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2.1 LEARNING OUTCOMES 

After completing this chapter, you should be able to: 

• Describe the post-Civil War context of American culture at the time Realistic 

writing came into prominence. 

• List the features of American Literary Realism. 

• List the features of the two sub-movements that preceded Realism: Local Color and 

Regionalism. 

• Identify stylistic elements of Local Color, Regionalism, and Realism in literary 

selections. 

• Identify major distinctions and differences among the literary styles of Local Color, 

Regionalism, and Realism. 

• Analyze the ways in which women’s literature develops in this period. 

• Analyze themes in an early work by an African-American writer. 

 

2.2 INTRODUCTION 

After the Civil War and toward the end of the nineteenth century, America experienced 

significant change. With the closing of the Western frontier and increasing urbanization and 

industrialization, and with the completion of the First Transcontinental Railroad and the 

advent of new communication technologies such as the telegraph, America began to emerge as a 

more unified nation as it moved into the Industrial Age. As immigration from both Europe 

and Asia peaked during the last half of the nineteenth century, immigrants provided cheap labor 

to rising urban centers in the Northeast and eventually in the Midwest. There was a subsequent rise 

in the middle class for the first time in America, as the economic landscape of the country began 

to change. The country’s social, political, and cultural landscape began to change as well. Women 

argued for the right to vote, to own property, and to earn their own living, and, as African-

Americans began to rise to social and political prominence, they called for social equality and the 

right to vote as well. Workers in factories and businesses began to lobby for better working 

conditions, organizing to create unions. Free public schools opened throughout the nation, and, by 

the turn of the century, the majority of children in the United States attended school. Throughout 

the latter part of the nineteenth century, activists and reformers worked to battle injustice and 



social ills. Within this heady mix of political, economic, social, and cultural change, American 

writers began to look more to contemporary society and social issues for their writing material, 

rather than to the distant or fictional past. 

The first members of the new generation of writers sought to create a new American 

literature, one that distinctly reflected American life and values and did not mimic British literary 

customs. At the same time, these writers turned to the past, toward writers such as Nathaniel 

Hawthorne and James Fenimore Cooper, and reacted against their predecessors’ allegiance to the 

Romantic style of writing which favored the ideal over the real representation of life in fiction. 

William Dean Howells, Mark Twain, and Henry James wrote prolifically about the Realistic 

method, where writers created characters and plot based on average people experiencing the 

common concerns of everyday life, and they also produced their own literary masterpieces using 

this style. 

All writers in the Realistic mode shared a commitment to referential narrative. Their 

readers expected to meet characters that resembled ordinary people, often of the middle class, 

living in ordinary circumstances, who experienced plausible real-life struggles and who often, as 

in life, were unable to find resolution to their conflicts. Realists developed these characters by 

using ordinary speech in dialogue, commensurate to the character’s social class. Often in Realistic 

stories, characterization and plot became intertwined, as the plot was formed from the exploration 

of a character working through or reacting to a particular issue or struggle. In other words, 

character often drove the plot of the story. Characters in Realistic fiction were three-dimensional, 

and their inner lives were often revealed through an objective, omniscient narrator. 

Realists set their fiction in places that actually existed, and they were interested in recent 

or contemporary life, not in history or legend. Setting in Realistic fiction was important but was 

not limited to a particular place or region. Realists believed in the accuracy of detail, and, for them, 

accuracy helped build the “truth” conveyed in the work. The implied assumption for these writers 

is that “reality” is verifiable, is separate from human perception of it, and can be agreed upon 

collectively. Finally, Realistic writers believed that the function of the author is to show, not simply 

tell. The story should be allowed to tell itself with a decided lack of authorial intrusion. Realistic 

writers attempted to avoid sentimentality or any kind of forced or heavy-handed emotional appeal. 

The three most prominent theorists and practitioners of American Literary Realism are Mark 

Twain, often called the comic Realist; William Dean Howells, often termed the social Realist; and 

Henry James, often characterized as the psychological Realist. 

Two earlier literary styles contributed to the emergence of Realism: Local Color and 

Regionalism. These two sub-movements cannot be completely separated from one another or 



from Realism itself, since all three styles have intersecting points. However, there are distinct 

features of each style that bear comparison. 

 

2.2.1 Local Color (1865-1885) 

After the Civil War, as the country became more unified, regions of the country that were 

previously “closed” politically or isolated geographically became interesting to the populace at 

large. Readers craved stories about eccentric, peculiar characters living in isolated locales. Local 

Color writing therefore involves a detailed setting forth of the characteristics of a particular 

locality, enabling the reader to “see” the setting. The writer typically is concerned with habits, 

customs, religious practices, dress, fashion, favorite foods, language, dialect, common 

expressions, peculiarities, and surrounding flora and fauna of a particular locale. Local Color 

pieces were sometimes told from the perspective of an outsider (such as travelers or journalists) 

looking into a particular rural, isolated locale that had been generally closed off from the 

contemporary world. In some stories, the local inhabitants would examine their own 

environments, nostalgically trying to preserve in writing the “ways things were” in the “good old 

days.” The Local Color story often involved a worldly “stranger” coming into a rather closed off 

locale populated with common folk. From there the story took a variety of turns, but often the 

stranger, who believed he was superior to the country bumpkins, was fooled or tricked in some 

way. Nostalgia and sentimentality, and even elements of the Romantic style of the earlier part of 

the century, may infuse a Local Color story. Often, the story is humorous, with a local trickster 

figure outwitting the more urbane outsider or interloper. In Local Color stories about the Old 

South, for example, nostalgia for a bygone era may be prevalent. The “plantation myth” 

popularized by Thomas Nelson Page, for instance, might offer a highly filtered and altered view of 

plantation life as idyllic, for both master and slave. Local Color stories about the West, such as Mark 

Twain’s “The Jumping Frog of Calaveras County,” might offer raucous stories with stock characters 

of gamblers or miners who outwit the interloper from the city, who flaunts his intellectual 

superiority over the locals. An early African-American writer, Charles Chesnutt, used the Local 

Color style of writing to deconstruct the plantation myth by showing the innate dignity, 

intelligence, and power of slaves or former slaves who outwit the white racist landowners. 

Local Color writing can be seen as a transitional type of writing that took American 

literature away from the Romantic style and more firmly into the Realistic style. The characters 

are more realistically drawn, with very human, sometimes ignoble, traits: they swear, speak in 

regional dialect, swat flies away from their faces, and make mistakes; they are both comic and 

pitiable. The setting is realistically drawn as well: a real-life location, with accurate depictions of 



setting, people, and local customs. Local Color writing, however, does not reach the more 

stylistically and thematically complicated dimensions of Realistic writing. Local Color works tend 

to be somewhat sentimental stories with happy endings or at least endings where good prevails 

over evil. Characters are often flat or two-dimensional who are either good or bad. Outlandish and 

improbable events often happen during the course of the story, and characters sometimes undergo 

dramatic and unbelievable changes in characterization. Local Color did, however, begin a trend 

in American literature that allowed for a more authentic American style and storyline about 

characters who speak like Americans, not the British aristocracy, real-life American places, and 

more down-to-earth, recognizably human characters. 

 

2.2.2 Regionalism (1875-1895) 

Regionalism can be seen as a more sophisticated form of Local Color, with the author using 

one main character (the protagonist) to offer a specific point of view in the story. Regionalist 

writers often employ Local Color elements in their fiction. After all, they are concerned with the 

characteristics of a particular locale or region. However, regionalist writers tell the story 

empathetically, from the protagonist’s perspective. That is, the Regional writer attempts to render 

a convincing surface of a particular time and place, but investigates the psychological character 

traits from a more universal perspective. Characters tend to be more three-dimensional and the 

plot less formulaic or predictable. Often what prevents Regional writers from squarely falling into 

the category of “Realist” is their tendency toward nostalgia, sentimentality, authorial intrusion, 

or a rather contrived or happy ending. 

In Sarah Orne Jewett’s “A White Heron,” for example, the story has a number of features 

of Local Color stories: characters speak in a New England dialect, the landscape is described in 

detail, the customs and rituals of farming class families are described, and an outsider—the young 

male ornithologist—comes to this secluded region with a sense of superiority and is thwarted in his 

endeavors by young Sylvy who refuses to give up the secret location of the heron. However, the 

story is told from the perspective of Sylvy, and readers gain insight into her inner conflict as she 

attempts to make a difficult decision. We gain awareness of Sylvy’s complexity as a character, a 

young girl who is faced with making an adult decision, a choice that will force her to grow up and 

face the world from a more mature stance. Jewett does, at times, allow the narrator to intrude in 

order to encourage readers to feel sympathy for Sylvy. Therefore, the story does not exhibit the 

narrative objectivity of a Realistic story. 

Regionalism has often been used as a term to describe many works by women writers 

during the late nineteenth century; however, it is a term which, unfortunately, has confined these 



women writers’ contribution to American literature to a particular style. Sarah Orne Jewett and 

Mary Wilkins Freeman, for example, certainly wrote about the New England region, but their 

larger focus was on ordinary women in domestic spaces who seek self-agency in a male-dominated 

culture. Kate Chopin set most of her works among the Creole and Acadian social classes of the 

Louisiana Bayou region, yet the larger themes of her works offer examinations of women who long 

for passionate and personal fulfillment and for the ability to live authentic, self-directed lives. Like 

the established theorists of Realism—Howells, Twain, and James—women writers of the time, 

including Charlotte Perkins Gilman and Ellen Glasgow, who are generally not thought of as 

Regional writers, produced work which often defied strict labeling and which contributed to the 

beginning of a feminist tradition in American literature. While literary labels help frame the style 

and method of stories written in the late nineteenth century, most literary works—especially those 

that have withstood the test of time—defy reductionism. 

 

2.3 MARK TWAIN (1835-1910) 
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Mark Twain is the pen name of author Samuel Langhorne Clemmons. Twain was born in 

Florida, Missouri, but grew up in Hannibal, Missouri, near the banks of the Mississippi River. This 

location was a major influence on his work and severed as the setting for many of his stories. 



Although Twain originally apprenticed as a printer, he spent eighteen months on the Mississippi 

River training as a riverboat pilot (the name Mark Twain is a reference to a nautical term). By the 

start of the Civil War (1861), traffic on the Mississippi River had slowed considerably, which led 

Twain to abandon his dreams of piloting a riverboat. Twain claims to have spent two weeks in the 

Marion Rangers, a poorly organized local confederate militia, after leaving his job on a riverboat. 

In 1861, Twain’s brother Orion was appointed by President Lincoln to serve as the Secretary of 

Nevada, and Twain initially accompanied him out West, serving as the Assistant Secretary of 

Nevada. Twain’s adventures out West would become the material for his successful book, 

Roughing It!, published in 1872, following on the heels of the success of his international 

travelogue, Innocents Abroad (1869). While living out West, Twain made a name for himself as a 

journalist, eventually serving as the editor of the Virginia City Daily Territorial Enterprise. The 

multi-talented Twain rose to prominence as a writer, journalist, humorist, memoirist, novelist, 

and public speaker. 

Twain was one of the most influential and important figures of American Literary 

Realism, achieving fame during his lifetime. Twain was hailed as America’s most famous writer, 

and is the author of several classic books such as The Adventure of Tom Sawyer (1876), The 

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884), Roughing It!, Innocents Abroad, Life on the Mississippi 

(1883), and A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court (1889). Twain is known for his use of 

dialect, regional humor, and satire, as well as the repeated theme of having jokes at the expense 

of an outsider (or work featuring an outsider who comes to fleece locals). 

In his famous “The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County,” which has also been 

published under its original title “Jim Smiley and His Jumping Frog” and “The Notorious Jumping 

Frog of Calaveras County,” Twain experiments with early versions of meta-fiction, embedding a 

story within a story. Furthermore, the story relies on local color humor and regional dialect (“Why 

blame my cats”) as well as featuring an outsider entering a new place, a staple in Twain’s work. In 

Roughing It!, which details Twain’s travels out West from 1861-1867, Twain details many 

adventures visiting with outlaws and other strange characters, as well as encounters with notable 

figures of the age, such as Brigham Young and Horace Greeley. Furthermore, Roughing It! 

provided descriptions of the frontier from Nevada to San Francisco to Hawaii to an audience 

largely unfamiliar with the area. Although he claimed it to be a work of non-fiction, Roughing It! 

features many fantastic stories of Twain’s travels in the West, several of which were exaggerated or 

untrue. In “The War Prayer,” a satire of the Spanish-American War (1898), Twain proves to be a 

master of irony. The story, which was originally rejected during Twain’s lifetime, begins as a 

prayer for American soldiers and, as it continues, highlights many of the horrors of war. 



 

2.3.1 “The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County” 

In compliance with the request of a friend of mine, who wrote me from the East, I called 

on good-natured, garrulous old Simon Wheeler, and inquired af ter my friend’s friend, Leonidas 

W. Smiley, as reques.ted to do, and I hereunto append the result. I have a lurking suspicion that 

Leonidas W. Smiley is a myth; that my friend never knew such a personage; and that he only 

conjectured that if I asked old Wheeler about him, it would remind him of his infamous Jim 

Smiley, and he would go to work and bore me to death with some exasperating reminiscence of 

him as long and as tedious as it should be useless to me. If that was the design it succeeded. 

I found Simon Wheeler dozing comfortably by the bar-room stove of the dilapidated 

tavern in the decayed mining camp of Engel’s, and noticed that he was fat and bald-headed, and 

had an expression of winning gentleness and simplicity upon his tranquil countenance. He roused 

up and gave me good-day. I told him a friend of mine had commissioned me to make some 

inquires about a cherished companion of his boyhood named Leonidas W. Smiley—Rev. Leonidas 

W. Smiley, a young minister of the Gospel, who be had heard was at one time a resident of Angel’s 

Camp. I added that if Mr. Wheeler could tell me anything about this Rev. Leonidas W. Smiley, I 

would feel under many obligations to him. 

Simon Wheeler backed me into a corner and blockaded me there with his chair, and then 

sat down and reeled off the monotonous narrative which follows this paragraph. He never smiled, 

he never frowned, he never changed his voice from the gentle-flowing key to which he tuned his 

initial sentence, be never betrayed the slightest suspicion of enthusiasm; but all through the 

interminable narrative there ran a vein of impressive earnestness and sincerity, which showed me 

plainly, that, so far from his imagining that there was anything ridiculous or funny about his story, 

he regarded it as a really important matter, and admired its two heroes as men of transcendant 

genius in finesse. I let him go on in his own way, and never interrupted him once. 

“Rev. Leonidas W. H’m, Reverend Le—well, there was a feller here once by the name of Jim 

Smiley, in the winter of ‘49or maybe it was the spring of ‘5o—I don’t recollect exactly, somehow, 

though what makes me think it was one or the other is because remember the big flume warn’t 

finished when he first come to the camp; but any way he was the curiosest man about always betting 

on anything that turned up you ever see, if he could get anybody to bet on the other side; and if he 

couldn’t he’d change sides. Any way that suited the other man would suit him—any way just so’s 

he got a bet, he was satisfied. But still he was lucky, uncommon lucky; he most always come out 

winner. He was always ready and laying for a chance; there couldn’t be no solit’ry thing mentioned 

but that feller’d offer to bet on it, and take any side you please as I was just telling you. If there 



was a horse-race, you’d find him flush or you’d find him busted at the end of it; if there was a dog-

fight, he’d bet on it; if there was a cat-fight he’d bet on it; if there was a chicken-fight he’d bet on 

it; why, if there was two birds sitting on a fence, he would bet you which one would fly first; or if 

there was a camp-meeting, he would be there reg’lar to bet on Parson Walker, which ·he judged to 

be the best exhorter about here, and so he was too, and a good man. If he even see a straddle-bug 

start to go anywheres, he would bet you how long it would take him to get to—to wherever he was 

going to, and if you took him up he would foller that straddle-bug to Mexico but what he would 

find out where he was bound for and how long he was on the road. Lots of the boys here has seen 

that Smiley, and can tell you about him. Why, it never made no difference to him—he’d bet on any 

thing—the dangdest feller. Parson Walker’s wife laid very sick once, for a good while, and it 

seemed as if they warn’t going to save her; but one morning he come in, and Smiley up and asked 

him how she was, and he said she was considerable better—thank the Lord for his inf’nit mercy—

and coming on so smart that with the blessing of Prov’dence she’d get well yet; and Smiley, before 

he thought, says, “Well, I’ll resk two-and-a-half she don’t anyway.’’ 

Thish-yer Smiley had a mare—the boys called her· the fifteen minute nag, but that was 

only in fun, you know, because of course she was faster than that—and he used to win money on 

that horse, for all she was so slow and always had the asthma, or the distemper, or the 

consumption, or something of that kind. They used to give her two or three hundred yards’ start, 

and then pass her under way; but always at the fag end of the race she’d get excited and desperate-

like, and come cavorting and straddling up and scattering her legs around limber, sometimes in 

the air, and sometimes out to one side amongst the fences, and kicking up m-o-r-e dust and raising 

m-o-r-e racket with her coughing and sneezing and blowing her nose—and always fetch up at the 

stand just about a neck ahead, as near as you could cipher it down. 

And he had a little small bull-pup that to look at him you’d think he warn’t worth a cent 

but to set around and look ornery and lay for a chance to steal something. But as soon as money 

was up on him he was a different dog; his under jaw began to stick out like the fo’castle of a 

steamboat, and his teeth would uncover and shine like the furnaces. And a dog might tackle him 

and bullyrag him, and bite him, and throw him over his shoulder two or three times, and Andrew 

Jackson—which was the name of the pup—Andrew Jackson would never let on but what he was 

satisfied, and hadn’t expected nothing else—and the bets being doubled and doubled on the other 

side all the time, till the money was all up; and then all of a sudden he would grab that other dog 

jest by the j’int of his hind leg and freeze to it—not chaw, you understand, but only just grip and 

hang on till they throwed up the sponge, if it was a year. Smiley always come out winner on that 

pup, till he harnessed a dog once that did’nt have no hind legs, because they’d been sawed off in a 



circular saw, and when the thing had gone along far enough, and the money was all up, and he 

come to make a snatch for his pet holt, he see in a minute how he’d been imposed on, and how the 

other dog had him in the door, so to speak, and he ‘peared surprised, and then he looked sorter 

discouraged-like, and didn’t try no more to win the fight, and so he got shucked out bad. He give 

Smiley a look, as much as to say his heart was broke, and it was his fault, for putting up a dog that 

hadn’t no hind legs for him to take holt of, which was his main dependence in a fight, and then he 

limped off a piece and laid down and died. It was a good pup was that Andrew Jackson, and would 

have made a name for hisself if he’d lived, for the stuff was in him and he had genius—I know it, 

because he hadn’t no opportunities to speak of, and it don’t stand to reason that a dog could make 

such a fight as he could under them circumstances if he hadn’t no talent. It always makes me feel 

sorry when I think of that last fight of his’n, and the way it turned out. 

Well, thish-yer Smiley had rat-tarriers, and chicken cocks, and tom-cats and all them kind 

of things, till you couldn’t rest, and you couldn’t fetch nothing f or him to bet on but he’d match 

you. He ketched a frog one day, and took him home, and said be cal’lated to educate him; and so 

he never done nothing for three months but set in his back yard and learn that frog to jump. And 

you bet you he did learn him, too. He’d give him a little punch behind, and the next minute you’d 

see that frog whirling in the air like a doughnut-see him turn one summerset, or maybe a couple, 

if he got a good start, and come down flat-footed and all right, like a cat. He got him up so in the 

matter of catching flies, and kep’ him in practice so constant, that he’d nail a fly every time as fur 

as he could see him. Smiley said all a frog wanted was education and he could do ‘most anything—

and I believe him. Why, I’ve seen him set Dan’l Webster down here on this floor—Dan’l Webster 

was the name of the frog—and sing out, “Flies Dan’l, flies!” and quicker’n you could wink he’d 

spring straight up and snake a fly off’n the counter there, and flop down on the floor ag’in as solid 

as a gob of mud, and fall to scratching the side of his head with his hind foot as indifferent as if he 

hadn’t no idea he’d been doin’ any more’n any frog might do. You never see a frog so modest and 

straightfor’ard as he was, for all he was so gifted. And when it come to fair and square jumping on 

a dead level, he could get over more ground at one straddle than any animal of his breed you ever 

see. Jumping on a dead level was his strong suit, you understand; and when it come to that, Smiley 

would ante up money on him as long as he had a red. Smiley was monstrous proud of his frog, and 

well he might be, for fellers that had travelled and been everywhere, all said he laid over any frog 

that ever they see. 

Well, Smiley kep’ the beast in a little lattice box, and he used to fetch him down town 

sometimes and lay for a bet. One day, a feller—a stranger in the camp, he was—come acrost him 

with his box, and says: 



“What might it be that you’ve got in the box?” 

And Smiley says, sorter indifferent-like, “It might be a parrot, or it might be a canary, 

maybe, but it ain’t—it’s only just a frog.” 

And the feller took it, and looked at it careful, and turned it round this way and that, and 

says, “H’m—so ‘tis. Well, what’s he good for?” 

“Well,” Smiley, says, easy and careless, “he’s good enough for one thing, I should judge—

he can outjump any frog in Calaveras county.” 

The feller took the box again, and took another long, particular look, and gave it back to 

Smiley, and says, very deliberate, “Well,’’ he says, “I don’t see no p’ints about that frog that’s any 

better’n any other frog.” 

“Maybe you don’t,” Smiley says. “Maybe you understand frogs and maybe you don’t 

understand ‘em; maybe you’ve had experience, and maybe you ain’t only a amature, as it were. 

Anyways, I’ve got my opinion and I’ll resk forty dollars that he can outjump any frog in Calaveras 

county.” 

And the feller studied a minute, and then says, kinder sad like, ‘‘Well, I’m only a stranger 

here, and I aint got no frog; but if I had a frog, I’d bet you.” 

And then Smiley says, “That’s all right—that’s all right—if you’ll hold my box a minute, I’ll 

go and get you a frog.’’ And so the feller took the box, and put up his forty dollars along with 

Smiley’s, and set down to wait. So he sat there a good while thinking and thinking to hisself, and 

then he got the frog out and prized his mouth open and took a teaspoon and filled him full of quail 

shot—filled him pretty near up to his chin—and set him on the floor. Smiley he went to the swamp 

and slopped around in the mud for along time, and finally he ketched a frog, and fetched him in, 

and gave him to this feller and says: 

“Now, if you’re ready, set him alongside of Dan’l, with his fore-paws just even with Dan’l’s, 

and I’ll give the word.” Then he says, “One—two—three—git !” and him and the feller touched up 

the frogs from behind, and the new frog hopped off lively, but Dan’l gave a heave, and hysted up 

his shoulders—so—like a Frenchman, but it warn’t no use—he couldn’t budge; he was planted as 

solid as a church, and he couldn’t no more stir than if he was anchored out. Smiley was a good 

deal surprised, and he was disgusted too, but he didn’t have no idea what the matter was, of 

course. 

The feller took the money and started away; and when he was going out at the door, he 

sorter jerked his thumb over his shoulder—so—at Dan’l, and says again, very deliberate, “Well,” 

he says, “I don’t see no p’ints about that frog that’s any better’n any other frog.” 



Smiley he stood scratching his head and looking down at Dan’l a long time, and at last he 

says, “I do wonder what in the nation that frog throw’d off for—I wonder if there ain’t something 

the matter with him—he ‘pears to look mighty _baggy, somehow.” And he ketched Dan’l by the 

nap of the neck, and hefted him, and says, “Why, blame my cats if he don’t weigh five pound!” and 

turned him upside down and he belched out a double handful of shot. And then he see how it was, 

and he was the maddest man—he set the frog down and took out after that feller, but he never 

ketched him. And—” 

[Here Simon Wheeler heard his name called from the front yard, and got up to see what 

was wanted.] And turning to me as he moved away, he said: “Just set where yon are, stranger, and 

rest easy—I ain’t going to be gone a second.” 

But, by your leave, I did not think that a continuation of the history of the enterprising 

vagabond Jim Smiley would be likely to afford me much information concerning the Rev. 

Leonidas W. Smiley, and so I started away. 

At the door I met the sociable Wheeler returning, and he button-holed me and re-

commenced: 

“Well, thish-yer Smiley had a yaller one-eyed cow that didn’t have no tail, only jest a short 

stump like a bannanner, and—“ 

However, lacking both time and inclination, I did not wait to hear about the afflicted cow, 

but took my leave. 

 

2.3.2 Selections from Roughing It 

CHAPTER VII 

IT did seem strange enough to see a town again after what appeared to us such a long 

acquaintance with deep, still, almost lifeless and houseless solitude! We tumbled out into the busy 

street feeling like meteoric people crumbled off the corner of some other world, and wakened up 

suddenly in this. For an hour we took as much interest in Overland City as if we had never seen a 

town before. The reason we had an hour to spare was because we had to change our stage (for a 

less sumptuous affair, called a “mud-wagon”) and transfer our freight of mails. 

Presently we got under way again. We came to the shallow, yellow, muddy South Platte, with 

its low banks and its scattering flat sand-bars and pigmy islands—a melancholy stream straggling 

through the centre of the enormous flat plain, and only saved from being impossible to find with 

the naked eye by its sentinel rank of scattering trees standing on either bank. The Platte was “up,” 

they said—which made me wish I could see it when it was down, if it could look any sicker and 

sorrier. They said it was a dangerous stream to cross, now, because its quicksands were liable to 



swallow up horses, coach and passengers if an attempt was made to ford it. But the mails had to 

go, and we made the attempt. Once or twice in midstream the wheels sunk into the yielding sands 

so threateningly that we half believed we had dreaded and avoided the sea all our lives to be 

shipwrecked in a “mud-wagon” in the middle of a desert at last. But we dragged through and sped 

away toward the setting sun. 

Next morning, just before dawn, when about five hundred and fifty miles from St. Joseph, 

our mud-wagon broke down. We were to be delayed five or six hours, and therefore we took horses, 

by invitation, and joined a party who were just starting on a buffalo hunt. It was noble sport galloping 

over the plain in the dewy freshness of the morning, but our part of the hunt ended in disaster and 

disgrace, for a wounded buffalo bull chased the passenger Bemis nearly two miles, and then he 

forsook his horse and took to a lone tree. He was very sullen about the matter for some twenty-four 

hours, but at last he began to soften little by little, and finally he said: 

“Well, it was not funny, and there was no sense in those gawks making themselves so 

facetious over it. I tell you I was angry in earnest for awhile. I should have shot that long gangly 

lubber they called Hank, if I could have done it without crippling six or seven other people—but 

of course I couldn’t, the old ‘Allen’s’ so confounded comprehensive. I wish those loafers had been 

up in the tree; they wouldn’t have wanted to laugh so. If I had had a horse worth a cent—but no, 

the minute he saw that buffalo bull wheel on him and give a bellow, he raised straight up in the 

air and stood on his heels. The saddle began to slip, and I took him round the neck and laid close 

to him, and began to pray. Then he came down and stood up on the other end awhile, and the bull 

actually stopped pawing sand and bellowing to contemplate the inhuman spectacle. Then the bull 

made a pass at him and uttered a bellow that sounded perfectly frightful, it was so close to me, 

and that seemed to literally prostrate my horse’s reason, and make a raving distracted maniac of 

him, and I wish I may die if he didn’t stand on his head for a quarter of a minute and shed tears. He 

was absolutely out of his mind—he was, as sure as truth itself, and he really didn’t know what he 

was doing. Then the bull came charging at us, and my horse dropped down on all fours and took 

a fresh start—and then for the next ten minutes he would actually throw one hand-spring after 

another so fast that the bull began to get unsettled, too, and didn’t know where to start in—

and so he stood there sneezing, and shovelling dust over his back, and bellowing every now and 

then, and thinking he had got a fifteen-hundred dollar circus horse for breakfast, certain. Well, I 

was first out on his neck—the horse’s, not the bull’s—and then underneath, and next on his rump, 

and sometimes head up, and sometimes heels—but I tell you it seemed solemn and awful to be 

ripping and tearing and carrying on so in the presence of death, as you might say. Pretty soon the 

bull made a snatch for us and brought away some of my horse’s tail (I suppose, but do not know, 



being pretty busy at the time), but something made him hungry for solitude and suggested to him to get 

up and hunt for it. And then you ought to have seen that spider-legged old skeleton go! and you ought 

to have seen the bull cut out after him, too—head down, tongue out, tail up, bellowing like 

everything, and actually mowing down the weeds, and tearing up the earth, and boosting up the 

sand like a whirlwind! By George, it was a hot race! I and the saddle were back on the rump, and 

I had the bridle in my teeth and holding on to the pommel with both hands. First we left the dogs 

behind; then we passed a jackass rabbit; then we overtook a cayote, and were gaining on an 

antelope when the rotten girth let go and threw me about thirty yards off to the left, and as the 

saddle went down over the horse’s rump he gave it a lift with his heels that sent it more than four 

hundred yards up in the air, I wish I may die in a minute if he didn’t. I fell at the foot of the only 

solitary tree there was in nine counties adjacent (as any creature could see with the naked eye), 

and the next second I had hold of the bark with four sets of nails and my teeth, and the next second 

after that I was astraddle of the main limb and blaspheming my luck in a way that made my breath 

smell of brimstone. I had the bull, now, if he did not think of one thing. But that one thing I dreaded. 

I dreaded it very seriously. There was a possibility that the bull might not think of it, but there 

were greater chances that he would. I made up my mind what I would do in case he did. It was a 

little over forty feet to the ground from where I sat. I cautiously unwound the lariat from the 

pommel of my saddle—” 

“Your saddle? Did you take your saddle up in the tree with you?” 

“Take it up in the tree with me? Why, how you talk. Of course I didn’t. No man could do 

that. It fell in the tree when it came down.” 

“Oh—exactly.” 

“Certainly. I unwound the lariat, and fastened one end of it to the limb. It was the very best 

green raw-hide, and capable of sustaining tons. I made a slip-noose in the other end, and then 

hung it down to see the length. It reached down twenty-two feet—half way to the ground. I then 

loaded every barrel of the Allen with a double charge. I felt satisfied. I said to myself, if he never 

thinks of that one thing that I dread, all right—but if he does, all right anyhow—I am fixed for him. 

But don’t you know that the very thing a man dreads is the thing that always happens? Indeed it is 

so. I watched the bull, now, with anxiety—anxiety which no one can conceive of who has not been 

in such a situation and felt that at any moment death might come. Presently a thought came into 

the bull’s eye. I knew it! said I—if my nerve fails now, I am lost. Sure enough, it was just as I had 

dreaded, he started in to climb the tree—” 

“What, the bull?” 

“Of course—who else?” 



“But a bull can’t climb a tree.” 

“He can’t, can’t he? Since you know so much about it, did you ever see a bull try?” “No! I never 

dreamt of such a thing.” 

“Well, then, what is the use of your talking that way, then? Because you never saw a thing 

done, is that any reason why it can’t be done?” 

“Well, all right—go on. What did you do?” 

“The bull started up, and got along well for about ten feet, then slipped and slid back. I 

breathed easier. He tried it again—got up a little higher—slipped again. But he came at it once 

more, and this time he was careful. He got gradually higher and higher, and my spirits went down 

more and more. Up he came—an inch at a time—with his eyes hot, and his tongue hanging out. 

Higher and higher— hitched his foot over the stump of a limb, and looked up, as much as to say, 

‘You are my meat, friend.’ Up again—higher and higher, and getting more excited the closer he 

got. He was within ten feet of me! I took a long breath,—and then said I, ‘It is now or never.’ I had 

the coil of the lariat all ready; I paid it out slowly, till it hung right over his head; all of a sudden I 

let go of the slack, and the slipnoose fell fairly round his neck! Quicker than lightning I out with 

the Allen and let him have it in the face. It was an awful roar, and must have scared the bull out 

of his senses. When the smoke cleared away, there he was, dangling in the air, twenty foot from 

the ground, and going out of one convulsion into another faster than you could count! I didn’t 

stop to count, anyhow—I shinned down the tree and shot for home.” 

“Bemis, is all that true, just as you have stated it?” 

“I wish I may rot in my tracks and die the death of a dog if it isn’t.” 

“Well, we can’t refuse to believe it, and we don’t. But if there were some proofs—”  

“Proofs! Did I bring back my lariat?” 

“No.” 

“Did I bring back my horse?”  

“No.” 

“Did you ever see the bull again?”  

“No.” 

“Well, then, what more do you want? I never saw anybody as particular as you are about a 

little thing like that.” 

I made up my mind that if this man was not a liar he only missed it by the skin of his teeth. 

This episode reminds me of an incident of my brief sojourn in Siam, years afterward. The European 

citizens of a town in the neighborhood of Bangkok had a prodigy among them by the name of Eckert, 

an Englishman—a person famous for the number, ingenuity and imposing magnitude of his lies. 



They were always repeating his most celebrated falsehoods, and always trying to “draw him out” 

before strangers; but they seldom succeeded. Twice he was invited to the house where I was visiting, 

but nothing could seduce him into a specimen lie. One day a planter named Bascom, an influential 

man, and a proud and sometimes irascible one, invited me to ride over with him and call on Eckert. 

As we jogged along, said he: 

“Now, do you know where the fault lies? It lies in putting Eckert on his guard. The minute 

the boys go to pumping at Eckert he knows perfectly well what they are after, and of course he 

shuts up his shell. Anybody might know he would. But when we get there, we must play him finer 

than that. Let him shape the conversation to suit himself—let him drop it or change it whenever he 

wants to. Let him see that nobody is trying to draw him out. Just let him have his own way. He will 

soon forget himself and begin to grind out lies like a mill. Don’t get impatient—just keep quiet, and 

let me play him. I will make him lie. It does seem to me that the boys must be blind to overlook 

such an obvious and simple trick as that.” 

Eckert received us heartily—a pleasant-spoken, gentle-mannered creature. We sat in the 

veranda an hour, sipping English ale, and talking about the king, and the sacred white elephant, 

the Sleeping Idol, and all manner of things; and I noticed that my comrade never led the 

conversation himself or shaped it, but simply followed Eckert’s lead, and betrayed no solicitude 

and no anxiety about anything. The effect was shortly perceptible. Eckert began to grow 

communicative; he grew more and more at his ease, and more and more talkative and sociable. 

Another hour passed in the same way, and then all of a sudden Eckert said: 

“Oh, by the way! I came near forgetting. I have got a thing here to astonish you. Such a thing 

as neither you nor any other man ever heard of—I’ve got a cat that will eat cocoanut! Common green 

cocoanut—and not only eat the meat, but drink the milk. It is so—I’ll swear to it.” 

A quick glance from Bascom—a glance that I understood—then: 

“Why, bless my soul, I never heard of such a thing. Man, it is impossible.” 

“I knew you would say it. I’ll fetch the cat.” 

He went in the house. Bascom said: 

“There—what did I tell you? Now, that is the way to handle Eckert. You see, I have petted 

him along patiently, and put his suspicions to sleep. I am glad we came. You tell the boys about it 

when you go back. Cat eat a cocoanut—oh, my! Now, that is just his way, exactly—he will tell the 

absurdest lie, and trust to luck to get out of it again. Cat eat a cocoanut—the innocent fool!” 

Eckert approached with his cat, sure enough. Bascom smiled. Said he: “I’ll hold the cat—

you bring a cocoanut.” 



Eckert split one open, and chopped up some pieces. Bascom smuggled a wink to me, and 

proffered a slice of the fruit to puss. She snatched it, swallowed it ravenously, and asked for more! 

We rode our two miles in silence, and wide apart. At least I was silent, though Bascom 

cuffed his horse and cursed him a good deal, notwithstanding the horse was behaving well enough. 

When I branched off homeward, Bascom said: 

“Keep the horse till morning. And—you need not speak of this—foolishness to the boys.” 

 
CHAPTER XIV 

Mr. Street was very busy with his telegraphic matters —and considering that he had eight 

or nine hundred miles of rugged, snowy, uninhabited mountains, and waterless, treeless, 

melancholy deserts to traverse with his wire, it was natural and needful that he should be as busy 

as possible. He could not go comfortably along and cut his poles by the roadside, either, but they 

had to be hauled by ox teams across those exhausting deserts—and it was two days’ journey from 

water to water, in one or two of them. Mr. Street’s contract was a vast work, every way one looked 

at it; and yet to comprehend what the vague words “eight hundred miles of rugged mountains and 

dismal deserts” mean, one must go over the ground in person—pen and ink descriptions cannot 

convey the dreary reality to the reader. And after all, Mr. S.’s mightiest difficulty turned out to be 

one which he had never taken into the account at all. Unto Mormons he had sub-let the hardest and 

heaviest half of his great undertaking, and all of a sudden they concluded that they were going to 

make little or nothing, and so they tranquilly threw their poles overboard in mountain or desert, just 

as it happened when they took the notion, and drove home and went about their customary business! 

They were under written contract to Mr. Street, but they did not care anything for that. They said 

they would “admire” to see a “Gentile” force a Mormon to fulfil a losing contract in Utah! And they 

made themselves very merry over the matter. Street said—for it was he that told us these things: “I 

was in dismay. I was under heavy bonds to complete my contract in a given time, and this disaster 

looked very much like ruin. It was an astounding thing; it was such a wholly unlooked-for 

difficulty, that I was entirely nonplussed. I am a business man—have always been a business 

man—do not know anything but business—and so you can imagine how like being struck by 

lightning it was to find myself in a country where written contracts were worthless!—that main 

security, that sheet-anchor, that absolute necessity, of business. My confidence left me. There was 

no use in making new contracts—that was plain. I talked with first one prominent citizen and then 

another. They all sympathized with me, first rate, but they did not know how to help me. But at 

last a Gentile said, ‘Go to Brigham Young!—these small fry cannot do you any good.’ I did not 

think much of the idea, for if the law could not help me, what could an individual do who had not 



even anything to do with either making the laws or executing them? He might be a very good 

patriarch of a church and preacher in its tabernacle, but something sterner than religion and 

moral suasion was needed to handle a hundred refractory, half-civilized sub-contractors. But what 

was a man to do? I thought if Mr. Young could not do anything else, he might probably be able to 

give me some advice and a valuable hint or two, and so I went straight to him and laid the whole 

case before him. He said very little, but he showed strong interest all the way through. He 

examined all the papers in detail, and whenever there seemed anything like a hitch, either in the 

papers or my statement, he would go back and take up the thread and follow it patiently out to an 

intelligent and satisfactory result. Then he made a list of the contractors’ names. Finally he said: 

“‘Mr. Street, this is all perfectly plain. These contracts are strictly and legally drawn, and 

are duly signed and certified. These men manifestly entered into them with their eyes open. I see 

no fault or flaw anywhere.’ Then Mr. Young turned to a man waiting at the other end of the room 

and said: ‘Take this list of names to Soand-so, and tell him to have these men here at such-and-

such an hour.’ 

“They were there, to the minute. So was I. Mr. Young asked them a number of questions, 

and their answers made my statement good. Then he said to them: 

“‘You signed these contracts and assumed these obligations of your own free will and 

accord?’ ‘Yes.’ ‘Then carry them out to the letter, if it makes paupers of you! Go!’ And they did go, 

too! They are strung across the deserts now, working like bees. And I never hear a word out of 

them. There is a batch of governors, and judges, and other officials here, shipped from 

Washington, and they maintain the semblance of a republican form of government—but the 

petrified truth is that Utah is an absolute monarchy and Brigham Young is king!” 

Mr. Street was a fine man, and I believe his story. I knew him well during several years 

afterward in San Francisco. 

Our stay in Salt Lake City amounted to only two days, and therefore we had no time to 

make the customary inquisition into the workings of polygamy and get up the usual statistics and 

deductions preparatory to calling the attention of the nation at large once more to the matter. I 

had the will to do it. With the gush ing self-sufficiency of youth I was feverish to plunge in 

headlong and achieve a great reform here—until I saw the Mormon women. Then I was touched. 

My heart was wiser than my head. It warmed toward these poor, ungainly and pathetically 

“homely” creatures, and as I turned to hide the generous moisture in my eyes, I said, “No—the 

man that marries one of them has done an act of Christian charity which entitles him to the kindly 

applause of mankind, not their harsh censure— and the man that marries sixty of them has done 



a deed of open-handed generosity so sublime that the nations should stand uncovered in his 

presence and worship in silence.” 

 

2.3.3 “The War Prayer” 

It was a time of great and exalting excitement. 

The country was up in arms, the war was on, in every breast burned the holy fire of 

patriotism; the drums were beating, the bands playing, the toy pistols popping, the bunched 

firecrackers hissing and spluttering; on every hand and far down the receding and fading spread of 

roofs and balconies a fluttering wilderness of flags flashed in the sun; daily the young volunteers 

marched down the wide avenue gay and fine in their new uniforms, the proud fathers and mothers 

and sisters and sweethearts cheering them with voices choked with happy emotion as they swung 

by; nightly the packed mass meetings listened, panting, to patriot oratory which stirred the 

deepest deeps of their hearts, and which they interrupted at briefest intervals with cyclones of 

applause, the tears running down their cheeks the while; in the churches the pastors preached 

devotion to flag and country, and invoked the God of Battles beseeching His aid in our good cause 

in outpourings of fervid eloquence which moved every listener. It was indeed a glad and gracious 

time, and the half dozen rash spirits that ventured to disapprove of the war and cast a doubt upon 

its righteousness straightway got such a stern and angry warning that for their personal safety’s 

sake they quickly shrank out of sight and offended no more in that way. 

Sunday morning came—next day the battalions would leave for the front; the church was 

filled; the volunteers were there, their young faces alight with martial dreams—visions of the stern 

advance, the gathering momentum, the rushing charge, the flashing sabers, the flight of the foe, 

the tumult, the enveloping smoke, the fierce pursuit, the surrender! Then home from the war, 

bronzed heroes, welcomed, adored, submerged in golden seas of glory! With the volunteers sat 

their dear ones, proud, happy, and envied by the neighbors and friends who had no sons and 

brothers to send forth to the field of honor, there to win for the flag, or, failing, die the noblest of 

noble deaths. The service proceeded; a war chapter from the Old Testament was read; the first 

prayer was said; it was followed by an organ burst that shook the building, and with one impulse 

the house rose, with glowing eyes and beating hearts, and poured out that tremendous invocation 

 

God the all-terrible! 

Thou who ordainest! 

Thunder thy clarion 

and lightning thy sword! 



 

Then came the “long” prayer. None could remember the like of it for passionate pleading 

and moving and beautiful language. The burden of its supplication was, that an ever-merciful and 

benignant Father of us all would watch over our noble young soldiers, and aid, comfort, and 

encourage them in their patriotic work; bless them, shield them in the day of battle and the hour 

of peril, bear them in His mighty hand, make them strong and confident, invincible in the bloody 

onset; help them to crush the foe, grant to them and to their flag and country imperishable honor 

and glory— 

An aged stranger entered and moved with slow and noiseless step up the main aisle, his 

eyes fixed upon the minister, his long body clothed in a robe that reached to his feet, his head bare, 

his white hair descending in a frothy cataract to his shoulders, his seamy face unnaturally pale, pale 

even to ghastliness. With all eyes following him and wondering, he made his silent way; without 

pausing, he ascended to the preacher’s side and stood there waiting. With shut lids the preacher, 

unconscious of his presence, continued with his moving prayer, and at last finished it with the 

words, uttered in fervent appeal, “Bless our arms, grant us the victory, O Lord our God, Father 

and Protector of our land and flag!” 

The stranger touched his arm, motioned him to step aside—which the startled minister 

did—and took his place. During some moments he surveyed the spellbound audience with solemn 

eyes, in which burned an uncanny light; then in a deep voice he said: 

“I come from the Throne—bearing a message from Almighty God!” The words smote the 

house with a shock; if the stranger perceived it he gave no attention. “He has heard the prayer of 

His servant your shepherd, and will grant it if such shall be your desire after I, His messenger, shall 

have explained to you its import—that is to say, its full import. For it is like unto many of the 

prayers of men, in that it asks for more than he who utters it is aware of—except he pause and 

think. 

“God’s servant and yours has prayed his prayer. Has he paused and taken thought? Is it 

one prayer? No, it is two—one uttered, the other not. Both have reached the ear of Him Who 

heareth all supplications, the spoken and the unspoken. Ponder this—keep it in mind. If you would 

beseech a blessing upon yourself, beware! lest without intent you invoke a curse upon a neighbor 

at the same time. If you pray for the blessing of rain upon your crop which needs it, by that act you 

are possibly praying for a curse upon some neighbor’s crop which may not need rain and can be 

injured by it. 

“You have heard your servant’s prayer—the uttered part of it. I am commissioned of God 

to put into words the other part of it—that part which the pastor— and also you in your hearts—



fervently prayed silently. And ignorantly and unthinkingly? God grant that it was so! You heard 

these words: ‘Grant us the victory, O Lord our God!’ That is sufficient. The whole of the uttered 

prayer is compact into those pregnant words. Elaborations were not necessary. When you have 

prayed for victory you have prayed for many unmentioned results which follow victory— must 

follow it, cannot help but follow it. Upon the listening spirit of God fell also the unspoken part of 

the prayer. He commandeth me to put it into words. Listen! 

“O Lord our Father, our young patriots, idols of our hearts, go forth to battle— be Thou 

near them! With them—in spirit—we also go forth from the sweet peace of our beloved firesides 

to smite the foe. O Lord our God, help us to tear their soldiers to bloody shreds with our shells; 

help us to cover their smiling fields with the pale forms of their patriot dead; help us to drown the 

thunder of the guns with the shrieks of their wounded, writhing in pain; help us to lay waste their 

humble homes with a hurricane of fire; help us to wring the hearts of their unoffending widows 

with unavailing grief; help us to turn them out roofless with little children to wander unfriended the 

wastes of their desolated land in rags and hunger and thirst, sports of the sun flames of summer 

and the icy winds of winter, broken in spirit, worn with travail, imploring Thee for the refuge of the 

grave and denied it—for our sakes who adore Thee, Lord, blast their hopes, blight their lives, 

protract their bitter pilgrimage, make heavy their steps, water their way with their tears, stain the 

white snow with the blood of their wounded feet! We ask it, in the spirit of love, of Him Who is the 

Source of Love, and Who is the ever-faithful refuge and friend of all that are sore beset and seek His 

aid with humble and contrite hearts. Amen. 

(After a pause.) “Ye have prayed it; if ye still desire it, speak! The messenger of the Most 

High waits!” 

It was believed afterward that the man was a lunatic, because there was no sense in what 

he said. 

 

2.3.4 Reading and Review Questions 

1. In “The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County,” what is Jim Smiley’s talent? 

Why does he lose it? 

2. Would you consider Mark Twain an experimental writer? How are his stories 

different from other authors of his time period? 

3. In Twain’s “War Prayer,” how do the town’s people react to the prophet? Is his 

message clear? How is this a controversial story? 
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William Dean Howells was born in Martinsville, Ohio, in 1837. Howells’s father was a 

newspaper editor, and Howells learned the skills of a writer and editor under his father’s guidance. 

Howells continued to work in publishing until he secured a position with The Atlantic Monthly in 

Massachusetts in 1866, where he served as Assistant Editor. In 1871, Howells was promoted to 

Editor of the magazine, and he continued working in that position until 1881. Howells, along with 

Mark Twain and Henry James, became one of the main advocates and theorists of American 

Literary Realism, a style of writing that reacted against the previous Romantic era’s perceived 

literary excesses. Instead, the Realists praised the American novel that presented characters, 

setting, and action as “true to life.” Howells’s scope of influence on a generation of American 

writers can be seen in his endorsement of Henry James, Mark Twain, Sarah Orne Jewett, Mary E. 

Wilkins Freeman, Charles Chesnutt, Hamlin Garland, Frank Norris, and Stephen Crane, to name 

but a few. Howells eventually became known as the “Dean of American Letters” and today is 

considered the father of American Literary Realism. Howells produced his own creative work 

during his lifetime and is best remembered for two fine novels in the Realist tradition: A Modern 

Instance (1882) and The Rise of Silas Lapham (1885), as well as a host of short stories and 

theoretical works on Realism. Howells lived a long, productive life, dying in 1920 at the age of 83. 



With Mark Twain and Henry James, Howells wrote and spoke prolifically about Realism 

and its superiority over the earlier Romantic style practiced by authors such as James Fenimore 

Cooper. In Criticism and Fiction (1891), Howells set forth his views on Realism, arguing that 

fiction should be “life-like” and “true to human experience.” Howells, along with Twain in 

particular, rejected the idealistic, the fantastic, the heroic, and the exaggerated, preferring instead 

simplicity and honesty in fiction writing. Although there were some elements of reality that 

Howells preferred authors avoid, particularly the salacious and the sensational, Howells 

consistently privileged realism over idealism in his theory of writing fiction. Howells’s own literary 

work espoused these principles. A Modern Instance (1882) and The Rise of Silas Lapham (1885), 

two of his most famous novels, both deal with ordinary middle class people facing plausible 

personal conflicts in a contemporary setting. The characters are multi-faceted and dimensional, 

and the resolutions for the main characters are left open, as is often the case in “real life.” In his 

famous short story “Editha,” Howells explores a young woman’s patriotic impulses in contrast to 

the reality of war. He sets the story on the eve of the Spanish-American War, when nationalism 

was soaring and the desire for war with Spain was strong. Editha, a young woman who lives in the 

“ideal,” is caught up in the patriotic fervor, taking her understanding of the heroic from Romantic 

ideas that glorify war. She insists her fiancé George enlist in the army, imagining him as a heroic 

warrior leaving to fight for her. The story contrasts Editha’s naïve understanding of war with the 

grim reality of what war means for George. 

 

2.4.1 “Editha” 

The air was thick with the war feeling, like the electricity of a storm which had not yet 

burst. Editha sat looking out into the hot spring afternoon, with her lips parted, and panting with 

the intensity of the question whether she could let him go. She had decided that she could not let 

him stay, when she saw him at the end of the still leafless avenue, making slowly up towards the 

house, with his head down and his figure relaxed. She ran impatiently out on the veranda, to the 

edge of the steps, and imperatively demanded greater haste of him with her will before she called 

him aloud to him: “George!” 

