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Introduction  

 
Gothic America is a collection of a “Lucky 7” short vintage horror 

stories that were originally published prior to the 1900’s. This vintage 

throw back is set to be a horrific gathering for your very own 

Halloween gathering. These stories are quick, witty, and easily 

shareable with children in the room.  Perhaps not in the 1800’s, but 

today’s children are ready for these horrors as they are more subtle in 

nature. They are not gore-heavy, or littered with loud and grotesque 

imagery.  With the same friendly spirit that Washington Irving wrote 

The Legend of Sleepy Hollow, this collection is also intended to be 

shared in a group setting of all ages.  These stories are meant to be read 

aloud and in the dark. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Author Intros 
 

 

 

 

Irving: 

Irving, along with James Fenimore 

Cooper, was among the first 

American writers to earn acclaim in 

Europe, and Irving encouraged 

American authors such as Nathaniel 

Hawthorne, Henry Wadsworth 

Longfellow, Herman Melville, 

and Edgar Allan Poe. Irving was 

also admired by some European 

writers, including Lord 

Byron, Thomas Campbell, Charles 

Dickens, Francis Jeffrey, and Walter 

Scott. Also, as the United States' 

first internationally best-selling 

author, Irving advocated for writing as a legitimate profession and 

argued for stronger laws to protect American writers from copyright 

infringement. 
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Bierce:  

A prolific and versatile writer, 

Bierce was regarded as one of the 

most influential journalists in the 

United States, and as a pioneering 

writer of realist fiction. For his 

horror writing, Michael 

Dirda ranked him alongside Edgar 

Allan Poe and H. P. Lovecraft. His 

war stories influenced Stephen 

Crane, Ernest Hemingway, and 

others, and he was considered an 

influential and feared literary 

critic. In recent decades Bierce has gained wider respect as 

a fabulist and for his poetry.  

In December 1913, Bierce traveled to Chihuahua, Mexico, to gain first-

hand experience of the Mexican Revolution.[15] He disappeared, and 

was rumored to be traveling with rebel troops. He was never seen 

again. 
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Jewett:                                            

At age 19, Jewett published her first 

important story in the Atlantic 

Monthly, and her reputation grew 

throughout the 1870s and 1880s. Her 

literary importance arises from her 

careful, if subdued, vignettes of 

country life that reflect a 

contemporary interest in local color 

rather than in plot. Jewett possessed 

a keen descriptive gift that William 

Dean Howells called "an uncommon 

feeling for talk — I hear your 

people." Jewett made her reputation 

with the novella The Country of the 

Pointed Firs(1896). A Country 

Doctor (1884), a novel reflecting her 

father and her early ambitions for a medical career, and A White 

Heron (1886), a collection of short stories are among her finest 

work. Some of Jewett's poetry was collected in Verses(1916), and she 

also wrote three children's books. Willa Cather described Jewett as a 

significant influence on her development as a writer, and 

"feminist critics have since championed her writing for its rich account 

of women's lives and voices."  
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Melville: 

From 1853 to 1856, Melville 

published short fiction in 

magazines, most notably "Bartleby, 

the Scrivener" (1853), "The 

Encantadas" (1854), and "Benito 

Cereno" (1855). These and three 

other stories were collected in 1856 

as The Piazza Tales. In 1857, he 

traveled to England where he 

reunited with Hawthorne for the 

first time since 1852, and then 

toured the Near East. The 

Confidence-Man (1857) was the 

last prose work that he published. 

He moved to New York to take a 

position as Customs Inspector and 

turned to poetry. Battle-Pieces and Aspects of the War (1866) was his 

poetic reflection on the moral questions of the American Civil War. 
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Gilman:                                   

At one point, Gilman 

supported herself by selling 

soap door to door. After 

moving to Pasadena, Gilman 

became active in 

organizing social 

reform movements. As a 

delegate, she represented 

California in 1896 at both 

the National American 

Woman Suffrage 

Association convention in 

Washington, D.C. and 

the International Socialist and 

Labor Congress in London. In 

1890, she was introduced to Nationalist Clubs movement which 

worked to "end capitalism's greed and distinctions between classes 

while promoting a peaceful, ethical, and truly progressive human race." 

Published in the Nationalist magazine, her poem, "Similar Cases" was a 

satirical review of people who resisted social change and she received 

positive feedback from critics for it. Throughout that same year, 1890, 

she became inspired enough to write fifteen essays, poems, a novella, 

and the short story The Yellow Wallpaper. Her career was launched 

when she began lecturing on Nationalism and gained the public's eye 

with her first volume of poetry, In This Our World, published in 

1893. As a successful lecturer who relied on giving speeches as a 

source of income, her fame grew along with her social circle of similar-

minded activists and writers of the feminist movement. 
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Hawthorne: 

Much of Hawthorne's writing 

centers on New England, many 

works featuring 

moral metaphors with an anti-

Puritaninspiration. His fiction 

works are considered part of 

the Romantic movement and, 

more specifically, dark 

romanticism. His themes often 

center on the inherent evil and sin 

of humanity, and his works often 

have moral messages and deep 

psychological complexity. His 

published works include novels, 

short stories, and a biography of 

his college friend Franklin Pierce, the 14th President of the United 

States. 
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The Adventure of the German Student by 

Washington Irving 
(1783–1859) 

On a stormy night, in the tempestuous times of the French 
Revolution, a young German was returning to his lodgings, at a 
late hour, across the old part of Paris. The lightning gleamed, and 
the loud claps of thunder rattled through the lofty narrow streets-
-but I should first tell you something about this young German. 

Gottfried Wolfgang was a young man of good family. He 
had studied for some time at Göttingen, but being of a visionary 
and enthusiastic character, he had wandered into those wild and 
speculative doctrines which have so often bewildered German 
students. His secluded life, his intense application, and the 
singular nature of his studies, had an effect on both mind and 
body. His health was impaired; his imagination diseased. He had 
been indulging in fanciful speculations on spiritual essences, until, 
like Swedenborg, he had an ideal world of his own around him. He 
took up a notion, I do not know from what cause, that there was 
an evil influence hanging over him; an evil genius or spirit seeking 
to ensnare him and ensure his perdition. Such an idea working on 
his melancholy temperament produced the most gloomy effects. 
He became haggard and desponding. His friends discovered the 
mental malady preying upon him, and determined that the best 
cure was a change of scene; he was sent, therefore, to finish his 
studies amidst the splendors and gayeties of Paris. 

Wolfgang arrived at Paris at the breaking out of the 
revolution. The popular delirium at first caught his enthusiastic 
mind, and he was captivated by the political and philosophical 
theories of the day: but the scenes of blood which followed 
shocked his sensitive nature, disgusted him with society and the 
world, and made him more than ever a recluse. He shut himself 
up in a solitary apartment in the Pays Latin, the quarter of 



students. There, in a gloomy street not far from the monastic walls 
of the Sorbonne, he pursued his favorite speculations. Sometimes 
he spend hours together in the great libraries of Paris, those 
catacombs of departed authors, rummaging among their hoards 
of dusty and obsolete works in quest of food for his unhealthy 
appetite. He was, in a manner, a literary ghoul, feeding in the 
charnel-house of decayed literature. 

Wolfgang, thought solitary and recluse, was of an ardent 
temperament, but for a time it operated merely upon his 
imagination. He was too shy and ignorant of the world to make 
any advances to the fair, but he was a passionate admirer of female 
beauty, and in his lonely chamber would often lose himself in 
reveries on forms and faces which he had seen, and his fancy 
would deck out images of loveliness far surpassing the reality. 

While his mind was in this excited and sublimated state, a 
dream produced an extraordinary effect upon him. It was of a 
female face of transcendent beauty. So strong was the impression 
made, that he dreamt of it again and again. It haunted his thoughts 
by day, his slumbers by night; in fine, he became passionately 
enamored of this shadow of a dream. This lasted so long that it 
became one of those fixed ideas which haunt the minds of 
melancholy men, and are at times mistaken for madness. 

Such was Gottfried Wolfgang, and such his situation at the 
time I mentioned. He was returning home late on stormy night, 
through some of the old and gloomy streets of the Marais, the 
ancient part of Paris. The loud claps of thunder rattled among the 
high houses of the narrow streets. He came to the Place de Grève, 
the square, where public executions are performed. The lightning 
quivered about the pinnacles of the ancient Hôtel de Ville, and 
shed flickering gleams over the open space in front. As Wolfgang 
was crossing the square, he shrank back with horror at finding 
himself close by the guillotine. It was the height of the reign of 
terror, when this dreadful instrument of death stood ever ready, 
and its scaffold was continually running with the blood of the 
virtuous and the brave. It had that very day been actively 
employed in the work of carnage, and there it stood in grim array, 
amidst a silent and sleeping city, waiting for fresh victims. 



Wolfgang's heart sickened within him, and he was turning 
shuddering from the horrible engine, when he beheld a shadowy 
form, cowering as it were at the foot of the steps which led up to 
the scaffold. A succession of vivid flashes of lightning revealed it 
more distinctly. It was a female figure, dressed in black. She was 
seated on one of the lower steps of the scaffold, leaning forward, 
her face hid in her lap; and her long dishevelled tresses hanging to 
the ground, streaming with the rain which fell in torrents. 
Wolfgang paused. There was something awful in this solitary 
monument of woe. The female had the appearance of being above 
the common order. He knew the times to be full of vicissitude, and 
that many a fair head, which had once been pillowed on down, 
now wandered houseless. Perhaps this was some poor mourner 
whom the dreadful axe had rendered desolate, and who sat here 
heart-broken on the strand of existence, from which all that was 
dear to her had been launched into eternity. 

He approached, and addressed her in the accents of 
sympathy. She raised her head and gazed wildly at him. What was 
his astonishment at beholding, by the bright glare of the lighting, 
the very face which had haunted him in his dreams. It was pale 
and disconsolate, but ravishingly beautiful. 

Trembling with violent and conflicting emotions, Wolfgang 
again accosted her. He spoke something of her being exposed at 
such an hour of the night, and to the fury of such a storm, and 
offered to conduct her to her friends. She pointed to the guillotine 
with a gesture of dreadful signification. 

"I have no friend on earth!" said she. 

"But you have a home," said Wolfgang. 

"Yes--in the grave!" 

The heart of the student melted at the words. 

"If a stranger dare make an offer," said he, "without danger 
of being misunderstood, I would offer my humble dwelling as a 
shelter; myself as a devoted friend. I am friendless myself in Paris, 
and a stranger in the land; but if my life could be of service, it is at 



your disposal, and should be sacrificed before harm or indignity 
should come to you." 

There was an honest earnestness in the young man's 
manner that had its effect. His foreign accent, too, was in his favor; 
it showed him not to be a hackneyed inhabitant of Paris. Indeed, 
there is an eloquence in true enthusiasm that is not to be doubted. 
The homeless stranger confided herself implicitly to the 
protection of the student. 

He supported her faltering steps across the Pont Neuf, and 
by the place where the statue of Henry the Fourth had been 
overthrown by the populace. The storm had abated, and the 
thunder rumbled at a distance. All Paris was quiet; that great 
volcano of human passion slumbered for a while, to gather fresh 
strength for the next day's eruption. The student conducted his 
charge through the ancient streets of the Pays Latin, and by the 
dusky walls of the Sorbonne, to the great dingy hotel which he 
inhabited. The old portress who admitted them stared with 
surprise at the unusual sight of the melancholy Wolfgang, with a 
female companion. 

On entering his apartment, the student, for the first time, 
blushed at the scantiness and indifference of his dwelling. He had 
but one chamber--an old-fashioned saloon--heavily carved, and 
fantastically furnished with the remains of former magnificence, 
for it was one of those hotels in the quarter nobility. It was 
lumbered with books and papers, and all the usual apparatus of a 
student, and his bed stood in a recess at one end. 

When lights were brought, and Wolfgang had a better 
opportunity of contemplating the stranger, he was more than ever 
intoxicated by her beauty. Her face was pale, but of a dazzling 
fairness, set off by a profusion of raven hair that hung clustering 
about it. Her eyes were large and brilliant, with a singular 
expression approaching almost to wildness. As far as her black 
dress permitted her shape to be seen, it was of perfect symmetry. 
Her whole appearance was highly striking, though she was 
dressed in the simplest style. The only thing approaching to an 
ornament which she wore, was a broad black band round her neck, 
clasped by diamonds. 



The perplexity now commenced with the student how to 
dispose of the helpless being thus thrown upon his protection. He 
thought of abandoning his chamber to her, and seeking shelter for 
himself elsewhere. Still he was so fascinate by her charms, there 
seemed to be such a spell upon his thoughts and senses, that he 
could not tear himself from her presence. Her manner, too, was 
singular and unaccountable. She spoke no more of the guillotine. 
Her grief had abated. The attentions of the student had first won 
her confidence, and then, apparently, her heart. She was evidently 
an enthusiast like himself, and enthusiasts soon understand each 
other. 

In the infatuation of the moment, Wolfgang avowed his 
passion for her. He told her the story of his mysterious dream, and 
how she had possessed his heart before he had even seen her. She 
was strangely affected by his recital, and acknowledge to have felt 
an impulse towards him equally unaccountable. It was the time for 
wild theory and wild actions. Old prejudices and superstitions 
were done away; everything was under the sway of the "Goddess 
of Reason." Among other rubbish of the old times, the forms and 
ceremonies of marriage began to be considered superfluous bonds 
for honorable minds. Social compact were the vogue. Wolfgang 
was too much of theorist not to be tainted by the liberal doctrines 
of the day. 

"Why should we separate?" said he: "our heart are united; 
in the eye of reason and honor we are as one. What need is there 
of sordid forms to bind high soul together?" 

The stranger listened with emotion: she had evidently received 
illumination at the same school. 

"You have no home nor family," continued he: "Let me be 
everything to you, or rather let us be everything to one another. if 
form is necessary, form shall be observed--there is my hand. I 
pledge myself to you forever." 

"Forever?" said the stranger, solemnly. 

"Forever!" repeated Wolfgang. 



The stranger clasped the hand extended to her: "Then I am 
yours," murmured she, and sank upon his bosom. 

The next morning the student left his bride sleeping, and 
sallied forth at an early hour to seek more spacious apartments 
suitable to the change in his situation. When he returned, he found 
the stranger lying with her head hanging over the bed, and one 
arm thrown over it. He spoke to her, but received no reply. He 
advanced to awaken her from her uneasy posture. On taking her 
hand, it was cold--there was no pulsation--her face was pallid and 
ghastly. In a word, she was a corpse. 

Horrified and frantic, he alarmed the house. A scene of confusion 
ensued. The police was summoned. As the officer of police entered 
the room, he started back on beholding the corpse. 

"Great heaven!" cried he, "how did this woman come here?" 

"Do you know anything about her?" said Wolfgang eagerly. 

"Do I?" exclaimed the officer: "she was guillotined yesterday." 

He stepped forward; undid the black collar round the neck of the 
corpse, and the head rolled on the floor! 

The student burst into a frenzy. "The fiend! the fiend has gained 
possession of me!" shrieked he; "I am lost forever." 

They tried to soothe him, but in vain. He was possessed 
with the frightful belief that an evil spirit had reanimated the dead 
body to ensnare him. He went distracted, and died in a mad-
house. 

Here the old gentleman with the haunted head finished his 
narrative. 

"And is this really a fact?" said the inquisitive gentleman. 

"A fact not to be doubted," replied the other. "I had it it 
from the best authority. The student told it me himself. I saw him 
in a mad-house in Paris." 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge by 

Ambrose Bierce 
(1842–1914) 

 

 

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 center 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, loopholed for rifles, with a single 

embrasure through which protruded the muzzle of a brass 

cannon commanding the bridge. Midway of the slope between 

the 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 center 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 picket 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 fiber 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 splash; 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 grey 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 grey eye and remembered having 

read that grey eyes were keenest, and that all famous marksmen 

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 splash 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 olian 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. 

Overhead, as he looked up through this rift in the wood, shone 

great garden 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 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. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

The Foreigner by Sarah Orne Jewett 
(1849 – 1909) 

 

 

I 

   One evening, at the end of August, in Dunnet Landing, I 

heard Mrs. Todd's firm footstep crossing the small front entry 

outside my door, and her conventional cough which served as a 

herald's trumpet, or a plain New England knock, in the harmony 

of our fellowship. 

"Oh, please come in!" I cried, for it had been so still in the 

house that I supposed my friend and hostess had gone to see one 

of her neighbors. The first cold northeasterly storm of the season 

was blowing hard outside. Now and then there was a dash of 

great raindrops and a flick of wet lilac leaves against the window, 

but I could hear that the sea was already stirred to its dark 

depths, and the great rollers were coming in heavily against the 

shore. One might well believe that Summer was coming to a sad 

end that night, in the darkness and rain and sudden access of 

autumnal cold. It seemed as if there must be danger offshore 

among the outer islands. 

"Oh, there!" exclaimed Mrs. Todd, as she entered. "I know 

nothing ain't ever happened out to Green Island since the world 

began, but I always do worry about mother in these great gales. 

