uncalled-for fervor, but then! I walked home on pink 

clouds of glory! I asked for a fellowship and got it. I announced my plan 

of studying in Germany, but Harvard had no more fellowships for me. A 

friend, however, told me of the Slater Fund and how the Board was looking 

for colored men worth educating. No thought of modest hesitation occurred 

to me. I rushed at the chance.

 The trustees of the Slater Fund excused themselves politely. They 

acknowledged that they had in the past looked for colored boys of ability to 

educate, but, being unsuccessful, they had stopped searching. I went at them 

hammer and tongs! I plied them with testimonials and mid-year and final 

marks. I intimated plainly, impudently, that they were “stalling”! In vain did 

the chairman, Ex-President Hayes, explain and excuse. I took no excuses 

and brushed explanations aside. I wonder now that he did not brush me 

aside, too, as a conceited meddler, but instead he smiled and surrendered.

 I crossed the ocean in a trance. Always I seemed to be saying, “It is 

not real; I must be dreaming!” I can live it again—the little, Dutch ship—the 

blue waters—the smell of new-mown hay—Holland and the Rhine. I saw the 

Wartburg and Berlin; I made the Harzreise and climbed the Brocken; I 

saw the Hansa towns and the cities and dorfs of South Germany; I saw the 

Alps at Berne, the Cathedral at Milan, Florence, Rome, Venice, Vienna, and 

Pesth; I looked on the boundaries of Russia; and I sat in Paris and London.

 On mountain and valley, in home and school, I met men and 

women as I had never met them before. Slowly they became, not white folks, 

but folks. The unity beneath all life clutched me. I was not less fanatically a 

Negro, but “Negro” meant a greater, broader sense of humanity and world-

fellowship. I felt myself standing, not against the world, but simply against 

American narrowness and color prejudice, with the greater, finer world at 

my back urging me on.

 I builded great castles in Spain and lived therein. I dreamed and 

loved and wandered and sang; then, after two long years, I dropped suddenly 

back into “nigger”-hating America!
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 My Days of Disillusion were not disappointing enough to discour-

age me. I was still upheld by that fund of infinite faith, although dimly about 

me I saw the shadow of disaster. I began to realize how much of what I had 

called Will and Ability was sheer Luck! Suppose my good mother had pre-

ferred a steady income from my child labor rather than bank on the precari-

ous dividend of my higher training? Suppose that pompous old village judge, 

whose dignity we often ruffled and whose apples we stole, had had his way 

and sent me while a child to a “reform” school to learn a “trade”? Suppose 

Principal Hosmer had been born with no faith in “darkies,” and instead of 

giving me Greek and Latin had taught me carpentry and the making of tin 

pans? Suppose I had missed a Harvard scholarship? Suppose the Slater 

Board had then, as now, distinct ideas as to where the education of Negroes 

should stop? Suppose and suppose! As I sat down calmly on flat earth and 

looked at my life a certain great fear seized me. Was I the masterful cap-

tain or the pawn of laughing sprites? Who was I to fight a world of color 

prejudice? I raise my hat to myself when I remember that, even with these 

thoughts, I did not hesitate or waver; but just went doggedly to work, and 

therein lay whatever salvation I have achieved.

 First came the task of earning a living. I was not nice or hard to 

please. I just got down on my knees and begged for work, anything and 

anywhere. I wrote to Hampton, Tuskegee, and a dozen other places. They 

politely declined, with many regrets. The trustees of a backwoods Tennessee 

town considered me, but were eventually afraid. Then, suddenly, Wilber-

force offered to let me teach Latin and Greek at $750 a year. I was over-

joyed!

 I did not know anything about Latin and Greek, but I did know 

of Wilberforce. The breath of that great name had swept the water and 

dropped into southern Ohio, where Southerners had taken their cure at 

Tawawa Springs and where white Methodists had planted a school; then 

came the little bishop, Daniel Payne, who made it a school of the African 

Methodists. This was the school that called me, and when re-considered of-

fers from Tuskegee and Jefferson City followed, I refused; I was so thankful 
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 I went to Wilberforce with high ideals. I wanted to help to build 

a great university. I was willing to work night as well as day. I taught Latin, 

Greek, English, and German. I helped in the discipline, took part in the 

social life, begged to be allowed to lecture on sociology, and began to write 

books. But I found myself against a stone wall. Nothing stirred before my 

impatient pounding! Or if it stirred, it soon slept again.

 Of course, I was too impatient! The snarl of years was not to be 

undone in days. I set at solving the problem before I knew it. Wilberforce 

was a colored church-school. In it were mingled the problems of poorly-pre-

pared pupils, an inadequately-equipped plant, the natural politics of bishop-

rics, and the provincial reactions of a country town loaded with traditions. It 

was my first introduction to a Negro world, and I was at once marvelously 

inspired and deeply depressed. I was inspired with the children,—had I not 

rubbed against the children of the world and did I not find here the same 

eagerness, the same joy of life, the same brains as in New England, France, 

and Germany? But, on the other hand, the ropes and myths and knots and 

hindrances; the thundering waves of the white world beyond beating us back; 

the scalding breakers of this inner world,—its currents and back eddies—its 

meanness and smallness—its sorrow and tragedy—its screaming farce!

 In all this I was as one bound hand and foot. Struggle, work, fight 

as I would, I seemed to get nowhere and accomplish nothing. I had all the 

wild intolerance of youth, and no experience in human tangles. For the first 

time in my life I realized that there were limits to my will to do. The Day of 

Miracles was past, and a long, gray road of dogged work lay ahead.

 I had, naturally, my triumphs here and there. I defied the bishops 

in the matter of public extemporaneous prayer and they yielded. I bearded 

the poor, hunted president in his den, and yet was re-elected to my position. 