He had quickened his pace in mystical response to her mystical urgence, before he could 

have heard her; now he looked up and answered, “Well?” 

“Oh, how united we are!” she exulted, and then she swooped down the steps to him, “What 

is it?” she cried. 

“It’s war,” he said. and he pulled her up to him and kissed her. 



She kissed him back intensely, but irrelevantly, as to their passion, and uttered from deep 

in her throat. “How glorious!” 

“It’s war,” he repeated, without consenting to her sense of it; and she did not know just what 

to think at first. She never knew what to think of him; that made his mystery, his charm. All through 

their courtship, which was contemporaneous with the growth of the war feeling, she had been 

puzzled by his want of seriousness about it. He seemed to despise it even more than he abhorred it. 

She could have understood his abhorring any sort of bloodshed; that would have been a survival of 

his old life when he thought he would be a minister, and before he changed and took up the law. But 

making light of a cause so high and noble seemed to show a want of earnestness at the core of his 

being. Not but that she felt herself able to cope with a congenital defect of that sort, and make his 

love for her save him from himself. Now perhaps the miracle was already wrought in him. In the 

presence of the tremendous fact that he announced, all triviality seemed to have gone out of him; 

she began to feel that. He sank down on the top step, and wiped his forehead with his handkerchief, 

while she poured out upon him her question of the origin and authenticity of his news. 

All the while, in her duplex emotioning, she was aware that now at the very beginning she 

must put a guard upon herself against urging him, by any word or act, to take the part that her 

whole soul willed him to take, for the completion of her ideal of him. He was very nearly perfect 

as he was, and he must be allowed to perfect himself. But he was peculiar, and he might very well 

be reasoned out of his peculiarity. Before her reasoning went her emotioning: her nature pulling 

upon his nature, her womanhood upon his manhood, without her knowing the means she was 

using to the end she was willing. She had always supposed that the man who won her would have 

done something to win her; she did not know what, but something. George Gearson had simply 

asked her for her love, on the way home from a concert, and she gave her love to him, without, as 

it were, thinking. But now, it flashed upon her, if he could do something worthy to have won her—

be a hero, her hero—it would be even better than if he had done it before asking her; it would be 

grander. Besides, she had believed in the war from the beginning. 

“But don’t you see, dearest,” she said, “that it wouldn’t have come to this if it hadn’t been 

in the order of Providence? And I call any war glorious that is for the liberation of people who have 

been struggling for years against the cruelest oppression. Don’t you think so, too?” 

“I suppose so,” he returned, languidly. “But war! Is it glorious to break the peace of the 

world?” 

“That ignoble peace! It was no peace at all, with that crime and shame at our very gates.” 

She was conscious of parroting the current phrases of the newspapers, but it was no time to pick 

and choose her words. She must sacrifice anything to the high ideal she had for him, and after a 



good deal of rapid argument she ended with the climax: “But now it doesn’t matter about the how 

or why. Since the war has come, all that is gone. There are no two sides any more. There is nothing 

now but our country.” 

He sat with his eyes closed and his head leant back against the veranda, and he remarked, 

with a vague smile, as if musing aloud, “Our country—right or wrong.” 

“Yes, right or wrong!” she returned, fervidly. “I’ll go and get you some lemonade.” She rose 

rustling, and whisked away; when she came back with two tall glasses of clouded liquid on a tray, 

and the ice clucking in them, he still sat as she had left him, and she said, as if there had been no 

interruption: “But there is no question of wrong in this case. I call it a sacred war. A war for liberty 

and humanity, if ever there was one. And I know you will see it just as I do, yet.” 

He took half the lemonade at a gulp, and he answered as he set the glass down: “I know 

you always have the highest ideal. When I differ from you I ought to doubt myself.” A generous 

sob rose in Editha’s throat for the humility of a man, so very nearly perfect, who was willing to put 

himself below her. 

Besides, she felt, more subliminally, that he was never so near slipping through her fingers 

as when he took that meek way. 

“You shall not say that! Only, for once I happen to be right.” She seized his hand in her two 

hands, and poured her soul from her eyes into his. “Don’t you think so?” she entreated him. 

He released his hand and drank the rest of his lemonade, and she added, “Have mine, too,” 

but he shook his head in answering, “I’ve no business to think so, unless I act so, too.” 

Her heart stopped a beat before it pulsed on with leaps that she felt in her neck. She had 

noticed that strange thing in men: they seemed to feel bound to do what they believed, and not 

think a thing was finished when they said it, as girls did. She knew what was in his mind, but she 

pretended not, and she said, “Oh, I am not sure,” and then faltered. 

He went on as if to himself, without apparently heeding her: “There’s only one way of 

proving one’s faith in a thing like this.” 

She could not say that she understood, but she did understand. 

He went on again. “If I believed—if I felt as you do about this war—Do you wish me to feel 

as you do?” 

Now she was really not sure; so she said: “George, I don’t know what you mean.” 

He seemed to muse away from her as before. “There is a sort of fascination in it. I suppose 

that at the bottom of his heart every man would like at times to have his courage tested, to see 

how he would act.” 

“How can you talk in that ghastly way?” 



“It is rather morbid. Still, that’s what it comes to, unless you’re swept away by ambition or 

driven by conviction. I haven’t the conviction or the ambition, and the other thing is what it comes 

to with me. I ought to have been a preacher, after all; then I couldn’t have asked it of myself, as I 

must, now I’m a lawyer. And you believe it’s a holy war, Editha?” he suddenly addressed her. “Oh, 

I know you do! But you wish me to believe so, too?” 

She hardly knew whether he was mocking or not, in the ironical way he always had with 

her plainer mind. But the only thing was to be outspoken with him. 

“George, I wish you to believe whatever you think is true, at any and every cost. 

If I’ve tried to talk you into anything, I take it all back.” 

“Oh, I know that, Editha. I know how sincere you are, and how—I wish I had your 

undoubting spirit! I’ll think it over; I’d like to believe as you do. But I don’t, now; I don’t, indeed. 

It isn’t this war alone; though this seems peculiarly wanton and needless; but it’s every war—so 

stupid; it makes me sick. Why shouldn’t this thing have been settled reasonably?” 

“Because,” she said, very throatily again, “God meant it to be war.” 

“You think it was God? Yes, I suppose that is what people will say.”  

“Do you suppose it would have been war if God hadn’t meant it?” 

“I don’t know. Sometimes it seems as if God had put this world into men’s keeping to work 

it as they pleased.” 

“Now, George, that is blasphemy.” 

“Well, I won’t blaspheme. I’ll try to believe in your pocket Providence,” he said, and then he 

rose to go. 

“Why don’t you stay to dinner?” Dinner at Balcom’s Works was at one o’clock. “I’ll come 

back to supper, if you’ll let me. Perhaps I shall bring you a convert.” “Well, you may come back, 

on that condition.” 

“All right. If I don’t come, you’ll understand.” 

He went away without kissing her, and she felt it a suspension of their engagement. It all 

interested her intensely; she was undergoing a tremendous experience, and she was being equal to 

it. While she stood looking after him, her mother came out through one of the long windows onto 

the veranda, with a catlike softness and vagueness. 

“Why didn’t he stay to dinner?” 

“Because—because—war has been declared,” Editha pronounced, without turning. 

Her mother said, “Oh, my!” and then said nothing more until she had sat down in one of 

the large Shaker chairs and rocked herself for some time. Then she closed whatever tacit passage 

of thought there had been in her mind with the spoken words: “Well, I hope he won’t go.” 



“And I hope he will,” the girl said, and confronted her mother with a stormy exaltation that 

would have frightened any creature less unimpressionable than a cat. 

Her mother rocked herself again for an interval of cogitation. What she arrived at in speech 

was: “Well, I guess you’ve done a wicked thing, Editha Balcom.” 

The girl said, as she passed indoors through the same window her mother had come out 

by: “I haven’t done anything—yet.” 

In her room, she put together all her letters and gifts from Gearson, down to the withered 

petals of the first flower he had offered, with that timidity of his veiled in that irony of his. In the 

heart of the packet she enshrined her engagement ring which she had restored to the pretty box 

he had brought it her in. Then she sat down, if not calmly yet strongly, and wrote: 

“George:—I understood when you left me. But I think we had better emphasize your 

meaning that if we cannot be one in everything we had better be one in nothing. So I am sending 

these things for your keeping till you have made up your mind. 

“I shall always love you, and therefore I shall never marry any one else. But the man I marry 

must love his country first of all, and be able to say to me, 

“‘I could not love thee, dear, so much, 

Loved I not honor more.’ 

“There is no honor above America with me. In this great hour there is no other honor. 

“Your heart will make my words clear to you. I had never expected to say so much, but it 

has come upon me that I must say the utmost. Editha.” 

She thought she had worded her letter well, worded it in a way that could not be bettered; 

all had been implied and nothing expressed. 

She had it ready to send with the packet she had tied with red, white, and blue ribbon, 

when it occurred to her that she was not just to him, that she was not giving him a fair chance. He 

had said he would go and think it over, and she was not waiting. She was pushing, threatening, 

compelling. That was not a woman’s part. She must leave him free, free, free. She could not accept 

for her country or herself a forced sacrifice. 

In writing her letter she had satisfied the impulse from which it sprang; she could well 

afford to wait till he had thought it over. She put the packet and the letter by, and rested serene in 

the consciousness of having done what was laid upon her by her love itself to do, and yet used 

patience, mercy, justice. 

She had her reward. Gearson did not come to tea, but she had given him till morning, 

when, late at night there came up from the village the sound of a fife and drum, with a tumult of 

voices, in shouting, singing, and laughing. The noise drew nearer and nearer; it reached the street 



end of the avenue; there it silenced itself, and one voice, the voice she knew best, rose over the 

silence. It fell; the air was filled with cheers; the fife and drum struck up, with the shouting, singing, 

and laughing again, but now retreating; and a single figure came hurrying up the avenue. 

She ran down to meet her lover and clung to him. He was very gay, and he put his arm round 

her with a boisterous laugh. “Well, you must call me Captain now; or Cap, if you prefer; that’s what 

the boys call me. Yes, we’ve had a meeting at the town-hall, and everybody has volunteered; and they 

selected me for captain, and I’m going to the war, the big war, the glorious war, the holy war ordained 

by the pocket Providence that blesses butchery. Come along; let’s tell the whole family about it. Call 

them from their downy beds, father, mother, Aunt Hitty, and all the folks!” 

But when they mounted the veranda steps he did not wait for a larger audience; he poured 

the story out upon Editha alone. 

“There was a lot of speaking, and then some of the fools set up a shout for me. It was all going 

one way, and I thought it would be a good joke to sprinkle a little cold water on them. But you can’t 

do that with a crowd that adores you. The first thing I knew I was sprinkling hell-fire on them. 

‘Cry havoc, and let slip the dogs of war.’ That was the style. Now that it had come to the fight, there 

were no two parties; there was one country, and the thing was to fight to a finish as quick as 

possible. I suggested volunteering then and there, and I wrote my name first of all on the roster. 

Then they elected me—that’s all. I wish I had some ice-water.” 

She left him walking up and down the veranda, while she ran for the ice-pitcher and a goblet, 

and when she came back he was still walking up and down, shouting the story he had told her to 

her father and mother, who had come out more sketchily dressed than they commonly were by 

day. He drank goblet after goblet of the ice-water without noticing who was giving it, and kept on 

talking, and laughing through his talk wildly. “It’s astonishing,” he said, “how well the worse 

reason looks when you try to make it appear the better. Why, I believe I was the first convert to 

the war in that crowd to-night! I never thought I should like to kill a man; but now I shouldn’t 

care; and the smokeless powder lets you see the man drop that you kill. It’s all for the country! 

What a thing it is to have a country that can’t be wrong, but if it is, is right, anyway!” 

Editha had a great, vital thought, an inspiration. She set down the ice-pitcher on the 

veranda floor, and ran up-stairs and got the letter she had written him. When at last he noisily 

bade her father and mother, “Well, good-night. I forgot I woke you up; I sha’n’t want any sleep 

myself,” she followed him down the avenue to the gate. There, after the whirling words that 

seemed to fly away from her thoughts and refuse to serve them, she made a last effort to solemnize 

the moment that seemed so crazy, and pressed the letter she had written upon him. 

“What’s this?” he said. “Want me to mail it?” 



“No, no. It’s for you. I wrote it after you went this morning. Keep it—keep it— and read it 

sometime—” She thought, and then her inspiration came: “Read it if ever you doubt what you’ve 

done, or fear that I regret your having done it. Read it after you’ve started.” 

They strained each other in embraces that seemed as ineffective as their words, and he 

kissed her face with quick, hot breaths that were so unlike him, that made her feel as if she had lost 

her old lover and found a stranger in his place. The stranger said: “What a gorgeous flower you are, 

with your red hair, and your blue eyes that look black now, and your face with the color painted 

out by the white moonshine! Let me hold you under the chin, to see whether I love blood, you 

tiger-lily!” Then he laughed Gearson’s laugh, and released her, scared and giddy. Within her 

wilfulness she had been frightened by a sense of subtler force in him, and mystically mastered as 

she had never been before. 

She ran all the way back to the house, and mounted the steps panting. Her mother and 

father were talking of the great affair. Her mother said: “Wa’n’t Mr. Gearson in rather of an excited 

state of mind? Didn’t you think he acted curious?” “Well, not for a man who’d just been elected 

captain and had set ‘em up for the whole of Company A,” her father chuckled back. 

“What in the world do you mean, Mr. Balcom? Oh! There’s Editha!” She offered to follow 

the girl indoors. 

“Don’t come, mother!” Editha called, vanishing. 

Mrs. Balcom remained to reproach her husband. “I don’t see much of anything to laugh at.” 

“Well, it’s catching. Caught it from Gearson. I guess it won’t be much of a war, and I guess 

Gearson don’t think so either. The other fellows will back down as soon as they see we mean it. I 

wouldn’t lose any sleep over it. I’m going back to bed, myself.” 

Gearson came again next afternoon, looking pale and rather sick, but quite himself, even to 

his languid irony. “I guess I’d better tell you, Editha, that I consecrated myself to your god of battles 

last night by pouring too many libations to him down my own throat. But I’m all right now. One has 

to carry off the excitement, somehow.” 

“Promise me,” she commanded, “that you’ll never touch it again!” 

“What! Not let the cannikin clink? Not let the soldier drink? Well, I promise.” 

“You don’t belong to yourself now; you don’t even belong to me. You belong to your 

country, and you have a sacred charge to keep yourself strong and well for your country’s sake. I 

have been thinking, thinking all night and all day long.” 

“You look as if you had been crying a little, too,” he said, with his queer smile. 

“That’s all past. I’ve been thinking, and worshipping you. Don’t you suppose 



I know all that you’ve been through, to come to this? I’ve followed you every step from 

your old theories and opinions.” 

“Well, you’ve had a long row to hoe.” 

“And I know you’ve done this from the highest motives—” 

“Oh, there won’t be much pettifogging to do till this cruel war is—” 

“And you haven’t simply done it for my sake. I couldn’t respect you if you had.” “Well, then 

we’ll say I haven’t. A man that hasn’t got his own respect intact wants the respect of all the other 

people he can corner. But we won’t go into that. I’m in for the thing now, and we’ve got to face 

our future. My idea is that this isn’t going to be a very protracted struggle; we shall just scare the 

enemy to death before it comes to a fight at all. But we must provide for contingencies, Editha. If 

anything happens to me—” 

“Oh, George!” She clung to him, sobbing. 

“I don’t want you to feel foolishly bound to my memory. I should hate that, wherever I 

happened to be.” 

“I am yours, for time and eternity—time and eternity.” She liked the words; they satisfied 

her famine for phrases. 

“Well, say eternity; that’s all right; but time’s another thing; and I’m talking about time. 

But there is something! My mother! If anything happens—” 

She winced, and he laughed. “You’re not the bold soldier-girl of yesterday!” Then he 

sobered. “If anything happens, I want you to help my mother out. She won’t like my doing this 

thing. She brought me up to think war a fool thing as well as a bad thing. My father was in the Civil 

War; all through it; lost his arm in it.” She thrilled with the sense of the arm round her; what if 

that should be lost? He laughed as if divining her: “Oh, it doesn’t run in the family, as far as I 

know!” Then he added gravely: “He came home with misgivings about war, and they grew on him. 

I guess he and mother agreed between them that I was to be brought up in his final mind about it; 

but that was before my time. I only knew him from my mother’s report of him and his opinions; I 

don’t know whether they were hers first; but they were hers last. This will be a blow to her. I shall 

have to write and tell her—” 

He stopped, and she asked: “Would you like me to write, too, George?” 

“I don’t believe that would do. No, I’ll do the writing. She’ll understand a little if I say that I 

thought the way to minimize it was to make war on the largest possible scale at once—that I felt I 

must have been helping on the war somehow if I hadn’t helped keep it from coming, and I knew I 

hadn’t; when it came, I had no right to stay out of it.” 



Whether his sophistries satisfied him or not, they satisfied her. She clung to his breast, and 

whispered, with closed eyes and quivering lips: “Yes, yes, yes!” 

“But if anything should happen, you might go to her and see what you could do for her. You 

know? It’s rather far off; she can’t leave her chair—” 

“Oh, I’ll go, if it’s the ends of the earth! But nothing will happen! Nothing can! I—” 

She felt her lifted with his rising, and Gearson was saying, with his arm still round her, to 

her father: “Well, we’re off at once, Mr. Balcom. We’re to be formally accepted at the capital, and 

then bunched up with the rest somehow, and sent into camp somewhere, and got to the front as 

soon as possible. We all want to be in the van, of course; we’re the first company to report to the 

Governor. I came to tell Editha, but I hadn’t got round to it.” 

She saw him again for a moment at the capital, in the station, just before the train started 

southward with his regiment. He looked well, in his uniform, and very soldierly, but somehow girlish, 

too, with his clean-shaven face and slim figure. The manly eyes and the strong voice satisfied her, and 

his preoccupation with some unexpected details of duty flattered her. Other girls were weeping and 

bemoaning themselves, but she felt a sort of noble distinction in the abstraction, the almost 

unconsciousness, with which they parted. Only at the last moment he said: “Don’t forget my mother. 

It mayn’t be such a walk-over as I supposed,” and he laughed at the notion. 

He waved his hand to her as the train moved off—she knew it among a score of hands that 

were waved to other girls from the platform of the car, for it held a letter which she knew was hers. 

Then he went inside the car to read it, doubtless, and she did not see him again. But she felt safe 

for him through the strength of what she called her love. What she called her God, always speaking 

the name in a deep voice and with the implication of a mutual understanding, would watch over 

him and keep him and bring him back to her. If with an empty sleeve, then he should have three 

arms instead of two, for both of hers should be his for life. She did not see, though, why she should 

always be thinking of the arm his father had lost. 

There were not many letters from him, but they were such as she could have wished, and 

she put her whole strength into making hers such as she imagined he could have wished, glorifying 

and supporting him. She wrote to his mother glorifying him as their hero, but the brief answer 

she got was merely to the effect that Mrs. Gearson was not well enough to write herself, and 

thanking her for her letter by the hand of someone who called herself “Yrs truly, Mrs. W. J. 

Andrews.” 

Editha determined not to be hurt, but to write again quite as if the answer had been all she 

expected. Before it seemed as if she could have written, there came news of the first skirmish, and 

in the list of the killed, which was telegraphed as a trifling loss on our side, was Gearson’s name. 



There was a frantic time of trying to make out that it might be, must be, some other Gearson; but 

the name and the company and the regiment and the State were too definitely given. 

Then there was a lapse into depths out of which it seemed as if she never could rise again; 

then a lift into clouds far above all grief, black clouds, that blotted out the sun, but where she soared 

with him, with George—George! She had the fever that she expected of herself, but she did not die 

in it; she was not even delirious, and it did not last long. When she was well enough to leave her 

bed, her one thought was of George’s mother, of his strangely worded wish that she should go to 

her and see what she could do for her. In the exaltation of the duty laid upon her—it buoyed her up 

instead of burdening her—she rapidly recovered. 

Her father went with her on the long railroad journey from northern New York to western 

Iowa; he had business out at Davenport, and he said he could just as well go then as any other 

time; and he went with her to the little country town where George’s mother lived in a little house 

on the edge of the illimitable cornfields, under trees pushed to a top of the rolling prairie. George’s 

father had settled there after the Civil War, as so many other old soldiers had done; but they were 

Eastern people, and Editha fancied touches of the East in the June rose overhanging the front 

door, and the garden with early summer flowers stretching from the gate of the paling fence. 

It was very low inside the house, and so dim, with the closed blinds, that they could 

scarcely see one another: Editha tall and black in her crapes which filled the air with the smell of 

their dyes; her father standing decorously apart with his hat on his forearm, as at funerals; a 

woman rested in a deep arm-chair, and the woman who had let the strangers in stood behind the 

chair. 

The seated woman turned her head round and up, and asked the woman behind her chair: 

“Who did you say?” 

Editha, if she had done what she expected of herself, would have gone down on her knees 

at the feet of the seated figure and said, “I am George’s Editha,” for answer. 

But instead of her own voice she heard that other woman’s voice, saying: “Well, I don’t know 

as I did get the name just right. I guess I’ll have to make a little more light in here,” and she went 

and pushed two of the shutters ajar. 

Then Editha’s father said, in his public will-now-address-a-few-remarks tone: “My name 

is Balcom, ma’am—Junius H. Balcom, of Balcom’s Works, New York; my daughter—” 

“Oh!” the seated woman broke in, with a powerful voice, the voice that always surprised 

Editha from Gearson’s slender frame. “Let me see you. Stand round where the light can strike on 

your face,” and Editha dumbly obeyed. “So, you’re Editha Balcom,” she sighed. 

“Yes,” Editha said, more like a culprit than a comforter. 



“What did you come for?” Mrs. Gearson asked. 

Editha’s face quivered and her knees shook. “I came—because—because George—” She 

could go no further. 

“Yes,” the mother said, “he told me he had asked you to come if he got killed. 

You didn’t expect that, I suppose, when you sent him.” 

“I would rather have died myself than done it!” Editha said, with more truth in her deep 

voice than she ordinarily found in it. “I tried to leave him free—” 

“Yes, that letter of yours, that came back with his other things, left him free.”  

Editha saw now where George’s irony came from. 

“It was not to be read before—unless—until—I told him so,” she faltered. 

“Of course, he wouldn’t read a letter of yours, under the circumstances, till he thought you 

wanted him to. Been sick?” the woman abruptly demanded. 

“Very sick,” Editha said, with self-pity. 

“Daughter’s life,” her father interposed, “was almost despaired of, at one time.” Mrs. 

Gearson gave him no heed. “I suppose you would have been glad to die, such a brave person as 

you! I don’t believe he was glad to die. He was always a timid boy, that way; he was afraid of a 

good many things; but if he was afraid he did what he made up his mind to. I suppose he made up 

his mind to go, but I knew what it cost him by what it cost me when I heard of it. I had been through 

one war before. When you sent him you didn’t expect he would get killed.” 

The voice seemed to compassionate Editha, and it was time. “No,” she huskily murmured. 

“No, girls don’t; women don’t, when they give their men up to their country. They think 

they’ll come marching back, somehow, just as gay as they went, or if it’s an empty sleeve, or even 

an empty pantaloon, it’s all the more glory, and they’re so much the prouder of them, poor things!” 

The tears began to run down Editha’s face; she had not wept till then; but it was now such a 

relief to be understood that the tears came. 

“No, you didn’t expect him to get killed,” Mrs. Gearson repeated, in a voice which was 

startlingly like George’s again. “You just expected him to kill some one else, some of those 

foreigners, that weren’t there because they had any say about it, but because they had to be there, 

poor wretches—conscripts, or whatever they call ‘em. You thought it would be all right for my 

George, your George, to kill the sons of those miserable mothers and the husbands of those girls 

that you would never see the faces of.” The woman lifted her powerful voice in a psalmlike note. 

“I thank my God he didn’t live to do it! I thank my God they killed him first, and that he ain’t livin’ 

with their blood on his hands!” She dropped her eyes, which she had raised with her voice, and 

glared at Editha. “What you got that black on for?” She lifted herself by her powerful arms so high 



that her helpless body seemed to hang limp its full length. “Take it off, take it off, before I tear it 

from your back!” 

The lady who was passing the summer near Balcom’s Works was sketching Editha’s 

beauty, which lent itself wonderfully to the effects of a colorist. It had come to that confidence 

which is rather apt to grow between artist and sitter, and Editha had told her everything. 

“To think of your having such a tragedy in your life!” the lady said. She added: “I suppose 

there are people who feel that way about war. But when you consider the good this war has done—

how much it has done for the country! I can’t understand such people, for my part. And when you 

had come all the way out there to console her—got up out of a sick-bed! Well!” 

“I think,” Editha said, magnanimously, “she wasn’t quite in her right mind; and so did 

papa.” 

“Yes,” the lady said, looking at Editha’s lips in nature and then at her lips in art, and giving 

an empirical touch to them in the picture. “But how dreadful of her! How perfectly—excuse me—

how vulgar!” 

A light broke upon Editha in the darkness which she felt had been without a gleam of 

brightness for weeks and months. The mystery that had bewildered her was solved by the word; 

and from that moment she rose from grovelling in shame and self-pity, and began to live again in 

the ideal. 

 

2.4.2 Reading and Review Questions 

1. Examine the tension between the “ideal” and the “real” in “Editha.” Which mode of 

representation is depicted as superior to the other? Why? 

2. What strategies does Editha use to convince George to go to war? Why does she use 

these particular strategies? Are the principles she espouses truly hers? Or is she 

manipulating him using catch phrases from the time period? 

3. What motivates George to finally enlist? 

4. Characterize Editha’s feelings about George’s death. 

5. Contrast Editha with George’s mother. 

6. At the end of “Editha,” how does the word “vulgar” expressed by the artist help 

Editha return to living again in the ideal? 

 

2.5 AMBROSE BIERCE (1842-circa 1914) 



 

 
Image 2.3 | Ambrose Bierce, 1892 

Photographer | Unknown  

Source | Wikimedia Commons  

License | Public Domain 

 

Ambrose Bierce was born in a rural area of Meigs County, Ohio, in 1842. Although poor, 

Bierce’s father owned a collection of books and instilled in his son an appreciation for the written 

word. Bierce left home in his teens, eager to make his way in the world, living with relatives and 

attempting formal education. He eventually joined the Union Army at the onset of the Civil War, 

serving in the 9th Indiana Infantry Regiment, eventually as a lieutenant. He survived some of the 

most brutal battles of the Civil War, including Shiloh and Chickamauga. After the war, Bierce 

settled out West in San Francisco, married, and had three children. Bierce began to write and 

publish a number of short stories while working at several well-known West Coast literary 

magazines. In 1892, he published Tales of Soldiers and Civilians, a collection of his war stories, 

many of which are considered his best works today. After suffering a number of personal losses, 

including the death of two of his children and a divorce from his wife, who died soon thereafter, 

Bierce left the States to travel to Mexico. While many fictitious stories relaying the events of his 

last days persist, there is no conclusive proof of his fate. He was never heard from again after late 

1913. 

Bierce was an iconoclast, a writer who was fiercely independent and who, using the 

power of his pen, cynically derided current trends in literature. He was sometimes referred to as 

“Bitter Bierce,” and his Devil’s Dictionary (1911), compiled during most of his writing career, 

offered dark, satiric definitions of common words. While Bierce was praised by William Dean 

Howells as an important new writer on the literary scene in the 1890s, Bierce in his journalistic 



pieces for West Coast literary magazines could be brutal in his assessment of Howells and James, 

mocking them for their views on Realism, a mode which he considered too tame to tackle the 

breadth and depth of human experience. Not surprisingly, it is difficult to categorize Bierce’s 

work, particularly his war stories. His fiction is aligned, at least in principle, with Realist features 

such as the depiction of life-like characters and authentic details of setting. However, in Bierce’s 

war stories, the landscape often transforms beyond the objectively realistic, as Bierce probes the 

subjective reality of those who experience the nightmarish events most traumatically; the result is 

that the story moves into the realm of the fantastic or the grotesque, particularly in two of his most 

famous war stories, “An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge” and “Chickamauga,” where Bierce lays 

bare the human cost of war. In “Owl Creek Bridge” and “Chickamauga,” the central civilian 

characters, a Southern planter and a young Southern boy, respectively, both seem to believe that 

they can participate in or “play” at war and remain unscathed. Whether as a result of impaired 

senses, naïvete, inexperience, or cultural conditioning, the characters are unable to read 

accurately the horror of war or to comprehend their own personal peril in “playing” war—until, 

that is, the horror of the moment is brought home to them: facing their own imminent death or 

the brutal death of a loved one. 

 

2.5.1 “Chickamauga” 

One sunny autumn afternoon a child strayed away from its rude home in a small field and 

entered a forest unobserved. It was happy in a new sense of freedom from control, happy in the 

opportunity of exploration and adventure; for this child’s spirit, in bodies of its ancestors, had for 

thousands of years been trained to memorable feats of discovery and conquest—victories in 

battles whose critical moments were centuries, whose victors’ camps were cities of hewn stone. 

From the cradle of its race it had conquered its way through two continents and passing a great 

sea had penetrated a third, there to be born to war and dominion as a heritage. 

The child was a boy aged about six years, the son of a poor planter. In his younger manhood 

the father had been a soldier, had fought against naked savages and followed the flag of his country 

into the capital of a civilized race to the far South. In the peaceful life of a planter the warrior-fire 

survived; once kindled, it is never extinguished. The man loved military books and pictures and 

the boy had understood enough to make himself a wooden sword, though even the eye of his father 

would hardly have known it for what it was. This weapon he now bore bravely, as became the son 

of an heroic race, and pausing now and again in the sunny space of the forest assumed, with some 

exaggeration, the postures of aggression and defense that he had been taught by the engraver’s art. 

Made reckless by the ease with which he overcame invisible foes attempting to stay his advance, 



he committed the common enough military error of pushing the pursuit to a dangerous extreme, 

until he found himself upon the margin of a wide but shallow brook, whose rapid waters barred 

his direct advance against the flying foe that had crossed with illogical ease. But the intrepid victor 

was not to be baffled; the spirit of the race which had passed the great sea burned unconquerable 

in that small breast and would not be denied. Finding a place where some bowlders in the bed of 

the stream lay but a step or a leap apart, he made his way across and fell again upon the rear-

guard of his imaginary foe, putting all to the sword. 

Now that the battle had been won, prudence required that he withdraw to his base of 

operations. Alas; like many a mightier conqueror, and like one, the mightiest, he could not curb 
the lust for war, Nor learn that tempted Fate will leave the loftiest star. 

Advancing from the bank of the creek he suddenly found himself confronted with a new 

and more formidable enemy: in the path that he was following, sat, bolt upright, with ears erect and 

paws suspended before it, a rabbit! With a startled cry the child turned and fled, he knew not in 

what direction, calling with inarticulate cries for his mother, weeping, stumbling, his tender skin 

cruelly torn by brambles, his little heart beating hard with terror—breathless, blind with tears—

lost in the forest! Then, for more than an hour, he wandered with erring feet through the tangled 

undergrowth, till at last, overcome by fatigue, he lay down in a narrow space between two rocks, 

within a few yards of the stream and still grasping his toy sword, no longer a weapon but a 

companion, sobbed himself to sleep. The wood birds sang merrily above his head; the squirrels, 

whisking their bravery of tail, ran barking from tree to tree, unconscious of the pity of it, and 

somewhere far away was a strange, muffled thunder, as if the partridges were drumming in 

celebration of nature’s victory over the son of her immemorial enslavers. And back at the little 

plantation, where white men and black were hastily searching the fields and hedges in alarm, a 

mother’s heart was breaking for her missing child. 

Hours passed, and then the little sleeper rose to his feet. The chill of the evening was in his 

limbs, the fear of the gloom in his heart. But he had rested, and he no longer wept. With some 

blind instinct which impelled to action he struggled through the undergrowth about him and came 

to a more open ground—on his right the brook, to the left a gentle acclivity studded with infrequent 

trees; over all, the gathering gloom of twilight. A thin, ghostly mist rose along the water. It frightened 

and repelled him; instead of recrossing, in the direction whence he had come, he turned his back 

upon it, and went forward toward the dark inclosing wood. Suddenly he saw before him a strange 

moving object which he took to be some large animal—a dog, a pig—he could not name it; perhaps it 

was a bear. He had seen pictures of bears, but knew of nothing to their discredit and had vaguely 

wished to meet one. But something in form or movement of this object—something in the 



awkwardness of its approach—told him that it was not a bear, and curiosity was stayed by fear. He 

stood still and as it came slowly on gained courage every moment, for he saw that at least it had not 

the long, menacing ears of the rabbit. Possibly his impressionable mind was half conscious of 

something familiar in its shambling, awkward gait. Before it had approached near enough to resolve 

his doubts he saw that it was followed by another and another. To right and to left were many more; 

the whole open space about him was alive with them—all moving toward the brook. 

They were men. They crept upon their hands and knees. They used their hands only, 

dragging their legs. They used their knees only, their arms hanging idle at their sides. They strove 

to rise to their feet, but fell prone in the attempt. They did nothing naturally, and nothing alike, 

save only to advance foot by foot in the same direction. Singly, in pairs and in little groups, they 

came on through the gloom, some halting now and again while others crept slowly past them, then 

resuming their movement. They came by dozens and by hundreds; as far on either hand as one 

could see in the deepening gloom they extended and the black wood behind them appeared to be 

inexhaustible. The very ground seemed in motion toward the creek. Occasionally one who had 

paused did not again go on, but lay motionless. He was dead. Some, pausing, made strange 

gestures with their hands, erected their arms and lowered them again, clasped their heads; spread 

their palms upward, as men are sometimes seen to do in public prayer. 

Not all of this did the child note; it is what would have been noted by an elder observer; he 

saw little but that these were men, yet crept like babes. Being men, they were not terrible, though 

unfamiliarly clad. He moved among them freely, going from one to another and peering into their 

faces with childish curiosity. All their faces were singularly white and many were streaked and 

gouted with red. Something in this—something too, perhaps, in their grotesque attitudes and 

movements—reminded him of the painted clown whom he had seen last summer in the circus, and 

he laughed as he watched them. But on and ever on they crept, these maimed and bleeding men, 

as heedless as he of the dramatic contrast between his laughter and their own ghastly gravity. To 

him it was a merry spectacle. He had seen his father’s negroes creep upon their hands and knees for 

his amusement—had ridden them so, “making believe” they were his horses. He now approached 

one of these crawling figures from behind and with an agile movement mounted it astride. The man 

sank upon his breast, recovered, flung the small boy fiercely to the ground as an unbroken colt 

might have done, then turned upon him a face that lacked a lower jaw— from the upper teeth to 

the throat was a great red gap fringed with hanging shreds of flesh and splinters of bone. The 

unnatural prominence of nose, the absence of chin, the fierce eyes, gave this man the appearance 

of a great bird of prey crimsoned in throat and breast by the blood of its quarry. The man rose to his 

knees, the child to his feet. The man shook his fist at the child; the child, terrified at last, ran to a tree 



near by, got upon the farther side of it and took a more serious view of the situation. And so the 

clumsy multitude dragged itself slowly and painfully along in hideous pantomime—moved 

forward down the slope like a swarm of great black beetles, with never a sound of going—in silence 

profound, absolute. 

Instead of darkening, the haunted landscape began to brighten. Through the belt of trees 

beyond the brook shone a strange red light, the trunks and branches of the trees making a black 

lacework against it. It struck the creeping figures and gave them monstrous shadows, which 

caricatured their movements on the lit grass. It fell upon their faces, touching their whiteness with 

a ruddy tinge, accentuating the stains with which so many of them were freaked and maculated. It 

sparkled on buttons and bits of metal in their clothing. Instinctively the child turned toward the 

growing splendor and moved down the slope with his horrible companions; in a few moments had 

passed the foremost of the throng—not much of a feat, considering his advantages. He placed 

himself in the lead, his wooden sword still in hand, and solemnly directed the march, conforming 

his pace to theirs and occasionally turning as if to see that his forces did not straggle. Surely such a 

leader never before had such a following. 

Scattered about upon the ground now slowly narrowing by the encroachment of this awful 

march to water, were certain articles to which, in the leader’s mind, were coupled no significant 

associations: an occasional blanket, tightly rolled lengthwise, doubled and the ends bound 

together with a string; a heavy knapsack here, and there a broken rifle—such things, in short, as 

are found in the rear of retreating troops, the “spoor” of men flying from their hunters. 

Everywhere near the creek, which here had a margin of lowland, the earth was trodden into mud 

by the feet of men and horses. An observer of better experience in the use of his eyes would have 

noticed that these footprints pointed in both directions; the ground had been twice passed over—

in advance and in retreat. A few hours before, these desperate, stricken men, with their more 

fortunate and now distant comrades, had penetrated the forest in thousands. Their successive 

battalions, breaking into swarms and re-forming in lines, had passed the child on every side—had 

almost trodden on him as he slept. The rustle and murmur of their march had not awakened him. 

Almost within a stone’s throw of where he lay they had fought a battle; but all unheard by him 

were the roar of the musketry, the shock of the cannon, “the thunder of the captains and the 

shouting.” He had slept through it all, grasping his little wooden sword with perhaps a tighter 

clutch in unconscious sympathy with his martial environment, but as heedless of the grandeur of 

the struggle as the dead who had died to make the glory. 

The fire beyond the belt of woods on the farther side of the creek, reflected to earth from 

the canopy of its own smoke, was now suffusing the whole landscape. It transformed the sinuous 



line of mist to the vapor of gold. The water gleamed with dashes of red, and red, too, were many 

of the stones protruding above the surface. But that was blood; the less desperately wounded had 

stained them in crossing. On them, too, the child now crossed with eager steps; he was going to 

the fire. As he stood upon the farther bank he turned about to look at the companions of his march. 

The advance was arriving at the creek. The stronger had already drawn themselves to the brink 

and plunged their faces into the flood. Three or four who lay without motion appeared to have no 

heads. At this the child’s eyes expanded with wonder; even his hospitable understanding could 

not accept a phenomenon implying such vitality as that. After slaking their thirst these men had 

not had the strength to back away from the water, nor to keep their heads above it. They were 

drowned. In rear of these, the open spaces of the forest showed the leader as many formless figures 

of his grim command as at first; but not nearly so many were in motion. He waved his cap for their 

encouragement and smilingly pointed with his weapon in the direction of the guiding light—a 

pillar of fire to this strange exodus. 

Confident of the fidelity of his forces, he now entered the belt of woods, passed through it 

easily in the red illumination, climbed a fence, ran across a field, turning now and again to coquet 

with his responsive shadow, and so approached the blazing ruin of a dwelling. Desolation 

everywhere! In all the wide glare not a living thing was visible. He cared nothing for that; the 

spectacle pleased, and he danced with glee in imitation of the wavering flames. He ran about, 

collecting fuel, but every object that he found was too heavy for him to cast in from the distance to 

which the heat limited his approach. In despair he flung in his sword—a surrender to the superior 

forces of nature. His military career was at an end. 

Shifting his position, his eyes fell upon some outbuildings which had an oddly familiar 

appearance, as if he had dreamed of them. He stood considering them with wonder, when suddenly 

the entire plantation, with its inclosing forest, seemed to turn as if upon a pivot. His little world 

swung half around; the points of the compass were reversed. He recognized the blazing building 

as his own home! 

For a moment he stood stupefied by the power of the revelation, then ran with stumbling 

feet, making a half-circuit of the ruin. There, conspicuous in the light of the conflagration, lay the 

dead body of a woman—the white face turned upward, the hands thrown out and clutched full 

of grass, the clothing deranged, the long dark hair in tangles and full of clotted blood. The greater 

part of the forehead was torn away, and from the jagged hole the brain protruded, overflowing the 

temple, a frothy mass of gray, crowned with clusters of crimson bubbles—the work of a shell. 



The child moved his little hands, making wild, uncertain gestures. He uttered a series of 

inarticulate and indescribable cries—something between the chattering of an ape and the gobbling 

of a turkey—a startling, soulless, unholy sound, the language of a devil. The child was a deaf mute. 

Then he stood motionless, with quivering lips, looking down upon the wreck. 

 

2.5.2 “Occurence at Owl Creek Bridge” 

I 

A man stood upon a railroad bridge in northern Alabama, looking down into the swift 

water twenty feet below. The man’s hands were behind his back, the wrists bound with a cord. A 

rope closely encircled his neck. It was attached to a stout cross-timber above his head and the 

slack fell to the level of his knees. Some loose boards laid upon the sleepers supporting the metals 

of the railway supplied a footing for him and his executioners—two private soldiers of the Federal 

army, directed by a sergeant who in civil life may have been a deputy sheriff. At a short remove 

upon the same temporary platform was an officer in the uniform of his rank, armed. He was a 

captain. A sentinel at each end of the bridge stood with his rifle in the position known as “support,” 

that is to say, vertical in front of the left shoulder, the hammer resting on the forearm thrown 

straight across the chest—a formal and unnatural position, enforcing an erect carriage of the body. 

It did not appear to be the duty of these two men to know what was occurring at the centre of the 

bridge; they merely blockaded the two ends of the foot planking that traversed it. 

Beyond one of the sentinels nobody was in sight; the railroad ran straight away into a forest 

for a hundred yards, then, curving, was lost to view. Doubtless there was an outpost farther along. 

The other bank of the stream was open ground—a gentle acclivity topped with a stockade of 

vertical tree trunks, loop-holed for rifles, with a single embrasure through which protruded the 

muzzle of a brass cannon commanding the bridge. Mid-way of the slope between bridge and fort 

were the spectators—a single company of infantry in line, at “parade rest,” the butts of the rifles 

on the ground, the barrels inclining slightly backward against the right shoulder, the hands 

crossed upon the stock. A lieutenant stood at the right of the line, the point of his sword upon the 

ground, his left hand resting upon his right. Excepting the group of four at the centre of the bridge, 

not a man moved. The company faced the bridge, staring stonily, motionless. The sentinels, facing 

the banks of the stream, might have been statues to adorn the bridge. The captain stood with folded 

arms, silent, observing the work of his subordinates, but making no sign. Death is a dignitary who 

when he comes announced is to be received with formal manifestations of respect, even by those 

most familiar with him. In the code of military etiquette silence and fixity are forms of deference. 



The man who was engaged in being hanged was apparently about thirty-five years of age. 

He was a civilian, if one might judge from his habit, which was that of a planter. His features were 

good—a straight nose, firm mouth, broad forehead, from which his long, dark hair was combed 

straight back, falling behind his ears to the collar of his well-fitting frock-coat. He wore a mustache 

and pointed beard, but no whiskers; his eyes were large and dark gray, and had a kindly expression 

which one would hardly have expected in one whose neck was in the hemp. Evidently this was no 

vulgar assassin. The liberal military code makes provision for hanging many kinds of persons, and 

gentlemen are not excluded. 

The preparations being complete, the two private soldiers stepped aside and each drew 

away the plank upon which he had been standing. The sergeant turned to the captain, saluted and 

placed himself immediately behind that officer, who in turn moved apart one pace. These 

movements left the condemned man and the sergeant standing on the two ends of the same plank, 

which spanned three of the cross-ties of the bridge. The end upon which the civilian stood almost, 

but not quite, reached a fourth. This plank had been held in place by the weight of the captain; it 

was now held by that of the sergeant. At a signal from the former the latter would step aside, the 

plank would tilt and the condemned man go down between two ties. The arrangement 

commended itself to his judgment as simple and effective. His face had not been covered nor his 

eyes bandaged. He looked a moment at his “unsteadfast footing,” then let his gaze wander to the 

swirling water of the stream racing madly beneath his feet. A piece of dancing driftwood caught 

his attention and his eyes followed it down the current. How slowly it appeared to move! What a 

sluggish stream! 

He closed his eyes in order to fix his last thoughts upon his wife and children. The water, 

touched to gold by the early sun, the brooding mists under the banks at some distance down the 

stream, the fort, the soldiers, the piece of drift—all had distracted him. And now he became 

conscious of a new disturbance. Striking through the thought of his dear ones was a sound which 

he could neither ignore nor understand, a sharp, distinct, metallic percussion like the stroke of a 

blacksmith’s hammer upon the anvil; it had the same ringing quality. He wondered what it was, 

and whether immeasurably distant or near by—it seemed both. Its recurrence was regular, but as 

slow as the tolling of a death knell. He awaited each stroke with impatience and—he knew not 

why—apprehension. The intervals of silence grew progressively longer; the delays became 

maddening. With their greater infrequency the sounds increased in strength and sharpness. They 

hurt his ear like the thrust of a knife; he feared he would shriek. What he heard was the ticking of 

his watch. 



He unclosed his eyes and saw again the water below him. “If I could free my hands,” he 

thought, “I might throw off the noose and spring into the stream. By diving I could evade the 

bullets and, swimming vigorously, reach the bank, take to the woods and get away home. My 

home, thank God, is as yet outside their lines; my wife and little ones are still beyond the invader’s 

farthest advance.” 

As these thoughts, which have here to be set down in words, were flashed into the doomed 

man’s brain rather than evolved from it the captain nodded to the sergeant. The sergeant stepped 

aside. 

 

II 

Peyton Farquhar was a well-to-do planter, of an old and highly respected Alabama family. 

Being a slave owner and like other slave owners a politician he was naturally an original 

secessionist and ardently devoted to the Southern cause. Circumstances of an imperious nature, 

which it is unnecessary to relate here, had prevented him from taking service with the gallant army 

that had fought the disastrous campaigns ending with the fall of Corinth, and he chafed under the 

inglorious restraint, longing for the release of his energies, the larger life of the soldier, the 

opportunity for distinction. That opportunity, he felt, would come, as it comes to all in war time. 

Meanwhile he did what he could. No service was too humble for him to perform in aid of the South, 

no adventure too perilous for him to undertake if consistent with the character of a civilian who 

was at heart a soldier, and who in good faith and without too much qualification assented to at 

least a part of the frankly villainous dictum that all is fair in love and war. 

One evening while Farquhar and his wife were sitting on a rustic bench near the entrance 

to his grounds, a gray-clad soldier rode up to the gate and asked for a drink of water. Mrs. Farquhar 

was only too happy to serve him with her own white hands. While she was fetching the water her 

husband approached the dusty horseman and inquired eagerly for news from the front. 

“The Yanks are repairing the railroads,” said the man, “and are getting ready for another 

advance. They have reached the Owl Creek bridge, put it in order and built a stockade on the north 

bank. The commandant has issued an order, which is posted everywhere, declaring that any 

civilian caught interfering with the railroad, its bridges, tunnels or trains will be summarily 

hanged. I saw the order.” 

“How far is it to the Owl Creek bridge?” Farquhar asked.  

“About thirty miles.” 

“Is there no force on this side the creek?” 



“Only a picket post half a mile out, on the railroad, and a single sentinel at this end of the 

bridge.” 

“Suppose a man—a civilian and student of hanging—should elude the pick et post and 

perhaps get the better of the sentinel,” said Farquhar, smiling, “what could he accomplish?” 

The soldier reflected. “I was there a month ago,” he replied. “I observed that the flood of last 

winter had lodged a great quantity of driftwood against the wooden pier at this end of the bridge. 

It is now dry and would burn like tow.” 

The lady had now brought the water, which the soldier drank. He thanked her 

ceremoniously, bowed to her husband and rode away. An hour later, after nightfall, he repassed 

the plantation, going northward in the direction from which he had come. He was a Federal scout. 

 

III 

As Peyton Farquhar fell straight downward through the bridge he lost consciousness and 

was as one already dead. From this state he was awakened—ages later, it seemed to him—by the 

pain of a sharp pressure upon his throat, followed by a sense of suffocation. Keen, poignant 

agonies seemed to shoot from his neck downward through every fibre of his body and limbs. These 

pains appeared to flash along well-defined lines of ramification and to beat with an inconceivably 

rapid periodicity. They seemed like streams of pulsating fire heating him to an intolerable 

temperature. As to his head, he was conscious of nothing but a feeling of fulness—of congestion. 

These sensations were unaccompanied by thought. The intellectual part of his nature was already 

effaced; he had power only to feel, and feeling was torment. He was conscious of motion. 

Encompassed in a luminous cloud, of which he was now merely the fiery heart, without material 

substance, he swung through unthinkable arcs of oscillation, like a vast pendulum. Then all at 

once, with terrible suddenness, the light about him shot upward with the noise of a loud plash; a 

frightful roaring was in his ears, and all was cold and dark. The power of thought was restored; he 

knew that the rope had broken and he had fallen into the stream. There was no additional 

strangulation; the noose about his neck was already suffocating him and kept the water from his 

lungs. To die of hanging at the bottom of a river!—the idea seemed to him ludicrous. He opened 

his eyes in the darkness and saw above him a gleam of light, but how distant, how inaccessible! 

He was still sinking, for the light became fainter and fainter until it was a mere glimmer. Then it 

began to grow and brighten, and he knew that he was rising toward the surface—knew it with 

reluctance, for he was now very comfortable. “To be hanged and drowned,” he thought, “that is 

not so bad; but I do not wish to be shot. No; I will not be shot; that is not fair.” 



He was not conscious of an effort, but a sharp pain in his wrist apprised him that he was 

trying to free his hands. He gave the struggle his attention, as an idler might observe the feat of a 

juggler, without interest in the outcome. What splendid effort!—what magnificent, what 

superhuman strength! Ah, that was a fine endeavor! Bravo! The cord fell away; his arms parted and 

floated upward, the hands dimly seen on each side in the growing light. He watched them with a 

new interest as first one and then the other pounced upon the noose at his neck. They tore it away 

and thrust it fiercely aside, its undulations resembling those of a water-snake. “Put it back, put it 

back!” He thought he shouted these words to his hands, for the undoing of the noose had been 

succeeded by the direst pang that he had yet experienced. His neck ached horribly; his brain was 

on fire; his heart, which had been fluttering faintly, gave a great leap, trying to force itself out at his 

mouth. His whole body was racked and wrenched with an insupportable anguish! But his 

disobedient hands gave no heed to the command. They beat the water vigorously with quick, 

downward strokes, forcing him to the surface. He felt his head emerge; his eyes were blinded by 

the sunlight; his chest expanded convulsively, and with a supreme and crowning agony his lungs 

engulfed a great draught of air, which instantly he expelled in a shriek! 