You know those tidal waves occur sometimes down to the West 

Indies, and I get dwellin' on 'em so I can't set still in my chair, 

nor knit a common row to a stocking. William might get 

mooning, out in his small bo't, and not observe how the sea was 

making, an' meet with some accident. Yes, I thought I'd come in 

and set with you if you wa'n't busy. No, I never feel any concern 

about 'em in winter 'cause then they're prepared, and all ashore 
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and everything snug. William ought to keep help, as I tell him; 

yes, he ought to keep help." 

   I hastened to reassure my anxious guest by saying that 

Elijah Tilley had told me in the afternoon, when I came along the 

shore past the fish houses, that Johnny Bowden and the Captain 

were out at Green Island; he had seen them beating up the bay, 

and thought they must have put into Burnt Island cove, but one 

of the lobstermen brought word later that he saw them hauling 

out at Green Island as he came by, and Captain Bowden pointed 

ashore and shook his head to say that he did not mean to try to 

get in. "The old Miranda just managed it, but she will have to 

stay at home a day or two and put new patches in her sail," I 

ended, not without pride in so much circumstantial evidence. 

   Mrs. Todd was alert in a moment. "Then they'll all have 

a very pleasant evening," she assured me, apparently dismissing 

all fears of tidal waves and other sea-going disasters. "I was 

urging Alick Bowden to go ashore some day and see mother 

before cold weather. He's her own nephew; she sets a great deal 

by him. And Johnny's a great chum o' William's; don't you know 

the first day we had Johnny out 'long of us, he took an' give 

William his money to keep for him that he'd been a-savin', and 

William showed it to me an' was so affected, I thought he was 

goin' to shed tears? 'Twas a dollar an' eighty cents; yes, they'll 

have a beautiful evenin' all together, and like 's not the sea'll be 

flat as a doorstep come morning." 

   I had drawn a large wooden rocking-chair before the 

fire, and Mrs. Todd was sitting there jogging herself a little, 

knitting fast, and wonderfully placid of countenance. There came 

a fresh gust of wind and rain, and we could feel the small wooden 

house rock and hear it creak as if it were a ship at sea. 

   "Lord, hear the great breakers!" exclaimed Mrs. Todd. 

"How they pound! -- there, there! I always run of an idea that the 

sea knows anger these nights and gets full o' fight. I can hear 

the rote o' them old black ledges way down the thoroughfare. 

Calls up all those stormy verses in the Book o' Psalms; David he 

knew how old sea-goin' folks have to quake at the heart." 



   I thought as I had never thought before of such 

anxieties. The families of sailors and coastwise adventurers by 

sea must always be worrying about somebody, this side of the 

world or the other. There was hardly one of Mrs. Todd's elder 

acquaintances, men or women, who had not at some time or 

other made a sea voyage, and there was often no news until the 

voyagers themselves came back to bring it. 

   "There's a roaring high overhead, and a roaring in the 

deep sea," said Mrs. Todd solemnly, "and they battle together 

nights like this. No, I couldn't sleep; some women folks always 

goes right to bed an' to sleep, so 's to forget, but 'taint my way. 

Well, it's a blessin' we don't all feel alike; there's hardly any of 

our folks at sea to worry about, nowadays, but I can't help my 

feelin's, an' I got thinking of mother all alone, if William had 

happened to be out lobsterin' and couldn't make the cove gettin' 

back." 

   "They will have a pleasant evening," I repeated. "Captain 

Bowden is the best of good company." 

   "Mother'll make him some pancakes for his supper, like 

's not," said Mrs. Todd, clicking her knitting needles and giving a 

pull at her yarn. Just then the old cat pushed open the unlatched 

door and came straight toward her mistress's lap. She was 

regarded severely as she stepped about and turned on the broad 

expanse, and then made herself into a round cushion of fur, but 

was not openly admonished. There was another great blast of 

wind overhead, and a puff of smoke came down the chimney. 

   "This makes me think o' the night Mis' Cap'n Tolland 

died," said Mrs. Todd, half to herself. "Folks used to say these 

gales only blew when somebody's a-dyin', or the devil was a-

comin' for his own, but the worst man I ever knew died a real 

pretty mornin' in June." 

   "You have never told me any ghost stories," said I; and 

such was the gloomy weather and the influence of the night that I 

was instantly filled with reluctance to have this suggestion 

followed. I had not chosen the best of moments; just before I 

spoke we had begun to feel as cheerful as possible. Mrs. Todd 



glanced doubtfully at the cat and then at me, with a strange 

absent look, and I was really afraid that she was going to tell me 

something that would haunt my thoughts on every dark stormy 

night as long as I lived. 

   "Never mind now; tell me to-morrow by daylight, Mrs. 

Todd," I hastened to say, but she still looked at me full of doubt 

and deliberation. 

   "Ghost stories!" she answered. "Yes, I don't know but 

I've heard a plenty of 'em first an' last. I was just sayin' to myself 

that this is like the night Mis' Cap'n Tolland died. 'Twas 

the great line storm in September all of thirty, or maybe forty, 

year ago. I ain't one that keeps much account o' time." 

   "Tolland? That's a name I have never heard in Dunnet," 

I said. 

   "Then you haven't looked well about the old part o' the 

buryin' ground, no'theast corner," replied Mrs. Todd. "All their 

women folks lies there; the sea's got most o' the men. They were 

a known family o' shipmasters in early times. Mother had a mate, 

Ellen Tolland, that she mourns to this day; died right in her 

bloom with quick consumption, but the rest o' that family was all 

boys but one, and older than she, an' they lived hard seafarin' 

lives an' all died hard. They were called very smart seamen. I've 

heard that when the youngest went into one o' the old shippin' 

houses in Boston, the head o' the firm called out to him: 'Did you 

say Tolland from Dunnet? That's recommendation enough for 

any vessel!' There was some o' them old shipmasters as tough as 

iron, an' they had the name o' usin' their crews very severe, but 

there wa'n't a man that wouldn't rather sign with 'em an' take his 

chances, than with the slack ones that didn't know how to meet 

accidents."  

   

   

II 

   There was so long a pause, and Mrs. Todd still looked so 

absent-minded, that I was afraid she and the cat were growing 

drowsy together before the fire, and I should have no 



reminiscences at all. The wind struck the house again, so that we 

both started in our chairs and Mrs. Todd gave a curious, startled 

look at me. The cat lifted her head and listened too, in the silence 

that followed, while after the wind sank we were more conscious 

than ever of the awful roar of the sea. The house jarred now and 

then, in a strange, disturbing way. 

   "Yes, they'll have a beautiful evening out to the island," 

said Mrs. Todd again; but she did not say it gayly. I had not seen 

her before in her weaker moments. 

   "Who was Mrs. Captain Tolland?" I asked eagerly, to 

change the current of our thoughts. 

   "I never knew her maiden name; if I ever heard it, I've 

gone an' forgot; 'twould mean nothing to me," answered Mrs. 

Todd. 

   "She was a foreigner, an' he met with her out in the 

Island o' Jamaica. They said she'd been left a widow with 

property. Land knows what become of it; she was French born, 

an' her first husband was a Portugee, or somethin'." 

   I kept silence now, a poor and insufficient question 

being worse than none. 

   "Cap'n John Tolland was the least smartest of any of 

'em, but he was full smart enough, an' commanded a good brig at 

the time, in the sugar trade; he'd taken out a cargo o' pine lumber 

to the islands from somewheres up the river, an' had been 

headin' for home in the port o' Kingston, an' had gone ashore 

that afternoon for his papers, an' remained afterwards 'long of 

three friends o' his, all shipmasters. They was havin' their 

suppers together in a tavern; 'twas late in the evenin' an' they was 

more lively than usual, an' felt boyish; and over opposite was 

another house full o' company, real bright and pleasant lookin', 

with a lot o' lights, an' they heard somebody singin' very pretty to 

a guitar. They wa'n't in no go-to-meetin' condition, an' one of 

'em, he slapped the table an' said, 'Le' 's go over 'n' hear that lady 

sing!' an' over they all went, good honest sailors, but three sheets 

in the wind, and stepped in as if they was invited, an' made their 



bows inside the door, an' asked if they could hear the music; they 

were all respectable well-dressed men. They saw the woman that 

had the guitar, an' there was a company a-listenin', regular 

highbinders all of 'em; an' there was a long table all spread out 

with big candlesticks like little trees o' light, and a sight o' glass 

an' silverware; an' part o' the men was young officers in uniform, 

an' the colored folks was steppin' round servin' 'em, an' they had 

the lady singin'. 'Twas a wasteful scene, an' a loud talkin' 

company, an' though they was three sheets in the wind 

themselves there wa'n't one o' them cap'ns but had sense to 

perceive it. The others had pushed back their chairs, an' their 

decanters an' glasses was standin' thick about, an' they was 

teasin' the one that was singin' as if they'd just got her in to 

amuse 'em. But they quieted down; one o' the young officers had 

beautiful manners, an' invited the four cap'ns to join 'em, very 

polite; 'twas a kind of public house, and after they'd all heard 

another song, he come to consult with 'em whether they wouldn't 

git up and dance a hornpipe or somethin' to the lady's music. 

   They was all elderly men an' shipmasters, and owned 

property; two of 'em was church members in good standin'," 

continued Mrs. Todd loftily, "an' they wouldn't lend theirselves 

to no such kick-shows as that, an' spite o' bein' three sheets in the 

wind, as I have once observed; they waved aside the tumblers of 

wine the young officer was pourin' out for 'em so freehanded, 

and said they should rather be excused. An' when they all rose, 

still very dignified, as I've been well informed, and made their 

partin' bows and was goin' out, them young sports got round 'em 

an' tried to prevent 'em, and they had to push an' strive 

considerable, but out they come. There was this Cap'n Tolland 

and two Cap'n Bowdens, and the fourth was my own father." 

(Mrs. Todd spoke slowly, as if to impress the value of her 

authority.) "Two of them was very religious, upright men, but 

they would have their night off sometimes, all o' them old-

fashioned cap'ns, when they was free of business and ready to 

leave port. 

   "An' they went back to their tavern an' got their bills 

paid, an' set down kind o' mad with everybody by the front 

window, mistrusting some o' their tavern charges, like 's not, by 



that time, an' when they got tempered down, they watched the 

house over across, where the party was. 

   "There was a kind of a grove o' trees between the house 

an' the road, an' they heard the guitar a-goin' an' a-stoppin' short 

by turns, and pretty soon somebody began to screech, an' they 

saw a white dress come runnin' out through the bushes, an' 

tumbled over each other in their haste to offer help; an' out she 

come, with the guitar, cryin' into the street, and they just walked 

off four square with her amongst 'em, down toward the wharves 

where they felt more to home. They couldn't make out at first 

what 'twas she spoke, -- Cap'n Lorenzo Bowden was well 

acquainted in Havre an' Bordeaux, an' spoke a poor quality o' 

French, an' she knew a little mite o' English, but not much; and 

they come somehow or other to discern that she was in real 

distress. Her husband and her children had died o' yellow fever; 

they'd all come up to Kingston from one o' the far Wind'ard 

Islands to get passage on a steamer to France, an' a negro had 

stole their money off her husband while he lay sick o' the fever, 

an' she had been befriended some, but the folks that knew about 

her had died too; it had been a dreadful run o' the fever that 

season, an' she fell at last to playin' an' singin' for hire, and for 

what money they'd throw to her round them harbor houses. 

   'Twas a real hard case, an' when them cap'ns made out 

about it, there wa'n't one that meant to take leave without helpin' 

of her. They was pretty mellow, an' whatever they might lack o' 

prudence they more 'n made up with charity: they didn't want to 

see nobody abused, an' she was sort of a pretty woman, an' they 

stopped in the street then an' there an' drew lots who should take 

her aboard, bein' all bound home. An' the lot fell to Cap'n 

Jonathan Bowden who did act discouraged; his vessel had but 

small accommodations, though he could stow a big freight, an' 

she was a dreadful slow sailer through bein' square as a box, an' 

his first wife, that was livin' then, was a dreadful jealous woman. 

He threw himself right onto the mercy o' Cap'n Tolland." 

   Mrs. Todd indulged herself for a short time in a season 

of calm reflection. 



   "I always thought they'd have done better, and more 

reasonable, to give her some money to pay her passage home to 

France, or wherever she may have wanted to go," she continued. 

   I nodded and looked for the rest of the story. 

   "Father told mother," said Mrs. Todd confidentially, 

"that Cap'n Jonathan Bowden an' Cap'n John Tolland had both 

taken a little more than usual; I wouldn't have you think, either, 

that they both wasn't the best o' men, an' they was solemn as 

owls, and argued the matter between 'em, an' waved aside the 

other two when they tried to put their oars in. An' spite o' Cap'n 

Tolland's bein' a settled old bachelor they fixed it that he was to 

take the prize on his brig; she was a fast sailer, and there was a 

good spare cabin or two where he'd sometimes carried 

passengers, but he'd filled 'em with bags o' sugar on his own 

account an' was loaded very heavy beside. He said he'd shift the 

sugar an' get along somehow, an' the last the other three cap'ns 

saw of the party was Cap'n John handing the lady into his bo't, 

guitar and all, an' off they all set tow'ds their ships with their 

men rowin' 'em in the bright moonlight down to Port Royal 

where the anchorage was, an' where they all lay, goin' out with 

the tide an' mornin' wind at break o' day. An' the others thought 

they heard music of the guitar, two o' the bo'ts kept well together, 

but it may have come from another source." 

   "Well; and then?" I asked eagerly after a pause. Mrs. 

Todd was almost laughing aloud over her knitting and nodding 

emphatically. We had forgotten all about the noise of the wind 

and sea. 

   "Lord bless you! he come sailing into Portland with his 

sugar, all in good time, an' they stepped right afore a justice o' 

the peace, and Cap'n John Tolland come paradin' home to 

Dunnet Landin' a married man. He owned one o' them thin, 

narrow-lookin' houses with one room each side o' the front door, 

and two slim black spruces spindlin' up against the front 

windows to make it gloomy inside. There was no horse nor cattle 

of course, though he owned pasture land, an' you could see rifts 

o' light right through the barn as you drove by. And there was a 

good excellent kitchen, but his sister reigned over that; she had a 



right to two rooms, and took the kitchen an' a bedroom that led 

out of it; an' bein' given no rights in the kitchen had angered the 

cap'n so they weren't on no kind o' speakin' terms. He preferred 

his old brig for comfort, but now and then, between voyages he'd 

come home for a few days, just to show he was master over his 

part o' the house, and show Eliza she couldn't commit no 

trespass. 

   "They stayed a little while; 'twas pretty spring weather, 

an' I used to see Cap'n John rollin' by with his arms full o' 

bundles from the store, lookin' as pleased and important as a 

boy; an' then they went right off to sea again, an' was gone a good 

many months. Next time he left her to live there alone, after 

they'd stopped at home together some weeks, an' they said she 

suffered from bein' at sea, but some said that the owners 

wouldn't have a woman aboard. 'Twas before father was lost on 

that last voyage of his, an' he said mother went up once or twice 

to see them. Father said there wa'n't a mite o' harm in her, but 

somehow or other a sight o' prejudice arose; it may have been 

caused by the remarks of Eliza an' her feelin's tow'ds her brother. 

Even my mother had no regard for Eliza Tolland. But mother 

asked the cap'n's wife to come with her one evenin' to a social 

circle that was down to the meetin'-house vestry, so she'd get 

acquainted a little, an' she appeared very pretty until they started 

to have some singin' to the melodeon. Mari' Harris an' one o' the 

younger Caplin girls undertook to sing a duet, an' they sort o' 

flatted, an' she put her hands right up to her ears, and give a little 

squeal, an' went quick as could be an' give 'em the right notes, for 

she could read the music like plain print, an' made 'em try it over 

again. She was real willin' an' pleasant, but that didn't suit, an' 

she made faces when they got it wrong. An' then there fell a dead 

calm, an' we was all settin' round prim as dishes, an' my mother, 

that never expects ill feelin', asked her if she wouldn't sing 

somethin', an up she got, -- poor creatur', it all seems so different 

to me now, -- an' sung a lovely little song standin' in the floor; it 

seemed to have something gay about it that kept a-repeatin', an' 

nobody could help keepin' time, an' all of a sudden she looked 

round at the tables and caught up a tin plate that somebody'd 

fetched a Washin'ton pie in, an' she begun to drum on it with her 



fingers like one o' them tambourines, an' went right on singin' 

faster an' faster, and next minute she begun to dance a little 

pretty dance between the verses, just as light and pleasant as a 

child. You couldn't help seein' how pretty 'twas; we all got to 

trottin' a foot, an' some o' the men clapped their hands quite 

loud, a-keepin' time, 'twas so catchin', an' seemed so natural to 

her. There wa'n't one of 'em but enjoyed it; she just tried to do 

her part, an' some urged her on, till she stopped with a little twirl 

of her skirts an' went to her place again by mother. And I can see 

mother now, reachin' over an' smilin' an' pattin' her hand. 

   "But next day there was an awful scandal goin' in the 

parish, an' Mari' Harris reproached my mother to her face, an' I 

never wanted to see her since, but I've had to a good many times. 

I said Mis' Tolland didn't intend no impropriety, -- I reminded 

her of David's dancin' before the Lord; but she said such a man 

as David never would have thought o' dancin' right there in 

the Orthodox vestry, and she felt I spoke with irreverence. 