I was slowly winning a way, but quickly losing faith in the value of the way 

won. Was this the place to begin my life work? Was this the work which I 

was best fitted to do? What business had I, anyhow, to teach Greek when I 

had studied men? I grew sure that I had made a mistake. So I determined 
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to leave Wilberforce and try elsewhere. Thus, the third period of my life 

began.

 First, in 1896, I married—a slip of a girl, beautifully dark-eyed and 

thorough and good as a German housewife. Then I accepted a job to make 

a study of Negroes in Philadelphia for the University of Pennsylvania,—one 

year at six hundred dollars. How did I dare these two things? I do not know. 

Yet they spelled salvation. To remain at Wilberforce without doing my 

ideals meant spiritual death. Both my wife and I were homeless. I dared a 

home and a temporary job. But it was a different daring from the days of my 

first youth. I was ready to admit that the best of men might fail. I meant still 

to be captain of my soul, but I realized that even captains are not omnipotent 

in uncharted and angry seas.

 I essayed a thorough piece of work in Philadelphia. I labored 

morning, noon, and night. Nobody ever reads that fat volume on “The 

Philadelphia Negro,” but they treat it with respect, and that consoles me. 

The colored people of Philadelphia received me with no open arms. They 

had a natural dislike to being studied like a strange species. I met again and 

in different guise those curious cross-currents and inner social whirlings of 

my own people. They set me to groping. I concluded that I did not know 

so much as I might about my own people, and when President Bumstead 

invited me to Atlanta University the next year to teach sociology and study 

the American Negro, I accepted gladly, at a salary of twelve hundred dollars.

 My real life work was done at Atlanta for thirteen years, from my 

twenty-ninth to my forty-second birthday. They were years of great spiritual 

upturning, of the making and unmaking of ideals, of hard work and hard 

play. Here I found myself. I lost most of my mannerisms. I grew more 

broadly human, made my closest and most holy friendships, and studied 

human beings. I became widely-acquainted with the real condition of my 

people. I realized the terrific odds which faced them. At Wilberforce I was 

their captious critic. In Philadelphia I was their cold and scientific investiga-

tor, with microscope and probe. It took but a few years of Atlanta to bring 

me to hot and indignant defense. I saw the race-hatred of the whites as I had 



never dreamed of it before,—naked and unashamed! The faint discrimina-

tion of my hopes and intangible dislikes paled into nothing before this great, 

red monster of cruel oppression. I held back with more difficulty each day 

my mounting indignation against injustice and misrepresentation.

 With all this came the strengthening and hardening of my own char-

acter. The billows of birth, love, and death swept over me. I saw life through 

all its paradox and contradiction of streaming eyes and mad merriment. I 

emerged into full manhood, with the ruins of some ideals about me, but with 

others planted above the stars; scarred and a bit grim, but hugging to my soul 

the divine gift of laughter and withal determined, even unto stubbornness, to 

fight the good fight.

 At last, forbear and waver as I would, I faced the great Decision. My 

life’s last and greatest door stood ajar. What with all my dreaming, studying, 

and teaching was I going to do in this fierce fight? Despite all my youthful 

conceit and bumptiousness, I found developed beneath it all a reticence and 

new fear of forwardness, which sprang from searching criticisms of motive 

and high ideals of efficiency; but contrary to my dream of racial solidarity 

and notwithstanding my deep desire to serve and follow and think, rather 

than to lead and inspire and decide, I found myself suddenly the leader of a 

great wing of people fighting against another and greater wing.

 Nor could any effort of mine keep this fight from sinking to the 

personal plane. Heaven knows I tried. That first meeting of a knot of enthu-

siasts, at Niagara Falls, had all the earnestness of self-devotion. At the second 

meeting, at Harper’s Ferry, it arose to the solemnity of a holy crusade and 

yet without and to the cold, hard stare of the world it seemed merely the 

envy of fools against a great man, Booker Washington.

 Of the movement I was willy-nilly leader. I hated the role. For the 

first time I faced criticism and cared. Every ideal and habit of my life was 

cruelly misjudged. I who had always overstriven to give credit for good work, 

who had never consciously stooped to envy was accused by honest colored 

people of every sort of small and petty jealousy, while white people said I 

was ashamed of my race and wanted to be white! And this of me, whose one 
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life fanaticism had been belief in my Negro blood!

 Away back in the little years of my boyhood I had sold the Spring-

field Republican and written for Mr. Fortune’s Globe. I dreamed of being an 

editor myself some day. I am an editor. In the great, slashing days of college 

life I dreamed of a strong organization to fight the battles of the Negro race. 

The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People is such 

a body, and it grows daily. In the dark days at Wilberforce I planned a time 

when I could speak freely to my people and of them, interpreting between 

two worlds. I am speaking now. In the study at Atlanta I grew to fear lest my 

radical beliefs should so hurt the college that either my silence or the institu-

tion’s ruin would result. Powers and principalities have not yet curbed my 

tongue and Atlanta still lives.

 It all came—this new Age of Miracles—because a few persons in 

1909 determined to celebrate Lincoln’s Birthday properly by calling for the 

final emancipation of the American Negro. I came at their call. My salary 

even for a year was not assured, but it was the “Voice without reply.” The 

result has been the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 

People and The Crisis and this book, which I am finishing on my Fiftieth 

Birthday.

 Last year I looked death in the face and found its lineaments not 

unkind. But it was not my time. Yet in nature some time soon and in the 

fullness of days I shall die, quietly, I trust, with my face turned South and 

eastward; and, dreaming or dreamless, I shall, I am sure, enjoy death as I 

have enjoyed life.
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