He was now in full possession of his physical senses. They were, indeed, preternaturally 

keen and alert. Something in the awful disturbance of his organic system had so exalted and 

refined them that they made record of things never before perceived. He felt the ripples upon his 

face and heard their separate sounds as they struck. He looked at the forest on the bank of the 

stream, saw the individual trees, the leaves and the veining of each leaf—saw the very insects upon 

them: the locusts, the brilliant-bodied flies, the gray spiders stretching their webs from twig to 

twig. He noted the prismatic colors in all the dewdrops upon a million blades of grass. The 

humming of the gnats that danced above the eddies of the stream, the beating of the dragon-flies’ 

wings, the strokes of the water-spiders’ legs, like oars which had lifted their boat—all these made 

audible music. A fish slid along beneath his eyes and he heard the rush of its body parting the 

water. 

He had come to the surface facing down the stream; in a moment the visible world seemed 

to wheel slowly round, himself the pivotal point, and he saw the bridge, the fort, the soldiers upon 

the bridge, the captain, the sergeant, the two privates, his executioners. They were in silhouette 

against the blue sky. They shouted and gesticulated, pointing at him. The captain had drawn his 

pistol, but did not fire; the others were unarmed. Their movements were grotesque and horrible, 

their forms gigantic. 

Suddenly he heard a sharp report and something struck the water smartly within a few 

inches of his head, spattering his face with spray. He heard a second report, and saw one of the 



sentinels with his rifle at his shoulder, a light cloud of blue smoke rising from the muzzle. The 

man in the water saw the eye of the man on the bridge gazing into his own through the sights of the 

rifle. He observed that it was a gray eye and remembered having read that gray eyes were keenest, 

and that all famous markmen had them. Nevertheless, this one had missed. 

A counter-swirl had caught Farquhar and turned him half round; he was again looking 

into the forest on the bank opposite the fort. The sound of a clear, high voice in a monotonous 

singsong now rang out behind him and came across the water with a distinctness that pierced and 

subdued all other sounds, even the beating of the ripples in his ears. Although no soldier, he had 

frequented camps enough to know the dread significance of that deliberate, drawling, aspirated 

chant; the lieutenant on shore was taking a part in the morning’s work. How coldly and pitilessly—

with what an even, calm intonation, presaging, and enforcing tranquillity in the men—with what 

accurately measured intervals fell those cruel words: 

“Attention, company! . . . Shoulder arms! . . . Ready! . . . Aim! . . . Fire!” 

Farquhar dived—dived as deeply as he could. The water roared in his ears like the voice of 

Niagara, yet he heard the dulled thunder of the volley and, rising again toward the surface, met 

shining bits of metal, singularly flattened, oscillating slowly downward. Some of them touched him 

on the face and hands, then fell away, continuing their descent. One lodged between his collar and 

neck; it was uncomfortably warm and he snatched it out. 

As he rose to the surface, gasping for breath, he saw that he had been a long time under 

water; he was perceptibly farther down stream—nearer to safety. The soldiers had almost finished 

reloading; the metal ramrods flashed all at once in the sunshine as they were drawn from the 

barrels, turned in the air, and thrust into their sockets. The two sentinels fired again, 

independently and ineffectually. 

The hunted man saw all this over his shoulder; he was now swimming vigorously with the 

current. His brain was as energetic as his arms and legs; he thought with the rapidity of lightning. 

“The officer,” he reasoned, “will not make that martinet’s error a second time. It is as easy 

to dodge a volley as a single shot. He has probably already given the command to fire at will. God 

help me, I cannot dodge them all!” 

An appalling plash within two yards of him was followed by a loud, rushing sound, 

diminuendo, which seemed to travel back through the air to the fort and died in an explosion 

which stirred the very river to its deeps! A rising sheet of water curved over him, fell down upon 

him, blinded him, strangled him! The cannon had taken a hand in the game. As he shook his head 

free from the commotion of the smitten water he heard the deflected shot humming through the 

air ahead, and in an instant it was cracking and smashing the branches in the forest beyond. 



“They will not do that again,” he thought; “the next time they will use a charge of grape. I 

must keep my eye upon the gun; the smoke will apprise me—the report arrives too late; it lags 

behind the missile. That is a good gun.” 

Suddenly he felt himself whirled round and round—spinning like a top. The water, the 

banks, the forests, the now distant bridge, fort and men—all were commingled and blurred. 

Objects were represented by their colors only; circular horizontal streaks of color—that was all he 

saw. He had been caught in a vortex and was being whirled on with a velocity of advance and 

gyration that made him giddy and sick. In a few moments he was flung upon the gravel at the foot 

of the left bank of the stream—the southern bank—and behind a projecting point which concealed 

him from his enemies. The sudden arrest of his motion, the abrasion of one of his hands on the 

gravel, restored him, and he wept with delight. He dug his fingers into the sand, threw it over 

himself in handfuls and audibly blessed it. It looked like diamonds, rubies, emeralds; he could 

think of nothing beautiful which it did not resemble. The trees upon the bank were giant garden 

plants; he noted a definite order in their arrangement, inhaled the fragrance of their blooms. A 

strange, roseate light shone through the spaces among their trunks and the wind made in their 

branches the music of æolian harps. He had no wish to perfect his escape—was content to remain 

in that enchanting spot until retaken. 

A whiz and rattle of grapeshot among the branches high above his head roused him from 

his dream. The baffled cannoneer had fired him a random farewell. He sprang to his feet, rushed 

up the sloping bank, and plunged into the forest. 

All that day he traveled, laying his course by the rounding sun. The forest seemed 

interminable; nowhere did he discover a break in it, not even a woodman’s road. He had not known 

that he lived in so wild a region. There was something uncanny in the revelation. 

By nightfall he was fatigued, footsore, famishing. The thought of his wife and children 

urged him on. At last he found a road which led him in what he knew to be the right direction. It 

was as wide and straight as a city street, yet it seemed untraveled. No fields bordered it, no 

dwelling anywhere. Not so much as the barking of a dog suggested human habitation. The black 

bodies of the trees formed a straight wall on both sides, terminating on the horizon in a point, like 

a diagram in a lesson in perspective. Over-head, as he looked up through this rift in the wood, 

shone great golden stars looking unfamiliar and grouped in strange constellations. He was sure 

they were arranged in some order which had a secret and malign significance. The wood on either 

side was full of singular noises, among which—once, twice, and again—he distinctly heard 

whispers in an unknown tongue. 



His neck was in pain and lifting his hand to it he found it horribly swollen. He knew that 

it had a circle of black where the rope had bruised it. His eyes felt congested; he could no longer 

close them. His tongue was swollen with thirst; he relieved its fever by thrusting it forward from 

between his teeth into the cold air. How softly the turf had carpeted the untraveled avenue—he 

could no longer feel the roadway beneath his feet! 

Doubtless, despite his suffering, he had fallen asleep while walking, for now he sees another 

scene—perhaps he has merely recovered from a delirium. He stands at the gate of his own home. 

All is as he left it, and all bright and beautiful in the morning sunshine. He must have traveled the 

entire night. As he pushes open the gate and passes up the wide white walk, he sees a flutter of 

female garments; his wife, looking fresh and cool and sweet, steps down from the veranda to meet 

him. At the bottom of the steps she stands waiting, with a smile of ineffable joy, an attitude of 

matchless grace and dignity. Ah, how beautiful she is! He springs forward with extended arms. As 

he is about to clasp her he feels a stunning blow upon the back of the neck; a blinding white light 

blazes all about him with a sound like the shock of a cannon—then all is darkness and silence! 

Peyton Farquhar was dead; his body, with a broken neck, swung gently from side to side 

beneath the timbers of the Owl Creek bridge. 

 

2.5.3 Reading and Review Questions 

1. In “Chickamauga,” what is the effect, at the end, of realizing that the story has been 

filtered through the eyes of a child who is deaf and mute? 

2. In “Chickamauga,” how are ideas about war, glory, and the heroic absorbed by father 

and son in the story? Observe the use of words at the beginning of the story that are 

associated with war and warriors (“warrior-fire,” “adventure,” “memorable feats of 

discovery and conquest,” “intrepid victor,” “unconquerable,” “lust for war”). By the 

end of the story, how does the vocabulary associated with war and warriors change? 

3. In “Chickamauga,” contrast the young boy’s viewing the scene of wounded and dying 

soldiers retreating from battle and his viewing the scene of his destroyed home and 

dead mother. What does such a shift in perspective convey in terms of how those 

unfamiliar with war might view it? 

4. Explain the story’s title “Chickamauga,” given the fact that the battle is never 

mentioned in the story. 

5. In “An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge,” examine the measuring and passing of time 

in the story. What is the significance of these references to time? 



6. Compare the two stories in terms of the idea of the hero. Is the idea of a hero subverted 

in either or both stories? If so, how? 

 

2.6 HENRY JAMES (1843-1916) 
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Henry James was born in New York City in 1843 to a wealthy family. James’s father, Henry 

James, Sr., was a theologian and philosopher who provided James and his siblings with a life rich 

in travel and exposure to different cultures and languages. Having lived abroad for several years, 

the James family returned to America prior to the start of the Civil War, settling in Newport, 

Rhode Island, and later in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Unable to serve in the Union Army during 

the Civil War as a result of a physical disability, James attended Harvard Law School before 

deciding to embark on a life of traveling and writing, eventually locating to London in 1876. 

James’s short works soon came to the attention of William Dean Howells, then assistant editor 

at the Atlantic Monthly in Boston, and James and Howells eventually became proponents and 

literary theorists for the Realism movement in literature that had reached American shores. 

Although gregarious and well-connected to leading artists and intellectuals of his age, James 

never married, preferring to live alone and to focus his personal time on reading and writing. 



While James spent a number of years traveling between England and America, he lived most of 

his adult life in England, eventually receiving British citizenship in 1915, one year before he died. 

James was one of the leading proponents of American Literary Realism, along with 

William Dean Howells and Mark Twain. James’s The Art of Fiction (1884) sets forth many of 

James’s ideas about the nature and importance of Realistic fiction. Often described as a 

psychological Realist, James went further than Howells and Twain in terms of experimentation 

with point of view, particularly in employing unreliable narrators and interior monologues. His 

notable novel-length works, including Daisy Miller (1878), The Portrait of a Lady (1881), The 

Bostonians (1886), What Maisie Knew (1897), The Turn of the Screw (1898), and The 

Ambassadors (1903), examine a variety of themes, such as the plight of strong-willed or 

precocious young women or children at odds with the pressures of conventional society, tensions 

arising from transatlantic travel and living abroad where Americans experience clashes between 

American and European cultures, and emotional devastation resulting from a life not fully lived. 

James’s Daisy Miller, A Study (1878) is a novella that focuses on a young independent-

minded American girl traveling abroad with her mother and brother in Europe who meets an 

American living abroad, Frederick Winterbourne. Her interactions with Winterbourne provide an 

examination of ways in which Daisy is viewed by those acclimated to European manners and 

unwritten rules of etiquette and behavior for young women. Winterbourne’s obsessive desire to 

understand whether or not Daisy is “innocent” provides much of the plot of the story. He cannot 

determine, for example, whether she is a playful young girl, simply ignorant of the cultural 

conventions of place and time, or whether she is more worldly and manipulative than meets the eye. 

Winterbourne himself becomes a psychological study: is his preoccupation with Daisy’s innocence 

a reflection of his own inhibitions? Is he living essentially a half-life, unable or unwilling to commit 

fully to another person? Is he paralyzed in a complex web of social or psychological fears? In 

characteristic Realist style, James offers no resolution at the end of the story, allowing questions 

about Daisy’s character and Winterbourne’s future to go unanswered. 

 

2.6.1 Daisy Miller: A Study 

PART I 

At the little town of Vevey, in Switzerland, there is a particularly comfortable hotel. There 

are, indeed, many hotels, for the entertainment of tourists is the business of the place, which, as 

many travelers will remember, is seated upon the edge of a remarkably blue lake—a lake that it 

behooves every tourist to visit. The shore of the lake presents an unbroken array of 

establishments of this order, of every category, from the “grand hotel” of the newest fashion, with 



a chalk-white front, a hundred balconies, and a dozen flags flying from its roof, to the little Swiss 

pension of an elder day, with its name inscribed in German-looking lettering upon a pink or yellow 

wall and an awkward summerhouse in the angle of the garden. One of the hotels at Vevey, 

however, is famous, even classical, being distinguished from many of its upstart neighbors by an 

air both of luxury and of maturity. In this region, in the month of June, American travelers are 

extremely numerous; it may be said, indeed, that Vevey assumes at this period some of the 

characteristics of an American watering place. There are sights and sounds which evoke a vision, 

an echo, of Newport and Saratoga. There is a flitting hither and thither of “stylish” young girls, a 

rustling of muslin flounces, a rattle of dance music in the morning hours, a sound of high-pitched 

voices at all times. You receive an impression of these things at the excellent inn of the “Trois 

Couronnes” and are transported in fancy to the Ocean House or to Congress Hall. But at the “Trois 

Couronnes,” it must be added, there are other features that are much at variance with these 

suggestions: neat German waiters, who look like secretaries of legation; Russian princesses sitting 

in the garden; little Polish boys walking about held by the hand, with their governors; a view of the 

sunny crest of the Dent du Midi and the picturesque towers of the Castle of Chillon.  

I hardly know whether it was the analogies or the differences that were uppermost in 

the mind of a young American, who, two or three years ago, sat in the garden of the “Trois 

Couronnes,” looking about him, rather idly, at some of the graceful objects I have mentioned. It 

was a beautiful summer morning, and in whatever fashion the young American looked at things, 

they must have seemed to him charming. He had come from Geneva the day before by the little 

steamer, to see his aunt, who was staying at the hotel—Geneva having been for a long time his 

place of residence. But his aunt had a headache—his aunt had almost always a headache—and 

now she was shut up in her room, smelling camphor, so that he was at liberty to wander about. He 

was some seven-and-twenty years of age; when his friends spoke of him, they usually said that he 

was at Geneva “studying.” When his enemies spoke of him, they said—but, after all, he had no 

enemies; he was an extremely amiable fellow, and universally liked. What I should say is, simply, 

that when certain persons spoke of him they affirmed that the reason of his spending so much 

time at Geneva was that he was extremely devoted to a lady who lived there—a foreign lady—a 

person older than himself. Very few Americans—indeed, I think none—had ever seen this lady, 

about whom there were some singular stories. But Winterbourne had an old attachment for the 

little metropolis of Calvinism; he had been put to school there as a boy, and he had afterward gone 

to college there— circumstances which had led to his forming a great many youthful friendships. 

Many of these he had kept, and they were a source of great satisfaction to him. 



After knocking at his aunt’s door and learning that she was indisposed, he had taken a walk 

about the town, and then he had come in to his breakfast. He had now finished his breakfast; but 

he was drinking a small cup of coffee, which had been served to him on a little table in the garden 

by one of the waiters who looked like an attache. At last he finished his coffee and lit a cigarette. 

Presently a small boy came walking along the path—an urchin of nine or ten. The child, who was 

diminutive for his years, had an aged expression of countenance, a pale complexion, and sharp little 

features. He was dressed in knickerbockers, with red stockings, which displayed his poor little 

spindle-shanks; he also wore a brilliant red cravat. He carried in his hand a long alpenstock, the 

sharp point of which he thrust into everything that he approached—the flowerbeds, the garden 

benches, the trains of the ladies’ dresses. In front of Winterbourne he paused, looking at him with 

a pair of bright, penetrating little eyes. 

“Will you give me a lump of sugar?” he asked in a sharp, hard little voice—a voice immature 

and yet, somehow, not young. 

Winterbourne glanced at the small table near him, on which his coffee service rested, and 

saw that several morsels of sugar remained. “Yes, you may take one,” he answered; “but I don’t 

think sugar is good for little boys.” 

This little boy stepped forward and carefully selected three of the coveted fragments, two 

of which he buried in the pocket of his knickerbockers, depositing the other as promptly in another 

place. He poked his alpenstock, lance-fashion, into Winterbourne’s bench and tried to crack the 

lump of sugar with his teeth. 

“Oh, blazes; it’s har-r-d!” he exclaimed, pronouncing the adjective in a peculiar manner. 

Winterbourne had immediately perceived that he might have the honor of claiming him 

as a fellow countryman. “Take care you don’t hurt your teeth,” he said, paternally. 

“I haven’t got any teeth to hurt. They have all come out. I have only got seven teeth. My mother 

counted them last night, and one came out right afterward. She said she’d slap me if any more came 

out. I can’t help it. It’s this old Europe. It’s the climate that makes them come out. In America they 

didn’t come out. It’s these hotels.” 

Winterbourne was much amused. “If you eat three lumps of sugar, your mother will 

certainly slap you,” he said. 

“She’s got to give me some candy, then,” rejoined his young interlocutor. “I can’t get any 

candy here—any American candy. American candy’s the best candy.” 

“And are American little boys the best little boys?” asked Winterbourne.  

“I don’t know. I’m an American boy,” said the child. 

“I see you are one of the best!” laughed Winterbourne. 



“Are you an American man?” pursued this vivacious infant. And then, on Winterbourne’s 

affirmative reply—”American men are the best,” he declared. 

His companion thanked him for the compliment, and the child, who had now got astride 

of his alpenstock, stood looking about him, while he attacked a second lump of sugar. 

Winterbourne wondered if he himself had been like this in his infancy, for he had been brought 

to Europe at about this age. 

“Here comes my sister!” cried the child in a moment. “She’s an American girl.”  

Winterbourne looked along the path and saw a beautiful young lady advancing. “American 

girls are the best girls,” he said cheerfully to his young companion.  

“My sister ain’t the best!” the child declared. “She’s always blowing at me.” 

“I imagine that is your fault, not hers,” said Winterbourne. The young lady meanwhile had 

drawn near. She was dressed in white muslin, with a hundred frills and flounces, and knots of 

pale-colored ribbon. She was bareheaded, but she balanced in her hand a large parasol, with a 

deep border of embroidery; and she was strikingly, admirably pretty. “How pretty they are!” 

thought Winterbourne, straightening himself in his seat, as if he were prepared to rise. 

The young lady paused in front of his bench, near the parapet of the garden, which 

overlooked the lake. The little boy had now converted his alpenstock into a vaulting pole, by the 

aid of which he was springing about in the gravel and kicking it up not a little. 

“Randolph,” said the young lady, “what ARE you doing?” 

“I’m going up the Alps,” replied Randolph. “This is the way!” And he gave another little 

jump, scattering the pebbles about Winterbourne’s ears. 

“That’s the way they come down,” said Winterbourne. 

“He’s an American man!” cried Randolph, in his little hard voice. 

The young lady gave no heed to this announcement, but looked straight at her brother. 

“Well, I guess you had better be quiet,” she simply observed. 

It seemed to Winterbourne that he had been in a manner presented. He got up and stepped 

slowly toward the young girl, throwing away his cigarette. “This little boy and I have made 

acquaintance,” he said, with great civility. In Geneva, as he had been perfectly aware, a young man 

was not at liberty to speak to a young unmarried lady except under certain rarely occurring 

conditions; but here at Vevey, what conditions could be better than these?—a pretty American girl 

coming and standing in front of you in a garden. This pretty American girl, however, on hearing 

Winterbourne’s observation, simply glanced at him; she then turned her head and looked over the 

parapet, at the lake and the opposite mountains. He wondered whether he had gone too far, but he 



decided that he must advance farther, rather than retreat. While he was thinking of something else 

to say, the young lady turned to the little boy again. 

“I should like to know where you got that pole,” she said.  

“I bought it,” responded Randolph. 

“You don’t mean to say you’re going to take it to Italy?”  

“Yes, I am going to take it to Italy,” the child declared. 

The young girl glanced over the front of her dress and smoothed out a knot or two of 

ribbon. Then she rested her eyes upon the prospect again. “Well, I guess you had better leave it 

somewhere,” she said after a moment. 

“Are you going to Italy?” Winterbourne inquired in a tone of great respect.  

The young lady glanced at him again. “Yes, sir,” she replied. And she said nothing more. 

“Are you—a—going over the Simplon?” Winterbourne pursued, a little embarrassed. 

“I don’t know,” she said. “I suppose it’s some mountain. Randolph, what mountain are we 

going over?” 

“Going where?” the child demanded.  

“To Italy,” Winterbourne explained. 

“I don’t know,” said Randolph. “I don’t want to go to Italy. I want to go to America.” 

“Oh, Italy is a beautiful place!” rejoined the young man.  

“Can you get candy there?” Randolph loudly inquired. 

“I hope not,” said his sister. “I guess you have had enough candy, and mother thinks so 

too.” 

“I haven’t had any for ever so long—for a hundred weeks!” cried the boy, still jumping 

about. 

The young lady inspected her flounces and smoothed her ribbons again; and Winterbourne 

presently risked an observation upon the beauty of the view. He was ceasing to be embarrassed, for 

he had begun to perceive that she was not in the least embarrassed herself. There had not been the 

slightest alteration in her charming complexion; she was evidently neither offended nor flattered. If 

she looked another way when he spoke to her, and seemed not particularly to hear him, this was 

simply her habit, her manner. Yet, as he talked a little more and pointed out some of the objects of 

interest in the view, with which she appeared quite unacquainted, she gradually gave him more of the 

benefit of her glance; and then he saw that this glance was perfectly direct and unshrinking. It was 

not, however, what would have been called an immodest glance, for the young girl’s eyes were 

singularly honest and fresh. They were wonderfully pretty eyes; and, indeed, Winterbourne had not 

seen for a long time anything prettier than his fair countrywoman’s various features—her 



complexion, her nose, her ears, her teeth. He had a great relish for feminine beauty; he was addicted 

to observing and analyzing it; and as regards this young lady’s face he made several observations. It 

was not at all insipid, but it was not exactly expressive; and though it was eminently delicate, 

Winterbourne mentally accused it—very forgivingly—of a want of finish. He thought it very possible 

that Master Randolph’s sister was a coquette; he was sure she had a spirit of her own; but in her 

bright, sweet, superficial little visage there was no mockery, no irony. Before long it became obvious 

that she was much disposed toward conversation. She told him that they were going to Rome for the 

winter—she and her mother and Randolph. She asked him if he was a “real American”; she shouldn’t 

have taken him for one; he seemed more like a German—this was said after a little hesitation—

especially when he spoke. Winterbourne, laughing, answered that he had met Germans who spoke 

like Americans, but that he had not, so far as he remembered, met an American who spoke like a 

German. Then he asked her if she should not be more comfortable in sitting upon the bench which 

he had just quitted. She answered that she liked standing up and walking about; but she presently 

sat down. She told him she was from New York State—“if you know where that is.” Winterbourne 

learned more about her by catching hold of her small, slippery brother and making him stand a few 

minutes by his side. 

“Tell me your name, my boy,” he said. 

“Randolph C. Miller,” said the boy sharply. “And I’ll tell you her name;” and he leveled his 

alpenstock at his sister. 

“You had better wait till you are asked!” said this young lady calmly.  

“I should like very much to know your name,” said Winterbourne. 

“Her name is Daisy Miller!” cried the child. “But that isn’t her real name; that isn’t her 

name on her cards.” 

“It’s a pity you haven’t got one of my cards!” said Miss Miller.  

“Her real name is Annie P. Miller,” the boy went on. 

“Ask him HIS name,” said his sister, indicating Winterbourne. 

But on this point Randolph seemed perfectly indifferent; he continued to supply information 

with regard to his own family. “My father’s name is Ezra B. Miller,” he announced. “My father ain’t 

in Europe; my father’s in a better place than Europe.” 

Winterbourne imagined for a moment that this was the manner in which the child had 

been taught to intimate that Mr. Miller had been removed to the sphere of celestial reward. But 

Randolph immediately added, “My father’s in Schenectady. He’s got a big business. My father’s 

rich, you bet!” 



“Well!” ejaculated Miss Miller, lowering her parasol and looking at the embroidered border. 

Winterbourne presently released the child, who departed, dragging his alpenstock along the path. 

“He doesn’t like Europe,” said the young girl. “He wants to go back.” 

“To Schenectady, you mean?” 

“Yes; he wants to go right home. He hasn’t got any boys here. There is one boy here, but 

he always goes round with a teacher; they won’t let him play.” 

“And your brother hasn’t any teacher?” Winterbourne inquired. 

“Mother thought of getting him one, to travel round with us. There was a lady told her of 

a very good teacher; an American lady—perhaps you know her—Mrs. Sanders. I think she came 

from Boston. She told her of this teacher, and we thought of getting him to travel round with us. 

But Randolph said he didn’t want a teacher traveling round with us. He said he wouldn’t have 

lessons when he was in the cars. And we ARE in the cars about half the time. There was an English 

lady we met in the cars—I think her name was Miss Featherstone; perhaps you know her. She 

wanted to know why I didn’t give Randolph lessons—give him ‘instruction,’ she called it. I guess 

he could give me more instruction than I could give him. He’s very smart.” 

“Yes,” said Winterbourne; “he seems very smart.” 

“Mother’s going to get a teacher for him as soon as we get to Italy. Can you get good 

teachers in Italy?” 

“Very good, I should think,” said Winterbourne. 

“Or else she’s going to find some school. He ought to learn some more. He’s only nine. He’s 

going to college.” And in this way Miss Miller continued to converse upon the affairs of her family 

and upon other topics. She sat there with her extremely pretty hands, ornamented with very 

brilliant rings, folded in her lap, and with her pretty eyes now resting upon those of Winterbourne, 

now wandering over the garden, the people who passed by, and the beautiful view. She talked to 

Winterbourne as if she had known him a long time. He found it very pleasant. It was many years 

since he had heard a young girl talk so much. It might have been said of this unknown young lady, 

who had come and sat down beside him upon a bench, that she chattered. She was very quiet; she 

sat in a charming, tranquil attitude; but her lips and her eyes were constantly moving. She had a 

soft, slender, agreeable voice, and her tone was decidedly sociable. She gave Winterbourne a 

history of her movements and intentions and those of her mother and brother, in Europe, and 

enumerated, in particular, the various hotels at which they had stopped. “That English lady in the 

cars,” she said—“Miss Featherstone—asked me if we didn’t all live in hotels in America. I told her 

I had never been in so many hotels in my life as since I came to Europe. I have never seen so 

many—it’s nothing but hotels.” But Miss Miller did not make this remark with a querulous accent; 



she appeared to be in the best humor with everything. She declared that the hotels were very good, 

when once you got used to their ways, and that Europe was perfectly sweet. She was not 

disappointed—not a bit. Perhaps it was because she had heard so much about it before. She had 

ever so many intimate friends that had been there ever so many times. And then she had had ever 

so many dresses and things from Paris. Whenever she put on a Paris dress she felt as if she were 

in Europe. 

“It was a kind of a wishing cap,” said Winterbourne. 

“Yes,” said Miss Miller without examining this analogy; “it always made me wish I was 

here. But I needn’t have done that for dresses. I am sure they send all the pretty ones to America; 

you see the most frightful things here. The only thing I don’t like,” she proceeded, “is the society. 

There isn’t any society; or, if there is, I don’t know where it keeps itself. Do you? I suppose there 

is some society somewhere, but I haven’t seen anything of it. I’m very fond of society, and I have 

always had a great deal of it. I don’t mean only in Schenectady, but in New York. I used to go to 

New York every winter. In New York I had lots of society. Last winter I had seventeen dinners 

given me; and three of them were by gentlemen,” added Daisy Miller. “I have more friends in New 

York than in Schenectady—more gentleman friends; and more young lady friends too,” she 

resumed in a moment. She paused again for an instant; she was looking at Winterbourne with all 

her prettiness in her lively eyes and in her light, slightly monotonous smile. “I have always had,” 

she said, “a great deal of gentlemen’s society.” 

Poor Winterbourne was amused, perplexed, and decidedly charmed. He had never yet 

heard a young girl express herself in just this fashion; never, at least, save in cases where to say 

such things seemed a kind of demonstrative evidence of a certain laxity of deportment. And yet was 

he to accuse Miss Daisy Miller of actual or potential inconduite, as they said at Geneva? He felt that 

he had lived at Geneva so long that he had lost a good deal; he had become dishabituated to the 

American tone. Never, indeed, since he had grown old enough to appreciate things, had he 

encountered a young American girl of so pronounced a type as this. Certainly she was very 

charming, but how deucedly sociable! Was she simply a pretty girl from New York State? Were 

they all like that, the pretty girls who had a good deal of gentlemen’s society? Or was she also a 

designing, an audacious, an unscrupulous young person? Winterbourne had lost his instinct in 

this matter, and his reason could not help him. Miss Daisy Miller looked extremely innocent. 

Some people had told him that, after all, American girls were exceedingly innocent; and others 

had told him that, after all, they were not. He was inclined to think Miss Daisy Miller was a flirt—

a pretty American flirt. He had never, as yet, had any relations with young ladies of this category. 

He had known, here in Europe, two or three women—persons older than Miss Daisy Miller, and 



provided, for respectability’s sake, with husbands—who were great coquettes—dangerous, terrible 

women, with whom one’s relations were liable to take a serious turn. But this young girl was not 

a coquette in that sense; she was very unsophisticated; she was only a pretty American flirt. 

Winterbourne was almost grateful for having found the formula that applied to Miss Daisy Miller. 

He leaned back in his seat; he remarked to himself that she had the most charming nose he had 

ever seen; he wondered what were the regular conditions and limitations of one’s intercourse with 

a pretty American flirt. It presently became apparent that he was on the way to learn. 

“Have you been to that old castle?” asked the young girl, pointing with her parasol to the 

far-gleaming walls of the Chateau de Chillon. 

“Yes, formerly, more than once,” said Winterbourne. “You too, I suppose, have seen it?” 

“No; we haven’t been there. I want to go there dreadfully. Of course I mean to go there. I 

wouldn’t go away from here without having seen that old castle.” 

“It’s a very pretty excursion,” said Winterbourne, “and very easy to make. You can drive, 

you know, or you can go by the little steamer.” 

“You can go in the cars,” said Miss Miller. 

“Yes; you can go in the cars,” Winterbourne assented. 

“Our courier says they take you right up to the castle,” the young girl continued. “We were 

going last week, but my mother gave out. She suffers dreadfully from dyspepsia. She said she 

couldn’t go. Randolph wouldn’t go either; he says he doesn’t think much of old castles. But I guess 

we’ll go this week, if we can get Randolph.” 

“Your brother is not interested in ancient monuments?” Winterbourne inquired, smiling. 

“He says he don’t care much about old castles. He’s only nine. He wants to stay at the hotel. 

Mother’s afraid to leave him alone, and the courier won’t stay with him; so we haven’t been to 

many places. But it will be too bad if we don’t go up there.” And Miss Miller pointed again at the 

Chateau de Chillon. 

“I should think it might be arranged,” said Winterbourne. “Couldn’t you get some one to 

stay for the afternoon with Randolph?” 

Miss Miller looked at him a moment, and then, very placidly, “I wish YOU would stay with 

him!” she said. 

Winterbourne hesitated a moment. “I should much rather go to Chillon with you.”  

“With me?” asked the young girl with the same placidity. 

She didn’t rise, blushing, as a young girl at Geneva would have done; and yet 

Winterbourne, conscious that he had been very bold, thought it possible she was offended. “With 

your mother,” he answered very respectfully. 



But it seemed that both his audacity and his respect were lost upon Miss Daisy Miller. “I 

guess my mother won’t go, after all,” she said. “She don’t like to ride round in the afternoon. But 

did you really mean what you said just now—that you would like to go up there?” 

“Most earnestly,” Winterbourne declared. 

“Then we may arrange it. If mother will stay with Randolph, I guess Eugenio will.” 

“Eugenio?” the young man inquired. 

“Eugenio’s our courier. He doesn’t like to stay with Randolph; he’s the most fastidious man 

I ever saw. But he’s a splendid courier. I guess he’ll stay at home with Randolph if mother does, 

and then we can go to the castle.” 

Winterbourne reflected for an instant as lucidly as possible—“we” could on ly mean Miss 

Daisy Miller and himself. This program seemed almost too agreeable for credence; he felt as if he 

ought to kiss the young lady’s hand. Possibly he would have done so and quite spoiled the project, 

but at this moment another person, presumably Eugenio, appeared. A tall, handsome man, with 

superb whiskers, wearing a velvet morning coat and a brilliant watch chain, approached Miss 

Miller, looking sharply at her companion. “Oh, Eugenio!” said Miss Miller with the friendliest 

accent. 

Eugenio had looked at Winterbourne from head to foot; he now bowed gravely to the young 

lady. “I have the honor to inform mademoiselle that luncheon is upon the table.” 

Miss Miller slowly rose. “See here, Eugenio!” she said; “I’m going to that old castle, 

anyway.” 

“To the Chateau de Chillon, mademoiselle?” the courier inquired. “Mademoiselle has 

made arrangements?” he added in a tone which struck Winterbourne as very impertinent. 

Eugenio’s tone apparently threw, even to Miss Miller’s own apprehension, a slightly 

ironical light upon the young girl’s situation. She turned to Winterbourne, blushing a little—a very 

little. “You won’t back out?” she said. 

“I shall not be happy till we go!” he protested. 

“And you are staying in this hotel?” she went on. “And you are really an American?”  

The courier stood looking at Winterbourne offensively. The young man, at least, thought his 

manner of looking an offense to Miss Miller; it conveyed an imputation that she “picked up” 

acquaintances. “I shall have the honor of presenting to you a person who will tell you all about 

me,” he said, smiling and referring to his aunt.  

“Oh, well, we’ll go some day,” said Miss Miller. And she gave him a smile and turned away. 

She put up her parasol and walked back to the inn beside Eugenio. Winterbourne stood looking 



after her; and as she moved away, drawing her muslin furbelows over the gravel, said to himself 

that she had the tournure of a princess. 

He had, however, engaged to do more than proved feasible, in promising to present his 

aunt, Mrs. Costello, to Miss Daisy Miller. As soon as the former lady had got better of her 

headache, he waited upon her in her apartment; and, after the proper inquiries in regard to her 

health, he asked her if she had observed in the hotel an American family—a mamma, a daughter, 

and a little boy. 

“And a courier?” said Mrs. Costello. “Oh yes, I have observed them. Seen them—heard 

them—and kept out of their way.” Mrs. Costello was a widow with a fortune; a person of much 

distinction, who frequently intimated that, if she were not so dreadfully liable to sick headaches, 

she would probably have left a deeper impress upon her time. She had a long, pale face, a high 

nose, and a great deal of very striking white hair, which she wore in large puffs and rouleaux over 

the top of her head. She had two sons married in New York and another who was now in Europe. 

This young man was amusing himself at Hamburg, and, though he was on his travels, was rarely 

perceived to visit any particular city at the moment selected by his mother for her own appearance 

there. Her nephew, who had come up to Vevey expressly to see her, was therefore more attentive 

than those who, as she said, were nearer to her. He had imbibed at Geneva the idea that one must 

always be attentive to one’s aunt. Mrs. Costello had not seen him for many years, and she was 

greatly pleased with him, manifesting her approbation by initiating him into many of the secrets 

of that social sway which, as she gave him to understand, she exerted in the American capital. She 

admitted that she was very exclusive; but, if he were acquainted with New York, he would see that 

one had to be. And her picture of the minutely hierarchical constitution of the society of that city, 

which she presented to him in many different lights, was, to Winterbourne’s imagination, almost 

oppressively striking. 

He immediately perceived, from her tone, that Miss Daisy Miller’s place in the social scale 

was low. “I am afraid you don’t approve of them,” he said. 

“They are very common,” Mrs. Costello declared. “They are the sort of Americans that one 

does one’s duty by not—not accepting.” 

“Ah, you don’t accept them?” said the young man. 

“I can’t, my dear Frederick. I would if I could, but I can’t.” 

“The young girl is very pretty,” said Winterbourne in a moment. “Of course she’s pretty. 

But she is very common.” 

“I see what you mean, of course,” said Winterbourne after another pause.  



“She has that charming look that they all have,” his aunt resumed. “I can’t think where they 

pick it up; and she dresses in perfection—no, you don’t know how well she dresses. I can’t think 

where they get their taste.” 

“But, my dear aunt, she is not, after all, a Comanche savage.” 

“She is a young lady,” said Mrs. Costello, “who has an intimacy with her mamma’s courier.” 

“An intimacy with the courier?” the young man demanded. 

“Oh, the mother is just as bad! They treat the courier like a familiar friend—like a 

gentleman. I shouldn’t wonder if he dines with them. Very likely they have never seen a man with 

such good manners, such fine clothes, so like a gentleman. He probably corresponds to the young 

lady’s idea of a count. He sits with them in the garden in the evening. I think he smokes.” 

Winterbourne listened with interest to these disclosures; they helped him to make up his 

mind about Miss Daisy. Evidently she was rather wild. “Well,” he said, “I am not a courier, and yet 

she was very charming to me.” 

“You had better have said at first,” said Mrs. Costello with dignity, “that you had made her 

acquaintance.” 

“We simply met in the garden, and we talked a bit.” “Tout bonnement! And pray what did 

you say?” 

“I said I should take the liberty of introducing her to my admirable aunt.”  

“I am much obliged to you.” 

“It was to guarantee my respectability,” said Winterbourne. “And pray who is to guarantee 

hers?” 

“Ah, you are cruel!” said the young man. “She’s a very nice young girl.”  

“You don’t say that as if you believed it,” Mrs. Costello observed. 

“She is completely uncultivated,” Winterbourne went on. “But she is wonderfully pretty, 

and, in short, she is very nice. To prove that I believe it, I am going to take her to the Chateau de 

Chillon.” 

“You two are going off there together? I should say it proved just the contrary. How long 

had you known her, may I ask, when this interesting project was formed? You haven’t been twenty-

four hours in the house.” 

“I have known her half an hour!” said Winterbourne, smiling. “Dear me!” cried Mrs. 

Costello. “What a dreadful girl!” 

Her nephew was silent for some moments. “You really think, then,” he began earnestly, 

and with a desire for trustworthy information—”you really think that—” But he paused again. 

“Think what, sir?” said his aunt. 



“That she is the sort of young lady who expects a man, sooner or later, to carry her off?” 

“I haven’t the least idea what such young ladies expect a man to do. But I really think that 

you had better not meddle with little American girls that are uncultivated, as you call them. You 

have lived too long out of the country. You will be sure to make some great mistake. You are too 

innocent.” 

“My dear aunt, I am not so innocent,” said Winterbourne, smiling and curling his 

mustache. 

“You are guilty too, then!” 

Winterbourne continued to curl his mustache meditatively. “You won’t let the poor girl 

know you then?” he asked at last. 

“Is it literally true that she is going to the Chateau de Chillon with you?”  

“I think that she fully intends it.” 

“Then, my dear Frederick,” said Mrs. Costello, “I must decline the honor of her 

acquaintance. I am an old woman, but I am not too old, thank Heaven, to be shocked!” 

“But don’t they all do these things—the young girls in America?” Winterbourne inquired. 

Mrs. Costello stared a moment. “I should like to see my granddaughters do them!” she 

declared grimly. 

This seemed to throw some light upon the matter, for Winterbourne remembered to have 

heard that his pretty cousins in New York were “tremendous flirts.” If, therefore, Miss Daisy Miller 

exceeded the liberal margin allowed to these young ladies, it was probable that anything might be 

expected of her. Winterbourne was impatient to see her again, and he was vexed with himself that, 

by instinct, he should not appreciate her justly. 

Though he was impatient to see her, he hardly knew what he should say to her about his 

aunt’s refusal to become acquainted with her; but he discovered, promptly enough, that with Miss 

Daisy Miller there was no great need of walking on tiptoe. He found her that evening in the garden, 

wandering about in the warm starlight like an indolent sylph, and swinging to and fro the largest 

fan he had ever beheld. It was ten o’clock. He had dined with his aunt, had been sitting with her 

since dinner, and had just taken leave of her till the morrow. Miss Daisy Miller seemed very glad 

to see him; she declared it was the longest evening she had ever passed. 

“Have you been all alone?” he asked. 

“I have been walking round with mother. But mother gets tired walking round,” she 

answered. 

“Has she gone to bed?” 



“No; she doesn’t like to go to bed,” said the young girl. “She doesn’t sleep—not three hours. 

She says she doesn’t know how she lives. She’s dreadfully nervous. I guess she sleeps more than 

she thinks. She’s gone somewhere after Randolph; she wants to try to get him to go to bed. He 

doesn’t like to go to bed.” 

“Let us hope she will persuade him,” observed Winterbourne. 

“She will talk to him all she can; but he doesn’t like her to talk to him,” said Miss Daisy, 

opening her fan. “She’s going to try to get Eugenio to talk to him. But he isn’t afraid of Eugenio. 

Eugenio’s a splendid courier, but he can’t make much impression on Randolph! I don’t believe 

he’ll go to bed before eleven.” It appeared that Randolph’s vigil was in fact triumphantly 

prolonged, for Winterbourne strolled about with the young girl for some time without meeting 

her mother. “I have been looking round for that lady you want to introduce me to,” his companion 

resumed. “She’s your aunt.” Then, on Winterbourne’s admitting the fact and expressing some 

curiosity as to how she had learned it, she said she had heard all about Mrs. Costello from the 

chambermaid. She was very quiet and very comme il faut; she wore white puffs; she spoke to no 

one, and she never dined at the table d’hote. Every two days she had a headache. “I think that’s a 

lovely description, headache and all!” said Miss Daisy, chattering along in her thin, gay voice. “I 

want to know her ever so much. I know just what YOUR aunt would be; I know I should like her. 

She would be very exclusive. I like a lady to be exclusive; I’m dying to be exclusive myself. Well, 

we ARE exclusive, mother and I. We don’t speak to everyone—or they don’t speak to us. I suppose 

it’s about the same thing. Anyway, I shall be ever so glad to know your aunt.” 

Winterbourne was embarrassed. “She would be most happy,” he said; “but I am afraid 

those headaches will interfere.” 

The young girl looked at him through the dusk. “But I suppose she doesn’t have a headache 

every day,” she said sympathetically. 

Winterbourne was silent a moment. “She tells me she does,” he answered at last, not 

knowing what to say. 

Miss Daisy Miller stopped and stood looking at him. Her prettiness was still visible in the 

darkness; she was opening and closing her enormous fan. “She doesn’t want to know me!” she 

said suddenly. “Why don’t you say so? You needn’t be afraid. I’m not afraid!” And she gave a little 

laugh. 

Winterbourne fancied there was a tremor in her voice; he was touched, shocked, mortified 

by it. “My dear young lady,” he protested, “she knows no one. It’s her wretched health.” 

The young girl walked on a few steps, laughing still. “You needn’t be afraid,” she repeated. 

“Why should she want to know me?” Then she paused again; she was close to the parapet of the 



garden, and in front of her was the starlit lake. There was a vague sheen upon its surface, and in the 

distance were dimly seen mountain forms. Daisy Miller looked out upon the mysterious prospect and 

then she gave another little laugh. “Gracious! she IS exclusive!” she said. Winterbourne wondered 

whether she was seriously wounded, and for a moment almost wished that her sense of injury might 

be such as to make it becoming in him to attempt to reassure and comfort her. He had a pleasant 

sense that she would be very approachable for consolatory purposes. He felt then, for the instant, 

quite ready to sacrifice his aunt, conversationally; to admit that she was a proud, rude woman, and 

to declare that they needn’t mind her. But before he had time to commit himself to this perilous 

mixture of gallantry and impiety, the young lady, resuming her walk, gave an exclamation in quite 

another tone. “Well, here’s Mother! I guess she hasn’t got Randolph to go to bed.” The figure of a 

lady appeared at a distance, very indistinct in the darkness, and advancing with a slow and wavering 

movement. Suddenly it seemed to pause. 

“Are you sure it is your mother? Can you distinguish her in this thick dusk?” Winterbourne 

asked. 

“Well!” cried Miss Daisy Miller with a laugh; “I guess I know my own mother. And when 

she has got on my shawl, too! She is always wearing my things.” 

The lady in question, ceasing to advance, hovered vaguely about the spot at which she had 

checked her steps. 

“I am afraid your mother doesn’t see you,” said Winterbourne. “Or perhaps,” he added, 

thinking, with Miss Miller, the joke permissible—“perhaps she feels guilty about your shawl.” 

“Oh, it’s a fearful old thing!” the young girl replied serenely. “I told her she could wear it. 

She won’t come here because she sees you.” 

“Ah, then,” said Winterbourne, “I had better leave you.”  

“Oh, no; come on!” urged Miss Daisy Miller. 

“I’m afraid your mother doesn’t approve of my walking with you.” 

Miss Miller gave him a serious glance. “It isn’t for me; it’s for you—that is, it’s for HER. 

Well, I don’t know who it’s for! But mother doesn’t like any of my gentlemen friends. She’s right 

down timid. She always makes a fuss if I introduce a gentleman. But I DO introduce them—almost 

always. If I didn’t introduce my gentlemen friends to Mother,” the young girl added in her little 

soft, flat monotone, “I shouldn’t think I was natural.” 

“To introduce me,” said Winterbourne, “you must know my name.” And he proceeded to 

pronounce it. 

“Oh, dear, I can’t say all that!” said his companion with a laugh. But by this time they had 

come up to Mrs. Miller, who, as they drew near, walked to the parapet of the garden and leaned 



upon it, looking intently at the lake and turning her back to them. “Mother!” said the young girl 

in a tone of decision. Upon this the elder lady turned round. “Mr. Winterbourne,” said Miss Daisy 

Miller, introducing the young man very frankly and prettily. “Common,” she was, as Mrs. Costello 

had pronounced her; yet it was a wonder to Winterbourne that, with her commonness, she had a 

singularly delicate grace. 

Her mother was a small, spare, light person, with a wandering eye, a very exiguous nose, 

and a large forehead, decorated with a certain amount of thin, much frizzled hair. Like her 

daughter, Mrs. Miller was dressed with extreme elegance; she had enormous diamonds in her 

ears. So far as Winterbourne could observe, she gave him no greeting—she certainly was not 

looking at him. Daisy was near her, pulling her shawl straight. “What are you doing, poking round 

here?” this young lady inquired, but by no means with that harshness of accent which her choice 

of words may imply. 

“I don’t know,” said her mother, turning toward the lake again.  

“I shouldn’t think you’d want that shawl!” Daisy exclaimed.  

“Well I do!” her mother answered with a little laugh. 

“Did you get Randolph to go to bed?” asked the young girl. 

“No; I couldn’t induce him,” said Mrs. Miller very gently. “He wants to talk to the waiter. 

He likes to talk to that waiter.” 

“I was telling Mr. Winterbourne,” the young girl went on; and to the young man’s ear her 

tone might have indicated that she had been uttering his name all her life. 

“Oh, yes!” said Winterbourne; “I have the pleasure of knowing your son.” 

Randolph’s mamma was silent; she turned her attention to the lake. But at last she spoke. 

“Well, I don’t see how he lives!” 

“Anyhow, it isn’t so bad as it was at Dover,” said Daisy Miller.  

“And what occurred at Dover?” Winterbourne asked. 

“He wouldn’t go to bed at all. I guess he sat up all night in the public parlor. He wasn’t in 

bed at twelve o’clock: I know that.” 

“It was half-past twelve,” declared Mrs. Miller with mild emphasis.  

“Does he sleep much during the day?” Winterbourne demanded.  

“I guess he doesn’t sleep much,” Daisy rejoined. 

“I wish he would!” said her mother. “It seems as if he couldn’t.”  

“I think he’s real tiresome,” Daisy pursued. 

Then, for some moments, there was silence. “Well, Daisy Miller,” said the elder lady, 

presently, “I shouldn’t think you’d want to talk against your own brother!” 



"Well, he IS tiresome, Mother," said Daisy, quite without the asperity of a retort. 

"He’s only nine," urged Mrs. Miller. 

"Well, he wouldn’t go to that castle," said the young girl. "I’m going there with Mr. 

Winterbourne." 

To this announcement, very placidly made, Daisy’s mamma offered no response. 

Winterbourne took for granted that she deeply disapproved of the projected excursion; but he 

said to himself that she was a simple, easily managed person, and that a few deferential 

protestations would take the edge from her displeasure. "Yes," he began; "your daughter has 

kindly allowed me the honor of being her guide." 

Mrs. Miller’s wandering eyes attached themselves, with a sort of appealing air, to Daisy, 

who, however, strolled a few steps farther, gently humming to herself. "I presume you will go in 

the cars," said her mother. 

"Yes, or in the boat," said Winterbourne. 

"Well, of course, I don’t know," Mrs. Miller rejoined. "I have never been to that castle." 

"It is a pity you shouldn’t go," said Winterbourne, beginning to feel reassured as to her 

opposition. And yet he was quite prepared to find that, as a matter of course, she meant to 

accompany her daughter. 

"We’ve been thinking ever so much about going," she pursued; "but it seems as if we 

couldn’t. Of course Daisy—she wants to go round. But there’s a lady here—I don’t know her 

name—she says she shouldn’t think we’d want to go to see castles HERE; she should think we’d 

want to wait till we got to Italy. It seems as if there would be so many there," continued Mrs. Miller 

with an air of increasing confidence. "Of course we only want to see the principal ones. We visited 

several in England," she presently added. 

"Ah yes! in England there are beautiful castles," said Winterbourne. "But Chillon here, is 

very well worth seeing." 

"Well, if Daisy feels up to it—" said Mrs. Miller, in a tone impregnated with a sense of the 

magnitude of the enterprise. "It seems as if there was nothing she wouldn’t undertake." 

"Oh, I think she’ll enjoy it!" Winterbourne declared. And he desired more and more to 

make it a certainty that he was to have the privilege of a tete-a-tete with the young lady, who was 

still strolling along in front of them, softly vocalizing. "You are not disposed, madam," he inquired, 

"to undertake it yourself?" 

Daisy’s mother looked at him an instant askance, and then walked forward in silence. 