   "And next sunday Mis' Tolland come walkin' into our 

meeting, but I must say she acted like a cat in a strange garret, 

and went right out down the aisle with her head in air, from the 

pew Deacon Caplin had showed her into. 'Twas just in the 

beginning of the long prayer. I wish she'd stayed through, 

whatever her reasons were. Whether she'd expected somethin' 

different, or misunderstood some o' the pastor's remarks, or 

what 'twas, I don't really feel able to explain, but she kind o' 

declared war, at least folks thought so, an' war 'twas from that 

time. I see she was cryin', or had been, as she passed by me; 

perhaps bein' in meetin' was what had power to make her feel 

homesick and strange. 

   "Cap'n John Tolland was away fittin' out; that next week 

he come home to see her and say farewell. He was lost with his 

ship in the Straits of Malacca, and she lived there alone in the old 

house a few months longer till she died. He left her well off; 'twas 

said he hid his money about the house and she knew where 'twas. 

Oh, I expect you've heard that story told over an' over twenty 

times, since you've been here at the Landin'?" 

   "Never one word," I insisted. 



   "It was a good while ago," explained Mrs. Todd, with 

reassurance. "Yes, it all happened a great while ago."  

   

   

III 

   At this moment, with a sudden flaw of the wind, some 

wet twigs outside blew against the window panes and made a 

noise like a distressed creature trying to get in. I started with 

sudden fear, and so did the cat, but Mrs. Todd knitted away and 

did not even look over her shoulder. 

   "She was a good-looking woman; yes, I always thought 

Mis' Tolland was good-looking, though she had, as was 

reasonable, a sort of foreign cast, and she spoke very broken 

English, no better than a child. She was always at work about her 

house, or settin' at a front window with her sewing; she was a 

beautiful hand to embroider. Sometimes, summer evenings, 

when the windows was open, she'd set an' drum on her guitar, 

but I don't know as I ever heard her sing but once after the cap'n 

went away. She appeared very happy about havin' him, and took 

on dreadful at partin' when he was down here on the wharf, 

going back to Portland by boat to take ship for that last v'y'ge. He 

acted kind of ashamed, Cap'n John did; folks about here ain't so 

much accustomed to show their feelings. The whistle had blown 

an' they was waitin' for him to get aboard, an' he was put to it to 

know what to do and treated her very affectionate in spite of all 

impatience; but mother happened to be there and she went an' 

spoke, and I remember what a comfort she seemed to be. Mis' 

Tolland clung to her then, and she wouldn't give a glance after 

the boat when it had started, though the captain was very eager 

a-wavin' to her. She wanted mother to come home with her an' 

wouldn't let go her hand, and mother had just come in to stop all 

night with me an' had plenty o' time ashore, which didn't always 

happen, so they walked off together, an' 'twas some considerable 

time before she got back. 

   "'I want you to neighbor with that poor lonesome 

creatur',' says mother to me, lookin' reproachful. 'She's a stranger 



in a strange land,' says mother. 'I want you to make her have a 

sense that somebody feels kind to her.' 

   "'Why, since that time she flaunted out o' meetin', folks 

have felt she liked other ways better'n our'n,' says I. I was 

provoked, because I'd had a nice supper ready, an' mother'd let it 

wait so long 'twas spoiled. 'I hope you'll like your supper!' I told 

her. I was dreadful ashamed afterward of speakin' so to mother. 

   "'What consequence is my supper?' says she to me; 

mother can be very stern, -- 'or your comfort or mine, beside 

letting a foreign person an' a stranger feel so desolate; she's done 

the best a woman could do in her lonesome place, and she asks 

nothing of anybody except a little common kindness. Think if 

'twas you in a foreign land!' 

   "And mother set down to drink her tea, an' I set down 

humbled enough over by the wall to wait till she finished. An' I 

did think it all over, an' next day I never said nothin', but I put on 

my bonnet, and went to see Mis' Cap'n Tolland, if 'twas only for 

mother's sake. 'Twas about three quarters of a mile up the road 

here, beyond the schoolhouse. I forgot to tell you that the cap'n 

had bought out his sister's right at three or four times what 'twas 

worth, to save trouble, so they'd got clear o' her, an' I went round 

into the side yard sort o' friendly an' sociable, rather than stop 

an' deal with the knocker an' the front door. It looked so pleasant 

an' pretty I was glad I come; she had set a little table for supper, 

though 'twas still early, with a white cloth on it, right out under 

an old apple tree close by the house. I noticed 'twas same as with 

me at home, there was only one plate. She was just coming out 

with a dish; you couldn't see the door nor the table from the 

road. 

   "In the few weeks she'd been there she'd got some 

bloomin' pinks an' other flowers next the doorstep. Somehow it 

looked as if she'd known how to make it homelike for the cap'n. 

She asked me to set down; she was very polite, but she looked 

very mournful, and I spoke of mother, an' she put down her dish 

and caught holt o' me with both hands an' said my mother was 

an angel. When I see the tears in her eyes 'twas all right between 

us, and we were always friendly after that, and mother had us 



come out and make a little visit that summer; but she come a 

foreigner and she went a foreigner, and never was anything but a 

stranger among our folks. She taught me a sight o' things about 

herbs I never knew before nor since; she was well acquainted 

with the virtues o' plants. She'd act awful secret about some 

things too, an' used to work charms for herself sometimes, an' 

some o' the neighbors told to an' fro after she died that they knew 

enough not to provoke her, but 'twas all nonsense; 'tis the 

believin' in such things that causes 'em to be any harm, an' so I 

told 'em," confided Mrs. Todd contemptuously. "That first night I 

stopped to tea with her she'd cooked some eggs with some herb 

or other sprinkled all through, and 'twas she that first led me to 

discern mushrooms; an' she went right down on her knees in my 

garden here when she saw I had my different officious herbs. 

Yes, 'twas she that learned me the proper use o' parsley too; she 

was a beautiful cook." 

   Mrs. Todd stopped talking, and rose, putting the cat 

gently in the chair, while she went away to get another stick of 

apple-tree wood. It was not an evening when one wished to let 

the fire go down, and we had a splendid bank of bright coals. I 

had always wondered where Mrs. Todd had got such an unusual 

knowledge of cookery, of the varieties of mushrooms, and the use 

of sorrel as a vegetable, and other blessings of that sort. I had 

long ago learned that she could vary her omelettes like a child of 

France, which was indeed a surprise in Dunnet Landing.  

   

   

IV 

   All these revelations were of the deepest interest, and I 

was ready with a question as soon as Mrs. Todd came in and had 

well settled the fire and herself and the cat again. 

   "I wonder why she never went back to France, after she 

was left alone?" 

   "She come here from the French islands," explained 

Mrs. Todd. "I asked her once about her folks, an' she said they 

were all dead; 'twas the fever took 'em. She made this her home, 

lonesome as 'twas; she told me she hadn't been in France since 
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she was 'so small,' and measured me off a child o' six. She'd lived 

right out in the country before, so that part wa'n't unusual to her. 

Oh yes, there was something very strange about her, and she 

hadn't been brought up in high circles nor nothing o' that kind. I 

think she'd been really pleased to have the cap'n marry her an' 

give her a good home, after all she'd passed through, and leave 

her free with his money an' all that. An' she got over bein' so 

strange-looking to me after a while, but 'twas a very singular 

expression: she wore a fixed smile that wa'n't a smile; there 

wa'n't no light behind it, same 's a lamp can't shine if it ain't lit. I 

don't know just how to express it, 'twas a sort of made 

countenance." 

   One could not help thinking of Sir Philip Sidney's 

phrase, "A made countenance, between simpering and smiling." 

   "She took it hard, havin' the captain go off on that last 

voyage," Mrs. Todd went on. "She said somethin' told her when 

they was partin' that he would never come back. He was lucky to 

speak a home-bound ship this side o' the Cape o' Good Hope, an' 

got a chance to send her a letter, an' that cheered her up. You 

often felt as if you was dealin' with a child's mind, for all she had 

so much information that other folks hadn't. I was a sight 

younger than I be now, and she made me imagine new things, 

and I got interested watchin' her an' findin' out what she had to 

say, but you couldn't get to no affectionateness with her. I used to 

blame me sometimes; we used to be real good comrades goin' off 

for an afternoon, but I never give her a kiss till the day she laid in 

her coffin and it come to my heart there wa'n't no one else to do 

it." 

   "And Captain Tolland died," I suggested after a while. 

   "Yes, the cap'n was lost," said Mrs. Todd, "and of course 

word didn't come for a good while after it happened. The letter 

come from the owners to my uncle, Cap'n Lorenzo Bowden, who 

was in charge of Cap'n Tolland's affairs at home, and he come 

right up for me an' said I must go with him to the house. I had 

known what it was to be a widow, myself, for near a year, an' 

there was plenty o' widow women along this coast that the sea 

had made desolate, but I never saw a heart break as I did then. 



   "'Twas this way: we walked together along the road, me 

an' uncle Lorenzo. You know how it leads straight from just 

above the schoolhouse to the brook bridge, and their house was 

just this side o' the brook bridge on the left hand; the cellar's 

there now, and a couple or three good-sized gray birches growin' 

in it. And when we come near enough I saw that the best room, 

this way, where she most never set, was all lighted up, and the 

curtains up so that the light shone bright down the road, and as 

we walked, those lights would dazzle and dazzle in my eyes, and I 

could hear the guitar a-goin', an' she was singin'. She heard our 

steps with her quick ears and come running to the door with her 

eyes a-shinin', an' all that set look gone out of her face, an' begun 

to talk French, gay as a bird, an' shook hands and behaved very 

pretty an' girlish, sayin' 'twas her fête day. I didn't know what she 

meant then. And she had gone an' put a wreath o' flowers on her 

hair an' wore a handsome gold chain that the cap'n had given 

her; an' there she was, poor creatur', makin' believe have a party 

all alone in her best room; 'twas prim enough to discourage a 

person, with too many chairs set close to the walls, just as the 

cap'n's mother had left it, but she had put sort o' long garlands 

on the walls, droopin' very graceful, and a sight of green boughs 

in the corners, till it looked lovely, and all lit up with a lot o' 

candles." 

   "Oh dear!" I sighed. "Oh, Mrs. Todd, what did you do?" 

   "She beheld our countenances," answered Mrs. Todd 

solemnly. "I expect they was telling everything plain enough, but 

Cap'n Lorenzo spoke the sad words to her as if he had been her 

father; and she wavered a minute and then over she went on the 

floor before we could catch hold of her, and then we tried to 

bring her to herself and failed, and at last we carried her upstairs, 

an' I told uncle to run down and put out the lights, and then go 

fast as he could for Mrs. Begg, being very experienced in 

sickness, an' he so did. I got off her clothes and her poor wreath, 

and I cried as I done it. We both stayed there that night, and the 

doctor said 'twas a shock when he come in the morning; he'd 

been over to Black Island an' had to stay all night with a very sick 

child." 



   "You said that she lived alone some time after the news 

came," I reminded Mrs. Todd then. 

   "Oh yes, dear," answered my friend sadly, "but it wa'n't 

what you'd call livin'; no, it was only dyin', though at a snail's 

pace. She never went out again those few months, but for a while 

she could manage to get about the house a little, and do what was 

needed, an' I never let two days go by without seein' her or 

hearin' from her. She never took much notice as I came an' went 

except to answer if I asked her anything. Mother was the one 

who gave her the only comfort." 

   "What was that?" I asked softly. 

   "She said that anybody in such trouble ought to see their 

minister, mother did, and one day she spoke to Mis' Tolland, and 

found that the poor soul had been believin' all the time that there 

weren't any priests here. We'd come to know she was a Catholic 

by her beads and all, and that had set some narrow minds 

against her. And mother explained it just as she would to a child; 

and uncle Lorenzo sent word right off somewheres up river by a 

packet that was bound up the bay, and the first o' the week a 

priest come by the boat, an' uncle Lorenzo was on the wharf 

'tendin' to some business; so they just come up for me, and I 

walked with him to show him the house. He was a kind-hearted 

old man; he looked so benevolent an' fatherly I could ha' stopped 

an' told him my own troubles; yes, I was satisfied when I first 

saw his face, an' when poor Mis' Tolland beheld him enter the 

room, she went right down on her knees and clasped her hands 

together to him as if he'd come to save her life, and he lifted her 

up and blessed her, an' I left 'em together, and slipped out into 

the open field and walked there in sight so if they needed to call 

me, and I had my own thoughts. At last I saw him at the door; he 

had to catch the return boat. I meant to walk back with him and 

offer him some supper, but he said no, and said he was comin' 

again if needed, and signed me to go into the house to her, and 

shook his head in a way that meant he understood everything. I 

can see him now; he walked with a cane, rather tired and feeble; 

I wished somebody would come along, so 's to carry him down to 

the shore. 



   "Mis' Tolland looked up at me with a new look when I 

went in, an' she even took hold o' my hand and kept it. He had 

put some oil on her forehead, but nothing anybody could do 

would keep her alive very long; 'twas his medicine for the soul 

rather 'n the body. I helped her to bed, and next morning she 

couldn't get up to dress her, and that was Monday, and she began 

to fail, and 'twas Friday night she died." (Mrs. Todd spoke with 

unusual haste and lack of detail.) "Mrs. Begg and I watched with 

her, and made everything nice and proper, and after all the ill 

will there was a good number gathered to the funeral. 'Twas in 

Reverend Mr. Bascom's day, and he done very well in his prayer, 

considering he couldn't fill in with mentioning all the near 

connections by name as was his habit. He spoke very feeling 

about her being a stranger and twice widowed, and all he said 

about her being reared among the heathen was to observe that 

there might be roads leadin' up to the New Jerusalem from 

various points. I says to myself that I guessed quite a number 

must ha' reached there that wa'n't able to set out from Dunnet 

Landin'!" 

   Mrs. Todd gave an odd little laugh as she bent toward 

the firelight to pick up a dropped stitch in her knitting, and then 

I heard a heartfelt sigh. 

   'Twas most forty years ago," she said; "most everybody's 

gone a'ready that was there that day."  

   

   

V 

   Suddenly Mrs. Todd gave an energetic shrug of her 

shoulders, and a quick look at me, and I saw that the sails of her 

narrative were filled with a fresh breeze. 

   "Uncle Lorenzo, Cap'n Bowden that I have referred to" -- 

   "Certainly!" I agreed with eager expectation. 

   "He was the one that had been left in charge of Cap'n 

John Tolland's affairs, and had now come to be of unforeseen 

importance. 



   "Mrs. Begg an' I had stayed in the house both before an' 

after Mis' Tolland's decease, and she was now in haste to be 

gone, having affairs to call her home; but uncle come to me as 

the exercises was beginning, and said he thought I'd better 

remain at the house while they went to the buryin' ground. I 

couldn't understand his reasons, an' I felt disappointed, bein' as 

near to her as most anybody; 'twas rough weather, so mother 

couldn't get in, and didn't even hear Mis' Tolland was gone till 

next day. I just nodded to satisfy him, 'twa'n't no time to discuss 

anything. Uncle seemed flustered; he'd gone out deep-sea fishin' 

the day she died, and the storm I told you of rose very sudden, so 

they got blown off way down the coast beyond Monhegan, and 

he'd just got back in time to dress himself and come. 

   "I set there in the house after I'd watched her away down 

the straight road far 's I could see from the door; 'twas a little 

short walkin' funeral an' a cloudy sky, so everything looked dull 

an' gray, an' it crawled along all in one piece, same 's walking 

funerals do, an' I wondered how it ever come to the Lord's mind 

to let her begin down among them gay islands all heat and sun, 

and end up here among the rocks with a north wind blowin'. 

'Twas a gale that begun the afternoon before she died, and had 

kept blowin' off an' on ever since. I'd thought more than once 

how glad I should be to get home an' out o' sound o' them black 

spruces a-beatin' an' scratchin' at the front windows. 

   "I set to work pretty soon to put the chairs back, an' set 

outdoors some that was borrowed, an' I went out in the kitchen, 

an' I made up a good fire in case somebody come an' wanted a 

cup o' tea; but I didn't expect any one to travel way back to the 

house unless 'twas uncle Lorenzo. 'Twas growin' so chilly that I 

fetched some kindlin' wood and made fires in both the fore 

rooms. Then I set down an' begun to feel as usual, and I got my 

knittin' out of a drawer. You can't be sorry for a poor creatur' 

that's come to the end o' all her troubles; my only discomfort was 

I thought I'd ought to feel worse at losin' her than I did; I was 

younger then than I be now. And as I set there, I begun to hear 

some long notes o' dronin' music from upstairs that chilled me to 

the bone." 



   Mrs. Todd gave a hasty glance at me. 

   "Quick 's I could gather me, I went right upstairs to see 

what 'twas," she added eagerly, "an 'twas just what I might ha' 

known. She'd always kept her guitar hangin' right against the 

wall in her room; 'twas tied by a blue ribbon, and there was a 

window left wide open; the wind was veerin' a good deal, an' it 

slanted in and searched the room. The strings was jarrin' yet. 