Then—"I guess she had better go alone," she said simply. Winterbourne observed to himself that 

this was a very different type of maternity from that of the vigilant matrons who massed 



themselves in the forefront of social intercourse in the dark old city at the other end of the lake. 

But his meditations were interrupted by hearing his name very distinctly pronounced by Mrs. 

Miller’s unprotected daughter. 

"Mr. Winterbourne!" murmured Daisy. 

"Mademoiselle!" said the young man. 

"Don’t you want to take me out in a boat?" 

"At present?" he asked. 

"Of course!" said Daisy. 

"Well, Annie Miller!" exclaimed her mother. 

"I beg you, madam, to let her go," said Winterbourne ardently; for he had never yet enjoyed 

the sensation of guiding through the summer starlight a skiff freighted with a fresh and beautiful 

young girl. 

"I shouldn’t think she’d want to," said her mother. "I should think she’d rather go indoors." 

"I’m sure Mr. Winterbourne wants to take me," Daisy declared. "He’s so awfully devoted!" 

"I will row you over to Chillon in the starlight." 

"I don’t believe it!" said Daisy. 

"Well!" ejaculated the elder lady again. 

"You haven’t spoken to me for half an hour," her daughter went on. 

"I have been having some very pleasant conversation with your mother," said 

Winterbourne. 

"Well, I want you to take me out in a boat!" Daisy repeated. They had all stopped, and she 

had turned round and was looking at Winterbourne. Her face wore a charming smile, her pretty 

eyes were gleaming, she was swinging her great fan about. No; it’s impossible to be prettier than 

that, thought Winterbourne. 

"There are half a dozen boats moored at that landing place," he said, pointing to certain 

steps which descended from the garden to the lake. "If you will do me the honor to accept my arm, 

we will go and select one of them." 

Daisy stood there smiling; she threw back her head and gave a little, light laugh. "I like a 

gentleman to be formal!" she declared. 

"I assure you it’s a formal offer." 

"I was bound I would make you say something," Daisy went on. 

"You see, it’s not very difficult," said Winterbourne. "But I am afraid you are chaffing me." 

"I think not, sir," remarked Mrs. Miller very gently. 

"Do, then, let me give you a row," he said to the young girl. 



"It’s quite lovely, the way you say that!" cried Daisy. 

"It will be still more lovely to do it." 

"Yes, it would be lovely!" said Daisy. But she made no movement to accompany him; she 

only stood there laughing. 

"I should think you had better find out what time it is," interposed her mother. 

"It is eleven o’clock, madam," said a voice, with a foreign accent, out of the neighboring 

darkness; and Winterbourne, turning, perceived the florid personage who was in attendance upon 

the two ladies. He had apparently just approached. 

"Oh, Eugenio," said Daisy, "I am going out in a boat!" 

Eugenio bowed. "At eleven o’clock, mademoiselle?" 

"I am going with Mr. Winterbourne—this very minute." 

"Do tell her she can’t," said Mrs. Miller to the courier. 

"I think you had better not go out in a boat, mademoiselle," Eugenio declared. 

Winterbourne wished to Heaven this pretty girl were not so familiar with her courier; but 

he said nothing. 

"I suppose you don’t think it’s proper!" Daisy exclaimed. "Eugenio doesn’t think anything’s 

proper." 

"I am at your service," said Winterbourne. 

"Does mademoiselle propose to go alone?" asked Eugenio of Mrs. Miller. 

"Oh, no; with this gentleman!" answered Daisy’s mamma. 

The courier looked for a moment at Winterbourne—the latter thought he was smiling—

and then, solemnly, with a bow, "As mademoiselle pleases!" he said. 

"Oh, I hoped you would make a fuss!" said Daisy. "I don’t care to go now." 

"I myself shall make a fuss if you don’t go," said Winterbourne. 

"That’s all I want—a little fuss!" And the young girl began to laugh again. 

"Mr. Randolph has gone to bed!" the courier announced frigidly. 

"Oh, Daisy; now we can go!" said Mrs. Miller. 

Daisy turned away from Winterbourne, looking at him, smiling and fanning herself. "Good 

night," she said; "I hope you are disappointed, or disgusted, or something!" 

He looked at her, taking the hand she offered him. "I am puzzled," he answered. 

"Well, I hope it won’t keep you awake!" she said very smartly; and, under the escort of the 

privileged Eugenio, the two ladies passed toward the house. 

Winterbourne stood looking after them; he was indeed puzzled. He lingered beside the 

lake for a quarter of an hour, turning over the mystery of the young girl’s sudden familiarities and 



caprices. But the only very definite conclusion he came to was that he should enjoy deucedly 

"going off" with her somewhere. 

Two days afterward he went off with her to the Castle of Chillon. He waited for her in the 

large hall of the hotel, where the couriers, the servants, the foreign tourists, were lounging about 

and staring. It was not the place he should have chosen, but she had appointed it. She came 

tripping downstairs, buttoning her long gloves, squeezing her folded parasol against her pretty 

figure, dressed in the perfection of a soberly elegant traveling costume. Winterbourne was a man 

of imagination and, as our ancestors used to say, sensibility; as he looked at her dress and, on the 

great staircase, her little rapid, confiding step, he felt as if there were something romantic going 

forward. He could have believed he was going to elope with her. He passed out with her among all 

the idle people that were assembled there; they were all looking at her very hard; she had begun 

to chatter as soon as she joined him. Winterbourne’s preference had been that they should be 

conveyed to Chillon in a carriage; but she expressed a lively wish to go in the little steamer; she 

declared that she had a passion for steamboats. There was always such a lovely breeze upon the 

water, and you saw such lots of people. The sail was not long, but Winterbourne’s companion 

found time to say a great many things. To the young man himself their little excursion was so 

much of an escapade—an adventure—that, even allowing for her habitual sense of freedom, he 

had some expectation of seeing her regard it in the same way. But it must be confessed that, in 

this particular, he was disappointed. Daisy Miller was extremely animated, she was in charming 

spirits; but she was apparently not at all excited; she was not fluttered; she avoided neither his 

eyes nor those of anyone else; she blushed neither when she looked at him nor when she felt that 

people were looking at her. People continued to look at her a great deal, and Winterbourne took 

much satisfaction in his pretty companion’s distinguished air. He had been a little afraid that she 

would talk loud, laugh overmuch, and even, perhaps, desire to move about the boat a good deal. 

But he quite forgot his fears; he sat smiling, with his eyes upon her face, while, without moving 

from her place, she delivered herself of a great number of original reflections. It was the most 

charming garrulity he had ever heard. He had assented to the idea that she was "common"; but 

was she so, after all, or was he simply getting used to her commonness? Her conversation was 

chiefly of what metaphysicians term the objective cast, but every now and then it took a subjective 

turn. 

"What on EARTH are you so grave about?" she suddenly demanded, fixing her agreeable 

eyes upon Winterbourne’s. 

"Am I grave?" he asked. "I had an idea I was grinning from ear to ear." 



"You look as if you were taking me to a funeral. If that’s a grin, your ears are very near 

together." 

"Should you like me to dance a hornpipe on the deck?" 

"Pray do, and I’ll carry round your hat. It will pay the expenses of our journey." 

"I never was better pleased in my life," murmured Winterbourne. 

She looked at him a moment and then burst into a little laugh. "I like to make you say those 

things! You’re a queer mixture!" 

In the castle, after they had landed, the subjective element decidedly prevailed. Daisy 

tripped about the vaulted chambers, rustled her skirts in the corkscrew staircases, flirted back 

with a pretty little cry and a shudder from the edge of the oubliettes, and turned a singularly well-

shaped ear to everything that Winterbourne told her about the place. But he saw that she cared 

very little for feudal antiquities and that the dusky traditions of Chillon made but a slight 

impression upon her. They had the good fortune to have been able to walk about without other 

companionship than that of the custodian; and Winterbourne arranged with this functionary that 

they should not be hurried—that they should linger and pause wherever they chose. The custodian 

interpreted the bargain generously—Winterbourne, on his side, had been generous—and ended 

by leaving them quite to themselves. Miss Miller’s observations were not remarkable for logical 

consistency; for anything she wanted to say she was sure to find a pretext. She found a great many 

pretexts in the rugged embrasures of Chillon for asking Winterbourne sudden questions about 

himself—his family, his previous history, his tastes, his habits, his intentions—and for supplying 

information upon corresponding points in her own personality. Of her own tastes, habits, and 

intentions Miss Miller was prepared to give the most definite, and indeed the most favorable 

account. 

"Well, I hope you know enough!" she said to her companion, after he had told her the 

history of the unhappy Bonivard. "I never saw a man that knew so much!" The history of Bonivard 

had evidently, as they say, gone into one ear and out of the other. But Daisy went on to say that 

she wished Winterbourne would travel with them and "go round" with them; they might know 

something, in that case. "Don’t you want to come and teach Randolph?" she asked. Winterbourne 

said that nothing could possibly please him so much, but that he had unfortunately other 

occupations. "Other occupations? I don’t believe it!" said Miss Daisy. "What do you mean? You 

are not in business." The young man admitted that he was not in business; but he had 

engagements which, even within a day or two, would force him to go back to Geneva. "Oh, bother!" 

she said; "I don’t believe it!" and she began to talk about something else. But a few moments later, 



when he was pointing out to her the pretty design of an antique fireplace, she broke out 

irrelevantly, "You don’t mean to say you are going back to Geneva?" 

"It is a melancholy fact that I shall have to return to Geneva tomorrow." 

"Well, Mr. Winterbourne," said Daisy, "I think you’re horrid!" 

"Oh, don’t say such dreadful things!" said Winterbourne—"just at the last!" 

"The last!" cried the young girl; "I call it the first. I have half a mind to leave you here and 

go straight back to the hotel alone." And for the next ten minutes she did nothing but call him 

horrid. Poor Winterbourne was fairly bewildered; no young lady had as yet done him the honor 

to be so agitated by the announcement of his movements. His companion, after this, ceased to pay 

any attention to the curiosities of Chillon or the beauties of the lake; she opened fire upon the 

mysterious charmer in Geneva whom she appeared to have instantly taken it for granted that he 

was hurrying back to see. How did Miss Daisy Miller know that there was a charmer in Geneva? 

Winterbourne, who denied the existence of such a person, was quite unable to discover, and he 

was divided between amazement at the rapidity of her induction and amusement at the frankness 

of her persiflage. She seemed to him, in all this, an extraordinary mixture of innocence and 

crudity. "Does she never allow you more than three days at a time?" asked Daisy ironically. 

"Doesn’t she give you a vacation in summer? There’s no one so hard worked but they can get leave 

to go off somewhere at this season. I suppose, if you stay another day, she’ll come after you in the 

boat. Do wait over till Friday, and I will go down to the landing to see her arrive!" Winterbourne 

began to think he had been wrong to feel disappointed in the temper in which the young lady had 

embarked. If he had missed the personal accent, the personal accent was now making its 

appearance. It sounded very distinctly, at last, in her telling him she would stop "teasing" him if 

he would promise her solemnly to come down to Rome in the winter. 

"That’s not a difficult promise to make," said Winterbourne. "My aunt has taken an 

apartment in Rome for the winter and has already asked me to come and see her." 

"I don’t want you to come for your aunt," said Daisy; "I want you to come for me." And this 

was the only allusion that the young man was ever to hear her make to his invidious kinswoman. 

He declared that, at any rate, he would certainly come. After this Daisy stopped teasing. 

Winterbourne took a carriage, and they drove back to Vevey in the dusk; the young girl was very 

quiet. 

In the evening Winterbourne mentioned to Mrs. Costello that he had spent the afternoon 

at Chillon with Miss Daisy Miller. 

"The Americans—of the courier?" asked this lady. 

"Ah, happily," said Winterbourne, "the courier stayed at home." 



"She went with you all alone?" 

"All alone." 

Mrs. Costello sniffed a little at her smelling bottle. "And that," she exclaimed, "is the young 

person whom you wanted me to know!" 

 

PART II 

Winterbourne, who had returned to Geneva the day after his excursion to Chillon, went to 

Rome toward the end of January. His aunt had been established there for several weeks, and he 

had received a couple of letters from her. "Those people you were so devoted to last summer at 

Vevey have turned up here, courier and all," she wrote. "They seem to have made several 

acquaintances, but the courier continues to be the most intime. The young lady, however, is also 

very intimate with some third-rate Italians, with whom she rackets about in a way that makes 

much talk. Bring me that pretty novel of Cherbuliez’s—Paule Mere—and don’t come later than the 

23rd." 

In the natural course of events, Winterbourne, on arriving in Rome, would presently have 

ascertained Mrs. Miller’s address at the American banker’s and have gone to pay his compliments 

to Miss Daisy. "After what happened at Vevey, I think I may certainly call upon them," he said to 

Mrs. Costello. 

"If, after what happens—at Vevey and everywhere—you desire to keep up the 

acquaintance, you are very welcome. Of course a man may know everyone. Men are welcome to 

the privilege!" 

"Pray what is it that happens—here, for instance?" Winterbourne demanded. 

"The girl goes about alone with her foreigners. As to what happens further, you must apply 

elsewhere for information. She has picked up half a dozen of the regular Roman fortune hunters, 

and she takes them about to people’s houses. When she comes to a party she brings with her a 

gentleman with a good deal of manner and a wonderful mustache." 

"And where is the mother?" 

"I haven’t the least idea. They are very dreadful people." 

Winterbourne meditated a moment. "They are very ignorant—very innocent only. Depend 

upon it they are not bad." 

"They are hopelessly vulgar," said Mrs. Costello. "Whether or no being hopelessly vulgar 

is being ‘bad’ is a question for the metaphysicians. They are bad enough to dislike, at any rate; and 

for this short life that is quite enough." 



The news that Daisy Miller was surrounded by half a dozen wonderful mustaches checked 

Winterbourne’s impulse to go straightway to see her. He had, perhaps, not definitely flattered 

himself that he had made an ineffaceable impression upon her heart, but he was annoyed at 

hearing of a state of affairs so little in harmony with an image that had lately flitted in and out of 

his own meditations; the image of a very pretty girl looking out of an old Roman window and 

asking herself urgently when Mr. Winterbourne would arrive. If, however, he determined to wait 

a little before reminding Miss Miller of his claims to her consideration, he went very soon to call 

upon two or three other friends. One of these friends was an American lady who had spent several 

winters at Geneva, where she had placed her children at school. She was a very accomplished 

woman, and she lived in the Via Gregoriana. Winterbourne found her in a little crimson drawing 

room on a third floor; the room was filled with southern sunshine. He had not been there ten 

minutes when the servant came in, announcing "Madame Mila!" This announcement was 

presently followed by the entrance of little Randolph Miller, who stopped in the middle of the 

room and stood staring at Winterbourne. An instant later his pretty sister crossed the threshold; 

and then, after a considerable interval, Mrs. Miller slowly advanced. 

"I know you!" said Randolph. 

"I’m sure you know a great many things," exclaimed Winterbourne, taking him by the 

hand. "How is your education coming on?" 

Daisy was exchanging greetings very prettily with her hostess, but when she heard 

Winterbourne’s voice she quickly turned her head. "Well, I declare!" she said. 

"I told you I should come, you know," Winterbourne rejoined, smiling. 

"Well, I didn’t believe it," said Miss Daisy. 

"I am much obliged to you," laughed the young man. 

"You might have come to see me!" said Daisy. 

"I arrived only yesterday." 

"I don’t believe that!" the young girl declared. 

Winterbourne turned with a protesting smile to her mother, but this lady evaded his 

glance, and, seating herself, fixed her eyes upon her son. "We’ve got a bigger place than this," said 

Randolph. "It’s all gold on the walls." 

Mrs. Miller turned uneasily in her chair. "I told you if I were to bring you, you would say 

something!" she murmured. 

"I told YOU!" Randolph exclaimed. "I tell YOU, sir!" he added jocosely, giving 

Winterbourne a thump on the knee. "It IS bigger, too!" 



Daisy had entered upon a lively conversation with her hostess; Winterbourne judged it 

becoming to address a few words to her mother. "I hope you have been well since we parted at 

Vevey," he said. 

Mrs. Miller now certainly looked at him—at his chin. "Not very well, sir," she answered. 

"She’s got the dyspepsia," said Randolph. "I’ve got it too. Father’s got it. I’ve got it most!" 

This announcement, instead of embarrassing Mrs. Miller, seemed to relieve her. "I suffer 

from the liver," she said. "I think it’s this climate; it’s less bracing than Schenectady, especially in 

the winter season. I don’t know whether you know we reside at Schenectady. I was saying to Daisy 

that I certainly hadn’t found any one like Dr. Davis, and I didn’t believe I should. Oh, at 

Schenectady he stands first; they think everything of him. He has so much to do, and yet there 

was nothing he wouldn’t do for me. He said he never saw anything like my dyspepsia, but he was 

bound to cure it. I’m sure there was nothing he wouldn’t try. He was just going to try something 

new when we came off. Mr. Miller wanted Daisy to see Europe for herself. But I wrote to Mr. Miller 

that it seems as if I couldn’t get on without Dr. Davis. At Schenectady he stands at the very top; 

and there’s a great deal of sickness there, too. It affects my sleep." 

Winterbourne had a good deal of pathological gossip with Dr. Davis’s patient, during 

which Daisy chattered unremittingly to her own companion. The young man asked Mrs. Miller 

how she was pleased with Rome. "Well, I must say I am disappointed," she answered. "We had 

heard so much about it; I suppose we had heard too much. But we couldn’t help that. We had been 

led to expect something different." 

"Ah, wait a little, and you will become very fond of it," said Winterbourne. 

"I hate it worse and worse every day!" cried Randolph. 

"You are like the infant Hannibal," said Winterbourne. 

"No, I ain’t!" Randolph declared at a venture. 

"You are not much like an infant," said his mother. "But we have seen places," she 

resumed, "that I should put a long way before Rome." And in reply to Winterbourne’s 

interrogation, "There’s Zurich," she concluded, "I think Zurich is lovely; and we hadn’t heard half 

so much about it." 

"The best place we’ve seen is the City of Richmond!" said Randolph. 

"He means the ship," his mother explained. "We crossed in that ship. Randolph had a good 

time on the City of Richmond." 

"It’s the best place I’ve seen," the child repeated. "Only it was turned the wrong way." 

"Well, we’ve got to turn the right way some time," said Mrs. Miller with a little laugh. 

Winterbourne expressed the hope that her daughter at least found some gratification in Rome, 



and she declared that Daisy was quite carried away. "It’s on account of the society—the society’s 

splendid. She goes round everywhere; she has made a great number of acquaintances. Of course 

she goes round more than I do. I must say they have been very sociable; they have taken her right 

in. And then she knows a great many gentlemen. Oh, she thinks there’s nothing like Rome. Of 

course, it’s a great deal pleasanter for a young lady if she knows plenty of gentlemen." 

By this time Daisy had turned her attention again to Winterbourne. "I’ve been telling Mrs. 

Walker how mean you were!" the young girl announced. 

"And what is the evidence you have offered?" asked Winterbourne, rather annoyed at Miss 

Miller’s want of appreciation of the zeal of an admirer who on his way down to Rome had stopped 

neither at Bologna nor at Florence, simply because of a certain sentimental impatience. He 

remembered that a cynical compatriot had once told him that American women—the pretty ones, 

and this gave a largeness to the axiom—were at once the most exacting in the world and the least 

endowed with a sense of indebtedness. 

"Why, you were awfully mean at Vevey," said Daisy. "You wouldn’t do anything. You 

wouldn’t stay there when I asked you." 

"My dearest young lady," cried Winterbourne, with eloquence, "have I come all the way to 

Rome to encounter your reproaches?" 

"Just hear him say that!" said Daisy to her hostess, giving a twist to a bow on this lady’s 

dress. "Did you ever hear anything so quaint?" 

"So quaint, my dear?" murmured Mrs. Walker in the tone of a partisan of Winterbourne. 

"Well, I don’t know," said Daisy, fingering Mrs. Walker’s ribbons. "Mrs. Walker, I want to 

tell you something." 

"Mother-r," interposed Randolph, with his rough ends to his words, "I tell you you’ve got 

to go. Eugenio’ll raise—something!" 

"I’m not afraid of Eugenio," said Daisy with a toss of her head. "Look here, Mrs. Walker," 

she went on, "you know I’m coming to your party." 

"I am delighted to hear it." 

"I’ve got a lovely dress!" 

"I am very sure of that." 

"But I want to ask a favor—permission to bring a friend." 

"I shall be happy to see any of your friends," said Mrs. Walker, turning with a smile to Mrs. 

Miller. 

"Oh, they are not my friends," answered Daisy’s mamma, smiling shyly in her own fashion. 

"I never spoke to them." 



"It’s an intimate friend of mine—Mr. Giovanelli," said Daisy without a tremor in her clear 

little voice or a shadow on her brilliant little face. 

Mrs. Walker was silent a moment; she gave a rapid glance at Winterbourne. "I shall be 

glad to see Mr. Giovanelli," she then said. 

"He’s an Italian," Daisy pursued with the prettiest serenity. "He’s a great friend of mine; 

he’s the handsomest man in the world—except Mr. Winterbourne! He knows plenty of Italians, 

but he wants to know some Americans. He thinks ever so much of Americans. He’s tremendously 

clever. He’s perfectly lovely!" 

It was settled that this brilliant personage should be brought to Mrs. Walker’s party, and 

then Mrs. Miller prepared to take her leave. "I guess we’ll go back to the hotel," she said. 

"You may go back to the hotel, Mother, but I’m going to take a walk," said Daisy. 

"She’s going to walk with Mr. Giovanelli," Randolph proclaimed. 

"I am going to the Pincio," said Daisy, smiling. 

"Alone, my dear—at this hour?" Mrs. Walker asked. The afternoon was drawing to a close—

it was the hour for the throng of carriages and of contemplative pedestrians. "I don’t think it’s 

safe, my dear," said Mrs. Walker. 

"Neither do I," subjoined Mrs. Miller. "You’ll get the fever, as sure as you live. Remember 

what Dr. Davis told you!" 

"Give her some medicine before she goes," said Randolph. 

The company had risen to its feet; Daisy, still showing her pretty teeth, bent over and 

kissed her hostess. "Mrs. Walker, you are too perfect," she said. "I’m not going alone; I am going 

to meet a friend." 

"Your friend won’t keep you from getting the fever," Mrs. Miller observed. 

"Is it Mr. Giovanelli?" asked the hostess. 

Winterbourne was watching the young girl; at this question his attention quickened. She 

stood there, smiling and smoothing her bonnet ribbons; she glanced at Winterbourne. Then, while 

she glanced and smiled, she answered, without a shade of hesitation, "Mr. Giovanelli—the 

beautiful Giovanelli." 

"My dear young friend," said Mrs. Walker, taking her hand pleadingly, "don’t walk off to 

the Pincio at this hour to meet a beautiful Italian." 

"Well, he speaks English," said Mrs. Miller. 

"Gracious me!" Daisy exclaimed, "I don’t to do anything improper. There’s an easy way to 

settle it." She continued to glance at Winterbourne. "The Pincio is only a hundred yards distant; 

and if Mr. Winterbourne were as polite as he pretends, he would offer to walk with me!" 



Winterbourne’s politeness hastened to affirm itself, and the young girl gave him gracious 

leave to accompany her. They passed downstairs before her mother, and at the door Winterbourne 

perceived Mrs. Miller’s carriage drawn up, with the ornamental courier whose acquaintance he 

had made at Vevey seated within. "Goodbye, Eugenio!" cried Daisy; "I’m going to take a walk." 

The distance from the Via Gregoriana to the beautiful garden at the other end of the Pincian Hill 

is, in fact, rapidly traversed. As the day was splendid, however, and the concourse of vehicles, 

walkers, and loungers numerous, the young Americans found their progress much delayed. This 

fact was highly agreeable to Winterbourne, in spite of his consciousness of his singular situation. 

The slow-moving, idly gazing Roman crowd bestowed much attention upon the extremely pretty 

young foreign lady who was passing through it upon his arm; and he wondered what on earth had 

been in Daisy’s mind when she proposed to expose herself, unattended, to its appreciation. His 

own mission, to her sense, apparently, was to consign her to the hands of Mr. Giovanelli; but 

Winterbourne, at once annoyed and gratified, resolved that he would do no such thing. 

"Why haven’t you been to see me?" asked Daisy. "You can’t get out of that." 

"I have had the honor of telling you that I have only just stepped out of the train." 

"You must have stayed in the train a good while after it stopped!" cried the young girl with 

her little laugh. "I suppose you were asleep. You have had time to go to see Mrs. Walker." 

"I knew Mrs. Walker—" Winterbourne began to explain. 

"I know where you knew her. You knew her at Geneva. She told me so. Well, you knew me 

at Vevey. That’s just as good. So you ought to have come." She asked him no other question than 

this; she began to prattle about her own affairs. "We’ve got splendid rooms at the hotel; Eugenio 

says they’re the best rooms in Rome. We are going to stay all winter, if we don’t die of the fever; 

and I guess we’ll stay then. It’s a great deal nicer than I thought; I thought it would be fearfully 

quiet; I was sure it would be awfully poky. I was sure we should be going round all the time with 

one of those dreadful old men that explain about the pictures and things. But we only had about 

a week of that, and now I’m enjoying myself. I know ever so many people, and they are all so 

charming. The society’s extremely select. There are all kinds—English, and Germans, and Italians. 

I think I like the English best. I like their style of conversation. But there are some lovely 

Americans. I never saw anything so hospitable. There’s something or other every day. There’s not 

much dancing; but I must say I never thought dancing was everything. I was always fond of 

conversation. I guess I shall have plenty at Mrs. Walker’s, her rooms are so small." When they had 

passed the gate of the Pincian Gardens, Miss Miller began to wonder where Mr. Giovanelli might 

be. "We had better go straight to that place in front," she said, "where you look at the view." 

"I certainly shall not help you to find him," Winterbourne declared. 



"Then I shall find him without you," cried Miss Daisy. 

"You certainly won’t leave me!" cried Winterbourne. 

She burst into her little laugh. "Are you afraid you’ll get lost—or run over? But there’s 

Giovanelli, leaning against that tree. He’s staring at the women in the carriages: did you ever see 

anything so cool?" 

Winterbourne perceived at some distance a little man standing with folded arms nursing 

his cane. He had a handsome face, an artfully poised hat, a glass in one eye, and a nosegay in his 

buttonhole. Winterbourne looked at him a moment and then said, "Do you mean to speak to that 

man?" 

"Do I mean to speak to him? Why, you don’t suppose I mean to communicate by signs?" 

"Pray understand, then," said Winterbourne, "that I intend to remain with you." 

Daisy stopped and looked at him, without a sign of troubled consciousness in her face, 

with nothing but the presence of her charming eyes and her happy dimples. "Well, she’s a cool 

one!" thought the young man. 

"I don’t like the way you say that," said Daisy. "It’s too imperious." 

"I beg your pardon if I say it wrong. The main point is to give you an idea of my meaning." 

The young girl looked at him more gravely, but with eyes that were prettier than ever. "I 

have never allowed a gentleman to dictate to me, or to interfere with anything I do." 

"I think you have made a mistake," said Winterbourne. "You should sometimes listen to a 

gentleman—the right one." 

Daisy began to laugh again. "I do nothing but listen to gentlemen!" she exclaimed. "Tell 

me if Mr. Giovanelli is the right one?" 

The gentleman with the nosegay in his bosom had now perceived our two friends, and was 

approaching the young girl with obsequious rapidity. He bowed to Winterbourne as well as to the 

latter’s companion; he had a brilliant smile, an intelligent eye; Winterbourne thought him not a 

bad-looking fellow. But he nevertheless said to Daisy, "No, he’s not the right one." 

Daisy evidently had a natural talent for performing introductions; she mentioned the 

name of each of her companions to the other. She strolled alone with one of them on each side of 

her; Mr. Giovanelli, who spoke English very cleverly—Winterbourne afterward learned that he 

had practiced the idiom upon a great many American heiresses—addressed her a great deal of 

very polite nonsense; he was extremely urbane, and the young American, who said nothing, 

reflected upon that profundity of Italian cleverness which enables people to appear more gracious 

in proportion as they are more acutely disappointed. Giovanelli, of course, had counted upon 

something more intimate; he had not bargained for a party of three. But he kept his temper in a 



manner which suggested far-stretching intentions. Winterbourne flattered himself that he had 

taken his measure. "He is not a gentleman," said the young American; "he is only a clever imitation 

of one. He is a music master, or a penny-a-liner, or a third-rate artist. D__n his good looks!" Mr. 

Giovanelli had certainly a very pretty face; but Winterbourne felt a superior indignation at his 

own lovely fellow countrywoman’s not knowing the difference between a spurious gentleman and 

a real one. Giovanelli chattered and jested and made himself wonderfully agreeable. It was true 

that, if he was an imitation, the imitation was brilliant. "Nevertheless," Winterbourne said to 

himself, "a nice girl ought to know!" And then he came back to the question whether this was, in 

fact, a nice girl. Would a nice girl, even allowing for her being a little American flirt, make a 

rendezvous with a presumably low-lived foreigner? The rendezvous in this case, indeed, had been 

in broad daylight and in the most crowded corner of Rome, but was it not impossible to regard 

the choice of these circumstances as a proof of extreme cynicism? Singular though it may seem, 

Winterbourne was vexed that the young girl, in joining her amoroso, should not appear more 

impatient of his own company, and he was vexed because of his inclination. It was impossible to 

regard her as a perfectly well-conducted young lady; she was wanting in a certain indispensable 

delicacy. It would therefore simplify matters greatly to be able to treat her as the object of one of 

those sentiments which are called by romancers "lawless passions." That she should seem to wish 

to get rid of him would help him to think more lightly of her, and to be able to think more lightly 

of her would make her much less perplexing. But Daisy, on this occasion, continued to present 

herself as an inscrutable combination of audacity and innocence. 

She had been walking some quarter of an hour, attended by her two cavaliers, and 

responding in a tone of very childish gaiety, as it seemed to Winterbourne, to the pretty speeches 

of Mr. Giovanelli, when a carriage that had detached itself from the revolving train drew up beside 

the path. At the same moment Winterbourne perceived that his friend Mrs. Walker—the lady 

whose house he had lately left—was seated in the vehicle and was beckoning to him. Leaving Miss 

Miller’s side, he hastened to obey her summons. Mrs. Walker was flushed; she wore an excited 

air. "It is really too dreadful," she said. "That girl must not do this sort of thing. She must not walk 

here with you two men. Fifty people have noticed her." 

Winterbourne raised his eyebrows. "I think it’s a pity to make too much fuss about it." 

"It’s a pity to let the girl ruin herself!" 

"She is very innocent," said Winterbourne. 

"She’s very crazy!" cried Mrs. Walker. "Did you ever see anything so imbecile as her 

mother? After you had all left me just now, I could not sit still for thinking of it. It seemed too 



pitiful, not even to attempt to save her. I ordered the carriage and put on my bonnet, and came 

here as quickly as possible. Thank Heaven I have found you!" 

"What do you propose to do with us?" asked Winterbourne, smiling. 

"To ask her to get in, to drive her about here for half an hour, so that the world may see 

she is not running absolutely wild, and then to take her safely home." 

"I don’t think it’s a very happy thought," said Winterbourne; "but you can try." 

Mrs. Walker tried. The young man went in pursuit of Miss Miller, who had simply nodded 

and smiled at his interlocutor in the carriage and had gone her way with her companion. Daisy, 

on learning that Mrs. Walker wished to speak to her, retraced her steps with a perfect good grace 

and with Mr. Giovanelli at her side. She declared that she was delighted to have a chance to 

present this gentleman to Mrs. Walker. She immediately achieved the introduction, and declared 

that she had never in her life seen anything so lovely as Mrs. Walker’s carriage rug. 

"I am glad you admire it," said this lady, smiling sweetly. "Will you get in and let me put it 

over you?" 

"Oh, no, thank you," said Daisy. "I shall admire it much more as I see you driving round 

with it." 

"Do get in and drive with me!" said Mrs. Walker. 

"That would be charming, but it’s so enchanting just as I am!" and Daisy gave a brilliant 

glance at the gentlemen on either side of her. 

"It may be enchanting, dear child, but it is not the custom here," urged Mrs. Walker, 

leaning forward in her victoria, with her hands devoutly clasped. 

"Well, it ought to be, then!" said Daisy. "If I didn’t walk I should expire." 

"You should walk with your mother, dear," cried the lady from Geneva, losing patience. 

"With my mother dear!" exclaimed the young girl. Winterbourne saw that she scented 

interference. "My mother never walked ten steps in her life. And then, you know," she added with 

a laugh, "I am more than five years old." 

"You are old enough to be more reasonable. You are old enough, dear Miss Miller, to be 

talked about." 

Daisy looked at Mrs. Walker, smiling intensely. "Talked about? What do you mean?" 

"Come into my carriage, and I will tell you." 

Daisy turned her quickened glance again from one of the gentlemen beside her to the 

other. Mr. Giovanelli was bowing to and fro, rubbing down his gloves and laughing very agreeably; 

Winterbourne thought it a most unpleasant scene. "I don’t think I want to know what you mean," 

said Daisy presently. "I don’t think I should like it." 



Winterbourne wished that Mrs. Walker would tuck in her carriage rug and drive away, but 

this lady did not enjoy being defied, as she afterward told him. "Should you prefer being thought 

a very reckless girl?" she demanded. 

"Gracious!" exclaimed Daisy. She looked again at Mr. Giovanelli, then she turned to 

Winterbourne. There was a little pink flush in her cheek; she was tremendously pretty. "Does Mr. 

Winterbourne think," she asked slowly, smiling, throwing back her head, and glancing at him 

from head to foot, "that, to save my reputation, I ought to get into the carriage?" 

Winterbourne colored; for an instant he hesitated greatly. It seemed so strange to hear her 

speak that way of her "reputation." But he himself, in fact, must speak in accordance with 

gallantry. The finest gallantry, here, was simply to tell her the truth; and the truth, for 

Winterbourne, as the few indications I have been able to give have made him known to the reader, 

was that Daisy Miller should take Mrs. Walker’s advice. He looked at her exquisite prettiness, and 

then he said, very gently, "I think you should get into the carriage." 

Daisy gave a violent laugh. "I never heard anything so stiff! If this is improper, Mrs. 

Walker," she pursued, "then I am all improper, and you must give me up. Goodbye; I hope you’ll 

have a lovely ride!" and, with Mr. Giovanelli, who made a triumphantly obsequious salute, she 

turned away. 

Mrs. Walker sat looking after her, and there were tears in Mrs. Walker’s eyes. "Get in here, 

sir," she said to Winterbourne, indicating the place beside her. The young man answered that he 

felt bound to accompany Miss Miller, whereupon Mrs. Walker declared that if he refused her this 

favor she would never speak to him again. She was evidently in earnest. Winterbourne overtook 

Daisy and her companion, and, offering the young girl his hand, told her that Mrs. Walker had 

made an imperious claim upon his society. He expected that in answer she would say something 

rather free, something to commit herself still further to that "recklessness" from which Mrs. 

Walker had so charitably endeavored to dissuade her. But she only shook his hand, hardly looking 

at him, while Mr. Giovanelli bade him farewell with a too emphatic flourish of the hat. 

Winterbourne was not in the best possible humor as he took his seat in Mrs. Walker’s 

victoria. "That was not clever of you," he said candidly, while the vehicle mingled again with the 

throng of carriages. 

"In such a case," his companion answered, "I don’t wish to be clever; I wish to be 

EARNEST!" 

"Well, your earnestness has only offended her and put her off." 

"It has happened very well," said Mrs. Walker. "If she is so perfectly determined to 

compromise herself, the sooner one knows it the better; one can act accordingly." 



"I suspect she meant no harm," Winterbourne rejoined. 

"So I thought a month ago. But she has been going too far." 

"What has she been doing?" 

"Everything that is not done here. Flirting with any man she could pick up; sitting in 

corners with mysterious Italians; dancing all the evening with the same partners; receiving visits 

at eleven o’clock at night. Her mother goes away when visitors come." 

"But her brother," said Winterbourne, laughing, "sits up till midnight." 

"He must be edified by what he sees. I’m told that at their hotel everyone is talking about 

her, and that a smile goes round among all the servants when a gentleman comes and asks for 

Miss Miller." 

"The servants be hanged!" said Winterbourne angrily. "The poor girl’s only fault," he 

presently added, "is that she is very uncultivated." 

"She is naturally indelicate," Mrs. Walker declared. 

"Take that example this morning. How long had you known her at Vevey?" 

"A couple of days." 

"Fancy, then, her making it a personal matter that you should have left the place!" 

Winterbourne was silent for some moments; then he said, "I suspect, Mrs. Walker, that 

you and I have lived too long at Geneva!" And he added a request that she should inform him with 

what particular design she had made him enter her carriage. 

"I wished to beg you to cease your relations with Miss Miller—not to flirt with her—to give 

her no further opportunity to expose herself—to let her alone, in short." 

"I’m afraid I can’t do that," said Winterbourne. "I like her extremely." 

"All the more reason that you shouldn’t help her to make a scandal." 

"There shall be nothing scandalous in my attentions to her." 

"There certainly will be in the way she takes them. But I have said what I had on my 

conscience," Mrs. Walker pursued. "If you wish to rejoin the young lady I will put you down. Here, 

by the way, you have a chance." 

The carriage was traversing that part of the Pincian Garden that overhangs the wall of 

Rome and overlooks the beautiful Villa Borghese. It is bordered by a large parapet, near which 

there are several seats. One of the seats at a distance was occupied by a gentleman and a lady, 

toward whom Mrs. Walker gave a toss of her head. At the same moment these persons rose and 

walked toward the parapet. Winterbourne had asked the coachman to stop; he now descended 

from the carriage. His companion looked at him a moment in silence; then, while he raised his 

hat, she drove majestically away. Winterbourne stood there; he had turned his eyes toward Daisy 



and her cavalier. They evidently saw no one; they were too deeply occupied with each other. When 

they reached the low garden wall, they stood a moment looking off at the great flat-topped pine 

clusters of the Villa Borghese; then Giovanelli seated himself, familiarly, upon the broad ledge of 

the wall. The western sun in the opposite sky sent out a brilliant shaft through a couple of cloud 

bars, whereupon Daisy’s companion took her parasol out of her hands and opened it. She came a 

little nearer, and he held the parasol over her; then, still holding it, he let it rest upon her shoulder, 

so that both of their heads were hidden from Winterbourne. This young man lingered a moment, 

then he began to walk. But he walked—not toward the couple with the parasol; toward the 

residence of his aunt, Mrs. Costello. 

He flattered himself on the following day that there was no smiling among the servants 

when he, at least, asked for Mrs. Miller at her hotel. This lady and her daughter, however, were 

not at home; and on the next day after, repeating his visit, Winterbourne again had the misfortune 

not to find them. Mrs. Walker’s party took place on the evening of the third day, and, in spite of 

the frigidity of his last interview with the hostess, Winterbourne was among the guests. Mrs. 

Walker was one of those American ladies who, while residing abroad, make a point, in their own 

phrase, of studying European society, and she had on this occasion collected several specimens of 

her diversely born fellow mortals to serve, as it were, as textbooks. When Winterbourne arrived, 

Daisy Miller was not there, but in a few moments he saw her mother come in alone, very shyly 

and ruefully. Mrs. Miller’s hair above her exposed-looking temples was more frizzled than ever. 

As she approached Mrs. Walker, Winterbourne also drew near. 

"You see, I’ve come all alone," said poor Mrs. Miller. "I’m so frightened; I don’t know what 

to do. It’s the first time I’ve ever been to a party alone, especially in this country. I wanted to bring 

Randolph or Eugenio, or someone, but Daisy just pushed me off by myself. I ain’t used to going 

round alone." 

"And does not your daughter intend to favor us with her society?" demanded Mrs. Walker 

impressively. 

"Well, Daisy’s all dressed," said Mrs. Miller with that accent of the dispassionate, if not of 

the philosophic, historian with which she always recorded the current incidents of her daughter’s 

career. "She got dressed on purpose before dinner. But she’s got a friend of hers there; that 

gentleman—the Italian—that she wanted to bring. They’ve got going at the piano; it seems as if 

they couldn’t leave off. Mr. Giovanelli sings splendidly. But I guess they’ll come before very long," 

concluded Mrs. Miller hopefully. 

"I’m sorry she should come in that way," said Mrs. Walker. 



"Well, I told her that there was no use in her getting dressed before dinner if she was going 

to wait three hours," responded Daisy’s mamma. "I didn’t see the use of her putting on such a 

dress as that to sit round with Mr. Giovanelli." 

"This is most horrible!" said Mrs. Walker, turning away and addressing herself to 

Winterbourne. "Elle s’affiche. It’s her revenge for my having ventured to remonstrate with her. 

When she comes, I shall not speak to her." 

Daisy came after eleven o’clock; but she was not, on such an occasion, a young lady to wait 

to be spoken to. She rustled forward in radiant loveliness, smiling and chattering, carrying a large 

bouquet, and attended by Mr. Giovanelli. Everyone stopped talking and turned and looked at her. 

She came straight to Mrs. Walker. "I’m afraid you thought I never was coming, so I sent mother 

off to tell you. I wanted to make Mr. Giovanelli practice some things before he came; you know he 

sings beautifully, and I want you to ask him to sing. This is Mr. Giovanelli; you know I introduced 

him to you; he’s got the most lovely voice, and he knows the most charming set of songs. I made 

him go over them this evening on purpose; we had the greatest time at the hotel." Of all this Daisy 

delivered herself with the sweetest, brightest audibleness, looking now at her hostess and now 

round the room, while she gave a series of little pats, round her shoulders, to the edges of her 

dress. "Is there anyone I know?" she asked. 

"I think every one knows you!" said Mrs. Walker pregnantly, and she gave a very cursory 

greeting to Mr. Giovanelli. This gentleman bore himself gallantly. He smiled and bowed and 

showed his white teeth; he curled his mustaches and rolled his eyes and performed all the proper 

functions of a handsome Italian at an evening party. He sang very prettily half a dozen songs, 

though Mrs. Walker afterward declared that she had been quite unable to find out who asked him. 

It was apparently not Daisy who had given him his orders. Daisy sat at a distance from the piano, 

and though she had publicly, as it were, professed a high admiration for his singing, talked, not 

inaudibly, while it was going on. 

"It’s a pity these rooms are so small; we can’t dance," she said to Winterbourne, as if she 

had seen him five minutes before. 

"I am not sorry we can’t dance," Winterbourne answered; "I don’t dance." 

"Of course you don’t dance; you’re too stiff," said Miss Daisy. "I hope you enjoyed your 

drive with Mrs. Walker!" 

"No. I didn’t enjoy it; I preferred walking with you." 

"We paired off: that was much better," said Daisy. "But did you ever hear anything so cool 

as Mrs. Walker’s wanting me to get into her carriage and drop poor Mr. Giovanelli, and under the 



pretext that it was proper? People have different ideas! It would have been most unkind; he had 

been talking about that walk for ten days." 

"He should not have talked about it at all," said Winterbourne; "he would never have 

proposed to a young lady of this country to walk about the streets with him." 

"About the streets?" cried Daisy with her pretty stare. "Where, then, would he have 

proposed to her to walk? The Pincio is not the streets, either; and I, thank goodness, am not a 

young lady of this country. The young ladies of this country have a dreadfully poky time of it, so 

far as I can learn; I don’t see why I should change my habits for THEM." 

"I am afraid your habits are those of a flirt," said Winterbourne gravely. 

"Of course they are," she cried, giving him her little smiling stare again. "I’m a fearful, 

frightful flirt! Did you ever hear of a nice girl that was not? But I suppose you will tell me now that 

I am not a nice girl." 

"You’re a very nice girl; but I wish you would flirt with me, and me only," said 

Winterbourne. 

"Ah! thank you—thank you very much; you are the last man I should think of flirting with. 

As I have had the pleasure of informing you, you are too stiff." 

"You say that too often," said Winterbourne. 

Daisy gave a delighted laugh. "If I could have the sweet hope of making you angry, I should 

say it again." 

"Don’t do that; when I am angry I’m stiffer than ever. But if you won’t flirt with me, do 

cease, at least, to flirt with your friend at the piano; they don’t understand that sort of thing here." 

"I thought they understood nothing else!" exclaimed Daisy. 

"Not in young unmarried women." 

"It seems to me much more proper in young unmarried women than in old married ones," 

Daisy declared. 

"Well," said Winterbourne, "when you deal with natives you must go by the custom of the 

place. Flirting is a purely American custom; it doesn’t exist here. So when you show yourself in 

public with Mr. Giovanelli, and without your mother—" 

"Gracious! poor Mother!" interposed Daisy. 

"Though you may be flirting, Mr. Giovanelli is not; he means something else." 

"He isn’t preaching, at any rate," said Daisy with vivacity. "And if you want very much to 

know, we are neither of us flirting; we are too good friends for that: we are very intimate friends." 

"Ah!" rejoined Winterbourne, "if you are in love with each other, it is another affair." 



She had allowed him up to this point to talk so frankly that he had no expectation of 

shocking her by this ejaculation; but she immediately got up, blushing visibly, and leaving him to 

exclaim mentally that little American flirts were the queerest creatures in the world. "Mr. 

Giovanelli, at least," she said, giving her interlocutor a single glance, "never says such very 

disagreeable things to me." 

Winterbourne was bewildered; he stood, staring. Mr. Giovanelli had finished singing. He 

left the piano and came over to Daisy. "Won’t you come into the other room and have some tea?" 

he asked, bending before her with his ornamental smile. 

Daisy turned to Winterbourne, beginning to smile again. He was still more perplexed, for 

this inconsequent smile made nothing clear, though it seemed to prove, indeed, that she had a 

sweetness and softness that reverted instinctively to the pardon of offenses. "It has never occurred 

to Mr. Winterbourne to offer me any tea," she said with her little tormenting manner. 

"I have offered you advice," Winterbourne rejoined. 

"I prefer weak tea!" cried Daisy, and she went off with the brilliant Giovanelli. She sat with 

him in the adjoining room, in the embrasure of the window, for the rest of the evening. There was 

an interesting performance at the piano, but neither of these young people gave heed to it. When 

Daisy came to take leave of Mrs. Walker, this lady conscientiously repaired the weakness of which 

she had been guilty at the moment of the young girl’s arrival. She turned her back straight upon 

Miss Miller and left her to depart with what grace she might. Winterbourne was standing near the 

door; he saw it all. Daisy turned very pale and looked at her mother, but Mrs. Miller was humbly 

unconscious of any violation of the usual social forms. She appeared, indeed, to have felt an 

incongruous impulse to draw attention to her own striking observance of them. "Good night, Mrs. 

Walker," she said; "we’ve had a beautiful evening. You see, if I let Daisy come to parties without 

me, I don’t want her to go away without me." Daisy turned away, looking with a pale, grave face 

at the circle near the door; Winterbourne saw that, for the first moment, she was too much 

shocked and puzzled even for indignation. He on his side was greatly touched. 

"That was very cruel," he said to Mrs. Walker. 

"She never enters my drawing room again!" replied his hostess. 

Since Winterbourne was not to meet her in Mrs. Walker’s drawing room, he went as often 

as possible to Mrs. Miller’s hotel. The ladies were rarely at home, but when he found them, the 

devoted Giovanelli was always present. Very often the brilliant little Roman was in the drawing 

room with Daisy alone, Mrs. Miller being apparently constantly of the opinion that discretion is 

the better part of surveillance. Winterbourne noted, at first with surprise, that Daisy on these 

occasions was never embarrassed or annoyed by his own entrance; but he very presently began to 



feel that she had no more surprises for him; the unexpected in her behavior was the only thing to 

expect. She showed no displeasure at her tete-a-tete with Giovanelli being interrupted; she could 

chatter as freshly and freely with two gentlemen as with one; there was always, in her 

conversation, the same odd mixture of audacity and puerility. Winterbourne remarked to himself 

that if she was seriously interested in Giovanelli, it was very singular that she should not take more 

trouble to preserve the sanctity of their interviews; and he liked her the more for her innocent-

looking indifference and her apparently inexhaustible good humor. He could hardly have said 

why, but she seemed to him a girl who would never be jealous. At the risk of exciting a somewhat 

derisive smile on the reader’s part, I may affirm that with regard to the women who had hitherto 

interested him, it very often seemed to Winterbourne among the possibilities that, given certain 

contingencies, he should be afraid—literally afraid—of these ladies; he had a pleasant sense that 

he should never be afraid of Daisy Miller. It must be added that this sentiment was not altogether 

flattering to Daisy; it was part of his conviction, or rather of his apprehension, that she would 

prove a very light young person. 

But she was evidently very much interested in Giovanelli. She looked at him whenever he 

spoke; she was perpetually telling him to do this and to do that; she was constantly "chaffing" and 

abusing him. She appeared completely to have forgotten that Winterbourne had said anything to 

displease her at Mrs. Walker’s little party. One Sunday afternoon, having gone to St. Peter’s with 

his aunt, Winterbourne perceived Daisy strolling about the great church in company with the 

inevitable Giovanelli. Presently he pointed out the young girl and her cavalier to Mrs. Costello. 

This lady looked at them a moment through her eyeglass, and then she said: 

"That’s what makes you so pensive in these days, eh?" 

"I had not the least idea I was pensive," said the young man. 

"You are very much preoccupied; you are thinking of something." 

"And what is it," he asked, "that you accuse me of thinking of?" 

"Of that young lady’s—Miss Baker’s, Miss Chandler’s—what’s her name?—Miss Miller’s 

intrigue with that little barber’s block." 

"Do you call it an intrigue," Winterbourne asked—"an affair that goes on with such peculiar 

publicity?" 

"That’s their folly," said Mrs. Costello; "it’s not their merit." 

"No," rejoined Winterbourne, with something of that pensiveness to which his aunt had 

alluded. "I don’t believe that there is anything to be called an intrigue." 

"I have heard a dozen people speak of it; they say she is quite carried away by him." 

"They are certainly very intimate," said Winterbourne. 



Mrs. Costello inspected the young couple again with her optical instrument. "He is very 

handsome. One easily sees how it is. She thinks him the most elegant man in the world, the finest 

gentleman. She has never seen anything like him; he is better, even, than the courier. It was the 

courier probably who introduced him; and if he succeeds in marrying the young lady, the courier 

will come in for a magnificent commission." 

"I don’t believe she thinks of marrying him," said Winterbourne, "and I don’t believe he 

hopes to marry her." 

"You may be very sure she thinks of nothing. She goes on from day to day, from hour to 

hour, as they did in the Golden Age. I can imagine nothing more vulgar. And at the same time," 

added Mrs. Costello, "depend upon it that she may tell you any moment that she is ‘engaged.’" 

"I think that is more than Giovanelli expects," said Winterbourne. 

"Who is Giovanelli?" 

"The little Italian. I have asked questions about him and learned something. He is 

apparently a perfectly respectable little man. I believe he is, in a small way, a cavaliere avvocato. 

But he doesn’t move in what are called the first circles. I think it is really not absolutely impossible 

that the courier introduced him. He is evidently immensely charmed with Miss Miller. If she 

thinks him the finest gentleman in the world, he, on his side, has never found himself in personal 

contact with such splendor, such opulence, such expensiveness as this young lady’s. And then she 

must seem to him wonderfully pretty and interesting. I rather doubt that he dreams of marrying 

her. That must appear to him too impossible a piece of luck. He has nothing but his handsome 

face to offer, and there is a substantial Mr. Miller in that mysterious land of dollars. Giovanelli 

knows that he hasn’t a title to offer. If he were only a count or a marchese! He must wonder at his 

luck, at the way they have taken him up." 

"He accounts for it by his handsome face and thinks Miss Miller a young lady qui se passe 

ses fantaisies!" said Mrs. Costello. 

"It is very true," Winterbourne pursued, "that Daisy and her mamma have not yet risen to 

that stage of—what shall I call it?—of culture at which the idea of catching a count or a marchese 

begins. I believe that they are intellectually incapable of that conception." 

"Ah! but the avvocato can’t believe it," said Mrs. Costello. 

Of the observation excited by Daisy’s "intrigue," Winterbourne gathered that day at St. 

Peter’s sufficient evidence. A dozen of the American colonists in Rome came to talk with Mrs. 

Costello, who sat on a little portable stool at the base of one of the great pilasters. The vesper 

service was going forward in splendid chants and organ tones in the adjacent choir, and 

meanwhile, between Mrs. Costello and her friends, there was a great deal said about poor little 



Miss Miller’s going really "too far." Winterbourne was not pleased with what he heard, but when, 

coming out upon the great steps of the church, he saw Daisy, who had emerged before him, get 

into an open cab with her accomplice and roll away through the cynical streets of Rome, he could 

not deny to himself that she was going very far indeed. He felt very sorry for her—not exactly that 

he believed that she had completely lost her head, but because it was painful to hear so much that 

was pretty, and undefended, and natural assigned to a vulgar place among the categories of 

disorder. He made an attempt after this to give a hint to Mrs. Miller. He met one day in the Corso 

a friend, a tourist like himself, who had just come out of the Doria Palace, where he had been 

walking through the beautiful gallery. His friend talked for a moment about the superb portrait of 

Innocent X by Velasquez which hangs in one of the cabinets of the palace, and then said, "And in 

the same cabinet, by the way, I had the pleasure of contemplating a picture of a different kind—

that pretty American girl whom you pointed out to me last week." In answer to Winterbourne’s 

inquiries, his friend narrated that the pretty American girl—prettier than ever—was seated with a 

companion in the secluded nook in which the great papal portrait was enshrined. 

"Who was her companion?" asked Winterbourne. 

"A little Italian with a bouquet in his buttonhole. The girl is delightfully pretty, but I 

thought I understood from you the other day that she was a young lady du meilleur monde." 

"So she is!" answered Winterbourne; and having assured himself that his informant had 

seen Daisy and her companion but five minutes before, he jumped into a cab and went to call on 

Mrs. Miller. She was at home; but she apologized to him for receiving him in Daisy’s absence. 

"She’s gone out somewhere with Mr. Giovanelli," said Mrs. Miller. "She’s always going 

round with Mr. Giovanelli." 

"I have noticed that they are very intimate," Winterbourne observed. 

"Oh, it seems as if they couldn’t live without each other!" said Mrs. Miller. "Well, he’s a 

real gentleman, anyhow. I keep telling Daisy she’s engaged!" 

"And what does Daisy say?" 

"Oh, she says she isn’t engaged. But she might as well be!" this impartial parent resumed; 

"she goes on as if she was. But I’ve made Mr. Giovanelli promise to tell me, if SHE doesn’t. I should 

want to write to Mr. Miller about it—shouldn’t you?" 

Winterbourne replied that he certainly should; and the state of mind of Daisy’s mamma 

struck him as so unprecedented in the annals of parental vigilance that he gave up as utterly 

irrelevant the attempt to place her upon her guard. 

After this Daisy was never at home, and Winterbourne ceased to meet her at the houses of 

their common acquaintances, because, as he perceived, these shrewd people had quite made up 



their minds that she was going too far. They ceased to invite her; and they intimated that they 

desired to express to observant Europeans the great truth that, though Miss Daisy Miller was a 

young American lady, her behavior was not representative—was regarded by her compatriots as 

abnormal. Winterbourne wondered how she felt about all the cold shoulders that were turned 

toward her, and sometimes it annoyed him to suspect that she did not feel at all. He said to himself 

that she was too light and childish, too uncultivated and unreasoning, too provincial, to have 

reflected upon her ostracism, or even to have perceived it. Then at other moments he believed 

that she carried about in her elegant and irresponsible little organism a defiant, passionate, 

perfectly observant consciousness of the impression she produced. He asked himself whether 

Daisy’s defiance came from the consciousness of innocence, or from her being, essentially, a young 

person of the reckless class. It must be admitted that holding one’s self to a belief in Daisy’s 

"innocence" came to seem to Winterbourne more and more a matter of fine-spun gallantry. As I 

have already had occasion to relate, he was angry at finding himself reduced to chopping logic 

about this young lady; he was vexed at his want of instinctive certitude as to how far her 

eccentricities were generic, national, and how far they were personal. From either view of them 

he had somehow missed her, and now it was too late. She was "carried away" by Mr. Giovanelli. 

A few days after his brief interview with her mother, he encountered her in that beautiful 

abode of flowering desolation known as the Palace of the Caesars. The early Roman spring had 

filled the air with bloom and perfume, and the rugged surface of the Palatine was muffled with 

tender verdure. Daisy was strolling along the top of one of those great mounds of ruin that are 

embanked with mossy marble and paved with monumental inscriptions. It seemed to him that 

Rome had never been so lovely as just then. He stood, looking off at the enchanting harmony of 

line and color that remotely encircles the city, inhaling the softly humid odors, and feeling the 

freshness of the year and the antiquity of the place reaffirm themselves in mysterious interfusion. 

It seemed to him also that Daisy had never looked so pretty, but this had been an observation of 

his whenever he met her. Giovanelli was at her side, and Giovanelli, too, wore an aspect of even 

unwonted brilliancy. 

"Well," said Daisy, "I should think you would be lonesome!" 

"Lonesome?" asked Winterbourne. 

"You are always going round by yourself. Can’t you get anyone to walk with you?" 

"I am not so fortunate," said Winterbourne, "as your companion." 

Giovanelli, from the first, had treated Winterbourne with distinguished politeness. He 

listened with a deferential air to his remarks; he laughed punctiliously at his pleasantries; he 

seemed disposed to testify to his belief that Winterbourne was a superior young man. He carried 



himself in no degree like a jealous wooer; he had obviously a great deal of tact; he had no objection 

to your expecting a little humility of him. It even seemed to Winterbourne at times that Giovanelli 

would find a certain mental relief in being able to have a private understanding with him—to say 

to him, as an intelligent man, that, bless you, HE knew how extraordinary was this young lady, 

and didn’t flatter himself with delusive—or at least TOO delusive—hopes of matrimony and 

dollars. On this occasion he strolled away from his companion to pluck a sprig of almond blossom, 

which he carefully arranged in his buttonhole. 

"I know why you say that," said Daisy, watching Giovanelli. "Because you think I go round 

too much with HIM." And she nodded at her attendant. 

"Every one thinks so—if you care to know," said Winterbourne. 

"Of course I care to know!" Daisy exclaimed seriously. "But I don’t believe it. They are only 

pretending to be shocked. They don’t really care a straw what I do. Besides, I don’t go round so 

much." 

"I think you will find they do care. They will show it disagreeably." 

Daisy looked at him a moment. "How disagreeably?" 

"Haven’t you noticed anything?" Winterbourne asked. 

"I have noticed you. But I noticed you were as stiff as an umbrella the first time I saw you." 

"You will find I am not so stiff as several others," said Winterbourne, smiling. 

"How shall I find it?" 

"By going to see the others." 

"What will they do to me?" 

"They will give you the cold shoulder. Do you know what that means?" 

Daisy was looking at him intently; she began to color. "Do you mean as Mrs. Walker did 

the other night?" 

"Exactly!" said Winterbourne. 

She looked away at Giovanelli, who was decorating himself with his almond blossom. Then 

looking back at Winterbourne, "I shouldn’t think you would let people be so unkind!" she said. 

"How can I help it?" he asked. 

"I should think you would say something." 

"I do say something;" and he paused a moment. "I say that your mother tells me that she 

believes you are engaged." 

"Well, she does," said Daisy very simply. 

Winterbourne began to laugh. "And does Randolph believe it?" he asked. 



"I guess Randolph doesn’t believe anything," said Daisy. Randolph’s skepticism excited 

Winterbourne to further hilarity, and he observed that Giovanelli was coming back to them. Daisy, 

observing it too, addressed herself again to her countryman. "Since you have mentioned it," she 

said, "I AM engaged." * * * Winterbourne looked at her; he had stopped laughing. "You don’t 

believe!" she added. 

He was silent a moment; and then, "Yes, I believe it," he said. 

"Oh, no, you don’t!" she answered. "Well, then—I am not!" 

The young girl and her cicerone were on their way to the gate of the enclosure, so that 

Winterbourne, who had but lately entered, presently took leave of them. A week afterward he went 

to dine at a beautiful villa on the Caelian Hill, and, on arriving, dismissed his hired vehicle. The 

evening was charming, and he promised himself the satisfaction of walking home beneath the 

Arch of Constantine and past the vaguely lighted monuments of the Forum. There was a waning 

moon in the sky, and her radiance was not brilliant, but she was veiled in a thin cloud curtain 

which seemed to diffuse and equalize it. When, on his return from the villa (it was eleven o’clock), 

Winterbourne approached the dusky circle of the Colosseum, it recurred to him, as a lover of the 

picturesque, that the interior, in the pale moonshine, would be well worth a glance. He turned 

aside and walked to one of the empty arches, near which, as he observed, an open carriage—one 

of the little Roman streetcabs—was stationed. Then he passed in, among the cavernous shadows 

of the great structure, and emerged upon the clear and silent arena. The place had never seemed 

to him more impressive. One-half of the gigantic circus was in deep shade, the other was sleeping 

in the luminous dusk. As he stood there he began to murmur Byron’s famous lines, out of 

"Manfred," but before he had finished his quotation he remembered that if nocturnal meditations 

in the Colosseum are recommended by the poets, they are deprecated by the doctors. The historic 

atmosphere was there, certainly; but the historic atmosphere, scientifically considered, was no 

better than a villainous miasma. Winterbourne walked to the middle of the arena, to take a more 

general glance, intending thereafter to make a hasty retreat. The great cross in the center was 

covered with shadow; it was only as he drew near it that he made it out distinctly. Then he saw 

that two persons were stationed upon the low steps which formed its base. One of these was a 

woman, seated; her companion was standing in front of her. 

Presently the sound of the woman’s voice came to him distinctly in the warm night air. 

"Well, he looks at us as one of the old lions or tigers may have looked at the Christian martyrs!" 

These were the words he heard, in the familiar accent of Miss Daisy Miller. 

"Let us hope he is not very hungry," responded the ingenious Giovanelli. "He will have to 

take me first; you will serve for dessert!" 



Winterbourne stopped, with a sort of horror, and, it must be added, with a sort of relief. It 

was as if a sudden illumination had been flashed upon the ambiguity of Daisy’s behavior, and the 

riddle had become easy to read. She was a young lady whom a gentleman need no longer be at 

pains to respect. He stood there, looking at her—looking at her companion and not reflecting that 

though he saw them vaguely, he himself must have been more brightly visible. He felt angry with 

himself that he had bothered so much about the right way of regarding Miss Daisy Miller. Then, 

as he was going to advance again, he checked himself, not from the fear that he was doing her 

injustice, but from a sense of the danger of appearing unbecomingly exhilarated by this sudden 

revulsion from cautious criticism. He turned away toward the entrance of the place, but, as he did 

so, he heard Daisy speak again. 

"Why, it was Mr. Winterbourne! He saw me, and he cuts me!" 

What a clever little reprobate she was, and how smartly she played at injured innocence! 

But he wouldn’t cut her. Winterbourne came forward again and went toward the great cross. Daisy 

had got up; Giovanelli lifted his hat. Winterbourne had now begun to think simply of the craziness, 

from a sanitary point of view, of a delicate young girl lounging away the evening in this nest of 

malaria. What if she WERE a clever little reprobate? that was no reason for her dying of the 

perniciosa. "How long have you been here?" he asked almost brutally. 

Daisy, lovely in the flattering moonlight, looked at him a moment. Then—"All the 

evening," she answered, gently. * * * "I never saw anything so pretty." 

"I am afraid," said Winterbourne, "that you will not think Roman fever very pretty. This is 

the way people catch it. I wonder," he added, turning to Giovanelli, "that you, a native Roman, 

should countenance such a terrible indiscretion." 

"Ah," said the handsome native, "for myself I am not afraid." 

"Neither am I—for you! I am speaking for this young lady." 

Giovanelli lifted his well-shaped eyebrows and showed his brilliant teeth. But he took 

Winterbourne’s rebuke with docility. "I told the signorina it was a grave indiscretion, but when 

was the signorina ever prudent?" 

"I never was sick, and I don’t mean to be!" the signorina declared. "I don’t look like much, 

but I’m healthy! I was bound to see the Colosseum by moonlight; I shouldn’t have wanted to go 

home without that; and we have had the most beautiful time, haven’t we, Mr. Giovanelli? If there 

has been any danger, Eugenio can give me some pills. He has got some splendid pills." 

"I should advise you," said Winterbourne, "to drive home as fast as possible and take one!" 

"What you say is very wise," Giovanelli rejoined. "I will go and make sure the carriage is at 

hand." And he went forward rapidly. 



Daisy followed with Winterbourne. He kept looking at her; she seemed not in the least 

embarrassed. Winterbourne said nothing; Daisy chattered about the beauty of the place. "Well, I 

HAVE seen the Colosseum by moonlight!" she exclaimed. "That’s one good thing." Then, noticing 

Winterbourne’s silence, she asked him why he didn’t speak. He made no answer; he only began 

to laugh. They passed under one of the dark archways; Giovanelli was in front with the carriage. 

Here Daisy stopped a moment, looking at the young American. "DID you believe I was engaged, 

the other day?" she asked. 

"It doesn’t matter what I believed the other day," said Winterbourne, still laughing. 

"Well, what do you believe now?" 

"I believe that it makes very little difference whether you are engaged or not!" 

He felt the young girl’s pretty eyes fixed upon him through the thick gloom of the archway; 

she was apparently going to answer. But Giovanelli hurried her forward. "Quick! quick!" he said; 

"if we get in by midnight we are quite safe." 

Daisy took her seat in the carriage, and the fortunate Italian placed himself beside her. 

"Don’t forget Eugenio’s pills!" said Winterbourne as he lifted his hat. 

"I don’t care," said Daisy in a little strange tone, "whether I have Roman fever or not!" 

Upon this the cab driver cracked his whip, and they rolled away over the desultory patches of the 

antique pavement. 

Winterbourne, to do him justice, as it were, mentioned to no one that he had encountered 

Miss Miller, at midnight, in the Colosseum with a gentleman; but nevertheless, a couple of days 

later, the fact of her having been there under these circumstances was known to every member of 

the little American circle, and commented accordingly. Winterbourne reflected that they had of 

course known it at the hotel, and that, after Daisy’s return, there had been an exchange of remarks 

between the porter and the cab driver. But the young man was conscious, at the same moment, 

that it had ceased to be a matter of serious regret to him that the little American flirt should be 

"talked about" by low-minded menials. These people, a day or two later, had serious information 

to give: the little American flirt was alarmingly ill. Winterbourne, when the rumor came to him, 

immediately went to the hotel for more news. He found that two or three charitable friends had 

preceded him, and that they were being entertained in Mrs. Miller’s salon by Randolph. 

"It’s going round at night," said Randolph—"that’s what made her sick. She’s always going 

round at night. I shouldn’t think she’d want to, it’s so plaguy dark. You can’t see anything here at 

night, except when there’s a moon. In America there’s always a moon!" Mrs. Miller was invisible; 

she was now, at least, giving her daughter the advantage of her society. It was evident that Daisy 

was dangerously ill. 



Winterbourne went often to ask for news of her, and once he saw Mrs. Miller, who, though 

deeply alarmed, was, rather to his surprise, perfectly composed, and, as it appeared, a most 

efficient and judicious nurse. She talked a good deal about Dr. Davis, but Winterbourne paid her 

the compliment of saying to himself that she was not, after all, such a monstrous goose. "Daisy 

spoke of you the other day," she said to him. "Half the time she doesn’t know what she’s saying, 

but that time I think she did. She gave me a message she told me to tell you. She told me to tell 

you that she never was engaged to that handsome Italian. I am sure I am very glad; Mr. Giovanelli 

hasn’t been near us since she was taken ill. I thought he was so much of a gentleman; but I don’t 

call that very polite! A lady told me that he was afraid I was angry with him for taking Daisy round 

at night. Well, so I am, but I suppose he knows I’m a lady. I would scorn to scold him. Anyway, 

she says she’s not engaged. I don’t know why she wanted you to know, but she said to me three 

times, ‘Mind you tell Mr. Winterbourne.’ And then she told me to ask if you remembered the time 

you went to that castle in Switzerland. But I said I wouldn’t give any such messages as that. Only, 

if she is not engaged, I’m sure I’m glad to know it." 

But, as Winterbourne had said, it mattered very little. A week after this, the poor girl died; 

it had been a terrible case of the fever. Daisy’s grave was in the little Protestant cemetery, in an 

angle of the wall of imperial Rome, beneath the cypresses and the thick spring flowers. 

Winterbourne stood there beside it, with a number of other mourners, a number larger than the 

scandal excited by the young lady’s career would have led you to expect. Near him stood 

Giovanelli, who came nearer still before Winterbourne turned away. Giovanelli was very pale: on 

this occasion he had no flower in his buttonhole; he seemed to wish to say something. At last he 

said, "She was the most beautiful young lady I ever saw, and the most amiable;" and then he added 

in a moment, "and she was the most innocent." 

Winterbourne looked at him and presently repeated his words, "And the most innocent?" 

"The most innocent!" 

Winterbourne felt sore and angry. "Why the devil," he asked, "did you take her to that fatal 

place?" 

Mr. Giovanelli’s urbanity was apparently imperturbable. He looked on the ground a 

moment, and then he said, "For myself I had no fear; and she wanted to go." 

"That was no reason!" Winterbourne declared. 

The subtle Roman again dropped his eyes. "If she had lived, I should have got nothing. She 

would never have married me, I am sure." 

"She would never have married you?" 

"For a moment I hoped so. But no. I am sure." 



Winterbourne listened to him: he stood staring at the raw protuberance among the April 

daisies. When he turned away again, Mr. Giovanelli, with his light, slow step, had retired. 

Winterbourne almost immediately left Rome; but the following summer he again met his 

aunt, Mrs. Costello at Vevey. Mrs. Costello was fond of Vevey. In the interval Winterbourne had 

often thought of Daisy Miller and her mystifying manners. One day he spoke of her to his aunt—

said it was on his conscience that he had done her injustice. 

"I am sure I don’t know," said Mrs. Costello. "How did your injustice affect her?" 

"She sent me a message before her death which I didn’t understand at the time; but I have 

understood it since. She would have appreciated one’s esteem." 

"Is that a modest way," asked Mrs. Costello, "of saying that she would have reciprocated 

one’s affection?" 

Winterbourne offered no answer to this question; but he presently said, "You were right 

in that remark that you made last summer. I was booked to make a mistake. I have lived too long 

in foreign parts." 

Nevertheless, he went back to live at Geneva, whence there continue to come the most 

contradictory accounts of his motives of sojourn: a report that he is "studying" hard—an 

intimation that he is much interested in a very clever foreign lady. 

 

2.6.2 Reading and Review Questions 

1. What features of Realism do you see in Daisy Miller? 

2. How does James use point of view in the novella? For example, who is the narrator 

in the story? What effect does the narrative voice have in conveying the story as 

gossip? 

3. Is Daisy Miller truly an innocent? Is she a victim of a cynical, hypocritical culture? 

Or does she bring about her own fate? 

4. How is Winterbourne, also an American abroad, different from Daisy? Through 

what lens does he view Daisy? 

5. Why does Winterbourne obsess over whether Daisy is “innocent” or not? What is 

Winterbourne seeking in Daisy? 

6. What does the expression “Roman fever” mean in the context of the story? While the 

expression refers literally to malaria, what other figurative associations might the 

expression convey? 
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Born in 1849 in the coastal town of South Berwick, Maine, Sarah Orne Jewett grew up 

accompanying her father, a doctor, on rounds across the rural countryside. She was educated at 

South Berwick Academy, graduating in 1866. In spite of obstacles she would have faced as a 

woman seeking a medical education in the nineteenth century, Jewett harbored ambitions of 

becoming a doctor herself, but ill health prevented her from moving forward with the plan. 

Instead, she continued to educate herself by reading widely in her father’s private library, 

eventually deciding upon a life of writing. She published a short story at age nineteen in The 

Atlantic Monthly, and her work was promoted by William Dean Howells, assistant editor at the 

magazine, who praised Jewett’s ability to capture the distinctive voice of ordinary people in the 

New England region. As her reputation grew, she regularly traveled to Boston, where she enjoyed 

the company of other writers. Jewett never married but later in life befriended the widow of James 

Thomas Fields, Howells’s predecessor at The Atlantic Monthly. Annie Adams Fields and Sarah 

Orne Jewett were companions for the rest of Jewett’s life. Jewett died in 1909 after a long illness. 

Jewett’s most notable works are her novels and short stories that explore characters firmly 

rooted in the New England region, particularly A Country Doctor (1884); A White Heron (1886), 

a short story collection; and The Country of the Pointed Firs (1896). Jewett has been described as 



both a local colorist and a regionalist, and even as an early realist. The difficulty in labeling her 

work points to limits of categorizing literature using terms for distinct literary movements that 

developed at times parallel to one another and at other instances overlapped. Most literary critics, 

though, are comfortable describing Jewett’s work as representative of American Literary 

Regionalism. Similar to fellow New England writer Mary E. Wilkins Freeman’s fiction, Jewett’s 

work does exhibit features of Local Color— the important sense of locale in terms of geography 

and landscape, as well as the speech patterns and customs of the inhabitants. However, beyond 

the particulars of place, these stories focus on characterization, particularly in ways that plot or 

action in the story is filtered through the consciousness of a central protagonist, most often a young 

girl or a woman. In Jewett’s work, as in Freeman’s, there is evidence of three dimensional 

characters who must work through an internal conflict, and this dimensional characterization 

predicts the kind of psychological complexity of character that becomes even more refined and 

sophisticated in works by Realistic writers such as Howells and James. Additionally, her work, 

with its focus on the lives of women and the limitations placed on them by the cultural and 

historical moment, predicts an early feminist realism. In one of her most important short stories, 

A White Heron, Sylvy’s internal conflict—whether or not to give away the location of the heron’s 

nest to the handsome male stranger—forms the basis of the plot of the story. Sylvy’s allegiance is 

challenged, then, in terms of whether she will protect the wild bird or please the young man. 

However, Sylvy must also decide a larger issue than whether she will be loyal to the bird or the 

ornithologist (and all each represents symbolically). She must determine who she is and whether 

she can be loyal to this new sense of self. 

 

2.7.1 “A White Heron” 

I 

The woods were already filled with shadows one June evening, just before eight o’clock, 

though a bright sunset still glimmered faintly among the trunks of the trees. A little girl was 

driving home her cow, a plodding, dilatory, provoking creature in her behavior, but a valued 

companion for all that. They were going away from whatever light there was, and striking deep 

into the woods, but their feet were familiar with the path, and it was no matter whether their eyes 

could see it or not. 

There was hardly a night the summer through when the old cow could be found waiting at 

the pasture bars; on the contrary, it was her greatest pleasure to hide herself away among the 

huckleberry bushes, and though she wore a loud bell she had made the discovery that if one stood 

perfectly still it would not ring. So Sylvia had to hunt for her until she found her, and call Co’ ! Co’ 



! with never an answering Moo, until her childish patience was quite spent. If the creature had not 

given good milk and plenty of it, the case would have seemed very different to her owners. Besides, 

Sylvia had all the time there was, and very little use to make of it. Sometimes in pleasant weather 

it was a consolation to look upon the cow’s pranks as an intelligent attempt to play hide and seek, 

and as the child had no playmates she lent herself to this amusement with a good deal of zest. 

Though this chase had been so long that the wary animal herself had given an unusual signal of 

her whereabouts, Sylvia had only laughed when she came upon Mistress Moolly at the swamp-

side, and urged her affectionately homeward with a twig of birch leaves. The old cow was not 

inclined to wander farther, she even turned in the right direction for once as they left the pasture, 

and stepped along the road at a good pace. She was quite ready to be milked now, and seldom 

stopped to browse. Sylvia wondered what her grandmother would say because they were so late. 

It was a great while since she had left home at half-past five o’clock, but everybody knew the 

difficulty of making this errand a short one. Mrs. Tilley had chased the hornéd torment too many 

summer evenings herself to blame any one else for lingering, and was only thankful as she waited 

that she had Sylvia, nowadays, to give such valuable assistance. The good woman suspected that 

Sylvia loitered occasionally on her own account; there never was such a child for straying about 

out-of-doors since the world was made! Everybody said that it was a good change for a little maid 

who had tried to grow for eight years in a crowded manufacturing town, but, as for Sylvia herself, 

it seemed as if she never had been alive at all before she came to live at the farm. She thought 

often with wistful compassion of a wretched geranium that belonged to a town neighbor. 

"‘Afraid of folks,’" old Mrs. Tilley said to herself, with a smile, after she had made the 

unlikely choice of Sylvia from her daughter’s houseful of children, and was returning to the farm. 

"‘Afraid of folks,’ they said! I guess she won’t be troubled no great with ‘em up to the old place!" 

When they reached the door of the lonely house and stopped to unlock it, and the cat came to purr 

loudly, and rub against them, a deserted pussy, indeed, but fat with young robins, Sylvia 

whispered that this was a beautiful place to live in, and she never should wish to go home.  

The companions followed the shady wood-road, the cow taking slow steps and the child 

very fast ones. The cow stopped long at the brook to drink, as if the pasture were not half a swamp, 

and Sylvia stood still and waited, letting her bare feet cool themselves in the shoal water, while 

the great twilight moths struck softly against her. She waded on through the brook as the cow 

moved away, and listened to the thrushes with a heart that beat fast with pleasure. There was a 

stirring in the great boughs overhead. They were full of little birds and beasts that seemed to be 

wide awake, and going about their world, or else saying good-night to each other in sleepy twitters. 

Sylvia herself felt sleepy as she walked along. However, it was not much farther to the house, and 



the air was soft and sweet. She was not often in the woods so late as this, and it made her feel as 

if she were a part of the gray shadows and the moving leaves. She was just thinking how long it 

seemed since she first came to the farm a year ago, and wondering if everything went on in the 

noisy town just the same as when she was there, the thought of the great red-faced boy who used 

to chase and frighten her made her hurry along the path to escape from the shadow of the trees. 

Suddenly this little woods-girl is horror-stricken to hear a clear whistle not very far away. 

Not a bird’s-whistle, which would have a sort of friendliness, but a boy’s whistle, determined, and 

somewhat aggressive. Sylvia left the cow to whatever sad fate might await her, and stepped 

discreetly aside into the bushes, but she was just too late. The enemy had discovered her, and 

called out in a very cheerful and persuasive tone, "Halloa, little girl, how far is it to the road?" and 

trembling Sylvia answered almost inaudibly, "A good ways." 

She did not dare to look boldly at the tall young man, who carried a gun over his shoulder, 

but she came out of her bush and again followed the cow, while he walked alongside. 

"I have been hunting for some birds," the stranger said kindly, "and I have lost my way, 

and need a friend very much. Don’t be afraid," he added gallantly. "Speak up and tell me what 

your name is, and whether you think I can spend the night at your house, and go out gunning early 

in the morning." 

Sylvia was more alarmed than before. Would not her grandmother consider her much to 

blame? But who could have foreseen such an accident as this? It did not seem to be her fault, and 

she hung her head as if the stem of it were broken, but managed to answer "Sylvy," with much 

effort when her companion again asked her name. 

Mrs. Tilley was standing in the doorway when the trio came into view. The cow gave a loud 

moo by way of explanation. 

"Yes, you’d better speak up for yourself, you old trial! Where’d she tucked herself away this 

time, Sylvy?" But Sylvia kept an awed silence; she knew by instinct that her grandmother did not 

comprehend the gravity of the situation. She must be mistaking the stranger for one of the farmer-

lads of the region. 

The young man stood his gun beside the door, and dropped a lumpy game-bag beside it; 

then he bade Mrs. Tilley good-evening, and repeated his wayfarer’s story, and asked if he could 

have a night’s lodging. 

"Put me anywhere you like," he said. "I must be off early in the morning, before day; but I 

am very hungry, indeed. You can give me some milk at any rate, that’s plain." 

"Dear sakes, yes," responded the hostess, whose long slumbering hospitality seemed to be 

easily awakened. "You might fare better if you went out to the main road a mile or so, but you’re 



welcome to what we’ve got. I’ll milk right off, and you make yourself at home. You can sleep on 

husks or feathers," she proffered graciously. "I raised them all myself. There’s good pasturing for 

geese just below here towards the ma’sh. Now step round and set a plate for the gentleman, Sylvy!" 

And Sylvia promptly stepped. She was glad to have something to do, and she was hungry herself. 

It was a surprise to find so clean and comfortable a little dwelling in this New England 

wilderness. The young man had known the horrors of its most primitive housekeeping, and the 

dreary squalor of that level of society which does not rebel at the companionship of hens. This was 

the best thrift of an old-fashioned farmstead, though on such a small scale that it seemed like a 

hermitage. He listened eagerly to the old woman’s quaint talk, he watched Sylvia’s pale face and 

shining gray eyes with ever growing enthusiasm, and insisted that this was the best supper he had 

eaten for a month, and afterward the new-made friends sat down in the door-way together while 

the moon came up. 

Soon it would be berry-time, and Sylvia was a great help at picking. The cow was a good 

milker, though a plaguy thing to keep track of, the hostess gossiped frankly, adding presently that 

she had buried four children, so Sylvia’s mother, and a son (who might be dead) in California were 

all the children she had left. "Dan, my boy, was a great hand to go gunning," she explained sadly. 

"I never wanted for pa’tridges or gray squer’ls while he was to home. He’s been a great wand’rer, 

I expect, and he’s no hand to write letters. There, I don’t blame him, I’d ha’ seen the world myself 

if it had been so I could. 

"Sylvy takes after him," the grandmother continued affectionately, after a minute’s pause. 

"There ain’t a foot o’ ground she don’t know her way over, and the wild creaturs counts her one o’ 

themselves. Squer’ls she’ll tame to come an’ feed right out o’ her hands, and all sorts o’ birds. Last 

winter she got the jay-birds to bangeing here, and I believe she’d ‘a’ scanted herself of her own 

meals to have plenty to throw out amongst ‘em, if I hadn’t kep’ watch. Anything but crows, I tell 

her, I’m willin’ to help support – though Dan he had a tamed one o’ them that did seem to have 

reason same as folks. It was round here a good spell after he went away. Dan an’ his father they 

didn’t hitch, – but he never held up his head ag’in after Dan had dared him an’ gone off." 

The guest did not notice this hint of family sorrows in his eager interest in something else. 

"So Sylvy knows all about birds, does she?" he exclaimed, as he looked round at the little 

girl who sat, very demure but increasingly sleepy, in the moonlight. "I am making a collection of 

birds myself. I have been at it ever since I was a boy." (Mrs. Tilley smiled.) "There are two or three 

very rare ones I have been hunting for these five years. I mean to get them on my own ground if 

they can be found." 



"Do you cage ‘em up?" asked Mrs. Tilley doubtfully, in response to this enthusiastic 

announcement. 

"Oh no, they’re stuffed and preserved, dozens and dozens of them," said the ornithologist, 

"and I have shot or snared every one myself. I caught a glimpse of a white heron a few miles from 

here on Saturday, and I have followed it in this direction. They have never been found in this 

district at all. The little white heron, it is," and he turned again to look at Sylvia with the hope of 

discovering that the rare bird was one of her acquaintances. 

But Sylvia was watching a hop-toad in the narrow footpath. 

"You would know the heron if you saw it," the stranger continued eagerly. "A queer tall 

white bird with soft feathers and long thin legs. And it would have a nest perhaps in the top of a 

high tree, made of sticks, something like a hawk’s nest." 

Sylvia’s heart gave a wild beat; she knew that strange white bird, and had once stolen softly 

near where it stood in some bright green swamp grass, away over at the other side of the woods. 

There was an open place where the sunshine always seemed strangely yellow and hot, where tall, 

nodding rushes grew, and her grandmother had warned her that she might sink in the soft black 

mud underneath and never be heard of more. Not far beyond were the salt marshes just this side 

the sea itself, which Sylvia wondered and dreamed much about, but never had seen, whose great 

voice could sometimes be heard above the noise of the woods on stormy nights. 

"I can’t think of anything I should like so much as to find that heron’s nest," the handsome 

stranger was saying. "I would give ten dollars to anybody who could show it to me," he added 

desperately, "and I mean to spend my whole vacation hunting for it if need be. Perhaps it was only 

migrating, or had been chased out of its own region by some bird of prey." 

Mrs. Tilley gave amazed attention to all this, but Sylvia still watched the toad, not divining, 

as she might have done at some calmer time, that the creature wished to get to its hole under the 

door-step, and was much hindered by the unusual spectators at that hour of the evening. No 

amount of thought, that night, could decide how many wished-for treasures the ten dollars, so 

lightly spoken of, would buy.  

The next day the young sportsman hovered about the woods, and Sylvia kept him 

company, having lost her first fear of the friendly lad, who proved to be most kind and 

sympathetic. He told her many things about the birds and what they knew and where they lived 

and what they did with themselves. And he gave her a jack-knife, which she thought as great a 

treasure as if she were a desert-islander. All day long he did not once make her troubled or afraid 

except when he brought down some unsuspecting singing creature from its bough. Sylvia would 

have liked him vastly better without his gun; she could not understand why he killed the very birds 



he seemed to like so much. But as the day waned, Sylvia still watched the young man with loving 

admiration. She had never seen anybody so charming and delightful; the woman’s heart, asleep 

in the child, was vaguely thrilled by a dream of love. Some premonition of that great power stirred 

and swayed these young creatures who traversed the solemn woodlands with soft-footed silent 

care. They stopped to listen to a bird’s song; they pressed forward again eagerly, parting the 

branches – speaking to each other rarely and in whispers; the young man going first and Sylvia 

following, fascinated, a few steps behind, with her gray eyes dark with excitement. 

She grieved because the longed-for white heron was elusive, but she did not lead the guest, 

she only followed, and there was no such thing as speaking first. The sound of her own 

unquestioned voice would have terrified her – it was hard enough to answer yes or no when there 

was need of that. At last evening began to fall, and they drove the cow home together, and Sylvia 

smiled with pleasure when they came to the place where she heard the whistle and was afraid only 

the night before.  

 

II 

Half a mile from home, at the farther edge of the woods, where the land was highest, a 

great pine-tree stood, the last of its generation. Whether it was left for a boundary mark, or for 

what reason, no one could say; the woodchoppers who had felled its mates were dead and gone 

long ago, and a whole forest of sturdy trees, pines and oaks and maples, had grown again. But the 

stately head of this old pine towered above them all and made a landmark for sea and shore miles 

and miles away. Sylvia knew it well. She had always believed that whoever climbed to the top of it 

could see the ocean; and the little girl had often laid her hand on the great rough trunk and looked 

up wistfully at those dark boughs that the wind always stirred, no matter how hot and still the air 

might be below. Now she thought of the tree with a new excitement, for why, if one climbed it at 

break of day, could not one see all the world, and easily discover from whence the white heron 

flew, and mark the place, and find the hidden nest? 

What a spirit of adventure, what wild ambition! What fancied triumph and delight and 

glory for the later morning when she could make known the secret! It was almost too real and too 

great for the childish heart to bear. 

All night the door of the little house stood open and the whippoorwills came and sang upon 

the very step. The young sportsman and his old hostess were sound asleep, but Sylvia’s great 

design kept her broad awake and watching. She forgot to think of sleep. The short summer night 

seemed as long as the winter darkness, and at last when the whippoorwills ceased, and she was 

afraid the morning would after all come too soon, she stole out of the house and followed the 



pasture path through the woods, hastening toward the open ground beyond, listening with a sense 

of comfort and companionship to the drowsy twitter of a half-awakened bird, whose perch she 

had jarred in passing. Alas, if the great wave of human interest which flooded for the first time 

this dull little life should sweep away the satisfactions of an existence heart to heart with nature 

and the dumb life of the forest! 

There was the huge tree asleep yet in the paling moonlight, and small and silly Sylvia began 

with utmost bravery to mount to the top of it, with tingling, eager blood coursing the channels of 

her whole frame, with her bare feet and fingers, that pinched and held like bird’s claws to the 

monstrous ladder reaching up, up, almost to the sky itself. First she must mount the white oak 

tree that grew alongside, where she was almost lost among the dark branches and the green leaves 

heavy and wet with dew; a bird fluttered off its nest, and a red squirrel ran to and fro and scolded 

pettishly at the harmless housebreaker. Sylvia felt her way easily. She had often climbed there, 

and knew that higher still one of the oak’s upper branches chafed against the pine trunk, just 

where its lower boughs were set close together. There, when she made the dangerous pass from 

one tree to the other, the great enterprise would really begin. 

She crept out along the swaying oak limb at last, and took the daring step across into the 

old pine-tree. The way was harder than she thought; she must reach far and hold fast, the sharp 

dry twigs caught and held her and scratched her like angry talons, the pitch made her thin little 

fingers clumsy and stiff as she went round and round the tree’s great stem, higher and higher 

upward. The sparrows and robins in the woods below were beginning to wake and twitter to the 

dawn, yet it seemed much lighter there aloft in the pine-tree, and the child knew she must hurry 

if her project were to be of any use. 

The tree seemed to lengthen itself out as she went up, and to reach farther and farther 

upward. It was like a great main-mast to the voyaging earth; it must truly have been amazed that 

morning through all its ponderous frame as it felt this determined spark of human spirit wending 

its way from higher branch to branch. Who knows how steadily the least twigs held themselves to 

advantage this light, weak creature on her way! The old pine must have loved his new dependent. 

More than all the hawks, and bats, and moths, and even the sweet voiced thrushes, was the brave, 

beating heart of the solitary gray-eyed child. And the tree stood still and frowned away the winds 

that June morning while the dawn grew bright in the east. 

Sylvia’s face was like a pale star, if one had seen it from the ground, when the last thorny 

bough was past, and she stood trembling and tired but wholly triumphant, high in the tree-top. 

Yes, there was the sea with the dawning sun making a golden dazzle over it, and toward that 

glorious east flew two hawks with slow-moving pinions. How low they looked in the air from that 



height when one had only seen them before far up, and dark against the blue sky. Their gray 

feathers were as soft as moths; they seemed only a little way from the tree, and Sylvia felt as if she 

too could go flying away among the clouds. Westward, the woodlands and farms reached miles 

and miles into the distance; here and there were church steeples, and white villages, truly it was a 

vast and awesome world 

The birds sang louder and louder. At last the sun came up bewilderingly bright. Sylvia 

could see the white sails of ships out at sea, and the clouds that were purple and rose-colored and 

yellow at first began to fade away. Where was the white heron’s nest in the sea of green branches, 

and was this wonderful sight and pageant of the world the only reward for having climbed to such 

a giddy height? Now look down again, Sylvia, where the green marsh is set among the shining 

birches and dark hemlocks; there where you saw the white heron once you will see him again; 

look, look! a white spot of him like a single floating feather comes up from the dead hemlock and 

grows larger, and rises, and comes close at last, and goes by the landmark pine with steady sweep 

of wing and outstretched slender neck and crested head. And wait! wait! do not move a foot or a 

finger, little girl, do not send an arrow of light and consciousness from your two eager eyes, for 

the heron has perched on a pine bough not far beyond yours, and cries back to his mate on the 

nest and plumes his feathers for the new day! 

The child gives a long sigh a minute later when a company of shouting cat-birds comes 

also to the tree, and vexed by their fluttering and lawlessness the solemn heron goes away. She 

knows his secret now, the wild, light, slender bird that floats and wavers, and goes back like an 

arrow presently to his home in the green world beneath. Then Sylvia, well satisfied, makes her 

perilous way down again, not daring to look far below the branch she stands on, ready to cry 

sometimes because her fingers ache and her lamed feet slip. Wondering over and over again what 

the stranger would say to her, and what he would think when she told him how to find his way 

straight to the heron’s nest.  

"Sylvy, Sylvy!" called the busy old grandmother again and again, but nobody answered, 

and the small husk bed was empty and Sylvia had disappeared. 

The guest waked from a dream, and remembering his day’s pleasure hurried to dress 

himself that it might sooner begin. He was sure from the way the shy little girl looked once or 

twice yesterday that she had at least seen the white heron, and now she must really be made to 

tell. Here she comes now, paler than ever, and her worn old frock is torn and tattered, and smeared 

with pine pitch. The grandmother and the sportsman stand in the door together and question her, 

and the splendid moment has come to speak of the dead hemlock-tree by the green marsh. 



But Sylvia does not speak after all, though the old grandmother fretfully rebukes her, and 

the young man’s kind, appealing eyes are looking straight in her own. He can make them rich with 

money; he has promised it, and they are poor now. He is so well worth making happy, and he 

waits to hear the story she can tell. 

No, she must keep silence! What is it that suddenly forbids her and makes her dumb? Has 

she been nine years growing and now, when the great world for the first time puts out a hand to 

her, must she thrust it aside for a bird’s sake? The murmur of the pine’s green branches is in her 

ears, she remembers how the white heron came flying through the golden air and how they 

watched the sea and the morning together, and Sylvia cannot speak; she cannot tell the heron’s 

secret and give its life away.  

Dear loyalty, that suffered a sharp pang as the guest went away disappointed later in the 

day, that could have served and followed him and loved him as a dog loves! Many a night Sylvia 

heard the echo of his whistle haunting the pasture path as she came home with the loitering cow. 

She forgot even her sorrow at the sharp report of his gun and the sight of thrushes and sparrows 

dropping silent to the ground, their songs hushed and their pretty feathers stained and wet with 

blood. Were the birds better friends than their hunter might have been, – who can tell? Whatever 

treasures were lost to her, woodlands and summer-time, remember! Bring your gifts and graces 

and tell your secrets to this lonely country child! 

 

2.7.2 Reading and Review Questions 

1. What overlapping features of Local Color, Regionalism, and Realism can been seen 

in A White Heron? 

2. What is the symbolic value in various elements of nature in the story, for example, 

of the tree, the cow, the heron, the sea, or even Sylvy (whose name means “the forest” 

or “woods”)? 

3. How does the story convey a feminist or proto-feminist theme? 

4. Is Sylvy saving only the heron when she keeps the heron’s location secret? Explain. 

5. Even though Sylvy is only nine years old, how does Jewett explore the concept of 

heterosexual love in the story? How is the possibility of future love between Sylvy 

and the ornithologist portrayed? 

6. What contrasts between the country and city are examined in terms of Sylvy’s 

characterization? 
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Katherine O’Flaherty Chopin was born in 1850 in St. Louis, Missouri, to an affluent family. 

She was formally educated in a Catholic school for girls. At age twenty, she married Oscar Chopin 

and moved with him to New Orleans. The couple eventually relocated to Cloutierville in 1879, an 

area where many members of the Creole community lived. The Chopins lived, worked, and raised 

their six children together until Oscar died unexpectedly in 1882, leaving his wife in serious debt. 

Chopin worked and sold the family business to pay off the debt, eventually moving back to St. 

Louis to be near her mother, who died soon after Chopin returned. After experiencing these 

losses, Chopin turned to reading and writing to deal with her grief. Her experiences in New 

Orleans and Cloutierville provided rich writing material, and during the 1890s, she enjoyed 

success as a writer, publishing a number of stories in the Local Color tradition. By 1899, her style 

had evolved, and her important work The Awakening, published that year, shocked the Victorian 

audience of the time in its frank depiction of a woman’s sexuality. Unprepared for the negative 

critical reception that ensued, Chopin retreated from the publishing world. She died unexpectedly 

a few years later in 1904, from a brain hemorrhage. 



In her lifetime, Chopin was known primarily as a Local Color writer who produced a 

number of important short stories, many of which were collected in Bayou Folk in 1894. Her 

ground-breaking novel The Awakening published in 1899 was ahead of its time in the 

examination of the rigid cultural and legal boundaries placed on women which limited or 

prevented them from living authentic, fully self-directed lives. The novel offers a sensuous portrait 

of a young married woman and mother, Edna Pontellier, who awakens to herself as a dimensional 

human being with sexual longings and a strong will to live an authentic life, not the repressed half-

life she is assigned by tradition and culture, through the institutions of marriage and motherhood, 

to “perform.” 

Though today it is viewed as an important early feminist work, the novel shocked and 

offended the turn of the century reading audience. It was all but forgotten until interest in the 

novel and in Chopin’s work in general was revived in the 1960s. During this revival, an 

unpublished short story was discovered, “The Storm,” written in 1898 but not published until 

1969. The story, which offers an erotic depiction of sex between a man and a woman who are not 

married to each other, would have been unpublishable by most, if not all, major literary magazines 

in late nineteenth-century America. The story’s title indicates that it was intended as a sequel to 

“At the ‘Cadian Ball,” first published in 1892 and reprinted in Bayou Folk. Read together, the 

linked stories concern two couples, one from the upper class Creoles (Alcée and Clarisse), and the 

other from the less prominent Acadians or Cajuns (Calixta and Bobinôt). What begins as a strong 

flirtation in the first story between Calixta and Alcée, both single at the time and from different 

social classes, culminates in torrid lovemaking years later in the second story, years after Calixta 

had married Bobinôt and Alcée had married Clarisse. Beyond the candid, natural depiction of 

sexual intimacy between the lovers during a stormy afternoon, including the scenes of a woman 

clearly enjoying an afternoon of passion, the story offers a non-judgmental ending: no one appears 

to be hurt by the affair; in fact, after the storm passes, Alcée and Calixta go their separate ways, 

and everyone, the reader is told, is quite happy. 

 

2.8.1 “At The ‘Cadian ball” 

Bobinôt, that big, brown, good-natured Bobinôt, had no intention of going to the ball, even 

though he knew Calixta would be there. For what came of those balls but heartache, and a 

sickening disinclination for work the whole week through, till Saturday night came again and his 

tortures began afresh? Why could he not love Ozéina, who would marry him to-morrow; or Fronie, 

or any one of a dozen others, rather than that little Spanish vixen? Calixta’s slender foot had never 

touched Cuban soil; but her mother’s had, and the Spanish was in her blood all the same. For that 



reason the prairie people forgave her much that they would not have overlooked in their own 

daughters or sisters. 

Her eyes, Bobinôt thought of her eyes, and weakened, the bluest, the drowsiest, most 

tantalizing that ever looked into a man’s, he thought of her flaxen hair that kinked worse than a 

mulatto’s close to her head; that broad, smiling mouth and tip-tilted nose, that full figure; that 

voice like a rich contralto song, with cadences in it that must have been taught by Satan, for there 

was no one else to teach her tricks on that ‘Cadian prairie. Bobinôt thought of them all as he 

plowed his rows of cane. 

There had even been a breath of scandal whispered about her a year ago, when she went 

to Assumption, but why talk of it? No one did now. "C’est Espagnol, ça," most of them said with 

lenient shoulder-shrugs. "Bon chien tient de race," the old men mumbled over their pipes, stirred 

by recollections. Nothing was made of it, except that Fronie threw it up to Calixta when the two 

quarreled and fought on the church steps after mass one Sunday, about a lover. Calixta swore 

roundly in fine ‘Cadian French and with true Spanish spirit, and slapped Fronie’s face. Fronie had 

slapped her back; "Tiens, bocotte, va!" "Espèce de lionèse; prends ça, et ça!" till the curé himself 

was obliged to hasten and make peace between them. Bobinôt thought of it all, and would not go 

to the ball. 

But in the afternoon, over at Friedheimer’s store, where he was buying a trace-chain, he 

heard some one say that Alcée Laballèire would be there. Then wild horses could not have kept 

him away. He knew how it would be or rather he did not know how it would be if the handsome 

young planter came over to the ball as he sometimes did. If Alcée happened to be in a serious 

mood, he might only go to the card-room and play a round or two; or he might stand out on the 

galleries talking crops and politics with the old people. But there was no telling. A drink or two 

could put the devil in his head,–that was what Bobinôt said to himself, as he wiped the sweat from 

his brow with his red bandanna; a gleam from –Calixta’s eyes, a flash of her ankle, a twirl of her 

skirts could do the same. Yes, Bobinôt would go to the ball. 