   "'Twas growin' pretty late in the afternoon, an' I begun 

to feel lonesome as I shouldn't now, and I was disappointed at 

having to stay there, the more I thought it over, but after a while 

I saw Cap'n Lorenzo polin' back up the road all alone, and when 

he come nearer I could see he had a bundle under his arm and 

had shifted his best black clothes for his every-day ones. I run 

out and put some tea into the teapot and set it back on the stove 

to draw, an' when he come in I reached down a little jug o' 

spirits, -- Cap'n Tolland had left his house well provisioned as if 

his wife was goin' to put to sea same 's himself, an' there she'd 

gone an' left it. There was some cake that Mis' Begg an' I had 

made the day before. I thought that uncle an' me had a good 

right to the funeral supper, even if there wa'n't any one to join us. 

I was lookin' forward to my cup o' tea; 'twas beautiful tea out of a 

green lacquered chest that I've got now." 

   "You must have felt very tired," said I, eagerly listening. 

   "I was 'most beat out, with watchin' an' tendin' and all," 

answered Mrs. Todd, with as much sympathy in her voice as if 

she were speaking of another person. "But I called out to uncle as 

he came in, 'Well, I expect it's all over now, an' we've all done 

what we could. I thought we'd better have some tea or somethin' 

before we go home. Come right out in the kitchen, sir,' says I, 

never thinking but we only had to let the fires out and lock up 

everything safe an' eat our refreshment, an' go home. 

   "'I want both of us to stop here to-night,' says uncle, 

looking at me very important. 

   "'Oh, what for?' says I, kind o' fretful. 



   "'I've got my proper reasons,' says uncle. 'I'll see you well 

satisfied, Almira. Your tongue ain't so easy-goin' as some o' the 

women folks, an' there's property here to take charge of that you 

don't know nothin' at all about.' 

   "'What do you mean?' says I. 

   "'Cap'n Tolland acquainted me with his affairs; he hadn't 

no sort o' confidence in nobody but me an' his wife, after he was 

tricked into signin' that Portland note, an' lost money. An' she 

didn't know nothin' about business; but what he didn't take to 

sea to be sunk with him he's hid somewhere in this house. I 

expect Mis' Tolland may have told you where she kept things?' 

said uncle. 

   "I see he was dependin' a good deal on my answer," said 

Mrs. Todd, "but I had to disappoint him; no, she had never said 

nothin' to me. 

   "'Well, then, we've got to make a search,' says he, with 

considerable relish; but he was all tired and worked up, and we 

set down to the table, an' he had somethin', an' I took my desired 

cup o' tea, and then I begun to feel more interested. 

   "'Where you goin' to look first?' says I, but he give me a 

short look an' made no answer, and begun to mix me a very small 

portion out of the jug, in another glass. I took it to please him; he 

said I looked tired, speakin' real fatherly, and I did feel better for 

it, and we set talkin' a few minutes, an' then he started for the 

cellar, carrying an old ship's lantern he fetched out o' the 

stairway an' lit. 

   "'What are you lookin' for, some kind of a chist?' I 

inquired, and he said yes. All of a sudden it come to me to ask 

who was the heirs; Eliza Tolland, Cap'n John's own sister, had 

never demeaned herself to come near the funeral, and uncle 

Lorenzo faced right about and begun to laugh, sort o' pleased. I 

thought queer of it; 't wa'n't what he'd taken, which would be 

nothin' to an old weathered sailor like him. 

   "'Who's the heir?' says I the second time. 



   "'Why, it's you, Almiry,' says he; and I was so took aback 

I set right down on the turn o' the cellar stairs. 

   "'Yes, 'tis,' said uncle Lorenzo. 'I'm glad of it too. Some 

thought she didn't have no sense but foreign sense, an' a poor 

stock o' that, but she said you was friendly to her, an' one day 

after she got news of Tolland's death, an' I had fetched up his will 

that left everything to her, she said she was goin' to make a 

writin', so 's you could have things after she was gone, an' she 

give five hundred to me for bein' executor. Square Pease fixed up 

the paper, an' she signed it; it's all accordin' to law.' There, I 

begun to cry," said Mrs. Todd; "I couldn't help it. I wished I had 

her back again to do somethin' for, an' to make her know I felt 

sisterly to her more 'n I'd ever showed, an' it come over me 'twas 

all too late, an' I cried the more, till uncle showed impatience, an' 

I got up an' stumbled along down cellar with my apern to my 

eyes the greater part of the time. 

   "'I'm goin' to have a clean search,' says he; 'you hold the 

light.' An' I held it, and he rummaged in the arches an' under the 

stairs, an' over in some old closet where he reached out bottles 

an' stone jugs an' canted some kags an' one or two casks, an' 

chuckled well when he heard there was somethin' inside, -- but 

there wa'n't nothin' to find but things usual in a cellar, an' then 

the old lantern was givin' out an' we come away. 

   "'He spoke to me of a chist, Cap'n Tolland did,' says 

uncle in a whisper. 'He said a good sound chist was as safe a bank 

as there was, an' I beat him out of such nonsense, 'count o' fire 

an' other risks.' 'There's no chist in the rooms above,' says I'; 'no, 

uncle, there ain't no sea-chist, for I've been here long enough to 

see what there was to be seen.' Yet he wouldn't feel contented till 

he'd mounted up into the toploft; 'twas one o' them single, hip-

roofed houses that don't give proper accommodation for a real 

garret, like Cap'n Littlepage's down here at the Landin'. There 

was broken furniture and rubbish, an' he let down a terrible sight 

o' dust into the front entry, but sure enough there wasn't no 

chist. I had it all to sweep up next day. 

   "'He must have took it away to sea,' says I to the cap'n, 

an' even then he didn't want to agree, but we was both beat out. I 



told him where I'd always seen Mis' Tolland get her money from, 

and we found much as a hundred dollars there in an old red 

morocco wallet. Cap'n John had been gone a good while a'ready, 

and she had spent what she needed. 'Twas in an old desk o' his in 

the settin' room that we found the wallet." 

   "At the last minute he may have taken his money to sea," 

I suggested. 

   "Oh yes," agreed Mrs. Todd. "He did take considerable 

to make his venture to bring home, as was customary, an' that 

was drowned with him as uncle agreed; but he had other 

property in shipping, and a thousand dollars invested in Portland 

in a cordage shop, but 'twas about the time shipping begun to 

decay, and the cordage shop failed, and in the end I wa'n't so rich 

as I thought I was goin' to be for those few minutes on the cellar 

stairs. There was an auction that accumulated something. Old 

Mis' Tolland, the cap'n's mother, had heired some good furniture 

from a sister: there was above thirty chairs in all, and they're apt 

to sell well. I got over a thousand dollars when we come to settle 

up, and I made uncle take his five hundred; he was getting along 

in years and had met with losses in navigation, and he left it back 

to me when he died, so I had a real good lift. It all lays in the 

bank over to Rockland, and I draw my interest fall an' spring, 

with the little Mr. Todd was able to leave me; but that's kind o' 

sacred money; 'twas earnt and saved with the hope o' youth, an' 

I'm very particular what I spend it for. Oh yes, what with ownin' 

my house, I've been enabled to get along very well, with 

prudence!" said Mrs. Todd contentedly. 

   "But there was the house and land," I asked, -- "what 

became of that part of the property?" 

   Mrs. Todd looked into the fire, and a shadow of 

disapproval flitted over her face. 

   "Poor old uncle!" she said, "he got childish about the 

matter. I was hoping to sell at first, and I had an offer, but he 

always run of an idea that there was more money hid away, and 

kept wanting me to delay; an' he used to go up there all alone and 

search, and dig in the cellar, empty an' bleak as 'twas in winter 



weather or any time. An' he'd come and tell me he'd dreamed he 

found gold behind a stone in the cellar wall, or somethin'. And 

one night we all see the light o' fire up that way, an' the whole 

Landin' took the road, and run to look, and the Tolland property 

was all in a light blaze. I expect the old gentleman had dropped 

fire about; he said he'd been up there to see if everything was safe 

in the afternoon. As for the land, 'twas so poor that everybody 

used to have a joke that the Tolland boys preferred to farm the 

sea instead. It's 'most all grown up to bushes now, where it ain't 

poor water grass in the low places. There's some upland that has 

a pretty view, after you cross the brook bridge. Years an' years 

after she died, there was some o' her flowers used to come up an' 

bloom in the door garden. I brought two or three that was 

unusual down here; they always come up and remind me of her 

constant as the spring. But I never did want to fetch home that 

guitar, some way or 'nother; I wouldn't let it go at the auction, 

either. It was hangin' right there in the house when the fire took 

place. I've got some o' her other little things scattered about the 

house: that picture on the mantelpiece belonged to her." 

   I had often wondered where such a picture had come 

from, and why Mrs. Todd had chosen it; it was a French print of 

the statue of the Empress Josephine in the Savane at old Fort 

Royal, in Martinique.  

   

   

VI 

   Mrs. Todd drew her chair closer to mine; she held the 

cat and her knitting with one hand as she moved, but the cat was 

so warm and so sound asleep that she only stretched a lazy paw 

in spite of what must have felt like a slight earthquake. Mrs. 

Todd began to speak almost in a whisper. 

   "I ain't told you all," she continued; "no, I haven't 

spoken of all to but very few. The way it came was this," she said 

solemnly, and then stopped to listen to the wind, and sat for a 

moment in deferential silence, as if she waited for the wind to 

speak first. The cat suddenly lifted her head with quick 

excitement and gleaming eyes, and her mistress was leaning 



forward toward the fire with an arm laid on either knee, as if they 

were consulting the glowing coals for some augury. Mrs. Todd 

looked like an old prophetess as she sat there with the firelight 

shining on her strong face; she was posed for some great painter. 

The woman with the cat was as unconscious and as mysterious as 

any sibyl of the Sistine Chapel. 

   "There, that's the last struggle o' the gale," said Mrs. 

Todd, nodding her head with impressive certainty and still 

looking into the bright embers of the fire. "You'll see!" She gave 

me another quick glance, and spoke in a low tone as if we might 

be overheard. 

   "'Twas such a gale as this the night Mis' Tolland died. 

She appeared more comfortable the first o' the evenin'; and Mrs. 

Begg was more spent than I, bein' older, and a beautiful nurse 

that was the first to see and think of everything, but perfectly 

quiet an' never asked a useless question. You remember 

her funeral when you first come to the Landing? And she 

consented to goin' an' havin' a good sleep while she could, and 

left me one o' those good little pewter lamps that burnt whale oil 

an' made plenty o' light in the room, but not too bright to be 

disturbin'. 

   "Poor Mis' Tolland had been distressed the night before, 

an' all that day, but as night come on she grew more and more 

easy, an' was layin' there asleep; 'twas like settin' by any sleepin' 

person, and I had none but usual thoughts. When the wind lulled 

and the rain, I could hear the seas, though more distant than 

this, and I don' know 's I observed any other sound than what the 

weather made; 'twas a very solemn feelin' night. I set close by the 

bed; there was times she looked to find somebody when she was 

awake. The light was on her face, so I could see her plain; there 

was always times when she wore a look that made her seem a 

stranger you'd never set eyes on before. I did think what a world 

it was that her an' me should have come together so, and she 

have nobody but Dunnet Landin' folks about her in her 

extremity. 'You're one o' the stray ones, poor creatur',' I said. I 

remember those very words passin' through my mind, but I saw 

reason to be glad she had some comforts, and didn't lack friends 



at the last, though she'd seen misery an' pain. I was glad she was 

quiet; all day she'd been restless, and we couldn't understand 

what she wanted from her French speech. We had the window 

open to give her air, an' now an' then a gust would strike that 

guitar that was on the wall and set it swinging by the blue ribbon, 

and soundin' as if somebody begun to play it. I come near takin' 

it down, but you never know what'll fret a sick person an' put 'em 

on the rack, an' that guitar was one o' the few things she'd 

brought with her." 

   I nodded assent, and Mrs. Todd spoke still lower. 

   "I set there close by the bed; I'd been through a good 

deal for some days back, and I thought I might 's well be droppin' 

asleep too, bein' a quick person to wake. She looked to me as if 

she might last a day longer, certain, now she'd got more 

comfortable, but I was real tired, an' sort o' cramped as watchers 

will get, an' a fretful feeling begun to creep over me such as they 

often do have. If you give way, there ain't no support for the sick 

person; they can't count on no composure o' their own. Mis' 

Tolland moved then, a little restless, an' I forgot me quick 

enough, an' begun to hum out a little part of a hymn tune just to 

make her feel everything was as usual an' not wake up into a poor 

uncertainty. All of a sudden she set right up in bed with her eyes 

wide open, an' I stood an' put my arm behind her; she hadn't 

moved like that for days. And she reached out both her arms 

toward the door, an' I looked the way she was lookin', an' I see 

some one was standin' there against the dark. No, 'twa'n't Mis' 

Begg; 'twas somebody a good deal shorter than Mis' Begg. The 

lamplight struck across the room between us. I couldn't tell the 

shape, but 'twas a woman's dark face lookin' right at us; 'twa'n't 

but an instant I could see. I felt dreadful cold, and my head 

begun to swim; I thought the light went out; 'twa'n't but an 

instant, as I say, an' when my sight come back I couldn't see 

nothing there. I was one that didn't know what it was to faint 

away, no matter what happened; time was I felt above it in 

others, but 'twas somethin' that made poor human natur' quail. I 

saw very plain while I could see; 'twas a pleasant enough face, 

shaped somethin' like Mis' Tolland's, and a kind of expectin' 

look. 



   "No, I don't expect I was asleep," Mrs. Todd assured me 

quietly, after a moment's pause, though I had not spoken. She 

gave a heavy sigh before she went on. I could see that the 

recollection moved her in the deepest way. 

   "I suppose if I hadn't been so spent an' quavery with 

long watchin', I might have kept my head an' observed much 

better," she added humbly; "but I see all I could bear. I did try to 

act calm, an' I laid Mis' Tolland down on her pillow, an' I was a-

shakin' as I done it. All she did was to look up to me so satisfied 

and sort o' questioning, an I looked back to her. 

   "'You saw her, didn't you?' she says to me, speakin' 

perfectly reasonable. ''Tis my mother,' she says again, very feeble, 

but lookin' straight up at me, kind of surprised with the pleasure, 

and smiling as if she saw I was overcome, an' would have said 

more if she could, but we had hold of hands. I see then her 

change was comin', but I didn't call Mis' Begg, nor make no 

uproar. I felt calm then, an' lifted to somethin' different as I 

never was since. She opened her eyes just as she was goin' -- 

   "'You saw her, didn't you?' she said the second time, an' 

I says, 'Yes, dear, I did; you ain't never goin' to feel strange an' 

lonesome no more.' An' then in a few quiet minutes 'twas all 

over. I felt they'd gone away together. No, I wa'n't alarmed 

afterward; 'twas just that one moment I couldn't live under, but I 

never called it beyond reason I should see the other watcher. I 

saw plain enough there was somebody there with me in the 

room.  

   

   

VII 

   "'Twas just such a night as this Mis' Tolland died," 

repeated Mrs. Todd, returning to her usual tone and leaning back 

comfortably in her chair as she took up her knitting. "'Twas just 

such a night as this. I've told the circumstances to but very few; 

but I don't call it beyond reason. When folks is goin' 'tis all 

natural, and only common things can jar upon the mind. You 

know plain enough there's somethin' beyond this world; 

the doors stand wide open. 'There's somethin' of us that must 



still live on; we've got to join both worlds together an' live in one 

but for the other.' The doctor said that to me one day, an' I never 

could forget it; he said 'twas in one o' his old doctor's books."  

  

   We sat together in silence in the warm little room; the 

rain dropped heavily from the eaves, and the sea still roared, but 

the high wind had done blowing. We heard the far complaining 

fog horn of a steamer up the Bay. 

   "There goes the Boston boat out, pretty near on time," 

said Mrs. Todd with satisfaction. "Sometimes these late August 

storms'll sound a good deal worse than they really be. I do hate to 

hear the poor steamers callin' when they're bewildered in thick 

nights in winter, comin' on the coast. Yes, there goes the boat; 

they'll find it rough at sea, but the storm's all over." 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

The Giant Wistaria by Charlotte P. 

Gilman 
(1860-1835) 

 

 

“Meddle not with my new vine, child! See! Thou hast already 
broken the tender shoot! Never needle or distaff for thee, and yet 
thou wilt not be quiet!” 

  The nervous fingers wavered, clutched at a small carnelian cross 
that hung from her neck, then fell despairingly. 

  “Give me my child, mother, and then I will be quiet!” 

  “Hush! hush! thou fool—some one might be near! See—there is 
thy father coming, even now! Get in quickly!” 

  She raised her eyes to her mother’s face, weary eyes that yet had 
a flickering, uncertain blaze in their shaded depths. 

  “Art thou a mother and hast no pity on me, a mother? Give me 
my child!” 

  Her voice rose in a strange, low cry, broken by her father’s hand 
upon her mouth. 

  “Shameless!” said he, with set teeth. “Get to thy chamber, and 
be not seen again to-night, or I will have thee bound!” 

  She went at that, and a hard-faced serving woman followed, and 
presently returned, bringing a key to her mistress. 

  “Is all well with her — and the child also?” 

  “She is quiet, Mistress Dwining, well for the night, be sure. The 
child fretteth endlessly, but save for that it thriveth with me.” 



  The parents were left alone together on the high square porch 
with its great pillars, and the rising moon began to make faint 
shadows of the young vine leaves that shot up luxuriantly around 
them; moving shadows, like little stretching fingers, on the broad 
and heavy planks of the oaken floor. 

  “It groweth well, this vine thou broughtest me in the ship, my 
husband.” 

  “Aye,” he broke in bitterly, “and so doth the shame I brought 
thee! Had I known of it I would sooner have had the ship founder 
beneath us, and have seen our child cleanly drowned, than live to 
this end!” 

  “Thou art very hard, Samuel, art thou not afeard for her life? 
She grieveth sore for the child, aye, and for the green fields to 
walk in!” 

  “Nay,” said he grimly, “I fear not. She hath lost already what is 
more than life; and she shall have air enough soon. To-morrow 
the ship is ready, and we return to England. None knoweth of our 
stain here, not one, and if the town hath a child unaccounted for 
to rear in decent ways—why, it is not the first, even here. It will 
be well enough cared for! And truly we have matter for 
thankfulness, that her cousin is yet willing to marry her.” 

  “Hast thou told him?” 

  “Aye! Thinkest thou I would cast shame into another man’s 
house, unknowing it? He hath always desired her, but she would 
none of him, the stubborn! She hath small choice now!” 

  “Will he be kind, Samuel? Can he — “ 

  “Kind? What call’st thou it to take such as she to wife? Kind! 
How many men would take her, an’ she had double the fortune? 
And being of the family already, he is glad to hide the blot 
forever.” 

  “An’ if she would not? He is but a coarse fellow, and she ever 
shunned him.” 



  “Art thou mad, woman? She weddeth him ere we sail to-
morrow, or she stayeth ever in that chamber. The girl is not so 
sheer a fool! He maketh an honest woman of her, and saveth our 
house from open shame. What other hope for her than a new life 
to cover the old? Let her have an honest child, an’ she so longeth 
for one!” 

  He strode heavily across the porch, till the loose planks creaked 
again, strode back and forth, with his arms folded and his brows 
fiercely knit above his iron mouth. 

  Overhead the shadows flickered mockingly across a white face 
among the leaves, with eyes of wasted fire. 

*  *  *  *  * 

  “O, George, what a house! What a lovely house! I am sure it’s 
haunted! Let us get that house to live in this summer! We will 
have Kate and Jack and Susy and Jim of course, and a splendid 
time of it!” 

  Young husbands are indulgent, but still they have to recognize 
facts. 

  “My dear, the house may not be to rent; and it may also not be 
habitable.” 

  “There is surely somebody in it. I am going to inquire!” 

  The great central gate was rusted off its hinges, and the long 
drive had trees in it, but a little footpath showed signs of steady 
usage, and up that Mrs. Jenny went, followed by her obedient 
George. The front windows of the old mansion were blank, but in 
a wing at the back they found white curtains and open doors. 
Outside, in the clear May sunshine, a woman was washing. She 
was polite and friendly, and evidently glad of visitors in that 
lonely place. She “guessed it could be rented—didn’t know.” The 
heirs were in Europe, but “there was a lawyer in New York had 
the lettin’ of it.” There had been folks there years ago, but not in 
her time. She and her husband had the rent of their part for 
taking care of the place. Not that they took much care on’t either, 
“but keepin’ robbers out.” It was furnished throughout, old-



fashioned enough, but good; and “if they took it she could do the 
work for ’em herself, she guessed—if he was willin’!” 

  Never was a crazy scheme more easily arranged. George knew 
that lawyer in New York; the rent was not alarming; and the 
nearness to a rising sea-shore resort made it a still pleasanter 
place to spend the summer. 

  Kate and Jack and Susy and Jim cheerfully accepted, and the 
June moon found them all sitting on the high front porch. 

  They had explored the house from top to bottom, from the great 
room in the garret, with nothing in it but a rickety cradle, to the 
well in the cellar without a curb and with a rusty chain going 
down to unknown blackness below. They had explored the 
grounds, once beautiful with rare trees and shrubs, but now a 
gloomy wilderness of tangled shade. 

  The old lilacs and laburnums, the spirea and syringa, nodded 
against the second-story windows. What garden plants survived 
were great ragged bushes or great shapeless beds. A huge 
wistaria vine covered the whole front of the house. The trunk, it 
was too large to call a stem, rose at the corner of the porch by the 
high steps, and had once climbed its pillars; but now the pillars 
were wrenched from their places and held rigid and helpless by 
the tightly wound and knotted arms. 

  It fenced in all the upper story of the porch with a knitted wall 
of stem and leaf; it ran along the eaves, holding up the gutter that 
had once supported it; it shaded every window with heavy green; 
and the drooping, fragrant blossoms made a waving sheet of 
purple from roof to ground. 

  “Did you ever see such a wistaria!” cried ecstatic Mrs. Jenny. “It 
is worth the rent just to sit under such a vine — a fig tree beside it 
would be sheer superfluity and wicked extravagance!” 

  “Jenny makes much of her wistaria,” said George, “because 
she’s so disappointed about the ghosts. She made up her mind at 
first sight to have ghosts in the house, and she can’t find even a 
ghost story!” 



  “No,” Jenny assented mournfully; “I pumped poor Mrs. 
Pepperill for three days, but could get nothing out of her. But I’m 
convinced there is a story, if we could only find it. You need not 
tell me that a house like this, with a garden like this, and a cellar 
like this, isn’t haunted!” 

  “I agree with you,” said Jack. Jack was a reporter on a New York 
daily, and engaged to Mrs. Jenny’s pretty sister. “And if we don’t 
find a real ghost, you may be very sure I shall make one. It’s too 
good an opportunity to lose!” 

  The pretty sister, who sat next him, resented. “You shan’t do 
anything of the sort, Jack! This is a real ghostly place, and I won’t 
have you make fun of it! Look at that group of trees out there in 
the long grass—it looks for all the world like a crouching, hunted 
figure!” 

  “It looks to me like a woman picking huckleberries,” said Jim, 
who was married to George’s pretty sister. 

  “Be still, Jim!” said that fair young woman. “I believe in Jenny’s 
ghost as much as she does. Such a place! Just look at this great 
wistaria trunk crawling up by the steps here! It looks for all the 
world like a writhing body—cringing—beseeching!” 

  “Yes,” answered the subdued Jim, “it does, Susy. See its waist,—
about two yards of it, and twisted at that! A waste of good 
material!” 

  “Don’t be so horrid, boys! Go off and smoke somewhere if you 
can’t be congenial!” 

  “We can! We will! We’ll be as ghostly as you please.” And 
forthwith they began to see bloodstains and crouching figures so 
plentifully that the most delightful shivers multiplied, and the 
fair enthusiasts started for bed, declaring they should never sleep 
a wink. 

  “We shall all surely dream,” cried Mrs. Jenny, “and we must all 
tell our dreams in the morning!” 



  “There’s another thing certain,” said George, catching Susy as 
she tripped over a loose plank; “and that is that you frisky 
creatures must use the side door till I get this Eiffel tower of a 
portico fixed, or we shall have some fresh ghosts on our hands! 
We found a plank here that yawns like a trap-door—big enough 
to swallow you—and I believe the bottom of the thing is in 
China!” 

  The next morning found them all alive, and eating a substantial 
New England breakfast, to the accompaniment of saws and 
hammers on the porch, where carpenters of quite miraculous 
promptness were tearing things to pieces generally. 

  “It’s got to come down mostly,” they had said. “These timbers 
are clean rotted through, what ain’t pulled out o’ line by this 
great creeper. That’s about all that holds the thing up.” 

  There was clear reason in what they said, and with a caution 
from anxious Mrs. Jenny not to hurt the wistaria, they were left 
to demolish and repair at leisure. 

  “How about ghosts?” asked Jack after a fourth griddle cake. “I 
had one, and it’s taken away my appetite!” 

  Mrs. Jenny gave a little shriek and dropped her knife and fork. 

  “Oh, so had I! I had the most awful—well, not dream exactly, 
but feeling. I had forgotten all about it!” 

  “Must have been awful,” said Jack, taking another cake. “Do tell 
us about the feeling. My ghost will wait.” 

  “It makes me creep to think of it even now,” she said. “I woke 
up, all at once, with that dreadful feeling as if something were 
going to happen, you know! I was wide awake, and hearing every 
little sound for miles around, it seemed to me. There are so many 
strange little noises in the country for all it is so still. Millions of 
crickets and things outside, and all kinds of rustles in the trees! 
There wasn’t much wind, and the moonlight came through in my 
three great windows in three white squares on the black old floor, 
and those fingery wistaria leaves we were talking of last night 



just seemed to crawl all over them. And—O, girls, you know that 
dreadful well in the cellar?” 

  A most gratifying impression was made by this, and Jenny 
proceeded cheerfully: 

  “Well, while it was so horridly still, and I lay there trying not to 
wake George, I heard as plainly as if it were right in the room, 
that old chain down there rattle and creak over the stones!” 

  “Bravo!” cried Jack. “That’s fine! I’ll put it in the Sunday 
edition!” 

  “Be still!” said Kate. “What was it, Jenny? Did you really see 
anything?” 

  “No, I didn’t, I’m sorry to say. But just then I didn’t want to. I 
woke George, and made such a fuss that he gave me bromide, 
and said he’d go and look, and that’s the last I thought of it till 
Jack reminded me,—the bromide worked so well.” 

  “Now, Jack, give us yours,” said Jim. “Maybe, it will dovetail in 
somehow. Thirsty ghost, I imagine; maybe they had prohibition 
here even then!” 

  Jack folded his napkin, and leaned back in his most impressive 
manner. 

  “It was striking twelve by the great hall clock—” he began. 

  “There isn’t any hall clock!” 

  “O hush, Jim, you spoil the current! It was just one o’clock then, 
by my old-fashioned repeater.” 

  “Waterbury! Never mind what time it was!” 

  “Well, honestly, I woke up sharp, like our beloved hostess, and 
tried to go to sleep again, but couldn’t. I experienced all those 
moonlight and grasshopper sensations, just like Jenny, and was 
wondering what could have been the matter with the supper, 



when in came my ghost, and I knew it was all a dream! It was a 
female ghost, and I imagine she was young and handsome, but 
all those crouching, hunted figures of last evening ran riot in my 
brain, and this poor creature looked just like them. She was all 
wrapped up in a shawl, and had a big bundle under her arm,—
dear me, I am spoiling the story! With the air and gait of one in 
frantic haste and terror, the muffled figure glided to a dark old 
bureau, and seemed taking things from the drawers. As she 
turned, the moonlight shone full on a little red cross that hung 
from her neck by a thin gold chain—I saw it glitter as she crept 
noiselessly from the room! That’s all.” 

  “O Jack, don’t be so horrid! Did you really? Is that all? What do 
you think it was?” 

  “I am not horrid by nature, only professionally. I really did. 
That was all. And I am fully convinced it was the genuine, 
legitimate ghost of an eloping chambermaid with kleptomania!” 

  “You are too bad, Jack!” cried Jenny. “You take all the horror 
out of it. There isn’t a ‘creep’ left among us.” 

  “It’s no time for creeps at nine-thirty A.M., with sunlight and 
carpenters outside! However, if you can’t wait till twilight for 
your creeps, I think I can furnish one or two,” said George. “I 
went down cellar after Jenny’s ghost!” 

  There was a delighted chorus of female voices, and Jenny cast 
upon her lord a glance of genuine gratitude. 

  “It’s all very well to lie in bed and see ghosts, or hear them,” he 
went on. “But the young householder suspecteth burglars, even 
though as a medical man he knoweth nerves, and after Jenny 
dropped off I started on a voyage of discovery. I never will again, 
I promise you!” 

  “Why, what was it?” 

  “Oh, George!” 

  “I got a candle—” 



  “Good mark for the burglars,” murmured Jack. 

  “And went all over the house, gradually working down to the 
cellar and the well.” 

  “Well?” said Jack. 

  “Now you can laugh; but that cellar is no joke by daylight, and a 
candle there at night is about as inspiring as a lightning-bug in 
the Mammoth Cave. I went along with the light, trying not to fall 
into the well prematurely; got to it all at once; held the light 
down and then I saw, right under my feet—(I nearly fell over her, 
or walked through her, perhaps),—a woman, hunched up under a 
shawl! She had hold of the chain, and the candle shone on her 
hands—white, thin hands,—on a little red cross that hung from 
her neck—vide Jack! I’m no believer in ghosts, and I firmly object 
to unknown parties in the house at night; so I spoke to her rather 
fiercely. She didn’t seem to notice that, and I reached down to 
take hold of her,—then I came upstairs!” 

  “What for?” 

  “What happened?” 

  “What was the matter?” 

  “Well, nothing happened. Only she wasn’t there! May have been 
indigestion, of course, but as a physician I don’t advise any one 
to court indigestion alone at midnight in a cellar!” 

  “This is the most interesting and peripatetic and evasive ghost I 
ever heard of!” said Jack. “It’s my belief she has no end of silver 
tankards, and jewels galore, at the bottom of that well, and I 
move we go and see!” 

  “To the bottom of the well, Jack?” 

  “To the bottom of the mystery. Come on!” 



  There was unanimous assent, and the fresh cambrics and pretty 
boots were gallantly escorted below by gentlemen whose jokes 
were so frequent that many of them were a little forced. 

  The deep old cellar was so dark that they had to bring lights, 
and the well so gloomy in its blackness that the ladies recoiled. 

  “That well is enough to scare even a ghost. It’s my opinion you’d 
better let well enough alone!” quoth Jim. 

  “Truth lies hid in a well, and we must get her out,” said George. 
“Bear a hand with the chain?” 

  Jim pulled away on the chain, George turned the creaking 
windlass, and Jack was chorus. 

  “A wet sheet for this ghost, if not a flowing sea,” said he. “Seems 
to be hard work raising spirits! I suppose he kicked the bucket 
when he went down!” 

  As the chain lightened and shortened there grew a strained 
silence among them; and when at length the bucket appeared, 
rising slowly through the dark water, there was an eager, half 
reluctant peering, and a natural drawing back. They poked the 
gloomy contents. “Only water.” 

  “Nothing but mud.” 

  “Something—” 

  They emptied the bucket up on the dark earth, and then the 
girls all went out into the air, into the bright warm sunshine in 
front of the house, where was the sound of saw and hammer, and 
the smell of new wood. There was nothing said until the men 
joined them, and then Jenny timidly asked: 

  “How old should you think it was, George?” 

  “All of a century,” he answered. “That water is a preservative,—
lime in it. Oh!—you mean?—Not more than a month; a very little 
baby!” 



  There was another silence at this, broken by a cry from the 
workmen. They had removed the floor and the side walls of the 
old porch, so that the sunshine poured down to the dark stones 
of the cellar bottom. And there, in the strangling grasp of the 
roots of the great wistaria, lay the bones of a woman, from whose 
neck still hung a tiny scarlet cross on a thin chain of gold. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

The Tartarus of Maids by Herman 

Melville 
(1819-1891) 

It lies not far from Woedolor Mountain in New England. 
Turning to the east, right out from among bright farms and 
sunny meadows, nodding in early June with odorous grasses, 
you enter ascendingly among bleak hills. These gradually close in 
upon a dusky pass, which, from the violent Gulf Stream of air 
unceasingly driving between its cloven walls of haggard rock, as 
well as from the tradition of a crazy spinster’s hut having long 
ago stood somewhere hereabouts, is called the Mad Maid’s 
Bellows’-pipe. 

Winding along at the bottom of the gorge is a dangerously 
narrow wheel-road, occupying the bed of a former torrent. 
Following this road to its highest point, you stand as within a 
Dantean gateway. From the steepness of the walls here, their 
strangely ebon hue, and the sudden contraction of the gorge, this 
particular point is called the Black Notch. The ravine now 
expandingly descends into a great, purple, hopper-shaped 
hollow, far sunk among many Plutonian, shaggy-wooded 
mountains. By the country people this hollow is called the Devil’s 
Dungeon. Sounds of torrents fall on all sides upon the ear. These 
rapid waters unite at last in one turbid brick-colored stream, 
boiling through a flume among enormous boulders. They call 
this strange-colored torrent Blood River. Gaining a dark 
precipice it wheels suddenly to the west, and makes one maniac 
spring of sixty feet into the arms of a stunted wood of gray haired 
pines, between which it thence eddies on its further way down to 
the invisible lowlands. 

Conspicuously crowning a rocky bluff high to one side, at 
the cataract’s verge, is the ruin of an old saw-mill, built in those 
primitive times when vast pines and hemlocks superabounded 
throughout the neighboring region. The black-mossed bulk of 
those immense, rough-hewn, and spike-knotted logs, here and 
there tumbled all together, in long abandonment and decay, or 



left in solitary, perilous projection over the cataract’s gloomy 
brink, impart to this rude wooden ruin not only much of the 
aspect of one of rough-quarried stone, but also a sort of feudal, 
Rhineland, and Thurmberg look, derived from the pinnacled 
wildness of the neighboring scenery. 