 

*** 

 

That was the year Alcée Laballière put nine hundred acres in rice. It was putting a good 

deal of money into the ground, but the returns promised to be glorious. Old Madame Laballière, 

sailing about the spacious galleries in her white volante, figured it all out in her head. Clarisse, 

her goddaughter helped her a little, and together they built more air-castles than enough. Alcée 

worked like a mule that time; and if he did not kill himself, it was because his constitution was an 



iron one. It was an every-day affair for him to come in from the field well-nigh exhausted, and wet 

to the waist. He did not mind if there were visitors; he left them to his mother and Clarisse. There 

were often guests: young men and women who came up from the city, which was but a few hours 

away, to visit his beautiful kinswoman. She was worth going a good deal farther than that to see. 

Dainty as a lily; hardy as a sunflower; slim, tall, graceful, like one of the reeds that grew in the 

marsh. Cold and kind and cruel by turn, and everything that was aggravating to Alcée. 

He would have liked to sweep the place of those visitors, often. Of the men, above all, with 

their ways and their manners; their swaying of fans like women, and dandling about hammocks. 

He could have pitched them over the levee into the river, if it hadn’t meant murder. That was 

Alcée. But he must have been crazy the day he came in from the rice-field, and, toil-stained as he 

was, clasped Clarisse by the arms and panted a volley of hot, blistering love-words into her face. 

No man had ever spoken love to her like that. 

"Monsieur!" she exclaimed, looking him full in the eyes, without a quiver. Alcée’s hands 

dropped and his glance wavered before the chill of her calm, clear eyes. 

"Par exemple!" she muttered disdainfully, as she turned from him, deftly adjusting the 

careful toilet that he had so brutally disarranged. 

That happened a day or two before the cyclone came that cut into the rice like fine steel. It 

was an awful thing, coming so swiftly, without a moment’s warning in which to light a holy candle 

or set a piece of blessed palm burning. Old madame wept openly and said her beads, just as her 

son Didier, the New Orleans one, would have done. If such a thing had happened to Alphonse, the 

Laballière planting cotton up in Natchitoches, he would have raved and stormed like a second 

cyclone, and made his surroundings unbearable for a day or two. But Alcée took the misfortune 

differently. He looked ill and gray after it, and said nothing. His speechlessness was frightful. 

Clarisse’s heart melted with tenderness; but when she offered her soft, purring words of 

condolence, he accepted them with mute indifference. Then she and her nénaine wept afresh in 

each other’s arms. 

A night or two later, when Clarisse went to her window to kneel there in the moonlight and 

say her prayers before retiring, she saw that Bruce, Alcée’s negro servant, had led his master’s 

saddle-horse noiselessly along the edge of the sward that bordered the gravel-path, and stood 

holding him near by. Presently, she heard Alcée quit his room, which was beneath her own, and 

traverse the lower portico. As he emerged from the shadow and crossed the strip of moonlight, 

she perceived that he carried a pair of well-filled saddle-bags which he at once flung across the 

animal’s back. He then lost no time in mounting, and after a brief exchange of words with Bruce, 

went cantering away, taking no precaution to avoid the noisy gravel as the negro had done. 



Clarisse had never suspected that it might be Alcée’s custom to sally forth from the 

plantation secretly, and at such an hour; for it was nearly midnight. And had it not been for the 

telltale saddle-bags, she would only have crept to bed, to wonder, to fret and dream unpleasant 

dreams. But her impatience and anxiety would not be held in check. Hastily unbolting the shutters 

of her door that opened upon the gallery, she stepped outside and called softly to the old negro. 

"Gre’t Peter! Miss Clarisse. I was n’ sho it was a ghos’ o’ w’at, stan’in’ up dah, plumb in de 

night, dataway." 

He mounted halfway up the long, broad flight of stairs. She was standing at the top. 

"Bruce, w’ere has Monsieur Alcée gone?" she asked. 

"W’y, he gone ‘bout he business, I reckin," replied Bruce, striving to be noncommittal at 

the outset. 

"W’ere has Monsieur Alcée gone?" she reiterated, stamping her bare foot. "I won’t stan’ 

any nonsense or any lies; mine, Bruce." 

"I don’ ric’lic ez I eva tole you lie yit, Miss Clarisse. Mista Alcée, he all broke up, sho." 

"W’ere - has - he gone? Ah, Sainte Vierge! faut de la patience! butor, va!" 

"W’en I was in he room, a-breshin’ off he clo’es to-day," the darkey began, settling himself 

against the stair-rail, "he look dat speechless an’ down, I say, ‘You ‘pear tu me like some pussun 

w’at gwine have a spell o’ sickness, Mista Alcée.’ He say, ‘You reckin?’ ‘I dat he git up, go look 

hisse’f stiddy in de glass. Den he go to de chimbly an’ jerk up de quinine bottle an po’ a gre’t hoss-

dose on to he han’. An’ he swalla dat mess in a wink, an’ wash hit down wid a big dram o’ w’iskey 

w’at he keep in he room, aginst he come all soppin’ wet outen de fiel’. 

"He ‘lows, ‘No, I ain’ gwine be sick, Bruce.’ Den he square off. He say, ‘I kin mak out to 

stan’ up an’ gi’ an’ take wid any man I knows, lessen hit ‘s John L. Sulvun. But w’en God A’mighty 

an’ a ‘omen jines fo’ces agin me, dat ‘s one too many fur me.’ I tell ‘im, ‘Jis so,’ while’ I ‘se makin’ 

out to bresh a spot off w’at ain’ dah, on he coat colla. I tell ‘im, ‘You wants li’le res’, suh.’ He say, 

‘No, I wants li’le fling; dat w’at I wants; an I gwine git it. Pitch me a fis’ful o’ clo’es in dem ‘ar 

saddle-bags.’ Dat w’at he say. Don’t you bodda, missy. He jis’ gone a-caperin’ yonda to de Cajun 

ball. Uh - uh - de skeeters is fair’ a-swarmin’ like bees roun’ yo’ foots!" 

The mosquitoes were indeed attacking Clarisse’s white feet savagely. She had 

unconsciously been alternately rubbing one foot over the other during the darkey’s recital. 

"The ‘Cadian ball," she repeated contemptously. "Humph! Par exemple! Nice conduc’ for 

a Laballière. An’ he needs a saddle-bag, fill’ with clothes, to go to the ‘Cadian ball!" 



"Oh, Miss Clarisse; you go on to bed, chile; git yo’ soun’ sleep. He ‘low he come back in 

couple weeks o’ so. I kiarn be repeatin’ lot o’ truck w’at young mans say, out heah face o’ a young 

gal." 

Clarisse said no more, but turned and abruptly reentered the house. 

"You done talk too much wid yo’ mouf already, you ole fool nigga, you," muttered Bruce to 

himself as he walked away. 

 

*** 

 

Alcée reached the ball very late, of course–too late for the chicken gumbo which had been 

served at midnight. 

The big, low-ceiled room–they called it a hall–was packed with men and women dancing 

to the music of three fiddles. There were broad galleries all around it. There was a room at one 

side where sober-faced men were playing cards. Another, in which babies were sleeping, was 

called le parc aux petits. Any one who is white may go to a ‘Cadian ball, but he must pay for his 

lemonade, his coffee and chicken gumbo. And he must behave himself like a ‘Cadian. Grosboeuf 

was giving this ball. He had been giving them since he was a young man, and he was a middle-

aged one, now. In that time he could recall but one disturbance, and that was caused by American 

railroaders, who were not in touch with their surroundings and had no business there. "Ces 

maudits gens du raiderode," Grosboeuf called them. 

Alcée Laballière’s presence at the ball caused a flutter even among the men, who could not 

but admire his "nerve" after such misfortune befalling him. To be sure, they knew the Laballières 

were rich–that there were resources East, and more again in the city. But they felt it took a brave 

homme to stand a blow like that philosophically. One old gentleman, who was in the habit of 

reading a Paris newspaper and knew things, chuckled gleefully to everybody that Alcée’s conduct 

was altogether chic, mais chic. That he had more panache than Boulanger. Well, perhaps he had. 

But what he did not show outwardly was that he was in a mood for ugly things to-night. 

Poor Bobinôt alone felt it vaguely. He discerned a gleam of it in Alcée’s handsome eyes, as the 

young planter stood in the doorway, looking with rather feverish glance upon the assembly, while 

he laughed and talked with a ‘Cadian farmer who was beside him. 

Bobinôt himself was dull-looking and clumsy. Most of the men were. But the young women 

were very beautiful. The eyes that glanced into Alcée’s as they passed him were big, dark, soft as 

those of the young heifers standing out in the cool prairie grass. 



But the belle was Calixta. Her white dress was not nearly so handsome or well made as 

Fronie’s (she and Fronie had quite forgotten the battle on the church steps, and were friends 

again), nor were her slippers so stylish as those of Ozéina; and she fanned herself with a 

handkerchief, since she had broken her red fan at the last ball, and her aunts and uncles were not 

willing to give her another. But all the men agreed she was at her best to-night. Such animation! 

and abandon! such flashes of wit! 

"Hé, Bobinôt! Mais w’at’s the matta? W’at you standin’ planté là like ole Ma’ame Tina’s 

cow in the bog, you?" 

That was good. That was an excellent thrust at Bobinôt, who had forgotten the figure of 

the dance with his mind bent on other things, and it started a clamor of laughter at his expense. 

He joined good-naturedly. It was better to receive even such notice as that from Calixta than none 

at all. But Madame Suzonne, sitting in a corner, whispered to her neighbor that if Ozéina were to 

conduct herself in a like manner, she should immediately be taken out to the mule-cart and driven 

home. The women did not always approve of Calixta. 

Now and then were short lulls in the dance, when couples flocked out upon the galleries 

for a brief respite and fresh air. The moon had gone down pale in the west, and in the east was yet 

no promise of day. After such an interval, when the dancers again assembled to resume the 

interrupted quadrille, Calixta was not among them. 

She was sitting upon a bench out in the shadow, with Alcée beside her. They were acting 

like fools. He had attempted to take a little gold ring from her finger; just for the fun of it, for there 

was nothing he could have done with the ring but replace it again. But she clinched her hand tight. 

He pretended that it was a very difficult matter to open it. Then he kept the hand in his. They 

seemed to forget about it. He played with her ear-ring, a thin crescent of gold hanging from her 

small brown ear. He caught a wisp of the kinky hair that had escaped its fastening, and rubbed 

the ends of it against his shaven cheek. 

"You know, last year in Assumption, Calixta?" They belonged to the younger generation, 

so preferred to speak English. 

"Don’t come say Assumption to me, M’sieur Alcée. I done yeard Assumption till I ‘m plumb 

sick." 

"Yes, I know. The idiots! Because you were in Assumption, and I happened to go to 

Assumption, they must have it that we went together. But it was nice hein, Calixta?–in 

Assumption?" 

They saw Bobinôt emerge from the hall and stand a moment outside the lighted doorway, 

peering uneasily and searchingly into the darkness. He did not see them, and went slowly back. 



"There is Bobinôt looking for you. You are going to set poor Bobinôt crazy. You ‘ll marry 

him some day; hein, Calixta?" 

"I don’t say no, me," she replied, striving to withdraw her hand, which he held more firmly 

for the attempt. 

"But come, Calixta; you know you said you would go back to Assumption, just to spite 

them." 

"No, I neva said that, me. You mus’ dreamt that." 

"Oh, I thought you did. You know I ‘m going down to the city." 

"W’en?" 

"To-night." 

"Betta make has’e, then; it ‘s mos’ day." 

"Well, to-morrow ‘ll do." 

"W’at you goin’ do, yonda?" 

"I don’t know. Drown myself in the lake, maybe; unless you go down there to visit your 

uncle." 

Calixta’s senses were reeling; and they well-nigh left her when she felt Alcée’s lips brush 

her ear like the touch of a rose. 

"Mista Alcée! Is dat Mista Alcée?" the thick voice of a negro was asking; he stood on the 

ground, holding to the banister-rails near which the couple sat. 

"W’at do you want now?" cried Alcée impatiently. "Can’t I have a moment of peace?" 

"I ben huntin’ you high an’ low, suh," answered the man. "Dey - dey some one in de road, 

onda de mulbare-tree, want see you a minute." 

"I would n’t go out to the road to see the Angel Gabriel. And if you come back here with 

any more talk, I ‘ll have to break your neck." The negro turned mumbling away. 

Alcée and Calixta laughed softly about it. Her boisterousness was all gone. They talked 

low, and laughed softly, as lovers do. 

"Alcée! Alcée Laballière!" 

It was not the negro’s voice this time; but one that went through Alcée’s body like an 

electric shock, bringing him to his feet. 

Clarisse was standing there in her riding-habit, where the negro had stood. For an instant 

confusion reigned in Alcée’s thoughts, as with one who awakes suddenly from a dream. But he felt 

that something of serious import had brought his cousin to the ball in the dead of night. 

"W’at does this mean, Clarisse?" he asked. 

"It means something has happen’ at home. You mus’ come." 



"Happened to maman?" he questioned, in alarm. 

"No; nénaine is well, and asleep. It is something else. Not to frighten you. But you mus’ 

come. Come with me, Alcée." 

There was no need for the imploring note. He would have followed the voice anywhere. 

She had now recognized the girl sitting back on the bench. 

"Ah, c’est vous, Calixta? Comment ça va, mon enfant?" 

"Tcha va b’en; et vous, mam’zélle?" 

Alcée swung himself over the low rail and started to follow Clarisse, without a word, 

without a glance back at the girl. He had forgotten he was leaving her there. But Clarisse whispered 

something to him, and he turned back to say "Good-night, Calixta," and offer his hand to press 

through the railing. She pretended not to see it. 

 

*** 

 

"How come that? You settin’ yere by yo’se’f, Calixta?" It was Bobinôt who had found her 

there alone. The dancers had not yet come out. She looked ghastly in the faint, gray light struggling 

out of the east. 

"Yes, that ‘s me. Go yonda in the parc aux petits an’ ask Aunt Olisse fu’ my hat. She knows 

w’ere ‘t is. I want to go home, me." 

"How you came?" 

"I come afoot, with the Cateaus. But I ‘m goin’ now. I ent goin’ wait fu’ ‘em. I ‘m plumb wo’ 

out, me." 

"Kin I go with you, Calixta?" 

"I don’ care." 

They went together across the open prairie and along the edge of the fields, stumbling in 

the uncertain light. He told her to lift her dress that was getting wet and bedraggled; for she was 

pulling at the weeds and grasses with her hands. 

"I don’ care; it ‘s got to go in the tub, anyway. You been sayin’ all along you want to marry 

me, Bobinôt. Well, if you want, yet, I don’ care, me." 

The glow of a sudden and overwhelming happiness shone out in the brown, rugged face of 

the young Acadian. He could not speak, for very joy. It choked him. 

"Oh well, if you don’ want," snapped Calixta, flippantly, pretending to be piqued at his 

silence. 



"Bon Dieu! You know that makes me crazy, w’at you sayin’. You mean that, Calixta? You 

ent goin’ turn roun’ agin?" 

"I neva tole you that much yet, Bobinôt. I mean that. Tiens," and she held out her hand in 

the business-like manner of a man who clinches a bargain with a hand-clasp. Bobinôt grew bold 

with happiness and asked Calixta to kiss him. She turned her face, that was almost ugly after the 

night’s dissipation, and looked steadily into his. 

"I don’ want to kiss you, Bobinôt," she said, turning away again, "not to-day. Some other 

time. Bonté divine! ent you satisfy, yet!" 

"Oh, I ‘m satisfy, Calixta," he said. 

 

*** 

 

Riding through a patch of wood, Clarisse’s saddle became ungirted, and she and Alcée 

dismounted to readjust it. 

For the twentieth time he asked her what had happened at home. 

"But, Clarisse, w’at is it? Is it a misfortune?" 

"Ah Dieu sait!" It ‘s only something that happen’ to me." 

"To you!" 

"I saw you go away las night, Alcée, with those saddle-bags," she said, haltingly, striving 

to arrange something about the saddle, "an’ I made Bruce tell me. He said you had gone to the 

ball, an’ wouldn’ be home for weeks an’ weeks. I thought, Alcée–maybe you were going to–to 

Assumption. I got wild. An’ then I knew if you didn’t come back, now, to-night, I could n’t stan’ 

it,again." 

She had her face hidden in her arm that she was resting against the saddle when she said 

that. 

He began to wonder if this meant love. But she had to tell him so, before he believed it. 

And when she told him, he thought the face of the Universe was changed–just like Bobinôt. Was 

it last week the cyclone had well-nigh ruined him? The cyclone seemed a huge joke, now. It was 

he, then, who, an hour ago was kissing little Calixta’s ear and whispering nonsense into it. Calixta 

was like a myth, now. The one, only, great reality in the world was Clarisse standing before him, 

telling him that she loved him. 

In the distance they heard the rapid discharge of pistol-shots; but it did not disturb them. 

They knew it was only the negro musicians who had gone into the yard to fire their pistols into the 

air, as the custom is, and to announce "le bal est fini." 



 

2.8.2 “The Storm” 

I 

The leaves were so still that even Bibi thought it was going to rain. Bobinôt, who was 

accustomed to converse on terms of perfect equality with his little son, called the child’s attention 

to certain sombre clouds that were rolling with sinister intention from the west, accompanied by 

a sullen, threatening roar. They were at Friedheimer’s store and decided to remain there till the 

storm had passed. They sat within the door on two empty kegs. Bibi was four years old and looked 

very wise. 

"Mama’ll be ‘fraid, yes, he suggested with blinking eyes. 

"She’ll shut the house. Maybe she got Sylvie helpin’ her this evenin’," Bobinôt responded 

reassuringly. 

"No; she ent got Sylvie. Sylvie was helpin’ her yistiday,’ piped Bibi. 

Bobinôt arose and going across to the counter purchased a can of shrimps, of which Calixta 

was very fond. Then he returned to his perch on the keg and sat stolidly holding the can of shrimps 

while the storm burst. It shook the wooden store and seemed to be ripping great furrows in the 

distant field. Bibi laid his little hand on his father’s knee and was not afraid. 

 
II 

Calixta, at home, felt no uneasiness for their safety. She sat at a side window sewing 

furiously on a sewing machine. She was greatly occupied and did not notice the approaching 

storm. But she felt very warm and often stopped to mop her face on which the perspiration 

gathered in beads. She unfastened her white sacque at the throat. It began to grow dark, and 

suddenly realizing the situation she got up hurriedly and went about closing windows and doors. 

Out on the small front gallery she had hung Bobinôt’s Sunday clothes to dry and she 

hastened out to gather them before the rain fell. As she stepped outside, Alcée Laballière rode in 

at the gate. She had not seen him very often since her marriage, and never alone. She stood there 

with Bobinôt’s coat in her hands, and the big rain drops began to fall. Alcée rode his horse under 

the shelter of a side projection where the chickens had huddled and there were plows and a harrow 

piled up in the corner. 

"May I come and wait on your gallery till the storm is over, Calixta?" he asked. 

Come ‘long in, M’sieur Alcée." 



His voice and her own startled her as if from a trance, and she seized Bobinôt’s vest. Alcée, 

mounting to the porch, grabbed the trousers and snatched Bibi’s braided jacket that was about to 

be carried away by a sudden gust of wind. He expressed an intention to remain outside, but it was 

soon apparent that he might as well have been out in the open: the water beat in upon the boards 

in driving sheets, and he went inside, closing the door after him. It was even necessary to put 

something beneath the door to keep the water out. 

"My! what a rain! It’s good two years sence it rain’ like that," exclaimed Calixta as she 

rolled up a piece of bagging and Alcée helped her to thrust it beneath the crack. 

She was a little fuller of figure than five years before when she married; but she had lost 

nothing of her vivacity. Her blue eyes still retained their melting quality; and her yellow hair, 

dishevelled by the wind and rain, kinked more stubbornly than ever about her ears and temples. 

The rain beat upon the low, shingled roof with a force and clatter that threatened to break 

an entrance and deluge them there. They were in the dining room the sitting room the general 

utility room. Adjoining was her bed room, with Bibi’s couch along side her own. The door stood 

open, and the room with its white, monumental bed, its closed shutters, looked dim and 

mysterious. 

Alcée flung himself into a rocker and Calixta nervously began to gather up from the floor 

the lengths of a cotton sheet which she had been sewing. 

lf this keeps up, Dieu sait if the levees goin’ to stan it!" she exclaimed. 

"What have you got to do with the levees?" 

"I got enough to do! An’ there’s Bobinôt with Bibi out in that storm if he only didn’ left 

Friedheimer’s!" 

"Let us hope, Calixta, that Bobinôt’s got sense enough to come in out of a cyclone." 

She went and stood at the window with a greatly disturbed look on her face. She wiped the 

frame that was clouded with moisture. It was stiflingly hot. Alcée got up and joined her at the 

window, looking over her shoulder. The rain was coming down in sheets obscuring the view of 

far-off cabins and enveloping the distant wood in a gray mist. The playing of the lightning was 

incessant. A bolt struck a tall chinaberry tree at the edge of the field. It filled all visible space with 

a blinding glare and the crash seemed to invade the very boards they stood upon. 

Calixta put her hands to her eyes, and with a cry, staggered backward. Alcée’s arm 

encircled her, and for an instant he drew her close and spasmodically to him. 

"Bont!" she cried, releasing herself from his encircling arm and retreating from the 

window, the house’ll go next! If I only knew w’ere Bibi was!" She would not compose herself; she 

would not be seated. Alcée clasped her shoulders and looked into her face. The contact of her 



warm, palpitating body when he had unthinkingly drawn her into his arms, had aroused all the 

old-time infatuation and desire for her flesh. 

"Calixta," he said, "don’t be frightened. Nothing can happen. The house is too low to be 

struck, with so many tall trees standing about. There! aren’t you going to be quiet? say, aren’t 

you?" He pushed her hair back from her face that was warm and steaming. Her lips were as red 

and moist as pomegranate seed. Her white neck and a glimpse of her full, firm bosom disturbed 

him powerfully. As she glanced up at him the fear in her liquid blue eyes had given place to a 

drowsy gleam that unconsciously betrayed a sensuous desire. He looked down into her eyes and 

there was nothing for him to do but to gather her lips in a kiss. It reminded him of Assumption. 

"Do you rememberin Assumption, Calixta?" he asked in a low voice broken by passion. 

Oh! she remembered; for in Assumption he had kissed her and kissed and kissed her; until his 

senses would well nigh fail, and to save her he would resort to a desperate flight. If she was not an 

immaculate dove in those days, she was still inviolate; a passionate creature whose very 

defenselessness had made her defense, against which his honor forbade him to prevail. Now well, 

now her lips seemed in a manner free to be tasted, as well as her round, white throat and her 

whiter breasts. 

They did not heed the crashing torrents, and the roar of the elements made her laugh as 

she lay in his arms. She was a revelation in that dim, mysterious chamber; as white as the couch 

she lay upon. Her firm, elastic flesh that was knowing for the first time its birthright, was like a 

creamy lily that the sun invites to contribute its breath and perfume to the undying life of the 

world. 

The generous abundance of her passion, without guile or trickery, was like a white flame 

which penetrated and found response in depths of his own sensuous nature that had never yet 

been reached. 

When he touched her breasts they gave themselves up in quivering ecstasy, inviting his 

lips. Her mouth was a fountain of delight. And when he possessed her, they seemed to swoon 

together at the very borderland of life’s mystery. 

He stayed cushioned upon her, breathless, dazed, enervated, with his heart beating like a 

hammer upon her. With one hand she clasped his head, her lips lightly touching his forehead. The 

other hand stroked with a soothing rhythm his muscular shoulders. 

The growl of the thunder was distant and passing away. The rain beat softly upon the 

shingles, inviting them to drowsiness and sleep. But they dared not yield. 

 
III 



The rain was over; and the sun was turning the glistening green world into a palace of 

gems. Calixta, on the gallery, watched Alcée ride away. He turned and smiled at her with a 

beaming face; and she lifted her pretty chin in the air and laughed aloud. 

Bobinôt and Bibi, trudging home, stopped without at the cistern to make themselves 

presentable. 

"My! Bibi, w’at will yo’ mama say! You ought to be ashame’. You oughta’ put on those good 

pants. Look at ‘em! An’ that mud on yo’ collar! How you got that mud on yo’ collar, Bibi? I never 

saw such a boy!" Bibi was the picture of pathetic resignation. Bobinôt was the embodiment of 

serious solicitude as he strove to remove from his own person and his son’s the signs of their 

tramp over heavy roads and through wet fields. He scraped the mud off Bibi’s bare legs and feet 

with a stick and carefully removed all traces from his heavy brogans. Then, prepared for the worst 

the meeting with an over-scrupulous housewife, they entered cautiously at the back door. 

Calixta was preparing supper. She had set the table and was dripping coffee at the hearth. 

She sprang up as they came in. 

"Oh, Bobinôt! You back! My! But I was uneasy. W’ere you been during the rain? An’ Bibi? 

he ain’t wet? he ain’t hurt?" She had clasped Bibi and was kissing him effusively. Bobinôt’s 

explanations and apologies which he had been composing all along the way, died on his lips as 

Calixta felt him to see if he were dry, and seemed to express nothing but satisfaction at their safe 

return. 

"I brought you some shrimps, Calixta," offered Bobinôt, hauling the can from his ample 

side pocket and laying it on the table. 

"Shrimps! Oh, Bobinôt! you too good fo’ anything!" and she gave him a smacking kiss on 

the cheek that resounded, "J’vous rponds, we’ll have a feas’ to-night! umph-umph!" 

Bobinôt and Bibi began to relax and enjoy themselves, and when the three seated 

themselves at table they laughed much and so loud that anyone might have heard them as far 

away as Laballière’s. 

 

IV 

Alcée Laballière wrote to his wife, Clarisse, that night. It was a loving letter, full of tender 

solicitude. He told her not to hurry back, but if she and the babies liked it at Biloxi, to stay a month 

longer. He was getting on nicely; and though he missed them, he was willing to bear the separation 

a while longer realizing that their health and pleasure were the first things to be considered. 

 

V 



As for Clarisse, she was charmed upon receiving her husband’s letter. She and the babies 

were doing well. The society was agreeable; many of her old friends and acquaintances were at 

the bay. And the first free breath since her marriage seemed to restore the pleasant liberty of her 

maiden days. Devoted as she was to her husband, their intimate conjugal life was something which 

she was more than willing to forego for a while. 

So the storm passed and every one was happy. 

 

2.8.3 Reading and Review Questions 

1. How do either (or both) stories represent elements of Realistic or Naturalistic fiction? 

2. In “At the ‘Cadian Ball,” what is the relationship between social classes presented in 

the story (Creoles and Acadians)? 

3. In “The Storm,” what does the title suggest in terms of figurative meaning? 

4. In “The Storm,” is it reasonable to accept that at the end “everyone was happy”? Or 

are consequences possible—or inevitable—beyond the ending of the story? 

5. What does a reading of the stories in sequence provide readers in terms of 

interpretation of “The Storm” that a reading of the second story alone might not? 

6. Examine the role social class plays in both stories. 

 

2.9 MARY E. WILKINS FREEMAN (1852-1930) 
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Mary E. Wilkins Freeman was born in 1852 in Randolph, Massachusetts. After high school, 

Freeman attended Mount Holyoke Female Seminary and later completed her studies at West 

Brattleboro Seminary while she pursued writing as a career. By her mid-thirties, Freeman’s 

parents had died, and she was alone with only a small inheritance. She lived with family friends 

and continued her writing, eventually supporting herself by publishing important works 

recognized and praised by William Dean Howells, Henry James, and other major writers of the 

day. While she wrote a number of novels, she is best known for her short stories, especially those 

that focused on the New England region. However, Freeman expanded her scope and produced 

a variety of fictional genres, including mysteries and ghost stories. A New England Nun and Other 

Stories (1891) stands as her most critically acclaimed achievement, a collection of regional stories 

focusing primarily on women and New England life. At forty-nine, Freeman married a physician, 

Dr. Charles Freeman from New Jersey. However, the marriage was marred by her husband’s 

alcoholism, and she eventually separated from him. He was ultimately committed to the New 

Jersey State Hospital for the mentally ill. She died in 1930 at the age of seventy-eight after 

suffering a heart attack. 

While Freeman was a prolific writer, she is best remembered for two important collections 

of short stories, A Humble Romance and Other Stories (1887) and A New England Nun and Other 

Stories (1891). The stories in these collections concern rural New England life and focus, in 

particular, on the domestic concerns of women. Like Sarah Orne Jewett, Freeman has been labeled 

a local colorist. However, the fiction of Jewett and Freeman generally is considered more 

representative of American Literary Regionalism, especially since both authors develop in their 

work dimensional characters whose internal conflicts are explored. Freeman’s focus in “A New 

England Nun” and “The Revolt of Mother” is on women’s redefining their place in the domestic 

sphere. In “A New England Nun,” Louisa rejects having her domestic world invaded or controlled 

by a male presence. She preserves dominion over her small home, gently suggesting to her 

betrothed Joe Daggett that they may not be a good match after all. Her choice is courageous—she 

forgoes the role of wife and mother that her culture pressures her to accept—and the peace, solitude, 

and self-determination that she claims in return are worth the price of her rebellion against cultural 

norms. In “The Revolt of Mother,” Sarah Penn is a New England woman who has accepted the 

traditional role of wife and mother for herself; nevertheless, like Louisa, she revolts against 

established cultural expectations for women. Sarah refuses to accept her husband’s dismissive 

attitude when she argues that the farming family needs a new house. Instead, she enacts a revolt 
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where she, through action likened to a military general storming a fortress, makes the statement that 

her work on the family farm within the domestic sphere is just as important as her husband’s work 

as a farmer. Freeman’s fiction, as does Jewett’s, often moves beyond simply regional concerns to 

explore wider issues of women’s roles in late nineteenth-century America, thus approaching an early 

feminist realism. 

 

2.9.1 “A New England Nun” 

It was late in the afternoon, and the light was waning. There was a difference in the look of 

the tree shadows out in the yard. Somewhere in the distance cows were lowing, and a little bell was 

tinkling; now and then a farm-wagon tilted by, and the dust flew; some blue-shirted laborers with 

shovels over their shoulders plodded past; little swarms of flies were dancing up and down before 

the peoples’ faces in the soft air. There seemed to be a gentle stir arising over everything, for the 

mere sake of subsidences very premonition of rest and hush and night. 

This soft diurnal commotion was over Louisa Ellis also. She had been peacefully sewing at 

her sitting-room window all the afternoon. Now she quilted her needle carefully into her work, 

which she folded precisely, and laid in a basket with her thimble and thread and scissors. Louisa 

Ellis could not remember that ever in her life she had mislaid one of these little feminine 

appurtenances, which had become, from long use and constant association, a very part of her 

personality. 

Louisa tied a green apron round her waist, and got out a flat straw hat with a green ribbon. 

Then she went into the garden with a little blue crockery bowl, to pick some currants for her tea. 

After the currants were picked she sat on the back door-step and stemmed them, collecting the 

stems carefully in her apron, and afterwards throwing them into the hen-coop. She looked sharply 

at the grass beside the step to see if any bad fallen there. 

Louisa was slow and still in her movements; it took her a long time to prepare her tea; but 

when ready it was set forth with as much grace as if she bad been a veritable guest to her own self. 

The little square table stood exactly in the centre of the kitchen, and was covered with a starched 

linen cloth whose bor der pattern of flowers glistened. Louisa had a damask napkin on her tea-

tray, where were arranged a cut—lass tumbler full of teaspoons, a silver cream-pitcher, a china 

sugar-bowl, and one pink china cup and saucer. Louisa used china every day-something which 

none of her neighbors did. They whispered about it among themselves. Their daily tables were 

laid with common crockery, their sets of best china stayed in the parlor closet, and Louisa Ellis 

was no richer nor better bred than they. Still she would use the china. She had for her supper a 

glass dish full of sugared currants, a plate of little cakes, and one of little white biscuits. Also a leaf 



or two of lettuce, which she cut up daintily. Louisa was very fond of lettuce, which she raised to 

perfection in her little garden. She ate quite heartily, though, in a delicate, pecking, way; it seemed 

almost surprising that any considerable bulk of the food should vanish. 

After tea she filled a plate with nicely baked thin corncakes, and carried them out into the 

back-yard. 

“Caesar!” she called. “Caesar! Caesar!” 

There was a little rush, and the clank of a chain, and a large yellow-and-white dog 

appeared at the door of his tiny hut, which was half hidden among the tall grasses and flowers. 

Louisa patted him and gave him the corn-cakes. Then she returned to the house and washed 

the tea-things, polishing the china carefully. The twilight had deepened; the chorus of the frogs 

floated in at the open window wonderfully loud and shrill, and once in a while a long sharp 

drone from a treetoad pierced it. Louisa took off her green gingham apron, disclosing a shorter 

one of pink and white print. She lighted her lamp, and sat down again with her sewing.  

In about half an hour Joe Dagget came. She heard his heavy step on the walk, and rose 

and took off her pink-andwhite apron. Under that was still another-white linen with a little cambric 

edging on the bottom; that was Louisa’s company apron. She never wore it without her calico 

sewing apron over it unless she had a guest. She had barely folded the pink and white one with 

methodical haste and laid it in a table-drawer when the door opened and Joe Dagget entered. 

He seemed to fill up the whole room. A little yellow canary that had been asleep in his green 

cage at the south window woke up and fluttered wildly, beating his little yellow wings against the 

wires. He always did so when Joe Dagget came into the room. 

“Good-evening,” said Louisa. She extended her hand with a kind of solemn cordiality. 

“Good-evening, Louisa,” returned the man, in a loud voice. 

She placed a chair for him, and they sat facing each other, with the table between them. 

He sat bolt-upright, toeing out his heavy feet squarely, glancing with a good-humored uneasiness 

around the room. She sat gently erect, folding her slender hands in her white-linen lap. 

“Been a pleasant day,” remarked Dagget.  

“Real pleasant,” Louisa assented, softly. 

“Have you been haying?” she asked, after a little while. 

“Yes, I’ve been baying all day, down in the ten-acre lot. Pretty hot work.”  

“It must be.” 

“Yes, it’s pretty hot work in the sun.”  

“Is your mother well to-day?” 

“Yes, mother’s pretty well.” 



“I suppose Lily Dyer’s with her now?” 

Dagget colored. “Yes, she’s with her,” he answered, slowly. 

He was not very young, but there was a boyish look about his large face. Louisa was not 

quite as old as he, her face was fairer and smoother, but she gave people the impression of being 

older. 

“I suppose she’s a good deal of help to your mother,” she said, further. 

“I guess she is; I don’t know how mother’d get along without her,” said Dagget, with a sort 

of embarrassed warmth. 

“She looks like a real capable girl. She’s pretty-looking too,” remarked Louisa.  

“Yes, she is pretty fair looking.” 

Presently Dagget began fingering the books on the table. There was a square red autograph 

album, and a Young Lady’s Gift-Book which had belonged to Louisa’s mother. He took them up 

one after the other and opened them then laid them down again, the album on the Gift-Book. 

Louisa kept eying them with mild uneasiness. Finally she rose and changed the position of 

the books, putting the album underneath. That was the way they had been arranged in the first 

place. 

Dagget gave an awkward little laugh. “ Now what difference did it make which book was 

on top?” said he. 

Louisa looked at him with a deprecating smile. “I always keep them that way,” murmured 

she. 

“You do beat everything,” said Dagget, trying to laugh again. His large face was flushed. 

He remained about an hour longer, then rose to take leave. Going out, he stumbled over a 

rug, and trying to recover himself, hit Louisa’s work-basket on the table, and knocked it on the 

floor. 

He looked at Louisa, then at the rolling spools; he ducked himself awkwardly toward them, 

but she stopped him. “Never mind,” said she I’ll pick them up after you’re gone.” 

She spoke with a mild stiffness. Either she was a little disturbed, or his nervousness 

affected her, and made her seem constrained in her effort to reassure him. 
When Joe Dagget was outside he drew in the sweet evening air with a sigh, and felt much 

as an innocent and perfectly well-intentioned bear might after his exit from a china shop. 

Louisa, on her part, felt much as the kind-hearted, longsuffering owner of the china shop 

might have done after the exit of the bear. 



She tied on the pink, then the green apron, picked up all the scattered treasures and 

replaced them in her workbasket, and straightened the rug. Then she set the lamp on the floor, 

and began sharply examining the carpet. She even rubbed her fingers over it, and looked at them. 

“He’s tracked in a good deal of dust,” she murmured. “I thought he must have.”  

Louisa got a dust-pan and brush, and swept Joe Dagget’s track carefully. 

If he could have known it, it would have increased his perplexity and Uneasiness, although 

it would not have disturbed his loyalty in the least. He came twice a week to see Louisa Ellis, and 

every time, sitting there in her delicately sweet room, he felt as if surrounded by a hedge of lace. 

He was afraid to stir lest he should put a clumsy foot or hand through the fairy web, and he had 

always the consciousness that Louisa was watching fearfully lest he should. 

Still the lace and Louisa commanded perforce his perfect respect and patience and loyalty. 

They were to be married in a month, after a singular courtship which had lasted for a matter of 

fifteen years. For fourteen out of the fifteen years the two had not once seen each other, and they 

bad seldom exchanged letters. Joe had been all those years in Australia, where he had gone to make 

his fortune, and where be had stayed until be made it. He would have stayed fifty years if it had 

taken so long, and come home feeble and tottering, or never come home at all, to marry Louisa. 

But the fortune had been made in the fourteen years, and he had come home now to marry 

the woman who had been patiently and unquestioningly waiting for him all that time. 

Shortly after they were engaged he had announced to Louisa his determination to strike out 

into new fields, and secure a competency before they should be married. She had listened and 

assented with the sweet serenity which never failed her, not even when her lover set forth on that 

long and uncertain journey. Joe, buoyed up as he was by his sturdy determination, broke down a 

little at the last, but Louisa kissed him with a mild blush, and said good-by. 

“It won’t be for long,” poor Joe had said, huskily; but it was for fourteen years.  

In that length of time much had happened. Louisa’s mother and brother had died, and 

she was all alone in the world. But greatest happening of all-a subtle happening which both were 

too simple to understand-Louisa’s feet had turned into a path, smooth maybe under a calm, serene 

sky, but so straight and unswerving that it could only meet a check at her grave, and so narrow 

that there was no room for any one at her side. 

Louisa’s first emotion when Joe Dagget came home (he had not apprised her of his 

coming) was consternation, although she would not admit it to herself, and he never dreamed of 

it. Fifteen years ago she had been in love with him-at least she considered herself to be. Just at 

that time, gently acquiescing with and falling into the natural drift of girlhood, she had seen 

marriage ahead as a reasonable feature and a probable desirability of life. She had listened with 



came docility to her mother’s views upon the subject. Her mother was remarkable for her cool 

sense and sweet, even temperament. She talked wisely to her daughter when Joe Dagget presented 

himself, and Louisa accepted him with no hesitation. He was the first lover she had ever had. 

She had been faithful to him all these years. She had never dreamed of the possibility of 

marrying any one else. Her life, especially for the last seven years, had been full of a pleasant 

peace, she had never felt discontented nor impatient over her lover’s absence; still she had always 

looked forward to his return and their marriage as the inevitable conclusion of things. However 

she had fallen into a way of placing it so far in the future that it was almost equal to placing it over 

the boundaries of another life. 

When Joe came she had been expecting him, and expecting to be married for fourteen 

years, but she was as much surprised and taken aback as if she had never thought of it. 

Joe’s consternation came later. He eyed Louisa with an instant confirmation of his old 

admiration. She had changed but little. She still kept her pretty manner and soft grace, and was, he 

considered, every whit as attractive as ever. As for himself, his stent was done; he had turned his 

face away from fortune-seeking, and the old winds of romance whistled as loud and sweet as ever 

through his ears. All the song which he had been wont to hear in them was Louisa; he had for a 

long time a loyal belief that he heard it still, but finally it seemed to him that although the winds 

sang always that one song, it had another name. But for Louisa the wind had never more than 

murmured; now it hid gone down, and everything was still. She listened for a little while with half-

wistful attention then she turned quietly away and went to work on her wedding clothes. 

Joe had made some extensive and quite magnificent alterations in his house. It was the old 

homestead; the newly-married couple would live there, for Joe could not desert his mother, who 

refused to leave her old home. So Louisa must leave hers. Every morning rising and going about 

among her neat maidenly possessions, she felt as one looking her last upon the faces of dear 

friends. It was true that in a measure she could take them with her, but, robbed of their old 

environments, they would appear in such new guises that they would almost cease to be 

themselves. Then there were some peculiar features of her happy solitary life which she would 

probably be obliged to relinquish altogether. Sterner tasks than these graceful but half-needless 

ones would probably devolve upon her. There would be a large house to care for; there would be 

company to entertain; there would be Joe’s rigorous and feeble old mother to wait upon; and it 

would be contrary to all thrifty village traditions for her to keep more than one servant. Louisa 

had a little still, and she used to occupy herself pleasantly in summer weather with distilling the 

sweet and aromatic essences from roses and peppermint and spearmint. By-and-by her still must 

be laid away. Her store of essences was already considerable, and there would be no time for her to 



distil for the mere pleasure of it. Then Joe’s mother would think it foolishness; she had already 

hinted her opinion in the matter. Louisa dearly loved to sew a linen scam, not always for use, but 

for the simple, mild pleasure which she took in it. She would have been loath to confess how more 

than once she had ripped a seam for the mere delight of sewing it together again. Sitting at her 

window during long sweet afternoons, drawing her needle gently through the dainty fabric, she was 

peace itself. But there was small chance of such foolish comfort in the future. Joe’s mother, 

domineering, shrewd old matron that she was even in her old age, and very likely even Joe himself, 

with his honest masculine rudeness, would laugh and frown down all these pretty but senseless 

old maiden ways. 

Louisa had almost the enthusiasm of an artist over the mere order and cleanliness of her 

solitary home. She had throbs of genuine triumph at the sight of the windowpanes which she had 

polished until they shone like jewels. She gloated gently over her orderly bureau-drawers, with 

their exquisitely folded contents redolent with lavender and sweet clover and very purity. Could 

she be sure of the endurance of even this? She had visions, so startling that she half repudiated 

them as indelicate, of coarse masculine belongings strewn about in endless litter; of dust and 

disorder arising necessarily from a coarse masculine presence in the midst of all this delicate 

harmony. Among her forebodings of disturbance, not the least was with regard to Caesar. Caesar 

was a veritable hermit of a dog. For the greater part of his life he had dwelt in his secluded hut, 

shut out from the society of his kind and all innocent canine joys. Never had Caesar since his early 

youth watched at a woodchuck’s hole; never had he known the delights of a stray bone at a 

neighbor’s kitchen door. And it was all on account of a sin committed when hardly out of his 

puppyhood. No one knew the possible depth of remorse of which this mild-visaged, altogether 

innocent-looking old dog might be capable but whether or not he had encountered remorse, he 

had encountered a full measure of righteous retribution. Old Caesar seldom lifted up his voice in 

a growl or a bark; he was fat and sleepy; there were yellow rings which looked like spectacles 

around his dim old eyes; but there was a neighbor who bore on his hand the imprint of several of 

Caesar’s sharp white youthful teeth, and for that be had lived at the end of a chain, all alone in a 

little but, for fourteen years. The neighbor, who was choleric and smarting with the pain of his 

wound, had demanded either Caesar’s death or complete ostracism. So Louisa’s brother, to whom 

the dog had belonged, had built him his little kennel and tied him up. It was now fourteen years 

since, in a flood of youthful spirits, he had inflicted that memorable bite, and with the exception of 

short excursions, always at the end of the chain, under the strict guardianship of his master or 

Louisa, the old dog had remained a close prisoner. It is doubtful if, with his limited ambition, he 

took much pride in the fact, but it is certain that lie was possessed of considerable cheap fame, He 



was regarded by all the children in the village and by many adults as a very monster of ferocity. 

St. George’s dragon could hardly have surpassed in evil repute Louisa Ellis’s old yellow dog. 

Mothers cleared their children with solemn emphasis not to go too near to him, and the children 

listened and believed greedily, with a fascinated appetite for terror, and ran by Louisa’s house 

stealthily, with many sidelong and backward glances at the terrible dog. If perchance he sounded 

a hoarse bark, there was a panic. Wayfarers chancing into Louisa’s yard eyed him with respect, 

and inquired if the chain were stout. Caesar at large might have seemed a very ordinary dog, and 

excited no comment whatever chained, his reputation overshadowed him, so that he lost his own 

proper outlines and looked darkly vague and enormous. Joe Dagget, however, with his good-

humored sense and shrewdness, saw him as he was. He strode valiantly up to him and patted him 

on the bead, in spite of Louisa’s soft clamor of warning, and even attempted to set him loose. 

Louisa grew so alarmed that he desisted, but kept announcing his opinion in the matter quite 

forcibly at intervals. “There ain’t a better-natured dog in town,” be would say, “ and it’s down-right 

cruel to keep him tied up there. Some day I’m going to take him out.” 

Louisa had very little hope that be would not, one of these days, when their interests and 

possessions should be more completely fused in one. She pictured to herself Caesar on the 

rampage through the quiet and unguarded village. She saw innocent children bleeding in his path. 

She was herself very fond of the old dog, because he had belonged to her dead brother, and he was 

always very gentle with her; still she had great faith in his ferocity. She always warned people not 

to go too near him. She fed him on ascetic fare of corn-mush and cakes, and never fired his 

dangerous temper with heating and sanguinary diet of flesh and bones. Louisa looked at the old 

dog munching his simple fare, and thought of her approaching marriage and trembled. Still no 

anticipation of disorder and confusion in lieu of sweet peace and harmony, no forebodings of 

Caesar on the rampage, no wild fluttering of her little yellow canary, were sufficient to turn her a 

hairsbreadth. Joe Dagget had been fond of her and working for her all these years. It was not for 

her, whatever came to pass, to prove untrue and break his heart. She put the exquisite little studies 

into her wedding-garments, and the time went on until it was only a week before her wedding-

day. It was a Tuesday evening, and the wedding was to be a week from Wednesday. 

There was a full moon that night. About nine o’clock Louisa strolled down the road a little 

way. There were harvest-fields on either hand, bordered by low stone walls. Luxuriant clumps of 

bushes grew beside the wall, and trees—wild cherry and old apple-trees-at intervals. Presently 

Louisa sat down on the wall and looked about her with mildly sorrowful reflectiveness. Tall shrubs 

of blueberry and meadow-sweet, all woven together and tangled with blackberry vines and 

horsebriers, shut her in on either side. She had a little clear space between them. Opposite her, on 



the other side of the road, was a spreading tree; the moon shone between its boughs, and the leaves 

twinkled like silver. The road was bespread with a beautiful shifting dapple of silver and shadow; 

the air was full of a mysterious sweetness. “I wonder if it’s wild grapes?” murmured Louisa. She 

sat there some time. She was just thinking of rising, when she beard footsteps and low voices, and 

remained quiet. It was a lonely place, and she felt a little timid. She thought she would keep still 

in the shadow and let the persons, whoever they might be, pass her. 

But just before they reached her the voices ceased, and the footsteps. She understood that. 

their owners had also found seats upon the stone wall. She was wondering if she could not steal away 

unobserved, when the voice broke the stillness. It was Joe Dagget’s. She sat still and listened. 

The voice was announced by a loud sigh, which was as familiar as itself. “Well,” said Dagget, 

“you’ve made up your mind, then, I suppose ?” 

“Yes,” returned another voice; “I’m going, day after tomorrow.” 

“That’s Lily Dyer,” thought Louisa to herself. The voice embodied itself in her mind. She 

saw a girl tall and full-figured, with a firm, fair face, looking fairer and firmer in the moonlight, 

her strong yellow hair braided in a close knot. A girl full of a calm rustic strength and bloom, with 

a masterful way which might have beseemed a princess. Lily Dyer was a favorite with the village 

folk; she had just the qualities to arouse the admiration. She was good and handsome and smart. 

Louisa had often heard her praises sounded. 

“Well,” said Joe Dagget, “I ain’t got a word to say.” 

“I don’t know what you could say,” returned Lily Dver. 

“Not a word to say,” repeated Joe, drawing out the words heavily. Then there was a silence. 

“ I ain’t sorry,” he began at last, “that that happened yesterday—that we kind of let on how we felt 

to each other. I guess it’s just as well we knew. Of course I can’t do anything any different. I’m 

going right on an’ get married next week. I ain’t going back on a woman that’s waited for me 

fourteen years, an’ break her heart.” 

“If you should jilt her to-morrow, I wouldn’t have you,” spoke up the girl, with sudden 

vehemence. 

“Well, I ain’t going to give you the chance,” said he; “but I don’t believe you would, either.” 

“You’d see I wouldn’t. Honor’s honor, an’ right’s right. An’ I’d never think anything of any 

man that went against ‘em for me or any other girl you’d find that out, Joe Dagget.” 

“Well, you’ll find out fast enough that I ain’t going against ‘em for you or any other girl,” 

returned he. Their voices sounded almost as if they were angry with each other. Louisa was 

listening eagerly. 

“I’m sorry you feel as if you must go away,” said Joe, “but I don’t know but it’s best.” 



“Of course it’s best. I hope you and I have got common-sense.” 

“Well, I suppose you’re right.” Suddenly Joe’s voice got an undertone of tenderness. “Say, 

Lily,” said he, “I’ll get along well enough myself, but I can’t bear to think—You don’t suppose 

you’re going to fret much over it?” 

“I guess you’ll find out I sha’n’t fret much over a married man.” 

“Well, I hope you won’t-I hope you won’t, Lily. God knows I do. And I hope one of these 

days you’ll -come across somebody else—” 

“I don’t see any reason why I shouldn’t.” Suddenly her tone changed. She spoke in a sweet, 

clear voice, so loud that she could have been heard across the street. “No, Joe Dagget,” said she, 

“I’ll never marry any other man as long as I live. I’ve got good sense, an’ I ain’t going to break my 

heart nor make a fool of myself; but I’m never going to be married, you can be sure of that. I ain’t 

that sort of a girl to feel this way twice.” 