Not far from the bottom of the Dungeon stands a large 
white-washed building, relieved, like some great whited 
sepulchre, against the sullen background of mountain-side firs, 
and other hardy evergreens, inaccessibly rising in grim terraces 
for some two thousand feet. 

The building is a paper-mill. 

Having embarked on a large scale in the seeds-man’s 
business (so extensively and broadcast, indeed, that at length my 
seeds were distributed through all the Eastern and Northern 
States and even fell into the far soil of Missouri and the 
Carolinas), the demand for paper at my place became so great, 
that the expenditure soon amounted to a most important item in 
the general account. It need hardly be hinted how paper comes 
into use with seedsmen, as envelopes. These are mostly made of 
yellowish paper, folded square; and when filled, are all but flat, 
and being stamped, and superscribed with the nature of the 
seeds contained, assume not a little the appearance of business-
letters ready for the mail. Of these small envelopes I used an 
incredible quantity — several hundreds of thousands in a year. 
For a time I had purchased my paper from the wholesale dealers 
in a neighboring town. For economy’s sake, and partly for the 
adventure of the trip, I now resolved to cross the mountains, 
some sixty miles, and order my future paper at the Devil’s 
Dungeon paper-mill. 

The sleighing being uncommonly fine toward the end of 
January, and promising to hold so for no small period, in spite of 
the bitter cold I started one gray Friday noon in my pung [a sort 
of sleigh], well fitted with buffalo and wolf robes; and, spending 



one night on the road, next noon came in sight of Woedolor 
Mountain. 

The far summit fairly smoked with frost; white vapors 
curled up from its white-wooded top, as from a chimney. The 
intense congelation made the whole country look like one 
petrifaction. The steel shoes of my pung craunched and gritted 
over the vitreous, chippy snow, as if it had been broken glass. 
The forests here and there skirting the route, feeling the same 
all-stiffening influence, their inmost fibres  penetrated with the 
cold, strangely groaned — not in the swaying branches merely, 
but likewise in the vertical trunk — as the fitful gusts 
remorselessly swept through them. Brittle with excessive frost, 
many colossal tough-grained maples, snapped in twain like pipe-
stems, cumbered the unfeeling earth. 

Flaked all over with frozen sweat, white as a milky ram, 
his nostrils at each breath sending forth two horn-shaped shoots 
of heated respiration, Black, my good horse, but six years old, 
started at a sudden turn, where, right across the track — not ten 
minutes fallen — an old distorted hemlock lay, darkly undulatory 
as an anaconda. 

Gaining the Bellows’-pipe, the violent blast, dead from 
behind, all but shoved my high-backed pung up-hill. The gust 
shrieked through the shivered pass, as if laden with lost spirits 
bound to the unhappy world. Ere gaining the summit, Black, my 
horse, as if exasperated by the cutting wind, slung out with his 
strong hind legs, tore the light pung straight up-hill, and 
sweeping grazingly through the narrow notch, sped downward 
madly past the ruined saw-mill. Into the Devil’s Dungeon horse 
and cataract rushed together. 

With might and main, quitting my seat and robes, and 
standing backward, with one foot braced against the dash-board, 
I rasped and churned the bit, and stopped him just in time to 
avoid collision, at a turn, with the bleak nozzle of a rock, 
couchant like a lion in the way — a road-side rock. 



At first I could not discover the paper-mill. 

The whole hollow gleamed with the white, except, here 
and there, where a pinnacle of granite showed one wind-swept 
angle bare. The mountains stood pinned in shrouds — a pass of 
Alpine corpses. Where stands the mill? Suddenly a whirling, 
humming sound broke upon my ear. I looked, and there, like an 
arrested avalanche, lay the large whitewashed factory. It was 
subordinately surrounded by a cluster of other and smaller 
buildings, some of which, from their cheap, blank air, great 
length, gregarious windows, and comfortless expression, no 
doubt were boarding-houses of the operatives. A snow-white 
hamlet amidst the snows. Various rude, irregular squares and 
courts resulted from the somewhat picturesque clusterings of 
these buildings, owing to the broken, rocky nature of the ground, 
which forbade all method in their relative arrangement. Several 
narrow lanes and alleys, too, partly blocked with snow fallen 
from the roof, cut up the hamlet in all directions. 

When, turning from the traveled highway, jingling with 
bells of numerous farmers — who availing themselves of the fine 
sleighing, were dragging their wood to market — and frequently 
diversified with swift cutters dashing from inn to inn of the 
scattered villages — when, I say, turning from that bustling 
main-road, I by degrees wound into the Mad Maid’s Bellows’-
pipe, and saw the grim Black Notch beyond, then something 
latent, as well as something obvious in the time and scene, 
strangely brought back to my mind my first sight of dark and 
grimy Temple-Bar. And when Black, my horse, went darting 
through the Notch, perilously grazing its rocky wall, I 
remembered being in a runaway London omnibus, which in 
much the same sort of style, though by no means at an equal 
rate, dashed through the ancient arch of Wren. Though the two 
objects did by no means completely correspond, yet this partial 
inadequacy but served to tinge the similitude not less with the 
vividness than the disorder of a dream. So that, when upon 
reining up at the protruding rock I at last caught sight of the 
quaint groupings of the factory-buildings, and with the traveled 
highway and the Notch behind, found myself all alone, silently 
and privily stealing through deep-cloven passages into this 



sequestered spot, and saw the long, high-gabled main factory 
edifice, with a rude tower — for hoisting heavy boxes — at one 
end, standing among its crowded outbuildings and boarding-
houses, as the Temple Church amidst the surrounding offices 
and dormitories, and when the marvelous retirement of this 
mysterious mountain nook fastened its whole spell upon me, 
then, what memory lacked, all tributary imagination furnished, 
and I said to myself, “This is the very counterpart of the Paradise 
of Bachelors, but snowed upon, and frost-painted to a 
sepulchre.” 

Dismounting, and warily picking my way down the 
dangerous declivity — horse and man both sliding now and then 
upon the icy ledges — at length I drove, or the blast drove me, 
into the largest square, before one side of the main edifice. 
Piercingly and shrilly the shotted blast blew by the corner; and 
redly and demoniacally boiled Blood River at one side. A long 
wood-pile, of many scores of cords, all glittering in mail of 
crusted ice, stood crosswise in the square. A row of horse-posts, 
their north sides plastered with adhesive snow, flanked the 
factory wall. The bleak frost packed and paved the square as with 
some ringing metal. 

The inverted similitude recurred — “The sweet tranquil 
Temple garden, with the Thames bordering its green beds,” 
strangely meditated I. 

But where are the gay bachelors? 

Then, as I and my horse stood shivering in the wind-
spray, a girl ran from a neighboring dormitory door, and 
throwing her thin apron over her bare head, made for the 
opposite building. 

“One moment, my girl; is there no shed hereabouts which I may 
drive into?” 



Pausing, she turned upon me a face pale with work, and blue 
with cold; an eye supernatural with unrelated misery. 

”Nay,” faltered I, “I mistook you. Go on; I want nothing.” 

Leading my horse close to the door from which she had 
come, I knocked. Another pale, blue girl appeared, shivering in 
the doorway as, to prevent the blast, she jealously held the door 
ajar. 

“Nay, I mistake again. In God’s name shut the door. But hold, is 
there no man about?” 

That moment a dark-complexioned well-wrapped personage 
passed, making for the factory door, and spying him coming, the 
girl rapidly closed the other one. 

“Is there no horse-shed here, Sir?” 

“Yonder, to the wood-shed,” he replied, and disappeared inside 
the factory. 

With much ado I managed to wedge in horse and pung 
between the scattered piles of wood all sawn and split. Then, 
blanketing my horse, and piling my buffalo on the blanket’s top, 
and tucking in its edges well around the breast-band and 
breeching, so that the wind might not strip him bare, I tied him 
fast, and ran lamely for the factory door, stiff with frost, and 
cumbered with my driver’s dread-naught. 

Immediately I found myself standing in a spacious, 
intolerably lighted by long rows of windows, focusing inward the 
snowy scene without. 



At rows of blank-looking counters sat rows of blank-looking girls, 
with blank, white folders in their blank hands, all blankly folding 
blank paper. 

In one corner stood some huge frame of ponderous iron, 
with a vertical thing like a piston periodically rising and falling 
upon a heavy wooden block. Before it — its tame minister — 
stood a tall girl, feeding the iron animal with half-quires of rose-
hued note paper, which, at every downward dab of the piston-
like machine, received in the corner the impress of a wreath of 
roses. I looked from the rosy paper to the pallid cheek, but said 
nothing. 

Seated before a long apparatus, strung with long, slender 
strings like any harp, another girl was feeding it with foolscap 
sheets, which, so soon as they curiously traveled from her on the 
cords, were withdrawn at the opposite end of the machine by a 
second girl. They came to the first girl blank; they went to the 
second girl ruled. 

I looked upon the first girl’s brow, and saw it was young 
and fair; I looked upon the second girl’s brow, and saw it was 
ruled and wrinkled. Then, as I still looked, the two — for some 
small variety to the monotony — changed places; and where had 
stood the young, fair brow, now stood the ruled and wrinkled 
one. 

Perched high upon a narrow platform, and still higher 
upon a high stool crowning it, sat another figure serving some 
other iron animal; while below the platform sat her mate in some 
sort of reciprocal attendance. 

Not a syllable was breathed. Nothing was heard but the 
low, steady, overruling hum of the iron animals. The human 
voice was banished from the spot. Machinery — that vaunted 
slave of humanity — here stood menially served by human 
beings, who served mutely and cringingly as the slave serves the 



Sultan. The girls did not so much seem accessory wheels to the 
general machinery as mere cogs to the wheels. 

All this scene around me was instantaneously taken in at 
one sweeping glance — even before I had proceeded to unwind 
the heavy fur tippet from around my neck. But as soon as this fell 
from me the dark-complexioned man, standing close by, raised a 
sudden cry, and seizing my arm, dragged me out into the open 
air, and without pausing for word instantly caught up some 
congealed snow and began rubbing both my cheeks. 

“Two white spots like the whites of your eyes,” he said; “man, 
your cheeks are frozen.” 

“That may well be,” muttered I; “ ‘tis some wonder the frost of 
the Devil’s Dungeon strikes in no deeper. Rub away.” 

Soon a horrible, tearing pain caught at my reviving cheeks. Two 
gaunt blood-hounds, one on each side, seemed mumbling them. 
I seemed Actæon. 

Presently, when all was over, I re-entered the factory, made 
known my business, concluded it satisfactorily, and then begged 
to be conducted throughout the place to view it. 

“Cupid is the boy for that,” said the dark-complexioned man. 
“Cupid!” and by this odd fancy-name calling a dimpled, red-
cheeked, spirited-looking, forward little fellow, who was rather 
impudently, I thought, gliding about among the passive-looking 
girls — like a gold fish through hueless waves — yet doing 
nothing in particular that I could see, the man bade him lead the 
stranger through the edifice.   “Come first and see the water-
wheel,” said this lively lad, with the air of boyishly-brisk 
importance. 



Quitting the folding-room, we crossed some damp, cold 
boards, and stood beneath a area wet shed, incessantly 
showering with foam, like the green barnacled bow of some East 
Indiaman in a gale. Round and round here went the enormous 
revolutions of the dark colossal water-wheel, grim with its one 
immutable purpose. 

“This sets our whole machinery a-going, Sir in every part of all 
these buildings; where the girls work and all.” 

I looked, and saw that the turbid waters of Blood River had not 
changed their hue by coming under the use of man. 

“You make only blank paper; no printing of any sort, I suppose? 
All blank paper, don’t you?” 

“Certainly; what else should a paper-factory make?” 

The lad here looked at me as if suspicious of my common-sense. 

“Oh, to be sure!” said I, confused and stammering; “it only struck 
me as so strange that red waters should turn out pale chee — 
paper, I mean.” 

He took me up a wet and rickety stair to a great light 
room, furnished with no visible thing but rude, manger-like 
receptacles running all round its sides; and up to these mangers, 
like so many mares haltered to the rack, stood rows of girls. 
Before each was vertically thrust up a long, glittering scythe, 
immovably fixed at bottom to the manger-edge. The curve of the 
scythe, and its having no snath to it, made it look exactly like a 
sword. To and fro, across the sharp edge, the girls forever 
dragged long strips of rags, washed white, picked from baskets at 
one side; thus ripping asunder every seam, and converting the 
tatters almost into lint. The air swam with the fine, poisonous 



particles, which from all sides darted, subtilely, as motes in sun-
beams, into the lungs. 

“This is the rag-room,” coughed the boy. 

“You find it rather stifling here,” coughed I, in answer; ” but the 
girls don’t cough.” 

“Oh, they are used to it.” 

“Where do you get such hosts of rags?” picking up a handful from 
a basket. 

“Some from the country round about; some from far over sea — 
Leghorn and London.” 

 ‘Tis not unlikely, then,” murmured I, “that among these 
heaps of rags there may be some old shirts, gathered from the 
dormitories of the Paradise of Bachelors. But the buttons are all 
dropped off. Pray, my lad, do you ever find any bachelor’s 
buttons hereabouts?” 

“None grow in this part of the country. The Devil’s Dungeon is no 
place for flowers.” 

“Oh! you mean the flowers so called — the Bachelor’s Buttons?” 

“And was not that what you asked about? Or did you mean the 
gold bosom-buttons of our boss, Old Bach, as our whispering 
girls all call him?” 

“The man, then, I saw below is a bachelor, is he?” 



“Oh, yes, he’s a Bach.” 

“The edges of those swords, they are turned outward from the 
girls, if I see right; but their rags and fingers fly so, I can not 
distinctly see.” 

“Turned outward.” 

Yes, murmured I to myself; I see it now; turned outward, 
and each erected sword is so borne, edge-outward, before each 
girl. If my reading fails me not, just so, of old, condemned state-
prisoners went from the hall of judgment to their doom: an 
officer before, bearing a sword, its edge turned outward, in 
significance of their fatal sentence. So, through consumptive 
pallors of this blank, raggy life, go these white girls to death. 

“Those scythes look very sharp,” again turning toward the boy. 

“Yes; they have to keep them so. Look!” 

That moment two of the girls, dropping their rags, plied each a 
whet-stone up and down the sword-blade. My unaccustomed 
blood curdled at the sharp shriek of the tormented steel. 

Their own executioners; themselves whetting the very swords 
that slay them; meditated I. 

“What makes those girls so sheet-white, my lad?” 

“Why” — with a roguish twinkle, pure ignorant drollery, not 
knowing heartlessness — “I suppose the handling of such white 
bits of sheets all the time makes them so sheety.” 



“Let us leave the rag-room now, my lad.” 

More tragical and more inscrutably mysterious than any mystic 
sight, human or machine, throughout the factory, was the 
strange innocence of cruel-heartedness in this usage-hardened 
boy. 

“And now,” said he, cheerily, “I suppose you want to see our 
great machine, which cost us twelve thousand dollars only last 
autumn. That’s the machine that makes the paper, too. This way, 
Sir.” 

Following him, I crossed a large, bespattered place, with two 
great round vats in it, full of a white, wet, woolly-looking stuff, 
not unlike the albuminous part of an egg, soft-boiled. 

“There,” said Cupid, tapping the vats carelessly, “these are 
the first beginnings of the paper; this white pulp you see. Look 
how it swims bubbling round and round, moved by the paddle 
here. From hence it pours from both vats into that one common 
channel yonder; and so goes, mixed up and leisurely, to the great 
machine. And now for that.” 

He led me into a room, stifling with a strange, blood-like, 
abdominal heat, as if here, true enough, were being finally 
developed the germinous particles lately seen. 

Before me, rolled out like some long Eastern manuscript, 
lay stretched one continuous length of iron frame-work — 
multitudinous and mystical, with all sorts of rollers, wheels, and 
cylinders, in slowly-measured and unceasing motion. 

“Here first comes the pulp now,” said Cupid, pointing to 
the nighest end of the machine. “See; first it pours out and 
spreads itself upon this wide, sloping board; and then — look — 
slides, thin and quivering, beneath the first roller there. Follow 



on now, and see it as it slides from under that to the next 
cylinder. There; see how it has become just a very little less pulpy 
now. One step more, and it grows still more to some slight 
consistence. Still another cylinder, and it is so knitted — though 
as yet mere dragon-fly wing — that it forms an air-bridge here, 
like a suspended cobweb, between two more separated rollers; 
and flowing over the last one, and under again, and doubling 
about there out of sight for a minute among all those mixed 
cylinders you indistinctly see, it reappears here, looking now at 
last a little less like pulp and more like paper, but still quite 
delicate and defective yet awhile. But — a little further onward, 
Sir, if you please — here now, at this further point, it puts on 
something of a real look, as if it might turn out to be something 
you might possibly handle in the end. But it’s not yet done, Sir. 
Good way to travel yet, and plenty more of cylinders must roll it.” 

“Bless my soul!” said I, amazed at the elongation, interminable 
convolutions, and deliberate slowness of the machine; “it must 
take a long time for the pulp to pass from end to end, and come 
out paper.” 

“Oh! not so long,” smiled the precocious lad, with a 
superior and patronizing air; “only nine minutes. But look; you 
may try it for yourself. Have you a bit of paper? Ah! here’s a bit 
on the floor. Now mark that with any word you please, and let me 
dab it on here, and we’ll see how long before it comes out at the 
other end.” 

“Well, let me see,” said I, taking out my pencil; “come, I’ll mark it 
with your name.” 

Bidding me take out my watch, Cupid adroitly dropped the 
inscribed slip on an exposed part of the incipient mass. 

Instantly my eye marked the second-hand on my dial-plate. 



Slowly I followed the slip, inch by inch; sometimes pausing for 
full half a minute as it disappeared beneath inscrutable groups of 
the lower cylinders, but only gradually to emerge again; and so, 
on, and on, and on — inch by inch; now in open sight, sliding 
along like a freckle on the quivering sheet, and then again wholly 
vanished; and so, on, and on, and on — inch by inch; all the time 
the main sheet growing more and more to final firmness — when, 
suddenly, I saw a sort of paper-fall, not wholly unlike a water-
fall; a scissory sound smote my ear, as of some cord being 
snapped, and down dropped an unfolded sheet of perfect 
foolscap, with my “Cupid” half faded out of it, and still moist and 
warm. 

My travels were at an end, for here was the end of the machine. 

“Well, how long was it ?” said Cupid. 

“Nine minutes to a second,” replied I, watch in hand. 

“I told you so.” 

For a moment a curious emotion filled me, not wholly 
unlike that which one might experience at the fulfillment of some 
mysterious prophecy. But how absurd, thought I again; the thing 
is a mere machine, the essence of which is unvarying punctuality 
and precision. 

Previously absorbed by the wheels and cylinders, my attention 
was now directed to a sad-looking woman standing by. 

“That is rather an elderly person so silently tending the machine-
end here. She would not seem wholly used to it either.” 

“Oh,” knowingly whispered Cupid, through the din, “she only 
came last week. She was a nurse formerly. But the business is 



poor in these parts, and she’s left it. But look at the paper she is 
piling there.” 

“Ay, foolscap,” handling the piles of moist, warm sheets, which 
continually were being delivered into the woman’s waiting 
hands. “Don’t you turn out any thing but foolscap at this 
machine?” 

“Oh, sometimes, but not often, we turn out finer work — cream-
laid and royal sheets, we call them. But foolscap being in chief 
demand, we turn out foolscap most.” 

It was very curious. Looking at that blank paper 
continually dropping, dropping, dropping, my mind ran on in 
wonderings of those strange uses to which those thousand sheets 
eventually would be put. All sorts of writings would be writ on 
those now vacant things — sermons, lawyers’ briefs, physicians’ 
prescriptions, love-letters, marriage certificates, bills of divorce, 
registers of births, death-warrants, and so on, without end. Then, 
recurring back to them as they here lay all blank, I could not but 
bethink me of that celebrated comparison of John Locke, who, in 
demonstration of his theory that man had no innate ideas, 
compared the human mind at birth to a sheet of blank paper; 
something destined to be scribbled on, but what sort of 
characters no soul might tell. 

Pacing slowly to and fro along the involved machine, still 
humming with its play, I was struck as well by the inevitability as 
the evolvement-power in all its motions. 

“Does that thin cobweb there,” said I, pointing to the sheet in its 
more imperfect stage, “does that never tear or break? It is 
marvelous fragile, and yet this machine it passes through is so 
mighty.” 

“It never is known to tear a hair’s point.” 



“Does it never stop — get clogged?” 

“No. It must go. The machinery makes it go just so; just that very 
way, and at that very pace you there plainly see it go. The pulp 
can’t help going.” 

Something of awe now stole over me, as I gazed upon this 
inflexible iron animal. Always, more or less, machinery of this 
ponderous, elaborate sort strikes, in some moods, strange dread 
into the human heart, as some living, panting Behemoth might. 
But what made the thing I saw so specially terrible to me was the 
metallic necessity, the unbudging fatality which governed it. 
Though, here and there, I could not follow the thin, gauzy vail of 
pulp in the course of its more mysterious or entirely invisible 
advance, yet it was indubitable that, at those points where it 
eluded me, it still marched on in unvarying docility to the 
autocratic cunning of the machine. A fascination fastened on me. 
I stood spell-bound and wandering in my soul. Before my eyes — 
there, passing in slow procession along the wheeling cylinders, I 
seemed to see, glued to the pallid incipience of the pulp, the yet 
more pallid faces of all the pallid girls I had eyed that heavy day. 
Slowly, mournfully, beseechingly, yet unresistingly, they gleamed 
along, their agony dimly outlined on the imperfect paper, like the 
print of the tormented face on the handkerchief of Saint 
Veronica. 

“Halloa! the heat of the room is too much for you,” cried Cupid, 
staring at me. 

“No — I am rather chill, if any thing.” 

“Come out, Sir — out — out,” and, with the protecting air of a 
careful father, the precocious lad hurried me outside. 

In a few moments, feeling revived a little, I went into the folding-
room — the first room I had entered, and where the desk for 



transacting business stood, surrounded by the blank counters 
and blank girls engaged at them. 

“Cupid here has led me a strange tour,” said I to the dark-
complexioned man before mentioned, whom I had ere this 
discovered not only to be an old bachelor, but also the principal 
proprietor. “Yours is a most wonderful factory. Your great 
machine is a miracle of inscrutable intricacy.” 

“Yes, all our visitors think it so. But we don’t have many. We are 
in a very out-of-the-way corner here. Few inhabitants, too. Most 
of our girls come from far-off villages.” 

“The girls,” echoed I, glancing round at their silent forms. ” Why 
is it, Sir, that in most factories, female operatives, of whatever 
age, are indiscriminately called girls, never women?” 

“Oh! as to that — why, I suppose, the fact of their being 
generally unmarried — that’s the reason, I should think. But it 
never struck me before. For our factory here, we will not have 
married women; they are apt to be off-and-on too much. We 
want none but steady workers: twelve hours to the day, day after 
day, through the three hundred and sixty-five days, excepting 
Sundays, Thanksgiving, and Fast-days. That’s our rule. And so, 
having no married women, what females we have are rightly 
enough called girls.” 

“Then these are all maids,” said I, while some pained homage to 
their pale virginity made me involuntarily bow. 

“All maids.” 

Again the strange emotion filled me. 



“Your cheeks look whitish yet, Sir,” said the man, gazing at me 
narrowly. “You must be careful going home. Do they pain you at 
all now? It’s a bad sign, if they do.” 

“No doubt, Sir,” answered I, “when once I have got out of the 
Devil’s Dungeon, I shall feel them mending.” 

“Ah, yes; the winter air in valleys, or gorges, or any sunken place, 
is far colder and more bitter than elsewhere. You would hardly 
believe it now, but it is colder here than at the top of Woedolor 
Mountain.” 

“I dare say it is, Sir. But time presses me; I must depart.” 

With that, remuffling myself in dread-naught and tippet, 
thrusting my hands into my huge seal-skin mittens, I sallied out 
into the nipping air, and found poor Black, my horse, all cringing 
and doubled up with the cold. 

Soon, wrapped in furs and meditations, I ascended from the 
Devil’s Dungeon. 

At the Black Notch I paused, and once more bethought me of 
Temple-Bar. Then, shooting through the pass, all alone with 
inscrutable nature, I exclaimed — Oh! Paradise of Bachelors! and 
oh! Tartarus of Maids! 
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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 co-heirs; 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 playground 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 repellant, 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 wallpaper! 

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 wallpaper 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 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 as airy and comfortable a 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 
deep-shaded 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 fire-works 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 wallpaper, 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 wallpaper 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 sulk 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 wallpaper. 
Perhaps because of the wallpaper. 

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 cross-lights 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 wallpaper. 

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 wallpaper 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,—I 
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 under 
way 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, candlelight, 
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,—
oh, 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 
wallpaper. 

I turned it off with a laugh. I had no intention of telling him it 
was because of the wallpaper—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 wallpaper! 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 shaded lane, creeping up and down. I 
see her in those dark grape arbors, creeping all around the 
garden. 



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 wallpaper 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! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

The Minister’s Black Veil by Nathaniel 

Hawthorne 
(1804-1864) 

 

 

The Sexton stood in the porch of Milford meetinghouse, 

pulling busily at the bell rope. The old people of the village came 

stooping along the street. Children, with bright faces, tripped 

merrily beside their parents, or mimicked a graver gait, in the 

conscious dignity of their Sunday clothes. Spruce bachelors 

looked sidelong at the pretty maidens, and fancied that the 

Sabbath sunshine made them prettier than on weekdays. When 

the throng had mostly streamed into the porch, the sexton began 

to toll the bell, keeping his eye on the Reverend Mr. Hooper's 

door. The first glimpse of the clergyman's figure was the signal 

for the bell to cease its summons. 

"But what has good Parson Hooper got upon his face?" cried the 

sexton in astonishment. 

All within hearing immediately turned about, and beheld 

the semblance of Mr. Hooper, pacing slowly his meditative way 

toward the meetinghouse. With one accord they started, 

expressing more wonder than if some strange minister were 

coming to dust the cushions of Mr. Hooper's pulpit. 



"Are you sure it is our parson?" inquired Goodman Gray of the 

sexton. 

"Of a certainty it is good Mr. Hooper," replied the sexton. "He 

was to have exchanged pulpits with Parson Shute, of Westbury; 

but Parson Shute sent to excuse himself yesterday, being to 

preach a funeral sermon." 

The cause of so much amazement may appear sufficiently slight. 

Mr. Hooper gentlemanly person, of about thirty, though still a 

bachelor, was dressed with due clerical neatness, as if a careful 

wife had starched his band, and brushed the weekly dust from 

his Sunday's garb. There was but one thing remarkable in his 

appearance. Swathed about his forehead, and hanging down over 

his face, so low as to be shaken by his breath Mr. Hooper had on 

a black veil. On a nearer view it seemed to consist of two folds of 

crepe, which entirely concealed his features, except the mouth 

and chin, but probably did not intercept his sight, further than to 

give a darkened aspect to all living and inanimate things. With 

this gloomy shade before him, good Mr. Hooper walked onward, 

at a slow and quiet pace, stooping somewhat, and looking on the 

ground, as is customary with abstracted men, yet nodding kindly 

to those of his parishioners who still waited on the meetinghouse 

steps. But so wonderstruck were they that his greeting hardly 

met with a return. 



"I can't really feel as if good Mr. Hooper's face was behind that 

piece of crape," said the sexton. 

"I don't like it," muttered an old woman, as she hobbled into the 

meetinghouse. "He has changed himself into something awful, 

only by hiding his face." 

"Our parson has gone mad!" cried Goodman Gray, following him 

across the threshold. 

A rumor of some unaccountable phenomenon had preceded Mr. 

Hooper into the meetinghouse, and set all the congregation astir. 

Few could refrain from twisting their heads toward the door; 

many stood upright, and turned directly about while several little 

boys clambered upon the seats, and came down again with a 

terrible racket. There was a general bustle, a rustling of the 

women's gowns and shuffling of the men's feet, greatly at 

variance with that hushed repose which should attend the 

entrance of the minister. But Mr. Hooper appeared not to notice 

the perturbation of his people. He entered with an almost 

noiseless step, bent his head mildly to the pews on each side, and 

bowed as he passed his oldest parishioner, a whitehaired great-

grandsire, who occupied an armchair in the center of the aisle. It 

was strange to observe how slowly this venerable man became 

conscious of something singular in the appearance of his pastor. 

He seemed not fully to partake of the prevailing wonder, till Mr. 

Hooper had ascended the stairs, and showed himself in the 



pulpit, face to face with his congregation, except for the black 

veil. That mysterious emblem was never once withdrawn. It 

shook with his measured breath, as he gave out the psalm; it 

threw its obscurity between him and the holy page, as he read the 

Scriptures; and while he prayed, the veil lay heavily on his 

uplifted countenance. Did he seek to hide it from the dread Being 

whom he was addressing? 

Such was the effect of this simple piece of crepe, that more than 

one woman of delicate nerves was forced to leave the 

meetinghouse. Yet perhaps the pale-faced congregation was 

almost as fearful a sight to the minister, as his black veil to them. 

Mr. Hooper had the reputation of a good preacher, but not an 

energetic one; he strove to win his people heavenward by mild, 

persuasive influences, rather than to drive them thither by the 

thunders of the Word. The sermon which he now delivered was 

marked by the same characteristics of style and manner as the 

general series of his pulpit oratory. But there was something, 

either in the sentiment of the discourse itself, or in the 

imagination of the auditors, which made it greatly the most 

powerful effort that they had ever heard from their pastor's lips. 

It was tinged, rather more darkly than usual, with the gentle 

gloom of Mr. Hooper's temperament. The subject had reference 

to secret sit, and those sad mysteries which we hide from our 

nearest and dearest and would fain conceal from our own 



consciousness, even forgetting that the Omniscient can de tect 

them. A subtle power was breathed into his words. Each member 

of the congregation, the most innocent girl, and the man of 

hardened breast, felt as if the preacher had crept upon them, 

behind his awful veil, and discovered their hoarded iniquity of 

deed or thought. Many spread their clasped hands on their 

bosoms. There was nothing terrible in what Mr. Hooper said, at 

least no violence; and yet, with every tremor of his melancholy 

voice, the hearers quaked. An unsought pathos came hand in 

hand with awe. So sensible were the audience of some unwonted 

attribute in their minister, that they longed for a breath of wind 

to blow aside the veil, almost believing that a stranger's visage 

would be discovered, though the form, gesture, and voice were 

those of Mr. Hooper. 

At the close of the services, the people hurried out with 

indecorous confusion, eager to communicate their pent-up 

amazement, and conscious of lighter spirits the moment they lost 

sight of the black veil. Some gathered in little circles, huddled 

closely together, with their mouths all whispering in the center; 

some went homeward alone, wrapt in silent meditation; some 

talked loudly, and profaned the Sabbath day with ostentatious 

laughter. A few shook, their sagacious heads, intimating that they 

could penetrate the mystery; while one or two affirmed that there 

was no mystery at all, but only that Mr. Hooper's eyes were so 

weakened by the midnight lamp as to require a shade. After a 



brief interval, forth came good Mr. Hooper also, in the rear of his 

flock. Turning his veiled face from one group to another, he paid 

due reverence to the hoary heads, saluted the middle-aged with 

kind dignity as their friend and spiritual guide, greeted the young 

with mingled authority and love, and laid his hands on the little 

children's heads to bless them. Such was always his custom on 

the Sabbath day. Strange and bewildered looks repaid him for his 

courtesy. None, as on former occasions, aspired to the honor of 

walking by their pastor's side. Old Squire Saunders, doubtless by 

an accidental lapse of memory, neglected to invite Mr. Hooper to 

his table, where the good clergyman had been wont to bless the 

food, almost every Sunday since his settlement. He returned, 

therefore, to the parsonage, and, at the moment of closing the 

door, was observed to look back upon the people, all of whom 

had their eyes fixed upon the minister. A sad smile gleamed 

faintly from beneath the black veil, and flickered about his 

mouth, glimmering as he disappeared. "How strange," said a 

lady, "that a simple black veil, such as any woman might wear on 

her bonnet, should become such a terrible thing on Mr. Hooper's 

face." 

"Something must surely be amiss with Hooper's intellects," 

observed her husband, the physician of the village. "But the 

strangest part of the affair is the effect of this vagary, even on a 

sober-minded man like myself. The black veil, though it covers 

only our pastor's face, throws its influence over his whole person, 



and makes him ghostlike from head to foot. Do you not feel it 

so?" 

"Truly do I," replied the lady; "and I would not be alone with him 

for the world. I wonder he is not afraid to be alone with himself!" 

"Men sometimes are so," said her husband. 

The afternoon service was attended with similar circumstances. 

At its conclusion, the bell tolled for the funeral of a young lady. 

The relatives and friends were assembled in the house, and the 

more distant acquaintances stood about the door, speaking of the 

good qualities of the deceased, when their talk was interrupted 

by the appearance of Mr. Hooper, still covered with his black 

veil. It was now an appropriate emblem. The clergyman stepped 

into the room where the corpse was laid, and bent over the 

coffin, to take a last farewell of his deceased parishioner. As he 

stooped, the veil hung straight down from his forehead, so that, if 

her eyelids had not been dosed forever, the dead maiden might 

have seen his face. Could Mr. Hooper be fearful of her glance, 

that he so hastily caught back the black veil? A person who 

watched the interview between the dead and the living scrupled 

not to affirm, that, at the instant when the clergyman's features 

were disclosed, the corpse had slightly shuddered, rustling the 

shroud and muslin cap, though the countenance retained the 

composure of death. A superstitious old woman was the only 

witness of this prodigy. From the coffin Mr. Hooper passed into 



the chamber of the mourners, and thence to the head of the 

staircase, to make the funeral prayer. It was a tender and heart-

dissolving prayer, full of sorrow, yet so imbued with celestial 

hopes, that the music of a heavenly harp, swept by the fingers of 

the dead, seemed faintly to be heard among the saddest accents 

of the minister. The people trembled, though they but darkly 

understood him when he prayed that they, and himself, and all of 

mortal race, might be ready, as he trusted this young maiden had 

been, for the dreadful hour that should snatch the veil from their 

faces. The bearers went heavily forth, and the mourners 

followed, saddening all the street, with the dead before them, and 

Mr. Hooper in his black veil behind. 