Louisa heard an exclamation and a soft commotion behind the bushes; then Lily spoke 

again-the voice sounded as if she had risen. “This must be put a stop to,” said she. “We’ve stayed 

here long enough. I’m going home.” 

Louisa sat there in a daze, listening to their retreating steps. After a while she got up and 

slunk softly home herself. The next day she did her housework methodically; that was as much a 

matter of course as breathing; but she did not sew on her wedding-clothes. She sat at her window 

and meditated. In the evening Joe came. Louisa Ellis had never known that she had any diplomacy 

in her, but when she came to look for it that night she found it, although meek of its kind, among 

her little feminine weapons. Even now she could hardly believe that she had heard aright, and that 

she would not do Joe a terrible injury should she break her trothplight. She wanted to sound him 

without betraying too soon her own inclinations in the matter. She did it successfully, and they 

finally came to an understanding but it was a difficult thing, for he was as afraid of betraying 

himself as she. 

She never mentioned Lily Dyer. She simply said that while she had no cause of complaint 

against him, she had lived so long in one way that she shrank from making a change. 

“Well, I never shrank, Louisa,” said Dagget. “I’m going to be honest enough to say that I 

think maybe it’s better this way; but if you’d wanted to keep on, I’d have stuck to you till my dying 

day. I hope you know that.” 

“Yes, I do,” said she. 

That night she and Joe parted more tenderly than they had done for a long time. Standing 

in the door, holding each other’s hands, a last great wave of regretful memory swept over them. 

“Well, this ain’t the way we’ve thought it was all going to end, is it, Louisa?” said Joe. 



She shook her head. There was a little quiver on her placid face. 

“You let me know if there’s ever anything I can do for you,” said he. “I ain’t ever going to 

forget you, Louisa.” Then he kissed her, and went down the path. 

Louisa, all alone by herself that night, wept a little, she hardly knew why, but the next 

morning, on waking, she felt like a queen who, after fearing lest her domain be wrested away from 

her, sees it firmly insured in her possession. Now the tall weeds and grasses might cluster around 

Caesar’s little hermit hut, the snow might fall on its roof year in and year out, but he never would 

go on a rampage through the unguarded village. Now the little canary might turn itself into a 

peaceful yellow ball night after night, and have no need to wake and flutter with wild terror against 

its bars. Louisa could sew linen seams, and distil roses, and dust and polish and fold away in 

lavender, as long as she listed. That afternoon she sat with her needle-work at the window, and 

felt fairly steeped in peace. Lily Dyer, tall and erect and blooming, went past; but she felt no qualm. 

If Louisa Ellis had sold her birthright she did not know it, the taste of the pottage was so delicious, 

and had been her sole satisfaction for so long. Serenity and placid narrowness had become to her 

as the birthright itself. She gazed ahead through a long reach of future days strung together like 

pearls in a rosary, every one like the others, and all smooth and flawless and innocent, and her heart 

went up in thankfulness. Outside was the fervid sunnier afternoon; the air was filled with the 

sounds of the busy harvest of men and birds and bees; there were halloos, metallic clattering, sweet 

calls, and long hummings. Louisa sat, prayerfully numbering her days, like an uncloistered nun. 

 

2.9.2 “The Revolt of ‘Mother’” 

“Father!” 

“What is it?” 

“What are them men diggin’ over there in the field for?” 

There was a sudden dropping and enlarging of the lower part of the old man’s face, as if 

some heavy weight had settled therein; he shut his mouth tight, and went on harnessing the great 

bay mare. He hustled the collar on to her neck with a jerk. 

“Father!” 

The old man slapped the saddle upon the mare’s back. 

“Look here, father, I want to know what them men are diggin’ over in the field for, an’ I’m 

goin’ to know.” 

“I wish you’d go into the house, mother, an’ ‘tend to your own affairs,” the old man said 

then. He ran his words together, and his speech was almost as inarticulate as a growl. 



But the woman understood; it was her most native tongue. “I ain’t goin’ into the house till 

you tell me what them men are doin’ over there in the field,” said she. 

Then she stood waiting. She was a small woman, short and straight-waisted like a child in 

her brown cotton gown. Her forehead was mild and benevolent between the smooth curves of gray 

hair; there were meek downward lines about her nose and mouth; but her eyes, fixed upon the old 

man, looked as if the meekness had been the result of her own will, never of the will of another. 

They were in the barn, standing before the wide open doors. The spring air, full of the 

smell of growing grass and unseen blossoms, came in their faces. The deep yard in front was 

littered with farm wagons and piles of wood; on the edges, close to the fence and the house, the 

grass was a vivid green, and there were some dandelions. 

The old man glanced doggedly at his wife as he tightened the last buckles on the harness. 

She looked as immovable to him as one of the rocks in his pasture-land, bound to the earth with 

generations of blackberry vines. He slapped the reins over the horse, and started forth from the 

barn. 

“Father!” said she. 

The old man pulled up. “What is it?” 

“I want to know what them men are diggin’ over there in that field for.” 

“They’re diggin’ a cellar, I s’pose, if you’ve got to know.” 

“A cellar for what?” 

“A barn.” 

“A barn? You ain’t goin’ to build a barn over there where we was goin’ to have a house, 

father?” 

The old man said not another word. He hurried the horse into the farm wagon, and 

clattered out of the yard, jouncing as sturdily on his seat as a boy. 

The woman stood a moment looking after him, then she went out of the barn across a 

corner of the yard to the house. The house, standing at right angles with the great barn and a long 

reach of sheds and out-buildings, was infinitesimal compared with them. It was scarcely as 

commodious for people as the little boxes under the barn eaves were for doves. 

A pretty girl’s face, pink and delicate as a flower, was looking out of one of the house 

windows. She was watching three men who were digging over in the field which bounded the yard 

near the road line. She turned quietly when the woman entered. 

“What are they diggin’ for, mother?” said she. “Did he tell you?” 

“They’re diggin’ for — a cellar for a new barn.” 

“Oh, mother, he ain’t goin’ to build another barn?” 



“That’s what he says.” 

A boy stood before the kitchen glass combing his hair. He combed slowly and 

painstakingly, arranging his brown hair in a smooth hillock over his forehead. He did not seem to 

pay any attention to the conversation. 

“Sammy, did you know father was goin’ to build a new barn?” asked the girl. 

The boy combed assiduously. 

“Sammy!” 

He turned, and showed a face like his father’s under his smooth crest of hair. “Yes, I s’pose 

I did,” he said, reluctantly. 

“How long have you known it?” asked his mother. 

“‘Bout three months, I guess.” 

“Why didn’t you tell of it?” 

“Didn’t think ‘twould do no good.” 

“I don’t see what father wants another barn for,” said the girl, in her sweet, slow voice. She 

turned again to the window, and stared out at the digging men in the field. Her tender, sweet face 

was full of a gentle distress. Her forehead was as bald and innocent as a baby’s, with the light hair 

strained back from it in a row of curl-papers. She was quite large, but her soft curves did not look 

as if they covered muscles. 

Her mother looked sternly at the boy. “Is he goin’ to buy more cows?” said she. 

The boy did not reply; he was tying his shoes. 

“Sammy, I want you to tell me if he’s goin’ to buy more cows.” 

“I s’pose he is.” 

“How many?” 

“Four, I guess.” 

His mother said nothing more. She went into the pantry, and there was a clatter of dishes. 

The boy got his cap from a nail behind the door, took an old arithmetic from the shelf, and started 

for school. He was lightly built, but clumsy. He went out of the yard with a curious spring in the 

hips, that made his loose home-made jacket tilt up in the rear. 

The girl went to the sink, and began to wash the dishes that were piled up there. Her 

mother came promptly out of the pantry, and shoved her aside. “You wipe ‘em,” said she; “I’ll 

wash. There’s a good many this mornin’.” 

The mother plunged her hands vigorously into the water, the girl wiped the plates slowly 

and dreamily. “Mother,” said she, “don’t you think it’s too bad father’s goin’ to build that new 

barn, much as we need a decent house to live in?” 



Her mother scrubbed a dish fiercely. “You ain’t found out yet we’re women-folks, Nanny 

Penn,” said she. “You ain’t seen enough of men-folks yet to. One of these days you’ll find it out, 

an’ then you’ll know that we know only what men-folks think we do, so far as any use of it goes, 

an’ how we’d ought to reckon men-folks in with Providence, an’ not complain of what they do any 

more than we do of the weather.” 

“I don’t care; I don’t believe George is anything like that, anyhow,” said Nanny. Her 

delicate face flushed pink, her lips pouted softly, as if she were going to cry. 

“You wait an’ see. I guess George Eastman ain’t no better than other men. You hadn’t ought 

to judge father, though. He can’t help it, ‘cause he don’t look at things jest the way we do. An’ we’ve 

been pretty comfortable here, after all. The roof don’t leak — ain’t never but once — that’s one 

thing. Father’s kept it shingled right up.” 

“I do wish we had a parlor.” 

“I guess it won’t hurt George Eastman any to come to see you in a nice clean kitchen. I 

guess a good many girls don’t have as good a place as this. Nobody’s ever heard me complain.” 

“I ain’t complained either, mother.” 

“Well, I don’t think you’d better, a good father an’ a good home as you’ve got. S’pose your 

father made you go out an’ work for your livin’? Lots of girls have to that ain’t no stronger an’ 

better able to than you be.” 

Sarah Penn washed the frying-pan with a conclusive air. She scrubbed the outside of it as 

faithfully as the inside. She was a masterly keeper of her box of a house. Her one living-room never 

seemed to have in it any of the dust which the friction of life with inanimate matter produces. She 

swept, and there seemed to be no dirt to go before the broom; she cleaned, and one could see no 

difference. She was like an artist so perfect that he has apparently no art. To-day she got out a 

mixing bowl and a board, and rolled some pies, and there was no more flour upon her than upon 

her daughter who was doing finer work. Nanny was to be married in the fall, and she was sewing 

on some white cambric and embroidery. She sewed industriously while her mother cooked, her 

soft milk-white hands and wrists showed whiter than her delicate work. 

“We must have the stove moved out in the shed before long,” said Mrs. Penn. “Talk about 

not havin’ things, it’s been a real blessin’ to be able to put a stove up in that shed in hot weather. 

Father did one good thing when he fixed that stove-pipe out there.” 

Sarah Penn’s face as she rolled her pies had that expression of meek vigor which might 

have characterized one of the New Testament saints. She was making mince-pies. Her husband, 

Adoniram Penn, liked them better than any other kind. She baked twice a week. Adoniram often 

liked a piece of pie between meals. She hurried this morning. It had been later than usual when 



she began, and she wanted to have a pie baked for dinner. However deep a resentment she might 

be forced to hold against her husband, she would never fail in sedulous attention to his wants. 

Nobility of character manifests itself at loop-holes when it is not provided with large doors. 

Sarah Penn’s showed itself to-day in flaky dishes of pastry. So she made the pies faithfully, while 

across the table she could see, when she glanced up from her work, the sight that rankled in her 

patient and steadfast soul — the digging of the cellar of the new barn in the place where Adoniram 

forty years ago had promised her their new house should stand. 

The pies were done for dinner. Adoniram and Sammy were home a few minutes after 

twelve o’clock. The dinner was eaten with serious haste. There was never much conversation at 

the table in the Penn family. Adoniram asked a blessing, and they ate promptly, then rose up and 

went about their work. 

Sammy went back to school, taking soft sly lopes out of the yard like a rabbit. He wanted 

a game of marbles before school, and feared his father would give him some chores to do. 

Adoniram hastened to the door and called after him, but he was out of sight. 

“I don’t see what you let him go for, mother,” said he. “I wanted him to help me unload 

that wood.” 

Adoniram went to work out in the yard unloading wood from the wagon. Sarah put away 

the dinner dishes, while Nanny took down her curl-papers and changed her dress. She was going 

down to the store to buy some more embroidery and thread. 

When Nanny was gone, Mrs. Penn went to the door. “Father!” she called. 

“Well, what is it!” 

“I want to see you jest a minute, father.” 

“I can’t leave this wood nohow. I’ve got to git it unloaded an’ go for a load of gravel afore 

two o’clock. Sammy had ought to helped me. You hadn’t ought to let him go to school so early.” 

“I want to see you jest a minute.” 

“I tell ye I can’t, nohow, mother.” 

“Father, you come here.” Sarah Penn stood in the door like a queen; she held her head as 

if it bore a crown; there was that patience which makes authority royal in her voice. Adoniram 

went. 

Mrs. Penn led the way into the kitchen, and pointed to a chair. “Sit down, father,” said she; 

“I’ve got somethin’ I want to say to you.” 

He sat down heavily; his face was quite stolid, but he looked at her with restive eyes. “Well, 

what is it, mother?” 

“I want to know what you’re buildin’ that new barn for, father?” 



“I ain’t got nothin’ to say about it.” 

“It can’t be you think you need another barn?” 

“I tell ye I ain’t got nothin’ to say about it, mother; an’ I ain’t goin’ to say nothin’.” 

“Be you goin’ to buy more cows?” 

Adoniram did not reply; he shut his mouth tight. 

“I know you be, as well as I want to. Now, father, look here” — Sarah Penn had not sat 

down; she stood before her husband in the humble fashion of a Scripture woman — “I’m goin’ to 

talk real plain to you; I never have sence I married you, but I’m goin’ to now. I ain’t never 

complained, an’ I ain’t goin’ to complain now, but I’m goin’ to talk plain. You see this room here, 

father; you look at it well. You see there ain’t no carpet on the floor, an’ you see the paper is all 

dirty, an’ droppin’ off the walls. We ain’t had no new paper on it for ten year, an’ then I put it on 

myself, an’ it didn’t cost but ninepence a roll. You see this room, father; it’s all the one I’ve had to 

work in an’ eat in an’ sit in sence we was married. There ain’t another woman in the whole town 

whose husband ain’t got half the means you have but what’s got better. It’s all the room Nanny’s 

got to have her company in; an’ there ain’t one of her mates but what’s got better, an’ their fathers 

not so able as hers is. It’s all the room she’ll have to be married in. What would you have thought, 

father, if we had had our weddin’ in a room no better than this? I was married in my mother’s 

parlor, with a carpet on the floor, an’ stuffed furniture, an’ a mahogany card-table. An’ this is all 

the room my daughter will have to be married in. Look here, father!” 

Sarah Penn went across the room as though it were a tragic stage. She flung open a door 

and disclosed a tiny bedroom, only large enough for a bed and bureau, with a path between. 

“There, father,” said she — “there’s all the room I’ve had to sleep in forty year. All my children 

were born there — the two that died, an’ the two that’s livin’. I was sick with a fever there.” 

She stepped to another door and opened it. It led into the small, ill-lighted pantry. “Here,” 

said she, “is all the buttery I’ve got — every place I’ve got for my dishes, to set away my victuals in, 

an’ to keep my milk-pans in. Father, I’ve been takin’ care of the milk of six cows in this place, an’ 

now you’re goin’ to build a new barn, an’ keep more cows, an’ give me more to do in it.” 

She threw open another door. A narrow crooked flight of stairs wound upward from it. 

“There, father,” said she, “I want you to look at the stairs that go up to them two unfinished 

chambers that are all the places our son an’ daughter have had to sleep in all their lives. There 

ain’t a prettier girl in town nor a more ladylike one than Nanny, an’ that’s the place she has to 

sleep in. It ain’t so good as your horse’s stall; it ain’t so warm an’ tight.” 

Sarah Penn went back and stood before her husband. “Now, father,” said she, “I want to 

know if you think you’re doin’ right an’ accordin’ to what you profess. Here, when we was married, 



forty year ago, you promised me faithful that we should have a new house built in that lot over in 

the field before the year was out. You said you had money enough, an’ you wouldn’t ask me to live 

in no such place as this. It is forty year now, an’ you’ve been makin’ more money, an’ I’ve been 

savin’ of it for you ever since, an’ you ain’t built no house yet. You’ve built sheds an’ cow-houses 

an’ one new barn, an’ now you’re goin’ to build another. Father, I want to know if you think it’s 

right. You’re lodgin’ your dumb beasts better than you are your own flesh an’ blood. I want to 

know if you think it’s right.” 

“I ain’t got nothin’ to say.” 

“You can’t say nothin’ without ownin’ it ain’t right, father. An’ there’s another thing — I 

ain’t complained; I’ve got along forty year, an’ I s’pose I should forty more, if it wa’n’t for that — if 

we don’t have another house. Nanny she can’t live with us after she’s married. She’ll have to go 

somewheres else to live away from us, an’ it don’t seem as if I could have it so, noways, father. She 

wa’n’t ever strong. She’s got considerable color, but there wa’n’t never any backbone to her. I’ve 

always took the heft of everything off her, an’ she ain’t fit to keep house an’ do everything herself. 

She’ll be all worn out inside of a year. Think of her doin’ all the washin’ an’ ironin’ an’ bakin’ with 

them soft white hands an’ arms, an’ sweepin’! I can’t have it so, noways, father.” 

Mrs. Penn’s face was burning; her mild eyes gleamed. She had pleaded her little cause like 

a Webster; she had ranged from severity to pathos; but her opponent employed that obstinate 

silence which makes eloquence futile with mocking echoes. Adoniram arose clumsily. 

“Father, ain’t you got nothin’ to say?” said Mrs. Penn. 

“I’ve got to go off after that load of gravel. I can’t stan’ here talkin’ all day.” 

“Father, won’t you think it over, an’ have a house built there instead of a barn?” 

“I ain’t got nothin’ to say.” 

Adoniram shuffled out. Mrs. Penn went into her bedroom. When she came out, her eyes 

were red. She had a roll of unbleached cotton cloth. She spread it out on the kitchen table, and 

began cutting out some shirts for her husband. The men over in the field had a team to help them 

this afternoon; she could hear their halloos. She had a scanty pattern for the shirts; she had to 

plan and piece the sleeves. 

Nanny came home with her embroidery, and sat down with her needlework. She had taken 

down her curl-papers, and there was a soft roll of fair hair like an aureole over her forehead; her 

face was as delicately fine and clear as porcelain. Suddenly she looked up, and the tender red 

flamed all over her face and neck. “Mother,” said she. 

“What say?” 



“I’ve been thinking — I don’t see how we’re goin’ to have any — wedding in this room. I’d 

be ashamed to have his folks come if we didn’t have anybody else.” 

“Mebbe we can have some new paper before then; I can put it on. I guess you won’t have 

no call to be ashamed of your belongin’s.” 

“We might have the wedding in the new barn,” said Nanny, with gentle pettishness. “Why, 

mother, what makes you look so?” 

Mrs. Penn had started, and was staring at her with a curious expression. She turned again 

to her work, and spread out a pattern carefully on the cloth. “Nothin’,” said she. 

Presently Adoniram clattered out of the yard in his two-wheeled dump cart, standing as 

proudly upright as a Roman charioteer. Mrs. Penn opened the door and stood there a minute 

looking out; the halloos of the men sounded louder. 

It seemed to her all through the spring months that she heard nothing but the halloos and 

the noises of saws and hammers. The new barn grew fast. It was a fine edifice for this little village. 

Men came on pleasant Sundays, in their meeting suits and clean shirt bosoms, and stood around 

it admiringly. Mrs. Penn did not speak of it, and Adoniram did not mention it to her, although 

sometimes, upon a return from inspecting it, he bore himself with injured dignity. 

“It’s a strange thing how your mother feels about the new barn,” he said, confidentially, to 

Sammy one day. 

Sammy only grunted after an odd fashion for a boy; he had learned it from his father. 

The barn was all completed ready for use by the third week in July. Adoniram had planned 

to move his stock in on Wednesday; on Tuesday he received a letter which changed his plans. He 

came in with it early in the morning. “Sammy’s been to the post-office,” said he, “an’ I’ve got a 

letter from Hiram.” Hiram was Mrs. Penn’s brother, who lived in Vermont. 

“Well,” said Mrs. Penn, “what does he say about the folks?” 

“I guess they’re all right. He says he thinks if I come up country right off there’s a chance 

to buy jest the kind of a horse I want.” He stared reflectively out of the window at the new barn. 

Mrs. Penn was making pies. She went on clapping the rolling-pin into the crust, although 

she was very pale, and her heart beat loudly. 

“I dun’ know but what I’d better go,” said Adoniram. “I hate to go off jest now, right in the 

midst of hayin’, but the ten-acre lot’s cut, an’ I guess Rufus an’ the others can git along without 

me three or four days. I can’t get a horse round here to suit me, nohow, an’ I’ve got to have another 

for all that wood-haulin’ in the fall. I told Hiram to watch out, an’ if he got wind of a good horse 

to let me know. I guess I’d better go.” 

“I’ll get out your clean shirt an’ collar,” said Mrs. Penn calmly. 



She laid out Adoniram’s Sunday suit and his clean clothes on the bed in the little bedroom. 

She got his shaving-water and razor ready. At last she buttoned on his collar and fastened his 

black cravat. 

Adoniram never wore his collar and cravat except on extra occasions. He held his head 

high, with a rasped dignity. When he was all ready, with his coat and hat brushed, and a lunch of 

pie and cheese in a paper bag, he hesitated on the threshold of the door. He looked at his wife, 

and his manner was defiantly apologetic. “If them cows come to-day, Sammy can drive ‘em into 

the new barn,” said he; “an’ when they bring the hay up, they can pitch it in there.” 

“Well,” replied Mrs. Penn. 

Adoniram set his shaven face ahead and started. When he had cleared the door-step, he 

turned and looked back with a kind of nervous solemnity. “I shall be back by Saturday if nothin’ 

happens,” said he. 

“Do be careful, father,” returned his wife. 

She stood in the door with Nanny at her elbow and watched him out of sight. Her eyes had 

a strange, doubtful expression in them; her peaceful forehead was contracted. She went in, and 

about her baking again. Nanny sat sewing. Her wedding-day was drawing nearer, and she was 

getting pale and thin with her steady sewing. Her mother kept glancing at her. 

“Have you got that pain in your side this mornin’?” she asked. 

“A little.” 

Mrs. Penn’s face, as she worked, changed, her perplexed forehead smoothed, her eyes were 

steady, her lips firmly set. She formed a maxim for herself, although incoherently with her 

unlettered thoughts. “Unsolicited opportunities are the guide-posts of the Lord to the new roads 

of life,” she repeated in effect, and she made up her mind to her course of action. 

“S’posin’ I had wrote to Hiram,” she muttered once, when she was in the pantry — “s’posin’ 

I had wrote, an’ asked him if he knew of any horse? But I didn’t, an’ father’s goin’ wa’n’t none of 

my doin’. It looks like a providence.” Her voice rang out quite loud at the last. 

“What you talkin’ about, mother?” called Nanny. 

“Nothin’.” 

Mrs. Penn hurried her baking; at eleven o’clock it was all done. The load of hay from the 

west field came slowly down the cart track, and drew up at the new barn. Mrs. Penn ran out. 

“Stop!” she screamed — “stop!” 

The men stopped and looked; Sammy upreared from the top of the load, and stared at his 

mother. 

“Stop!” she cried out again. “Don’t you put the hay in that barn; put it in the old one.” 



“Why, he said to put it in here,” returned one of the haymakers, wonderingly. He was a 

young man, a neighbor’s son, whom Adoniram hired by the year to help on the farm. 

“Don’t you put the hay in the new barn; there’s room enough in the old one, ain’t there?” 

said Mrs. Penn. 

“Room enough,” returned the hired man, in his thick, rustic tones. “Didn’t need the new 

barn, nohow, far as room’s concerned. Well, I s’pose he changed his mind.” He took hold of the 

horses’ bridles. 

Mrs. Penn went back to the house. Soon the kitchen windows were darkened, and a 

fragrance like warm honey came into the room. 

Nanny laid down her work. “I thought father wanted them to put the hay into the new 

barn?” she said, wonderingly. 

“It’s all right,” replied her mother. 

Sammy slid down from the load of hay, and came in to see if dinner was ready. 

“I ain’t goin’ to get a regular dinner to-day, as long as father’s gone,” said his mother. “I’ve 

let the fire go out. You can have some bread an’ milk an’ pie. I thought we could get along.” She 

set out some bowls of milk, some bread, and a pie on the kitchen table. “You’d better eat your 

dinner now,” said she. “You might jest as well get through with it. I want you to help me 

afterward.” 

Nanny and Sammy stared at each other. There was something strange in their mother’s 

manner. Mrs. Penn did not eat anything herself. She went into the pantry, and they heard her 

moving dishes while they ate. Presently she came out with a pile of plates. She got the clothes-

basket out of the shed, and packed them in it. Nanny and Sammy watched. She brought out cups 

and saucers, and put them in with the plates. 

“What you goin’ to do, mother?” inquired Nanny, in a timid voice. A sense of something 

unusual made her tremble, as if it were a ghost. Sammy rolled his eyes over his pie. 

“You’ll see what I’m goin’ to do,” replied Mrs. Penn. “If you’re through, Nanny, I want you 

to go up-stairs an’ pack up your things; an’ I want you, Sammy, to help me take down the bed in 

the bedroom.” 

“Oh, mother, what for?” gasped Nanny. 

“You’ll see.” 

During the next few hours a feat was performed by this simple, pious New England mother 

which was equal in its way to Wolfe’s storming of the Heights of Abraham. It took no more genius 

and audacity of bravery for Wolfe to cheer his wondering soldiers up those steep precipices, under 



the sleeping eyes of the enemy, than for Sarah Penn, at the head of her children, to move all their 

little household goods into the new barn while her husband was away. 

Nanny and Sammy followed their mother’s instructions without a murmur; indeed, they 

were overawed. There is a certain uncanny and superhuman quality about all such purely original 

undertakings as their mother’s was to them. Nanny went back and forth with her light loads, and 

Sammy tugged with sober energy. 

At five o’clock in the afternoon the little house in which the Penns had lived for forty years 

had emptied itself into the new barn. 

Every builder builds somewhat for unknown purposes, and is in a measure a prophet. The 

architect of Adoniram Penn’s barn, while he designed it for the comfort of four-footed animals, 

had planned better than he knew for the comfort of humans. Sarah Penn saw at a glance its 

possibilities. Those great box-stalls, with quilts hung before them, would make better bedrooms 

than the one she had occupied for forty years, and there was a tight carriage-room. The harness-

room, with its chimney and shelves, would make a kitchen of her dreams. The great middle space 

would make a parlor, by-and-by, fit for a palace. Up stairs there was as much room as down. With 

partitions and windows, what a house would there be! Sarah looked at the row of stanchions 

before the allotted space for cows, and reflected that she would have her front entry there. 

At six o’clock the stove was up in the harness-room, the kettle was boiling, and the table 

set for tea. It looked almost as home-like as the abandoned house across the yard had ever done. 

The young hired man milked, and Sarah directed him calmly to bring the milk to the new barn. 

He came gaping, dropping little blots of foam from the brimming pails on the grass. Before the 

next morning he had spread the story of Adoniram Penn’s wife moving into the new barn all over 

the little village. Men assembled in the store and talked it over, women with shawls over their 

heads scuttled into each other’s houses before their work was done. Any deviation from the 

ordinary course of life in this quiet town was enough to stop all progress in it. Everybody paused 

to look at the staid, independent figure on the side track. There was a difference of opinion with 

regard to her. Some held her to be insane; some, of a lawless and rebellious spirit. 

Friday the minister went to see her. It was in the forenoon, and she was at the barn door 

shelling pease for dinner. She looked up and returned his salutation with dignity, then she went 

on with her work. She did not invite him in. The saintly expression of her face remained fixed, but 

there was an angry flush over it. 

The minister stood awkwardly before her, and talked. She handled the pease as if they 

were bullets. At last she looked up, and her eyes showed the spirit that her meek front had covered 

for a lifetime. 



“There ain’t no use talkin’, Mr. Hersey,” said she. “I’ve thought it all over an’ over, an’ I 

believe I’m doin’ what’s right. I’ve made it the subject of prayer, an’ it’s betwixt me an’ the Lord 

an’ Adoniram. There ain’t no call for nobody else to worry about it.” 

“Well, of course, if you have brought it to the Lord in prayer, and feel satisfied that you are 

doing right, Mrs. Penn,” said the minister, helplessly. His thin gray-bearded face was pathetic. He 

was a sickly man; his youthful confidence had cooled; he had to scourge himself up to some of his 

pastoral duties as relentlessly as a Catholic ascetic, and then he was prostrated by the smart. 

“I think it’s right jest as much as I think it was right for our forefathers to come over from 

the old country ‘cause they didn’t have what belonged to ‘em,” said Mrs. Penn. She arose. The barn 

threshold might have been Plymouth Rock from her bearing. “I don’t doubt you mean well, Mr. 

Hersey,” said she, “but there are things people hadn’t ought to interfere with. I’ve been a member 

of the church for over forty year. I’ve got my own mind an’ my own feet, an’ I’m goin’ to think my 

own thoughts an’ go my own ways, an’ nobody but the Lord is goin’ to dictate to me unless I’ve a 

mind to have him. Won’t you come in an’ set down? How is Mis’ Hersey?” 

“She is well, I thank you,” replied the minister. He added some more perplexed apologetic 

remarks; then he retreated. 

He could expound the intricacies of every character study in the Scriptures, he was 

competent to grasp the Pilgrim Fathers and all historical innovators, but Sarah Penn was beyond 

him. He could deal with primal cases, but parallel ones worsted him. But, after all, although it was 

aside from his province, he wondered more how Adoniram Penn would deal with his wife than 

how the Lord would. Everybody shared the wonder. When Adoniram’s four new cows arrived, 

Sarah ordered three to be put in the old barn, the other in the house shed where the cooking-stove 

had stood. That added to the excitement. It was whispered that all four cows were domiciled in 

the house. 

Toward sunset on Saturday, when Adoniram was expected home, there was a knot of men 

in the road near the new barn. The hired man had milked, but he still hung around the premises. 

Sarah Penn had supper all ready. There were brown-bread and baked beans and a custard pie; it 

was the supper that Adoniram loved on a Saturday night. She had on a clean calico, and she bore 

herself imperturbably. Nanny and Sammy kept close at her heels. Their eyes were large, and 

Nanny was full of nervous tremors. Still there was to them more pleasant excitement than 

anything else. An inborn confidence in their mother over their father asserted itself. 

Sammy looked out of the harness-room window. “There he is,” he announced, in an awed 

whisper. He and Nanny peeped around the casing. Mrs. Penn kept on about her work. The 

children watched Adoniram leave the new horse standing in the drive while he went to the house 



door. It was fastened. Then he went around to the shed. That door was seldom locked, even when 

the family was away. The thought how her father would be confronted by the cow flashed upon 

Nanny. There was a hysterical sob in her throat. Adoniram emerged from the shed and stood 

looking about in a dazed fashion. His lips moved; he was saying something, but they could not 

hear what it was. The hired man was peeping around a corner of the old barn, but nobody saw 

him. 

Adoniram took the new horse by the bridle and led him across the yard to the new barn. 

Nanny and Sammy slunk close to their mother. The barn doors rolled back, and there stood 

Adoniram, with the long mild face of the great Canadian farm horse looking over his shoulder. 

Nanny kept behind her mother, but Sammy stepped suddenly forward, and stood in front 

of her. 

Adoniram stared at the group. “What on airth you all down here for?” said he. “What’s the 

matter over to the house?” 

“We’ve come here to live, father,” said Sammy. His shrill voice quavered out bravely. 

“What” — Adoniram sniffed — “what is it smells like cookin’?” said he. He stepped forward 

and looked in the open door of the harness-room. Then he turned to his wife. His old bristling 

face was pale and frightened. “What on airth does this mean, mother?” he gasped. 

“You come in here, father,” said Sarah. She led the way into the harness-room and shut 

the door. “Now, father,” said she, “you needn’t be scared. I ain’t crazy. There ain’t nothin’ to be 

upset over. But we’ve come here to live, an’ we’re goin’ to live here. We’ve got jest as good a right 

here as new horses an’ cows. The house wa’n’t fit for us to live in any longer, an’ I made up my 

mind I wa’n’t goin’ to stay there. I’ve done my duty by you forty year, an’ I’m goin’ to do it now; 

but I’m goin’ to live here. You’ve got to put in some windows and partitions; an’ you’ll have to buy 

some furniture.” 

“Why, mother!” the old man gasped. 

“You’d better take your coat off an’ get washed — there’s the wash-basin — an’ then we’ll 

have supper.” 

“Why, mother!” 

Sammy went past the window, leading the new horse to the old barn. The old man saw 

him, and shook his head speechlessly. He tried to take off his coat, but his arms seemed to lack 

the power. His wife helped him. She poured some water into the tin basin, and put in a piece of 

soap. She got the comb and brush, and smoothed his thin gray hair after he had washed. Then she 

put the beans, hot bread, and tea on the table. Sammy came in, and the family drew up. Adoniram 

sat looking dazedly at his plate, and they waited. 



“Ain’t you goin’ to ask a blessin’, father?” said Sarah. 

And the old man bent his head and mumbled. 

All through the meal he stopped eating at intervals, and stared furtively at his wife; but he 

ate well. The home food tasted good to him, and his old frame was too sturdily healthy to be 

affected by his mind. But after supper he went out, and sat down on the step of the smaller door 

at the right of the barn, through which he had meant his Jerseys to pass in stately file, but which 

Sarah designed for her front house door, and he leaned his head on his hands. 

After the supper dishes were cleared away and the milk-pans washed, Sarah went out to 

him. The twilight was deepening. There was a clear green glow in the sky. Before them stretched 

the smooth level of field; in the distance was a cluster of hay-stacks like the huts of a village; the 

air was very cool and calm and sweet. The landscape might have been an ideal one of peace. 

Sarah bent over and touched her husband on one of his thin, sinewy shoulders. “Father!” 

The old man’s shoulders heaved: he was weeping. 

“Why, don’t do so, father,” said Sarah. 

“I’ll — put up the — partitions, an’ — everything you — want, mother.” 

Sarah put her apron up to her face; she was overcome by her own triumph. 

Adoniram was like a fortress whose walls had no active resistance, and went down the 

instant the right besieging tools were used. “Why, mother,” he said, hoarsely, “I hadn’t no idee 

you was so set on’t as all this comes to.” 

 

2.9.3 Reading and Review Questions 

1. In Freeman’s “A New England Nun,” analyze the confinement or restraint of the bird 

and the dog in the story and examine how such images contribute to the story’s 

theme. 

2. In “A New England Nun,” compare Louisa Ellis and Lily Dyer. How are they similar 

or different? 

3. Examine the concept of “order” in Freeman’s “A New England Nun.” Why is Louisa 

so concerned with order? 

4. In “A New England Nun,” why is Louisa likened to an “artist” and later a “queen” in 

the story? 

5. In Freeman’s “Revolt of Mother,” examine the term “revolt” in the title. What does 

it mean in terms of the story’s theme? 



6. Examine the central conflict in “Revolt of Mother.” Who is revolting, and what is he 

or she rebelling against both literally and symbolically? 

7. What happens to Adoniram when he changes his mind at the end of the story? What 

kind of conversion does he experience? 

 

2.10 CHARLES WADDELL CHESNUTT (1858-1932) 
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Charles Waddell Chesnutt was born in 1858 in Cleveland, Ohio, to parents who were free 

African-Americans. The family moved to Fayetteville, North Carolina, when Chesnutt was a young 

boy, and there Chesnutt attended school, eventually becoming a teacher and later a principal. 

Chesnutt’s parents were mixed race, and Chesnutt himself could have identified as white but chose 

to identify as African-American. After he married, he and his wife returned to Cleveland where 

Chesnutt passed the bar exam in 1887 and opened a court reporting firm, providing a prosperous 

life for his wife and four children. In Cleveland, Chesnutt began submitting his stories for 

publication and soon enjoyed success publishing a number of his stories in prominent literary 

magazines, gaining the attention of William Dean Howells, Mark Twain, and other writers in the 

Realist literary movement. While Chesnutt was never able to support himself and his family with 

earnings from his writing, he continued to write and publish through the turn of the century. Later 

in his life, he devoted time and energy to political activism, serving on the General Committee for 



the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), a civil 

rights organization formed in 1909. 

Chesnutt was one of the first successful African-American writers producing fiction during 

the period of American Literary Realism. Chesnutt capitalized on the popularity of Local Color 

fiction after the Civil War and crafted stories about the Old South, depicting, for example, slaves 

living on plantations interacting with white plantation owners. Some of his first short stories, 

including the often-anthologized “The Goophered Grapevine” (1887), began appearing in literary 

magazines in 1887 and then were collected in The Conjure Woman (1899). In these stories about 

folk culture and voodoo practices in the slave community and later in the freed African-American 

community during Reconstruction, Chesnutt cleverly borrows the plantation tradition popular in 

Local Color fiction as a form which he then subverts by depicting African-American characters 

with innate humanity, intelligence, shrewdness, and an ability to outwit those in power. In a 

second collection of stories, The Wife of His Youth and Other Stories (1899), Chesnutt works with 

similar themes, exploring in “The Passing of Grandison,” for example, issues of “passing,” or the 

process by which light-skinned African-Americans could pass as whites. In this story, Chesnutt 

uses the term in a broader context by presenting a supposedly humble, untutored slave named 

Grandison whose apparent dedication to the plantation’s master, Colonel Owens, is quite possibly 

an act of passing; in other words, Grandison wears the mask of submission as a slave in order to 

trick Colonel Owens into believing that Grandison is no threat to the hierarchical order of the 

plantation so that eventually his planning to escape with his family goes unnoticed. As the ending of 

the story indicates, Grandison is, in fact, a much more dimensional, complex, determined, and 

daring person than the Colonel can see or even imagine. 

 

2.10.1 “The Passing of Grandison” 

I 

When it is said that it was done to please a woman, there ought perhaps to be enough said 

to explain anything; for what a man will not do to please a woman is yet to be discovered. 

Nevertheless, it might be well to state a few preliminary facts to make it clear why young Dick 

Owens tried to run one of his father’s negro men off to Canada. 

In the early fifties, when the growth of anti-slavery sentiment and the constant drain of 

fugitive slaves into the North had so alarmed the slaveholders of the border States as to lead to the 

passage of the Fugitive Slave Law, a young white man from Ohio, moved by compassion for the 

sufferings of a certain bondman who happened to have a “hard master,” essayed to help the slave 

to freedom. The attempt was discovered and frustrated; the abductor was tried and convicted for 



slave-stealing, and sentenced to a term of imprisonment in the penitentiary. His death, after the 

expiration of only a small part of the sentence, from cholera contracted while nursing stricken 

fellow prisoners, lent to the case a melancholy interest that made it famous in anti-slavery annals. 

Dick Owens had attended the trial. He was a youth of about twenty-two, intelligent, 

handsome, and amiable, but extremely indolent, in a graceful and gentlemanly way; or, as old 

Judge Fenderson put it more than once, he was lazy as the Devil,—a mere figure of speech, of 

course, and not one that did justice to the Enemy of Mankind. When asked why he never did 

anything serious, Dick would good-naturedly reply, with a well-modulated drawl, that he didn’t 

have to. His father was rich; there was but one other child, an unmarried daughter, who because 

of poor health would probably never marry, and Dick was therefore heir presumptive to a large 

estate. Wealth or social position he did not need to seek, for he was born to both. Charity Lomax 

had shamed him into studying law, but notwithstanding an hour or so a day spent at old Judge 

Fenderson’s office, he did not make remarkable headway in his legal studies. 

“What Dick needs,” said the judge, who was fond of tropes, as became a scholar, and of 

horses, as was befitting a Kentuckian, “is the whip of necessity, or the spur of ambition. If he had 

either, he would soon need the snaffle to hold him back.” 

But all Dick required, in fact, to prompt him to the most remarkable thing he accomplished 

before he was twenty-five, was a mere suggestion from Charity Lomax. The story was never really 

known to but two persons until after the war, when it came out because it was a good story and 

there was no particular reason for its concealment. 

Young Owens had attended the trial of this slave-stealer, or martyr,—either or both,—and, 

when it was over, had gone to call on Charity Lomax, and, while they sat on the veranda after 

sundown, had told her all about the trial. He was a good talker, as his career in later years 

disclosed, and described the proceedings very graphically. 

“I confess,” he admitted, “that while my principles were against the prisoner, my 

sympathies were on his side. It appeared that he was of good family, and that he had an old father 

and mother, respectable people, dependent upon him for support and comfort in their declining 

years. He had been led into the matter by pity for a negro whose master ought to have been run 

out of the county long ago for abusing his slaves. If it had been merely a question of old Sam 

Briggs’s negro, nobody would have cared anything about it. But father and the rest of them stood 

on the principle of the thing, and told the judge so, and the fellow was sentenced to three years in 

the penitentiary.” 

Miss Lomax had listened with lively interest. 



“I’ve always hated old Sam Briggs,” she said emphatically, “ever since the time he broke a 

negro’s leg with a piece of cordwood. When I hear of a cruel deed it makes the Quaker blood that 

came from my grandmother assert itself. Personally I wish that all Sam Briggs’s negroes would run 

away. As for the young man, I regard him as a hero. He dared something for humanity. I could 

love a man who would take such chances for the sake of others.” 

“Could you love me, Charity, if I did something heroic?” 

“You never will, Dick. You’re too lazy for any use. You’ll never do anything harder than 

playing cards or fox-hunting.” 

“Oh, come now, sweetheart! I’ve been courting you for a year, and it’s the hardest work 

imaginable. Are you never going to love me?” he pleaded. 

His hand sought hers, but she drew it back beyond his reach. 

“I’ll never love you, Dick Owens, until you have done something. When that time comes, 

I’ll think about it.” wait. One must read two years to become a lawyer, and work five more to make 

a reputation. We shall both be gray by then.” 

“Oh, I don’t know,” she rejoined. “It does n’t require a lifetime for a man to prove that he 

is a man. This one did something, or at least tried to.” 

“Well, I’m willing to attempt as much as any other man. What do you want me to do, 

sweetheart? Give me a test.” 

“Oh, dear me!” said Charity, “I don’t care what you do, so you do something. Really, come 

to think of it, why should I care whether you do anything or not?” “I’m sure I don’t know why you 

should, Charity,” rejoined Dick humbly, “for I’m aware that I ‘m not worthy of it.” 

“Except that I do hate,” she added, relenting slightly, “to see a really clever man so utterly 

lazy and good for nothing.” 

“Thank you, my dear; a word of praise from you has sharpened my wits already. I have an 

idea! Will you love me if I run a negro off to Canada?” 

“What nonsense!” said Charity scornfully. “You must be losing your wits. Steal another 

man’s slave, indeed, while your father owns a hundred!” 

“Oh, there’ll be no trouble about that,” responded Dick lightly; “I’ll run off one of the old 

man’s; we ‘ve got too many anyway. It may not be quite as difficult as the other man found it, but 

it will be just as unlawful, and will demonstrate what I am capable of.” 

“Seeing ‘s believing,” replied Charity. “Of course, what you are talking about now is merely 

absurd. I’m going away for three weeks, to visit my aunt in Tennessee. If you’re able to tell me, 

when I return, that you ‘ve done something to prove your quality, I’ll—well, you may come and 

tell me about it.” 



 
II 

Young Owens got up about nine o’clock next morning, and while making his toilet put 

some questions to his personal attendant, a rather bright looking young mulatto of about his own 

age. 

“Tom,” said Dick. 

“Yas, Mars Dick,” responded the servant. 

“I’m going on a trip North. Would you like to go with me?” 

Now, if there was anything that Tom would have liked to make, it was a trip North. It was 

something he had long contemplated in the abstract, but had never been able to muster up 

sufficient courage to attempt in the concrete. He was prudent enough, however, to dissemble his 

feelings. 

“I would n’t min’ it, Mars Dick, ez long ez you’d take keer er me an’ fetch me home all 

right.” 

Tom’s eyes belied his words, however, and his young master felt well assured that Tom 

needed only a good opportunity to make him run away. Having a comfortable home, and a dismal 

prospect in case of failure, Tom was not likely to take any desperate chances; but young Owens 

was satisfied that in a free State but little persuasion would be required to lead Tom astray. With 

a very logical and characteristic desire to gain his end with the least necessary expenditure of 

effort, he decided to take Tom with him, if his father did not object. 

Colonel Owens had left the house when Dick went to breakfast, so Dick did not see his 

father till luncheon. 

“Father,” he remarked casually to the colonel, over the fried chicken, “I’m feeling a trifle 

run down. I imagine my health would be improved somewhat by a little travel and change of 

scene.” 

“Why don’t you take a trip North?” suggested his father. The colonel added to paternal 

affection a considerable respect for his son as the heir of a large estate. He himself had been “raised” 

in comparative poverty, and had laid the foundations of his fortune by hard work; and while he 

despised the ladder by which he had climbed, he could not entirely forget it, and unconsciously 

manifested, in his intercourse with his son, some of the poor man’s deference toward the wealthy 

and well-born. 

“I think I’ll adopt your suggestion, sir,” replied the son, “and run up to New York; and after 

I’ve been there awhile I may go on to Boston for a week or so. I’ve never been there, you know.” 



“There are some matters you can talk over with my factor in New York,” rejoined the 

colonel, “and while you are up there among the Yankees, I hope you’ll keep your eyes and ears 

open to find out what the rascally abolitionists are saying and doing. They’re becoming altogether 

too active for our comfort, and entirely too many ungrateful niggers are running away. I hope the 

conviction of that fellow yesterday may discourage the rest of the breed. I’d just like to catch any 

one trying to run off one of my darkeys. He’d get short shrift; I don’t think any Court would have 

a chance to try him.” 

“They are a pestiferous lot,” assented Dick, “and dangerous to our institutions. But say, 

father, if I go North I shall want to take Tom with me.” 

Now, the colonel, while a very indulgent father, had pronounced views on the subject of 

negroes, having studied them, as he often said, for a great many years, and, as he asserted oftener 

still, understanding them perfectly. It is scarcely worth while to say, either, that he valued more 

highly than if he had inherited them the slaves he had toiled and schemed for. 

“I don’t think it safe to take Tom up North,” he declared, with promptness and decision. 

“He’s a good enough boy, but too smart to trust among those low-down abolitionists. I strongly 

suspect him of having learned to read, though I can’t imagine how. I saw him with a newspaper the 

other day, and while he pretended to be looking at a woodcut, I’m almost sure he was reading the 

paper. I think it by no means safe to take him.” 

Dick did not insist, because he knew it was useless. The colonel would have obliged his son 

in any other matter, but his negroes were the outward and visible sign of his wealth and station, 

and therefore sacred to him. 

“Whom do you think it safe to take?” asked Dick. “I suppose I’ll have to have a body-

servant.” 

“What’s the matter with Grandison?” suggested the colonel. “He’s handy enough, and I 

reckon we can trust him. He’s too fond of good eating, to risk losing his regular meals; besides, he’s 

sweet on your mother’s maid, Betty, and I’ve promised to let ‘em get married before long. I’ll have 

Grandison up, and we’ll talk to him. Here, you boy Jack,” called the colonel to a yellow youth in the 

next room who was catching flies and pulling their wings off to pass the time, “go down to the barn 

and tell Grandison to come here.” 

“Grandison,” said the colonel, when the negro stood before him, hat in hand.  

“Yas, marster.” 

“Have n’t I always treated you right?”  

“Yas, marster.” 

“Haven’t you always got all you wanted to eat?” 



“Yas, marster.” 

“And as much whiskey and tobacco as was good for you, Grandison?” “Y-a-s, marster.” 

“I should just like to know, Grandison, whether you don’t think yourself a great deal better 

off than those poor free negroes down by the plank road, with no kind master to look after them 

and no mistress to give them medicine when they’re sick and—and”— 

“Well, I sh’d jes’ reckon I is better off, suh, dan dem low-down free niggers, suh! Ef anybody 

ax ‘em who dey b’long ter, dey has ter say nobody, er e’se lie erbout it. Anybody ax me who I b’longs 

ter, I ain’ got no ‘casion ter be shame’ ter tell ‘em, no, suh, ‘deed I ain’, suh!” 

The colonel was beaming. This was true gratitude, and his feudal heart thrilled at such 

appreciative homage. What cold-blooded, heartless monsters they were who would break up this 

blissful relationship of kindly protection on the one hand, of wise subordination and loyal 

dependence on the other! The colonel always became indignant at the mere thought of such 

wickedness. 

“Grandison,” the colonel continued, “your young master Dick is going North for a few 

weeks, and I am thinking of letting him take you along. I shall send you on this trip, Grandison, 

in order that you may take care of your young master. He will need some one to wait on him, and 

no one can ever do it so well as one of the boys brought up with him on the old plantation. I am 

going to trust him in your hands, and I’m sure you’ll do your duty faithfully, and bring him back 

home safe and sound—to old Kentucky.” 

Grandison grinned. “Oh yas, marster, I’ll take keer er young Mars Dick.” 

“I want to warn you, though, Grandison,” continued the colonel impressively, “against 

these cussed abolitionists, who try to entice servants from their comfortable homes and their 

indulgent masters, from the blue skies, the green fields, and the warm sunlight of their southern 

home, and send them away off yonder to Canada, a dreary country, where the woods are full of 

wildcats and wolves and bears, where the snow lies up to the eaves of the houses for six months 

of the year, and the cold is so severe that it freezes your breath and curdles your blood; and where, 

when runaway niggers get sick and can’t work, they are turned out to starve and die, unloved and 

uncared for. I reckon, Grandison, that you have too much sense to permit yourself to be led astray 

by any such foolish and wicked people.” 

“‘Deed, suh, I would n’ low none er dem cussed, low-down abolitioners ter come nigh me, 

suh, I’d—I’d—would I be ‘lowed ter hit ‘em, suh?” 

“Certainly, Grandison,” replied the colonel, chuckling, “hit ‘em as hard as you can. I reckon 

they ‘d rather like it. Begad, I believe they would! It would serve ‘em right to be hit by a nigger!” 



“Er ef I did n’t hit ‘em, suh,” continued Grandison reflectively, “I’d tell Mars Dick, en he ‘d 

fix ‘em. He’d smash de face off’n ‘em, suh, I jes’ knows he would.” 

“Oh yes, Grandison, your young master will protect you. You need fear no harm while he is 

near.” 

“Dey won’t try ter steal me, will dey, marster?” asked the negro, with sudden alarm.  