"Why do- you look back?" said one in the procession to his 

partner. "I had a fancy," replied she, "that the minister and the 

maiden's spirit were walking hand in hand." 

"And so had I, at the same moment," said the other. 

That night, the handsomest couple in Milford village were to be 

joined in wedlock. Though reckoned a melancholy man, Mr. 

Hooper had a placid cheerfulness for such occasions, which often 

excited a sympathetic smile where livelier merriment would have 

been thrown away. There was no quality of his disposition which 

made him more beloved than this. The company at the wedding 

awaited his arrival with impatience, trusting that the strange 

awe, which had gathered over him throughout the day, would 



now be dispelled. But such was not the result. When Mr. Hooper 

came, the first thing that their eyes rested on was the same 

horrible black veil, which had added deeper gloom to the funeral, 

and could portend nothing but evil to the wedding. Such was its 

immediate effect on the guests that a cloud seemed to have rolled 

duskily from beneath the black crepe, and dimmed the light of 

the candles. The bridal pair stood up before the minister. But the 

bride's cold fingers quivered in the tremulous hand of the 

bridegroom, and her deathlike paleness caused a whisper that 

the maiden who had been buried a few hours before was come 

from her grave to be married. If ever another wedding were so 

dismal, it was that famous one where they tolled the wedding 

knell. After performing the ceremony, Mr. Hooper raised a glass 

of wine to his lips, wishing happiness to the new-married couple 

in a strain of mild pleasantry that ought to have brightened the 

features of the guests, like a cheerful gleam from the hearth. At 

that instant, catching a glimpse of his figure in the looking glass, 

the black veil involved his own spirit in the horror with which it 

overwhelmed all others. His frame shuddered his lips grew 

white, he spilt the untasted wine upon the carpet, and rushed 

forth into the darkness. For the Earth, too, had on her Black Veil. 

The next day, the whole village of Milford talked of little else than 

Parson Hooper's black veil. That, and the mystery concealed 

behind it, supplied a topic for discussion between acquaintances 

meeting in the street, and good women gossiping at their open 



windows. It was the first item of news that the tavernkeeper told 

to his guests. The children babbled of it on their way to school. 

One imitative little imp covered his face with an old black 

handkerchief, thereby so affrighting his playmates that the panic 

seized himself, and he well-nigh lost his wits by his own waggery. 

It was remarkable that of all the busybodies and impertinent 

people in the parish, not one ventured to put the plain question 

to Mr. Hooper, wherefore he did this thing. Hitherto, whenever 

there appeared the slightest call for such interference, he had 

never lacked advisers, nor shown himself averse to be guided by 

their judgment. If he erred at all, it was by so painful a degree of 

self-distrust, that even the mildest censure would lead him to 

consider an indifferent action as a crime. Yet, though so well 

acquainted with this amiable weakness, no individual among his 

parishioners chose to make the black veil a subject of friendly 

remonstrance. There was a feeling of dread, neither plainly 

confessed nor carefully concealed, which caused each to shift the 

responsibility upon another, till at length it was found expedient 

to send a deputation of the church, in order to deal with Mr. 

Hooper about the mystery, before it should grow into a scandal. 

Never did an embassy so ill discharge its duties. The minister 

received them with friendly courtesy, but remained silent, after 

they were seated, leaving to his visitors the whole burden of 

introducing their important business. The topic, it might be 

supposed, was obvious enough. There was the black veil swathed 



round Mr. Hooper's forehead, and concealing every feature 

above his placid mouth, on which, at times, they could perceive 

the glimmering of a melancholy smile. But that piece of crepe, to 

their imagination, seemed to hang down before his heart, the 

symbol of a fearful secret between him and them. Were the veil 

but cast aside, they might speak freely of it, but not till then. 

Thus they sat a considerable time, speechless, confused, and 

shrinking uneasily from Mr. Hooper's eye, which they felt to be 

fixed upon them with an invisible glance. Finally, the deputies 

returned abashed to their constituents, pronouncing the matter 

too weighty to be handled, except by a council of the churches, if, 

indeed, it might not require a general synod. 

But there was one person in the village unappalled by the awe 

with which the black veil had impressed all besides herself. When 

the deputies returned without an explanation, or even venturing 

to demand one, she, with the calm energy of her character, 

determined to chase away the strange cloud that appeared to be 

settling round Mr. Hooper, every moment more darkly than 

before. As his plighted wife, it should be her privilege to know 

what the black veil concealed. At the minister's first visit, 

therefore, she entered upon the subject with a direct simplicity, 

which made the task easier both for him and her, After he had 

seated himself, she fixed her eyes steadfastly upon the veil, but 

could discern nothing of the dreadful gloom that had so 

overawed the multitude; it was but a double fold of crepe, 



hanging down from his forehead to his mouth, and slightly 

stirring with his breath. 

"No," said she aloud, and smiling, "there is nothing terrible in 

this piece of crepe, except that it hides a face which I am always 

glad to look upon. Come, good sir, let the sun shine from behind 

the cloud. First lay aside your black veil; then tell me why you put 

it on." 

Mr. Hooper's smile glimmered faintly. 

"There is an hour to come," said he, "when all of us shall cast 

aside our veils. Take it not amiss, beloved friend, if I wear this 

piece of crepe till then." 

"Your words are a mystery, too," returned the young lady. "Take 

away the veil from them, at least." 

"Elizabeth, I will," said he, "so far as my vow may suffer me. 

Know, then, this veil is a type and a symbol, and I am bound to 

wear it ever, both in light and darkness, in solitude and before 

the gaze of multitudes, and as with strangers, so with my familiar 

friends. No mortal eye will see it withdrawn. This dismal shade 

must separate me from the world; even you, Elizabeth, can never 

come behind it!" 

"What grievous affliction hath befallen you," she earnestly 

inquired, "that you should thus darken your eyes forever?" 



"If it be a sign of mourning," replied Mr. Hooper, "I, perhaps, like 

most other mortals, have sorrows dark enough to be typified by a 

black veil." 

"But what if the world will not believe that it is the type of an 

innocent sorrow?" urged Elizabeth. "Beloved and respected: as 

you are, there may be whispers that you hide your face under the 

consciousness of secret sin. For the sake of your holy office, do 

away this scandal!" 

The color rose into her cheeks as she intimated the nature of the 

rumors that were already abroad in the village. But Mr. Hooper's 

mildness did not forsake him. He even smiled again--that same 

sad smile, which always appeared like a faint glimmering of light, 

proceeding from the obscurity beneath the veil. 

"If I hide my face for sorrow, there is cause enough;" he merely 

replied; "and if I cover it for secret sin, what mortal might not do 

the same?" 

And with this gentle, but unconquerable obstinacy did he resist 

her entreaties. At length Elizabeth sat silent. For a few momeets 

she appeared lost in thought, considering, probably, what new 

methods might be tried to withdraw her foyer from so dark a 

fantasy, which, if it had no other meaning, was perhaps a 

symptom of mental disease. Though of a firmer character than 

his own, the tears rolled down her cheeks. But, in an instant, as it 



were, a new feeling took the place of sorrow; her eyes were fixed 

insensibly on the black veil, when, like a sudden twilight in the 

air, its terrors: fell around her. She arose, and stood trembling 

before him. 

"And do you feel it then, at last?" said he, mournfully. 

She made no reply, but covered her eyes with her hand, and 

turned to leave the room. He rushed forward and caught her 

arm. 

"Have patience with me, Elizabeth!" cried he, passionately. "Do 

not desert me, though this veil must be between us here on earth. 

Be mine, and hereafter there shall be no veil over my face, no 

darkness between our souls! It is but a mortal veil--it is not for 

eternity! O! you know not how lonely I am, and how frightened, 

to be alone behind my black veil. Do not leave me in this 

miserable obscurity forever!" 

"Lift the veil but once, and look me in the face," said she. 

"Never! It cannot be!" replied Mr. Hooper. 

"Then farewell!" said Elizabeth. 

She withdrew her arm from his grasp, and slowly departed, 

pausing at the door, to give one long shuddering gaze, that 

seemed almost to penetrate the mystery of the black veil. But, 

even amid his grief, Mr. Hooper smiled to think that only a 



material emblem had separated him from happiness, though the 

horrors which it shadowed forth must be drawn darkly between 

the fondest of lovers. 

From that time no attempts were made to remove Mr. Hooper's 

black veil, or, by a direct appeal, to discover the secret which it 

was supposed to hide. By persons who claimed a superiority to 

popular prejudice, it was reckoned more an eccentric whim, such 

as often mingles with the sober actions of men otherwise 

rational, and tinges them all with its own semblance of insanity. 

But with the multitude, good Mr. Hooper was irreparably a 

bugbear. He could not walk the street with any peace of mind, so 

conscious was he that the gentle and timid would turn aside to 

avoid him, and that others would make it a point of hardihood to 

throw themselves in his way. The impertinence of the latter class 

compelled him to give up his customary walk at sunset to the 

burial ground; for when he leaned pensively over the gate, there 

would always be faces behind the gravestones, peeping at his 

black veil. A fable went the rounds that the stare of the dead 

people drove him thence. It grieved him, to the very depth of his 

kind heart, to observe how the children fled from his approach, 

breaking up their merriest sports, while his melancholy figure 

was yet afar off. Their instinctive dread caused him to feel more 

strongly than aught else that a preternatural horror was 

interwoven with the threads of the black crape. In truth, his own 

antipathy to the veil was known to be l so great, that he never 



willingly passed before a mirror, nor stooped to drink at a still 

fountain, lest, in its peaceful bosom, he should be affrighted by 

himself. This was what gave plausibility to the whispers, that Mr. 

Hooper's conscience tortured him for some great crime too 

horrible to be entirely concealed, or. otherwise than so obscurely 

intimated. Thus, from beneath the black veil, there rolled a cloud 

into the sunshine, an ambiguity of sin or sorrow, which 

enveloped the poor minister, so that love or sympathy could 

never reach him. It was said that ghost and fiend consorted with 

him there. With self-shudderings and outward terrors, he walked 

continually in its shadow, groping darkly within his own soul, or 

gazing through a medium that saddened the whole world. Even 

the lawless wind, it was believed, respected his dreadful secret, 

and never blew aside the veil. But still good Mr. Hooper sadly 

smiled at the pale visages of the worldly throng as he passed by. 

Among all its bad influences, the black veil had the one desirable 

effect, of making its wearer a very efficient clergyman. By the aid 

of his mysterious emblem--for there was no other apparent 

cause--he became a man of awful power over souls that were in 

agony of sin. His converts always regarded him with a dread 

peculiar to themselves, affirming, though but figuratively, that, 

before he brought them to celestial light, they had been with him 

behind the black veil. Its gloom, indeed, enabled him to 

sympathize with all dark affections. Dying sinners cried aloud for 

Mr. Hooper, and would not yield their breath till he appeared; 



though ever, as he stooped to whisper consolation, they 

shuddered at the veiled face so near their own. Such were the 

terrors of the black veil, even when Death had bared his visage! 

Strangers came long distances to attend service at his church, 

with the mere idle purpose of gazing at his figure, because it was 

forbidden them to behold his face. But many were made to quake 

ere they departed! Once, during Governor Belcher's 

administration, Mr. Hooper was appointed to preach the election 

sermon. Covered with his black veil, he stood before the chief 

magistrate, the council, and the representatives, and wrought so 

deep an impression, that the legislative measures of that year 

were characterized by all the gloom and piety of our earliest 

ancestral sway. 

In this manner Mr. Hooper spent a long life, irreproachable in 

outward act, yet shrouded in dismal suspicions; kind and loving, 

though unloved, and dimly feared; a man apart from men, 

shunned in their health and joy, but ever summoned to their aid 

in mortal anguish. As years wore on, shedding their snows above 

his sable veil, he acquired a name throughout the New England 

churches, and they called him Father Hooper. Nearly all his 

parishioners, who were of mature age when he was settled, had 

been borne away by many a funeral; he had one congregation in 

the church, and a more crowded one in the churchyard; and 

having wrought so late into the evening, and done his work so 

well, it was now good Father Hooper's turn to rest. 



Several persons were visible by the shaded candlelight, in the 

death chamber of the old clergyman. Natural connections he had 

none. But there was the decorously grave, though unmoved 

physician, seeking only to mitigate the last pangs of the patient 

whom he could not save. There were the deacons, and other 

eminently pious members of his church. There, also, was the 

Reverend Mr. Clark, of Westbury, a young and zealous divine, 

who had ridden in haste to pray by the bedside of the expiring 

minister. There was the nurse, no hired handmaiden of death, 

but one whose calm affection had endured thus long in secrecy, 

in solitude, amid the chill of age, and would not perish, even at 

the dying hour. Who, but Elizabeth! And there lay the hoary head 

of good Father Hooper upon the death pillow, with the black veil 

still swathed about his brow, and reaching down over his face, so 

that each more difficult gasp of his faint breath caused it to stir. 

All through life that piece of crepe had hung between him and 

the world; it had separated him from cheerful brotherhood and 

woman's love, arid kept him in that saddest of all prisons, his 

own heart; and still it lay upon his face, as if to deepen the gloom 

of his darksome chamber, and shade him from the sunshine of 

eternity. 

For some time previous, his mind had been confused, wavering 

doubtfully between the past and the present, and hovering 

forward, as it were, at intervals, into the indistinctness of the 

world to come. There had been feverish turns, which tossed him 



from side to side, and wore away what little strength he had. But 

in his most convulsive struggles, and in the wildest vagaries of 

his intellect, when no other thought retained its sober influence, 

he still showed an awful solicitude lest the black veil should slip 

aside. Even if his bewildered soul could have forgotten, there was 

a faithful woman at his pillow, who, with averted eyes, would 

have covered that aged face, which she had last beheld in the 

comeliness of manhood. At length the deathstricken old man lay 

quietly in the torpor of mental and bodily exhaustion, with an 

imperceptible pulse, and breath that grew fainter and fainter, 

except when a long, deep, and irregular inspiration seemed to 

prelude the flight of his spirit. 

The minister of Westbury approached the bedside. 

"Venerable Father Hooper," said he, "the moment of your release 

is at hand. Are you ready for the lifting of the veil that shuts in 

time from eternity?" Father Hooper at first replied merely by a 

feeble motion of his head; then, apprehensive, perhaps, that his 

meaning might be doubtful, he exerted himself to speak. 

"Yea," said he, in faint accents, "my soul hath a patient weariness 

until that veil be lifted." 

"And is it fitting," resumed the Reverend Mr. Clark, "that a man 

so given to prayer, of such a blameless example, holy in deed and 

thought, so far as mortal judgment may pronounce; is it fitting 



that a father in the church should leave a shadow on his memory, 

that may seem to blacken a life so pure? I pray you, my venerable 

brother, let not this thing be! Suffer us to be gladdened by your 

triumphant aspect as you go to your reward. Before the veil of 

eternity be lifted, let me cast aside this black veil from your face!" 

And thus speaking the Reverend Mr. Clark bent forward to reveal 

the mystery of so many years. But, exerting a sudden energy, that 

made all the beholders stand aghast, Father Hooper snatched 

both his hands from beneath the bedclothes, and pressed them 

strongly on the black veil, resolute to struggle, if the minister of 

Westbury would contend with a dying man. 

"Never!" cried the veiled clergyman. "On earth, never!" 

"Dark old men!" exclaimed the affrighted minister, "with what 

horrible crime upon your soul are you now passing to the 

judgment?" 

Father Hooper's breath heaved; it rattled in his throat; but, with 

a mighty effort, grasping forward with his hands, he caught hold 

of life, and held it back till he should speak, He even raised 

himself in bed; and there he sat, shivering with the arms of death 

around him, while the black veil hung down, awful, at that last 

moment, in the gathered terrors of a lifetime. And yet the faint, 

sad smile, so often there, now seemed to glimmer from its 

obscurity, and linger on Father Hooper's lips. 



"Why do you tremble at me alone?" cried he, turning his veiled 

face round the circle of pale spectators. "Tremble also at each 

others Have men avoided me, and women shown no pity, and 

children screamed and fled, only for my black veil? What, but the 

mystery which it obscurely typifies, has made this piece of crepe 

so awful? When the friend shows his inmost heart to his friend; 

the lover to his best beloved; when man does not vainly shrink 

from the eye of his Creator, loathsomely treasuring up the secret 

of his sin; then deem me a monster, for the symbol beneath 

which I have lived, and die! I look around me, and, lo! on every 

visage a Black Veil." 

While his auditors shrank from one another, in mutual affright, 

Father Hooper fell back upon his pillow, a veiled corpse, with a 

faint smile lingering on the lips. Still veiled, they laid him in his 

coffin, and a veiled corpse they bore. him to the grave. The grass 

of many years has sprung up and withered on that grave, the 

burial stone is moss-grown, and good Mr. Hooper's face is dust; 

but awful is still the thought that it moldered beneath the Black 

Veil! 

 