“I don’t know, Grandison,” replied the colonel, lighting a fresh cigar. 

“They’re a desperate set of lunatics, and there ‘s no telling what they may resort to. But if 

you stick close to your young master, and remember always that he is your best friend, and 

understands your real needs, and has your true interests at heart, and if you will be careful to 

avoid strangers who try to talk to you, you ‘ll stand a fair chance of getting back to your home and 

your friends. And if you please your master Dick, he ‘ll buy you a present, and a string of beads for 

Betty to wear when you and she get married in the fall.” 

“Thanky, marster, thanky, suh,” replied Grandison, oozing gratitude at every pore; “you 

is a good marster, to be sho’, suh; yas, ‘deed you is. You kin jes’ bet me and Mars Dick gwine git 

‘long jes’ lack I wuz own boy ter Mars Dick. En it won’t be my fault ef he don’ want me fer his boy 

all de time, w’en we come back home ag’in.” “All right, Grandison, you may go now. You need n’t 

work any more today, and here’s a piece of tobacco for you off my own plug.” 

“Thanky, marster, thanky, marster! You is de bes’ marster any nigger ever had in dis worl’.” 

And Grandison bowed and scraped and disappeared round the corner, his jaws closing around a 

large section of the colonel’s best tobacco. 

“You may take Grandison,” said the colonel to his son. “I allow he’s abolitionist-proof.” 

 

III 

Richard Owens, Esq., and servant, from Kentucky, registered at the fashionable New York 

hostelry for Southerners in those days, a hotel where an atmosphere congenial to Southern 

institutions was sedulously maintained. But there were negro waiters in the dining-room, and 

mulatto bell-boys, and Dick had no doubt that Grandison, with the native gregariousness and 

garrulousness of his race, would foregather and palaver with them sooner or later, and Dick hoped 

that they would speedily inoculate him with the virus of freedom. For it was not Dick’s intention 

to say anything to his servant about his plan to free him, for obvious reasons. To mention one of 

them, if Grandison should go away, and by legal process be recaptured, his young master’s part in 

the matter would doubtless become known, which would be embarrassing to Dick, to say the least. 

If, on the other hand, he should merely give Grandison sufficient latitude, he had no doubt he 

would eventually lose him. For while not exactly skeptical about Grandison’s perfervid loyalty, 



Dick had been a somewhat keen observer of human nature, in his own indolent way, and based 

his expectations upon the force of the example and argument that his servant could scarcely fail to 

encounter. Grandison should have a fair chance to become free by his own initiative; if it should 

become necessary to adopt other measures to get rid of him, it would be time enough to act when 

the necessity arose; and Dick Owens was not the youth to take needless trouble. 

The young master renewed some acquaintances and made others, and spent a week or two 

very pleasantly in the best society of the metropolis, easily accessible to a wealthy, well-bred young 

Southerner, with proper introductions. Young women smiled on him, and young men of convivial 

habits pressed their hospitalities; but the memory of Charity’s sweet, strong face and clear blue 

eyes made him proof against the blandishments of the one sex and the persuasions of the other. 

Meanwhile he kept Grandison supplied with pocket-money, and left him mainly to his own 

devices. Every night when Dick came in he hoped he might have to wait upon himself, and every 

morning he looked forward with pleasure to the prospect of making his toilet unaided. His hopes, 

however, were doomed to disappointment, for every night when he came in Grandison was on 

hand with a bootjack, and a nightcap mixed for his young master as the colonel had taught him to 

mix it, and every morning Grandison appeared with his master’s boots blacked and his clothes 

brushed, and laid his linen out for the day. 

“Grandison,” said Dick one morning, after finishing his toilet, “this is the chance of your 

life to go around among your own people and see how they live. Have you met any of them?” 

“Yas, suh, I’s seen some of ‘em. But I don’ keer nuffin fer ‘em, suh, Dey’re diffe’nt f’m de 

niggers down ou’ way. Dey ‘lows dey ‘re free, but dey ain’ got sense ‘nuff ter know dey ain’ half as 

well off as dey would be down Souf, whar dey ‘d be ‘preciated.”  

When two weeks had passed without any apparent effect of evil example upon Grandison, 

Dick resolved to go on to Boston, where he thought the atmosphere might prove more favorable 

to his ends. After he had been at the Revere House for a day or two without losing Grandison, he 

decided upon slightly different tactics. 

Having ascertained from a city directory the addresses of several wellknown abolitionists, 

he wrote them each a letter something like this:—DEAR FRIEND AND BROTHER:—A wicked 

slaveholder from Kentucky, stopping at the Revere House, has dared to insult the liberty-loving 

people of Boston by bringing his slave into their midst. Shall this be tolerated? Or shall steps be 

taken in the name of liberty to rescue a fellow-man from bondage? For obvious reasons I can only 

sign myself, A FRIEND OF HUMANITY. 

That his letter might have an opportunity to prove effective, Dick made it a point to send 

Grandison away from the hotel on various errands. On one of these occasions Dick watched him 



for quite a distance down the street. Grandison had scarcely left the hotel when a long-haired, 

sharp-featured man came out behind him, followed him, soon overtook him, and kept along beside 

him until they turned the next corner. Dick’s hopes were roused by this spectacle, but sank 

correspondingly when Grandison returned to the hotel. As Grandison said nothing about the 

encounter, Dick hoped there might be some self-consciousness behind this unexpected reticence, 

the results of which might develop later on. 

But Grandison was on hand again when his master came back to the hotel at night, and 

was in attendance again in the morning, with hot water, to assist at his master’s toilet. Dick sent 

him on further errands from day to day, and upon one occasion came squarely up to him—

inadvertently of course—while Grandison was engaged in conversation with a young white man in 

clerical garb. When Grandison saw Dick approaching, he edged away from the preacher and 

hastened toward his master, with a very evident expression of relief upon his countenance. 

“Mars Dick,” he said, “dese yer abolitioners is jes’ pesterin’ de life out er me tryin’ ter git 

me ter run away. I don’ pay no ‘tention ter ‘em, but dey riles me so sometimes dat I’m feared I’ll 

hit some of ‘em some er dese days, an’ dat mought git me inter trouble. I ain’ said nuffin’ ter you 

‘bout it, Mars Dick, fer I did n’ wanter ‘sturb yo’ min’; but I don’ like it, suh; no, suh, I don’! Is we 

gwine back home ‘fo’ long, Mars Dick?” 

“We’ll be going back soon enough,” replied Dick somewhat shortly, while he inwardly 

cursed the stupidity of a slave who could be free and would not, and registered a secret vow that if 

he were unable to get rid of Grandison without assassinating him, and were therefore compelled to 

take him back to Kentucky, he would see that Grandison got a taste of an article of slavery that 

would make him regret his wasted opportunities. Meanwhile he determined to tempt his servant 

yet more strongly. 

“Grandison,” he said next morning, “I’m going away for a day or two, but I shall leave you 

here. I shall lock up a hundred dollars in this drawer and give you the key. If you need any of it, use 

it and enjoy yourself,—spend it all if you like,—for this is probably the last chance you’ll have for 

some time to be in a free State, and you ‘d better enjoy your liberty while you may.” 

When he came back a couple of days later and found the faithful Grandison at his post, 

and the hundred dollars intact, Dick felt seriously annoyed. His vexation was increased by the fact 

that he could not express his feelings adequately. He did not even scold Grandison; how could he, 

indeed, find fault with one who so sensibly recognized his true place in the economy of civilization, 

and kept it with such touching fidelity? 



“I can’t say a thing to him,” groaned Dick. “He deserves a leather medal, made out of his 

own hide tanned. I reckon I’ll write to father and let him know what a model servant he has given 

me.” 

He wrote his father a letter which made the colonel swell with pride and pleasure. “I really 

think,” the colonel observed to one of his friends, “that Dick ought to have the nigger interviewed 

by the Boston papers, so that they may see how contented and happy our darkeys really are.” 

Dick also wrote a long letter to Charity Lomax, in which he said, among many other things, 

that if she knew how hard he was working, and under what difficulties, to accomplish something 

serious for her sake, she would no longer keep him in suspense, but overwhelm him with love and 

admiration. 

Having thus exhausted without result the more obvious methods of getting rid of 

Grandison, and diplomacy having also proved a failure, Dick was forced to consider more radical 

measures. Of course he might run away himself, and abandon Grandison, but this would be 

merely to leave him in the United States, where he was still a slave, and where, with his notions 

of loyalty, he would speedily be reclaimed. It was necessary, in order to accomplish the purpose 

of his trip to the North, to leave Grandison permanently in Canada, where he would be legally free. 

“I might extend my trip to Canada,” he reflected, “but that would be too palpable. I have it! 

I’ll visit Niagara Falls on the way home, and lose him on the Canada side. When he once realizes 

that he is actually free, I’ll warrant that he’ll stay.” 

So the next day saw them westward bound, and in due course of time, by the somewhat 

slow conveyances of the period, they found themselves at Niagara. Dick walked and drove about 

the Falls for several days, taking Grandison along with him on most occasions. One morning they 

stood on the Canadian side, watching the wild whirl of the waters below them. 

“Grandison,” said Dick, raising his voice above the roar of the cataract, “do you know where 

you are now?” 

“I’s wid you, Mars Dick; dat’s all I keers.” 

“You are now in Canada, Grandison, where your people go when they run away from their 

masters. If you wished, Grandison, you might walk away from me this very minute, and I could 

not lay my hand upon you to take you back.” 

Grandison looked around uneasily. 

“Let’s go back ober de ribber, Mars Dick. I’s feared I’ll lose you ovuh heah, an’ den I won’ 

hab no marster, an’ won’t nebber be able to git back home no mo’.” 

Discouraged, but not yet hopeless, Dick said, a few minutes later,—  

“Grandison, I ‘m going up the road a bit, to the inn over yonder. You stay here 



until I return. I’ll not be gone a great while.” 

Grandison’s eyes opened wide and he looked somewhat fearful. 

“Is dey any er dem dadblasted abolitioners roun’ heah, Mars Dick?” 

“I don’t imagine that there are,” replied his master, hoping there might be.  

“But I ‘m not afraid of yourrunning away, Grandison. I only wish I were,” he added to 

himself. 

Dick walked leisurely down the road to where the whitewashed inn, built of stone, with 

true British solidity, loomed up through the trees by the roadside. Arrived there he ordered a glass 

of ale and a sandwich, and took a seat at a table by a window, from which he could see Grandison 

in the distance. For a while he hoped that the seed he had sown might have fallen on fertile ground, 

and that Grandison, relieved from the restraining power of a master’s eye, and finding himself in 

a free country, might get up and walk away; but the hope was vain, for Grandison remained 

faithfully at his post, awaiting his master’s return. He had seated himself on a broad flat stone, and, 

turning his eyes away from the grand and awe-inspiring spectacle that lay close at hand, was 

looking anxiously toward the inn where his master sat cursing his ill-timed fidelity. 

By and by a girl came into the room to serve his order, and Dick very naturally glanced at 

her; and as she was young and pretty and remained in attendance, it was some minutes before he 

looked for Grandison. When he did so his faithful servant had disappeared. 

To pay his reckoning and go away without the change was a matter quickly accomplished. 

Retracing his footsteps toward the Falls, he saw, to his great disgust, as he approached the spot 

where he had left Grandison, the familiar form of his servant stretched out on the ground, his 

face to the sun, his mouth open, sleeping the time away, oblivious alike to the grandeur of the 

scenery, the thunderous roar of the cataract, or the insidious voice of sentiment. 

“Grandison,” soliloquized his master, as he stood gazing down at his ebony encumbrance, 

“I do not deserve to be an American citizen; I ought not to have the advantages I possess over you; 

and I certainly am not worthy of Charity Lomax, if I am not smart enough to get rid of you. I have 

an idea! You shall yet be free, and I will be the instrument of your deliverance. Sleep on, faithful 

and affectionate servitor, and dream of the blue grass and the bright skies of old Kentucky, for it 

is only in your dreams that you will ever see them again!” 

Dick retraced his footsteps towards the inn. The young woman chanced to look out of the 

window and saw the handsome young gentleman she had waited on a few minutes before, 

standing in the road a short distance away, apparently engaged in earnest conversation with a 

colored man employed as hostler for the inn. She thought she saw something pass from the white 

man to the other, but at that moment her duties called her away from the window, and when she 



looked out again the young gentleman had disappeared, and the hostler, with two other young men 

of the neighborhood, one white and one colored, were walking rapidly towards the Falls. 

 

IV 

Dick made the journey homeward alone, and as rapidly as the conveyances of the day 

would permit. As he drew near home his conduct in going back without Grandison took on a more 

serious aspect than it had borne at any previous time, and although he had prepared the colonel 

by a letter sent several days ahead, there was still the prospect of a bad quarter of an hour with 

him; not, indeed, that his father would upbraid him, but he was likely to make searching inquiries. 

And notwithstanding the vein of quiet recklessness that had carried Dick through his 

preposterous scheme, he was a very poor liar, having rarely had occasion or inclination to tell 

anything but the truth. Any reluctance to meet his father was more than offset, however, by a 

stronger force drawing him homeward, for Charity Lomax must long since have returned from 

her visit to her aunt in Tennessee. 

Dick got off easier than he had expected. He told a straight story, and a truthful one, so far 

as it went. 

The colonel raged at first, but rage soon subsided into anger, and anger moderated into 

annoyance, and annoyance into a sort of garrulous sense of injury. The colonel thought he had 

been hardly used; he had trusted this negro, and he had broken faith. Yet, after all, he did not 

blame Grandison so much as he did the abolitionists, who were undoubtedly at the bottom of it. 

As for Charity Lomax, Dick told her, privately of course, that he had run his father’s man, 

Grandison, off to Canada, and left him there. 

“Oh, Dick,” she had said with shuddering alarm, “what have you done? If they knew it 

they’d send you to the penitentiary, like they did that Yankee.” 

“But they don’t know it,” he had replied seriously; adding, with an injured tone, “you don’t 

seem to appreciate my heroism like you did that of the Yankee; perhaps it’s because I was n’t caught 

and sent to the penitentiary. I thought you wanted me to do it.” 

“Why, Dick Owens!” she exclaimed. “You know I never dreamed of any such outrageous 

proceeding. 

“But I presume I’ll have to marry you,” she concluded, after some insistence on Dick’s part, 

“if only to take care of you. You are too reckless for anything; and a man who goes chasing all over 

the North, being entertained by New York and Boston society and having negroes to throw away, 

needs some one to look after him.”  



“It’s a most remarkable thing,” replied Dick fervently, “that your views correspond exactly 

with my profoundest convictions. It proves beyond question that we 

were made for one another.” 

They were married three weeks later. As each of them had just returned from a journey, 

they spent their honeymoon at home. 

A week after the wedding they were seated, one afternoon, on the piazza of the colonel’s 

house, where Dick had taken his bride, when a negro from the yard ran down the lane and threw 

open the big gate for the colonel’s buggy to enter. The colonel was not alone. Beside him, ragged 

and travel-stained, bowed with weariness, and upon his face a haggard look that told of hardship 

and privation, sat the lost Grandison. 

The colonel alighted at the steps. 

“Take the lines, Tom,” he said to the man who had opened the gate, “and drive round to 

the barn. Help Grandison down,—poor devil, he’s so stiff he can hardly move!—and get a tub of 

water and wash him and rub him down, and feed him, and give him a big drink of whiskey, and 

then let him come round and see his young master and his new mistress.” 

The colonel’s face wore an expression compounded of joy and indignation,— joy at the 

restoration of a valuable piece of property; indignation for reasons he proceeded to state. 

“It’s astounding, the depths of depravity the human heart is capable of! I was coming along 

the road three miles away, when I heard some one call me from the roadside. I pulled up the mare, 

and who should come out of the woods but Grandison. The poor nigger could hardly crawl along, 

with the help of a broken limb. I was never more astonished in my life. You could have knocked me 

down with a feather. He seemed pretty far gone,—he could hardly talk above a whisper,—and I 

had to give him a mouthful of whiskey to brace him up so he could tell his story. It’s just as I 

thought from the beginning, Dick; Grandison had no notion of running away; he knew when he 

was well off, and where his friends were. All the persuasions of abolition liars and runaway niggers 

did not move him. But the desperation of those fanatics knew no bounds; their guilty consciences 

gave them no rest. They got the notion somehow that Grandison belonged to a nigger-catcher, and 

had been brought North as a spy to help capture ungrateful runaway servants. They actually 

kidnaped him—just think of it!—and gagged him and bound him and threw him rudely into a wagon, 

and carried him into the gloomy depths of a Canadian forest, and locked him in a lonely hut, and fed 

him on bread and water for three weeks. One of the scoundrels wanted to kill him, and persuaded 

the others that it ought to be done; but they got to quarreling about how they should do it, and before 

they had their minds made up Grandison escaped, and, keeping his back steadily to the North Star, 

made his way, after suffering incredible hardships, back to the old plantation, back to his master, his 



friends, and his home. Why, it’s as good as one of Scott’s novels! Mr. Simms or some other one of 

our Southern authors ought to write it up.” 

“Don’t you think, sir,” suggested Dick, who had calmly smoked his cigar throughout the 

colonel’s animated recital, “that that kidnaping yarn sounds a little improbable? Is n’t there some 

more likely explanation?” 

“Nonsense, Dick; it’s the gospel truth! Those infernal abolitionists are capable of anything—

everything! Just think of their locking the poor, faithful nigger up, beating him, kicking him, depriving 

him of his liberty, keeping him on bread and water for three long, lonesome weeks, and he all the 

time pining for the old plantation!” 

There were almost tears in the colonel’s eyes at the picture of Grandison’s sufferings that 

he conjured up. Dick still professed to be slightly skeptical, and met Charity’s severely questioning 

eye with bland unconsciousness. 

The colonel killed the fatted calf for Grandison, and for two or three weeks the returned 

wanderer’s life was a slave’s dream of pleasure. His fame spread throughout the county, and the 

colonel gave him a permanent place among the house servants, where he could always have him 

conveniently at hand to relate his adventures to admiring visitors. 

About three weeks after Grandison’s return the colonel’s faith in sable humanity was rudely 

shaken, and its foundations almost broken up. He came near losing his belief in the fidelity of the 

negro to his master,—the servile virtue most highly prized and most sedulously cultivated by the 

colonel and his kind. One Monday morning Grandison was missing. And not only Grandison, but 

his wife, Betty the maid; his mother, aunt Eunice; his father, uncle Ike; his brothers, Tom and 

John, and his little sister Elsie, were likewise absent from the plantation; and a hurried search 

and inquiry in the neighborhood resulted in no information as to their whereabouts. So much 

valuable property could not be lost without an effort to recover it, and the wholesale nature of the 

transaction carried consternation to the hearts of those whose ledgers were chiefly bound in black. 

Extremely energetic measures were taken by the colonel and his friends. The fugitives were traced, 

and followed from point to point, on their northward run through Ohio. Several times the hunters 

were close upon their heels, but the magnitude of the escaping party begot unusual vigilance on 

the part of those who sympathized with the fugitives, and strangely enough, the underground 

railroad seemed to have had its tracks cleared and signals set for this particular train. Once, twice, 

the colonel thought he had them, but they slipped through his fingers. One last glimpse he caught 

of his vanishing property, as he stood, accompanied by a United States marshal, on a wharf at a 

port on the south shore of Lake Erie. On the stern of a small steamboat which was receding rapidly 

from the wharf, with her nose pointing toward Canada, there stood a group of familiar dark faces, 



and the look they cast backward was not one of longing for the fleshpots of Egypt. The colonel saw 

Grandison point him out to one of the crew of the vessel, who waved his hand derisively toward 

the colonel. The latter shook his fist impotently—and the incident was closed. 

 

2.10.2 Reading and Review Questions 

1. What elements of Local Color do you see in “The 
Passing of Grandison”? How does the story exhibit 
features of Realism? 

2. Examine ways in which people may not be what they 
seem in the story. To what extent are any of the 
characters wearing “masks” or veiling their identities? 

3. What is Chesnutt’s view toward the Old South in the story? 

4. How is “passing” depicted in the story? What 
meanings might the word have in light of the ending of 
the story? 

5. Examine the idea of the hero in the story, paying 
particular attention to Charity Lomax’s charge to Dick 
Owns to do something heroic. 

6. Examine the layers of trickery in the story. Who wins, and who loses? 
Why? 

 

2.11 CHARLOTTE PERKINS GILMAN (1860-1935) 
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As she writes in her autobiography, Charlotte Perkins Gilman had one overriding goal in 

her life: “the improvement of the human race.” The niece of both the abolitionist Harriet Beecher 

Stowe and the suffragist Isabella Beecher Hooker, Gilman was one of the most important feminist 

writers, editors, and activists of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. She led an 

unconventional life that directly inspired her poetry, fiction, and nonfiction alike. At the age of 

thirty-four, she divorced a husband who sought to “domesticate” her, leaving both him and her 

daughter to pursue an independent career authoring works of poetry, fiction, and social criticism; 

editing and publishing her own feminist magazine, Forerunner; and lecturing for the American 

Woman Suffrage Association and other organizations on the need for social reform to ensure 

equality between men and women. In the 1890s, Gilman published three works that solidified her 

reputation as both a major American writer and a groundbreaking feminist theorist: a well-received 

collection of feminist poems, In This Our World (1893); the groundbreaking work of social theory, 

Women and Economics: A Study of the Economic Relation between Men and Women as a Factor 

in Social Evolution (1898), in which she criticized the economic dependency of women upon men; 

and the shocking short story included in this chapter, “The Yellow Wall-Paper” (1892). Gilman 

remarried in 1900 and over the course of the first three decades of the twentieth century continued 

to edit, lecture, and publish works that advocated for the progressive reform of society. In her 

utopian novel Herland (1915), for example, she imagines a peaceful and ecologically sustainable 

society comprised solely of women who use technology and not men to reproduce. 

While presented in the guise of a gothic tale of terror, “The Yellow Wall-Paper” is a fine 

example of political realism. Through this terrifying story of a woman locked in an ancient manor 

and haunted by a shadowy figure, Gilman shows that the real relationship between married men 

and women in her time is not one of equality but of domination and dependency. Gilman based 

the story on her own life. After giving birth to her daughter, Gilman fell into a state of depression 

and was sent to a clinic for treatment. Her doctor, a world-famous neurologist, advised her to quit 

all creative and intellectual activity and instead dedicate herself wholly to a private domestic 

routine. However, this so-called “rest-cure” only further deepened Gilman’s depression and so 

she sought—and found—a cure for herself in her true callings: the literary and political work to 

which she dedicated the rest of her life. 

 

2.11.1 “The Yellow Wall-Paper” 

It is very seldom that mere ordinary people like John and myself secure ancestral halls for 

the summer. 



A colonial mansion, a hereditary estate, I would say a haunted house, and reach the height 

of romantic felicity—but that would be asking too much of fate! 

Still I will proudly declare that there is something queer about it. 

Else, why should it be let so cheaply? And why have stood so long untenanted? 

John laughs at me, of course, but one expects that in marriage. 

John is practical in the extreme. He has no patience with faith, an intense horror of 

superstition, and he scoffs openly at any talk of things not to be felt and seen and put down in 

figures. 

John is a physician, and PERHAPS—(I would not say it to a living soul, of course, but this 

is dead paper and a great relief to my mind)—PERHAPS that is one reason I do not get well faster. 

You see he does not believe I am sick! 

And what can one do? 

If a physician of high standing, and one's own husband, assures friends and relatives that 

there is really nothing the matter with one but temporary nervous depression—a slight hysterical 

tendency—what is one to do? 

My brother is also a physician, and also of high standing, and he says the same thing. 

So I take phosphates or phosphites—whichever it is, and tonics, and journeys, and air, and 

exercise, and am absolutely forbidden to "work" until I am well again. 

Personally, I disagree with their ideas. 

Personally, I believe that congenial work, with excitement and change, would do me good. 

But what is one to do? 

I did write for a while in spite of them; but it DOES exhaust me a good deal—having to be 

so sly about it, or else meet with heavy opposition. 

I sometimes fancy that in my condition if I had less opposition and more society and 

stimulus—but John says the very worst thing I can do is to think about my condition, and I confess 

it always makes me feel bad. 

So I will let it alone and talk about the house. 

The most beautiful place! It is quite alone, standing well back from the road, quite three 

miles from the village. It makes me think of English places that you read about, for there are 

hedges and walls and gates that lock, and lots of separate little houses for the gardeners and 

people. 

There is a DELICIOUS garden! I never saw such a garden—large and shady, full of box-

bordered paths, and lined with long grape-covered arbors with seats under them. 

There were greenhouses, too, but they are all broken now. 



There was some legal trouble, I believe, something about the heirs and coheirs; anyhow, 

the place has been empty for years. 

That spoils my ghostliness, I am afraid, but I don't care—there is something strange about 

the house—I can feel it. 

I even said so to John one moonlight evening, but he said what I felt was a DRAUGHT, 

and shut the window. 

I get unreasonably angry with John sometimes. I'm sure I never used to be so sensitive. I 

think it is due to this nervous condition. 

But John says if I feel so, I shall neglect proper self-control; so I take pains to control 

myself—before him, at least, and that makes me very tired. 

I don't like our room a bit. I wanted one downstairs that opened on the piazza and had 

roses all over the window, and such pretty old-fashioned chintz hangings! but John would not 

hear of it. 

He said there was only one window and not room for two beds, and no near room for him 

if he took another. 

He is very careful and loving, and hardly lets me stir without special direction. 

I have a schedule prescription for each hour in the day; he takes all care from me, and so 

I feel basely ungrateful not to value it more. 

He said we came here solely on my account, that I was to have perfect rest and all the air I 

could get. "Your exercise depends on your strength, my dear," said he, "and your food somewhat 

on your appetite; but air you can absorb all the time." So we took the nursery at the top of the 

house. 

It is a big, airy room, the whole floor nearly, with windows that look all ways, and air and 

sunshine galore. It was nursery first and then playroom and gymnasium, I should judge; for the 

windows are barred for little children, and there are rings and things in the walls. 

The paint and paper look as if a boys' school had used it. It is stripped off—the paper—in 

great patches all around the head of my bed, about as far as I can reach, and in a great place on 

the other side of the room low down. I never saw a worse paper in my life. 

One of those sprawling flamboyant patterns committing every artistic sin. 

It is dull enough to confuse the eye in following, pronounced enough to constantly irritate 

and provoke study, and when you follow the lame uncertain curves for a little distance they 

suddenly commit suicide—plunge off at outrageous angles, destroy themselves in unheard of 

contradictions. 



The color is repellent, almost revolting; a smouldering unclean yellow, strangely faded by 

the slow-turning sunlight. 

It is a dull yet lurid orange in some places, a sickly sulphur tint in others. 

No wonder the children hated it! I should hate it myself if I had to live in this room long. 

There comes John, and I must put this away,—he hates to have me write a word. 

 

We have been here two weeks, and I haven't felt like writing before, since that first day. 

I am sitting by the window now, up in this atrocious nursery, and there is nothing to hinder 

my writing as much as I please, save lack of strength. 

John is away all day, and even some nights when his cases are serious. 

I am glad my case is not serious! 

But these nervous troubles are dreadfully depressing. 

John does not know how much I really suffer. He knows there is no REASON to suffer, 

and that satisfies him. 

Of course it is only nervousness. It does weigh on me so not to do my duty in any way! 

I meant to be such a help to John, such a real rest and comfort, and here I am a 

comparative burden already! 

Nobody would believe what an effort it is to do what little I am able,—to dress and 

entertain, and order things. 

It is fortunate Mary is so good with the baby. Such a dear baby! 

And yet I CANNOT be with him, it makes me so nervous. 

I suppose John never was nervous in his life. He laughs at me so about this wall-paper! 

At first he meant to repaper the room, but afterwards he said that I was letting it get the 

better of me, and that nothing was worse for a nervous patient than to give way to such fancies. 

He said that after the wall-paper was changed it would be the heavy bedstead, and then 

the barred windows, and then that gate at the head of the stairs, and so on. 

"You know the place is doing you good," he said, "and really, dear, I don't care to renovate 

the house just for a three months' rental." 

"Then do let us go downstairs," I said, "there are such pretty rooms there." 

Then he took me in his arms and called me a blessed little goose, and said he would go 

down to the cellar, if I wished, and have it whitewashed into the bargain. 

But he is right enough about the beds and windows and things. 

It is an airy and comfortable room as any one need wish, and, of course, I would not be so 

silly as to make him uncomfortable just for a whim. 



I'm really getting quite fond of the big room, all but that horrid paper. 

Out of one window I can see the garden, those mysterious deepshaded arbors, the riotous 

old-fashioned flowers, and bushes and gnarly trees. 

Out of another I get a lovely view of the bay and a little private wharf belonging to the 

estate. There is a beautiful shaded lane that runs down there from the house. I always fancy I see 

people walking in these numerous paths and arbors, but John has cautioned me not to give way 

to fancy in the least. He says that with my imaginative power and habit of story-making, a nervous 

weakness like mine is sure to lead to all manner of excited fancies, and that I ought to use my will 

and good sense to check the tendency. So I try. 

I think sometimes that if I were only well enough to write a little it would relieve the press 

of ideas and rest me. 

But I find I get pretty tired when I try. 

It is so discouraging not to have any advice and companionship about my work. When I 

get really well, John says we will ask Cousin Henry and Julia down for a long visit; but he says he 

would as soon put fireworks in my pillow-case as to let me have those stimulating people about 

now. 

I wish I could get well faster. 

But I must not think about that. This paper looks to me as if it KNEW what a vicious 

influence it had! 

There is a recurrent spot where the pattern lolls like a broken neck and two bulbous eyes 

stare at you upside down. 

I get positively angry with the impertinence of it and the everlastingness. Up and down 

and sideways they crawl, and those absurd, unblinking eyes are everywhere. There is one place 

where two breadths didn't match, and the eyes go all up and down the line, one a little higher than 

the other. 

I never saw so much expression in an inanimate thing before, and we all know how much 

expression they have! I used to lie awake as a child and get more entertainment and terror out of 

blank walls and plain furniture than most children could find in a toy store. 

I remember what a kindly wink the knobs of our big, old bureau used to have, and there 

was one chair that always seemed like a strong friend. 

I used to feel that if any of the other things looked too fierce I could always hop into that 

chair and be safe. 



The furniture in this room is no worse than inharmonious, however, for we had to bring it 

all from downstairs. I suppose when this was used as a playroom they had to take the nursery 

things out, and no wonder! I never saw such ravages as the children have made here. 

The wall-paper, as I said before, is torn off in spots, and it sticketh closer than a brother—

they must have had perseverance as well as hatred. 

Then the floor is scratched and gouged and splintered, the plaster itself is dug out here 

and there, and this great heavy bed which is all we found in the room, looks as if it had been 

through the wars. 

But I don't mind it a bit—only the paper. 

There comes John's sister. Such a dear girl as she is, and so careful of me! I must not let 

her find me writing. 

She is a perfect and enthusiastic housekeeper, and hopes for no better profession. I verily 

believe she thinks it is the writing which made me sick! 

But I can write when she is out, and see her a long way off from these windows. 

There is one that commands the road, a lovely shaded winding road, and one that just 

looks off over the country. A lovely country, too, full of great elms and velvet meadows. 

This wall-paper has a kind of sub-pattern in a different shade, a particularly irritating one, 

for you can only see it in certain lights, and not clearly then. 

But in the places where it isn't faded and where the sun is just so—I can see a strange, 

provoking, formless sort of figure, that seems to skulk about behind that silly and conspicuous 

front design. 

There's sister on the stairs! 

 

Well, the Fourth of July is over! The people are gone and I am tired out. John thought it 

might do me good to see a little company, so we just had mother and Nellie and the children down 

for a week. 

Of course I didn't do a thing. Jennie sees to everything now. 

But it tired me all the same. 

John says if I don't pick up faster he shall send me to Weir Mitchell in the fall. 

But I don't want to go there at all. I had a friend who was in his hands once, and she says 

he is just like John and my brother, only more so! 

Besides, it is such an undertaking to go so far. 

I don't feel as if it was worth while to turn my hand over for anything, and I'm getting 

dreadfully fretful and querulous. 



I cry at nothing, and cry most of the time. 

Of course I don't when John is here, or anybody else, but when I am alone. 

And I am alone a good deal just now. John is kept in town very often by serious cases, and 

Jennie is good and lets me alone when I want her to. 

So I walk a little in the garden or down that lovely lane, sit on the porch under the roses, 

and lie down up here a good deal. 

I'm getting really fond of the room in spite of the wall-paper. Perhaps BECAUSE of the 

wall-paper. 

It dwells in my mind so! 

I lie here on this great immovable bed—it is nailed down, I believe—and follow that pattern 

about by the hour. It is as good as gymnastics, I assure you. I start, we'll say, at the bottom, down 

in the corner over there where it has not been touched, and I determine for the thousandth time 

that I WILL follow that pointless pattern to some sort of a conclusion. 

I know a little of the principle of design, and I know this thing was not arranged on any 

laws of radiation, or alternation, or repetition, or symmetry, or anything else that I ever heard of. 

It is repeated, of course, by the breadths, but not otherwise. 

Looked at in one way each breadth stands alone, the bloated curves and flourishes—a kind 

of "debased Romanesque" with delirium tremens—go waddling up and down in isolated columns 

of fatuity. 

But, on the other hand, they connect diagonally, and the sprawling outlines run off in great 

slanting waves of optic horror, like a lot of wallowing seaweeds in full chase. 

The whole thing goes horizontally, too, at least it seems so, and I exhaust myself in trying 

to distinguish the order of its going in that direction. 

They have used a horizontal breadth for a frieze, and that adds wonderfully to the 

confusion. 

There is one end of the room where it is almost intact, and there, when the crosslights fade 

and the low sun shines directly upon it, I can almost fancy radiation after all,—the interminable 

grotesques seem to form around a common centre and rush off in headlong plunges of equal 

distraction. 

It makes me tired to follow it. I will take a nap I guess. 

I don't know why I should write this. 

I don't want to. 

I don't feel able. 



And I know John would think it absurd. But I MUST say what I feel and think in some 

way—it is such a relief! 

But the effort is getting to be greater than the relief. 

Half the time now I am awfully lazy, and lie down ever so much. 

John says I musn't lose my strength, and has me take cod liver oil and lots of tonics and 

things, to say nothing of ale and wine and rare meat. 

Dear John! He loves me very dearly, and hates to have me sick. I tried to have a real earnest 

reasonable talk with him the other day, and tell him how I wish he would let me go and make a 

visit to Cousin Henry and Julia. 

But he said I wasn't able to go, nor able to stand it after I got there; and I did not make out 

a very good case for myself, for I was crying before I had finished. 

It is getting to be a great effort for me to think straight. Just this nervous weakness I 

suppose. 

And dear John gathered me up in his arms, and just carried me upstairs and laid me on 

the bed, and sat by me and read to me till it tired my head. 

He said I was his darling and his comfort and all he had, and that I must take care of myself 

for his sake, and keep well. 

He says no one but myself can help me out of it, that I must use my will and self-control 

and not let any silly fancies run away with me. 

There's one comfort, the baby is well and happy, and does not have to occupy this nursery 

with the horrid wall-paper. 

If we had not used it, that blessed child would have! What a fortunate escape! Why, I 

wouldn't have a child of mine, an impressionable little thing, live in such a room for worlds. 

I never thought of it before, but it is lucky that John kept me here after all, I can stand it 

so much easier than a baby, you see. 

Of course I never mention it to them any more—I am too wise,—but I keep watch of it all 

the same. 

There are things in that paper that nobody knows but me, or ever will. 

Behind that outside pattern the dim shapes get clearer every day. 

It is always the same shape, only very numerous. 

And it is like a woman stooping down and creeping about behind that pattern. I don't like 

it a bit. I wonder—I begin to think—I wish John would take me away from here! 

It is so hard to talk with John about my case, because he is so wise, and because he loves 

me so. 



But I tried it last night. 

It was moonlight. The moon shines in all around just as the sun does. 

I hate to see it sometimes, it creeps so slowly, and always comes in by one window or 

another. 

John was asleep and I hated to waken him, so I kept still and watched the moonlight on 

that undulating wall-paper till I felt creepy. 

The faint figure behind seemed to shake the pattern, just as if she wanted to get out. 

I got up softly and went to feel and see if the paper DID move, and when 

I came back John was awake. 

"What is it, little girl?" he said. "Don't go walking about like that—you'll get cold." 

I though it was a good time to talk, so I told him that I really was not gaining here, and 

that I wished he would take me away. 

"Why darling!" said he, "our lease will be up in three weeks, and I can't see how to leave 

before. 

"The repairs are not done at home, and I cannot possibly leave town just now. Of course if 

you were in any danger, I could and would, but you really are better, dear, whether you can see it 

or not. I am a doctor, dear, and I know. You are gaining flesh and color, your appetite is better, I 

feel really much easier about you." 

"I don't weigh a bit more," said I, "nor as much; and my appetite may be better in the 

evening when you are here, but it is worse in the morning when you are away!" 

"Bless her little heart!" said he with a big hug, "she shall be as sick as she pleases! But now 

let's improve the shining hours by going to sleep, and talk about it in the morning!" 

"And you won't go away?" I asked gloomily. 

"Why, how can I, dear? It is only three weeks more and then we will take a nice little trip 

of a few days while Jennie is getting the house ready. Really dear you are better!" 

"Better in body perhaps—" I began, and stopped short, for he sat up straight and looked at 

me with such a stern, reproachful look that I could not say another word. 

"My darling," said he, "I beg of you, for my sake and for our child's sake, as well as for your 

own, that you will never for one instant let that idea enter your mind! There is nothing so 

dangerous, so fascinating, to a temperament like yours. It is a false and foolish fancy. Can you not 

trust me as a physician when I tell you so?" 

So of course I said no more on that score, and we went to sleep before long. He thought I 

was asleep first, but I wasn't, and lay there for hours trying to decide whether that front pattern 

and the back pattern really did move together or separately. 



 

On a pattern like this, by daylight, there is a lack of sequence, a defiance of law, that is a 

constant irritant to a normal mind. 

The color is hideous enough, and unreliable enough, and infuriating enough, but the 

pattern is torturing. 

You think you have mastered it, but just as you get well underway in following, it turns a 

back-somersault and there you are. It slaps you in the face, knocks you down, and tramples upon 

you. It is like a bad dream. 

The outside pattern is a florid arabesque, reminding one of a fungus. If you can imagine a 

toadstool in joints, an interminable string of toadstools, budding and sprouting in endless 

convolutions—why, that is something like it. 

That is, sometimes! 

There is one marked peculiarity about this paper, a thing nobody seems to notice but 

myself, and that is that it changes as the light changes. 

When the sun shoots in through the east window—I always watch for that first long, 

straight ray—it changes so quickly that I never can quite believe it. 

That is why I watch it always. 

By moonlight—the moon shines in all night when there is a moon—I wouldn't know it was 

the same paper. 

At night in any kind of light, in twilight, candle light, lamplight, and worst of all by 

moonlight, it becomes bars! The outside pattern I mean, and the woman behind it is as plain as 

can be. 

I didn't realize for a long time what the thing was that showed behind, that dim sub-

pattern, but now I am quite sure it is a woman. 

By daylight she is subdued, quiet. I fancy it is the pattern that keeps her so still. It is so 

puzzling. It keeps me quiet by the hour. 

I lie down ever so much now. John says it is good for me, and to sleep all I can. 

Indeed he started the habit by making me lie down for an hour after each meal. 

It is a very bad habit I am convinced, for you see I don't sleep. 

And that cultivates deceit, for I don't tell them I'm awake—O no! 

The fact is I am getting a little afraid of John. 

He seems very queer sometimes, and even Jennie has an inexplicable look. 

It strikes me occasionally, just as a scientific hypothesis,—that perhaps it is the paper! 



I have watched John when he did not know I was looking, and come into the room 

suddenly on the most innocent excuses, and I've caught him several times LOOKING AT THE 

PAPER! And Jennie too. I caught Jennie with her hand on it once. 

She didn't know I was in the room, and when I asked her in a quiet, a very quiet voice, with 

the most restrained manner possible, what she was doing with the paper—she turned around as 

if she had been caught stealing, and looked quite angry—asked me why I should frighten her so! 

Then she said that the paper stained everything it touched, that she had found yellow 

smooches on all my clothes and John's, and she wished we would be more careful! 

Did not that sound innocent? But I know she was studying that pattern, and I am 

determined that nobody shall find it out but myself! 

 

Life is very much more exciting now than it used to be. You see I have something more to 

expect, to look forward to, to watch. I really do eat better, and am more quiet than I was. 

John is so pleased to see me improve! He laughed a little the other day, and said I seemed 

to be flourishing in spite of my wall-paper. 

I turned it off with a laugh. I had no intention of telling him it was 

BECAUSE of the wall-paper—he would make fun of me. He might even want to take me 

away. 

I don't want to leave now until I have found it out. There is a week more, and I think that 

will be enough. 

 

I'm feeling ever so much better! I don't sleep much at night, for it is so interesting to watch 

developments; but I sleep a good deal in the daytime. 

In the daytime it is tiresome and perplexing. 

There are always new shoots on the fungus, and new shades of yellow all over it. I cannot 

keep count of them, though I have tried conscientiously. 

It is the strangest yellow, that wall-paper! It makes me think of all the yellow things I ever 

saw—not beautiful ones like buttercups, but old foul, bad yellow things. 

But there is something else about that paper—the smell! I noticed it the moment we came 

into the room, but with so much air and sun it was not bad. Now we have had a week of fog and 

rain, and whether the windows are open or not, the smell is here. 

It creeps all over the house. 

I find it hovering in the dining-room, skulking in the parlor, hiding in the hall, lying in 

wait for me on the stairs. 



It gets into my hair. 

Even when I go to ride, if I turn my head suddenly and surprise it—there is that smell! 

Such a peculiar odor, too! I have spent hours in trying to analyze it, to find what it smelled 

like. 

It is not bad—at first, and very gentle, but quite the subtlest, most enduring odor I ever 

met. 

In this damp weather it is awful, I wake up in the night and find it hanging over me. 

It used to disturb me at first. I thought seriously of burning the house—to reach the smell. 

But now I am used to it. The only thing I can think of that it is like is the COLOR of the 

paper! A yellow smell. 

There is a very funny mark on this wall, low down, near the mopboard. A streak that runs 

round the room. It goes behind every piece of furniture, except the bed, a long, straight, even 

SMOOCH, as if it had been rubbed over and over. 

I wonder how it was done and who did it, and what they did it for. Round and round and 

round—round and round and round—it makes me dizzy! 

 

I really have discovered something at last. 

Through watching so much at night, when it changes so, I have finally found out. 

The front pattern DOES move—and no wonder! The woman behind shakes it! 

Sometimes I think there are a great many women behind, and sometimes only one, and 

she crawls around fast, and her crawling shakes it all over. 

Then in the very bright spots she keeps still, and in the very shady spots she just takes hold 

of the bars and shakes them hard. 

And she is all the time trying to climb through. But nobody could climb through that 

pattern—it strangles so; I think that is why it has so many heads. 

They get through, and then the pattern strangles them off and turns them upside down, 

and makes their eyes white! 

If those heads were covered or taken off it would not be half so bad. 

 

I think that woman gets out in the daytime! 

And I'll tell you why—privately—I've seen her! 

I can see her out of every one of my windows! 

It is the same woman, I know, for she is always creeping, and most women do not creep 

by daylight. 



I see her on that long road under the trees, creeping along, and when a carriage comes she 

hides under the blackberry vines. 

I don't blame her a bit. It must be very humiliating to be caught creeping by daylight! 

I always lock the door when I creep by daylight. I can't do it at night, for I know John would 

suspect something at once. 

And John is so queer now, that I don't want to irritate him. I wish he would take another 

room! Besides, I don't want anybody to get that woman out at night but myself. 

I often wonder if I could see her out of all the windows at once. 

But, turn as fast as I can, I can only see out of one at one time. 

And though I always see her, she MAY be able to creep faster than I can turn! 

I have watched her sometimes away off in the open country, creeping as fast as a cloud 

shadow in a high wind. 

If only that top pattern could be gotten off from the under one! I mean to try it, little by 

little. 

I have found out another funny thing, but I shan't tell it this time! It does not do to trust 

people too much. 

There are only two more days to get this paper off, and I believe John is beginning to 

notice. I don't like the look in his eyes. 

And I heard him ask Jennie a lot of professional questions about me. She had a very good 

report to give. 

She said I slept a good deal in the daytime. 

John knows I don't sleep very well at night, for all I'm so quiet! 

He asked me all sorts of questions, too, and pretended to be very loving and kind. 

As if I couldn't see through him! 

Still, I don't wonder he acts so, sleeping under this paper for three months. 

It only interests me, but I feel sure John and Jennie are secretly affected by it. 

 

Hurrah! This is the last day, but it is enough. John is to stay in town over night, and won't 

be out until this evening. 

Jennie wanted to sleep with me—the sly thing! but I told her I should undoubtedly rest 

better for a night all alone. 

That was clever, for really I wasn't alone a bit! As soon as it was moonlight and that poor 

thing began to crawl and shake the pattern, I got up and ran to help her. 



I pulled and she shook, I shook and she pulled, and before morning we had peeled off 

yards of that paper. 

A strip about as high as my head and half around the room. 

And then when the sun came and that awful pattern began to laugh at me, I declared I 

would finish it to-day! 

We go away to-morrow, and they are moving all my furniture down again to leave things 

as they were before. 

Jennie looked at the wall in amazement, but I told her merrily that I did it out of pure spite 

at the vicious thing. 

She laughed and said she wouldn't mind doing it herself, but I must not get tired. 

How she betrayed herself that time! 

But I am here, and no person touches this paper but me—not ALIVE! 

She tried to get me out of the room—it was too patent! But I said it was so quiet and empty 

and clean now that I believed I would lie down again and sleep all I could; and not to wake me 

even for dinner—I would call when I woke. 

So now she is gone, and the servants are gone, and the things are gone, and there is nothing 

left but that great bedstead nailed down, with the canvas mattress we found on it. 

We shall sleep downstairs to-night, and take the boat home to-morrow. 

I quite enjoy the room, now it is bare again. 

How those children did tear about here! 

This bedstead is fairly gnawed! 

But I must get to work. 

I have locked the door and thrown the key down into the front path. 

I don't want to go out, and I don't want to have anybody come in, till John comes. 

I want to astonish him. 

I've got a rope up here that even Jennie did not find. If that woman does get out, and tries 

to get away, I can tie her! 

But I forgot I could not reach far without anything to stand on! 

This bed will NOT move! 

I tried to lift and push it until I was lame, and then I got so angry I bit off a little piece at 

one corner—but it hurt my teeth. 

Then I peeled off all the paper I could reach standing on the floor. It sticks horribly and 

the pattern just enjoys it! All those strangled heads and bulbous eyes and waddling fungus growths 

just shriek with derision! 



I am getting angry enough to do something desperate. To jump out of the window would 

be admirable exercise, but the bars are too strong even to try. 

Besides I wouldn't do it. Of course not. I know well enough that a step like that is improper 

and might be misconstrued. 

I don't like to LOOK out of the windows even—there are so many of those creeping women, 

and they creep so fast. 

I wonder if they all come out of that wall-paper as I did? 

But I am securely fastened now by my well-hidden rope—you don't get ME out in the road 

there! 

I suppose I shall have to get back behind the pattern when it comes night, and that is hard! 

It is so pleasant to be out in this great room and creep around as I please! 

I don't want to go outside. I won't, even if Jennie asks me to. 

For outside you have to creep on the ground, and everything is green instead of yellow. 

But here I can creep smoothly on the floor, and my shoulder just fits in that long smooch 

around the wall, so I cannot lose my way. 

Why there's John at the door! 

It is no use, young man, you can't open it! 

How he does call and pound! 

Now he's crying for an axe. 

It would be a shame to break down that beautiful door! 

"John dear!" said I in the gentlest voice, "the key is down by the front steps, under a 

plantain leaf!" 

That silenced him for a few moments. 

Then he said—very quietly indeed, "Open the door, my darling!" 

"I can't," said I. "The key is down by the front door under a plantain leaf!" 

And then I said it again, several times, very gently and slowly, and said it so often that he 

had to go and see, and he got it of course, and came in. He stopped short by the door. 

"What is the matter?" he cried. "For God's sake, what are you doing!" 

I kept on creeping just the same, but I looked at him over my shoulder. 

"I've got out at last," said I, "in spite of you and Jane. And I've pulled off most of the paper, 

so you can't put me back!" 

Now why should that man have fainted? But he did, and right across my path by the wall, 

so that I had to creep over him every time! 

 



2.11.2 Reading and Review Questions 

1. As you read “The Yellow Wall-Paper,” you will be tempted to diagnose the narrator 

as suffering from postpartum depression. However, does the source of the 

narrator’s lingering illness reside entirely in her body? Consider other causes for 

her on-going malaise. Why isn’t she getting better? 

2. Consider how the narrator’s loving doctor-husband John talks to and controls her. 

What does John allow—and, more importantly, forbid—his sick wife to think and 

do? 

3. The narrator of this story is unreliable as she is suffering from mental illness, which leads 

her to misinterpret the nature of her confinement. For instance, the narrator presumes 

that she is confined within a child’s former playroom. Close-read the details of the 

story’s setting, contrasting the narrator’s interpretation of the details of her room—the 

bars on the windows, for instance—with your own sense of what these things mean. 

 

2.12 KEY TERMS 

• Acadian 

• Ambrose Bierce 

• American Literary Realism 

• Charles Waddell Chesnutt 

• Charlotte Perkins Gilman 

• Creole 

• Feminism/Feminism 

• Henry James 

• Iconoclast 

• Immigration 

• Industrial Age 

• Industrialization 

• Kate Chopin 

• Local Color 

• Mark Twain 

• Mary E. Wilkins Freeman 

• Meta-fiction 



• NAACP 

• Passing 

• Realism 

• Realists 

• Regionalism 

• Rest-Cure 

• Sarah Orne Jewett 

• Satire 

• The Woman Suffrage Movement 

• William Dean Howells 
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